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Chapter 1

 


It was early evening, but still
hot. On the small back deck Marc Wilson sat, one hand soothing the
air with a small Oriental fan, the other wrapped around a tall,
ice-filled vodka tonic.

On the nearby housing project
court, two groups of young West Indians played a hotly argued game
of basketball, their wet black bodies glistening in the last rage
of sun, the end of a typical suffocatingly slow September day in
“America’s paradise.”

Wilson paid little attention to
either the game or his own thoughts. On a day like this nothing
much could nudge him to action, even the thousand-dollar retainer
he’d received from Enrico Herera, the new client he expected any
minute.

When Wilson heard a car enter his
drive he finished his drink in two long swallows. He started to
rise, but the heat was too heavy an anchor, and he poured another
drink from the tall pitcher on the table to his right.

A car door slammed. “I’m out back,
Enrico!” he shouted. He heard his front screen door open and close.
Then two men wearing ski masks came out the back of his house. One
pointed a .357 Colt Magnum at him; the other tapped the flat side
of a machete against his thigh.

“Ya money, white modda skunt,”
ordered the one with the gun.

Wilson stopped fanning himself,
leaned forward and stared at the intruders.

“Now!” screamed the other and
swung his machete at the table, driving the blade into its top.
Both pitcher and glass shattered on the floor.

“You must be crazy,” Wilson said
as he slowly rose from the chair.

“Next ya foot,” the man said as he
pried his machete loose. The other stuck out his hand. Wilson
reached into his pocket.

Extending the wad of bills only
slightly, Wilson shifted his weight to his left leg. The man with
the gun came toward him. The sound of another car crunching the
gravel of the driveway caused the action to freeze
momentarily.

The two bandits glanced at each
other. It was just enough of a distraction. Wilson sprung, his
right foot flicking out catching the man with the gun under his
nose. Blood sprayed like a pierced water main.

The man with the machete took a
moment too long to react. Wilson spun off his kick and planted an
elbow in his throat. The man dropped to his knees, both hands
working vainly to free his windpipe. His eyes bulged through the
mask. The other lay unconscious on the deck, twitching. Blood ran
down the sides of his mask and into his mouth.

“Jesus, what happened here!”
Enrico said as he stepped out of the house, his balding pate wet
with perspiration.

“A mistake. At least for them,”
Wilson muttered as he put the money back into his pocket..” Wilson
picked up the gun and machete and walked into the house, Enrico
trailing after. He placed the weapons in a bureau
drawer.

“Give me a minute to clean up the
mess.”

The man with the broken nose
regained consciousness as Wilson lifted him to his feet. He
stumbled as Wilson pushed him off the deck with his left hand,
dragging the man gasping for breath behind with his right. He threw
both of them against their car.

“Stop by anytime, gentlemen. I
always enjoy an early evening diversion.”

The men fumbled into the car like
drunks on a boat. Wilson glared at them, fists on hips, as they
backed down the drive. A shaken Enrico was now at his side wringing
his hands.

“Robbers?”

“Wannabes.”

“Why didn’t you call the
police?”

Wilson stared at him for a moment,
unconsciously fingering the scar running diagonally across his
nose. “Well, we couldn’t very well conduct our business with a
crowd here, could we?”

Wilson put a hand on his shoulder.
“Come on, how about a cold beer? Those bastards ruined all the
ice.”

Enrico shook his head at the
proffered beer. Wilson shrugged and shut the refrigerator door. He
twisted off the cap and took a long pull of the cold beer as Wilson
followed him out of the kitchen

“Did you bring the things I asked
for?

“Yes, here.” Enrico took an
envelope from his back pocket and gave it to him. Wilson spread its
contents on the dining room table.

Three photographs, one a high
school graduation snap of a pretty girl with light brown hair and
large cow-brown eyes. “Does Lisa’s complexion look like this?”
Wilson asked. He couldn’t see any facial resemblance to
Enrico.

“No, she’s pale. The photographer
almost gave her a different face.”

The second picture was of three
girls, arms wrapped around each other. Lisa was on the left. A
tall, fleshy West Indian girl was in the center. Next to her was an
equally tall but thin West Indian.

“I talked to both girls and their
parents,” Enrico said. “They haven’t seen Lisa since Monday, the
day she didn’t come home from soccer. Angelina—that’s the one in
the middle—normally drove her home. Lisa told her that she got a
message that I would be picking her up. Last anyone’s seen her.” He
nervously scraped at the tobacco stain on his left index finger
then looked at his watch. His nails were bitten to the quick.
“Exactly two days, one hour and twenty minutes.”

Wilson walked over to the
refrigerator, opened the door and stooped so that the cold air hit
his face. A minute later, he emerged with two bottles of beer. He
popped the tops and gave one to Enrico, who held it without
drinking.

“What’s the story on this?” Wilson
pointed to the third photograph—a wallet-size autographed picture
of Tim Duncan.

“She never went anywhere without
it. A real fan of his. When I got home from work last night it was
slipped under the door. No note, no envelope, no
nothing.”

“Any contact besides
this?”

“Nothing.” Enrico rubbed his neck
then twirled the beer bottle in his hands.

Wilson next looked at Lisa’s
passport, most recently stamped on Tortola, British Virgin Islands.
The entry before that was from Caracas, Venezuela, dated a month
ago.

“That was from a class trip,”
Enrico offered. “Four days and three nights.”

Wilson flipped through the
remaining pages. All stamps were from Tortola.

“Rena, the thin one in the picture
is from there. Lisa often spent weekends there with her and her
grandmother.”

“No boyfriends?”

“Not for Lisa and Rena. They
didn’t even go to their senior prom. Angelina got one though, going
on about six months now. Before then, they were like the three
musketeers. You couldn’t separate them. They called themselves the
three A’s because their names all ended with the same letter and
they always got As in school.”

Wilson tapped the passport,
finished his beer, and then raked his longish blond hair with his
hand. “She could be anywhere, but I bet she’s still here.” He threw
the passport on the table.

“I couldn’t find any of her
letters like you asked me,” Enrico said. “Maybe she didn’t save
them. Maybe she never got any. I don’t know. She always got the
mail before I came home. Not much to go on, huh?”

“I got enough. Don’t worry.” His
cold blue eyes were so piercing that Enrico had to look
away.

