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    CHAPTER ONE: EYE OF THE STORM 
 
    The thieves waited for the eye of the storm to pass over Naples. Winds shrieked and bent the palm trees, driving the rain into angry swarms. The SUV felt like it was going to get blown away. 
 
    The lookout took a drag on his e-cig and tried to calm his nerves. He watched as the water rose into a river along Gulf Shore Road. Fucking hurricanes. Fucking Florida. 
 
    “Put that out,” said the guy in the back seat. 
 
    “It’s an e-cig.” 
 
    “I don’t care. It’s filling the car.” 
 
    “It’s just water vapor.” 
 
    “Why would you want to inhale that shit?” 
 
    “It’s better than the real ones.” 
 
    “You look like an idiot sucking on that thing.” 
 
    A massive gust of wind blasted the vehicle, which rocked on its shocks. The lookout dropped the e-cigarette to grasp the wheel with both hands. “Ah, man. This is crazy.” 
 
    “It’s going to calm down,” said the guy in the back. “That eye is going to come right over us.” 
 
    “How can they predict that?” 
 
    “We talked about this. Fucking keep it together.” 
 
    “Look at those palm trees.” 
 
    “I can’t see shit.” 
 
    But the lookout could see them. Through the gray blur of the rain, the trees lining the street thrashed violently, like head-bangers at a heavy metal show. Thinking about it like that made him feel a little better. 
 
    “It’s going to pass right over us,” the man in the back said. “All the networks predicted it. All the weather people. This is going to die down any minute now.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see.” The lookout held the steering wheel in a death grip. The wind was a giant, shouldering into them. Like that movie he’d seen as a little kid, Jurassic Park. The wind was a T-Rex, bashing its head against the SUV. 
 
    They waited. The rainwater deepened along the street. His next concern: they’d be washed away. He’d seen it plenty of times — cars overtaken by water, people locked inside, trapped by all the rushing pressure, drowned like rats. Dead. 
 
    He tried to focus on the house, but it was tough to see through the weather. Just the huge, vague shape of it was visible. And it was dark. Power had gone down throughout the city hours before, also as predicted. That meant no security alarms, no working cameras. The lavish, unoccupied beach home was a sitting duck. “You got your tools?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the guy in the back, exasperated. He was the burglar. The one who would crack the safe. “For the last time — relax.” 
 
    Another ten minutes passed. Each time the lookout thought the storm was dying down, there’d be a fresh blast of wind and deluge of rain. 
 
    The burglar grunted a laugh. “Why do they always give the bad ones Hispanic names?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hector — what they named it. They always give them spic names.” 
 
    “They go alphabetical by season. They’re named before anyone has any idea what they’re going to be like. Ethnicity’s got nothing to do with it.” 
 
    The burglar grunted. “Whatever.” 
 
    The rain formed massive, ghostly curtains, dark serpents that whipped and frothed in the night. Something clunked against the vehicle — another branch or palm frond. More shapes tumbled past, then another thump. 
 
    “Ah, man,” the lookout said. “Fucking up my ride, man . . .” 
 
    “What do you care? You can buy a new one after this.” 
 
    “Do a radio check.” 
 
    The burglar sniffed. “Fine.” 
 
    The lookout watched in the rear-view mirror as the burglar dug out his radio and pressed the transmit button. “Check, check one-two.” His voice echoed on the unit sticking out of the console. 
 
    The lookout picked it up and pressed the button. “Check, check.” Because the radios were in such close proximity, there was an ear-splitting whine of feedback. 
 
    “All right, you happy? Put it away now.” 
 
    The lookout put the radio back in its place. “And we’re sure about the lockdown?” 
 
    “Yes, for fuck’s sake. We’re sure. Why are you . . .? I never knew you were this much of a pussy. You lose your balls over there or something?” 
 
    Their eyes connected in the mirror and the lookout felt his skin tighten and scalp tingle. The mouth on this guy. The disrespect. He had no idea . . . “I’m thorough. I’m careful. I’ve got shit to lose.” 
 
    The burglar leaned forward and the lookout braced himself for a fight, ready to take the guy’s big head and put it through a window, but the burglar pointed out the front windshield. “Look at that . . .” 
 
    The lookout tracked his pointing finger. “I see it.” 
 
    There were stars in the sky. The weather was calming and the clouds were opening up. 
 
    “Boom,” said the burglar, his lips next to the lookout’s ear. “Fuckin’ told you. That’s the eye. Five minutes.” 
 
    “All right, five minutes. Sit back in your seat.” 
 
    The burglar hesitated. The lookout could feel his breath on his skin, smell the pastrami sandwich he’d eaten a half hour before. Finally, the burglar sank back again. “Pussy,” he muttered. 
 
    The lookout picked up the e-cig, took a big pull of it and filled the confined space with water vapor. “Bite me.” 
 
    The burglar laughed until he coughed. They waited five minutes. “All right,” the burglar said. He pulled a black mask over his face, grabbed his bag and opened the door. Specks of rain came swirling in but most of the sky was clear and there was no sense wasting time. 
 
    The lookout picked up the night-vision goggles and looked through them. The world turned bright green. The burglar was a phosphorescent shape, walking briskly to the house gate, then past it. The house had a high iron fence, but it was intended for vehicles and didn’t go all the way around. The burglar disappeared into the bougainvillea. Ten seconds later, he reappeared on the front steps of the house and went to work on the door. Ten more seconds. The door swung open. 
 
    He was in — easy-peasy. With no security system, it was just a matter of picking a lock. 
 
    The lookout kept the goggles up, feeling relieved. This was his big ticket out. With this, he might just manage to finally get free. He was young and still had his life ahead of him. The burglar acted like this was his calling, but the lookout had gotten sucked in — no choice. Guys like the burglar went back to jail because they didn’t know any other way. Or, to be fair, they didn’t want any other way. The burglar was good with engines, he knew machines and how little complex pieces — like the locking mechanism of a safe — fitted together. He could have had a life, a legitimate career, but he didn’t want that. He’d gotten addicted to the fix. 
 
    The lookout saw the burglar’s shape in the second-floor window. He gave the sign that he was in the room. Good. Even though there would be no alarms, no police response time to calculate, the lookout hit the stopwatch on his phone anyway, set for ten minutes. In the movies the safe crackers boasted ridiculous times like two or three minutes, but in real life you— 
 
    Headlights. 
 
    Coming down the street. 
 
    He’d lowered the goggles to set his watch and had seen the light hit the mirrors. A car was rolling slowly down Gulf Shore Road. The lookout held his breath, grabbed the radio and clicked three times. Then he took the pistol from the console and rested it against his leg. 
 
    The headlights drew closer. Was it a cop? No way — they were all deep in some concrete bunker or wherever they went during a Cat 4 hurricane. Didn’t look like a state or county cruiser anyway. These were sloped headlights, like on a sports car. 
 
    The burglar clicked back twice. Message received. 
 
    Nobody was supposed to be out on the road. The stars were shining now, almost a full picture of the sky — relax. It was someone from a neighboring home and they were just making their escape while it was calm. 
 
    He let out the breath. That seemed plausible. Just because evacuations had been called days ago didn’t mean everyone actually left. There were always holdouts. The homes along the Gulf Coast were sturdy, built to withstand brutal tropical storms. But the street had been cleared — the luxury homes were scarcely occupied as it was, their rich owners typically in residence for a few weeks at a time, usually around Christmas, still three months away. 
 
    So who was it? Someone from out of range. Up a few houses, just making their way out of the area before the second half of the storm kicked in. 
 
    They were slowing down. Coming up alongside of him, plowing through the inches of water flooding the street. He lifted the gun onto his lap as the vehicle came to a stop — a sports car, just like he’d thought. Looked like a Jaguar F-Type. The moonlight tinted the vehicle silver, the rain forming crystal beads on its surface. The lookout pointed the pistol, keeping it out of sight. 
 
    The tinted passenger window of the Jaguar rolled down. 
 
    A woman: blonde, pretty, middle-aged. She looked worried. The man driving had to lean way over to see up out of the car. 
 
    They saw him. He could’ve ducked, but then they might’ve lingered. Told someone about the car later on. The lookout hit the button for his window. 
 
    “Hey,” the man said. “You okay?” 
 
    The lookout forced a smile. “I’m good.” 
 
    “You getting out?” 
 
    “Yeah — yeah. Just waiting for my wife.” 
 
    The man continued to lean awkwardly across the seat, looking up at the lookout who sat higher in the SUV. He seemed to think a moment then said, “You live here?” He pointed at the house with the high iron gate. 
 
    “Just visiting.” 
 
    “So you’re, ah . . . you’re friends with the Balfours?” 
 
    “Honey . . .” the woman in the passenger seat faced forward. She seemed afraid of the lookout. 
 
    Fuck, he thought. Fuck me. 
 
    His radio clicked once. What’s happening? Report. 
 
    The lookout gripped the gun. He’d never wanted this. Never wanted this life. Why had he rolled down the window? They might’ve seen the license plate, might even have written it down and reported it to police a week later from the safety of whatever northern state was their first home — New Jersey, Connecticut, New York. But that was a long shot at best and it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Stupid. 
 
    He should’ve worn a damn mask. The burglar was wearing one in case of any battery-powered cameras in the house. But the thinking was, a lookout would raise more suspicion in a balaclava than if he was just sitting there like a normal person. Yet these people had stopped to check on him anyway. Now they sat, engine purring softly and— 
 
    The burglar stepped into view on the other side of the Jaguar, mask on, black bag in hand. Both the man and the woman turned to look at him. He pointed his gun at the man. The woman sucked in a breath and the man raised his arm for protection. The burglar squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The round pierced the man’s arm and the woman screamed again. The burglar shot the man a second time, getting his head. Then the burglar bent low and shot the woman as she fumbled to get out of the car. She slumped over, dead. 
 
    The lookout opened his door and jumped into the water running down the street. The burglar pointed the gun at him then lowered it. His voice was muffled. “What the hell were they doing here?” 
 
    “They just pulled up. I don’t know. They were leaving.” 
 
    “You’re sitting there fucking talking to them? What the fuck’s the matter with you?” 
 
    The wind blew, just a soft breeze. The water on the street sluiced along, babbling like a brook, and poured into the lookout’s shoes. He looked down and realized the burglar’s bullet casings were tumbling down the street, taken by the current. 
 
    “Shit!” the burglar said. 
 
    They chased after the casings. 
 
    Despair churned in the lookout’s stomach: three shots, two dead people. He managed to find two of the casings and stuck them in his pocket, kept searching for the last one. It had to be there somewhere, but the clouds were closing in, occluding the moonlight, darkening the world again as the rain returned. The burglar moved further down the street, muttering curses. The lookout thought he saw a flash of something and pawed at the water, then he froze. 
 
    A low, strangled sound filled the air. He stood upright as it sharpened to a gut-wrenching, powerful whistle. It came from behind him, pouring out the open window of the Jaguar. 
 
    Bile rose up in the lookout’s throat. He hurried back to the Jaguar and peered through the rain-dappled windshield at the child sitting in the backseat, screaming at the top of her lungs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO: THREE DAYS LATER 
 
    Jack Vance was clearing hurricane debris from around the house and saw blood on the ground. He found more on the gutter spout and followed the drips up to the roof. Something was up there, maybe a dog or a cat. Something hurled up by the hurricane. 
 
    He took the ladder from the garage and set it against the house and started climbing. The day was calm and the sun sizzled above the wreckage littering the neighborhood: pieces of houses and bent bicycles and palm fronds and pine branches and clay tiles from the roof. He reached the roof and looked up the pitch of it. A man’s body draped over the peak. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    No response. He left the ladder and crawled cautiously over the tiles — some of them were loose — avoiding the trail of blood. When he reached the body, he saw the gunshot wound. Vance felt for a pulse but knew it was futile. The man, sixty or so, had been shot in the head. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tom awoke to Katie getting dressed beside the bed. He sat up, the dream of his dead brother still buzzing behind his eyes, and looked at her. “What’s up?” 
 
    She snapped her work pants together. “I looked around. No broken windows. Everything seems okay. But my supervisor called and there’s DBs all over the place. I’ve got to go to one in Orangetree who apparently has been there a few days. Died toward the beginning of the hurricane.” She glanced at him as she buttoned her shirt. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    “Everybody is just coming out of protection, scrambling around. We’re spread thin. There was a shooting in Immokalee, a break-in or something in Naples, and two people — besides this woman — look like they expired of natural causes. Or just couldn’t get to the hospital — so. God, what a mess.” She attached her belt and gun. “What’ve you got going today?” 
 
    He swung his legs out of bed and tested the reality of the floor. The dream had a lasting grip on him, the fear and anxiety still soaking his spine. He remembered running to help his brother — and there’d been some kind of swamp trying to suck him under. 
 
    “Blythe called late last night,” he said. “Wants to meet me later this morning.” 
 
    “She say what about?” Katie lifted her eyebrows. “Could be good news. No more transcribing reports.” 
 
    “With Blythe you never know.” 
 
    Lauren Blythe was his supervisor at the Florida Department of Law Enforcement, recently risen to the rank of Special Agent in Charge, or SAC. Tom had spent the last six months doing paperwork for the FDLE in lieu of a suspension. It sucked, but at least he was still getting paid. 
 
    “Well, keep me posted.” Katie stepped in front of the mirror that hung from the bedroom door and pulled her brown hair back into a ponytail. “Anyway, I think things look promising. If they were gonna let you go, I think they would have done it already. But they don’t want to, so they’ve just been trying to figure their way around it — that’s why it’s dragging on.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Finished putting herself together, she gave him a long look. “And maybe you need to talk to Jack, Tommy. I can see it in your face. It would be good to clear the air, you know?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Otherwise it eats you up a little at a time.” She moved closer, bent over and kissed him. Then she gazed at him, her brown eyes probing. “He’s a good friend. He’ll understand.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She smiled at him, grabbed her bag and opened the door. 
 
    “Be careful out there,” he said. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    And then she was gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After breakfast he tried Jack Vance and got a voice mail. “Hey, Jack,” Tom said. “You’re probably busy as hell after Hector . . . Ah, haven’t talked to you in a bit . . . Listen, I was hoping we could get together. Couple of things I’d like to talk to you about. Okay? Maybe we go over to Buffalo Chips or something — you can take a break from emptying the spoiled food from people’s fridges or whatever you’re doing. All right, man . . . hope to hear from you.” 
 
    He tossed his phone on the couch. Still in his underwear, he bent and touched his toes and then rolled his neck around. 
 
    Katie had bought one of those devices you could talk to and Tom always felt it a bit weird, especially when he was alone in the house. But he’d wired up a sound system and calling out the music you wanted to hear was pretty cool for a foster kid from Yonkers. Futuristic. 
 
    “Alexa,” he said, “give me, um . . . give me Melvins.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said the robotic feminine voice. “Could you please repeat that?” 
 
    “Ah . . . Alexa, play Pandora.” 
 
    “Okay. Which station?” 
 
    “Melvins.” 
 
    Hard-rock guitar sounds crashed through the room and Tom dropped to the floor, stretched a while, then went into a push-ups and sit-ups routine. The song ended before he was finished and he used the jump rope as The Beta Band played “Dry the Rain.” Beatnik music. He wasn’t sure how it linked up to Melvins, but it wasn’t terrible. He was working up a good sweat when his mobile rang. 
 
    Alexa lowered the music volume and said, “Phone call from Lauren Blythe.” 
 
    He grabbed his phone, noted the time — not yet 8 a.m. — and answered out of breath. “Hey. Everything okay? We still on?” 
 
    “We are, but the meeting place has changed. Well, everything has changed.” 
 
    She gave him an address on Gulf Shore Road. “Can you get here right away?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    He pulled up twenty minutes later in front of a big pastel-colored mansion with a high iron gate. Blythe was standing with a couple of guys from Naples PD and someone else he didn’t recognize. The whole issue was, he’d lied about having a juvenile record when he’d applied to the FDLE. That was why he’d been pushing papers and swinging in the breeze while they figured out what to do with him. He was two-for-two closing major cases so far, so maybe it was like Katie said and they wanted to keep him around. Either that or it was just the slow-ass bureaucratic process at work — somebody needing to respond to someone else’s email and return someone else’s phone call and half a year goes by. 
 
    But arriving at the scene, Tom realized that wasn’t what today was about. This looked like something else entirely. Like a bomb had hit. Broken trees, scattered palm fronds and pieces of lawn furniture littered the whole area. But the main attraction seemed to be the fancy-looking Jaguar parked askew on the side of the road. Some of the metal had been flayed from the car. 
 
    Tom checked his face in the rear-view mirror for any stray eye boogers or wild nose hairs and got out and walked over. There was an acrid stink in the air, like spent fireworks. 
 
    “Agent Lange,” Blythe said, “Bill Reddy and Andreas Tudela with Naples PD.” 
 
    They all shook hands. 
 
    Blythe looked at the other man. “And this is Ed Skokie, from Tallahassee.” 
 
    Skokie had a light, quick grip. 
 
    Blythe said, “Everyone, this is Special Agent Tom Lange. He’s been with us for going on two years. Tom first worked the Carrie Anne Gallo case and then the Howard Declan case.” 
 
    They all nodded and glanced at him and looked around. Reddy was chewing gum with special vigor. Tom’s cases had both been high profile and connected to organized crime. 
 
    “The Jaguar is registered to Brian Hollister,” Blythe told Tom. “Hollister and his wife were headed to the airport for a flight out on the sixteenth.” 
 
    “Three days ago,” Reddy said, chewing. 
 
    Tom noticed other cops about three big houses further up the street. There was a van up there from the medical examiner’s office. He guessed the Hollisters were up there, dead, their car down here for some reason. He gazed through at the mansion in proximity, sitting high and mighty behind the formidable-looking iron gate. 
 
    “And so whose place is this?” he asked. 
 
    Blythe answered, “Belongs to David Balfour.” 
 
    Tom looked at the guy from Tallahassee, starting to understand why he might be there. “As in Stephanie Balfour? The statewide attorney?” 
 
    “Her husband,” Blythe said. 
 
    Tom studied the mansion. A place like this was worth somewhere in the low millions at least. Surely it wasn’t something they floated on a prosecutor’s salary. Florida had one statewide prosecutor, appointed by the Attorney General. Stephanie Balfour was at the start of her four-year term in the Office of Statewide Prosecution. Her role was to prosecute crimes occurring in more than one judicial circuit. The main office was in Tallahassee, with several other OSP bureaus throughout the state, including one in Fort Myers. She made maybe seventy grand a year or thereabouts. 
 
    “David Balfour is a hedge fund guy,” Blythe said. “A wealthy individual. They have a home in Tallahassee near the main office and then they have this place. David Balfour bought it when he first started coming down here, before their marriage. The house was burgled, items stolen from the safe.” 
 
    “What items?” 
 
    “Treasury bonds,” Skokie answered. “Plus some jewelry and about ten grand in cash.” 
 
    Tom whistled at the haul, but then he didn’t know anything about Treasury bonds. 
 
    “Same night as the Hollisters’ flight,” Blythe said. 
 
    Skokie pointed up the street. “The Hollisters’ home is up there.” 
 
    “Okay — you mean where the medical examiner is parked.” 
 
    Blythe started up the street and everyone followed. “Actually, no,” she answered. “The Hollisters are up a ways further — can’t see it from here. That place, where the medical examiner is parked, belongs to the Ingrams.” 
 
    Tom mentally tried to sort out the different families: the Balfours had the burgled home with the iron gate; the Hollisters owned the Jaguar and lived a little further away; the Ingrams were just two houses up the street. Their name rang a distant bell. 
 
    Then he saw Jack Vance and lifted his sunglasses just to make sure it wasn’t a trick of the shadow. Vance had just stepped out of the wall of arbor vitae fronting the Ingram place and was talking to a uniformed Naples cop. He looked down the street, saw Tom, Blythe and the others, and headed toward them. 
 
    Blythe raised her hand to Vance and continued leading Tom and the others up the hot, still-wet street. The sun beat down as they picked their way around tree branches and debris. The wind shifted and Tom could smell rotted fish. Bill Reddy said, “Jack Vance has a security business he calls Snow Bird Watch. He has a couple clients along this—” 
 
    “I know him,” Tom said. “He’s a friend.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” Reddy continued talking about Vance. Maybe it was for the benefit of the Tallahassee guy; Tom wasn’t sure. “Vance’s clients are more middle class, most of them over in Lely, but he’s got some connections with people and keeps his eye on a couple places round here. His business is simple, nothing high tech — he just goes around and checks on things for people. Makes sure the termites aren’t having their way and the AC units are working.” 
 
    They all met in the middle of the road halfway between houses. 
 
    “Hey, Jack,” Tom said. 
 
    “Hey, Tommy.” Vance shook Tom’s hand. He was in his early seventies with a full head of white hair brushed loosely to the side. 
 
    Tom looked past his friend to the Ingram place. The medical team emerged, wheeling a body in a black bag on a backboard toward the van. Tom was confused. “So that’s not one of the Ingrams?” 
 
    “Ingrams are in Connecticut,” Vance said. “I was checking on their place this morning.” 
 
    This information started to sink in, but Tom had to look back at the Jaguar then over at the Ingram house a couple of times for it to fully make sense. There was about a hundred yards between the car and the house. “So you found who? Hollister? From the Jaguar?” 
 
    Vance nodded. “Up on the roof.” 
 
    “On the roof?” 
 
    Blythe said, “We believe the storm carried the body of Brian Hollister, the owner of the Jaguar, to that point.” 
 
    The medical team loaded the body into the van while Tom contemplated a storm strong enough to launch a man however many hundred feet up into the air and drop him a quarter of a mile away. On the way he’d seen an SUV twisted in half and wrapped around a tree, so he figured it was possible. Wind speeds for Hurricane Hector had reached 148 mph. 
 
    “Entry and exit wounds in the cranium,” Blythe said. “Entry wound in the left arm and through to the sternum. Medical examiner will extract the projectile.” She didn’t remark on the condition of the body — she didn’t need to — but she added, “We have yet to locate the body of his wife.” 
 
    Tom dragged his eyes from the van and looked around at Blythe. “What makes you think she’s out here?” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” They trooped back to the Jaguar. “Careful where you step and don’t go up to the car.” Blythe bent down and pointed. “So, in here, looks like blood on the passenger seat. We’ve got Crime Scene coming but it’s going to take them a bit.” She stood up and said, “Mr. Vance arrived at the Ingram house at seven this morning. He found the body of Brian Hollister after about fifteen minutes and called Naples PD. Naples PD arrived and called the district medical examiner. Then they found the Jaguar here, found the passenger window down, and ran the plate.” 
 
    “Okay.” Tom felt a chill despite the heat. Blythe was working up to something. He glanced around and thought that probably the only reason TV crews weren’t jamming up the scene was because there was too much other juicy news going on all over the place, too many blocked roads and, like Katie had said, bodies all over. 
 
    “The Jaguar owners — the Hollisters — were set for their flight but there was an issue with their housekeeper,” Blythe said. “The housekeeper’s seven-year-old daughter was stranded at the house.” 
 
    “Why?” Tom interrupted. “What was she doing there?” 
 
    “The school was closed, but the parents were still at work and the girl was at a day care. A woman bringing several kids home from the day care thought the girl’s mother was working at the Hollisters’ that day. She wasn’t. Once they figured it out, the father, who also works for the Hollisters, tried to come pick her up and hit a washout in the road — took his truck and rolled it right over. So the Hollisters abandoned their flight and returned from the airport to pick up the girl.” 
 
    “In the middle of the hurricane,” Tom said. 
 
    “In the middle of the hurricane.” Blythe took a couple steps back and spread her arms, cueing the idea of a big picture. “The Hollisters were either on their way back to their home or they had already picked up the girl. We don’t know for sure, but there’s no obvious evidence of her in the Jaguar. We’ll have to see. Right now, the prevailing thought is that the Hollisters interrupted a break-in at the Balfours’ home. Maybe they were driving by, saw someone coming out and stopped, and that was a fatal mistake. Brian Hollister has two gunshot wounds, one in the left arm, one in the head. But what the vehicle tells us initially — you can see the blood spatter right there, passenger side . . . the broken window . . . and you can see the impact of the other projectiles — is that Ann Hollister was also shot. That’s why we’re expecting to find her body and be looking at a double homicide.” 
 
    Bill Reddy chewed his gum, listening along. “But we’re hoping to God we don’t find that little girl around here, tossed somewhere by the storm like the husband was. At any rate, we’re not seeing visible evidence that she was harmed.” 
 
    Tom looked between Blythe and Reddy. Then he glanced at Vance, who looked older this morning and less spry than usual. “What’s the alternative? The burglars kidnapped her?” 
 
    No one said anything and that meant they were thinking it. 
 
    “Or,” Reddy said, “the little girl took off before the Hollisters ever got to her, hiding out somewhere in the hurricane — never in the car to begin with. That’s a scenario we have to consider carefully. She could be trapped somewhere. We got crews looking. Mostly volunteers right now — they were through here already. Your friend Vance was with them when he found Brian Hollister on the roof. Whether she ran or they took her, she’s in the wind either way.” 
 
    “You got a piece of gum?” Tom asked Reddy. 
 
    Reddy patted his pockets, found the pack and handed it to Tom. “We got the girl into MEPIC and her picture is all over the state.” 
 
    Tom took a stick of gum from the pack and looked at the Balfour place where the burglary had occurred. “So, these burglars take advantage of the storm. Maybe they know that most police are sequestered during a hurricane if winds get up to a certain velocity, so they think ‘easy pickings.’ The power is out, security is down, so they have no problem getting in . . .” 
 
    “Far as we can tell,” Reddy said, “they went right in the front door there. Only problem for them would’ve been the gate, but that’s more for show — just for cars, really. You can get right around it on foot back there on the beach side.” 
 
    “So, they’ve got a guy sitting out here, waiting, keeping an eye out,” Tom said. “And the Hollisters come rolling along in the Jaguar. They’re good people, they’ve come back for this girl. In fact, though, if they’re stopping to see what’s going on with the guy sitting here, to me that says they’ve already got the girl. They’re not going to stop and mess around with someone sitting here if she’s still back at the house — maybe terrified. They’re not going to stop if she’s missing.” 
 
    “Unless they’re stopping to ask whoever’s sitting here if he’s seen a little girl,” Reddy countered. “They see his face or something, and he executes the witnesses, pop-pop-pop.” 
 
    Blythe was looking on, not saying anything — unusual for her. She looked up at the house again. 
 
    Tom asked, “What are they doing here? Just robbing the safe? Any other burglaries or just this one?” 
 
    “Just this one,” Reddy answered. “Far as we know.” 
 
    Tom looked at Blythe and recognized what he saw in her face because he’d gotten to know her a bit by now. Her eyes said: This next part of the conversation requires discretion. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tom drove through downtown Naples, detouring around washouts and fallen trees. Hector hadn’t been kind. The flooding had only just receded, leaving pools and washouts in its wake and that foul odor of spent fireworks — a rotten eggs smell, probably from saturated groundwater. A news team had set up on the corner of 41 and Fifth Ave, the reporter wearing hip-waders as he sloshed out into the road. Bonita Springs, where Tom lived, had gotten most of its power back within ten hours of the storm, but Naples was predicted to be down for several more days. 
 
    He parked behind the county courthouse that was next to the FDLE field office. The storm had ripped out baby palms that had been planted around the courthouse and no one had gotten around to replanting them. He didn’t see Blythe’s Crown Vic yet, so he dialed Katie and left her a message. He took the gum out, found a receipt to wrap it in then lit up a cigarette. He waited in the truck with the A/C going but the window cracked to let out the smoke. 
 
    With some hurricanes, in addition to people evacuating, area law enforcement was sequestered. With predictions of high winds and storm surges, anticipations of power outages and flooding, the idea was that you didn’t want law enforcement officers out on the streets, exposed to the elements and getting killed. Sequestration could last for up to five days. With Hector, Tom and Katie had spent three in a bunker. The previous night had been their first back home, and many uniformed cops and first responders were still holed up. During the downtime, emergency response was practically nonexistent, with no ambulances and no cops on call. Tom thought about how many people might know that, along with the kind of person who might be stupid, ballsy or desperate enough to attempt a burglary in the middle of 150-mph winds — winds that seemed to have launched Brian Hollister a hundred yards and landed him on a roof. 
 
    He turned on the radio, listened to a little hard rock, then changed it to a religious station and waited some more. He thought about the dream he’d had of trying to find Nick in a swamp — or whatever it had been. 
 
    For a brief time in their youth, shuffled from one foster family to the next, Tom and Nick had stayed with a pastor and his family, the Johnsons. That time, just shy of two years, was the only time he’d had any direct experience with religion. Since Nick died, he’d found himself asking the big questions. 
 
    The pastor on the radio was working himself up into a righteous lather about hurricanes and eternal damnation, getting louder and more impassioned. “Behold, I have refined thee, but not with silver; I have chosen thee in the furnace of affliction —” 
 
    Tom shut it off when he saw Blythe rolling in. She parked and got out of her dark blue Crown Vic and headed to the field office, the guy from Tallahassee trailing behind her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE: INTO THE BARGAIN 
 
    They stood around in the middle of the small office. Skokie was older, maybe in his sixties, his curly hair mostly gray, squiggly pouches under his eyes, like deflated bubbles. 
 
    “You’re not IAB,” Tom said. 
 
    “No.” Skokie laughed, then sobered. “No, I’m not from Internal Affairs.” 
 
    “And this wasn’t an ordinary burglary . . .” Tom guessed. 
 
    Blythe held out a hand. “Let’s sit down.” 
 
    They each took a swivel chair and arranged themselves in a sort of circle. Blythe wore a skirt. She crossed her long legs and cleared her throat. “So, Tom . . . I’ve brought Agent Skokie up to speed on everything pertaining to your last case.” 
 
    Skokie’s eyes lit up. “That was one hell of a thing. I think that was good work. If it hadn’t been for the overlooked firearm, I think you pulled that guy right in, closed around him nice and tight. It was good work.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Tom wondered where this was headed. 
 
    “Ed is with Domestic Security,” Blythe said. “Like I said, he’s come down from Tallahassee. After Hector, we’re all sort of scrambling and Ed is stepping in to help out with a few things.” 
 
    “Okay . . .” 
 
    Skokie still held a glint in his eye as if Tom were some sort of celebrity or perhaps a specimen for study. He leaned forward in his chair, resting his elbows on his knees, a smile edging his mouth. “Blythe tells me you’re contemplating private investigation.” 
 
    Tom gave Blythe a look, but she was typically inscrutable. She wore her blonde hair tied back. Her skin was tanned and smooth, hints of lines around her eyes and mouth. He could rarely predict what she was going to say or how she was going to act. He told Skokie, “I’ve thought about it. I’m still waiting for a decision. To be honest, I’m not too good with waiting.” 
 
    Skokie gave a big nod. “I can understand that . . . I can understand that. You know, I can see private investigations — I get the attraction. You’re out on your own . . . you’re your own boss. It’s nice. Of course, you know the work is . . .” He sat back and regarded Tom with a half-smile. “Well, you end up taking lots of infidelity cases, child custody cases, looking into workmen’s comp claims.” He shrugged. “But it’s a living, right?” 
 
    “I guess, yeah. Ah . . . what’s the official position on this? Is there a missing girl here?” 
 
    “Yes. The feds are already running a wide search. Working out from the Hollister crime scene. I’m reporting directly to them.” 
 
    “If you’re giving me a shot at getting in on this, I’ll do anything to take it.” Tom glanced at the clock on the wall. “But we should probably move, right?” 
 
    “Hang on, hang on. We’re getting there.” Skokie gave Blythe a look. She cocked an eyebrow and studied her nails a minute. 
 
    “Lot of surveillance, PI work,” Skokie said. “You gotta have a go-bag ready, a nice camera. I got a cousin who does it up in Sarasota. Been doing it for years. Says he loves it, out alone at night — anyway.” Skokie waved a hand, leaned forward again. Tom kept glancing at Blythe, but she still wasn’t giving anything away. 
 
    “What a morning,” Skokie said. “What do you think so far? Give me your analysis of the crime scene.” 
 
    Was this a test? “Hopefully the Jaguar will give us some answers,” Tom said. “I didn’t see any rubber and it looked in good shape. Do we think it was pushed off the road by the storm?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Blythe said. 
 
    They both waited for him to give his assessment. 
 
    “Okay . . . so . . . I bet they drove it off the road, parked it. They took the bodies out because they knew the storm would do something. They could’ve taken it but didn’t. If there were two guys on the job — and I’d be almost certain there was at least that many — I figure the Hollisters come along, surprise the guy on lookout. The shooting of Brian Hollister looks spur-of-the-moment. That’s the arm shot. Then the head shot, it’s not double tap but, given the conditions . . .” He trailed off, suddenly craving another cigarette. Were they going to set him loose to look for the girl? There were already people out doing just that, but it itched at him that he was just sitting here. On the other hand, with one body on the roof and the man’s wife still missing, a little girl could’ve been carried by the storm right out into the Gulf. He looked at Skokie. “You said what got taken from the house were T-bonds, jewelry, cash . . . but you’re domestic security. Naples PD has robbery people and jurisdiction. It’s because this house is owned by the statewide’s husband?” 
 
    Skokie smiled. “What if you could do that sort of thing, that kind of private investigator thing, but do it for us?” 
 
    “Come on . . . you’re talking about the girl? What are you talking about?” 
 
    At last Skokie turned to Blythe, handing it off to her. 
 
    “What do you know about Pedro Vasquez?” she said. 
 
    Something tickled the back of his neck, like gooseflesh. “He has a commercial fishing business in Everglades City. Vasquez uses the boats to make dope purchases out over the water and distributes up the Gulf Coast.” 
 
    Skokie nodded again, looking pleased, while Blythe stayed poised as she spoke. “A while back, after months of wiretapping and surveillance, county vice narcotics made a bust. We’re talking about a hundred grand a year profits. So, not the biggest operation, but a nice piece. Crack-cocaine. Doing the deals offshore. Pedro Vasquez got arrested, got his bond reduced to 350 thousand and bonded out.” 
 
    “I remember. Bob Mandi was the prosecutor.” Tom was stuck on the possibility of a seven-year-old girl in the hands of two hardened criminals — maybe criminals working for Vasquez, if he were to jump to a conclusion. 
 
    “Correct. It was Mandi.” 
 
    “Bob was a good statewide but . . . you know . . .” Skokie said. 
 
    “Stephanie Balfour is a bit tougher.” There was a tinge of pride in Blythe’s voice. “Mandi let Pedro Vasquez bond out with the requirement that he wear an ankle monitor. Vasquez’s attorney then filed a motion to remove the tracker. So Vasquez and his attorney come into court—” 
 
    “He’s bold,” Skokie interrupted. “I mean, this guy . . . what’s his deal? He can’t go dancing?” 
 
    “Let me tell it. Yeah, he’s bold. He says he needs to go to Miami to get engine parts. He says it’s because one of his boats has no serial number.” 
 
    Tom slumped back, temporarily forgetting his anxiety. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Pedro Vasquez basically declares, in open court, that he’s committed a third-degree felony. He tries to walk it back, of course — says, ‘No, I didn’t mean that’ — but by then it’s too late. Balfour is all over him. His admission is on the record and it gives the cops a search warrant for the boat. They use their marine patrol guys, have Vasquez’s crabbers picked up, stop them from pulling crabs so they can get a look at the HIN number. There are cops all over the Marco River, all looking to find the right boat — and then they do. They find a covered-up serial number and a plate from a different engine — so now there’s the possibility of a stolen motor. Boom. At this point, they’re looking for anything that will keep Pedro Vasquez locked up, so this is perfect. They get an arrest warrant, arrest him and the 350 grand bond is revoked — it goes up to half a million. Now he can’t afford to bond out.” 
 
    Tom was pleased to see Blythe enjoying herself just a little bit. It was always nice when she showed her human side. Not that she was under any obligation to act a certain way, but it was good for any cop to have a moment of enthusiasm in a job that could feel fruitless and frustrating. 
 
    “Stone crab season starts,” she said. “Last year, October fifteenth. Starts up as all this is going on, and now county vice narcotics is listening in on jail phone calls. Pedro’s in there trying to conduct business while vice is listening. Then about six months ago, they get a call from some random inmate who says he wants to work with them. Cut a deal. Inform.” 
 
    Skokie tried to interrupt again. 
 
    “Hold on, let me finish,” Blythe said. “His name is Wilbur Beck. He’s this guy who got himself arrested for a meth deal. He’d come down in a stolen vehicle with his girlfriend and her little boy in tow. Now he’s freaking out because his girlfriend and her son are essentially stranded. So, he talks to county vice narcotics and tells them there’s a cellmate he ingratiated himself with. Says, ‘I can go to work for you, I’m your guy,’ things like that. And the cellmate bites, and the cellmate is . . . drum roll please . . .” 
 
    “Pedro Vasquez,” Tom guessed. 
 
    “You got it,” Blythe said. 
 
    “That’s a pretty tight CI.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it yet. Not only does Vasquez bite, he tells Beck he’s got a plan to kill the statewide attorney who put him there . . . Balfour. And then Beck tells vice narcotics.” 
 
    Tom felt the muscles in his face slacken as he looked between the two agents for a moment. “A death threat against Stephanie Balfour, the statewide attorney.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Skokie said. “Bingo.” 
 
    Blythe looked away. “Statewides get threatened all the time, of course, and the FDLE is charged with their security. So, once county vice narcotics get this information, they call us up.” Her gaze slid back to him. “The new sergeant over there . . . his name is Jarvis. He took it over when Sergeant Coburn died.” Tom saw the weight in her eyes; Coburn had been a friend. “Jarvis has been surveilling everyone in Vasquez’s outfit, sixteen hours a day, trying to find out who’s gonna attempt to kill Balfour. And we’ve been keeping her safe.” 
 
    “But the break-in wasn’t an attempted murder,” Tom said, looking between them. “Right? It was a burglary gone bad. She wasn’t even staying there and they’d have to know that. Even low-rent guys would know that.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “How did I miss this? About the threat? I mean, I may have been pushing papers, but I never heard one word about this.” 
 
    Skokie took over again. “We’ve kept it as quiet as possible. Totally contained to a small group in the department. Just minimizing risk. And it’s federal territory, too. Well, they were keeping their thumb on it because the whole reason county vice narcotics got rolling with the Vasquez operation started with the FBI. It was multi-agency. But the Bureau have backed off now, left it to us.” 
 
    “The death threat came two months ago,” Blythe said. 
 
    “Two months? And nothing from the CI who signed up?” 
 
    “Jerome Correctional is a controlled facility — vice narcotics can’t just go in anytime they want. They were putting money in his commissary account and he was calling twice a day with information, but then it started to dry up. At one point he said there was a cell phone in there — Pedro had a cell phone — and so things were going on that the CI couldn’t have known about. In the meantime, county vice narcotics had surveillance up on Pedro’s mistress, his brothers, his ex-wife back at the house — but then Hector came churning through, knocking out a lot of surveillance. County is scrambling to piece everything back together.” 
 
    “That’s where you come in,” Skokie said. 
 
    Tom studied him, then asked, “What does the break-in have to do with the death threat if Balfour’s not home when it happens? Steal from her and her husband to hurt them financially? What’s the latest word from the CI — Beck? Did he know anything about it or not?” 
 
    Skokie shook his head. “He’s not there anymore.” 
 
    “The CI is out? I thought this guy was giving up good intelligence.” 
 
    “He was. He got out on bond. About a month before, he told County about a rim shop in Tampa. It’s one of Vasquez’s money-cleaners. Vasquez told Beck he’d get his girlfriend to bond him out if he’d sell five kilos and clean the money up there. Prove his mettle kind of a thing. So he’s out on bond put up by Vasquez’s girlfriend,” Skokie said. “County had him tagged but then lost him in the hurricane.” 
 
    “Huh. Jesus.” 
 
    “Okay here it is, Tom . . .’ Skokie said. ‘The statewide was evacuated for the hurricane and when she returns, she’ll be put in a safe house. When Blythe called you a couple days ago, that was the thing — she was going to ask you to help with security. Now things have changed with the burglary. To answer your question about the connection between break-in and death-threat . . . it’s possible Pedro Vasquez had Balfour burgled with a plan to use the money to pay a triggerman. Or he might have been stupid enough to use it to subsidize his own bond. But we can’t prove any of that. We’re linking them because we don’t believe in coincidence.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Skokie drew a sharp breath, let it out and said, “Find out everything you can. On the burglary and the threat against Balfour. You’d be working directly for me. Not in IFS, but with Domestic Security. As kind of a probationary period. And you’d be undercover.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of ongoing operations with Everglades County vice narcotics, Hillsborough County and Tampa, for starters. Surveilling any of the Vasquez family or their employees is—” 
 
    “No, I get that. I mean, why me?” 
 
    The hosting agents shared another look and Skokie said, “You’re in a unique position because you haven’t been active for months. You’re not going to show up on any counter-surveillance. And as you know, these people are good at counter-surveillance.” 
 
    “And we want you for this because of your background,” Blythe said. “You’ve . . . you know, you’ve had some experience on the street. This type of thing . . .” 
 
    Skokie finished where she left off. “This type of thing sometimes requires a little coloring outside the lines.” 
 
    Tom sat back and ran his hands over his face. “What about the girl?” 
 
    “The whole state is looking for her,” Skokie said. “Maybe she turns up in the Gulf — we hope not — or maybe she hid out somewhere and got trapped.” 
 
    “Or maybe these guys took her,” Tom said. 
 
    “Right. It’s all connected. The threat against Balfour, the burglars . . . the more information you get, the closer we could get to finding her.” 
 
    Blythe looked at him. “This has to be your decision, Tom. This thing . . . it could involve some serious risk. You’ll have Skokie keeping in touch with you and I’ll be there when I can. But you’ll basically be on your own.” 
 
    “I’m your man.” 
 
    For a moment, Skokie looked like he was going to get up and hug him. Blythe kept a poker face. 
 
    “Excellent,” Skokie said. “So now —” 
 
    “The first thing is to go through the usual suspects,” Tom said. “Run down the list of B & E guys plus any known fences for these T-bonds and the jewelry that was taken. But — and this is the whole thing — if the girl has been taken, these guys are just going to hold onto that stuff for a while.” 
 
    “We’re working on it, but I think you’re exactly right,” Skokie said. 
 
    Tom looked away, thinking some more about a little girl with a couple of thugs on the run. If they — one of them at least — had been willing to execute two adult witnesses, her chances of survival were low. Even if one of them had a heart, how far could you get with a kid? “I’ll start with the rim shop in Tampa. See if I can get eyes on the CI, Wilbur Beck. Maybe he’s there, maybe not, but it’s a good starting point.” 
 
    Skokie clapped his hands once and smiled at Blythe. “There we go. Sounds like we’re all set. The rim shop is called Tireman Teddy’s. I’ll let Hillsborough County and Tampa know you’re going to be in their back yard.” 
 
    Tom looked at Blythe. “I don’t even know the results of my hearing . . .” 
 
    She waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. Ed stepped in and spoke on your behalf, laid this out for Captain Turnbull and Internal Affairs and everyone, and they went for it. You’re still an agent with the Florida Department of Law Enforcement. Now you’re just an undercover one.” 
 
    Tom felt his heart rate picking up speed. Assessing the threat against a statewide attorney was important, but the prospect of finding the missing girl turned him sanguine, made his vision seem sharper and brighter, his fingers twitchy. 
 
    The thing was, after they’d chatted a bit more, shook hands and left, he realized both Blythe and Skokie considered the girl as good as dead. It had been there in their eyes, their body language, in the things they hadn’t said. In their eyes, recovering her would be a bonus, not an expectation. 
 
    He wondered how he felt about that and realized it didn’t matter. If there was any chance she might still be alive, he wouldn’t stop until he found her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: ON THE JOB 
 
    For his first move, Tom met Jack Vance at the older man’s favorite diner — he’d skipped breakfast and had to eat if he was going to be on the go all day. Vance swirled some milk into his coffee and said, “That was, ah — that was something.” 
 
    “Up on a roof . . .” Tom said. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “They still haven’t found his wife, Ann.” 
 
    Vance looked up at Tom. “Tell me they’ve got you looking for this little girl.” 
 
    Tom sipped his Coke and stared out the window. 
 
    “Good,” Vance said. 
 
    Tom set the glass down. “They discouraged me from talking to you because we’re friends. But it wasn’t very strong discouragement. And I have to get going. But I needed to talk to you first. About something else.” 
 
    He tried to meet the older man’s eyes. It was tough with Vance because Tom admired him. Therapy sessions had helped him understand his fear of disapproval, and there was nobody he admired more than Vance, so nobody whose approval mattered more. 
 
    “Yeah?” Vance asked like he already knew what was coming or had been expecting this. 
 
    “The whole reason I went through this thing with IAB . . . what happened was—” 
 
    “What happened doesn’t have to be my business, Tommy. You know I’m all right with that, right?” 
 
    “I know. And I figure you already suspect something. I just, you know, wanted to clear the air.” 
 
    “If that’s what’s good for you. Clear away.” 
 
    “It is.” Tom took a breath. “I lied on my application to the state bureau. When it came to my background, I omitted that I’d been arrested as a juvenile.” 
 
    Vance sipped his coffee, looking at Tom but not staring. There was always something going on behind Vance’s eyes, something you could chase but never quite catch. 
 
    Tom said, “It was for assault and possession of a controlled substance. This was — you know . . . it was up in Yonkers. But I was cleared of the charges and the whole thing got sealed away in my juvenile file. I just . . . I should’ve been up front about it. And I wasn’t.” 
 
    “But it came out somehow.” 
 
    “It came out, yeah. Someone tried to use it against me. I’d already confessed to Blythe about it by then. Anyway, they’ve been trying to figure out what to do with me since. Then this thing with the Balfour burglary fast-tracked me and I’m back in. Sort of back in.” 
 
    Vance was quiet a long time, watching the traffic go by on 41. “It’s not a problem for me, if that’s what you’re worried about. I know you who are.” 
 
    Their food came and the smell ignited Tom’s appetite, but he waited, watching the older man closely. Vance’s color wasn’t great and he looked to be in some pain. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Tom ventured. 
 
    “Shoot.” Vance took a bite of his eggs. 
 
    “You doing okay? Everything — you know — good?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Tommy.” 
 
    Tom gave it a moment. “You know these people? Who work for the Hollisters? The little girl’s father is Miguel Madras. Mother is Sasha Madras. I understand he landscapes and she’s their housekeeper.” 
 
    “I’ve seen them, yeah. You know . . . hard working, never miss a day, that kind of thing. The Ingrams use a different crew for landscaping.” 
 
    “Ever meet the Hollisters themselves?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What about the Balfours. Run into them? Anything like that?” 
 
    Vance’s eyes came up. “You interviewing me?” 
 
    Tom smiled, dropped his gaze and took a bite of his food. 
 
    “You can always tell a state cop,” Vance said. “They’re always interviewing you. You can see it in their eyes.” 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He headed for Tampa with the sun high overhead. He pushed the pickup truck to ninety, knowing Vance had lied about his health. 
 
    It had been a while since Tom had made these runs up the Gulf. On his first case, a woman who worked in a Tampa strip club had been found dead in an estuary near Naples. Back then, he’d gone back and forth to Tampa so many times he’d lost count, but he hadn’t returned since her killer’s trial. 
 
    He stopped at the Regional Operations Center in Fort Myers and got information on the missing girl and her picture. Her name, Lemon Madras, sounded like a drink. She looked adorable, smiling in her third-grade school picture, two front teeth only halfway loaded in. 
 
    Both of her parents worked for the Hollisters, though Miguel Madras’s landscaping company had various other clients, including the city of Naples. Sasha was a housekeeper for almost twenty customers. Tom wanted to speak to them, but Blythe had warned him off. Miguel was out looking for his daughter, along with the FBI, state police, and county deputies. Pictures were going around. Lemon was in MEPIC, the statewide missing persons’ database. The parents had already been questioned multiple times and were sticking to their stories. 
 
    People like the Madras family didn’t evacuate for a hurricane. For one thing, they had nowhere to go. For another, they couldn’t afford the time off. 
 
