Chapter Eleven

I fished with Marcia Saturday and Sunday. I couldn't get enough. I soaked up her nautical knowledge like a dry sponge while encouraging her to reminisce about my father. I prowled around her boat, peered down the engine compartments, learning more about my heritage as I prepared for my future. I understood my father much better now that I had spent some time on the water. At least I could see why he had never settled down. The sea is a demanding mistress, but a man can always make a living with her. The ocean is the source of life they say, and it can be a way of life. As long as the water cycle persists, from sea to clouds to rain and back to the sea via rivers and streams, the sea will sustain life indefinitely. It will also take the lives of the careless, which seemed like a good risk to me, a way to live with integrity. I decided to make the sea my home.


When I wasn't fishing, I was haunting the offices of the yacht brokers, pricing, comparing and listening to the advantages and limitations of every type of boat. Open fishermen were light and quick. Dual outboards would get you there and back quickly, given good weather, but rain made running in them miserable and you couldn't live aboard. Trawlers were seaworthy and roomy, and were fine for cruising the islands. Usually powered by diesels, they were slow and the high deck in the stern made them hard to fish from.


Houseboats were comfortable to live on and some, depending on power and hull design, were pretty fast, twenty knots or more. Generally, they were built for sheltered water, however. Large waves or wakes could break over the low bows and possibly capsize the boat, though the likelihood of that happening was slight if one watched the weather. After living in a travel trailer for years, a house boat was like a castle to me. A travel trailer gives you eight feet of width. Not enough room for me to lie down cross-wise. Houseboats, on the other hand, started at about twelve feet and went up from there. 


Jeff Westhiemer told me that Shannon's boat, The Sea Deucer, had been built on a barge and had a beam of twenty one feet and was fifty six feet long. That was too big for me. I wanted something between the slow houseboats I had seen and the sportfisher. 


Sportfishers built by Hatteras, Bertram or Post turned me on. The ones forty feet or more were usually powered by dependable diesels, could handle seas of ten feet with ease, had a range of several hundred miles and made my old trailer feel small and cramped for living space. Many could carry a smaller boat on the front deck and were equipped with a crane like device called a davit that could lift the boat on and off. I figured it could do the same for my Harley.


New ones were over two hundred thousand, and Strikers ran up to a million, a price that would get you a boat that did everything for you: wash the rods, clean the fish and seduce the women with pop up bars and round vibrating beds. Those were out of line with my apparent income and my lifestyle, however. Miami has a publication called the “Boat Trader” that lists thousands of boats for sale. I called several brokers, giving them a very general list of my requirements. It had to be large enough to live aboard, stable and seaworthy enough to weather five foot seas and wakes, and fishable, with a flybridge. One broker told me of a houseboat built by Thunderbird Marine that looked promising. I had an open appointment to come down to North Miami to see it. I put it at the top of a list of boats I thought might be suitable. 


No one questions you when you are cruising. Marina residents mind their on business. They are used to transients. By hopping around from marina to marina or anchoring out, I could avoid being spotted by DiAngelo or his friends.


Would they even be looking for me? Had they written me off? I had been blown up, hospitalized and, if I had any common sense, should be on my way home by now. I was reasonably sure they didn't know what I looked like. I had allowed no photos to enter the papers, and there had been no photos of me inside of my trailer. The killer would not know what I looked like outside of a general description given to Carmine by Doug. Not even the Fort Lauderdale police knew where I was. No information had been processed on my credit card. I was safe for the moment.


I placed the claim on my trailer with my insurance company. Then I caught up on business affairs and made sure my credit would cover the purchase I intended to make. I called and left a message for Clark. 


Another call to Bonnie got credit checks running on Shannon Cameron, Charles DiAngelo and Jean Kelly. I spent the afternoon in my room, slowly and painfully retraining screaming muscle groups with the TV playing in the background.


Clark called that evening. "This is a record, isn't it Trevor? This is twice I've heard the sound of your voice in the same year. How's Donna?"


"She's dead, Clark." It was the first time I'd thought about her without breaking into tears. My sorrow had begun the slow transition to resolve. 


"Jesus, Trevor. How?"


I told him in detail, and with the telling the tears flowed again.


"What can I do?" he asked when I had finished the story.


"I need an in to a big time operator, a referral maybe, from someone he would have no reason to doubt."


"Someone high up on the totem pole."


"Exactly."


"That's going to be tough. Smoke or powder?"


"Powder, I'm guessing."


"Take this number down. Go down the street and call it in fifteen minutes."


I did as I was told, stopping to get a pocket full of quarters. He answered on the first ring from a booth. Clark is the only person I know who carries a directory full of pay phone numbers. He used so many quarters I insisted he buy a few video machines instead of buying rolls from merchants. "Is there a payoff on this? Or are you just out for vengeance?" he asked in lieu of hello.


"I don't know yet, Clark. But if I get my choice, he won't be doing anyone any more good."


"If he's got connections, you will undoubtedly upset someone if he disappears," he pointed out.


"Whoever gives him to me will be well rewarded. I'll risk the rest. I loved her, Clark. And Clark, I could use some help on this one."


He flew down the next day. I picked him up at the Fort Lauderdale Airport.


On the way back to Bahia Mar, I filled him in on what little I knew about DiAngelo and Carmine. I didn't mention my meeting with Mitchell and Miata. I just handed Clark the file. Out of the corner of my eye I watched his face.


"Where did you get this file, Trevor? This is DEA!"


"I figured they would have the information I needed. I met them through Doug's attorney."


"You told them you wanted to take this guy out?"


"Not exactly. I met Miata right after I found out Donna was married to Doug. I wasn't in a good frame of mind. I'd decided to blow the whole thing off. That was before I caused them to blow her to smithereens." Sarcasm was a tool to dull the pain. The thought triggered sorrow that I instantly turned into controlled rage. Purpose. A reason for continuing to live. "Then it became personal. I haven't talked with him since he gave me a gun permit and my fake ID back. He expects me to set up DiAngelo and Carmine. I want to take them for everything they have. Then I want to see them dead. Failing that, I want to see them rot in jail."


"I have a problem with that last option. That's becoming an informant."


"Wrong. That's becoming a vigilante. Clark, I'm not in your field. I'm not after them for the drugs. I'm after them for killing two people, one of whom I could have loved. Hell, I did love her! They were responsible for my losing her. I would arrest a thief, mugger or rapist if I saw it happening. So would you. You are not a thief. Police are not our enemy."


"Logic tells me you are right. The anarchist in me tells me that police, or DEA, or any other branch of law enforcement for that matter, have the ability and the inclination to put me behind bars for what I've done in the past, even if I promised to never do it again."


"I understand, Clark. Maybe we are both anarchists. That's why I'm going after DiAngelo any way I can. Will you help?"


"I don't know what I can do, yet. I'll have to make a few phone calls. It could take a few days. Things won't happen over night. What kind of money are we looking at?"


"I'll pay for your time against profits. We'll split anything we can get down the middle after expenses. For the record, you are on the company payroll as a consultant. In between your research you can help me find a place to live."


"Great. You want me to walk condos for you, too?"


"No. Boats. I'm going to live on a boat. I just could use some help sorting through this. I'm expecting some calls." I tossed him the “Boat Trader.” 


"Christ, it looks like a phone directory! What are you going to be doing all this time?"


"Trying to get some more information on my prey, trying to locate my family, and trying to get over this. . . .over Donna. I didn't feel this way when my mother died, Clark. Our life together had ended years ago. With Donna, I felt mine was just beginning. Now I've this pain in my mind that makes me want to strike out, to cry like a baby at all the wrong times." Like now. I was talking with my friend while driving my truck. Perfectly controlled, except my eyes kept leaking down the front of my shirt.


"You really loved her." It was not a question.


"I have this strange feeling that she was the one I was supposed to be with. It doesn't matter that she was married to someone else. She felt right to me, and I know that I felt the same to her. We didn't have to talk about it. Her being married would have been an inconvenience, an embarrassment, nothing more." I wiped my eyes. The valet looked at me funny. I had been the cause of much speculation among the help. My truck and I towered over the Mercedes and their passengers, all well dressed, older clientele of the hotel. Once in the quiet of my room, Clark got to the point.


"What are you proposing, exactly, Trevor?"


"A con. A sting. To take their money and try to prove they killed her. I will need to get inside to get some evidence, to take everything from them and drag them down. Maybe I’ll make them look incompetent. Take their drugs and money, and when they can't pay their bills, the Colombians or whoever their patrons are will do the job if our justice system can't or won't."


"A war? You want to start a war with these guys? DiAngelo has you on manpower, hardware and money! How do you think you can win?"


"Not a war. A series of skirmishes. Quick strikes. Little stings. This is a personal vendetta. I am a drifter. Homeless now. No job, no family. There is no one and nothing they can get a handle on, no operation to strike back at. If we do it right, they won't know where it's coming from, when it comes. 


"I am not combat oriented, Trev. I like to plunk at targets, but physical confrontations scare the shit out of me. That's why I have always liked going places with you. You are competent and scary. But this is something else entirely." 


"Officially, I am hiring you as my liaison officer. I know you will honor all parties as a communicator and negotiator. As for the DEA, I am not working for them. I am using them. As I plan on using you and your friends or associates. DiAngelo has overstepped his bounds. He can be replaced. If no one interferes, I will go after no one else. If one of your associates helps me, a portion of what I get will go to him as expenses. All I ask of you is to act as my liaison between DiAngelo and your associates. I will communicate through you and you only. I'll handle the DEA. You won't have to meet them or speak with them. You will be just one of my employees as far as they are concerned."


"You are asking a lot of me. This is a role requiring many levels of deceit. I am not a deceitful person."


"You pretend to be an honest hermit living comfortably in the swamp! Do you tell your neighbors you sell high-grade pot? How much do you report on your income tax, Clark?"


"Dirty pool! Fowl! A low blow! But you made your point. Very well. I'll do what I can. We'll see what kind of interest I stir up. Not because of your persuasiveness, by the way. Because I liked Donna." He sighed and settled down on one of the beds and reached for the phone. "One other thing. What if the people I talk to decide they would be better off just taking you out? Or if Carmine comes back to finish the job?"


"No one knows I'm here, yet. And in a few days we should have another place to live that will be awfully hard to find. Please keep in mind, and tell your friends, that I plan to make an example of DiAngelo to show everyone what the cost of trying to kill me can be!"


"All right. All right. You are standing up. You want to go somewhere. Go. Let me work. You are not required to entertain me. Where's the nearest phone booth?" 


"I'm going to look at a boat. Take messages and I'll be back soon.” I ducked out of the room. I wanted to take a look at a boat down in Miami. Clark was understandably upset. I sensed I was asking a lot of our friendship.


The boat I was to look at just happened to be a few blocks from DiAngelo's chemical company. I had retained the fake FDA ID with a little help from Miata, so I decided to drop in. I should have been in a suit, but both of mine had burned and I hadn't time to replace them. I would make do with khaki. I tucked my tail inside my collar and walked in.


There was a girl at the desk looking bored and doing her nails. Not much attention had been paid to decor. The walls were bare, and there was only one desk with a phone and a calculator gracing it. There was a door leading to the back that contained the maxim: Employees Only! A door on the side wall led to another office, also sparsely furnished. The phones were silent. The receptionist was startled to see anyone walk in the door. "What can I do for you," she asked suspiciously. 


Part of the training they give policemen, officers and agents of the government is speaking with authority. People are trained from childhood to obey authority. Speaking firmly and directly to most people will result in them obeying your instructions. She was no exception.


"You can tell me who the owner of this establishment is." If my tone wasn't enough, I flashed my ID quickly. She barely glanced at it.


"I . . . I think the owner is dead," she stuttered. She was skinny with straight, mousy brown hair cut at an odd length that did nothing to compliment her long bony face. Mulish came to mind. 


"Who is your supervisor?" I snapped.


"A . . .a Mr. Carmine. But he isn't here, hardly ever."


"Do you have a number for him?"


"No. He calls in every couple of days."


"Who takes the orders? Who does the shipping?"


"There hasn't been much in shipping since Douglas was killed." Her face screwed up and the nervousness caused by my sudden appearance turned into sadness.


"You worked with him?"


"Since he got out here from Denver." She sniffed.


"Do I detect more here than an employer/employee relationship?" My curiosity aroused, I let the sternness slip from my voice. It's softening encouraged her confession.


"It's just a shame. Carmine and his friend don't care like Douglas did. He was always here in the mornings before me. He was working real hard, trying to get things going. He was always on the phone, selling. He'd even help me package and ship sometimes, if I got behind. We liked each other a lot." she smiled at the memory.


"Spent a lot of time together, huh?" My presence was a catharsis. She had been left alone too long, sitting in an empty office waiting for the axe to fall. Companies become living entities. When they are well, their employees are positive and goal oriented. This one was dying after having its heart taken out. She was a right arm merely awaiting her transplant orders.


"We got along pretty good. He was married, but he wasn't happy. He said his wife was too beautiful. She made him uncomfortable. He always thought she was too good for him. He thought she was just staying with him until the right guy came along."


"Well," I said brusquely, "I'm sorry for your loss, but I've got a job to do. I've got to inspect this place. You may stay here. I'll just look around." 


I turned and walked through the door and into the warehouse. There were half a dozen brown cardboard drums along one wall. Scoops and plastic dishpans of powder sat on top of them. A stainless steel table covered with white dust sat next to them. Each drum was labeled mannitol, lactose, inositol and a few other harmless vitamins and sugars that come in powder form. The table contained a few bottles, some filled and labeled. A shelf held finished product, and empty bottles stood in short stacks near the table. This was a small operation with dreams of grandeur. Douglas was buying powder by the drum and repackaging by hand, selling to the last remaining headshops and a few health food stores. Douglas had gotten in on a dying market. No one had bothered to clean up or continue after his death.


In the very back, by the big roll up door, were ten drums of inositol, made and shipped from Venezuela. A large shipment for such a small operation. Six were broken open for no apparent reason. They had left the lids open so I looked into the barrels. The powder had begun to absorb moisture, demonstrating an apparent disregard for the merchandise. Each barrel was down about thirty pounds I estimated. I looked around the room. There was nothing else. I glanced into the trash can next to the table. Several clear plastic shells about the size and shape of an ostrich egg were nestled in the scraps of packing and paper. They had been cracked open. Whatever had been in them was now gone. 


I went back and looked at the barrels. Why such a large load for such a small operation? I stared at them, and in my mind I could see DiAngelo and Carmine in here opening them. Doug was outside, fresh from fooling around with his homely, unthreatening helper, almost to the door, wondering what his new, uncaring partners would be doing at night in a warehouse they avoided during the day.


They were opening barrels. Which barrels and why six at once? I looked closer. What was special about these barrels? There! In the first O in Inositol on each of these six barrels was a dot. A period in the middle of an O. 


Taking out of them . . .what? Plastic eggs filled with white powder. Plastic eggs that would be invisible to customs inspectors. If they ran a rod through the barrel, it would slide around the egg shape in the free flowing powder like it wasn't there. If they tested the powder in the barrel, it turned out to be inositol. In the event of an accidental discovery, Douglas Belben, president, takes the rap. DiAngelo and Carmine would claim to know nothing about the business. They were just investors! Had Douglas not discovered them that night, they could have done this again and again. 


I went back to the desk. "I think you better go back there and seal those barrels. The place needs to be cleaned. Label and cover those pans. I'll be back in a few days to check on it. If I were you, I think I'd look for another job."


"Yeah. I think you're right," was her wistful reply. I'd bet she would never clean the back room.


I put Doug's dreams and his death behind me. I turned right onto Biscayne Boulevard and went to 135th Street. There in the shadow of DiAngelo's high-rise, the Spinnaker, I met with John Petrone, boat broker. Together we toured several boats: sportfishers, trawlers and houseboats. The sportfishers that were large enough to live on and in good condition were all over a hundred thousand. The image generated for most people of who would own one of these giant fish killers was not what I wanted for myself.


The trawlers were roomy but slow and cumbersome feeling to me, and the houseboat that John showed me had such a low bow I did not feel it could take a three foot wake without water breaking over the bow. John agreed.


"These are river and Intracoastal boats. I've got one over at Winston Towers Marina that I told you about over the phone. It needs some work, but I think you might like it." He looked at his gold Rolex and ran a hand over his shaved head in an automatic motion. "I can't do it at this minute. I've got another appointment. Can we do it tomorrow?"


"Sure," I agreed.


When I left John's office I cruised the Spinnaker. Guest parking was beneath the building on street level, and residents parked on one or two upper levels. The entrance was regulated by a buzzer system and a guard at a desk inside the lobby. Another time, DiAngelo, I said out loud.


On the way back to the hotel I thought about Doug's homely, lonely assistant. She had confirmed what I had sensed. Donna had been doing her best to save Doug out of a sense of duty. Her love had been for me.


It was starting to get light. The snowstorm was dying down, and I was going to have to start making some hard decisions soon. Steve had wandered into the kitchen to start breakfast. The kid was still asleep. I lay on the couch, my mind replaying the long buried memories like an old newsreel. For some reason, the respite from action had brought back the age of innocence, the eighties, the time before we became aware of the sinister nature of our reality. To the time before the federal power play, before the burning of babies in Waco, when Janet Reno was just a minor public official in Miami. Long before the official suspension of our unalienable rights along with our Constitution through the fear of terrorism. Before the PATRIOT ACT, before the VICTORY ACT.


It was a time that I and millions of Americans looked back on wistfully. A time when the supermarkets were full, and if the lines were more than four deep, they’d open a new register. A time when they took cash for groceries and gas, and if you chose to buy on credit, you handed them a card instead of your hand with the damn RFID Chip implanted in it. 


We were so naive. So few knew, back then, just how far down the road towards dictatorship we really were already. Those that suspected were derided and scorned as conspiracy nuts. Patriots, they called themselves, but everyone else thought they belonged inside padded cells. The Federal Reserve a private bank? The income tax illegal? The nature of energy a carefully crafted lie? The space program a substitute for war? Korea, Vietnam, and Afghanistan a front for drug dealing? The UN a front for promoting a worldwide Communist/Socialist/Fascist government? Who could believe anyone spouting garbage like that? Kuwait, Somalia, Haiti, Iraq, Iran, Columbia and Ecuador were still in our future then. So were the hundreds of thousands of Americans signing up for citizen militias, which were quickly disbanded and disrupted after the Federal Building in OKC was blown.


This was the time before the black and white nature of our old world, wherein everything was just what it seemed to be, was about to come unraveled. September 11th was still twelve years in the young Trevor Cameron’s future.


As I lay there, remembering, I suddenly remembered the dreams I had during that period surrounding the deaths of my mother and my lover. I had blocked them out over the years and only remembered them this instant. I looked around the old cabin with a sense of déjà vu. I had seen this place before, in a dream when I was in my thirties. I dismissed it then as some type of weird, serial dream.


What if, I thought? What if there was some kind of rift in time, some kind of communication between my younger self and the Col. Cameron of this sick, dark world? What if I could make the younger Cameron aware that this wasn’t a dream? Could my naïve, headstrong younger self make the necessary commitments, meet the right people, make the right moves to somehow change this bleak future he will someday find himself in? Could he warn America of the coming doom? What could one man do anyway? What is it I am doing today, here, in his future, to make a difference down the road? A well placed bullet or missile could end my involvement in this battle tomorrow. Will my actions today have any effect on tomorrow? And what if this is just a dream and the year is just 1990 and Bush is still president? What if I only dreamed that the President’s cokehead son, George Jr., was responsible for plunging America into a never-ending war against those opposed to global government after stealing an election with the help of his brother, Jeb? How would I ever really know?
Chapter Twelve

I walked in on Clark about five that afternoon. My depression was lifting slightly. His was just beginning.


"I take it you had a good day?" he said with enough dryness to suck the juice from an orange.


"Yes, thank you. And you?"


"Your hotel room is lovely. The scenery around the pool is lovely. The room service is excellent."


"Then why do you sound petulant?" I asked. 


"I think you overestimate my intelligence. No. That's not correct. You overestimate my store of information. I have been talking to brokers about boats, writing down information and terms that are totally foreign to my vocabulary: trawlers, sportfishers, beams, lengths, lorans, autopilots, Onans, depth finders, Sat-Nav, outriggers. These brokers call me and drop names like Rupp, Shaeffer, Furano, Si-Tex. They expect me to understand. I feel like I've gotten off the plane in Bora Bora. I write things down that I have no understanding of, and by the time I get a chance to explain that I am playing secretary for you, I'm lucky if I get their phone number. They are haughty and disdainful of anyone who doesn't speak their language. It makes me feel inadequate. I came here as a favor to you, not to be laughed at and dismissed by faceless morons with specialized knowledge."


"Do you feel better now?"


"Yes, much, thank you. I have been polite to all of them. It's a relief to be around someone I don't have to be polite to."


"How about the other?"