“The cops said they’d start
looking tomorrow. Maybe you want to check with them.” Enrico pushed
the words out, almost spitting them. It took all of his energy to
calm himself and speak in clear sentences. Wilson could tell he was
close to the edge. Enrico shifted his weight from one foot to the
other like he was dancing on glass.

“I’ll get back to you on the
weekend. Say five o’clock, Sunday. You stop by here and I’ll give
you a full report. I’m not promising that I’ll have Lisa with me,
but I’ll have something.” He put his bear paw of a hand on Enrico’s
shoulder. “Go take a long walk on the beach or go for a swim.” He
squeezed Enrico’s shoulder.

“What if I get a ransom
note?”

“You won’t.” Wilson regretted
saying so as soon as the words came out.

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is if you hear from
them, tell them to contact me, that I’m handling this.”

Enrico looked
anguished.

“Don’t worry,” Wilson said as he
led him to the door. “The ball’s in my court now. Get some
rest.”

Wilson watched him drive off,
shoulders hunched over the wheel, the silhouette of a man old
before his time.

In the house, he swept up the
broken glass, got another beer, sat on the back deck, and watched
the boys finish their last game before supper. There were three
places he wanted to check, but first he needed a long cold
shower.

 



Chapter
2

 


It was a deep, moonless night by
the time Wilson started his yellow 750cc ninja bike. Night falls
early and quick in the tropics. He wished the weather would break,
and he wished for a highway where he could let his bike rip. In St.
Thomas there were none, but there was a mile stretch on Wymer
Highway where he could open his bike up to 60 in that 35 mph zone.
Sweat already ran down his arms. His extra-extra large University
of the Virgin Islands sweat shirt with the sleeves cut high
concealed the .38 Smith and Wesson snub nose holstered in the small
of his back, but held his perspiration close.

The ride down Wymer momentarily
chilled him but by the time he was at Mandela Circle he was hot and
sweating again. He goosed the accelerator down Waterfront, passing
cars on the two-lane road. One advantage to having a motorcycle on
St. Thomas was that if you were pushy you’d never have to sit in
traffic jams, which were more common than coconuts on the island.
Wilson was pretty good at keeping his tires between the double
yellow lines.

Off to the right, a red English
double decker bus propped up on blocks advertised Darcy’s Bus Stop,
a rum shop serving West Indian cuisine. He hopped the curb and
parked by the cyclone fence gate that was the front entrance. He
figured that this was best place to gather information about a
missing good-looking teen-age girl. It was situated on Waterfront
Drive, midway between the big middle school and the private high
schools in town. It was not hard to imagine that every young girl
on this part of the island had walked past Darcy’s fairly often, if
not regularly.

“Fish and fungi,” Wilson ordered
after greeting the bartender, Jacqui, a slim dark girl from
Dominica.

“Hey, big man, whas new in deh
detecting business?” Darcy asked as he slapped Wilson on the
shoulder. He was a thin, light-skinned man from Montserrat who came
to St. Thomas by way of England twenty-three years ago. His red
“Hamma Jamma” 1985 carnival T-shirt was worn thin.

“Jacqui, give deh good man a drink
on me. He cyaan talk for tirst,” he said as he sat next to Wilson.
Another bottle of Miller Lite quickly appeared.

“I’m working,” Wilson said, eyes
on the bottle in his hands.

“I knew it!” Darcy slapped the bar
top. “You no come here no more unless you waan information. Ain’t
so, Wilson? What kind of friend is dat? Tell me about dat,
eh?”

“Well, look eh dis. De big white
hunter is back.” A short, muscular dark man sat on the other side
of Wilson. “To de queen, gentleman!” He raised his brandy glass and
grinned, his smile big as the Cheshire cat’s, but
friendlier.

“You and your fuckin’ queen,”
Darcy jibed. “All you Bajans ever tink of is how you can be runnin’
back to England.”

“Come on, Darcy, to de queen,” he
nudged Darcy’s shoulder, pointing his massive deltoid muscle into
Darcy’s stringy biceps, and laughed. “To all our queens!” They
clicked glasses.

“So, Marcus, tell me, man, you
workin’?”

“I’m working, Norwell.”

“Dah good, dah good.” He nodded
his grizzly size head and puckered his lips.

“Why else you tink? He like he
cyaan come here unless he waan information.”

“And your fish and fungi,” Wilson
answered as a heaping portion of stewed fish with a large cornmeal
dumpling arrived on a Styrofoam plate.

“Dah good, dah good,” Norwell
said, eyeing the food. “I should eat here buh my queen,” he glanced
at his watch, “is waitin’ dinner an hour now. Good night,
gentleman.” He finished his double shot of brandy in one swallow
and walked to the door. Wilson watched him, thinking that if only
Norwell’s legs had not been so short, his career as a professional
wrestler may have gotten off island. He was deceptively quick,
incredibly strong, and . . . well . . . not short enough to pass
for a midget. Besides, midget tag team matches had long gone out of
fashion. Simply put, there was no market niche for Norwell. He did
find a place, however, among Darcy’s irregulars.

“So, Wha you need?” Whenever Darcy
smiled, his left eye muscle twitched, suggesting a lascivious wink.
More than one woman mistook his affliction for a come-on, leading
to Darcy’s not so well deserved reputation as a pussy
hound.

“Enrico Herera’s girl is
missing.”

“He de one over at de
college.”

“Same one. The
registrar.”

“Little biddy nervous
man?”

“Yep.”

“His daughter, eh? I see her maybe
two, tree times. She tall and got agony body?” He smiled and the
eye twitched again.

“You know anything?”

“How long she gawn?”

“Two days.”

“Ain’t hear notin about
dat.”

“Here’s fifty.” Wilson put the
bill in Darcy’s back jean pocket. “You get his brother if you hear
anything by tomorrow. Lisa’s her name. She hangs out with Angelina
Harrigan and Rena Lloyd.”

“Now what Harrigan and Lloyd would
dat be?”

“Harrigan girl’s father is an
architect and Lloyd is from Tortola.” Wilson showed him the
picture.

“Dis one,” pointing to Angelina, “
come to a jam last week. Just she. Wid Henry Liburd’s boy. Dey was
hangin’ all over each odda.”

