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Prologue

Mooring on Great Bahama
Bank

A WHIFF OF FRESH AIR, reminding him of her
perfume, stirred the anger that smoldered then flared into a rage,
blazing in his gut. Claude Pelletier gritted his teeth and gripped
the wheel tighter. His wife was gone. For the first time in his
life, he felt all of his fifty-seven years. A voice lighter than
mist whispered, adapt or die. He pulled the half-empty bottle of
rum from the cooler and chugged.

The alcohol brushed away some of the pain for
a few minutes. He looked out over the water of Chub Cay, on the
northeastern fringe of Great Bahama Bank. A coconut scent lingered
and palm trees hugged the coastline. The water was sparkling clear,
and he counted the starfish beneath his keel. Although he was
anxious to explore the Bermuda Triangle, he was tired. Claude
heaved the anchor over the side and settled in for the night.

He reached for the bottle and took another
swig, watching the glaring yellow ball of sun sink into the
horizon. The beauty of the sunset momentarily consumed him,
bringing a certain peace that tempered the bitterness in his heart,
if only for a short period.

With a sigh, he staggered across the deck.
Halfway to the cockpit, he stumbled. The bottle of rum slid from
his fingers and distilled alcohol formed a slick patch of amber.
Claude swayed. He saw the boom swing and fended it off, but it
swung back and caught him. He struggled to stay upright, but his
feet slid out from under him. As his head hit the bronze and
stainless steel winch, he heard a cracking sound and fireworks
detonated in his skull. Everything went black.

CLAUDE struggled to awareness, despite the
pounding in his head. It was dark. The radiant dial on his watch
told him he’d been out for three hours. Slowly the gray fog cleared
from his brain. He frowned. Why didn’t he hear nature’s typical
night talk coming from the nearby island? A cold sweat drenched
him. Something felt terribly wrong.

He crouched in the cockpit and listened,
straining to hear anything ominous. He straightened up and scanned
the twilight seas and the stillness. Clouds, like a parade of boas,
slithered across the moon, turning the sky top a charred-purple.
The velvet silence provoked anxiety. Claude flicked two toggle
switches on the instrument panel, illuminating the foredeck and
filling the cabin’s interior with light from overhead fixtures and
a hurricane lamp.

He entered the galley and opened a second
bottle of rum, pouring two fingers into a tumbler. Drinking should
help him forget Nina’s desertion. So far, it wasn’t working. He sat
down at a table in the teak-paneled salon and stared in shock at
the mirror above the table. He saw the hard lines of a man he
didn’t recognize. There was no sign of the burned out music
teacher. Instead, looking back at him was a boat bum, his ragged
gray hair spiked and his clothes rumpled. He ran his fingers over
the ugly red lump near his hairline, then put down his glass and
wondered if things would ever be right again.

Pouring more rum, he went to the stateroom
and confronted the photograph of his wife.

“Where are you, bitch? Why aren’t you
here?”

He glanced at the portholes, at the
emptiness of the sea. Someone was out there. He chugged his drink.
Finally peaceful and numb, he turned off the lights and slept.

CLAUDE abruptly awoke to sounds that didn't
belong in the silence of the cay. The clock by the bed read 1:15
am. A wet puff of air steamed down the companionway, adding to
humidity so thick his boxer shorts clung to his skin. Then he heard
it. A muffled hum drifted across the water, then hushed voices. The
noises slowed, then stopped. Claude waited. Nothing.

Suddenly, the boat listed. Somebody's on
board. Claude heard the thud of heavy boots topside and could tell
there was more than one intruder. The skin on his neck prickled.
His only thought was to flee, but there was nowhere to go, nowhere
to hide. He had no weapons. He bolted from the stateroom, through
the galley and hid in the farthest corner of the second
stateroom.

“Won't do you any good to hide,” a cold, hard
voice called. “Come out where we can see you. We won't hurt
you.”

The sliding stateroom door squealed open.
Claude clutched a corner of the bedcover. Someone grabbed it. At
the same time, the room exploded with light.

“Who are you?” Claude could barely speak for
the suffocating pressure in his chest. “I can't see you.”

No answer. The flashlight's beam strayed from
his face. He stared into the darkness, praying. He heard the
metallic click of a safety and watched in horror as cowboy boots
and a blur of denim rushed toward him. Cold steel pressed into his
temple.

“Please,” he begged, “please don't hurt
me.”

“Dis ain't part of the deal,” a voice called
from outside.

Claude caught sight of a short man, dressed
in fatigues. When the man with the gun turned toward him, Claude
made his move, lunging toward the gunman, grabbing him in a
chokehold. The struggle was short-lived. Claude heard the gunfire.
He looked down at his chest. A strained whine rose in his throat
and he felt himself falling, falling, falling...

TWO hundred and forty-five miles away, a
young girl frowned in her sleep, as she tossed and turned in her
bed, struggling to escape an image of a rumpled and frightened
gray-haired man she'd never seen in her life.

 



Part One: A SWING OF TIDES


Chapter 1

THE NEXT DAY: February 13, 1991

Neumans Cay, Southern Exumas, Bahamas

RICO SALAZAR CHECKED HIS WATCH, then scanned
the horizon. Nothing. Quarter to ten and still not even a glimpse
of the long-awaited powerboat. His crew had to arrive soon. They
should have called an hour ago. Discretion had always been crucial,
now even more so, especially if they were followed.

With only the warmth of the sun and the
whispering sea for company, he scrutinized the quiet lagoon and the
mile-long stretch of beach. He didn’t see a single soul. Only he
and several crabs moved in the stillness.

Standing on a knoll, flanked by palm trees,
Rico gazed at Exuma Bank’s clear waters. The squeal of an osprey,
plunge-diving feet first into the surf, startled him. He marveled
at the raptor’s fluid motion, as it skewered a bluefish then
flapped its wings and resumed flight, soaring over him. Rico
squinted at the fish that dangled midair, face forward, still
squirming.

An instant later, a single drop—the bright
color of blood—dripped from the sky. He told himself the splatter
on his shirt was a bad omen and Rico remembered his crew hadn’t
called. He glanced down at the blood. Maybe, they couldn’t.

His island, Neumans Cay, was a part of the
Exuma Cays, a chain of three hundred sixty islands in the Central
Bahamas. The virgin beachfront suggested the cay was a blank
canvas, bound for obscurity. He knew otherwise. Just two miles
inland lay the epicenter of his island-based import/export company,
miles from any traveler's radar. He meant to keep it that way.

RICO had literally stumbled upon the island.
Like an over-ripe mango ready for plucking, the islet offered
golden opportunities. Oozing out like nectar from rotten fruit, the
temptations began here too.

He thought back to his discovery of eleven
years ago. Searching for investment property, he'd cruised into a
mild thunderstorm, along the western border of the Great Bahama
Bank. Within minutes, a seventy-knot squall howled, as staccato
bolts of lightning split the sky.

Visibility became a problem and he was
disoriented. Flashes of light, shadows of trees and foaming seas
jumped around him, flickering like a flawed movie, making the
picture oddly disturbing. Chaotic seas stirred giant waves, coming
at him from all directions. He edged to the stern, struggling to
stand upright, as the boat rocked.

Naldo, his right hand man, shouted for Rico's
attention. “The storm's fouled the communication system!” The dying
wind finally swept past them.

“My God, look at this place,” Rico bellowed.
“We're in the middle of nowhere. Where the hell are we?”

“According to my calculations, we’re about a
hundred and twenty miles off course,” Naldo responded.

As Rico studied his surroundings, he could
barely conceal his enthusiasm. He spied the southern anchorage and
his gut told him this was it. He could easily move through these
waters.

“What a place for my operation. It's a hell
of a find,” he said to Naldo. He pointed to its two entrances and
natural deep water. “Ocean access.”

RICO had bought one hundred and eighty acres
on Neumans Cay, which included a handsome house, a small marina
that accommodated large ships and a resort, to house business
associates and guests. He constructed warehouses, barracks and a
dock, with wide slips. Inside his concrete “Berlin Wall,” he built
an airstrip and erected a mast-type radio, high on the island's
southwest tip.

To assure his privacy, he fired a barrage of
bullets into the cottages on the northern shoreline. Fifteen owners
slammed their windows shut, locked their doors and dove to the
floor. The natives, traumatized by their trigger-happy neighbor,
hunkered down in their bungalows, like shell-shocked soldiers. From
that point on, they stayed out of his way. None of them realized
he'd built a 4500-foot runway, protected by radar, bodyguards and
Doberman attack dogs.

HE smiled at the memory. He’d moved onto the
island and now owned and controlled half of the island's six square
miles. Bribes to the Bahamian Prime Minister assured large cargo
planes, shuttling product from Colombia to the island base, and
small planes, ferrying contraband into the U.S., operated with no
interference. A few other well-placed bribes meant business boomed
and officials did nothing to stop his irregular and profitable
activities. His business continued to grow, as did his fortune.

Hundreds of cocaine deliveries were shipped
into Neumans Cay from the Exuma Sound's northeastern cut, his own
channel to the Atlantic. While other dealers relied on human mules
on commercial flights, the Salazar Cartel used submarines, go-fast
boats and small aircraft. He revolutionized the trade, by
transporting drugs to the U.S. in the keels of tankers. For the
past ten years, Neumans Cay had flourished as a multinational
smuggling and refueling hub.

Rico scratched the scar on his chin, studying
the varied shades of azure between water and sky. He had lived too
hard, worked too hard and come too far to lose everything. He'd
paid his dues.

Despite the pale aquas and deeper teals of
the banks, and the midnight blue of the ocean floor, his mind
suddenly sank back into the mire of his childhood. No matter how
hard he tried to forget, the nights and the stench slithered back
anyway. His mind went back to Cali, Colombia, when he was nine. He
doubted the memory would ever fade.

THE steamy night smelled like cooked garbage
and raw sewage. In the dark alley, sweat from ninety-two degree
heat rolled down his face as he groped inside a rusty icebox, until
his fingers landed on two hunks, which he slowly withdrew.

He glanced at the green mold on the cheese
and the black spores on the bread then shoved the morsels into his
mouth. Nothing he had eaten in a week tasted so good. If he’d had
found these bits of food earlier, he wouldn’t have eaten the
cockroaches.

Rico had never known who his father was. His
mother was an alcoholic prostitute, who made no attempt to hide her
profession from her son. Rico hated her. Hated seeing men on top of
her. Hated the fact she spent any money she earned on booze. Hated
rummaging through garbage cans for food. Hating the beatings he
endured, when he came home empty-handed from his forays for food.
He'd felt no grief, when she failed to return to their filthy
shanty one night and he learned she'd been killed by a vicious
customer. He wasn’t surprised. A crow had crashed into his bedroom
window the previous morning. That always meant bad news coming.

Rico had learned the trade early on. He sold
his body to the young and old alike, male or female. He was a
survivor. He darted from filthy streets to cavernous spaces, near
dismal underpasses, where the homeless huddled in abandoned,
overgrown parking lots and homesteaded soiled cardboard boxes. The
streets were the only home he had. While he was good looking, he
got by primarily on his charm.

That changed, when a rich old woman, with
rheumy eyes and yellow craters for cheekbones, took pity and
welcomed him into her home. She became his abuela, his foster
grandmother, and spoiled him shamelessly. Despite his own
manipulation, he never completely understood why the seventy-six
year old woman took him in, but he loved her, because she taught
him how to live.

Gradually, the sheen wore off his image of
the old woman. It was nothing she did, nothing she said. Still, he
sensed things were changing in some way.

Things shifted, the afternoon a crow hit the
window in the living room, with a loud thud. He remembered the
other crow at the window, the morning before his mother died. Dead
birds meant death.

That evening, his abuela hobbled across the
room to kiss him goodnight. She flashed a hideous grin, showing
teeth that looked like cracked nutshells. When her silhouette
crossed his bed and her hand touched his shoulder, the hair on his
neck bristled.

A curious shadow lowered over his bed. Her
misshapen limbs blotted out the lights from the antiquated homes
outside his window. For an instant, he saw his mother's features
superimposed on abuela's face. His foster grandmother became a dead
ringer for his mother.

From that point on, he hated loving her.
Depending on a woman was a nightmare. The obsession consumed his
days and nights. He felt like a monster, hiding behind a perfect
mask. Whenever he saw her crooked grin, the rotten teeth, the webs
of wrinkles, the parchment skin draped over her sparse frame in
loose folds, his blood chilled. Rico thought such frailty meant
death was near.

He was wrong. The old woman didn't die.

He endured the situation for eight long
years. One afternoon, he knew he could stand it no longer. She 'd
looked at him with her brown-toothed smirk, drool dribbling from
the corner of her mouth, and the decision was made. He followed her
across the room, his rubber soles making no sound on the hardwood
floor. With almost no effort, his strong hands heaved her toward
the ledge.

Her eyes flickered to his, filled with
confusion. She started to shriek.

Afraid of losing his resolve, he quickly
shoved her again and listened to her scream, as she tumbled off the
ledge, plunging four stories to the ground. He took several deep,
calming breaths, then smiled, imagining his mother falling to her
death.

The old woman had no children or
grandchildren. She'd had no one to love, but Rico. He inherited the
house and all her money. How grateful he'd been. Her wealth
transformed him into a wealthy college student.

IN addition to his education in business and
finance, Rico quickly learned what products did well in the market
place and those that would always be in demand. After graduation,
he instinctively cultivated the same plant his Andean Indian
ancestors had, before the Spanish occupation. He'd carved a special
niche for himself and, in ten years, had jockeyed his way into the
major leagues. He was proud of his global connections and the
financial empire he'd built, with production facilities in
Colombia, Chile, Peru and Boliva.

He sometimes wondered what would have
happened, if he'd taken another road, if he and Jeanette had made a
life together. He'd probably be living in the States, bored stiff.
Instead, now that his island had become a major transfer point, his
world had more curves and excitement than a roller coaster. He'd
found the gateway to an oasis, comprising more than seven hundred
uninhabited islands and cays. And he'd be damned if anyone was
going to interfere with it. He'd do whatever he had to do to
protect his empire.

RICO’S thoughts were pulled back to the
present by the sound of quick footsteps on the sand behind him.

“Oye, Rico.”

Finally. Naldo Perez, his second in command,
tugged on his shoulder. Relief lasted a fleeting second. Rico
shifted his sights back to the waterfront, his breathing labored.
Think, don’t panic. He couldn’t run. He’d find a way. Only cowards
gave up, and he’d never been a coward.

“Boss, what’s a matter?”

“Got things on my mind, that’s all. Don’t
keep me guessing. How’d the new recruit do last night?”

“He doesn’t have the guts for our kinda
work.”

“You know what to do.”

“Seguro que sì. Done.”

Rico shrugged at his lieutenant's comment.
His concerns were far more important than one individual who
couldn't work with the team he'd assembled. His entire business was
threatened. His instincts warned him he had to be extremely
careful. While he might not be able to stop progress, he intended
to do everything possible to redirect it and save his empire.

“Something wrong, Boss?"

Rico turned and studied Naldo, from his
cowboy boots up to his worried face. “Yeah.” He again scanned the
water, then turned back to Naldo. “You know the new hydrofoil
that's supposed to link the islands?”

“Sure. What's that got to do with us?”

“Their Exuma trip touches a bit of the ocean,
overnights in Georgetown and returns the next day.”

“Yeah? So?”

“They'll make unscheduled stops near our
remote outposts.”

“Caramba!” Naldo immediately grasped the
dangers. "What should we do?”

“That's what I'm trying to figure out. Not a
word to anyone, Naldo. I'll find a solution. Okay?”

Naldo nodded and turned back to the
compound.

Rico continued to stare across the water. If
passengers were shuttled to the Southern Exumas, throngs might
descend. Who wouldn't want a day beyond the reach of cars, a day
without the clang and clatter of civilization? Who wouldn't want a
piece of paradise?

No, a route through the Exumas was way too
close. Rico wouldn’t accept such a threat to his world. He couldn't
do that. He'd find a way to protect himself and all he'd built up
over the past eleven years.


Chapter 2

March 1, 1999 - - Highbourne Cay

Northern Exumas, Bahamas

A HUNDRED AND FORTY-FIVE MILES from Neumans
Cay, sixteen-year-old Madeleine Nesbitt slept in a beach cottage on
Highbourne Cay's palm-quilted eastern shore, located forty miles
south of Nassau and the northernmost marina in the Exumas. Despite
the serenity of her surroundings, she struggled through her
turbulent dreams of the watery graveyard, spanning the miles
between Nassau and the southern Out Islands.

A nightmare cry of terror, mingled with
outrage, rose in her throat, but no sound came out. Depression
crept toward her like a soft-footed cat, closer and closer. No one
could save her this time.

A vision of a strange deck hand appeared
before her. She turned away, staring at his cowboy boots,
desperately avoiding his eyes, but she felt the sting of his
stare.

She saw the rows of bodies, carefully wrapped
in brown tarps, being lifted onto stretchers. She couldn't take her
eyes off the corpses. There were so many. All were victims of the
offshore shoal, which had built up over the year across the Yellow
Bank's passage.

Why had seasoned skippers ignored local
knowledge and tackled the shoal? Ancient coral heads, worn sharp by
hundreds of years of waves and tides, had burst through the ribs of
the vessels and crushed the planks. Now, speared and hacked into
decaying submission, the boats littered the waterway, resting on
the sandy bottom, a daily reminder of people brimming with
arrogance. Seven power boats, four local mail boats and one ferry
had ruptured their underbellies and sunk in Yellow Bank. Her dreams
insisted they were all connected.

“THAT’S a big one. Not sure we can fix
it.”

“I'm dying. You've got to.”

The sensation of a mask, covering Madeleine's
nose and mouth, quelled her words and took her to a time
forgotten.

Muscle-stiffening fear. Her eyes snapped
open.

She couldn't breathe. No air. Smothering.

Sacked chicken feathers pressed into her nose
and mouth.

MADDY woke with the bolster on top of her
face. She tossed it to the side, gulped fresh air, curled on her
bed and cried. Finally, the tears slowed. Half asleep, she sat up,
shaking her head, as if to rid her mind of the thoughts. She could
still hear the echo of their screams. It was no dream, but a replay
of the ugliness that had occurred in her life, even after so many
years.

LIFE hadn’t been easy for Maddy. From an
early age she'd been different, and she often felt she'd been a
disappointment to her parents. Her medical problems had set her
apart from the other kids and her world had been populated largely
by the adults, visiting The Highbourne Cay Resort. Her times alone
taught her to accept loneliness. From an early age, she often
sought comfort from the sea at night, watching the water and
listening to its soothing sounds, as she sat in a chair by her
window.