"I have spoken with a few people. I have found out more about DiAngelo. He is successful, ruthless and not well liked. Everyone is afraid of his right-hand man, Carmine, who isn’t even close to being an Italian. Everyone I've spoken with suggests that the two of them are not to be crossed, and more than one pointed out that DiAngelo and I are in the same line of work!"


"He sells coke! You sell pot!"


"A fine distinction, my boy. Many of the people I deal with sell coke. One in particular deals in considerable quantities. You know him well. He said to tell you hello. Are you going to tell your friend at the DEA his name also? Which brings the more important question to mind: Are you going to mention MY name to your friend? The DEA does not distinguish between pot and coke. To them I am just a dealer and should be put in jail next to DiAngelo."


I squirmed under his gaze. It is very difficult to argue with Clark. "Clark, you and Edger do not kill people!"


"Au contraire, my friend. We haven’t thus far, but if Edger and I do what you want, people could die. If something goes wrong, we would become accessories to murder, and when dealing with people like DiAngelo, it is quite likely that something will go wrong. You have not deemed it necessary to confide the details of your plan, but I can guess that it involves taking something precious from him, like money or his life. You will have to take his life to take his money, or he will hunt you down until one of you is dead. Edger says he is a very bad person, and not someone to piss off."


Edger is a wonderful father of three fine children and a beautiful wife, has a beautiful home in Saint Petersburg, and sells a ton of cocaine a year. Once, at a party at his house, I got him out of a messy situation. A girl had OD'd after too many trips to the party platter. Her boyfriend was near it. He had that wild-eyed look and was peering out the blinds, paranoid. When she keeled over, he had flipped out and gone berserk. I was the only one straight enough to act. I laid him out with a quick pop to the jaw and proceeded to give her CPR. When I got her breathing again, we applied tannic acid internally, hot tea, and kept her moving around until the danger was over. An overdose would not have looked good in Edgar’s community, and he was especially thankful.


How do you define good and evil? I felt Clark was good, and I liked Edger. He had beautiful, well mannered children. He didn't beat them yet made them mind, and he put them in the best schools. Yes, he sold drugs. Yes, those drugs undoubtedly destroyed some lives. But those people whose lives were destroyed were guiltier than Edger. No one shoved the crystalline white powder up their nose but themselves. 


Once upon a time, a load of cocaine was lost in the mountains. A package split open and was found by a bear. They found the bear, dead beside the cocaine. He had sniffed it until he had killed himself. The story was run as an example of just how deadly and addictive the drug is, but to me it demonstrated the difference between men and animals. A man can walk away. The girl I saved was no smarter than the bear, however.


In my mind, Edger and Clark and most of the others out there were catering to our desires. They supplied our demands. Each of us had the choice to use, abuse or abstain. They were no more evil than the clerk in the convenience store that supplied the beer or whiskey that ultimately led to the error in judgment that caused the death of four people on the highway. The answer to the drug problem is not to make everyone criminals who smokes it, toots it, drinks it or sells it. The answer is to educate everyone on the dangers and let them make their own choices. Otherwise, we will merely be captives in one form of incarceration or another. Or so I thought at the time. While I suspected that the drug trade was well organized, I had no idea to what extent that was the truth. With the exception of the Clark’s suppliers of homegrown, our own government was involved in the drug trade. But I did not know it at the time.


At that time, I felt a growing hatred for DiAngelo and his kind. I still thought of them as nothing more than criminals. They kill to continue in business, to eliminate any opposition. They are small time Hitlers or Hussiens. They are the Hillside Stranglers and the Sons of Sam, the Central Park Rapists and bashers of women on a wilding run, but with a purpose: to make as much money as they possibly can. They are evil and do not deserve to live. They do not need to be kept in clean clothes and clean cells and pampered until they die of old age or are released for good behavior to feast and feed once more on other people's weaknesses. I believed at the time that they should be shot like the rabid dogs they are. 


I didn't say any of this. There was no need. Clark read it all in my face . . .or my mind.


"Edger says of course we'll help, Trev. I just like to see you squirm occasionally."


“Wait a minute. Something you said about Carmine. You said he wasn’t Italian. Why? What difference does that make? How is that relevant?”


“The word is that Carmine is really Jewish. He served in the Israeli Defense Force, and Edger says he is possibly Mossad.”


“Mossad?”


“The Israeli equivalent to the C.I.A.,” Clark pointed out.


“What would the Mossad have to do with smuggling drugs?”


Clark looked at me like I was some kind of hillbilly from the deep south. “Just who is it you think brings the drugs in? Don’t you remember the stories about the C.I.A. bringing in heroin using the bodies of the guys who died in Vietnam?”


“I figured that was just an isolated instance.”


“I think you need a lesson in true history. Have you ever heard of Col. Edward P. Cutolo?


“No.”


“He was a Special Forces commander out of Ft. Devens, Massachucetts. Who put out a document, signed and notarized, that stated he had been in command of an operation in Columbia called Operation Watchtower. His job, and that of his team, was to build a series of radio transmitting towers from Columbia to Panama to guide the planes in. Cutolo did that. When the planes landed, over a hundred of them, they were met by a guy named Hunt from the C.I.A. and another named Michael Harari, a Mossad agent. Understand that this was during the time when President Bush was in charge of the C.I.A.



“Cutolo said that the planes’ cargo was cocaine. Most of his team is now dead, with the exception of Private William Tyree, whose wife was murdered by some of Cutolo’s other men. Tyree was framed and sent up for life, which is a similar situation to the one you almost found yourself in with Donna’s murder. Cutolo was murdered, most likely by Harari. The C.I.A. guy is buried in a Fed prison somewhere, and Harari is still running around free.”


“What is the point here, Clark?”


“The point is that the Mossad, or the Israelis on a broader governmental scale perhaps, are behind much of the drug trade. They not only control the diamond trade through 100 plus families in Israel, they control that new drug, Ecstasy, also. It isn’t exactly a new thing. You hear a lot about Al Capone and the movies, like the Godfather, which portray Italians as the Mafia, but you never hear much about Meyer Lanski and the Jewish Mafia or the fact that it was Jews behind the Bolsheviks that overthrew the Czar in Russia.”


“Are you saying that the Jews are the Communists in the Soviet Union?


“Well, a large percentage are, but if you try to point that out, the ADL will come after you.”


“Who is the ADL?” I said with a tinge of frustration in my voice. Like Clark earlier, I felt like I was learning a new language. 


“That’s the Anti-Defamation League, which is kind of like a watchdog group for Jewish interests. You have the Mossad to do the dirty work, the mob to handle the illegal side of the family business, and the ADL to blast anyone who gets too close to the truth.”


“You really believe, Clark, that all of this is a Jewish conspiracy?”


“I think you should read the Protocols of the Elders of Zion and come to your own conclusions. Remember, in Jesus’ time, the Romans ruled the world and the Jews were the lawmakers and tax men. I don’t think anything has changed.”


The conversation left me feeling more than a little uncomfortable. In trying to analyze why, I began to come to the conclusion that no one really wants to be racist or anti-Semitic. Yet, what better way to avoid close scrutiny if you are doing something illegal, immoral or underhanded. Could it be that the American people had been deliberately lied to in so many areas?


I put those kinds of thoughts on to a back burner and got back to the situation at hand. Bonnie had called from Houston with the credit reports. She had faxed the information. DiAngelo had credit. Lots of it. He listed an income over a hundred thousand but spent more than that on his credit cards, and he showed ownership in a variety of businesses. Carmine, if that really was his name, came up a total zero. No files. No records period.


Shannon had no credit cards and no credit history for the last ten years. As far as the credit bureau knew, he was dead or non-existent. With Jean I had better luck. She had worked at a veterinarian's office in Youngstown. Her credit rating was excellent.


I opened the dossier Miata had given me. The photocopies showed a poor but recognizable image of a handsome, strong jawed Italian, sure of himself and his station in life. The information was sketchy, but it showed his height as six feet, his weight at 175. He was thirty three. The address jibed with Doug's information. Carmine was shown there too. He was taller than me and even heavier in the shoulders, a bodybuilder. A sardonic twist to his mouth made him look like the type that enjoyed hurting people. His address was listed as 1507, two floors down and directly under DiAngelo's in the Spinnaker.


The report listed a townhouse in Key West as DiAngelo’s property and week-end retreat. DiAngelo's boat was a 38' foot yellow Cigarette named Vicious. He kept it on a rack in the Spinnaker Marina under cover, according to the file. There was nothing else in the folder that I could get a grip on except the same names for businesses as were in the credit report. 


Clark interrupted my train of thought. "I took the liberty of going down to the library just to check out what kind of splash, sorry for the pun, you made on your rather spectacular near demise." He pointed at a facsimile of the headlines of the Sun Sentinel. 


"They call you one of the luckiest individuals alive, but we knew that already." He smiled. "They referred to you as Trevor Cameron, and it was mentioned in the paper that two people were killed. Damage was attributed to a propane explosion, and the police and fire department are said to be investigating. Names of the deceased are being withheld pending notification of the next of kin. Your friend Miata kept any pertinent details relating to you out of it. No pictures. I think we are safe here for the time being. DiAngelo knows you are alive, but he may assume that any link to him is now gone and that any sane human being would take his losses and leave the state post haste."


I told Clark about my visit to the vitamin company. "It did not look like DiAngelo was planning to keep it open. It was dead on the vine." 


"Maybe he thinks that was the last link to him. He may have thought the deaths of Doug and Donna put an end to it." 


What else? How much had I told Doug? How much had Donna told Carmine or Doug before she was struck so hard she lost consciousness? The thought of him standing over her infuriated me. I let it. I didn't look up from my “Boat Trader.” "His first mistake," I growled.


The next week we got our introduction to boating. We cruised Highway 1 from Boca Raton to Key Largo at least once a day, looking at various boats along the Intracoastal. In the evenings, I dropped Clark off at the hotel and hung out around North Miami's waterfront bars and cafes, like Shooter's, Sunday's and Runaway's on the Bay, talking with brokers and boat owners about boats in that area. I checked out the dives and restaurants on Biscayne Boulevard within a square mile of the Spinnaker. I became known to Cristie, the bartender at Charlie Tuna's, to Denver at Runaway's and Tommy at Apache Landing. I knew a half dozen other bartenders by sight at as many bars. At the marinas, I got to know Harried Al and his assistant, Sarcastic Cindy at Maule Lake. By contrast, there was beautiful young Trish at Keystone Point, who took over running the business at seventeen after Daddy died and did it better than her old man. 


I met with Bald John Petrone again later that week, discouraged and pessimistic about finding my new home. I listened to him gripe about how slow the boat business was as we drove over the Sunny Isle Causeway and onto Miami Beach. We entered Winston Towers Marina through a locked side gate. You wouldn't have known there was a marina here.


John had three boats here: a small Hatteras, a forty-two foot Post and the Thunderbird Marine houseboat. John showed me the small 28-foot Hatteras. It was pretty and functional for fishing and cruising but not big enough to live on comfortably. I politely turned it down, and we were walking on up the dock to see the Post when my eye was caught by a beautiful pair of tan legs that topped a perfectly round set of muscular buttocks barely encased in a small bathing suit bottom. She was bending over the rail, industriously scrubbing the teak rail of the Post. For the first time since Donna's death, I found my eye lingering! I had to get a better look! 


She stood up and met my gaze unselfconsciously. She was not beautiful by television standards perhaps, her jaw too strong and her skin too dark for makeup, but to me she looked better than all the classy, can't-touch-this broads hanging around the bar across the bay at Shooters. She was real. She was tan and hard-muscled and her hands had the feel of hard work and pride when we shook.


"I'm Trevor Cameron," I said, looking her in the eye approvingly.


John caught up with me in time to introduce her at least. "Trevor, this is Sherry. She's the dock mistress here. She and Jonathan Guest run this marina. They live over there on the Bon-Bon," he said pointedly. 


"I'm glad to meet you, Trevor. Can I help you with something?" She smiled at John. Her voice said we could still be friends


"I'm looking for a boat. I saw you and got distracted for a moment, but I am looking for a boat."


She took my compliment good naturedly. "What kind of boat, Mr. Cameron?"


"Well, one like this, maybe."


"This belongs to a friend of ours in New York. It so happens that he has two and might want to sell this one. Would you like to come aboard and take a look? Just don't step on my teak!" She laid out all the rules in the emphasis she placed on OUR and HER teak. She was the boss of the dock and she belonged to someone. I smiled and stepped aboard.


She had let me know in her greeting that relationships are a thing of pride for her, as is the teak she labored over today, and that nothing she took seriously should be trifled with. She obviously wasn't afraid of hard work and took pride in everything she did. John was a lucky man.


Her handiwork was apparent in the Post. She told me that she was the one who maintained it and that she and John had full control over it. I would be willing to bet that the owner would jump if Sherry snapped her fingers. The boat had a master stateroom, a guest stateroom and one head. The full galley was immaculate, the living area was spacious, and the price for the boat reasonable. The flybridge was fully equipped, and John had taken the same pains on the diesels and the engine compartment as Sherry had the cabin and woodwork. My mouth watered as I looked through it.


Her husband, John, came up as I was examining the engine compartment. He rode up on a little bicycle, a can of beer in his hand. He was slight of build, blonde and good-natured. He was wearing bright green shorts and shirt with a matching green cap. He looked a little like a leprechaun. For the next hour, he proudly showed me every change that he had made to the boat, what instruments he had installed, every handling characteristic, like how the auto pilot was tricky in following seas, and a hundred other details. I began to understand how Clark had been feeling his first day in town. Sherry could see that I wasn't tracking anymore.


"Shut up, John. Trevor doesn't want to learn it all in one night. Give him a break!" She spoke with a tone that denoted many years of working and living together.


"Well, OK. But over and above all this detail, Trevor, I think you would be happy with this boat." Over John's shoulder, Bald John waved to his watch.


I laughed. "I'm sure I would, John, but I've one more boat to look at here."


The Post was quite a ship. It also carried quite a price tag. Over a hundred and fifty thousand. The last boat John had to show me was the Thunderbird Marine. A forty foot house boat with a fourteen foot beam and a high bow that would allow it to part the wakes and five foot seas.


Bald John told me that the boat had a noble history. It had carried forty Cubans at a thousand dollars a head from Cuba during the Mariel Boat Lift. It had twin bunks forward with a head and a spacious closet. Twin sliding glass doors on both sides of the boat opened into a combination salon and galley. A full bath and head opened into a short hallway and a master bedroom with a large sliding glass window that opened up onto the rear deck. The boat had a flybridge and four hundred gallon fuel capacity. The motors were in sad shape and burned gas instead of diesel. John shook his head as we looked into the engine compartment.


"It's a shame that this one doesn't have diesels and direct drive. He'd be able to get a lot more than the twenty five thousand he's asking."


"Twenty five thousand? That's what he wants?"


"Well, I'm sure he'll come down if you make an offer."


"What would it take to put diesels in this?"


"Money. Diesels are expensive. Ten thousand apiece, maybe more."


"Who could do it?"


"You just met him. John used to work for Thunderbird. If anyone can retrofit this boat, it's him."


We adjourned to the Bon-Bon, the comfortable 56' foot CarlCraft that had been their home for the last ten years. Sherry had a teenage daughter named Nicole who bounced up occasionally from the room forward to grab a snack from the fridge. Sherry didn't look old enough to have a teenage daughter, and to her delight, I told her so.


Sherry offered us beer and snacks as John Guest and I talked.


"Sure, I can do it, Trevor. That boat will hold good diesels. They built it to take rough water and speed. With a good set of 6 cylinder diesels that thing will fly."


"Can you do it quickly?"


"If I can get a little help, it should take no longer than two weeks. If the engines are available locally, of course. I think I know where I can lay my hands on a pair, new. I'll have to do a little fiberglass to change the outdrives to direct but that's no big thing. Twenty days at the most. Thirty five an hour for my time and twenty for two helpers."


"A thousand dollar bonus if it's done in 14."


"Deal," he said and took my hand.


I offered John's client twenty-two thousand and he jumped on it.


I put in a call to my bank and filled them in on the owner, the price and the specifics on the boat. I transferred thirty thousand into an account for John to use in repowering my future home. We spent the next hour talking about dockage rates, slip availability and the layout on the houseboat. We were close to Bakers-Haulover cut, the only exit to the ocean between Port Everglades and Government Cut in downtown Miami. Winston Towers was only thirty minutes from Keystone Point and my quarry. The marina had a waiting list, but since the boat was already here, the person I spoke to told me that they might be able to slip me in and let me keep the boat there. The dockage was reasonable, less than half what Bahia Mar would have wanted. There was considerable security. You had to have a key to get into the marina, or to get out for that matter, and John and Sherry were almost always at home. They were fiercely protective of their dock.


Feeling pleased and relieved, I called the room to tell Clark what I had found. He was glad for me, but he had news also.


"Edger called. He has been able to get in touch with DiAngelo. Pick me up here and we will drive and talk."


Clark hates telephones. He tells me a private conversation on a telephone is not all that different from a conversation on a crowded bus: You never know who is listening. I am adopting Clark's caution in my new line of work, so I agreed.


I made it back to Bahia Mar in thirty minutes. I picked Clark up and drove down Federal Highway to Dania Boulevard. Checking to see that we were not followed, I parked on a deserted parking lot next to an almost deserted shopping center called SeaFair. We parked and walked to the beach where the sound of waves would distort and render useless any type of listening devices. Clark filled me in on Edger's contribution. "DiAngelo did bring in a load a month ago, some of which made its way through Edger's hands. 


"DiAngelo is not in good standing with his regular suppliers at this moment. He used some of their money to buy the load he got in last, but he is hesitant to do the same thing again. Obviously, he is nervous about trying anything like before after the messy demise of his front man. He is open to buy now, however, as most of what he bought previously is gone."


"What kind of money does he control?" I asked.


"Substantial. He has around two hundred grand to invest."


"You're proposing a con? A rip-off? Will Edger help to set up something like this?"


"After reminding Edger of your timely rescue of his ass and his standing in the community, and after a bit pleading on my part, he has agreed to share a source with DiAngelo. The load is heavy for either of them to take it all. The logic being that if Edger is willing to put up half the money for half a load, the person bringing it in must be trustworthy. He is sending his messenger down with his half of the money. He will meet with DiAngelo who will provide the other half. Both will meet the courier who will then deliver the shipment."


"What are we talking about in dollars?"


"Edger is supposed to be putting up two hundred thousand dollars. DiAngelo is putting up the other half."


"Who are these people, Clark?"


"I am Edger's messenger my dear, dense friend. You are supposed to smuggle the load into the country. DiAngelo and I will give you the money! Are we tracking now? Does this compute? I set 'em up. You knock 'em down?"


"When did you come up with all this?" I said with a trace of petulance. 


"I'm sorry I did not consult you beforehand. This information seemed like an opportunity to me. Edger liked it. He doesn't have to be involved beforehand. You are the one that has to rip off the money or provide the drugs!"


I thought about it. "Is DiAngelo attending to this personally?"


"Edger couldn't guarantee that. DiAngelo rarely touches drugs. More likely, my assistant will be Carmine. He will take his half and we will part company."


"Is Edger really sending money?"


Clark made a disgusted sound. "Edger likes you, Trevor. He doesn't like you that much. If something goes wrong and Carmine smells a rip-off, Carmine will likely kill us both. You certainly. If you do take him successfully, and DiAngelo is left alive and free, Edger must disavow himself of us and do whatever he can to help DiAngelo find us and recover their money. If we are successful in either or both endeavors, Edger will expect a cut of one third for his participation."


"But he isn't taking any risks!" I protested.


"Talking to me was a risk. Putting you in touch with DiAngelo is a risk to his wife and children. Without Edger, there are no rewards. This is the best plan I could come up with on short notice, Trevor."


"Where is this deal supposed to go down?"


"As the person bringing it in, that is up to you to say. I recommend you have something in bags in a suitcase that weighs fifty kilos or Carmine will shoot you on sight . . . and then shoot me soon after. I might add that I am putting my life on the line here, Trevor. I am very impressed with your hand-to-hand skills, and I know from many evenings in the camp that you know how to use a gun. But Carmine is a hardened professional, a killer who won't hesitate to kill you. Edger is very frightened of him. There is the possibility that he has somehow seen a photo or can recognize you from Doug's description. Even if you get the drop on him, there is the very real prospect that you will hesitate just an instant to avoid killing another human being, which will be all the edge he needs. He won’t hesitate, never. In fact, as long as we are on the subject: I do not want to lose a friend and I don’t want to see you on trial for murder. I think you should let this go, Trevor."


I looked out over the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. Beneath its blue waters lay the drowned dreams and plundered riches of a thousand years of civilization, as men pitted their skills and cunning against other men. The Indians fought among themselves for centuries, and then the Spanish came and took all of their treasures. The English took the riches from the Spanish, and the privateers of newly formed America took it all from them. The sea ended up with most of it. Nothing has changed. 


