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Prologue
When the unattached, blond head — beautiful, female, long-haired — rolled off the cliff and skidded to a stop at his sandy feet, Jack spun around in a panic. Nobody in sight. OK! It had better be okay. His 9MM Walther was out of reach, farther down the beach where he'd absent-mindedly left it with the beer cooler and the empties and the boat.
She had skidded to a stop on her mouth, and the sand on her fresh lipstick was hard to brush off. But, hey! He was a beach-comber and this head was the ultimate find! Young, pretty, still warm — and a hell of a better catch than a glass fishnet float. Even better than a tightly wrapped bale of Jamaican drift-bud. And whoever did her in had even thought to lift her blond mane out of the way before severing the neck at the shoulders!
Jack was ecstatic. Wait till the guys back at Rasputin's Marina saw this! She had bright-blue eyes, too, even if the lids were too stiff to close, plus there were her un-plucked, sexy, thick eyebrows — his favorite kind.
1 — A Babe Beheaded
On the urgent hike back down the beach to his boat, Miss Chernobyl, Jack considered swimming out to her and getting the can of Arid Extra Dry he kept in the cuddy cabin. The severed head, swinging by the hair in his right hand, would probably need a spray coat. It was going to need something! From the feel of the mid-day sun it could get warmer — maybe over eighty — hot for November on the northern Florida Gulf Coast. The deod-spray would at least keep the bugs off the thing but he doubted if it could stop rot from setting in.
When Jack got to the gear he'd left on the shore, he wiggled his toes in the hot sand and contemplated the cooler at his feet. Somehow he just couldn't see the chopped-off head, regardless how pretty, sharing the cooler with his remaining beer and the tasty, Ziploc'd liver-sausage sandwiches Norma had made just for him. Where was Norma G, anyway? Jack straightened up and looked ahead down the long, windward shoreline, and sucked in a deep load of the sweet, salty air. He wanted Norma to see what he had found while the prize was still in good shape, but his girlfriend was nowhere in sight.
The Marine Patrol he could deal with later. "Whaddya mean I should've called the cops? The island has pay-phones now?"
Maybe that's what Jack liked about his boat best of all , after he'd traded his marriage for it. Getting out to these barrier islands. The ones without bridges to them. Solitude. Middle-aged Man and the Sea. Not to mention the considerable muff-factor that an offshore powerboat radiated, and what the boat said about the owner. It took a certain breed of human to give up the relative security of dry land to deal with the planet and the sea one-on-one. No Seven-Eleven on the corner. No nine-eleven. No cops to protect you or your toys. "Gee, officer," (looking down at the teenage junkie who'd just tried to rape your wife and was now spurting great gobs of blood through the bullet holes you punched through his scrawny chest), "Honest, how could I tell he was under eighteen!?"
Out here on the island you fed shitheads to the sharks.
Jack was holding the long-haired head away from the side of him so it couldn't touch his body. His arm was getting tired, though, holding it out like that, but he didn't want the grody stuff which was beginning to hang out of her neck to slap against his bare leg. A human head was so heavy!
He nudged up the lid of his cooler with a toe, and bent over for a cold one. Where to lay the head? Not in the sand again like he'd found it — that wouldn't be right.
Maybe on top of the cooler if he could lay her down on the side of her face and let the neck-gorp sort of hang over. (The cooler was a brand-new Igloo and it still looked good). Still undecided, he let the hair slip a little through his fingers as he used both hands to twist the cap off his Michelob.
The beer was just the right temp! After a long swallow, Jack looked at Miss Chernobyl bobbing up-and-down out there in the four-foot sea. His bluewater, deep-vee-24 pride and joy. The wind was pointing her stern at him from the anchor line, with the outdrives on the twin three-fifties heaving in and out of the water. "Better than pussy," he said to his boat for the umpteenth time, and suddenly remembered with an adrenaline-burning crunch that he hadn't turned to check his back for at least five minutes. Jack instinctively leaned toward the kit-bag beside the cooler where his 9MM Walther P-38 was stashed, grabbed for the pistol, and turned on his heel — dropping the girl's head onto the sand after all.
"It's me!" Norma yelled. Her pretty mouth formed a perfect "O" as Jack swung the gun up and away from her. She wasn't but ten feet away, her copious red hair billowing in the humid, ocean breeze.
Jack's eyes lingered on her hands as they clutched at the skimpy bikini top. "You think your hands can stop bullets? That was close, Baby. Don't sneak up on me like that! Damn!" He eased the safety down on the P-38 and winced when the hammer dropped with a "snap" – the only thing he didn't like about the trusty, German, WW-II piece — the de-cocking mechanism — he'd never get used to it. But a killing machine it was. Clip crammed with semi-jacketed, 124 grain Federal Hydra-Shocks.
"Big warrior man, you're shaking all over. Hell, Jack, I followed you all the way up the beach and you never checked your back once. Ha! Men!"
"Yeah, well, if it wasn't for the surf I would've heard you and..."
"Yes, Jack, but there is a surf! Jeez!"
"And I'm shaky because I'm so horny. I'm ready to bust." Jack dropped the Walther back into his kit-bag and pulled her hands away. He buried his face in the goodies. "We need to do something about it, too, so I can enjoy the rest of the day."
"Aww, poor baby. Needs Mama again." Norma planted a kiss on top of Jack's thinning hair. "Well, we're not going to do it in the boat again, unless you want to move into the bay where it's calm, and we're not going to do it right here on the sand, either."
"Why not?"
"With that girl looking right at us?"
Jack pulled his head out of her tits and looked around.
"Her, silly!" Norma readjusted her bikini and pointed at the head, which had landed on its back and was looking right at them with half-open eyes. "You got my top all spitty. Mmmmm, her eyes are the same color as my bikini-top you got all lickety."
"That head! Isn't she great?" Jack bent over and carefully closed his hands around the victim's hair, gathering it all up in a bunch before lifting her from the sand. "I didn't mean to drop her. I thought somebody was behind me." He brushed off the sand from the girl's chin but decided that the stuff hanging out the neck looked better frosted.
"There was somebody behind you, Jack, really. You did too much dope when you were a kid." Norma sauntered up and gently grabbed the head by the ears, turning the face toward her.
Jack felt proud, despite Norma's cuts about his intelligence. "When you saw me with it, you didn't think, um, you didn't wonder if I chopped some chick's head off myself and..."
"Oh, yeah, sure. You?"
"I was in Vietnam."
"Wow. Jack, I found that head before you did. How do you think it suddenly rolled off the cliff right in front of where you were walking?" Norma leaned forward and rubbed noses with the thing. "Jack, maybe you're too dumb for me." She puckered her lips but didn't go so far as to kiss it. "Lips are sandy."
"I thought somebody was up there."
"Right. I love your body, though, even if you are older and dumber than me."
"That's all?"
"And you're sweet to me. And you want me all the time." Norma turned the head up higher and inspected the neck. She grimaced. "And I love your boat."
"We were talking about making love."
"God, Jack, let's get to the important stuff first, right? Okay, if you wade out to the boat and bring back a blanket, there's some neat woods back in there." Norma turned the head loose and pointed inland, and laughed when Jack almost dropped the girl back in the sand.
"Jack, give her to me. I'll hide her in a shady place. And bring back my .41 when you get the blanket. This head had a body. Not too long ago, either. It doesn't even smell. Well, I can smell her perfume."
"I was going out to Churny, anyway. To get the deod."
"Churny?"
"Miss Chernobyl."
"Cute. Good boy, Jack."
When he was out far enough where the sea was lapping at his trunks, Jack turned around to check the shoreline just in time to catch Norma lowering the head into the Igloo. Shit. Typical chick! But he was proud of Norma G. Not only was she dream material, she was a fellow gun freak. Saw life the way he did — well, maybe not exactly — and she wasn't afraid of anything!
But minutes later when he ducked out of the cuddy-cabin with the Arid Extra Dry and Norma's .41 magnum revolver safely wrapped in the blanket, Norma was gone.
He crouched in the stern and tried to maintain his balance while he scanned the shore. Despite the splash and dip of the outdrives in the heaving sea, the silence was ominous. He almost shouted out to her: Norma, I'm serious! If you're okay, holler!
The beach was bare, pure-white sand for about twenty feet to the cliffs which were covered with sea oats and shrubs. Jack unrolled Norma's Ruger Blackhawk from the blanket and splashed in, holding the huge revolver high and dry over his head. As he plowed toward the shore, fear pounded up in his chest when he spotted the obvious signs of a struggle. Prints of street shoes, and parallel lines dug into the sand — Norma's bare heels — the ugly trail heading straight for a low place in the cliffs. And his 9MM Walther was gone.
Jack dug in and sprinted for the cliff, tearing his way up with his feet and one free hand to the high ground just in time to see two fully-dressed men, about fifty yards away, dragging Norma Gene into a thick copse of gnarled sand-oaks. Jack skidded to a stop on his ass, steadied Norma's .41 with his elbows between his knees, and blasted a shot at the head of the man who was still pulling on Norma's arm. The creep dropped her and disappeared after his buddy.
Jack cocked the single-action and sent another round crashing into the woods behind his girlfriend. "Leave my gun!" he hollered, and the .41 bucked up into the air two more times.
"I got it!" Norma yelled back, scrambling for it off to the side on all fours, and Jack watched her twist around with his P-38 in both hands as she dumped nine rounds into the thicket. Holding his position, Jack covered her while she got to her feet and ran toward him. As Norma flew by and disappeared down to the beach behind him he fired his last two rounds and rolled back off the cliff.
"I loved the way your tits bounced when you ran past me," he said, somewhat out of breath. "At least I saved a couple rounds until I saw you were clear."
"T and A, the important stuff." Norma was plowing through the kit-bag for another clip, and breathing heavily. "How was I to know — that the famous P-38 — holds only nine shots."
"It would be eight if the chamber wasn't loaded."
As soon as she had the new clip shoved into his automatic and a round chambered, Norma began to shiver. "Oh, Jack." Looking over his shoulder, she kept her eyes trained on the cliffs while she gave him a quick hug. "Those people are bad, Jack. Bad! They slapped me and...and they laughed when I started crying." She shoved him away. "We need to get out of here. Quick! Trade guns!"
"Okay, but yours is empty." Jack handed her the revolver.
"One of them looked just like Saddam Hussein. Garlic breath. The whole nine yards."
"Nobody's ever been close enough to Saddam to choke on his breath."
"Jack! Can you keep your hands to yourself? We're in deep shit here! We have to split! Now!"
Jack bent over the cooler and lifted the lid. "Head's okay."
"Jack!"
"Hey! We're armed!"
"The ammo for my gun is still in the boat!" Norma backed away from him, her eyes on the cliff. "I'm gone! Cover me!"
Jack watched her splash into the first wave with the .41 high in her left hand. Then he turned away and scanned the shoreline and the cliffs.
"Okay! Come on!" Norma was yelling from the stern now, shouting above the surf. "I'm loaded up. Hurry!"
Jack looked down at the cooler, the kit-bag, the empty beer bottles. It would be a shame to leave the bottles behind. To litter.
"Jack! Fuck the bottles! Get real!"
He slung the kit-bag strap over his shoulder with a sigh. The chick could read minds.
2 — To Kill For: Norma Gene
The cooler would take both hands and he had to lay the Walther on top of it, where it could slide off.
Norma was still yelling orders from the boat. "Jack, don't leave the cooler! Come on, I've got you covered!" She had her weapon held out in both hands, legs flexed at the knees to keep her balance. "Your gun goes in the kit-bag!"
He could barely hear her above the waves crashing near his feet, but he was glad she wanted to keep the head they'd found. In a minute, Jack was out there and handing up the cooler and admiring Norma's befreckled cleavage. It was harder climbing up the heaving outdrives, and he hoped Norma wasn't noticing what a struggle it was for him to get into the boat. She could hop in like a bunny.
A bullet screamed between their heads and the two halves of the step-through windshield. Norma hit the deck and flattened out on her stomach. Without thinking, Jack rushed for the controls and lowered the outdrives into the water. "As soon as you hear the second engine fire, go for the anchor line!"
Two more shots popped and thunked into the water on either side of them.
"Small caliber!" Jack's voice was okay, but his hands were trembling.
"I can't see them!" Norma had skidded around on her tummy and had the .41 steadied over the port engine cover. "There they are!" POOM! POOM! "They're gone! No, wait!" Norma's arms twisted up with each shot. POOM! POOM! POOM!
The starboard engine started but Jack's ears were ringing with the deafening thunder of Norma's huge revolver. The port unit was still cranking and he figured Norma had only one shot left. "Grab the P-38 when you run out! Keep them down!"
POOM! Norma slid around for the kit-bag and pulled out Jack's 9MM just as the other engine caught.
"Anchor!"
"Jack, damn it!" Norma handed him the pistol and dove through the split windshield for the anchor line.
"Got it?"
"Got it!"
Jack shoved both drives into gear at idle-speed and the boat shuddered.
"Pull! Pull! Pull!"
"I'm pulling!"
A head appeared through the sea-oats at the top of the cliff. And two pairs of sleeved arms holding pistols. Jack tried to aim but Miss Chernobyl was tossing too much. He could see their pistols begin to buck up-and-down just as he snapped off his first shot.
Norma flinched as two bullets whined overhead. A third smashed into the compass mount just as Jack dove behind the engine housing for cover. He tried to time his shots with the movement of the boat but he could hear and feel the incoming lead smacking into the stern and the gunwales. He squeezed off three more rounds and saw the arms and pistols disappear.
Norma yelled: "Anchor's coming up! I can see it! Go!"
Jack scrambled to his feet and made sure Norma had both hands on the line before he shoved the throttles down. The bow lifted and shuddered forward as the twin, converted, Chevy 350's twisted the big, three-bladed props through the sea. Norma hung onto the anchor line until Miss Chernobyl was up on plane and slicing through the waves, out of range of the pistols on shore. Jack throttled the engines back to 3200 RPM and matched their speeds as the hull flew over the chop.