“I’d appreciate any help,” Wilson
said. He put five dollars on the bar and turned to leave. “Twenty
four hours, Darcy,” he added.

Outside, Wilson considered leaving
his bike at Darcy’s and walking across the street to Frenchtown but
decided, after two steps, that if he did, he would start the kind
of sweat that wouldn’t stop short of an ice storm. Chances of that
happening were about as much as Enrico liking what had become of
his daughter. No matter what had happened it was bound to be bad
news for Enrico. The girl couldn’t have been kidnapped for ransom.
Enrico had next to nothing, and half of that he paid to his ex-wife
for child support, even though his daughter lived with him during
the school year. What a chump, Wilson thought. By simply not
paying, nothing would happen, except he’d maybe have enough money
to move out of the small two-bedroom apartment in one of the
dingiest complexes on the island. No way does a child support
judgment get enforced here. The thousand-dollar retainer probably
was his life’s saving. Even so, Wilson took the money—he was a
professional after all—though he would probably return half after
finding Lisa, a task he figured shouldn’t take long. Small island.
Everybody knows everybody, except the tourists and they are hardly
anything more than walking billfolds.

Was Enrico being punished? Equally
unlikely. Kidnapping for punishment was only done by Colombians in
cases of bad drug deals. Wilson’s brother lived next door to a man
on Andros Island in the Bahamas whose three-year-old son was
kidnapped because the man didn’t set out the makeshift runway
lights for a load of marijuana and cocaine. The plane crashed and
its cargo caught fire. The little boy was taken a week later, and
every Christmas the man got a picture of the kid who looked healthy
in what seemed to be a town in a rain forest. Wilson couldn’t
fathom the possibility of Enrico being caught in that kind of
net.

Realistic prospects were more
disturbing. Lisa could have been snatched, raped, and killed. That
kind of thing rarely occurred on St. Thomas, though incidents
lately had increased. The mood of the underclass since Hurricane
Hugo had gotten quite nasty and trebled in degree after Hurricane
Marilyn. “If you’re white, you’re not right,” seemed to be on a lot
of people’s minds, if not lips.

The other possibility was that
Lisa simply ran away. She wanted to be on her own, or maybe fell in
love, or madness—Wilson could never tell the difference between the
two. If so, why the picture slipped under Enrico’s door?

~

Wilson parked under the awning of
The Monkey House, a dive with pool tables in the heart of
Frenchtown. A few old white men, deformed through generations of
inbreeding, sat at the bar. Frenchtown was not only for Frenchies,
whose ancestors long ago escaped from the French penal colonies of
St. Martin, Guadeloupe, and St. Lucia, but also for much of the
white, derelict population of the island.

“Long time, stranger,” a lyrical
voice greeted him. He looked up and saw Marie moistening her lips.
Wilson dated her a few times years ago, before she married. She was
a cheery, voluptuous white woman in her early thirties. Without
being asked, she put a bottle of beer Light in front of
him.

“How’s Harry?” he asked, referring
to her husband, who Wilson didn’t like and respected less.
Sometimes he thought she married Harry to spite him.

“Dead, for all I hope,” she
said.

“Like that, huh?”

“I’m off at eleven, maybe we could
go for a ride?”

“I’m working.”

“If I remember right, we used to
work well together.”

“You’re tempting . . .” He
shrugged. Married women caused more problems that they were
worth.

“Well, that’s the story of my
life. You live and you lose.” She wiped the bar in front of him,
leaning forward enough so that he could see that she wasn’t wearing
a bra and would remember. He noticed and did. Her pert,
melon-shaped breasts swung like pendulums as she rubbed. He thought
of them brushing against his chest, nipples hard and
swollen.

“So, what do you
think?”

“I think,” he let out a sigh, “I
got work to do.” He pulled the photo from his back pocket. “See her
around?” He pointed to Lisa.

Marie flicked her front teeth with
her tongue. “What’s in it for me?”

“Jesus, you don’t give up, do
you?”

“You should know, big
boy.”

He stared at her with cool but
kind eyes.

“OK.” She slapped the bar rag down
and straightened up. “Maybe three, four days ago, these two were in
here.” Her fingers fell on Lisa and Rena. “Went around back to the
pool tables, ordered diet cokes, two or three of them. Last I saw
they were walking out with some young West Indian kid who had
enough gold around his neck to anchor a ship. He was just in and
out. Guess they were waiting for him.”

“When was that,
exactly?”

“Let me see . . . Saturday, no.
Sunday. That was the slow day—the reason I remember
them.

“About what time was
it?”

“Nine, ten o’clock. Around
there.”

“What did the boy look
like?”

“Nothing particular, except for
the gold, but shit, half the kids on island wear that much these
days. The crack business must be good. That or hotel
burglary.

“Ever see the kid
before?”

“Nope.”

“What about clothes, height,
weight, complexion?”

“Distinguishing marks? Come on,
Marc, he was just a kid. That’s all I remember.”

“Hey, Marie,” a voice from the
other end of the bar shouted. “Another round for my buddies
here.”

Marie gave Wilson an “I don’t know
how you can pass up my offer” look and went down the bar, swinging
her hips in a way that would stop traffic. Marc watched and Marie
knew it. At the other end of the bar, she stopped, flicked her head
back at him and stuck out her tongue. He shrugged and then stared
into the bar mirror opposite him. The reflection of his prominent
nose, big eyes, and square chin seemed to mock him. In that light,
his wrinkles didn’t show and the face looked like that of a college
linebacker working the summer as a bouncer. The eyes were flat, and
if they showed anything it was that soon someone would be bounced
off a barstool. It was the face he had fifteen years
ago.

“Scaring yourself?” Marie said.
She was back from filling the order and leaned on bar to his left,
giving him that view again.

Wilson glanced down, made a
ticking sound with his mouth, put a ten-dollar bill on the bar, and
turned to leave.

“You know that’s not the kind of
tip I want from you.”

“Later,” he said and headed for
the door.

“Hey, Wilson,” Marie called as he
was walking out. He turned. “He was short, maybe 5’4”—real short
for a guy.”

“Thanks,” he waved
back.

