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EPILOGUE




“Anyone who insists that mysteries cannot be ‘real’ literature should be duct-taped to a chair and handed Randy Wayne White’s Tampa Burn. Mr. White offers his readers everything they could want: finely, fully developed characters, a plot with believable twists and turns, rich—and accurate—local color, and esoteric information as icing on the cake.”

—The Washington Times

 

“White magically keeps anxiety levels high for characters and readers alike . . . a marvelous book.”

—The Raleigh News & Observer

 

“Best sheer storytelling in years.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“A spellbinding story-spinner . . . [Tampa Burn] is highly suspenseful, with strong characters and a complex moral dimension.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

 

“White is back in fine form with Tampa Burn, and it’s likely to leave his fans eager for his next book.”

—St. Petersburg Times

 

“Compelling action.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Keeps the suspense churning.”

—Booklist (starred review)

PRAISE FOR  EVERGLADES

“What James Lee Burke has done for Louisiana, Tony Hillerman for the Southwest, John Sandford for Minnesota and Joe R. Lansdale for east Texas, Randy Wayne White does for his own little acre in Everglades.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“White brings vivid imagination to his fight scenes . . . it all roars along with cliffhanger chapter endings and great technogear. Think Mickey Spillane meets The Matrix . . . Rich and mysterious.”

—People

“White just keeps getting better, his plots more shapely and intricate and his characters more complex and believable.”

—The Miami Herald

 

“Superlative . . . pulsating action . . . Righteous indignation never felt better.”

—Booklist (starred review)

 

“Randy Wayne White . . . writes about Florida’s natural world with lyrical elegance and passion . . . [He] mixes his naturalist’s eye and small-town sensibilities with a combatant’s edge. His book is simultaneously gentle and compelling, a rare combination.”

—The Times-Picayune

 

“White’s Ford novels build slowly to a breathless ending . . . [He] doesn’t just use Florida as a backdrop, but he also makes the smell, sound, and physicality of the state leap off the page . . . Ford continues to excel as an unorthodox detective whose beat is the watery byways . . . Unique.”

—Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel

 

“This satisfying, madcap fare could well go seismic on the regional bestseller lists.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A remarkable writing job.”

—St. Petersburg Times

 

“Before it’s over, White takes us on a wild ride . . . heart-stopping.”

—The Raleigh News & Observer

 

“White masterfully guides his narrative to a riveting conclusion that will have readers eagerly awaiting the next Doc Ford adventure . . . White’s writing is as muscular as ever.”

—The Tampa Tribune

PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF RANDY WAYNE WHITE

 

“Randy Wayne White and his Doc Ford join my list of must-reads. It is no small matter when I assert that White is getting pretty darn close to joining Carl Hiaasen and John D. MacDonald as writers synonymous with serious Florida issues and engaging characters.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“Enough twists to satisfy any hard-boiled but intelligent detective fan.”

—The Dallas Morning News

 

“One of the hottest new writers on the scene.”

—Library Journal

 

“Great action scenes, terrific atmosphere, and a full-bodied hero add up to a pleasure.”

—Booklist

 

“Packed with finely drawn characters, relevant social issues, superb plotting, and an effortless writing style . . . The best new writer since Carl Hiaasen.”

—The Denver Post

 

“White is the rightful heir to joining John D. MacDonald, Carl Hiaasen, James W. Hall, Geoffrey Norman . . . His precise prose is as fresh and pungent as a salty breeze.”

—The Tampa Tribune

 

“A series to be savored.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune
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THIS BOOK IS FOR NEIL NYREN, WHO GOT ME OFF THE BOAT.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE islands of Sanibel and Captiva are real, and, I hope, faithfully described, but they are used fictitiously in this novel.

The same is true of certain businesses, marinas, bars, and other places frequented by Doc Ford, Tomlinson, and pals. When you spend as much time cruising around in a boat as I do, it’s hard not to mention people whom I’ve met and like, and find interesting.

In all other respects, however, this novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.

This book demanded extensive research in several fields, and I am grateful to the experts who took the time to advise me. I’d like to thank Dr. Thaddeus Kostrubala, a brilliant psychopharmacologist, for his friendship, and for his cheerful willingness over the years to provide me with detailed behavioral  profiles on some truly nasty fictional characters. Much of the detail in this book regarding shock therapy was provided by Dr. Kostrubala, including his touching recollections of administering the treatments as a resident in training. His e-mails, and our discussions, concerning Praxcedes Lourdes were also immensely helpful.

Captain Tobias Rose of the Tampa Pilots’ Association also provided me with great assistance, including detailed information of the responsibilities of port pilots, as well as touring me around Tampa Bay as we plotted Doc Ford’s night route.

Long-time carnival operator Darrell Boyd, known as DB, provided invaluable insights into the lives of sideshow operators and the town of Gibsonton, as did Chuck Osak, owner and operator of the Showtime Restaurant.

John Dunn, director of communications at Tampa General Hospital, was generous with his time, as was the staff at the Tampa Burn Center—one of the great medical facilities in the country. Joe Guidry was also a great help.

The tarpon spawning project Doc Ford references is an actual project. It began in the mind of Craig A. Watson, director of Aquaculture Lab at the University of Florida, and the first attempt took place at my home and dock at Pineland, Florida. I’d like to thank Craig, Doug Colle, Jeff Hill, Scott Graves, John Baldwin, and Dan Conklin for allowing me to play a small role. Running home from Boca Grande Pass at night in my skiff during a full-moon eclipse, with scientists and my youngest son, Rogan, aboard—along with a live 100-pound anesthetized tarpon—will never be forgotten. The same is true about the night several unnamed fish guides sunk a police boat.

Something else I’ll never forget is the first time I saw America in concert. It was in San Diego. I was on a book signing tour. I seldom go out; avoid crowds like the plague. But being back in Southern California, listening to them nail hit after hit, was one of the truly great nights.

Gerry Beckley and Dewey Bunnell are two of our finest composers. For them to allow Tomlinson to work as a roadie, and for them and Warner Brothers Records also to allow me to  use their lyrics in this novel, is a great honor. I would like to thank Dewey, Gerry, Willie Leacox, Michael Woods, Rich Campbell, Pete Leonardo, and Bill Crook for their generous hospitality while on the road. America’s road manager, Erin Edwards, deserves special thanks. She is a great and gifted lady.

Also providing valuable aid or information were Tom Taylor, Dr. David Melzer, Major Robert Macomber, Captain Kerry Griner, and Sergeant Jim Brown of the Lee County Sheriff’s Department, and Carol Wirth, who contributed information on anesthesiology.

My close pals Dr. Brian Hummel, Kristin Hummel, Gary Terwilliger, Donna Terwilliger, Bill Spaceman Lee, Genny Amsler, Sue Williams, Roberta Petish, Debbie, Pete, and Maggie Flynn all deserve thanks, as do Rob and Phyllis Wells for letting me hide out and write in the boathouse.

These people all provided valuable guidance and/or information. All errors, exaggerations, omissions, or fictionalizations are entirely the fault, and the responsibility, of the author.

It has become my habit, during the last weeks of work on a novel, to disappear to some remote place so that the common, daily interruptions don’t impose. For this book, I chose Anse Chastanet (Ons Chas-ta-nee) on St. Lucia in the Windward Islands. Anse Chastanet is a five-star tropical wilderness resort; six hundred acres of coastal mountain rainforest and beach. In a lifetime spent traveling, I have never stayed at a more beautiful place.

I’d like to thank my new friends there, and hope we meet again soon: Nick Troubetzkoy, a new addition to my list of Mad Russian pals; Karolin Troubetzkoy; Michael and Karyn Allard; Dr. John Wassel; Luci New; Gillian Hurtig; Ike Ononye; and Sharon Brown-Horton.

Finally, I would like to thank dear, dear Debra Jane Objartle White for her kindness, friendship, guidance, and support over many years, and Lee and Rogan White, once again, for helping me finish a book.




Humanity has a limited biological capacity for change, but an unlimited capacity for spiritual change. The only human institution incapable of evolving spiritually is a cemetery.