"I have had all those same thoughts, Clark. I do not plan on killing another human being. I plan on bringing a murderer to justice. I had decided to do exactly what you suggest, to let it be, but they took that step, crossed that line by killing someone I cared for. I cannot let that pass, or I could never live with myself."


I stood and brushed off my pants. "Rules are only for those who follow them. If someone is evil, really evil, there is no way you can win, no way good can triumph over evil, by playing within the rules. One has to play on their level. I think Miata has recognized this fact, and that's why he is helping me, in the little ways he can within the system. That's why you and Edger are even considering helping me. You recognize the need for an avenger in circumstances like these. Civilized people need someone like me to balance the scales, someone just barbaric enough to do what must be done to protect you from the other barbarians yet not so barbaric that the avenger still prefers your company to theirs, those others who would rob you and kill you without batting an eye."


I looked at Clark, and the intensity of my stare or perhaps my conviction made him blush and fidget nervously. He had not seen his friend in this light, in this mood, with this kind of dedication. He had to know! He had to believe!


"I have that barbaric streak, Clark. The potential to be an avenger. Unconsciously, I have trained for it all my life. I will not risk our lives needlessly, but I will kill in self-defense. I will steal from those who have stolen from others. I believe in good, and therefore I must also believe in evil. The concepts are a matched set. These barbarians brought this on themselves. I will assist in their punishment. I need you, Clark, but I will do this with or without you. I know I can trust you. Stay with me and help me.” 


Clark looked at me and adjusted his glasses. A film of perspiration had formed on the lower rim. He took them off and cleaned them while he searched for the right words. 


"I'll help you this time, Trevor. I'll help you because you have always been there whenever I needed help. Because I love you like a brother. Please don't make this avenger thing a career move, however. I was just kidding when I gave you that “Terrorist Hunting License."


He put his glassed back on and stood up. "You are too close to the side of law and order for the anarchist in me and walk too near the edge of violence for the hippie in me. Soon you'll have me talking to narks and cops and telling me they are just regular people. They aren't! Any one of them would like to put me in jail for what I've done, and they would arrest both of us for what we're planning. That may be OK for you, but don't expect me to play Meyer to your Travis. I am not an honest economist, and I am not going to be the Watson to your Holmes either. Nor," he snapped as he headed up the sands towards where we had parked, "will I live on a boat!"


I checked on the kid and decided he would live.  We ate a bite of stale cereal, which was all the food that Steve had in the cabin. He said he had stood in line eight hours to get that. Thanks to the snow, he had missed getting to town to pick up the latest handout.  He dared not resort to hunting, for the death of a deer meant a quick death sentence. The deer only got you five years hard labor but owning the gun meant automatic execution under the latest harsh martial law standards. Trapping was almost as dangerous. If an endangered kangaroo rat was accidentally caught, you went straight to the mining camps if you were in good health. The frail or ill were sent to places like the kid and I had just taken photos of.


“Think you will be able to walk out of here today?” I asked the kid.


“Still hurts like hell, but I can probably make it. He grimaced as he swung his feet over the edge of the cot and stood up. Steve stood by, silent and pensive. The kid looked at him. “Thanks for letting us rest here, mister.” Steve nodded impassively. 


I led the way up the ladder and began gathering my gear. “How far is it to Colorado Springs, Steve?


“By road or woods?


“We better stick to the woods.”


“Twenty miles. Over the ridge behind the cabin.”


I pulled the curtain back slightly and glanced out the front window The snow was about two feet deep. Without snowshoes or skies, it would be rough going, and with his wound, the kid would bleed to death from the strenuous trek. 


Steve had an old, 94 Ford pickup sitting in the snow, but the snow was too deep for us to use it. We would need a half track or a snowmobile to traverse the snow-covered terrain. Few outside the police or government employees retained such luxuries these days.


If we could make it to Colorado Springs, I could make contact with one of the Militia groups who would provide me with transportation to one of the covenant communities not controlled by the New World Order Gestapo. 


The way things had come down, Homeland Security had taken the major population centers and begun the roundup of patriots and dissidents. The militias that had formed in most states were no match for the Federal Police and U.N. forces, which consisted mostly of large numbers of Russians troops and equipment assembled in secret here in America. When the violence and the enormity of the plot against Americans became apparent, even the soothing tones of the Ken and Barbie news anchors failed to stifle the rage of the betrayed populace.


We had been sold out! Our country and all its wealth had been conquered with hardly a shot being fired. Some states, like Michigan, Montana, Arizona and finally, Texas, had risen up en masse and driven out the Fed. Others teetered on the edge of revolt, their citizens reluctant to resort to the violence and bloodshed necessary to remove the foreign troops and traitorous Americans. Those who hesitated were lost. The troops cordoned off whole neighborhoods, rounded up citizens and searched thousands of homes, stealing gold and guns, and those who had failed to comply with registration were instantly transported to the detention facilities.


Though the cities fell quickly in most states, the rural areas remained relatively free for a time. Farmers and ranchers banded together, armed their cowboys once more and fed their neighbors. In the cities, underground resistance continued to harass the occupiers and the remaining police who “followed orders.” Over half the police and the army deserted and joined forces with the militia, and surprisingly enough, with the street gangs to form an effective resistance force.  


The Fed had retaliated by withdrawing the available cash and instituting the Smart Cards. Loyal citizens, sheeple, were forced to register at the Post Office to pick up the cards that they were told would merely replace their Social Security cards. Later, all pretenses were dropped and they were told that the supposed loss of those cards by many had forced the government to mandate the injection of ID chips in the back of every citizen’s hand.


Most Christians took this to be the Mark of the Beast and refused. The camp we had seen was only one of many that contained those Christians. Most had gone peacefully, like the Jews in World War II, believing that these were indeed the Last Days and that the Rapture would carry them from their misery. Those who resisted were shot, the ashes of the rest mingled with the snow. 

  
 In the cities, the masquerade of Democracy continued. People were told they had a choice in who they elected. Now that the government had total control over the money supply, drugs were legalized the way abortion had been earlier. Junkies and addicts could still get their fix as long as they had credits in their account. 

 
I shook off the memories of the past and tried to focus on the immediate future. I pulled the curtains back and looked out the window once more. I caught a glimpse of a half dozen black-clad Gestapo crawling into position around the cabin.  


Then the glass exploded in my face. The report echoed across the mountains.
Chapter Thirteen

After giving it much thought, I decided to go along with Clark's plan. He had the references to set the scam up, but it would be up to me to pull it off. One controlled strike with a minimum of exposure was all I wanted, to take all of DiAngelo’s money and let the mob do the rest. 


However, watching him work, I decided Clark had lied to me. He was a master of deceit and intrigue. He said it would take a few days. He played everyone concerned like a master puppeteer. He seemed instinctively to know just the thing to say to get the desired response the next day. His comments were subliminal time bombs that would go off in your head at five o'clock in the morning and make you think the whole thing was your very own idea. Clark would have made the CIA a fine master spy. 


While I had the intelligence to see and understand what he was doing, it was not my cup of tea. I am the more direct, kick in the door type of mentality and being subtle is not one of my strong points. So I booked a flight with a travel agent on US Air for Pittsburgh. A commuter flight would take me to Youngstown. I went with Clark's blessing. I think it disturbed him when I sat in the room as he worked. It takes some of the fun out of watching a magician practice his trade backstage.


I was on the next flight. Clark stayed in my room and manned the phones.


I wasn't prepared for the weather. I had been walking around in shorts and t-shirts for so long that I had forgotten it was not summertime everywhere. This trip had been such a spur of the moment thing that I had simply slipped on a pair of jeans and a short-sleeved shirt and thrown a change of clothes in a bag. When I got off the plane at Pittsburgh, while waiting for my connecting flight to Youngstown, I got an inkling I might have underdressed. Everyone around me was wearing jackets or carrying overcoats. They all looked at me strangely.


So I stepped into the gift shop and purchased a Pirates sweatshirt. It wasn't enough to keep me from freezing, but it helped.


The flight on the little prop plane was uneventful. It landed in Youngstown in that unsettling fashion characteristic of small planes, a crab like scuttling to the side to allow for wind drift. I rented a car, found a Days Inn and settled down with a phone directory.


I found the right vet on the first call, but my luck didn't hold. The credit report was old. Yes, Jean Kelly had worked there but had quit and went to work somewhere else. Where? Sorry, we don't have that information. Yes, she had married. Who? Sorry.


So I sat at the Days Inn for two days, calling veterinarian's offices looking for "Jean." The first few I had asked for Jean Kelly. They either started laughing or hung up on me. It was late on the second day when I found her.


"Do you have a Jean working for you?"


"Yes, we do. Jean Treadwell."


"Would that be the former Jean Kelly?" I had found five Jeans or Genes so far, so I wasn't excited.


"Hey, Jean," the voice said off the phone. "Was your maiden name Kelly?"


There was a brief silence and the sound of the phone changing hands. "This is Jean Kelly Treadwell. Who is calling?"


My voice stuck in my throat. I had to clear it twice. "Jean, my name is Trevor."


"Trevor who?" Her voice held a hint of suspicion.


"Trevor Cameron . . .Hamilton," I added to soften the impact.


"Cameron? I heard her whisper. Then, "What can I do for you, Mr. Hamilton."


"I have a personal matter to discuss, Mrs. Treadwell. I would like to meet with you, and your husband too if you prefer. Or I can come to the office now."


"What's this in reference to?"


"Our father, Shannon Cameron."


"Our. . .? You're . . .? Oh Christ! Come on over."


She told me how to get there. I drove faster than I should over unfamiliar streets. I walked into the office. Everyone else had gone for the day. She walked into the reception room amidst the barking of pampered poodles. She was beautiful in a tall, gangly way. She had a hard muscular body that was barely softened by womanly curves, curly hair and pale blue eyes. She spoke first. "I thought it was some kind of scam. He prepared me for that. I thought you were somebody looking to get to him through me. I had myself psyched up enough to blow you away. I even had another gun to plant on you, so when I called the police I could tell them that I had shot a robber. But it's true, isn't it? But for the longer hair, you look just like him! You really are my brother!"


Then she was in my arms and we were both crying for a childhood lost.


Over dinner we laughed about the notes she had left on his houseboat for him while he was out. She had made them so cryptic in her sorrow over the loss of her mother that he never made the connection with Pris, her mother. When she finally found him, he handed her a letter from her mother explaining why she couldn't live with him and telling him not to try to find her. It was dated four months before she was born. Her mother had not been truthful with her about Shannon and the reason for their parting. He had never known he had a daughter.


She told me that she learned more reading the letter her mother wrote to him than in all the years with her mom: how she had met Shannon and left him cold, depriving him of any contact with his daughter out of spite. Jean then told me about the times she had spent with him, and I told her about my mother. Different motives, different feeling but producing the same result. I told her about Donna. We cried some more, ordered more drinks, laughed some more. Finally, in the wee hours of the morning, she told me where he was.


"I promised him I'd never tell anyone. But he deserves this. He deserves the surprise. Just one condition goes with this, Trevor Cameron. No. Two. The first is that you give me time to get there to see his face. The second is that you never, never stop talking to me. Do you understand? I never had a family, and now I've got a chance. I want my kids to know their grandfather and their uncle. I want you both in my home for Thanksgiving, Christmas and Halloween. Every other Sunday and Saturdays on leap years. Don't you dare get yourself killed, catch AIDS or die on that damn motorcycle of yours. Got it?"


"I got it. Sis."


I got her home at three in the morning. We woke up her husband, who took it like a sport. He made us coffee, then breakfast. He called in for her and left us, when he went to work, looking at photographs. We went to sleep, holding each other on their couch. I missed the first plane. I caught the next one out that afternoon for Fort Lauderdale. Meeting her was a breath of fresh air, and the image of Donna had faded a little in my memory.


And best of all, perhaps, now I knew where Shannon Cameron was!


I called Clark at my room at Bahia Mar on the flight back, thanks to the magic of a credit card and Airfone, that relatively new convenience that allows you to reach out and touch someone from thirty thousand feet. You could probably do the same with a handheld cellular, but the nice ladies who patrol the aisles won't allow that. They say it interferes with the navigational equipment. I believe it is a little white lie. I have used my private cell phone, before they caught me, and we didn't crash. Rather, they should say, "I'm sorry, sir. We must request you use the Airfone as use of the cellular interferes with our profit margin." They don't mind if you bring your own lunch, however. I gave Clark my ETA and returned the phone to the stewardess with a smile.


I spent the flight daydreaming. I found my thoughts being drawn to the lighter side of these last few weeks as opposed to dwelling in the "Dark side." My thoughts were of Jean instead of Donna and my mother. The father in my thoughts now had a face too, thanks to Jean and her thirty-five millimeter. I now carried images of the happy laughing faces of my new family and their friends: Jean, smiling into the camera as people frolicked on and around the Sea Deucer in some isolated bay; Dad's friend Buck looking for all the world like an older Clark; Shannon at the helm surrounded by ten thousand masts and twenty thousand nudists at one year's Columbus Day Regatta off Elliot Key; Shannon and a thinner, drained Buck taken after his heart attack, on the Sea Deucer, both a little grayer around the edges; Shannon, stripped to the waist, his scarred torso that of a much younger man, looking like an ancient mariner who had been tied to the mast more than once and flogged for insubordination.


Some of the pictures I had with me in my bag. I didn't need to pull them out, however. The images were burned into my mind. The paper today had an article regarding the role of genetics in development. Tests had been done on identical twins separated at birth. The more startling examples showed twins marrying women with the same name, identical habits and vices as well as identical choices in their clothing. The resemblance of Buck to Clark was startling. The similarities between my father's lifestyle and choice of friends were eerily close to mine. Women were attracted to both of us, but there was an alarming trend of tearful separations that had loomed over him and now had been passed on to me. We both had a streak of luck that rode with us, a streak that did not cover who we were with, it seemed.


As I left the airport to meet Clark I had a disturbing thought: perhaps that was why Shannon had never married.


Cameron's Truism #1: Everything takes longer than you think it will.


This does not come from my wellspring of creativity. Someone, possibly more than one person, has said it before me. I bring it up to explain how almost two weeks went by without burdening you with leaden, boring details. Briefly, my time was consumed by endless phone calls to my bank, the owner of the houseboat, insurance companies and state tax collectors. I hated resorting to financing the boat. It made me feel very middle class. I made sure there were no prepayment penalties, however. A twenty year mortgage is not part of my plans. 


John was insistent on my presence at the Playboy Marina where he had the boat hauled. We went over detail after detail of exactly how I wanted the boat to perform and handle, where I wanted what instrumentation. Mostly I was aboard to allow him to bounce his ideas off me. Inevitably, I would bow to his superior knowledge. He did not make the deadline for his bonus.


Again, our plans underwent a slight revision. We found Clark a furnished, middle-class townhouse with a swimming pool and dock space on the canal leading to DiAngelo's, on 135th Street in North Miami. We rented it under a fictitious Canadian corporation as a vacation resort for our employees. This would be our base of operations. If anything went wrong, there was nothing to link the property to either of us. Clark moaned a tiny bit about the beard he wore to rent it and complained that he had no trace of a Canadian accent, but I explained to him that Canadians from Toronto sound like they are from L.A.


I rented Clark a car to avoid any chance sighting or recognition of my truck by our prey. I installed phones, turned on electricity and water. I obtained a Florida drivers license while trying to refrain from physically manhandling a rude Canadian who cut in front of me in the line, which was slow because it was manned by an overpaid, slovenly clerk. Donning the trappings of a permanent resident took weeks, dragging on and on until I thought it might never happen.


I also checked in with the Fort Lauderdale police. No charges had been filed in the deaths of two people in my trailer, and they did not think they would need me for a while. Keep in touch, I was told. 


Levinson hit a dead-end as far as my father was concerned. Had I not stumbled on Jean, I would have been running down dead-ends for years. It seems that Shannon was as much an anarchist as Clark or I were. Being in prison was the only time a bureaucrat could have found him. 


I did not call Miata. I could think of no way to profit from his involvement. Being around Clark helped to reinforce my natural distrust of government agencies and their representatives. So I procrastinated by telling myself I had nothing concrete worked out yet.


Clark graciously allowed me to fine-tune all of the details while he introduced himself to Charlie DiAngelo and partook of a whirlwind tour of life in the fast lane: long rides on the “Vicious” surrounded by burnished bronze bathing beauties, leisurely lunches along the waterfront, gourmet dinners at Facade followed by drinks upstairs in the lavish Champagne Room, every whim catered to by two staffs of beautiful women, Facade's waitresses and DiAngelo's own, private harem. These were loose women kept looser still by a steady stream of free, mood enhancing, morals-breaking white powder. And all the while, I ate at McDonald's and rearranged furniture!


I interspersed these dull and dreary details with jogging around the neighborhood and working the last vestiges of soreness from my body. I swam laps in the pool and met more than a half dozen young ladies from the neighborhood, two of whom happened to live in the same building as DiAngelo and Carmine. 


I had managed to get a glimpse of both of men once while helping one of my newfound friends carry her groceries into the Spinnaker. I recognized them at once. Carmine is as hard to miss as the broadside of a barn and almost as big. Few people make me feel small, but he was one. DiAngelo was smaller but smooth and dapper with dark good looks. Every hair was in its proper place and his suit immaculate. 


I held up the groceries as I pushed by them into the elevator with Julie, a lithe, leotard-clad beauty fresh from her aerobics class at Scandinavian and shopping at the Unicorn Village, the supermarket-sized nineties version of the health food store where yuppies shop for all the right food. She lived on the sixteenth floor and was "sooo" grateful for my help and asked if I would like to come in for a carrot juice cocktail.


I begged off but took her phone number for future reference. At least I had a number to gain access to the building if I needed it. I hoped I wouldn't. I wanted things to go down on my turf, not Carmine and DiAngelo’s.


It turned out that I had more riding on this "sting" than I had counted on. I had to dig into my safe for the down payment on the boat. I did not have two hundred thousand left. I would have to stretch what was left with bundles made from newspaper and topped by my remaining hundred dollar bills. This was the only touchy part about Clark's part of the operation. As the money was not going to DiAngelo, there was no reason for him to count it. Soon, that particular worry had been diminished altogether, however. Clark is one of those people that other men do not feel compelled to compete with, and in fact, it becomes a thing of pride with most macho men to impress him, to make him like them. They throw money, women and drugs his way and sit back eagerly to see if he approves. They start to trust him.


I was sitting, cutting out paper money, topping the bundles with hundred dollar bills from my vanishing stash when he breezed in at one o'clock in the morning on a Tuesday.


"What happened? Did the party end early?"


"Don't get surly, Trevor. It does not become you. You are the one who said I should get in good with Charlie," he pointed out.


"I didn't know you would get that far in. You've been out with him every night!" I even sounded petulant to me, like an annoyed spouse!


He thought so too. "You are becoming such a nag, Trevor. You almost sound jealous. Is it because Charlie is such a gentleman and you are so, how should I put it so as not to hurt your feelings . . .coarse?"


I threw a bundle of paper money with Carl Hiassen's picture from his column in the Herald where Ben Franklin's should have been. I had been doing this for so long that I had to do something to amuse myself.


He caught the bundle and grinned. "Wouldn't this go faster if you had a paper cutter or something?"


"This is done with a paper cutter. You can only get so many sheets in at once or the edges get raggedy. Have you ever seen hundred dollar bills with ragged edges?"


"I hope you are getting close to being ready. He is starting to get a little impatient. I am stalling him while trying to be entertaining."


I tried not to sound peevish, but it was late and the, pardon the pun, paperwork was starting to get me down. "It seems like you two have been getting along famously?"


"He is a cultured, gracious gentleman . . .on the surface. He has flat eyes. He smiles with his mouth but his eyes remind me of the shark’s in Jaws. He is being nice to me because I am holding, he thinks, two hundred thousand dollars and a connection for twenty five kilos of high grade cocaine. It takes a lot to maintain his cash flow and feed the flock."


"He trusts you?"


"As far as a man like that will trust anyone. The only one he trusts totally is Carmine. He has put out feelers and come back with the legitimate impression that I am in the trade. Discreet inquiries have been made, and all his contacts have merely told him the truth. I have told him I do not deal personally in his product and have gotten him stoned on mine. I have told him I am merely doing this transaction for my friend, which is also correct. He has no reason to think I am anything other than what I am."


"Will he be here when the deal goes down?"


"No. Carmine will handle it. DiAngelo is going down to Key West on his boat for Fantasy Fest. He is planning on spending two weeks there. He assures me Carmine is quite competent. I might add I concur with that assertion. Carmine doesn't drink, smoke or get high. He works out for an hour every day with weights and an hour every other day in the dojo. He prefers a Chuck Norris-style of karate. He is very quick. He is an excellent marksman and practices a fast draw from a shoulder or belt holster. He is listed as a bodyguard with DiAngelo's detective agency and is licensed to carry. He makes you look small. He has you by an inch in height and at least that in reach, and probably by twenty pounds. You have him beat in IQ, I think."


"You think?"


"He doesn't talk much. DiAngelo is quite proud of him. He is forever asking him to break bricks or lift large people with one hand."