Her parents had noticed the pale red patch at
the back of her head shortly after her birth and thought nothing of
it. However, the mark turned into a cranberry, blistered and
swollen, a deep shade of red. When her mother took her to the
doctor, he assured her the tumor would disappear by the time
Madeleine was eight or nine.

By the time she was six, the mass had grown.
Her parents feared the worst.

Once again, their doctor reassured them. “The
birthmark is a hemangioma, a non-cancerous tumor, composed of a
cluster of blood cells run amok. Don't worry. It'll go away by
itself.”

The mass didn't go away. It continued to
grow, eventually becoming a soft, pink and purple pillow, sketched
with veins, covering the back of her head and drooping over her
upper back.

The doctor was blunt. “The tumor’s too large
to treat.”

Her parents said, as long as Maddy was
healthy, it didn't matter how she looked. Maddy, however, suffered
from the comments of classmates and even adults.

“That's the most disgusting sight I've ever
seen.”

“You're skinny, skanky and ugly.”

But Maddy didn't remain healthy. Her doctor
discovered a heart murmur and she knew her parents were concerned.
She also knew she was getting skinnier every day. When she asked
her parents, they were honest with her.

“You're losing weight because your blood is
being siphoned off by the mass on your neck and back,” her father
explained. “Your heart's enlarged from pumping blood to feed the
tumor.”

“I don't understand.”

“Your heart's overworked, strained to its
limits. I'm sorry, Maddy, but if things stay this way...”

“I'm going to die, aren't I, Daddy?”

Her father sighed and hugged her. “There's
always hope, baby. Let's hope for the best.”

And then the miracle had happened. Their
close friend Rollo learned of a doctor in Little Rock, Arkansas,
who specialized in treating hemangiomas. Rollo convinced the resort
owner and staff to help with expenses.

Two months after her seventh birthday, Maddy
lay on a steel table, surrounded by the doctor and his team. He
skillfully severed the threads connecting the life-threatening
tumor to healthy tissue and deftly scooped out the mass, the size
of a honeydew melon. He folded and sculpted the skin, so there was
a minor scar, mostly concealed by the contour of her skull.

SHE was seven, when the nightmares had
started. She’d never told her parents. The nightmares never went
away. When she was eight years old, she'd begun having what she
supposed were premonitions. She remembered feeling uncomfortable,
as she returned from a swim, aware of a sense of unrest, as she
heard snippets about someone lost at sea, disappearing without a
trace. She'd quivered. The face of a gray-haired man flashed into
her head, for the second time in three days. He'd been at the
resort a few weeks before.

Exhausted, but unable to go to sleep, Maddy's
mind went back to eight years before, when the best adventure of
her life turned out to be one of its biggest tragedies. She'd
begged her parents to take her on the Caribbe, the newest, finest,
fastest hydrofoil in the Bahamas. She promised not to ask for
another thing, if they could just make the trip. She remembered, as
if it was yesterday.

“PLEASE, Daddy, please? I won't ask for
another thing all year.”

“Sweetheart, the answer is still no. We can't
afford it right now. We'll save and go later, all of us
together.”

Madeleine was considering another protest,
when Rollo Pinder arrived. Rollo was the dock master and, over the
years, had become her surrogate grandfather. He held a special
place in her heart.

Standing in the doorway, Rollo pointed to the
vessel at the marina.

“You see Caribbe?” he asked. “Da ferry's
headed for Harbor Island and will deliver supplies to island towns
along Yellow Bank. I got me two tickets for—”

Maddy squealed. “You do? You're not
kidding?”

“I got them,” he said, glancing at her
parents, “but slow down, Missy. What your folks say?”

“We’re fine with that,” said Desmond. “What
time will you be home?”

With a nod of approval from her parents,
Rollo continued. “The ferry leaves at eight o’clock and returns at
five. With your permission, I be taking Madeleine here on Caribbe.”
He smiled, showing a mouthful of yellow teeth, then looked directly
at her. “Be early, I see you tomorrow at the dock.”

“Thank you, thank you, Rollo. You’re the
best.”

Now that her parents agreed, no one stood
between her and the trip she had planned for months. She knew the
Bahamas Super Shuttle Ferries, their specifications and what they
could do.

THE next day, Caribbe waited. With the same
lightheartedness other children radiate going to a party, Madeleine
weaved her way to the harbor, then plopped on the hard seat of a
nearby waterfront bench. She munched on a granola bar and peered
into the early morning light. White with blue trim, Caribbe’s gel
coat gleamed. A dream, she understood, and therefore heaven on
earth. Not having slept well the night before, she was tired of
waiting. Her attention strayed from the hydrofoil to the fine mist
that hovered inches above the water surface, as the crew of six
prepared the 135-foot vessel for her morning run.

“Ready?” Rollo asked with a broad smile. “The
island we be visiting,” he told her, “was formed by pink coral.
It’s surrounded by reefs, and the only channel through there is the
Devil’s Backbone. I hear tourists say, ‘Harbour Island’s exquisite
beauty eclipsed every other Bahamian cruising destination.’ ”

Madeleine knew the people of Highbourne Cay
were excited about the maiden voyage. Caribbe allowed them to see
the islands in a new way. She imagined cruising on foils that
lifted the ferry’s hull completely out of the water.

Odd, even though it was dead calm, a rustle
of wind swept across her shoulder, and she heard a faint sound like
the brushing of humming bird wings. With her fingers secure in
Rollo’s massive hand, she treaded the plank and boarded the ferry.
She got only a glimpse of a man on the main deck, but it was
enough. He didn’t look like an islander or a deckhand.

Tall, dressed in crew whites and as stiff as
one of her toy wooden soldiers, he stood behind the open bow doors.
Like oil, the man’s eyes slid from one passenger to another until
he frowned in her direction. She glanced away, avoided his stare,
looking down at the deck, studying his cowboy boots. The crew was
supposed to wear boat shoes, not cowboy boots. Usually she had
difficulty accepting rules she didn’t make; suddenly following
rules was important.

For a fleeting second, she wished she were
home with her parents. That’s when the pain hit her in the middle
of her forehead. “Rollo, I changed my mind. Let’s go some other
time with Mom and Dad.”

“What’s wrong, Maddy?” he asked gently.

“My head hurts.”

“The fresh air will do you good.” He patted
her shoulder reassuringly.

She didn’t respond. Her hand tightened on the
railing, as she and Rollo continued climbing the stairs to the top
deck.

Madeleine leaned into the railing and watched
the seascape glide past makeshift docks, beyond the reach of roads
into a vast area of coral reefs. Islands appeared to rise from the
sound, then reappeared time and again in the form of small cays,
creating a continuing landscape. Thirty minutes later she rested in
a deck chair, oblivious of the time.

A sickening jolt spilled her onto the floor.
She heard an awful crunch, then a loud crash. Water gushed through
the doors onto the lower deck. She didn’t understand how the best
ferry in the entire world could take on water. Nothing was supposed
to happen to the best, but she wasn’t so sure.

With the ominous sounds rushing nearer,
high-pitched screams filled the air. Everywhere, hitting her from
all directions, the noises confused her. Madeleine had never been
more frightened when she looked down. Where the steps should have
been, angry white water dashed into the ferry and the deluge was
flooding the stairs to the upper decks.

Madeleine craned her neck, seeking Rollo’s
reassurances. That glimpse was her worst nightmares come true. Fear
swamped his face. Holding her breath, she saw something else too.
Sadness. Now she knew he was as frightened as she was. She turned
away. Her stomach felt like a bucket full of pebbles. Soon her
voice joined a hundred others. She couldn’t stop the earsplitting
screams coming from her belly.

“Madeleine, don’t panic. The captain’s called
for help.” Rollo shook her until she finally looked him in the eye.
“Stay with me now. You be strong, you’ve always been strong. Don’t
give up.”

The boat careened and tilted in seconds. It
was capsizing in calm weather under sunny skies, not in an angry
swirling sea. The sudden shift flung wreckage from one side to the
other and transformed passenger seats into death traps of mangled
metal. The window in front of her caved in and swept away. Lethal
and sharp, flying shards bombarded them.

Although she wasn’t hit, jagged glass struck
Rollo, slashed his face and cut his chin deeply. Madeleine couldn’t
bear anything happening to him and reached for his arm with one
hand, holding on to her seat with the other. She tried to protect
him; however, his body shielded her from stray chunks of glass and
debris. Somehow Rollo tore off an isinglass side panel and pushed
her through the window.

Madeleine’s stomach lurched in an endless
drop. A horrific descent.

Thrust under water, she fought her way back
to the surface. At the crest she choked out salty water. Around
her, people were shrieking, cut and bloody, thrashing in the sea.
Some clung to the upturned hull; others trapped inside smashed
windows. A few broke free and clambered onto the side of the boat.
She flashed a mental picture of Rollo. Painfully turning her neck,
her eyes absorbed the chaos. Where was he? Did he jump off the
ship? She was petrified Rollo was already dead.

Long past tired, she kept kicking as hard as
she could. As she kicked, the noises died away. She urged her
delicate, aching body on. Float. She was strong and could hold out
longer than this. She knew she could. Something brushed her
shoulders. She bit down hard on her lip to keep from screaming and
tasted blood.

Underwater something grabbed her foot, then
wrapped around her leg. She started screeching as a tangle of
cables and shipwreck tightened and pulled her down. She fought for
air and struggled to free herself. Her throat was beginning to
burn. “Rollo, please help me! Somebody, please help me!”

Amidst her cries, a single thought surfaced.
Maybe she was the only one left. She could feel her life slipping
away. The end was approaching fast, and she couldn’t stand to think
about it. Gurgling, choking breaths escaped her lips, just before
she sank.

In her final throes of helplessness, a vague
figure loomed before her. That instant the pain lessened. Swept
into an effortless ascent, her head broke through its watery
prison. Someone grabbed her around the chest. By the time the face
of her savior materialized, the noises of helicopter blades and
boat engines intruded.

Soon Madeleine was scooped from the sea and
whisked into a rescue helicopter. A sixteen-year-old boy with
matted brown hair held her close. The moment of relief disappeared.
Her expression became troubled.

“Where’s Rollo?” Her gaze drifted to the
boy’s kind face and brown eyes. She drew several shallow, ragged
breaths. “You … saved me. Who are you?”

“Peter Duncan,” he answered, but she never
heard him. Unconscious, she was airlifted to a hospital in
Nassau.

 



Chapter 3

March 1, 1999 - - Highbourne Cay

Northern Exumas, Bahamas

MADDY SHUDDERED, as she tried to drive away
the memories, closing her eyes to what was coming. The images
continued. She saw the finest hydrofoil in the Bahamian Islands
splinter, tip and hurl a hundred and fifty passengers
overboard.

Madeleine watched other images she couldn’t
have seen at the time. She willed them away, but it looked like she
wasn’t going to get her wish. Having lived in the islands for years
with no fear a catastrophe could ever befall an entire village, she
glimpsed forty bodies pulled from the sea, fully knowing sixty-two
others remained trapped inside the sunken ferry.

One of forty-eight survivors, she could never
forget the images stenciled into memory, carved deep enough to
touch her soul. Now she knew the difference between knowing and
understanding horror. The vision—the faces of the commuters swept
off guard and tossed like matches over the side railing, plunging
three stories to their deaths—lingered long after she closed her
eyes.

HER world was never the same, never again
simple, innocent and uncomplicated. Like imminent death, she
refused to speak about the horrors that haunted her. She felt
talking about the ferry allowed the tragedy to overshadow her life.
This reaction left her and every other person in the community
alone to cope with the disaster in their own way, but she had no
control over her subconscious thoughts.

Had it been an accident? Everyone else felt
Caribbe’s sinking was human error. A part of her suspected the
crash was something more sinister. She’d been boating with her
father since she was two. The crew never wore boots. They always
wore boat shoes or sneakers. She remembered seeing a man dressed
like a deckhand with strange eyes and black cowboy boots. His hands
had rested on the closed bow doors. He had to have opened them.

Maddy often walked past Holy Redeemer church.
Luminously white like mother of pearl reflecting sunlight, the
building shimmered in the lawn, but shadows from the church tower
draped the burial ground and guarded the aboveground tombs.
Madeleine visited the graveyard daily, convinced her presence
brought the dead peace. She always felt a pull on her heart when
she saw the gravestones.

Many of the victims had been neighbors and
Highbourne Gazette readers, who had taken advantage of the
newspaper’s cut-rate day trip to Harbour Island. The most
vulnerable were lost: the children, the weak, the old. The island
was so small, everyone was family. The loss of half her village
left a hole in her heart where storms brewed.

Among the headstones for the dead, there was
no marker for Rollo. Her dearest friend had survived. Her gaze
sometimes lingered on the gravestones. Those one hundred and two
souls deserved a better ending. In the deeper recesses of her mind,
she wanted to make things right; she wanted justice for them.
Through the soft shifting of the sand under her feet and the breeze
sighing through the oak tree and the sounds of her labored
breathing, she heard their voices. Sorrow washed over her.

WHAT Maddy considered the greatest tragedy
of her life had been viewed as a major triumph by Rico and
Naldo.

Naldo had arrived at the docks early the
morning of the maiden voyage, dressed like all the other crewmen on
the new shuttle. He studied the staff who looked unsure and
tentative. Like a gecko, he blended with the crew, loading cargo
and moving easily about the ship.

On the main deck, seconds after a crewmember
closed the bow doors, another movement snagged his attention...a
kid, her curls bouncing behind her like springs. Faced with the
deckhand’s retreating back, he watched the old man and the young
girl, wishing they’d hurry along and get out of his way.

He might not have paid much attention to
them, except they were such contrasts. Next to an old man with
ebony skin and thick features, the young girl with golden hair and
skin glowed with happiness and youth. She was pretty, even though
fragile-thin with lilac-colored circles under her eyes. She looked
too smart for her own good. His gaze sought hers; she glanced away
and stared at his boots. That angered him, but he had more
important things to do.

Passengers lined the observation decks,
waving to people on the docks. The crew was busy with last minute
preparations for departure. Sure no one was watching, Naldo moved
cautiously to the bow doors on the deserted main deck. With a grunt
of effort, he opened the tightly closed doors an inch or so, not
enough that anyone would notice, and jammed two wedges under the
corners. He could take no chances on them closing. When the ferry
hit its cruising speed of forty knots, water pressure would finish
the job.

Slowly and casually, he walked off the ferry
and back to the shore. He watched as the hydrofoil left port, her
bow doors ajar and extra ballast still in the tanks. May breezes
caressed his face, as he picked up the pay phone at the marina and
waited for his boss to answer.

“Done. Real smooth, Boss.”

TEN miles away, Rico waited impatiently, his
binoculars trained on the waterway. “They're getting closer,” he
shouted.

He watched, as the hydrofoil picked up speed
and momentum. He saw the moment when the vessel shuddered and began
to fall apart. Frantic screams and high pitched cries carried over
the water. He smiled, as he watched the Caribbe's passengers
disappear beneath the surface, their useless lives gobbled up by
the greedy sea.

Now, they'd stay out of his territory. Their
intrusion wouldn't undercut his operations. He'd found a way to
control the waterway. The exhilaration started in his belly and
fanned out, as the screams and cries became fewer and fewer.

 



Chapter 4

April 14, 1999 - - West Palm Beach,
Florida

MIKE AND CARA MOTORED SOUTH in the
Intracoastal Waterway in their newly purchased and christened
sailboat, the forty-foot luxury yacht, the Chablis. Their
destination was the Bahamas. Mike's excitement and enthusiasm made
up for Cara's hesitation and doubts, which she'd voiced on numerous
occasions, since he'd proposed the two-month voyage. Mike had loved
sailing and done a lot of it during his college years. That had
been thirty years ago. The trip from Fort Lauderdale to Miami
bolstered their confidence.

“Honey, the weather report for the next week
is great! I'll recheck in the morning, but tomorrow looks perfect
for breaching the Stream.”

Cara frowned. Experienced cruisers had warned
against attempting a Gulf Stream crossing alone, particularly with
little to no experience, due to the freakish seas in the narrow
passage dividing the Bahamian Islands from Florida's east
coast.

“Take along experienced crew or accompany a
convoy of several other boats,” they'd been advised by more than
one person.

The next morning, they threw caution to the
winds and left their mooring in Key Biscayne.

The sails filled out nicely, the boat picked
up speed and a fine ocean spray misted their faces, as the bow cut
through the quiet seas. An hour later, the breezes picked up and
shifted to the east. Mike fired up the diesel engine. In another
hour, the flats grew to three foot waves and white caps licked the
hull. Cara looked at the distant gray clouds with growing
concern.

The boat tipped, then righted, time and
again. Cara's feelings of dread grew. The Dramamine didn't help.
She couldn't stay in the cabin, where the diesel fumes made her
even more nauseous, and the sight of clothes and provisions
spilling from unlatched cabinets and covers disgusted her. She
stumbled through the companionway and collapsed on a cushion. The
waves heightened and as the boat tipped, the railing submerged and
her hand touched water.

Mike glanced at her, seeing the fear on her
face.

“Don't worry, honey. We'll just ride it out.
This'll let up soon. We'll be fine,” he said, with a weak look of
reassurance.

For nine hours, the cruiser battled the
waters, as swells swooped them up to the crests, then released them
to slide down, only to be raised to the peak, again and again. The
ocean gathered into walls of water that rolled from the horizon.
Salt spray drenched the VHF radio and forever halted its
transmission.

NINE hours later, the island of Bimini
loomed on the horizon. Violet offshore waves breached calm
turquoise inshore waters, as pale green surf crashed onto a
deserted beach. Mike docked the cruiser, with help from a
dockhand.

“What's happening with the weather? We had a
horrible crossing.”

“I'll bet you did. A low-pressure area off
Bermuda kicked up. Hurricane Arthur was a Cat One, first of the
season.”

Mike frowned. “Hurricane? That explains all
the swells, but this is only April.”

The dockhand shrugged. “Fluke of nature. The
hurricane's gone. Back to a tropical storm.”

They cleared customs, fueled the boat and
were assigned a slip. Ten minutes later, Cara watched a spectacular
red and gold sunset from the back deck of the cruiser.

THEY spent the next morning on North Bimini
Island, reached by a water taxi. They did some shopping and
replaced the VHF, which was a priority for both of them, then Mike
showed her the incredible view from the summit above town. It was a
view Cara would never forget. A familiar longing swept over her and
she slid her arms around him.

After lunch, they set sail, despite overcast
skies.

“Wait 'til you see Turtle Rocks,” Mike said
with a grin. “Many years ago a hurricane drove an ocean liner
aground. Category Five winds pounded the ship's frame against the
sea floor until the stern broke from the hull.”

“Will we see it?”