 

—S. M. TOMLINSON

One Fathom Above Sea Level

 

 

God, why’d you send me down here with a trigger finger and a tallywhacker, if you didn’t expect me to use ’em?

 

—TUCKER GATRELL




CIUDAD DE MASAGUA REPUBLIC OF MASAGUA CENTRAL AMERICA APRIL

Several hours before Praxcedes Lourdes abducted Marion Ford’s son, he was sitting in a smoky cantina with his getaway driver, bragging about his new fame.

In Spanish, he said, “‘The visitor who burns men alive.’ It’s what the poor assholes in Nicaragua call me. The peasants. And in Guatemala. The ‘night visitor.’ They use my name to scare hell out of children. To make brats behave when they disobey. Understand? At a certain age, kids stop believing in Santa Claus. Even some of the saints. But they’ll never stop believing in me.”

Prax was smoking a Cohiba cigar. He inhaled, perhaps smiling, though it was impossible to tell because he wore a mask made of thin wire mesh. Guerrilla fighters wore identical masks during Nicaragua’s Contra war to hide their identities. Eyebrows and pink cheek flush were painted on the outside—a clownish touch.

Lourdes liked that.

The man always kept his face covered. When he traveled or went out at night, he wore surgical gauze, the kind that protects from germs. Because of certain Asian viruses, it was no longer an oddity.

At other times, he wore a bandana or a bandage wrap, plus  sunglasses—except for now, in this dark bar. The Contra mask, though, was his favorite because he could smoke and drink, and also because it provided him with a face when he looked in the mirror.

The driver watched smoke sieve through the mesh. He averted his eyes.

“Not long after General Balserio paid me to come to Masagua, your people started calling me Incendiario. Using only the one word. That’s a better name, don’t you think? It sounds like a rock singer in the United States. It’s got star appeal.  Sexy—not that you coffee peons know anything about show business.”

Prax made a card-fan with his hands, as if creating a marquee above the table, and said with flair, “The great Incendiario.  Like I’m star of this half-assed revolution, more famous than your generals. Which I am. In the mountains, when people say my name, they whisper. You know why?”

The driver was staring at the table, aware the man was not speaking to him; an answer wasn’t expected. He was bragging to please himself. Even so, the driver replied, “It’s because the people of Masagua are superstitious. They don’t believe that you are—” He paused. He’d almost said “human.” “That you really exist.”

Lourdes leaned forward slightly. His Spanish was unusually accented—French Canadian with a dose of Florida cracker. The accent was amplified when he grew strident, and he became strident now.

“No. It’s because Masaguans are stupid turds, like most people. No smarter than a bunch of sheep, including your genius generals. What I had to teach them was, if you kill a couple thousand enemy, nothing changes. But if you scare two hundred thousand of them shitless—make their families afraid to leave the house at night—that’s when a war starts going your way.”

The mask seemed to bob oddly. Another smile?

“But not you, Reynaldo. I don’t scare you. Do I?”

The driver reached to take a drink of his rum, but stopped  because he realized his hand would shake if he lifted the glass. He said, “Why should I be scared? In my village, we speak well of you. We hear the rumors”—he shrugged as if unconcerned, but his laughter was strained—“crazy stories. Lies. But we fight for the same cause, so we know you’re a good man.”

In reply to Lourdes’ dubious gesture—the way he tilted his head—the driver spoke a little too loudly when he added, “It’s  true. We teach our children that you are a great revolutionary. That they have no reason to fear you.”

“No reason to fear me?”

“As God is my witness! That is what we teach children.”

Signaling the waitress for another drink, Praxcedes said softly, “Talking to God like he’s your pal. That’s brave. They send a hero like you to drive the car.”

Sarcasm? Reynaldo couldn’t be sure.

He was glad when Prax changed the subject, saying, “The boy and his mother live in what used to be a nunnery, Claustro la Concepción. It’s across from the presidential palace, next to the market.”

He was back discussing the kidnapping.

Reynaldo nodded. “I know the market. We sold vegetables at the Mercado Central every Sunday. I know the city as well as any man.”

“Um-huh. Brave and a genius, too.”

That inflection again.

“If you know the city, then you know about the tunnel that connects the convent with the park.”

Reynaldo answered, “A tunnel? A tunnel runs beneath the street from the convent?”

Praxcedes blew a stream of smoke into the older man’s face. “There’s something you don’t know? Then keep your mouth closed while I explain.”

The driver sat motionless, silent, as Prax told him that the convent, where the boy lived, had been built in the 1500s. The tunnel had been built in the 1600s, during the Inquisition.

He said, “The nuns dug the tunnel to save dumb Indios, just  like you, who were sentenced to death. I was telling you about my fame? History, that’s how it started.

“During the Inquisition, Spaniards burned Indians at the stake if they wouldn’t turn Catholic. Thousands of them. When the Indios screamed, if they called out to God—like for mercy?—the priests wrote their words on paper. To those assholes, that was a form of conversion. It’s what they wanted.

“I’ve got a laptop computer with a wireless connection,” Lourdes said. “I’m not like the rest of you ignorant hicks. I do research. All the time, I’m learning. The Catholic thing, burning men alive to win a war. When I read it, I thought, Perfect.  Even though it was years after what the soldiers did to me.”

Lourdes stopped and stared at his driver. “You’ve probably heard all kinds of stories. About why I look the way I look.”

Reynaldo dipped his head twice, slowly. Yes.

“Later, when we’ve got the boy, if you don’t screw up, maybe I’ll tell you what really happened. The details. Would you like that?”

He watched the driver think about it for several seconds.

“Yes.”

“Then you’ll understand. The church, the government, they’re both the same. Big shots trying to screw you if they can.”

With a whistle of scorn, Prax took a kitchen match, struck it, and leaned close to refire his cigar.

Reynaldo looked long enough to see, floating above the flame, one sleepy gray eye and one lidless blue eye leering out at him from the mask. Prax wore a hooded brown monk’s smock that was common in Central America. The hood was back, so Reynaldo could also see the damage that fire had done to the man’s scalp. The top of his head appeared to be a human skull over which gray skin had been stretched too tight, torn, then patched with melted wax. There were tufts of blond hair growing out of white bone.

When Prax spoke certain words, he lisped, which suggested that his lips and face were also scarred.

When Reynaldo had first received the assignment to drive  Incendiario, he’d been excited. He’d hoped, in a perverse way, that he would be among the few to see the great man’s face.

After only a few hours, though, Reynaldo regretted his decision to drive the car.

Prax didn’t behave like a great man. His Spanish was a Yankee’s Spanish, rude and profane. He talked incessantly, always about himself, and he wore his monk’s robe and mask like a costume—even his hand gestures were theatrical.

The exaggerated mannerisms reminded him of something; something he’d seen as a child. At a circus, perhaps?

Reynaldo couldn’t bring the memory to the front of his brain.

In the light of a flaming match, the driver looked at the eyes inside the mask. He was glad the mask separated them.

 

 

IN the morning darkness, Praxcedes said to Reynaldo, “The entrance to this thing, this tunnel, it’s too small. My shoulders won’t fit. I can’t believe the stupid bastards didn’t warn me about this!”

Straining, beginning to sweat, Prax whispered to himself in English, “Jesus Christ, you’d have to be a freak show contort to squeeze through this bastard.”

“Con-tort” was carnival slang for contortionist. Prax, whose name had once been Jimmie Gauer, remembered lots of slang. As a child, his family had worked carnivals all summer, then wintered in Florida. They had a trailer there in a tiny carney town.

Sweating, now beginning to panic, Lourdes added, “I get down there, what if it caves in? Then what?”

Reynaldo said, “Well, the General will still pay you your money. If we can find you.”

Lourdes thought, You’ll suffer for that, smart-ass.

It was dark in the park at 2:30 A.M., shadows of trees above. Beyond, the lighted windows of the presidential palace created a citreous checkerboard against a loft of mountain peaks and stars.

They’d found the Mayan stele that marked the entrance, then strained together to lift the stone. Now, stuck in the tunnel’s mouth, Incendiario was balking.

Reynaldo said carefully, “Some people are not comfortable in narrow places. There’s a word for it that I can’t remember. Shall I crawl through and get the boy while you wait here? There is no shame in being frightened.”