"Any weaknesses?"


"Let me think. I think he likes to hurt people. The girls are all afraid of him. They don't like him much, and I assume that he has a cruel streak. They come when he calls, however, albeit reluctantly. He is quite handsome, in an Arnold Swartzenegger sort of way."


"That's a weakness?"


"Of character!"


Clark's report did little to fill me with confidence. I continued my preparations. My instruction to him concerning the moment of conflict was to play his role down to the wire. If I was unsuccessful in my attempt, he was to leave me behind and go with the victor. DiAngelo or Carmine would have no reason to implicate him or to connect the two of us, and the incident would be considered a failed rip-off and forgotten. I should have been in touch with Miata, as a back up, a fail safe, I thought. So why hadn't I contacted him? Because of Clark?


Clark did not like any of the options. I did not like the thought of planning for failure. For his sake, however, I had to admit the possibility. Still, I had to try. I am not prone to depression or morbid musings, but I could not forget the sight of Donna lying there, bound and gagged and bleeding to death. I could still taste the smoke, feel the heat and smell her blood. My ears still rang with the force of the explosion. I had the feeling I would continue to experience those sensory nightmares until I had avenged her death. Then I could tuck her away into a corner of my memory and go on with my life.


Carmine presented a problem, but not one I had to deal with today. My immediate concern was where to get fifty kilos of something that looked like cocaine. I thought about going over to DiAngelo's shop and taking fifty pounds of mannitol under my FDA identity, but Clark did not think that was such a good idea. 


We ended up driving to South Miami and buying out the White Rabbit's supply of "Room Odorizers" and all of his stock of mannitol and Inositol. The room odorizer is a white, rocky mixture of chemicals and mannitol that has managed to slip through the Federalies sweep on anything that looks like drugs. The White Rabbit is one of the last "head shops" in the USA and is located off Bird Road in a small shopping center, and their out of the way location has helped them avoid notoriety. We only found it through discreet references. 


After extensive haggling on the price of such a large quantity, we settled for three thousand dollars. They were pleased with the sale and helped us load it into my truck. Even though we had bought a legal product from a semi-legal store and had made no references to any illegal purpose, we still found ourselves being quite paranoid as we drove back with almost a hundred pounds of white powder in the back of the truck. I was beginning to feel like a drug dealer.


Later that night, after a stop at Sears and Publix supermarket, we began an assembly-line packaging operation. We mixed the whole batch together, and then Clark weighed our fake cocaine into kilo-size packages. I sealed the packages up with our newly purchased Sears seal-a-deal.


We had almost finished when there was a knock on the door. Clark and I looked at each other. I said, "Don't worry; it's probably just some door to door salesman or neighbor. I'll get rid of them."


Clark looked worried. "What about this?" he said, gesturing at the kilos of white powder stacked on the kitchen counter.


"You can't see into the kitchen from the living room. Don't worry. It's only sugar anyway, remember?"


"It's suspicious looking sugar!"


I went to the door and opened it. Miata and two of his fellow officers stood in the door.


He smiled. "Aren't you going to invite me in, Cameron?"


"I would, Miata, but I was just getting ready to go to bed."


He pushed by me, and his associates kept their hands just inside their coats and came in with him. He smiled at me. I liked him better when he yelled. "You haven't called, Cameron. Why haven't you called?"


"I had nothing to tell you. Nothing has been set up yet."


"Why don't I believe you?" He looked around the apartment appraisingly.


"How did you find me?" I asked. I could hear the rustling of plastic in the kitchen.


"I'm a narc. It's my job, mon." He still had the grin. If anyone looked like a shark at the moment, it was him. We all heard the cabinet door slam.


"Who's your friend?" he said, nodding toward the kitchen.


"Come on out here, Clark. Meet Tony Miata." The sound of clanking followed by another cabinet door closing came echoing loudly from the kitchen. Clark came around the corner brushing his hands on his pants. He left streaks of white powder along the sides of them.


"Hi. Glad to meet you," he said with a sheepish grin. He looked just like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.


"I'll bet." Miata was enjoying this way too much. He turned back to me. "You weren't by chance thinking you might be able to do this without me being involved, were you, Cameron?"


"I've been busy, Miata."


"I'm sure of that, Cameron. If you hadn't, that would have meant that I had made a mistake in judgment. This is a nice place you got yourself. Convenient, too. Right down the street from DiAngelo." He edged toward the kitchen. "Mind if I get a drink of water?"


Clark shook his head at me. I shrugged my shoulders. Miata walked into the kitchen. Clark and I followed him. His men followed us. The kitchen counter was empty. Miata walked over to the cabinet and pulled open the doors. Fifty bags of white powder fell out in his face and landed on the counter. A few broke open and sent white powder and rocks all over the floor. It covered his shoes and streaked his double knit pants. He turned to us. His men drew their guns. The smile grew even wider. 


"Well, bless my soul!" he said.


The memory of Miata’s smile lingered in my mind as the bullets splintered the wood and shattered windows. The kid and Steve fell to the floor as the lead shattered the TV and pictures on the wall. I fired a short burst back at them to let them know it would not be a good idea to rush the cabin. I tossed one of my weapons to the kid. I glanced at Steve and only hesitated a moment before tossing him the shotgun. A loudspeaker crackled outside.


“Give it up, Cameron. You’re surrounded.”


“What do you have in mind, Colonel?” Steve asked.


I didn’t answer immediately. My mind was searching for options without much luck. Then the question I should have asked instantly flashed belatedly in my brain. How did they know it was me? I turned to look at my companions and saw the shadow of a smile on the kid’s face, the gun I had just tossed him now pointed at me.


“Sorry, Colonel, but I think it would be best if you gave up now.” 

Chapter 14

I thought Clark was going to have a heart attack. I smiled at Miata as he brushed white powder from his clothing. "You told me all you could give me was an ounce. I needed more than that," I said nonchalantly.


"It upsets me when you don't keep in touch, Cameron." He looked at the bags of white powder. "I could take you in for this, you know."


"You know it's not real. I bought it at the local head shop. The one you let stay in business so you can check out the customers. The one your buddies followed me from. Right?" His friends both wore jeans and hip t-shirts. They still had on sunglasses and stood next to each other, arms folded, talking softly between themselves in high-pitched, nasal whispers. The impression they meant to give was that they were conveying vast knowledge not meant for the ears of the common man. The witness to their posturing in this case, however, me, found it hard to take them seriously. They reminded me of Chip and Dale.


Miata chuckled. "These guys watched you load all that shit into your truck, and they figured they had a live one. They called me and gave me a description. I had to show off a little." He looked at Clark. "Maybe you should go lay down. You don't look so good."


"It has been a rather trying evening. It was nice to meet you. Good night, all." He gave me a dirty look as he went upstairs.


"A co-conspirator?"


"A friend. An employee. No questions. I brought him in on this. This is not his line of work. He's my in to DiAngelo."


"All right. Fill me in. You guys can go. Thanks for the help." Chip and Dale left but slammed the door on their way out.


There was no sense in continuing the act. He was too good a cop to be taken in by anything less than the truth. "Here's the deal. DiAngelo is open to buy. He did bring a load in with a shipment of inositol from South America, but a side deal and not from his regular suppliers. He used some of their money and they are not talking at the moment. Clark is supposed to go in half on a load of fifty kilos. I'm putting up two hundred thousand to his two hundred thousand. He doesn't know about me. I'm supposed to be the one bringing the drugs in. We are due to meet within the next few days. You said you could only come up with an ounce, and that wasn't enough to entice a player like DiAngelo."


"So when were you planning to fill me in on this?" he asked in a quiet tone. Much too quiet a tone, I thought.


"I hadn't worked that part out yet."


He took a deep breath. "Cameron. I thought you were brighter than that. You want to avenge that girl. You want to get back at this guy for blowing up your trailer. You aren't going to do it alone. I told you. These guys will leave you floating. Don't you know about Carmine? Have you seen this guy?"


"I've seen him, and Clark has filled me in. I think I can take him," I said with a bravado I was not feeling at the moment. It can be a little depressing to hear everyone tell you how badly you are going to lose.


"I'd put money on Carmine against Mike Tyson outside a ring. You might be good, but he's better. Now this is the way it's going to go down." He took a deep breath.


"You are not going to get to shoot it out or duke it out with this monster, Cameron. You are going in with a wire and we are going to be there and make the bust. You have left it out of your explanation, but I will assume DiAngelo will not be anywhere around. With your friend Clark's testimony and a little luck on the wire, we may be able to make a conspiracy stick. . ."


"Out of the question, Miata. Clark will not testify under any circumstances. He won’t appear in court, be heard on a wire or engage in any type of illegal transaction without strict immunity. He works for me and only me, and I will not allow him to be compromised in any way. I will cooperate and even testify to put those two away, preferably for murder. But any mention of Clark's existence officially and you lose me forever. Think it over! You've got about ten seconds!"


"Adamant aren't you?" He searched my eyes and found me serious. "By God, I almost believe you would take off," he said under his breath. "All right, Cameron. Wear the wire, tell your invisible buddy to keep his mouth shut and we'll pretend he wasn't there."


"One more thing."


"Jesus, Cameron. Don't push your luck!"


"Listen, Miata, I've already got a lot of money in this. I'm paying the tab on this fake load. I'm paying for the apartment and all of the other expenses for this operation. I can't afford to let you walk off with the money as evidence. You can keep his, but I got to walk with mine! Either it goes that way or you can try and dig up two hundred grand out of petty cash."


"All right. I'll look the other way long enough for your little furry friend to walk out the door with your half. Where in the hell would someone your age come across that kind of money? In cash?"


"I have made good investments over the last six years, Miata. I have bought and sold income properties and I live frugally." I glanced around at the plush townhouse on the water that was costing me an arm and a leg and thought about the boat for which I was laying out over fifty grand. "Until now," I added.


His eyes followed mine. "Yeah, Miami has a tendency to do that to people. You've done all right up to now, Cameron. Don't let this scene get to you and affect your judgment."


I said nothing, but I was thinking that it already had.


He got up and stretched. "Well, I've got to go. You've got a little mess to clean up in the kitchen. Don't let Carmine get close to that stuff. It doesn't look like the real thing at all. Call me tomorrow and tell me when this deal is gonna go down. If I don't hear from you or you give me any reason to think you are considering going it alone, I'll be back on more than a social call. I don't mind letting a conspiracy charge slide as long as I think you are conspiring with me."


I let him out and went into the kitchen to clean up. I heard the stairs creak and Clark appeared in the doorway.


"I can't take this. I want to go home to my swamp!" he said plaintively. "You always told me things would be better if I stopped dealing. You lied to me, Trevor! Dealing was easier than this! At least I had some control over what was going on around me. I knew who I could trust. Miata strikes me as a nasty control freak. I doubt that we can trust him to do what he says. I don't like working with the DEA. It could ruin my reputation not to mention seriously affecting my freedom. Even if they bust Carmine, they are going to have trouble connecting DiAngelo to this without me."


"That's why I'm going after DiAngelo right after we take Carmine off the street. Look at it like this, Clark. Now we don't have to worry about whether or not I could take Carmine by myself. Now, are you going to help me clean up here or not?"


"Not. I'm going back to bed."


I couldn't blame Clark. He lived his life thinking of the law as his enemy. I thought of the law and its minions as my employees. I paid taxes, and therefore they worked for me. My only run in with the law is an occasional speeding ticket, and in those cases, I was obviously guilty and they were just doing their job. There are small-town redneck cops who think of a biker in terms of “Easy Rider” or “Hell’s Angels on Wheels,” but they are few and far in between. I have always been polite and had nothing to hide. I still felt closer to the cops than the robbers. I hoped I could convert Clark to my way of thinking, but I wasn't going to build my hopes or my future on it.


I felt mildly upset that things were not going exactly as I had envisioned. First it was Clark's plan, and now it was Miata calling the shots. I was relegated to paying the bills. Still, it could be worse. We were working on the side of the law and we would have back up. The bad guys were going to go to jail, and if the little scenario I had cooked up in the back of my mind worked as planned, I could come out of this with a little profit! I hadn't told Miata everything. It is not a good policy to tell everyone everything. If things go as planned, you end up looking like a hero. If they don't go right, at least it doesn't look like as much went wrong!


I slept on the couch and awoke early to fix breakfast. Clark came down to eat, but he still wasn't completely over the scare Miata had given him the previous night. He answered my cheery comments with grunts and shrugs. Tonight was the night, I told him. The deal would go down here at nine o'clock. I would be in the apartment and supposedly alone when he and Carmine came in. Once the bust went down, we would be held there at the apartment until Carmine was removed. That would be the end of Clark’s involvement, but I told him that I needed him to do one thing prior to meeting Carmine at DiAngelo's. 


I wanted the money packed and delivered in special, waterproof cases. He was to take an empty one to DiAngelo. The reason for this, he was to tell DiAngelo, was to enable me to slip the money out of the country by sea. I sent him out to buy the cases. He cooperated but was still sullen.


I received a phone call at nine thirty that morning from John Guest. He told me that I was now the proud owner of a diesel-powered, totally refurbished houseboat. With time to kill, I rushed over to the Marina. Sherry met me at the gate. She was smiling. 


I smiled back at her. "I was wondering how I was going to get in."


"John told me he had called and that you would be here early, so I kept an eye out for you." She held up a key ring and dangled them in front of me. "Would you like to go for a ride?"


"If you have the time to check me out on it, I would love to. What about John?"


"For you, I'll make the time," she said with a smile. "John had some errands to run. I think you'll be happy with what he has done. I want to make sure you can handle it."


I had thought there was nothing that needed to be done on the interior, but when I boarded the craft this time, I could see Sherry's touch everywhere. Everything was sparkling. The forward bunks and queen-size bed in the stateroom were made and the carpets had been cleaned. But what miracles she had worked on the inside paled by the attention she had paid to compound-out the paint on the exterior of the fine old craft, and John had matched her effort with the transformation of the engine compartment.


The six cylinder Cummings diesels were set in a sparkling white bilge, and nestled in between them was a smaller four cylinder diesel generator capable of kicking out 12 kilowatts of power. There was no sign of the large holes in the transom that had once held the outdrives. Shafts and rudders were now professionally mounted to provide propulsion and steering. 


Everything from bilge pumps to cables was obviously brand new. John had left nothing to chance. The fiberglass construction had been done in a year when cost had not been a factor, and there was no hedging on the lay up. The hull was over an inch thick where it counted. John had done far more than I had expected. He had built a new boat! I had maybe sixty thousand in it by now. A new one without the diesels would have cost me close to eighty. I decided on the spot to give John his bonus anyway. Anyone else might have done shoddy workmanship in order to finish within the two weeks. John was an honorable man!


So out we went, Sherry standing over my shoulder and inches behind me, giving me step by step instructions. Her presence was such that I could feel her even when I couldn't see her or hear her words. It felt like our auras kept bumping into each other. While I knew our relationship would always be platonic, she was making me aware of the fact she was a woman. An important healing process was taking place. It felt good to feel again.


Between her instructions and my natural desire to learn, we were cruising along beautifully. Learning the feel of the boat and how to handle her was a sensual experience to me. It was no wonder the captains of old referred to their ships in the feminine gender. The vessel made me feel even more alive! 


We took her out to sea through Bakers Haulover Cut. Sherry told me it could be tricky, with five and six foot waves when the tide was rushing in. In time, I found out she was downplaying the dangers. This time, however, it was like glass, the ocean calm, the day beautiful. Let the wind change and there could be ten foot waves in the narrow channel. 


Beachcombers waved as my sparkling white vessel sailed through the cut, diesels throbbing. Fishermen along the long wooden pier gazed jealously at our capability to reach the depths where the big ones dwell. 


We went out a few miles and Sherry showed me how to maneuver the boat using the gears. She checked me out on the radio, radar, loran and depth finder. We ran it out for a few miles at top speed. It topped out at over 30 knots, and it seemed like we were flying over the water. I loved it.


Picture owning a custom, two bedroom townhouse with sophisticated communication gear and weather forecasting equipment, a townhouse that was capable of crossing the ocean at over thirty miles an hour. Imagine a home sporting air conditioning, hot baths, compact disk and stereo, ice maker and a freezer holding enough supplies for a month that has the ability to nestle among exquisite, virgin sandy beaches and support you there for as long as five hundred gallons of fresh water would last. Imagine a home that could take you to the finest restaurants, handle like a sports car and that you never have to worry about driving home if you got drunk! I had found heaven!


I took it back in the cut. The tide was rushing in now and I could see that in heavier weather a narrow cut like Haulover could get tricky. Rocks lined both sides of the sixty foot cut. One mistake could mean disaster!


Returning to the marina, I could feel my palms begin to sweat. Backing and turning the boat with miles of water between you and the nearest obstacle is one thing. Fitting a forty foot boat that is fourteen foot wide between pylons sixteen feet wide is another matter! Sherry went down to help fend the boat off if I made any mistakes.


"Just remember to leave the engines idling. Then you can't do too much damage!"


We approached the slip at a ninety degree angle, the port side even with the dock and twenty foot from the nearest pylons. When my bow was even with the port pylon, I dropped the starboard motor into reverse. The boat began to slow and the stern swung toward the dock. I took the port motor out of gear. We slowed, then began going backwards. When we were even between the pylons, I dropped the port motor into reverse also. The big boat responded as though I had been doing this kind of thing all of my life. We slid into the slip with a foot on either side. Sherry grabbed the port rope first and slid it quickly through the rail and over the forward cleat. I bumped the port motor into forward and the starboard into neutral. The front end of the boat swung towards the other pole. Sherry got the starboard rope onto the cleat. I dropped the port motor into reverse for just a moment, and that sent it back, ever so slowly, until it touched the short boarding dock cushion lightly. I shut down both engines and dropped down the ladder to the deck to help her with the stern lines. She gave me a look of disbelief.


"You've been pulling my leg, haven't you? You've been handling a boat for years! Were you just trying to get me to go or what?"


"Sherry, I swear this is the first time I have ever handled a boat of this size. I've been out on a little lake boat, and I turned over a day sailor once, but that's the extent of my experience! I swear! Not that I wouldn't have used my inexperience for an excuse to have you lean over my shoulder like that, but it so happens that it's true."


"You are a natural. You made it in here better than people who have been doing this for years." She still sounded skeptical.


"I'm sure you will see me hit the poles more than once. Maybe that was beginner's luck."


"Maybe." She jumped lithely onto the dock. "That's the end of your lessons, though. There's nothing else I can teach you!"


"I doubt that" was on my lips, but "I appreciate your time" was all I said. 


"So what are you going to name it?" she asked pointing at the bare stern.


The name came to mind immediately. "Sea Deuced. I've been seduced by the sea. You've been responsible for a lot of the lure also."


"Don't let it go to your head. I just like to pick and choose my neighbors. You are the kind of neighbor I wanted. I might need help carrying out the trash sometime."


She gave me a wink and turned to go. I watched her walk down the dock, older than me but with a body ten years younger than her age. A complete, self-contained, unaffected, and talented woman who is skilled, competent and strong-willed.


I admired her, and I could tell she liked me. There had been no action, no moves, no untoward words exchanged, but it was there. We were two people drawn to each other but who were attracted to a totally different type of mate. John was content with Sherry calling the shots. His day to day schedule depended a lot on Sherry's plans. She kept the books and took care of the business for the owners. We would have gotten along like oil and water, I thought. I retain total control over my life. I do not take orders well, and no woman has ever told me to shut up and remained in my environment for long. 


So Sherry in her world and I in mine looked at each other admiringly across the heavens that separated us, touching occasionally when our orbits crossed and sending tantalizing signals back and forth occasionally. Besides, I make no plays on other men's women, but oh hell, I can't say that anymore. Still, I didn't know Donna was married then. 


Forget it Cameron! Forget Donna. Forget Sherry. She's your landlady. You've got yourself in enough trouble to last a lifetime, I mumbled to myself as I looked over the boat blankly, trying to remember everything I was supposed to do. "If these guys don't kill me, and the DEA doesn't bust me for pulling a fast one . . . God! Are you listening? I swear I'll do an ID and a background check on every woman I meet! Maybe a polygraph test wouldn't be too much to ask either.”


"Don't forget to wash my boat down!" Her last words floated down the long dock. I washed.


I took a deep breath, dropped my gun and held up my hands.


“You too, old man!” Steve followed my lead.


“Now open the door and step back.” Steve did as he was told.


The kid ripped off a white lace table cloth from a table and waved it out the door. A moment later, the room was filled with the black-clad FEMA Homeland Security Police. Handcuffs were slapped on my wrists and I was hurled face down on the floor. Steve landed beside me a half second later. 


A Captain placed his foot on my neck and sneered with a thick Slavic accent. “So this is the infamous Trevor Cameron! I am disappointed. I expected some resistance. Your fearsome reputation is much overrated, no?”



I said nothing.


He gave me a perfunctory kick in the ribs and turned his attention to Steve.