“Yup, but the wreck of the Sapona is a ghost
of what it was, hollowed out over time. A saltwater pool has
replaced the internal infrastructure.”

They anchored twenty feet from the wreck,
donned scuba suits and explored both the remains of the boat and
the lavish tapestry of tropical marine life. Cara watched schools
of angelfish, yellow snapper and parrotfish circle.

At four o'clock, Mike motioned to his watch
and back to the boat.

“It's late,” he said, as they removed their
gear. “Why don't we spend the night at Honeymoon Harbor?”

She grinned at him. “Sounds like our kind of
place. Where is it?”

“Not far. It's a secluded anchorage on the
north side of Gun Cay, southeast of Bimini. Close by. We'll wait
and head for Chub Cay tomorrow, unless you want to pull an
all-nighter to cross the Bank.”

“No way!” She cast a wary eye toward the sky,
envisioning hours of menacing white caps and treacherous winds
again. “Weather doesn't look too good to me.”

“We've been dodging rain clouds all
afternoon,” Mike admitted. “We’re better off sitting it out in an
anchorage.”

Cara took the wheel, as Mike gave her the
headings for Honeymoon Harbor.

As she entered the channel, she heard him
gasp. A waterspout rotated against a blemished sky. A few feet
away, white condensation coiled in counterclockwise swirls. “Mike,
what do we do?”

“We need to get to harbor. Now.”

“Can we make it?”

“We're gonna try,” Mike said, pointing at a
second funnel.

The tornadoes suddenly faded and Cara sighed
in relief. The water was calm, waves broke against the red
mangroves and two dolphins surfaced, jumping from the water in
graceful arcs. Moments later, Mike set the anchor in the harbor,
collapsed into the molded seat, and opened a beer for each of
them.

CARA awakened at eleven that night, startled
by the howling in the rigging. She pushed her head through the aft
hatch and was soaked by a driving rain. She scrambled through the
companionway and threw cushions, towels and clothes down into the
cabin below, battling a wind that pushed at her as if she was a
leaf in a gale.

Cara crawled back into bed, but couldn't
sleep. A humming vibration shimmied through the boat's frame and
she thought she heard voices. When she stared out of the porthole,
there was nothing but blackness, no sign of another boat. She
drifted into a restless sleep.

An hour later, a deafening bang brought both
Mike and Cara wide awake, as galley ware went crashing to the
floor. When Mike opened the hatch, heavy rain pounded his face.
Rolling waves smashed the hull and the Chablis rocked wildly in the
rolling waves.

“We've got to reset the anchor,” Mike called,
through gritted teeth. “It's pulled free.”

Cara frowned. “How? I'm afraid to walk out
there in these winds.”

“We don't have any choice,” Mike retorted, as
he pulled foul weather gear from the locker.

Cara took the wheel, following Mike's
instructions, more frightened than she'd ever been in her life, as
she watched her husband slip and skid to the bow anchor.

“More power,” he screamed over the wind.
“Take it to full speed.”

Inch by inch, they moved forward, until Mike
could set the anchor in deeper water. They were wedged into a
sandbar and the only hope was that morning's high tide would float
them off, setting them free. Throughout the long night, listening
to the howling winds, enduring the shifting of the hull, the wind
rattling a lose porthole, Cara silently cursed the cruise, the boat
and Mother Nature.

BY five o 'clock, the winds and seas had
subsided. They could find no further damage to the boat, although
the dinghy had been pulled from the davits and was nowhere to be
seen. They floated off the sandbar, with no harm to the hull.

The weather report promised successive storms
throughout the day. They reset both anchors and settled in for
another night in the harbor, which was now tranquil and calm. Cara
relaxed, as she watched the sun sink towards the horizon, across
the vast ocean before her.

Her peace was abruptly shattered. She heard
voices, just as she had during the storm.

Mike seemed oblivious to the sounds, but Cara
sensed evil. Someone was out there. Someone was in the harbor with
them.

* * *

ALL Madeleine knew was she often saw things
she couldn’t explain to herself or others. And when she saw these
visions, something bad always happened. This time she saw Honeymoon
Harbor, which no one could see from Highbourne, but her senses
insisted she was seeing the impossible.

Despite her headache, she eased off the bed
and leaned out the open window. The pain faded away. Somehow, she
seemed to be beyond her room, where she glimpsed the moonlit
profile of a sailboat. Even when she turned from the window, she
saw the fiberglass vessel with the gleaming teak cockpit table,
beautifully hand carved. She crawled back to bed and wished it
away.

But, in her mind she still saw an anchor line
offshore, a half-mile from a low-lying island, trimmed in coral and
sand. Strange yellow streams on ebony seas, like flickering coils
in dying light bulbs.

Madeleine woke crying, picturing two people
she'd never met, as she battled the pain in her head. She saw
Honeymoon Harbor on the northern end of Gun Cay. She saw the anchor
line bobbing and swaying. Yellow lights spilled from the cabin
portholes onto charcoal water. Then, everything went black.

 



Chapter 5

April 15, 1999 - - Miami, Florida

ADAM WISHED HE HAD SOMETHING to laugh about,
as he watched his wife typing at the computer. He hated
interrupting her and cringed at the prospect. More unnecessary
conversation. If he heard her voice one more time, he’d scream.
Even so, he dragged his feet to her office, stopped at the doorway
and sniffed Paris perfume, a spring-like scent he’d once loved.

The whiff sent him back to a time forgotten.
His father’s sins and Belle Glade continued to haunt him. It wasn’t
like he had relatives there any more, at least no one who mattered.
The neighbor, who gave him a bed after his mother’s death, didn’t
deserve gratitude. Adam had more than paid that debt everyday from
sunup to midnight with backbreaking labor and farm work.

But he’d managed to maintain his grades and
stay in school. He’d promised Mama he’d do that. He remembered when
his college acceptance letter arrived. She would have been so proud
of him, a National Merit Scholar.

He looked at Jeanette as though seeing her
for the first time, as the past came rushing in to greet him like
an old friend. Worry and tension lines released their hold on his
face and disappeared.

HE’D met her in Gainesville. The first time
he’d seen the town, rain crackled like steak on red-hot charcoals.
The next morning when the sky cleared, he committed to the
University of Florida. That spring day, sunlight was more than a
look; it was a feeling about his future.

That afternoon, when he toured the University
of Florida’s Gainesville campus with its bustling areas and tucked
away greens, lanes and wildlife sanctuary, he’d finally left the
stench of Belle Glade far behind. Hooked on the clean air that now
filtered through his lungs, he explored the campus on foot,
admiring the gardens and architecture. Gainesville had been home to
notable alumni and scholars. Like them, he wanted his place in
history.

His scholarship opened doors. In retrospect,
it couldn’t have worked out better. At the time, he bristled at the
thought of anyone discovering his former lowbrow existence in Belle
Glade, since his friends and associates represented generations of
breeding and privilege. He feared someday his meager beginnings
might hinder his acceptance and limit his opportunities, so he
needed to bridge the gap.

Two weeks after the term began, under deep
blue skies in the shade of evergreens, Adam biked around the
perimeter of Lake Alice to get a better look at a girl. His violet
eyes followed her. The first time he noticed Jeanette Delaney, he’d
sat behind her during Orientation. Thereafter, he saw her
everywhere: the cafeteria, the library, even at a campus party. Up
close, he admired her legs and hair.

He called out, “Passing on your right.”

As he intended, she turned and faced him.

With practiced precision, he smiled. “Hi,” he
said but he pedaled too close and lost his balance, careening into
her.

Her eyes met his and reflected distrust.
“Exactly what do you think you're doing!” she said in a heated
rush. “Don't even bother answering. I don't appreciate the
tailgating or the ogling. Stay out of my way.”

“You don't understand.”

“I think I do.”

Unperturbed, he finished. “You’re right, I’m
a clumsy oaf, I should’ve watched where I was going. Sorry.”

“It’s a simple accident, not like I was hurt
or anything. Didn’t mean to be so rough on you.”

“Don’t worry, I hit you, remember? I’m headed
for the fitness center.”

“So am I.”

“Mind if I tag along?”

“Sure, we’re going to the same place.”

She fit his master plan and he became the
greedy art collector pursuing her, the sought-after museum piece.
He’d groomed himself for this opportunity. He’d propositioned every
migrant tramp within a twenty-five mile radius of his surrogate
family’s farm and had learned how to win a woman’s attention, any
woman. With confidence, he concluded his looks masked his
personality flaws. After careful research he knew Jeanette went for
handsome, intense, cerebral types. He fit her profile.

HE loved her then, didn’t he? Over the
years, although she was the mother of his five children, the
rhythms of their lives together weighed heavily on him. Thoughts of
Jeanette reminded him of something his mother once said, “Ask kids
about their days, and you’ll see their tomorrows.” True, his wife
had breeding, but his mother had guts, passion and soul.

What about his and Jeanette’s tomorrows? He’d
planned a perfect future for them. Why did things change? When did
it happen?

AJ remembered their wedding day as real as it
was twenty years earlier. It was in June, right after graduation.
He remembered when they moved to Miami where they accepted
positions of responsibility in a local pharmaceutical company. He
directed research and development, while she made inroads as the
Director of Quality Assurance.

No, that’s not when things started to go
wrong.

He loved her then and his new hometown, even
its contrasts. Oftentimes he said, “The first time you experience
Miami, just like an opera, there’s always strong emotion. You
either love the place or hate it. There’s no middle ground.” His
feelings for Jeanette were remarkably similar.

At first glance, he loved Miami’s astonishing
beauty with thousands of coconut palms, miles of beach, flamboyant
hotels and trendy entertainment. He could, though he didn’t, dance
the streets of Coconut Grove, swaying to the pitch of every calypso
band. More often, he cruised Cape Florida's harbor cove, drinking
in striking bay scenery, dreaming of rainbow people melting pot
rich. Miami never stopped being his escape.

Yes, Adam thought as his eyes continued
caressing his wife. He admired her with the same attention to
detail and clinical detachment he reserved for scrutinizing bank
statements. But accounting was easier than reporting to his wife.
He hated the soulless bitch. Her voice sent shivers down his back.
Now he remembered the beginning of the end was eight years
earlier.

THEY were eating breakfast. He eyed her over
the rim of his coffee cup. They’d been through so many changes. He
wasn’t sure how he felt about them, but the woman in front of him
turned his and every other man’s head, when she kept her mouth
shut. When she spoke though, her voice drilled into his skull and
droned on and on. Her voice never bothered him before. Now it did.
She always made him feel less of a man. When she shifted in her
chair, he knew more poison was coming and the pounding in his head
started again.

She ran her tongue over her moist lips and
spoke in acid tones that chiseled away at his manhood. “Adam, if
you want to make a change, you need to get in the game.”

Here we go again, more criticism. I work
eighty hours a week. Isn’t that enough? “What?” With an effort, he
concentrated on her words and asked again, “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.” Her cobalt-blue eyes
grew pensive. “You’re frustrated with the money and the opportunity
in corporate America. You’re always complaining about the
on-the-job retirees, the politics, the pay, working without
recognition and no upward mobility.”

Adam’s fingers twitched as he thought of a
response. He began searching a nearby drawer for a pen. Finally he
said, “So is everybody else,” and continued to rummage through the
drawer.

“My God, you and your security blanket. Or
rather your security pen. A pacifier. That’s what it is.”

Bad thoughts raced through his head. In that
moment, his fingers made contact with the pen. He grabbed it and
turned to face her. “I hate your backbiting comments. Between the
two of us, we make a good living.”

Every time something bothered him, he needed
a pen in his hand. Grasping it, his fingers drummed. His first
thoughts were he hated his fucking job and the white-collar
bullshit too, but airing his disappointments served no purpose
other than spoiling his mood.

“You call struggling to raise five children
making a good living?”

Nothing’s ever good enough for you. At first
he held his tongue, but he didn’t like her insinuations, so he
argued, “Our kids are doing great.”

“Now, they are. What about later?”

A stress line formed on her brow, as Jeanette
chewed her lip. When she ran her fingers through waves flowing past
her shoulders, he glimpsed the flush on her cheeks and watched her
rev up.

“We have five children to put through
college, Adam. Remember that. Besides, we’re barely making ends
meet now.”

“Are you saying I’m not a good provider?” His
chest puffed out with indignation.

“No, not at all.”

His eyes narrowed, daring accusations to fly,
old wounds to be licked and buried emotions to come out. His rage
stemmed from reconciling the mogul he became in the office with the
pathetic wimp who allowed his wife to stomp all over him.

“All I’m saying is …”

“What’re you suggesting?”

“Listen I married you for better, not worse.
You have choices, Adam.”

He heard his mother’s voice. “Life’s about
choices.” Maybe his mother, through Jeanette, was sending a message
from the grave. Or maybe his mother’s voice was another wall he put
up to block out Jeanette.

“You have choices,” she repeated.

After a long pause, he asked, “What do you
mean?”

“Let’s launch our own company.”

Odd, he thought, Jeanette wouldn’t suggest
something so reckless. “You think it’s that simple? I don’t know
anything about running a business. Besides, what could we do that
hasn’t been done?”

“Adam, you’re a brilliant chemical engineer.
Think about it. All our pharmaceutical experiences—yours and
mine—it’s impressive. Let’s start our own business. We’ll start
small without any money investment. Later, we can get
investors.”

“Jeanette, I don’t know. Sounds like lunacy
to me.” Why couldn’t his wife be comfortable with the status quo?
They had a good life and he hated when she goaded him to set his
sights higher.

“Where’s your vision, Adam? Think about it.”
Tightening his grip on the pen, Adam’s old gnawing insecurities
begin to choke him. He forced himself to stay on track as his wife
continued. “We’ll keep our day jobs. After hours right in the
garage, we’ll merge medicine and technology. We’ll create
innovative medical devices.”

Now she wants me to work two full time jobs.
“We need seed money to launch an enterprise like this.”

“Ask Rico. He has plenty.”

“I hope I never have to ask him for money.”
He wondered when the three of them were in college, if Jeanette and
Rico had ever … Nasty visions of his wife and his best friend
flared in his brain. His wife’s voice jarred him back to the
conversation.

“Forget about money for a change and think
about us.”

“I don’t know.”

“Think about the patients we could help.”

“Maybe you’re right. I remember when Mama
died, all I could think about was, if only I could’ve saved
her.”

“We can create medical solutions that’ll
revolutionize healthcare and improve the quality of life
everywhere.”

THAT January day JaHart International
breathed life into their marriage. As agreed, Adam Joseph Hartman
was appointed president and chairman of the board. In nine short
months, they expected FDA approval for a powerful medical device, a
defibrillator Adam had created that prevented irregular heartbeats
and fatal arrhythmias. The pacemaker, using electric shock,
corrected and regulated an abnormal heart rate.

Adam glanced at his watch as he sat in his
home office. 9:00 a.m. Jeanette left the copy of the Wall Street
Journal beside his coffee. He’d had a good night’s sleep and a big
breakfast. His stomach almost purred from contentment. Under normal
circumstances, he would have felt good, but apprehension crackled
in the air.

How could she put me in this position? Why
did she have to contact him? I hate her.

He heard voices and looked up. Jeanette and
Rico approached. Her hair pulled back in a barrette, revealed a
face glowing with health and good cheer. His first thought was
Jeanette always looked so animated when Rico surfaced. He didn’t
like that at all.

Adam always addressed Rico by his nickname,
but this time was awkward. He glanced at Enrique Salazar, wondering
why the street-smart, copper-skinned man with thick curly black
hair and arresting eyes never admitted having problems.

“Well, Rico,” said Jeanette, “I leave you in
good hands.”

Rico stepped into the room. “Hi, Adam.”

Adam’s gaze dashed around before he rose from
his scuffed, second-hand desk.

He gave Rico a gorilla hug and said, “Been a
long time, hasn’t it?” Nodding to his wife, he said, “Jeanette, get
Rico some coffee.”

It annoyed him that she lingered in the room
and didn’t leave on his command.

“I guess it has. Almost two years,” Rico
said. “Two years, but I came right away.”

Reaching for the newspaper laying on the
table, Jeanette said, “Rico, we have good news. Here. Read about
our new company in the Wall Street Journal.”

Rico read aloud, “Incorporated in October
1992, JaHart International Inc.’s initial public offering is
scheduled for December.” He looked up and said, “Well,
congratulations.”

“Thanks, but not so fast. We’re a long way
from congratulations. Things aren’t what they seem and aren’t
getting better, either.” Adam hesitated for a moment and toyed with
the pen on his desk. “It’s this way, Rico,” he said slowly. “I’m in
trouble. Thought maybe you could help me out.”

“Me?”

“Things have been kinda tight around here,”
Adam admitted, taking a deep breath. The tapping pen transformed
into a loud pounding, but he didn’t notice. “We have overhead.
Since we’re in the research and development phase, we have no
profits, revenue or income. And we won’t, until
commercialization.”

Jeanette looked nervously from one man to the
other.

“Thought you worked out of the garage,” Rico
said, “and had no overhead.”

“Now that we have a prototype, I’ve leased a
warehouse to manufacture the product for quality assurance studies.
Rico, they’re going to throw me out of the industrial park, if I
don’t pay up by five o’clock today.” Adam’s voice quickened, “I
need $50,000 to stay afloat.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

Jeanette interrupted, “I’ll get that cup of
coffee.”

“I shouldn’t have asked,” he murmured. What
did Rico and his father have in common? Maybe more than he
realized.

“We’re friends,” said Rico, grinning broadly.
“What you need is a wealthy investor, but $50,000 isn’t nearly
enough. I’ll wire one million dollars into your account
immediately, and if you ever need more, let me know.”

“How can I ever thank you?”

“By being successful. Oh, there’s one more
thing. Could you store chemical supplies for me?”

“Rico, with a million dollars I’ll have
plenty of warehouses.”

Having space in his warehouses was the least
of Adam’s concerns. How could he tell Rico he was a talented
engineer, but knew nothing about operating a business, especially
after the man had given him a million dollars? He decided not to
say anything. He and Jeanette would have to muddle their way
through and make headway. Though failure wasn’t an option, what if
he failed?

Jeanette returned with two steaming mugs of
coffee.

Relieved to see their smiling faces, she
said, “Adam, I knew you’d work things out.”

Though quick to remind him of his shortfalls,
AJ grudgingly admitted Jeanette often complimented him, but she had
no idea how disturbed he really was. In the deeper recesses of his
brain, horrid thoughts polluted his consciousness. For once, he
wished he could chuck it all: the responsibility, the money, and
the business. Maybe that’s when things went south. A major part of
his growing discontent with Jeanette was her insistence about
starting the business.