"Anchor's smacking the bow! I can't lift it out!"
"Cleat the line and trade places!" Jack dropped the speed down to 2900 – the boat could plane at 2400 – and eased forward while Norma moved around him.
"That was close!"
"You did good, Baby. You were beautiful!" Jack bellied up to the anchor and heaved it up over the bow combing. "Norma, you're a star!" he yelled. "I love you!" He lashed down the Danforth with a bungee cord and moved back into the cockpit. "I love you! You were great!" He looked at her for a reaction but her eyes were fixed on the horizon, the wind whipping tears away from the corners of her eyes. She made no motion to relinquish the helm.
"Keep on heading out, baby. Maybe they don't have binoculars handy. When we're out of sight we can head east, toward Tyndall, get back into the bay through the Lands End cut. They'll expect us to head back through St. Andrew. The jetties."
Did I have to tell her I loved her?
Jack listened proudly to the powerful and steady drone of the engines he had rebuilt himself.
Did I have to tell her twice!
But he did love her! "I love you, Norma Gene!" He was so proud. So happy. Adrenaline pumping it all higher and higher. Jack let out a long, inspired, rebel yell. "Yaaaaaaay - hooooooooo!" He saw the corner of her mouth curl down.
"Stow the anchor line, Jack, Jeez! Want that all twisted up in the props?!
"Okay! Okay! Hold'er steady. I'm going to check they didn't hit any gas lines and stuff." He had to yell because the hull was pounding and slicing and sending spray splatting into the windshield. He eased up the engine covers a little, and, satisfied with that, leaned out over the stern. The bullets which had struck the transom hadn't penetrated.
"Jack, can you take over now? I don't know where we are. Compass is smashed."
"Okay, Baby." Jack took a last look at the island, which was now a thin line of green on the horizon. He moved up to Norma and took her place at the wheel. Something was glowing, and warm on his back, running down to the waistband of his trunks. He tried to reach around to it. "Norma, is there blood on my back?"
Norma suddenly looked alive again, and twisted her body to get a look. She dipped a finger along the stuff. "Looks like cooking oil." She held the finger up to her nose.
"I love your nose. Here, let me smell it." Jack grabbed her hand and sniffed. "Compass oil. Can you wipe it off?"
Norma scowled at him. "Sure, Jack, like with what?"
"Jeez, baby, are we having a problem? I mean, we were lucky! Enjoy it!"
"I'm not you're fucking baby!"
"Good. There's rags in that gun tube under the dash on your side."
"Rags is plural! And we weren't lucky, we were stupid."
"You never had so much fun."
"This is a gun tube?" Norma had pulled out a wad of tattered underwear shorts which Jack recycled as useful rags. She was peering down the tube. "What kind of rifle fits in here?"
"M-1 carbine with a three-round joker clip. There are — another — tube on my — side. Empty. But it won't be empty next time."
"You have an M-1?"
"Two. One for me, one for you. Thirty-round clips banded to the stocks."
Norma finally smiled. "I knew you were a neat guy when I first spotted you at the gun show."
"I picked you out, remember?"
"Is that what you think? I maneuvered myself right in front of you."
"Yeah?"
"Yep."
"Good thing I had the guts to speak up, huh!?"
"Oh, Jack, you came on to me like such a turkey! And you were so nervous. Ha!"
"Yeah, well, I always dreamed about a beautiful woman who handled guns like a warrior." Jack had to clear his throat so he could keep his voice up. "When I was a kid I used to steal book jackets from the bookstore — tape them up on my wall — like science fiction book covers — the kind where these chicks are on Mars and stuff wearing chain-mail bikinis and toting M-60 machine guns, you know, bandoliers full of ammo crossed over their tits. Dream stuff! Now I have me one! A real one! Norma Gene, you are my dream come true!"
"How much fuel we got, Asteroid?"
A pang of adrenaline stabbed Jack's gut. Both fuel gauges were on dead-E. Empty.
"Take the wheel."
From as far as he could tell by peering through the filler tubes, both forty-gallon saddle tanks were at least half full. "They must have hit some wiring."
"Well, I sure hope so." Norma shivered. "I'm getting chilly."
Jack lifted the lid off the cooler one more time to reconfirm that the prize of his beach-combing career was still there. The severed head didn't look as good as it had at first, though, but the face was still above the water, resting on the melting ice and the remaining supply of Michelob. The tangled hair Norma could dry and brush out when they got to Rasputin's.
"Beer?"
Jack took the wheel again while Norma opened the beers and went down into the cuddy to get a sweatshirt to pull over. He headed the boat east, then north to the cut near the western tip of the barren and deserted Tyndall Air Force Base peninsula. The sun was at two o'clock, the engines were humming along in perfect synch, and his beautiful girlfriend's flaming hair was billowing in the breeze. What more could a mere mortal ask for?! Jack shoved in a tape of Wagner's "Die Niebelungen", Act Two. The opera boomed out of the water-proof, expensive quad-speaker system he had fortuitously installed just before the fateful weekend gun show when God sent him Norma G.
"Shit, Jack!"
"You don't like it?" Jack hung onto as much of the opera as he dared before shutting it off. "That's where Sigmund is hammering out the sword he's going to use to kill the..."
"Jack!"
Jack shrugged his shoulders. Maybe he should've shoved in some heavy metal. He took a sideways look at her, standing so proudly, back arched, her left hand gripping the hand-hold on the port gunwale, her chest out. A dream. Probably loves Aerosmith. What's'name? Tyler whatever. Scumbags always get the best chicks. And that old, delinquent Mick Jagger. Jack slowed the RPM's down just enough to match the speed of the breaking wave just ahead of them. They were running with the sea and wind now, and as they crested the wave, he held the boat steady on top. Surfing. The bow leaning out way over the crest. So perfect. So beautiful.
"Jack, everybody else has a VHF on their boat."
"And every chick I know has a cell-phone!" How many boats has she been on?! "Chernobyl has stereo! And GPS navigation! And a depth sounder!"
"Mmm - hmm. So how do we radio ahead for the news team and stuff? You know — the girl. I mean, her head."
News team.
"TV! Maybe it'll even go on network TV! And that BBC dude, he is so cool!"
Matt Frei? Jack thought about it. Anybody else would be wondering how they could radio the cops. God, he was more in love with her than ever! "Matt Frei loves opera!" I think.
"Yeah? He does?"
They were nearing the Lands End inlet — one of Jack's favorite places. The cut was twisty, tricky and narrow even though it had recently been dredged, and the sea breaking over the sandbars was dangerous but always a spectacular sight. On sunny days you could also depend on the shoreline to be a carpet of basking bikinis. Some of them Tyndall Air Force Base wives.
Jack squinted his eyes. There were a few boats pulled up on the banks, but none as slick as Miss Chernobyl.
Norma sidled up to him. "We can stop and ask somebody to borrow their radio!"
"Oh, yeah? Well, the one and only time I tried that, this nerd was so worried about what kind of message I needed it for I finally told him to kiss ass."
"That won't happen if I ask."
"No, Baby..." Jack swallowed and waited for the reprimand which never came. "Norma, I don't know if I want you on TV. You'll get discovered. You are so fine! I want you all to myself."
"Oh, Jack, you really do love me." Norma stood beside him and hung onto his waist. Jack was easing the throttles back-and-forth to keep on top of their wave, which looked like it was going to roll them right up to the mouth of the inlet.
"We'll need to give the camera crew time to get to the marina, too," Norma said. "We could find a cove on the bay side here. Get the blanket out. I'll give you a quickie." She planted a kiss on his cheek. "After we find a radio."
"We'll give each other a quickie."
"Right. That boat over there — the big sport-fisherman — see it? I'll bet they have a VHF and a cell-phone."
"Hell, it's not as neat as Miss Chernobyl."
"Are you kidding? It looks like a million bucks! And it must be deep enough there to beach. We won't have to get out the anchor. You just let me do the talking."
"Yah-yah. Jeez, pretty stupid to run a boat that big up on shore." Jack saw there were some nicely-tanned ladies on a blanket parked on the sand next to the cruiser. It was a thirty-one foot Bertram, wide of beam, and deep. And expensive. Jack grinned and imagined the ladies jumping up and screaming while he held the severed head over them by the hair.
"Okay, Baby, I need both hands. The tide is running out the cut — against the wind — see it? Hang on!"
A minute later the bow of Miss Chernobyl cushed to a stop on the white sand-bank — a discreet distance from the larger craft. While the hydraulics tipped up the outdrives with a sweet whine, Norma hopped out onto the beach and headed toward the girls.
The blondes were both lying on their tummies, their little asses poking up in the air. Goose-bumps frosted Jack's forearms and rippled across his back. The books they were reading were large and flat, and both the same kind. From Miss Chernobyl they looked like picture books, like for little kids. Sesame Street stuff. Jack had a leg over the gunwale and was about to step out but stopped cold. He snapped his head toward the big Bertram to see if anyone was aboard, then turned back to Norma. She was obviously shocked, also. The girls were looking up from their books and smiling at her. Such a pretty pair. Identical twins. No, not twins. Counting the head in the cooler — triplets.
3 — Rasputin's Marina Bar
Jack held his breath and saw the surprise disappear from Norma's face and change to a beatific smile. She dropped to a crouch in front of the identical little foxes and humbly asked if she could use the VHF radio on their boat.
"What's that?"
Giggles. "V - H - F?"
Jack watched Norma look up at their huge Bertram and he shook his head at her. "No, baby, let's get moving! We'll find another boat!" He still had one leg in Miss Chernobyl and the other dangling over the gunwale. He wanted to holler: We're in deep shit here!
One of the girls said: "We have a cell."
"A cell-phone?"
Giggles. "Yeah."
"Yeah."
Jack's heart was pounding and he kept looking back and forth between the Bertram and the girls. Those dummies didn't bring that 31 footer in by themselves — beached as skillfully as it was. They sure were pretty, though. And built so nice for their age. Mid-teens? Jack swung his right leg back inboard and eased up to the controls, making sure the 9MM was within reach in the chart pocket. He called to them from where he was. "Where's your boyfriend?"
More giggles. The girls turned a little to look at him and smile. "Boyfriend?" "Boyfriend?"
"My Uncle is down there." "Down there."
A sweep of a dainty hands eastward down the long beach. Jack could see some smaller boats down there, and a knot of men standing around. Didn't they notice Miss Chernobyl?
"The cell-phone?" Norma reminded everyone.
"Oh! Sure!" One of the cute identicals got to her feet as a rush of desire and pain moved inside Jack's trunks. Too much pain. There was no reason for it. Prime young stuff couldn't be that sexy, and it wasn't like he hadn't been getting any lately. Jack swallowed and watched the little lust-pit tap on the cabin window. Shit! There was someone else inside! He tore his eyes away from the triplet's chunky, young ass and reached for the Walther.
Norma was helping the other girl to her feet. They were laughing. Norma must've really needed to call that news team bad. A side window on the Bertram slid back and the third identical, no, make that the fourth counting Miss Igloo, poked her pretty head out. Beautiful, white-toothed smile. Perfect make-up. Perfect.
"Hand out the phone."
"Ohhhhhhh. We're not supposed to talk to anybody."
"Well, he said nobody would come here."
"So?"
"So?"
Norma interrupted. "Please hurry. It's an emergency."
Jack lowered the outdrives back down, cranked the engines, and calmly waited for Norma to finish yakking to News Force Eleven before handing the phone back through the window.
After the tricky backward maneuver into the swift-flowing, tidal cut, Jack shoved the throttles forward. Miss Chernobyl slalomed between the twisting banks and shot out into the bay. As soon as they were in the clear, he looked at Norma. God, she was a beauty! So what was the big deal with his hard-on for the twins? Quadruplets. Or whatever. God.
"I love you, Norma Gene!" I wonder where the body is that went with our chopped-off head.
"I love you, too, Jack!"
"You do?"
"Yeah, but don't take that to mean I'm your slave now!"
"I wouldn't dream!"
"You do all the time! I got them! They're coming!"
Jack had to think.
"News Force Eleven! They believed me! I called that news hot-line of theirs. Free!"
"They coming to Rasputin's? The bar?"
"Right. And I told them we're not pulling into the marina until I see their truck."
"I'm the captain here!"
"Yeah? You better think about that!"
Jack held his tongue and corrected their course for the Inland Waterway and the Hathaway Bridge. They could discuss who was boss after he pulled into the palmettos at Redfish Point and they had the quickie Norma had promised. Thinking about jumping the bones of three identical blondes at one time had squirted a lethal dose of testosterone into his bloodstream and his lust was approaching critical mass.
"You notice if the chicks had belly buttons?"
"Hey! You're heading the wrong way!"
"I'm rounding the point! I know a neat spot in there!"
"No, Jack. Jack!"
"What did you think of the quadruplets?!"
"Jack? Stop the boat! Now! I mean it, Jack!"
The bow dropped and slowed as Jack throttled back and geared both drives into neutral. They were about a half mile from Redfish Point, with no other boats in sight. He cut the engines and Miss Chernobyl's hull bobbed and slapped gently in calm of the bay. The high sun shone down its welcome, winter heat.
"They said they were in the area and were coming right away, Jack. News Force Eleven."
"You promised me a quickie. On land. On a blanket."
"Oh, Jack. You just got your panties in a wad over that young stuff back there. Get real."
"I serve your needs. Like today, for national attention."
"Not if we don't get there with the goods in time!"
Jack bent over and flipped up the cooler lid. "The goods, huh? Hi there, Miss Goods!" He turned the girl's face up a little more so it could float better on top of the remaining beer bottles and the melting ice. Norma was going to have to lay on the make-up to cover all the discoloring if she wanted their discovery to be as photogenic as the sisters.
