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Here are your waters and your watering place.

Drink and be whole again beyond confusion.

—ROBERT FROST

“Directive”



1

On Friday night, January the third, Thorn put on a clean T-shirt and cutoffs and drove his ’69 VW convertible to Coconuts, a new waterfront bar behind the Holiday Inn. He ordered a beer, and the bartender brought him a Tecate, a slice of lime on the top of it. He sipped it, watching the pretty tanned women swirl around the dance floor and the bar.

Thorn had gone to Coconuts because his loneliness had begun echoing too loudly, and he thought he wanted to fill himself up with rock music and empty chatter. It was the first weekend of the new year. He thought maybe he was ready to come home with a warm body.

He’d been there only a few minutes when a dark woman with her hair clenched back in a ponytail took the stool beside him. She swiveled around to face him and began tapping her Corvette key chain on the bar.

“I’m a dentist,” she said. “Does that bother you?”

“Not yet,” he said.

She smiled at him and he smiled back. She tapped the key chain against the bar, keeping the beat to a loud song he didn’t recognize.

She laughed and set down her frothy red drink.

“You know it’s funny,” she said. “A guy like you, all raggedy, sunburned, and unshaven, if I saw you up in Miami, I’d probably say to myself, Look at that syphilitic loser. But down here in the Keys, damn if you’re not romantic. You’re a water bum, living on your sailboat, and I’ll probably wind up in the sack with you tonight, getting my eyeballs fucked out.”

Thorn rose, picked up his Tecate, and moved down three stools.

A green-eyed blonde in a black Danskin top and a denim skirt was sitting next to him. She sighed, shook her head, and turned on him. She told him she’d used her Christmas break to drive all the way from Minnesota to Key Largo to scuba dive on the reefs and she was shocked by the decay of the coral and the degrading of the water. The damn locals were doing a lousy job of protecting the ecology. This place was a national treasure, and they were letting it get ruined. Thorn nodded, set aside the lime wedge from his new beer, and tried to interest himself in her eyes. A warm light seemed to be filling them.

She looked back at him, getting quiet, leaning slowly toward him, peering strangely at his face. He was about to speak, to ask her if she’d like to analyze the moonlight from his hammock, when she reached out and touched his cheek with a cool finger.

She said, “You really ought to have that crusty red patch looked at.”

He stared at her.

She said, “Melanoma. You know, the big C?”

He got the bartender’s attention, paid his bill, and left Coconuts. He drove south a couple of miles and turned into a dark street where the palm fronds stirred against the one working streetlight. Papa John’s Bomb Bay Bar was at the end of that dark rutted street, past a weedy trailer park. The bar was in a sagging shack on the edge of the Atlantic.

He parked the VW next to a shrimp truck and went inside. No women there. No dating rituals or ferns or foreign beers. The only decorations were some framed black-and-white photos on one wall.

It was a rogues’ gallery. A much younger Papa John stood out on anonymous docks with his cronies: politicians, baseball players, movie stars. All of them sunburned, posing beside their marlin or holding up a string of game fish.

Thorn leaned against the bar and watched Papa John in his white captain’s hat and rumpled white shirt going about his work, drawing beers for the two shrimpers sitting at the end of the bar. Both of them wore stained undershirts, tattoos on their arms, baseball caps; one had dog tags. Thorn nodded to the men, and they nodded back. One of them said his name.

When Papa John brought Thorn his Busch, he asked Thorn how the fly-tying business was doing.

“I’m carving plugs now,” he said. “Cutting back on flies.”

“Plugs,” said one of the shrimpers. “Shit, whatta you want to waste your time carving plugs?”

“Silhouettes,” said the other shrimper. “That’s all the goddamn fishes care about. They see a shape they like, they’ll hit it. Fish don’t give a shit if it’s made out of wood or plastic.”

“Well, I give a shit,” Thorn said.

Papa John said, “Hell, I’m with Thorn. Give me wood every time. That plastic crap, man, a good-sized fish hits plastic, the thing blows up on you.”