    Lemon had been at day care while her parents were at work. Due to a misunderstanding, a woman who carpooled some of the kids home after day care closed dropped Lemon off at the Hollisters’, thinking her mother was inside working. The woman, also questioned, was beside herself with worry and guilt. In the rush of getting children back to their families, she’d forgotten that Sasha Madras didn’t work in the Hollister home that day of the week. 
 
    Skokie was right: Tom had been flirting with the idea of becoming a private investigator, working for himself or even going into business with Vance — the two of them running their own show. Waiting for his fate to be handed down was hell, and he’d been pondering whether he really belonged in a starchy outfit like the FDLE. They called them the state bureau for a reason: they were like a mini-FBI. But a Class-C Private Investigator license required two years conducting investigations and he didn’t have that yet. He was still two months shy. 
 
    He called Katie on the way. 
 
    “What a day,” she said. 
 
    “How’s it going?” 
 
    “I’m still in Orangetree. The DB has been here for four days. The family called 911 and they said they’d put it on their ‘to-do’ list. Which is . . . you know . . . there’s no list. Not really. Not in the middle of a hurricane with everything down.” 
 
    “So it just sat there?” 
 
    “Just sat there. The whole family still in this house with this dead woman. Can you imagine? Anyway, we’ve been going through it all. It still looks like natural causes. Her heart gave out right in the middle of the storm. But we’ve got to be thorough. The usual. So how did it go with Blythe? Are you still a cop or what?” 
 
    “I’m on the job, yeah. On my way to Tampa.” 
 
    “Good for you, babe. Tampa?” 
 
    “Going to a rim shop. A tire place there.” 
 
    “Ah — okay . . .” 
 
    He told her about the Balfour break-in, because that would be on the news eventually, and about the possibility of the abducted girl. 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So . . . this rim shop?” 
 
    “An informant works there who was inside with some people who might be behind the burglary. If he knows who did the break-in, where they are . . .” 
 
    He didn’t tell her about the death threat against Stephanie Balfour or that the FDLE seemed more concerned about that than the missing girl. 
 
    “You be careful, Tom — do you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “Tommy.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “All right.” He still had trouble hearing that, but he’d been working on himself. He rubbed a hand over his jaw as the butterflies cavorted in his stomach. “I love you, too.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    He sat looking at a giant decal of Dora the Explorer. The rim shop was located in West Tampa and he’d parked across the street in the small lot of a place called The Betty Jean Learning Academy, colored pink with the seven-foot image of Dora beside the front door. 
 
    It was four in the afternoon and the shop closed at five, a little place tucked into a Sunoco gas station. It hadn’t been burned down, so that was one thing. Tom got out his camera, set it on the seat, and opened his laptop to check out the reviews on Yelp. 
 
    Not so hot. The shop was cash-only. One irate customer warned against buying tires or rims from Theodore Alfonso, aka Tireman Teddy. He’d take your cash, the customer said, but never deliver on the deal. “Fucker texts you that he’s checking with his distributor, but once he has your money — forget it.” 
 
    There was no website for the business, just a Facebook page with some low-res photos of cars and tires, and the business logo done in a font meant to look like graffiti. 
 
    Vehicles came and went from the Sunoco pumps, but the shop door stayed closed. The western sky turned gold and still nothing was happening. Tom smoked a cigarette and thought about the fact that Everglades County vice narcotics already had a moving truck of files on Vasquez’s whole operation. Presumably they knew all the players and had shared every piece of intel with FDLE. Yet no one had any idea who might have burgled the Balfours and killed the Hollisters — who might have killed or kidnapped Lemon Madras — because everything had gotten scattered during the hurricane when surveillance had gone dark. 
 
    At 4:55, two guys walked out the front of the shop, lit cigarettes, and stood talking. Tom reached for the camera. One guy was Latino, the other white. Both of them were wearing navy blue mechanic suits. Tom had a good telephoto lens on the Nikon. He took a few shots. He recognized the white guy as Wilbur Beck, the civilian informant from Jerome Correctional. The Latino guy laughed and clapped Beck on the back. Then the Latino guy went back inside and Beck moved toward the street. 
 
    Tom put the camera down and hunched in his seat as Beck pitched his cigarette into the gutter and got into a battered Honda. A moment later he was on the road. Tom turned the truck around and followed. 
 
    The Honda drove straight through a set of lights into a residential area, single-story homes with pillared porches, middle-to-low income. Beck turned right on Macdill Avenue, headed north. The clear sky was dimming as they passed MacFarland Park, Tom hanging back to give the Honda room. He wrote down the license plate number on a notepad sitting beside him. 
 
    More homes along Macdill: wide, pyramidal roofs; chain-link fences around the yards. Tampa just spread out and spread out some more, like most of Florida. 
 
    Beck made a left then a right, and Tom checked the GPS as the streets began to narrow. Beck pulled into a plaza on West Columbus called La Teresita Supermercado and parked. Tom kept on driving, pulled into the next place, a pharmacy, and then doubled slowly back. He parked a few spaces away from the Honda. There was a grocery store, a coffee shop, a jeweler’s and a pawnshop with a Western Union sign in the window. Tom spotted Beck inside the coffee shop and waited. 
 
    His phone vibrated and he dug it out. 
 
    Skokie asked, “How’s it going?” 
 
    “I’ve got eyes-on.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “He was at Tireman’s?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What’s he doing now?” 
 
    “Just went in somewhere for a cup of coffee — I don’t know.” 
 
    “What’s around?” 
 
    Tom described the surroundings. A couple of dudes in baggy jeans stood outside the pawnshop, giving him looks. 
 
    “A pawnshop?” Skokie asked. “You sure he didn’t go in there?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s getting a cup — listen, I’m drawing a bit of attention sitting here. My truck is new, I’m a white guy in West Tampa — I look like a cop.” 
 
    “You’re fine, you’re fine. Listen, you got a picture?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Send it to me for verification.” 
 
    “It’s in my camera. I gotta get it on my laptop and I need a Wi-Fi connection. It’s Beck. You showed him to me before I left Naples — I didn’t forget his face.” 
 
    Skokie jostled the phone on his end and said something Tom couldn’t hear, like he was talking to another person. Then the distortion cleared. “Listen — what are you carrying?” 
 
    Tom gave the loiterers a sidelong look. They started moving casually toward the truck. 
 
    “Hang on, Ed., I gotta roll.” He set the phone down and put the truck in gear and watched the faces of the approaching men blur past as he drove to the edge of the plaza. He waited for a break in traffic and goosed the gas, picked up the phone again. “All right.” 
 
    “You turned in your service weapon during the IAB investigation,” Skokie said. “Blythe said you didn’t pick up a new one at the ROC. I figure a guy like you is always moving with the spirit. Am I right?” 
 
    He drove down the street a ways and turned into another plaza, maneuvered the truck around and sat nose-out, looking back at the first plaza. Not only had he turned in his department-issued firearm, he’d gotten rid of the shoulder holster, too. Too uncomfortable, too dangerous — guys could grab it from you if they got close. Sometimes it was a struggle to pull out the gun and misfires happened. “I figured you wanted me off the radar and that would include ballistics. I’ve got my own personal piece with me, yeah.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The group of guys were watching him from the opposite street corner. The coffee shop was tucked out of view. 
 
    “You there, Lange?” 
 
    “I lost visual — let me just call you back, okay?” He hung up and tossed the phone aside. He’d been sitting there too long; Beck could’ve left the plaza unseen. He put the truck in gear, waited again for a gap in traffic and rolled out onto the street. He cruised slowly past La Teresita Supermercado, the guys on the corner eyeballing him as he went. Tom waved. They didn’t like that and broke up, starting for a low-riding black car in the lot. 
 
    No Honda. Beck must have slipped out via the side street. Tom nailed the gas, left the plaza behind and got up to the next light. He made a left, followed by another left at the next intersection and then reconnected with the side street and made a right. 
 
    His phone vibrated. Skokie again. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You still with Beck?” 
 
    “I lost him.” 
 
    “Lange, listen, you got a license plate?” 
 
    “Hang on.” Tom read the number off the notepad. 
 
    “All right. Give me a second.” 
 
    Tom checked his mirrors and saw the black car rolling along behind him. 
 
    “Hey, boys.” He dropped the phone and cranked a hard left. He pulsed the gas, shot down a narrow street, then made another left and headed north again. He followed the GPS, keeping an eye on the mirrors. He heard Skokie’s faint, tinny voice and picked up the phone. 
 
    “Lange?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Okay, the Honda is registered to a woman named Maria Lucia. I got the address here.” Skokie relayed it and Tom plugged the information into the GPS, pinching the cell phone with his shoulder. He needed to get over to the interstate and head south. He made a couple of quick turns and squealed the tires, but he thought he’d lost the black car. 
 
    “What are you doing, Lange?” 
 
    Tom wondered if Ed Skokie had ever stepped outside of the office. “Just a little territorial dispute.” 
 
    “So listen, I’m talking to Hillsborough on the other line and this is what they’re saying . . . Beck is staying at this address . . . Maria Lucia lives with some hard guys — ex-cons, gang members. Okay? You don’t make a move without calling me or calling Hillsborough for backup.” 
 
    “You’re talking with Hillsborough right now?” 
 
    “I’m texting with a sergeant over there. He says to watch your ass. And, anyway, you stick your head out they’re going to wonder why you’re there. And the only reason you’re there is because Beck is a snitch. They sniff out that fact and they’re liable to kill him. I want you to watch the house, see who comes and goes. Send it all back to me.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Tom tossed the phone onto the seat again, hit the interstate and got cruising. The sun continued to slip toward the Gulf, turning the horizon violet, a dark blue overhead. 
 
    “What the fuck . . .?” Skokie was asking him to spend the night watching a bunch of maniacs is what it sounded like. But maybe Lemon Madras was there, and that would be major. 
 
    The address was in Gibsonton. He thought about it as he sped along, then picked up the phone. He called Tampa PD and asked for Detective Gomez. A minute later a guy was on the line sounding like he was eating potato chips. 
 
    “Lange? They still let you have a gun?” 
 
    “Gomez, you still with SIB?” 
 
    “What — no foreplay?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know what foreplay was.” 
 
    “True, okay, I guess that’s true.” 
 
    “You were narcotic and gang enforcement when we worked the Gallo case.” 
 
    “Still am. Living the dream.” 
 
    “So what have you got in the Gibsonton area?” 
 
    Gomez crunched some chips. “That’s not me. I don’t play down there. That’s Hillsborough.” 
 
    “Yeah but you’re the guy who knows things.” 
 
    “I do. I do know a few things.” 
 
    “What about a woman named Maria Lucia?” 
 
    “Oh, Maria. Ave Maria. She’s a champion, man. She’s the old lady of Alejandro Colon. Why, pray tell, do you want to go poking with Maria Lucia?” 
 
    “Just want to get an idea what I’m headed into. Somebody told me she kicked it with some hard guys, but everything’s relative. For you, hard guys might be over on the east coast, wearing neon spandex in South Beach.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, man. You want somebody to make a grown man cry, you call up her old man, Alejandro Colon.” 
 
    “I could use a good cry. My therapist says it’s good for you. Supposed to clear the sinuses.” 
 
    “I always liked you, Lange. Don’t listen to what they say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: GIBSONTON 
 
    Gibsonton was rural and quiet with lots of mobile homes, palms and shrubs, and streets even narrower than West Tampa. With no sidewalks, they were mostly dirt tracks. Tom followed the GPS directions to a little yellow house buried in tropical trees and bushes. The house was thumping, though, with music vibrating and a dozen cars parked around in the fading light. There was no way he could sit out front unnoticed, so he rolled past and spotted a cluster of figures alongside the house, passing around the ember of a cigarette or joint. He turned onto a street called Spivey and slammed the brakes hard as a group of kids tumbled into the street, chasing a ball. They barely noticed him and ran off. He kept moving, but slower. 
 
    He drove to the end of Spivey until he ran out of road and stuffed the truck so deep into the vegetation it blocked the doors. He slid back the window behind the cab and shimmied out in the dark. He took out his Beretta, checked the magazine and put it back in. He chambered a round and stuck the gun back in its waistband holster. Sweat was starting to run down his spine. 
 
    He leaned back into the cab, took his camera and laptop, and stuffed them behind the seat. Then he covered everything up with plastic shopping bags. He withdrew from the truck cab and closed the window. 
 
    Mosquitos whined against his ears and he swiped the air. A creek babbled somewhere in close proximity. Kids called to one another in the night. The music from the yellow house was faint from where he was — he barely registered it. 
 
    If Skokie was expecting pictures, he’d be disappointed. No fucking way was Tom going to be caught sitting there, snapping shots of some house filled with criminals. But then he thought about the little girl and opened the window again to retrieve the camera with its telephoto lens. Fine . . . if there was any trouble or anyone noticed him, he’d just stash the thing away. Anyway, a white guy hanging out watching some house was already suspicious and the camera wouldn’t make a difference. 
 
    He knew a little about photography from Nick. Renaissance man Nick, jack of all trades. He spent a minute looking at the LCD screen and scrolling through the menu to get to the low-light settings. Then he deactivated the LCD screen, dug out his phone and dimmed that down to its lowest setting. He slid his arm and head through the camera strap. 
 
    The thumping music grew louder and clearer in the thick air as he walked back along Spivey to the road with the yellow house. When he got to the corner, he turned down Honeywell, keeping his eye on the house and all the cars outside. Across the road was a rundown place surrounded by a leaning white fence, an overgrown yard and a thicket of trees — where Tom realized he could take cover. He sat himself down in the dark, thinking of snakes in the undergrowth. The mosquitos whined some more in his ears. Then he brought the camera around and watched the house. 
 
    There were trees in the way. A red car, an old Dodge Charger or something like it, sat up on a pile of tires. A couple of dark figures around it smoked cigarettes. He looked at all the other vehicles and spotted the battered Honda. Wilbur Beck had arrived. 
 
    Laughter and shouts emanated from the house. The music stopped. More shouts rang out. Then the music started again, this time a traditional Mexican folk song — instrumental sections with lots of horns alternating with the singing of short poetic coplas. It was the sort of thing Nick would’ve blasted through the house when he was alive. 
 
    Someone hollered out and then shots were fired. 
 
    Tom tensed and went for his weapon. He held his breath and listened, heart thumping. More shouts, then someone laughed. He let go of the gun grip, brought up the camera and glassed the scene outside the house, where one of the guys by the Charger pointed a pistol at the sky. Dogs were barking all over the neighborhood. 
 
    Someone flicked on an exterior light, came out of the house and yelled at the shooter in Spanish. Tom got a good look at an angry-looking woman with more jailhouse tats than bare skin. Probably Maria Lucia, judging by the image Skokie sent. She yelled and scolded the three guys standing around. One of them handed his pistol to her and she went back inside. 
 
    The three banderos started cracking up, whacking one another on the back. Some of the barking dogs quieted, others kept going for a while. Tom took pictures of the guys now that the exterior light was on. His heart slotted back into a normal rhythm, but he was soaked with sweat. 
 
    The guys pitched their cigarettes off into the dark and wandered back into the house. The trees blocked most of the windows, obscuring the interior. Tom repositioned himself carefully, swatted at a couple of mosquitos and accepted that this was as good a view as he was going to get. 
 
    A half hour went by. More cars showed up. More people. An hour passed. Fuck private eye work. 
 
    The party was even louder and now the dogs were in there barking along with the horn section of the folk music. He needed to get closer. He’d been bitten all over the back of his neck and along his arms, and some of the bugs had even gotten down into his pants and sunk their little needles into his ass. His phone vibrated with an incoming text and he dug it out. Skokie. 
 
    How you doing? 
 
    An inappropriate response sprang to mind. Then Tom decided he’d better answer professionally. 
 
    On the house. No vis con yet. Hiding — no more texts. 
 
    He thought about how to get closer. There were too many people around. Maybe later when some of them started to leave. He stuck his phone back in his pocket and heard someone say, “Hey.” 
 
    Tom turned and saw a kid standing there. The door to the dilapidated white house hung open behind him. The place had been dark, no cars. 
 
    “Hey,” Tom said back. 
 
    The kid said, “Qué estás haciendo?” 
 
    Tom’s Spanish was only so-so, but he judged the kid was asking him what he was doing. “Hey . . . ah . . . just sitting here. Had a little too much to drink.” He wiggled his hand in front of his mouth to indicate tipping a bottle. He swung the camera around his torso and tried to hide it under his arm. “You live here?” 
 
    The kid just blinked and Tom brought out the best Spanish he could muster. “Vive usted aquí?” 
 
    “Sí. Es mi casa.” 
 
    Tom looked the place over but it was still dark in there. Maybe the electric was off. Maybe an adult was sleeping inside, maybe not. “Your parents home? Ah, están — tu padres en casa?” 
 
    The kid didn’t answer. He was about five or six, wearing a dirty white t-shirt, red shorts, barefoot. He scratched at his neck and looked across the road. Tom followed his gaze. Everything looked the same at the yellow house. When Tom turned back, the kid had gotten closer and was eyeballing the camera. 
 
    “Hey. Hey.” Tom spoke in a harsh whisper. “You seen a little girl over there? Ah — tu visto a una niña pequeña? Um, niñita?” He nodded toward the yellow house. “Aquí?” 
 
    “Niña pequeña?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sí.” 
 
    “En la casa al otro lado de la carretera?” 
 
    “Have you seen a little girl? Okay? Her name is Lemon Madras. You know that name? Sabes su nombre?” 
 
    The kid shook his head. 
 
    “Have you seen her? Over there? Is there a little girl over there?” 
 
    The kid looked across the road and blinked, then looked back at Tom. “Sí.” 
 
    “Sí? There’s a little girl over there? How old? Seven? Is she siete?” 
 
    The screen door of the yellow house banged open and someone clomped down the three wooden steps. The music played on, but someone had lowered the volume. Tom crawled deeper into the shadows while trying to see through the trees. A guy stood in the yard, unzipped his pants and started pissing in the dirt. 
 
    The kid was watching Tom now and he knew Tom was hiding. Enough. Tom got up and started across the road. Forget this sitting around in the dark taking pictures — if there really was a little girl in that house, he was going to see who she was. 
 
    He tromped into the yard and pushed through the tree branches and shimmied past a couple of parked cars. Startled, the guy peed on his feet then tucked himself back into his pants as he interrogated Tom in Spanish. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” Tom showed his badge and the guy started yelling immediately. “Policía! Policía!” 
 
    Tom took his phone out, ready to call in backup. But he waited, listened to the commotion inside as the dogs barked harder and the music stopped and people came to the door. 
 
    The first guy to emerge was wearing a tight white tank top and had a NATAS tattoo across his upper chest. Alejandro Colon, if Tom had to guess. NATAS was a Latino prison gang. More guys crowded in behind him, along with one of the dogs, straining against its leash. The dog barked at him, spit flying. 
 
    Colon narrowed his eyes. “Help you, officer?” 
 
    Tom made a quick decision and showed Colon a picture of Lemon Madras on his phone. “You recognize this girl?” 
 
    Colon glanced at it and then looked back at Tom. “What’re you doing here? You’re looking for a little girl?” 
 
    “Yeah. You recognize her?” 
 
    “Why would you come here, bro? Why would you come here looking for her — you some kind of talent scout or what?” 
 
    Tom pushed the phone toward his face. “I’m just asking if you recognize her. She’s missing.” 
 
    “Ohhh, she’s missing. So you mean, like, have I seen her on the news?” 
 
    “She hasn’t been on the news yet. Maybe tomorrow. Cops are out looking for her.” 
 
    “And you’re one of ’em.” 
 
    “I’m one of them.” 
 
    “So if she ain’t been on the news yet, and we couldn’t have known about her, why are you looking here, eh? We look like kidnappers to you?” 
 
    Tom studied the faces in the doorway that surrounded Alejandro Colon and the faces peering from the windows. He didn’t see Wilbur Beck among them. “I’m here because someone called in seeing the girl in one of the cars in your front yard,” he lied. “You got any little girls in there?” 
 
    Colon stared. “You know we don’t have any little girls in here, bro. Everyone here is totally of the appropriate age.” 
 
    “Listen . . .” Tom glanced back and saw the kid from across the street standing close to a parked car. Tom pointed toward the rundown white house and said, “I been sitting over there for over an hour, getting eaten alive by bugs. Maybe you’re telling me the truth. I’m sure you are. But I’ve got to check it out, okay? You got any little girls in there? I need to see their faces. Right now.” 
 
    Colon pushed the door back and took one of the three steps down toward Tom. Tom was on the tall side and this guy was shorter than him, but with Colon up a couple of steps they were at eye level. “You’re out here all by yourself,” Colon said. “Peeping at us from across the road, eh? No backup or nothing? That’s nuts, man. You one of them nothing-to-lose cops or what?” 
 
    “I have mental health problems.” 
 
    Colon grinned and laughed, then grew serious. “But you’re not here because someone said they saw something. I don’t think so. Cuz, we have no little girls here. Everybody got babysitters tonight. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    The people in the house agreed. 
 
    Maria Lucia came to the door and pushed her way forward. “Who the hell is this?” 
 
    “He’s a cop looking for a little girl. He’s a renegade cop, I think. See right there? He’s got tattoos and everything.” 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” 
 
    “Says he’s following a tip.” 
 
    Maria Lucia bent to eye level with Tom and stared. “Verdad? You following a tip?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Where’s Wilbur?” Lucia asked the group. 
 
    People started looking around. Even the dogs shut up. 
 
    “Hey! Wilbur!” She glared at Tom. “You didn’t get no tip. You got that fucking pinche güero southern redneck is what. He’s fucking working for the cops. I knew it.” 
 
    There was a bang as someone took off out the back. 
 
    Colon jumped to the ground and sprinted away around the house. The guys behind him dispersed, hurrying every which way. 
 
    Tom lunged up the steps and into the house. The place was wrecked and smelled like good food and marijuana. Maria Lucia ran after him yelling about a warrant and clawing at his arm. He shrugged her off. “Lemon! Lemon Madras!” His boots knocked against empty bottles and cans as he looked in each room: two bedrooms, a long kitchen and an L-shaped living room. There were people on the couches, mostly women, but no little girls. He finally found the kids in a small back room sitting around a TV playing a video game: two boys and a girl. The girl was white and definitely not who he was looking for. 
 
    Lucia was right behind him still jabbering in his ear and whacking him on the arm. He moved away from her toward the front of the house, stepped back outside and listened for gunshots. He heard an engine racing in the near distance and someone shouting. He got his bearings and hurried away back to Spivey road and turned down it and kept going — sprinting. 
 
    After a few seconds he turned back and saw the five-year-old kid standing there, just the shadow of him, watching him go. It took a minute to get back to the truck. He didn’t bother clambering into the bed but shoved his way through the brambles, popped the door handle, gave it a hard yank, squeezed in and shut the door behind him. He wiped the sweat running into his eyes with the back of his hand. Goddammit. 
 
    He dug out his keys, fired up the truck and turned it around — branches squealing and cracking in his wake — and then nosed out of the dead end and got going down Spivey. The headlights shone down the road and it looked like the kid was gone. Tom made a right at the next corner and hit the gas, swinging hard around a bend in the road. Someone was coming fast down the narrow road in the opposite direction — and they weren’t slowing or getting over. Tom jerked the wheel and jammed on the brakes. 
 
    He watched them go by and saw a man in the passenger seat who looked like someone from the yellow house. Tom cranked the window down and leaned out as the car engine faded. He heard shouting from a couple of streets over. He hit the gas, sped up to the stop sign and pushed the brakes again, listening. Something smashed, possibly a window. 
 
    He took a left and got up to speed again. As he rolled past a mobile home park, he saw a guy running. He checked the mirror and saw the same car that had nearly run him off the road turning around, as if to pursue the lone figure. The driver goosed the gas and peeled rubber. Following him. Tom spun the wheel in the direction of the mobile home park and bounced over the dirt road. He came up on the heels of the running guy. 
 
    “Wilbur Beck! Get in!” 
 
    The car behind them was closing in. Beck glanced back at it, looked at Tom, and yanked open the passenger door. Tom hit the gas as Beck climbed in. He jumped a curb and a patch of lawn as Beck got the door closed. Then Tom floored it and checked the mirror — their pursuer was close. Maybe the driver knew he was a cop but didn’t recognize this as his truck. Or maybe they did and they didn’t care. 
 
    Tom saw the sign for a Shell Station and Highway 301 with an entry ramp. His arm was bleeding from where Maria Lucia had raked him with her nails. He took 301 north for a couple miles, rolled onto the interstate and kept checking the mirror. There was no more sign of the car. He let the truck really stretch out and did ninety-five on the way back to Tampa. 
 
    “You strapped?” 
 
    Beck just started. 
 
    “You heavy? Let me see it. You got a gun on you, let me see it.” 
 
    Beck stared some more and lifted his t-shirt. 
 
    Tom got a look at the silver-plated handgun then kept his eyes on the road. “Pretty nice. You gonna shoot me?” 
 
    “You blew it for me, man. You really blew it for me. I’m a dead man now. Because of you I’m a dead ass man.” He spoke with a thick southern drawl. 
 
    “I didn’t blow anything for you. I told your friends that I was following a tip. You’re the one who took off running.” 
 
    “A dead man.” 
 
    “That woman, Maria, she wasn’t exactly giving you the benefit of the doubt. She would’ve found you out in time and cut your heart out. I saved your ass.” 
 
    “Bullshit, man.” 
 
    The city of Tampa was ahead of them, spread out and glowing in the heat of the night. Tom gave Beck a look as they trucked along. “How old are you? Twenty-five?” 
 
    “I’m twenty-six, man.” Beck fell silent and looked out of the window. “You gonna let me out or what?” 
 
    “I’m going to take the next exit. I can drop you off in the middle of downtown — give you a head start on all your buddies who want to hurt you. Or you can answer my questions.” 
 
    “They ain’t my buddies.” 
 
    Tom itched from his thousand bug bites. “So you’re down here in Florida . . . a year ago, you came down to sell some meth. Where you from? Georgia? Alabama?” 
 
    Beck swore and looked out the window some more. 
 
    “Here comes the exit,” Tom said. 
 
    He swore again, hit his open palm with a fist and shook his head. “I ain’t from Alabama, okay?” 
 
    “You’re not a tweaker. You don’t look like a tweaker. You look like you weigh a buck-seventy, at least. So you’re a businessman. But you take your girlfriend and her kid along with you. That doesn’t sound very smart from a business point of view.” 
 
    “Man, I already heard all this shit. From that asshole, Jarvis. And the fat one before him — whatever his name was . . . Coburn.” 
 
    Tom reached out and grabbed Beck by the back of the neck. “You watch your mouth. You watch your fuckin’ mouth or I’ll kick you out of this truck while it moves.” 
 
    Tom let go and stared ahead at the road feeding into the truck grille. Beck shrank back in his seat. 
 
    They passed the exit. Tom took a slow breath and let it out. His therapist said he had an anger problem. And that he hadn’t been well socialized as a kid. People who were naturally disagreeable and weren’t well socialized often turned angry, even criminal. He was in the process of re-socializing and it had to extend to dope-dealing informants. Everybody was born with a degree of luck, but some had far more than others. You had to have compassion. Fuck. 
 
    Calm down. 
 
    “Okay,” Tom said. “This is what we’re going to do. A little ways up here we’re going to pull off the interstate. I haven’t eaten in a few hours. I get a little bit testy when I’m hungry, you know what I’m saying? Have you, ah — eaten?” 
 
    Beck continued to sulk in silence. 
 
    Tom gritted his teeth, scratched his mosquito bites and took another breath. “I’m sorry I got rough with you. Sergeant Coburn was a friend and he’s no longer with us. You couldn’t have known that.” 
 
    Beck continued to look away. Milking it a bit. Whatever. 
 
    “We’re going to pull off and get something in our stomachs and I’m going to ask you some questions. There’s a little girl missing. We’re going to talk about that. We’re going to talk about a few things.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX: PAIN BODY 
 
    They found a diner near Tampa Bay International Airport. Tom rolled the truck to a standstill and they sat together in the cab, looking out across the dark water at the twinkling lights of Clearwater and Largo. 
 
    “You want to run, now’s your chance,” Tom said. 
 
    “I’m thinkin’ about it.” 
 
    “Let me have the piece.” 
 
    “That’s for my safety.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m your safety.” 
 
    “Until you bring me back to jail? You think I’ll be safe there, forget it.” 
 
    “I’m not taking you back to jail.” 
 
    Beck scowled. “I thought you was a — what is it? — bounty hunter.” 
 
    “I’m not here for your bail bond, either.” 
 
    Tom held out his hand. When Beck handed over the gun, Tom ejected the magazine and racked the slide to pop the round from the chamber. He slipped the round back in the magazine and stuffed the whole thing in his back pocket. He put the gun in the space behind the truck seats and opened the door. Then he walked toward the diner and didn’t look back. 
 
    The passenger door of the truck opened and slammed shut. Beck followed him inside. 
 
    Tom found a free booth in the corner and sat with his back to the wall and a view of the door. Beck slid in across from him. He was a homely kid, going bald already and saggy around his eyes, but otherwise in decent health. His fingers were black from the rim shop. After a few seconds, a waitress handed out water and menus and asked for their drinks order. “Take a Coke, please,” Tom said. 
 
    “Uh, just a water,” Beck said. 
 
    “Get a Coke,” Tom told him. “Two Cokes, please,” he said to the waitress. “We could both use the glucose,” he said to Beck after the waitress had left. “So you’re working at Tireman Teddy’s as a mechanic or what?” 
 
    “Right.” It came out as raht. 
 
    “Okay. So let’s look at your story . . . you get busted, sent to Jerome Correctional while you await trail. Pedro Vasquez starts talking to you there, making friends, so you turn around and start talking to Everglades County vice narcotics. Did they ever help your girlfriend and her kid?” 
 
    “They sent ’em home.” 
 
    “To Georgia.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s nice, then. You ever hear from her since?” 
 
    Beck gazed out the window and didn’t answer. 
 
    “So, you’re in there . . . first you’re dealing with Sergeant Coburn, then Sergeant Jarvis.” 
 
    Memories of Tom’s outburst glinted in Beck’s eyes. “Yeah. The two of them. Mostly the other one — Jarvis.” 
 
    “Okay. You’re in there and you’re dealing with vice narcotics who want you to inform on Pedro. And after a while, Pedro tells you things. Why? What makes him want to talk to you? Why trust you? No offense, man, but you don’t impress me as a big player. Your rap sheet is pretty tame. Why risk it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man — you ever met Pedro?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He likes to talk.” 
 
    “Fair enough. So he’ll just talk to anybody, or what?” 
 
    Beck shrugged. He seemed to make a decision. “Man, he’s got so many people in there he’s dealing with. He’s got COs and he’s got inmates. He’s working just as hard in there as if he was out in free society. Don’t make any difference if he’s inside — it’s just business as usual.” 
 
    Tom knew that much was true. He glanced at his menu. “Know what you want?” 
 
    “Whatever. Steak or something.” 
 
    They placed their orders when the waitress came back with the sodas: Salisbury steak and home fries for the kid, turkey club on white with a side salad for Tom. After they settled in some more and looked around the diner, Tom said, “You informed about the hit on a statewide attorney.” 
 
    “If you say so. You’re not a bounty hunter then what are you?” 
 
    “I’m a cop.” Tom showed his badge. “Your friends were yelling about it.” 
 
    “They think everyone white is a cop. But you don’t look like one to me. Maybe I need a lawyer.” 
 
    “I’m not here to mess with you. I’m here because three days ago somebody burglarized the prosecutor’s home, yeah? And there were witnesses. And these witnesses are either dead or they’ve been taken.” Tom took out his phone and showed Beck the picture. “This little girl.” 
 
    Beck looked at Lemon’s face for a few seconds. “I figured that’s what you wanted. You said the girl, but — you’ve seen her, right? She’s brown. If she was white, she’d be on national news.” 
 
    “She will be.” 
 
    “Well then 20/20 and stuff. But they ain’t gonna do that. Nobody cares about brown kids — even I know that.” 
 
    Tom set the phone down with the picture facing up. “Have you seen her or not?” 
 
    “Nah, man, I ain’t seen her.” Beck stared off. 
 
    “Hey, let me ask you. I’m going to recite a little poem, okay? It’s called a syllogism. Three lines, and the third line is a conclusion based on the premise of the first two lines. Okay?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Tom shifted in his seat and leaned forward. “Just tell me if this makes sense to you, if you think this is a valid statement or not. Ready? All roses are flowers. Some flowers fade quickly. Therefore, some roses fade quickly.” 
 
    “I don’t know, man.” 
 
    “Just take a guess.” 
 
    “Yeah. Some roses fade, ah — whatever.” 
 
    Tom leaned back and looked at Beck. “It’s a flawed argument. Know why? Because I said some flowers. But you don’t know which flowers. So it’s possible that there are no roses among those flowers that fade quickly.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “There’s a dilemma to being a cop. To trust your gut or not.” 
 
    “You’re the weirdest cop I ever met.” 
 
    “My gut says you’re telling the truth, but maybe I just find you sympathetic. Maybe you remind me of someone. Look at the picture again.” 
 
    Beck glared at Tom and then studied the picture some more. “Her name is Lemon Madras,” Tom reminded him. “She’s in the second grade. Hiding or taken because she was a witness to a crime. Ever seen her?” 
 
    Beck looked at Tom, slowly, deliberately. “No. I swear to God I never seen her.” 
 
    “You’re religious?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you’re swearing to God. You know — here’s something I heard on the radio. I wrote it down and memorized it. ‘A double-minded man is unstable in all his ways.’ It’s from James, I think. Know why it bothers me?” 
 
    Beck sipped his Coke, widened his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “Because a lot of the time, I’m torn. And right now, I want to make my mind up. So I’m going to ask this in a different way, and then I’ll drop it. Maybe you haven’t seen her, but have you heard anything about her? Anything about a little girl being taken?” 
 
    Beck put his elbows on the table, rolled his shoulders forward and looked down at the phone. 
 
    “Well, that’s a different question, ain’t it?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    His stomach full, Tom stood in the parking lot and watched Beck get back in the truck. 
 
    Skokie was not happy. “I feel like you went around my back.” 
 
    “I thought we were coloring outside the lines.” 
 
    “I need to be apprised of whatever lines you’re drawing.” 
 
    Tom shifted the phone to the other side of his head. “Ed, you weren’t there. You want me to be out here like this, you gotta let me do what I gotta do.” 
 
    A pause, a sigh. “All right. You’re right. What’s he saying?” 
 
    “He’s saying he heard something about a girl. Just in the past forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “From whom?” 
 
    “Says he doesn’t know. He was in the other room at Alejandro Colon’s place, but he thought he heard the name Lemon.” 
 
    “So this Alejandro Colon . . . and his woman, Maria Lucia — they could be our burglars?” 
 
    “I’m not convinced.” 
 
    “You’re not.” 
 
    “You know, what if . . .” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Listen, I’ll work on Beck. If there’s any truth to what he’s saying, I’ll get it out. This guy’s got a pain body like I haven’t seen in years.” 
 
    “A what? Lange, listen. They found the woman. Ann Hollister. County CSB found her an hour ago. She washed up on shore about half a mile south of the Ingram place. She was positively identified by her dentition. And they found a casing from a 9mm. It could be a match for the projectile inside Brian Hollister. We’re going to analyze it for fingerprints, but it was washed way down the street. DNA will take longer.” 
 
    “Okay. But still no sign of the girl.” 
 
    “None. That whole area has been canvassed. She’s not hiding. Maybe she got picked up by someone — you know — or somehow or another . . . well, it’s looking more like the burglars took her all the time.” 
 
    “How are you going to handle the TV people?” 
 
    “Press conference tomorrow morning. Same as any other.” 
 
    Tom watched a Boeing 747 come in low toward the airport in the distance. Police and searchers had found a body and a bullet casing but no little girl. And Skokie didn’t think she was alive — it was in his voice. Now that he’d come around to thinking the burglars had taken her, he suspected they’d killed her in another location along the way. 
 
    “I mean, we gotta do it,” Skokie said. 
 
    “What? Sorry, it’s loud out here.” 
 
    “I said, we gotta do the press conference.” 
 
    “It won’t tip anybody off?” 
 
    “You know how it goes. We’ll show her picture, give the number for a hotline and assurances that everybody is out looking. I mean, if the burglars are already hiding, it’s not like they can hide any harder.” 
 
    The 747 slipped out of view, jet engines whining, and Tom said, “They didn’t kill her, though.” 
 
    “We can’t know that.” 
 
    “Not if they took her. Why take her if . . .? You know, we would have found her by now.” 
 
    “These guys clipped both the Hollisters without hesitating? Then pulled them out of the vehicle and left them for the storm to chew up like dolls, knowing the damage it would do, how it would slow us down? But they don’t kill the girl?” 
 
    “Could be the circumstances. Things we don’t know.” 
 
    Skokie said something, but Tom was momentarily lost in his own thoughts, considering the forensics — all 9mm, same gun. A single shooter, then. A single shooter but multiple burglars. There might have been conflict between them. Sparing the girl, taking her, would cause problems, and not everyone associated with the burglary effort would be pleased with that choice. Probably most wouldn’t. If someone had taken her — and Tom held out hope that they had — that someone would be out there on his own. You’re a thief, possibly a murderer, or at least a party to a murder, and you abscond with a little girl who can ID you. If you can’t bring yourself to harm her, what do you do? Where do you go? 
 
    “You hearing me, Lange?” 
 
    “Say again?” 
 
    “I said the governor is here, assessing the hurricane damage, staying at his place in Naples tonight. In addition to everything else, governor protection is stretched thin. Anyway, he’s getting in on the press conference. It’s a PR thing.” 
 
    “I didn’t have you pegged as a cynic.” 
 
    “I’m not cynical. I’m seasoned. And I’m telling you right now the governor is breathing down the Commissioner’s neck, who’s breathing down my neck because we’ve got a statewide attorney who’s going under protection again, unable to do her job, an unsolved burglary at her home, guys running around maybe looking to clip her and we don’t know who or when. It’s an anxious situation. And people are getting pissed. They want answers. They want somebody behind bars.” 
 
    Tom glanced at Beck, smoking a cigarette in his truck, looking forlorn. “What am I going to do with this guy?” 
 
    “What do you mean what are you going to do with him? You won him, he’s yours. Book a room, have yourself a night of it. I’m still a little pissed at you, Lange. Got my own pain body going now. But I guess you have that effect on people.” 
 
    “I woke up this morning not knowing if I had a job. It’s been a busy day.” 
 
    Skokie eased up. “All right. I know.” 
 
    “I need authorization to work with this guy, Ed. I’ve got to be able to strike a deal. He’s paying it out in dribs and drabs. Maybe some of it is bullshit, but what it is — he’s terrified that his ass is grassed the second we turn him loose. If I could talk to the governor—” 
 
    “Lange—” 
 
    “You said it yourself . . . the governor wants to make the right moves. This is the right move . . . turn him as a state’s witness. Plus, the governor knows me. I spent over half a year in GP watching his back. I’ll get you a piece of paper tomorrow and you get it to him and he signs it. Tell him I’ll let him win the next time we play cards.” 
 
    “You trust this guy — Beck? You think he’s that valuable?” 
 
    “Like I said . . . I think there’s some truth in him.” Tom looked at the skinny informant in the truck. “I gotta try.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    They stopped at a convenience store and Tom went inside. That was twice now he’d left Beck sitting there, keys swinging from the ignition. It proved Beck had nowhere to run. Or — as Tom had almost suggested to Skokie — that maybe Beck had been planted in their path as a diversion. Maybe both were true. Tom bought a twelve-pack of cheap domestic beer with cash and walked back to the truck. He got in and set the beer in Beck’s lap. 
 
    They checked into a hotel not far from the airport: a deliberate choice. Something about the sound of jets passing, people coming and going, free to live and travel, might work on Beck’s psyche. Tom parked around back near a dumpster. 
 
    One room, two beds. Tom brought his stuff inside: laptop and camera. Beck carried the beer and they set everything on the beds. 
 
    “You want a shower or something, go ahead.” 
 
    Beck stood there, weighing it up. He shook his head and muttered to himself and went in and closed the bathroom door. When Tom heard the shower running, he turned on the TV. The late news program featured hurricane devastation up and down the coast. A chair had been driven into a wall, all four of its legs embedded in stucco. A couple of shopping carts had gone through the front window of a Walmart. There was a story about a woman who’d been dead for five days, how the family had covered her up and waited for the emergency response. 
 
    He picked up his phone and texted Katie. I’m with someone. 
 
    She responded quickly. Wear a condom. 
 
    You made the news! 
 
    I saw that. 
 
    How you doing? Were you on the beach today? He was asking if her unit did the evidence recovery on the Hollister woman. 
 
    Yeah, I was there. 
 
    She didn’t elaborate. Instead: How are you? 
 
    Going to be here a bit longer. 
 
    K. Be careful. 
 
    The shower shut off and he listened to Beck banging around until he came out with a white towel around his waist and his thin wet hair clinging to his forehead. The scars on his torso looked like knife wounds, a couple more on his forearm. Beck returned to the bathroom, emerged again and threw down his clothes. He picked them up and gave them a sniff. 
 
    “Guess I don’t have much choice.” He started to dress. 
 
    “Wilbur, you got family up there in Georgia?” 
 
    “My momma’s still there. Few cousins.” 
 
    “So listen, here’s the thing . . . What do you want right now, man? You went to jail for a meth bust. Now you’re working for Teddy Alfonso, who cleans money and sells dope for Pedro Vasquez. If you want out of this life, there’s a way.” 
 
    Beck didn’t move a muscle at first, then he shrugged. He stepped into his pants and drew them up beneath the towel. Then dropped the towel on the floor, sat down and pulled on his socks. “I get paid working at Teddy’s, working on cars. That’s all I been doing.” 
 
    “You were just working there, huh? Working on cars. Selling rims.” 
 
    “Yup.” Beck put his arms through his shirt sleeves and buttoned up. “So, I was up there at Jerome doing pre-trial time. My trial is in two months. I’m out on bond. What happens about that?” 
 
    “That’s between the bond agent and Pedro Vasquez. He used some of his property as collateral.” 
 
    “Yeah but I was paying that off. Working. That’s the whole point, man.” 
 
    “You weren’t paying off a five-thousand-dollar bond working for minimum wage. You couldn’t even cover the ten percent down with that. You were running dope. Okay? For Pedro. Through Maria Lucia or her boyfriend there. Those are fresh charges.” 
 
    Beck’s eyebrows knitted together and he looked wounded. “You recording this or something?” 
 
    “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to mess with me.” 
 
    “I’m just laying it out. Right now you’re not a bail fugitive — unless you leave the state. But you’ve still got the stolen car charge, the intent-to-distribute on the meth. I might be able to make those things go away. Time served for you, Vasquez gets remission, and you get out. Out of the state, out of the life. Clean. But it depends on what you’ve got. And I’ll know if you’re lying.” 
 
    Beck sat down on the bed, staring. “Because of the roses. The fading flowers or whatever.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Beck looked at the TV and wrung his hands between his legs. “All right.” 
 
    “All right?” 
 
    “Ask me.” 
 
    “Ask you . . .?” 
 
    Beck dropped his chin to his chest. “Ask me questions. I ain’t gonna say anything just random. You gotta ask.” 
 
    Tom thought the kid was on the verge of tears. Tom was skeptical of this show of emotion, but it made some sense. A poor kid from Georgia coming down to Florida with ideas of making some quick cash winds up getting much more into the bargain: jail time, vice narcotics running him as an informant, and then whatever Pedro had filled his head with. 
 
    “You got a rough deal,” Tom said. “I’m not here to judge. You had your girlfriend with you, and her kid, and they were stranded. What you did was for them — you got them out of here safe. No reason to feel bad about that.” 
 
    Beck’s shoulders hitched with a sob. “It was my uncle’s car. I just took it. I know cars, man, but I didn’t even have to hot wire it. The keys were in it. We were going to be back in two days. But my uncle called the fucking police.” Poh-leese. 
 
    “Who hooked you up with the meth? Or were you cooking it?” 
 
    “I ain’t no cook. It was a one-time thing.” 
 
    “You got the chance here to do some good again, Wilbur.” 
 
    He looked up, eyes gone pink. “So ask.” 
 
    “Okay, well let’s look at it. Six months ago, after your meth bust, you have your public defender contact Everglades Vice Narcotics Bureau to make a deal. Pedro likes to talk, you say, and he’s talking to you. So you figure you’ll give up some intelligence on him in exchange for a reduced sentence.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Tom watched Beck carefully. “Roughly two months ago, you tell vice narcotics Pedro is talking about killing the statewide attorney.” 
 
    “Right again. Said he’d like to see her head split open. Said he knew some guys who would do the job.” 
 
    “He say who?” 
 
    Beck shook his head. “No. Never mentioned any names.” 
 
    “Tell me about Mr. Colon with his NATAS tattoo and Maria with the long fingernails.” He rolled his forearm and looked at the dark scratches. Probably needed to put some antiseptic on those. Between them and the bug bites, his skin was crawling. 
 
    “Well, Maria is Pedro’s cousin or something, I guess. She’s the one works out things at Tireman’s. She was . . . Pedro gimme her number when we was inside together. Day I got out I called her up. She told me to take a bus, so I did. She told me to go to Tireman’s and apply for a job. So I did that, too. Filled out an application and everything.” 
 
    “She ever ask you about cops?” 
 
    “No. She checked me for a wire once. Looked at my debit card for a micro-recorder — everything.” 
 
    “Because she suspected you were talking to the police or what?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “She seemed pretty ready to throw you under the bus when I showed up. And you were sure I’d blown it for you. Here’s my question . . . why does Pedro get his girlfriend to bond you out? Because you have to understand how this looks . . . Two weeks before this burglary happens and you’re out. And because you’re out, I’m up here looking at you. Like somebody wants me looking at certain things over here to keep me distracted from other things happening who knows where.” 
 
    Beck watched the TV, his jaw twitching. “They just didn’t like me, that’s all I know.” 
 
    “Maria Lucia ever talk about killing a statewide attorney?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How about robbing one? Breaking into her house and taking stuff from her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What about when you heard Lemon’s name mentioned? Was it Maria talking? Alejandro talking?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “Could be? What’s that mean? Back in the diner you said you’d heard the girl’s name mentioned. Now you’re not sure? Come on, man, don’t jerk me around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard Maria and Alejandro talking the other night. They were in the other room. I heard the word ‘Lemon.’ But I ain’t sayin’ I know what it meant. They coulda been talking about cookin’ food.” 
 
    Tom heard a car rolling up outside, tires crunching gravel. “Hang on.” 
 
    He got up, stepped to the side of the door and leaned in to look through the peephole with his hand on the grip of his gun. It was hard to see anything. He ducked down and eased the curtain aside. Outside, he spotted a middle-aged man and woman get out of a sedan. They looked like tourists. They walked to the front office and went inside. 
 
    Beck was looking worried. “They out there?” 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    Tom sat down, his mind instantly back on Beck’s half-baked story. “So. Cooking food? What the hell just happened? I’m going to bat for you with my people, trying to get you help and you’re playing games with me?” 
 
    “Look, here it is.” Beck’s lower lip trembled. His hands were shaking. “Pedro wanted me to burn it down, okay?” 
 
    “Burn it down? The rim shop?” 
 
    “They’re stealing from him.” 
 
    “Who? Maria?” 
 
    “Maria, Teddy Alfonso, Alejandro — all of them. Pedro said they was stealin’ from him. He bonded me out to come up here and burn it down. The shop, their place — burn it down. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it. I went to work for them. But it’s like they could smell it on me.” 
 
    Tom let that sink in: Pedro’s willingness to kill his own family because he believed they were stealing some of his money while they cleaned it. What a messy life, drug trafficking. He cracked a fresh beer and handed it to Beck. Beck had his head lowered to hide the fact that he was crying. He drank the beer and regained some composure. 
 
    Tom said, “So you never heard anything about the girl. You just need protection, is that it?” 
 