He longed to simplify his life. Piercing
Jeanette’s juggler vein seemed a solution, but all he managed to
do, was stab his pen into the disaster he called a desk. The day
after Rico left, Adam thought about Salazar’s island paradise and
suddenly wished he lived there.

 


 


HE could still make things work, couldn’t he?
Before committing his thoughts to words, he studied his trophy
wife—an Amazon with an enviable figure. She looked every inch of
her six-foot height. They’d been married for twenty years. She
retained her girlish figure and had given him five children in nine
years. AJ scarcely recalled when Jeanette wasn’t pregnant. Even
then, her body was amazing.

On the other hand, he had changed. Despite
walking with an easy grace that denied his six foot, four inch,
middle-aged frame, twenty years of rich living and excesses had
sculpted his body with a bicycle tire of fat below the waistline.
Camouflaged in GQ attire, he still turned heads in flattering
jackets, starched blue shirts, designer ties and taupe slacks with
creases that could cut hard cheese.

He’d been standing at her desk for several
minutes lost in thought when Jeanette looked up and smiled in
anticipation. He focused on her unlined face, caught the
expression, but for the life of him, he couldn’t imagine what she
was expecting.

“Jeanette—”

“Let’s take a break,” she said. “How about a
cup of coffee?”

“No, that’s all right, nothing for me. I need
the Food and Drug Administration approval paperwork for the
pacemaker and the quality assurance longevity studies from 1992
through 1996.”

“Right away, Adam,” Jeanette replied. “Wait a
minute or, if you’d like, I’ll bring them to your office.”

“I need those documents ASAP. I’ll wait.”

“OK.”

His eyes hazed over as he watched her
searching for data. If Jeanette noticed his glazed expression, she
didn’t mention it. Instead she hustled, retrieving the documents
from the horizontal files, never so much as giving AJ a second
glance. Mentally, he undressed her and assessed his inventory. At
some point, their relationship evolved and he considered her
personal property, not the current love of his life.

“Adam, Adam.” Jeanette called his name from a
faraway place. “You’re way off somewhere.”

“Guess I was.”

“Here’s the documents you wanted.” Jeanette
handed him five massive files. He admired her slender fingers and
lacquered nails. He frowned though when she asked, “Adam, anything
else? Otherwise, I’ll finish this.”

“No, no, I’m fine. Thanks, Jeanette.”

Despite motherhood, his Irish beauty was as
gorgeous as the day he met her, maybe more so, except for one
thing. Her nasal voice distorted the picture. Over the twenty years
they’d been married, his acceptance of that one flaw waned and
diminished until his forbearance stretched to a breaking point.

When the business moved from the garage to
the industrial district, Jeanette worked as his director of
operations. That time lasted forever. AJ calculated between home
and work, he’d listened to her voice sixteen hours a day.

AT 6:00 p.m., he asked his wife to step into
his office. “Please, Jeanette, sit down.”

“But I’ve been sitting down all day. I hope
we’re going home soon.”

“We are. Sit down, please.”

“OK.”

“Thanks. I appreciate your hard work, but now
that the business is flourishing, we can afford an Executive
Assistant. The children need you and I—”

Jeanette interrupted. “It’s my business, too.
You can’t get rid of me that easily,” she laughed, but he knew she
was deadly serious. “Try squeezing someone else out, not me,” she
added. “I want an important position, shaping the business.”

“I agree. We need to better use your talents.
My God, woman, you have a Masters Degree in physics. I need you.
Your talents are lost in administration.”

“Well, Mr. President, what do you have in
mind?” she asked.

“I need you as the company’s community and
corporate liaison. In other words, we need a Vice President of
Strategic Partnerships. What do you think of that?”

“If that’s an offer, I’m delighted to
accept.”

“It’s an offer.” Then he rose from his chair,
shook her hand and said, “Done deal.”

“Hold it!” she bellowed. “Not so fast and not
that easy. We need to negotiate my new salary.”

THAT same evening, Adam called Dorrinda. “I
need an Executive Assistant immediately.” Within days, he
handpicked Jeanette’s replacement. The young woman he hired—Tatiana
Beltran, a short, sassy secretary of Dominican descent with a
musical voice—wore dangling earrings, lots of make-up, bright red
lipstick, and an overly feminine dress with dots, bows and frills.
He had big plans for Tatiana. How he loved those exotic island
girls.

 



Chapter 6

April 16, 1999 - - Damascus, Syria

WHILE ADAM HARTMAN PLAYED beautiful mental
images in his mind, on the other side of the world Peter Duncan
dealt with demons, emotionally and mentally.

He sometimes thought his memories of the
ferry tragedy were all that kept him grounded. It had been a
powerful experience, saving a life, at the risk of losing his own.
He'd do it again. He knew the girl had lived. He'd called the
hospital several times and checked on her progress. He couldn't
even remember her name, but he did recall her face. She'd be about
sixteen now. He hoped she had dreams for her life and that they all
came true.

* * *

THE rough voice of his superior officer drew
Peter back to the mission briefing. His was one of six hundred and
fifty United States aircraft committed to NATO.

“Air power will win the war between Syria and
NATO," Colonel Kirby vowed. “The Daff al-Shouk suburb and the
Mezzah district are two of Damascus’ most dangerous neighborhoods.
Today as you fly over them, remember our objective. It’s to degrade
the military structure of the Islamic extremists depopulating
Damascus. Don’t stop. Give it all you got.”

“Are we making progress, sir?”

“It’s an offensive against al-Qaeda death
squads and Hezbollah insurgents. The uprising has escalated and
it’s well funded.”

Peter realized Syria exported petroleum,
crude oil and natural gas, so the recent rise of oil prices
dramatically improved the country’s economy. Plus, Damascus enjoyed
the financial backing of the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and
Kuwait. Even so for Peter, it wasn’t about oil or paying for the
“pain at the pump.”

He couldn’t sugarcoat sectarian killings.
With Damascus being terrorized and eighteen hundred people murdered
in February, Peter knew success seemed to be slipping away. A daily
average of sixty victims. With this level of violence Syria’s
already embroiled in Civil War. For the first time, Shiite
civilians are attacking Sunnis.

“What about the peace talks, sir?” Peter
asked aloud, but his first answer came from within his head. The
local government is absolutely powerless to stop the downward
spiral.

“Wake up, Lt. Duncan. This is war. Get
real.”

“YES, sir—”

“Follow orders. Don’t think, just do what
you’re told.”

“YES, sir—”

Gen. Kirby’s olive brown eyes spanned the
entire battalion, encompassing them all. “We’re focusing on
Damascus because it’s the core of this violence.” After a long
pause, the general continued, “We’ve crafted a new plan called
Operation Advance Together. Our troops, backed by NATO forces, will
take back control of the city’s most violent areas. So far, of
three critical neighborhoods, one’s been cleaned.”

HOURS later in the cool, dry night, 1st Lt.
Peter Duncan’s nerves jerked and his skin twitched. Seven minutes
after liftoff from a lumpy runway, he breached enemy airspace and
circled. The moon over Damascus glinted through violet mists.

His compact muscular frame would have looked
taller, if he were standing. Far from the warm Bahamian waters he
loved, he sat in the cramped cockpit and tackled the Imperialist
War. This military campaign targeted a Middle East federation with
ties to the Lebanese Militia Hezbollah, the Palestine Islamic
Jihad, plus Iran and al-Qaeda terrorists from all over the world.
Suddenly, they had a base of operations in Syria, an Arab nation
already the transit point for global operatives.

Straight on, like he did most things, Peter
faced the inevitable. It wasn't the first time he had faced a
barrage of gunfire. He’d seen his comrades killed in other
campaigns and didn't want to think about dying. A bone-numbing
hopelessness settled deep within him. His gaze steady, he stared
out into the night. The air inside the cockpit was cold. Home was
light years away and so were his parents.

Roaring engines and whining instruments
resonated in his ears. The sudden burning in his gut hinted he
might never see his family again. Bits and pieces of memories came
together. It happened three years ago, but the memory was vivid and
painful.

HE heard his father’s voice. “You’re not a
man,” his father said. “You’ll never be one and you’ll never amount
to anything.” Those words snapped their troubled relationship,
propelling Peter to make the decision to enlist, and his father
never forgave him for leaving home.

Suddenly, the face of the fragile, young girl
whose life he’d saved that spring in the Bahamas, drifted into his
mind. Ever since the ferry capsized, he felt connected to her
somehow. During times of stress, he often pictured her thin, drawn
face. As always, she brought hope. Frozen in time, she was his
lifeline. Maybe someday he’d find her.

A gigantic explosion and swirling smoke from
the air strike jerked him back to the present. His orders were to
attack before ground forces were engaged. They had promised a
peaceful settlement. It wasn’t fair he had to fight for broken
promises.

Although he considered the political
situation precarious, Peter wanted peaceful intervention. With
respect to NATO's determination to create a “new Middle East,” he
believed their commitment to democracy and human rights, but now
that he and his squad were ordered to drop thirty-two 2000-pound
bombs, he wasn’t so sure.

With the U.S. bogged down in Afghanistan,
hopefully this bombing wasn’t overt aggression. This can’t be an
ill-conceived military tactic. For sure Peter didn’t want the
world's largest peacetime alliance initiating war against Syria.
How could he once save a life and then…

Flanked by a squadron of American A-10
"warthog tank-busters,” his commanding officer’s voice filtered
through fuzzy airwaves.

Nothing had changed. Again, he heard his
commander’s orders, clear and uncompromising. Yet, Peter didn’t
understand why a peacekeeping agency initiated combat. There’s
gotta be a better way than this. He vowed if he got out alive, his
life would be different. He’d never be ordered around again.

“Do it,” he heard over the airways.

He steadied one hand with the other and
slowly reached forward. Then, he stopped.

“We don’t have all day. Do it.”

He’d never forget April 16. That day, the war
started.

With a squash of a button, he and others
activated cluster bombs and cruise missiles. Flames gashed the inky
sky. Hellfire explosions, from air strikes fifteen thousand feet
below his plane, pressed into his brain and vibrated through his
body. When the blasts hit, the sky changed colors. Blackness
morphed into gray smoke. He longed to be any place else. Then,
radioactive mushrooms burst into red dust. Bloody skies everywhere,
not a scintilla of violet mists remained.

While leftists, Islamic extremists and
al-Queda Sunni Muslims attacked Syrian civilian Alawites, a
marginalized Shiite sect, the Syrian forces fought back. NATO
responded. The allied coalition of nineteen countries, seeking
peaceful intervention and human rights, leveled its targets.
Bombs—containing depleted uranium—dropped in formation. They fell
from the red night sky and pulverized a modern Middle Eastern state
of eighteen million people. Resurrected from the ashes, deadly
waves of radioactive dust swallowed up Syrian villages,
contaminating water, soil and crops for generations.

After the mission, Peter drove back to base.
On the journey through the heart of the Damascus battle zone, his
convoy of armored Humvees rumbled through the almost-deserted
streets of a small town with tan limestone buildings. When the
caravan slowed to a stop near a little market selling fresh
vegetables, the Syrian shopkeeper howled, “I don’t understand.”
Peter didn’t understand either.

First, the awful putrid smell, then the
burning in his lungs. He saw a wedding party in shambles and, for
the first time, he understood the real dangers of cluster bombs.
Remnants of the bride’s flowered gown billowed, the fabric drenched
in scarlet like everything else. Her orphan veil hung from a nearby
tree limb. Still white, the lace rippled in the breeze like a flag
surrendering to devastation. Nothing seemed whole. Peter didn’t
know if it was morbid curiosity or sheer horror. Either way, he
couldn’t look away from the body parts, strewn between broken
chairs and torn decorations.

On what should have been the happiest day of
her young life—now unloved and unprotected—she was alone, the groom
nowhere in sight. Broken and surrounded by confetti, she lay
crumpled on the floor, shrouded in mist. High-pitched wails
permeated the night, like sirens responding to a multiple car
crash. Behind the bride, mutilated guests shrieked. Some even now
wore white, knitted prayer caps. A sob rose in Peter’s throat.

At ground zero, each bomb had exploded into
three hundred pieces of jagged steel, sending out deadly blizzards
of shrapnel. Anyone and anything near the point of impact was
shredded into a bloody mess. He gagged, when he saw dead children
without limbs. A tear slipped from the corner of his eye. Thank
God, he was shipping out, his enlistment completed in forty-eight
hours.

A young father held his lifeless baby and
screamed to Peter’s convoy, “Cowards, cowards," but Peter couldn't
make eye contact and turned away. If he made it out of this war
alive, no one would ever call him a coward again. Never.

April 16, 1999 - - Highbourne Cay

Northern Exumas, Bahamas

SIXTY-FIVE hundred miles away, Madeleine
suddenly felt uncomfortable. In her dream, she couldn’t understand
why she was afraid. The dazzling sunshine offered no place to hide.
Frightened, she darted from the beach and hurried toward the
murmuring and clatter. Tourists, fishermen and dockside customers
crammed the open-air, poolside bar, where they sipped their drinks
and listened to the band. The music tugged, drew her closer to the
village center. She relaxed, strolling through the bustling
open-air mart.

The air tingled, alive with the sounds of
steel drums and sultry songs. In the outdoor marketplace, familiar
tunes ebbed and flowed, while islanders chatted and sashayed
through stands teeming with produce. The crowds were quieter than
usual. A cluster of neighbors spoke about a missing boat. Snippets
about someone lost at sea, disappeared without a trace. Eerie. She
understood.

 



Chapter 7

A WEEK EARLIER: April 9, 1999 - Highbourne
Cay

Northern Exumas, Bahamas

MADDY SAT AT the Highbourne Cay dock, as
seagulls soared above her head, their shrill cries filling the air.
Salty breezes caressed her face and hair.

Alone on the concrete sea wall, she stared at
her reflection. In the barely rippling water, she saw someone
familiar painted in broad brushstrokes on a tidal canvas.

Though only sixteen, the watercolor portrayed
an exotic beauty far older. Madeleine finally recognized she was
the ugly duckling who had grown into her mother. Not a swan, but
better. She had her mama’s curves, delicate features and tan
complexion, but her father’s hazel eyes looked out from her
mother’s face.

In the brightness of familiar surroundings,
she thought she heard their voices. Nothing audible rang through
the trees. Her intuition whispered they’d encountered disaster.
With a heavy heart, she left the marina and headed back to the
cottage.

During breakfast, she pursed her lips into a
thin line, knitting her eyebrows together every time her parents
mentioned Neumans Cay. Her mother Ida cleared the dirty dishes from
the table.

“Dad, I don’t know how to say this, but let’s
put off the fishing trip, go another time. I’ve been having bad
dreams again—”

“Madeleine, we’re fishing Neumans Cay next
week. Quit harping about it,” Desmond said impatiently.

Maddy’s mother hugged her gently. “You’re not
getting enough sleep. You can rest on the boat.”

“Mama, we’ll be out there for my birthday. I
can’t imagine a worse way to celebrate!”

Her mother frowned at her. “Madeleine Louisa
Nesbitt, you spend too much time daydreaming about things you want.
Your job is to help your parents, and that means fishing. Life is
reality, Maddy, not those Hollywood films, despite the images you
have from all those traveling cruisers.”

Maddy sighed. Yes, she had dreams. She didn’t
want to be an old maid daughter, stuck on a remote island. She
loved her parents and they’d been through rough times with her.
Still, Maddy knew, without being egotistical, she was an attractive
young woman and an intelligent one, as well. She accepted her duty
to her parents, at this time in her life, but she had love, faith
and ambition stirring in her soul. She felt trapped on the island
in her parent’s lifestyle.

It was if her mother could read her mind.

“You’re a pretty girl, Maddy. The tourists
think you’re older than you are. That’s why they assume you’re a
model or an actress.” She shook her head. “It’s not healthy. We're
poor people and this is real life. Get your head out of the clouds
and get used to it.”

Maddy watched her father leave the house. She
soon followed him to the pier, where he was working on his
boat.

Dad’s life is so simple and uncomplicated,
she reflected, as she watched him clanking tools. He struggled to
bring the engine to life alternately coaxing, cursing quietly and
mopping his wet, unkempt brown hair from his brow. When he took off
his glasses and leaned closer to the engine, she noticed the
mirthful crinkles about his eyes disappeared. He looked flushed
from the heat, when he blotted sweat from the loose skin beneath
his chin. The years have not been kind to him, she thought, but
he’s still my superman.

Madeleine suddenly realized she was worried
about her father. She couldn't ignore the strangeness in the air.
Murky thoughts, buried deep within her and as shadowy as brackish
water, whispered warnings. She prayed her suspicions were
unwarranted, as she scrutinized the battered fishing boat her
parents had owned for as long as she remembered. Worn and
weathered, the craft had survived everything.

She had to try one more time.

“Dad? Please listen for just a minute. This
nightmare … it’s different from the rest. We can’t go to Neumans
Cay. I see choppy blue spikes rising from the water, and—”

“Desmond sighed. “That’s the problem right
there, Maddy. Talking about it keeps it fresh in your head. Spare
yourself a lot of pain, honey. Don’t talk about it. Not talking
about nightmares is the only way to get rid of them.”

“But—”

“Madeleine, we’re going to Neumans Cay next
week. I won’t hear any more about it.”

 



Chapter 8

April 9, 1999 - - Coral Gables, Florida

ADAM JOSEPH HARTMAN sat in his second-floor
home office and sipped his coffee, stealing a few minutes to enjoy
the Coral Gables Waterway, as the sun peeked behind a neighbor’s
estate. It occurred to him simple pleasures no longer interested
him. Only the best money could buy, since Rico’s schemes gave Adam
a virtual carte blanche to finance his operation, by laundering
millions in drug proceeds.

He distinguished minute details of nearby
waterfront properties, admiring their taste and beauty. He found
himself thinking his coveted peninsula point surpassed every other
lot on the wide canal, lined with pleasure boats. What he
appreciated most was he could neither see the Downtown Miami
skyline, nor hear the roar of the jets descending on Miami
International Airport.

Adam turned from the window, ignored the
other man in the room, and continued drafting the report for the
Board of Directors meeting. His over six-foot frame was hunched
over the desk, until the phone rang. He leaned back for a moment,
his hand lightly tapping his pen. The incessant ringing made him
grimace.

“Damn, I can’t stand interruptions. Rico, get
that.

Rico’s raven eyes looked mildly annoyed, but
he pushed his wiry brown body from the chair. “No problem.”

Adam went back to his report, fully expecting
Rico to announce who was on the phone and why. The room was
curiously quiet. Adam glanced up. His friend clutched the telephone
receiver so tightly, the skin over his knuckles smoothed out and
whitened. The intensity in Rico’s eyes and his wilting mouth, told
Adam something was terribly wrong.