Papa John and the shrimpers started in on it, who knew more about catching fish. As Thorn washed away those Tecates with his Busch, he watched the three men. They were in their sixties, and there was still a pioneer gristle in their faces. But the flesh on their arms was loose, their fingers thick and clumsy with gout or arthritis. Thorn knew these shrimpers, and he knew their sons. They were paler than their fathers, less hardy specimens, men whose only calluses came from golf, or tapping buttons.

He drank his beer and watched these men argue. These men who had done every rough and difficult thing a man might be expected to do in the Keys. Everything but replace themselves.

In a few minutes Papa John came over to him again and asked if he wanted another beer. Thorn said he reckoned he’d done enough celebrating tonight. He dug some change from his pocket.

Papa John squinted at Thorn, gave him a long, searching look. He said, “You know what, son. I believe I could use somebody like you around here.”

Thorn laughed.

“I’m serious, Thorn. I am.” He looked back at the shrimpers, then leaned forward into confidential range. He said quietly, “I could teach you some things, Thorn. I could.”

“What? How to be a scoundrel?” Thorn said. He put the change down on the bar. “A rapscallion?”

Papa John smiled. “Yeah,” he said. “That, and a lot more.”

“No, thanks, John. I got myself a vocation already.”

“Carving plugs,” Papa John said.

“It keeps me busy,” said Thorn.

He said good-night to the shrimpers, nodded to Papa John, and left.

When he got home, he wasn’t feeling sorry for himself anymore. He was feeling sorry for Key Largo, for Florida, for North America. For men and women everywhere. For the race of lonely creatures that walked upright.

He knew what his problem was. It’d been too damn long since he’d been in love. It was three months ago that he’d kissed Sarah Ryan good-bye. She’d moved to Tallahassee, taken a job with the Sierra Club to fight for the rights of the manatee and wood stork.

All through that September she’d talked about it, what a chance it was, a bigger impact on things, no more Miami public defense work. Let the slime and sleaze fend for themselves. Thorn said yeah, it sounded great, a great job. Both of them acted this through, some tears, some long hugs. The damn job splitting them up. Thorn even started to believe it at times.

But he knew when she drove away that afternoon, waving into her rearview mirror, he knew that was all shit. They’d burned it up, whatever had fueled their love, making it so bright and hot and fast. All though September they’d raced through the motions. Sexual seizures, biting, pinching each other as if to squeeze out that extra drop. Gripping tight while the G-force died, while their rocketing hearts slowed back to normal. Then even slower than that.

And since that afternoon Thorn had been living aboard the Chris Craft, relearning the language of his own solitude, while he and Jack Higby rebuilt his house, plank by plank, peg by peg, leveling, squaring up the edges.

Back in August his house had been destroyed. A bomb meant for Thorn had blasted it, sprayed his belongings across the entire five acres of Thorn’s property. And now and then, as he and Higby worked, one of them would stumble across a charred and twisted tool, an old reel singed by the fire, the door from the broiler, and Jack might hold it up, trying to figure out what it had been, and Thorn’s heart would flare, miss a beat.

It’d been in August that he’d tracked down his foster mother’s killer, untangled a snarl of greed and hate. And now strangers came up to him, patted him on the shoulder, standing there in the Largo Shopper on the produce aisle, saying, all right, bud, way to get ’em. Like it’d been a baseball game and he’d hit a grand slam. Six people dead. A lot of damn blood on the stage at the end of it. And every hand patting his shoulder left a burning print.

It was getting close to midnight. Thorn’s beer buzz had died to a hum, and a sharp headache was easing up the back of his neck. He was on the Heart Pounder, his thirty-two-foot Chris Craft, anchored in the basin at the end of his dock on Blackwater Sound. He sat at the swing-up table, listening to the hiss of the Coleman lantern.

He was sanding a six-inch piece of hickory that he’d cut from a broom handle. For two days he’d been whittling on that hickory. It was to be a replica of a ballyhoo, that oily black demon with a two-inch sword, the prey of dolphin, sailfish, marlin.