    Beck struggled to meet Tom’s eyes. He nodded. 
 
    “Okay.” He pawed at his face. That Beck had lied about the girl was hugely disheartening. But there was still more to be pulled out of him, information that might possibly lead him to the girl. “Well, we can work that out — your protection. But let’s stay on the straight and narrow here, okay? Whatever you give me from this point on has to be one-hundred-percent legit. All right? No more bullshit.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “When you were inside with him, Pedro ever talk about fences?” 
 
    “Fences?” 
 
    “People who can take something like Treasury bonds and liquidate them — turn them into cash. And for the record, I don’t think Maria Lucia and Alejandro Colon are those people.” 
 
    “Pedro didn’t talk about that.” 
 
    “What did he talk about?” 
 
    “His daughters.” 
 
    Tom slid his notepad out of his bag and searched for a pen. “Which ones?” 
 
    “Uhm, Valentina. He called her Evvy.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Evvy? What does she do?” He wrote down the name. 
 
    “She runs the boat place. You know what I’m saying, the stone-crabbing place? Everglades City.” 
 
    “What did he say about her?” 
 
    “You know, just talk. He’s proud of her.” 
 
    “Is she in the business?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s in the business.” 
 
    “Who else? He talk about his other kids?” 
 
    “Isabella’s his youngest girl. She got hitched to some TV guy or something and they live in Fort Myers. Pedro’s oldest son, Edgar, he’s dead. But Pedro’s got another son — I forget his name — Emilio, maybe.” 
 
    “What about Pedro’s brothers?” 
 
    “He didn’t talk about them much. I don’t think they get along. Only one of ’em lives in Florida, anyway.” 
 
    Tom reached into the twelve-pack and took out a beer for himself. They talked for two more hours, Tom occasionally getting up to check the windows. He didn’t think anyone would find them — he’d lost them way back before the interstate. 
 
    At around midnight, he called Detective Gomez to tell him where he was and what was happening. Skokie hadn’t called back or texted. 
 
    By twelve thirty, Beck had finished half the beer and was telling stories about his childhood and talking freely about his time inside with Pedro. “We didn’t talk all the time. I didn’t share a cell with him. We would see each other in the yard, sometimes at mealtimes. He’d asked me how I’s doin. And we’d just . . . talk. Shoot the breeze. After a while, though, we didn’t talk as much. He had this guy in there . . . Lupton.” 
 
    “Lupton?” 
 
    “Yeah. Pedro spent more time hangin’ with him than me. Didn’t have much more to say to me until he came up with the thing to burn down the rim shop. I thought, ‘I’ll say yes, and then I’ll stall on it.’ I just wanted to make enough money to get up to Georgia — see my girl.” 
 
    “Tell me more about Lupton. First name?” 
 
    “Michael. They call him Mick.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell me.” 
 
    Beck shrugged. His eyelids were dropping. “Not sure what there is to tell. Lupton was friendly with a correctional officer and — well, there was this one time I could tell they were talking about something important. They got together, but it was behind this pillar. Know what I did? I watched them in a reflection in some glass.” Beck seemed pleased with his spying abilities. Tom asked where Lupton was at and Beck said he didn’t know. 
 
    Tom rolled his neck and shoulders. “So, which is it? You think Pedro robbed Statewide Prosecutor Stephanie Balfour to help pay for his bond? Or you think he still wants to kill her?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He was — for a little while — he was scheming about how to come up with the bond money. And he talked about killing her a couple times. But I did hear him talking with Lupton once. In the yard.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? About what?” 
 
    “About somebody in debt or something. Somebody who owed.” 
 
    “Owed? Owed what? Like a gambling debt?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But kinda like . . . I got the feeling they were talking about somebody like me, you know? Somebody to take advantage of.” 
 
    “A debt.” Tom pulled out the notebook and wrote it down. “What else? Come on, man. Who did Pedro hire to hit the Balfour place?” 
 
    “I don’t know! He’s got people all over.” Beck’s expressions were exaggerated from his beer buzz, his head lolling. 
 
    “I need names, man.” 
 
    “I don’t remember. I was in there for four months. Pedro talked about a lot of people. I’m tired.” 
 
    “Was Lupton one of the guys in this heist?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Beck lay back on the bed and set his beer bottle on the floor but it fell over. He ran his hands over his face and took a deep breath. A minute later he was snoring. 
 
    Tom looked over all his notes and then lay looking up at the ceiling, thinking until he fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: ELIMINATING POSSIBILITIES 
 
    In the morning, Tom went around to the truck while assessing the other parked cars for potential threats. He took out his bag of clothes and brought it inside, showered quickly and changed, then gave Wilbur Beck some of the clothes. Beck went into the bathroom. Tom turned on the TV with the volume up and called Skokie. 
 
    “So you didn’t get much,” Skokie said. “We already know about Evvy’s little operation — Everglades County have had a wire up on Valentina Vasquez and her people for months. Jarvis has been running it.” 
 
    “I thought that all went down in the storm.” 
 
    “It did, but there was no prior intelligence that she was planning a heist. What else did Beck give you?” 
 
    “What have we got on Mick Lupton?” 
 
    “Pedro’s number-two guy?” 
 
    “That’s his number-two guy? Then that’s what I’ve got. Beck said he did a lot of talking with Pedro while they were both inside — about some guy who owed Pedro, Beck thinks. Could be Lupton and this other guy are our house burglars.” 
 
    “Beck never told Everglades County about any of that.” 
 
    “About Lupton being important? Or the thing with the debt?” 
 
    “Neither one. Far as I know, Lupton got out but vaporized in the hurricane like everybody else.” 
 
    “I want to check him out,” Tom said. “What’s his usual deal?” 
 
    “Uhm . . .” Skokie shuffled some papers, did some clicking. “He’s not really anybody of any significance. If he was Pedro’s main man inside, it’s probably only because Pedro didn’t have anybody else. Lupton is just a maintenance guy. He works on the boats.” 
 
    “At Evvy’s?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well that’s where I’m going next.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Just roll on down there and start asking questions?” 
 
    “That’s the whole point of me being part of this thing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’d be like a hunk of bread dropped in a koi pond.” 
 
    “Delicious, you mean.” 
 
    “We need Beck on the record,” Skokie said. “With Pedro’s specific plan for killing a prosecutor.” 
 
    “Pedro never laid out any such plan for Beck. County acted on the threat alone, called us up. That’s it. Beck says Pedro dropped it after a while.” 
 
    “Well he clearly had a plan for the heist. For hurting Balfour if not killing her.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or it’s his daughter Valentina who was behind it. She gets an idea to put a little hurt on the statewide prosecutor who added another lock on her father’s cage. Pedro . . . maybe he doesn’t even know how it happened. Maybe that way he has plausible deniability — it can’t come back to him.” 
 
    “I don’t know, that’s—” 
 
    “This is how I think.” 
 
    “We need Beck on record first and then we’ll get a warrant to search Evvy’s.” 
 
    “You can take him, get him on record, but we don’t need a warrant. I’m just going to ask a few questions. You get a warrant, everybody shows up in body armor, and if they’ve got the girl stashed there, they move her.” 
 
    “Lange, this isn’t how—” 
 
    “Everglades County went through six targets before they got to the Vasquez family. I don’t want to take that and throw it all away — years of Danny Coburn’s work that precedes Jarvis — because some informant told me Pedro Vasquez has loyal children. The warrant wouldn’t hold up. And there’s already bad blood between our department and county vice narcotics.” 
 
    “Bad blood? What the hell are y—?” 
 
    “County hate FDLE because sometimes we investigate other cops. There’s no point pretending they don’t. Ed, just let me ask some questions on my own, okay? I don’t think we’re ready for the cavalry yet.” 
 
    Skokie was quiet for a moment. “Listen . . . on our end we got ballistics back on the bullet inside Brian Hollister and the one from the Jaguar. They’re a match, which isn’t surprising. Both 9mms. We’re missing one round. It could’ve gone with the storm or it could be embedded in the shooter’s vehicle. Reconstruction tells us the cars were side by side. The man was shot first, pop-pop. Woman probably tried to get out of the car — we found her prints streaking the glass — then she gets shot too.” 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    “There you go what?” 
 
    “If there’s a lookout, he’s sitting in the vehicle. So the angles are wrong.” 
 
    “The angles are wrong for what? For your theory that one of the burglars is a swell guy? Let’s deal with what we know. It’s the round that went through the woman’s head we haven’t recovered. Meaning it managed to get through her and the window.” 
 
    “Forensics show which way the window broke?” 
 
    “From the inside out. We’ve got eyes out for anything with a bullet hole in the side of it. And that’s an end you can work. Quietly, peaceably. Go around to wrecking companies, auto salvage yards, use your street charms.” 
 
    “With all due respect, you need to come here, take Beck, get him up to Tallahassee and on the record. In the meantime, I can just talk to Valentina. Then, I swear, if there’s nothing there, I’ll go around looking for bullet holes.” 
 
    Skokie let out a frustrated exhalation. “Christ, you’re stubborn.” He paused. “All right. Jesus. But you need to let Everglades County know what you’re doing. Okay?” 
 
    Tom heard a flush and Beck moving around in the bathroom. “Thanks, Ed.” 
 
    “Just keep it in the pocket. I need you to stay in one whole piece, Lange.” 
 
    Beck came out and sat down wearing Tom’s clothes, a bit big on him but better than the grubby mechanic’s outfit. Tom hung up, slipped his phone into his pocket and they watched the news while waiting for Florida Highway Patrol to take Beck to the state capitol. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A missing person’s case was like a murder. You started with a lot of possibilities and then had to eliminate them, one by one. Certain possibilities were persistent and fought against elimination. 
 
    When Tom was a kid, he and Nick would steal cigarettes and vodka from Don Omar, his foster family’s neighbor. Tom would keep watch while Nick snuck through the cellar door and up into the house to make the grab. There was always a guy on lookout. 
 
    Forensics pointed to one weapon, so it was a single shooter. One of the burglars clipped the Hollisters, and it was a guy standing in the street. But a lookout wouldn’t have been standing in the street. He’d have been sitting in the getaway car, ready to hit the gas. Beck had mentioned some guy he thought Pedro was taking advantage of, in some sort of indentured servitude because the guy owed him something. Maybe there was a connection. Maybe such a guy had been there at the scene but not by choice. And the killing of the Hollisters had left a living witness: a little girl. He could have decided to take her away instead of killing her. 
 
    If there had been conflict between burglars, there was no evidence it had turned violent. And anyway, they weren’t going to waste time arguing for long; they had to get to work dealing with the bodies — dragging them out of the Jaguar to be consumed by the storm. Then what? The hurricane is coming back, so they take the girl, put her in their car and hightail it out of there. 
 
    Would they stay together? Not for long. Two men and a little girl looks worse than one. If they’d split up, when and where did it happen? Was one of them still running? Halfway across the country by now maybe? Going where? The risks would increase with every hour they were on the road. You take a kid on a long car ride and it’s going to raise eyebrows — a seven-year-old girl who just witnessed a murder? She’s freaked out, she’s crying, she doesn’t want to be with the killers. 
 
    Somebody had to have seen or heard something. A scared kid in a rest area or store parking lot? A tantrum? A moment she tried to get away on foot? No one had reported anything like that. The feds had given out information to thousands of cops across the country and it was all about to go public, so maybe that would change and they’d hear something about a kid in distress halfway to Mexico. 
 
    You’ve got a little girl, a freaked-out living witness, what do you do? 
 
    Maybe you’ve got your own neck to save so you dump her somewhere. If she wasn’t holed up with Maria Lucia and Alejandro Colon, maybe it was Valentina Vasquez herself who had Lemon Madras. 
 
    You leave the girl with them, and then you disappear. 
 
    It was a lot of ifs and maybes, but what was the alternative? That the girl was no longer alive. That the storm had swallowed her up. 
 
    In order to get past the possibility that Valentina Vasquez had her, he needed to eliminate it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He drove with the windows down, sweat-soaked clothes clinging to him like a second skin. The A/C in his truck wasn’t working. He’d been living in Florida for years now, yet he still had the thick blood of a northerner, allergic to too much heat. 
 
    The wind thundered in the open windows and his mind swung from the missing girl to Katie, working for the County Crime Scene Bureau and dealing with dead bodies. Then to Vance, who hadn’t looked so good when they’d met for lunch. He’d seemed withdrawn, even considering the usual distance Vance kept. Something else had been present in the corner of his eyes, crouched there. 
 
    Carnestown was near the very southernmost tip of Florida, a hundred miles south of Tampa. Tom pulled into a dirt lot outside a diner and called Terry Jarvis. The vice narcotics sergeant was not happy to hear Tom’s plan. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “I’m not.” Tom hit the dashboard with the heel of his palm, trying to fix his stalling A/C. 
 
    Jarvis was quiet a moment. “You and I met, you know. Well . . . we might have met. Up in Tampa. During your Gallo case.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “It’s a little girl, man. I understand the statewide was threatened and that whatever she was doing to take down Pedro Vasquez has got a big Do Not Enter sign on it. I get all that. But at some point, fuck jurisdiction. I just want to go in and have a look around.” 
 
    “Why?” Jarvis breathed heavily into the phone, a rattling sound. “This Vasquez family — this ain’t exactly lifestyles of the rich and famous, you know? Their dope running nets about a hundred grand annually. They make more off the fucking crab claws.” 
 
    “Yeah but they have boats. They have property. Ways to hide a kid — get somebody the fuck out of Dodge.” 
 
    “Yeah, well . . .” It was in Jarvis’s voice: he was another one that didn’t think the girl had made it. 
 
    “Let me ask you something,” Tom said. “If I was looking for someone who might be into Pedro Vasquez for some money, or maybe being blackmailed by him, where should I start?” 
 
    “Get out the phone book.” 
 
    “Really? Come on . . .” 
 
    “You know, I spoke with Lauren Blythe not long ago. She says you’re a good cop, but you’re too individually wrapped. Got what happened to your brother on the brain. And maybe you have an axe to grind with vice narcotics. Maybe you liken everything to what happened to your brother — he owed something, got muscled into running dope. But Vasquez doesn’t run numbers. And no dogs, no poker, no sports betting — all that’s Mario Palumbo territory.” 
 
    “Lauren Blythe told you all that?” 
 
    “Pedro Vasquez thinks everybody owes him. He’s a piece-of-shit dope dealer who wants to get bigger but can’t because he’s a fuck up. I don’t know what else there is to say.” 
 
    “The theory is that the stone-crabbing and dope-running don’t earn enough for Pedro to bond out, so he needs to rob the attorney that put him there.” 
 
    “And get what? I heard the burglars got some loose cash and T-bonds. One necklace or something — not worth more than a grand or two.” 
 
    “Exactly. They didn’t exactly strike it rich.” 
 
    More breathing. “So? You got some theory you’re cooking. I can smell it over the phone.” 
 
    Tom didn’t answer. His suspicion that the burglars had stolen something else — paperwork, maybe, something Vasquez thought might help his case or hurt Balfour — was just that: a suspicion. “I’d like to ask you . . . You know your CI was headed up to Tampa to burn down a rim shop?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I had a few beers with him last night. He says Pedro was friendly with a correctional officer at Jerome.” 
 
    “Sorry, but half those COs up there have got something going with the inmates. It’s just the reality. It helps to remember that the COs are in jail, too.” 
 
    “You know the CO who liked to talk to Pedro?” 
 
    “Maybe a little bit.” 
 
    “Could you put something together on him, send it to me?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “So listen — I know a little bit about the Vasquez operation, but not nearly as much as you. If I’m going get everything I can about an ongoing threat, the burglary — if I’m going to recover this little girl — I need your help, Jarvis.” 
 
    Jarvis let out a sigh. “All right. I’m gonna tell you this, but if my name ever comes up, if any of this comes back to me, I’ll deny everything. And then I’ll find you and put my foot in your ass.” 
 
    “You can try. It’s a little tight in there, though. Hey, look — I’m not going to use anything directly.” 
 
    “You think you’re bad-ass enough to handle Valentina Vasquez and her crew?” 
 
    “I just want to talk to her. I mean, I have a pretty decent vocabulary.” 
 
    “Valentina Vasquez is as slick as they come. The way this thing works is, the Vasquez crew takes one of the crabbing boats way out, and then they meet a Mexican cartel out over the water. We don’t know who for sure — could be Gulf Cartel, could be Sinaloa — you also got guys who organize for multiple cartels. They offload the dope and the Vasquez family gives them the cash. We don’t see it — we don’t have the marine patrol to cover water that big, and if they saw us, the deal would fall apart anyway. They’d see us coming and dump everything in the drink before we got there. You can’t surprise anyone out on miles of open water.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Then they pack it in with the stone crab claws. It goes up the Gulf Coast into Fort Myers and into Tampa. That’s as far as we’ve tracked it. Like I said, we’re not talking about the biggest dope operation, but Valentina is looking to take it to the next level. With Vasquez family rival Mario Palumbo awaiting trial, she’s seizing the day and making moves. And maybe she’s looking for payback for her brother Edgar’s death because that, as you know, hooks into Mario Palumbo. Palumbo was basically trying to absorb the Vasquez business — like a takeover.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’re talking about a woman motivated by revenge, motivated to get her father out of prison, motivated by the opportunity to become the premier dope runner in southwest Florida. You think she’s going to let some couple of hired guns and a little Mexican girl get in the way of that? And not cover her tracks? You know what she would’ve done? These guys come down to Evvy’s with the money and the bonds and whatever else and the little girl in the back of their vehicle — she’s going to ice all three of them. She’s gonna take what they’ve got and she’s going to kill them, sink them in the ocean. Little girl takes a lungful of seawater and that’s that.” 
 
    “She could’ve been crippled by the hurricane — not able to handle business that way.” 
 
    “Nothing cripples this woman. And you’re full of could-haves. Listen to me . . . I’m telling you stories outside of school, sticking my neck out, and you’re not listening. You want to go down there, Lange, and do your poking around, you do it with my blessing. I’ll make the popcorn and watch. But you’re not going to accomplish a fucking thing except get a target on your back. Right now, you’re nobody. You go sticking your nose in and you’re going to be somebody with a problem.” 
 
    Jarvis hung up. In addition to being chatty, he had a flair for the dramatic. Tom scratched his head. His dark hair was getting long, starting to curl around his ears and neck. Time for a cut. It was too damn hot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: A HUNK OF BREAD IN A KOI POND 
 
    At Carnestown, he took a road that ran the edge of Plantation Island with unbroken blue sky above and white mangrove to either side of him. The road curved for a long time and then there was Evvy’s at its end. Tom counted three boats up on scaffolding, two stone crab boats and one skiff. They all looked battered, with chipped paint and dents; the entire wheelhouse of one had been smashed flat. A large warehouse gaped with two open bays — dark inside. A smaller, single-story building was down to the board and batten, its exterior siding sheared away by the storm. 
 
    Tom parked on the outer edge of the dirt parking lot and got out into the sudden quiet. There was no one around that he could see, just two pickup trucks, a nice-looking sedan and a Gator cart sitting beside a metal shed that looked ready to collapse in the heat. A patch of dark dirt nearby looked like it might have been stained by oil or blood. A couple of holes in the corrugated metal could’ve been from bullets. 
 
    He walked toward the docks, a bay for mooring boats encircled by mangrove, gnarly vegetation that seemed to just sit atop the water. A generator turned over somewhere out of sight and Tom halted. A guy came out from behind the open warehouse, cleaning his hands off on a rag. He moved toward Tom with a squinty expression. There was a bruise under one of his eyes. 
 
    “Help you?” 
 
    Mick Lupton: Pedro’s friend from Jerome Correctional, according to Wilbur Beck; just a guy who worked on the boats, according to Skokie. 
 
    Tom showed his badge and Lupton stopped walking. “Domestic Security. How you doing today?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Pretty messed up around here. Looks like you guys got hit pretty bad. Man, what a thing, huh?” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Well, I guess . . . Is the owner here?” 
 
    Lupton’s gaze traveled to the big warehouse. Tom caught the scent of rotten fish, wafting out from the open bays. 
 
    “Maybe she’s here,” Lupton said. “I don’t know.” He moved like a con, from the tension in his shoulders to the way he set his feet — like he was ready for Tom to come at him with a shank. 
 
    Tom was about to say something in reply when the door of the smaller building opened and a woman emerged and started over. He had seen no pictures of Valentina Vasquez, but this woman was striking to look at, with high cheekbones, wide dark eyes and pitch-black hair. She looked only at Tom. 
 
    “Hi. Something we can help you with?” 
 
    “Are you Valentina Vasquez?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He showed her the badge and moved his sunglasses up onto his head so she could see his eyes. “My name is Tom Lange, ma’am. I was hoping we could talk a little bit.” 
 
    Her pleasant expression turned sad. “I heard about that little girl.” 
 
    “Yeah. Pretty awful thing.” 
 
    Pedro’s eldest daughter looked away for a moment and then back at Tom. The way she shielded her eyes from the sun, tilted her head and squinted, the way she looked so “aw-gee” innocent in that moment, Tom felt something squeeze around his stomach. He’d met people like Valentina, come to think of it. People who smiled when they hurt you. 
 
    “That’s what you’re here for? You’re looking for her?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Come on into my office.” She glanced at Lupton. “Mick? How we coming with the first unit?” 
 
    “I replaced the coils,” Lupton said, watching Tom out of the corner of his eye. “I think we’re good.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s keep going with the boats.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Lupton gave Tom another look and then walked away, a big man lumbering in the heat. 
 
    There were no lights on inside Valentina’s office, but it was plenty bright enough. An air-conditioning unit sat beneath an open window. The air was still and humid, worse than outdoors. 
 
    “No A/C. Nothing is working. Sorry about that.” Valentina took a seat at a desk and Tom sat across from her. “What a disaster.” 
 
    “Naples is still out of power, too. And my truck, would you believe it? My truck’s air conditioning died.” 
 
    “Did it get damaged in the storm?” 
 
    “It’s just a piece of crap.” 
 
    She grinned, raw and distant, then furrowed her brow and looked off into the space beside her. “My friend is in East Naples. Still flooding going on there.” She shook her head then focused on him. “So, you’re here because of my father.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Call me Evvy. You say ‘ma’am’ and I think my mother’s here.” 
 
    “That’s you? You’re Evvy?” 
 
    “My initials are V. V. When we were kids my father called me Evvy.” 
 
    “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve been here thirty-five years. We’re a family of fishermen. I took it over eight years ago. Renamed it.” She leaned back and looked at him, swinging back and forth in her chair, and he got that same uneasy feeling again. She had this childlike way about her. “You’re here because Lemon Madras went missing from Gulf Shore Road,” she said. 
 
    “That’s not public information. Not yet.” 
 
    “It’s not? I guess that depends on what you consider public. All of my friends and family are aware that she was the daughter of a landscaper who works for the Hollister family. And that she was stranded at the Hollister house during the hurricane, and that the Hollisters left the airport they were supposed to be flying from and went back for her. They’ve both been found dead and yet Lemon has disappeared. It’s also public knowledge, in my sphere of the public, that statewide prosecutor, Stephanie Balfour, has a second home on Gulf Shore with her husband, David. And I know, like you know, that Balfour was the prosecutor who oversaw my father’s incarceration. So, you’re here because of my father.” He had a feeling she was just getting warmed up. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Threats made by your father have led us to believe he could have been involved in the burglary of her home.” 
 
    Her smile widened, splitting her lips to reveal teeth gapped in the middle. “See? That was easy. Too many cops think holding their cards is this big thing that’s going to crack the case. It’s so much better to just lay everything on the table. Now, how can I help you?” 
 
    He caught movement out of the window beside them and saw Lupton over by the boats. There were more people here, too. Somewhere. He got that feeling. “How many boats do you have?” 
 
    “Six crabbers, four skiffs. We rolled them all out before the hurricane. But we’ve taken a lot of damage. You see that wheelhouse? For the crabbing boats, the wheelhouse is raised up, sits up in front of the deck so you can spot the trap buoys. That one was completely flipped over during the storm.” 
 
    “It’s incredible — the damage.” 
 
    “Mother nature lets you know who’s in charge.” 
 
    “What do you guys do for backup power? I heard a genny start up . . .” 
 
    “Mick just got it going. We’re just running equipment off that. Right now, refrigeration, sump pumps and paint sprayers. We haven’t run anything into the office, but I’m about to go crazy without my computer and internet. And the air. Can’t run a business like this.” 
 
    “Did you lose a lot of inventory?” 
 
    “A hundred pounds of stone crab claws. It’s been awful. Before the storm — you should have seen it . . . I’ve never seen anything like that — all the water was gone. You could see the seabed. It just went on and on, like the storm was sucking up the entire ocean, drawing it in and then throwing it back up.” 
 
    “What’s your insurance situation here, if I may ask?” 
 
    “Fully covered through private insurance. Hurricane . . . everything. But you know how it is . . . you’ve got to wait on the insurance agent to come in and go over everything with you. Then it’s more time before they get around to cutting you a check. We’re really up against the clock, too. Season starts mid-October.” 
 
    “So, those boats out there . . . that’s what you’ve got, right? That’s your whole fleet, or whatever you call it?” 
 
    She just watched him, sort of like a cat, unseen tail swishing back and forth. 
 
    “There’s not maybe one good working boat unaccounted for? Got dragged out to sea in the storm — something like that?” 
 
    Her eyes stayed sharp on him. “No. We’re lucky we didn’t lose any of the boats like that.” 
 
    “And you haven’t sent any out? There’s nothing sailed over to Mexico or Cuba or anywhere?” 
 
    “No, they’re all in. And we don’t go to Mexico or Cuba.” 
 
    Tom nodded, looked around, then clucked his tongue and shook his head. “I gotta tell you . . . I really want to know what happened to that little girl.” 
 
    “I’d like to know, too. I hope she’s all right. I wonder . . . did you have any luck up in Gibsonton?” 
 
    He’d been waiting for something, but her smooth delivery still caught him off guard. He thought of Jarvis calling her slick. Tom repeated her word like he’d never heard it before. “Gibson-ton?” 
 
    She leaned back and crossed her arms. “Well, now, you gotta know that Maria Lucia is my father’s cousin. And so she called me up and told me that a cop came around last night asking about a little girl.” 
 
    “She did, huh?” 
 
    “Sure. Maria’s great. We like to talk. She also mentioned a guy named Wilbur Beck.” Valentina shook her head and cast her eyes down as if it was a mournful situation. “You know, we try to help people out, and then they just turn on us and inform to the police. You can’t trust anybody.” 
 
    “Of course, I don’t know this person, but what would they have to be informing about?” 
 
    Valentina laughed. “So, this — so you’re who they send, huh? I gotta tell you, Mr. Lange, you’re not exactly knocking my socks off. How old are you?” 
 
    “Thirty-three.” 
 
    “Thirty-three.” Her tone became wistful. “The age of Jesus. Buddha under the Bodhi tree.” 
 
    “But I feel eighteen.” 
 
    She tossed her head back with another laugh, clearly enjoying herself, and the sound of it sliced down to his bones. 
 
    “Oh, thirty-three is a good age,” she said. “Still young enough to have the kind of energy you have, but too young to know anything. I’ve been in a fishing family for a long time. I know all about fishing. But I hope . . .” she affected a concerned expression. “I hope Mr. Beck is somewhere safe. My cousin Maria doesn’t like people whose tongues wag at both ends.” She fell silent and watched him closely, evaluating. Tom wondered what Maria Lucia would think about her Uncle Pedro plotting to burn her house down. 
 
    After a few seconds, he stood up. “If you, ah, had a couple of guys go up to Naples, burgle Stephanie Balfour’s home, kill a couple of witnesses and then abduct a seven-year-old girl and bring her down here, you’d tell me about it, right?” 
 
    Her fresh laughter trickled away. “You’re a real charmer. I like you. Cute, too.” 
 
    “Mick seems like a nice guy. How did he get that bruise under his eye?” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him?” She rose from the desk. “Anyway, Mr. Lange, Route 41 was flooded out all the way to Carnestown. It only just opened up. So, entertaining as your hypothesis may be, I’d say there was no way any such hires could’ve made their way down here to me.” 
 
    “You understand, though, right? I’ve got to check out every possibility, no matter how wild or crazy. And I guess there’s two ways to go about this particular possibility — involving you and maybe your handyman Mick Lupton out there with the big shiner on his face. One is that the informant who spent a few months with your father provides a disposition on record that gives us a warrant to come down here, shut this all down, drag the bay, dump out all your boxes — you know what I mean? People in white jumpsuits and all of that taking samples for prints, blood, DNA. The other way is for you to let me have a look at everything myself so I can cross it off my list.” 
 
    She’d lost her smile. “You were doing so well. You were doing so well and then you had to make a threat.” 
 
    “Not a threat, just the facts. Like you said, cards on the table.” 
 
    Her eyes went cold. “Mr. Lange, we’re a struggling business, a small family operation, just trying to recover from a devastating storm. And because my father — who has nothing to do with me . . .” She trailed off, shook her head. “I’ve got to get back to work. There’s a lot to do around here. You can show yourself out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He raised his hands and stood up. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    He left. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He drove off Plantation Island and into Everglades City, passing trailers, small houses, and fishing and chartering operations, the newest theory — or branch of a theory — roaring in his head. The dark patch of dirt . . . the holes in the shed. It was hard to detect signs of a skirmish when everything had been so disrupted by the storm, but they were there if you looked. Right or wrong, they staged a certain scene, in which a couple of men hightail it back to Evvy’s after the botched heist, washed out roads or not, and then have their confrontation over the girl they’ve brought with them. 
 
    The warrant wasn’t exactly a bluff. From what he’d seen and what Valentina had said, Blythe could certainly get a state judge to sign off on one. And Skokie seemed ready for it based on Wilbur Beck alone. But, as Tom had warned Skokie, if someone was hiding the girl — if there was any chance she was alive — a warrant could end it all. Coming to Evvy’s had been a move to stir the pot and see what came to the surface. And what had surfaced for Tom was a clear feeling that the girl was nearby. 
 
    On the outskirts of Everglades City, he swung around to a place he’d been on a previous case. The overwater bungalow was wrecked, just a pile of boards someone had dragged up onto the shore, a few broken pieces floating around at the edge of the sawgrass. 
 
    Further up on shore, the airboat with Jungle Ned painted on the side was still there, too. As far as Tom knew, Ned himself remained in Jerome Correctional, sharing air with Pedro Vasquez. He’d once run airboats for tourists to cruise the Glades looking for alligators and panthers. Tom had worked the case with an agent named Rhodes out of the Miami ROC. If Pedro, or maybe Valentina, had needed transportation through the swamp, why not ask old Jungle Ned? 
 
    He got back in his car and drove north to Carnestown and pulled back into the diner. Iowa Schnell, Ned’s daughter, might still work there. But first he had a call to make. 
 
    In Florida, the DEA had their Miami Field Division in Weston and a district office in Tampa covering the west-central part of the state. Tom keyed in the number for Miami. 
 
    “We don’t give out information on ongoing operations to state agents,” the man on the phone said, irritable. 
 
    “I’m not looking for anything specific. Just general info. How much activity there might be in the southeast, southwest part of the state — any known hideouts, things like that. Could you get me someone willing to talk about it? Have them call me back.” 
 
    “All right, sir.” 
 
    Tom left his number and ended the call. 
 
    The Drug Enforcement Agency in Miami was primarily concerned about stuff coming in from Columbia. Occasionally they might bust a growing operation. What had happened in Lee County a few years before was a good example: a guy had half a million in plants growing in his converted garage and the DEA took it down. Sometimes they fought with the pharmacies over the sale of hydrocodone and oxy. And in the central part of the state, meth was the big challenge — where it was coming in from. But in the southwest, it was like Jack Vance was always saying: wide open. There was plenty of room to spread out and hide: backwaters and swamps, nature preserves and Indian reservations — untouched, off-grid and no cell towers to ping off of. 
 
    Tom left the car and tracked across the dirt parking lot toward the diner, everything dry and hot, the sun’s fire beating down on his head. He took a table at the far end of the row of booths, furthest from the door. When the waitress came, he ordered an iced tea and asked if Iowa Schnell still worked there. 
 
    “Not for a couple months.” She looked sweaty and bored, like she could arm-wrestle him and win. “I’ll go get you your tea.” 
 
    He sat there watching the gas station across the road, and he could just make out the radio antenna sticking up from the small sheriff’s office half a mile away. It was the place where he’d interviewed Iowa Schnell when her boyfriend had turned up dead in his boat. 
 
    The waitress set down his iced tea with a clunk and some of it slopped over onto the table. He put aside the straw and sucked down the cold, sugary drink. When it was gone, he pulled out a five-dollar bill to leave on the table. 
 
    Someone was looking at him. 
 
    It was just for a second from across the restaurant, the booth almost all the way to the front door at the other end. He had short black hair and brown skin — Latino. He’d just been clocking Tom, their eyes had connected for a beat, and now he was tucking into his meal. 
 
    Tom relaxed. Maybe it was paranoia. But if it was something else, it was a good sign. He was on the right trail, maybe. 
 
    Next, he called Dale Rhodes, who owned a little slice of swamp in the area, nothing on it but a shack and his own chained-up airboat for cruising around in the glades. Tom had gone on a trip with him when they’d finished their investigation. 
 
    “Lange? Shit, buddy, good to hear from you.” 
 
    “How you doing, Dale?” Tom kept his eye on the stranger and his voice low. 
 
    “I’m good, man, I’m good. Two months into retirement. If the rest of it is as good as this, I think I’ll renew my membership.” 
 
    “Listen, I’m over here in Carnestown . . .” 
 
    “Oh boy — you sniffing around after Iowa Schnell? I thought you had a woman?” 
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    He went back out into the full heat of the day and found shade round the side of the diner. He hung back in the shadows, keeping watch on the front door for his new friend from the diner. While he was waiting, his cell phone jittered in his pocket. 
 
    “Lange.” 
 
    “Agent Lange? John Kitteridge, DEA.” 
 
    “Hey, thanks for calling me back.” 
 
    “You wanted to know about, ah . . . hideouts?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, if we know about it, it’s not a hideout. Anyway, before I say anything else, I’m going to need some identity verification.” 
 
    “Sure.” Tom rattled off his badge number to the drug agent. 
 
    “And what’s this for?” 
 
    “Doing research.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And you’re just looking at southwest Florida?” 
 
    “Well, you know, anything south of Orlando, for starters.” 
 
    “I mean . . . that’s twenty, thirty sites that are now defunct.” 
 
    “There’s got to be some hot spots that you guys know about.” 
 
    “No. And even if there were, nothing I could tell you about. For your, ah, research project.” 
 
    “Would it help if I said I was looking for Lemon Madras?” 
 
    A pause. “The kid from the hurricane heist?” 
 
    “Is that what it’s being called?” 
 
    “Press conference was this morning. From your department. You sure you’re, ah—” 
 
    “I’m on the move,” Tom said. “They’ve kind of got me out here on my own, so I didn’t see it. Listen, I’ll tell you what . . . I’ll give you a secure email address and if you can send me those defunct sites, I’d appreciate it. And, you know, you want to send anything else you think might help, that would be appreciated, too.” 
 
    “Agent Lange, huh?” 
 
    Tom could hear the smirk in Kitteridge’s voice. 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “Let me give you something. We had a guy once — we were looking for a place . . . hideout, stash house, whatever you want to call it. So we got into the guy’s taxes. He had a second home, a third home. And he wrote them off as business expenses. You know, big cheesedick dope runner, but he’s going to be sure he’s keeping everything he can from Uncle Sam. He claims the properties as deductions on his Schedule-C. So, there it was. We flew over, got the infrared out, found his cocaine operation, and that was it.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to your email.” 
 
    “You got to get Uncle Sam working for you.” 
 
    “Good advice. Thanks, Kitteridge.” 
 
    As he rang off, the wind kicked up clouds of sand that tickled against his skin. After it blew through, he saw the guy from the diner leave through the front door, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. The guy headed to a black Yukon at the far end of the lot and got in, started it up. He drove off and headed north, back to 41 and Tom wrote down the plate number. 
 
    Rhodes arrived about twenty minutes later. He wore a cowboy hat and cowboy boots, jeans and a battered white t-shirt. As they switched vehicles, Rhodes asked, “You going to tell me what this is about?” 
 
    “I will when I can. By the way, I forgot to tell you — the A/C is out in the truck.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit. Florida hot doesn’t have nothing on Texas hot.” 
 
    “When are you going to let that go?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Being from Texas.” 
 
    “Soon as you let go being from New England or wherever the fuck. People here are all from somewhere else.” 
 
    “Except Blythe.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Rhodes got a look in his eye. He had a thing for Blythe. “How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She moved up. She’s SAC.” 
 
    “Man, that’s sexy.” 
 
    “You’re a chauvinist, Rhodes.” 
 
    “I’m a gentleman. Women can have it all . . . I don’t care. Supervisors, presidents — all the better. I’m still going to like them just the same.” 
 
    Tom slipped behind the wheel of Rhodes’s new Acura TLX and rolled the window down. “Thanks for the ride. Be gentle with my truck, all right?” 
 
    Rhodes tipped his hat and got in the pickup. He blew a half-circle in the dirt and sped away in a cloud of boiling dust. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tom sat in Rhodes’s Acura, luxuriating in the frigid air blowing from the vents. Lupton had to be coming along soon. He lived in Old Marco Junction, twenty miles north. There was no other way out from Plantation Island except through Everglades City and up Route 29 to Route 41, right where Tom was sitting. Only he wouldn’t recognize Tom in this vehicle. 
 
    He turned on the stereo. Rhodes had satellite radio, currently tuned in on a Beethoven symphony. Rhodes? Classical music? People were full of surprises. 
 
    When Lupton drove through at dusk, Tom followed. He hung back and kept the music playing. They went up 41. Not only had the flooding receded, the road was dry as a bone, baking in the heat. You’d never know there had been a hurricane, except for the way the greenery had been stripped and the detritus littered everywhere along the road: scattered bits of mangrove; plastic bags and newspapers clogging the gutters; various bits of junk floating in the creeks — and that lingering sulfurous smell in the air, as though hell was getting closer. 
 
    They passed a cleanup crew, a bunch of landscapers working overtime, no doubt. Tom hung back from Lupton and they drew closer to Old Marco Junction, then Lupton passed by Sandpiper Road. They slowed down to observe a 35-mph sign and wound along a brick road bisected by a median of palm trees, past walled condo estates and man-made ponds. 
 
    When they came out onto Collier Boulevard, Lupton made a left instead of a right. Maybe the address was wrong. Outdated. Tom followed him over the bridge to Marco Island. Within a few minutes, Lupton was pulling into a shopping plaza. Tom rolled past and found a parking spot fifty yards away. He got out of Rhodes’s Acura and watched as Lupton walked into a gym carrying a duffel bag. 
 
    Tom waited a minute, looked around, got back into the car and found a closer spot where he had a partial view through the wide gym windows. He took out his camera — with its telephoto lens — and used the LCD viewing screen to watch. 
 
    Lupton walked into view and posed for himself in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors as he curled some dumbbells. He was wearing one of those clingy tank tops that showed most of his meaty upper body. He sat down at the overhead press, eyes locked on his reflection and grimacing, his face reddening. His set finished, he got up and moved around a bit, appraising his reflection from different angles. He rotated his arms, flexing the bulging snakes of his triceps muscles. He had another bruise, this one around his elbow, purple and yellow. Tom snapped a few pictures for the sake of it. 
 
    Then Lupton looked in Tom’s direction. 
 
    Tom quickly lowered the camera. “Shit.” 
 
    But there was no way Lupton could have heard anything. Tom was in a car twenty yards away with walls between them. He re-aimed the camera as Lupton strode across the gym and paused to say something to another guy. Lupton laughed and one of his massive slabs of chest muscle twitched, the way Tom imagined a horse’s ass might twitch to reject a fly. Then Lupton moved out of sight. 
 
    Tom put away the camera. So far, he didn’t seem the sympathetic type to abscond with a little girl in order to keep her alive. Not if she was a witness. He didn’t seem the type to trouble himself with anything like that. Maybe both the lookout — if there even was one — and the girl — if she’d been there — were underground or underwater, as Skokie had insinuated all along. It was the grimmest of theories, and to get past it, it too had to be eliminated. There was only one way Tom could think of to do that. 
 
    Keeping a watch on the gym, he picked up the phone to call Skokie. Lupton had only been inside fifteen minutes and guys like him tended to linger — so he figured he had time to make this call. Still, Tom waited until he had a visual again. Lupton reappeared on his way to the bench press and Tom keyed the number. 
 
    “Lange! Good stuff. You’re alive.” 
 
    “That’s funny. I’m on Lupton.” 
 
    “How did it go with Valentina Vasquez?” 
 
    “She’s very sweet. I’m seventy-five percent sure she knows what happened to the girl, but I’m ninety-five that Lupton knows. He was in Jerome with Pedro. He’s Pedro’s muscle. He’s loyal — gets out of prison and goes right back to working at Evvy’s.” 
 
    “What’s he driving?” 
 
    “Ford F150.” 
 
    “Got the plate?” 
 
    Tom read it off to Skokie. Skokie asked where he was. 
 
    “Hop’s Gym on Marco Island. Lupton is inside, hitting the free weights.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s the registration . . . the Ford belongs to Valentina Vasquez. She’s got four vehicles in her name . . . a Lexus, the Ford that Lupton is driving, a Camaro and a Honda.” 
 
    “How about a black Yukon? Probably this year’s model.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A new GMC Yukon.” Tom gave him the plate number for that, too. 
 
    It took a few seconds. “Uh, showing Janice Hawkes as the registrant. Immokalee.” 
 
    “Reported stolen?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “Can you see about Hawkes for me? What her story is?” 
 
    “I’ll look into it.” 
 
    “But . . . so, Lupton doesn’t come up anywhere? He’s not a known safe-cracker?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be nice and easy? I told you, Michael Lupton is a maintenance guy. He went down with Pedro Vasquez when they seized the boat with the stolen motor. He’d done the work on it, so they locked him up, too.” 
 
    “So we at least know he’s good with his hands.” 
 
    “From engine work to safe-cracking, you mean? I don’t think so. We got a guy we like for the safe-cracking. Angus Hale.” 
 
    “Scottish guys don’t crack safes.” 
 
    Skokie was quiet. “Is that a joke? I can never tell with you.” 
 
    “Who are his known associates?” 
 
    “Hale’s? We’re looking. But he seems to work alone. He was arrested back in ’02 for breaking into a Miami hotel. Looted all the valuables in the safe. He’s been out for two years.” 
 
    “How about someone who was indebted to Pedro? Anyone come up who fits that profile? There could be a guy he helped out? Maybe someone he sprung from jail in return for a little light burgling in the future?” 
 
    “We’re still determining that.” 
 
    It was getting late and Tom found himself missing Katie. “All right. Well, I’m staying with this guy until I can talk to him somewhere private. Right now, he’s on his back with some big guy on top of him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just a guy spotting for Lupton as he bench-presses a small car.” 
 
    “Seriously, what did Valentina say?” 
 
    “She thought I was charming. No, she really did. Listen, Ed, this is where it’s at . . . Between Pedro and Valentina and Lupton, these are our people behind the Balfour job.” 
 
    “Let’s say you’re right — what’ve you got that’s solid? Anything I can work with, get you some help?” 
 
    “I’m getting there. Talk to you in a bit.” 
 
    He hung up on Skokie mid-sentence, ran his fingers through his hair then turned the A/C down. It was actually getting too cold for him. 
 
    He watched Lupton some more. Done with the bench press, he checked his phone before moving on to a nautilus machine to do pull-downs. The guy was all over the place, working every muscle group in his upper body. He got up and walked out of sight again. Tom thought he was finished. A wet-haired Lupton came out of the place ten minutes later and walked to the F150 truck. Tom followed him out of the plaza and then off Marco Island. 
 
    They drove north on Collier Boulevard, then Lupton turned right on to Port Au Prince Road. He slowed, observing another 35-mph sign, then made a final right on to Salinas. Tom checked the GPS in the Acura. Salinas was a dead end. 
 
    He drove past the entrance and then did a three-point turn in the road, crept back to Salinas and turned in. Another sign read SLOW! WE LOVE OUR CHILDREN, with the same message written in Spanish on the sign beside it. It was a small, working-class neighborhood. Tom saw the Ford pickup and then Lupton, headed into a little pale blue house with a chain-link fence wrapping the yard. 
 
    Tom drove to the end of the street and stopped, looking at the house in the side mirror, wondering if, by any chance, there happened to be a little girl inside. He sat with the Acura idling. 
 
    What’re you doing, Lange? 
 
    Maybe he ought to take a ride up to Jerome Correctional and talk to Ned Schnell. It was likely Schnell had never exchanged so much as two words with Pedro Vasquez, but there was also a chance that he had — a chance that, by some twist of fate, one of Tom’s old cases could be entwined with this one. It was an appealing idea. Tom could go home, see Katie, get some rest, head over to Jerome tomorrow and ask old Ned Schnell if he’d ever had dealings with Pedro and, for that matter, if Pedro had ever asked him for the use of his piece-of-shit airboat so some of his guys could hide a child out in the swamps. 
 
    Those were some long odds. 
 
    He watched the house for a few more seconds. 
 
    Come on. Do it. 
 
    He turned around the dead end of the Salinas, drove slowly back to Lupton’s house and parked. Before he got out, Lupton came back outside, walked to the truck and dug around for something in the back. He came up with a toolbox and started back to the house. Then he stopped. He looked over at Tom for a moment then set the toolbox down. 
 
    Tom got out, walked to the front of the Acura and leaned on the hood. 
 
    Lupton came closer, stopping a few yards away. “You following me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why the fuck you doing that?” 
 
    Tom was instantly on his guard: this was not some skinny kid from Georgia down in Florida for a meth deal. Lupton might’ve been a boat mechanic, but he’d done hard time and had a fire in his eyes Tom recognized from guys on the street growing up. Tom was in decent shape, but Lupton looked like he could twist the head off an alligator. He took a few steps, glanced around then drilled Tom with his gaze. 
 
    Tom pulled out his Beretta and aimed it at Lupton’s chest. His heart was pounding. “Stay right there.” 
 
    “The fuck do you want with me?” 
 
    “I just want to talk.” 
 
    “I got nothing to say. Why don’t you get the fuck outta here?” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can’t? I’ll help you.” 
 
    He took another step forward and Tom moved his aim to Lupton’s head. Between his eyes. “Don’t.” 
 
    Lupton glared, then took a few steps back and picked up the toolbox. 
 
    “Tell me about the guy who hit the Balfour place with you,” Tom said. “You kill him? Or did he get away?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    But it was all Tom needed. On the streets, everybody lied. All the time. They conned and they coerced and they lied. Lupton’s tell was that the fire in his eyes, the rage, went out when he lied. There was a conscience in there somewhere, buried deep. 
 
    “What about the girl? You took her. Or maybe he did. All I want is the girl. I don’t care about you.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Lupton spat on the ground at Tom’s feet. Then he moved toward the house, keeping watch on Tom as he went. 
 
    There was a face in the window across the street, somebody watching. Tom put the gun away. He followed Lupton and spread his arms. “You see any other cops around, Mick? You hear any sirens?” 
 
    Lupton halted, the toolbox swinging in his grip. “There ain’t nobody else because you got nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but when has that ever stopped a cop? Why don’t I arrest you for some bullshit violation, bring you in, put the lights on you?” 
 
    Lupton stayed where he was a minute, then started across the lawn to where Tom leaned against the chain-link fence. “Maybe because you’re a pussy.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, we can go with that.” 
 
    Lupton kept coming, stopped, set the toolbox down again and looked around. Their eyes connected. Lupton seemed to be deep in thought. “I know you or something?” 
 
    “You saw me today, didn’t you? You got a memory at least that long, huh?” 
 
    “You been on TV. Like a year ago. Something. You had a brother who was chased by the cops. Up in Tampa. He wrecked the car and died. That’s you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Lupton sized Tom up. He seemed to decide something and said, “I got nothing for you.” 
 
    “Then why are you still standing there?” 
 
    The big man breathed with a mean energy. “Cuz I’m about to reach across this fence and choke you the fuck out.” 
 