“What is your name?” he barked.


“Steve Jones.”


“Mr. Jones, Are you aware that you are harboring a fugitive from justice, not to mention that you are in possession of a number of illegal weapons?”


The kid never gave Steve a chance to answer. “Sure he does. Recognized him right off. The shotgun was his, too.”


“Thanks for the help, asshole. Should have put rat poison in your breakfast, you fucking punk,”

Steve told him. 



The kid kicked him in the face Guess they’ve bred gratitude out of them. 

 
“I could shoot you both now, but I think the Attorney General has lived too long in anticipation of meeting Mr. Cameron in person for me to deprive him of that pleasure.” He turned to his men and began barking orders. “Bring the halftrack up here.” To another man standing to his right he said, “Have an airplane waiting for us at Colorado Springs.” To a third he said, “Notify headquarters we have trapped our quarry and are proceeding to deliver him to justice.”


“That’s a term you bastards don’t know the meaning of,” Steve muttered.


I winced, knowing what that would get him. The stock of a rifle left a bleeding cut alongside his eye. A couple of others used their boots to kick him unconscious. They threw a couple in my ribs for good measure too.


We were manhandled into the back of the truck with only a tarp to protect us from the cold. Two guards braved the freezing weather to guard us while the captain and my young, wounded, traitorous comrade rode upfront with the driver. The rest of the squad had come by snowmobile and fanned out in front and back. 


As the motor fired up, Steve whispered to me, “Sorry, Colonel. I wasn’t much help.”


“Nothing for you to be sorry about. I’m the one trouble follows around.” This was not the first time I’ve misjudged someone. Hope it won’t be the last. 

. 
Chapter 15

I put Sherry, and everything else I couldn't have, out of my mind and concentrated on the things I could change. Clark had found the waterproof cases I requested. He still wasn't happy about this situation, but he said he would go through with it. 


Miata showed up with the wire about six o'clock. His boys filtered in through the back door a little later and went upstairs to get comfortable. We decided that the best way to proceed would be to give me time to bait Carmine, to see if I could get him to make some kind of statement about the murders of Doug and Donna. However, I was not to take any chances, Miata explained carefully. If I thought he was going for a gun, I was to yell for Miata and scream “cops” at the top of my lungs. Hopefully, it would make him hesitate long enough to allow Miata and his boys to get downstairs and collar him. Clark was to take the money and stay out of the line of fire. He would be allowed to leave after Carmine was taken away.


Clark left for DiAngelo's about seven o'clock, where he was to meet Carmine. I had assumed DiAngelo would have already left for the Keys, but I was wrong. The plan was for Clark to get Carmine and his half of the money and to come back here for the exchange. At nine o'clock precisely there was a knock on the door. I opened it.


Talk about big! Carmine filled up the door. Only once, when I met the late John Matusik at a Willie Nelson Concert, have I felt so small. He had both cases under his arm. Clark was no where in sight.


He pushed by me and closed the door behind him. We looked each other in the eye. He wasted no time.


"Where is the merchandise?" he said in a voice that would crush beer cans.


I countered with, "Where's Clark. I don't know you."


He laughed. A thoroughly unpleasant sound that grated on my nerves and made the hair stand up involuntarily on the back of my neck. "DiAngelo invited him to go down to the Keys with him. They are going to his condo for Fantasy Fest. If your merchandise is good, you are invited also. Let's see it."


I shook my head. "My deal was with Clark."


"I've got the money. If you are on the up and up, he'll get his share of the goods when he gets back."


My mind was whirling. "How do I know he's all right?"


He handed me a slip of paper. "He's fine. He's on a boat and surrounded by pretty women who are catering to his every whim. They should still be in range. Call him."


I dialed the number. A man answered. I could hear girlish giggles over the roar of engines. I asked for Clark. I breathed a little easier when I heard his voice.


"What's going on Clark? We had a deal!"


"I'm sorry, but Charlie made me an offer I couldn't refuse. Carmine is authorized to carry out this transaction while we are en route to his condo in Key West. If everything goes smoothly, I'll be back after Fantasy Fest, assuming that the merchandise is first rate, of course, and that there are no problems on your end." He emphasized the last two words to let me know he was aware of the danger. "Carmine has the money packed as you requested. I have to go. The connection is breaking up." It was clear as a bell. The cellular system reaches past Key Largo. "We must be past Key Biscayne. Tell Carmine that Charlie will call when we get to the condo."


"How long will that be?" I yelled into the phone unnecessarily to keep up the ruse and watching Carmine from the corner of my eye.


"About six hours, at this speed. We are running down Hawk's Channel."


"I'll be in touch," I told him and hung the phone up.


Carmine was standing close by, relaxed but ready.


"Let's see the money," I said.


"Let's see the merchandise," he said. I went over and opened a plain brown suitcase box by the door leading to the kitchen. Fifty bags of rocky white powder lay inside.


He made a move toward them. I stepped in his path, which startled him. He was not used to any type of defiance.


"Let's see the money," I repeated.


He laid the two cases on the table. I opened the first one. It was the one I had prepared. I reached in and checked the one good bundle I had put in. The newspaper edges jumped out at me. Clark had played his part perfectly. They never suspected. I closed it quickly and opened the other. This time I picked up a bundle of hundreds and thumbed through them. Benjamin Franklin stared out at me from every bill. 


Carmine took a step toward the box of "merchandise." Something had to happen quickly. I needed to open a conversation, get him talking, to say something cool and quick. I looked at him and felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


I growled, "Just out of curiosity, did you fuck the albino before you left her to die?" 


I told you I wasn't subtle.


My outburst should have startled him. He should have been confused. It should have generated denials, questions and uncertainty, but it did none of those. He turned and looked at me closely. His eyes narrowed slightly. I never even saw the fist that hit me dead in the stomach. I flew across the room, landing on the coffee table. My breathing ceased.


I had never been hit quite that hard, that quickly or with quite as much ferociousness. It was the swipe of a Kodiak bear delivered with a clear intent to kill or maim. It was a far cry from the mock battles in the dojo, where you and friends spar and kick and practice. It was a world away from the street fights and parking lot brawls like the one that brought Donna and me together. In another world, in another time, men in armor swung battle axes, swords and the mace with that type of fierceness. Theirs were blows designed to kill or cripple. In another time, I might have been prepared. The years of training I had undergone since I had left Marvin's wing was supposed to have prepared me, or so I had thought. Maybe combat in the jungles of 'Nam would have prepared me for the sudden violence that came without ritual, or maybe not. I doubt any one hundred and twenty pound Vietnamese could have sent me flying across a large living room with one blow!


The coffee table slowed my contact with the floor by a millisecond, and he was over me before the first bounce, his size thirteen Adidas raised to come rushing down toward a vital spot—my neck. And at a speed guaranteed to go all the way through my spinal cord.


My eyes wouldn't focus, but my reactions were still passable. I rolled toward him and his foot came down and demolished the only piece of the coffee table left intact. The cracking of the thick leg galvanized me. That could have been my neck snapping into splinters! I wrapped an arm around his left leg and pulled hard at the back of the knee. It felt like I had a hold of a tree trunk, but it gave.


He fell forward, caught himself with both hands and cocked his right leg again. This time he caught me on the side of the head. A mule kick would have been preferable. I lost hold on the left leg and did my flying Cameron stunt again towards the dining table. This piece didn't break. I did! I could feel myself losing consciousness. I fought back. I shook my head to clear it, but it didn't help. The blackness was closing in!


I waited but the next blow never fell. Miata and his Rescue Rangers were all holding guns on King Kong. Miata peered down at me with that smile I was beginning to hate.


"I hate to say I told you so."


"You lie. You love the sound of it!" I said through swollen lips. It came out in a whisper because I was still having a little difficulty forcing air into my lungs.


Chip and Dale took the glaring Carmine out in irons. I recommended they use leg irons and three pair of cuffs, but he went along with them almost docilely. Except for the looks he reserved for me! He stopped abruptly and caught my eye with the face of a cobra. Chip and Dale were almost flung from their feet when he turned. Together they could not move him another inch. 


I had teased the tiger and he would never forget me. He might be caged right now, but one look told me I had better pray for a murder conviction and his death in the electric chair. He would not forget and forgive. I met his stare. I would not either. Especially if something happened to Clark. I would find him where ever they put him.


Having reached our little understanding, he let them lead him out. Once he was gone, Miata checked me out for a concussion and showed quasi-human concern.


"What about your furry buddy?


"DiAngelo has him. They’re on the boat and on the way down to the Keys. He's using the Hawk Channel. He's expecting a call from Carmine down at his townhouse. If he doesn't hear from him, Clark's out of luck."


"What are they in?" Miata’s mouth puckered up when he had to think.


"I assume they are in his yellow Cigarette, Vicious. Can't you radio for a helicopter? I've got to get to him!"


"Hold your horses. We'll put the Coast Guard on alert. A cigarette that color running at night will certainly attract attention. We'll see if we can have them stopped on a safety check. They can check IDs, and they'll find out Clark has a warrant out on him and take him aboard. You'll be able to pick him up at the Coast Guard station in Islamorada."


"What about DiAngelo?" I asked, partially mollified as he dialed the phone.


"Will Clark file kidnapping charges?" I shook my head. "Then there is nothing we can do. You didn't do so hot pulling anything we could use against DiAngelo out of Carmine, did you? I'll be lucky to pin anything on him. He never saw the drugs, never said anything about them on the tape, and never touched them. I might be able to file assault, but I screwed up. I didn't let him beat on you long enough to pin attempted murder on him. Oh well."


I got up stiffly from the unbroken chair. "So what do we do now?"


"Wait. Hello, Coast Guard? Duty Officer, please." He covered up the mouthpiece. "At least we cost DiAngelo some bread."


"I'm afraid not, Miata. This was supposed to be a full blown rip-off. That's why I tried the shock treatment on Carmine." I walked over to the table and picked up both cases from the spot they had landed in the fight.


"What are you talking about," Miata hissed. "No, I wasn't talking to you, officer. This is Miata, DEA. Hang on just a sec." Covering up the phone again, he glared at me. "What are you talking about?"


I opened one of the cases. I pulled out a bundle. "This was Carmine's case. Take a look," I said tossing him the bundle.


He caught it and flipped through it. Just below the first hundred dollar bill was a picture on newsprint of columnist and author Carl Hiaasen! Miata's mouth dropped open. "Son of a bitch. He was gonna rip you off all along. Probably take your money and the stuff, too!" he said, awed.


"Sure looks like it, huh. I guess I owe you a debt of thanks, Miata. If you hadn't been here, I would have lost my two hundred grand. Maybe my life." I reached out and took the other case off the table. "I better put this in a safe place."


He got the Coast Guard on the ball. It took them about two hours to locate, stop and pick up Clark from DiAngelo's boat. I knew Clark would be furious. There was no way I could let him know it was just a mock arrest to get him safely away from DiAngelo. It would take me three hours to get down to him. His part done, I figured he would be on the next flight out for his beloved swamp. At least he would be taking money back.


Miata kept looking at me strangely on the ride down to Islamorada. His instincts told him there was more to this situation than met the eye. 


We didn't talk much on the way down. I listened to the news. In North Miami, the FBI, posing as drug dealers, shot it out with a Jamaican Gang pretending to be cops. The FBI were better shots, and four Jamaicans were killed. Our bust did not rate as newsworthy. I wondered how many had to die for a bust to make the news. The news was too full of truly horrific information to have anything on the inconsequential little affair we had set into motion.


Fantasy Fest was going in full swing, the newsman told us. Jimmy Buffet would be appearing in Key West's Smather's Beach. The capper for the night, the news lady informed us, was all nighttime activities had been curtailed in Dade and Broward Counties due to the invasion of the encephalitis-bearing mosquito. Life goes on around you. Had I died tonight, my life would have been encapsulated in ten seconds of news brief with hours devoted to my killer and his childhood.


I switched to music. Miata was asleep. The Keys highway at one o'clock in the morning is sparsely traveled. The night was dark, the road a strip of solid black winding inches above a black sea with black waves like fingers clawing at the land, the darkness broken only by the occasional pair of headlights. 


The incident tonight had been profitable but it could still backfire. Carmine would be bailed out. DiAngelo was still loose and down two hundred thousand dollars, short one hostage and angry. My best friend was alive but under arrest by the US Coast Guard. Donna's death was still unavenged, my father still not found, and I was trying to look on the bright side but I couldn't find it.


Driving down the darkened highway, I suddenly felt that I was seeing my life. The lights became the faces of friends and foes flashing by me as I plummeted through the shades of darkness. I could not hold them or keep them with me. We were like ships passing through the night, calling out to each other but unable to alter the course of the other, our lives briefly touching then plunging headlong into separate futures.


In one of those futures, I lay, freezing, in a truck on my way to meet my fate at the hands of a government run amok. I was remembering the time before I learned the truth and came upon that crossroads in my life where I took the first steps toward understanding, steps that led down that road of no return. Time evaporated and I was having a hard time distinguishing between realities. Was I on the dark road to Key West dreaming about an unbelievable future or a soldier in that future dreaming of a past that no longer existed? 


I shook my head. Nothing was as it seemed. 


Except for brief moments in recorded history, man had never been really free. Tyrants always ruled. Some were benevolent, some despotic. Some were kings, others presidents. Always there were those to whom the reins of power led, whose unseen hands controlled the direction of our headlong flight through history. And in every age, evil lurked, always scheming, ready to take control of men’s lives and spread death and destruction across the land.


England had a few hundred years of peace and prosperity after the adoption of the Magna Carta and the rule of law. Then the banks had taken over the issuance of money and the Renaissance ended. America was a paradise under the freedom loving Indians, but the white man came and conquered.  As our Founding Fathers fought to give us freedom, Luciferians called the Illuminati laid the groundwork for a monstrous plot to rule the world, to form a one world government. 


Like a bramble bush disguised as a Christmas tree, they bombarded us with feel-good phrases like Global Economy, New World Order, Partnership of Nations, Free Trade, Rights of the Child—while their left hand hid the sacrificial dagger. 


Like vampires, they seduced and drained the life’s blood from the American people. Like the AIDS virus they would introduce in the last decades of the twentieth century, they subtly infected our leaders and laws until their slaves sold out the rest of us. They bought off senators, governors and installed presidents. They surrounded our elected officials with their minions until no president could stand against them and there was no one to turn to. If anyone resisted their orders, they were killed. If they cooperated, they could live out their lives in luxury, all perversions catered to. 


They used their banks to gain control of our money system, and through cycles of inflation, recession and depression and spending, they soon owned all the land that our ancestors died defending. 

Using taxes, they forced us to pay for our land again and again, effectively abolishing our ability to own. really own property. They called it Agenda 21.


Under the cover of a thousand organizations that looked to them for funding, they controlled the Republicans and Democrats, the liberals and the right wing, Communism and Democracy. They funded Roosevelt and Hitler, Mussolini and Stalin, Yeltsin and Clinton, Begin and Arafat. 


They controlled the drugs and the drug agencies, the dealers and the cops. They made the laws and provided the lawbreakers with lawyers. They made the movies that guided our lives. “Come to the Dark Side, Luke!” They distributed the music that drove a generation to drugs and another to violence. They made the guns, and then they made the guns illegal. They murdered babies and children by molding the minds of their murderers. They were, at once, the scum of the earth and the wealthy philanthropists. They were the dark side of the human race and controlled most of its wealth. They controlled all science and weapons of mass destruction, both of which they used to frighten and control us. They were the backers of the Ecology movement and the destroyers of the forests.


But for all their power and money, they were still human. And humans make mistakes. They had made theirs by not killing me when they had their chance.
Chapter 16

We made it to the Coast Guard Station in Islamorada by two in the morning. Clark was totally scandalized at being arrested. In his whole life and professional career, he had never been arrested. He was indignant to say the least. 


Tony explained that there was a mix-up. Clark was undercover and in danger of being discovered. The Coast Guard's deference to him was all the proof I needed of just how the DEA ranks in the power structure. 


We made it back to the condo about four in the morning. After Tony was gone, I tried to fill Clark in on the details. He was not impressed.


"Nothing is solved. Nothing is finished. All that has been accomplished is you have set us up to be hunted down and killed. You have managed to put me through getting kidnapped, arrested on the high seas, and grilled by a few uniformed yahoos younger than me who thought they had a fugitive cornered. At least one suggested I would be better off telling him where my big stash was. They are not even good law enforcement. Great, you've stolen two hundred thousand from DiAngelo. We all get fifty thousand after expenses. It isn't worth it. DiAngelo will be looking for Edger, and through Edger he’ll be looking for me. Carmine probably won't be charged. He never touched the "coke" and made no mention of it. His story will be he was meeting you for a legitimate deal. He will say you ripped him off. No. That's not right either. He will report to DiAngelo first. His lawyers may have him out by now. From meeting with DiAngelo, he will come for you. His pride is hurt. He won't involve the police. This could hurt his business if word got around. He will come straight for you. Now take me to the airport. I've done my part, but don't ask me to help you again! I just hope he kills you quick before he tortures the location of my home out of you."


I couldn't blame Clark for his anger and point of view, but I was not about to wait for Carmine to come for me. It was time to take the offensive. No plots and intrigue. Carmine now knew who I was and that I was after him. DiAngelo would know soon. I threw some things in a suit case while Clark was packing. I left my few belongings in the expensive townhouse. The rent was paid for a month. I took my nine millimeter and a change of clothing. If I survived, I would transfer everything out of here to my new home. 


Clark would go home now, but he would not be able to return to his laid-back lifestyle for a while. The snap of a twig or the strange auto passing slowly by his deserted country road would give off alarms. But that was unless I could finish what I had started and before there were other victims.


There are no guarantees in life. I could not answer Clark's accusations. I could not calm his misgivings. I had turned loose a monster that I was unable to control or stop. I had teased him and made him meaner. What was Clark going to do if the monster came calling on him? I wanted to assure him that I would handle it. But I didn't know if I could either.


Where does one gain the type of experience that allows one to survive? I had made a mortal enemy. When he drew down on me with blood in his eye and a gun in his hand, would I know how to react and would I be quick enough?


I dropped Clark off at the airline terminal after making several false turns and stops to make sure we weren't being followed. Maybe this is how you survive. You imagine every car as being suspect, harboring an individual or group of individuals who want to do you harm. Maybe it's because you present a threat to their multi-million dollar operation or maybe it's because you are wearing a watch they could sell for a thousand dollars in any pawn shop. You learn to be careful. To look behind you before you get out of your car in your driveway to make sure no one followed you from the grocery store after seeing you cash a large check. 


Unless you live like a hermit, like Clark, you are in constant danger from thieves, robbers, muggers and rapists. Just look at the Neighbors section of your local paper. See how many of your neighbors have been burglarized, robbed or beaten. Little did I know then that this was the script for a much greater plan.


Maybe my situation is easier than yours. I know I have enemies and who they are.  I had no idea of who our enemies really were.


With these cheerful thoughts in mind, I dropped Clark off with $100,000 dollars inside a suitcase for him and Edger. Then I headed for the fabled Keys from the airport. My bike was still tied in the back of the truck.


It was Friday morning around eleven o'clock on the 26th of October, and I’d had no sleep. Clark had nothing further to say to me. I felt I had just lost my best friend. The girl I had loved was gone and all I had were memories. Worse, her killer might be back on the streets within hours and he now knew what I looked like. I had put myself in a position demanding responsibility and I didn't know if I was being responsible! 


My martial arts training has been purposely well rounded. I have studied karate, kung fu, aikido and balanced these with yoga, meditation and relaxation techniques. I use these last disciplines when I am tired or when I have long distances to drive. They clear my mind, keep me alert and open my mind to new ideas. This is my problem solving mode, an altered state of consciousness. I took a deep breath and concentrated on my breathing and my driving. 


After a while, I felt the muscles in my body relax but a cloud seemed to lift from my thoughts. I began to experience heightened clarity of thought and awareness. I watched the landscape of trees and saw grass on both sides of the turnpike. I drove past three toll booths, each taking fifty cents from me, and once more I was down into that string of islands known as the Florida Keys. 


This time it was daylight and it was a different world. Starting with Key Largo, where you can see the original African Queen, minus Bogart and Bacall, the highway stretches out like a gray ribbon across dozens of shades of green. The trees and bushes are flecked with a thousand flowers, separated by miles of clear water covering the grass and seaweed, an emerald carpet covering the sea and land.


Far in the distance to the north, there are dots of green in the shallow sea as the thousands of islands dotting the Florida Straights seem to go forever. This is a region where most of the water is less than one foot deep, the islands inaccessible to novices who don't know the unmarked channels. People still live as they did hundreds of years ago on these islands. On the ocean side, the blue water doesn't start for miles away from the shore.


I imagined what the Keys must have been like before Henry Flagler built the bridges to carry his railroad down this string of emerald jewels, an enterprise doomed to failure for Flagler but one that put paradise into the common man's reach and opened a fragile culture and land to a well healed and often thick-skinned and unappreciative public. The state government is now considering charging admission to this natural wonderland.