His craft had always been in tying flies. Steady fingers, miniature knots, attaching sprays of fur or horsehair with garish synthetic threads. But that was before. That was six months ago, before things went from quiet to deafening.

He still filled the orders he got from fishing guides and a couple of friends who ran local tackle shops. Those flies still paid his meager bills. But it was a labor now. He’d lost the heat.

The fishing guides still came aboard, made small talk, told their quiet stories of scorched reels and melted ball bearings, from the lightning first run of bonefish or permit. And when Thorn brought out those flies and handed them over, the fishermen still touched them with a cloaked reverence as if they were handling icons.

But it was just mechanical. His passion had drained off. The surge, the hot focus as he worked, the afterburn that lasted into the evening of a successful tying day. All of it had evaporated. So he had taken up plugs.

He had worked first on darters. A blunt-nosed, stubby plug, it was shaped to dig into the water and then dart when the rod was jerked. Darters imitated distressed fish back in the channels and canals. Those popeyed snook would watch from their safe cages of mangrove roots, thinking no, no, no, no. Until sometime during the final retrieve, because they believed the wounded minnow had recovered and was swimming away: Yes!

He’d moved on to poppers, the torpedo-shaped dancers, then floaters and divers, and crawlers. He had a drawerful of them now, some without their final treble hooks, several half painted, some still naked wood. None had been in the water yet, to have their chance to trick or fail. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that he felt eager and fresh, learning this new craft.

In the distance Thorn heard the muttering of a small outboard. He drew back the red-and-white checked galley curtain and saw the running lights of a bonefish skiff.

As it approached Thorn’s dock, he made out Captain Bradley Barnes, probably on his way back from a night of drinking up at Senor Frijoles, running home to Rock Harbor. Barnes was a cranky retired M.D. who chartered his sixteen-footer, the Lucy Goosey, out of Papa John’s Bomb Bay Marina. Barnes had erected a sign on the lintel over his dock that said, DISCOUNTS FOR THE SPEECHLESS.

Thorn took the lantern outside and met Barnes on the dock and helped him make fast. They sat on the edge of the dock and looked out at the black harbor, at the moon muffled deep in clouds.

“Those Grizzlies you tied are knocking them dead,” Barnes said, whiskey and green peppers on the breeze.

“So I hear,” said Thorn.

“Had an angler this afternoon, he hooked himself what must’ve been a fourteen-pound bonefish. Just inside Dove Key in about a foot of water. He wrestled that bone for half an hour and got tired and wanted to give the rod to me. I wouldn’t take it, so he kept on cranking, got it up to the boat, and that horse broke off soon as it saw the net. That Grizzly still in his lip.”

Thorn said, “Probably showing it around tonight. What to watch out for.”

“I lost all four of those you made for me. My angler snagged two on the bottom, logs or some such.” The doctor smiled, his lips blistered, his blue eyes bleached by the sun. “So, I’m here to buy a dozen more.”

Thorn told Bradley he was out of the materials for the Grizzly. There weren’t going to be any more of them.

“What exactly were they?”

Thorn was silent. In a minute Bradley laughed into the dark.

“Can’t shoot me for asking,” he said. “Like asking the pope what he spiked that wine with. Well then, hell, I’m going back out there tomorrow, see if I can’t find those logs those flies got snagged on. See how long I can hold my breath. I got my heart set on that fly-fish trophy at Old Pirate Days this year.”

“That’d be four in a row, wouldn’t it?”

“Four’s a good number,” he said. “I got a fondness for it.”

When Barnes was gone, Thorn went inside and opened the drawer beneath his bunk, where he kept his materials. The piss yellow swatch of polar bear fur was there, still enough of it left to stuff a football. He could make enough Grizzlies to flood the market, catch every bonefish left in the Keys.

Twenty years ago the fur had been a gift from his foster mother when she’d returned from Alaska after a month of fishing up there. He’d found it at her house, in his boyhood room last August, when he was cleaning out the place to ready it for sale.