    Lupton outweighed him by twenty pounds, at least. Choking was definitely a hazard. But it was time. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m out here on my own. I’ll tell you, though, while I got your ear . . . Your workout routine is all fucked up. You gotta rotate muscle groups, you fucking moron. If you wanna—” 
 
    Tom felt the blow before he knew what had happened, like a boulder thrown at his head. He was on the ground with supernovas exploding in his vision. He rolled over, slow, and got to his feet. 
 
    Lupton had backed up from the fence a little, his hands fisted and a look on his face like he didn’t know whether to keep going or run. His eyes flitted to his truck like he was thinking about jumping in it. 
 
    “I’ll just keep following you,” Tom said, touching his face where Lupton had knocked him. 
 
    Lupton’s gaze slid back. The fire had returned. He jumped the fence. 
 
    Tom put up his hands but let Lupton grab him and throw him against the Acura. “Careful! This is my friend’s car.” 
 
    Lupton hit Tom in the stomach. That was worse than the face — all the air went out of him and he doubled over, dropped to his knees. 
 
    Lupton said, “You fuckin’ . . .” 
 
    Tom put a hand on the warm pavement. He waited for breath, prayed for it. Finally, he was able to suck in some wind and made a gurgling, wheezing sound. His eyes watered and his mouth opened and closed. He managed another ragged, burning inhalation, then another. He tried gaining his feet, using the front bumper of the Acura to help himself along, but he slipped and landed on the ground again. 
 
    He grabbed Lupton’s legs and tried to pull himself up. Lupton kicked and caught Tom in the jaw, but he held on and clawed himself standing by holding onto Lupton while the man tried to shake him off. 
 
    “Just help me up!” 
 
    Lupton wrestled with him, pounding on his back and kidneys, but Tom clung like a tired boxer until finally letting go and stumbling back. 
 
    Lupton maintained that look of mixed emotions, like he couldn’t believe his own actions. He was beating up a cop, a sure-fire way to get thrown right back in prison. Now he had to decide whether he was going to let that happen, or maybe if he was going to kill Tom. But there were witnesses. That face in the window — and now someone else, rolling down Salinas in a little beater car, rubbernecking from a distance. 
 
    Tom managed to stay upright, swaying on his feet. He tongued his lower deck of teeth and felt a gap, hunted around with his tongue and then spat out the molar. 
 
    Lupton stared. “You’re a fucking lunatic.” 
 
    “Tell me about the guy.” Tom’s jaw felt gummy, his words slurred. Maybe going up to Jerome would have been better. 
 
    “God. Fucking— God,” Lupton said. 
 
    “Mick, I’m never going to leave you alone. You’ll have to kill me.” 
 
    Pedro’s number-two guy tensed again, squeezed his fists, some of the knuckles popping. He looked like he was still considering it. Figuring out how to do it and get away with it. 
 
    Tom just stood there, the heat growing in his belly, forming the pain. Lupton had hit him so hard he’d probably ruptured something down there. 
 
    “Where is she?” Tom gasped. “She alive?” 
 
    Lupton slowly relaxed. They both breathed for a moment, chests heaving, staring each other down. Then the big man closed his eyes and gave a slight shake of his head. 
 
    “Nothing I can tell you.” 
 
    “Just tell me if she’s alive.” 
 
    The person in the beater car had parked in a driveway. Tom watched over Lupton’s shoulder as the person hurried inside and shut the door. Tom hoped they wouldn’t call the police. He was counting on people around here minding their own business. 
 
    “I can do this all day,” Tom said. 
 
    Lupton opened his eyes. 
 
    “You’ve got nothing on my dad,” Tom said. “That man could kick some serious ass. Come on, Lupton. Come on.” 
 
    Lupton continued to watch him. Finally, he said, “Yeah. She’s alive. Jesus Christ. Okay? She’s alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE: ROTATING MUSCLE GROUPS 
 
    They moved off the street and walked to Lupton’s truck. Tom sat down in the dirt driveway. Lupton lit a cigarette and Tom asked if he could get one. Lupton looked pissy but tossed him the pack then a lighter. 
 
    “You can’t be a cop,” Lupton said. 
 
    “I got a perfect score on my SOCE.” His words still weren’t coming out right. 
 
    “The fuck are you talking about?” Lupton cocked his head back as if to get a better look. “Take your shirt off. You want to talk? Take that shit off.” 
 
    Tom gritted his teeth through the pain flaring in his ribcage as he pulled the t-shirt over his head. Blood that had dribbled from his mouth was staining the white. He tossed it aside and raised his arms to show Lupton he wasn’t wearing a wire. 
 
    Lupton looked until he was satisfied. “You a catholic boy or something? Big crucifix like that on your back?” 
 
    “I was drunk at the time.” 
 
    “Let’s just wait a minute.” 
 
    They sat there as the sky dimmed. Tom listened to the sounds of the neighborhood: a TV on somewhere, music playing, the white noise of traffic on Collier Boulevard. No sirens. The air smelled like someone was grilling steak. Tom finished his cigarette and put it out in the dirt. 
 
    Lupton stepped on his, mashed it with a boot heel. “Look, this is how we’re going to do this, all right? I’m not saying I had anything to do with any of what you’re talking about. And I’m not answering any of your questions. You listen, you say nothing, that’s it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I heard there was a guy—” 
 
    “The guy with the debt?” 
 
    “The fuck did I just say?” 
 
    Tom put up his hands in a sign of compliance. 
 
    “Jesus. You do this a lot? Get your ass beat to find out shit you got no way of knowing is true? Now I’m getting pissed off again. Listen, here it is. This is the deal. This is not a — I don’t know — whatever you want to say. He’s not a regular . . . he’s ex-military. All right? Iraq put the zap on his head. He comes back and he’s got some issues, know what I’m sayin’? He sells drugs to make some — what? Put your fucking hand down.” 
 
    “Can I just . . . Look, one question . . . Did he take out a loan or something? Is he working off something for Pedro?” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Just something I heard.” 
 
    “Never mind what you heard about Pedro Vasquez. Let’s just say — and this is just street talk — that the guy stepped on somebody else’s toes. Little territorial dispute. And let’s say he gets into it with those people so he needs a little money to get out. He robs those people, takes their money. That’s it.” 
 
    “A name would help.” 
 
    “I don’t know it.” 
 
    Tom risked another question. “But the girl is alive? I gotta know where to find her.” 
 
    “He took her. Good luck.” 
 
    “Listen, let me just . . .” Tom got to his feet slowly, breathing through the pain. 
 
    Once Tom was up, Lupton tensed, ready to fight or run. “That’s it. I just gave you everything. Now you gotta go.” 
 
    “Just suppose with me, okay? Did he kill the Hollisters?” 
 
    Lupton only stared. 
 
    “Is he on the run with her? Is he on the move? Did he give her over to Evvy or not? If not, where did he put her?” 
 
    “You think I’m going to answer any of that? You are a fucking head case. Get out of here.” Lupton’s eyes were hard and shining. 
 
    “Mick, come on. We’ve been through so much together.” 
 
    The big ex-con stepped away from the truck and started to move for the house. Tom caught his arm. Lupton jerked away and Tom winced, ready for another blow. Maybe this one would clean his clock for good. Lupton had a fist in the air, but only kept it there a moment before he lowered it and continued on his way to the house. “Get off my property.” 
 
    Tom sighed and started to follow Lupton. He pulled his piece. Lupton spun around, saw the gun aimed at his head. “Goddammit.” 
 
    “Don’t move.” 
 
    “You’re one sad cop. Can’t do shit without your badge and gun, just like the rest of them.” 
 
    “Your turn. Take your clothes off.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Take them off.” 
 
    Lupton glared but removed his shirt and flung it on the ground. He seemed proud of his muscled, tattooed body and twitched his chest muscles. 
 
    “Take your boots off, your pants.” 
 
    “I’m gonna fucking end you.” Lupton bent down and removed his work boots one at a time. Then he unsnapped his pants and lowered them. “You a fag, too? Your dad beat you because you were a homo?” 
 
    “Kick them over to me.” 
 
    “My wallet is in them. And my phone.” 
 
    “Kick them over.” Lupton did as he was told. “Now go in the house.” 
 
    A look of confusion. “What?” 
 
    Tom felt a lesion snap open behind his eyes. Ten more seconds and he wouldn’t be in control and Lupton would be dead, brains leaking out. “Go in the house, Mick. Shut the door. If I see you again I’m going to open you up.” 
 
    Lupton cracked a smile. “Look at you. Sorry motherfucker.” But he backed away, went up the three concrete steps, opened the front door. 
 
    Tom left the boots, gathered up the pants and tucked them under his arm. He made his way slowly to the Acura. Each step sent a bolt of pain through his side. He breathed through the pain and talked himself down. The anger pulsed inside his head. He opened the door and got gingerly behind the wheel, tossing the pants and the gun onto the passenger seat. The keys were in the ignition. He looked across the yard and saw Lupton still standing in the front doorway. 
 
    Tom started the car and drove away. 
 
    He rolled through the neighborhood and turned onto Collier Boulevard, went a mile and turned into a Walmart, drove around to the back and parked. He took out his phone. 
 
    Skokie sounded pissed off. “Lange. I don’t like being hung up on.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about IRS disclosure laws.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Lange? You don’t sound good. What happened?” 
 
    “My understanding is that, pursuant to a court order, tax return information may be shared with law enforcement agencies for investigating and prosecuting non-tax criminal law.” He rolled down the window and hawked blood out of the car. 
 
    “You need a federal district judge. And you’ve got to be enforcing a designated federal criminal statute.” 
 
    “Or if it pertains to the case of a missing or exploited child?” 
 
    Tom riffled through Lupton’s pants, digging out his wallet, his phone, and the audio recorder he’d slipped into Lupton’s pocket while they were fighting and he’d grabbed Lupton’s legs. 
 
    Skokie said, “What are we talking about, here?” 
 
    “Hang on.” He set the phone aside, started the audio file, advanced it a little then picked up the phone again. “Listen,” he said to Skokie. He pressed play. 
 
    “Just tell me if she’s alive.” 
 
    There was a pause, the sound of a door closing in the distance. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s alive.” 
 
    He put the phone to his ear. “You get that?” 
 
    “Who is that? That’s Lupton?” 
 
    “There’s more. Hold on.” 
 
    He skipped forward again, listened a second, then put the recorder up to the phone. 
 
    “A name would help.” 
 
    “I don’t know it.” 
 
    “But the girl is alive? I gotta know where to find her.” 
 
    “He took her. Good luck.” 
 
    To Skokie: “You get it all or what?” 
 
    Skokie didn’t speak for a moment. “Yeah. I got it. Shit, Lange, how did you obtain that?” 
 
    “What I just said is about all I know for sure about IRS disclosure. You need to take it from here. There’s gotta be a way to get a court order with that, plus my statement and pictures of Lupton. Lupton works for Pedro indirectly, through his daughter Valentina. Lupton says, on tape, the girl is alive.” 
 
    “He didn’t confirm they’d taken her to any property owned by Pedro or Valentina. Did he admit Pedro was behind the burglary?” 
 
    “No. He’s dumb, but he’s not that dumb. But he works for Valentina Vasquez. Indirectly, he works for Pedro. That’s got to be enough to get us a look at their tax returns.” 
 
    “Theoretically.” 
 
    “We look at all their boats — that’s another thing. Make sure none are missing. I think Valentina was levelling with me when she told me they were all accounted for, but we need to make sure the girl didn’t take a ride to Mexico after the storm. And we look at every single piece of property they own, focus on places that could be hideouts, dope houses—” He squeezed his eyes shut as worsening pain gripped his chest. “But it’s all gotta be done without them knowing. Otherwise they’ll move her — or something bad could happen.” 
 
    “We’ve already had a look at Pedro’s properties.” 
 
    “Then we need the feds and we need to look at family, too. Valentina’s places, that’s what I’m saying. Her sister Isabella, brother Emilio — all of them.” 
 
    “Lange, you sound bad. Even if we could make that happen, Lupton’s obviously talked already.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know he talked. I recorded him surreptitiously.” The word was almost impossible to manage. “And he’s not going to say anything about any of it because I let him kick the shit out of me. He’ll swear up and down he never even saw me today.” 
 
    “You what? You let him what?” 
 
    “I’m going to the hospital now to get it all documented and photographed. And I’ve got his wallet. I’ve got his phone. We can come back for him later.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lauren Blythe met him at Naples General Hospital, found him in the emergency care wing sitting on the edge of the bed in his room. She sat down in the chair in the corner and studied him. “Bruised ribs. Internal bleeding. Concussion.” 
 
    “And I lost a tooth.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to put yourself through that.” Blythe pulled on a pair of blue latex gloves. 
 
    “I’ve heard that, ah, an experienced investigator keeps an open mind. Doesn’t let intuitive hunches override clues and evidence.” 
 
    “Is that what you heard?” She held out her gloved hand. Tom knew what she wanted. He gave her Mick Lupton’s wallet and phone. “We’ll go through them,” she said. After she dropped the items in an evidence bag, her eyes came up. “Not that we can use anything directly. Not the way you obtained it.” 
 
    “He confirmed the girl is alive.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking . . .” 
 
    “You need to call Katie, Tom.” 
 
    “Maybe Pedro Vasquez is desperate. Legal expenses, bail bonds — he’s down to his last few assets and no cash flow. And the hurricane couldn’t have helped. I get that. But he robs Balfour? The one person that’s going to link back to him? It’s a big risk for what he ended up getting.” 
 
    Blythe looked at him for a long time then spoke in a low voice. “He threatened Balfour. Wilbur Beck was deposed and confirmed it. Thanks to you.” 
 
    “You know what it is? What if there’s more? What if he was after something else, too? Or, she was — Valentina. Setting this up. I talked to Jarvis about a correctional officer at Jerome who . . . why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Because — well, for one thing, I’m not really in charge of you anymore. Skokie is. But he’s given me the authority here. We brought you in to assess the threat, nose out the burglars.” 
 
    “Skokie doesn’t like Lupton for it. But the guy Lupton talked about—” 
 
    “After beating you senseless.” 
 
    “It wasn’t senseless. And — come on! Why do I get the sense that no one gives a shit about this girl?” 
 
    They were attracting attention from the hallway. A nurse leaned in. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Fine, thank you.” Blythe rose from her chair and spoke to Tom in a measured tone. “Of course we care. We care so much we’ve had agents round the clock checking in with the girl’s parents, asking the same questions. You can imagine . . . you lose your daughter and your head isn’t on straight. But the mother recalled something . . . the little girl had a stuffed animal. We’re checking with the girl’s day care and going through the Hollister house again. Everybody is working hard on this, Tom. But I know you . . . I know what you’re like. The pain is in your face, your voice.” 
 
    “How long is it going to take?” 
 
    “Getting into those properties? We’ve got your information. We’re pursuing it.” 
 
    He watched her, waiting for more. 
 
    “I spoke to Judge Fane. All right? He’s aware of your recording. I’ll take that with me, and your camera, and we’ll be looking for properties by morning — any we haven’t seen yet. Isabella’s and Emilio’s.” 
 
    “It’s that easy?” 
 
    She crossed the room and paused in the doorway. “Nothing is easy.” 
 
    “So we get a look at properties and we like the look of one . . . how about a search warrant?” 
 
    Her eyes went up and down, looking at him. “You need to call Katie. And I don’t want to see you again for forty-eight hours. Nobody would, Lange. You should look at yourself in a mirror.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TEN: JUST HAVING A LOOK 
 
    Hospital policy required that he be escorted off the grounds in a wheelchair. In addition to the bruised ribs, he had twelve stitches in his jaw where a ring on Lupton’s finger had unseamed him. He’d given Katie a later pick-up time in the hope of beating her to the curb. No such luck. She stepped out of the bright day into the shade of the entrance as an orderly rolled him to a halt. 
 
    Katie watched the orderly set aside the footrests for him to stand and the color drained from her face. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you should see the other guy.” 
 
    They drove home without speaking. Her jaw was set and she only glanced at him occasionally. When she did, the sight of him made her touch her forehead with her fingertips, a real Katie move. He focused on not passing out and that kept him occupied. 
 
    She helped him into the condo and up the stairs, ran a bath and guided him into it, keeping his torso above the water so he could sponge-wash the rest of himself. He was chewing painkillers like candy but had to force himself to stop. Addiction ran in the family. 
 
    He sat in the tub thinking about the people buying their coke and heroin from the Vasquez people, strung out, lives ruined. He continued to speculate about Lupton’s nameless accomplice . . . a guy back from the Middle East, perhaps, who turns to selling drugs. Inadvertently or not, he encroaches on established territory. Lupton hadn’t said it, but it’s Vasquez territory. Had to be. So Pedro sends someone around to scare the guy and recruit him. He puts him on the Balfour job, probably with Lupton as his partner. Okay, definitely with Lupton as his partner. That guy was all killer. 
 
    What was Pedro really after? Or Valentina? It had to cut one way or the other. Was Pedro serious about killing the statewide attorney or was he just running his mouth? Had two guys burgled her husband’s fancy house on the Gulf to steal T-bonds and jewels from the safe? Had Valentina organized it to settle a family score? And it seemed like there was some truth that Skokie, even Blythe, wanted to avoid coming out. 
 
    Best to keep it simple. Think like a man pissed-off and broke. A prosecutor gets cute and recommends a raise in bail and the judge goes for it. You want to get back at her, so you steal from her. That was as plain as it got. And as dumb, for that matter . . . 
 
    Katie stepped into the doorway. 
 
    “Here’s what I know about T-bonds,” he said. “You can buy them electronically — up to ten grand a year — or you can buy paper bonds, up to five.” 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    She sat down on the toilet lid and put her hands between her legs. 
 
    He looked at her. “A T-bond has to mature, right? Otherwise, you know, you sell it prematurely, you get a fraction of the face value. And the maturity is usually something like a twenty- or thirty-year term. David Balfour is — I know we need to talk, I just . . . Let’s say David Balfour started at twenty years old, bought T-bonds for twenty years, paper bonds for five thousand each year, and he’s got a hundred grand’s worth that have now matured. But he’s received interest on them. Every year, right? Or every six months?” 
 
    She sighed, put her elbow on the sink and leaned on her hand, looking at him. 
 
    “So, the burglars steal the bonds and get them fenced. But the fence is going to have to sell them off at an auction or on the secondary market because that’s where their price is actually determined. Even if it’s a thirty-year bond with a 2.75 percent coupon, the fence is going to take his or her cut, too. It just seems like a lot of work for little reward.” 
 
    “Well, maybe they know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “And how would they even know about the interest? I doubt they did. I don’t think they had any plan for the T-bonds.” 
 
    “Tom, I’m just going to say this. We’ve been here before. We don’t have to go through it again.” 
 
    “I had to get information.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There’s a little girl, Katie.” 
 
    “I know there is. I know it. But it doesn’t matter. She matters, yeah, that’s not . . . of course she does. But this is a pattern for you. Tom? This is a pattern. You get into this — you just get back into this — and then within a couple days this happens. Look at you. You look like you got hit by a truck.” 
 
    She wiped a tear from her eye and sat back and sighed again and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t want to be this person. I can’t. I know that sounds selfish. But I’m being honest with you. I don’t want to be the woman you come home to who gives you sponge baths and nurses you back to health.” 
 
    “You won’t be. This is different.” 
 
    “It’s not.” She stood up and moved to the sink. She ran the water, splashed some on her face and toweled off. He felt stung by the pity in her eyes. She said, “Sometimes you see someone . . . they’re addicted to bad relationships . . . they’re addicted to painkillers . . . they’re addicted to food. For you, it’s this. You taking the beatings you thought you should’ve gotten instead of your mother. Or Nick.” 
 
    Her words made his stomach twist. He suddenly needed to be somewhere else and struggled to climb out of the tub. The pain bit into his ribs, radiating up his spine to the base of his neck as he sloshed around in the water. Katie didn’t move to help him. 
 
    Dripping, he stepped carefully out of the tub and took a towel from the rack. He started to dry off, every movement stiff and jagged. “It’s not that bad. I’m just—” 
 
    “Oh, this physical beating or that physical beating . . . This isn’t the first time, you know? Seems like only yesterday you let Mario Palumbo’s men work you over. But those are just details. Someone’s fists . . . your own mind . . . putting yourself in purgatory — it’s all the same.” 
 
    “Hey. I mean . . . all right . . .” 
 
    “I’m not a therapist.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be.” 
 
    “We’re two people trying to . . . you know what it is, right? The therapy . . . going to see your shrink at work or whatever you tell yourself, however you justify it. Tom, it won’t stop—” 
 
    “Yeah, it’ll . . . I don’t know what . . . I mean, I know what you—” 
 
    “It won’t stop until you forgive yourself.” 
 
    He started to shake as he wrapped the towel around his waist. The tremors wouldn’t stop. He tried to make his way to the bathroom door, but his legs were poured lead. 
 
    She spoke softly. “You know what my dad says?” Katie’s dad had been a cop. Everglades County Sherriff’s Office. Her parents were retired and lived across the state in Jupiter. Tom had met them once, nice people. He hadn’t known what to say to them. “My dad told me that what you can’t forgive you end up becoming.” 
 
    He cut a sideways look at her, feeling his lips twitching. “I’ve never touched you. I never would.” 
 
    “You do it to yourself instead.” 
 
    He wanted to say something to make her see it differently, but she was already moving away. “I’ve got to go to work. I’ll be back late. We’ve got another dead body that turned up.” 
 
    And she left without looking back. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Early the next morning, he sat on the lanai as the rising sun hit the bug screen at an angle, the light diffusing and forming geometric patterns of shadows along the lower railing. The sprinkler system kicked on but didn’t bother the woodpecker climbing up the trunk of the southern live oak. It was a Thursday. Lemon Madras had been missing for five days. 
 
    Tom studied the oak, which split off into numerous trunk-like branches winding their way up to form a canopy of countless tiny leaves, all of them catching the sunlight and shining. 
 
    Katie came out and set a cup of coffee in front of him. She sat beside him and he looked at her, the high freckles on her cheeks, her hazel eyes with flecks of green in them. From the first day he’d met her on the Carrie Gallo case, he’d been taken with her. Her girlish looks belied the experience she carried. She was used to being underestimated and patronized and it had left her a little jaded, but so what? He’d always enjoyed when women adored him — there was no question about that — but Katie was aloof. She’d been with CSB for seven years as a forensic technician but aspired to be an investigator. He was sure she was going to get the spot over the next couple of months. She didn’t need him. 
 
    He spoke first. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Not good. It was a homeless man living in the woods, got swept away in a flash flood. We still don’t have an ID on him. I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Hey.” He reached for her and she stopped, but didn’t move any closer, just raised her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Okay.” 
 
    “What’s gonna do it?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a moment as she looked off into the vegetation. “Tom, when I met you, you were swimming laps in the morning and taking the skin off chicken. I’m not judging you, okay? People change. We should. We should change. When you’re not being a smart ass, when you’re not putting yourself through the wringer, you’re an intelligent man.” 
 
    “Can you put that on my gravestone?” 
 
    “You can figure this out. I know you can. Or . . . okay, I hope you can. I care about you and you know that. I’m tired, Tom. I’m just so tired.” 
 
    “It’s been a lot for you these past couple of days.” 
 
    She shot him a look that stung him with regret. It wasn’t just the past couple of days. She was tired from the job, but she was also tired from him. They’d been on again, off again, but this last chapter had lasted a while. 
 
    “It’s because I was sitting behind a desk.” 
 
    “You think that matters? I gotta go clean up. I’m back on in a few hours.” 
 
    She walked away and left him there. He picked up his phone and fiddled with it, thinking about how he’d been when he was working in administration during his suspension from active cases. Like a caged animal. Even back in school, he’d never been able to sit still. He’d built up an idea of himself, that he had his shit together. A kid from the street who’d made good. 
 
    He thought about calling Vance. That would be selfish, though — he just wanted to hear a friendly voice. Vance was like his corner man. But Vance had looked worse for the wear the other morning at breakfast, and he had his own life, like Katie. He didn’t need Tom calling for an ego boost. 
 
    What it is — you need to grow up. 
 
    Nick’s voice. His brother, of all people. Mr. Mature? Hardly. Nick had had Peter Pan syndrome all his life. Even if he’d gone into real estate and made a little coin, managed to buy a few fancy things, he’d never really gotten serious. Tom was always the serious one. In Nick’s absence, it was like he was becoming his brother. What sense did that make? 
 
    Katie needed someone stable. At first, he’d been obsessed with finding Nick’s murderer and putting him away. When Palumbo was picked up by the feds on racketeering charges, he’d told himself that was good enough. But he had been lying to himself, lying to everyone else. He had to let it go. All of it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Blythe called at six thirty that night. 
 
    “How you feeling?” 
 
    He stood looking at Katie’s empty side of the bed — she was pulling another night shift. Either that or she just wanted to be gone from the house. “Has it been two days?” 
 
    “I’m pulling you in a little sooner, rescinding my own order — no choice. Believe me I . . . Just get up here so you can look at a few things with us. Are you okay? Can you do it?” 
 
    He got out of bed, wincing with the effort. “On my way.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Twenty agents and analysts stood around the room at the Regional Operations Center in Fort Myers. Stephanie Balfour was not among the law enforcers present, but Tom knew she wasn’t far away. Having returned from the northeast, she was now tucked away at a secure location in the same city. Skokie was with her. 
 
    After a federal judge in Tennessee had signed off on the court order, the FDLE had contacted and begun working with the FBI and the IRS. 
 
    Three large screens dominated the darkened room. One displayed federal documents listing the assets of Pedro Vasquez, his daughters Valentina and Isabella, and his son Emilio. The assets included properties claimed by the individuals with property taxes and, in some cases, mortgages listed as business expenses, which the family had sought to write off as tax deductions. The thinking was that, with luck, members of the Vasquez family would include on their statements properties they otherwise sought to keep secret, stash houses where Lemon Madras could be hidden away. The whole thing had been Kitteridge’s idea — the guy from the DEA. 
 
    Two other screens showed satellite images of the Earth. As Blythe went through the properties, technicians located their respective placements on the map and framed them in red boxes. One property was Evvy’s, the stone-crabbing operation on Plantation Island where Tom had met with her personally. One was the house of Pedro Vasquez, located in Everglades City and currently occupied by Pedro’s ex-wife. These were already known to law enforcement and had been under surveillance for months. In the days since Hector had ravaged southwest Florida, Everglades County vice narcotics had been rebuilding their ears and eyes. Pedro’s ex-wife was currently back under surveillance, but the stone-crabbing business was still operating in the blind. 
 
    Executing a warrant on Evvy’s was on the table, Blythe said. The state could take it apart piece by piece, but as a place to keep a kidnap victim it felt too exposed, too known to the cops, whether surveillance was down or not. 
 
    “Our question is . . . how about this one?” Blythe stood next to a computer and pointed at the screen. The technician sitting down beside her tapped at the keys. On the big screen, the image zoomed in on a red-framed section of the Everglades National Park. “This place is owned by Emilio Vasquez.” 
 
    “This is a preserve,” someone said. He was clad in a dark suit and stood with his arms crossed. 
 
    “There are about a hundred private landowners inside Big Cypress,” Blythe said. 
 
    “So, it comes with some sort of conservation easement? A less-than-fee type of deal?” 
 
    Blythe gave the man a sidelong look. “Within Big Cypress you have property that was in private ownership when the preserve was formed in 1972. The owners can retain three acres and the unimproved property.” She turned to the technician. “Move around. Show the . . . yes, show that area right there.” 
 
    Tom watched as the satellite image glided over the terrain in high-resolution detail. 
 
    “These are mostly backwoods cabins and a few grass airstrips,” Blythe said. “A few have been reconstructed, done under the radar. That one there, the group of buildings, those have been illegally improved. Otherwise, the properties have the same rights to privacy and ownership as any in the state of Florida.” 
 
    The man in the black suit hooked his thumbs in his belt and shouldered back. “It’s within Everglades National Park, so it’s under DOD jurisdiction. They’re mandated to follow requirements of the Endangered Species Act and the National Environmental Policy Act.” 
 
    “Not Big Cypress. It’s independent of Everglades Park.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, the Defense Department is going to have to be in on this . . .” 
 
    While they argued, Tom moved closer to the screens. The images of the region displayed lots of green and lots of water — characteristic of swampland. Rhodes had told him a bit about the Everglades on their airboat trip months before. In September, it would be getting especially muggy and teeming with insects. Plus plenty of deer, wild hogs feeding on the palmetto bushes, and alligators lurking just beneath the surface. According to Rhodes, even panthers roamed the sawgrass marshes and stalked the sand-pine scrub. 
 
    Studying the moving image, Tom recognized something. “Hey, can you stop it there?” The image froze over a familiar road and stretch of river, with a docked airboat. He pointed. “This is just a couple miles southwest of Mitchell Landing. I’ve been there. I could get Dale Rhodes to take me in. We check it out, see if there’s any activity, we slip back out.” 
 
    The conversation dried up and they looked at him. 
 
    “We’d take canoes or kayaks in case we needed to paddle,” he said. 
 
    The man in the suit blinked. “Who are you again?” 
 
    “This is Agent Lange,” Blythe said. “He’s been working for myself and Ed Skokie. He’s the one who, ah . . . obtained Michael Lupton’s phone.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “We get anything from the phone?” Tom asked, looking between them. He was sure the man in the dark suit was FBI. 
 
    “It’s a burner,” the man answered. “Purchased three days ago. It’s got three numbers on it . . . Valentina Vasquez, some guy who sells boat parts, and Lupton’s mom.” 
 
    Blythe said, “We have to keep this toned down. We wouldn’t even want to do a fly-by over this property. This might be our only shot at getting eyes on.” 
 
    The FBI agent glanced around, incredulous. “With everybody we got working on this? With the entire state of Florida looking for this girl? With a known drug operation likely behind this girl’s abduction, you want to send in Agent—? Sorry, what’s your name again?” 
 
    “Lange.” 
 
    “You want to send in an agent from—” 
 
    “Upstate New York, originally.” 
 
    “Upstate. New York.” 
 
    “Two agents,” Tom said, holding up his fingers. “Dale Rhodes would be coming with me. He’s from Texas.” 
 
    “Agent Rhodes is retired,” Blythe said. But she didn’t seem to be vetoing the idea outright. 
 
    “Retired. Okay,” the FBI agent said. “So that’s a rookie and a civilian. And the rookie looks like he just lost a fight with a grizzly bear. No offense.” 
 
    “It might be our best option,” Blythe said. 
 
    The agent studied the ground, his jaw flexing. “You’re just having a look.” 
 
    “Just a look. They won’t set foot on the premises unless there’s plain view or exigent circumstances.” 
 
    “It’s a fifty-two-acre estate this Emilio guy inherited from his grandfather. If you’re going to get a look at the compound, you’re going to have to breach the property.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we have to do.” 
 
    The agent shook his head woefully. “The only way I’m letting this happen is one of my guys goes in with . . . with Lange and Rhodes, and that DOD monitors their every move.” 
 
    Tom said, “And the only way I’m doing it is if everyone claps me on the back and wishes me good luck. I think we got a deal.” 
 
    The FBI agent looked at Blythe again. “Jesus Christ, with this guy . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: PANTHER COUNTRY 
 
    The next morning, Tom left the Naples field office with a federal agent named Malone. Malone had broad shoulders and a brush mustache. He was older than Tom but not quite as ancient as Rhodes, and he had Fish and Wildlife experience. He knew the region they were heading into, he said, much better than either Tom or Rhodes. They met with Rhodes at Mitchell Landing. Rhodes had provided their transportation for exploring the swamp. 
 
    Tom stood there staring at it. The tires were twelve inches thick and came up to Tom’s waist. The thing was some crazy crossbreed of a golf cart and a monster truck. 
 
    “What do you call this?” 
 
    “Swamp Buggy,” Rhodes said. “ORV.” 
 
    It was mid-week and early in the day, but there was one other vehicle parked in the dirt lot. Tom called Everglades County and relayed the license plate. The officer asked him to repeat the letters and numbers more than once because the connection was bad. While Everglades checked with motor vehicles to see who owned the pickup, Malone wandered over to a large sign mounted at the edge of the dirt and gravel parking area. Tom went over to join him. 
 
    On the sign was an illustration of a panther, a big wild cat, stalking through some swampland. Beside the image, a string of warnings: 
 
    Caution — Panther Country. 
 
    Do not hike or jog alone. 
 
    Keep small children under your supervision and close at hand. 
 
    Always keep pets on a leash. 
 
    Do not feed wildlife. Deer and wild hogs will attract Florida panthers. These wild animals are panthers’ favorite prey. 
 
    If you see a panther: Stay calm! Do not run. 
 
    Pick up and hold small children immediately. 
 
    Try to look large — do not crouch. 
 
    Back away slowly while you maintain eye contact with the panther. 
 
    If a panther approaches, wave your arms and shout. Throw sticks and rocks to scare it away. 
 
    Tom looked at his pistol then tucked it back into the holster. He glanced at the pickup truck before turning to Rhodes. “People camp here?” 
 
    “Yeah. Put this on.” 
 
    Rhodes had some rubbery clothing folded up. Tom unfurled it and stepped into the hip-waders, long rubber pants that came up to the waist and strapped over the shoulders like coveralls. 
 
    His phone vibrated in his pocket and he had to reach down into the hip-waders. He managed to answer in time. “All clear,” the officer said. Just some --- on a wildlife ----.” The call was dogged by chronic interference. 
 
    “Say again?” 
 
    “Tourists!” the officer shouted. 
 
    Tom put the phone away as Rhodes climbed into the buggy and got behind the wheel. Malone took the passenger side without asking, leaving Tom to sit up behind them on a narrow bench. 
 
    Rhodes gave the ORV some gas and they started down the trail leading away from the parking area and into the green tangles of undergrowth. Within seconds, the branches started slapping and the bugs zeroed in as the ORV bumped over uneven terrain. 
 
    Their destination was the middle-of-nowhere, ten miles north of US-41 and eleven miles south of I-75. “About as far from a paved road as you can get in Florida,” Rhodes had said. But that was as the crow flew. They’d have to drive around all the impassable swamps, cypress heads and palmetto. Tom put on his special netted hat as mosquitos dove for his ears and neck. 
 
    “Trip like this is only supposed to work in the springtime, when the water table’s low!” Rhodes shouted as they bucked along. “Right now, that water table is two feet above ground in some places!” 
 
    The ORV’s engine had the throaty gurgle of a tractor with the rpm of a motorcycle. Tom leaned forward and yelled into Rhodes’s ear, “Little loud, isn’t it?” 
 
    Rhodes kept his eyes front, cocking his head, shouting out one side of his mouth. “There’s enough activity from tourists and private owners. Buggy like this one sounds like a local! When we get close enough, though, we’ll leave it.” Rhodes pointed. “Check that shit out!” 
 
    Tom tracked his pointing finger and saw a black bear ensconced in the thick palmetto bushes with their long, blade-like leaves. The bear looked at them, then turned and bounded away, disappearing into the greenery. 
 
    The land opened into a kind of prairie with low scrub brush until they nosed in through a wall of pines. The ORV screamed and clanked and stank of exhaust that burned Tom’s nostrils and smarted his eyes. Rhodes and Malone talked by leaning their heads together. Rhodes pointed at something else but Tom didn’t see what. Rhodes laughed and kept talking to Malone and Tom thought about Katie. 
 
    He knew, that was the thing. He knew she was right, and he knew what he was doing, but stopping was something else. Maybe some people finally faced their demons and changed. Katie didn’t understand how that wasn’t an option for him. How if he faced his demon, he betrayed his mother. If he were to grab that slithering thing, cut its throat, have the boys string it up for everybody to take pictures of, then his mother would have taken those beatings for nothing. Because when he lay down at night as a grown man and closed his eyes, he still saw his father punch her in the face as hard as he could. There was no way to un-see that. And even if there was, in a world of dubious therapies and self-help bestsellers, the only thing he knew for sure was that he felt temporarily better when he let guys like Mick Lupton put a beating on him. 
 
    He couldn’t have been there for his mother — that was what everyone always told him — but he still should have been, and nothing changed that. Nothing could change that. 
 
    Penance. 
 
    Nick had known it. Nick had known and so Nick had rolled the dice and fanned the cards and never stopped moving. Nick had winked over his shoulder at death chasing him and given a little nod, said, come on — I’m not going to run that hard anyway, am I? 
 
    Nick, who looked down from his heavenly purgatory and said to his brother: Behold, I have refined thee. I have chosen thee in the furnace of affliction. 
 
    Masochism, right? That’s what they’d call it. Self-indulgence. Putrid selfishness and grow up while you’re at it. Everybody had a tragedy; everybody had a story that could break your heart. Your father abused your mother. So what? The two of them died in a fire that he started, drinking and passing out, and a lit cigarette caught some linen. Shit happens. What you do is you get through it and you make it right and you move on. 
 
    But he couldn’t, and so there was that layer of guilt over everything, too, nice and shiny and thick. 
 
    He argued with himself like this until sometime later — his watch told him almost four hours had passed — when Rhodes killed the engine and Malone unfolded the printout of a satellite map. 
 
    Tom leaned forward in the stunning silence and looked through the netting covering his face. “What have we got?” His voice sounded like it was coming from the end of a long tunnel. 
 
    Malone pointed to a spot in the middle of the map, a highly magnified satellite view from the upper atmosphere. It showed a grouping of buildings, barely more than shacks. “Emilio Vasquez family compound,” he said. “We’re two miles away.” 
 
    “That’s it? I thought we’d find Neverland.” 
 
    Malone shrugged. 
 
    Tom started to get out of the ORV and Rhodes said, “Hang it up for a second. Eight months out of the year, this place is an island. This was taken when the water table was below ground level. Right now, this is surrounded by swamp.” 
 
    “From here, we’re on foot with the boats,” Malone said, “then we’ll float when we have to.” 
 
    Tom jumped from the buggy and splashed into shallow water the color of brown tea. He helped Malone into his pack while Rhodes helped him into his own. 
 
    “I feel like a boy scout,” Tom said, working his jaw to get his hearing back. 
 
    Rhodes grunted as he tightened the straps so the backpack wouldn’t slide or sag. “Isn’t that what they called you?” 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” He looked over his shoulder at Rhodes. “Bring anything to read?” 
 
    Rhodes clapped him on the shoulder. “You gotta watch out for the cottonmouths. And the — what do you call them, Malone? — the eastern indigo snakes. Big sons of bitches, those.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Rhodes grinned. “This is a wetland. We went over some hardwood hammocks, but now you’re in the juice. Acts like a filter, basically, straining out all the impurities and pollutants. It’ll suck that bad attitude right outta you. It’s a sponge, too.” Rhodes made a slurping noise. “Pulls all that water down into the aquifer.” 
 
    “I bet you make a great date.” 
 
    After a little bushwhacking through the dense growth, Rhodes and the ORV disappeared into the watery reflections and cypress trees. Malone said, “Your friend is something.” 
 
    “Rhodes is all right.” 
 
    “These people out here hate the federal government.” 
 
    “I thought that was Florida in general.” Tom waved at a cloud of bugs and yanked his pack through a thicket. 
 
    “ORVs have to be registered — they didn’t before. They got to be weighed and inspected now. And there’s supposed to be designated trails for travel. Few years back there was a study done by Virginia Tech to make sure certain requirements were met, checking out safety concerns.” Malone gave him a look. “And here we come, Johnny Law, right into the heart of ‘from my cold dead hands.’” 
 
    Tom spat out a gnat that had winnowed through the netting and landed on his tongue. “At least we’re not at a desk.” 
 
    Malone stopped and put his hand up, made a fist. A moment later he dropped down to a squat and Tom did the same. They waited, listening hard but hearing nothing other than the high whine of insects and croaking frogs. Malone looked back over his shoulder at Tom then jerked his head and Tom followed his line of sight. 
 
    There was a face in the palmetto. Tom blinked to make sure it wasn’t a trick of the sweat in his eyes. The person’s hair looked funny, like it was sticking up. As soon as he’d determined that, it was gone. 
 
    Malone didn’t speak or move. Tom listened some more, his ears straining for sounds of movement — the telltale snap of a twig or the splash of swamp water — but there was nothing. His heart was hammering. He’d thought Malone had spotted a panther or the frigging eastern indigo snake. 
 
    Instead, it was somebody wearing a kind of headdress or scalp lock. Even Tom knew that warring Native Americans belonged to a different century. 
 
    Malone stayed rooted to the spot, like he was afraid of a raiding posse or something. Sitting like this was wreaking havoc on Tom’s knees and inflamed ribcage so he stood up. 
 
    Malone glanced at him and rose to his feet. “Fuck,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Miccosukee reservation is around here,” Malone said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” They were whispering. 
 
    “Miccosukee don’t wear headdresses, I don’t think.” 
 
    “That one did.” 
 
    “Maybe it was a Vasquez guy messing with us. We could be made. This might be bad — we might have to turn back.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Tom said. He pushed past Malone and continued into the bush, using the big stick he was carrying to move aside the thick ground cover. He didn’t look back for Malone. After a few seconds, he heard him back there, breathing, cracking through the vegetation. 
 
    An Indian? He knew the proper nomenclature was Native American, but seeing someone with crazy hair like that, scaring the shit out of you, you thought Indian. Rhodes knew a bit about them and said some of them didn’t like the term “Native American” anyway — found it derogatory and preferred to be called “indigenous,” “first peoples” or by their tribe alone. Down here were the Seminoles and Miccosukee, if memory served. And it was Miccosukee Indian Village that was on the map along Route 41, not Miccosukee Native American Village. 
 
    Tom scanned for any more figures hidden in the twisting, twining vegetation. In all his life he’d never seen anything like that. A face in all that greenery, hair done up like something from an old Western movie. He’d have to tell Rhodes about it. The person had been about fifty yards away, give or take. Someone checking out the intruders who’d then just vanished without a sound. Tom couldn’t let it slow him down. 
 
    The sun was lowering by the time they got to the point where walking was no longer possible. The water was warm enough, but the muck beneath it sucked at the feet, making for hard going. Once, the suction almost trapped both men as they waded through. 
 
    “Let’s pull ’em,” Malone said finally. 
 
    They stopped and each man took the inflatable kayak out of the other man’s pack so that neither had to set anything down in the wet. It took a few minutes to blow the things up, attach the steering and rudder parts, and then affix the deck seats. Each came with a paddle that snapped together and telescoped out to length. Tom had never used one before but got the general idea. It was getting into the boat that was tricky as hell. He watched Malone do it then mimicked his approach, straddling it with a wide stance and then settling his ass onto the deck seat. The kayak bobbed and threatened to capsize, but he stayed upright and grabbed the paddle. He gave a tentative stroke of the water — then another. 
 
    Malone had gotten ahead of him. Tom started paddling harder — right arm, left arm, back and forth — and followed the FBI agent along as they twisted their way through the cypress trees and southern pines sticking out of the water. If it hadn’t been part of the job, it might’ve been fun. 
 
    They came across the first posted signs: Private property; Trespassing is strictly prohibited; No hunting or fishing. They clearly didn’t have far to go. Tom spotted the first of the small buildings at the same time Malone did. He slowed the kayak then paddled backwards a few strokes — if they could see the compound, anyone there could potentially see them, too. Maybe Emilio Vasquez himself, if he was even around. 
 
    They waited, careful to stay hidden. The kayaks were camo and so were their clothes. Maybe they had a chance. There hadn’t been any other way to find the place than to come right up on it. GPS had only given them a rough estimate, with a half-mile margin of error. Malone took out his camera and glassed the scene, took a few silent shots. 
 
    They remained as motionless as possible, floating in the water. Tom pulled his gun and made sure it had stayed dry. Everything checked out. 
 
    Bugs danced in the air as the sun continued its slow descent toward the horizon. Something plopped into the water. Tom visually tracked the noise and saw a shape cutting through the shallow swamp, making a triangular wake. He spotted a pair of telltale eyes just above the water line. 
 
    He made a whistling noise at Malone and pointed. Malone saw it too. Thank God the alligator was cruising away from them, disturbed by their intrusion. Still, Tom wondered whether it would matter if he wet his pants. 
 
    The bugs got worse as the dusk deepened. It was now or never. Tom started a slow paddle, hoping the twilight would further conceal his movements. Behind him, Malone made an angry grunt and shook his head rapidly back and forth. This wasn’t part of the deal, which had been recon only, and they hadn’t seen anything so far to warrant a closer look and breach of private property. More importantly, it had been determined that anything jeopardizing the girl’s safety, like getting too close and alarming the kidnappers, was strictly forbidden. 
 
    But Blythe had given the green light — breach if you have to. And nobody really thought the girl was going to be there anyway. No one in the Vasquez family would have taken on such a liability and Malone was among the skeptics that she was even alive, regardless of what ex-con Mick Lupton had said, because Lupton had every reason to lie and few reasons, if any, to tell the truth. Malone was there to reestablish surveillance, both for the feds and maybe County VNB. He had an extra pack with him, and Tom suspected it contained more cameras, motion detectors — something. There was always another agenda. 
 
    Malone’s concern was with ongoing operations. That was all anyone ever worried about, Tom thought. He was sick of the red tape, sick of taking pictures and waiting on the sidelines. If there was even the slimmest chance, this was worth it. 
 
    He’d spent the previous night reading up on Emilio Vasquez, the baby of Pedro’s brood. As it often went with the youngest sibling, Emilio seemed to have gone his own way. They had him connected here and there with the dope smuggling, but his record was clean and, on paper, he and his wife looked like stand-up citizens. She worked for various charity organizations; he ran a small horse ranch and stabling facility. It was enough to paint them as possibly sympathetic, willing to house a little girl until things got sorted out. Whatever it was that could be sorted. They could have been willing to keep her alive for any number of reasons: the burglars might’ve blindfolded her; they could’ve had their own masks on. 
 
    Tom paddled and tried to remain concealed within the pines growing out of the water. He needed to risk enough to see, but not to be seen. That motivation took him all the way to the higher ground surrounding the compound, making it the island Rhodes described. He circled slowly, checking for cameras. By the time he’d circumnavigated the entire island, Malone was paddling over. 
 
    Tom drifted close enough to whisper, “I don’t think there’s anybody here.” It was almost full dark as they disembarked from the kayaks and dragged them up onto the beach, just enough time to have a look at everything in the waning light. 
 
    The main cabin had a kitchen, a dining room and a bathroom. The next building was a sleeping cabin with two bunk beds and a double bed. Windowless and padlocked, the third and final building looked to be for storage. 
 
    Tom went back to the sleeping cabin and found the door open. He eased himself inside. It smelled unused, like mildew. The beds were made. He looked through the window and saw Malone going through the main cabin — just the vague shape of him passing by the windows. He had that other pack with him. Tom clicked on his flashlight, looked at a small antique bureau, then played the beam along where the floor met the wall — and stopped. 
 
    A stuffed toy was slumped in the corner, a raggedy bunny rabbit with floppy ears. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Tom pulled a small digital camera from the plastic bag keeping it dry, and almost dropped it in the process. 
 
    Malone must’ve seen the flashes. He came over and appeared in the doorway. “What’ve you got?” 
 
    Tom aimed the flashlight at the child’s stuffed animal and Malone let out a long, anxious breath. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “That’s what I said. Put something beside it for scale.” 
 
    After a moment of just breathing and dripping water, Malone moved toward the toy and set his flashlight beside it. “It could be some other kid’s,” he said. “One of Pedro’s grandkids.” 
 
    Tom took more pictures. “Emilio and his wife don’t have children.” 
 
    “So it’s a niece or a nephew. Or it belongs to a family friend. It could be anyone’s.” 
 
    “This is what the mother said Lemon had with her.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a tag or a name on the ear or something. Kids do that.” Malone took a pair of plastic gloves from his pocket and snapped them on. He stood over the stuffed animal and regarded it as if it was a snake. Then he squatted down and manipulated it gently, looking behind its ears, turning it over. “No tags, no marks. Nothing sewn in.” He stood up and sniffed, kept looking down at the toy. “We’ll show the parents the pictures.” 
 