As he kick-started his bike he
glanced up to see Louise Fleck scurry up the stairs to The Suckled
Pig, an overpriced restaurant across the street with pretensions of
being located in Paris, France, rather than Frenchtown, St. Thomas.
Wilson ground his teeth. Louise Fleck and her twin brother Len were
murderers and smugglers. It was a notorious case where his friend
and fellow investigator, Al Sosa, had been duped by them, diverted
by the FBI, and deceived by the U.S. State Department. By all
rights, Louise should have been serving a life sentence. Instead,
she’s hob-nobbing with the island’s A list. Wilson took a deep
breath and let it out slowly. It wasn’t his case, and he tried to
push the disgusting results from his mind.

 



Chapter
3

 


The Caribbean sea met shore at
Brewer’s Beach, just below the University of the Virgin Islands
campus. Normally, the beach would be empty this time of night,
except for an occasional gathering of Rastafarians communing with
the sea, moonlight or the lack of it, each other and the sacred
weed. This night, though, a bonfire blazed, and maybe a hundred
students were reveling nearby. Wilson parked at the west end of the
beach, as far away from them as he could, and sat on a shipwrecked
dinghy, which was mostly buried in sand. A slight offshore breeze
cooled his perspiration as he removed his sweatshirt, shoes, and
socks. Before going into the water, he tucked his gun in his shoe,
covering it with both socks. He thought of burying it for safety,
but since that would require cleaning it later, laziness won out.
Besides, West Indian university students were unlikely gun
thieves.

The sea was waveless, as it
normally was there, and black as oil under the star speckled,
moonless night. Where he walked in, small fish scattered, and his
short-waisted dive felt like a long draught of cold beer. Swimming
underwater at first, he took comfort in the wavering darkness
before him. Fifteen strokes later he surfaced and broke into an
easy Australian crawl. Stars were bright enough to steer by, though
the winking lights of a cruise ship on the horizon could present
problems for a neophyte navigator.

About a quarter of a mile out, he
turned on his back and floated, glad that he never learned the
constellations, not caring to see a pattern in the points of light,
infinitely varied, untouchable, implacable, all somewhere contained
within his eye and out there, not far.

This ritualistic emptying of the
day was something that he had lately neglected. Now, however, he
vowed once again to take a nightly swim. Inexplicably, he
remembered himself as an altar boy, lighting candles for vespers,
sprinkling frankincense on charcoal, and how dusk had abandoned the
corners of the church to night. Strange recollections from a
distant past. To his relief, no more thoughts or images
came.

He drifted, cool, comforted, a
part of the sea and sky, indistinguishable from what held him up,
the buoyant saline Caribbean, or what held him down, gravity and
the crush of stars.

After some time, he lifted his
head and treaded water, and took a bearing on the shore. The
bonfire glowed almost dead ahead. He must have drifted about two
hundred yards. Flickering light and stretching shadows shot around
the students who danced to a drumbeat just recently begun. He
watched the pantomime for a while before becoming aware of his
chapped fingers. With easy strokes, he swam for the
fire.

“Mistah, mistah, dem wata geh in
shark, ya know,” one of the students shouted as Wilson, now in
waist high water, walked to shore.

“For true,” the boy continued,
“not good at night, meh son.”

“Loose de mahn, John. Geh here and
min’ ya own,” his girlfriend called.

“Hey, lover boy,” another boy
mimicked.

“To shit,” John responded and
turned away from the water’s edge to company of hecklers and his
girlfriend.

Wilson walked along the shore to
where he left his shoes and shirt, thinking that he should have
walked back to the road and locked his gun in his bike’s glove
compartment. Chances were fair that if some homeless man came upon
a good pair of sneakers unattended, he’d take them. His Etonics
were old and scruffy, but that was no guarantee.

Dry by the time he reached his
clothes, except for his shorts, he saw that the pile was
undisturbed. Getting dressed, his mind fresh from the swim, he
decided that the last stop for the night, the one most likely to
yield results was Market Square in downtown Charlotte Amalie where
St. Thomas youth on the fringes of drug culture gathered. Ras
Valley in the Tutu public housing projects did more volume, had
more killings, but was run by two older gangs. Besides, their
members were insular, and if Lisa had gone the drug route, Ras
Valley would be the least comfortable place for her. Other pockets
of drug activity—Savan, Kronsprisden’s Gade, had more to do with
Dominicans. Market Square was the place. There young middle class
West Indians could get their goodies at a minimum of risk. That is,
unlike the other places, they had an even chance of getting drugs
for money. What Wilson needed to find was a short guy with a lot of
gold. Easy as finding a dishonest lawyer.

He cruised the square once slowly
before parking under the street’s only light. All eyes were on him
as he took his time dropping the kickstand, taking off his helmet
and locking it, then stretching. Five or six boys in a market stall
nearby shifted positions, unsure of what to make of Wilson’s
presence.

“Lookin’ for some weed, mahn, some
good blow,” a voice from the shadows said.

Wilson walked toward it. Three or
four boys cleared a path but flanked him as they did.

“Don’t even think about it,”
Wilson said, stopping in their midst.

“Me gah every t’in’ ya need,” the
voice said, revealing its owner to be a tall, thin boy with
dreadlocks and about three pounds of gold chains and medallions
around his neck.

“You know me?” Wilson
asked.

“Ah hear bout ya.”

“Then you hear I’m straight. Then
you hear I keep my business my business. What’s this shit you
offering me? Dope? If you don’t know me, how do you know I don’t
take you down?”

The boy snickered. “To shit,” he
mumbled.

Wilson looked at each of their
faces, filing them in memory. Two couldn’t have been out of junior
high.

“Wha ya waan, hard man?” The
leader said, pausing after each perfectly enunciated word. One of
the younger boys giggled.

Wilson took a hundred-dollar bill
from his pocket and held it up so the street light caught it.
“Information.” He waved the bill in front of each of the faces.
“Looking for a short guy, wears a lot of gold. Likes girls from All
Souls.”

“To shit, white man,” the leader
said, turned and spat. When he faced Wilson again, he pointed a
gravity knife with a six-inch blade at him. “Thank you for your
donation, white man,” he said, this time mimicking an American
accent with the pronunciation of his words.