He had tried using a pinch of the fur on a standard fly, something close to the Bonebuster, two silver eyes, a crimson belt of Mylar that cinched in the pinafore of polar bear fur, the hook curling out the spray of skirt like a single disfigured leg. He’d named it the Grizzly.

And now the impossible had happened. The lure was consistently firing their brains, bringing them to the surface with an eerie regularity. It’d been happening now for two months, the longest string of luck any of his lures had ever had.

Thorn tried to imagine what strange collision of scents this was, how the fur of that Arctic beast could catalyze these tropical spooks. What was it they saw? This invader from a universe of ice twitching in their marshy pool, igniting some ancient rage perhaps, some hatefulness for the outsider, the alien.

Thorn took the wad of polar bear fur out on deck, dropped it into the departing tide. He watched it as it floated across the basin, and in a while into a slick of yellow moonlight, then into the path of a shrimper on her way out, disappearing finally below the hull, churned to particles by the prop.

Benny Cousins stood on the lower deck as the forty-five-foot Bertram idled across the flats. The water here was less than a foot in places, laced with sandbars and coral heads. It’s why he’d hired this jerkoff captain to bring them in. Guy by the name of Murphy, who’d worked this shoreline for the Coast Guard for twenty years. Murphy was retired and living down in Grassy Key, making do on his pension and Social Security. So you’d think he’d be happy to make five hundred bucks to do a little boat handling for Benny, just keep his mouth shut and steer them to shore. But no, this tightass wanted to know everything. Like he was going to file a float plan with the fucking Supreme Court.

Benny said don’t worry about it. I’m picking up a friend of mine about twenty-five miles offshore, bringing him back to the Keys for a weekend party. All you need to know is the loran coordinates for the meeting and the location of our landing in Key Largo.

But this guy wouldn’t give up. He kept bugging Benny all the way out from the docks in Islamorada. This isn’t some kind of drug run, is it, Cousins? Hell, no. I look like a drug runner to you? You can’t tell, the jerkoff had said. Everybody’s into it these days. Well, I’m not fucking into it, Benny said. I hate drugs, drug runners, everything they fucking stand for.

So Murphy gives it a rest for a few minutes. They’re out there in the dark, cruising out to sea, Benny looking up for the couple of constellations he can name, and this guy starts in again. How come your friend didn’t fly in? What’s all this boat shenanigans? It don’t smell right. And Benny left him up there on the bridge and climbed down to the deck, where his two men, Donald and Joe, were smoking cigarettes, sitting in the marlin fighting chairs. Let that jerkoff Murphy guess all he wanted. Fuck if Benny was going to say another word to the guy.

But Murphy did have a point. Benny could’ve brought Claude in by plane. Walked him right through Customs, done it under their noses. But what fun was that? He liked playing up all this clandestine bullshit. It impressed the clients, helped spread the good word among their kind. If he made it look too easy bringing these guys across, they might think it wasn’t worth the price.

Right after midnight the thirty-foot Donzi showed itself, made its three shorts, one long flash with its searchlight. The off-loading worked fast and quiet. Not a word. The Haitian, Claude, climbed aboard with his suitcase, wearing a flowered shirt, white pants. Benny waved at the man on the Donzi, and the boats separated. Start to finish, the whole thing was a minute, a minute-thirty tops.

And now they were idling across the flats, heading to Dynamite Docks in North Key Largo. There was no development at this end of the island, nothing but hundreds of acres of mangroves and alligators and scorpions. And this one cement dock that ran out a couple hundred feet. The place was a legendary drop-off spot for smugglers. It’s why Benny had picked it. Nobody used it anymore because the DEA had built one of their outpost stations a few hundred yards from the docks. That was just the kind of heavy-handed symbolism they liked. Hey, look what we’re doing! Shaking the bushes real loud as they snuck up on you. It was one of the reasons, just one, that Benny had quit the DEA.

He liked the irony of bringing Claude ashore here, within spitting distance of his old colleagues. And Dynamite Docks had the reek of history. He could imagine the wagons of rum creaking down a sandy path out to some old jalopy on the highway. And he could picture the hippies back in the sixties, VW vans gridlocked back there in the woods, waiting for their bale of grass.