    Tom fought the urge to just reach out and grab the thing, take it with them. His instinct to find and rescue Lemon Madras continued to threaten his procedural fidelity, so he self-corrected. “If that’s hers, and we go to charge someone with kidnapping, and the best evidence we have is DNA on a stuffed toy, we don’t want it to be inadmissible because we had no warrant to search the property.” 
 
    Malone looked at him, his eyes catching the fading light in the dim and dusky room so that they gleamed. “We could say we saw something. Back there we saw someone running around — the face — so we came in anyway and we found this. Exigent circumstances.” 
 
    “If we take it and it tips off the Vasquez family that we’ve been out here messing around on their property, not only does it endanger the girl, it screws with your little operation.” He gave Malone’s extra bag a glance. “And you don’t want that.” 
 
    At last Malone nodded. “It stays.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: HIDING PLACES 
 
    They paddled back in the dark, flashlights taped to the noses of their kayaks. When they ran aground, they deflated the boats and stuffed them, dripping and crawling with insects, into their packs and continued on foot, sloshing through the water in the darkness, the night hot and muggy even after sundown. 
 
    Tom stopped when he heard something cracking through the vegetation. He aimed the flashlight in time to see some pine branches still shivering from a disruption, something passing through. He felt a cold twist in his stomach. People didn’t bother him. Wild animals did. 
 
    Malone seemed unfazed and pushed on. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “I saw her a little while back . . . A mother and two fawns. We disturbed them and they’re looking for a better place to bed down.” 
 
    “The panthers hunt those things. That’s what the sign said.” 
 
    Malone didn’t respond, just kept moving through the dark. Tom had his gun out, reacting to every noise until they finally reached Rhodes and the ORV. When they turned the lights on him, the retired special agent was lost in a cloud of cigar smoke, sitting up on the bench seat of the swamp buggy. “You guys bring anything to eat?” 
 
    “She was there and now she’s gone,” Malone said. 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    Tom unstrapped himself from the pack and hoisted it into the back of the ORV. He climbed in the truck and started going through the pockets for his sealed-up change of dry clothes. Even with the hip-waders he was soaked through to the skin. He felt Rhodes staring at him. 
 
    “We saw a child’s toy, a stuffed animal. And Emilio Vasquez doesn’t have any kids. But we don’t know for sure about it yet.” 
 
    Rhodes just looked at Tom as if trying to read him then fired up the ORV. The loud engine shattered the tranquility. He flipped on the headlamps, got them turned around and headed out of the Big Cypress Swamp. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They’d been going about an hour when Tom smelled the smoke and heard a hard grinding noise. 
 
    “Ah, shit.” Rhodes killed the engine. He hopped down into the dark muck and clicked on his headlamp. The smoke drifted up from the right front wheel. “Bearings are shot. Look at that. The seal must’ve broken, too.” He bent and swiped his finger along the wheel well and showed Tom the blackened goop. 
 
    “So what’s that mean?” Malone asked. He looked like he’d been nodding off. Tom had been dozing a bit, too, dreaming of endless swamp and missing people. Sometimes it was the girl he was looking for and sometimes it was his brother, and eventually he’d seen a tiny hand sticking up out of the water and weeds, hooked into a claw. 
 
    “Means we’re not going anywhere unless we can get that wheel off of there and replace the hub,” Rhodes said. 
 
    “You don’t have a spare?” 
 
    Rhodes didn’t answer and Malone fell silent too, his lips pursed and his expression grim. Tom hopped down and splashed into the swamp, sinking ankle-deep into the murk. The wheel looked bad, its white rim turned black with burning grease. “Looks like the bearing buddy is missing.” 
 
    “Yeah, we lost it.” Rhodes put his hands on his hips and looked back into the darkness like he was considering walking through there to find it. 
 
    “You got a jack?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Yeah, ’course I got a jack.” 
 
    “But you don’t have a spare?” 
 
    “We need to get something solid underneath it.” Rhodes pulled out a machete and spent a few minutes hacking at the cypress. They laid out the thin trunks to form a hard surface to support the jack. As soon as Rhodes started to crank it, the thatched wood just sank into the glop. 
 
    “Shit, man.” Rhodes wiped sweat from his brow with a forearm. It had been a half an hour and their situation hadn’t improved. “Think we’re going the rest of the way on foot.” 
 
    Malone, who’d just been sitting there, scrambled off the ORV and started walking into the dark. Tom grabbed his bag, checked his gun was where it should have been and waited while Rhodes bellyached and swore and gathered his stuff. 
 
    “Malone, wait up!” Tom called. 
 
    “Fucking feds,” Rhodes said. 
 
    They caught up to Malone and the three of them slapped away the vegetation. Tom looked around for panthers, felt his bladder aching and said, “I gotta take a leak.” They all stopped and splattered urine against the leaves in the pitch dark. 
 
    The image of the tribal man materialized in his mind and Tom described it for Rhodes. 
 
    Rhodes zipped up his pants. “There’s just a couple things I can think of that look like that to me. One is the scalp-lock hair, you know, shaved except for one part grown long and then they use cardboard or something to fan their hair out. You see any face paint or tattoos?” 
 
    “It was only for a second. No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “We had a few Kumeyaay Indians in Houston. I saw a couple of painted faces in one of their parades — they got this look where there’s an orange stripe down the middle and dark gray painted on the cheeks.” 
 
    They got moving again. 
 
    “Nah, there was no paint. Just a face. Hard to guess the age — could’ve been anywhere from twenty to fifty.” Tom listened to the chorus of insects surrounding them, thinking of the things slithering and moving all through the sprawling swamp. Thinking about the girl. 
 
    Malone spoke up. “The Miccosukee have the Green Corn Dance. Ever heard of that?” 
 
    Rhodes grunted and hefted his pack higher on his shoulders. “Yeah. I really don’t know what it’s about, but it’s the wrong time of year for that. That’s in May.” 
 
    They came to a sea of sawgrass ablaze in the sunrise. The water had gotten deep again, a mist winding through the sawgrass like torn strips of cotton. It separated to reveal an island of palmetto trees in the distance. 
 
    A loud pop shattered the quiet. 
 
    “The hell was that?” Malone said. 
 
    “Someone’s shooting.” Without any hard woods or mountains to recycle the sound, Tom was able to zero in on it. He got his weapon out as another sharp report split the air and everybody ducked. “They’re warning shots,” he said, but adrenaline still stiffened the hairs on the back of his neck. 
 
    Malone clicked on his flashlight and held it beneath his pistol in a two-handed grip. He started walking in the direction of the firing, sloshing his way into the sawgrass. “Hey!” he yelled. “Federal agent here!” 
 
    Tom caught up to Malone. The sawgrass was over their heads and occluded the view of the palmetto island. The shots were coming from there. 
 
    Someone called back, “I don’t care who you are — you’re trespassing on private property!” 
 
    “You fire again and I’m shooting back!” 
 
    Tom put a hand on Malone’s arm. “We’re just passing through!” 
 
    Despite the distance, the voice carried easily: “Better get moving.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Malone muttered. 
 
    They backed out of the sawgrass as an engine fired up — the noise built into a loud whirring and they watched the airboat come around from behind the bushy palmettos and head their way. 
 
    “Don’t,” Tom said to Malone. He glanced at Rhodes behind them. Rhodes just gave a shake of his head. 
 
    The airboat roared up. The man driving it sat on the high center seat, gripping the rod that controlled the throttle and the rudders. The big air propeller mounted at the back was enclosed in a cage. The man had a white beard and a wide-brimmed hat strapped beneath his chin. His rifle was tucked into a large holster mounted to the seat. He circled them, causing waves and froth, and then he stuck his arm out and pointed, warning them to leave. 
 
    “Hey!” Malone kept calling. “Shut it off!” He had his pistol out and aimed but had lost his flashlight at some point. The sunlight was spreading. 
 
    Air Ranger was painted on the boat hull. Tom looked for a HIN number but didn’t see one. The driver continued to circle them and then straightened out and took off. They watched and waited until he was out of sight, the noise of the air prop fading away. 
 
    “Welcome to the Western Everglades,” Rhodes said. He gave Malone a sidelong look. “Could’ve had Air Ranger give us a ride if you were nice about it.” 
 
    Malone spat dryly and moved ahead. 
 
    They traipsed out of the water and onto dry prairie. In the distance were dwarf cypress, looking like Bonsai trees, as far as Tom could see. 
 
    Malone grumbled over the encounter with the private property owner. “Unregistered boat,” he said. “DOD is going to hear about this.” 
 
    A minute later, he was still stewing. “You know what I mean? I’ll tell you what — these libertarians are full of shit. Libertarians are like toddlers in a room talking about how bad the government is. Meanwhile they’re fed, clothed, sheltered, and have their poopy diapers changed by the adults. You like the internet? Like GPS? We can thank the Defense Department for that. You a soldier, Rhodes?” 
 
    “I was army. Tank Division during ’Nam. Never went down range.” 
 
    “Well, if you had, and your ass got shot at and your Kevlar vest saved you, that’s Defense Department — the DARPA program. People want American energy independence? Thank the Department of Energy for funding the research that led to fracking. How about innovation? Every Tesla you see on the road, DOE funded the facility that made it. The private sector doesn’t invest in anything until the government proves it can work. You want the free market? You want instant earnings? Drug cartels, that’s the free market . . .” 
 
    They let him blow off his steam. 
 
    Masses of knee-high flowers, shaped like miniature evergreens but bright red and violet, grew beneath a grove of closely spaced pond cypress. Rhodes called them cardinal flowers and something named blue lobelia. 
 
    The morning grew hotter as they finally returned to Mitchell Landing. As soon as the car was open, Malone dug out his laptop and popped in the memory card from the camera. Having somehow connected to the internet — Malone didn’t explain how — he sent the pictures from Emilio Vasquez’s place to the feds, including the stuffed bunny rabbit. Tom stripped out of his hip-waders. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They stopped at the diner on 41. It was going on seven thirty in the morning, but Rhodes and Malone ordered beers. Hey, it was a Saturday. One week since the Balfour burglary and the kidnap of Lemon Madras. Tom asked for a Coke. 
 
    Malone was hunched over his laptop. He’d mellowed once they’d gotten back on dry land and into air conditioning. “So, according to this, Seminoles sometimes wear porcupine roaches on their heads.” He turned the screen to face them and Tom felt a jolt — that was what he’d seen coming upon the Emilio Vasquez place. “Those are porcupine guard hairs sticking up. Not quills. That’s a black and purple roach there, worn by Buffalo Bull, Grand Pawnee Warrior. But other tribes all over do these roaches.” 
 
    Tom took a sip of his Coke, looked around at the few patrons eating at the other end of the diner and thought about the man he’d seen getting into the black Yukon a few days before. American Indian? He hadn’t thought so, but . . . maybe. “What are you going to say to your people?” 
 
    Malone closed the laptop with a click and gazed off. “I don’t know yet. I’ll tell them what we saw, but . . . what are we even talking about? What are we thinking?” 
 
    Tom took out his phone, brought up Google maps and had a look at Plantation Island, where Evvy’s was located. It was less of an island and more of a cluster of fishing and charter businesses just east of Everglades City and along the edge of the Big Cypress National Preserve. The cabin with the floppy bunny rabbit was located thirty, maybe forty miles away. 
 
    “So, the Seminoles have six federally-recognized reservations in Florida,” Malone said when Tom didn’t answer. “The closest to Plantation Island is Big Cypress Indian Reservation, but that’s landlocked north of I-75. The Brighton Reservation is even further north than that, way up between Lakeport and Buckhead Ridge, near Okeechobee.” 
 
    Rhodes swilled his beer. He nodded, put the beer down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Right. But then there’s Hollywood, Tampa, Fort Pierce, and Immokalee. None of them are any closer.” 
 
    “But not all Seminole people live on the res,” Tom said. 
 
    “No. ’Course not.” 
 
    Rhodes had another pull and finished his beer. He was looking to catch their waitress’s eye as he explained, “The Trail People have got a single reservation. Alligator Alley drives right through it. And there’s the Miccosukee Indian Village on 41. Tourist stuff, but with residences back in there. The long house — you know, the place the tribal elders get together. So anyway, if the two of you saw someone and they were an American Indian, then that probably makes them Miccosukee. Otherwise it was someone maybe trying to be Miccosukee or Seminole based on something they saw online. But I don’t know why they’d do that.” 
 
    The waitress came with their breakfasts. Rhodes ordered another beer, Malone opted for water and then they dove into the food. Rhodes dropped the rest of his knowledge while chewing. The Miccosukee were not Seminole, but some Seminole were Miccosukee. The Seminole tribe was originally an alliance between some Creek, Miccosukee, Hitchiti, Oconee and other Indians. Most Miccosukee joined the Seminole, while others considered themselves distinct. 
 
    “And, like the Seminole,” Rhodes said, sucking the grease off his fingers, “not all Miccosukee live on the res.” He wiped up with a napkin, pushed his latest empty beer bottle aside and started picking at his teeth. “So, listen, I like a good clusterfuck as much as the next guy . . .” 
 
    Malone shook his head. “We don’t think he left the state.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “There are only a couple of ways out of Florida — on the main roads anyway. Day before Hector made landfall — literally just a few hours before it came into Naples — traffic on 75 was insane. Gas stations closed and there were people with multiple gas cans on trailers or on top of their vehicles. Georgia had military at the exits to keep people from trying to get gas. There are side roads he could’ve taken, of course, but people were winding all over through the little towns and taking forever.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you one thing I know . . .” Rhodes said, “Florida does not have a very good mass evacuation plan.” 
 
    Malone shook his head, agreeing. “Not at all. And we’ve got this other one coming.” 
 
    Tom looked at Malone. “Another one?” 
 
    “Yeah, I forget, you’ve been running around off-grid. Another hurricane is coming. It’s way out in the Atlantic right now. Might not be as bad, but National Weather Service is saying now we’re about a week out.” 
 
    “So he stays in the state,” Rhodes said. “He comes down here with the girl, gives her to Valentina Vasquez and she sends the girl up to Emilio’s. That’s the thinking? And then what? Where do they go from there?” 
 
    “They didn’t hear us,” Tom said. 
 
    “No, I don’t think they heard us,” Malone agreed. “They were already gone.” 
 
    “Makes sense, I guess,” Rhodes said after a moment. “A property owned by a Vasquez family member deep in a wild state preserve but close to Evvy’s.” 
 
    Maybe Valentina had a heart after all and had sent the little girl up there to keep her hidden. Maybe they’d moved her when Tom confronted Valentina and then Mick Lupton. Someone local might have seen something. A Miccosukee Indian who’d then gotten into some ancient ritual. For what? To try and scare people off? 
 
    Or, it was meaningless. He and Malone had been out there in endless square miles of swamp and could have wandered into tribal territory accidentally. 
 
    “So, what do you do now?” Rhodes asked. He looked between Tom and Malone. “You send everybody in and canvass the swamp?” 
 
    Malone answered again. “Not until there’s confirmation the girl was at Emilio’s cabin. We got to prove it with the stuffed animal.” 
 
    “If the parents can confirm it visually . . .” Rhodes said. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    They finished eating, paid the bill and walked out into the bright morning. The day was still heating up, and they heard the distant turbulence of thunder. Rhodes took off in his Acura for Miami to get the equipment he needed to come back and retrieve and fix his buggy. Tom and Malone rode north to Naples and Tom stopped into the Naples field office. Tom checked for emails from Blythe and Skokie, who said they’d gotten the pictures and were talking to people, including the girl’s parents. Then he said goodbye to Malone, got in his pickup truck and drove another fifteen miles north to Bonita Springs. He’d been expecting Jack Vance at the security gate, but when he pulled up, there was another guy, Ortiz, in his place. Ortiz smiled and waved at Tom. 
 
    Tom slowed. “Didn’t Jack have a shift this morning?” 
 
    Ortiz shrugged and hitched his pants. “Yeah, think it was Jack. I got called in for the shift. I took it.” 
 
    “Know why?” 
 
    “No, sorry. I don’t. Have a good day, Mr. Lange.” 
 
    Mr. Lange. He’d never get used to hearing that. Living in a gated community made him feel strange sometimes. Even though this wasn’t some place for the rich — the people living here were mostly working or retired — and he’d busted his butt to get here, he couldn’t shake the feeling he didn’t belong. Maybe it was because he’d bought his place here using some of Nick’s money left over after paying down Nick’s debts and selling his big place over by the Gulf. Like it was ill-gotten, even if Nick would’ve wanted it for him. 
 
    By the time he keyed into his condo it was just before 9 a.m. He showered in the spare bathroom and climbed into bed, conked out within five minutes. It seemed like only a few seconds had passed before he woke to someone kissing him. He opened his eyes and saw that the light in the room had changed; the clock on the bedside table said it was 2 p.m. Katie bent down and kissed him again. This time he kissed her back, arched his back, grabbed her, took her into the bed with him. 
 
    He rolled over on top of her, stopped and looked into her eyes, trying to get a read. She wiped the tear from his eye with the ball of her thumb, then stretched to kiss him. She pulled his boxer shorts down and pushed them the rest of the way with her foot. He slid her underpants down her thighs. Then she took a hold of him and guided him inside her. Her breath was warm in his ear as they moved together. The trees swayed beyond the lanai as the sun dropped towards the Gulf. 
 
    It felt like the kind of sex you have before she leaves you. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After they were done and she’d showered off, she sat on the edge of the bed looking at him. “You okay?” 
 
    “I saw a bear,” he said. “And an alligator.” 
 
    “You find anything else?” 
 
    “Maybe something.” He checked his phone and saw three calls he’d slept through, two from Blythe. 
 
    He hit the callback button on his phone and Blythe’s end was ringing as Katie stood and walked away. 
 
    “Hey, wait,” he said. “Let’s . . .” 
 
    She was already gone by the time Blythe answered. “Father and mother both separately confirmed the toy is hers. The father is losing his mind. I don’t think he’s slept for the past three days. He demanded I tell him where it was found.” 
 
    “You called him?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “No, I mean . . . Never mind. What’s next?” 
 
    “What’s next is the toy goes to the lab for testing.” 
 
    “I don’t have it . . .” 
 
    “I know you don’t have it. A team has already been sent back in with a warrant.” 
 
    Blythe worked fast. Or someone was working fast — someone powerful enough to alert a judge, get a warrant and assemble a team to go retrieve a child’s toy from a remote cabin in the swamp all in a few hours. 
 
    “Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “I mean, why didn’t you come break down my door.” 
 
    “I thought you’d need some rest.” 
 
    He heard Katie in the kitchen. It sounded like she was getting ready to leave. “Testing that stuffed animal is going to take five, six weeks,” he said. “We’ll have to compare with Lemon’s parents’ genetic profiles since she’s not going to be in any database.” 
 
    “We’ll push it.” 
 
    “We can’t reinvent chemistry. That’s not going to get us Lemon Madras.” 
 
    Blythe was silent a moment. “I know that.” 
 
    “So, like I said, what’s next?” 
 
    “I think you gotta work the car.” 
 
    He stood up in his underwear, looking for his pants. “Katie!” he called. “Hang on!” To Blythe he said, “That’s the same angle. The car gets us a name, maybe. What about the other guy? Do we have anything on him yet? Lupton said he was ex-military.” 
 
    “Right, and we’re digging.” 
 
    “Military records? All Florida enlisted servicemen, anyone who recently—” 
 
    “I have people crunching the numbers.” 
 
    He sighed. If the best use of him was scouring scrap yards for a discarded getaway car, so be it. But it still felt like Blythe was playing something close to the vest. “Lauren—” 
 
    “I want you to take today and recuperate,” she said quickly. “Skokie is pleased. Everyone is charged up. We’re getting somewhere. The federal search is focusing on Big Cypress now, with DOD assisting. That’s a lot of manpower for a little girl. People are saying there’s a chance she’s alive and that was never really the case before.” 
 
    Then what was I doing? But he held his tongue. He knew they’d assigned him the dual task of looking into Lemon Madras’s disappearance while also finding out more about the hit on Stephanie Balfour. 
 
    “I don’t need time to recuperate.” 
 
    His pants on, he hobbled out of the bedroom, sore everywhere he figured there were muscles attached to his bones. He found the condo empty. 
 
    “It’s not a suggestion, Lange. I know how you get. Stand down for today — what’s left of it. I’ll debrief you tonight on the Emilio Vasquez property and the child’s toy.” 
 
    He went as fast as he could to the stairs and down to the front door. “How’s Beck doing?” 
 
    “He’s fine. I can hear your brain working. You’ve got nothing to worry about. You did good, Tom.” 
 
    “You keep telling me that.” He flung the door open and walked to the street in time to see the back of Katie’s car disappear around the corner. 
 
    “Lange, don’t go there.” 
 
    He stood on the sidewalk, barefoot and in just his jeans. “I’m going to go there. I’m going to say that the guys who broke into the Balfour place didn’t do it to raise money for Pedro Vasquez’s bail bond. And they didn’t do it just to scare her.” He walked back inside, still talking. “Is this about what happened to Pedro’s son Edgar? Payback?” 
 
    “We don’t know.” 
 
    “Maybe scaring Balfour into going harder against Mario Palumbo? Was there a note or something the burglars left? Instructions?” 
 
    “No. The payback thing is—” 
 
    “Unlikely? Because Mario Palumbo is a federal informant? Just spitballin’ here . . .” 
 
    He pounded up the stairs. Katie hadn’t been paged, that he’d noticed. When he got back to the main floor and looked around the condo, he realized all her things were missing. She was gone. Katie had left, and not for the first time but the last. He knew it. 
 
    Blythe’s voice was quiet. “You done?” 
 
    “What if they were after something else? Not T-bonds and a little bit of cash — something they could use more directly?” 
 
    “Lange . . .” 
 
    “How about this? A kid back from Iraq gets into the drug game, gets mixed up with Pedro Vasquez. He’s not robbing Balfour from any incentive other than getting out of hock. Does he really go ahead and shoot two witnesses?” 
 
    “If one of the burglars is this phantom man Lupton told you about—” 
 
    “Wilbur Beck, too—” 
 
    “If that’s who he is, he’s a trained killer.” 
 
    Tom didn’t wish to argue the point with her — Blythe had been in the military and he hadn’t. 
 
    “Okay. All I’m saying is, we know it’s one gun. So, one of the burglars executes the rich couple with the pearls and the Rolex, out driving their Jaguar — does it without hesitation. But then they realize there’s a little girl in the back. And that’s when I think our ex-military guy comes in. It’s his decision to take her.” 
 
    “We just found the girl’s toy.” 
 
    “What I’m saying is, maybe this guy has his own relationship with Emilio Vasquez. I just don’t see Valentina risking everything for this. I’ve tried to picture her harboring the girl and I just can’t see it. Not after meeting her. We need him. We need to know who he is and who he knows. He doesn’t want to keep her hostage. But he’s not going to leave her with Valentina. Not if he can help it.” 
 
    “You’re saying he brings her to Emilio Vasquez himself.” 
 
    “Well, to all intents and purposes, Emilio is the nicer of the Vasquez kids. But I don’t know. It just doesn’t . . . I don’t know.” 
 
    “Let’s say Emilio has her for a time at the place in Big Cypress. We know she was there. But then he moves her. Where does he move her?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: PURE SPANISH HORSES 
 
    Properties found on tax forms. A place out in Big Cypress Swamp owned by Emilio Vasquez. A little girl’s stuffed animal. 
 
    He replayed various moments from the past night and considered what he’d seen: a grouping of plywood buildings on a fifty-two-acre plot of land, most of it underwater. There wasn’t much to the place, just the bare minimum of blankets on the beds, some basic crockery in the kitchen. Nothing in the dresser drawer. No clothes. No trash anywhere. No pictures on the walls. Just a shell, a hideout. Maybe. No other sign of the girl besides the stuffed rabbit. 
 
    Blythe wanted him to sit tight. 
 
    He looked at himself in the bathroom mirror and gingerly touched one of the bruises from Lupton’s beating. At least they were fading. He was supposed to go back in a few days to have the hospital remove his stitches. He pulled off the bandage and found scissors and tweezers in the medicine cabinet. He cut away the tiny, knotted end and then pulled on the thread. The wound stayed sealed after he’d taken out all twelve stitches. A fresh bandage was still a good idea. 
 
    Sit tight. Okay. 
 
    After washing up, he left the bathroom and took out the paperwork on Emilio Vasquez that he’d picked up at the Naples office and did just that. He sat tight. Reading. 
 
    The previous year, Emilio Vasquez had made just over three hundred grand. He paid little in taxes for someone in that income bracket; there was a robust list of deductions. So he had a place in the swamp? It was plywood, it was nothing, a family heirloom. 
 
    He also had a place on Estero Bay and a property in Homestead. A nice horse ranch, in fact. 
 
    Tom called Rhodes. “Homestead — that’s near Miami?” 
 
    “You’re getting to know your geography. South of the city. Pretty agricultural. Farms and stuff.” 
 
    “You get the buggy fixed?” 
 
    “Yeah. Nothing can kill that thing.” 
 
    “I’m looking at records of income from a horse-boarding stable . . . Everglades Andalusian Farms. I don’t know what it means. ‘Andalusian’ — is that some kind of horse?” 
 
    “Those are Pure Spanish horses. Andalusians are what we call Spanish horses in the States.” 
 
    If Tom now knew about Emilio Vasquez’s “Pure Spanish” horse ranch, Blythe knew it too. He poked the laptop keys and ran a Google search. Two big barns, five turnout pastures and a full-sized, lighted dressage arena. Boarding, feeding and turnout. À la carte services — bathing, clipping, and tacking. 
 
    The sound of Rhodes lighting a cigar came over the line. “So, Emilio Vasquez has a horse-boarding business on the other side of the state. So what? Do the horses know they’re laundering drug money?” 
 
    “Probably not. Could also be a way to hemorrhage a few tens of thousands of dollars and keep those pesky tax collectors at bay — I haven’t seen whether they’re operating in the red or in the black. Either way, it makes him even more interesting.” 
 
    “A horse ranch in Homestead would be a pretty conspicuous place to hide a girl the entire state is looking for,” Rhodes said. 
 
    “Yeah, but to get to Homestead from here, one would most likely take Route 41, which goes right through the Miccosukee Indian Village.” 
 
    “Ah. The face in the swamp. I don’t think the Trail People paint their faces. Except during their May dance. Like we said.” 
 
    Tom’s phone jiggled with an incoming call he knew he needed to take. 
 
    “Dale, I got one coming in. It’s from Blythe.” 
 
    “Tell her I’m a damned good cook.” 
 
    “Hey . . . thanks for what you did.” 
 
    “All right, partner.” 
 
    Tom switched to the new call. “Blythe? What’s up?” 
 
    “Lange. We’ve got a new target location.” 
 
    He told her about his own research as he hurried into the bedroom. “You’re going in? When?” 
 
    “I just got the call from Skokie ten minutes ago and the warrant is good for the horse farm. We’re going to take it jointly with the FBI and Dade County Sheriff’s. I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    He pulled on some pants and a t-shirt. “I’d like to be there.” 
 
    “Lange—” 
 
    “Lauren, please.” He rolled over the bed and grabbed his gun out of the top drawer of the side table. “Let me.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    He found some sneakers, slipped them on without socks and hurried out of the condo. 
 
    * * * 
 
    An unknown subject followed him east to Miami. It was the guy again. The same one he’d seen on the way down to Everglades City the first time he’d stopped off at the diner. 
 
    He pulled out his phone, his eyes flicking constantly back to the rear-view mirror. The guy kept about ten car-lengths between them, neither closing in nor fading back. 
 
    Blythe didn’t answer. He tried Skokie next. 
 
    “I got a tail. Black Yukon. You ever find anything on Janice Hawkes, the registrant?” 
 
    It sounded like Skokie was shuffling some papers. “There was nothing. Came up clean . . . here we go . . . Yeah, just some wealthy housewife.” 
 
    “From Immokalee?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    Tom kept watch in the mirror. “Think I’m going to pull over and have a talk with this guy.” 
 
    “Woah — you think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “If he was going to try something, he already had an opportunity. He wants to see where I’m going.” 
 
    “I really didn’t get a chance to . . . ah . . . to thoroughly look — I put someone else on the Hawkes thing . . .” Skokie sputtered out. 
 
    “You mean maybe it’s a fake registration?” 
 
    Skokie cleared his throat. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m still going to talk to him.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll notify FHP.” 
 
    “Tell them to be cool.” 
 
    Tom ended the call, dropped the phone and put on his blinker, watching the mirrors. The driver of the Yukon didn’t use his indicator but slowed when Tom slowed. For a just a moment, time hung suspended, like maybe he was imagining things, but as the tires of his pickup bit into the soft shoulder he saw the other vehicle pulling over, too. 
 
    Tom stopped and the Yukon stopped, still several car-lengths back. The wind scraped away the dust cloud. Tom just sat, the turn indicator ticking as he watched the Yukon’s reflection. 
 
    “Come on,” he muttered. “Come on, buddy. Make your move . . .” 
 
    He opened the driver’s side door a crack, waited until a tractor-trailer blew past, curling road dust in its wake, then stepped out onto the faded asphalt, leaving the engine running. 
 
    The soft shoulder afforded views of nothing but a sea of green, stretching as far as the eye could see — sand pine and mangrove and watery muck beneath that smelled of peat. It was the same on both sides of the road. The sun was hissing down toward the Gulf side behind the Yukon, getting into Tom’s eyes. He kept his sunglasses on, wrapped his hand around the grip of the Beretta at the small of his back and watched the Yukon’s driver side door open. 
 
    The driver stepped out, and it was definitely the guy from the diner — same jawline, same short black hair. He looked Latino and a little taller than average, but he could have been American Indian, though, it was true. 
 
    More vehicles rocketed past and Tom moved around behind the pickup, taking his time. The stranger mirrored him, getting in front of the big Yukon. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you’d stop!” Tom called over. 
 
    The guy tilted his head to one side and shrugged. Tom wondered where his piece was and guessed he was keeping it at his back, same as Tom himself. Both his hands were visible; either he was unafraid or just real fast and cocky about it. He wore a black suit and a cowboy tie that was like two ropes hanging, whatever those were called, and pointed boots on his feet — either snakeskin or gator, hard to tell from the distance. 
 
    “So what now?” Tom’s voice was still raised over the traffic. “You want to talk?” 
 
    “Nothing to talk about!” the guy called back. He spoke without any discernible accent. “Thought maybe you were a troubled motorist.” 
 
    The guy turned his head toward the swamp and spat, keeping his eyes on Tom the whole time. The sky had been churning and threatening all day. Thunder rumbled in the west. 
 
    “You with the Miccosukee?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I said are you a Native American?” 
 
    “I look Native American?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man.” 
 
    The stranger grinned and shook his head. “Some detective.” After a moment he showed his hands and began easing himself back toward the driver’s side door. He opened it and got in. 
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    “All right then,” Tom muttered. He released his grip on the Beretta and walked backward to his own door. 
 
    Tom got in and watched the stranger in the side mirror. Just sitting there. Tom waited for a break in traffic and hit the gas. And the Yukon followed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Skokie was on the phone. “Well? FHP said they didn’t see you or see anything.” 
 
    “I don’t know. You know if the Madras family hired anybody with a private ticket?” 
 
    “No. No way. They barely have two sticks to rub together.” 
 
    “Could be working for Evvy Vasquez. He was dressed like a rock star. Like Garth Brooks or something. Some of these contractor guys get flashy, but most of them look pretty run of the mill.” 
 
    A lariat tie. That’s what those ropes were called — or a bootlace tie. 
 
    “Then maybe he’s in the family,” Skokie said. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking. He’s a cousin or a nephew or something. He wants to see what I know. He’s reporting back. Because you gotta figure that, at this point, the little girl has seen at least two faces. Maybe Lupton’s, but more likely the guy who took her. They’re afraid we find her, show her pictures, she points someone out and it comes back to them.” 
 
    Thinking out loud churned up other ideas, thoughts that felt like they’d just been sitting there, waiting to have a little more light shed on them. But presently, he was arriving in the city of Homestead. It was time to see some Pure Spanish horses. 
 
    “Hey, Ed, let me call you back.” 
 
    “Yeah, uh-huh.” Skokie was getting used to it by now. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He was among the second wave of cops to arrive on the scene. When he got to the gate of the horse farm property, there were a dozen vehicles around, including several unmarked ones. Everybody around him was putting on vests and checking their firearms. Green hills rolled off to the north and the west; to the east, distant Miami skyscrapers shimmered in the haze like a mirage. 
 
    Malone was talking with another FBI agent as Tom walked up. Malone looked over and smiled as the two exchanged a quick handshake. “Lange, this is Agent Ricardo — he’s a hostage negotiator. We got a child psychologist on board, too. You need anything from us?” 
 
    He meant guns. The last thing anyone needed was a bunch of gung-ho agents and deputies running around with loaded weapons if there was a little girl in their midst, but the Vasquez people would be armed to the teeth. 
 
    “I brought my own,” Tom said. A few seconds later he was pulling his Remington 870 out of the truck and loading in shotshells as a Sheriff’s Deputy used bolt cutters to sever the chain holding the gate. 
 
    Less than a minute after that, a large black vehicle came racing down the dirt road toward them on a cloud of boiling dust. 
 
    “Guys, we got company and they’re coming in hot.” 
 
    The cops took aim over the hoods of their vehicles. Tom readied the Remington as he stood behind his pickup, his heart knocking against his ribs. The oncoming vehicle slowed, then stopped. For a few terribly long seconds, nobody moved. The dust settled. Then the door opened. 
 
    “Hold . . .” Malone said into his radio. 
 
    Two guys got out, dressed as cowboys, but with Armalite rifles slung over their backs. They had their hands up. Thank God. 
 
    Next, Tom was back in his pickup, driving in behind Malone and two Sheriff’s Office guys with the black vehicle leading them. They crested a rise and the ranch came into view. It was just about the prettiest thing Tom had ever seen, with two long, low buildings and various barns, a fenced area with horses grazing, and a corral. In the corral, Tom could see a horse and, on its back, a young woman in tan riding pants. Watching her, arms up on the fence, was Emilio Vasquez. 
 
    Emilio wore a cowboy hat, jeans and a buttoned-down white shirt. He greeted the members of law enforcement warmly and invited them to search every inch of the property even before Malone showed him the warrant. Tom joined the deputies in the main house, going through rooms calling Lemon Madras’s name while turning out drawers and pushing aside garments in closets. Emilio had hired help. In the kitchen, a white woman wearing an apron stood back with her hands folded as the police moved around kicking things over and checking the oven and the refrigerator and anywhere else where you might hide a seven-year-old. 
 
    The whole thing lasted an hour and when it was done Tom walked back to his truck feeling greasy, like a spy. He caught Emilio’s gaze. The son of Pedro Vasquez had stood placidly by as cops and agents crawled all over his property. Malone was beside him, thoughts collecting in his eyes. Probably coming to the conclusion Tom had already formed: the girl wasn’t there and never had been. They were chewing at this thing from the wrong end. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sitting in his truck, vest removed and Remington unloaded, Tom dialed Jack Vance and waited for the voicemail to pick up, but this time Vance answered. 
 
    “Jack — you all right? How you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m all right, Tommy. Had to go in for some tests.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Just the usual stuff. They call it ‘practicing’ medicine for a reason.” 
 
    Vance wouldn’t say any more about his health, so Tom brought him up to speed on the connected burglary and missing person case, revealing only what he could, and that they’d hit a dead end. 
 
    “I don’t know why I didn’t talk to you about this sooner. We suspect that Lemon Madras’s kidnapper was once in the armed forces.” 
 
    “Which?” 
 
    “Not sure. He was in Iraq.” 
 
    “Army, probably.” 
 
    “Somehow he wound up involved with Pedro Vasquez.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Selling dope seems to be the story. And then this burglary. He didn’t want to hurt this girl witness, but he’s got his own family to think about, too. He’s got someone, at any rate.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’s got a family?” 
 
    Katie’s face flashed in his mind just as a crack of lightning split the sky to the west. “Because having a family makes you do things you might not otherwise.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what they call circular logic?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    Jack coughed a bit, bringing Tom out of it. Then Jack said, “Okay, so?” 
 
    “So what do you do?” 
 
    “You leave the girl somewhere safe, maybe alone, maybe with someone you can trust, and then you get your loved ones and run. I guess.” 
 
    “But who can you trust? Who’s safe? You need some outside party.” 
 
    Tom considered the guy in the alligator boots who’d faded back and eventually dropped the tail as they’d come into Homestead. But he was around somewhere, not far off. He’d been following Tom not to stop him but because he didn’t know where the girl was, either. 
 
    The Miccosukee Indian Village was fifty miles back the other way, right on Route 41. Valentina had said the roads were washed out in the aftermath of the hurricane, but she’d bent the truth. He’d checked with the NOAA and the National Weather Service and everywhere else he could find, and 41 was clear going east across the state. 
 
    Tom imagined the lookout riding a wave of adrenaline. The little girl is freaking out and Lupton doesn’t like it. The guy can’t take the girl and run away with her on foot because there’s a hurricane in progress. The Hollisters’ time of death had occurred right around the eye of the storm and the lookout would have known he’d have to ride out its whole second half. The storm was moving north, the worst direction if you want to leave the state. So, the lookout follows through with the plan: they go to Evvy’s to deliver the spoils. And there he makes his move — the bullet holes, the dark patch of dirt, Lupton’s bruises — the ex-military guy fights his way out of there. 
 
    Maybe he leaves the girl behind. Tom had to concede that. Desperate times, desperate measures. But what if he hadn’t? What if he kept some of the cash, fought off Lupton, took the girl and ran? 
 
    It was still just an idea, but it felt right to him — more so with every minute — and to hell with what they said about misleading intuition. And who cared if Tom was projecting his own values onto someone he’d never met. The thing to contend with was the stuffed animal and how Emilio’s property fit into the picture — why the girl was ever there in the first place. 
 
    At this point, if Tom’s theory held, the ex-military guy — having made it to Evvy’s with the girl — is faced with two options. He can head to 41 and take it north to Tampa. Or he can get over to 75, but 75 is not a good bet if you’re running from the law or anyone else — it’s just too easy to cover. Both the local route and the interstate formed an L, running north to south on the Gulf side and east to west across the southern tip of the state. And anyway, 41 was blocked north of Naples during and after the storm — Valentina was right about that much. Same with 75. That left heading east towards Miami. 
 
    Right past the Miccosukee Indian Village. 
 
    “Tommy? You still there?” 
 
    “Thank you, Jack. Hey listen, I’m coming to see you soon.” 
 
    “You stay away. You’ve got enough to do.” 
 
    “You let them practice their medicine on you and I’ll be along soon.” 
 
    Tom saw Malone standing amidst a bunch of cops. Malone made eye contact with him. Then Tom hit the gas and spun the wheel to head away from Emilio’s Andalusian horse farm, passing a new van that was driving fast, coming up the other way. 
 
    Tom called Malone from the road. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Only feds had jurisdiction on an Indian reservation, but it wasn’t long before Malone caught up. They met at a long-house-turned-novelty-shop that sold colored blankets and feathers and beaded necklaces to tourists right off the shoulder of 41. They stood beside their vehicles with the sky dark as coal above their heads and about to pour buckets. 
 
    “The stuffed animal was at Emilio’s camp,” Malone said. 
 
    “I think someone put it there. Planted it. I think she’s here on the res somewhere,” Tom said. 
 
    It took several phone calls and much talking to convince the FBI and most of it was done inside the pickup truck while the rain hit like a bag of dimes dumped on the roof. When they finally went in, it was to meet with the Miccosukee tribal police who spoke English and Mikasuki. 
 
    There were other reservations in south Florida, the biggest sitting atop Everglades National Park, but this one was pretty sizeable with twenty thousand acres of developable land, mostly used for cattle grazing, and fifty-five thousand acres of wetland. 
 
    “What if she was moved?” Malone asked in a low voice. They’d relocated inside to a room occupied by a dozen Miccosukee, plus freshly arrived state and federal agents, including the guy from the other day who’d asked Tom where he was from. Malone went on, “And then you got these non-Native hunting camps in the swamp — they’re all over. We’re opening a huge can of worms here. You better be right, man.” 
 
    Everybody needed a place to put the weight of this thing, and they were putting it on him. But they were here because this was all that was left. 
 
    “And there’s modern housing forty miles west of Miami,” Malone said. “Some of these Miccosukee people live in suburban Miami. You got the Resort & Conference hotel, the gaming and gambling. She could be anywhere, man, even if she came through here. Passed along like some kind of underground railroad.” Malone gave a nod to indicate the Miccosukee in the room. “They could be holding on to her because fuck the white man.” 
 
    The chief was named Collie Billie and he arrived at dusk after the rain had subsided. He was at least eighty and dressed in blue jeans and a short-sleeved plaid button-down. With him was a tribal attorney. 
 
    At some point, Tom realized his feet were getting tired and Malone whispered, “They got this matrilineal system. Kids are born into the mother’s clan, not the father’s. The father’s not important — it’s the mother’s older brother who gets all the attention.” 
 
    Then everyone was leaving, and Malone explained that word was going out: if the girl was with any member of the tribe, she needed to be turned in to tribal police right away. 
 
    And then, at 7:43 p.m. that evening, she was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THE GIRL 
 
    Miguel Madras had thick, calloused fingers, a broad face and a shock of pitch-black hair. He wore a short-sleeved button-down shirt and a tie that stopped inches short of his big pewter belt buckle. Whatever joy and relief had characterized his daughter’s return in him was already gone, and his face seemed to sag from the bones beneath. He stood behind Lemon as if posing for a picture, his hand never leaving her shoulder. Lemon, in return, kept one of her small hands on his. She’d been missing for seven days. 
 
    Beside her was her ad litem, a heavyset man named Spalding. Spalding had brought a child psychologist. The FDLE was represented by Blythe, Skokie and a specialist for child cases named Keith Swayzak. The FBI, too, had its own special investigator present. Finally, a lawyer from the Office of Statewide Prosecution was there on behalf of the Attorney General and Stephanie Balfour. There were more degrees and credentials and combined years of experience in the crowded room than Tom had ever been around at any one time and yet all he could do was stare at the little girl. 
 
    She was alive. Unharmed. Medical had looked her over from head to toe and found her in good shape, even properly hydrated. She looked a bit bewildered by all of the attention, her eyes big and brown, but some kind of understanding registered in her smooth, oval face. She’d seen things. She’d seen two people killed in cold blood. She’d been on the run with a couple of criminals and then — well, they had to get her story now — but then it was just one criminal, who’d delivered her here for reasons of desperation, convenience — or something else. 
 
    Determining where to interview her had turned into a jurisdictional pissing match. The decision had been made to keep her where she was on the res, at the tribal long house. Tom stood against the wall at the back. Only he and Blythe were on their feet, everyone else was seated around the big table. Two cameras were running — one in the upper corner of the room and one on a tripod aimed across the table at Lemon Madras. Her long dark hair was tied back in a braid. She’d dressed, or had been dressed, in a light pink dress with yellow flowers. 
 
    Keith Swayzak spoke first. “Hi, Lemon.” 
 
    Her voice was light and airy, but she wasn’t shy. She seemed alert and highly intelligent. “Hi.” 
 
    Swayzak smiled. “Lot of people here today, huh?” 
 
    She looked around the room. “Yeah.” 
 
    “How does it feel? To have so many people asking you questions?” 
 
    She paused for a second only. “Weird.” 
 
    The response elicited soft laughter from the adults. Except for Miguel, who smiled wanly and glanced down at his daughter. At the same time, Lemon let go of his hand. She picked at the fabric around her neck, as if the lace trim on her dress was tickling her. Tom decided she was a tomboy, and not ordinarily disposed to wearing dresses. When she’d been abducted, she was wearing a pair of boy’s athletic shorts and a tank top. When recovered, she’d been in cut-off jean shorts and a V-neck t-shirt with some colorful embroidery. 
 
    “I bet it’s weird,” Swayzak said. Tom was behind the man and couldn’t really see his face, but imagined him scowling and getting serious when he said, “And do you feel like you’re safe here, talking to us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Now—” 
 
    “Frank didn’t shoot them.” 
 
    The air in the room seemed to tighten. 
 
    “What’s that, Lemon? Who’s Frank — is he the man that took you?” 
 
    She nodded. “He didn’t shoot the Hollisters. They were coming to get me because I was stuck in the storm. And then we were leaving, and we were driving in their car and Mr. Hollister stopped because he wanted to know if everybody was all right.” 
 
    The girl was off and running. Talk before the interview had been about coaxing information out of her since she was probably still scared, mistrustful of unfamiliar adults. Yet, she seemed comfortable, ready to share whatever had been developing in her sharp little mind. Or maybe she’d been coached. 
 
    “He said his name was Frank?” 
 
    The FBI specialist leaned forward. “Do you remember the other man’s name?” 
 
    Lemon shook her head. “Frank only told me his name later. I mean, his own name.” 
 
    “Later. After you drove away?” 
 
    “After they put me in the ice room.” 
 
    The law enforcement in the room exchanged glances. Blythe looked at Tom. 
 
    “Okay,” Swayzak said. He gave the FBI specialist a look, and the specialist sat back, ceding. “Lemon, let’s see if we can talk about this one thing at a time. Like a book. On the first page, the story begins, and then we go page by page to get to the ending. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Great. So, it’s dark and windy and everything, and you’re waiting for the Hollisters to pick you up.” 
 
    Lemon just stared back at Swayzak. 
 
    “And then they do and, like you said, you’re driving away — they’re going to bring you to your mommy and daddy — but they see a vehicle on the side of the road, you said. If you close your eyes, Lemon, can you see the vehicle?” 
 
    She kept her eyes open. She glanced up at her father, who murmured something to her. Lemon looked at Swayzak again and then closed her eyes. 
 
    “What do you see, Lemon?” 
 
    “It’s a big car.” 
 
    “Like a truck?” 
 
    She shook her head, no. 
 
    “What do you think of when you think of a truck?” 
 
    Lemon opened her eyes. “It has tools in it.” 
 
    Her father spoke up for the first time, his voice soft and the words rolling together. “When she thinks of a truck, she probably thinks about my truck — my landscaping truck. It’s a pickup truck.” 
 
    Swayzak nodded. He spoke to Lemon again. “So, was it like a pickup truck? Like your daddy’s truck with a big open space in the back, tools in it?” 
 
    She shook her head. No. The FBI specialist wrote something down. 
 
    “Okay.” Swayzak asked Lemon, “Do you know what a minivan is?” 
 
    She nodded. “Should I close my eyes again?” 
 
    “If you want to, sure. Good. You know a minivan has a big door on the side of it, right? A big door you slide open. Was it like that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay. Do you know what an SUV is?” 
 
    She nodded. Keeping her eyes closed, she said, “It’s a big, um . . . it’s a big car or truck . . . I don’t know.” Her cheeks flushed with a little color. 
 
    “That’s right, though, that’s all right. It’s a little of both, Lemon, you’re right. So, what you saw . . . was it like that?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What color was it?” 
 
    “Dark.” 
 
    “Dark. Perfect. Okay, so now what happens?” 
 
    “Um, Mr. Hollister stopped.” 
 
    “Did he stop suddenly? Was he afraid, or—” 
 
    “He slowed down. He talked to Mrs. Hollister. He said, ‘what is this guy doing?’” 
 
    Pens were waggling as the legal minds in the room took more notes. 
 
    “He said, ‘what is this guy doing?’” Swayzak put a hand against his face and leaned on his elbow. “Not these guys? He was talking about one guy?” 
 
    Her head bobbed up and down. “Uh-huh. He was talking about Frank.” 
 
    “About Frank . . . Okay . . . did you see anybody in the SUV, Lemon? At that point? You were in the back seat . . .” 
 
    “I had my seatbelt on. I wasn’t in my booster seat.” She looked up at her father. “Mr. and Mrs. Hollister don’t have a booster seat.” 
 
    Miguel gave his daughter’s shoulder a squeeze. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “You’re in the back seat,” Swayzak said, “and Mr. Hollister says, ‘what is this guy doing?’ And then he slows down the car? Or what happens?” 
 