Rico slowly replaced the receiver, then
rubbed his palms together, as if he had touched something filthy
and needed a hand sanitizer.

“What’s with you,” Adam asked, as Rico’s
bushy brow furrowed and his eyes took on a look of sadness.

“I don’t know how to tell you this, but it’s
about your father.”

“What the hell are you talking about? What do
you know about him?”

“Hey, man, I don’t care one way or the other,
but we’ve been friends for years. That was someone from your old
neighborhood, said he doesn’t know you, but thought you’d want to
know…”

“Come on, out with it. I’m too busy for this.
On second thought, forget it. I don’t need to know.”

“Adam, your father’s dead. The man on the
phone said he’d mail the obituary.”

“I don’t want to talk about him. Let’s get
back to work.” As a question formed on Rico’s face, Adam changed
the subject. “I have a problem with Wexler, that employee I told
you about. I need you to take care of it.”

“I’ll handle it, but let’s get back to what
we were talking about. He’s your old man. Besides, you oughta be
glad you had one.”

“Rico, you don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

But you know what it was like, Adam. You know
exactly what it was like.

Adam drummed his pen on the desk, thinking
about his early years. He never remembered loving his father.

“I know exactly what I’m saying,” Rico said.
“Remember, I didn’t have an old man like you did. But I wish I
had.”

Adam toyed with his coffee spoon and tried to
imagine if he would have been better off without a father. Yes,
Rico didn’t know how lucky he was.

“You have no idea what you’re saying. That
bastard shouldn’t have been anybody’s father. I still remember that
smell.”

“What’re you talking about? Sometimes I don’t
understand you. What the hell happened?”

You know what happened, Adam. It came back in
one dark instant and scared you. You can remember the feel of it,
can’t you?

He still remembered his mother’s scream. He
could almost feel the way his father Caleb had moved on him
thirty-three years ago. He had wiped away the memory and didn’t
want it to come back.

“What the hell happened?” Rico repeated.

Adam got up from the chair, walked to the
window and looked out. Inside the shiny pane glass, the reflection
of a wimpy six-year old boy with ash blond hair and wide-set violet
eyes stared back.

You remember, Adam, don’t you? You had a puny
body.

“Rico, I don’t think I ever told you my
nickname. When I was six, the other kids said I was scrawny.
‘Noodle’—that’s what they called me. I used to pray my growth spurt
would kick in.”

“What’s all this got to do with your old man?
Why are you so Goddamn sensitive about him?”

“Being the shortest kid in first grade hurt.
I had the battle scars to prove it,” Adam said, as a sour taste
filled his mouth. “Those bruises were nothing compared to being
Caleb Hartman’s son.”

“So he cared enough to discipline you. My old
man didn’t even stick around to do that.”

“My father’s addresses changed like the
numbers on a daily calendar, except for the rare times he stayed in
one spot for a month or two. He spent so much time philandering, I
wasn't sure how many of my friends were siblings.”

“I still say…”

“Even with his Bohemian lifestyle, I
tolerated him, until he deserted my mom. He made her life and mine
a living hell. I hated him. I wished he’d die.”

“You got your wish, didn’t you?”

“No, I should’ve killed him. I don’t want to
talk about it anymore, Rico. Take a break. Give me an hour to clear
my head.”

Adam sat down and leaned back in his chair.
Then, he reached across the desk, grabbed his report and crumbled
it into a tight round ball. When he threw the wad on the floor,
Adam watched a mystified look grab hold of Rico’s face, but his
friend skulked out of the room without saying another word.

Adam tried to put that first conscious memory
of his father and Belle Glade behind him, but it resurfaced, just
as clear as if it had happened yesterday. It was back. Sickening
and riveting, as real as it had been thirty-three years ago. Maybe
this was the time to remember it. Not just that Monday, but all the
days and moments after it. He wanted to remember it just the way it
happened, without timeworn distortions impairing his
recollection.

A glint on the mirror caught his eye. Adam
looked back at the window, where a single smudge marred the pane.
He saw sun streaming in and dust floating eerily in the beams. All
those years ago, he had looked out a small dirty window.

 


 


SUNLIGHT trickled through the drab shadowy
kitchen, when the backdoor squeaked and opened a crack. From the
crevice, a breeze of half-digested alcohol blew through the room
like an intruder. Adam jerked in his chair. The sudden movement
spun the bowl from his grip and his dish of rice cereal crashed to
the floor with a loud clang. Milk pooled under his fingers.

An instant later he heard stirrings behind
the door and twisted to the muffled noises. His father, a
middle-aged mountain of muscle partly hidden in the entryway,
didn’t budge from the door. Instead he commanded a wide-angle view
of the room and stared back with a lopsided grin.

His father moved closer and stopped.
Scrunched against the chair, Adam winced and squeezed his eyes
shut. Cold air prickled the skin on his arms and legs.

“Open your eyes.”

Adam obeyed the order. His father’s eyes
locked into his. Forced to look at the bristles and the grime, Adam
squirmed. The worst thing about his father was not his unrelenting
eye contact or the dirt under his fingernails or even the rotten
smells that followed him wherever he went. The worst thing was the
nasty way his father talked and how he made Adam feel.

His father inched closer. The chair sides
held fast. No way out. His Mama didn’t comment; she was busy wiping
up spilled milk. Too close, his father crept nearer. Adam huddled
in anxious silence.

“Hey, kid, lookee here.”

“Daddy!”

His mother lifted her head, looking up from
the floor. “Adam?”

“Mama, Mama!”

His father aimed and hurled a dead field
rabbit through the archway. The limp ball of fur flew in an arc,
spraying the kitchen with blood and gore. Adam ducked and scrambled
for safety, but the chair seized and pinched his flesh. With a
howl, his arms flew to his head, but the rabbit hit his face and
neck with a mushy thump. Tears blurred his vision and his slight
body shook uncontrollably, yet he wrenched the rabbit from his
pajamas. His lips were so chapped, it hurt to cry.

He moaned and looked to his mother for help,
but she looked stunned, stiff and unmoving. Unnoticed, the rabbit
lay at her feet. Blood channeled down Adam’s hair. His head lolled
on his neck and then slumped to his chest. Despite pain and
clumsiness, he swiped the mess from his face and hands. The red
fluid stuck to his tiny fingers.

His mother emerged from her stupor. Her hands
trembled, but she helped Adam from his splattered seat. Her
fingernails scratched like claws and he shuddered in the dimness.
Suddenly, she shouted to her husband, “What are you doing?”

“You got eyes, don’t you?”

“How could you do this to your son? Wasn’t it
bad enough you shot Kaiser? For God’s sake, you shot the neighbor’s
dog right in front of him. Have you lost your mind?”

“Have I lost my mind?” Caleb laughed. “It was
in my yard.”

Adam looked into her face and understood this
day his father had crossed the line. Slowly backing away from his
parents, he felt suffocating tension, thick in the room, and the
hostility stole his breath away. Weathered and impassable like a
gigantic gnarly tree, his father blocked his path. Still, Adam
stood in the older man’s shadow and held his head high. Not that
his courage fortified him, but his fears rooted him to the
spot.

“Boy, what’re you staring at? Cat got your
tongue?”

Adam stood there, saying nothing, anxiously
chewing his cracked lips.

“Say something.” His father cocked his head
at an angle and glared.

The silence was a forest between them.
Convinced his father was scary-looking and bad too, Adam wanted to
hide, but his legs weren’t working.

At that moment, Caleb flashed a grin and
bared his teeth. An inner illumination transformed his cat eyes
into something sinister. He slammed the chairs that blocked his way
and staggered ahead until he reared his wife into a corner. Then,
he whammed her shoulders into the wall.

With her free hand, she groped for something
on the counter top. Adam saw a glint of silver, when her hand
lifted. Her fingers tightened around a pen. He noticed light
reflecting from it and a sliver of sunlight traveled down the thin
shaft. Adam’s eyes flicked to the shiny point. It seemed huge.
Suddenly, he wondered if it were sharp enough. He hoped so. He
wanted something sharp. Could his mother do it? He wanted her to.
When she wielded the pen in his father’s face, Adam felt the quick
heat of anticipation.

Caleb flung it aside. The pen hit the floor
and shimmied. The tinny clatter echoed through the room. At least,
his mother had tried. He’d never forget how brave she was.

His father shouted, slurring his words.
“Bullshit! Stop carrying on so. This kid’s gonna learn about life,
and that includes death.”

His mother peeled her forearm from the
plaster. “For God’s sake, Caleb, he’s six years old.”

“Myra, I don’t give a rat’s ass about your
sissy crap. You’re a pain in the ass.” He raised his voice several
octaves higher. “Why don’t you straighten up and fly right out of
my God damn house. You’re no damn good anyway.”

“You bastard.”

Adam shivered. Hot tears stung his eyes. He
grabbed his skull and squeezed, but his hands didn’t block out his
parents’ voices or end the throbbing in his head. “Stop, stop,
STOP!”

Adam wiped his nose on his shirt. At age six,
he’d seen too much. He turned and ran. His chest heaved and
strained, but he escaped the kitchen, retreated to the bathroom and
scrubbed his fingers, until the red stuff turned into pink water,
circling in the drain. Then, still in his unwashed, blood-stained
pajamas, he climbed into bed, alone with his thoughts—tossing and
turning—until finally his mother tiptoed into his room and laid her
soothing hand on his back.

“Don’t cry, Adam. It’ll be better when you
wake up.” He drifted off to sleep.

A week later he hoped this one time maybe
he’d have a cake and presents for his birthday. That warm May
morning, he breathed a cloud across the mirror and wrote, “Adam,”
then stepped to study his reflection in the bathroom mirror. A wimp
stared back. He arched his shoulders and stuck out his stomach
trying to visually add girth to his slight frame. Didn’t work. His
mother said he ranked in the tenth percentile on the growth
chart.

Most of the afternoon on his seventh
birthday, he camped in his bedroom with the door shut. Much later,
the ticking of the wall clock blared in the kitchen where he sat
like an altar boy in the quiet dimness. He hoped his father
couldn't forget such an important day and waited for his dad to
walk through the door.

At last he told his mother, “Dad must’ve
forgot. Doesn’t matter. We can’t afford cake or gifts anyway.”

“I’m sorry, Adam. It shouldn’t be this
way.”

He didn’t answer, but that night he smothered
his disappointments in a pillow and cried himself to sleep.

The months slogged now. Days going by like a
movie in slow motion. One hot day three months later, he had a lot
to say when his father strolled into the living room leaving
scuffmarks on the beige carpet. And he wanted to talk about his
birthday.

When his father blew into the room, Adam
noticed fresh air mingled with dirt, oil and leather. Raking
prematurely gray strands from his forehead, the square, muscular
man of fifty carried a travel bag and looked somber or violent,
maybe both. Adam’s grip on his pen tightened.

Caleb peered down his boxer’s nose at his
wife and telegraphed an air of pure disdain. When his father wasn’t
looking, Adam smiled and watched. Over the years, his mother had
grown stronger and she inspired him to be stronger. The thrill of
anticipation settled over him, when she planted her feet wide apart
and crossed her arms in a silent showdown. His father bent down,
tossed his gear onto the sofa and his stocky frame shook with
displeasure. Caleb turned to Adam, showing fish eyes, glassy and
emotionless, and a mouthful of perfect teeth.

Adam froze. One glance was enough. He fixated
on the red birthmark on his father’s temple. Then, he averted his
eyes and jabbed the pen into the desk until the wood grain dented.
He remembered when his mother flashed a pen and stood up to his
father. Once he made his mark on the battered desk, Adam rose to
his feet, slid the pen into a pocket, never releasing his
death-choke grip on the casing. He faced his parent and imagined
plunging the shaft into his father’s heart.

Caleb ignored the boy's stance and said, "Hi
ya, Sport! Come give your Dad a hug.”

“I told you, don’t call me ‘Sport’
anymore.”

“All right. What’s wrong, Adam?”

Stabbing the pen into the desktop earlier had
hurt and reddened his thumb, but the pain centered him. Across the
room, the grin on his father’s face faded, but that didn’t matter
to Adam, because the man’s scheming smiles usually degenerated into
snarls or worse.

His mother stepped beside him. He felt
stronger. His father wasn’t drunk; that gave him more courage too.
Adam clamped his lips together, restraining a heated response, but
disillusionments hidden away for six years burst forth anyway.
“You're a phony!”

“Who'd ya think you're talking to, boy! I'm
your father. Don't ever forget that,” the tall, stocky man warned,
shaking a massive finger in his son’s face.

Adam stood ramrod straight and never quaked.
Yet, his insides quivered like a fish dying on a hook. Warm to the
touch, the pen hidden in his pants pocket comforted him, as always
primed and ready for deployment, if words failed him. His mother
had tried to use a pen to protect them. If he had to, he’d do the
same thing and maybe, just maybe, he’d be luckier.

“Why’d you pretend to be my dad?”

His father scratched his head. “Hey, wait a
minute. No one talks to me this way. Not even you, kid. Sounds like
ya got a bee up your butt. What's gotten into you?”

Adam glared at his father’s face, suffused
with rage, and murmured in a calm voice, “Real dads remember.” His
chest heaved with emotion and a torrent of tears escaped in a rush.
“It was my birthday! You didn't even call me.”

“I was real busy, Adam. When you're all
growed up, you'll understand."

“You're just another guy. Real dads live in.
They don't visit! You're not my dad! You’re a stranger. I know the
neighbors better'n you.”

His father's expression hardened.

Caleb’s nostrils flared and a vein twitched
on his temple. Adam pictured a monster and backed away. His father
stared at him, another relentless glare. Adam’s shivers turned into
violent tremors. Suddenly, a porcelain lamp flew across the room,
crashing into the opposite wall. A zillion pieces littered the
floor. Face flushed red, his father whammed one fist squarely into
his open palm, threw up his hands in disgust, and jettisoned
through the front door and out of their lives without saying
another word.

* * *

 


SMUDGES covered the window. One by one, they
faded until only one oily fingerprint marred Adam’s reflection. The
boy was gone. That was a long time ago, another lifetime. Adam had
now been in business for twenty years. Life had come full circle.
No longer a new graduate, but a savvy entrepreneur, again he sat at
his desk, and wondered why Rico never discussed growing up in Cali,
Colombia.

 


 


WITH a smile forced through clenched teeth,
Rico stormed from his meeting with Adam feeling, pissed off. Rico
hated many things about the man. However, he was a handy way to
deal with the millions that came in from the Salazar smuggling
businesses, which would be hard to explain, despite the fact he had
most of the politicos in his pocket.

Adam was a filthy rich bastard who had no
idea how lucky he was. At least the man had a father. He also had a
wife and a family. What did Rico have? Nothing. No emotional ties.
None. He judged others by the same yardstick, his mother, whom he
hated.

Truth was, he especially hated women, except
one. For a moment only, he dared to think about her, with thoughts
almost vivid enough to reach out and touch her shiny hair. Near,
yet far from his grasp, untouchable cascades of reddish gold flowed
down her back.

 


* * *

 


AS he jetted from Miami to Neumans Cay, he
looked down into his scotch and water, inhaled the past and drifted
away. His body was in Miami, but emotionally he was back in Cali,
Colombia, ferreting moldy bread and cheese from a rusty icebox. How
grateful he had been when an inheritance transformed him into a
wealthy college student studying at the University of Florida. One
fall afternoon, they sat on the green and sparred. That’s where he
met Jeanette, a statuesque young woman, whose keen intellect
rivaled his own.

Again, he dared to think about her. Although
Rico dated Jeanette Delaney first, she dumped him, after she bumped
into Adam. As much as Rico didn’t want to admit it, he knew
Jeanette and Adam were two halves of a whole. Maybe, if she had
fallen for him, his life might’ve been different, but he was young
and angry that cold, damp night. Besides, Jeanette would have ended
up disappointing him anyway. Wouldn’t she?

 



Chapter 9

April 12, 1999 - - Coral Gables, Florida

THOUGH AWARE OF HER FLAWS, Adam concentrated
on Miami’s perfections, because the former hardly touched his life.
His custom-built home with a hundred-foot dock and a boathouse was
the perfect setting for his motor yacht and Donzi dinghy. He wanted
no contact with the poor folks, renting ancient rundown Overtown
apartments and duplexes with no amenities, big rats and high
monthly rents. He allied with the affluent lifestyles of the upper
middle caste in Pinecrest and Coconut Grove with their trailored
boats, wide-screen TVs and swimming pools. They were the
white-collar professionals he employed.

In elite business circles over the years,
Adam had become better known as AJ. He liked having two faces, like
a fireplace heating two rooms. Though the polar-opposite surfaced
from time to time, the side his business associates and family
usually saw radiated warmth and passion, but not this night.

He used a pen to dial Rico who answered on
the first ring. AJ said in a hushed voice, “The job we talked about
in Coral Gables, get it done tonight. I guarantee Wexler will be
there.” Only after he restored the receiver to the cradle, did he
breathe easier and relax his grip on the pen.

SOME are born to the Miami legacy, but as a
transplant, he fit the culture better than most born to the
heritage. AJ sat behind a massive cherry wood desk and reflected on
his early beginnings. Adam’s mind drifted back to his father and
his childhood. He never tired of thinking how far he’d come. The
years had sped by like a blurred landscape from the windows of a
transrapid train. His long dead mother called to him from the
grave, “Adam, you have choices.”

Yet his father seemed to snarl, “Remember the
rabbit.”

Like it or not, interlocking pieces of his
parents threaded his personality puzzle.

He picked up the magazine and reread the
article.

“The results of TODAY’s Annual Corporate
Reputations Survey are in and 1998 was a year of surprises. JaHart,
one of America’s 500 fastest growing companies, rose to the summit.
Innovation abounds at the Miami-based medical device maker, which
scored points for business prowess, management, product quality,
and financial soundness.”

His eyes glazed over and his smile widened.
Then he raised the paper again and read, “JaHart, as America’s most
admired company, aggressively redefines innovation. The medical
device industry is anything but boring. Just ask the top-notch
visionary and acclaimed business strategist managing the global
brand. Chairman and CEO AJ Hartman says, ‘The integrity of our
thirteen thousand employees is what built the company’s
reputation.’ ”

He lowered the paper and lovingly placed the
magazine, folded article-side up on his desktop. “Great, never felt
better,” he said aloud, thinking life wasn’t dull in Miami. The
city—a place where few asked questions, and anything was
acceptable—wasn’t bogged down with staid traditions and boring
rules.

AJ smiled, one of his rare smiles. Today is
the day a head will roll. He always enjoyed firing an unsuspecting
employee. The thought delighted and thrilled him, sending delicious
tingles throughout his body. He loved watching his victims squirm
in their chair. Cornered by an imposing desk, they made futile
protests and agonizing defensive noises.