People here were independent and knowledgeable about their land and the waters surrounding it. The wreckers had lived here, waiting for the inexperienced to crash upon their protective reef and lay open their bounty for the taking. As I passed the shell stores and T-shirt shops, the bars with one ounce of rum and a splash of coke for four dollars and fifty cents, I decided the methods had changed but the inhabitants and their view of us, the outsiders, had not. The original inhabitants may have had their lives changed by their connection with the mainland and the ensuing influx of "law and order," but their descendants had adapted well.


Smuggling was still accepted here, as it is in the border towns of Texas, Arizona and California. The drug war had slowed down the pace considerably, but as long as there is a demand, there will be those to meet it, especially in these frontier outposts. Beyond the city limits of Islamorada, Marathon and Key West, there is a frontier for hundreds of miles in any direction, where pirates still plunder, people still die and are never found, if anyone bothers to look for them. The sea and surrounding islands are patrolled by well meaning and brave lawmen, but there is too much area and too few lawmen. Once you leave the protected tarmac of Highway One, you are on your own.


The weather was beautiful. It had been cool all the way down from Miami. It was. not what you would call cold if you are used to such foreign things as winter, but for Miamians and the residents of the Conch Republic, as the Keys folk think of themselves, is the lower temperature was like heaven. Winter is when the muggy, hot climate cools down to tolerable temperatures and the dollar-bearing tourist becomes more bearable. 


I gazed fondly at the variety of campgrounds that dot this highway through paradise, and I thought of how my fifth wheel would have made my stay here so easy. That thought was followed closely by a vision of alabaster skin and eyes. 


Get him! Make him pay! The thought was like a shout. It startled me out of the beginning of slumber. Involuntarily, I glanced at my empty passenger seat. No one there. Time for a nap. Now. I pulled into the next hotel with a vacancy sign in Marathon. I took my bag in and was asleep in five minutes. 


When I awoke, it was about four o'clock. The few hours I slept had been sorely needed. I took a few items from my bag and stashed them on the bike after I had unloaded it from the truck. I was lucky to have found a motel this close to Key West during Fantasy Fest, the girl at the front desk had said. So I would consider this my base of operation. 


I went inside and made a phone call to the only person I knew of that would still speak to me at this moment: Jean. Her voice answered but it was her machine. I briefly told her where I was staying and where I was going. She would figure the rest out. I also told her that I wasn't in control of the situation. I was doing my best to handle it, but I was having doubts. I hoped things would work out like we had planned, our first family reunion. No, make that a union. You have to meet each other first, before you can have a reunion.


I stopped at a gas station along the highway and found a map. It didn't take long to memorize. I turned left when I got to Key West and drove the bike away from town. The road runs south, then curves west and becomes the southern beach road. I drove slowly, letting passing vehicles honk and curse. 


There it was, right where she said it would be! The Sea Deucer on Houseboat Row! He hadn't changed the name or even tried to hide it! He had never run away from anyone. Everyone who comes to Key West travels this road sooner or later, so if anyone had been looking for him, they would have found him. It was like he was thumbing his nose at the world.


I pulled over to the shoulder and looked at the boat for a long time. She was in good company. The dock along the highway was a mishmash of older, well-lived-in houseboats. All were unique and homey, but all would have looked out of place in Miami or Fort Lauderdale. They had been driven down to the ends of the earth, to die slowly in a harbor crowded with lifeless hulks. 


As I sat there, I saw a man come outside and stand on the forward deck of the beamy old craft. I peered at the figure on the deck. It was not my father. This figure was too short, too hairy to be Cameron. It must be Buck! I could feel his eyes watching me. His wariness was undoubtedly inspired by encounters with danger drawn his way by the Cameron blood. I wondered if he had ever held that fact against Shannon. 


I longed to go there now, to talk with him and gain some insight on survival. I felt very alone at that moment, I decided I'd wait for Jean, wait for the introduction: "Dad, this is your son, Trevor." It would all be so polite, so proper. “Wait until you find out if you're going to live beyond tomorrow, Trevor Cameron,” I told myself.


I turned the bike’s motor over and got back on the highway to ride around the island. With the help of the map, I found DiAngelo's townhouse, which was on the water. "Vicious" was parked behind it. He was located very near Key West's City Marina just off Roosevelt. I found a bar that faced his building. I could see both the boat and the dead-end street that ran in front of it. If he came out by car or boat, I would know. 


I had only brought a nine millimeter pistol down with me. I hoped I would not need to use my gun. Pistols are too easy to trace and I am too fond of my weapons to throw them away. I decided I should see what I was getting into first, so I parked close to Duval Street, locked my bike and my helmet, and stepped into madness.


It was close to sunset as I set foot on Duval Street. The weather still had that hint of chill, but it had little effect on the lemming-like tide of scantily clad humanity: females wearing thong bottoms and with painted breasts in lieu of a top, scantily clad males dressed as females scattered among stunned down-home type tourists just starting to get in with the swing of things. A few more drinks and Mom would be up there on the balcony of the bar, showing her tits at the urging of the spectators below, but for now, they were well behaved, brightly colored lemmings headed down Duval.


I went with the flow. The array of masks and costumes made me aware of my own visibility. I debated the need for a disguise. I had worn black fatigues and a dark shirt. Beneath my helmet, I wore a leather biker’s cap. A couple of girls complemented me on my costume. I bit my tongue and refrained from defending my choice of comfortable clothing, but it gave me an idea. Another tall person would see me coming a half a block away, so I ducked out of the flow long enough to grab a black scarf from Fast Buck Freddy's Department store. I tucked my pants into my tall, motorcycle boots and cut two eye holes out of the middle of the scarf. I tied that over my hair and eyes and replaced my leather Harley cap. A false mustache from another shop and my disguise was complete. The man in black.


I looked at my reflection in a store window. I kind of liked the moustache. My nine millimeter was hidden under my black windbreaker. No cape, no sword either, but a nine millimeter instead of a sword: Modern Zorro. 


It still didn't exactly make me melt into the crowd. When you are six foot four, have large shoulders and a lot of self confidence, it is common to be stared at. There are jealous looks from those who would like to be that size, and scared looks from conditioned housewives and older people at the supermarkets. These people have preconceived ideas of how dangerous giants with long hair and undefined income really are. But even I was surprised at the attention I got in my makeshift costume. 


"Go get 'em Zorro."


"Hey, kick ass, man. You can use my sword!"


"My goodness, just feel the muscles under there. Hey, you like guys, right?"


Maybe I should try relaxing a little, I thought. Maybe I was walking with just too much of an aggressive posture, like I was looking for someone. And I was not looking with a smile as if looking for a friend or easy sex, but like a hunter! The sheep around me were simply suddenly nervous as the wolf walks by. Civilization cloaks us all, but just for a minute there, they knew they had been brushed by a hint of savagery. The look from the eyes behind the mask was too intent, holding them just too long to make sure of their identity and then dismissing them as inedible and as no threat to him. Then they feel a sigh of relief as the dark stranger moves on. Tonight or the next I would become the Grim Reaper, and those walking past me knew it on an instinctive level.


I turned my stride into a shuffle. I hunched my shoulders forward and let my posture slide, stomach out. I looked at the ground a lot, catching a person’s eye and then dropping mine immediately. This was better. Now their instincts say: Tall sheep, one of us, but scared to look me in the eye so must be low on pecking order. Maybe he’s worried about his job, his wife, his kids and how to pay the bills. Tall though.


I shuffled to the end of Duval. At the water’s edge, the Ocean Key House has extended Mallory Square by building a dock and tiki bar to help honor a time-honored tradition: selling booze to the people who want to watch the famous Key West Sunsets. I got a stool at the bar that doubles as a guard rail to keep the lemmings from rushing into the entrance to Key West's protected harbor. I ordered a Bacardi and Coke and watched the sun race the clouds. The clouds won this particular night. 


My imagery of an earlier time came back to me graphically as I watched the sun go down. On my left, blocking a major portion of the free-viewing area of the dock, stood a huge five-story cruise ship, taller than most of the buildings downtown. For me, in the pay-for-view section—drinks here were the standard five dollars, tip included—the ship framed and dwarfed a three-sail schooner further out on the Atlantic. There was a time when there would have been many more of that type of craft here. The old and the new moved over the water together now: the graceful, quiet wind-powered vessel and the electrified, diesel-powered monstrosity blocking out the sun, bringing with it tons of people from the present into a town of the past and hastening, perhaps, our return to the wind and sun as our main sources of power. When the oil runs out, or we destroy it by our own hand, we will all learn how to live cheaply and rely once more on our natural resources.

Well said, Cameron. Look who just bought a gas-guzzling boat without sails, I thought. Who rides a Harley instead of a bicycle? Who hunts and fishes and kills little living things? Who wears leather? Who views his computer as a tool? You want to be the first to go back to farming or fishing maybe? Go out and cast those nets into the water! Row back while the guys on their gas hog boats roar by, looking at you strangely, turning over your tiny wind powered craft as it attempts to make it back to shore in a headwind!


No thanks! I guess I'm just like everyone else: wistfully looking back at a simpler time while feeling trapped in twentieth-first century and being carried, kicking and screaming, ever faster toward the twenty-second. I guess I do what everyone else does; try to make the best of it. 


So naive, this young Cameron. The alternative to oil has been known for years. The pollution problems are part of the reason we still use internal combustion, our dependence on fossil fuels planned, created to give our elite, secretive rulers control.

My eye was drawn back to the cruise ship. There on the dock next to it, I thought I saw a man watching me. He was tall and his face was framed with long curly hair and beard that seemed to be glowing, backlit by the blinding brilliance of the setting sun. The face was dark, hidden in shadows. I was looking almost at the sun, and when I blinked the figure was gone. Was someone watching me? He was not one of the players with whom I was familiar. One of DiAngelo's men? One of Miata's?


I quit watching the sunset and my daydreaming. This man was a reminder. Someone out there wants you dead, I told myself, and someone else would like to put you in jail for what you are thinking about doing. Stay sharp.


Current problem, Cameron. How do you find DiAngelo in this crowded little city?


Watch his house until he comes out. 


Which door do you watch? Front or back? Car or boat? Will you recognize him?


Wait for him in the city.


What costume, if any, will he be wearing? You do not have enough information.


Take the offensive! Do the unexpected! Control the event!


The thoughts came unbidden from the depths of my subconscious. It was like someone else yelling inside my head. Then brief scenes were flashing like lightning in my imagination: my actions, the reactions. It was all laid out there, in my mind, for the first time. I would go on the offensive. For the first time since I had left for Florida, the ideas as well as the necessary actions were mine. Coming to Florida was my mother's idea. What I did when I got here was Donna's. Clark's plan had almost killed us both. Miata's might still. Now it was my turn. There would be no cunning and no deception, just direct action. What I'm best at.


I went back to my bike, removed my mask and hat and stashed them on the back. I had the wrong vehicle. I needed the truck, but I would have to make the best of the tools at hand. I cruised back by the bar near Diangelo's condo. The "Vicious" was docked beneath the condo. There was no sign of life through the windows, and I assumed that DiAngelo and his party were out, downtown somewhere.


I left and found a dive shop still open. I bought just the essentials: swim suit, tank, regulator, gauges with a compass on the back, mask, gloves, fins and a flashlight. I also bought a bang stick and some shells. Divers carry them in case a large shark mistakes them for lunch. They fit in your hand and hold a 12 gauge shotgun shell guaranteed to penetrate the toughest shark. Contact drives a firing pin into the shell. It is a simple device much like a zip gun that has little range but plenty of punch! 


I had taken the PADI course two years ago in Hawaii and got my certification. It was fun in Hawaii and a nice thing to know, especially now that I was living on the water, but I had never gotten around to buying equipment. I supposed I would need to have tanks and scuba gear on board, and on impulse, I added a wetsuit top and a hood. It was very cool outside and would be even colder in the water. I also picked up a duffel bag to hold the equipment and four bungee cords to strap it all to my sissy bar.


By nine o'clock I was ready. I parked a distance away from the public docks, put on my trunks and wetsuit and shouldered my gear. I locked up my bike in the parking lot of the little bar overlooking DiAngelo's, clipped my keys to the inside of my wetsuit, and put my wallet and gun inside a waterproof bag and placed it under my seat. I wrapped the chain through the wheels and over the seat so no one could move it or open the seat. I kept the moustache. I walked up to the guardhouse and told the guard that I was going down to look for a set of keys a customer had dropped overboard at the end of the dock. He waved me on without the slightest interest.


I hiked down to the far dock from the guardhouse. Across two hundred yards of water were DiAngelo's townhouse and the "Vicious."


I put on my gear, checked my airflow, my compass and my gauges. I pulled off my fake moustache, put on my fins and gloves and used the swim platform on one of the boats to ease myself into the water. I had to adjust the weight on my weight belt after I got under water. I had loaded it heavy, rather than risk being held up on top by the buoyancy of my wet suit. 


Under the dark water and with the buoyancy adjusted, I set off in the direction I had marked. Visibility in the Harbor was nil. The crystal clear waters of the Keys are not applicable to Garrison Bight. The water was deep enough, however, maybe twelve feet, and by staying on the bottom I had enough room above me should any of the sport fishers go by this late. A big sail boat could keel me to death, but I thought the chances that one of those would enter the harbor in the dark let alone go directly over me were slim.


I chuckled in my regulator at my pun. It is necessary to maintain a sense of humor in situations like this. It is so dark at the bottom of a harbor at night that you literally cannot see your hand in front of your face. I swam like a blind man, hands outstretched to ward off sunken objects like pipes, anchors, refrigerators and shopping carts. It is not an atmosphere for claustrophobics. 


I timed my progression for ten minutes and surfaced to see where I was. There were no boats nearby. Sound carries better in water than on the surfaces. I came up more than halfway to my destination. There was no one on the docks, the bridge or the condo side of the shore. Against the black water my black wet suit was invisible. I stayed on top for the next hundred yards, using my snorkel to conserve my air supply. 


Suddenly, I heard the roar of twin outboards pushing an approaching speedboat. I had not expected a boat to enter the harbor at this speed. I pushed the button on my BD to deflate it. This buoyancy device fits like a life jacket, supports your tank in place, has a hose that you can blow into to come up or you can allow your tank to do it for you. It is designed to bring you up, but it also does not allow you to go down as quickly.


The boat was too close. The props missed my head by inches. I popped up behind them. It was the Coast Guard in a Boston Whaler. They paid no attention to the no wake zones or docked boats, and they were running without lights. They came around the corner too quickly, and I was sure they hadn't seen me against the dark water, but a few more inches and I would have been history. I made the rest of the trip under water.


As I surfaced next to the "Vicious," I listened for sounds of movement on the boat and from the residence above. There were none. I searched for the Coast Guard boat, but could not see it. I dove again. There was six feet beneath the bottom of the boat. I took out my flashlight and inspected the yellow, barnacle free hull, cleaned from its hundred and fifty mile run at fifty plus. I felt a moment's anguish. This beautiful boat had done nothing to deserve the treatment I was about to give it, and I hated to destroy it. Then I thought of my trailer and my heart was steeled. I quickly blew two holes in the smooth bottom with my bang stick. The sound could have been heard on the boat but not from shore.


I started to leave, but suddenly I had second thoughts. My plan was simple. I would sink the boat at the dock, which would generate excitement, and the one doing all the jumping up and down would be DiAngelo. I would watch for him and follow him until I found an opening. It was a good plan but flawed. What if there was some innocent girl on board, partied out and so asleep she never heard the bilge pumps go on again and again, which they would do until the batteries went dead. Aha! Another flaw. A boat that size would have a battery charger. It would automatically keep the battery charged as long as the boat was connected to shore power! Better to remember late. I silently thanked Sherry for her tutelage.


I would have to risk being seen. I surfaced at the back of the boat and carefully looked around. It seemed that everyone in the area had gone downtown for the festivities. The "Vicious" was the only boat at this dock, and none of DiAngelo's neighbors were at home in the small complex. 


I quietly removed my dive tank and BD and sat them on the dive platform. I crawled quietly over the padded, rolled, and pleated hatch covers and stepped silently down onto the deck. I was reaching down to unplug the shore power when the hatch leading down to the cabin slid open and I came eye to eye with a snub-nosed thirty-eight revolver. Holding it was a sleepy, rumpled man I recognized as DiAngelo! He had partied all night and had crashed on his boat! Until I woke him up!


What he saw was a dripping, black suited hulk with dive mask still in place. Of the two of us, he was the most surprised. My size and the fact that I was on his boat without an invitation confused him. 


"Carmine? What the fuck do you think you're doing?"


I reacted first. I grabbed the gun by the barrel, pushing it aside and up as I dove into the small cabin on top of him. 


"Sorry, Carmine couldn't make it!" I said as I locked my other hand around his throat. I slammed him back further in the cabin, knocking over the bottles lining his bar beside the cabin door with his gun hand. The smell of alcohol filled the cabin as the some of the bottles smashed on the woodwork. I had on rubber boots. He didn't, and the shards of glass cut into his feet. He screamed and fell back onto the bunk-bed with me on top.


He was not a small man and he was strong. In a fair fight on level turf, he might have done me some damage. In the confines of this cabin, with my bulk on top of him and the leverage in my favor, there was nothing he could do but strain against the inexorable force that slowly began to turn the barrel of the gun in his hand toward him. I subtly shifted my weight to put even more pressure on the barrel.


It inched toward his face. He began to sweat. The muscles stood out on both of us. His eyes widened until white showed around the pupils.


"Who are you?" he screamed. "Why are you doing this? Don't you know who I am?"


"I know exactly who you are, DiAngelo," I said through teeth clenched with effort and purpose. "That's why you are going to die!"


"I've got money. I'll make you rich. Let's talk!"


"You had your chance. You had her killed."


Recognition struck him like a bolt of electricity! "You're the biker she brought in!"


If he knew that much, my scenario had been correct.


"You should have left her alone." 


We were both trembling from the strain. Sweat and salt water mingled and dripped from both of us.


"I didn't tell Carmine to do her. He did it! Not me! He's the one! He was only going to do you and Doug. . ." He stopped as he realized what he had said. My hand tightened over his trigger finger. One more little effort. A grunt. A twitch of my finger. The barrel moved a half inch more!


"KaBoom!" 


The shot reverberated in the small cabin. Part of his face hit the cabin wall, and blood splattered, covering me, the carpets, the bunks. Then there was silence, except for the ringing in my ears and the sound of running water. The boat now had another leak but not as big as the one in DiAngelo's head!


I looked at his lifeless body for a few seconds. I stuck my head up to see what attention our scuffle and the shot had attracted. None. In the distance I could hear the sound of fireworks. No one would think a thing of the extra explosion of his thirty-eight on a night like this. Still, my perfect plan was now slightly askew. I now had a dead body on board a sinking boat.


I searched the boat quickly. I found several thousand in cash, travel money. I slid that inside my suit. There were also a couple of ounces of coke. I left that. There was nothing aboard the boat that would serve as evidence to prove DiAngelo had been involved with Donna’s death or a criminal enterprise, nothing on board that would justify my intrusion besides the drugs. There was no probable cause, let any excuse for murder!


In a matter of seconds, I had crossed over from the side of the law, become a criminal guilty of destruction of property, trespassing, and murder! That didn't count the crimes yesterday, like theft or conversion or failing to report transactions over ten thousand dollars! I looked inside the hatches to see if I had hit anything vital. I could see nothing that would keep her from running. Water was flowing in at a good rate, but the bilge pumps were keeping pace. I found the keys to the boat on a hook inside. I pulled in my tanks from the swim platform, unplugged the shore power, turned on the blowers and started up the powerful engines. 


I had no plan now except action, one step at a time. Curiously, I felt no fear, but I felt no satisfaction either. No sense of accomplishment, but no trepidation about being apprehended. I was locked into survival mode. My emotions were put on hold, frozen in time. I was the iceman.


I threw the lines onto the dock and eased her away. I knew the way the other boats had entered from this harbor. I pulled up the map of Key West from my memory. I have traveled so much, I got into the habit of memorizing city maps in order to find my way around easily. The map of Key West had not had charts, but it had showed the shape of the island well. Once out of the harbor, channel markers show the way to sea. I idled around until I saw the tall cruise ship from the Dolphin Lines docked beside the bar where I had watched the sunset. Then I gave the boat enough throttle to put her on a plane. 


Once out into the Atlantic, I stopped and dropped into the bilge and ripped the wires loose from the overheating bilge pump. Then I blew up my BD and threw it and my tank overboard. I set a course in the general direction of Cuba, engaged the auto pilot and threw the throttles forward. As the boat was coming up, I leaped off the back.


The night and the water were deep black. There was a second, before my eyes adjusted to the light, when I thought I would not find my tank. Only the phosphorescence in the water seemed to shed any light. The lights of Key West seemed impossibly far away. I thought for the first time that I might have gone too far out.