Wilson looked at the bill still
raised above his head, glanced at the other boys, took two fast
steps backward and kicked the leader in the crotch, and he buckled
in half like the closing of a knife. Wilson drew his gun and
twirled it, his finger on the trigger guard, like a gunslinger from
the old West. “Tsk, tsk. It just doesn’t pay to be friendly these
days. Does it, boys?”

All watched him and remained stone
still.

“My, oh my,” he said reaching down
and picking up the knife. “Another souvenir. If any of you guys get
a flash of insight, give me a call. I’m in the book. Wilson, M. The
“M” is for mighty. You want a clean hundred, give me a call
tonight. If I’m not there, leave a message on my machine. If I get
nothing by noon tomorrow, the deal’s off. You hear about me and you
know. It’s just between you and me.”

He slowly walked back to his bike,
whistling “The High and Mighty.” All was deathly still behind him,
except for the groans coming from the boy still crumpled on the
ground. He figured that one of the boys would have called by the
time he reached home.

 



Chapter
4

 


Enrico sat in an overstuffed
armchair, feet propped upon the ottoman, the only piece of
furniture he had bought new, and stared at the wall. On the other
side of it, the Scotts were having a fight. Enrico heard every
word:

“You know better than talkin’ to
me about steppin’ out on you,” Horatio Scott said. “Ah a West
Indian mahn, an’ ah gah a reputation. You know dat. It just look
like dat!”

“To shit,” she replied. “Ah seen
you wid meh own two eyes, Horatio Scott, wid dat slut Annie Mae,
skirt up to here, and she fat thighs showin’, an’ wearin’ no bra so
dem saggin’ boob dem bouncin’ an’ she floucin’ on dem spike heel,
she ass twitchin’ like some cow swattin’ fly! And she hangin’ on ya
arm. Ah seen it wid meh own eye. And Mary say to me, ‘look like
Horatio gawn whorin’. To shit, no way ah stan’ for dat!”

“Shush ya mout’, woman. Ah no shit
you ‘bout dem dress dem you pickin’ an’ pickin’. . . .”

The phone rang, and Enrico tried
to block out the fight next door. He stared at it, afraid to pick
it up, afraid to hear from the kidnappers, afraid to hear from the
police saying they’d found his daughter’s body, afraid it was the
hospital . . . .

On the fourth ring he answered.
“Hello,” he said tentatively, sweat beading on his
forehead.

“Enrico, this is Elizabeth. Put
Lisa on,” his ex-wife demanded.

“Ah, ah, she’s not here right
now.”

“Well, when do you expect her? I
need to talk to her, and in a half-hour, I’m going to a showing.
And I’m . . . no, I want to talk to her tonight, and she won’t be
able to reach me later, I think. Give me the number where she is
now.”

Enrico, silent, stared at the
floor.

“Enrico,
goddammit, did you hear me! Jesus, I don’t believe this. I want to
talk to my daughter. Get it? Comprende?”

“Sh, sh, she’s in Tortola with
Rena. They’re staying at the cottage. No phone.”

“When is she getting
back?”

“Monday.”

“Jesus. I must need to have my
head examined to let Lisa stay with you. Have her call me as soon
as she walks in the door. It’s important.” Then she hung
up.

Next door, the Scotts continued
fighting. Their voices drove into his right temple like railroad
spikes. Simultaneously throwing the receiver against the wall and
screaming “shut up!” at the top of his voice, he saw the telephone
puncture the plasterboard, and he was greeted by momentary
silence.

“Fuck you, modda skunt!” Horatio
responded as he banged his fist against the wall. “Nobody talkin’
to you!”

Enrico grabbed a bottle of Cruzan
rum from his pantry shelf, took a large swallow and then went into
the bathroom with it. He turned the shower on full, undressed,
plugged the tub, stepped in, and sat down. He took another large
swallow. The sound of water hitting the shower curtain and falling
on him in the closed room effectively sealed off the quarrelsome
Scotts. In his left hand he held the bottle, thumb covering its
opening; with his right, he massaged his temple.

One swallow led to two, then
three. How did it all get away, he thought to himself. He would
have gladly endured Elizabeth’s abrasive personality and frequent
ranting, even her affairs, if she only let him. There was no need
for her to file for divorce—the only one that seriously hurt was
Lisa. No, that’s not exactly true, he remonstrated. He was
terrified of living the rest of his life alone. Sure, soon the
after the separation, he frequented the bars hoping to find a quick
replacement. What a stunning disappointment. Most women simply
rejected his overtures; the few who accepted were lifeless,
mindless, and desperate. He felt much worse after a “date” than
before. Eventually, he did his drinking at home, rationalizing that
it was cheaper and that Lisa really needed him to be there. His
only stroke of good luck, as he saw it, was that Elizabeth agreed
to let Lisa finish high school where she started, so she stayed
with Enrico. Because his wife took not only most of their savings
along with her own income when she moved to the States, he was
forced to give up the house they rented in fashionable Havensight
Hills for something affordable. Lisa seemed to be more upset by
their sudden fall in status and comfort than her mother’s abrupt
departure. Enrico always regarded her as a daddy’s girl
anyway.

He noticed his skin puckering, and
after pawing at the water faucet, he got a grip and shut the water
off. Stepping from the tub, he clanked the bottle against the side.
It fell, and the neck broke, sending glass shards everywhere. He
stood swaying back and forth but finally managed to step out
without getting cut.

~

No use in drying off, he thought,
and lunged toward his bedroom, knocking reams of computer printouts
off the dining room table. They got tangled in his feet and he
fell. Listlessly staring at them, he hoped he would be able to put
them in order in the morning. A few less glitches and the Banner
system of scheduling classes and registering students would be
operational. Then he could relax, spend some quality time with
Lisa. Maybe tour Virgin Gorda and other nearby islands. Maybe even
spend a long weekend in Rio Piedras, where his grandfather was
born. Yes, he thought, go back to my ancestral roots. Lisa would
love it. Lisa. “My God, Lisa . . . ,” he said aloud, momentarily
choking off a sob. He held his head in his hands, as if squeezing
his temples hard could suppress the reality of Lisa’s absence. Then
the crying began.

 



Chapter
5

 


Sure enough, when Wilson entered
his house, the red light on his answering machine was
blinking.

“Ah, yeah,” the tiny voice said.
“If ya wan’ to know who de short stuff wid de gol’ be, come to
Barnacle Bill at one o’clock. Bring de bill.”