    “Yes, he slowed down the car and then they talked.” 
 
    “Mr. Hollister talked?” 
 
    “To Frank.” 
 
    “Where was Frank?” 
 
    “Driving the . . . well, he wasn’t driving it. It wasn’t moving. But he was sitting where, um, the car wheel . . .” 
 
    “The steering wheel? He was sitting in the driver’s seat?” 
 
    Her eyes came back to Swayzak. “Yes. He was sitting there, and they talked to Frank and Frank told them he was okay and he was, um . . . waiting for somebody to come out of the big house.” 
 
    “He was waiting?” 
 
    She nodded, and her mouth opened, and Tom watched the girl’s color change again. She paled and her eyes almost seemed to darken, and then her lower lip started to tremble. “And then the . . . And then the man . . .” 
 
    “Which man? Frank?” 
 
    She closed her eyes and beads of tears popped out from the lids. “No, the other man — the man with the gun.” 
 
    The temperature was going up in the room, the air seeming to thin out, and Tom could sense the people present mentally forming their own line of inquiry, wanting to ask their own questions. Swayzak was doing well, but they needed to know what “Frank” looked like. Needed to put out a BOLO on the guy describing his age, approximate height, the fact that he answered to Frank — if that was even his real name, and he hadn’t given her a surname, either — and get a net around him right away. Maybe even for his own protection. 
 
    Lemon had been encouraged to describe Frank already, but it wasn’t enough. Her descriptions were vague and somewhat variable. They needed to show her pictures, get her with a better sketch artist. If they carried on like this, getting the girl emotional, the ad litem or his child psychologist would surely stop the interview. 
 
    Tom stepped forward. “Lemon?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked up at him. Chairs squeaked and leather stretched as everyone seated with their backs to him turned around for a look. 
 
    “My name is Tom. Did Frank look like me?” 
 
    She sniffed and thought about it. “A little bit.” 
 
    “Taller or shorter than me?” 
 
    Lemon got up from the table. Miguel reached for her instinctively but let her go. She circled the table to the other side where Tom was standing and stopped in front of him, looked him up and down. “Same size.” 
 
    “Same size. How old do you think I am?” 
 
    “Um — fifty?” 
 
    “Was Frank old like me? Or younger, like you?” 
 
    “Same as you. Yeah — he was the same as you.” 
 
    “What about the color of his hair?” 
 
    “Brown. Like yours.” 
 
    “Do you remember his eyes? The color of his eyes?” 
 
    She wrinkled up her nose then shook her head. 
 
    “Did he have any scars or tattoos?” 
 
    “Um, he had — on his hand . . . it was like burned.” 
 
    “Burned on his hand. Like kind of — the skin like kind of messed up?” 
 
    “Like red or something. And it wrapped around like this.” She demonstrated like she was looping a string around her palm. 
 
    “Okay.” Tom looked down at her. “He didn’t say where he was going, did he? After he dropped you off?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What did he talk about?” 
 
    Swayzak broke in. “Agent — ah — Lange? I appreciate this. But we’d really like to go in order here. Try to get the full picture. Lemon? Would you do me a favor and come sit back down over here, sweetie?” 
 
    Lemon pulled her eyes off Tom, turned and walked slowly back around the table. As she went, Tom caught Blythe’s gaze. She looked at her hand, and Tom looked at his. Frank with the burned or scarred hand. Roughly thirty to thirty-five years old. Six feet tall and 175 pounds. 
 
    Lemon retook her seat. 
 
    “Thanks, Lemon,” Swayzak said. “So, you’re in the back seat, and Mr. Hollister is talking to the . . . talking to Frank, and then another man comes. Now — it’s okay — you don’t need to think about this anymore. We’re going to skip through this real quick and get to the part that happened after. Can you just answer one question?” 
 
    She nodded, having calmed some. 
 
    “Who shot their gun?” 
 
    “The man.” 
 
    “Frank?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No — the other one. Not Frank.” 
 
    “Did Frank tell you to say that to us?” 
 
    She shook her head some more, her braid trailing out. 
 
    “Okay, Lemon. And then—” 
 
    “And then I screamed and they took me out of Mr. Hollister’s car and put me into their car. They didn’t have a booster seat, either. They drove away fast and they were arguing. It smelled in the car and I was crying.” 
 
    “It smelled? What did it smell like?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Like food.” 
 
    “Okay. What were they arguing about?” 
 
    “About me. The man wanted to—” She choked up again and Tom saw the people on her side of the table tense. But she pushed through. “The man wanted to kill me.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “But Frank wouldn’t let him. And they argued. And then the hurricane came back and they weren’t arguing anymore, just trying not to let the hurricane get us.” When she said it, it was her-cane. 
 
    “And where did you go?” 
 
    “To the place with the boats.” 
 
    “To the place with the boats. Do you know which place?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Was it called Evvy’s?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “They put me in the room with the ice.” 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “The man, the big man — and another man. He had a mean face.” 
 
    “So, the big man, the one who hurt Mr. and Mrs. Hollister, he and someone else — not Frank — put you in a room with ice in it. Like a small room, or—?” 
 
    Tom flashed back to the warehouse with the gaping bays, the smells of rotted fish. 
 
    “The ice was in a big pile,” Lemon said. “Like a hill. And it was melting. It was wet. And then Frank came and got me out.” 
 
    Swayzak leaned back a moment and looked around at the people in the room. He tapped his pen on the desk and sat forward again. “And then Frank brought you here?” 
 
    She nodded. “I think so. He put me in a blanket and I fell asleep.” 
 
    “What happened when you woke up?” 
 
    “Frank was gone.” 
 
    “And you were here?” 
 
    A nod. “Yes.” 
 
    “Who were you with? Were you in a house, or—” 
 
    “I was with a different man. In a bedroom. I watched TV with the kids.” 
 
    “There were kids?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm. We watched Paw Patrol and Wild Kratts. I like Wild Kratts.” 
 
    “Did the man — this new man who had you in his house — did he tell you his name?” 
 
    Her head swished back and forth. 
 
    Swayzak paused. “Lemon, did someone take your stuffed animal?” 
 
    “I lost him.” 
 
    “You lost him? When you were—” 
 
    “When I was sleeping. I think Frank still has him. Can you check and see?” Her lower lip trembled. “We looked for him, just in case. In the bedroom. The kids helped me.” 
 
    “Do you know the names of the kids?” 
 
    “We checked under the bed and everything, but he was gone.” Tears streaked Lemon’s face, her eyes had gone pink. 
 
    “Special Agent Swayzak . . .” the psychologist expressed concern. 
 
    “All right,” Swayzak said. The pressure building in the room suddenly released. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lemon was given a ten-minute break. As soon as she left, everyone in the room started speaking at once. 
 
    “All right, all right . . . hold it.” The FBI man was John Akron. 
 
    Blythe piped up next. “The big question I have — that we all have — is why didn’t they turn her in right away? You’ve got a missing child, the whole state is looking, she’s on the news . . .” 
 
    “We’re interviewing everyone.” 
 
    “Well, for Christ’s sake, who brought her out?” 
 
    Akron patted the air. “Special Agent Blythe . . . no one is talking. I don’t think you appreciate how . . . She was brought to us by a Miccosukee woman who we’ve had in a room here for . . .” He glanced at his watch. “Going on six hours now. These people have lawyers rolling in. They could all be brought up on federal charges as accessories. It’s a mess. There are hundreds of people just here in this village.” 
 
    “The woman says she didn’t receive the girl directly? From ‘Frank?’” 
 
    “She’s not saying anything. We’re going through their homes — but they are spread out over thousands of acres.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they talking?” 
 
    Malone muttered something. 
 
    Blythe wheeled around and stared at him. “What?” 
 
    “I said, because fuck the white man.” 
 
    Tom interjected. “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “We need to start showing her pictures,” Akron said. “A six-pack with Lupton in it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Blythe left the room. Tom found her talking on the phone outside near the tourist shop. The blankets, beads and trinkets had been stowed away for the night. Blythe hung up and watched him approach. 
 
    “They took her to Evvy’s,” he said, lighting a cigarette. 
 
    “We’re going to go down there. As soon as we can. I want it airtight. We need to know everything that girl saw in detail. We’ll nail Valentina Vasquez and she can sit and rot in prison with her father.” 
 
    “They stuck the girl in with the stone crab packing ice to let her freeze to death while dealing with this ‘Frank.’” 
 
    The two of them fell silent, contemplating the little girl in the cold and dark. Dead fish inside, storm raging outside. 
 
    Blythe reached out her hand. “You have a cigarette?” 
 
    “I’m out. My question is . . . how did Frank survive Valentina?” 
 
    “He fought his way out. You said blood and bullet holes . . .” 
 
    “That came later. He had to have some leverage when they got to Evvy’s — otherwise Valentina would’ve shot and killed him on the spot. Maybe he stashed something somewhere. Some of the money.” 
 
    “The two of them were together the whole time, the girl said.” 
 
    “Well, maybe her memory is off. Or maybe it’s something else. He did something. Had something they wanted. Enough to buy himself a little time. Maybe information . . . he’s their contact for someone who’ll fence the T-bonds. Something like that. So, he’s still valuable to them. They put the girl on ice while they try to cajole Frank. That’s when he fights them and gets away. Maybe kills somebody. All that blood. Anyway, he gets the girl and gets out of there. Drops her with the Miccosukee and he’s gone. But now they want him. Want him bad.” Tom thought about the man with the alligator boots. “Blythe, I need you to level with me.” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow in the semi-darkness. “Level with you?” 
 
    “From the beginning it felt like you and Skokie . . . you knew something. You’ve got something else. Let me in.” 
 
    She walked away from him down the road shoulder. Vehicles were moving through but slower, rubbernecking the scene — all the official-looking vehicles and the yardage of yellow crime-scene tape. Blythe lifted the tape and headed back toward the Miccosukee “Welcome Center” — the only building besides the shop on the edge of the road that was open to the public. Behind it was the long house and then the residences where people lived, scattered in the palmetto beyond. Tom ducked under the tape and fell in step with her as she kept walking. 
 
    Blythe kept her voice low. “Balfour thought she was ahead of the curve in anticipating downtime during hurricane season. She planned to go after Vasquez, Palumbo and others aggressively as soon as she took the office.” 
 
    “And so — what? This was a concerted effort between Vasquez and Palumbo? Everybody ganging up on the prosecutor?” 
 
    “You give them too much credit. Both Vasquez and Palumbo are behind bars.” 
 
    Tom stopped. Blythe went ahead a few more paces then turned around. 
 
    He gestured to her. “Okay . . . but I think you and Ed Skokie wanted me to find out how bad it was. Yeah, the missing girl, but you also wanted a damage report. Not just on the death threat. Something else — Skokie’s after more than that. Like he wants to know what’s out there, maybe something hit the street.” 
 
    Blythe was as poised as ever, but Tom thought he saw her shoulders sag a little with resignation. Her lips barely moved. “What do you want?” 
 
    He didn’t have an answer for a moment. “I want to track this guy.” 
 
    “Jesus, take a breath. You just got us the girl.” 
 
    “Now I want him.” 
 
    “Everybody does.” 
 
    “If this Frank is out there, I think he’s holding onto something. Maybe you don’t know — maybe Skokie hasn’t told you either. But he’s holding on to it for leverage. And Valentina Vasquez wants it. She’ll kill him for it.” 
 
    Blythe came toward him. She came so close he almost stepped back. And then she put her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eye. She was tall, so it was dead on, and she didn’t flinch. “Tom, I’ve told you that you’ve done well because you have. Accept it. You did it. You got her back.” 
 
    “These people would have turned her in eventually. They’re not bad people. They’re protecting themselves, but they were protecting her too. That makes sense, right? They know she was a witness — Frank would’ve told them. They probably know about the Vasquez family. I mean . . .” Once again, he pictured that face in the swamp. If he’d gotten a better look, he could have described it, maybe found out who among the tribe had been sheltering Lemon Madras for the past five days. 
 
    Blythe looked away, but her hands remained on him. He couldn’t recall Blythe ever even touching him before. “I see that. I think you’re right about them protecting her. We’ll continue to talk with them — professionally, peaceably. And we’ll find out. And then, once we’ve got it all smoothed out, we’re going to arrest Valentina Vasquez and Mick Lupton. And we’ll find Frank. It’s only a matter of time.” She finally let go. When she smiled, he saw what Dale Rhodes was always getting all sweaty about. She was even more striking when she smiled. “Go home, Lange. Get a haircut. Get drunk. Or don’t. I’ll be in touch. Okay?” 
 
    And she turned and walked away, deeper into the dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: CRUSHER 
 
    Tom sat on the couch and watched the TV newscasters gush over the case of the missing girl found. Lemon Madras smiled, gap-toothed, in the school photo they used. His stomach turned at the sight of the governor handing Ed Skokie the medal of merit. Not because it should’ve been him — he’d been flying low and wouldn’t have wanted the attention anyway — but because the sight of Skokie bothered him. He had that look in his eyes: the look men got when they were using you for something and giving you pats on the back all the while. 
 
    He finished his beer and walked out to the lanai thinking about Nick. Nick was a gambler and a drug addict while Tom had always been the steady one. But that was really because he had his mother’s knack for stoicism and Nick didn’t. Inside, he knew he had the same sleeping dragons. He wanted this life to be enough: Katie to be enough; having found Lemon Madras to be enough; being once more an investigator for the state to be enough — but the itch still hadn’t gone away. Instead it was growing worse. 
 
    For a while he’d thought it was a compulsion for overachievement. He had to ace all his criminology and sociology classes, had to get a perfect score on his police entry exam, had to be in top physical shape. A therapist traced all that back neatly to the discord in his early childhood, to feeling inadequate in his father’s eyes, too young and too weak to be able to help his mother when she’d needed it or, later, to help Nick. It had turned out to be too late for them, so he’d gone into overcompensation mode, protected himself and stayed guarded. 
 
    He watched the twisted oak trees as the sun set and thought about being deep in the Everglades with Rhodes and Malone. 
 
    There was something his foster father once said: it’s only when you give up looking for something that you eventually find it. But that wasn’t the entire piece of wisdom. A story went with it: when you’ve hunted across your whole land for the wolf that ate your sheep and not found him, go back to the beginning and start over. You walked right past him. 
 
    He called up Blythe. “Nobody thought she was alive.” 
 
    “Those were the odds. What can I do for you, Tom?” 
 
    “Anybody saying anything yet?” 
 
    “We’re getting there.” 
 
    “You need me to back off, I know. I gotta stay right here in this tight, narrow space.” 
 
    “That tight, narrow space is you having just gotten back into our good graces.” 
 
    He took a sip of beer. 
 
    Blythe waited. “Was there something else?” 
 
    He decided it would be better to keep his thoughts to himself this time. “No. Sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    He hung up and walked back into the condo. He thought about Katie, the way she sometimes liked to lie on the couch stretched out like the Venus de Milo. 
 
    “They turned someone,” he said to the empty couch. 
 
    He imagined Katie keeping her position, just watching him. “Blythe?” 
 
    “And Skokie. They’re working with the FBI. They turned someone and they’re protecting him. Mario Palumbo.” 
 
    The ghost sat up, her bare feet on the carpet. “Tom, I don’t know . . .” 
 
    “Okay. Then something else. I can feel it, like it’s inside. Like there’s a piece of my machinery turning the wrong way.” He walked away from her imaginary disapproval. “It’s all right,” he said. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    But it did. It mattered at 2 a.m. when he lay looking up at the ceiling fan, thinking about his foster home in Yonkers again. Pastor Marvin Johnson was a big man with a bigger laugh, who would listen with a steady and direct gaze. Sometimes a little white spit gathered at the corners of his mouth when he got going with a sermon. He never preached to Tom or Nick or any of the foster kids moving through his home. And he wasn’t a saint — he tried to hide his bourbon and his cigarettes, but when his breath didn’t smell like mints it smelled like tobacco and sometimes liquor. They lived next to an auto salvage yard, the sound of crushed metal and the beeping of trucks, the smell of oil on the breeze. Their small backyard was surrounded by a high wooden fence and the grass was mostly worn. A few rusted lawn chairs with the plastic straps sagged from use and it was where they’d kept the bicycles. Tom would sometimes see Pastor Johnson out there with his coffee cup of bourbon, smoking Pall Malls. Once in a while, his eyes would close, and his lips move in silent prayer. 
 
    Mrs. Johnson ran the house. Looking back, she wasn’t the apron-clad, bosomy matron you would expect. Monique Johnson was whip-thin with sinewy arms and legs, joints that looked brown and purple together. While Mr. Johnson was gregarious and stopped to talk to just about everyone he saw on the street, his wife kept to herself and a few trusted friends she sometimes talked to on the phone in the kitchen when she thought no one was around to hear her. 
 
    Tom was sometimes. Among the things absorbed into his teenaged head, to paraphrase with time and gapped memories: 
 
    Your health is not a debt you can just cancel. The body collects. 
 
    There’s no sweeter sound to anyone’s ears than the sound of their own name. 
 
    Mostly Tom remembered her eyes, and the way they seemed to appreciate him. She seldom showed physical affection, but once she put her cool hand on the back of his neck. The summer was dank and humid. He could almost hear the Harlem line train rattling past beyond the high fence. 
 
    “You have to watch for your brother,” she’d told him. “You think he’s watching you, but it’s the other way.” 
 
    But he’d failed at that. He’d grown inured to Nick at best, outright ignored him at worst. When Nick was drinking and gambling away all of his real estate gains, Tom knew, and did nothing. When he was getting into coke, Tom suspected, and kept his distance. He was a rookie cop with the FDLE, pretending to be superhuman — what was he going to do about it? 
 
    And then Mario Palumbo got a hold on Nick because Nick was into Palumbo’s organization up to his eyes in gambling debt. Nick started running dope to get out of hock. And people knew — people who worked with Tom knew. Jarvis had run the vice narcotics squad for Everglades County, but before him was Danny Coburn, who’d monitored Nick during that time. A lawyer working for the late Edgar Vasquez had been blackmailing clients into doing dirty work for the family. Palumbo’s organization had tried to make a deal with the Vasquez family who didn’t go for it and a turf war had broken out. A cold war — not the kind of overt bloody mayhem you saw with vying drug cartels in Juárez, but subtler, with infiltrators and double-dealers, all struggling to rule the drug world in southwest Florida and expand further up the Gulf. 
 
    Because whatever they had, it was never enough. And the law had to keep up and, yeah, that sometimes meant coloring outside the lines. Add in one monster hurricane, banishing cops to shelters, flooding the streets, shredding the fauna into salad and you had a giant mess. 
 
    In the middle of that, people were hanging on for dear life. Operations had been ongoing up until the point Hector made landfall. The Vasquez family had been preparing for stone crab season and packing their shipments of claws with kilos of coke and heroin. Pedro Vasquez had purportedly made a death threat on the statewide attorney from his cell at Jerome Correctional. Palumbo was waiting for his day in court, but the dog track was still running and the game-room dealers still served the cards, existing in that gray space outside of the law that no one could seem to get a handle on. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tom went to the track at noon the next day. He watched the dogs running without placing any bets and drank a Pilsner in a cold, perspiring glass. The sun beat down on the stands and the announcer’s voice crackled over the loudspeaker. He focused on feeling closer to Nick, imagining his brother as he would have sat here. It lasted for fifteen minutes until a guy in a dark security uniform showed up. 
 
    “Mr. Lange?” 
 
    Tom shielded his eyes and looked up. 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    The security guard, young but tough-looking, rumpled his brow in confusion. “Sir?” 
 
    “Someone saw me on camera? Thinks I’m stinking up the place.” 
 
    “No, sir — well, we saw you on camera . . .” The guard stuck a cordless phone in Tom’s face. “This is a courtesy, sir. Someone trying to reach you.” 
 
    Tom sat up straighter, took the beer off his lap and set it on the concrete. The guard said, “They tried to reach you on your cell.” 
 
    “I turned it off.” 
 
    He pushed the phone closer and lifted his eyebrows. 
 
    Tom took it from him. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s me,” Katie said. “I’ve been trying to call you all morning. ROC said you didn’t come in today.” 
 
    “Yeah. Blythe keeps putting Baby in the corner.” 
 
    “I checked with Rhodes and then I thought you might be at the track. Today it’s been a year since Nick.” 
 
    Tom got to his feet and started up the stairs toward the pari-mutuel bet monitors and concessions, the security guard trailing him. “That’s not why you’re calling . . .” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Jack is in the hospital. He went in to have gallstones removed. It’s not good.” 
 
    “Where? He called you?” 
 
    “He did. He’s been trying to reach you, too. He has something he wants to tell you or show you. Naples General.” 
 
    “Are you coming?” 
 
    “I can’t right now. Maybe later today.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He looked around at the expectant security guard still hustling along beside him. “Thank you, Katie,” he added and hung up. 
 
    He handed the security guard the phone and moved quickly for the doors. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Jack, old boy, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Tommy.” Vance was in a hospital gown. His bed was near the window. He lay in the afternoon light recovering from surgery and looked like he was about to get sucked up into the afterlife at any second. He raised a hand trailing a tube and pointed a finger toward the corner. “My bag over there.” 
 
    “This one? This manly leather satchel right here? This stylish, I’m-retired-but-my-junk-still-works bag in the chair? The one signaling to all the lady nurses?” 
 
    Vance smiled. Another tube bridged his upper lip, shooting oxygen up into his nose. His eyes were dark and hollow, and his smile faded. “Pull out the binder — no, the other one . . . the red one. There you go. I printed that out off of the internet.” 
 
    Tom read aloud what was there. “Okay, Citizen’s News out of Polk County. Interesting. Nice pink highlighter — I like it. Ah . . . According to the complaints, Veterans Affairs police began investigating in October—” 
 
    “That’s October three years ago,” Vance said from the bed. 
 
    “Gotcha . . . police began investigating in October after workers began finding discarded drugs and paraphernalia in an employee parking lot. Among the refuse were heroin bags, insulin needles, Suboxone strip packets and more than eight grams of cocaine, the charges say.” 
 
    Tom whistled. “Okay. Interesting.” He kept reading aloud. 
 
    “Confidential informants told police that Guttridge and Hinkley were partners in a drug ring, and that Guttridge had been delivering marijuana to Trafford and Goins at the VA campus. An informant also told investigators that Guttridge had been dealing Adderall, Xanax and marijuana, and that he had a marijuana growing operation in his basement, police said.” 
 
    Tom paused to look at Vance, who dipped his head, keep going. 
 
    “A hospital employee told investigators that he had bought amphetamines from Hinkley on several occasions, including at the hospital’s maintenance shop, and that Hinkley had overdosed on the drugs in September, the charges say. During a search of Guttridge’s locker, police found a bottle of urine that could be used to pass a drug test, as well as about two grams of marijuana, according to the complaint. Police also found Guttridge in possession of the anti-psychotic drug quetiapine and money orders totaling $1,200, the complaint says.” 
 
    Vance said, “Sounds like something, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It does. Sounds like . . . well, it says they’re all veterans. And the informant is, or he just works at the clinic. But Guttridge and Hinkley are selling drugs to their fellow vets, Trafford and Goins. Hinkley is dead of an overdose. Guttridge . . . doesn’t say if he’s in jail or what. I’ll call Hendry County and the paper too.” He shook the binder gently. “Thank you, Jack.” 
 
    “Just keep that. I’ve got a few other things in there I found.” 
 
    Tom approached the bed. It was awkward seeing Vance like this. So vulnerable. “How you, uh, feeling? Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “You could — I was wondering if you could get me a few things from home.” 
 
    “No problem. Of course. How long you gonna be here? They keeping you overnight for observation?” 
 
    Vance nodded but his eyes stared off into space. “Well, no, they’re keeping me to run more tests.” His eyes found Tom’s. “They’re pretty sure it’s cancer. Gall bladder cancer — they didn’t catch it early enough and I’m up there in the stages. Single digits in the survival rate.” 
 
    Vance was typically candid, but right now his words were like blows to the stomach. Tom stared into a corner for a moment then marshaled the will to make eye contact again. “Jack, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’ve got family coming. My daughter is coming from San Francisco with her kids.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you had a daughter.” 
 
    “She’s about Katie’s age. She teaches. Anyway, they’re getting a flight — the doctor called them. Next of kin, I guess. They’re saying things like ‘end-of-life care.’ You know. That I’ve got a month, tops.” 
 
    Tom opened his mouth but could only breathe. 
 
    “So the keys to my place are in the bag there. I hate to ask, but—” 
 
    Tom turned back to the bag and started riffling through it, grateful to have something else to do besides just stand there and absorb the news. 
 
    “Say no more,” Tom said when he had the keys. He held them up and jiggled them triumphantly, feeling a brick settle over his heart. “Whatever you need. Magazines, stuffed animals, you name it.” 
 
    “Hey, Tom.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “It’s gonna be all right.” 
 
    Tom felt the shaking come up through him from the ground up. He fought an overwhelming urge to run from the room. Who was Jack Vance? Some guy who used to be his neighbor in Naples? An old bachelor from the Air Force who went around checking on people’s homes when they sallied north for the summer? They’d played cards together a few times, Tom and Jack with Nick. They’d gone out to dinner once or twice with Katie. Now he was dying. 
 
    Sickening, trying to rationalize it away. Trying to pretend Vance wasn’t a close friend because he was too chickenshit to feel the pain. Too scared of his own emotion. 
 
    Stay, he said to himself. Just stay put. 
 
    “Hey, Tommy. You told me the other day — you shared something with me. About your past. The juvey thing.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you halfway.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “A while back, whenever it was — half a year ago or something, you asked me what I did in the Air Force. I told you I had a special duty position. But I didn’t tell you what it was.” 
 
    Tom nodded, and then he reached out and grabbed Vance’s hand and let the tears fall. Let them fucking fall. So what. Tom tucked his head down against his chest. 
 
    “I was a PJ,” Vance said. “In Vietnam I was a PJ and we rescued downed pilots. 1972 was the last really hot year of the war. I was twenty years old. Ground war was winding down and air power was coming on strong. We used helicopters to rescue our guys. Go into the jungle and get them out. That’s it. That’s what I did.” 
 
    Tom lifted his head up and looked at Vance through blurry eyes. 
 
    “I appreciate that, Jack.” 
 
    The old guy shimmered there for a second, two of him superimposed, one version of Vance already dissolving, dancing. Then Tom blinked and the image was gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Back home, he called the newspaper. The reporter on the VA clinic drug bust article no longer worked there. Everyone else he talked to referred him to the Veterans Affairs police for available information. 
 
    Tom finally got on a line with a guy named Pembry. 
 
    “That was really all there was to it,” Pembry said. “We got the initial tip on contraband found in the parking lot around the clinic. Some kind of altercation, maybe — couple of guys arguing and there’s a fight . . . someone loses some of their stash. We got to looking into it and found out there’s these guys selling their own prescriptions. They’d kind of teamed up, the two of them. Protecting each other, I guess.” 
 
    “Which one was being prescribed the quetiapine? Was it Guttridge?” 
 
    “Uh, I’ll have to check — but no, I don’t think so. He was busted with it, but Hinkley was the one with real problems. Guttridge had, you know, PTSD, but he was a little better off.” 
 
    “Would you have a full name for Guttridge?” 
 
    “Gimme a sec.” 
 
    Tom waited until Pembry came back on the line. “Francis. Francis R. Guttridge.” 
 
    The hairs stiffened on the back of Tom’s neck. “And the two other guys, Trafford, Goins, they weren’t dealing? They were buying.” 
 
    “Believe so, yes.” 
 
    “What happened to Guttridge? He still around?” 
 
    “Well, Polk County worked on it with us. Once we completed our investigation — it’s in the Army’s interest to try and keep these things internal. But that only extends so far. Guttridge got eighteen months, served eleven.” 
 
    “Was he on probation after that?” 
 
    “Home monitoring, yeah.” 
 
    “Where was the home monitoring?” 
 
    “Right here in Lakeland.” 
 
    “You got that address?” 
 
    “He doesn’t live there anymore. Not for a couple years.” 
 
    “You know where he went?” 
 
    “Not for sure, no. Lakeland is in Polk County but right on the western edge of the line. It’s the Tampa Bay area, so he slipped away.” 
 
    “How about a vehicle?” 
 
    “Uh, I’ll have to check on that. You got a number where I can have someone reach you?” 
 
    Tom relayed his number. “Last question . . . you get any kind of . . . well, you ever deal with anyone named Vasquez?” 
 
    “That would be a question for County, or maybe the narcotics squad over in Tampa.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    He stood over the empty unmade bed and loaded his gun into the holster behind his back. In jeans and white t-shirt, his badge clipped to his belt, he thought about Vance. Then he left the room, took the truck from the garage and headed out. 
 
    The preacher on the radio quoted from Proverbs: “Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, when it is in your power to act.” 
 
    That was the thing with scripture. Maybe it was no different than horoscopes — just broad enough to see yourself in it, see some divine wisdom guiding your life. Or maybe it was like targeted marketing. A kind of cosmically guided target marketing. Tom was still of two minds about a lot of things. But maybe that’s where reality settled in, right in between. 
 
    The Veterans Affairs police had called him back with information on Guttridge: the make and model of the vehicle he’d owned at the time of his arrest, a Toyota Highlander. The vehicle had not been impounded. Tom started calling wrecking companies, salvage yards — places where vehicles went to die, get resold for parts and scrap metal. There were at least a hundred of them in the area. He started close to Everglades City and worked his way north up the Gulf Coast. The first sixteen hadn’t scrapped or salvaged any Highlanders that week. The seventeenth one had. 
 
    Aardvark Wrecking Company covered three acres, a mountainous landscape of flattened cars and trucks. A kid of about twenty came over with grease smeared on one cheek, wearing dirty denim coveralls, his black hair sticking up to the side. He looked at the wound on Tom’s face, then his eyes dropped to Tom’s badge. 
 
    “Help you, officer?” 
 
    “Hey, I called.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Yeah.” 
 
    “I need to see your past weeks’ intake.” 
 
    The kid sniffed and looked around. “Come with me.” 
 
    They entered a pillbox office that was glass on all sides and held the stale reek of cigarettes. Aside from a countertop desk with an ancient-looking computer sitting on it, the room contained three metal filing cabinets. The kid pulled out the top right drawer and finger-walked until he pulled out a manila file. He licked a dirty thumb, opened the file and handed it to Tom. 
 
    “That’s it?” Tom counted three sheets of paper. 
 
    The kid shrugged. “Yeah, that’s it.” 
 
    “Meaning that’s all that’s on the books. A retired tour bus, a totaled taxicab and a limo. I mean, for private vehicles. Your secretary said on the phone that an ’04 Highlander came through here.” 
 
    The kid’s eyes stared into space, then back at Tom. “Someone was already here asking about that.” 
 
    “Yeah? From the police?” 
 
    The kid shook his head. “Don’t think so. Unless he was undercover or something.” 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The kid dropped his hands to his waist and made a circle shape with his hands in front of his pelvis. “He had a big old belt buckle.” 
 
    “Big belt buckle? Pewter?” 
 
    “Gold, I think. Had a big, angry bull on it.” 
 
    “Dressed like he was about to go square-dancing?” 
 
    The kid nodded. 
 
    “Did you give this person what I’m asking you for?” 
 
    “Sir, I don’t . . . no, sir. It’s not a . . . I don’t have such information, sir.” 
 
    Tom closed the file and fixed the kid with his best friendly face. “How about this. What’s your shift?” 
 
    “Eight to five, six days a week.” 
 
    “You’ll be my file, then. Have you seen a Highlander come through here?” He formed his own circle shape with his hands. “Maybe with a nice 9mm bullet hole in it?” 
 
    The kid blinked, shifted his jaw, looking nervous. “Uh, officer — we only deal with EOL vehicles here.” 
 
    It made him think of Vance. “End-of-life, yeah, I know.” 
 
    “And those VIN numbers get taken out of the DMV system,” the kid said. “So we don’t—” 
 
    “Well, then you de-pollute the vehicle, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean—” 
 
    “You take out the mercury switches and antifreeze, you sell the useful parts back to your customers.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I used to live near a place like this. We raided it as kids and caught hell for it. Whatever you don’t sell you keep for yourself — aluminum wheels, copper wiring, palladium, platinum — all sorts of goodies.” Tom held out his hands and seesawed them to represent scales. “Every component represents a positive value in material or a negative in disposal cost. Yeah? You guys — you calculate down to the half-cent. The half-cent. Per ton or per gallon. It’s all on a ledger that fluctuates daily with global spot commodity prices.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, we . . . okay.” The kid looked like he just realized how hungover he was. 
 
    “It’s a punctilious salvaging of every morsel of recyclable material, including the license plate. So don’t tell me you don’t have the information. I know you do. Call the owner, whatever you have to do, but I’m going to see your ledger one way or the other. Know what I’m saying?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tom sat on a stack of old tires with the sun beating down on his back, looking through a printout the old computer had managed to belch out. In the distance, the crusher was turning a black BMW into a metal pancake and about a hundred yards away the shredder jettisoned bits and pieces of another dead ride. The air smelled like rubber and dust and burning brakes. 
 
    A truck came up the road, winding through the piles of crushed cars as Tom got up. The truck stopped and the dust hovered and a man got out, hitched up his pants, snorted and walked over. 
 
    Tom smiled. “You must be Mr. Aardvark . . .” 
 
    The man didn’t find the humor in it. “That’s just to bump us up to the top of the phone book.” 
 
    Nobody was any fun. “Yeah, I know. I’m Tom Lange with the state police. Domestic Security.” He stuck out his hand. 
 
    The owner looked at it. “Trevor told me. So — what are you doing? I deal with police all the time. You can ask anyone — we have a good relationship, I’m always happy to help.” 
 
    They had to raise their voices above the roar of machinery, crumpling metal, and breaking glass. 
 
    Tom dropped his hand. “I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    He snorted again. “Deakins.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Deakins, I got your ledger here from the past weeks’ intake.” He lifted the printout, a ream of paper connected by perforated ends. “One of these vehicles is a Toyota Highlander and you kept three of its doors. I need to see the license plate on that one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: CLOSING IN 
 
    The excitement was a welcome distraction from his loneliness and the terrible news about Vance. And it was substantive: the DMV had come back with the plate number linking to a Francis R. Guttridge. 
 
    Deakins had made no mention of a bullet hole in the vehicle, but Tom had seen the recognition in his eyes. The coincidence of these two things — the salvage yard vehicle and the veteran’s clinic drug bust — was enough for Tom to bother Skokie. 
 
    “And your friend, this Jack Vance, he found this how?” 
 
    “I asked him. I know Blythe has been looking at any military leads, but I figured more eyes on it couldn’t hurt. When we got the name Frank, you know . . . how many veterans are there named Frank in Florida?” 
 
    “368.” 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    “This one’s name is Francis Guttridge?” 
 
    “Yeah. You get Frank from Francis. We need to get a picture of him to the girl. She positively identifies him and we can put it out — we’ll know exactly who we’re looking for.” 
 
    “Give me a half an hour.” 
 
    The waiting was agony. In the meantime, he called Katie. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “How’s Jack?” she asked. “I’m still waiting to catch a break and go over to see—” 
 
    “He’s got cancer. Gall bladder. But it’s spread around.” 
 
    Katie didn’t speak for a moment as she managed the shock. “Oh my God, Tom.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What are you going to — oh, I need to get over there and see him — let me see if I can just — is his family coming? Doesn’t he have a daughter?” 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “He mentioned her once to me. You were — I don’t know what you were doing. There are lots of things Jack doesn’t talk about though.” 
 
    “She’s flying in, I guess. Today. Tomorrow. But, Katie, I might need to leave for a little bit. I got a lead on who the girl’s kidnapper is.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Tom, this is just . . . yeah. Okay. I’m going to talk to my supervisor and get out of here. When will you be back?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Soon, I hope. Just waiting on the girl to look at a picture. Certain people have to be present and all that.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He hesitated. “I still talk to you now you’re not here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. And, um . . . I know that . . .” He couldn’t put it into words. I’m always running off. Can’t stay put. Afraid to be still. But it would come out wrong. And anyway, he wasn’t sure it was the only problem. I know you’re not my mother and I can’t expect you to take care of me. Of course, she took care of him, in a sense. Not as a nursemaid, but as a friend and lover and confidante. It was more that he wouldn’t let her. He was afraid to lower his guard. Afraid of being soft. For the same reason he felt better angry, taking a beating, whatever. His brain was scrambled. The therapist called it trauma. The therapist said there was no cure for trauma either. 
 
    “Tommy? You still—” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ll talk to you as soon as I can.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Skokie called back. 
 
    “The girl failed to make a positive ID.” 
 
    Ah, shit. “What? How did you do it?” 
 
    “How did we . . . We did it the only way there is to do it and build a healthy case. She was shown several line-ups of photos. Each set included one of Guttridge.” 
 
    “And she never made an ID? Did you have anything of his hand?” 
 
    “No, nothing with a hand in it. Listen, she positively identified Guttridge, but only once out of the five sets. And that was his official army photo. It’s not enough.” 
 
    “It was late. In the middle of a storm. She’s in crisis.” He thought about the type of relationship, brief as it was, that would have formed between Lemon Madras and Frank, her kidnapper — at least in Lemon’s mind. Maybe she saw Frank as someone who had saved her from the bad guy. In her eyes, that would make him heroic. 
 
    Skokie was still talking. “. . . what happens when you have a child witness. At one pointed she selected another man in the photo line-up. But then she retracted.” 
 
    “Okay, but she did positively identify Guttridge once. In his army photo.” 
 
    “Yeah, smiling and over a decade younger. One out of five doesn’t fly, not from a prosecutorial standpoint. You know that. And, Lange, she wasn’t able to identify Lupton either. We got her with a sketch artist and she described a man in a mask. Blue eyes. Lupton’s are brown. We’re going to have another look at Angus Hale.” 
 
    “Skokie, I—” 
 
    “As far as Guttridge is concerned, the last known address for him is in Polk County, but that’s an apartment and it was rented out to someone else a year ago. After his probation ended, he split. We don’t have anything current on him, nothing from any VA clinics. He’s got a DD-214 . . . he’s fully out of the Army, not getting any money.” 
 
    “Wait — are you putting the picture out?” 
 
    “We’re putting the picture out, giving it to the FBI. They’ve developed their own suspects, as you know, and they’re not likely to give this one much attention.” 
 
    “I think we should give it our attention. I think it’s a mistake not to.” 
 
    “Take it up with Blythe. I’ve delegated this to her. She’ll decide whether to have Polk County do a check on the house in Lakeland or handle it herself if she wants to. Guttridge’s ex-wife lives there. If Blythe wants you, she’ll take you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    He called Blythe, who said she was going to visit the ex herself. She accepted his request to accompany her and he got the feeling she had an ulterior motive for that. 
 
    They drove in silence for nearly thirty minutes. 
 
    “Tom—” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I mean—” 
 
    “A friend showed me the article.” 
 
    “Vance. Who found the body of Brian Hollister. Skokie asked you to put some distance between yourself and Mr. Vance.” 
 
    “He’s in the hospital. He’s got cancer and he’s dying.” 
 
    That stopped her. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry. But that still doesn’t—” 
 
    “And, anyway, Skokie . . . I gave him a plate number for the GMC Yukon. He goes and stumbles around the possibility of a black-market registration. He fumbled it, gave me some fake registrant named Janice Hawkes.” 
 
    “What Yukon?” 
 
    “Some guy following me. I’ve seen him three times now. Same guy I’ve been checking to make sure isn’t following us now because I think he works for Valentina Vasquez. I searched relatives and KAs but couldn’t match the face.” 
 
    “Go easy on Skokie. He’s staked a lot on you.” 
 
    Tom felt a little wounded. “And here I was thinking it was you in my corner.” 
 
    “Tom, look at you. In your jeans and t-shirt. Face still bruised and cut. You’re a smoke jumper in Colorado, not a suit-and-tie officer for the Florida Department of Law Enforcement.” 
 
    The remarks stung, but her viewpoint was unsurprising. He’d been thinking along the same lines himself. 
 
    “We’re all real people here,” Blythe said, “trying to do a job. We don’t always get it right. Skokie sees what appears to be a valid registration — he’s got a lot of balls in the air.” 
 
    “You trying to get rid of me?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to get rid of anyone.” She used her ring finger to smooth an eyebrow. “You’re a good cop. We brought you in because . . . Put it this way, I told Ed Skokie we could set you like a cruise missile. So, yeah, I’m in your corner. But I warned him that there was a potential downside.” 
 
    “My head is swelling.” 
 
    “Your job was to gather information on the Balfour death threat, and report back with any information on the missing girl. You gave us Wilbur Beck and the way into looking at those properties and we found the girl. But now we need to think about what’s next and I’m saying maybe coming back to IFS isn’t the best place for you. Too many stress fractures, Lange — you leave a trail of people who have to explain your actions in order for them to stick.” 
 
    “Skokie feel the same way?” 
 
    “Skokie likes you. I wouldn’t be surprised if he asks you about working in Domestic Security full time.” 
 
    “And so we’re riding up to Lakeland, you’re out of the office, putting everything aside to take this bad lead with me, so we can . . . so you can break up with me.” 
 
    “A little, maybe.” 
 
    He gave her a sidelong look as she sat in the driver’s seat as imperious and indifferent as ever. Nothing got to Blythe. Maybe Coburn’s death, a little, but even then, she never cried. He wondered what she would think about Monique Johnson’s theory on the body collecting pain through the years. 
 
    Blythe said, “We all come to a point where we have to take a serious look at who or what we really are, and what we’re hiding from.” 
 
    “Are you talking about me or you?” 
 
    “Watch that. The thing that’s different about you . . . Well, not all of us but a lot of us, we were military first. I have a sensitivity here. I don’t want to go off accusing a veteran of kidnapping until we have everything in our pocket. Right now, we don’t.” 
 
    They were quiet for a while. He thought of what they knew about their suspect. Guttridge had served as a sergeant in the US Army and was a recipient of the Distinguished Service Medal. He’d been a part of several units in Iraq, most of them hunting IEDs, from 2003 up until 2007. Guttridge had been a spotter. Beyond that, the details were nebulous, as the Army kept their records confidential for reasons of national security. 
 
    He felt himself calming. Staying in the moment. “What was it like for you in the service?” 
 
    She cut him a look. “I enlisted in ’88 and two years later was the Gulf War. You’re what — a millennial? So you were a toddler then. That doesn’t mean much to you — I’m not meaning anything bad by that. Just that you grew up after that point. You grew up with cynicism.” 
 
    “I can go with that.” He had a sudden hankering for a cigarette and realized it had been a couple of days since he’d smoked. “You got any gum?” 
 
    “In the glove box, I think. You have to understand the idealism that still undergirds — well, you know, we’re over there in Kuwait for two years. We thought we were making a difference. Now, you know, you hear it everywhere . . . the whole thing is about oil production. Oil pricing. Whether it’s Kuwait or Iraq, Syria or Yemen. These are proxy wars. It’s tough to hear talk like that. Cynicism. I’m not saying there’s no truth to it. But you have to understand the culture.” 
 
    It was the most he’d ever heard Blythe talk. About anything. He unwrapped a piece of gum and offered her one. 
 
    “No thanks. You have to give people time. Things are changing so fast. Sometimes I just . . . I love my country. I love my job. I want to help people, like you do. I try not to get hurt. I think I do a pretty good job of that. But I’m fifty-two. And you can’t . . . You know, you start weighing everything up. Questioning what you’ve done — whether you made the right choices. It’s no good to do that. You just don’t know. You can never know.” 
 
    She grew silent, thinking. “Anyway, I enlisted, went through basic, shipped out right away to Panama and later Iraq. Came back from Iraq, went to Florida State, then sat in a troop car, then got into the drug interdiction team. Fifteen years of slogging. Only after that did I get on board with FDLE.” 
 
    “And then there’s me. I come in straight out of school. That’s what you’re saying.” 
 
    “You had your own . . . I’m not saying I’m more qualified or more deserving. I’m just saying I had the disciplining that you didn’t. I don’t blame you for that, Lange. But you and I both know it’s been a liability.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be defensive, but it seems like I’m good when you need me but then after that you . . .” He didn’t finish the statement. There was no need. 
 
    “You’re not wrong. It’s unfair. You’re right.” 
 
    They settled into the comfortable silence of the agreed. 
 
    “I grew up near Lakeland,” Blythe said after a while. 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Little house, nice little neighborhood, kids playing in the street. My father worked for the airport. My mother stayed home — I’ve got five brothers and sisters. Did you know that in 1940, ninety percent of kids born would go on to earn more than their parents? But in 1980, that dropped to less than fifty percent. So, I get it. I think millennials are just trying to bypass the ladder and grab the prize. It’s not a laziness thing. Look at you — you’re the least lazy cop I’ve ever met. You’ve got the opposite problem. Can’t sit still.” 
 
    Blythe made a lane change on the freeway and Tom saw a sign for Lakeland, thirty miles. She was in a rare sharing mood, so he decided to reciprocate. 
 
    “Katie left me.” 
 
    “Again? You sleeping around?” 
 
    “I’ve never cheated. Not even in the beginning when we were just . . . you know, when we were dating, not exclusive yet.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it. Katie is good for you. Well, women are funny. I’ll be the first to admit it. But you’ve got to bring something to the table. You’ve got to give as much as you get.” 
 
    After a moment, Tom said, “So you were saying about being born in 1940 . . .” 
 
    “It’s like an open mike night with you. I’m a child of the late sixties. Bell bottoms and free love — yeah, yeah — you can stop staring. We didn’t really have that in Medulla. But we did have that sense, you know — I didn’t know what it was at the time. Just this idea that things had been perfect. You don’t know when life is good, though. It’s just life. It’s just the way it is. And then . . . it changed. It was subtle at first. Probably it was Vietnam. You know, when I think about it, it was like waking up from a dream. Like the whole country woke up from a dream.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything else after that. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Guttridge house was white with black shutters, a small colonial-style home that looked like it belonged in New England rather than central-west Florida. They parked across the street. 
 
    Tom stepped up onto a front porch while Blythe moved slowly along the driveway, watching the south side of the house, her weapon concealed under her light coat. 
 
    A woman with a baby on her hip answered Tom’s third knock. She gave him a look that combined worry with indignation. 
 
    “Help you?” 
 
    “Mrs. Finley?” Tom asked. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” The woman watched Blythe. 
 
    “I’m Agent Lange with the Florida Department of Law Enforcement and that’s Special Agent Blythe. We just have a few questions for you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The man who owns this house is Frank Guttridge.” 
 
    “Frank is my ex.” She wore a brown tank top and white shorts and had sandals on her feet. She had the look of a high school homecoming queen who’d never seen things working out quite this way. 
 
    Tom glanced at Blythe as she headed to join them on the porch. “I know,” Tom said to Mrs. Finley. “You divorced a few months after he came back from his last tour. 2008. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Frank was arrested for selling drugs to other vets — that was three years ago, around here.” 
 
    “I know. I know all about it.” 
 
    “You know where Frank is now?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You share a daughter, though. Fifteen years old?” 
 
    Finley just stared back. 
 
    “Have you been in touch with Frank recently?” 
 
    “No.” Her eyes switched between Tom and Blythe as Blythe mounted the porch. The baby stuck several fingers in its drooling mouth and looked around with a wobbly head. 
 
    “But the house is in his name,” Tom said. 
 
    “I got it in the divorce. I just never . . . He makes the payments.” 
 
    “How does he make the payments?” 
 
    “Um, he does it . . . Well, it’s online. Or he sends a check. I don’t really deal with it.” 
 
    Tom thought they would check with the bank that financed the mortgage. They could get a mailing address or at least a PO Box that way. With time and a subpoena, they’d have his tax returns and everything else. But only after something solid showed that this was their man. 
 
    Tom looked at the baby. “Who’s this?” 
 
    The woman held the baby closer, like she was protecting her. “Aliyah is not Frank’s child.” 
 
    “Has anyone else been around, asking about Frank?” 
 
    “You mean police?” 
 
    “Anyone.” 
 
    The woman seemed to shrink from Blythe and only looked at Tom. “No. Nothing like that.” 
 