He had plenty of time to relish every step of
the termination process but, at that moment, AJ languished in his
home office, concentrating on the view of his Olympic pool, the
waterway and his new toy, a fifty-five foot Sea Ray with maplewood
interiors and every convenience. The luxury of admiring boats came
to an abrupt close.

“Dorrinda,” he barked into the phone, “we
need to talk. I’ll call you when I’m in the office.” When he made
up his mind, nothing stood in the way. A consummate risk-taker, he
possessed a frenetic sense of urgency and acted accordingly.

“Can you give me—”

Cutting her off, he banged the receiver down
with a loud flourish, pleased with his ability to generate
heightened suspense.

Cory, his chauffeur, appeared in the doorway.
“Are you ready, sir?”

Later in his car, Adam drank in the
palm-fringed city and the glittering turquoise waters of Biscayne
Bay, flashing by his windshield. He kept his eyes away from the
horizon and the road ahead, but studied the buildings and the land.
Years ago, he’d decided the bustling gateway to Latin America and
financial powerhouses offered him exceptional opportunities, and he
hadn’t changed his mind since.

“Any stops, sir?”

“No, take me to the office.”

AJ never walked anywhere. This day, like
every other workday, while his chauffeur drove, he indulged
himself, enjoying his pampered lifestyle and the rich tapestry of
passing strangers. Cradled in top-grain leather, he floated on his
cushions far removed from the stresses of driving in rush hour
traffic, on roads constantly under construction that sometimes took
eight to ten years to finish.

Too early for a drink and already feeling
mellow, AJ ignored the mini bar with its top-shelf liquors and
distanced himself from life’s more mundane tasks, such as fuelling
the limo in the hot sun and driving in odorous traffic jams with
car-honking, gun-toting fanatics behind the wheel. While his
chauffeur thought traffic was the pits and the roads were the
world’s longest parking lots, AJ read the Wall Street Journal in
air-conditioned comfort and sipped Perrier.

Privately, he sided with county and state
officials, who failed to build roads to alleviate congestion.
Traffic touched his life not at all. He sympathized with public
officials in bed with developers who didn’t want roads, which took
up space that could be used for zero-lot-line housing. AJ reasoned
the bottom-line was making a profit, even if environmental issues
surfaced. That translated to building as many houses in a
development as conceivable, even if that meant cutting corners,
putting only four nails on an entire roof or paying off building
and zoning officials.

The environment would take care of itself, as
it had for thousands of years before his existence. He was as
indifferent about offshore reefs dying as he was about polluted
water and scores of dead fish, floating on Lake Okeechobee.
Although he was reading a newspaper article about excess mercury
accumulating in certain fish in parts of Central Florida and the
Everglades, he never dignified the fact with a second thought. Yet,
he was careful not to share his environmental apathies with his
employees, his stockholders or the general public.

Finally, AJ’s limo stopped in front of his
multinational headquarters. Before exiting his car, he looked up at
the concrete and blue-green-glass high-rise shaped into five
soaring towers. Admiring the pharmaceutical building called “a
dramatic stamp on the downtown Miami skyline and his mark for
posterity,” brought a smile to his face. With mute respect and
undisguised awe, his chauffeur opened the silver stretch limo door
and handed over the valise.

“That will be all, Cory.”

“Very good, sir. What time do you want me to
pick you up?”

“Seven.”

Cory treated him like a god, but it didn’t
occur to AJ his employee was paid to act that way. While many
complained in English and in Spanish that Miami’s customer service
was the world’s worst, characterized by ignoring, pushing, and
shoving, service providers treated Adam like royalty. Too bad his
mother never lived long enough to be treated like a queen, he
thought. His money bought world-class customer service. He knew,
when his mother had died, he’d lost the only person on the planet
who loved him unconditionally. Everyone, including his wife, wanted
something.

At 8:45 a.m., AJ grabbed the telephone and
dialed Dorrinda Applegate, the Vice President of Human
Resources—better known as Dory to the employees. AJ refused to use
her nickname, for it implied unnecessary fraternization with a
company peon and persona non grata. My God, he never even imagined
taking her out to lunch.

“Good morning, Mr. Hartman.”

Without preamble or explanation, he said,
“Wexler’s outgrown his usefulness. Fire his ass. I want him out of
here today. Better yet, I’ll take care of it myself.”

“But, sir,” she blustered, “we have no
documentation of performance problems.”

“Bullshit, we don’t need more paper. I don’t
give a rat’s ass about documentation.”

“You were happy with Wexler.”

“For God’s sake, Dorrinda, I don’t have all
day,” he said impatiently jabbing a Cross pen into his desk pad.
“Wexler’s a bloody disappointment. I need results. Get rid of the
guy.”

All kinds of thoughts ran through AJ’s head,
but nothing coherent emerged from Dorrinda Applegate’s lips.

She stammered. “Why are you firing the head
of quality assurance without due process?”

“I pay you enough to do my bidding, no matter
what. Are you questioning my judgment?”

“No, sir, but …”

“I don’t care how you do it, just do it.” He
slammed the phone in her ear. One minute later, AJ called Dorrinda
again, “I want a new Director of Quality Assurance on board in two
weeks. You got that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh, and one more thing … Wexler’s a piece of
work. Recruit a professional this time with industry
experience.”

At that point, AJ imagined Dorrinda
flinching. He had a clear picture of her squirming in the chair,
listening transfixed to every word he uttered.

Tired of that game, he stressed, “The person
we want must have a successful track record, working for a
competitor. Five years ago, TekMed hired Peter Duncan, a brilliant
scientist, who left them to go into the military.”

At once, AJ caught himself telling Dorrinda
what to do. Hell, he was doing her job. She was the paid recruiter.
More in character AJ demanded, “Track him down. I know he’s young,
but entice him with money, a Director title and department head
responsibilities.”

“Yes, sir, I’ll get right on it.”

AJ lowered his voice. “Don’t screw this up,
Dorrinda; don’t fail me again.”

“You can count on me. I’ll make sure Wexler’s
Separation Agreement is delivered tonight.”

One more thing…” AJ quivered with pleasure.
He could hardly contain his anticipation. Soon, his subordinate
would be in the “electric” chair. “Call Wexler. Tell him be in my
office today, promptly at nine o’clock. Do you understand? I want
him in my office in the next fifteen minutes. I’ll take care of the
rest.”

“Yes, sir.”

 



Chapter 10

April 12, 1999 - - Nassau, Bahamas

ALWAYS THE BOSS, the leader whose will was
never questioned, Rico relied on his intellect to control others.
The minute the Arab, looking displaced in western garb, sauntered
into Haggerty’s Pub that hot April evening, Rico noticed him and,
at first glance, he hated the physically imposing Arab who was
everything he was not.

Although the two had never been introduced,
the tall man moved across the floor with a regal grace and glided
onto the bar stool beside him.

Rico chugged a rum shot.

“I understand you’re a man who gets things
done,” the Arab said with a trace English accent, despite having
lived in Saudi Arabia all his life. “You’re good at transporting
things quietly.”

Rico felt a trap door open in the floor of
his belly.

“I hear you can smuggle anything.”

His fingers wiped beads of moisture from his
upper lip. Slowly he turned from the bottles behind the bar and
faced the middle-aged stranger.

“I gather from your expression, the rumors
are true but you’ll find I don’t rely on rumors. I’ve done my
homework. ”

“Take a hike, buddy. Get lost.”

The stranger replied, “I’m not going nowhere
until we talk. I suggest we take our business to a booth, unless
you want everyone to hear.”

Like panthers locked in a showdown, they
sized each other up.

A smirk appeared on the Arab’s face, but he
spoke with brutal detachment. “I know you have a thing about
Jeanette.”

“Fuck off,” Rico snarled between clenched
teeth.

“You’d be surprised what I know about
you.”

“Sit over there and we’ll find out what you
know.” Rico pointed to a corner and squatted into a booth.

Without saying a word, the Arab wedged his
lanky limbs into the tight space.

“All right, out with it. Say what you gotta
say.”

“You’ve come up in the world, real fast too.
I knew your mother…” Then, the tall man with the black beard
blurted out, “And I know the old lady took a flying leap. Wonder if
she had any help? You were her only beneficiary I hear.”

Rico reeled. Oh shit, how does he know about
that? Although he walked both sides of the trench with ease, one
foot in slime and sleaze and the other planted in the boardroom,
the stranger’s pointed comments rocked him. “If you got me, you got
me. If you don’t, get outta here.”

“And I know your passion for money,” the Arab
added.

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking
about. Get out before I do something you’ll regret.”

“Have to deliver a small package to a friend
of mine in Iraq.”

“What’s that got to do with me? What’s your
interest?”

“Same as you. I’m offering you a
million-dollar contract, an opportunity to do business with a
billionaire. Does it matter I know so much about you? We’re
businessmen, you and I. We don’t need resumes to do business.”

“What do you mean?”

“From time to time, I’ll need your
services.”

“What kind of services?”

“Deliveries, mostly, plus I need you to set
up bank accounts for foreign nationals.”

Rico’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Where?
Exactly what would I be transporting?”

“All over the globe. Mostly arms and nuclear
fuel, sometimes TV equipment, chemicals and pathogens.”

In those few minutes, Rico knew the Arab had
the skinny on his entire operation. He saw his own history
reflected in the man’s eyes. The man knew Rico had no interest in
trafficking during his early college years, but quickly learned at
the university drugs were in high demand and short supply. With his
Colombian connections, he easily transported the stuff in his
luggage, in plastic bags stuck up his rectum and in hollowed out
books. When demand exceeded his supply, he employed human
mules.

“I don’t even know your name,” Rico said.

“That’s good. You’re better off not
knowing.”

“Are you kidding me? How do I contact
you?”

“I’ll find you, when I need you.”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“Check your bank account balance. I’ve
already wired the payoff for your first assignment.”

“Why me?” Rico asked, already knowing he’d do
anything for money, because he’d never be hungry or deprived, ever
again.

“You’re a legend. Do you know another
international smuggler, who’s an expert marksman, with a captain’s
license and a degree in physics and computer science?”

“Like you said, partner, who wouldn’t want to
do business with a billionaire.” Rico reached over the table to
shake hands on their deal. “A million dollars a year sounds
great.”

“That’s not what I said. A million for each
assignment.”

“I’ll drink to that. Here, let me get you a
beer.”

Crossing those few feet to the bar felt like
a million miles, and Rico’s incredible successes flashed before
him, as he sped across the room to the bar and ordered two
Heinekens. When he retraced his steps, the Arab had disappeared. If
it weren’t for the crisp bills lying on the table, he’d have sworn
he imagined the entire meeting.

April 13, 1999 - - Neumans Cay, Bahamas

THE following day at crack of dawn, sunlight
filtered through yellowed window shades, as Naldo sat on the bed's
edge, greeting the day with a wide yawn. In the faint light, he
raised his hands past his thin lips and ran his fingers through
black hair. His gaze lingered on the pink hibiscus and red
bougainvillea framing the window and the waterfront view.

Inside the suite an ancient clock ticked in
the eerie dimness. Outside, birds and domestic fowl tittered and
crowed. Each second brightened the room and melted into history.
Except for the subtropical bird sanctuary, Neumans Cay was almost
uninhabited with mysterious channels leading to many named and
unnamed islands.

Anxious to start the day, Naldo watched the
sun rise above the clouds, drifting across the red sky. He pushed
his feet into a pair of alligator cowboy boots, then tugged hard
until the tops of the boots covered the bottoms of his tight black
jeans. Despite living in the tropics, he slid into one of his many
black shirts, rolling the sleeves to his elbows.

An insistent ringing interrupted his reverie.
Though groggy, Naldo grabbed the bedside phone, knowing his boss
was calling.

“Que paso, Rico? Que pasa?”

“You remember Pepe Lazaro?” Rico asked.

“Sure, he manages the jungle laboratory.
What’s up?”

“Pepe’s doubled our cocaine production.”

“Caramba!”

“I want to send a strong message to the
troops.”

“Message? What kind of message?”

“Anybody achieving a fifty percent increase
in cocaine production, especially in a jungle, should be
recognized. Arrange for Pepe and a guest to fly here tomorrow
morning for a week’s vacation.”

“Anything else?”

“One more thing, plan a cocktail reception
and dinner in his honor.”

“Si, I’ll get right on it. He’ll have the
vacation of a lifetime. Consider it done. By the way,” Naldo said
with a sheepish smile, “when’s my recognition dinner?”

Both laughed.

“Do you think Pepe’ll enjoy a vacation here?”
Rico asked. “Perhaps another location might be better?”

“What’s there not to like? What’s better?
You’ve got the best life offers right here,” said Naldo, scratching
his head.

“I suppose you’re right.”

“Rico, you know I’m right,” he said while
admiring palm fronds swaying outside his window. “Pepe’ll have
adventure, excitement, the experience of getting away from it
all.”

“Yes, and no rules to restrict him. Remember
that night?”

“Who could forget,” said Naldo as he reached
for a glass of water.

He alluded to the night Rico personally
visited one hundred local homeowners, insisting they leave the
island. “Not negotiable.” That’s what Rico had said, when he
ordered the natives to sell. The island residents didn’t
understand, until he harassed them and installed armed border
patrols, barricades and sophisticated monitoring systems to
convince them. Most residents fled. Those remaining lived in fear,
horrified by their coke-crazed neighbors and the planes coming and
going.

“Now that the locals are gone,” said Rico,
“it’s like Sodom and Gomorra.”

“Everything Pepe wants he can get here. It’s
a haven of depravity, drugs, and sex, with no police and no rules,”
said Naldo with pride as he visualized his team of armed guards,
dressed in fatigues, patrolling unspoiled, newly deserted beaches.
Again, he admired the broad expanse of sand flanked by a sheltered
cove outside his window. Then he added, “Costa del sol mas fina.
There’s nothing like this anywhere.”

“You’re right, nothing compares to our Five
Star hotel. I’m glad the natives avoid the shoreline and give your
crew wide berth. How long have we worked together?”

His brows arched and his eyes opened wide. He
puzzled why Rico asked the question. They both knew Naldo, who had
worked for the cartel for ten years at the Neumans Cay base as
second in command, enforced security procedures and coordinated
seaplane operations. Respected for his tenure and vital to the drug
smuggling operation in many ways, Naldo was widely viewed as a
talented pilot.

It’s too early to play games, Naldo thought,
but he replied anyway. “A Dios mio, too many years to count.”

“Seriously, how many?”

“Ten,” replied Naldo, thinking though many
might call him and his cronies the dirges of the human populace,
they provided a necessary service at substantial personal gain. The
other reason he worked for the Salazar Cartel was the lifestyle it
afforded.

“Ten years,” said Rico quietly, “is a long
time.”

Ten years was long enough for him to know
that even though Salazar looked ordinary, Rico was no average man.
Rico easily blended into a crowd. His height, weight and appearance
broadcasted nothing memorable. However, his mental prowess,
military strategies, business expertise and his temper were
legendary and feared. Rico’s face belied his foul outbreaks and his
spontaneously combustible tantrums. No one ever crossed Enrique
Salazar and lived to talk about it.

Naldo arranged Pepe Lazaro’s trip, then took
to the airways in a reconnaissance plane.

 



Chapter 11

April 15, 1999 - - Neumans Cay, Bahamas

THE DAY RICO READ Gustalandia’s monthly
production report statistics, he could have kissed Pepe Lazaro.
Rico reflected that, even if his own departed mother had kissed and
nurtured him as a child, financially he’d still be a lot poorer.
Thoughts of poverty immediately revived his interest in profits,
bringing him back to the report and his employee, Pepe Lazaro.

The day Pepe arrived, Rico’s men noticed when
Chloe Luna stepped off the plane. The Colombian beauty with
surgically amplified boobs, tiny liposuctioned waist, flat abs and
bleached white teeth graced centerfolds. She was a woman everyone
noticed—the kind of woman men fight for.

* * *

CHLOE had come to the cay with her boyfriend
Pepe Lazaro expecting tropical delights, world-class amenities and
non-stop fun. The night of their arrival, Pepe at first drank
companionably amid the ribald shouts of his cohorts. Two hours
later he guzzled, snorted and sniffed for hours, until he zoned out
and lost his balance, plunging to the floor.

She groaned at the sight of her six-foot,
two-inch hunk, blitzed and curled on the tile. Though she begged
his co-workers to help, not one moved. They stared at her
skin-tight, low-cut dress enjoying how it rode up her thighs. The
way Pepe’s business associates looked at her was uncomfortable—like
they’d jump her, given the opportunity but, despite standing
upright, they were as smashed as Pepe.

Unassisted, Chloe lugged Pepe back to their
room, where he collapsed on the bed, reeking of two parts armpit,
one part regurgitated alcohol and stale smoke butts. The next
morning, ignoring her lover’s crossed arms and clenched fists
resting on his chest, she shook him awake at eleven o’clock.

“Wake up, you stupid idiot. Do you think I
came all this way for you to drink and sleep? So far, this trip’s
been a real bore.”

Pepe scowled and gestured vaguely to the
vacant side of the bed. He groaned, “My head feels like a lead bag.
Pork Chop, let me sleep a little while longer.”

“Don’t call me that,” she demanded. “Besides,
when are you going to do something besides snore?”

He shrugged and looked helpless. In return,
her glare sent daggers his way and Pepe surrendered to the
speechless showdown with a feeble smile of mute appeal.

“Honey Bun. Give me a couple more hours to
sleep this off. Forty more winks, Babe.”

“If that’s all we’re doing here, put me on
the next plane home.”

“Sweetie, we’re going to a fancy dinner
tonight.”

“I didn’t come all this way to eat.”

“You can wear the new dress I bought you. You
know, the low-cut one with all the beads on it. You’ll meet my
famous boss, Rico Salazar. This is a real honor. Not everyone’s
invited to an affair like this.”

“Don’t sweetie me. When’s the fun start?”

“Relax. Enjoy your vacation. It’s a tropical
resort. Don’t worry, we’ll enjoy all the amenities here.”

“We’d better,” she said in a huff, laying
back and falling sleep for another hour.

When she woke, Pepe’s unshaven, scruffy face
and the putrid odors wafting from his mouth repulsed her. Even more
frustrating, he was still snoring. She let him be. Instead, she
stepped into a gold string thong bottom, fastened the top and
admired her buxom figure in the mirror before grabbing the tanning
oil and a towel. As an afterthought, she packed an apple in her
bag. Emerging from their suite, she plowed through trampled
undergrowth to the beach.