There were no
other messages. Wilson glanced at his watch and saw that he had an
hour to kill, so he took a shower and lay on his bed reading
Heidegger’s Time and Being.
What started as a joke in college, now became
serious reading. Whenever a girl with a G.P.A. over 3.0 was invited
to his apartment, he’d place the overturned open copy of Heidegger
on his coffee table next to an Archie comic book, something he did
read. Over the years, the book became more or less a permanent
fixture on the coffee table. Occasionally, he’d read a paragraph or
two, and then a page or two. Finally, he was reading whole sections
at a time. This thin work, Wilson was once told by a former client,
a too erudite philosophy professor, is not to be confused with
Heidegger’s tome, Being and Time,
which pretty much set the boundaries for
phenomenological inquiry, a branch of philosophy that investigates
perception. The client went on and on, but about all Wilson could
agree to was that Time and Being
dealt with how truth made itself known and how
the future was calling to the present. Not that Wilson understood
all that he read, but he took what he could and sometimes would
fancy himself a cosmic detective.

Tonight, though, Heidegger proved
too heavy reading, and shortly after starting, Wilson’s eyes
closed. And he dreamed.

He was walking across a parking
lot to a red car that appeared to be his. He got in and the car
started sliding as the parking lot became an ice skating rink. “How
the hell can this happen,” he thought, “when I didn’t even start
the car?” The vehicle started veering fast toward a highway
embankment. He tried to steer without success. “What the hell,” he
thought, removing his hands from the wheel, “this is it. I might as
well enjoy my last moment.” Rather than crash, the car slid to a
stop in a field of flowers in a mountain that seemed
familiar.

The next moment he was wide awake,
his digital clock showing 12:47.

~

Under the giant wood-carved
lobster that perched on the roof of Barnacle Bill’s stood one of
the young boys he recognized from earlier in the evening. He drove
past him twice then parked behind a dumpster. He killed his lights
and lighted a cigarette. Before long, the boy was next to
him.

“Ya cyaan let nobody know ah tol’
ya, buh ah ain’t doin’ it just for money. Jason not right by de
girl dem.”

“Jason who?”

“Jason Wheatley. Das who ya
want.”

“Where does he live?”

“Come, mahn, de money. Ah tol’ ya
wha’ ya wan’.”

Wilson held the hundred-dollar
bill folded lengthwise between two fingers. He moved it toward the
boy, but when he reached, Wilson pulled it back. “There are a
couple of hundred Wheatleys on this island. I need something more
to go on.”

“He live up Fortuna. Fadder call
Jason, too.”

Wilson gave him the bill. The boy
took it and turned to leave. Wilson put a hand on his shoulder. He
felt the tension in the boy. “Where do you think he might be right
now?”

The boy did not answer. Wilson
kept his hand on his shoulder and waited.

“Maybe Jimmy Z. Ah don’ know.
Maybe home.”

Wilson raised his hand. The boy
walked four or five steps and then ran. When he was lost in the
darkness, Wilson started his bike.

~

At Jimmy Z’s, the posh night spot
on St. Thomas, a tuxedoed bouncer stood at the door collecting the
ten dollar cover charge.

“How’s it going, Bobby?” Wilson
asked.

“Shit, Marc, I can’t let you in
looking like that. It’ll be my ass.”

“Humor me, Bobby. Go take a crap
or something. If Dirty Dick says something, tell him I must have
snuck in. But knowing him, he’ll do his best not to see me, that
scum.” Dirty Dick Versace made his fortune building substandard
housing for middle income families on island. Wilson figured he
should have been in jail years ago and probably would have been if
he hadn’t made the right kind of campaign contributions. Now his
four-million-dollar club provided catered cabinet meetings at no
charge. Once Wilson presented evidence of Versace’s bribery schemes
to the Police Chief, who promptly lost it.

Bobby grunted and walked away.
Wilson entered the foyer. A huge, dimly lit, crystal chandelier
hung overhead. Wilson left splotches of mud on the black marble
floor as he turned into the large Art Deco bar and lounge. Rave
music throbbed, and about twenty dancers, mostly white, gyrated in
silk and linen under a revolving crystal ball. The raised dance
floor was actually a mirror. Wilson regretted not wearing
sunglasses. The dazzling lights and reflections gave him a
headache.

At the far end of the bar sat a
group of five West Indians. The one he figured to be Jason was in
the middle. Before approaching him, however, he scanned the lounge,
hoping but not expecting to see Lisa. She wasn’t there but her
friend Angelina was nestling in the arms of a boy in a corner
table. He glanced back at the bar; none of the West Indians were
looking in his direction and they seemed settled in. Maybe it would
be better to talk to Angelina first.

Not wanting to make a spectacle of
himself by crossing the dance floor, he went down a hall, thick
with plush red carpeting that led into a formal dining area. Thirty
or so glass-topped tables, cleaned of place settings except for
crystal vases still containing a spray of orchids, were far enough
apart to allow for private conversations had they been occupied. He
crossed over to the side entrance to the lounge.

“Angelina.”

“Yes?” Her large eyes registered
wariness.

“My name is Wilson. I’m a friend
of Lisa’s father. May I sit down?”

She nodded. Her boyfriend vacated
his seat and started to go to the bar.

“If you don’t mind, young man.”
The boy pretended not to hear, and Wilson blocked his path. “Excuse
me, but I would like to ask you a few questions too. If you don’t
mind.” Wilson fixed him a look that offered little alternative. The
boy stood behind Angelina. Wilson sat down.

“Are you trying to find her?” she
asked.

“Yes.”

“It’s just awful the way she
disappeared. I don’t know what to say. Who got her? I mean, it’s
terrible. And to think that it could happen to anyone of us.” Her
nervous patter could go on for an hour, Wilson thought, if he let
her. He wondered if she would revert to speaking Creole if her
anxiety level increased. Her accent was educated Caribbean,
something undoubtedly practiced at home by her socially upwardly
mobile family and reinforced at All Souls, the most proper prep
school on island.

“Were you at the soccer game with
her?”

“Yes, but just for the first half.
I had some errands to run for my mother. She was having a good
game, even scored once. I normally drive her home after. To think
if I didn’t leave, she would be safe now. I mean I feel so
responsible.” She wrung her hands.