Lourdes snapped, “You’re calling me a coward? Screw you. You’ll regret that mouth of yours one day.”

He took a deep breath as if about to submerge, exhaled, and forced his body through the entrance.

Underground, he had to pull his elbows against his ribs and wiggle to turn. He rushed to find his micro light. The tunnel was walled with brick, and smelled of mold and water. The floor was brick and broken stone that was etched with Mayan hieroglyphics a thousand years old: grotesque faces; birds clutching snakes.

Crawling, Prax stopped several times, panting, so much sweat dripping off his face that he removed the mask. He felt as if his lungs might implode.

Finally, he saw frail bands of light ahead. Then he came to a grate that moved easily in his big hands. Prax rolled out into a hallway, stood, and fitted the mask, feeling his lungs expand to normal.

The convent was built of stone, ceilings twenty feet high, religious murals on walls that were poorly illuminated by bare bulbs where torches had once burned. He’d been briefed on the convent, what to avoid. They’d told him that the boy’s room was on the second floor near the staircase. He’d also been told that the guard normally stationed there would leave after midnight, claiming to be ill.

Even so, Prax moved quietly up the steps. His smock was belted at the waist, hood up. He fished his hand into a pocket and removed a knife. He snapped the blade open, then stopped at the top of the stairs.

To his left was a hallway that ended at a set of wooden doors. The boy’s mother, Pilar Fuentes, would be inside,  asleep at this hour. A famous lady, and drop-dead gorgeous, too—he’d seen her photo in newspapers. A social hotshit even though she looked pure Mayan, and probably a snob. Even in Central America, the rich always were.

Prax considered paying the snob a quick visit. Was tempted to see for himself if she was as beautiful in the flesh. Or perhaps—this idea flashed behind his eyes—perhaps abduct the boy and the mother.

For a moment, that excited him, and he began to think about it; how it might play out.

Why not? He’d soon need a woman. A test subject. Someone to try things with that he’d never been able to pay or force a prostitute to do. Not with his face. Not this old face, anyway.

But a new face . . . ?

For years, he’d wondered what it would be like. Now it was happening. Happening because he was making it happen. When he wasn’t planning, he was on the Internet, researching. Thinking about it so much, that lately it was hard to think about anything else. Dreamt about it.

Pilar Fuentes. Yeah. Take the famous beauty. Surprise the society snob in bed. He could abduct her along with the boy, and then . . . and then . . .

But wait . . .

As the idea unraveled, his excitement drained.

It wasn’t workable—even though it would be a sweet way to screw over the jerk who was the woman’s ex-husband, Jorge Balserio.

Prax despised authority, felt it in his belly, and General Balserio was as arrogant as anyone he’d ever met. The man was his employer—which was another good reason to snatch her, because Balserio still paid him like he was some Indio peon heel, even though the government was this close to falling.

Incendiario deserved a fair chunk of the credit for that.

Taking the kid was supposed to be the final straw.

So it was tempting to take her, keep her all for himself.

But sometimes, Prax knew, it just wasn’t smart to screw with the locals.
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TO the right of the stairs was a second set of doors. On the doors were tacked clippings from magazines: baseball stars, a map of the moon, and a photograph of a great white shark. The shark was leaping out of the water toward a skin diver perched on the skid of a helicopter.

There was also a plastic sign in Spanish that read, NO GIRLS! TRESPASSERS WILL BE VIOLATED!

The boy’s room.

Smart-ass rich punk.

Lourdes wondered how smart-assed the kid would be once his arms and mouth were taped.

He touched the wrought-iron latch. It was locked, which was no surprise. The guard had told them that there was only one key.

“He’s methodical,” the guard had said. “So organized. He’s more like a grown man.”

From a pocket, Prax took a miniature blowtorch nozzle and threaded it to a 7-ounce propane tank. Assembled, it was the shape and size of a handgun. He opened the valve, lighted the torch, enjoying it, that sound, the pressurized hiss.

He lowered his black glasses and adjusted the flame until it was orange-blue, shaped like a scalpel. Then he moved the flame over the deadbolt, up and down, for less than a minute before the bolt gave way.

Prax pushed the door open and stepped into the boy’s room.

It was a large room, with windows that opened onto a courtyard and fountains below. The room was illuminated with bluish light that came from a half-dozen glass aquaria that held coral and fish.

The largest tank was in the center. Clown-colored fish swam among aerator bubbles, while beneath them, what Prax recognized as a moray eel watched open-mouthed, its eyes reptilian. The moray was big, as thick as his wrist.

The boy was in bed beneath the open windows. He appeared as a charcoal shape.

The blowtorch hissing, Prax walked toward the bed, but stopped when he heard the boy ask in Spanish, “Hey—who are you? What’s burning?”

It was an adolescent voice, but deep.

Prax had spent lots of private time in front of a mirror. He had the hood pulled over his head, mask fixed, looking just the way he wanted—spooky. He answered, “Shut your fucking mouth. Don’t say another word, or I’ll set your bed on fire.”

That was something he’d learned: Scare them fast. When you take down a mark, shock them quick, let them know who’s boss.

But the kid didn’t scare easy. He was sitting, rubbing his eyes with his fists. “Hey—you get the hell out of my room. If I call the guards, they’ll shoot. That’s if you’re lucky.”

The boy’s self-confidence, his calm, were infuriating.

Prax hissed back, “You little punk, you’re leaving with me,” as he lifted the torch so that the kid could see his mask. He stood there letting the boy look at him, feeling the boy’s eyes and the heat of the flame on his face. Then slowly, very slowly, he pulled the mask down just low enough so that the burn scars on his forehead and his lidless eye were visible.

He heard the boy’s quick intake of breath. Heard the boy whisper, “Jesus Christ, it’s . . . You’re real?”

Prax answered, “Oh, yeah. Every fucking story you’ve ever heard. I’m real.”

Oh, man, he liked that. Loved the timing of it, the kid’s reaction, and the way he’d listened, frozen, as Prax spoke his best line, laid out the words just right. Now, readjusting his mask, he motioned with the blowtorch. “Get your clothes on. Do what I say, you won’t get hurt. Move.”

When the boy didn’t budge, he turned, walked across to the aquarium, and plunged the nozzle into the water. A portable torch burns at more than 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit, and within seconds, the fish and large moray began to contort in the super-heated bubbles.

“Stop! Quit it.”

“Your voice. Too loud.”

“You’re killing them.”

“I’ll stop when you move.”

“Go to hell. I won’t.”

Stubborn little son-of-a-bitch.

Looking at the kid, trying to read him, Prax said, “You do what I tell you to do, or . . . my partners are in your mother’s room right now. I’ll call them, they’ll bring her in here, and I’ll use this on your mother. How’d you like that? I’ll burn her fucking face right off.”

“You leave my mother alone!”

That did it. Prax Lourdes could hear it in the boy’s voice. From now on, anything he wanted, anything, all he had to do was threaten to have someone harm the woman.

The torch was still in the water. He watch the moray writhe on the bottom. Then the clown-colored fish began to explode into fleshy clouds as their air bladders ruptured.

“Get your clothes on. You’d better hurry.”

The boy leaped out of bed and found the reading lamp: Big kid with blond hair, shoulders like they were built from planks, square jaw, and pale eyes. He wore boxer underwear, his abdominal muscles symmetrical.

“I’m hurrying. Enough.”

He didn’t sound so self-assured now.

Prax lifted the torch from the tank and closed the valve as he watched the boy dress. He was already dreading the trip back through the tunnel, having to squeeze through that darkness.

To take his mind off it, he settled his attention on the boy, concentrating on the boy’s face, the way it was constructed. Along with all his Internet research on plastic surgery, it was something else he’d been doing lately: studying the facial makeup of other men—particularly young men.

There were interesting, subtle differences.

Staring at the boy, Prax was startled to realize that the kid was handsome; had a face that was nicely proportioned. Maybe even beautifully proportioned. Which shouldn’t have been a surprise, considering his famous mother.

Jesus, to have that face, his soft skin.

Prax Lourdes was torn.