They were about fifty yards from shore when Murphy called down that there was a boat and some activity at the docks. Claude moved alongside Benny, staring at him in the dark.

“You said it was all arranged,” Claude said.

“Hey,” Benny said, “I can account for every fucking DEA boat, Customs, Coast Guard, you name it. If it’s one of ours, I know its present location. And they aren’t around here.” Benny strained through the dark toward the darker shoreline, the Bertram still gliding forward.

“What do I do?” Murphy called down.

“Keep going,” Benny said. He told Claude to get his ass down below and stay there. Then he got Donald and Joe arranged flat on the front deck. He told them to keep their Mac-10s trained on the shore. Benny shook his head and snapped the slide shut on his Smith automatic. All right then, gentlemen, start your engines.

Murphy slid them neatly up to the edge of the dock. The other boat was an eighteen-foot Boston Whaler. Benny could see the black gleam of a plastic-wrapped bale. He could even smell the shit. Nobody was around.

He hissed at his guys, waved them back to the stern deck. Claude was glaring at him through the parlor window, making slit eyes at Benny. He probably scared normal people with that look.

Donald and Joe made the Bertram fast to the pilings, and Benny stepped onto the dock. There was a black Ford van parked about twenty yards off, near the trees. Benny motioned for Donald to go one way, Joe the other way, surround the van.

When they were in place, he walked across the sandy ground and stood facing the rear doors, raised his automatic, and was about to fire when the door came open a crack and a boy’s voice said, “We surrender.”

“Get the fuck out here,” Benny said. All that DEA adrenaline soaring through him again. “Now, motherfuckers!”

It was a boy and girl with matching frizzy blond hair, both in blue jeans and black T-shirts. Rock stars in training.

Donald and Joe came around the van. The teenagers edged away from them. Benny opened the van door. In the half-moon glow, he could make out two or three bales.

“How old’re you two punks?” he said, closing the doors.

“Eighteen,” the girl said.

“Ken and Barbie,” Benny said, “out in the spooky woods at night with a ton of illegal drugs. How does that happen? Huh? Where in hell did you develop fucking values like that?”

“We have the right to remain silent,” the boy said. “The right to have an attorney present.”

Benny snorted, turned to his men. Donald smiled. Joe was eyeing the girl.

“What is it?” Benny said. “Your old man a lawyer?”

“As a matter of fact,” the boy said, “he is.”

Benny shook his head and said, “Jesus Christ, that’s the way it’s fucking going.”

He shot the boy in the knee. And when the kid was on the ground writhing, Benny moved over to him, stepped on the ankle of his good leg, and shot him in the other knee. The girl screamed for him to stop.

A brown Mercedes rolled up the narrow path.

“It’s about fucking time,” Benny said. He shot the boy through the chest and turned to the girl. “You wouldn’t ever do anything like this again, now would you, sweet pea? Seeing what can happen.”

She swallowed, mouth quivering. She said, “No, sir. No, never.”

He pressed the barrel of the Smith against her left breast. Rubbed the barrel against the cotton, until he felt her nipple harden. He trapped the tip of her nipple inside the barrel. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Yeah, it figured. It went with the rest of her values.

“You promise now?” Benny said. “You give me your sacred word of honor you won’t ever participate in this kind of filth again?”

“I promise,” she said. “I promise.”

Benny squeezed off two quick rounds into her left breast. It blew her backwards a couple of yards into a bush.

“Jesus Christ, Benny!” Donald said. “Why’d you do that?”

Benny put the Smith back on his hip, turned, and looked at Donald. He said, “To teach her a goddamn lesson.”
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Thorn was idling in his driveway, looking for a space in the traffic on U.S. 1. It was Friday, the tenth of January, and the winter Winnebagos had arrived, and the bright rented convertibles, and dusty station wagons from Indiana. All of them streaming through Key Largo, on their annual hunt for paradise. Thorn had been waiting there for five minutes. He needed a wide break in traffic, because his VW had lost its will to rush.