Wilson focused on Angelina’s
boyfriend. “Tell me about Jason Wheatley,” he said.

“Who?”

“The guy you were going to see at
the bar after I introduced myself.”

“Hey, man,” he protested, “you got
that wrong.” The boy’s accent could almost pass for Virginian or
North Carolinian.

“Tell me about him,
son.”

“I’m not your son, and who in the
hell you think you are breaking in on us and asking all these
questions?”

“Jason wouldn’t hurt her,”
Angelina interjected. “They were good friends.”

“How good?”

“They were big Spurs fans. You
know what a freak Lisa was about Tim Duncan. And she and Jason
would talk about the games at school and all. Nothing personal, you
know, I mean, they never dated or anything.”

“He’s the school’s candy man,
isn’t he?” Wilson directed the question to the boy.

“I know nothing about it,” he
flustered.

“Angelina,” Wilson leaned toward
her, his nose close to hers, “your friend is missing, one of the
three A’s. Anything that you know may help find her. Anything you
know about what she was doing in the past week, who she was seeing.
. . .”

She glanced at her boyfriend,
pursed her lips, started to wring her hands, caught herself and put
them under the table. “I don’t know,” she said, avoiding eye
contact with Wilson, “like I told her father, we sort of drifted
apart the last few months. Better ask Rena.”

Wilson waited but felt that
Angelina was done talking. He rose. “If you think of anything that
may help, please give me a call.” He gave her his card. “If I’m not
there, my machine is.”

Jason was still at the bar as
Wilson shouldered his way to him. Leaning over him, he ordered a
vodka tonic from the bartender. “Nice lion,” he said, referring to
the gold piece hanging from his neck. The boy ignored
him.

“In Addis Abba, they wear them in
ceremonies,” Wilson continued, “ a sign of royalty.” The boy
scowled at him. His drink came.

“Not too much to say about it,
eh?”

“Get your drink and move on,”
Jason said in a squeaky voice.

“I got one maybe twice that size
out in the car. Interested?”

Jason glared at him.

“Deal of a lifetime. What do you
say?”

“Beat it.”

“You must be royalty yourself or
some kind of super warrior to talk that way to a man my size. Which
is it?”

Jason turned his back to
him.

Wilson leaned over and whispered
near his ear, “Jason, we need to talk. Outside. This could be easy
or hard. How do you want it?”

Jason got off the barstool slowly,
straightened himself, then dashed across the dance floor and out
the side exit. Wilson was out the front entrance in time to see
Jason get in a black Miata in the parking lot. He hopped on his
bike and waited while the boy sped down the driveway. When the
distinctive taillights turned up Crown Mountain road, Wilson
followed. There was little traffic that time of night, so he turned
off his head light, never allowing Jason out of sight beyond the
next turn in the road.

The Miata turned right at West
Caret Bay, away from Fortuna, which meant he wasn’t going home.
Three miles later, the car ran the stop sign at Four Corners and
turned sharply on Mountain Top road. Wilson followed as far as the
entrance to the condos where he parked his bike under a large
mahogany tree. Jason would either park in the lot or come back
down.

Five minutes later, Wilson walked
to the housing complex. Lights shone from two units near where the
Miata was parked. He scaled a side of the building and peaked in
one of the windows to see a man asleep on a couch, a pictureless TV
flickering in front of him. It had to be the other apartment. This
posed more of a problem, though, since the light came from the top
floor of the building next door. Its sheer concrete face proved too
formidable to climb and its overhanging deck was independently
suspended. He hesitated a moment and then walked up the front
stairs.

The door had a deadbolt lock, but
it wasn’t latched. Wilson used his driver’s license to catch the
lock on the doorknob. When he opened the door, he heard Jason’s
squeaky voice coming from the far room. A girl’s voice
answered.

Wilson appeared where they were
sitting. Lisa noticed him first and gasped. Upon seeing him, Jason
lunged for the coffee table drawer. He opened it and reached in.
Wilson slammed it shut on his hand.

“Aaaah! You broke it you bastard!”
he squealed.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Wilson commented,
still pushing the drawer against the boy’s wrist.

“Lemme go! Lemme go!”

“Well,” Wilson said, “what have we
here? The missing princess herself?”

“Let him go!” she
yelled.

“The prince’s bride speaks.”
Wilson opened the drawer and Jason quickly withdrew his hand. The
wrist was red, fast becoming purple, but did not look broken.
Wilson reached into the drawer and retrieved a .357 Colt Magnum.
“Must have had a sale on these lately. Big gun, little dick, isn’t
that the saying? No need to answer. I understand.” He twirled the
gun in his hand. “Seems like I’m getting a collection of
these.”

He walked over to where Lisa was
sitting. “Now you know your father’s worried about you. You owe him
an explanation.”

“It’s none of your business what I
do or don’t do, and it’s none of my father’s either. I’m eighteen
and I can do what I want.” Her stare challenged Wilson. “Jason,
call the police. This man broke in here. And he attacked you.”
Jason made no move for the phone.

Wilson hadn’t expected her to be
so spirited. How unlike her father.

“Yeah,” he said, “the Police would
be real interested in Junior’s weapon here. You do have a permit
for this, don’t you?”

“Get out!” she said, her eyes
locked on Wilson’s.

“Young lady, I suggest you call
your father by noon tomorrow or I’ll be back to take you to him.
Your little bill of rights speech got you until tomorrow, but no
more. Good night.” And he walked out the door, taking the gun with
him.

The wind had dropped and the night
became stultifying. Wilson was perspiring freely when he reached
his bike. It had been a long night with unsatisfactory results.
Sure, he thought, I did my job. I found the girl, but she wasn’t
really missing. Just hiding out. A latter-day runaway. Not uncommon
at all. A girl on vacation from her life as her father’s daughter.
A girl honeymooning with her boyfriend. No foul play. Not if you
don’t count breaking a father’s heart.

Wilson drove fast over the
mountains hoping the hot heavy air at speed would cool him. He
would see Enrico for lunch. By then Lisa would have called. If not,
Wilson would take him to her. It was no longer his problem, though
a nagging thought persisted. Something was not quite right. More
needed to be unconcealed. Lisa asserted her independence too
readily, too callously. Appearance and reality fighting it out
again, he thought. Substance and surface. The best action now,
though, was no action. Wait. And sleep on it.