A gentle breeze rustled the palm fronds. For
the first time, Chloe realized how beautiful the island was. When
the hammock creatures stopped scurrying, the woods felt too quiet.
A man with an air of danger about him, strolled in her direction.
Even at one hundred feet, she noticed the proud carriage and the
loose-boned gait. This wasn’t Pepe. Resolute about enjoying her
time alone and avoiding unwanted attention, Chloe turned in the
opposite direction. Surrounded by coconut palms, glimmering surf
and a white deserted beach, she spread her towel.

THE day after Pepe Lazaro and his girlfriend
had flown in from Gustalandia, Rico—enroute to the hotel to greet
his two guests—admired Chloe some yards away heading to the beach.
Her body personified centerfold perfection, and she swayed her
derriere with a feline grace. He liked that her thong bikini
exposed everything, leaving little to his imagination. He wasn’t
surprised she was an entertainer and a high-class call girl.

Enthusiastic catcalls and whistles emerged
from his lips, but to no avail. Even from that distance, he noticed
she avoided him. Based on how she looked and who she was, he had
two excellent reasons for pursuing her. In no time at all, he
towered above her while she sat on a beach towel lathering on sun
tan lotion. The woman affected a caring smile. Rico flashed a dirty
little grin. Though attracted to his preppy, clean-shaven look, the
woman appeared agitated.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Does that matter?” he replied.

“To me it does. Why don’t you go about your
business?”

“Right now, you are my business. Oh come now,
we could have lots of fun together. What else do you have to
do?”

“Maybe, you should talk to my boyfriend about
that. Listen, Buddy, get lost.”

“Now, that’s not friendly,”

“Read my lips. I said mind your own
business.”

“Everything on this island is my business.
Besides, is this how you treat your host?” he asked.

“My what?”

“I own this island. As my guest, I’d like to
show you a good time. Your boyfriend, from what I understand, is
under the weather and indisposed. Right?”

“You’re Rico Salazar?”

“One and the same. By the way, we haven’t
been formally introduced.”

“I’m Chloe Luna.”

“Listen, let’s start over. How about a boat
ride? No strings attached. Don’t worry, I won’t touch you
unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Unless you make the first move. Do we have a
bargain?”

“Fair enough,” she agreed.

“Are you ready for that boat ride then?”

“Sure.”

After a stroll to the marina in Rico’s back
yard, they climbed aboard a sleek motor cruiser with a bright
yellow hull. “Soaking up that sun sounds great,” said Chloe, “but
to tell you the truth, I’m hungry.”

“Help yourself. A cooler’s built into the
cockpit,” he said, gesturing to the wet bar. “We’re stocked with
cold drinks and snacks.” Rico handed her a glass of wine.

He intended to show Chloe a new world of
boating excitement, with wide-angle views of Exuma Bank. Some
experiences in life are without equal and Rico was convinced
stepping aboard his Donzi was one of those extraordinary moments.
More than a business, more than an investment, boating was
relaxation and an investment in his mental well-being. In high
spirits and whistling the entire time, Rico checked his bar
supplies and made sure the champagne was on ice. Then, he motored
through four different shades of blue seas to a perfect spot, where
he set the anchor and set up a picnic lunch on the cockpit
table.

“How about a swim before lunch?” she asked.
“The water looks so inviting.”

Before he answered, she dove into eight feet
of transparent turquoise. After a cooling dip and pleasant
free-flowing conversation over lunch, Rico sped to the uninhabited
knoll in the anchorage across from his private residence. There he
readied a spot under a shady canopy of casuarinas, where the late
afternoon sunlight filtered through the trees.

He spread a blanket on the coral beach, added
crystal goblets and the bottle of champagne cooling in an ice
bucket. “Make yourself comfortable.”

She settled onto the blanket.

When he wanted to, he could charm the bark
off a tree. With practiced precision, Rico untied the upper part of
her bathing suit. After three more glasses of champagne, she
wiggled out of the thong.

Rico crouched on his knees and crawled
closer. Amazed by her caramel perfection, his breath quickened as
he passed his fingers over her flawless, satiny-smooth skin,
savoring each second of contact. She writhed with pleasure when he
molded his palms to her curves and slowly massaged her like she was
putty in his hands. He was completely in control.

The more he stroked and lingered, the louder
she moaned, so eager for what was coming. He ran his tongue from
her naval to her breasts. When his tongue strayed to her neck, he
nuzzled her throat while his hands played with strands of her hair.
Chloe tugged on his shorts, until they slipped off.

Pinning her to the ground, he pressed his
chest into her perfect breasts, surprised at their firmness. He
liked a softer, more natural feel, but otherwise her body was
incredible. He panted in ragged bursts, slid her legs apart and
stroked. His gaze never left hers. His hands and mouth probed and
invaded. Beneath him he felt Chloe shudder, then he penetrated her
easily. He felt her tightness and the force in her hips, as they
pressed into him.

They began slowly. Rhythmically gathering
speed, he pulled her along with his hips. She shivered with
delight, and he felt like a stud bull, humping a prize cow. She was
getting louder, alternating between groaning out loud and panting
breathlessly. His rhythm was getting faster and faster, but Rico
didn’t stop until Chloe cried out. Then, arching his back and
moaning with pleasure, he came with long, trembling bursts. Wet and
sated, they lay dazed and exhausted, side-by-side.

“I enjoyed being with you, Rico, but this
won’t happen again. Pepe’s the man I’m meant to spend my life with,
so let’s keep this between us. Pepe needn’t ever know.”

He shrugged. “If that’s what you want, I can
be discreet.”

That night in a waterfront room, while half
his workers patrolled the cay, Rico sat at the head of a long
banquet table with twenty-five members of his island staff and
presided over Pepe Lazaro’s recognition dinner. After all, this
worker’s efforts had doubled the cartel’s profits. Seated next to
Rico on either side were his guests of honor, Pepe Lazaro and Chloe
Luna. Mesmerized by her red-beaded cocktail dress and dangling
diamonds, Rico thought she glittered in the candlelight like a
Christmas tree with two stars on top.

Pepe had inhaled five rum punches at the
cocktail reception and now sat in a happy stupor. After much macho
posturing, Rico swished wine on his tongue and assumed a judicial
expression, then signaled the servers to fill everyone’s glasses.
Spirited conversation, laughter, and an easy camaraderie pervaded
the room.

Soon, Rico impatiently signaled the waiters
to pour the Dom Perignon. Once the glasses were full, he hoisted
his wine glass. “A toast to Pepe Lazaro. May he live as long as he
wants and have his wants met for as long as he lives.”

The clink of glass and a multitude of saluds
swept around the banquet table, inciting ripples of laughter and
the chatter of a dozen simultaneous, animated conversations. None
of the “coke heads” at the banquet, volleying coarse drunken
banter, cared that the table was beautifully appointed with elegant
coral linen and matching napkins, table crystal, silver utensils,
flowers and candlelight.

The meal emerged in courses and uniformed
waiters served sumptuous delicacies. During the first course, Rico
rejected tableware, lifted his bowl with two hands and downed the
lobster bisque in loud slurps. He thought Chloe looked surprised,
because she wrinkled her nose and frowned. When he saw her lips
curl and her eyes narrow in disgust, he assumed the target of her
anger was Pepe. Her wayward boyfriend continued drinking, growing
drunker than a brewer’s fart.

During the second course, Rico flagrantly
disregarded the silverware and continued using his hands, as he
gorged on watercress salad and churned out olive oil dressing that
drooled past his chin onto his neck. For the first ten years of his
life, he ate out of trashcans and didn’t use utensils. He was most
comfortable without them.

He wondered what had happened to Chloe’s
waning appetite, which seemed to have evaporated. In response,
Rico’s greasy fingers slid under her dress and possessively patted
her upper thigh under the table. His persistent hand darted from
her leg when the veal medallions arrived, then both hands rushed to
his plate.

He attacked the morsels with gusto, chomping
loudly. Chunks of food and spit erupted from his mouth like a
volcano spewing rocks and molten lava. Rico felt no need to use
napkins or tableware, when his fingers would do. Then, admiring his
empty plate, he patted his stomach contentedly. All dinner excesses
smeared on his face and neck found shelter on his tux. For dessert,
the servers passed around joints and cocaine.

Rico fixated on Chloe’s perfect breasts.
Then, in plain view for all to see, he grabbed and massaged one
breast and fiddled with the nipple. The room and everyone in it
fell silent.

Despite his inebriation, Pepe yelled, “God
damn you, don’t touch my woman. This is an outrage.”

“Touch her? Damn, man, I’ve already had her,
while you slept the afternoon away.”

Blood drained from Pepe’s face. Chloe looked
like bile was rising up her throat.

“You fucking asshole,” Pepe bellowed. “Keep
your hands off my woman!”

“Chico, no one talks to me that way. No
one.”

Pepe wiped sweat from his forehead, but more
beads dotted his upper lip.

Rico whispered to a server, who left and
returned to the table with a napkin perched on a silver tray. Chloe
looked up at Rico. His response was to stare down at her. In a
flash, he removed the napkin, lifted the revolver from the tray,
released the safety on the .38, aimed for Pepe’s forehead and fired
one bullet into the man’s brain.

The blast blew Pepe Lazaro back from the
chair, splattering blood and gray matter on the far wall. Already
turning ebony, a livid splash of crimson pooled under his head.
Clumps of human tissue littered the tablecloth. The man convulsed
before expelling his last breath. Though Pepe’s blood was smeared
across her face, Chloe said not one word. Rico assumed her
consciousness rejected the bleak finality before her.

She rose a smidgen from her chair, but fell
back, cupping her lovely face in her hands. Rico watched her
reaction intently. He thought she was nauseatingly predictable,
even the way she tried to leave, but never left the chair. When she
couldn’t bear to look at the blood pouring from the gaping wounds,
she turned to him and started screeching. He took one finger and
roughly pressed it to her lips to silence her. Dismissing the sad
blatant fact before her, she looked deeply into his eyes. His gaze
strayed.

As Rico studied the mess on the floor, he had
a brief flash of regret. Pepe had been good at his job, as
evidenced by the increased cocaine crop. Rico had already been
making plans for the substantial income he expected to reap. Still,
there could be only one king and he could find another peon to
replace the uncouth oaf who'd dared to both insult him and give him
an order.

Rico turned to his other guests. “Pepe
Lazaro, may he rest in peace, became way too ambitious in his
management of Gustalandia. So, a lesson for you all, only one boss
runs this operation. That’s me. Naldo, clean up this mess, but
first a toast. Success. Recognition. Respect. That’s what we have
here,” he added, smiling and scratching his crotch.

Then, he looked into Chloe’s haunted brown
eyes and pushed his greasy fingers toward her. She recoiled. She
looked around the table from one mortified face to another, until
she confronted her fiancé’s killer.

Rico’s grin became a thin, brutal smile. What
she hadn’t understood was the inevitability of this moment. Only
Rico had seen it coming.

“Let’s be perfectly clear. I’m only going to
say this once, Chloe, so pay attention. Either you fuck me tonight
or you’ll leave here in a body bag, like your boyfriend. If you
please me, then you’ll fly out of here tomorrow morning and never
see me again. Take your pick.”

Again, Rico reached for her hand. Although
misery clouded her face, Chloe rose and walked into the night.

 



Chapter 12

April 18, 1999 - - Southern Exumas,
Bahamas

WAY OFF IN THE DISTANCE, she heard her mother
call out, “Madeleine, come help load the boat. Where are you,
girl?”

Once more, Madeleine scanned the fishing
boat's chipped turquoise exterior, then hurried to the slip, where
her parents waited. Though spring everywhere else, dead summer had
definitely peaked in the tropics. Soon drenched, she helped load
barrels of decomposing fish heads onto the boat. In the steamy air,
the rotting innards emitted foul odors.

She’d heard rumors about Neumans Cay, but her
parents intended to fish there anyway. Pulling away from the dock
at ten o’clock, they headed for a desolate, oceanfront island in
the Exumas chain, two hundred and ten miles off the Florida
coast.

Though still uneasy on this mid April day,
Madeleine didn’t voice concerns her parents continued to dismiss as
pure nonsense. Instead, she studied the late afternoon sun.
Seasonal breezes disappeared, replaced by southeasterly winds,
blowing twenty knots, that soon hit twenty-five. Going into the
wind smacked blustery air into her face. The pressure felt like
needle pricks in her eyes. She brushed the tears away.

Surrounded by waves with crests of foam, the
three-hour trip from Highbourne to Neumans Cay stretched to five
hours. Madeleine saw white caps everywhere, but her main concern
was the water coming in over the bow. Better than most she knew how
fragile life was. Nonetheless, the ancient “crap can” with its
leaks and decaying fish smells remained afloat, lurching from wave
to wave. Each slam shimmied throughout the hull. Every time the
force of the sea strained against the hull, she heard the engine
groan, yet the fifty-year-old fishing vessel endured.

Before sunset, they motored into a cove,
where green foliage and coconut palms surrounded calm, clear
turquoise water. Her father smiled and asked, “How’s this?”

Her mother nodded and lowered the anchor into
the sandy bottom.

Madeleine’s nagging fears had dissipated
throughout the day, until her father cut off the engine. Then,
quiet. Too quiet. She heard nothing, not even birds. Once the loud
noises quit raging through the hull, the eerie silence spooked her.
All her earlier apprehensions resurfaced, more ominous than
before.

With an easy smile adding even more lines to
his weather-beaten face, her father said, “I don’t tell you often
but…” Clearing his throat, he added, “You both mean so much to
me.”

“Desmond, you know how we feel,” said Ida.
She turned to her daughter. “Madeleine, what’s the matter with
you?”

“I’m gonna be seventeen soon…”

“Don’t worry,” her father said. “You’ll have
a wonderful birthday. You’ll see.”

Madeleine shrugged and rolled her eyes.

“Come on, Madeleine,” her father crooned.
“Let’s see a smile. C’mon, luv, just a little one for me.”

“Oh, Dad.” She forced a weak smile. Her
father wrapped his huge hairy arms around her and her worries
trickled away in his grasp.

“You don’t have to worry about dreams,”
Desmond said. “Life’s too short to worry about things that aren’t
real” He paused for a moment, then added, “I was going to wait for
your birthday, but I want you to have this now.” His big hands
fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a gold locket, which he draped
on her neck. “It was your great-grandmother’s.”

She was speechless.

“It’s for graduating early, getting excellent
grades and for being a wonderful daughter. Go on now, back to work
with ya, enough of this mush,” he said, but he squeezed her
tighter.

She looked up and gave him her brightest
smile.

In that serene place, several hours before
nightfall, the real work began. While her Dad made chum using a
heavy-duty grinder, and her Mother prepared rods and nets to handle
everything from grouper to pompano, Madeleine readied diving
equipment. At daybreak, they planned to dive for lobster, then
cast, troll, live line and chunk. They called it quits at ten
o’clock.

After her parents retired to the forward
bunk, Madeleine shed rancid work clothes, sponged off and smoothed
a soft, dry cotton chemise over her hips. She loved how the sheer
whiteness molded her petite form. Curled under a blanket on the
side berth and calmed by the gentle rocking, she soon fell asleep.
When she slept, her natural intuitions came roaring to life.

MUCH later that same night, a small seaplane
circled over a secluded Bahamian site. In a slow, methodical tone
the pilot radioed central command, located inside the "Berlin
Wall.” This barrier separated the Salazar compound from the
indigenous population and guarded the compound’s northern boundary.
Static crackled over the line before a gravelly, disembodied voice
said to Rico, “We see a native fishing boat anchored in Neumans
Pond. What do you wanna do?”

Rico expected every detail to be reported, no
matter how trivial, especially when unauthorized personnel ventured
too close to the compound. How many times did he have to say that?
Frowning, he brushed a strand of blue-black hair from his face. For
sure, he’d said it more times than he cared to, though usually not
to the man speaking. More than a loyal, dedicated employee, this
pilot knew that not following orders meant far worse consequences
than mere unemployment.

Emphasizing every syllable, Rico spat out the
words with rancor. “What do you think I want you do?”

Before either Rico or the pilot could
respond, his assistant quickly interrupted. “Excuse me, sir, but
Miami’s on the phone.”

Rico glared, stood intimidatingly close and
barked, “Can’t you see I’m busy? Tell the scum bag I’ll call him
back later.” Then, mumbling more to himself than to his aide, he
said, “God damn, rich people think you have to be at their every
beck and call. Let them do my bidding.”

“But, Rico, it’s Adam Hartman…”

He shook his head from side to side “You
heard what I said,” he muttered peevishly under his breath. “I’m
busy and that’s that.”

Again the pilot asked, “What do want me to
do?"

He wanted to say, "Fuck you, asshole, do what
you're paid to do." Instead he said, "Surprise me. You know what to
do.”

He rose from his chair, fanned the air with a
show of disgust, then turned his back on the operations desk. His
new beige shorts rustled, as he swaggered from the room. Behind him
his men stared. He knew this crew couldn’t picture a nondescript
forty-year-old in a green-and-white floral shirt, as the brilliant
mastermind behind the operation. They were such peons and so far
beneath him. Sometimes he was afraid of his own competence, but not
this night.

With his backside facing the crew and his
bronzed face obscured, he warned, “Don’t forget, there’s one ‘king
in my castle’ and I’m the one who rules with an iron fist.”

He twisted to them, flashed a cold glare,
then growled through clenched teeth, “Get back to work. I don’t pay
you to stand around and do nothing.” One last withering stare
snapped his team into submission.

Rico eavesdropped, when the pilot radioed the
crew on stand-by at the marina. After the dispatch, he knew two
high-speed boats were leaving the dock, six miles away on the
southern tip of Neumans Cay. Outfitted with twin, three hundred and
fifty horsepower outboards, their engines started without
hesitation. He heard the roar over the VHF radio, so loud, so
clear, he pictured himself at the helm. At full throttle the boats
planed, skirting the water's surface, spewing gigantic foamy waves
in their wake.

NIGHT draped the fishing boat, obscuring
cramped wet places, lines, nets and musky coolers filled with
melting ice. The only thing unblemished in the antique vessel was
Madeleine’s golden skin. Her eyes jerked open. Shortly after
midnight, a floodlight breached the portholes and cast shadows on
her cheeks. Disoriented and dead tired, she skimmed the backdrop.
Comforted by familiar snoring, she squeezed her eyes shut. She
ignored a distant hum, probably other fishermen.

Madeleine fought sleeplessness. Nothing
worked. She shuddered, threw off the blanket and pushed her bare
feet onto the teak sole. The boards under her cushion made
straining noises, as she climbed from the berth. Snoring still
rumbled in the salon’s darkest places. She listened, then tiptoed
over moaning floorboards to the outside deck.