"Jack, don't be gross! That was a living, thinking person!"
"Thinking?"
"Well. Yeah. Close the cooler and let's get going."
"It doesn't bother you what we ran into today? And stopping to use their phone, God! Pretty callous!"
Norma narrowed her eyes at him and reached behind her back. With a snap she flipped off her bikini top, and shoved his face into The Valley of Fornicatious Freckles. "Jack?"
"Mmmmmmfh?"
"You don't take me over to Rasputin's right now, you'll never fuck me again. I mean it."
"Ohhhhh. Mmmmf."
"I need time to brush out her hair and slick her up a little — and do my own face, too — so when we get nearby we'll idle out for a couple minutes while I get us ready. I'll make it up to you later. I promise. I'll take all you've got until I taste brains."
As soon as that translated, Jack pulled his head out of the fruit and headed the boat toward the near side of the Hathaway Bridge five miles to the northwest — toward Rasputin's Marina and Bar.
At the outdoor, palm-thatched bar, Jack and a regular drinking buddy of his there handled crowd control while Norma Gene showed her ass for the News Force Eleven camera. The few patrons at Rasputin's were noisy but friendly, and it wasn't late enough for many of the regular boaters to be tying back up at the docks. Norma used the deserted pier like a fashion-show runway, and the young cameraman with his walrus mustache got right down to business. "Mind heading back and walking up to the camera again? Look right into the lens. That's it! Can you hold the head out a little farther to the side? Not your head — hers! Great! Great! I know it must be heavy!" He would stop only to bitch into the ear of his partner, a middle-aged female reporter whom everyone recognized as Vicki Jonathan from the Channel 11 "Six O'clock Report". Vicki Jonathan from the "Tri-State Church of the Week" show, the "Homemaker's Round Table" and "The Panhandle Community Saturday Morning Bulletin Board". Grim-faced and determined to get her ice-cream-cone shaped mike into the middle of everything, Miss Vicki was already dressed in full fig for her nightly News Force Eleven "Our Lady on the Street" segment. She was trying to take names and get details while the camera-dude was yelling orders to Norma G. "Can you hold her up real high now? That's it! Turn her head to face you? Yeah! Yeah! Closer! Yeah. Kiss her? On the mouth? Oh! Far out! I don't believe this! Too much! Too much! You've got it! National news!"
Norma's smile brightened along with the cheers from the onlookers.
"National?"
"I promise! We're an ABC affiliate!"
Though her arms were tiring at this point, Norma kept on standing sideways to the camera, back arched and ass out, with her lips puckered in a girlie-calendar pose — her arms high and her hands clenched around the swinging head's long, blond hair. Once more, Norma's lips went for the cold, unyielding but freshly lip-sticked mouth of the victim. After the second round of clapping and cheers, everyone suddenly became aware of the distant sound of an approaching police siren. Norma swung away from the camera and judged the scene with a happy grin on her face. She heard Jack telling Miss Vicki: "No, we just found it lying there on the beach." "No, we're not married. Norma's my girlfriend." "We met at a gun show in Miami." "Yes, she is. She's so beautiful that when I first saw her I thought she was a transvestite."
"That's enough, Jack!" Norma turned to the camera dude. "We'll cut away from the sun as soon as we round the pier," she promised, "so you can get a good shot of the boat."
After yelling at Jack to get into the boat, Norma lowered her arms and finally agreed to huddle with Vicki Jonathan. But the lady backed away and held her microphone out at arm's length.
"Norma Gene! No, gee eee enn eee" "Yeah! Sure! Jack Rebman." "No, B, as in rebel! Rebman!" " The boat's name? Oh, for sure! Miss Chernobyl! See the transom? Spell it from that!" "Mine? Noooo. It's ours!" "The police?" Norma looked around at the swarm of beer guzzling males which had formed around her delicious body and the gruesome beach-combing drift-head. One of the men, a pink porker in low-slung camouflage trunks and no shirt to cover his pale, hangy-down tits, was arguing with the cameraman. "I'll French-kiss it but only when the camera's running and you give me a tape."
"No you won't!" Norma hollered, and as she dropped down into Miss Chernobyl, the gorp hanging out of the victim's neck slapped against a piling and tore off, the dark-red snot dangling there like a wad of exhausted night-crawlers. Jack slapped the cooler lid down over their prize and they gunned away from the dock, barreling past two "NO WAKE" signs just as a Panama City Police cruiser scrunched to a halt on the gravel beside the bar. Hanging onto a hand-rail, Norma twisted around and waved to the camera and the crowd and the cops with her free hand.
"Oh, Jack, that was perfect!" She had to shout above the roar of the engines and the outdrives. "The Evening News tonight, and tomorrow ABC! And they're going to pay me! Maybe I can pay some off on my cards! Neat, huh? Is this great or what?!"
But Jack was more worried about the gray Florida Marine Patrol boat which had suddenly appeared from behind the last slip — and which Miss Chernobyl nearly swamped — on their way out of the tiny harbor. The patrol-boat was small but had two, huge outboards — a speed-boat probably confiscated during a drug bust. A quick look back and sure enough, it was rooster-tailing after them now, its blue bubble-gum machine flashing. Jack thought he could pretend he didn't see the light, right? With a three or four hundred yard lead, he could cut Miss Chernobyl over to the abandoned cannery, idle under their low bridge and sneak through the canal there into West Bay. The man would have to dismantle his tall Bimini top to follow them that way.
"Jack! Maybe we should stop!"
"Is he gaining?"
"Can't tell!"
"Hang on!" Jack bent his knees and Miss Chernobyl took the shock as they crossed the wake of a Mercury-powered tri-hull which had just cut into the channel ahead of them and heading under the Hathaway Bridge. Jack cut the wheel hard to starboard and followed their wake down the middle. Temporarily blocked from the Marine Patrol's view by tiny Pelican Island, Jack throttled back and eased Miss Chernobyl around the pilings at the spoil bank there — and waited. Silently, Norma and Jack watched the patrol boat, the man hunched over the wheel, spank and bounce at high speed after the tri-hull's wake under the bridge.
"He'll be back in a minute once he figures it out!" Resisting the urge to pour the coal to the three-fifties, Jack idled his boat under the cannery pier, then, in neutral, they used their hands to guide the twenty-four footer around the tee to relative safety behind an abandoned barge. Sunlight streamed in dusty beams down through the creosoted slats overhead as Jack cut the engines and Norma crouched behind the transom to peer out into the bay. The cooling engines ticked as Miss Chernobyl's own wake caught up with them and slapped soothing laps against the huge pilings. Jack moved the boat farther under the huge pier with his hands.
Norma whispered: "I can't see over the barge but I hear him coming back."
"Could be anybody."
"Oh, Jack, jeez!"
Jack pushed against the near piling with his hands to keep the boat from clunking, then slowly lifted the lid of the Igloo. Despite the bumpy ride, the girl was still facing up, her eyes looking out under the stiff, half-open lids. Jack was just as horny for Norma as ever but yet he could feel the urge building to kiss the dead girl's lips. He glanced over at Norma, still leaning over the transom, her long, straight back striped from the light shining through the planks overhead. He looked back to the girl in the cooler. But Norma could turn around any second and catch him doing it, and then forever after she would think he was kinky or something. She had kissed those lips herself, of course, but Jack was an experienced enough dude to know that Norma would judge him doing that differently. Unfair, but it was the world you got but never ordered. No refunds, no returns, and "Providence" was not the name of a shopping mall.
Jack lowered the lid. "Norma?"
"I don't think he suspects we turned in here."
"I'm horny, Norma."
"Me, too!"
Jack almost said: You are? He watched her hands reach behind her back to unsnap her top, and watched her turn while her long legs shucked off the bikini bottom. A true red-head and all his — at least for now.
"Right here in the boat," she smiled. "Out in the open. Get the blanket."
Jack didn't lower his head enough and he smacked it on the way up out of the cuddy cabin, but not too bad. He spread out the polyester, red plaid on the cockpit sole and Norma Gene spread herself out upon it.
"After all, I promised," she purred, wiggling her back and ass against the blanket, her alien, freckled opulence throbbing up at him in the slatted light.
"Well, this isn't exactly what you promised, but I'll take it." Jack dropped his face down between her raised knees and got to work. In a few minutes they were working together, gently, sweetly, face to face. Miss Chernobyl took up the rhythm with them, gently rocking and lapping against her watery berth.
He felt the inevitable and urgent release announcing itself much too soon. If it were entirely up to him he would just as soon let the Rebman armies rush up her tubes right now and the hell with it — it was going to feel so good! — but there were Norma's feelings to think about, too, and then there was the cooler. Along with the motion of the boat, the cooler was beginning to make a sloshing sound, water and melting ice, sloshing back-and-forth with the clinking Michelob bottles. Jack pictured the pretty head floating in the cold and clammy darkness inside the Igloo, and the emergency averted itself for a moment.
Norma was picturing the head in there also, and her stomach muscles bunched and her shoulders lifted off the deck and she came like Gang Busters.
4 — The Nub Boy
Jody dug in with his heels and inched his half-naked, fourteen-year-old-boy body up higher under the twelve-foot, out-dated, fiberglass satellite dish. With darkening, sunset-pink clouds scudding overhead the unit was pointing nearly horizontal to the ground, and the top of the hill here was the only area cleared in their thickly forested area. Jody was trying to make a connection in the junction box underneath the dish framework while his mother worked the satellite catcher's controls back in his room in their double-wide.
Barefoot, clad only in his smudged-white, Fruit-of-the-Loom briefs, and girded with a pistol belt full of tools and a .32 automatic, Jody's uneven teeth chattered against the metal of the flashlight stuffing his open mouth. He keyed the mike on the two-way radio. "Mom, now!" Jody gurgled, and spit out the flashlight. "Don't forget to punch in a zero before the..." The dish began to whir and pack down against his shoulders. "Mom! Hit cancel! No, hit... Okay! Okay!"
Jody's radio crackled.
"I forgot the zero!"
"You almost killed me!"
"Didn't you tell me at supper last night you were going to kill yourself anyway?"
"Yes! Myself! Punch in F - zero - four!"
The machine whirred again, this time moving slowly the other way, coming to a stop just a few inches from its previous position. Jody pulled his good shoulder out of harm's way. (His left shoulder was deformed since birth and held an arm only half the normal length, with a hand, fingers, and a thumb where the elbow should be). Jody twirled a wire-nut onto the connection he'd just made and keyed his mike. "How's the picture? Right on?"
"Oh, my God."
"You don't have to watch the movie! Just tell me if it's coming in clear!"
"Ohhhhh. Jody! Why do you have to watch this stuff! Ohhhh. My God! It's Sylvester Stallone! Himself!"
"Shit, Mom!" Jody got out from underneath, wobbled a little in the chilly, evening breeze, and looked up at the sky. "Sylvester Stallone? Mom, I don't get it! The dish is pointing in the right place!"
"No, no, no, oh, my God!"
"Mom!" Jody clasped an arm and a half around his shivering ribs and stared down the slope at their double-wide sitting on concrete blocks off in the distance, part-way down the hill through the woods. All the windows were glowing with the bluish, flickering haze of television, computer, and security monitors.
Jody picked up the big flashlight and switched it to his left paw. He keyed the mike again. "Mom!"
"Oh! Yes, son! Perfect picture!"
"Sylvester Stallone? What channel? Did you mess with the channels?"
"No, no! Oh. Neat. Now he's — ohhhhh. Jody, no, it's Sly Stallone about twenty, thirty years ago! In a porn flick. Oh, would you believe? Where' your blank tapes? Jody?"
"You wouldn't let me buy anymore last time, remember?" Jody tapped the battery compartment on the two-way. "Mom?"
But Jasmine, his mother, had abandoned her radio and was already tearing her way to the living room for a cassette tape. Jody calmly screwed the waterproof cover back onto the junction box and began to whistle through his broken teeth. Jasmine was a news and video freak, and she would have that fresh tape slapped into his VCR in seconds. No, now she was going to catch SatCom-4 with her own dish — the largest one on their hill — record Rocky Hard Stallone on DVD — and Jody stopped whistling to listen to the giant, sixteen-footer whine into position. His mother had it painted a dumb-looking brown to match the plastic shutters on her trailer, and the bushes around it which Jody was supposed to keep trimmed were snapping and breaking as the giant, steel-mesh parabola reached deeply into the ether for the fuck-movie channels. Well, he could watch Rambo come in a dead starlet later — from his mother's disc. It certainly wasn't anything he wanted to view with Jasmine right there and gushing all those oh my gods and stuff. Like she knew who her god was.
On his way back down the grassy, tire-track road to their trailer (with the flashlight on so he wouldn't step on any of his step-father's broken beer bottles)(broken because neither Jack nor Jody could resist target-shooting every one that turned up) Jody stopped once to stare farther, past his mother's double-wide, down into the valley at his father's camper, where Jack went to live after the divorce. Jack's tiny clearing was barely visible in the twilight, hidden in the cypress forest the way it was, but when the man was home you could see the lights twinkling and reflecting off the swamp, and hear Jasmine's pump go on and off every time Jack used water. Despite the quickly cooling air, Jody stopped once more to look down there and listen. The swamp was noisy with bugs and bullfrogs, but he thought he'd heard something more. And he heard the pump click on briefly.
Sometimes, when the pump would run for a long time, Jody would sneak out of bed and ease down the path to his father's place to watch the girlfriends take showers. The camper was too small for indoor plumbing and the shower was out on a deck Jack had made, which also sported a gleaming, pink commode and an electric hot-water heater with the faces of pretty ladies from all around the world glued all over it. Beauties of all races and colors, smiling and looking out at you from under the clear epoxy coat which Jack had applied after clipping them from magazines. And a bright lamp on a post, of course, so Jack's current poke wouldn't get paranoid about the snakes and centipedes which shared their modest chunk of hilly, Northwest Florida territory.