After the brief surge of panic, the first emotion I had felt since DiAngelo's gun had gone off, I found the BD and tank and its buoyancy lifted my spirits too. My luck was still with me. I had not taken the direction of the tide into my makeshift plan. It just happened to be coming in. The current carried me east along the beach. 


I wondered how far the dead DiAngelo would get in his sinking boat. Who would find him? I tried to calculate the rate of speed against the flow of the water. The boat would get heavier and heavier and slow down gradually. Eventually the engines would flood out, the batteries would short out, and the boat would sink.


Was the shore getting closer or was I being carried out to sea? It was too soon to tell. I tried to think cheering thoughts. DiAngelo's body being ripped apart by huge sharks. But that was a bad move. I'm in the same water, I reminded myself!


Then my mind began to race with questions and what few answers I could come up with as I swam in the dark. What if he is spotted by the Coast Guard? What if the boat is boarded? Was there anything to tie me to the scene? Nothing I could think of. I had worn gloves. DiAngelo's finger prints were on the gun. It was his gun. It could have been a suicide. 


Then I told myself that there is no use worrying about it. Nothing is going to change what has happened. Was I sorry for what had happened? That thought took up some time to answer as I plowed determinedly through the small waves. I had never killed a man before. Was I guilty of premeditated murder? Absolutely. Would I be charged with it? Possibly. Miata would be the one to put it all together. Would I go to prison? Only if I felt guilty enough to confess. There would be nothing more than circumstantial evidence. I had a motive and opportunity, but there would be no physical evidence to link me with the crime. If I was lucky, there would be no body either. 


So the answer to my original question was hell no I wasn't sorry. He had been the instigator of the events that had led to Donna's death. I was glad to see him dead! I felt no remorse, just a growing desire to touch land once more, to survive and do the same thing to Carmine.


For hours, it seemed, I swam towards the beach. Finally I washed up somewhere along the middle of the island around two or three in the morning. I dumped the tank and BD on the bottom with the weight belt and crawled to shore. The sand and shore felt so good that it was there I slept, safe from the sea, clinging lovingly to land like any shipwrecked sailor throughout history. 


I looked at the sun. The spy satellite was out of range. The window of opportunity was open. Enough daydreaming. I had played the role of captured soldier too long. My mission here was finished. I had found the traitor in the Colorado Militia, found the termination camp used to lure me here, and I had met a brave and honest man. Now it was time to finish it. Time to live up to my reputation as the Free American. 


A flesh colored, skin-like patch on my forearm came off with a minor amount of pain. Using tricks borrowed from Harry Houdini, I unlocked my handcuffs with the key hidden underneath. Still lying in a fetal position but with my hands free, I pulled the tiny daggers from my boot and in one smooth well-practiced motion, buried them into the eye of one of my guards and the temple of another. Before they had toppled over or had time to scream, I ripped the weapon from one and killed the three following us on snowmobiles with a short automatic burst.


The next burst went through the back window, wiping the startled looks off the faces of the traitor and the arrogant captain as well as their driver. I used a knife from one of the dead men to slit the canvas above me. Like an angry jack-in-the-box, I popped out and sprayed the leaders fifty feet ahead of us. Their snowmobiles ran for a short distance after the lifeless bodies of their operators fell into the snow. In an hour or so, when the next satellite flew over, their blood would send a signal to their superiors of the failure of their mission. Or perhaps, when their monitors began to wonder why the transponders buried beneath their skin were not moving, they would be reported down. A back up team would then be sent, but they would be too late. 

Chapter 18 

I awoke late in the morning to find myself surrounded and utterly ignored by hundreds of people. Some were walking up and down the sidewalk fifty feet away. Fifty yards from me, on the beach, were trailers, vehicles and a large crew setting up what looked like a stage on the sand. Just a few feet away, two girls were spreading towels, applying sunscreen and giggling at me nervously.


"We thought you might've been dead," a cute little blonde in a pink bikini said, "but then we heard you snoring. Hope we didn't wake you?" Her friend giggled again.


I sat up and looked around. People were settling in everywhere, sunscreen in hand. I looked at my Rolex. It was almost ten thirty in the morning. 


The brunette friend with the giggle spoke up in a voice that sounded just like her laugh. "Aren't you hot in the wetsuit?" She looked comfortable in her white one-piece thong.


I hadn't noticed. "Yeah, I guess I could get comfortable. Are there always this many people on the beach?"


The blonde answered. "Only when Jimmy Buffet introduces his new album here."


"Here?" I responded wittily. It's hard to be bright when you first wake up and with no morning cup of coffee yet. But I slept badly. The sand was too hard and the sea kept lapping at my ankles! OK?


"Yeah. You mean you didn't know? Oh wow, is that something? You got one of the best spots. That's the trailer where he's going to play. He's introducing his new album right here at Smather’s Beach." She was so excited that I thought she would bounce out of her top.


Her friend was calmer. The perfectly tanned cheeks separated by a tiny, tiny thread of white stared up at me as she bent over to spread her blanket. She looked over her shoulder and her long dark hair fell over her shoulder sensually. She caught me staring and smiled.


"My name is June. This is Penny. Do you mind if we sit here with you and listen to the concert?"


"Mind? Mind?" I said as I unzipped my wetsuit and the bundle of hundred dollar bills I had forgotten about came falling out. We all looked at the money on the sand incredulously. 


"Hell, no, I don't mind. I just won all this money and I need somebody to help me spend it!"


They didn't believe my story, but forty hundred-dollar bills sure start a conversation. They decided I was just an eccentric Buffet fan who had spent the night on the beach to hear him today. I went along with it. It wasn't that far from the truth.


They helped me get it together. They helped me pick up the money before the mob formed and mugged the three of us. They made me lay down and fed me water and soda pop. June wore the white, Penny the pink. Penny ran down and got me a hot dog from the vendor. June fed it to me.


Then we heard the familiar amplified voice, "Hello, Key West. I've never opened for myself before. This is a first. We're here to introduce my new album and I think this is the perfect spot to do it."


The crowd went wild. Despite papers saying he would be appearing but not performing, he played for an hour before switching to the album itself. It was a collection of old favorites and two new ones. Afterwards, I stood in the crowd with my newfound friends. They used my bulk to hold their spot in line for autographs. When he got to me, I smiled and shook my head.


"Got nothing to sign," I said.


"Yes you do," said June. She reached over into my swimsuit and pulled a hundred dollar bill and shoved it into Buffet's hand. He signed it and handed it back. She looked pleased with herself and didn't blink as I looked into her eyes. "I want to see to it this is a day that you'll remember." I don't think she was talking about the autograph.


They were staying in room 121 at the Inn by the Wharf, a half mile from my bike, which was not much of a coincidence on an island this size. They gave me a ride back to my bike, which was still there and undisturbed. June insisted I come over, take a shower and relax by the pool. 


I had sand in my shorts from my night on the beach, and it was really starting to rub me the wrong way. A shower and a relaxing afternoon with these two beautiful ladies beat the hell out of riding forty miles with sand in my shorts!


I followed them over. It hadn't been a dream. The "Vicious" was still missing from the townhouse. Its fate didn't remain a mystery long. 


I walked into a tiny room with two double beds. The girls told me to make myself at home and split for the pool. I turned on the set to cable news and jumped into the shower. I heard the flash just as I cut the water.


Cuban authorities said one of their patrol boats had opened fire on a heavily laden American Cigarette speedboat ten miles from the coastline of Cuba after it failed to change course or stop in spite of repeated warnings. The boat was completely destroyed. There were no survivors. The authorities believed it was loaded with drugs or explosives by the obvious load she was carrying. I breathed a sigh of relief. The tension left my neck and shoulders. 


I had just finished towel drying my hair when the door opened. It was June. Her white bathing suit still wet, suddenly transparent. Her nipples were hard from the cool breeze. 


"I. . .I didn't know the water would be this cold." She shivered once more for me. She looked at me with eyes that spoke loud and clear. I had a load lifted from my shoulders. I held out an arm and she stepped into it. She was soft, cool and wet as I first kissed her. In moments, her suit slid from her shoulder revealing globes whiter than her cheeks, but just as smooth and delectable. My towel found its way around her shoulders, pulling her into my hardening body. Her soft skin touching mine stimulated us both and soon she was soft, hot and wet.


The door opened a respectable amount of time later. "Knock, knock, " Penny said. We were cuddled up together on a bed so soft I could not have slept on it. Fortunately, she was a resourceful, imaginative little girl from Fort Lauderdale and I never had a chance to fall asleep.


"Come on in," we said in unison. 


"Let's go guys. We don't want to miss the parade. It starts at seven." She slipped right out of her bathing suit. Her body was just as tight as June's but more lush, with broader hips and a narrow waist. She had a blonde bush, no dyes and a tan to prove she had a fenced yard. She turned to me and grinned. "Let's get this straight. She won the toss for first. Don't get too attached until you’ve tried me, too." She stepped into the restroom. Her head popped back out. "Don't tire out, hear? I expect you to be rested after the parade."


I looked at June with an upraised eyebrow. "I hope you aren't disappointed I got you first," she said with a good natured smile. 


"I'm not disappointed. I'm excited. I can imagine doing this fifty times with each of you just trying to figure out which one of you is best!" I grabbed her, kissed her and bounced out of the bed. "I'm taking a shower. How about you?"


So we raced for the shower. Penny wasn't perturbed. We soaped each other's back. Soaped down the fronts. Dripped all the way to the bed. Dripped back to the shower. Took two of 'em just to get clean. Showers that is.


We missed the sunset but we were raring to party. Good sex had taken the edge off all three of us. They were pleased that I had proved to be man enough for both. They could look and party without the pressure, and they had a protector from the ones who wanted to do more than look. 


I had money to spend, and my costume was intact. My hat was a little bent out of shape but still recognizable. Tonight I could celebrate. I had met evil and won. Good had triumphed over evil. I had killed my first man and gotten away with it. Even had he been found by the Coast Guard before the boat had sunk, it would have appeared that he had died by his own hand. Only Miata would suspect me. 


The one who usually gets caught for most crimes is the one who has partners or talks about it to his friends. I decided I would never rely on someone again as I had Clark. It isn't fair to assume that one would die or go to prison for a friend. People are weak and pressures can be brought to bear on us all.


Trust no one. Depend on no one. The world takes on a different view when you expect only to be self-reliant. 


I thought of the houseboat where my live-it-to-the-limit father was waiting. Hang on Dad, I'm coming. I've lived through another night. I swam two miles and woke up in a Jimmy Buffet concert, and I got laid. More than once! How am I doing, Dad?


Not tonight, I told myself. I would wait for Jean to come down. I would enjoy my triumph, sleep with the women and drink the native's liquor! I would save tomorrow for my family reunion.


We took a cab. The weather was a few degrees warmer than the night before, but it was still refreshingly cool. My dates went as, in alphabetical order, a bunny rabbit using the same white bathing suit that had caught my undivided attention earlier, and Penny wore a black and white striped dress cut low in the back and all the way to her navel in front. It had laces up the front and clung to her body like it was sprayed on. A stop at a face painting booth enhanced the illusion even more with black and white lines up both sides of her face to match the stripes on the dress.


Heads turned. Cameras snapped. Videos rolled. I was with two of the hot ones, and I basked in all they attention they brought with them. For a few moments there, I forgot about lost loves, lost childhoods and friendship gone. I had another drink and then one after that. We hit Sloppy Joe's and Nick's, and then we went out into the street that was jam packed with people waiting for the parade. It was impossible to move through the crowd without touching parts of other people's anatomy. So everyone was relaxed and enjoying it. I watched the guys to make sure they didn't enjoy it too much. The girls voiced no complaints, loving all of the attention. They were both secretaries at AD Max, a data bank in Fort Lauderdale that used a phone room approach to sell their data banks to anyone advertising in the local newspaper. They rarely got away for a long weekend like this, to dress down and get up and party. So they said.


The parade and floats were amateurish when compared to the giant floats used in the Mardi Gras in New Orleans. But then the giant floats would not have fit on the narrow streets of Key West. Some of the larger floats were pulled by tractor trailers. Those had a tough time even turning onto Duval. 


The spirit was there even if the big money wasn't. The tourists had a good time looking at the locals. The locals had a great time shocking the tourists. We got into the spirit of things, and I soon had a stock of little plastic necklaces and charms made in Hong Kong and imported at great expense to this backwards island nation, the Conch Republic. Locals give them to the tourists so they feel like they got something for their money. But only once a year! The rest of the time there are no bargains.


So I spaced out a bit. I got careless and wasn't watching to see who was watching me. After the parade, I took the girls to the Pier House for a dinner of escargot and lobster. The best for the ladies. Champagne also, my dear. 


The people around us were rocking to the music and having a great time. A guy with a green face was kissing a purple-haired girl dressed in a purple bathing suit at the table next to ours. We were on the upper deck, looking down into a private lagoon with a raft in the middle of it. Just across the dark pool of water was a stage where the band played. A sandy, man-made beach separated our dining deck from the bandstand. People packed it from one end to the other, dancing. The rails of the bar area were filled with more spectators watching the band and the beach party. The north side, in daylight hours, offered a view of the channel I had followed out to the Atlantic and the island dotted Florida Straights. 


The sound level of the band was perfect. We could enjoy the music and still be heard. We were in the midst of some exciting bit of trivia when I felt a cold spot in the back of my neck, a feeling of being stalked, of danger. 


Once in Dallas, driving a rented car with a friend along Turtle Creek, I had a feeling similar to this. Approaching a green light along the windy stretch of road, I suddenly jammed on my brakes and slid into the intersection. A drunk ran the red light and zipped in front of our car, missing us by inches. He totaled a Volkswagen going the other direction. My friend was mystified. The corner had been obstructed by bushes and a high wall that made the intersection blind. I couldn't have seen the speeding vehicle. How had I known, he asked? I had no answer then, and I have no answer now. I don't question these feelings. I listen to them.


I looked closer in the direction of shadows formed by the heavily wooded area which form the landscaping of the hotel. I thought I saw movement. Yes, in the shadows, a darker shadow, also wearing black. I could see no features but the form was huge, one I could easily recognize. There was the glint of blue metal!


I threw myself backwards out of my chair and gave Penny a push with my foot. June's chair went over backwards too, propelled with deadly velocity. When I looked at her, the deep purple stain was spreading rapidly over her perfect breasts. She had a surprised look on her, and her eyes were still open and blinking rapidly. The bullet had struck her shoulder near her heart. 


There had been no sound! He was using a silencer. No one but me knew what was happening!


I kicked the table over and rolled behind it. How had he spotted me among these thousands of people? I was even wearing a mask! I heard someone else yell and saw blood spatter. A bloody piece of scalp that had once belonged to the guy with the green face landed near my feet. It was easy to identify as his. There was still green skin attached to the hair and gray matter, but the sparks in the brain had stopped their ceaseless activities. 


My hair! The distinctive, one-of-a-kind tail, hanging in a perfect ringlet down the middle of my back. It was unique, distinctive and a dead give-away even with my mask. My vanity almost killed me! I had been so fond of my disguise but I had left my trademark hanging out!


Three more slugs popped into the table. It was thick enough to stop the 22 caliber bullets. I pulled Penny and June behind the temporary safety zone. Penny was in shock at the sight of June getting shot in front of her. I pulled her close. "I'm going to try and lead this guy away from the crowd. His name is Carmine. He is six foot six and about three hundred pounds. He has black hair and is dressed in black. Tell the police. He is after me and armed with a silenced automatic. I've got to lead him away from you and this crowd. He doesn't seem to be picky about who he shoots. I'm sorry, June."


"Go, Penny said, "I'll take care of her."


I dove from behind the table, rolled once and dove over the rail, straining to make it past the rocks lining the shore just under the deck. I felt another shot whiz by. While in the air I turned to locate Carmine. I saw the man I had seen yesterday by the cruise ship hit Carmine with a flying leap in an attempt to knock the gun out of his hand. The last shot went wild. Carmine moved slightly and the figure went flying. 


I hit the water in a shallow dive. I went deeper and felt two more shots hit the water above me and fall short. I held my breath as long as I could. I knew I had to be near the swim platform, but I could see nothing in the night-blackened water. I surfaced near the float. The band was still playing and people were still dancing on the beach. There was confusion in the dining area, but no one except the survivors at the tables next to us really knew what had happened.  


Then I heard a splash. He had missed me with seven shots. Now he was coming after me. Personally, I think he was carrying this revenge thing too far! 

I unlocked Steve’s handcuffs. He rubbed his wrists. “Never seen anyone move that fast. That was quite a display.” 


“All it takes is a few years of practice.” I shrugged. “Listen, Steve. I’m sorry I got you involved in this.”


“Hell, Colonel, you didn’t get me involved in this. They did!” His arm swept around to encompass not only the dead bodies but the invisible leaders who had made a shambles of our beloved Republic in the name of Democracy. “They’re the ones who have made us all criminals for demanding rights guaranteed us by the Constitution. They’re the ones who suspended the Constitution, signed us into this State of Emergency and declared martial law.”


He shook his head. “No, Colonel, I’m the one who should be apologizing to you for myself and the American people. I hid there in my little cabin and ignored what my common sense and subconscious was telling me. I read the headlines and never looked beneath them. I knew what was happening to us was wrong but I remained silent, hoping they would pass me by. I was content to let you fight our battles for us. I guess I fooled myself, thinking I was too old, that there was nothing I could do. . .” Tears began to flow down his cheeks.

 
“I don’t recommend you go back to the cabin other than to grab some things.” I jumped down from the truck and helped him out. We appropriated two snowmobiles and headed back to his cabin where he grabbed a few of his belongings, including a few gold coins. “Where to now, Colonel? I’m a little new to this resistance thing.”


“As soon as we’re clear of this area, I’ll see that you are relocated to a covenant community that needs loyal Americans.”


“How are we gonna reach them? This snowmobile will leave a trail anyone could follow.”


I smiled. “The resistance is a little better organized than we would ever allow people like our little spy to find out.”

Chapter 19


Do guns work after they've been under water? I've never even thought about submerging one of my prize weapons to see if it would still fire. Now I was carrying one that was thoroughly soaked, and a monster was swimming rapidly towards me with another one. His might be empty. 


I should try it, at least, I thought. My hand touched the handle lovingly. He did shoot at me. He had shot June and killed Donna, Doug and a green-skinned stranger. He may have killed my valiant, unknown ally too. Shoot him now! While he's still in the water! Do it! What the hell is wrong with you, Cameron? Do you want to die? He wants to kill you with his bare hands, and here, in front of all these people. He might even get away with it. With you dead, who is going to identify him?


Too late! Carmine’s hands grabbed the edge of the float and impressively he pushed himself up with enough force to plant both feet solidly on the raft. A black ski mask covered his face and gloves covered both hands. I could see a t-shirt underneath a black sweatshirt to provide a quick change later. He's ready to risk it all to kill me, I thought! And he wants to do it with his bare hands!


"You've been a real pain in the ass, asshole. Nobody sets me up and lives! Nobody takes anything from me! Ever! You have no idea what you stepped into. You have no idea who I am or what I represent. You're dead!"


I met his gaze with an intensity that stopped him for a split second. "You fool. Don't you know that no matter how good you are, there is someone out there who can take you? You've pushed the wrong person for the last time! Your boss is dead. You're next."


"DiAngelo? Dead?" It stopped him only for a second. "No matter. He was only a front for us. You think I would take orders from anyone? You took my money, asshole. Now you die!"


He sent a roundhouse kick at my head. Had it connected, it would have broken my neck and left me floating with the fishes. I dropped under it and swept his left leg out from under him. He hit the platform hard with his shoulder and glared up at me.


"Everybody's betting on you, Carmine. Everybody's impressed with your size, strength and skill. Even my friends thought you could take me. They were wrong, Carmine!"


He tried a leg sweep. I jumped over it and caught his cheekbone with the edge of my water-soaked boot as I came down, peeling the skin of his cheek almost off. His head bounced off the platform, but he rebounded like a basketball, swinging with a left in a wicked uppercut that began from the floor and traveled the distance to my jaw in a micro second. I moved my jaw a fraction, caught his wrist as it whistled past my face and used his momentum to swing him around. I came down on his collarbone with my elbow and I could hear it crack. 


He never lost momentum. He spun full circle and caught me soundly in the ribs with his elbow. Air whistled from my lungs with the pain, but like him, I never let it show. We fought for what seemed like hours. This time I was ready for him. I was expecting his speed and method of attack. Punch, counter-punch, feint, block, kick, block, turn and strike again. Never had I fought against anyone with so much going for him in terms of size and speed, accuracy and the ability to take raw punishment. And in tournaments and dojos, your opponents are not trying to kill you!


Still, I had one advantage. A small one. Big men get complacent. I had not gone down in his first onslaught as I had in our first brief encounter. This time I was prepared, physically and mentally. This was the man who had stolen my love's life, and I was determined to make him pay.