    He felt the lie echo inside him, like a pebble dropped down a well. “Ma’am, would it be okay if we came inside?” 
 
    Finally, she stepped back and let them in. “Don’t mind the mess.” 
 
    Baby smells were something universal; even if you’d never had kids of your own you knew a diaper pail was around somewhere. The place was shaded and mostly covered in clothes. A colorful blanket was spread over the floor by the couch with a smattering of baby toys. Finley set the infant there on her stomach and her head continued to bobble around. 
 
    “Pretty name, Aliyah,” Tom said about the baby. “And your first name, ma’am?” 
 
    “Sarah.” 
 
    Sarah Finley, which he already knew. But it was always good to hold your cards — as many as possible, regardless of what Valentina Vasquez had to say about it. They’d been talking for more than two minutes and Sarah hadn’t yet asked why they were there. 
 
    Blythe moved into the dining area beside the open kitchen. A small TV next to the sink played a daytime soap. Tom didn’t realize people still watched those — either regular TVs or soaps. 
 
    “What’s in the back here?” Blythe asked from the kitchen. She stood near an open doorway next to the sink counter. 
 
    “Laundry, pantry. Goes into the backyard. Excuse me, but why are you here?” 
 
    Okay, so there it was. Blythe caught Tom’s eye and she tipped her head at the set of stairs going up to another floor. 
 
    “Sarah, is there anyone else at home?” Tom asked. 
 
    “No.” It could’ve been another lie. And she seemed worried that Blythe was nearing the stairs. 
 
    “We’re here because your ex-husband is a suspect in an ongoing investigation.” 
 
    “You mean the VA thing? I thought that was all done with.” 
 
    Blythe stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Ma’am? I would just like to go up and verify no one else is home.” 
 
    “I said no one is in the house.” 
 
    “It’s for our safety, ma’am. Everyone’s.” 
 
    Sarah’s face turned red. She looked at the baby as if deciding something. Aliyah was reaching for some chew toy, more drool hanging from her ruby lips. Tom stooped and moved it closer to her chubby hand. She grabbed the toy and tried to eat it. 
 
    “She’s how old?” 
 
    Sarah was distracted. A stair tread popped as Blythe ascended to the upper level. 
 
    “She’s six months,” Sarah said. “Well, she will be next week.” 
 
    “Yeah, with babies I guess it’s more fine-tuned. The aging.” 
 
    “Why are you here? What did Frank do?” 
 
    He’d squatted beside the infant and now stood, feeling the aches in his legs and knees. Like a washed-up football player. Or a tired smoke jumper. He looked at Sarah to see what her face told him, what her eyes said. 
 
    “I’ll be straight with you. We think he might be involved with some dangerous people.” 
 
    “With drugs, you mean?” 
 
    Tom tipped his head to the side. “That’s part of it. Can I ask . . . did you get remarried or is Finley your maiden name?” 
 
    “It’s my name.” 
 
    “You have a . . . are you with someone now?” 
 
    “He’s at work. So, if it’s sort of drugs, what else is it?” 
 
    Tom took a careful step closer. “Do you feel like you’re in danger, Sarah?” 
 
    Her eyes spoke, for sure. She was tough, she was skeptical and trying to suppress her fear, but she had an infant to think about. 
 
    “I don’t know where Frank is,” she said in a small voice. 
 
    “When did you last see him?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. The baby dropped the toy and moved on to chewing her fist. The pristine skin, the little stubby fingers were shiny with drool. 
 
    Tom asked, “When did he last call you?” 
 
    Sarah set her jaw. Kept staring down at Aliyah, unmoving, like she had lead in her shoes. 
 
    “How about this . . . where is your other daughter, Gloria? Frank’s daughter. Is she at school?” 
 
    A slight nod. 
 
    “If you need help, Sarah, you’ve got to talk to me.” 
 
    When she spoke, her voice was barely audible. “He just — he was different when he came home.” 
 
    “Frank was? Different how?” 
 
    A single tear slipped from her eye and ran down her cheek. “His temper. He never hit me or Gloria — but it was there. And he like . . . he tortured himself. It seemed like he did. He couldn’t live here anymore. He didn’t want to.” 
 
    “Lange?” Blythe called down. “You want to come up here?” 
 
    Sarah tensed and Tom held up his hand in peace. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m just going to go see what she wants. Just be cool, okay?” He left Sarah as she bent down to pick up the baby. There was a chance she might run but he doubted it. He took the stairs two at a time, never mind the protest in his legs. 
 
    Upstairs was hotter. A small hallway and straight ahead was a bathroom. A bedroom to the right had a crib and a hanging mobile with dolphins and seahorses twirling, catching the light coming in through the open windows. A second bedroom had a DO NOT ENTER sign on the closed door. 
 
    Blythe was in the third and last bedroom. Tom put his hand on the grip of his pistol and stepped in. 
 
    Darker in here, slightly cooler. A boxed fan on the floor rattled as the blades spun in the listless heat. There was an unmade double bed, a narrow chest of drawers and a longer bureau against the adjacent walls. Blythe stood over a large trunk and lifted the lid as Tom neared. The room became lighter and a sweet aroma filled the air, that drowsy, body-odor smell of marijuana. 
 
    Tom counted five pot plants. The grow light was hot and bright, the trunk lined with aluminum foil. Each of the small trees was loaded with buds, threaded with red and orange hairs. 
 
    “Nice,” Tom said. 
 
    He turned to the windows overlooking the backyard and saw a barbeque grill, some rough-looking lawn furniture and a plastic kiddy-pool. At the far end was a storage shed. He leaned closer, until his forehead was almost touching the glass, and scrutinized the shed from a distance. The padlock hung from the clasp, disengaged. 
 
    “Check that out,” he said to Blythe. 
 
    She moved beside him. 
 
    “You want to call it in?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s just go see.” 
 
    They left the room and descended the stairs, moving lightly but quickly. The house layout was such that everything circled the bathroom and they passed through the rear doorway of the living room and into the laundry and pantry area, with its smells of detergent and musty air. 
 
    Sarah was in the kitchen, putting the baby in her high chair. 
 
    “Last chance,” Tom said. “Is someone here?” 
 
    Sarah didn’t answer — she didn’t have to. It was in her body language, the tight shoulders and pursed lips. 
 
    “Take her out of there and go upstairs,” Tom said, gesturing at the baby. 
 
    Aliyah started to wail the moment she was removed from the high chair. Sarah hurried with her from the room and he waited until he heard them moving upstairs. 
 
    Tom glanced at Blythe. They left single file through the rear door and then walked abreast through the patchy yard. Blythe pulled her weapon as they flanked the shed. “You in there. Come on out. We just want to talk.” 
 
    Someone moved around inside. Tom raised his weapon, felt the pulse in his neck. The baby’s cries emanated from the house through an open window on the top floor. 
 
    “Easy,” Blythe called. “Come out easy and let us see your hands.” 
 
    The shed door swung open and away, toward Blythe, so Tom had the man in full view. He was covered in sweat, with beads of it glistening in his goatee and shining atop his balding head. He wore a white tank top, shorts, nothing on his feet. 
 
    Blythe came around the shed door and stepped in front of him. “Interlock your fingers behind your head. Good. Don’t worry about the baby. Your girlfriend is in there with her. Now down onto your knees.” 
 
    Sweat was streaming down his face, like he’d run a marathon, as he lowered himself to his knees. It was not Frank Guttridge. 
 
    “Must’ve been hot in there,” Tom said. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Eric.” 
 
    “All the way down,” Blythe instructed. When Eric obliged, Tom got around beside him. “Now ease your hands down to your lower back,” Blythe said. Tom straddled him, squatted down and holstered his gun, handcuffing Eric while Blythe gave cover. 
 
    The baby’s cries were tapering off. 
 
    His face on the ground, Eric blew out a breath. “Ah, fuck. You’re not even here for me, are you? You’re here for that asshole.” 
 
    “Which asshole is that?” 
 
    “Her ex.” 
 
    “Why do you think we’d be here for him, Eric? You’re the one with the little growing operation in your bedroom. Marijuana may be getting the green light everywhere else, but not here.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. That’s not mine.” 
 
    “Yet here you are, hiding in a windowless shed in eighty-degree heat.” Tom glanced at Blythe and they each hooked a hand under Eric’s arms and helped him to his feet. “Upsy-daisy,” Tom said. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. Do you understand these rights that have been given to you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    With Sarah’s boyfriend in cuffs, Blythe stowed her weapon and wiped her hands on her pants. Her color was up, strands of hair sticking to the skin around her forehead and ears. 
 
    Eric licked his lips. “I want to talk to a lawyer, please.” 
 
    “We’re getting there,” Blythe said. “Can you just fill in the gaps for us? When did you move in?” 
 
    “About . . . I don’t know — couple of months ago.” 
 
    “Have you ever met Frank Guttridge?” 
 
    Eric stared at the house, raised his eyes to the upstairs windows. Sarah was up there watching. 
 
    “Yeah, I met him.” 
 
    “You know where he is now?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe a few months ago. He’s got no custody of Gloria, nothing. Sarah has placement. He just comes to visit. But there’s nothing regular about it. He always just shows up. He keeps a bunch of his shit here. I keep telling Sarah to throw it out.” 
 
    Blythe gave Tom a nod and they brought Eric out onto the street by going around the house. A neighbor watched from a window across the street as they opened the back and eased Eric into the vehicle. Then the front door opened and Sarah came out with Aliyah in her arms. Eric looked back at them across the distance. 
 
    A passing car slowed in the street and Tom felt a jolt — a flashback whipping through him of a previous case and a drive-by shooting. His hand went to his piece, but the car resumed normal speed — just an older man alone, getting an eyeful of someone else taken by the police. 
 
    Still, he had the feeling someone in a Yukon was close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE BUS TO ABILENE 
 
    Nobody with the state bureau cared about Eric or his pot plants. The situation hadn’t drummed up much more interest from the FBI, but the marijuana was enough for a warrant to be executed by Polk County. Blythe stayed at the Polk County Sheriff’s Office to work with them as Eric got processed in. Tom went back to Guttridge’s house and hung around with Sarah and the baby while he waited for the crime scene unit to show up. There had been a big debate about taking Sarah into custody as well. 
 
    “But then we’ve got to hand the kid over to child services and it’s a huge emotional scene for everybody,” Tom had argued with the Polk cops. “Let me stay with them. I need to keep talking to her anyway — she’s going to be more communicative in her own home.” 
 
    Aliyah was in the high chair again, getting fed. All the kid did was eat. Breast milk and baby food and these little crackers she gummed on until they were putty dissolving in her wet grip. Tom sat beside her, across from Sarah. Sarah maintained she didn’t know where Frank was, hadn’t heard from him in weeks. Tom asked to see her phone and she let him look. He read texts from her sister and mother, texts from Eric — the guy committed every typo and common misspelling in the book — and from various friends. Sarah could account for every number. 
 
    “Sarah, where would he be?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “His parents are in Palm Beach . . .” 
 
    She was already shaking her head. “He doesn’t get along with them.” 
 
    “Did he . . . Sarah, was he ever using?” 
 
    “Just what he got from the clinic. He sold some of his prescriptions first. Then him and Hinkley got together. Hinkley was . . . that guy was dangerous. He sold his own stuff, too, but then he was getting other drugs — ecstasy, cocaine — and selling them to vets. They both were. And then Hinkley overdosed and that’s when the police . . . you know, that’s when it all went wrong and Frank went to jail. He lost everything . . . lost shared custody of Gloria. He did his time, and when he got out he came back here and . . .” The emotion bubbled up and Sarah took a moment to pull herself together. “I just couldn’t. Gloria was still just a little girl. And he had so many problems . . .” 
 
    “Sarah, I asked you if anyone had ever come around asking about Frank. You said no. Do you want to change that answer?” 
 
    “I’ve seen people,” she said finally, “sitting outside the house. You know, sitting there in this truck.” 
 
    It was like invisible fingers tickling at the base of his skull. “A Truck? Or an SUV — like a Yukon?” 
 
    “No. It was a pickup truck.” 
 
    “Wait . . . a pickup? Like an F150?” 
 
    “Maybe. In the dark.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I guess . . . six months ago? It happened twice. Twice in one week.” 
 
    Lupton. Not the cowboy with the gold belt buckle. Because maybe he only got involved later. 
 
    Before Crime Scene showed up, a school bus arrived and fifteen-year-old Gloria walked in, all legs and hair. She threw her backpack on the couch and looked at Tom, then Sarah. 
 
    “Mom — what the hell? There are people standing on the sidewalk. Like, looking at the house.” 
 
    “Gloria, language. This is Tom Lange. He’s with the state police.” 
 
    Gloria came closer, toward the kitchen, narrowing her eyes at Tom. “For what?” 
 
    “I’m here about your dad,” Tom said. 
 
    That stopped her. Her face changed as she drew into herself, folded her arms across her chest and shrank against the doorway. 
 
    Tom rose slowly out of the chair. “Have you talked to him?” 
 
    She looked at her mother and the baby, avoiding Tom’s gaze, then broke away from the door and walked into the living room. “I have homework.” She thudded up the stairs. 
 
    He looked at Sarah for a cue. 
 
    “She doesn’t know anything. They don’t really talk anymore.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll just see. Just a few quick questions.” 
 
    He went up the stairs, his mind racing. If Guttridge was their man, the fact that he’d been divorced for over a decade might just be the only reason Sarah hadn’t been directly threatened by the Vasquez people. But someone had been scoping her out, probably Mick Lupton, getting eyes on Sarah and Gloria as leverage against Guttridge. Now they could be in even worse danger if the Vasquez people were after Guttridge for blowing the Balfour heist, maybe looking to reclaim the money he’d taken. If the guy in the alligator boots hadn’t been here yet, he would be soon. Someone would need to stick with the family at all times, from now until Guttridge was found. 
 
    He found the teenager’s bedroom door closed and knocked on the DO NOT ENTER sign. 
 
    “Gloria? Need to talk to you. Sorry to be a pain.” 
 
    After a moment came her muffled voice: “Do I have to?” 
 
    “It would be really appreciated. I want to help you and your mom. I want to help your dad.” 
 
    “I don’t care about him.” 
 
    “I understand that.” He looked down at the floor, his head inches from the door. “I do, though. I care about him. I care about you.” 
 
    He heard her moving around and then the door opened. She gave him a long look, her eyes lingering over his decorated face. Then she sat down on the bed. He stayed in the doorway. “Thanks.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “So your dad — he comes to visit you? And your mom stays around when he does?” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, he used to.” 
 
    “What do you guys do together? Or what did you do?” 
 
    “He hasn’t been here in, um, since last year. Since I was in ninth grade.” 
 
    “Yeah? You guys talk, though? Phone calls or text or email or anything?” 
 
    “Why are you looking for him? What did he do?” 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of complicated. But I won’t lie to you. We think he might’ve robbed somebody. Somebody pretty important.” 
 
    She looked away, out the bedroom window. Without looking at him she picked her phone up off the bed and held it out to him. Tom walked into the room and hesitated, then took it from her. 
 
    “The last message is from, like, three months ago. Here, let me show you.” She took the phone back and used her thumbs to unlock the screen, then returned it to him. 
 
    Kitty. Just know that I love you. 
 
    “He calls you Kitty?” 
 
    Gloria didn’t answer. Tom scrolled back through the messages, few and far between. How you doing? Just checking in. I love you. How’s school? Gloria’s later responses were terse, one-word, but sometimes she embellished, Got a 90 on my math test! They went back a little over two years. 
 
    “That when you got your phone?” Tom asked. “Back at the beginning here?” 
 
    “Yeah. My thirteenth birthday.” 
 
    “Thanks for letting me see those,” Tom said. He handed it back to her, having committed Guttridge’s number to memory. He highly doubted it would be a working number now, but it was always worth a try. 
 
    “So what would you do when your dad visited?” Tom backtracked across the room and leaned against the doorframe. 
 
    “Not much. He couldn’t take me anywhere. We don’t have anything in common, really. Except math, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah? Your dad good at math?” 
 
    “Got to be if you’re a drug dealer, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah — it might not hurt.” 
 
    She looked at him, evaluating for any deception. “Why do you care about my dad? You just want to arrest him. For the robbery, right?” 
 
    “Well, he has to deal with that, yeah. Where was he living, though, the last time you saw him?” 
 
    “Probably in his car or something.” 
 
    “In his car. Really?” 
 
    Gloria looked out the window again. “You’re not going to find him. He was in the army, you know. He’s good at hiding.” 
 
    “Did he talk to you about hiding in the army?” 
 
    “No, but he’s really good. He’s good at finding places.” Her gaze came back to him again. Tom could see the father in the daughter’s face, through the nose and jawline. He thought of Guttridge seeing his little girl in Lemon Madras. Wanting to protect her. 
 
    “Like what places?” Tom asked. 
 
    Gloria shrugged, like she was getting bored. “He can dive. He would dive Eagle’s Nest. Those underwater caves? But I think they shut them down because too many people were drowning.” 
 
    “Where are those? I’m not really from around here.” 
 
    “The caves? Eagle’s Nest is right by Tampa. On the ocean side. But I mean, he’s not hiding there. He’s not just sitting underwater.” 
 
    “No. I guess not. Hey, Gloria, you got any recent pictures of your dad?” 
 
    It was going on 4 p.m. when the crime scene unit arrived. They were focused on the pot plants in the bedroom, but Tom wanted what was in the shed. Sarah had admitted that Frank kept things there. The crime scene people boxed it all up and hauled it off to be processed into the county evidence room. 
 
    An hour later he was signing into the evidence room at the Polk County Sherriff’s Office and pulling things back out of the boxes. He shuffled through a stack of photographs. One showed Frank Guttridge alone in his military uniform. If Sarah had been the homecoming queen, Frank had been prom king. Tom took in the boxy jaw with a dimple in the chin, the long eyelashes and the straight nose. 
 
    A different, framed picture showed Frank standing beside a Humvee, surrounded by three fellow infantrymen, each of them grinning. One held a cardboard-and-marker sign that said Abilene. The men wore desert camouflage and one had his rifle out, finger on the trigger guard. Another flashed a peace sign. Tom looked closely at the man with two fingers in the air, the dark hair just visible beneath his helmet, his brown skin. Tom was no expert, but the guy looked like a Miccosukee Indian. Someone, anyway, that Tom had laid eyes on just the other day. 
 
    At the reservation. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They had a name, Frank Guttridge. They had his picture — a new one, which Tom had sent to Skokie, begging them to have Lemon Madras take another look. They had his DMV records, his house, his social security number. Soon, his taxes. They had his file from the VA. They had his wife and daughter. The only thing they didn’t have was a hard reason to bust him. 
 
    The US Army didn’t provide military locator services. Tom searched the National Archives and Records Administration database and, by eight o’clock that night, was looking at a list of infantrymen who were part of Guttridge’s unit. 
 
    He went back to the Miccosukee Reservation with a name: Ronald Parker. A white man’s name and a Native American’s face, in combat between 2004 and 2007. Parker was thirty-six. 
 
    Only the FBI had jurisdiction within the res and that meant only the FBI could interview a potential Miccosukee witness. Malone was there, but it was Agent Akron who conducted the interview. Tom watched from a small room behind one-way glass with Blythe and others. 
 
    “Little Lemon Madras identified you,” Akron said to the Parker. “So, this story that she was found wandering around a section of swampland a quarter mile from the Indian Village . . . we know that’s not true. We know that she was brought to you directly. Can I ask, Mr. Parker, have you ever worn your hair in a scalp lock? You know — up like this?” 
 
    Parker stared as Akron demonstrated a high feathering of hair. 
 
    “No,” Parker said. One word, like most of his answers. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s just . . . You have three children of your own, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you work as an electrician, usually in Miami office buildings — changing out ballasts and switchers and that sort of thing. You’re a veteran. Army Infantry, three tours in Iraq. Your unit on your last tour . . . you were with a guy named Frank Guttridge.” 
 
    “Is that a question?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no. We know the answer. I’d like to hear your answer.” 
 
    Parker sniffed, turned away from Akron and looked toward the one-way glass. “Yeah. Gutt was in my unit.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay, Mr. Parker. So, this is what’s going to happen. We’re glad you took the girl in, okay? Everybody. Her parents — all of us. You did the right thing. But here’s where you made a mistake. You didn’t turn her in right away. You kept her while everyone was out looking, while her parents were worried sick. You were protecting her, you say, because Frank told you what had happened. You feared for her safety. But I think there’s another reason, too . . . you were protecting Frank, buying him some time. Which makes you an accessory. It makes you part of this. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything.” 
 
    “But here it is, Mr. Parker . . . we don’t want to press charges against you. We just want to find Frank. We want to help him. We know he was blackmailed into this.” Akron pulled out some papers. “The girl describes him. Says he treated her well. We have a statement from Aardvark Wrecking Company describing how Frank paid them a thousand in cash to treat his vehicle as an end-of-life vehicle and scrap it. We have an individual who gave information to police, describing an army veteran. Mr. Parker, the only thing you’re doing now is digging yourself a hole. And you have your children to think about. Do you want to be seeing them on the other side of bulletproof glass on visitation day? Or do you want to stay in their lives? We just want to find Frank. We’ll find him eventually, but if you help us, it might go quicker. And the federal prosecutors will show you leniency. Do you understand?” 
 
    Parker looked at Akron for a long time. “I don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Mr. Parker, the girl was with you. You’re lucky you’re not already sitting in federal prison . . .” 
 
    It went on. 
 
    Tom stared at Parker and thought back to that face in the trees, the colored hair sticking up. It could have been Parker, but it had been such a brief glimpse he’d caught of whoever was hiding there — just a flash, really, something Tom might’ve doubted he ever saw if it wasn’t for the fact Malone had seen it too. 
 
    Malone stood with his arms folded, watching through the glass. Tom suspected Malone was thinking along the same lines . . . why would Parker have been out that night, running around in all that swamp? 
 
    * * * 
 
    So. 
 
    They found a bar in Naples. Blythe used the restroom then sat across from Tom, watching him for a moment. She cleared her throat. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “That Guttridge left Parker with instructions — bring the girl’s stuffed animal to Emilio’s camp and leave it there. Malone and I got there just afterward. Parker’s got his scalp lock going — who knows why. Psych himself up, maybe. Or scare anyone who sees him. I don’t know. Sure scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    “We got him printed and we’ll see if his prints are on the stuffed animal. On the tag or the plastic eyes. Probably not but we can look for skin cells, get his DNA.” 
 
    “And if we get anything, that means Guttridge knew about Emilio Vasquez’s little compound out there in the swamp. How?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What does Ed Skokie want to do?” 
 
    “He wants to put this out. Get the public working for us.” 
 
    “He’s convinced?” 
 
    Blythe took a drink and shrugged. “We started with over three hundred Iraq veterans in the state named Frank. Now we’ve got one who was in a unit with a Miccosukee man living where the girl was recovered. Skokie wants to put Guttridge’s picture out wide.” 
 
    “I think that’s a mistake at this point. He’ll run.” 
 
    “No one thinks he’s still around. Not in the state anyway. You do. Why?” 
 
    “For one thing, his daughter Gloria. For another, the same reason he knew about Emilio’s camp. He’s got inside information somehow. I really think there was more taken from the Balfour job than we know about. How about a missing laptop — something like that?” 
 
    She regarded him with her steady, intent eyes. 
 
    “Is that an I-don’t-know silence or an I-know-but-I’m-not-saying silence?” 
 
    She tapped the table. “Forget speculating. Stick with what you know right now.” 
 
    “What I know. Okay. Guttridge was arrested in Lakeland for his VA clinic drug operation, with Hinkley. But I don’t think that’s what ties him to the Vasquez people — they don’t have territory there. Jarvis has specific information on the Vasquez territory, he says you can practically see the piss staining the ground.” 
 
    “Gross.” Blythe made a face. 
 
    “Their claim is on Everglades City up to Tampa. Wilbur Beck said Pedro talked about a guy with a debt — something he owed Pedro. Let’s say Guttridge gets out of jail and goes back to dealing drugs, or at least — you know — he’s on the street. He doesn’t stray too far from his daughter. Their communication is spotty, but the last time he saw her, almost five months ago, he was there at her house within forty minutes of arranging it with his ex-wife. He’s close.” 
 
    “Either that or he just happened to be forty minutes away, hoping the ex-wife would permit a visit.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I get the sense from two witnesses now — Beck and Lupton — that Guttridge had somehow infringed on Vasquez territory, which is between here and Tampa. He’d have been avoiding Polk County, where he’s got a record, but in Tampa, sticking close to his daughter, blending in. I think he was homeless for a little while.” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain why he’d be back in Tampa now, after the part he’s played in a burglary and a kidnapping.” 
 
    Tom ticked off each item with his fingers. “Toyota Highlander found at a wrecking company in Cape Coral, halfway between here and Tampa. I grilled that guy, Deakins — I don’t think he knew Guttridge personally, but Guttridge knew that Deakins would work out their deal under the table. I pushed Deakins and he came up with the Highlander. From there, Guttridge is on foot. Where’s he going to go?” 
 
    “So, the picture can’t hurt. Some trucker that gave him a ride after he dumped his vehicle at Aardvark recognizes him and calls it in.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Anyway, if he’s hitch-hiking, he takes a tractor-trailer ride all the way up to Canada.” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “His daughter said he’s good at hiding. If it was me, I’d stick to what’s familiar. What’s he gonna do, never see his little girl again?” 
 
    “He’s got ten grand of Balfour’s cash and he can pretty much go anywhere.” 
 
    “Nah. I bet he’s off-grid and hiding close.” 
 
    They were at a standstill. Tom knew the FBI was fixated on Valentina Vasquez and Mick Lupton. They were fixated on Emilio Vasquez, too — the kidnapped girl’s stuffed animal was found at a property he owned, even if she was recovered from the Miccosukee Nation. 
 
    And there was more to it. If Guttridge turned out to be a burglar and a kidnapper, the breaker of local, state and federal laws, he would become a national story. A military man selling drugs was one thing. People could understand that. That could be spun as a commentary on the economy, on society’s failure to properly reintegrate soldiers back into civilian life, and the wider drug problem in general. But a solider working for a crime family, burgling the residence of the Florida statewide attorney and kidnapping a seven-year-old Mexican girl into the bargain? That was a bombshell. 
 
    “I thought we had this talk already,” Blythe said. 
 
    “Which talk?” 
 
    “The evidence leads the way. Build your evidence then make the moves. With you, it’s make the move and hope to get the evidence to back you up.” 
 
    “I thought about it some more and I think there’s a part missing from that.” 
 
    She looked up at him. He could see the copper in her eyes, the strands of gray threaded through her blonde hair. “Which is?” 
 
    “Sitting around and waiting for the evidence.” He stood, took out some cash and dropped it on the table. “Am I still on this?” 
 
    She drew in air through her nose then relaxed. “Yes. Until it’s done.” 
 
    “Thank you. Then I need to make a phone call.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: TAMPA 
 
    Over at Tampa PD, Gomez was delighted to hear from him as usual. “Lange. The prodigal son. So, you’re looking back when? Two years?” 
 
    “Yeah. Anything from two years to a few months ago.” 
 
    “I mean, we’ve got enough unidentified, unclaimed bodies to fill Ray Jay Stadium. Unsolved murders? About thirty over the past three years.” 
 
    “Nothing that jumps out as a Vasquez grunt?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you what, why don’t you come have a look?” 
 
    “I think I’ll do that.” 
 
    He drove to Tampa. Habit had him pick up his phone to check in with Katie, in this case to see about Vance. But that would be selfish. He couldn’t use the terrible thing happening to Vance as a way to reestablish communication with Katie. He would call Vance directly. He tried but got Vance’s voicemail and didn’t know what to say so he hung up, defeated. 
 
    The Violent Crimes Bureau was located downtown in the Tampa Police Department, a twenty-story building walled in glass. Gomez was narcotic and gang enforcement, basement floor, sharing the space with Undercover Operations, a place where guys still smoked and mashed out the butts in overflowing ashtrays, wore white short-sleeved shirts with ties and sized everything up with their stony and suspicious eyes. Gomez still wore the same snakeskin boots he’d sported during the Carrie Gallo case. Seeing them recalled the stranger with the GMC Yukon and his own snazzy footwear. 
 
    Gomez smiled and stuck out a hand. “Fucking Lange,” he said. 
 
    They spent the night going through unsolved murder cases that were drug and gang related, poring over pictures of bloodied bodies, gunshot and knife wounds, crime scenes under bridges and bodies floating in bays. Maybe Juárez didn’t have it over Florida after all. There were photos of gun seizures — smiling police presiding over piles of AR-15-style semiautomatic weapons — mounds of heroin and cocaine and meth, stacks of cash, mug shots, known associates, a list of drug gangs and gang players. 
 
    All members of the Vasquez family were accounted for, everyone Tom already knew. There was no incident in which an identifiable Vasquez family member or employee had been found dead in the Tampa streets or even the Tampa Bay area, which spread to the edge of Lakeland — just the dozens of unknown subjects, dead on the ground, hands hooked into claws or faces blackened with blood. 
 
    When Gomez left, Tom remained buried behind a stack of reports. He’d divided them up into two groups — unsubs on the left and identified decedents who could have been working as Vasquez dealers in some capacity on the right. He pulled the file off the top of that second pile and looked at it again. 
 
    Jamal Washington was a street-level dealer who had an on-again off-again employment history as a dishwasher and sometimes line cook. Washington had been found floating in Hillsborough Bay by a couple of fishermen. The medical examination said he’d died from blunt force trauma. His body was badly beaten, like he’d run into some gang out for blood. 
 
    It was getting late — Tom suppressed a yawn and flipped back through the file to the employment history section. He dragged his finger down the page and stopped on a restaurant called Ocean Prime. It was located on North Ashley Drive looking west over the Hillsborough River. Tom woke the computer at Gomez’s desk but needed a password. He used his phone instead, googled Ocean Prime and had a look at the menu. Then he turned his attention to the map on the wall. The restaurant was downtown, between the Channel District to the east and Hyde Park across the river to the west. 
 
    He called Gomez. 
 
    “I just got into bed, Lange.” 
 
    “Jamal Washington. Found in Hillsborough Bay.” 
 
    “Yeah, we figured he floated down the river.” 
 
    “What have you got on drugs coming into the area, packed in with the stone crab shipments?” 
 
    “What have we got? You want to open that can of worms, you’re a brave ass man. We’ve been working on that for six years.” 
 
    “Looking at the Vasquez family?” 
 
    “They’re not the only game in town. Jesus, Lange, you need to get out more often. It’s Florida. There’s not just one supplier of stone crabs in Tampa. There’s about forty.” 
 
    “But you’ve had some cases where it looks like . . . Okay, Jamal Washington has possession and distribution priors. He was working at Ocean Prime as a sous-chef or line cook or something. Probably dealing coke and heroin out the back door.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me. He’s, ah . . . he’s one of the unsolveds you’re looking at? Jamal Washington? You know what — you’ll get a kick out of this — I remember that one. Less than a year ago, I think, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. Nine months ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, right so — get this . . . I remember we talked to a guy. Lives in that area, has a pawnshop downtown. Got a real interesting alias considering what he does for a living . . .” 
 
    Tom jotted notes from what Gomez had told him, took a quick pee break, washed his hands and face in the dungeon-like bathroom of Gomez’s unit, and headed out. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he parked the truck in a low-income neighborhood on the outskirts of Tampa. He climbed out and saw the pawnshop had a neon sign in the window flickering, Open. He crossed the street and entered. A man behind the glass case glanced up. He was in his seventies or so, like Vance, named Walt Spiro. He set his phone aside and peered curiously out at Tom. 
 
    “Help you?” 
 
    Tom set his badge on the counter. “How you doing tonight?” 
 
    The man looked at the badge like it didn’t worry him. “Good.” 
 
    “You’re open late.” 
 
    “I get a fair amount of business in the late hours.” There was almost a twinkle in his eye, a glint of the ironic. 
 
    “Why do they call you ‘preacher?’” 
 
    “Because I’m a preacher.” 
 
    “A preacher with a pawnshop? Hard to believe places like this still exist in the age of eBay and Amazon.” It was probative — just to get a feel for the guy. 
 
    “People without computers,” Spiro said. 
 
    “You can’t be preaching now, officially. Not if you’re running this place.” 
 
    “No — no, of course not. I was the pastor at Abundant Life, a holiness church on East 7th Ave. I was an exhorter-type preacher. Doesn’t help that the police shut down church volunteers feeding the homeless in a city lot right there by 275. Ordinance, you know. You got to have a permit to hand out food on city property. That was what they told us, but we all knew what it was really — it was a crackdown. Part of a cleanup effort ahead of the Republican National Convention. August 2012. That’s when I left Abundant Life. Bought this place.” 
 
    “An ‘exhorter-type.’ How’s that go?” 
 
    “We preach based on scripture. We preach for people to make a life change. It’s called ‘Preach for a Decision’. We want you to act. It’s not liturgical or mainline. You take the Bible . . . you preach the whole story to make your case. Or what you feel is the whole story.” 
 
    Tom browsed the shelves, not really looking. There was another section, a room off the back with stringed beads hanging in the doorway. 
 
    “What’s in there?” 
 
    “Those are more . . . well, that’s what you’d call erotic entertainment.” 
 
    Tom pushed aside some beads and got an eyeful of DVDs with lurid covers, stacks of magazines, even erotic instruments. 
 
    “Ah, man. People pawning their sex toys? I’m gonna pass on that.” 
 
    Spiro was unruffled. “I do all this to stay close. It’s the best place for me. It’s where God wants me.” 
 
    Tom withdrew from the sex toy room, his curiosity alone aroused. “Yeah, someone told me you keep an eye on the neighborhood. You’re not shy about talking to the cops, either.” 
 
    Spiro cast his gaze down, thinking. “I don’t have any moral conflict about that.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m not judging. I was thinking that if word gets around you’re a CI, why would anyone trust you? Why would they come in here?” 
 
    He looked up. “I think it works in a funny way.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “I think people — well, I’m not talking about hardened criminals, too far gone — but most people, I think they’re good. They don’t want to go down a certain path, but they find themselves on it.” 
 
    Tom considered what he was saying. Maybe it was the late hour, when people had silver tongues. Maybe Spiro was genuinely unpretentious. There wasn’t much of that going around. 
 
    “So, people come in here,” Tom supposed, “who know who you are, that you’re in contact with the police, but they’re okay with it — because maybe, subconsciously, they want to be stopped. That what you’re saying?” 
 
    Spiro looked back with those lively gray eyes. “They want to feel connected. Lot of these people, they didn’t get that growing up. Didn’t get it from a parent, so they look to their peers. Before you know it, they’re in a gang. And that becomes their family.” 
 
    “You have children?” 
 
    “All grown. Three of them.” 
 
    “What do they think of this?” 
 
    “They understand.” 
 
    Tom waved a hand. “All right. I don’t mean to get personal.” 
 
    “I hear things, I see things. People talk to me. Not everyone knows that I . . . that I’m going to try to get them help.” 
 
    Tom pulled out his phone and brought up the picture of Guttridge. “I want to know if you’ve ever seen this guy.” He set the phone down on the glass case. “First, he was hawking his own prescriptions, but that was in Lakeland, and he got busted. There’s no record of him checking into any of the local clinics here, but I think he was still dealing. In this neighborhood, maybe.” 
 
    After taking a good look, the preacher shook his head. “I haven’t seen him.” 
 
    “You mean — what does that mean? You haven’t seen him recently or . . .?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him recently.” 
 
    That tickle again, base of the neck. “So, you know him? You’ve seen him before.” 
 
    A nod. “I believe so.” 
 
    Tom stepped closer. “Got a name?” 
 
    “Frank.” 
 
    “Frank? That’s it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That’s it.” 
 
    “And did Frank ever speak to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No. Where did you see him?” 
 
    “Just around the neighborhood. I asked about him. A friend told me who he was.” 
 
    Tom pulled out his notebook and clicked his pen. “Who was the friend?” 
 
    “Her name is Jeanie. Jean Ann Sweeney.” 
 
    The name had a strange ring to it for Tom. 
 
    “You know where I can find her?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Last I knew, she was staying around Gaslight Square.” 
 
    “Gaslight Square Park? Right around here? She’s homeless, you mean?” 
 
    The preacher nodded. Tom clicked off the pen. He looked at the preacher. “What made you ask about him? What made you ask Jean Ann?” 
 
    “He was interesting. I saw him a few times in the neighborhood, like I said. He wore a green army jacket. Looked like a lost soul.” 
 
    “Someone to bring into the fold?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I never got the chance to speak with him. He never came in here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Tom said. He glanced at the bric-a-brac. Nothing good: one flat-screen monitor, a few cathode-ray TVs, a stack of battered laptops, bicycles, dubious jewelry in the glass case, recycled thumb drives for computers. He thought to ask about sitting here every day, handing out money for sub-par materials, trying to peddle it back to the street, what that did to you. 
 
    * * * 
 
    He checked into a hotel and, despite the late hour, found himself lying on top of the made bed, staring at the TV with the remote in his hand. He finally fell asleep and was up again in four hours. Katie did a breathing exercise called “chi” or “promoting your chi” or something which involved breathing in deep with your head back and arms out, then exhaling and tucking your chin to your chest. It was supposed to stabilize you, get your spinal fluid flowing. He did it nine times, rested, did nine more, took a shower and left. 
 
    Lykes Gaslight Square Park, Gaslight Square for short, teemed with the homeless — or so it said on Yelp. Tom sat in the truck on Franklin Street, drinking a juice smoothie and eating an egg sandwich, watching the benches and winding walkways. At eight in the morning, the park was quiet, a pair of women jogging through, a lone man standing, talking on a cell phone. And, in what seemed like some kind of cosmic twist, there was the Tampa Bay Police Department, right across the street, the place that criminalized homeless food distribution sat overlooking the park with its glass exterior, its thousand window eyes. He could go in and talk to the desk sergeant, see if Jean Ann Sweeney was on a list somewhere, or he could talk to Gomez again. 
 
    “Are we dating?” Gomez asked over the phone. “My own wife doesn’t call me this much.” 
 
    “That’s for you to think about. Walt Spiro — the preacher — said Guttridge was around. Said Jean Ann Sweeney might know him.” 
 
    “That guy’s clinically insane. You know that, right? Crystal meth fried his brain? Says he’s sober now. Okay. Still the craziest preacher I ever met, running a pawnshop.” 
 
    “So how about it?” 
 
    “How about what? I reach into my magic bag and pull out Jean Ann whatever-her-name-is?” 
 
    “Jean Ann Sweeney.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do with it? Unlike you, Lange, I catch multiple cases. You think I got time to play with you all day? Lange? You there? Hello?” 
 
    “I figured I’d give you the chance to get off the phone. You’re still here.” 
 
    “I liked you better when you were all nerves and tight jaw. What is it again? Jean something?” 
 
    “Sweeney.” He spelled it. “Hangs out in Gaslight Square.” 
 
    Gomez let out a rippling sigh. “Gaslight is in the 143rd district, hombre. It’s across the fucking street from me.” 
 
    “I know. I’m looking at it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you — Jesus, Lange. Walk in and give the desk sergeant a smile. Wiggle your hips.” 
 
    “I’d rather not, man. I tell them what I’m doing and they start crawling this area and Guttridge is going to bolt.” 
 
    “Oh, you think you got him boxed in.” Gomez’s tone was as sarcastic as ever. 
 
    “I don’t know if I do or not. But if he’s around, I don’t want to risk it. I want eyes on then I’ll make the call. Just need a picture of Sweeney if you got one. That’s it.” 
 
    Another sigh. “Fine.” 
 
    He heard tapping on Gomez’s end. Noises in the background, phones ringing, people talking. Gomez came back over the line. “Okay. You know, this is it for me. Tell them to give you a vehicle with some connectivity in it. Jesus. Okay. Hello there, Ms. Sweeney. Yeah, we got her on a few things. You know, ‘quality of life’ crimes. Lodging out of doors. That was back in 2005, though. Short-lived ordinance, you know what I’m saying? A state court found that one unconstitutional. Got her in 2015 for trespassing on public land. I don’t have her for anything else. I’ll send you her sheet. She’s a beaut.” 
 
    Gomez was kind of an asshole, but he’d been helpful. Tom thanked him and hung up, left the truck and wandered into the park, checking for the email on his phone. Sweeney’s picture came up. She was predictably thin, straw-haired, hollow-eyed. Looked like a meth head. 
 
    He spent the morning walking around, stopping people and asking if they’d seen her. No one had. Gomez had a strong point about bringing in local PD; they’d be able to canvass the area and this would go a lot quicker. He also needed to update Malone and the feds. He thought about Guttridge, whether he was anywhere nearby, hanging out in full view of the Tampa frigging Police Department. Hiding in plain sight. 
 
    A few people slept behind bushes, some more brazenly under trees, along the benches. Tom woke a few up, showed them his phone. Most of them smelled pretty bad. No one recognized Sweeney. 
 
    At noon, Tom got back in the truck and turned on the engine, plugged in his phone to charge it and called Malone. 
 
    “The girl is sticking to her story,” Malone said. “We’re going to take Mick Lupton in the morning and get him to flip on Valentina. That way we got it solid and our case isn’t resting on a seven-year-old talking about melting ice. No one wants to see her have to take the stand, have some defense attorney try to pick her apart.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “If he doesn’t flip? We’ll execute the warrant either way. It’ll just be . . . Look, we’re going to get him to flip. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I got something for you. Might have an eyewitness that puts Lupton outside Frank Guttridge’s house six months ago. Well, his ex’s house.” 
 
    He brought Malone up to speed on Sarah Finley and what she’d said about being watched. Malone was asking about the daughter, Gloria, when Tom spotted a familiar face. 
 
    “Hang on a second.” 
 
    The woman walking into the park near the truck matched Jean Ann Sweeney’s description. Tom hopped out and caught up to her. “Hey, excuse me . . .” 
 
    She stopped and looked at him with wary suspicion. It was her. He realized he’d left his phone back in the truck. Her eyes narrowed when he showed her his badge. 
 
    “I’m not here to arrest you. Just want to ask you some questions. Would you step over here?” 
 
    They were catching looks from other people. Sweeney complied and he hurried her to the truck, opened the door for her. She was rank beyond belief and he had to roll down his window. 
 
    “Malone? I’ll call you back.” 
 
    He showed her Guttridge’s picture on the phone. 
 
    “You know this man?” 
 
    Sweeney looked at it a long time. Her words came slow. “He’s on TV.” 
 
    TV. So Skokie had put it out there after all. 
 
    “That’s all I know.” She started for the door and he caught her arm. It was brittle, like bird bones. 
 
    “Jeanie. I talked to the preacher last night, okay? We’re worried about Frank. I’m going to help him. But I need you to tell me where he is.” 
 
    She looked at the picture again, then straight ahead through the windshield. “I don’t know where he’s at.” 
 
    “When did you last see him?” 
 
    “A while ago. Few days, I guess.” 
 
    “A few days. You know where he’s been staying, Jeanie?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he went north.” 
 
    “North. Why do you think that? You mean since he’s been on TV?” 
 
    “I need to go.” 
 
    “What do you — what’s your relationship with him? He selling to you? To other people out there?” 
 
    “He ain’t sellin’ nothin’ no more.” 
 
    “He was in Iraq. You know that? He’s got a daughter. He ever talk about her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Tom tried to catch Jeanie’s eye. “You know his name?” 
 
    “Frank.” 
 
    “Frank what? You ever know his last name?” 
 
    “Apollo.” 
 
    “Frank Apollo?” 
 
    Pretty showy, as far as fake surnames went. 
 
    She grabbed the door — she was quick — and hopped out of the truck. Tom checked the street, got out and stepped up onto the curb. He didn’t want to put Jeanie in danger. If the Vasquez people were watching then they might have seen his interaction with her. She needed to be protected, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN: THE RIVER’S EDGE 
 
    After he arrested her and brought her across the street to the Tampa Police Department, Sweeney told them Frank “Apollo” had been staying in a motel. A plain-clothes detective named Charlie Mingus did the Sweeney interview with Tom. “Which motel?” Mingus asked. 
 
    “The Starlight.” 
 
    Tom pulled up to the motel, went in and asked if Frank Apollo was staying in one of the rooms. The clerk told him Room 6. Tom went back out and walked through the balmy afternoon. The motel was a few blocks from a nightclub called Hush where Carrie Anne Gallo had worked as a stripper before turning up dead in Rookery Bay — his first case. Now he was acting on information provided by Jean Ann Sweeney. He thought about that — Carrie Anne and Jean Ann — and decided his mind was seeking connections where there were none. Most of the time when that happened, it was about your own bias. What did they call it? Motivated reasoning. He was getting desperate. Following a trail no one really supported. 
 
    He sat in the truck, watched the door to Room 6 and kept himself awake listening to the religious radio station. It had the opposite effect, almost analgesic, and he felt the long hours and his body’s need for rest and repair catching up with him. His eyelids were heavy. 
 
    He jolted back awake when he saw the black Yukon come rolling into the motel parking lot. The driver parked down at the far end and sat there idling, windows dark. After a moment Tom thought he saw the flicker of a lighter. 
 
    The sight of the Yukon charged him up with adrenaline. He pulled out his camera and took a look though the telephoto lens. The Yukon was nose out, but the sky bounced off the glass, obscuring the driver’s face. Still, it had to be the guy from the diner in Carnestown — the one who’d reappeared on the road to Homestead — unless he was seeing things. He lowered the camera. “Who are you, buddy? You looking for Frank? Or are you on me for some other reason?” 
 
    He could call Gomez or Mingus on the Tampa PD radio they’d given to him, have them send a black and white around. But the guy wasn’t doing anything, just sitting there. Not breaking any laws. 
 
    Tom ran his hands through his hair. It felt greasy, like he hadn’t washed in a while. And he used to be so well kept. 
 
    Nothing happened for twenty minutes, so he got out of the car. The second he started walking, the Yukon left. 
 
    “Shit,” Tom said. “Where you going, buddy?” 
 
    He started back for his truck but realized he needed to pee. He hid himself behind the tailgate and took care of it. He got back in the truck and pulled out a sandwich and a Coke. He watched the door to Room 6. 
 
    An hour went by. 
 
    He’d never been to war like Vance or Blythe; that was one thing he’d never had to face. An abusive father, a series of foster homes — some good, mostly bad — a lifelong chain of violence. But he felt profound respect for the men and women serving and compassion for the inequities they faced if they returned home alive. How did you make a place in society for someone who had stared death in the face, seen children hobbled by drone strikes, seen their buddies blown apart from roadside bombs? You were left scarred, sometimes on the outside, but always on the inside. 
 
    Two more hours. The shadows kept growing, lengthening as the sun lowered. He’d thought he was someone who let the evidence lead, but apparently, he was more intuitive than that after all, like his mother, maybe, from what he remembered. 
 
    The motel lights came on, actual string lights, like Christmas, festooned beneath the long overhang. 
 
    “There’s the starlight,” he said. 
 
    At about a quarter before one in the morning, a lone figure walked beneath the streetlamp at the lot’s edge, momentarily illuminated, head down. Tom looked for a burn mark or scar, but the guy’s hands were deep in the pockets of his dull green army jacket. 
 
    Talk about spinal fluid flowing. Tom tried to stay low in the truck though his back felt like there was a steel rod going through it. 
 
    Guttridge could be protecting himself. Trip wires on the door or something. He paused there, looked around, and keyed into the room. The door closed. 
 
    Tom took out his phone and called Skokie, who sounded like he’d been asleep. 
 
    “Ed, I’m on a male suspect matching the description. Starlight Motel. I’m going to call Tampa PD, but I thought you’d want to know.” 
 
    “How sure are you?” 
 
    “I’d say seventy percent. Right height and build, wearing a jacket seen by an eyewitness.” 
 
    “Make the call.” 
 
    Tom called Tampa PD on the radio and got the desk sergeant. He supplied his name and badge. The sergeant knew who he was and said he’d send in every available officer. Tom hung up and waited, listening as the call went out. He watched the light behind the drapes in the room as a figure slipped past. He considered the possibility of the Yukon coming back. The mystery driver could be monitoring the room somehow, watching from nearby. He grabbed the radio, got out of the truck and hurried across the parking lot, looking for signs. Seeing none, he knocked on the door to Room 6. Nothing. No answer. He knocked again. 
 