The most innovative reconstructive surgeon in America was Dr. Valerie Santos. She wasn’t like that strung-out Mexican quack he’d been using.

Yeah, Dr. Valerie. That’s what the press called her. Cool lady who went by her first name. All those awards, her photo in People, and a great web page where someone answered e-mails from potential patients who had questions.

He’d already received several detailed replies.

Fake profiles, that’s the way he was playing the Internet con. His most ingenious was posing as a teenage South American burn victim who was working on a film script.

Dr. Santos and Prax were destined. He knew it the instant he read about her, because of where she did her magic: Tampa General Burn Unit, right across the bay from the little carney trailer park where he still remembered spending winters as a boy.

Lourdes loved the idea of cornering the big-shot lady doctor, referencing one of her e-mails, then pointing to the kid’s face and telling her, “Harvest that.”

There was something else, however, he’d been coveting: the chance to light the boy’s clothes on fire.

What a rush that would be, watching this pretty child run.




ONE

THE morning that Pilar Santana Fuentes arrived at Dinkin’s Bay and told me that our son had been kidnapped, I was in waist-deep water, a couple hundred yards down the mangrove shore from my rickety stilt house, wrestling with a sixty-pound tarpon.

I heard a woman’s voice calling in Spanish, “Marion? Marion! I thought you were expecting me.”

She sounded irritated. Demanding. Which didn’t fit with my image of who Pilar is, or was in terms of her normal behavior, but I let it go.

She’d telephoned from Central America. So, yes, I’d been expecting her. Even so, I was unprepared for the thumping heart and twittering, nervous jolt I got when I saw her. Nervous, because I believed her to be my long-lost love.

I like interesting-looking women, and women who are interesting. I have zero interest in the Hollywood concept of beauty unless humor, character, and intellect are added to the mix. Those are the sexiest of qualities. I try to maintain those standards, all the while understanding that I am not the most attractive of men at first glance. Maybe not even at third or fourth glance.

I like women as people. That is a grounding common denominator.

Pilar undoubtedly has all the feminine qualities that attract males of our species. Her body is so achingly, obviously female that the first time I saw her, I felt an actual sensation of physical pain. At the time, she was married. I suspect I felt pain because I believed that I had no chance of winning her as a lover.

Wrong.

Later, after we became lovers, I felt the same radiating ache at the thought of losing her. I thought I never would.

Wrong again.

Now, seeing her for the first time in years, my reaction was familiar though unexpected, and so was the powerful lancet of pain.

I had my right hand clamped on the tarpon’s lower jaw, the fish’s body cradled in my left arm. Tomlinson was in the water with me. Tomlinson, my storklike friend with his blond and gray hippie hair braided into samurai shocks. He was shirtless and had one of his old sarongs tied Gandhi-style between his legs, like baggy shorts or diapers.

Wearing his hair like a samurai was his new thing. He’d taken to wearing samurai robes on his boat, too, and around my house when he visited. Something to do with his decision to re-enter this life as “a spiritual warrior.”

Whatever that meant.

That was the kind of question I asked only when I had a lot of time—and a lot of his favorite rum on stock, which is El Dorado, a superb but little-known rum from Guyana. Tomlinson had found El Dorado on a recent South American “rum quest” and was never without the stuff.

He was holding a clear plastic water-gun. In the squirt gun, I’d diluted several milligrams of metomidate. Metomidate is a potent, effective tranquilizer. Tomlinson’s job was to squirt the mixture through the tarpon’s mouth very, very slowly, irrigating its gills until the fish began to show signs of light sedation.

After that, I would steer the tarpon back to my lab and into  the big galvanized holding tank I’d stationed there just for this project.

Working with biologists from the University of Florida, we were trying to be the first to spawn and hatch tarpon in captivity. Interesting work.

To get an idea of what a tarpon looks like, imagine a giant, prehistoric herring. With its chromium scales and massive tail, it’s one of the world’s great game fish. For Florida, the tarpon is a swimming, breathing precious metals industry—pure silver. Same with much of the Caribbean.

Sportsmen travel from around the world just for the chance of a hook-up. The fish brings millions of tourism dollars annually into the state.

Yet, few seem to appreciate the animal’s economic worth.

Over the last few decades, loss of habitat and deteriorating water quality have impacted the tarpon population. Fishing guides from the islands, Key West to Cedar Key, have been saying for years what we biologists have been slow to prove: Each year, there are fewer fish.

So this was a worthwhile project, entirely the idea of the first-rate scientists at the U-of-F, and I was delighted to play a small role.

When Pilar called to us, Tomlinson looked up briefly, then looked again. He whistled softly, and said to me in a low voice, “Wowie-zowie, she hasn’t changed, amigo. She’s still easy on the eyes. Even from this distance, I can tell.”

He’d met Pilar years ago in Central America. It was not long after the lady had ended our love affair, and before I knew that she was pregnant with our child. I’d been badly wounded when Tomlinson and I were there; nearly killed. The two of them had spent some time together in a makeshift hospital, nursing me.

Or so I heard later—I was delirious most of the time.

Tomlinson took another quick glance. “That sort of woman, you don’t often see. It’s almost like her body puts off an odor. Pure sex mixed with . . . something, man, something.  She’s different from most people you meet.”

His tone had an unusual quality. Did he want me to pursue the subject?

But then he returned his attention to the fish, saying, “We don’t want this guy to go through any more trauma than we have to. Can Pilar give us a few minutes? She’s in a hurry, I can tell. Ask her if she can wait until we have him in the pen.”

I smiled, for a couple of reasons. For one thing, Tomlinson, the unrepentant hipster, was telling me—me, the supposedly competent biologist—the proper way to deal with this fish. Another reason was because I find my various frailties and stupidities just so damn funny.

Which means I have no shortage of things to smile about.

Here I was, a grown man, reacting with all the emotional and intellectual maturity of some love-besotted adolescent. My heart was pounding, my thighs actually felt watery—that’s how nervous I was at the prospect of seeing Pilar again face to face.

I didn’t want to worry about the tarpon. What I wanted was to dump the fish, run to shore, and take the lady into my arms. I wanted to sit her down and listen to her voice. I wanted to hear why she’d traveled from Masagua to Sanibel Island, Florida, to meet privately with me. What was so important? Why all the secrecy on the phone?

I have been madly, passionately, irresponsibly in love with only one woman in my life. Now here she was.

So that’s why I was wearing the wry, silly smile. It was because I knew that I was reacting like a simple, silly-ass teenager. Even when I was a teenager, I wasn’t the emotional teenage type. Which is why, on a deeper level of awareness, the way I was feeling also tickled at my intellectual gag reflex.

Knock it off, Ford. She’s keying a chemical response in the lower region of the brain. Never confuse love with the effects of serotonin.

In a rational world, emotion is an indulgence. Usually, it is an untidy one.

So, as I walked with the tarpon, I tried to establish a different kind of grounding by stepping back and reminding myself what had happened, and how it had happened.

[image: 003]

WHEN we’d had our affair, Pilar was married to a political aristocrat and egomaniacal thug named Balserio. I’d been in Masagua working as a biologist under the auspices of the American embassy. Actually, I was doing deep-cover intelligence assignments, working with an Aussie SAS partner. He was a crazed surfer/oceanographer named Thackery.

Thackery had infiltrated some ultra-left-wing environmental group that was helping to finance the rebels. It was through him that I met Pilar in a remote Pacific village, where she was setting up a trade school for teens.

The physical attraction I felt caused me physically to shake when I was near her. The emotional attraction was just as strong. I’d never felt anything like it before or since.

For a time, I think she may have felt the same. At least, she behaved as if she did.

It was an impossible situation that became untenable when Pilar became pregnant with our son.

Not that I knew. She never told me until long after I’d fled the country, escaping from her bedroom via some long-forgotten tunnel that ran from a Masaguan convent into a park. I left with a bounty on my head.

Her husband swore he’d have me killed—or do the job himself. That’s all she told me.

Several months later, when I read that he’d been assassinated, I was one of many who did not mourn. Anyone who did mourn for Jorge Balserio wasted his tears.