As deformed as he was, Jody had a genius IQ but seemed to be short on common sense. And it always surprised him that his dad could reel in all these foxes when there seemed to be so little to offer them down there. The ladies sure were fun to watch, though. Oh, god! as Jasmine would say. And Jody would fall in love with every one of them. Later, in his room, he would look at his deformed body in the mirror and cry. But not for long. Fuck it. None of them would go with a fourteen-year-old anyway, deformed or not, unless he were rich. And rich is what Jody had decided one day he would be.
On the back porch of the double-wide, Jody checked the matching-brown drier to see if his only decent pair of jeans was dry, and listened for the sound of a distant, approaching vehicle. Jack had promised to take Jody out in the boat the next time, which would be today, and then forgotten. Jody reminded himself that he was glad Jack was not his real father. There would be no chance of ever succeeding big-time if he had inherited a four-cylinder brain. And without money, no chance ever to wallow in pretty chicks who fucked for money.
Jasmine was standing tall in the light of the glowing monitors in their large living room. She was shaking a DVD disc at him, her aging, six-foot, muscular, iron-pumped body busting out of the quaint, flower-print, sun dress she was wearing. "Got him!" she yelled. "The last part of it, anyway. Tomorrow during my work-out with this on the monitor? Ha!"
"Mom, don't be gross." Jody adjusted the laden pistol-belt which was digging into the waistband of his Fruits while Jasmine patted and poked at her short, menopause-red pixie-cut.
"And I've got your father and his new air-head on disc, too."
"Mom, you already showed it to me."
"How much do you think they'll pay me for it? You think that head's real?"
"Maybe, yeah, but when I came in a car was banging up the hill. Sounded like Dad's pickup with the trailer empty."
Jasmine quickly handed Jody the disc. "Put this in the rec-room for me. I have to fix my face."
"Mom, there's nothing you can do. You got old. You got like my arm. Nothing you can do."
"He might bring her up here. I don't want the new bitch to see me without my make-up."
Jody shook his head. "Especially this one."
"Oh? Describe."
"Mom. You saw her on the news."
"Yeah, but what else can you tell me. It can't hurt me, you know that, what Jack does."
"Oh, sure. Okay. Her name's Norma. She looks even better in real life than on TV. Gorgeous. And smart, too. And young — much too young for Dad — and built like a brick shit house. And she's..."
"That's enough. I get the picture. A real opportunist, in other words. Doing her best to get as much as she can out of Jack."
"Mom, Dad doesn't have anything!"
Jasmine was eyeing the security monitors. "Good. They're not stopping. Yup. Trailer's empty. Jack sank the boat. I knew it was only a matter of time. They had the boat this afternoon when the news shots were taken, though."
Jody was turning the DVD around in his hands, no case, staring at it. "Sylvester Stallone's really in this fuck movie?"
"Jody! Watch your language around me, please! Yes! Oh, look at this. A police car! Sneaking in behind them with the lights out!"
Jody rushed to the perimeter-road monitor and saw the tail end of a cruiser just passing their last yard light. It was following down the road to his step-father's camper, the brake-lights blipping on-and-off and blanking-out the black & white security monitor.
"I'm getting dressed."
"Please do. And take the videocam when you go down there. The new Sony. There might not be much light. Oh, and if she takes a shower."
"If she does, the movie is mine."
"After I dupe it."
"Deal, but I keep the original!"
The secret path Jody had cut through the woods, parallel to but out of sight of Jack's twisting, downhill driveway, was close enough, however, that Jody had to stop running and walk in a crouch when he neared the police cruiser. He was glad to see that it was old Sheriff Eastland, parked half-way down and apparently alone with the window open. Jody wondered why the man had snuck in with the lights out since he was family. Jack's father no less.
The head! They must still have it!
Jody decided to take a chance and force his way through the huckleberry thicket to the side of Eastland's car. When he neared the window, he was surprised to see the sheriff twisted in the seat and looking out the back.
Jody whispered. "Uncle Cletus? It's me."
The sheriff jumped, and nearly knocked off his big cowboy hat when he turned. "Hey, Nub-man! Don't worry, I'm not after Jack. I'm just making sure nobody followed. I can see your mother's place from here, too. But I didn't see you! Come on, get in. It's getting cold."
Jody waved the Sony in his face and shook his head.
"Oh. Going for more outdoor shower movies, huh? Well. You ever tell Jack you do that?"
"Noooo. The head. They still got it?"
"I hope so. I need to take it back with me. Everybody knows about it, now. You see the news?"
"Yeah. Neat, huh."
"Not for me. Go on then. You can tell them I'll be down directly."
"They don't know you followed them?"
"No."
"I think I just heard the pump turn on."
"Well, I guess I can wait that long. Hurry up!" Eastland slipped the boy a manly wink. "Don't forget, I'll need a copy. Just between you and me and the Siamese computer in that camera."
"Uh-huh." Jody headed down the drive to a place he knew where he could access his path without getting all scratched up from the undergrowth. As for the video, if he could get some good shots of Norma in the shower it would be a cold day in hell before anybody else got to see them besides Jody, adopted-name Jody Rebman, alias Nub-man. Uncle Cletus was pretty smart, though. Siamese computer. Made in Thailand? ha ha!
Sheriff Cletus Eastland, the oldest sheriff still in office in the world. Homer County, Florida: terminally rural with a population under twenty-thousand souls, so-to-speak. Souls who were quite happy and proud to keep this cooperative, good-old-boy in office (with a few, short-term exceptions) decade after decade. Cletus was eighty-five, still sharp, and relished the fact that just about every other law enforcement officer and agency in the State of Florida and the federal government was praying for his death, natural or otherwise.
Often, when Cletus was alone on a stake-out as he was now, he would review his life with such total satisfaction and joy that it made his head hurt.
5 — The Sacred Shower Deck
At first Jody did not recognize the metallic noises coming from behind the camper — and the clinking of chains — until he realized they were unhitching the trailer. But from his vantage point at the edge of the shower-deck clearing, their voices were plain enough.
"You could've let me bring some clothes!"
"Norma, the cops have got to have your place staked out."
"And not my boat slip? Duh."
"Give me a break. They probably don't even know your ex had a boat, okay? Anyway, I have some stuff that'll fit you. For now."
"Oh. Yeah. Some ex-girlfriend's crawly-crab infested jeans, right?"
"I washed them before I put them up."
"Jack, forget it! No way!"
Jody heard the creaking of the boat trailer and pictured his step-father lifting it off the bumper hitch. The moon came out from behind the clouds and cast the eerie scene in luminescent blue and gray. Norma, in sight at the side of the camper with her arms crossed over her chest. Bare legs? Wearing a sweatshirt? The glare from the light at the shower deck, which was on the near side of the cabin, hindered Jody's vision.
Oh, please, Norma. Please feel all funky. Please want a shower real bad.
Think of how good the hot water will feel!
Oh, please, God! Please make her want to take a shower!
The crippled boy's prayers were answered immediately. It was a miracle. Sitting in the darkness at the edge of the clearing, Jody held the Sony with his good arm steady against the inside of his knees so he could look over the viewfinder for long, hormone-crunching intervals. Despite the night chill, he wished he hadn't dressed before coming down here, though. There simply wasn't room enough in his jeans for what was happening to him.
Jody stumbled back to his mother's trailer through the dark woods. He was in love, only this time it was the real thing. Norma. Norma. I love you, Norma! He tripped several times because he was off of his trail, but the new video, safe in the Sony under his good arm, was precious now. Sacred. Just before he reached the clearing of their big double-wide, Jody tripped on a scuppernong vine and slapped headlong to the ground, partially breaking the fall with his nub hand while protecting the camera with his good arm. The Sony survived the crash but not Jody's nose. He entered the trailer, bleeding, via the back door after hiding the camera behind the giant Tide box on the back porch shelf above the matching, earth-tone brown, Kenmore, washer-drier ensemble.
"Jody! Oh my god!"
"Which god, Mom?! Shit! I tripped."
"Oh my god!" Jasmine steered the boy to the bathroom and shoved his head under a stream of cold water from the shower head. "God, Jody, you're bleeding to death!"
"I don't think so, Mom. I have a reason to live now."
"Twenty minutes. The pump ran twenty minutes. She must not have plumbing where she lives."
"Mom, she lives in a fancy Condo. On the beach. The Cremo del Mar."
"Cremo del Mar. How dumb! Where's my Sony?"
"Safe. I didn't drop it."
"Nose stopped bleeding. Go get it."
"After I dupe the video."
"I want it now!" Jasmine slung a towel at him and glared, hands on her hips, her steroid-fertilized deltoids rippling under the straps of her tight sun-dress.
"No."
"I'll slap the fire out of you!"
"Go ahead."
The two stared at each other. Then Jody looked down at the blood and dirt on his shirt and pulled the sticky material away from his chest with his nub-hand. "Mama, that video is the closest a man like me will ever get to a lady like her."
"Lady, huh?"
"Yes, Mom. Maybe if you weren't blowing so much snow and munching gorilla biscuits when you conceived me I'd have a chance. I'd have a real body."
"Jody, if I'd had my shit together back in those days you wouldn't even be here. You'd be a dried-up stain on some whorehouse wallpaper!"
"Yes, dear, sweet mother."
"So what took you so long down there? After the Shower of Paradise."
"I wanted to see what they were going to do."
"And?"
"Norma's sitting in Uncle Cletus's car right now. He's going to take her back to her condo after he straightens everything out with the Bay County sheriff. Bay County is still hunting them. She needs to be near her phone in case movie producers call and stuff like that."
"She's dreaming."
Uncle Clit's taking the cooler with the head, too. It's in the trunk. He let me look at it. It doesn't look as neat as it did on TV. I guess it's going bad. The ice is all melted. They slid empty beer bottles all around it so it doesn't roll around."
"He shouldn't let a fourteen-year-old boy see stuff like that. I'm going to tell him, too, if he stops here. What else?"
"That's all."
"You take your shower. I'll dupe the video for you, don't worry. I'm sorry I got mad, Jody. It wasn't coke or Quaaludes she used to do back then — just a little angel-dust rolled into every joint. PCP. Poor Jody! But it wasn't her fault. She didn't know. "The camera behind the Tide?"
"Mom, if anything happens to it, I'll know it wasn't an accident."
"Jody, I love you. Really! So what else happened down there?"
"Nothing."
But there was more. A lot more. After Jasmine closed the bathroom door, Jody inspected his throbbing nose, felt to see if it was broken, and gently probed the swelling. Then he shucked off his shoes and clothing and got in the tub under a good stream of hot water and jerked off. He pictured the headless, female bodies in the Bay County morgue that he had overheard Uncle Cletus tell his step-father about after putting Norma in the car to wait. "There's more than one." Uncle Clit had described them in detail, after which Jack said, so typical for him: "Young and built... What a waste."
After Norma's shower, Jody had taken up a position at the window on the far side of his step-father's camper, where the little bed was and the dumb, little, thirteen-inch TV with the coat-hanger antenna. Where he could see and hear everything.
Eastland had let himself in and was leaning back in the big rocking chair — which barely fit in the cramped camper — his pointy-toed lizard-skin boots propped up on the tiny, stainless steel sink, which Jack used to store his socks and the colorful bandannas he used for hankies. The sheriff felt good, and proud. "Yep, Jack, when I go out, it'll be with a bang! Not the kind of bang you and your horny little Nub-man like, although I'm not too old for that kind of stuff yet, no, not yet. Not ever. Nope. Not ever."
"Dad, it's not right to call him Nub-man. It's not his fault."
"Hell, Jack, that's his idea. Force people to look him in the eye when he's around instead of pretending the little crip's not there! He's smart, Jack. Real smart. And way, way ahead of his age group if you ask me. It's wrong for you and Jasmine to make him go to school, too. He hates it and he doesn't need it. This dumb-little country school here. All those insensitive little rednecks."
Jack thought about it. "And the clones are dumb, huh?"
"You wouldn't believe. We've got this Jap who has that part figured out. But production got out of hand and we need another safe place to feed them and put them all up. So, if you want in, your first job is to throw off the feds. Keep them off the island. Tell them you picked up the head on Tyndall. I noticed on the news you didn't say more than the word beach. Am I right? Think, now. This is important. They'll be up in the air at first light. And the FLIR chopper is already looking."
Jack had to think. "No, unless Norma told."
"She says no. And she didn't say what island on the news."
"I'm supposed to make out we found it on Tyndall, huh?"
"Call it Tyndall Island, which is what the peninsula looks like from a boat if you don't know any better. Pretend to be dumb. Forget your ego on this one. Near the base yacht club. Only you think its a private club, not part of an air base."
"Yeah."
"Meanwhile, I'm flying over the island tomorrow. Herd up the runaways with the dope chopper." Eastland leaned back and laughed, the bookshelf behind him edging the brim of his hat down over his eyes. "Just like they herd cows out west. With choppers. I want to see for myself what Manny's doing out there. I can't believe he was planning to ship that reject pod. Now he's claiming a couple of his buddies kidnapped them and took them out there, but I'm not so sure."
"Pod?"
"Litter. The bunch you ran up on. They're rejects. Too smart. Starting to think on their own. The ragheads don't want them. They're not virgins."
"Rejects. Virgins." Jack scratched his head and tried to get a feel of the reality of all this. If he hadn't actually seen a few of them himself, or found the severed head, it would all sound like so much senile bullshit. Dead-pecker bench fantasies. His father so much older than him. No ass and no brain left to mind the store.
"I want to go along."
"No, no, you go out to the feed-lot with Jackson tomorrow. Meet Doctor Mannlicher. Meet Monday, his wife. Oh, Jack, Monday. You won't believe Manny's wife!"
"Dad, then your pilot will know!"
"He's in on it."