He was on his way up to Miami to get a blade for the Lakowski 175 sawmill he was using to rebuild his house. A hardware store in Hialeah was the only place for a hundred miles around that still stocked blades for that electric monstrosity.

When he saw a space coming up right after a brown Mercedes, Thorn slipped the shifter into first, revved it hard. But the Mercedes slowed, pulled into the gravel along the shoulder, and tucked into the drive beside him.

It was Gaeton Richards who got out of the car. He was wearing a blue windbreaker, madras plaid shirt, jeans, and tennis shoes. He’d grown a mustache since Thorn had seen him last, sandy blond, like his hair. Thorn got out of the VW. They shook hands; then Thorn laughed and opened his arms, and Gaeton stepped forward into an embrace.

When they stepped apart, Thorn said, “It’s been what, over a year?”

Gaeton said, “It was Old Pirate Days last January.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Thorn said. “We made conch fitters over at your trailer.”

“And you got drunk, sang Christmas carols.”

Thorn said, “Yeah, it’s coming back to me.”

He’d noticed a man sitting in Gaeton’s car, not looking over at them.

Gaeton said, “Well, hell, let’s do it again this year. Dress up this time, get polluted, kidnap a maiden. Hey, we could make your VW into a float, ride in the parade. Really do it up right.”

“Yeah,” Thorn said, smiling.

Gaeton said, “You’re on your way somewhere.”

“I was going up to Miami, but I can do it later.”

“No, that’s perfect,” Gaeton said. “I got to take this guy up there anyway. Come with us, zip this guy by the car showroom for a minute or two, run your errands, come on back. Give us time to shoot the shit.”

“You were coming to see me?”

“Yeah,” Gaeton said, his voice lower. “I needed to talk.”

“OK, let me stash the VW.” Thorn turned to get in his car, then turned back. “Up and back, right? No side trips.”

“My word on it.”

Their passenger was a quiet gentleman. He had a mat of crinkly yellow hair that he brushed straight back away from his face, cheekbones that could slice ten-pound test line, and raw pinkish skin. If he wasn’t an albino, he’d climbed out of the same gene pool. He sat in the back seat, wearing a blinding yellow shirt with blue hula girls on it, and white pants. He looked like nobody’d ever shown him how to smile.

As they crossed the Jewfish Creek Bridge out of Key Largo, Gaeton launched into a story about his final assignment with the Miami field office of the FBI. Seems there was an elephant shipped into the Metrozoo from the Far East. The unfortunate pachyderm had been stuffed full of garbage bags of heroin. Just as the federales were closing in on the zoo handlers who were plucking bags out of the elephant goop, the elephant started having intense seizures. Must’ve digested one of the bags during his voyage. And there he was, rearing up, threatening good guys and bad guys alike.

“Ever see what a three-fifty-seven magnum does to elephant hide?”

“It’s been awhile,” Thorn said. “I forget.”

“Not a whole hell of a lot,” Gaeton said.

Gaeton went on with the story, while Thorn glanced into the back seat at this man. Those green eyes clicked onto Thorn’s and held him for a minute. The guy had something burning in there.

They strolled around the lot of a Porsche and Ferrari dealership, the two of them following behind the man in the hula girl shirt as he stalked down the aisles of cars. After a while they attracted a young salesman. He sized up the three of them and spoke to Gaeton.

“Looking for some speed and luxury today?” the young man said.

“Our friend Claude is.” Gaeton nodded ahead to the other man.

“He speak English?”

“I couldn’t tell you,” Gaeton said. “I never had the occasion to speak to him.”

“Well, we’ll let him look a bit,” the salesman said. He seemed to be used to this, three guys shopping together but not knowing each other.

Claude had stopped in front of a black Porsche. He tried the door, but it was locked.

Gaeton called out, “Find one you like?”

Claude looked back at Gaeton. No car buyer’s flush in his face. Just that heavy-lidded look, like a snake about to doze off or strike. It was hard to tell.