    “Frank? I’m a friend of Jean Ann’s. Jeanie’s.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “My name is Tom. Frank, you got people after you.” 
 
    A pause. “I know.” 
 
    “You need to talk to me. We can make a deal with the state. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Frank, in about two minutes this place is going to be overrun with cops beating a path to your door. Talk to me.” 
 
    He heard the lock go and the door opened, chain caught in the gap. The man standing there was pale and his hair was sticking up. Dark circles under his wide, nervous eyes. But he wasn’t Frank Guttridge, either. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Who are you?” Tom blurted out. 
 
    “I’m just a guy, I’m just a friend.” 
 
    “You’re staying here?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, just staying here.” 
 
    “You’re friends with Frank Guttridge?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Bill. My friends call me Biggie.” 
 
    “You need to let me in.” 
 
    Bill closed the door to remove the chain. He opened up and stepped back out of the way, his body shaking. Tom kept the Beretta holstered for now. He plucked the radio from his belt and pressed the button. “Tampa PD on my frequency, it isn’t our guy. Hang back and set up a perimeter while I talk to him.” 
 
    There was a crackle of static. “Copy that. We’re about a minute out.” 
 
    Tom turned to Bill. “Where is Frank?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “He just gave you the keys? When? Bill, you look pretty strung out to me.” 
 
    “I’m cleaning up. I got two days. I’m in here cleaning up.” 
 
    Tom looked around at the mess of the room. Strewn clothing, food boxes, lots of empty juice containers. The reek was almost unbearable. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “I said I don’t know. He didn’t say.” 
 
    “When did he give you the room key?” 
 
    “Y-yesterday. Yesterday.” 
 
    “Yesterday. And said he was going where?” 
 
    “North. Just north.” 
 
    “What’s north? Family? Friends.” 
 
    “He saw himself on TV. He didn’t tell me where. Just somewhere to hide out.” 
 
    “He know there’s another hurricane coming?” 
 
    Bill didn’t answer. He looked like he was about to urinate himself. Like a strong wind could blow him over. If he wasn’t using currently, he had been recently. Snorting or shooting meth was what Nick called “getting small.” Awake for days, you don’t eat. You waste away. 
 
    “Hey,” Tom said. “Why don’t we get away from the door and the window.” He had a worrying hunch the Yukon might come back. 
 
    “He didn’t hurt the kid.” 
 
    “He talked to you about it?” 
 
    “I know Frank. He didn’t hurt her.” 
 
    “I know he didn’t.” 
 
    “And he didn’t kill those people. Those rich people.” 
 
    “I know that too. But he pissed off some other people when he ran. He’s not just hiding from us.” 
 
    Bill was still standing near the front of the room, exposed. 
 
    “Bill, do me a favor—” 
 
    The windows exploded. Tom instinctively hit the deck. There had been no reports, no cracks of exploding gunpowder or broken sound barriers. The door splintered and sent shards of wood flying. 
 
    Bill dropped, whether hit or not, Tom didn’t know. He covered his head and stayed down until the hail of gunfire ended. 
 
    He got his Beretta out and moved on his knees and elbows toward Bill. 
 
    “Stay down, stay down!” 
 
    But the homeless man ran into the bathroom, keeping crouched, leaving a trail of blood. Tom heard movement outside, a screech of tires, then running footsteps. Tampa PD? They hadn’t arrived yet. The door was kicked open. Someone sprayed bullets into the room. Another screech of tires and then a loud crash. The shooter crossed the motel room, heading for the bathroom. Tom saw the alligator boots. The shooter stopped in the door, raised his semiautomatic rifle. Tom sprang up and shot at him, got him in the arm. The stranger stumbled back and then aimed to return fire. Not a stranger — a hit man. Tom dove for the ground again and crawled away. Then the hit man ran out of the room. 
 
    Tom got up, checked on Bill. He’d fallen back into the bathtub. His pulse was weak but there. 
 
    Tampa on the radio: “He’s on foot! East on McLean Ave!” 
 
    Tom left Bill and ran out. The front end of a Tampa PD car was crumpled against the Yukon, pinning it to a concrete barrier. In the distance, toward the downtown lights, the hit man was running. 
 
    The truck tires squawked as Tom turned out of the parking lot and hit the gas. Tampa PD were talking to one another on the radio and the police sirens started wailing. He spotted his guy between some buildings, running toward the Hillsborough River. Tom turned down the alley, but it was too narrow for the truck. He hit the brakes and backed out enough to jump from the truck and continue on foot. 
 
    His heart thundered in his chest as he ran toward the water, the yellow columns of light rippling across the surface. He stopped at the boardwalk and looked both ways, thought he saw someone running way down, near the restaurants, and ran after them, still listening to the radio. Tampa PD had seen no sign of the shooter. It sounded like two officers were now pursuing on foot along with Tom. 
 
    He dodged around a group of people after yelling at them to get out of the way. More people shrank from the sight of his gun than the sound of his heavy footfalls. The boardwalk ended in a parking lot at Joe’s Crab Shack. Cars were everywhere. Music played on the deck where people sat eating. Everything slowed down — Tom didn’t know which way to go. He checked the restaurant. Held out his badge to the college-aged hostess with the Joe’s t-shirt on and checked the bathrooms, calling out, “Police!” He checked the dining area and bar, and then left. 
 
    Outside, he spoke into the radio and gave his position. “I lost him.” 
 
    The sirens continued to scream in the night, bouncing off the downtown buildings. He kept going until he wound up back near Gaslight Park, five blocks from the motel, maybe six. He went through the park at a light jog, followed the walkway in an S-curve out to the other side. 
 
    Nobody had the guy. He was gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They looked all night, but the weather was starting to change. The first rains of hurricane Isabelle spattered the streets, driving people off the exposed decks of the riverside restaurants and inside the bars on Franklin Street. Tom turned on the truck wipers and checked in with Tampa. The search was widening out, but hope was in short supply. The tags came back on the Yukon, pointing to Janice Hawkes again. But Janice Hawkes wasn’t a real person. She was fabricated. It was a black-market registration. 
 
    Just before dawn, somewhere in Tampa Heights, he pulled over to rest. He turned on the radio and found the classical station. Starting to nod off, he found his way back to the hotel he was staying at, keyed into the room and hit the bed. 
 
    His phone rang what seemed like a second later, but when he checked the time it was just before eight in the morning. Blythe calling. 
 
    “Lange, we got something.” 
 
    He sat up, pawing at his face, looking out of the room window with blurry eyes. The rain was still coming down. “What?” 
 
    “First, we still have no ID on the driver of the Yukon. We’ve impounded the car and we’re going through it. Could be he’s working for the Vasquez people. We’ll find out. But listen . . . well, we got two things. One, we did have a trucker call in who saw Guttridge’s pic on TV. Said he gave the guy a ride from Cape Coral a week ago and dropped him in Tampa. He was there, Tom — you were right. Then we got another call. Someone saw a man matching Guttridge’s description at a state park just west of Tallahassee.” 
 
    Moving north. Now he was fully awake. 
 
    “The witness is a park ranger,” Blythe said. “Saw a guy in the park just after dawn and called out to him. The guy disappeared. People are getting set to evacuate, so the ranger was doing his patrol. The park gets a few homeless.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Skokie is handling it, working with the feds on it. Lange, we’re getting set to sequester. I need you back here.” 
 
    The rain splattered against the window with a gust of wind. 
 
    “You did everything you could. Let the FBI take it from here. Lange? You there?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY: CAVES 
 
    Marianna, Florida. Florida Caverns State Park. About an hour west of Tallahassee, in the panhandle. What Rhodes would call “practically Texas.” 
 
    He ignored his ringing phone. It was not yet 11 a.m. when he pulled up to the ranger at the gate and showed his badge. The ranger told him where the feds were based. 
 
    A tent they’d erected had already blown over. Hard-driving rain had turned the ground to mush. Malone stepped out of a building and beckoned Tom over. Inside, he dried off, and Malone handed him a rolled-up poncho. 
 
    “Jackson County Sheriff’s are already in there,” Malone said. “Been going through for about an hour.” 
 
    Tom unfurled the poncho and put it on. “What’s the story on this place?” 
 
    “It’s a big park — 1,300 acres.” 
 
    Animal faces were leering at him. Fake animals. Snakes and birds and small woodland creatures presented themselves in glass cases around the spacious visitor center: bats, salamanders, something called the blind crayfish, barred owls, snapping turtles, alligators. A sculpted model of the caves was the big attraction. 
 
    A half-dozen men and women were suiting up in the middle of the room. A map had been spread out over a large table. 
 
    A park ranger offered his hand to Tom. “Olson.” 
 
    “Lange. What’s the deal with the caves?” 
 
    “This park has the only air-filled cave system currently open to the public.” 
 
    “They’re all open to the public?” 
 
    “No, not at all. We closed some down to let them recharge and there’s some the Conservation Corps never enlarged. Never expanded the passageways.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Caves?” The ranger glanced around at the others then his gaze came back to Tom. “Doesn’t really work like that. These are limestone caverns. They’re interconnected, highly fragile. A typical guided tour takes about forty minutes, starts sixty feet below the ground. The percent of caverns and passageways the average tourist gets to see? About twenty percent. Some of the caverns are blocked off exclusively for scientific research.” 
 
    “So, if someone wanted to dig in and hide—” 
 
    “He’d have a lot to choose from.” 
 
    The ranger was connecting his belt as he moved toward the map. “So how it works is some of these features we give names to . . . Bacon Rock, the South America Pool, the Wedding Cake. There used to be a fish hatchery — see right here — that was drained. You got to be careful down there. This is all karst topography.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “It means caves and it means sinkholes. Basically, this whole area was formed as the soluble rocks dissolved. Gypsum, limestone, dolomite. So it’s porous — you take a wrong step, you could drop eighty feet. Stick to the established pathways as much as you can. I’d say entirely.” 
 
    “Where was our suspect spotted?” 
 
    “Right here.” The ranger tapped his finger near the section labeled Bacon Rock. “That’s where your . . . that’s where Jackson County has started looking, and some of the federal investigators and our state rangers.” 
 
    Tom looked at Malone. “We go down into the caves?” 
 
    Malone racked the slide on his pistol and holstered it. “That’s the game plan.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The wind shrieked down into the cavern passageway. Tom looked back as the circle of daylight grew smaller. The stairway and railing descending into the earth was unexpected. So far, the place was unimpressive, with too much signage and too many plaques explaining what everything was. Then they reached the low point and it shut his mind up. 
 
    It was like another world. The air was much cooler. Water dripped and echoed. Stalactites jutted from the cavern roof like the frozen hairs of a wooly mammoth, tinged an eerie blue. A little further along, the lights turned the stalactites and stalagmites beneath amber and russet brown. Tom imagined the centuries of calcium deposits dripping down, forming the upper teeth, the accumulation below accreting into the lower teeth of this giant maw. 
 
    The group spread out, staying in twos. Tom was with the ranger named Olson. Tom feared any small, confined space, but the caverns were well lit, the paths broad enough to permit small groups of tourists. He breathed through the claustrophobia. 
 
    They needed to get deeper and access the caves closed to the public. Deeper down, the paths were narrower, the lights fewer and farther between, until there was nothing to show them the way but their waterproof headlamps. The walls were wet and slimy to the touch, and everything reeked of earth, mold, and sulfur. Olson’s radio crackled, the transmission patchy in the depths. 
 
    Olson put the radio to his mouth. “Say again?” 
 
    “--- in the Chipola.” 
 
    Tom hovered close as Olson pressed the transmit button. “Someone in the Chipola?” He turned and started walking in the reverse direction. Tom followed, grateful to be heading out of the cloying, confined space. 
 
    “--- a sighted --- that someone is in the river . . .” the searcher called over the radio. 
 
    Olson started trotting then running. Before long they were ascending and came out on a nature trail that rode the edge of a bluff along a river floodplain. The wind was like a physical force pushing against them and the rain stung their eyes. 
 
    “That’s the Chipola,” the ranger shouted, pointing to the water in the near distance. Despite the turbulent weather, the river was calm. Impressively tall trees grew on the other side — tall probably because they’d been left alone since the 1930s. 
 
    They jogged abreast and Tom spotted a group of searchers gathering up ahead, plus more on the opposite side of the river, moving along in the same direction. 
 
    “Where’s it go?” 
 
    “We’re upstream. The Chipola flows underground at a river sink and reappears several hundred feet later.” 
 
    The nature trail led them to a natural land bridge where the river disappeared as Olson described. Having picked up speed, the Chipola rushed to a narrowing point beneath the bridge and fell into darkness. 
 
    They stared down into the sink until Olson joined the people on the downstream side of the land bridge. The rest of the searchers in the area had continued in roughly equal numbers on both banks of the river. A few had ventured into the water. One man had a stick and was poking at something in the shallows. Tom didn’t have binoculars, but it looked like a backpack. 
 
    They waited. Tom took a wide stance when a blast of wind tried to blow him away. The tall trees on the west side of the river bent in the gales; the wind harried leaves and sticks across the land bridge. He grabbed Olson and urged the ranger to the upstream side and pointed into the sink. 
 
    “Caves down there?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Caves? Yeah. A few caverns beneath us. They’re small.” 
 
    Tom turned his back to the wind and got on the radio. “Malone. We need divers.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    They stood dripping water in the visitor center. The hurricane pounded the windows and peppered the outside walls with flying detritus. Everyone stared at the backpack retrieved from the river, its contents spilled out, including a soaking wet photograph of Gloria Guttridge, Frank’s daughter. 
 
    “No one is coming out in this,” Malone said. “He’s not going anywhere. If he’s in there, he’s trapped. He hasn’t left the park since he was first spotted.” 
 
    Olson said, “There’s a chance of flooding in the caverns, forcing him to surface.” 
 
    “We checked all the caves,” Malone said. “We checked the fish hatchery, the golf course, the woods. We’ve had a hundred and fifty people going through the park. We’re backing off, getting everyone to safety.” 
 
    “He’s waiting for that,” Tom said. “Then he slips away.” 
 
    There was steel in Malone’s smile. “So we catch him again.” 
 
    Tom shook his head. This thing was all over the news now. Massive manhunt at the onset of Hurricane Isabella. The Chipola River was rising and the caves were flooding. If the hurricane didn’t kill Frank Guttridge, the Vasquez people would. 
 
    “Then I’ll do it.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    As they lowered him down, Tom remembered a dream, the feel of it, the emotional texture: Nick’s face — just for a second and then it was gone. 
 
    The water was surprisingly warm and started to suck him under. Olson had warned him about the pull. “It will take you under, into the sink, but just for a few seconds. Take a deep breath before you go under. Don’t let it out. Let your lungs bring you back to the surface. It will be dark. Click on your headlamp — you’ll be moving fast, but you’ll be above the water. You’ll have to get a handhold. If you don’t, you’ll just shoot out the other side and we’ll grab you. By the way, you’re fucking crazy.” 
 
    The water pulled at his feet, rushing, loud. Above, he saw only rain and vague shapes of the men and women looking down at him from the land bridge. He took the breath. 
 
    A bubbling, churning sound filled his head. Like being boiled alive. He had his lungful of air, but the current started to turn him — that was unexpected. Olson had said the river was deep, carving through the limestone in a clean swath, but it was still hard not to fear a rock or some other object bashing his head open like a cantaloupe. 
 
    The flow of it had him tumbling, almost upside down now, and he beat with his arms, trying to right himself. At the last second, he gave up and let the rotation happen. He drew his legs in, forming himself in a ball, tucking his bare feet against his backside, and waited for his head to rise. 
 
    He stayed inverted. A panic formed in his chest. He broke out of the fetal position and beat at the river in hard swirls, stretching for the surface. In the sudden disorientation, he didn’t know which way he was pushing. The river continued to twist him around, roll him along like a doll. His eyes opened. That was a mistake, an invitation for the sickening vertigo that followed. His heart beat like a fist in his chest, trying to punch through, his lungs desperate for air. Time stopped. He was there, in the river, being hurled along by the force of the darkness and the water, and it was endless. 
 
    His foot scraped something. His toes felt the hard limestone of the river bottom. He pushed off with the balls of his feet and scissored his legs and arms until he broke the surface. 
 
    It was like being inside a storm trapped in a tunnel. The river propelled him onward and he struggled to get a hand free. He just managed to snap on the headlight. The beam showed him the world in flashes, geometric pictures that made little sense to his disoriented mind. He sensed the wall and reached out, scraped it with his fingers. As the river pushed against him like an unrelenting bully, he looked downstream and saw the light on the other side of the land bridge. If he came out, he’d have to do this all over again. Fuck that. 
 
    Tom managed to grasp an outcropping of rock, which immediately broke away. He scrambled for another hold, found purchase, and this time it held. The water dragged on him, hard; he fought the current. He clung to the embankment like an animal clasping a tree then started hauling himself up. At least the floodplain here was only a foot or so from the rising waters. Kicking furiously with his legs and trying to get a foothold at the same time, he finally managed some combination of traction and propulsion, got his leg up onto the lip of the floodplain and pulled his whole body up. 
 
    He lay there for a moment on his stomach, head to the side, nothing but roaring water all around him. 
 
    His breathing was wet and ragged, but he’d made it. After another moment of resting, he rose to his hands and knees, bent his head and waited for the blood to flow back into his brain, for his internal compass to recalibrate. Then he let out a long slow breath and stood up. 
 
    There was barely enough room to unfurl to his full height. He lifted his arms to brace himself against the roof of the tunnel and walked toward the mouth of the cavern in front of him. The rush of the river beat against his eardrums and the air had that eggy, sulfur smell he’d noticed earlier. He stopped at the entrance to the cavern and peered in with the headlamp. Its walls were flowstone, shaped like hardened drips of caramel or chocolate. 
 
    The cavern twisted to the left and Tom followed the bend around a corner, stopping suddenly when something sliced his foot. He leaned against the flowstone and lifted his leg. The blood was flowing, thinned by the wetness of his skin. He checked the ground and saw what looked like slices of limestone, razor sharp. He kept moving but began taking high, careful steps, testing the ground as he went. The white noise of the river faded behind him as he ventured deeper into the cavern. 
 
    Another right twist. The walls were closing in. Olson had said the caverns below the land bridge were inaccessible from anywhere but the river, meaning there was no other entrance anywhere in the woods, but maybe he was wrong. Or maybe Guttridge had never been down here at all and the searcher who’d spotted him in the river had mistaken a piece of flotsam for a man. 
 
    Only there was no mistaking the figure crouched at the cavern’s dead end for anyone other than he was. Tom saw Guttridge and tensed, ready for his attempted flight, but Guttridge was calm. He squatted with his elbows on his knees, hands dangling between his legs, and looked at Tom with bright blue eyes shining in the beam of the headlamp. 
 
    Tom remained still. After a few seconds, he stepped back against the flowstone and eased down to a seated position. 
 
    Neither man said anything. Tom listened to the sounds of the river and to their breathing. He coughed up a little water and slicked his hair back. 
 
    “What a ride, huh?” Guttridge’s voice had a canned quality, sparking Tom’s claustrophobia. 
 
    “It’s getting higher,” he said about the river. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Tom finally caught his breath and got to his feet. He dripped from head to toe, his body still vibrating from his underwater ordeal. “I’m not looking forward to that again. I want to get it over with.” He held out his hand. “Come on, all right?” 
 
    Guttridge looked at Tom’s hand, sniffed, looked away. Then he said, “All right,” and stood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: SECRETS 
 
    Tom dragged the chair across the floor making a scraping sound. He sat down across from Guttridge. Someone was shouting angrily from a cell down the corridor until a guard’s baton rang on the bars. They listened to the noises of the county jail for a moment — Tom, Guttridge and Guttridge’s lawyer, a woman named Carla Enzo — and they didn’t speak. Blythe stood the way she usually did, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. She could be at a 5 p.m. strawberry cordial and look the same. 
 
    Tom noted the ugly brown walls, the water stains and scatological scribblings. It was a room the cops liked to keep nasty in order to spook whoever they had in the box. 
 
    “You know what they call this place?” Tom said. “This room? They call it the cave.” 
 
    Guttridge lifted his gaze from the table. 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    Tom took a black and white photo from a file folder and slid it across the table. “You recognize this man?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Take a close look. He likes to wear nice clothes. A bit flashy for a private investigator, if you ask me.” Tom tapped the picture. “He followed me around for a week looking for you. Got any idea why?” 
 
    Guttridge stared at the photo then turned his head. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “What are you holding onto? Why wait out the storm? You could have left the state. Could be in Canada by now. Mexico. You wanted to stick close to your daughter?” 
 
    The veteran’s eyes flashed. “Don’t talk about her.” 
 
    “You saved a little girl. You fought to keep her alive. There’s your service to your country, your struggle to readjust to civilian life — that’s all in there, and as we work with the district attorney, we’re taking that all into account. But it doesn’t change what you did — burglary, kidnapping. And Mick Lupton is trying to save himself a little time inside, so he’s talking a blue streak at us. You’re looking at twenty-five to life in federal prison. You’re gonna be gone. You’ll have to watch Gloria grow up from in here.” 
 
    Tom paused to itch at the bug bites still healing on his skin. He noticed Maria Lucia’s scratch marks on his forearm. “You know how some people cut themselves? The physical pain takes their mind off the emotional pain. That’s what a guy is doing when he’s breaking windows, breaking his knuckles on some guy’s face. I can see your lawyer was worried this is some kind of a threat. It isn’t. You’re not violent like me. Your reasons for doing what you did are different.” 
 
    Guttridge was inscrutable. He had the dead-eyed stare of a soldier who would keep his tongue behind enemy lines no matter what was done to him. 
 
    Tom said, “Just before Hurricane Isabella hit us with full force, a joint task force of FBI, and state and county police executed a warrant on Evvy’s down on Plantation Island. They found evidence of gunplay, murder and a missing man, Carson Villalobos, an employee.” 
 
    Something, recognition maybe, flickered in Guttridge’s eyes. He glanced at his lawyer. 
 
    “Valentina Vasquez has been arrested,” Tom said. “The kidnapped girl, Lemon, is going to give her deposition this week. It’s all going before a grand jury. She’s going to say that she was at Evvy’s, that she was put in the room where the stone crabs sit on ice before shipping. That Lupton — the man in the mask — wanted to kill her. That she heard gun shots.” 
 
    Tom flicked a look at Blythe who watched Guttridge impassively. Then she spoke. “We know you went to Valentina Vasquez first — you got around the washout and went down to Plantation Island. How did you get out of there? That’s what we’re asking.” 
 
    Guttridge’s hands rested neatly in his lap and he looked down at them, silent. 
 
    His lawyer spoke. “My client is not going to sit here and incriminate himself.” 
 
    “Your client is more afraid of the Vasquez family than us,” Tom said. 
 
    Guttridge’s head snapped up. “I’m not afraid of anybody.” 
 
    “You’re afraid for your daughter. And with good reason. The Vasquez people know where she is. We’re keeping her protected. We have a plan to relocate your wife and her new baby, along with your daughter, and put them in witness protection.” 
 
    “You’re threatening me? Bargaining with their lives?” 
 
    “No. We’ll do it regardless. I’ll see to it. I’m asking you to help me.” 
 
    Blythe uncrossed her arms, took a chair beside Tom and leaned toward Guttridge. “I was over there. Two tours. You come back and going into law enforcement seems like the natural step. Otherwise you’re bagging groceries or driving a forklift and losing your mind, piece by piece. I still get the nightmares, but they’re a little fewer and further in between.” 
 
    She unclasped her hands and lifted her fingers. “This place is no place for you, Sergeant. I know you’re not going to try to make it easy for yourself. But it’s not about you. That’s what you’re not getting. It’s about your family. You think if you want to do right by them and protect them, this is the way to do it. I’m an SAC who goes to benefit dinners with federal judges. I know your lawyer, Ms. Enzo. Right, Carla? She knows where this goes for you. You enter a not guilty plea, you risk a trial, that’s twelve people who are going to listen to the testimony of a seven-year-old girl and weigh it against your record of drug abuse and distribution. Not only do you and I both know where the jury would come down on that, you’d be putting Lemon Madras through a trial. Putting her family through it. You plead guilty, Ms. Enzo cuts a deal with our prosecutor, what’s going to be on the table depends on whether you helped us or not. Talk to us and that deal gets much better. You do your time closer to home in a nicer facility where you can have physical contact with your daughter.” Blythe sat back. 
 
    Guttridge breathed heavily through his nose as if struggling under the weight of it all. He continued to focus on the table, or look at nothing, and then his eyes found Tom. “You can’t protect them.” 
 
    “Yes we can. I’ve done it before.” 
 
    Guttridge shook his head. “No, you can’t. I know you can’t.” 
 
    Blythe leaned in again. “Mick Lupton is behind bars — he’s just down the hall . . .” 
 
    Guttridge opened his mouth but his lawyer cupped her hand to his ear and whispered. He nodded a little and looked at Tom and Blythe again. “You know what the Bus to Abilene is?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it,” Blythe answered. 
 
    “It’s an expression we use in the military sometimes. A bunch of people get on a bus. It’s a long ride, all kinds of crazy twists and turns and they’re all hootin’ and hollerin’ and having a good time — getting drunk, whatever. Eventually, they wind up in Abilene and they get off the bus and they’re looking around. Someone says, ‘Whose idea was this again?’ And nobody really knows.” 
 
    Tom waited. 
 
    Guttridge said, “I left something with Corporal Parker. Ron Parker. Besides the girl. It’s a thumb drive from the laptop we stole.” 
 
    Blythe’s interest was piqued. “The statewide’s?” 
 
    “No. Not the woman’s — not the prosecutor’s. Her husband’s. That’s what we were there to get.” 
 
    “What’s on it?” Tom asked. But before Guttridge could answer, Blythe had pushed back from the table. 
 
    “I have to make a phone call,” she said. Her eyes connected with Tom’s for just a second and then she was out the door. 
 
    Tom turned back to Guttridge, feeling Blythe’s sudden departure from the room charging him up. 
 
    “Frank? What are we talking about? What was on the thumb drive?” 
 
    “Valentina Vasquez hired a private investigator to look into the Balfours,” Guttridge said. “To find something on them that she and her father could use in a way that would get Stephanie Balfour to reduce Pedro’s bond, maybe find a loophole and drop the charges against him.” 
 
    Tom grazed a hand over his jaw, thinking about David Balfour. David Balfour was a hedge fund guy. If Valentina Vasquez had something on him it was probably fraud, insider trading, embezzlement — something like that. Or perhaps an affair, pornography, who knew? Something that, if it went public, would ruin Stephanie Balfour, the new tough-as-nails prosecutor making huge strides against drug traffickers in the state of Florida. He leaned into the table and tapped the photo he had shown Guttridge earlier. “This guy. This guy is the private investigator.” 
 
    Guttridge shook his head. “That’s not him. I’ve never seen this man before.” 
 
    Tom kept tapping, growing frustrated. “Give it up. This. This is him. He was outside the Starlight Motel and ran from us. Gold belt buckle. Alligator boots.” 
 
    Guttridge leaned toward Tom. “No. I’ve seen the man Valentina Vasquez hired to investigate the Balfours. I’ve seen his face. This isn’t him. Not even close.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: REMEMBER THE MUSIC 
 
    He drove to Fort Myers. He thought about the trees, lashed violently by the hurricane-force winds, the rain blowing hard on the water — and all of it now was still in the stolid heat. Maybe it was the knowing that projected different images — the pines seemed thin along the road, the palms sagging in the heat. At least the second hurricane hadn’t been as bad. 
 
    In the office, he cleared out his things from his desk and felt the eyes on him, watching over the rims of the bullpen cubicles. Phones rang and people walked purposefully about, but it all felt subdued, somber for his benefit. He’d spent two years here, the first eighteen months proving his mettle on two big cases, the remaining half a year as a regular desk jockey, pushing papers for the state, tending to clerical business and everything that dried his skin and compressed his spine. 
 
    He knocked on Captain Turnbull’s door with a box in his hand. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Tom entered and set the box on the floor and stood beside it. 
 
    Turnbull was bent over some paperwork and looked up. “Take a seat, Lange.” 
 
    After Tom sat down and neither of them spoke, he said, “Maybe I should have worked patrol.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” Turnbull scratched at his lower lip. The windows behind him overlooked the parking lot and the light coming in through the blinds striped the room. “Or maybe you’re just being preemptive; bail out now before you get some indefinite suspension without pay.” 
 
    “It crossed my mind. It would be my third strike. Always leave them wanting more.” 
 
    There was the slightest smile tugging at Turnbull’s mouth. He shook his head and looked down. “Tom Lange. Jumps into a frigging river in a hurricane. Goes against the direct orders of his SAC, takes off for the Caverns park, jumps into a frigging river, pulls his guy out.” Turnbull looked up, eyes shining. “He was in a cave?” 
 
    “Yes sir. Sitting back in there like something out of a . . . I don’t know.” 
 
    Another shake of the head, but the sly smile faded. “And that was just the tail end. I’ve got complaints on you a mile long. You’re mostly just inside the margins until the very end there. But here’s the thing — honestly, I don’t know why you’re here. All your paperwork went through to Tallahassee last week. We just kept your desk because we didn’t have anybody to fill it yet. Ed Skokie has already got an office waiting for you.” 
 
    Tom nodded at the box. “I needed my pencils.” 
 
    When Turnbull didn’t smile, Tom said, “Sir, you’ve always been straight with me. I think you’re a good captain. I don’t hold anything against Blythe, either. But I’m no good to you back here transcribing reports because of budget cuts. And I can’t work up there for Skokie. The thing about it — sir, I guess I discovered that the complexity is a feature, not a bug.” 
 
    Turnbull sat back with his hands across his sternum and enfolded his fingers. 
 
    “We have to have limits, Tom. Maybe you just haven’t found the right place yet for your — your particular set of skills. I hate to see you go. But you know how it is. Stay here and we’ll just try to tame you. But you got in with us — well, you know how you got in with us. Maybe this thing was doomed from the start. How things begin is how they . . .” He waved a hand in the air. “You don’t need a lecture from me. I wish you the best, Tom. In whatever you do next.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Skokie called before he reached home. 
 
    “Lange? You pulled your own ticket? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m done, Ed. I’m gone. Maybe I’ll hang out my shingle, maybe I’ll go into ranching instead.” 
 
    Skokie was quiet for a while. “Jesus, Tom. Why would you do this?” 
 
    “I don’t like secrets anymore. I don’t have the make-up for keeping them.” 
 
    “Secrets? The hell are you—?” 
 
    “David Balfour. His conspicuous absence in any of our conversations.” Tom went around a slow-moving motorist and pressed the gas pedal deeper. “That you and Blythe — well, maybe you especially — suspected that there was some compromising material on the Balfours that had hit the street. You sent me sniffing after it, not even knowing that’s what I was really doing.” 
 
    “That’s not how it went. I gave you another chance in this, Lange. And we did a lot of good together. We’ve got the burglary, we’ve got the girl, we’ve taken out a huge piece of Pedro Vasquez’s operation.” 
 
    “And I’ve got a picture of you and Balfour at a charity event. I’ve got you and Balfour sitting together at a Policeman’s Ball. You never told me you were friends with him.” 
 
    When Skokie spoke again his voice was flat and cold. “And so what do you think happened?” 
 
    “I think you’ve been covering for him.” 
 
    Skokie grew colder still. “Let me ask you something, Lange. Why did you lie on your state exam? Because you thought you could do some good. You didn’t want the mistakes of your past to prevent you from that. You believed you were worth it. I want you to absorb that, Lange. Think about that when you’re making your judgments.” 
 
    Skokie hung up. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Hundreds were in attendance at Jack Vance’s funeral, people from all over the country. Tom met Vance’s daughter. They hugged. Tom cried. 
 
    He saw Katie at the gravesite and felt a wash of déjà vu. The last time they’d been estranged from each other then got back together was at Danny Coburn’s funeral. 
 
    After the priest’s elocution, the mourners made their way back to their vehicles and Tom approached her under the gently bobbing and swaying palms. “Is this a pattern for us?” 
 
    “I hope not,” she said. She studied him. “Your face looks better.” 
 
    “I quit.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “This is the last time I’ll ever ask for a chance, Katie.” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted as she looked up at him. 
 
    “That’s not an ultimatum,” he clarified. “I mean that I know how much I’ve asked of you in the past. This is the last time I’ll ask it. Please take me back.” 
 
    She didn’t answer, just kept studying his face. “You have two scars now.” She touched the spot above his eye. “That’s your repressed memory, right there. You stepped in when your father was hurting your mother and tried to stop it.” Her fingers moved to his jaw. “And this unholy mess, this is part of that same repression.” 
 
    She lowered her hand. 
 
    “This is what I know about you after a year. You took on all the trauma of your childhood. That doesn’t just go away with a promise.” 
 
    “But it—” 
 
    She silenced him with a look. “You decided, consciously or not, that you wanted to stop the perpetrators of violent crime. Stop those who cause the suffering of others. Like you suffered. Like Nick. Your mother. The desire to be a cop was born in you at that moment. You’re never going to stop. Right now, you’re thinking you’ll just do it without the badge. And I can’t be a part of that, Tommy. Being married to a cop is one thing. There’s a chance you’ll be standing where we’re standing, putting a loved one in the ground. You go into that with your eyes open. But this is different. You won’t stop until Nick’s death is . . . until you’ve gotten what you think is justice.” 
 
    He waited anxiously for her to finish and shook his head. “There’s nothing I can do. I already did it, Kate. Frank Guttridge is alive. You understand? That was as close as I could come. And I’m at peace with it. I went into that water and — I don’t know. I think I came close to dying.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes, searching for the truth. “So what would you do? What would you do with your time and energy?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. Is that okay?” 
 
    “I can’t be your new addiction, Tom.” 
 
    “You’re not. You won’t be.” 
 
    She looked away. “You jumped into a river, Tom . . .” 
 
    “It’s over.” 
 
    Gradually, her eyes came back. “And you have to see someone. I’m not talking about a trip to the state bureau’s psychiatrist once a month. I mean regularly. Regular treatment. For what was inflicted on you. What it’s induced you to do. To get . . . You’re addicted to this life. You jonesed like a drug addict when they put you at a desk. And now you’re done. You can’t just . . . It doesn’t just stop, whether you almost died or not. You have to seek treatment. And follow through with it.” She turned her face away a moment, then looked at him. “And then you can give me a call.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The click woke him up. It sounded like a lock giving way. He listened hard to the silence, hearing the hum of the refrigerator in the other room, the soft whirring of the ceiling fan. Then, maybe, the wisp of fabric, one pant leg crossing another, the pop of a stair tread. He rolled from the bed, careful not to make any noise, and gingerly slid open the drawer in the end table. He pulled out the loaded Beretta and stuck it in his jeans behind his back. He groped beneath the bed for the Remington and pulled it out. 
 
    When Tom stepped into the living room, the guy with the alligator boots was standing there. 
 
    Tom aimed the shotgun from the crook of his arm. 
 
    The man registered Tom and his gun, then looked impassively around the room as though he were standing at a bus stop. 
 
    Tom felt the pulse working fearfully in his throat. “Take your piece out and set it down on the ground.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    “Take the fucking piece out. The one behind your back. Set it down and kick it to the side. Then we’ll talk.” The words felt like bubbles popping in his throat. 
 
    The man breathed heavily, his nostrils dilating. “We just got to wait a minute.” 
 
    “A minute for what?” 
 
    Tom was ready for the man to draw. This was it. Whoever he was, whomever he worked for, Tom had the shotgun trained on him. If he so much as twitched, he was going down. 
 
    Then the door opened and someone started coming up the stairs. His heart started doing triple-time. Tom thought about moving to the stairs but didn’t want to divert his attention. He remained, barefoot and shirtless, holding the Remington on the man in the alligator boots as the other person continued up the stairs, breathing heavily along the way. A man’s head came into view. 
 
    “Why you gotta live on the second floor?” 
 
    It was only the second time Tom had ever seen him in person, but Skokie was aging rapidly. His color was bad — too red from climbing just a short flight of stairs — and one of his shoulders stooped lower than the other, like he was having back trouble. He wore an inexpensive brown suit with the top buttons of the white shirt undone, revealing sprouts of gray hair. 
 
    He looked around for a moment, avoiding Tom’s stare, and said, “Nice place.” 
 
    When their eyes connected, he frowned at the shotgun and said, “You can put that away.” 
 
    “I think I’ll keep it.” 
 
    The man in the boots remained in the center of the room between the coffee table and the TV, arms hanging at his sides. Skokie just shrugged and moved toward the counter that split the living room and kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah, you street kids.” He sat down on one of the bar stools, grunting with the effort, his gun showing on his hip. 
 
    He looked at his fingernails a moment and then focused on Tom. “Got anything to drink?” 
 
    “There’s some beer in the fridge. That’s about it.” 
 
    Skokie grunted again as he slid off the bar stool, walked around the counter and disappeared behind the kitchen wall. Tom heard the jangle of glass bottles as Skokie opened the refrigerator and the sudden hiss of a bottle cap unscrewed. Skokie reappeared carrying the bottle and returned to his seat. “Thank you. I’m not much of a drinker, but my hip is really bothering me.” 
 
    “There’s Ibuprofen in the bathroom,” Tom said. 
 
    Skokie flapped a hand. “Already loaded up on it but thank you. And thanks for the beer.” 
 
    “Ed, why are you here?” 
 
    Tom traded looks between the domestic security agent and the man in the blue jeans, denim shirt and cowboy tie, the big gold belt buckle with a bucking, angry bull etched on it. 
 
    “Have you met Arsenio?” Skokie asked. “That’s part of this anyway — an introduction.” 
 
    “And who’s Arsenio?” Tom kept his eyes on the man. 
 
    “Arsenio? Let’s just say it’s not just you out there, Lange. And Arsenio can go some places you can’t.” 
 
    Tom wasn’t sure if that meant geographically or ethically, but his patience for this was running out. “Ed,” he said, “what are we doing here?” 
 
    Skokie drank the beer and set the bottle, half-finished, up on the counter. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem . . . we don’t know who we can trust. I’m coming up on thirty years working for the state and I’ve seen some pretty crazy shit. Mostly what I’ve seen is how one side ratchets up the other. It’s a microcosm, if you think about it. Vasquez, Palumbo, these traffickers — they’re exercising free enterprise. You can’t call them amoral and champion capitalism at the same time. And yet here we are, we’re the government coming in with our rules and regulations, keeping things in check. It’s like an equation, a balanced equation. But, every once in a while, something comes in and throws off the balance.” 
 
    “Like David Balfour. Your man Arsenio here tried to open up on Frank Guttridge. Thought he was at the Starlight Motel. You’re protecting Balfour.” 
 
    Skokie put a lightly fisted hand against his lips and burped. “On your last case, you took down a guy named Ben Franco — Mario Palumbo’s guy. And the feds used all their RICO tools to tie up Mario Palumbo and his whole organization. A big victory.” Skokie picked up the beer again and dangled it between his fingers. “But really the FBI just made it look good — they had to. Palumbo was already an informant. Look, Lange, I’m like you — I’m an exponent of bad guys being bad guys and good guys being good guys. But you and I both know that’s not how the world really works and that for every good thing there’s unintended consequences.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. You quit. Good for you. Only you can’t quit — not just yet. I’ve got one more job for you.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    Skokie’s eyes narrowed, then he smiled. “That gun must be getting heavy. What is that — Remington 870? I used to be like you. I’d say idealistic, but it was really naïve. And you’ve got a lot of anger. Maybe more than I ever did.” 
 
    Tom moved the shotgun to one hand and dug in his jeans pocket. “I’m going to call the police now, Ed.” 
 
    “Tell them Ed Skokie says hello. I don’t think you have enough beer in there for a party, but the more the merrier.” 
 
    “You broke into my home. I could have shot you on sight. This is Florida.” 
 
    “Arsenio punched in your code — even the new one, after you changed it. That’s hardly B&E, just a little basic surveillance. I just wanted to demonstrate to you the illusion of your safety. A little dramatic, maybe, but it brought the point home, right? This is a war. You gotta decide which side you’re on.” 
 
    “I told you I’m not playing this game anymore.” 
 
    “So you’re against everyone, then — the FBI, domestic security, your own state bureau. Just hear me out on it, okay? I mean look at this shit! You’re a hero. You helped get Lemon Madras back to her family. This is the big time. Now you can start making moves where they really count — at the top. You’re off the streets, Tom.” 
 
    “I’m not working for you.” 
 
    “Because of my interest in preserving the deserved reputation of an A1 statewide prosecutor? So maybe her husband fucked up. Maybe he got greedy with a little insider trading. Maybe he was sloppy, left things for a Vasquez private investigator to pick up on. What he did was before he ever met her. This world we live in today? Jesus, you do something a hundred years ago and it comes back to bite you.” 
 
    “You own up to it. You pay the price.” 
 
    “Oh, look at you. Mr. Righteous now. You’re a tiny cog in the fucking machine.” 
 
    “I thought I was at the top now.” 
 
    “If I decide you are, Lange. You’re nothing compared to Stephanie Balfour. But you’re better than some burnout army sergeant with PTSD who deals drugs and kidnaps little girls. I mean, Tom, get your priorities straight. You know what it is? Too many years hanging out in alleyways and your sympathies are on the wrong side. I was prepared to do what had to be done. That’s what maturity is. Don’t be a little kid, okay?” Skokie hopped down off the bar stool. Tom had the phone out, ready to dial 911. But when Skokie moved, Tom stuck the phone back in his pocket and held the Remington with both hands. “Easy, Ed.” 
 
    “Your last job is simple — you need to get the information on Balfour. We went to Ronald Parker and he doesn’t have it. Guttridge stuck it somewhere else.” 
 
    Tom thought of the preacher, the pawnshop, the used thumb drives in the jewelry case. He thought of the kid at Aardvark Wrecking who said a man had been through there ahead of Tom, a man with an angry bull on his belt buckle. 
 
    “Tom, maybe you don’t realize — there’s a big target on your back and you know it. That’s the point of this whole drama here tonight — you think because you quit that you’re safe. That’s not how Valentina Vasquez operates. She once had a guy double-cross her and had Lupton and some other guys bring him to her. She took a knife and cut him open while he hung upside down in a refrigerator.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    Skokie sniffed and shook his head, smiling. “She’ll be just as effective from prison. That’s how it works. You think you hurt these people and you just end up making them stronger. The game goes on. We all like to scamper around in our little illusion, but I’m looking at you with reality beaming from my eyes.” 
 
    Tom lowered the shotgun at last. 
 
    “Get out, Ed. Get out of my home, get out of my life.” 
 
    Skokie finished the beer and set the bottle on the countertop. Then he jerked his head and Arsenio started backing toward the top of the stairs. Skokie followed, limping a little because of his hip. He stopped and turned before descending. 
 
    “I’ll wait for your call. Think about it. I think you’d look good in a suit, Lange. Domestic security could use a guy with your instincts.” 
 
    “You have a terrible way of making a job offer.” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corners of Skokie’s mouth and for a moment he appeared wistful. “I grew up watching Sergio Leone. You know? Spaghetti westerns. The stranger comes into town, all that sort of thing. That’s how we’d like to see the world. Simple. But then, like I said, I grew up.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Did you have any way to record it?” Blythe asked. 
 
    Tom was sitting on his couch. “Skokie caught me off guard — it was two o’clock in the morning. He had his pit bull come in first, I guess maybe to check me out. I was standing in my jeans, with bare feet. I guess they figured they didn’t have to worry.” 
 
    Blythe looked around the condo. She had her hair down today, unusual for Blythe, a face-framing blowout that resembled the First Lady’s style. “I don’t know, Lange. This whole thing . . . I don’t know. This is going to be tough.” Her gaze slid back to him. “But I’m with you.” 
 
    Tom smiled. He glanced away from her, toward where Skokie had been sitting. He didn’t want to leave Blythe hanging, but he’d just needed to be sure. 
 
    “Alexa,” he said, “play back last night’s recording. From 2:11 a.m.” 
 
    The computerized female voice emanated from the small black box near the jar of pencils on the kitchen counter. “Playing back recording from 2:11 a.m.,” she announced. 
 
    The recording played. Blythe moved slowly toward the electronic device, and Tom got to his feet. For about a minute they stood side by side, listening. 
 
    Skokie’s voice said, “. . . because of my interest in preserving the deserved reputation of an A1 statewide prosecutor? So maybe her husband fucked up. Maybe he got greedy with a little insider trading. Maybe he was sloppy, left things for a Vasquez private investigator to pick up on. What he did was before he ever met her. This world we live in today — Jesus. You do something a hundred years ago and it comes back to bite you.” 
 
    Blythe turned her head and looked at Tom as they listened through to the end. 
 
    “Hey,” Tom asked. “How is Guttridge’s family? They okay?” 
 
    “Being moved today. We’re keeping watch on them. I heard the daughter is a little upset about having to leave her classmates, but she’ll adapt.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom said. “She’ll adapt.” 
 
    Blythe slapped him on the butt and strode toward the stairs. “Sit tight, Lange. I’ll be in touch. Looks like Ed Skokie has a lot to answer for.” 
 
    “Old people forget about technology,” Tom said. 
 
    She called from halfway down the stairs. “I’m not old.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean you.” 
 
    The door opened and when it didn’t close, he moved to the top of the stairs and looked down. 
 
    Blythe stood in the doorway. “What’s this mean now?” 
 
    “What’s it mean?” 
 
    “You gonna make a girl ask? Tom, there’s got to be something you can do with us. Don’t make me . . . This isn’t my style.” 
 
    “I know. You’re one of a kind.” 
 
    She waited, looking up at him, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” he said, “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Blythe, as ever, didn’t betray any feeling with her face. Just watched him another second and then closed the door. 
 
    Tom moved back into the condo, speaking to no one. “Yeah, I’ll think about it.” 
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    Amy Hill, a nineteen-year-old student, is strangled and her body dumped on open ground in the city. New police partners, D.I. Jim Neal and D.S. Ava Merry are called in to investigate this brutal crime. The last person to see Amy alive was Simon, the son of a family friend, but before he can be properly questioned he disappears. 
 
    Detectives Neal and Merry are led on a trail of shocking family secrets and crimes. Can this duo track down the murderer before anyone else dies? Stopping this tragic cycle of violence will put D.S. Merry’s life at risk in a thrilling and heart-stopping finale. 
 
    If you like Angela Marsons, Rachel Abbott, Ruth Rendell, or Mark Billingham you will be gripped by this exciting new crime fiction writer. 
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    How can someone vanish without a trace?  
 
    Carmen Langborne is a woman who no one seems to like very much, and now she's gone missing. But there is no body, no leads and no real suspects. And the police have stopped investigating her disappearance.  
 
      
 
    Carmen's stepdaughter Florence hires private detective Tyrone Swift to find the missing woman. If the body is found, Florence will inherit half of a very valuable house. As Swift delves deeper into the family’s affairs, he discovers dark family secrets that threaten the reputations of powerful people. Will Swift get to the truth before those with much to hide stop him? 
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    First a shooting, then a grisly discovery on the common . . .  
 
    Police partners, D.I. Calladine and D.S. Ruth Bayliss race against time to track down a killer before the whole area erupts in violence. Their boss thinks it’s all down to drug lord Ray Fallon, but Calladine’s instincts say something far nastier is happening on the Hobfield housing estate.  
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    Glossary of Police Departments 
 
    Florida Department of Law Enforcement (FDLE), also called the “state bureau” 
 
    -        Investigation and Forensic Sciences (IFS) 
 
    -        Governor Protection (GP) 
 
      
 
    Everglades County Sheriff’s Department 
 
    -        Criminal Investigation Division (CID) 
 
    -        Crime Scene Bureau (CSB) 
 
    -        Vice Narcotics Bureau (VNB), also just called “vice narcotics” 
 
      
 
    Other law enforcement bodies referenced: 
 
    -        Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
 
    -        U.S. Marshal Service 
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