Carmine was used to intimidating his opponents with his shear size. I was certain that most of his fights were easily won by quick submission. But not here. Not against me. I have the ability to take punishment. In the heat of battle, I felt little. Pain was not allowed to be a factor. Here, I took all he could give, countered every blow, and though I weighed less and had less reach, I connected solidly, with power and often. I worked specific areas, concentrating on an ear, then an eye while he went for the easiest target, my body. I landed repeated bloody blows on his torn cheek. I might be sore tomorrow, but he was beginning to look like a tomato attacked with a chainsaw!


Fatigue was beginning to affect both of us. The blows were less frequent, the power diminished. He was reeling a little more, I thought. I was certain that no one had ever pressed his abilities to this extent. I almost matched him in size and weight, and I surpassed him in ferocity.


Never over-estimate the value of size. The men I would hate to fight the most are small men, small in comparison to Carmine and me. Carmine had made that mistake and under-estimated me. I had allowed him to run over me in the apartment and that small success had made him careless. Now, for the first time in his life, he thought of escape, but I would not allow it. Now, for the first time, he had caught something he couldn't handle. He was beginning to panic.


Finally, I connected with a straight blow from my tiring right arm to his bleeding nose. He slumped against me, arms clawing me for support. He went down and laid there. As I watched him, I became aware of a noise, a roaring sound. I looked up.


People were everywhere. They were hanging from the rails of the restaurant, the bar and off the bandstand. They had waded out into the little lagoon, into waist deep water, in tuxedos and evening dresses and colorful costumes. They were yelling and screaming, cheering us on. Security and cops dotted the rails yet made no attempt to stop us! They were cheering also! 


I caught snatches of conversation from the rows nearest us. The stage, lagoon and hotel formed a natural amphitheater and the sounds carried well. Maybe it's a movie! Does that look like Stephen Seagal? Moves like him. Big mothers, ain't they? You want to wade in and break it up? Me neither! 


On the bandstand, the nearest spot to the swim platform, stood the man I had seen yesterday on the ship, the same man who had tried to save my life by attacking an armed man the size of Carmine. He was lit up in the brilliant stage lights. He was bearded with long curly, sandy gray locks, and his eyes were a pale shade of gray. He wore a white shirt, blinding in the glare of the spotlight, with a deep, dark, red stain slowly spreading across his chest. He was clapping and, for an instant, it was all I could hear. He had Carmine's gun stuck in his belt. He must have taken it from him while I was swimming for my life.


He looked at me and said, clearly, "Well done, Trevor Cameron. Well done, son!"


Reality came rushing back. The crowd screamed like the audience at a wrestling match. Something was happening that they thought I should know about. He was staying down too long! It is a mistake not kicking a man when he's down. I touched my waist, but my gun was gone. I moved too late. There was not enough time to put the proper distance between me and the barrel of my gun that was now held in his massive, bleeding fist.


I was moving when I learned the answer to my earlier question. Would a gun fire after being under water? The answer is sometimes. The first shot worked just fine. The second one didn't, thus rendering the automatic useless, prolonging my life somewhat. 


The first one caught me in the left arm, knocking me into the water. On my way in I heard the click of the firing pin on the leaky shell in the chamber. The barrel was pointed unerringly at my head as I fell. 


He never had the chance to try again! At least twenty shots were fired by half as many policemen who viewed his use of a gun as a foul. I came up in time to see him hit by a dozen slugs as he tried to fire again. Blood rained down on my upturned face as I gasped for air and the strength to stay on the surface. His body did a ghastly dance as the bullets plucked at his clothing like angry hornets and exited with great chunks of flesh and muscle and a haze of blood. On the balcony, I could see the smoking gun in the hand of my benefactor as well. 


He winked at me and stuck it back into his belt. "It was a nine shot, you lucky son-of-a-bitch!" he yelled and collapsed on the stage.


Multiple hands were there to grab me as I sank beneath the dark water once more, my muscles no longer responding to the orders from my brain. Consciousness was seeping away quickly. They drug me to shore, patting me painfully on my back and shoulders. Police and medics helped to take off my jacket and applied bandages to stop the bleeding temporarily. The crowd, still cheering, was backed off and held back by the Keys cops. They brought out a stretcher and put me on it despite my weak protests. 


The crowd went wild! The band, which was still on stage, broke out in the theme song from Rocky! Cameras flashed! I looked at the crowd, but I could not see a familiar looking face. It was then that I realized I was still wearing my mask. No one knew who I was. The cops didn't seem overly interested. My picture would not be in the paper.


Well, my picture was in the paper, but as the Masked Avenger: “KILLER'S ESCAPE FOILED BY MASKED MARTIAL ARTS EXPERT. Girl victim in wild shooting spree. Hundreds watched as a life and death duel took place at the Pier House. For many who watched, it was the high point of Fantasy Fest! The Zorro-like, masked, swashbuckling figure gave no name and prefers to remain anonymous. Police would not release any information. The avenger followed the escaping killer as he tried to get away and cornered him on a raft at the Pier House.” 


So they had a few wires crossed. This version sounds better than: Man fights for life on raft. Too stupid to take out gun and shoot insane killer.


They took me to the hospital. I told the cops 99% of the story and invoked Miata's name. I also showed them my concealed weapon permit in a vain attempt to get back my poor, rusting gun from the bottom of the Pier House lagoon before it was too late. A young cop promised to look out for it and clean it as soon as the lab got through with it.


I found June in the emergency room. She was on the bed next to mine. Penny hovered around, dodging the nurses to get a chance to touch one of us and press our hands. I could not see the others wounded in Carmine’s barrage or get any information from the secretive doctors and interns or the cops. They were obviously checking stories and trying to keep witnesses apart for the moment. This would not last long, however, for they were certainly not short of eyewitnesses!


The wanted us to stay over for observation. They gave June a room next to me. Penny took turns staying with both of us. I was ambulatory, more or less, by the next morning and went in to sit with June. Penny was asleep in a chair. June and I were still weak and groggy from loss of blood and trauma but were feeling good enough to snuggle next to each other in her room. The young nurse that brought us our breakfast wasn't uptight. 


"Is there room for one more?"


"I'm afraid this is going to be a strictly platonic relationship for a while. I doubt if it would be much fun."


"I'll bet it would always be interesting." She looked me over boldly. "I'll bet you heal real quickly too."


I almost blushed.


"Well, wake your friend," she said, nodding at Penny in the chair. "Make sure everybody is decent and I'll be able to let some really worried relatives in to see you! You might sit in a chair. They might not understand."


After some scurrying about, we restored some semblance of proper behavior to the room. June's parents were first. She explained that the wound was not serious, that it had not hit any vital organs. They listened to the edited version of last night's happenings and waffled between thanks and glares aimed in my direction. They couldn't decide if I had saved or endangered their beautiful daughter. They were reasonably sure I had taken unfair advantage of her. The looks she gave me confirmed it. Sometime during the night she had made up her mind that I had saved her life and she was determined to show me her appreciation as soon as we could feel pleasure again. To touch one another now was a painful experience, however. Even my lips were bruised and bloodied. The gunshot was low on my list of aches and pains.


While they were still there, the understanding nurse poked her head in. "Trevor, you have a visitor."


Jean swept into the room, and by her presence diminishing the beauty of the girls in the room. She took in their existence with a smile and a polite nod, and then I was given the full intensity of her attention. I could tell she was striving to maintain control over her composure.


"Are you all right?" Her bottom lip began to quiver.


"That might be stretching a point. I've been shot, and punched and kicked numerous times by a very angry man half the size of a Mack truck. As long as they keep giving me morphine, I should be peachy."


"Have you been by the "Sea Deucer"?"


"Drove past. Didn't stop. I promised you. Remember?"


Abruptly, she began to cry silently. Tears ran down her cheeks but there were no sobs. She was still in control. "I should have brought you down then. I should have taken off work and come back with you. Oh, damn, damn, damn. Maybe this wouldn't have happened. I could have done something."


I slipped my good arm around her shoulder. June, her parents and Penny stared at us. Her outburst quieted all conversation on the other side of the room. 


"There's nothing to get too upset over. It looks like I'm going to live."


"But he's dying, Trevor! Shannon is dying!" Now the sobs came, big whooping sobs from her gut. "You never got to meet him! I'm so sorry!"


"What happened? Where is he?"


"He's here. Upstairs in intensive care. He was shot by the same man that shot you."


"That was him? That was Shannon?"


"He had grown a beard and let his hair grow! I told him you were coming down. He left Buck on the boat and tried to find you. I told him what you looked like and that you were looking for some men down here. He found you night before last and told Buck he was going to keep an eye on you. He followed you to the Pier House. He tried to stop Carmine. He was shot. They say he hasn't regained consciousness."


"He found me out of all these people," I whispered wonderingly to myself." He found me and saved my life."


"I called him and told him about you, Trevor. I told him everything I could. He was so excited. I had just thought to myself how you wouldn't have known him if you saw him!"


"I saw him both days. I saw him jump Carmine. He's been with me every step of the way. He was cheering me on in spite of being wounded." I blinked back the tears. "I think he was proud of me, you know?"


"I know he is proud of you, Trevor Cameron," she said. “I’m proud of you. Are you up to seeing him?"


"Of course. Let's go."


I stood up only to fall down. I had either lost more blood than I thought or my bruised muscles were in no mood to support me. 


The nurses found a wheelchair and Jean took me up to meet my father. He was pale. He had taken a bullet in the lung and had lost a lot of blood. He had drug himself through the crowds to the bandstand to get a better shot, and the effort had cost him dearly. I could see the family resemblance. I had his height. A strong tanned face was pointed up at me with closed eyes beneath salt and pepper curls.


Jean whispered in my ear, "The doctors say if he doesn't regain consciousness soon, he could die without life support."


I stared at the man I had come so far to find, the man who had given me life and come back thirty years later to save it. I felt my eyes tear up as I thought of losing him now.


"NO!" I cried. "Shannon Cameron! You bastard. Don't you dare die on me! I didn't come this far to lose you. I didn't die from getting shot and you're not going to either!"


Jean looked shocked. You don't yell at critically ill patients. You whisper. A nurse and an orderly rushed in.


"You must be quiet. You'll frighten the patients, sir," the nurse told me. 


"Come back, Shannon! Goddamn it! Open your eyes and talk to me!" I was still screaming.


The orderly laid his hand on my shoulder to remove me. I grabbed his index finger with my good hand and bent it. He dropped to his knees and whimpered. My eyes never left Shannon's face.


There was a faint twitch over his left eye. Slowly it opened and rolled around in its socket a few times before fixing on me. His tongue darted furtively across dry lips. "Might've known any son of mine would be a pushy son-of-a bitch!" 


I let go of the orderly. He stepped well away from me.


"I'll be more polite when I'm sure you aren't going to die on me. I think, under the circumstances, that would be downright rude."


"All right. I'm pretty tired, but I'll put off dying for a few more years, just to give you a chance to get to know me better." The eye closed but his breathing remained strong.


"I think you better get out of here and let him sleep now," the nurse said. "I'll tell the doctor that he's out of the coma. He's got a good shot at recovery now." She gave me a stern look. "Please don't try your particular brand of therapy with any of our other critically ill patients, Mr. Cameron! Now quit bullying our orderlies and get back to your room."


They kicked out my whole family and June three days later. Between Buck, Jean, Penny and all of Buck's and Shannon's friends visiting, the staff was glad to see us go. "If he's not going to stay in bed here, he might as well not stay in bed at home!" they declared.


We took him home to the Sea Deucer. June had decided to stay with me while we were convalescing, so we rounded up our belongings, picked up my truck and bike and hung out for a week aboard the Sea Deucer. It was beamier than my new boat, and longer, more like a house than a boat. It was well kept up but lived in. It had been his home for thirty years.


I could never have predicted how our time together would go. He accepted the fact that I was his son, and I accepted the fact he had never known about me. We were both happy to have found a new relative and settled in comfortably to exchange stories about our lives over the last thirty years. In the telling, the gulf of years between us shrank out of existence.


All too soon, I felt I had to go tie up the loose ends I had left in Miami. He put it well. "Don't let it bother you, leaving me, Trevor," he told me. "We've both been by ourselves so long nothing else feels right. Now that each of us knows where the other is at, we can cut down the spells we are apart and take the time to talk. Hell, now that I've got someone to talk to, I might even put in a phone."


I told him that I planned on spending a lot of time down in the Keys and it would be nice to have a place to go and a couch to crash on. 


Before I left, Buck came over and said there was something he would like for me to have. He handed me a box full of carefully bound manuscripts. 


"Your father lived a unique life. Until I met you, I had thought of him as one of the last true adventurers. He told me everything. As a hobby, I kept an account of the things he told me. I did not deem it appropriate to deliver these to Jean. Your father could be. . . savage, if the moment called for it. I think you would like to read these in your spare time."


I thanked Buck and June and I left for Miami. For the first time in my life, I knew who my father was.

Epilogue

June and I were making our tenth trip down the dock with shopping carts loaded. I had a stack of computer equipment still in boxes littering the main salon. June had the galley filled with plastic Publix bags overflowing with groceries.


It was time for me to retrieve the rest of my valuables from the apartment. It should have been the first place I went on my return, but somehow, I couldn't bring myself to face up to my thoughts of Clark. Opening the door was more difficult than I imagined. I had tried to contact him in Louisiana to tell him that Carmine and DiAngelo were dead, but there had been no answer at his message phone.


Once in, I became aware that there was something wrong. Things had changed subtly since I had left. Splintered furniture had been removed. The carpets were clean. The apartment felt lived in. A sound from the kitchen put me on my guard. Thinking that the danger was over, I had come unarmed and my arm was still in a sling. I was looking around frantically for my gun cabinet, for any type of weapon when, from out of the kitchen, Clark appeared.


"So what took you so long?" he asked casually.


"What are you doing here?" I gasped.


"I live here. Close your mouth, Trevor. Don't drool on the carpet. I've just had it cleaned."


"I thought you were mad at me?"


"I was. Now I'm not."


"I've got so much to tell you."


"I know most of it."


"How?"


"I told him," came the harsh voice from the doorway.


I turned to face Tony Miata.


"What are you doing here?" I said.


"Does he always repeat himself like this?" Miata asked Clark.


"Only when he's frustrated," Clark said mildly.


"Why are you together?" Exasperation was starting to set in.


Miata answered. "This place was too big for Clark, and I figured he could use a roommate."


"YOU and Clark!?"


"We have a lot in common," Clark said. "We both like you."


The world was going insane. Clark lit a joint, and Miata sat down next to him and helped him smoke it. It seemed possession in the house was quietly sanctioned as Miata obviously enjoyed it as much as Clark. All I had been through in Key West had forced me to adopt Clark's distrust of the law, and Miata was the law!


Miata told me Carmine had been really upset when he found out one of the suitcases held funny money. He said that he had been filled in on Carmine's demise, but that there were a couple of things he wondered about. Why would DiAngelo try to run drugs into Cuba, and why would he not stop after repeated warnings from the patrol boat? Why had the Cubans said they had seen no one on deck? And finally, why had DiAngelo not taken his ropes with him when he left the dock?


I told him those were certainly interesting questions. If I knew the answers to those I would go to work as a psychic. 


He asked if I would be interested in a career in law enforcement. I said no thanks, but I would still come and visit him.


Though his words were light, there was something troubling him, something he wanted to tell me but he was having trouble finding the time or the right words. “There is something I have learned that I am not supposed to know. I am having a difficult time with the information. I almost certainly should not be sharing this with you.”


I remained silent, thinking the worst, trying to review where I could have made a mistake. I was not prepared for his revelation.


“Cameron, there have been rumors for many years that some government agencies have been engaged in secret, black operations that they depend on for their operating capitol, especially since Congress cut back on funding for covert operations. Hints have been dropped and some of our operations curtailed by orders from the top. I mean the very top!


“Bush?” I asked. He nodded.


“Bush the elder, you might know, was director of the CIA before he was selected as Reagan’s running mate. There were stories of big operations, run by Bush with the help of Noriega. Much of the gun running for the Contras was done using Bush’s Zapata Oil drilling rigs. There was an operation called “Watchtower” that used the Special Forces troops to build radio towers to guide drug planes from Columbia to Panama.”


“What has this got to do with me, Tony?” I asked, suddenly confused by the direction he was taking and wondering where the hell Clark had come up with exactly the same, obviously classified information.


Miata confirmed it as if he had been reading my mind. “What I’ve just said and the information I am about to give you has been declared Top Secret, Cameron. I could go to jail for telling you this. I’m taking quite a risk here.” He shuffled his feet, reached into his pocket and then nervously lit a cigarette. 


“DiAngelo was a pawn. The brains behind his operation was Carmine. The connections in South America were Carmine’s.”


“Hell, I knew that. Carmine told me.”


“Yeah, but what he didn’t tell you is that he was a deep cover Mossad agent. The lid came down on this so fast that I didn’t even find out until later.”


“What are you trying to tell me, Tony? That our government is somehow involved with Israel in the smuggling and distribution of drugs?”


“Up to their necks, I would say. It was always rumored, back in ‘Nam, that the C.I.A. was somehow involved in heroin trafficking, but no one was ever indicted.”


“Maybe Carmine was just a rogue agent.


“Yeah, right,” he said disgustedly. “And so were Thomas Clines, Ed Wilson and maybe Michael Harari. Noriega’s military advisor from the Mossad was one, too. Personally, I think it is standard government operating procedure and my job is just for show. We bust all the little guys, or those who try freelancing, and we are ordered to turn our heads to the real villains here because of “National Security.” He blew a stream of smoke out with a disgusted puff.


“I’ve got to go to “work.” Stay out of trouble, Cameron. I might need your help again.”


As Miata closed the door, I turned to Clark expectantly.


"What can I say? You were right. He's just like us. He just happens to work for the government. If you could take orders I suspect you would be working with him. So I was wrong. I figured it out on the plane and I came back. He kept me informed about you and the events down in the Keys. He really thinks highly of you, although he doesn't show it. We didn't want to come in between you and your time with your father. I suppose you are about to get settled in to your new houseboat. I figured you would like to have a place to take it every now and then, so I'm going to keep this place. You may tie up anytime."


"Thanks Clark. I thought I had really blown it for you."


"Well, you did burst a few of my bubbles, put me into jeopardy and got me arrested, and now I find myself without an occupation, in a strange state and with a narc for a roommate. But on the positive side, I'm fifty thousand dollars richer, and that should be enough to last me until I find some kind of legitimate occupation that suits me."


"I’ve got some ideas along that line. So, does Miata suspect I had anything to do with DiAngelo's disappearance?"


"I don't think “suspect” is the correct term. He knows you did. But you did it right, and he appreciates that. He doesn't miss DiAngelo enough to give it any more than a passing thought. There is no evidence linking you to DiAngelo's exodus to Cuba except Miata, and he was glad to see him go. The case is closed as far as anyone is concerned."


"So you are going to stay?"


"It's interesting having friends like you and Miata here. The swamp has been unusually dull in the last few years. Aren't you staying?"


I thought about it and then said, "For a while. What Miata just told me kind of shakes up my world view. I think I will hang out on my new houseboat for a while and start doing a little research. I used to dismiss all these conspiracy rumors coming from the John Birch Society as bullshit, but when they touch your life, you have to wonder. I think I’ve got a lot to learn. Miami might just be the place to do it."


"Then I guess I'll hang around for a while also. Just to see what kind of trouble you'll attract."

I finished telling Steve the story after I had located my stashed communication equipment and signaled for extraction. 


“So then you became a guerrilla fighter? he asked.


“No. That was many years down the line, hundreds of books later, and too many adventures to talk about. Lots happened before things finally deteriorated to the point where open, armed conflict was the only answer. If more people had become aware of the situation we were in back then, I might not have to take the actions I do today. The answer has always been available to us, and once upon a time, we actually could have removed the traitors peacefully, by means of elections, exposure and arrest. Clinton was a prime example. Everyone knew he was an immoral, cocaine snorting pawn of the CIA, but, through their control over the media and the Congress, the cry for his impeachment never reached the level necessary to remove him from office.”


I heard the sound of the copter coming over the horizon. Steve’s eyes reflected the sudden terror that sound had begun to generate in the American people, just as it had so many years ago in the Vietnamese. I shook my head and laid a calming hand on his arm.


“It’s OK. This one is ours.” To his astonished look, I said, “Why do think we don’t just shoot all of theirs down?”  

We boarded the black helicopter and were in the air in seconds. I smiled at Steve and shouted over the roar of rotors, “Welcome to the Revolution, Steve.” 


As we flew into an uncertain future, I wondered if I had gotten through to my earlier self. And as good as I have been at surviving, I wondered if I had imparted enough information to make a difference or if the future is written in stone and my communication was worthless anyway. Would Trevor Cameron learn enough fast enough and be able to marshal enough resources, reach enough people, to somehow prevent what seemed to be America’s inevitable slide into the darkness of totalitarianism? 


I didn’t manage any of those things. So how could I expect my younger self to do something I couldn’t the first time around, when I should have seen all this coming but didn’t?

END
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