"Shit Dad, that sucks. All this time your own son doesn't know shit what's going on and some smart-ass chopper pilot you hired off the street knows everything! I'm your son!"
"He's your step-brother, Jack. One of many". Eastland sighed. "Too many already know about it. Look back, son. All the times I told you to straighten up, make some sense of your life, get your shit together. See? What did I get? You can't blame me. When were you ever serious about anything? Huh?"
"I can't believe somebody finally figured out how to make fuck clones and nobody knows about it. Nobody gets caught. All those cute little slaves. I can't believe you never told me."
"Okay. I was wrong. Right now you're just the right man for this. We need a hand and I should've thought of you sooner. Because you're blood. Family. Okay? But I ain't stayed in office for half a century by being careless. You understand? I hope so, because I love you, Jack. I love you."
In his mother's bathroom, Jody turned up the cold water and shivered. He could still hear Eastland's voice when he'd said, "I love you." And then Jack's voice, cracking, with a meek tone Jody had never heard before. Jack, leaning back on the pillows on his camper bed, looking up at the low ceiling, almost turning toward the window before Jody could jump away in time.
"Clones. Barbie doll clones." Sounding like he had just discovered a real pot full of gold under a rainbow. Finding out that his father loved him and that he knew where there was an endless supply of young pussy — finding out about all that in the same, precious moment.
"Oh, Daddy, I can see them! I can see myself just a rollin' in 'em! Just a rollin' in an acre of 'em."
It was times like this that Jody felt happy and proud that Jack had adopted him. Even with the exaggerated rebel embellishments the man felt obliged to use when he was excited.
"And no AIDS, Jack. Think of what that means, boy!"
"I'm thinking! I'm thinking!"
"The world price of rubber'll go straight to the bottom!"
"Just like the price of pussy."
6 — The Cremo del Mar
As soon as Sheriff Cletus Eastland dropped her at the Cremo del Mar, and after he checked out her apartment for thugs, Norma shucked off the ladies jeans Jack had lent her.
So tight!
Must've been some undernourished, air-head, high-school slut.
She reflected on the lonely elevator ride up to her fifth floor with the antique lawman looking every bit the part, and as silent as a wax statue of a mustachioed Jack Palance. Yet he seemed to be perfectly at home when they had entered the fancy high-rise. Well, he ought to be used to everything at eighty-five years old! Norma looked at herself in the full-length foyer mirror, tugged down the sweatshirt just a little to cover her neatly-clipped bush, and wiggled her manicured and painted toes in the thick carpet.
"Home sweet home!" she said with a happy voice. "Indoor plumbing! Thick, warm, snuggly carpets! A thermostat on the wall!"
Jack's outdoor shower was kinda neat, though.
She padded to the living-room and drew the long draperies over the twinkling scene below: the yachts at berth in the small, man-made harbor which was the pride of the Cremo. Miss Chernobyl looked so forlorn and, well, low-bucks down there. But the boat sure did the job! Norma sighed and tugged at the open slit between the draperies so that no sickos out there could watch her with binoculars, and reached for the notebook on the end-table next to the blinking, antique answer-machine. Flinging herself full length and bare-ass on the long couch facing her huge TV, Norma arched her left index finger over the play-messages button. Blood-red, vampire nail, poised over an electronic servant. The finger dropped. Norma grinned and wiggled her bottom deeper into the couch, shoving her back against the armrest so she could jot down notes. A little zippy sound, and a beep:
A sweet, virginal, female voice: "Hello, this is Melanie Pedway. You don't know me. I'm from the First Holiness Deliverance Church on Back Beach Road? I saw you on the news and I know the Lord will forgive you if you..."
Norma fast-forwarded the ancient, micro-cassette machine to the next message. tweedle-de-deedle-de-deep.
Another unfamiliar, female voice: "Indecent whore! Necrophile! My family's been putting in at the boat-ramp right next to Rasputin's since before the Devil inseminated your mama! My husband and I have children! You may not know this but forcing a kiss on the mouth of a dead hooker is against the law and my husband is going to file a complaint with the Panama City Beach police, and..."
...tweedle-de-deedle-de-deedle-de-deep...
"Hello, this is Vicki Jonathan, News Force Eleven? I'm sorry I missed you but if you could call me back at..."
Norma happened to glance up at her dark television set and her mouth opened in disbelief. Missing the "Stop" button on the answer machine, she froze. From a reflection on the blank screen, her foyer door was open a crack and a wire-like object was trying to fish the chain off the hook. And she was sure she had carefully locked the knob and the dead-bolt after Eastland left! Her heart pounded up so furiously that Norma became oblivious to everything Vicki Jonathan was saying: "...waiver forms to be signed on the release of their interview for ABC...a follow-up report tomorrow on the local news with a plug for the national coverage...a follow-up on the investigation... Are you aware that the head you found has been tentatively matched with two bodies at the morgue thought to be twins?"
My gun's in the boat! Is it? Shit! I left my .41 in the boat!
Norma let Vicki Jonathan run on as she eased off to her bedroom for the little .22 mag derringer she kept in a slit in the upholstered headboard of her king-size bed. Should she rush out with it before they got in? Cock the gun and wait behind the bedroom door?
The answer machine switched to an impressively confident, male voice which was extolling the owner's love for her, his destiny, referring to Norma as "...the chick with the red hair and nice ass." He truly loved her body, and he loved her spirit. A date as soon as possible would be of great benefit to both of them. "Stand you on your head and eat you till the cows come home."
Behind the half-open bedroom door now, with the double barreled pistol cocked, Norma heard someone switch off the machine. Her mind was scrambling for answers. The first thing they'd do was slap the bedroom door wide open, smacking it into her and eliminating her element of surprise. She needed to move, and fast! Sucking in a deep breath, she bolted from her hiding place and burst into the living room. The first man was already so close to the bedroom that she nearly smashed into him and the top barrel of the gun went off into the middle of his pudgy gut. The sound was muffled so effectively by the gent's fat stomach that Norma thought it was a hang-fire and forgot to cock the pistol for a second shot. Both of the men were swarthy and middle-aged — in Hawaiian shirts and shorts — different clothes but the same men who had tried to kidnap her on the island. The first one who took the bullet in the gut screamed as he slumped to the floor, hanging onto her bare, smoothly-shaved legs as a lock of his greasy, slicked-back hair caught on her wiry-red bush. Norma eyes fixed on the other dude who was still in the foyer and apparently just as shocked as she was. The pistol took Norma two hands to cock because the hammer was so small and hard to grip, and just as she was raising it to fire, the loser at her feet let out another yell and wrapped his arms tighter around her legs. Without thinking, Norma lowered the muzzle and dumped her second and last shot into the top of his balding head. He shuddered and slumped, still on his knees, and pitched forward onto the white shag rug as dark, venous blood quietly leaked from the tiny, black hole in the top of his scalp. A brighter, more vivid gush of blood suddenly burst from his mouth but Norma didn't have time to appreciate it.
Jumping to the side, she crouched and cocked the empty derringer again, hoping against hope that the other guy would be terminally stupid.
He wasn't. "You fock up," he grinned. His eyes darted up and down the length of her before he stepped over his dead partner and drew a bloody, old 9MM Astra out of the dead man's waistband. "Abu is my first wife brother. You fock up bad, even if he is a asshole."
"Was — an — asshole." Norma dropped the derringer and backed away from the man until she ran into wall. Her head bumped and tilted the framed picture she had hanging there of the ex-dictator of Panama, Manuel Noriega, in full military dress complete with his fifty-mission-crush flier's hat.
"He like pink nipples, too?"
"I'm sorry I shot him! Please. I didn't mean it. I panicked." Norma pressed her back against the plaster as the Astra's muzzle touched her Adam's apple.
"Noriega. How much he pay?"
"Ten grand," Norma lied. She heard the hammer cock back with a smooth click. "Please don't shoot me. I didn't mean it, I swear!"
"Ten grand." His eyes briefly left hers and scanned the naked territory below her sweatshirt.
She was looking past him, chin up, holding her breath and shaking as he lifted up the hem of the sweatshirt Jack had lent her.
"Okay! Pink! Nooooo, maybe better say, strawberry." He backed away. "Remove shirt and sit. I play with your tits later."
Norma could smell his heavy breath and a hint of BO. Alcohol breath, like Jack's was whenever he drank too much Old No. 7. "I have to go to the bathroom."
She watched him drag one of the chairs from the kitchen over to the TV and face it toward the couch.
"I have to go bad."
"No, no, not so fast. Shirt off!"
Tears were rolling down Norma's eyes now as she pulled the sweatshirt over her head. What she hated more was the fact that she'd left her revolver in the boat. So stupid. So helpless!
"I'll piss myself."
"No, no, not now please. Wait for my friend come. He like that stuff. Gold shower stuff. You wait for him."
"Oh, Christ."
"Please, no Jesus. No pork, either, okay? They make me convert to Islam. Sit!" His voice was high and effeminate, Norma thought. Like a foreign Michael Jackson. With a Cuban accent.
The kitchen chair had a tubular, bright chromium frame with a small, vinyl-covered seat and a curved, vinyl back support. The plastic was a light green and covered with white-petaled daisies with yellow centers. The thick man grunted as he kneeled before the chair and pulled at the coil of rope in his left hand with his teeth. The gun, still in his right, never wavered from pointing at Norma's face — right between her eyes. Once, when he had turned the muzzle just the right way, she caught a glimpse of the bullet down in the barrel, the copper jacket reflecting the overhead light — the missile chambered and waiting for launch.
"Please."
"Sit!" I want to see your ass on this cold plastic.
Norma complied. Shaking again. "Could you turn the thermostat up a little?" A kink. Watching my butt spread out on the chair. I'm as good as dead, anyway, after killing his friend — his brother-in-law. I could go for his gun. Now!
But Norma's courage failed her. He looked so — like he would do anything. "Please, I'm shivering. And I still have to pee bad. Is your friend coming soon?"
"Hands behind chair."
The palm of his hand felt cool and alien and sticky as he pulled on her wrists. He was wrapping the cord around her elbows, pulling them painfully close together and forcing her shoulders back.
"Make your tits stick out better," he explained. "I have to make video."
"You're sick."
"I'm a man."
"Allah is maybe not so great? Oh, I'm sorry. Please. I'm so scared."
"You mean." He moved around her, still on his knees — still plenty of rope left. He was smiling for the first time. Yellow, narrow teeth. "I know what you mean." He wrapped the cord around her legs just below the knees, then strung it around the chair legs. Norma tried to concentrate on him, rather than her fate. The oily, black, tight waves of hair at the sides of his head. The chewed-down fingernails. The gun which was lying now on the thick, white pile of her carpet so he could tie a knot. The gun looked like a brown-metal water pistol. Norma had seen that particular model at gun shows many times. Single action, she thought. Spanish army surplus? Sometime in the last few minutes he must have lowered the hammer back down.
Losing her concentration, she pictured the man's stubby fingertips probing up into her. She shuddered.
"Where's the camera?"
"My comrade. He come soon."
"What will you do with the video?" She wanted to ask what she had to do on the video but was too afraid. "What's your name?"
Still on his knees, he grunted his way over to poor, silent Abu, and leaned over to look at the darkening pool of blood seeping into the white shag. Then he began to feel under Abu's Ocean Pacific tennis shorts. "My name is Hector."
"Hector." Norma had once been raped by a Cuban named Hector. In Miami. Well, she called it a rape, since he ran off without paying. Before she met her husband, of course — god rest his soul. One time she told her husband the story when they were both drunk — and he became furious. Even more so when she remarked: "Well, you never pay me, either!"
Hector grunted to his feet with Abu's wallet, stood behind her chair, and slowly cupped his brown hands just underneath Norma's breasts. But he didn't touch. Just a long, painful sigh and then he was headed for the kitchen and the fridge. When he came back with a cold Michelob his erection was obvious under the long, flowery Hawaiian shirt. He flopped himself back into the middle of the couch and faced her, and tilted his head for a long pull.
"You thought I was Arab? A sand nigger? Shee-it!" Another long pull. "I am a Cuban Jew."
"Oh." Norma tried to picture one. Hell, I'm looking at one!
"No goat humper. What you call them? Camel drivers? Rag heads?"
He looked so relaxed that Norma began to feel her own tension ease, but not by much. The guy with the videocam was coming. Soon. "But you said Abu was your wife's brother."
"One of them."
"One of her brothers, or one of your wives?"
That desert kingdom smile again. Not enough water to waste on brushing teeth. "Yesssss, I have many wives."
"The law says four, right?"
"Depends which country. The law? Ha! You interest in the law, Miss Norma?"
"Please let me go to the bathroom. Please? Before he comes?"
The knock on the door came before Hector could answer.
TEN MINUTES LATER, still alive, Norma winced when the new guy, a hunk, whipped out a knife and cut the section of carpet they'd decided to wrap her in. With all her credit cards maxed out and no husband to pay them, there'd be no way to replace the white shag. If she lived.
Norma had been fearful of what was going to happen when they first cut her loose from the chair. Maybe she was better off when she was tied up. Were they planning to kill her?
She had been even more terrified when the hunky guy grabbed her and held her up-side-down by the ankles to take a good look.
"Lay down!"
Norma's mind jolted back to the present.
"No! On the square. No, on the carpet square! We roll you up in it now. Arms at your sides!"
Rough pushing, and tucking of the white shag as they rolled her into it. At least nobody was pulling on her with pliers, or putting out their burning cigarettes on her.
The German-sounding guy probably doesn't smoke.
Did they have to roll her up in such a big piece?
But the darkness inside the rug, and the lush thickness of it around her nakedness, was a comfort. Temporary, but nice nonetheless. She tilted her head back to breathe better but hated the little bit of light that the movement let in from the rolled end above her head. She tried to remember what they had said about where they were taking her when the younger dude was performing his crude little medical exam. "Spread wider!" German accent. ("Vell, zat'z nice. No herpes. No varts. No tuna. You douche today?")