But Balserio resurfaced, alive and well, a year later. He’d staged his own death to give himself an opportunity to escape his many enemies.

Pilar contacted me the moment she heard. “You can never come back here,” she told me. “He still despises you.”

His soon-to-be ex-wife had given birth to a chubby baby boy. A blond, blue-eyed baby boy.

Aside from Thackery, the crazy surfer, I was the only gringo around. And I was the one who’d had an affair with Pilar.

Which is all the Latin general needed to know.
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SQUIRTING a stream of fluid into the fish’s mouth, Tomlinson asked, “What are you watching for? How can you tell the drug’s kicking in?”

I still had the tarpon cradled in my arms, feeling the slickness of it, smelling the good, sweet tarpon odor that is unique to the fish.

I answered, “I’m watching its gills. The color. But more than that, too. In the first stages of sedation, there’s a slight loss of reactivity to external stimuli. And a decrease in the opercula rate.”

Tomlinson touched his finger to the side of the fish’s head. “The operculum is the gill covering, right?”

“Yep. That’s what I’m doing now, counting how many times the gills are beating per minute. In deep sedation, there’s a total loss of reactivity, even equilibrium—which we want to avoid. We want something in between.”

Tomlinson said, “Real-l-l-ly. That sounds very interesting, though, man. Very heavy. A complete loss of reactivity. What’s it called, metomidate? I may try a few hits of this stuff myself. Take a couple of squirts down the ol’ hatch.”

Then he added quickly, “But strictly as an experiment, of course. Nothing recreational, because I know you wouldn’t be cool with that. I am a social scientist, don’t forget.”

Looking from the fish to Pilar, who was still standing on the shoreline, I said, “Don’t even joke about it. Metomidate—if it’s anything like a sedative we use called quinaldine—can cause corneal damage in fish and people. Which is why we need to get this right. So no more screwing around, O.K.?”

After another minute or two, I could feel the fish begin to go limp in my arms, its big, truncated tail now fanning the water like a slow, slow metronome.

“He’s ready,” I said. “Let’s walk him to the tank and see how he reacts.”

“It’s what you expected so far? The reaction?”

I told him so far, yes. But reminded him that this was just a trial run. Which is why I was using a male tarpon instead of a  female. I didn’t want to risk attempting to anesthetize a female until I knew for certain how much of the drug was needed, and how a sedated tarpon would react if confined in a holding tank for an hour or more. A sexually mature female can produce more than twelve million eggs in a single spawning season. If I screwed up and killed a fish, I didn’t want it to be a member of the brood stock.

A valid point Darwin didn’t make but could have made: In most dimorphic species, males are interchangeable, and so expendable. Perhaps that’s why only primate males seem to inherit the war gene.

As I waded toward the marina, steering the tarpon along, I called to Pilar, “I’ll meet you at the house. The boardwalk’s to your left through the mangroves. Doors are open, there’s mosquito spray on the railing, and there’re drinks in the fridge. So make yourself at home.”

Because I spoke to her in English, she replied in English. It was lightly accented, her tone more formal because the language was less familiar. “I’ve always been interested to see how a man like you lives, Marion. It’s been a long time.”

Emotional indulgence or not, silly or not, that made my heart pound even harder.

 

 

NOT all fish have scales, but all fish produce slime—a glyco-protein called mucin, actually—and the mucin produced by tarpon has all the adhesive charm of super glue mixed with axle grease.

I’d been wrestling with the fish. Tomlinson had not. So, while he played host inside, I stood outside, showering, sluicing off the slime and mud and salt. The southwest coast of Florida had been having some spectacular lightning squalls during our tropical-bright afternoons. So the rainwater pouring out of the cistern was fresh and warm.

Florida has two seasons—the winter dry and the summer wet. It was a Tuesday, the sixth of May, the very front edge of the rainy. So I lathered and rinsed over and over, using all the  water I wanted. It was an extravagance not to be enjoyed come fall.

As I washed, my brain bounced back and forth from topic to topic. I seldom have trouble concentrating. Just the opposite. Friends accuse me of tunnel vision. Of being hermitlike in my work habits to the point of excluding the realities—and the conveniences—of a modern world.

Things they see as conveniences, anyway. Such as television, and VCRs. Add to the list: cellular phones, shopping memberships, Palm Pilots, DVDs, Internet dating services, all varieties of cable and satellite interconnectings, and magic pills that cure ancient ills.

I was having trouble focusing now, though. My attention kept shifting from the sedated tarpon to Pilar. The tarpon was in its tank on the bottom deck of my house, which is built on stilts in the shallow water of Dinkin’s Bay. Before my shower, midway through it, and while I was still drying off, I jogged down the steps, towel around hips, to reconfirm that the fish was still holding itself upright, gills working slowly but steadily in its metomidate-laced pen.

More than once, I also paused to listen to the bell tones of Pilar’s voice and occasional laughter coming from inside. An individual’s voice is as distinctive as a pheromone signature. It caused me to think of the way it had been with her. The emotional and physical intimacy. The way it had been when we were alone, clothed or naked, our bodies and our minds coupled.

In her e-mail, and then on the phone, she hadn’t told me what she wanted to discuss. Just that it was personal and important.

Because she’d assured me it had nothing to do with our son, I didn’t feel any great anxiety. Anticipation—that better describes it.

As I showered, I tried not to admit to myself what it was that I secretly hoped, because, once again, it was silly and out of character. Still, the feelings were there. Truth was, I hoped that she’d come to tell me that she wanted to give us a try. That  she was tired of living without the father of her son, and there was no longer any reason for us to be apart.

Which generated in me a nagging guilt. Guilt because I was now in a full-time relationship with a great lady by the name of Dewey Nye. More than just a relationship, really. It’s the closest I’ve come to what Tomlinson calls “instinctual testicular disobedience.”

By that, he means domestication, plus sexual exclusivity—a combination he has successfully avoided over the years.

Dewey and I’d been splitting our nights between my stilt house and her home on Captiva Island—a sacrifice on her part. I have an outdoor shower and a propane cooking stove. In her designer home, she has a bathtub the size of a swimming pool and a gourmet kitchen.

Even so, I think she was enjoying the change. I was, too—a surprise to many, including me. But true.

Every morning, I’d make breakfast before sending her off to her new job teaching golf and tennis at South Seas Plantation, a classy Captiva resort. In the afternoons, we’d work out, then take turns cooking dinner. We’d even discussed opening a joint bank account to pay household expenses.

Something else that I had accepted with surprising calm: The lady had hinted more than once that she’d give marriage serious consideration if asked, because she wanted to start a family before she hit her late thirties.

“If I can just get enough beer into a certain thick-head, half-blind nerd to get him to pop the question,” she once whispered in my ear.

So, yes. I was in more than just a relationship. I had a partner and a mate. A spectacular one, at that. Infidelity has as much to do with the brain as the body, so my guilt was not misplaced.

Tomlinson has pointed out on more than one occasion that I maintain such tight control over my emotions that it has stunted me spiritually—not that I much care about spirituality.

I knew now, though, how wrong he was. When it came to Pilar, I seemed to have no control at all.
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“MARION. You look good. Healthy. But you’ve lost weight. Too much.”

I was walking toward her as she spoke, arms outstretched, but she surprised me by giving me the briefest of hugs and pulling away. Then she seemed to study me for a moment before adding, “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, I realize that maybe I’d always imagined it. Our son. That I could see him so clearly in your face.”

There may have been a touch of nostalgia in her voice. But there also seemed to be an undertone of cool reserve. Or was I imagining it?

Even so, I didn’t trust myself to speak. I felt too big and clumsy and inarticulate to have someone like her even briefly in my arms. Like I might stumble, fall, and break one of her ribs or something.

I said, “I’ve been working out a lot. Swimming and running,” and realized, as I spoke, what a stupid, inane thing to say after so much time apart.

I tried to rally. “You remember Tomlinson? He’s the friend who was with me in Central America when I got the concussion.”

Idiotic. Of course she remembered. They’d not only spent a couple of days together, they’d been here the last twenty minutes talking while I showered.