When Wilson pulled into his
driveway, his eyes were practically shut. Tiredness overwhelmed him
as he entered his house, hoping that there weren’t any uninvited
guests. He took Jason’s gun and the one he got earlier and put them
into his nightstand, then disrobed and fell into bed. He noticed
that his red message light was blinking but it would keep until
morning. He saw his digital clock turn from 3:03 to 3:04. By the
time it reached 3:05, he was sound asleep.
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At 9:26, Wilson woke from a
dreamless sleep. Drenched in sweat, he took little consolation that
this was the hottest time of day in St. Thomas. By noon, the
mercury may have dipped a degree or two. Not much difference
between 92 and 94 degrees, especially with little or no breeze. He
padded into the kitchen, filled a tall glass with ice and poured
yesterday’s coffee in it. He took it with him to the shower. Water
from the cold tap came out almost hot before it settled into
something warm. At least the iced coffee was refreshing. Maybe the
day won’t be a total loss, he thought, as he went into the living
room sopping wet, switched the fan on high, stood in front of it,
and chewed an ice cube.

Within minutes he was dry but
already his skin felt hot. If he moved quickly, he’d start
sweating. In slow motion, he walked to the answering machine. The
first call was from Enrico who sounded disoriented if not drunk. He
would not be at work today and could be reached at home. He hoped
for some good news. Wilson sighed. The next call was from Marie who
definitely sounded drunk. She said she had stopped over but nobody
answered her knocking. Was he shacked up or something? She left her
husband and would be at Stephanie’s house. She left a phone
number.

In the kitchen, Wilson took two
ripe mangoes from the refrigerator and ate them for breakfast. He
thought about going to the Downtown Club for a weight workout, but
the heat dictated against it. Instead, he shaved and then read more
of Heidegger under the fan: “There is no time without man. But what
does this ‘not without man’ mean? Is man the giver or the receiver
of time? Is man first of all man and then after that
occasionally—that is, at some time or other—receives time and
relates himself to it?” He closed the book, got a glass of ice,
popped a cube into his mouth, and pondered possible applications of
the passage.

He gave Lisa time to contact her
father; he’s giving his time to Enrico’s problem. Enrico is stuck
in some kind of dead time. Wilson himself feels that he steals
time. When he works, he sells his time. What the hell does
Heidegger mean? Everybody wants more time, unless, of course,
they’re suffering or in jail.

Wilson chewed on that for a while.
Tough to digest and not nearly as tasty as a mango.

~

Walking up the steps to Enrico’s
apartment, he barely missed getting hit by a skateboard some clumsy
kid let fly from the fourth floor landing. His tee shirt was
already stuck to his back in sweat when he knocked on Enrico’s
door. It was 11:45 and Lisa should have contacted her father by
now, though he doubted she did.

Enrico opened the door as soon as
he knocked. “What did you find out?” he asked even before inviting
Wilson in.

“Have you heard from
her?”

“No. Have you? Is she OK? Did you
find her?”

Wilson let out a sigh, walked into
the living room and sat down on the torn sofa.

“Is she OK? Did you find out
anything?” he repeated. Anxiety rippled through his thin frame. His
eyes practically rattled in his skull.

“I found her. She was to phone
before noon.”

Enrico looked at his watch.
“There’s still time. Maybe she tried before and, and, and the
phones were down. Is she all right?”

“She looked fine. I saw her last
night in a condo at Mountain Top. She’s staying there with a boy
named Jason Wheatley.”

Enrico stood death still, then
blinked his eyes a few times.

“Enrico, what went on between you
two? Did you have a fight or something?”

“No, no, nah, nah, nothing like
that.” He plopped down into his arm chair, seeming to melt into the
cheap plastic upholstery. “I don’t understand,” he said at last.
“She’s OK, right? She just left home. No word. Nothing. That’s not
her, that’s not like Lisa at all.” He put his head in his hands.
They didn’t seem strong enough to hold it up.

“Do you want to see her?” Wilson
asked. Enrico managed a grunt. “Look,” he continued, “I had an
argument with your little girl. If she wasn’t going to call you, I
was going to pay her a visit. And that’s what I’m going to do now.”
He rose to leave. “Everything might not be as it seems, my friend.
I’ll talk to you later.”

When Wilson reached the bottom of
the stairs, Enrico opened his door and shouted that he would come
with him. Wilson shook his head but nevertheless waited.

~

In the parking lot, Enrico fumbled
with his keys so badly that Wilson decided to leave his bike and
drive Enrico’s car there. It would be a long, quiet, agonizing
ride, he felt, and didn’t look forward to Enrico’s company. Even
so, he didn’t trust Enrico behind the wheel, especially on the
narrow, windy mountain roads. One little nervous tap on the gas at
the wrong time, and Enrico could bump Wilson’s bike off the
mountain.

~

There was no answer to Enrico’s
persistent ringing of the doorbell. No surprise to Wilson as he
inserted his driver’s license to trip the door latch. This time the
deadbolt was fastened. “You live and you lose,” he
mumbled.

Turning to Enrico, he said, “I
really didn’t think she’d be here now. She knew I’d be coming. Any
of her friends live nearby?”

“No, not that I know of. But then
. . . oh, I don’t know. I feel like I don’t know her very well at
all.” Enrico stared at the locked door.

“It might help to find out who
owns this unit,” Wilson offered. “There are two ways we can do
that. One, go down to the recorder of deeds office and check the
files, but that would take hours. Two, do you have your college ID
with you?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Why?”

“Go to the manager’s office,
introduce yourself, show your ID and say that you’ve sent Jason
Wheatley a registered letter at this address, and it was returned.
Tell him it was important university business concerning a
scholarship and loan package. Ask him if Jason, in fact, does live
here. If not, find out who does. Ask him if it is Jason’s guardian
or a roommate. Ask to speak to him. Think you can do
that?”

“Well,” he hesitated, “I
guess.”

“OK. Let’s go. I’ll wait by the
pool for you. You want me to go over the questions
again?”

Enrico nodded, and Wilson drilled
him on the routine, slapped him on the shoulder, and sent him
off.
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