"None of your fucking business, asshole!" Not an easy thing to spit out when some huge, muscular dude is holding you up-side-down in the air by your ankles and scoping out your twat. He looked like Arnold Schwartzenegger, too, but much younger. Just the opposite of Hector, who had chug-a-lugged the last Michelob while Klaus bitched about his drinking. Klaus.
When Hector let him in, Klaus had walked right up to where she was lashed to the kitchen chair, bent down, and with his face inches from hers, said: "Hello, my name is Klaus. Pleased to meet you." Arrogant fucker! Pepsodent breath. White Levi's. Gold-trimmed sandals. White T-shirt filled to bursting with clean, iron muscle. Big, jade crucifix on a heavy, gold chain. Who the hell did this big jock think he was? At least he didn't twist and pull on her tits or anything crude like that. Just the up-side-down, eyeball-only, amateur gynecologic — quick and to the point. Remembering what Hector had told her about him, she neglected to inform him she needed to pee.
What were they waiting for? In the snug and safe confines of her carpet roll, Norma tried to hear what they were saying.
The little Cuban guy: "I told you, they grow them from the focking tail now. We don't focking need her parents!"
"Who said parents? I said the man wants her baby snapshots!" The younger man sounded so much like Arnold! ("...vahnts har baybee znapp-schatz!") Norma could hear muffled sounds of dresser drawers being yanked open and slammed shut.
"No sisters?"
"One. One focking sistor. Live in Tampa or someplace."
"And no more Corona or I pinch your fucking head off! Okay, let's get her out of here."
"All she had was Michelob. What about Abu?"
"Fuck Abu! If there's time, we get a hacksaw and bag him up for the garbage chute."
Norma braced herself. Footsteps on both sides of her head and feet. She could feel the bulging muscles of Klaus reaching around under her shoulders. Wherever she was going, she'd have no clothes.
A more feeble attempt at her feet. "Fock! The carpet make her too heavy, men!"
"Shit. Wait. Roll her on the side. We carry her out the elevator on her side. You just keep her feet up. Under one arm, like this."
Norma sensed the struggle and tried to help by shifting her arms. Klaus's arms were as long as they were powerful and she felt cramped and squeezed as she and her jerking cocoon left the floor.
"One arm, Heck! One arm! Make it look light as a feather." To Norma: "Straighten up in there!"
Her ass bumped into the doorway on the way out.
"Straighten up in there!"
"Shhhhh!" Hector said.
Some faint, unfamiliar voices. Then Klaus said: "No, no, thank you. You go ahead. We wait for the next car. This carpet is polyester. Very light. The one they want us to install, though, well, that will take four of us!"
Norma heard the elevator door open and close while the two men waited. They readjusted her under their arms. Should she have tried yelling for help? She could feel her tail sagging — lower than the rest of her now — and she wasn't going to be able to hold her urine any longer. It had become beyond enduring and she was going to have to piss on herself. But that would add weight and make the carpet even heavier for them. No, that's stupid. Dumb. ahhhhhhh. So warm and good. Let it all go. She was a dead bitch, anyway.
Klaus's voice: "Press B"
"Basement?"
"No, basura, garbage-for-brains."
Norma cringed. In all the time she'd owned her apartment at the Cremo, she never pressed "B". Never thought much about the basement. It was where the plumbing was, she assumed, and the end-of-the-line for the garbage chute in her kitchen, and storage areas for the machinery and chemicals the maids and janitors needed — all that yucky and best-not-thought-about stuff.
They had tossed her keys into the opening of the carpet roll near her head and the ring with the Playboy Bunny medallion was working itself down and digging into her shoulder blades. She tried to squirm the keys away.
Klaus: "Be still."
"The keys hurt."
"The least of your problem."
"Kidnapping is a federal offense. The FBI will get you for this!"
"If it make you feel better, I was kidnap, too. ("vass kit-nap") When I was twelve year old. Not even one little clue of your FBI."
When the elevator stopped at the bottom, Norma could definitely smell the dank, cool atmosphere of the basement. She supposedly had a storage bin down here with her apartment number on it, which she had never seen or used, and she was guessing they might want to dump her in there temporarily since her keys were along for the ride. But they kept going on and on, with a brief struggle down some kind of dark, narrow place which was even more musty smelling, with no light at all sneaking in above her head now. Then up about two steps to another basement level. They kept on shifting her weight around and sometimes it was hard to breathe. Another building? The next door building — The Viking. An older resident from The Viking whom Norma had met at the supermarket once had bitched about water in her storage area, among other complaints. Bitched about all the new, foreign residents The Viking was getting, the new people rudely speaking in non-English language forms in the elevator. Their expensive, extra vehicles always stuffing the parking lot to capacity including the long, antique, Chevrolet Impala blocking her BMW's numbered parking place whenever she was out — complaints to the owner's organization notwithstanding. Norma had not replied to any of this because the Impala, a mint '64, was hers — parked at the Viking to avoid repossession.
Norma could hear their feet splashing through a wet section.
"Fockin' bitch is heavy!"
"Bullshit. We should trade ends?"
Norma had to squirm again to relieve the pain of the keys digging into her flesh. Apparently they hadn't noticed yet that the middle of the carpet was soaked with her piss.
"Where are you taking me?"
"To the shipping department."
"Ohhhh. To where?"
Hector's voice, muffled through the carpet: "To a harem someplace nice."
"A harem where?"
Klaus: "You can get there from Baghdad."
"Nice, waterfront harem. With a focking view."
"With a nice balcony." ("Viss a nyze balconie.") Perfect match of Arnold's voice! "You can watch the ships go by. Ships full of oil."
"Please."
"Please, what?"
"Please let me go. I'll do anything you want."
Hector laughed.
Klaus said, "You are doing anything we want anyway, baby."
She could feel them making a real effort now, Hector grunting and cursing as they worked the carpet roll up over something. Level ground again, their feet still on concrete, though, but no more sounds of water. A whiff of a breeze at the foot end of her cocoon and Norma felt warmer air. But just for a moment.
Hector could not stop bitching. "You think you're so focking smart. We can dump her out here. Make her walk. Make her carry her own carpet, like they make Jesus carry his own cross. You think of that?!"
"Shut up. This is as far as she goes. They don't want her up there now. They have a guest today. Some big shot."
They were lowering her to the floor. A spear of light appeared briefly above her head. From a flashlight?
"Where am I?"
"On your back. Roll over!"
"How can I, god damn it!" Norma screamed as Klaus's sandal thumped into her side.
"Yell all you want, Baby. Nobody to hear you here."
They both were shoving her from the right side and she rolled onto her tummy, carpet and all, arms still pinned to her sides. The keys which had been digging into her shoulders fell up against her chin.
"You sure nobody to hear?" Hector said. "What if junkies use this place? Sleep down here? You don't think of everything!"
"Yeah? You sweat too much."
Norma felt hands poking around the wet part of the carpet, the urine now cold. What were they doing?
"Don't move!" Klaus said. "I'm cutting the rug here. With a knife. Shit, you piss like a horse!"
Norma froze. They were cutting into the carpet right above her ass.
They're going to fuck me through the carpet!
"Nooooo!"
"Shut up! It will only hurt for a second."
She felt a quick prick in her left ass-cheek, then a growing burn inside the muscle. They were injecting her with something!
"No! No, please!"
"Too late, baby!"
"Bye bye," Hector said.
A wonderful rush suddenly began to course through Norma's veins. Her empty stomach glowed with it, then her shoulders. It pulsed through her neck. Her legs lost their weight and she began to float. "Ohhhhh."
"She didn't say goodbye back," Hector said.
Norma heard him but it didn't matter. It was all so peaceful now.
7 — Jasmine in Boots
Jody watched his step-father trudge up the path toward him through the early-morning mist. That's when Jody realized that he'd left the long-distance, directional mike for his army surplus surveillance outfit leaning on the porch railing, right where Jack would see it. Well, good. Let him bitch. Then the conversation could swing toward this clone stuff. Jody wanted to know more. Much more. No matter what.
"Hi, Pop!"
"Hey, Jody! How's m' man?"
"Nub-man."
"If you insist." Jack was about to climb past Jody up the porch steps of the big, tan double-wide when he spotted the microphone. As a coincidence, Jack was wearing one of his favorite T-shirts. The one with a scoped, long-barreled rifle silk-screened on the front. Above the scope were the letters:
LONG DISTANCE
Underneath the rifle:
"The next best thing to being there!"
The smile left Jack's face. "So you and your mother heard it all, huh?"
"Not her. Just me."
"The phone calls, too?"
"Just me. She has a new fuck movie to play with now."
"That's nice. Where is she?"
"Making breakfast, remember?" (From Jack's last phone call).
"So you got them all, huh? Recorded?"
"Yeah, but we need to erase it." Jody pulled out the audio cassette from his shirt pocket and was about to plug it into his portable when Jack stopped him.
"Right, but let me have it, okay? I always wanted to know how good that thing of yours works."
"Okay. But I get the phone stuff from a direct tap. Good thing Mom was busy, huh? I only used the mike for when you and Uncle Cletus were talking — in your trailer — and all that randy stuff you were yelling to Norma when she was trying to take a shower." As soon as he mentioned the shower, Jody knew he'd screwed up. The shower wasn't on there. It was on the video tape.
"Shower! You were sneaking around when Norma was..."
"Just kidding, Dad! Check it out. There's nothing from her shower on the tape."
"I will. Check it out."
Jody smiled. "It's the clones we need to talk about, Dad."
"Oh? Yeah, well. You're sure your mother didn't hear any of it?"
"Positive. I'm not stupid. Besides, we need to be buddies now. Trust each other. One day you'll be glad you've got a high-tech kid."
"Maybe, but you let her have the tape she used in court to prove infidelity, which wiped out my property settlement."
"You were going to rip us off."
"Not you. Her."
"I like it this way."
"Both sides against the middle."
"I use what I got. Like you. Like she does. Like everybody does. Sit down, Dad."
"Breakfast."
"She'll come get us when it's ready. Need to warn you, though, she's wearing her Phantom outfit."
"The black-leather bikini with the leather bra? The gun-belt with the holster with the flap? Ha ha."
"Right."
"She's goofy. Big time. I could get custody of you now, you know?"
"Please don't."
"You'd like living with me."
"You need your privacy, Dad. And you don't have room for me, remember? I got half a double-wide here with plenty of space for all my stuff. Three squares a day. An allowance. Indoor plumbing. And Mom and I are both into electronics. Can you top that? Mom keeps her promises, too. Up here there's no lovers to compete with. You were supposed to go boating with me yesterday."
"Last time we had this discussion you called them whores."
"Norma's wonderful, Dad."
"It's only pussy, son."
"Yeah? Well, this time you got really lucky."
"It's not just luck, son. Anyway, I'm sorry about yesterday. I couldn't help it. Norma begged to go."
"It's only pussy, Dad. But this one's luck. Pure luck. She looks great, you look old. She has money, you're always broke. She lives at the Cremo, you live in a camper next to the swamp."
"She loves my place down near the pond."
"Pond."
"And she loves my outdoor shower deck. You've seen her condo?"
"No, but I heard."
"Oh. Yeah. Well, anyway, she's broke. Her plastic's near maxed out. As for me, some changes are being made."
"Sure. How?"
"I can't tell you right now, but..."
"Dad, I heard everything! So tell me how you're going to make money on it. I could even help! Remember when you asked Uncle Cletus about the DEA spotter planes and how the clones can't be outside much to sun and stuff like that?"
"Jeez, Jody, I should confiscate your equipment. All of it."
"I could rig up a sound detection system, or radar, or tap into the Fort Rucker flight-line computer, you know, where they keep the choppers. Early warning. Shit, that alone would help. You guys need me."
"Too young."
"Jeez. You know you need me."
"I'm not sure I believe any of it, yet."
"What? Oh, the clones? Even after finding that head? Uncle Clit showed it to me. It was real! I don't see how Norma could kiss it, though. On the mouth." Jody closed his eyes, leaned his head back against the upper step, and pictured Norma's lush, vampire-red mouth opening to receive his own lips and his tongue. He shivered.
"You need to wear a sweatshirt over when you're chilly. You're so thin, Jody. She feed you enough?"
"I said before, three squares a day. You're the one I'd be fighting with over scraps. So where does the money come in."
"Getting ambitious, Jody?"
"You better believe it! Okay. Reality time, Dad. When I'm older. Right now, if I could..." Jody stifled a nervous laugh. "As long as I live, for me, a cripple, an ugly cripple, the only way I'll ever get nice girls is by having a lot of money. The sooner I start, the better. Comprehend?"
"No, Jody, that's not true."
"Fuck it, Pop. We had a deal."
"Okay. Partly true. Maybe."
"So. What's our cut in all this clone shit?"
"Jody, could you please watch your language? At least until you're of age?"
"Tell me about the money. Tell me about the rabbits, George."
"Okay, Lenny. Nub-man."
"Bunnies would be a better word."
Jack laughed and finally sat down, on the same step. "You sure are a smart kid, Jody. All right. With the boat, I figure we can get in on some of the problems with getting the clones out. The whole coast of Florida is being watched for dope. They've boarded my boat so many times in the past, when I was just out there with some chick or other, they don't bother Miss Chernobyl anymore. Now. And apparently they haven't even noticed the clone stuff yet, and..."
"Clones which we haven't even seen. Which may or may not exist. It might be just one of Uncle Cletus's little jokes."
"You just said you saw the head yourself."
"I'm being the devil's advocate here, Dad. Listen. Technology's not up to making human clones like you're talking about. The clones would have to have time to grow up and stuff."
"That's here. In Homer County. The feedlot, he called it. The lab and stuff is in Bay County. Panama City. Or used to be, I think he said. Shit. Moved to Fort Walton Beach? But the feedlot..."