Pilar seemed not to notice what a bumbling fool I’d become. She stepped farther away from me, as if requiring distance, her eyes a liquid sheen; eyes that seemed aloof and wise and penetrating.

Her clothing was crisp; her hammered silver bracelet and jade necklace simple, elegant. She wore beige slacks and a white blouse. The starched collar provided a classic pedestal for her classic face. Pilar’s is the face of the pure Indio, though she is not pure Indian. It is the face of royalty you see carved into the pyramid walls and stone stelae of Mexico, Guatemala, and Peru. High cheeks, black eyes, and black Mayan hair. But  her hair was cut and styled so that she looked like a successful, modern business executive. Or a high-level politician—which she’d once been.

In the time I knew her, she’d always worn her combed hair long. It had added a softness to her appearance that wasn’t now evident.

Except for some additional wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, though, and delicate sun lines on her forehead, she hadn’t otherwise changed. She stood there looking up into my face, not smiling. She seemed a stranger. A person whom I’d once known, but no longer knew.

“Remember when I used to call you Señor Feo? Mister Ugly. That was before him.”

I said, “Before Lake.”

Meaning our son, Marino Laken Fuentes. It was a name that, like the boy’s mother, had both Spanish and Mayan roots.

“I’m wondering if he’s grown at all to look like you. A little, perhaps, but not a lot. The eyes, maybe. The jaw?” She seemed to be thinking about it, comparing.

“So now you think I’m handsome, I suppose.” I grinned, hoping to make her laugh.

She didn’t.

“He’s such a fine young man. There’s nothing ugly in goodness, and he’s a good person. Kind and decent. The same qualities I saw in you when we first met.”

I wondered if she’d switched tense accidentally, or if it was because she no longer believed that I possessed those qualities.

I asked, “Is he with you? I’d love to see him.”

She shook her head quickly and then, for no apparent reason, rushed to me on tiptoes and squeezed my arm briefly. It was spontaneous, emotional—an involuntary action linked to the boy we’d made together. The temptation was to hold her there, to kiss her, and then carry her off to some private place.

I might have tried, but just as quickly, she backed away and put her face in her hands. It took me a moment to realize that she was crying.

Tomlinson cleared his throat—a rare moment of awkwardness for a man who is at home in the most bizarre situations— and said, “Wish I could stick around, but I’ve got to get back to my . . . to my gardening.”

Staring dumbly at Pilar—I’ve never known how to behave when a woman begins to cry—I asked him, “Gardening? What’re you talking about? You live on a sailboat, for God’s sake.”

His expression told me, I’m just trying to help, which I should have realized.

As I finally moved to put my hands on Pilar’s shoulders, I listened to him use words to blanket the sound of her crying. He was using them to provide her with a private space. “Hey, man, I’ve been growing chili peppers for years, you know that. Plus, I’ve been planting some very special flora on islands near here. The magic herb, if you must know, though it’s always been my impression mum’s the word, far as you’re concerned.”

Seeming to speak to Pilar, he added, “I’ve been target-farming deserted islands, the few with enough high ground to cultivate. Small Indian shell middens are the best. They seem to add a spiritual kick to my special crop.”

Pilar had allowed me to hold her for a moment, but now she disentangled herself, crossed the room, and found a tissue in her purse. “I’m sorry. It’s not like me to lose control like that. Marion will tell you.”

Not quite true. I’d seen her explode into rages a couple of times. Not often, but her temper could get out of control. And in bed, she had zero control—happily. Her abandon was unforgettable. That was especially true when she’d been through situations of intense stress. Get a couple of glasses of wine in Pilar, and sex became a vent without taboo. With some women, sex is more of a physical event than a coupling. Pilar was one of those.

Tomlinson replied, “Doc can tell you just as honestly that I am almost never in control. So rest easy. You’re among friends.”

That earned a tiny smile. “You really weren’t talking about hot peppers, were you? Ajís, that’s what they’re called in my language.”

Tomlinson nodded at her perceptiveness. “No, my dear, I am not talking about peppers. I think you know exactly what I’m talking about. One of the nights we were together in Central America, the night Doc was feverish, still unconscious. Didn’t we—?” He hesitated, unsure if he should continue.

Pilar wasn’t uncomfortable with the subject. “Yes. Yes, we did. It was very relaxing, and we laughed.”

Tomlinson smiled, tugging at his hair, his expression saying,  I thought so. “If you’re still interested, I have plenty of flora to share. Our friend here does not partake.”

I was surprised, even shocked, when she replied, “I know. In the years I knew him, I never even offered.”

My Pilar?

He said, “You gotta love the big palooka anyway, though, huh?” The two of them simpatico, him standing shirtless at my galley stove in his diaper-style sarong, stork legs sticking out, his skeletal frame visible beneath black sailor’s skin, muscle and tendons traced with veins, one shock of samurai hair arcing unicornlike from the top of his head.

“The moment we started talking,” he continued, “I knew that, spiritually, you were an interesting soul. You got lots of stuff going on inside there, don’t you, my dear lady?”

He eyed her intensely for a moment. I found his tone and manner unusual when he added, “Some people live at the top of a whole pyramid of shishos. I had an instant . . . awareness  of who you are, what you are. Same the first time we met in Masagua. You’ve got a complicated chemistry going on. You’re what we in the mojo business call a complicated spirit. Still evolving.”

She said slowly, “I have the same strong feeling about you, Tomlinson.”

I didn’t interpret what he said as much of a compliment. Even so, he placed his hands together palm-to-palm in front of his face, and bowed slightly at the waist.

Her expression focused, she turned to me. “Marion, do you trust this man?”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. It’s important.”

“I’ve known him for a long time. I trust him with anything but my female friends. When he’s sober, anyway.”

“I can tell you’re joking.”

I was joking. Kind of.

I listened to her say, “I like him. There’s a quality about him. I get a sense of goodness and strength. I remember how kind he was to you when you were in the jungle, so badly injured.”

Turning her attention once again to Tomlinson, she added, “I made a decision while we were talking. It surprised me. I didn’t expect it to happen. I came here to tell Marion something important. I need his help. Perhaps you can help, too.”

Tomlinson said, “I’m trying to imagine how any man on earth could refuse to do anything you asked. Seriously—has anyone ever tried?”

Again this was said with an odd, insightful tone.

Pilar didn’t smile when she answered, “You may regret agreeing before you’ve heard what it is I’m asking. Let me tell you about it first. Then decide.”

Tomlinson said, “O.K., I’ll listen. But I already know what my answer’s going to be.”




TWO

PILAR said, “They’ve taken our son, Marion. He’s been kidnapped.”

Her words seemed to bang around, echoing inside my auditory canal. I had to wait for a moment until my brain translated the noise.

“Kidnapped. When?”

“Five days ago. Slightly less.”

“Who? Who did it?’

“Balserio.”

As Tomlinson said, “Oh God,” I banged my fist on my thigh and said, “Why didn’t you tell me right away? On the phone.”

“I’ll explain why. Now’s not the time to second-guess my decisions. Please.”

I said, “Wherever he is, we’ll find him. Don’t worry. I’ll  find him.” My head snapped around. “Do you think they hurt him? Do you have any information at all?”

I watched her battle to hold the tears in check. “That’s the worst. I think they may have hurt him, but I don’t know how badly. Laken is so strong-willed. In his room, there was a struggle. Some furniture was broken. Some glass. Plus”—she paused for another moment—“plus, when you hear about the  man who took him. Who did the kidnapping. He’s . . . he’s horrible. Sick. A monster. Everyone in Masagua is afraid of him.”

When I began to press for details—Who was the man? Had federal investigators been assigned to the case?—she shushed me with a warning finger. “I’ll explain it all. We don’t have enough time to waste it by rushing.”

From her reaction, though, I got the strong impression that it disturbed her to linger on the subject of Lake’s abductor. It scared me, her reaction. Gave me a chill.

The three of us were outside, sitting in cane-backed bar stools on the northeastern side of my porch. It’s the portion of porch that hangs over my shark pen and looks out over the bay.

On the teak table between Pilar and myself were Ball jars filled with iced tea. Tomlinson held a tumbler of dark Guyana rum cloaked in his big bony hands, as if trying to warm it. Unseen below us, beneath dark water, two bull sharks and a smaller, 70-pound hammerhead shark circled. Like ocean currents, sharks are always moving.