Gaeton said, “Get us the keys to that one, will you? Our friend wants to sniff the leather.”

In a few minutes the salesman sauntered back with the keys. He was wearing a black polo shirt with a red alligator on it, a white coat over that, white pants. Dark wraparound sunglasses, loafers without socks.

“The Carrera has very silky steering,” the boy said as he unlocked the driver’s door. “And a top end of one hundred seventy-four.” He turned his sunglasses on Claude and said, “Me entiendies?”

Claude let a few seconds pass, then said to the salesman, “You may speak to me in your language. I understand it well.”

“Well, then,” the boy said. A fidget appeared in his right hand, drumming on his pants leg. He nodded his head at Claude.

Claude said, “I want to experience this top end you speak about. This one hundred and seventy-four. I want to feel this.”

The boy glanced at Gaeton and Thorn to see if they were smiling. They weren’t. The salesman created a smile anyway. “We’ll go around the block, a mile or two, then swing back and talk.” Getting a patronizing authority in there.

Gaeton yawned, looked off at the traffic. Thorn watched a jet rise from Miami International a mile or two to the north, its rumble vibrating through the asphalt lot.

He’d been running into this same type of kid a good bit lately. The boy had a nasal haughtiness, as if he’d been to some college where he’d been educated beyond his character, given a glib view, a sketchy understanding of the great ideas. And now there was no job on earth that wasn’t beneath him.

Claude got into the driver’s seat and started the Porsche. Raced the engine. It sounded like he was holding it at redline. The kid ducked into the passenger side, and Thorn and Gaeton headed back to the Mercedes.

At Frog City they reached the last traffic light on the western edge of Miami, the current border of the Everglades. The salesman turned in his bucket seat and made a frantic wave to Gaeton and Thorn, who followed in the brown Mercedes. It was his third since they’d left the car lot. Gaeton waved back.

A hundred yards ahead of them the four-lane highway narrowed to two as it entered the Everglades. The last of the housing developments behind them now, just the shadowy tunnel of pines ahead.

“They must’ve run out of conversational topics,” Gaeton said.

“They don’t seem to have a whole lot in common,” said Thorn.

“First dates are tough.”

The light turned green and the Porsche’s rear tires squealed and Gaeton crushed the accelerator pedal of the Mercedes, lugging after them.

Thorn said, “You see that? He had hold of the kid. Had him by the scruff, like you hold a dog back.”

In a minute Thorn leaned over to check the speedometer. Eighty-five and the Porsche was pulling steadily away.

“By the way, Gaeton, who is this guy? A pharmaceutical king?”

Gaeton Richards leaned back, one hand on the wheel, the other brushing a strand of hair off his forehead. He looked over at Thorn, the trees flashing by behind him.

‘I’ll tell you, buddy,” he said. “I don’t know who the hell that guy is. And I sure wish I did.”

“Come on.” Thorn laughed. “Who is he?”

“All I know is I’m supposed to take him on a shopping spree, see he gets whatever he wants, not let him out of my sight.”

Thorn eased his hand up for a good grip on the door handle, braced his feet flat against the fire wall.

“Why do I have the feeling I’m not going to get that blade today?”

Gaeton was quiet for a few moments; then in an almost dreamy tone he said, “You ever remember Saturdays, going to the Guardian office?” Nearly closing his eyes as he recalled it. “How we would play with the bars of lead type and make up our own newspaper stories about people around town. Get ink on our clothes.”

“Yeah, I think about it. Those were good days,” said Thorn. “I remember the headlines we made up. BILL NICKERSON FOUND ASLEEP IN HAMMOCK WITH DEAD SNOOK, things like that.”

The Guardian had been Gaeton’s father’s newspaper, the only paper at that time in the upper Keys. It was a one-man affair that he ran out of the downstairs of a Conch house in Tavernier, on a squeaky hand-set press. Gaeton senior had been the reporter, the publisher, editor, everything. He was a calm, quiet widower, who subscribed to a dozen New York magazines, read cowboy novels, smoked a pipe. His hands were always inky and knuckle-busted.