"Feed lot? Gross! So when do we see them?"
"I see them. This morning."
"Oh, yeah, Jackson's coming to pick you up. You ever meet her?"
"No, Son. You wanted to know how we can make money on the clones."
"Actually, I'd be satisfied just to get a fuck off some of them."
"Jody!"
"Sorry. Bet I took the words right out of your mouth, though!"
Jack turned a little and took a long, fond look at the cripple he had adopted. So smart. When Jack himself was going on fourteen years of age, he hadn't a clue. Of course he hadn't been born crippled like Jody, either, spending all of his free time reading instead of playing with other kids. For a moment, Jack wondered just how smart Jody's real father must've been. A genius? Maybe, since Jasmine was no push-over back then and yet she didn't know who Jody's father was. So she said. Some guy I met at a party.
"Earth to Jack."
"You're all right, kid."
"Nub-man."
"Nub-man."
"Earth Woman to Jack and Nub-man."
Jack and Jody both flinched. Jasmine had eased open the screen door without their hearing it.
"Breakfast is ready."
Jack grunted and looked up at her. His ex looked so virile, so fit and alive, and so happy. He wondered how long she had been listening, and decided to squelch the desire to poke fun at the black leather bikini and the studded, tall, Captain Hook pirate boots. As her long legs stepped over them on their way to the front yard, Jack looked up. She'd shaved. Not a pin-feather. Don't say anything. Not now. Jody's used to her shit, anyway.
Jasmine turned to face them, high-lighting herself in a spot where a shaft of early light pierced the trees. She was a scene out of a Heavy Metal comic book. A Crepax Valentina with short, red hair. Jack even felt a twinge of horniness for her and promptly tried to forget it. He would be rejected instantly. For punishment.
"Let's eat out at the picnic table," she said. "It's so nice."
Jack forced his middle-aging body up off the steps and ignored the pain. (smile) He headed for the door to help with the breakfast logistics.
"No, no. You two go sit at the table. Brush the leaves off the benches. I'll take care of everything."
The males did as they were told. Jody picked the bench on his mother's favorite side where she liked to face the hill with the antenna farm. The antenna-towers and the dishes were Jody's pride and joy, too, including the tallest mast with no electronics on it. Their lightening rod. The tallest items were visible above the treetops.
Jack sat opposite and leaned forward to whisper. "She's sure acting cheerful."
"She worked out with that ancient Stallone tape this morning. I guess. That doesn't bother you?"
"Hell no. I was thinking about the clones again."
"Like what?"
Jack sighed.
"Yeah. Dad? You can tell me."
"I don't know anything yet." But Jack wanted to keep the conversation going, too. He could feel that this was a special moment between them and that Jody felt the same way. A permanent bonding. Jack was sure.
"Tell me about the bunnies, Dad."
"Jody, the way I see it, well, 'course I haven't been out to the feedlot yet, is they need to get the mature clones out. Out of the country. And they're afraid they'll get caught by the DEA or the Coast Guard dope patrols. So I see myself doing a lot of off-shore runs, empty, just beach-combing stuff, you know, but I go way out there into the shipping lanes. Frequently. To get stopped frequently, until they get used to me. Which they already are, actually. Label me as some harmless eccentric."
"And."
"I'm getting to that." Jack paused, and a vacant look crept across his eyes.
Jody leaned closer across the planks of the picnic table. "I'll bet you dreamed about them all night."
"Laid awake staring at the ceiling was more like it. Like you probably did."
Jody smiled. Man-to-man stuff. "Dad, they were dancing across my ceiling. Up-side-down, right-side-up. Doing splits. Flitting over me like a bunch of Tinkerbelles, flying so close I could feel the air from their wings. Sometimes their tits brushed across me." Jody paused. "That do it?"
Jack slapped the heel of a palm against his forehead. "Jeez, ..." He was going to say: kid, but he caught it just in time. "You are beyond your years, Nub-man."
"So what did you see?"
"Huh?"
"Last night. On your ceiling?"
"Oh. Yeah, well."
Jody had to jump-start Jack again. "Like how are you going to pack a pod into the boat. Did you think about it? You know. Fantasize? The boat only has that little cuddy-cabin under the bow deck, remember?"
"Pod. Ha! But that's what Cletus calls them, doesn't he? Well, I figure I'll have to get a larger boat eventually."
"If they want you to run them at all, Dad."
"Yeah."
The two of them shut up as Jasmine approached with a large tray while a collection of brindle-colored house-cats followed in her boot-steps. The bright studs embedded in her boots flashed in the rising sunlight.
"Don't let the cats jump on the table," Jasmine said.
A platter full of bacon and eggs and grits and buttered toast. Jody stuck a finger from his longer arm into the puddle of apricot jam on a side dish.
"I have to go back and get the plates and napkins and stuff," Jasmine announced, and loped back to the double-wide in the long strides which belied her age. Jack was picturing her receding body from the front, tits bouncing. Old tits, though. Sort of wrinkly.
Still.
"Dad? The rabbits?"
"Uhhh."
"Dad, listen. I pictured them being packed. Last night. For shipment? A whole pod? I pictured these guys sliding them naked into big oil drums. Spraying them with Pam and packing them down into the barrels like naked sardines."
"Naked sardines."
"Yeah. A slave ship full of these big oil drums on deck. Hosing them down when the sun is up, you know, when it gets hot."
"Jeez, kid. Nub-man."
"That could be my job. Hosing them down. After I let them out, of course."
But Jody could see that the spark which had ignited the conversation had died. He should have kept the fantasy real. "Dad? Seriously, I was thinking, though. Don't the clones have to be destroyed if something goes wrong and they can't make it to market? The defective ones, too. I was wondering about that."
"Me, too. Yeah."
"You should ask them about that this morning."
"Yeah. I will!"
"That would be murder. Wouldn't it? I mean, even if they are clones and stuff. Maybe they should contract out for somebody like us to build a place where they don't have to be killed. And you could charge so much per head for running down the ones that get away. Like you do with bounty hunting. Only instead of hauling them to jail you bring them here. If they hollered or screamed, nobody would hear it. Where we live."
Over Jody's shoulder (the stunted, nub-arm one) Jack could see Jasmine flashing her way back to them. "Yeah. Somebody has to do the dirty work in the world, huh Nub-man? Shhhhh. Just kidding."
"Just kidding, what," Jasmine said.
Jack raised his voice. "Hey, before I forget. I left the boat tarp up here when I moved. In the barn. Do you mind if I bring my pick-up here soon and get it? It snaps all around the boat. It doesn't fit anything else, so."
Jody wished Jack wouldn't act so humble when he was asking his mother for something. When she needed anything from Jack she came right out with it. Demanded it. Jody ignored them as an argument developed between them regarding the tarp.
"Just let him have it, Mom!"
Clones under a tarpaulin!
The argument ended and Jack was awarded the tarp. Jody pictured the boat with that heavy, impregnated, burgundy cloth snapped tightly over the open cockpit. Underneath were all these cute girls, their heads bumping up little bulges in the material. Their eyes peeking out from little gaps between the snaps.
Jasmine snapped a hardened, crimson nail on the top of Jody's head. "Eat!"
The breakfast was good and Jody was hungry. But he never got the opportunity to ask Jack if the clones had belly buttons. He hoped they all did. That's how he always pictured naked girls. With navels. Nice, deep, dark ones. Or the other kind would be neat, too. Knots that stuck out, like foxy colored girls had sometimes in X-rated videos.
8 — Miss Desirey Jackson
Jack barely had time to buckle up before Deputy Desirey Jackson stomped the throttle and gunned the white and green '79 Lincoln backwards without hitting anything. With a flick of her black wrist (and a jangling of gold bracelets), the huge, four-door, converted-to-police-cruiser Continental barreled forward down the long driveway. Jack looked out the side window for a second to watch chunks of rock and gravel hop and bound down the side of the hill toward his little camper. Well, nothing to worry about, right? He was remembering an early, childhood, backwoods maxim:
You put a little colored gal behind the wheel for the first time and in fifteen minutes she can drive! Stick shift, all of it!
Especially the tall, skinny ones.
No food-stamp or Twinkie poisoning.
But Jack couldn't really relax until they were on good, solid blacktop. He snuck a glance at the speedometer (80) and Jackson (a babe).
"This car!"
"Yeah, it got a de-smogged po-lice interceptor V-8, too. A four-sixty-two! I love it! This used to be Cletus's last wife car until he give it to me."
"His wife drove a police car?"
"He put the light-bar and the siren in for me, and the cage an' all. It use' to b'long to a dope dealer, you know. It was my present when I gra'jated from the po-lice 'cademy. An' my Beretta nine. I didn' want none of them plastic Glocks like the other deputies got. I wanted me a 9-millimeter with some steel in it."
Jack looked down at the large handgun at her side, a Beretta 92-F. He noticed how nicely Jackson's uniform fit. The dark, tight, black-striped trousers, the tailored, tan shirt with the top three buttons unbuttoned, the tiny waist. Jack had to wonder if her git-go belt had been custom made. None of that cutting the leather shorter and punching-in extra holes for her, he bet. Then there were the spotless, black, original Reeboks.
Little feet, too.
A doll.
Daddy's no fool.
A shiny-black, fucking babe!
"You thinkin' good, clean thoughts over there, white man?"
"Hell, no! I was thinking how smart old Cletus is."
"Mmmm - hmmmm."
"You confiscated, too? Like the car?"
"Well." Jackson laughed. They were driving more slowly now — sixty-five — and were whooshing by the empty school-bus shelter in front of a white, clapboard church. The hand-painted, amateur sign said: TRIUMPH FAMILY CHURCH.
She smells good, too. "Family church," Jack grumbled. "What other kind is there? Huh?" He looked at her, his heart pounding up a bit. He had never actually sat this close to a good-looking, healthy, breeding-age, black woman before and he could feel the fire. He was nervous, anyway, with the knowledge that his arrival at the clone farm was only minutes away. And then there was the fact that Norma wasn't answering her phone at the condo.
The trees on either side of the road thinned out a little, then opened up on two, large ponds, one on either side of the road. Lily pads. A large cypress here and there.
"My daddy used to take me fishing here when I was little," Jackson said. They were down to 40 MPH now. "It still weren' integrate' way-back here and we knew the deeper pond, the big one on the norf side, was the white pond so we kep' to our little bream bog. They bofe on private land."
Jack shivered.
"You look nervous, Whitebread".
"I'm cold."
Jackson quickly reached for the AC control and shut it off. Her fingers were loaded with heavy, gold rings and they flashed when she shoved in the cigarette lighter and when she poked a butt into her crimson mouth. The window on her side whirred down. They turned onto a remote stretch of old Highway C-10-A, the "Old Spanish Trail". "You nervous and cold."
"Well, yeah. Were you the first time?"
"When he show me the farm? Well, I didn' know 'head of time so, no, but I sure got hateful about it at first. Then I got scared 'cause I thought that if he figured I was agin' the whole thing he'd probably want to snuff me before I talked. You know what I'm sayin'? Cletus would, too — in a heartbeat. Remember that."
"Naw. He tell you to tell me that?"
"Well, not in so many words. Listen, he didn' get to be no eighty-five on the sof'ball field."
They passed by a few, ramshackle homesteads set back from the road and Jack noticed she was careful not to speed past any of them. He mentioned it.
"They got pets cross the road. And Cletus like to get re'lected."
"Doesn't sound like hard-ball to me. He is the oldest sheriff in the country, though."
"In the world!"
Jack was getting giddy on her exotic perfume, which seemed to be all the more invasive with the window open. He tried to concentrate on the important stuff, like why was her radio squelched down. Then he pictured her without the uniform. Pictured her as firm as neoprene rubber. But the burning lump in his chest was a growing fear, not lust. They would be out of the county soon, over into Walton, and he knew the feed lot was in Homer.
Any minute now.
"So — you didn't answer. Were you confiscated?"
"He didn' tell you, huh? Well, I was a present. From a pimp he busted. Firs' I was kidnap' by him, the pimp, then I was confiscated by the sheriff. Fresh off the school playground. No AIDS or any of that other stuff. Cletus love me, so you keep this in the family, hear? He say I'm werf money."
Jack noticed how easily she could revert to ghetto-speak when she wanted to. "I believe he's right."
"You wouldn' know."
"Well, just the same, I'm going to ask him to put you in his will for me."
"For you? Ha! Don' hol' your breath!"
They were down to thirty now, and had collected an old pickup truck behind them.
"I'm waitin' for that old honky to pass."
"So what did you hate about the farm at first?" Jack tried to sound nonchalant.
"Me? Think about it! Oh, well, you can't ‘cause you ain' seen it yet. Okay. Picture this. Me still a teen and as pretty as they come. So I thought, anyhow. Hell, I thought, my papa and mama didn' name me Desirey for nothin'!"
"I thought your name was Desiree."
"Mama wanted me to be Desire-ee. But when I'm in a social situation, you know, with a bunch of shirts, I introduce myself Des-er-aay. Fuck 'em."
Jack was trying to listen as his brain tried to picture what lay ahead. The clones. All around him. He was wallowing in them. He was rolling around in a pile of female, little-girl bodies, all squealing and squirming with the delight of his presence. Jackson cut the wheel to avoid a pothole and Jack bounced back to Earth. "So what turned you off at first?"
"What I didn' like? Picture me then, thinking I'm such a hot little number myself — property of the high sheriff no less — an' comin' up on all these little girlie clones made specifically — specifically, mind you — for sex objects for men. Okay? Okay. Nothin' wrong with a new system to drain off all this male egotism and horniness so the world can get down to seekin' after the importan' things in life, right? Well, but, at the farm, all they was raisin' was these little white devils. Like black or yellow or in-between ain' worth nothin'! Get my drif'? But SiblTek's come a little ways since then. Since they got Klaus."