It was a little before eight P.M. on a Tuesday night so humid that the air had a steam-bath weight. I could feel water molecules settling upon my skin. It was ten minutes or so until sunset, and a couple hours past low tide, so the tidal lake that is Dinkin’s Bay was refilling.

I rose from my chair and began to pace.

Pilar said, “It happened Wednesday night or early Thursday morning. We live in a place you’ll remember—the Claustro la Concepción. The old nunnery right across from the presidential palace.”

Yes, I remembered. Stone walls, high ceilings, lots of wood and shadow. It smelled of canvas and heavy furniture, like a museum. In the city, it had been the only safe meeting place for Pilar and me, our one refuge. A convent where lovers rendezvoused. Ironic.

“Safety,” she said. “That’s why Laken and I lived there. When I was involved with the government, Masagua had a period of stability. Brief stability—I’m not taking credit, understand. The  first in its history, but that’s changed. It’s become a political nightmare again.”

From news reports on my shortwave radio, that was true. I knew generalities, not the details.

Masagua is the smallest country in Central America. It’s on the Pacific Coast, between Costa Rica and Nicaragua. It’s made up of rural islands, mountains, active volcanoes, and rainforest. It’s also the poorest country in the region. Unemployment and infant mortality rates are high, the median income low.

Nothing catalyzes political unrest like a failed economy. I knew there were two rebel armies vying to take control. Jorge Balserio was the head of the most powerful rebel force—the F.L.N., or National Liberation Front. I’d heard he’d formed a government in exile based somewhere in Florida. Miami, probably.

The fact that he’d faked his assassination—killing some of his own men in the process—just to save his own skin had apparently been forgotten.

“Our rooms,” Pilar said, “are on the second floor of the convent. Laken’s room is down the hall from mine. Because I still work as a government consultant, the military provides armed guards. See? I thought we were safe.”

I interrupted. “Is General Rivera still the head of the military?”

Juan Rivera was an old political enemy but also my old friend. He’s a baseball freak—a left-handed pitcher who carried his fantasy of playing pro ball into middle age. Picture Fidel Castro: the fatigues, the beard, but bigger and without the psychosis.

“No, the general’s been gone for more than a year. After he lost his command, he disappeared—to avoid a firing squad, some say. Which was a terrible loss for me. Juan was one of the few people in the government I could still trust.

“That’s something you need to know. Our government’s close to collapse. There are so many traitors and rebel insiders now, there’s almost no one—I’m not exaggerating—no one  that I can speak to in confidence. I trusted Juan, but almost no  one else. No longer. That’s why I couldn’t speak openly on the telephone.

“The armed guards I mentioned? I thought our son’s personal guard, Gilberto, was devoted. But the night of the kidnapping, Gilberto went home, saying he was sick. I’ve been told he’s joined the rebels.”

Because I hoped it would nudge her into telling us more about the kidnapper, I asked, “What makes you think Balserio’s involved?”

“Because they delivered a video and he’s mentioned in a way that implicates him. I brought it so you can see for yourself. The man who abducted Laken”—she stopped, visibly pained—“I can’t call him a man. I won’t. Jorge Balserio, he’s responsible for what’s happened, and he’ll burn in hell for what he’s done. Bringing that terrible person into Masagua.”

It took Tomlinson’s gentle questioning to get the story out of her. Less than three years before, Balserio’s rebel army had been so ineffective that it had become the butt of jokes. No respect from the general population meant no support. Desperate for power, Balserio had taken desperate military risks—one was a stab at psychological warfare.

Using political connections and bribes, he bought the freedom of a hundred or so of the most dangerous criminals in Nicaragua and Colombia. In exchange for their freedom and other perks, the criminals agreed to fight for Balserio as mercenaries.

I was explaining to Tomlinson that such bartering wasn’t uncommon among guerrilla armies, when Pilar interrupted. “Letting men out of prison, that’s one thing. I’ve heard of that. But Jorge, he took inmates from asylums, too. Insane asylums. And animals who should have been in insane asylums. He wanted the sickest kind of men. Men who’d do things so brutal that people would support him out of fear.

“It worked,” she added. “He’s winning the war. People are afraid to leave their homes at night. They’re flying his flag, and they’ll vote for his party because they don’t want one of his monsters to come knocking on their door.”

I clubbed my thigh with my fist again as I listened to her  describe how frantic she’d been when she found the door to the boy’s room forced open, his bed empty, plus this odd discovery: All the fish in his main aquarium were dead.

I said, “Dead? How?”

She shrugged. “It was as if they’d exploded.”

That made no sense. My brain started to consider the possibilities, but then swung back to task. I had to ask again, “What makes you think they hurt Lake?”

Pilar had brought a simple straw purse. It was the type they sell in the open markets of Central America, and that are used by peasant women. From the purse she took a CD.

“Judge for yourself. On Thursday morning, a brown paper package was found outside the compound gate. It makes me nauseous to watch it. Do you have a computer that plays DVDs?”

I didn’t, but Tomlinson did.

“My laptop’s in the marina office,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

 

 

ASIDE from exchanging e-mail photos, I hadn’t seen my son in nearly four years. Now here he was on a computer screen, his pale eyes staring out into mine, looking so lost and alone that his fear seemed directly proportional to the dread I now felt.

He was lying on a bare mattress in a poorly lighted room. They’d used duct tape. His wrists and mouth were taped, and a section of rope tied around his waist suggested they’d used it to pull him along, leading him to this dingy-looking place.

There was a window, Venetian blinds drawn, pale light leaking through, and a floor lamp. A moth was beating itself against the lamp’s nicotine shade. It could have been a cheap motel. It could have been a cabin in the woods.

The video began with a close-up of the boy’s face, his eyes blinking into the lens. There is something heartbreakingly vulnerable about people who have been bound and gagged. The physical debasement is implicit. It is something that might be done to animals before they are thrown over the hoods of hunting vehicles.

Looking at my son’s face, I wondered how long he would be scarred by this violation. I wondered if he would live long enough to suffer through it and heal.

My son.

Those two words had once seemed a foreign combination. But I’d come to like the sound.

Maybe we’re all trapped, to a degree, by our own self-image. I’m an anti-gizmo snob. I’d once had Internet service because I’d needed it for research, but canceled it when I was done. Bringing another computer into the lab had taken some convoluted rationalizing.

Tomlinson hadn’t helped matters when he told me, “Buy it, man. Hell, I just got a cellular phone and a beeper. So my Zen students—when they’re panicked, or in trouble with the cops—I’m just ten digits away. I’m thinking about getting one of those infrared laser pointers, too. From my boat, I can screw with the guides at night. Hell, I’m a Buddhist monk, but I’ve come to the conclusion we’re all destined to be microchip whores.”

I bought the desk PC anyway, and so it was through the Internet that I got to know Lake. In the last year or so, we’d been e-mailing almost daily. Sometimes we wrote in Spanish, sometimes in English. The early letters had been strained, but they’d gotten to be friendly and often funny. They’d certainly become far more familiar. He’d started out addressing me as “Father,” then as “Dad” when he wrote in English. He seemed most comfortable, though, calling me “Doc”—two friendly equals exchanging thoughts and news—and that’s the way it had stayed.

Fact was, I’d been fretting about why I hadn’t heard from him in nearly a week.

Now I knew.

He was a smart kid; loved natural history. He knew his birds, reptiles, and plants. He asked a lot of questions about my work in the marine sciences. Lately, he’d been setting up several of his own saltwater aquaria. I’d been helping.

I saved his letters. Sometimes, alone at night, I’d reread my favorites.

Science is its own language. Lake already knew that. Science was the language we shared.

So credit the Internet for changing the way I felt about my boy. He went from being the child I’d fathered, to an individual. He became the articulate young man whose sense of humor and intellect exceeded my own. I began to think of him not just as our son, but as my son. Laken Fuentes—the name “Laken” taken from some obscure Mayan legend. He didn’t seem to mind when I shortened the name to Lake.