An eerie mist rose from the watery depths in
front of her. Trapped in the anemic fog, she shivered and cradled
her arms. A chill spliced through every pore. The hum was louder
now, more distinguishable. Madeleine veered toward the roaring
engines that raced toward them. She looked out at the water. No
lights. Nothing. Despite the grumbling noises churning in the
distance, she didn’t see lights. Where were the running lights?

She yanked her head upward, cocked her ear
toward the vibration and yet saw nothing unusual, except an
anvil-shaped cloud. Beyond that, something was emerging from the
murkiness. She couldn’t make it out. Her eyes shot to a dim glow—a
silver and white speck gathered mass and momentum in the southern
sky. She swallowed the mucus lodged in her throat. Hopelessness
slid into its place.

Her lips formed a mute, “Oh.” The words
screamed in her head, “Something’s wrong. Something’s not right
here.”

She heard distant shouts. “What am I gonna
do? Daddy, help me!”

A light. Running lights! Blurry halos
materialized in the mist, so white in the center the edges
shimmered with flecks of gold and the glare burned into her
retinas. Something was wrong. Before she reached her parents below
deck, a floodlight grazed the hull. She dropped to the deck and
crawled forward. That’s when she heard a hoarse whisper.

The shadow of her father’s head framed the
hatchway. “Maddy, overboard.”

She hesitated and threw her father a final
puzzled look. “Dad…”

“Now! Go girl.”

The floodlight was sweeping past again. She
stared at the water smacking the hull, and hesitated for only a
second before sliding in. Cold water covered her shoulders. She
gripped the spray rail and her fingers inched to the stern.

Her eyes dashed to two boats, headed straight
for their fishing boat. The distance shortened. Pandemonium
suddenly clamored above her head. Madeleine angled her head
skyward. Amidst black exhaust, great gusts of wind whipped past and
fumes burned her nostrils.

A white seaplane with “Sea Wolf” painted on
the fuselage descended, circling closer to their fishing boat.
Sucked into a swirling vortex, she heard the whining of the
wind.

“Please, please somebody help me. Help my
parents. Daddy, help me!”

Her chest was burning. She panted in ragged
bursts and prayed for answers. Bombarded by lights, waves, wind and
a plane, her pulse raced. Her hand was slippery, but she held
on.

Two boats emerged from the midnight blue,
casting off rolling waves. The breakers advanced boldly. The
upsurge whacked her against the hull. She hung on. About two
hundred yards from their anchor, two speedboats cut their engines
and idled. One boat went to the side of the plane. The other idled
on the port side of their fishing vessel.

She clung to the starboard. Her fingers ached
from gripping the toe rail. None of this makes sense she thought.
Everything’s moving too fast. Why had someone trapped them in this
nightmare? She hadn’t a clue. They hadn’t hurt anyone.

Spotlights skulked the decks, as her parents
crept from the boat’s underbelly. She heard a pop. Without warning,
the strangers open fired. The angry cackle of gunfire rippled
across the water. She forced her eyes open. Clumps of smoke hung in
the air and stung her eyes. The zinging of the bullets was
everywhere, shrieking through the nightshade, barely missing her.
The shrapnel hissed and whizzed by, getting closer by the second.
Gunfire seared through the duskiness, leaving a trail of smoldering
vapors.

Her parents. In the dim haze, their shadows
loomed. Her father shielded his wife with his own body. Her mother
shrieked. Dozens of bullets ripped through the air, cutting them
down. Desperately stifling the wail growing in her throat,
Madeleine clenched the rail with one hand, holding the other over
her mouth.

God, please don’t let my parents die
here!

For the second time in her short lifetime,
she squeezed her eyes shut in the absolute knowledge she was about
to die. Around her, the two people she loved most were screaming.
Desmond and Ida’s voices echoed in the wind and faded into
nothingness. The blasts were deafening. At the moment her parents'
words died away, the gunfire was so loud Madeleine couldn’t hear
her own screams. Her limp fingers slid from the rail.

“Mom…Dad, please answer me!”

A detonation filled her ears for a fraction
of a second, then she heard no more.

Sizzling shells roared into the night, until
the crew torched the boat. Like massive anacondas, the inferno
quickly heaved into striking distance. Tongues of fire reached for
the inky sky. The flames, spitting and crackling, licked the hull
then swept the decks, everything in its path blackened. Broiled
into red-hot cinders, teetering on the lip of implosion, the
pilothouse collapsed, swallowed whole. After that, a mushrooming
explosion shot splinters, debris, smoke and flames into the
night.

* * *

NALDO took to the airways in a reconnaissance
plane for an important mission, not business as usual. Per Rico’s
orders, he’d liquidated the intruders. Now, he was flying back for
his home base check-in. Naldo always reinforced Rico's best
interests and the matter at hand was the debriefing.

The cartel’s ace pilot reported to Enrique
Salazar. "The mission was successful. We killed everyone on the
fishing boat. We left no witnesses, Rico. You can be sure of
that."

Rico replied in flawless English without the
slightest accent despite his Colombian ancestry, “Better not be. I
don't tolerate slip-ups. Of all people, Naldo, you should
understand that.”

“I do. No, no preocupa—don’t worry.”

“We all have too much at stake. You were told
to keep traffic out of the anchorage."

He was only thirty years old and wanted to
live thirty more. Naldo responded defensively, “The natives know to
keep out. Apparently these poor devils came from north of here.
From the markings on the transom, they came from Highbourne
Cay."

Rico narrowed his eyes, until the slits hid
the orbs within, and raised his voice considerably. “You're certain
no one escaped when you torched the boat?” Before Naldo could
respond, Rico went on to say in softer, yet more formidable tones,
“Frankly, there'd better not be any bodies washing onto shore for
the wrong people to start asking questions.”

“Aye Dios mio, I'm a professional.” Naldo
noted the uneasiness registered there, but he looked his boss
straight in the eye. His gaze never wavered. With mock gravity
Naldo continued, “We didn’t leave enough pieces, Rico, to make one
recognizable body, much less two. The explosion obliterated
everything, except for the ashes resting at the bottom of the
lagoon.”

“Then let’s celebrate.” Rico smiled and put
his arm around Naldo’s shoulders. The two walked from the
Operations Center, laughing as though sharing a private joke.

 



Chapter 13

April 19, 1999 - - Miami, Florida

AJ’S NEW LOVE INTEREST reminded him of a
cantaloupe—soft, round and sweet. He regarded Tatiana Beltran as
the fruit of his labor and Jeanette as the vegetable—a stringy,
hard-textured celery stalk. He regularly slept with both women, but
much preferred Tatiana’s gentle nurturing ways.

Fresh-cut flowers adorned her desk as usual.
Instead of heady perfume, the scent of freshly brewed Cuban coffee
filled the air. Tatiana hummed while her fingers flew across the
keyboard. He loved how she cocked her head and liked the way her
short fingers gestured when she spoke. Even her foot tapped with
tireless energy as she typed. Harmony in motion, Tatiana only spoke
when necessary. Nothing about her was frivolous. Never nosey or
intrusive, she managed to keep AJ up-to-date on everything
important in all departments. He liked that, too.

AJ looked up to the ceiling, talking with an
invisible entity and saying out loud, “Thank you, God.” Even if he
never told Tatiana how he felt, he was grateful to the woman who’d
answered his every need.

One of the best moves he’d ever made was
easing Jeanette from daily operations. His tactical moves and his
wife’s public relations skills had elevated his stature in the
business community. Jeanette was now responsible for coordinating
business dinners and social functions. She relished her new
responsibilities and he was pleased with her accomplishments. At
one of her more memorable parties, she’d introduced him to
Miami-Dade Police Chief Eduardo Hernandez.

At first, AJ thought Jeanette’s interest in
the police chief was personal. She had to be blind, not to notice
the man. Eduardo with his dashing mustache, his disarming eyes and
ebony hair, looked more like twenty-five than thirty-five. His face
and neck were coppery tan, bronzed by the summer sun, but Jeanette
claimed her sole reason had been developing a business contact. He
wanted to believe her, but he didn’t.

AJ only associated with public officials
untarnished by scandals or notoriety. His initial interest in
Eduardo stemmed from his clean record but, after he talked with the
man, since he and Eduardo shared many interests, he cultivated the
relationship for business and pleasure. Plus, from time to time, he
might need favors from the police department.

April 19, 1999 - - Neumans Cay

Southern Exumas, Bahamas

MADELEINE wasn’t crying, but she was more
scared than she’d ever been in all her sixteen years. Ten hours.
Her world had dissolved in ten hours. She had no home, no closure
of saying good-bye. She'd lost her entire family. Was her mind
playing tricks? She didn’t know, but her psyche replayed the last
ten hours.

Again, she heard her father's order to go
overboard. She heard the roar of the boats, the plane's engine, the
deafening bursts of gunfire, then what sounded like bombs. She saw
her parents fall to the deck, saw the flames engulfing the boat,
felt the heat and smoke that surrounded her.

She released one hand from the toe rail and
pinched her mouth shut, stifling the wail growing in her throat.
The fingers on the other hand slid down the hull. She slipped
beneath the numbing black water and held her breath. She had
nothing to live for.

DEAD … dead-tired. Nothing prepared her for
this. Nothing her mother had ever warned her about even came close.
Nothing she had ever experienced prepared her for watching her
parents die. Nothing at all. Blown to smithereens and burned like
so much useless trash, her parents’ death had no dignity. How could
she be the only surviving trace of their humanity? Although the
answer eluded her, something made her grab the wood. Soon her head
drooped on floating rubble. She wanted to die too and took no
comfort in survival.

The world died away. When the fog in her head
lifted, the boats and seaplane were gone. Bobbing up and down, she
drifted farther from shore. Something made her swim. Saltwater
burned her eyes, but she treaded water and peered into
obscurity—nothing, but bleakness.

If someone waited on shore, she couldn’t see
or hear them. She did see debris and flotsam, littering the water
surface. She sensed her parents’ presence. Before her eyes, their
apparitions crystallized.

“Go this way,” they said, pointing to the
shoreline.

Their skin looked thin, filmy and translucent
with light emanating from them. In her lagoon of sorrow, their
spirits became her beacon and floated beside her, untouched by the
water threatening to drown her.

She didn't say, “I wish we’d never come to
Neumans Cay. I wish you’d listened to me.” Instead she told them
she loved them.

Her father spoke and Madeleine listened. “You
won’t have the luxury of grief, Madeleine. Be strong. You've gotta
survive. It’s as simple as that. Remember, nothing real ever dies.”
Her mother by his side nodded in agreement.

Life was so complex, so huge. Madeleine
realized her greatest fear wasn’t headaches or nightmares; it was
feeling emptiness inside. She had a responsibility to remember her
parents and celebrate their lives. “You taught me to be
resourceful. I’ll find a way through this.”

She blacked out again. When she came to, the
ghosts had disappeared, leaving her with a new resolve. She knew
she had to get away from the floating reminders and the dangers
lurking nearby. Oh, how she wished she were back at Highbourne Cay.
Madeleine remembered the killers in their speedboats came from the
south. Sensing the opposite direction meant safety and desperate
for help, she swam to the northernmost shore.

Under gray skies she drifted on waves of
fatigue. At last she reached shallow waters. Above the noise of the
crashing surf, she heard her parents’ voices, spurring her to keep
moving, not to stop no matter what. Funny, she thought of them as
firm in life, but in death, they pushed.

She gasped for air and lay motionless. Her
face rested on wasted arms in three inches of water. She lugged her
weight onto her elbows, but faltered and fell back with a splash
into the ebbing surf. The gritty sand felt harsh against her tender
skin. Saltwater flooded her nostrils. She coughed and choked on the
saliva, backsliding down her throat. Gagging drained her, but she
crabbed on all fours as she hoisted her torso onto an arm and a
knee. Upright. Cicadas screamed as she slogged to the
shoreline.

She shuffled one foot at a time, stumbling
over razor-sharp limestone rocks and prickly ground cover that cut
into her flesh and gouged her bare feet. Soon after the sun peaked,
its warmth soon stopped her shivering. Yet sunlight didn’t ease her
pain. Dry as dust, her swollen lips cracked into raw slits,
widening as the day wore on.

She ignored the noises in her belly,
convinced the gnawing ache was fear, not hunger. She trudged
northward long past daybreak through overgrown brush, alive with
singing mosquitoes and buzzing horse flies. They attacked from
every angle and she hurt everywhere, inside and out.

Late that afternoon, she lucked upon a small
cave. Within minutes, she was fast asleep. Much later, voices
nearby roused her. She rose from deep sleep, sluggishly, like a
patient surfacing from anesthesia. In the damp crevice, she
cowered. Her pulse raced. She moved not an inch until the men left.
If she fell into the wrong hands, she needed a plan, an identity
and a reason for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Leery of the land route, she opted to swim to
safety the next day. Mustering all her strength, she left at dawn.
Blistered and feverish, she fought the current. Hunger drained her
reserves, but sheer exhaustion took over. Semi-conscious, she
drifted. This time however, the outgoing tide forced her southward,
until the surf deposited her on the beach.

 



Chapter 14

April 20, 1999 - - Chub Cay, Bahamas

DETECTIVE SERGEANT Connor Monroe of the
Miami-Dade Police Department’s Homicide Squad finished reading
about a grisly discovery in the Bahamas. Just as he surmised, the
badly decomposed remains had left him with a problem. With so
little to go on, it would be almost impossible to identify the
corpse. And the dead stranger’s shoe wouldn’t tell him much.

After the Medical Examiner’s Office released
their preliminary results, Monroe was officially assigned the case.
He didn't believe the “bull” about his legendary tenacity, easily
making him the best person to tackle the job. The homicide
detective thought, bureaucracies being bureaucracies, it was far
more likely he was assigned the case because he had taken the
original call from BASRA.

As judicious as he was squat, he adjusted his
wire frames and reviewed the Examiner’s findings first. Then,
hoping to flush out more between the lines, he looked back over the
Royal Bahamas Defense report, slower this time, letting each word
sink in.

“Three deep-sea fishermen fought a ten-foot
tiger shark in waters about sixty miles north of the Berry Islands.
At Chub Cay Marina dock, they sliced open the belly of the shark.
The knife struck something hard. They peered inside the bloody guts
and found a pacemaker and a human foot, still encased in a
Top-Sider boat shoe. The flurry of voices rippled through the
marina, until the stench of death reached the dock master. He
called BASRA.

“On closer inspection, the imprint etched on
the back identified the pacer as a product of JaHart International
Inc. Based on the remains and the medical device, BASRA couldn’t
pinpoint the place of death, but they suggested the victim might be
an American citizen.”

Monroe wondered about the dead stranger’s
last moments. Did the victim see the shark or feel pain? Despite
the obvious ingestion of body parts, Monroe didn’t presume the
shark attack was the cause of death. Perhaps the victim had a heart
attack and fell overboard. But it was almost impossible to identify
a dismembered corpse with no head, no fingerprints, no dental
records, no telltale body markings, not even a whole limb. He
debated whether the mutilated foot and the crushed pacer actually
belonged to the same person.

Frustrated with what he didn’t have, he
instinctively studied the sole of the little-worn Top-Sider. It was
meant for boating. It might have been newer, but was now so
mangled, even that was debatable. Even so, he thought footwear was
the key. Swimmers and divers wore flippers, not shoes.

The next day, Monroe’s pockmarked face looked
unusually glum and suspicious when he spoke at the press
conference. As was his habit, he gestured with his hands and waved
his hairless, caramel arms to the press. Then he emphasized in his
booming voice, “The autopsy next Tuesday will identify the sex and
race of the dead person, but finding the exact identity may take
time. We've got to look at DNA. We don't know how long it's been in
the water and we don't know how long it's been in the shark.”

April 20, 1999 - - Neumans Cay, Bahamas

TWO days after Desmond and Ida Nesbitt’s
execution, Salazar’s men on routine surveillance, discovered
Madeleine lying face up in the wet sand. She heard them.

“Look!”

“Where?”-

“A body.”

“She’s gotta be dead. Looks more dead than
alive.”

“Looks that way. Gotta make sure.”

“How could any intruder get here? The
perimeter’s guarded and monitored.”

She felt large hands roll her onto her back.
Thick, rough fingers cupped her neck and a deep voice said, “She’s
alive!”

Someone slapped her face. Hard. She focused
her eyes. A tall man materialized before her and gruffly demanded,
“Chica, who are you? Whatcha doin here?”

Looking from one man to the other, she didn't
answer. She couldn’t. The tall one, scratching his greasy head and
grinning at his partner, bared a sly smile. Below his belt, a bulge
was growing.

The taller soldier ogled her full breasts and
whistled. “Caramba! That skimpy, wet thing exposes everything.” As
a reflex, her hands sluggishly traveled up her torso and covered
her chest.

The short one looked mad and asked, “What’d
we do?”

Scratching his head, the tall one replied, “I
know what I’d like to do."

“Stop wasting time. Let's take her to Rico,”
the shorter, stockier man said. "Don’t tie her up,” he added.
“She's too weak to put up a struggle.”

They shoved her into a dinghy, with a small,
outboard engine, that took them from Neumans Pond to the southern
anchorage. When Madeleine saw the place, she gasped— the awful
place with midnight blue water rushing into dreary shoals. The
place felt bad. More than bad—evil.

 



Chapter 15

April 20, 1999 - - Neumans Cay, Bahamas

AFTER NALDO’S RADIO UPDATE, Rico stood on the
beach and watched his men approaching in a dingy. Even from a
distance, the woman who sat between them looked young. This will be
interesting, he mused, but one nagging thought interrupted his
reverie. Perhaps Naldo was mistaken. Maybe this woman had witnessed
the anchorage massacre. If she had, he’d get rid of her, but then
he thought, what's the hurry? He might as well have some fun
first.

When his men dropped the girl in front of
him, he noticed her skin glistened in the sun, as did her startling
green eyes.

“What's your name?” he asked, in a low
soothing voice, a shade above a whisper.”

Her expression unreadable—she gazed at him,
never blinking an eye. Her face hinted robust health and many years
of living in the tropics, nothing more. Instead of responding, she
coughed. The hacking sapped her strength.

For a long time, she said nothing, then
answered in a broken voice, “Lane.”

“How’d you get here?”

“Live … island … north.”

“I’ve never seen you before. What are you
doing on my property?”

“Ran away.”

“Why?”

“Had to … parents forcing me to marry.”

Rico broke the silence after he scrutinized
her. “Six miles is a long way to swim.” He paused. Suddenly his
eyes tightened into slits. “How’d you get here?”

She whispered, “Today—my father's outboard.
The engine stopped.” Another long pause, then she added, “I tried
to restart … the cord broke.”

The intensity with which the girl studied him
suggested confusion. He heard panic creeping into her voice.
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