"Klaus?"
"Oh, honey! Yes. Klaus! Now there's a whitey I can do something with. In my dreams! God! Looks and talks just like Arnold, too!"
"Arnold."
"Arnold Schwarzenegger!"
"Oh! Of course. The Terminator, et cetera."
"He can terminate me anytime!"
"Wonderful for you."
"Like I said, in my dreams. Shit! You can keep that to yourself, too. I don' want Cletus getting all upset. Hear?"
"I understand."
"Good."
The pickup finally pulled out and began to pass the Lincoln, which was down to 25 per. An old, robin-egg, blue, sixties Chevy. No tail-gate (two old tires and some hay and a few, loose, oil cans in the back), with a maroon passenger-side door, no right-front fender or headlight. The old duffer took a long look at the Lincoln as he passed and raised a hand to wave. On the back of his head was a black, one-size-fits-all baseball cap with CAT POWER embroidered on the crown in yellow letters. Jackson waved a dainty, bejeweled hand back. "Honky mother-fucker," she smiled.
"Cletus loves you, huh?"
"Lord, yes. He should. He's sixty-five years older than me! An' I get it up for 'im, too!"
"I'll bet you do."
"You'll never know."
"Oh, Yeah. Right. I forgot."
Jackson checked the mirrors and turned the '79 Lincoln, the last of the big hogs, south onto an unmarked dirt road. Unmarked except for the DEAD END sign.
"Show time, Whitebread."
"Whitebread?"
"Oh. I was s'pose' tell you. That your new code name when you're on the radio."
"Wonder who thought of that one?" Jack watched her long fingers punch in a few strokes on the communications keyboard and the radio crackled. "You keyed in a macro?"
"Yes. The frequency's a secret."
Smart as hell, too.
"Your hand-held is in the glove box. Keep it on you at all times. When I take you back, remind me to get you a charger out of the trunk. And when you get a chance, bring in your boat radio so we can set the frequency on it."
"Oh. Yeah." Jack's heart speeded up as he examined the unit. VHF. And they're planning to use Miss Chernobyl! His eyes re-glued themselves to the windshield. A clone farm — a real clone farm! Woods to the left of the long, dirt road, and a fallow cornfield to the right. Then pasture grass for as far as he could see. Rolling hills in the distance and a three-story, white house coming up on the right, with clean-looking barns in the back. Way in the back. Everything Cyclone-fenced with ivy covering the barbed wire on top as best it could. And on one of the hills, a radio repeater tower.
A couple of wooly-black sheep dogs were suddenly bounding happily along with them on the other side of the ditch, inside the fence.
Warning signs appeared on Jack's side of the car.
NO ENTRY WITHOUT A PASS
SiblTek Corporation
BAD DOG
"They use sheepdogs for watchdogs?"
"No, no. They're for heading any runaways back to the barns."
"Oh. Yeah."
"Besides, they raise sheep here. There's four-hundred acres of pasture."
"Sheep? In Florida?"
"You don't want to know why."
They pulled up to an electric gate and Jackson punched in another code on the keyboard. "Let the cartoon begin," she said. She was smiling and her teeth were the whitest teeth Jack had ever seen. He thought she was a dead ringer for Desiree Washington, the black beauty-pageant contestant that the boxer Mike Tyson felt compelled to drop a load into.
The two established eye-contact for the first time, and Jack fell in love.
The electric gate was lurching along its tracks to open.
Jackson said: "Now you won't have this computer when you come and go, so, just identify yourself with your hand-held."
"Whitebread."
"Right. The kind that's not good for you."
"Right."
Jackson dropped him near the back yard of the big house on a path that led to the back porch. Jack saw that she was not going to get out with him.
"Radio."
Jack leaned back in to snatch the unit and say goodbye. His eyes copped a hint of a lacy, black bra and his throat developed a major lump. "What channel?"
"You only got one. Don't look so worried. I'll be back in a little bit."
Jack watched the Lincoln execute a neat U-turn and rooster-tail a plume of dust down the road they had just traveled.
Oh, fuck you in a heartbeat.
He looked at the radio and keyed it.
"Whitebread, here. I'm at the path to the back door. Should I proceed?"
No answer. He looked around for a moment, his feet rooted to the path. The barns were huge, tan, metal Butler buildings, and he could see that each had its own, fenced-in enclosure. And the ivy covering over the fence webbing and barbed wire made the whole thing look perfectly normal, even picturesque. He sucked in a breath of what smelled like newly-mown hay, plus there was the late-summer hum of bees.
Jack looked down and saw a swarm of green bottle flies paying homage to a steaming heap of sheepdog shit near his feet. His radio crackled.
A foreign, female voice. "Proceed, Whitebread."
With a tight grip on the radio, Jack began to move toward the back porch while his thumb flicked at the little, rubbery antenna. From the barns he thought he heard a burst of laughter, like the kind you hear sometimes when you walk past a school.
The radio crackled again. "Just wait in the kitchen, Whitebread." The accent was unfamiliar, but definitely female. "Pour yourself a cup of coffee or check the fridge. I'll be with you in a minute."
Portuguese, maybe? No.
Whoopi Goldberg?
9 — Kidnapped
Norma regained consciousness in a sitting position, in the dark. She was still in a basement area — she could feel that instinctively — but the circumstances were not clear at first. She had been dreaming. She and her sister Sandy had been kidnapped and were locked up in an old log cabin somewhere. Sandy kept on hunting around the place for tools, for weapons, while Norma remained tied up in the corner. Sandy was dressed, Norma wasn't, but in the dream the two situations seemed perfectly normal. Sandy was going to get them out of this.
For a second or two Norma was so relieved that their kidnapping had been just a dream! Then she realized where she was. The reality of it was crushing.
"Oh, Sandy."
The carpet roll they had brought her in was open but leaning up against her, and the weight of it was pressing against her shoulders. Norma was sitting on part of it, the large area which she had apparently wetted again in her sleep. Or coma or whatever, induced by the injection. Well, at least she wasn't tied up. She reached for the injection site, lifting her ass up slightly so she could feel of it. Not too sore. Her eyes darted about, hunting for the least little glimmer of light. But the darkness was total. A suffocating blanket of hollow black.
What time is it?
Norma felt a headache clamping up in her forehead as she tried to think, to trace back.
Relax. Breathe.
It was almost as if her older sister Sandy were still there from the dream. "Relax. Be cool!"
So thirsty!
And stiff! Her back and knees made popping sounds as Norma leaned forward and freed her shoulders as the carpet wrap slumped to one side. On her knees now, she felt the floor with her hands. Cold, gritty concrete. The smell of chemicals, or...industrial soap? She crept forward and bumped her head against a thin stick of wood. She touched a bucket, with wheels. A mop and pail! Shoving that out of the way, she felt through the air with her hands and contacted a grimy mop sink.
Water! Using the edge of the sink for leverage, Norma slowly worked her way onto her feet but as soon as she could stand she felt faint. She waited for that to pass before feeling for the faucets. The cold will be on the right. She twisted the knob and heard the gush splash into the bottom of the deep sink. Not very cold, but... Norma bent her head into the sink, puckering her lips for the flow, and jumped back with a scream. The water had turned scalding hot.
"Motherfuckers! Dumb fucks don't know what side to put the cold on!?" Her hand burned on the valve when she felt for it but she found the handle and cranked it off. The cold water on the other side became icy almost immediately and after a long drink, Norma felt of her lips for blisters. As far as she could tell she was okay, but when she found the door to the tiny cubicle locked tight, she began to cry.
During the next, few, hopeless hours Norma resolved to cooperate fully, even cheerfully, until she had a fighting chance.
If they don't leave me here to starve to death.
Pulling on the overhead-light chain produced nothing and her probing-about of the tiny, filthy room only turned up the dry, crackled remains of dead roaches and spiders. A blind search for tools to work open the door proved futile, also, as were her occasional screams for help. When she finally did hear footsteps, and Hector and Klaus still bitching at each other, she slumped back down onto her carpet and flung a corner of it over herself just in time. Klaus's flashlight was excruciatingly bright and Norma scrunched her eyes shut while they jerked on what used to be part of her white, shag rug. Dutifully, she pressed her arms to her sides when they rolled her back up.
They could kill me and nobody would know.
If they were going to kill me, I'd already be dead!
A dim light appeared above her head. They were leaving the basement? There was the groaning and creaking of an elevator.
"Quiet, bitch," Klaus said. "Or I shoot in the rug. Nobody will hear it." She felt the steel of a gun barrel slide down the right side of her head, snagging in her ear. It slid down to the hollow between her neck and collar bone and rested there. "The bullet will go down you the long way. Blow your cunt out."
They met no one on the elevator and Norma was not able to tell how many floors up they were traveling. The light around the top of her head became brighter as they humped her down some kind of hall and into what seemed to be a large room. A room with a very pleasant scent. Almost like the distant smell of roses. Norma tried to readjust her weight.
For the first time, Klaus sounded really angry, even through the muffled darkness inside the carpet-roll cocoon. Angry with Hector rather than her, however, despite the problem that her urine had never dried and they couldn't set the carpet down.
"Don't let it touch the floor! You're so fucking out-of-shape! Grab the side! Grab the side! Just dump her out!" ("Yhas dahmp her auss!")
Norma cringed and tightened her stomach muscles for the fall, and show-time came immediately with a burst of intense light. As the back of her head thunked against the floor her eyes opened to the brilliant dazzle of a huge, cut-glass chandelier hanging from the high ceiling directly above.
She was once again reminded of her brutal nakedness. Naked and exposed under thousands of dollars worth of cut glass and electric incandescence. Not that Klaus and Hector seemed to be interested, busy as they were with trying to keep the piss-soaked carpet square from touching the precious rug she'd been dumped onto.
"We can leave it in the focking elevator," Hector said. "They got janitors for shit like this."
"And then the fucking cops know what building to look for the bitch in? On the kitchen floor. Kitchen floor! Back up, you dumb-fuck Cuban. Soon as we tie up the broad, we take the carpet back. For Abu."
"Oh, man. You're a focking robot, you know that?"
"And then you can mop the kitchen floor."
Norma heard some chairs scrape back in another room — sounded distant — and the carpet thud to the floor. She quickly turned on her side and drew her knees up to the fetal position. Klaus's gold-trimmed zori padded up to her face, his pedicured toes poking through the thongs, inches from her eyes. Norma scrunched her lids shut.
"Open eyes, little American strawberry tart."
His voice sounded suddenly so friendly. Kindly. She opened her eyes and shivered. "Asshole."
"Oh. You're cold. I'll turn down the AC."
"And get me something to put on. Please?"
"No." His voice sounded distant after he walked away, like the AC thermostat was in that other room. The suite of rooms must take up the whole floor, Norma thought. And the thick rug she was on, laid on top of the wall to wall carpeting. A real Persian? Like she would know.
He returned. "Get up, little princess."
"I'm not little."
"Come here." Klaus was standing between a pair of white, fluted columns which reached to the tall ceiling, near enough to the center of the room to almost touch the chandelier. His teeth flashed a white grin as he beckoned to her. The way his huge arms burst out of the T-shirt, the muscles like ropes, reminded Norma of the picture in her family Bible, when she was little and still believed in the church-god. Samson chained between two columns in this huge feast-hall or whatever, before he brought the columns down and the whole ceiling with it, crushing to death all the people God was pissed-off with at the time.
"Come here now or I let Hector de-clit you with his rotten teeth. He doesn't brush or floss."
"Fock you! I brush every day!"
"Shut up garlic breath."
Hector was somewhere behind Norma but she didn't feel inclined to turn and look as she got to her feet.
Hector's voice got closer, like he was sneaking up. "You smell like a big cheese. Not you, Miss. Klaus. You smell good, killer lady. Piss and perfume."
"After we take care of Abu you can have a shower, baby. Come here!"
Norma's arms were crossed over her chest in an attempt to cover her breasts. She took a quick look around before approaching Klaus, who was dangling a heavy-looking gold chain from his fist.
"Between the posts." He backed away so she could stand between them.
"Posts," Hector snorted. "Columns! A post is a focking stick."
Golden rings protruded from the two columns at various heights and there were chains attached to some of them. Norma noticed that the silk-covered divans and couches which circled the room all seemed to be facing the spot where she was standing. The couches were floral patterned and looked expensive. An large painting, a Gauguin, hung above one of them: a tropical feast, alone in a vast expanse of egg-shell white wall.
"Turn around."
Norma turned to see Hector sprawled out on one of the couches, facing her and grinning. He quickly pulled a hand away from his crotch.
"Arms out."
"No."
Norma's brain bounced inside her skull in a flash of light as Klaus punched the back of her head with the heel of his hand.
"Arms out."
Norma reminded herself that she had decided to cooperate. She saw Hector's grin broaden as she complied.
"Farther out. Higher." She felt her breasts lifting and a cold cuff ratchet over her right wrist. She turned her hateful stare away from Hector and looked. A gold hand-cuff. Smooth and heavy. Solid gold? A slap on the bottom and Klaus was pulling on her left wrist, chaining it to the other column with another golden cuff, her arms stretched out just above shoulder height. A slave on the block. And all because she absentmindedly left her revolver in Jack's boat. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.
"No gag for my mouth?" Norma immediately regretted what she had just said. More stupidity. She made an attempt to get them to forget about the gag. "No ball and chain?" Not enough. "No ..."
"Shut up. Spread your legs."
A golden cuff ratcheted around her left ankle. "Spread father." He was pulling on her right leg so he could chain it to the other column. "There, baby. No. No gag. Don't even think about screaming for help. Just because I say so. Nobody could hear you, anyway. Nobody who would help, that is." He laughed. His laugh was just like Arnold's. "You know where you are now?"
"No." She figured the suite was somewhere in The Viking, the next-door condo, but she was going to have to play dumb. Even dumber than she really was, apparently.
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