I liked that. People who get pissy about their names being shortened make me uneasy.

 

 

MY house is actually two small wooden houses built under a single tin roof. The houses are separated by a breezeway, or what used to be called a “dog trot.”

I live in one of the houses. The other is a small but well-equipped laboratory from which I run my company, Sanibel Biological Supply. Collecting marine specimens to sell to schools and research labs around the country is not a booming enterprise, but it’s what I do, and I do it to the best of my abilities.

We were in the lab now. In the center of the room, I’ve installed a university-style science work station: an island of oaken drawers and cupboards beneath a black epoxy table, complete with a sink, faucets, electrical outlets, and double gas cocks for attaching Bunsen burners.

We were standing at the work station. Tomlinson’s white Apple laptop was open before us. To my right, beneath the east windows, on a similar table, was a row of working aquaria, octopi and fish therein. There were additional glass aquaria above on shelves.

To my left, along the east wall near the door, were more tanks filled with fish and crabs and eels. My lab always smells of fish, formaldehyde, disinfectant, books, old planking, and barnacles that grow at water level on pilings below the pine slab flooring.

Tomlinson touched the computer’s Play button. As the  DVD began to spin, aerators charged the air with ozone and provided a pleasant, bubbling backdrop for a video that was anything but pleasant.

When Lake’s face filled the screen, mouth taped, I felt Pilar place her hand on my arm for support. Or perhaps to support me. It was the first time I’d felt any emotional or physical connection from her since her arrival.

At first, the audio was garbled. But then, off camera, I heard a man’s smoky voice say in Spanish, “Grunt so that your mother can hear you. One grunt for yes, two for no. Have we hurt you?”

The man had a distinctive lisp. I also noted that he had an equally unusual accent. The dominant inflection was the cracker-American that is poor white Southern. But there was something else mixed in there, too. French? Close but not quite right.

The man waited before he said again, “Make some noise, kid. Have we hurt you?”

The tone was threatening. Even so, there was another long pause before the boy grunted twice. No.

Pilar whispered, “I know him too well to believe that. He’s injured. They’ve done something to him.”

The man asked, “Have we treated you all right?”

Once again, the long hesitation said more than the boy’s single grunt. Yes.

During that space of silence, the cry of a bird could be heard from outside. It was a muted, two-toned whistle.

The man: “Do you think we’ll kill you if your mother doesn’t cooperate?”

This time, the boy grunted instantly. Yes.

Now the shot widened so that much of the room was visible. I could see that Lake was barefooted and wore blue jeans without a belt—he’d dressed in a hurry. I pressed my glasses to my face and leaned closer, trying to focus on detail.

There appeared to be a raised ribbon of welt that ran the length of the boy’s right forearm. It might have been a burn were it not so narrow. Flames are seldom projected like water from a hose or, say, from a Bunsen burner. Something else I noticed: His feet seemed to be stained with something. Blood?

Possibly.

He wore a dark blue T-shirt, only a portion of an insignia visible: An M and a T overlaid.

The boy was a Minnesota Twins fan. He liked the Cubs, the Red Sox, and the Mets, too. Some combination.

That’d earned him an Internet introduction to Tomlinson, which is why they were now e-mail pals, too.

I remembered Lake writing to explain. He liked the Twins because they had one of the lowest payrolls in baseball, but still produced winning teams. He liked the Cubs, the Mets, and the Red Sox because they were perennial underachievers, plus the brilliant and quirky Bill “Spaceman” Lee had pitched for the Sox. Tomlinson loved him for that.

An advocate of the underdog. It was a characteristic I credited to his mother.

As the shot widened, the camera jolted, then the aperture became fixed. A person then moved into the frame—a large man who was oddly dressed, I realized.

When he appeared, Pilar’s fingers squeezed my arm.

At first, the man’s face wasn’t visible because he wore the kind of hooded cloak that I associate with cloistered monks. The hood was pulled over his head.

Also, he was holding a Miami Herald up to the camera. It was the Latin-American edition, printed in Spanish. He held the paper long enough so the day and the date could be read. He had a big Caucasian left hand, and hairless fingers that were thick and badly burn-scarred. I noticed that he didn’t wear a wristwatch.

The paper had been published on Thursday, five days before.

I wasn’t prepared for what I saw when the man lowered the paper.

Perhaps I should have been. There are certain varieties of bank robbers, kidnappers, and other career criminals who use disguise as an excuse for wearing bizarre clothing. It’s a kind of fetish. Part of the psychological profile.

This guy was certainly dressed bizarrely. He wore black sunglasses over a mask that had painted eyebrows and rouged  cheeks. The mask may have been more than a fetish, though, because there was enough of his forehead showing to see that, like his hand, his face had been scarred by fire. A tuft of blond hair protruded from a waxen area of skull that was visible from within the cloak.

The mask keyed some long-gone memory. Where had I seen one similar? The Maya of Central America are big on masks. They use them in all kinds of festivals and ceremonies. In the States, it’s Halloween only. In Maya country, though, masks are part of the culture.

Guatemala?

No . . .

Then I remembered. It was during the civil war in Nicaragua. I’d been traveling the country doing marine research, but I was also imbedded, doing government service.

That’s where I’d seen a similar mask. Several, actually. Members of guerrilla death squads wore them to hide their identities. The masks were light, made of wire mesh, like mosquito screening, so they were cool in the jungle heat. I’d been told they were modeled after some old Mayan mask that had been used in sacrificial ceremonies.

The Indios relish their blood traditions.

The cosmetic touches—painted eyebrows, pink cheeks—seemed satirically feminine.

I watched the mask move on the man’s face as he said, “The kid can’t really talk right now, so I’ll have to talk for him. That’s because he’s all tied up!” Then the three of us listened to him make an oddly high-pitched clucking sound that became a staccato barking—laughter.

It could have been the parody of some inane comic, but the tactlessness wasn’t intentional. Even in Spanish, there was a clumsy white-trash stupidity about the way he hammered the punch line.

He’s all tied up!

It was a bully’s joke, a bully’s laughter.

I wanted to jump through the screen, grab him by the throat, and squeeze until his eyes bulged. People who’ve been  scarred or disfigured are usually eager to spare others pain because they’ve endured the worst that life and human nature have to offer.

Not this one. His scars seemed tailored to his personality. He seemed right at home with a face that he preferred to keep hidden.

Still chuckling, he said, “So, hello, hello, hello, to the beautiful and famous Pilar Fuentes Balserio. I’ve got a message for you from your husband, Jorge. When I lead him back to the presidential palace, me and the General and the rest of his army expect you to be in the bedroom, with your clothes off, waiting to . . .”

He then launched into a sexually graphic tirade so angry that it was more like an assault, a scenario with details designed to shock.

After enduring less than a minute, Tomlinson said, “My Spanish isn’t the best, but this guy’s a freak, man. A serious wack job.” I said, “Listen,” as Masked Man continued the rant. It went

I said, “Listen,” as Masked Man continued the rant. It went on for another half-minute before his mood seemed to darken and he abruptly shifted subjects.

“But enough about me!” he said—that heavy comedic punch again. “The point is, we’ve got your kid. He’s alive. If you want him to stay alive, and if you want to get him back, you’re going to do exactly what we tell you to do. If you don’t, the General says I can have him. Me. That’s an honor. For you,  I mean. So here’s what we want you to do—”

Not looking away from the screen, I asked Pilar, “Should I get some paper? Or have you already made a transcript?”

She was no longer touching my arm. She had, in fact, moved closer to Tomlinson. “I have every word on paper, even the sick parts. There’s only about another minute left. Watch first, then read the transcript.”

The demands he made seemed to be the first of a long list. They weren’t random. They’d been thought out. He knew exactly what he wanted—or what he was supposed to say. One of those demands was that Pilar go as soon as she possibly could  to Miami, where, he said, she would receive further instructions.

Balserio’s government-in-exile was in Florida, I remembered.

When the video ended, I said to Tomlinson, “There are parts of this I’d like to see again. Can you use the computer to freeze-frame and zoom in?”

Tomlinson was tugging at his samurai horn nervously. “You name it. Modern times, man. Whatever you want.”
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