Thorn thought of him often, of his voice especially. How steady and rich it had been, never straining, no matter how angry he might be, or disappointed. Holding that solid timbre, always clear and direct. It still resonated in Thorn’s inner ear, a kind of middle C, a reference point. The man could stand in the blast of a hurricane or the easy wash of a summer trade wind and speak with the same calm and grace.

“I was just thinking about those days,” Gaeton said. “How we thought things were back then, how we pictured the world.”

“It was a simpler time,” Thorn said.

“Yeah, simpler.”

Thorn watched the asphalt hurtling underneath them. In the distance the Porsche smoked to a stop.

Gaeton said, “He’s testing the brakes now. If you’re going to drive that fast, you need good brakes.” Gaeton brought the Mercedes down to just a little over legal speed. The other car was still a half mile ahead.

The Porsche took off again, its tires burning.

“Here we go,” Gaeton said, accelerating.

“You’re telling me you don’t know this guy? We’re playing tag at a hundred plus and you don’t know who he is?”

“I’m working on it,” Gaeton said. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted you to meet him, see what I’m into.”

“Looks like you’re still in the bad guy business. Not a big change from the FBI.”

“If you’re going to help me, I thought you should know how it is, see one of these jokers.”

“Help you? Who said I was going to help you?”

“You will,” Gaeton said. “I just haven’t asked you yet.”

“Ask me, so I can tell you no right now and get it out of the way.”

Thorn watched the steering wheel shimmy in Gaeton’s hands. He kept himself from leaning over to check the speedometer. The black Porsche was just a speck now at the end of a long straightaway. They had to be doing over a hundred.

Gaeton glanced over at Thorn, caught his eye, and smiled. He said, “I remember when we were kids, you and me, Darcy, Sugarman, always around this time of year, we’d get into that pirate thing. Dueling. Eye patches, that whole number.”

“I’d forgotten,” Thorn said.

“Dad never liked it. Glorifying bad guys, he used to say. He’d say things like that and I thought he was being tightass and fussy. I never knew what he meant. Not back then.”

Thorn was silent. He was trying to put this together. Claude, the Guardian, pirates. This whole day.

Gaeton said, “You’re rebuilding your house now. That’s taking all your time, right? Getting yourself back together. I shouldn’t be bothering you with my bullshit.”

“You in some kind of danger, Gaeton?”

Gaeton held his eyes to the road. Empty now for as far as they could see. The pines and melaleucas blurred past. He shook his head as if trying to focus his eyes on the here and now.

He said, “You ever hear of Benny Cousins, the guy I work for?”

Thorn said he hadn’t.

“Well, he was a hotshot with DEA, till he quit few years back, started Florida Secure Systems.”

“Now he’s your boss.”

“Yeah,” Gaeton said, thinking about it. “My boss.”

“So, what’s the problem?”

“I wish I could tell you the whole thing, Thorn. But I can’t.”

“You can’t tell me, but you want me to do something.”

Thorn willed his right foot to relax, stop stamping on the imaginary brake. Gaeton looked over at him.

“Oh, hell, Gaeton, you need me, I’m there,” Thorn said. “You know that.”

“Yeah, I knew that.” Gaeton smiled at him. “But it’s still good to hear you say it.”
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The wheel was shaking hard now. Gaeton was working just to keep them in their lane. He squinted down the three-mile straightaway at the disappearing Porsche. Then he cleared his throat and looked over at Thorn, his eyes full of trouble.

“Benny’s looking for somebody to show him the fishing spots, show him how it’s done. Simple, basic stuff, where to cast his line, like that. I suggested he talk to you.”

“You did?”

“See, the thing is, Benny plays it very close to the vest with me. So, I thought, well, if you were out with him, fishing, shooting the shit, just you and him, you might be able to fill in some gaps for me. Might get some privileged glimpses.”

“Glimpses into what?” Thorn said.

“His business dealings,” Gaeton said.

“This is very vague, man.”

“I know it is, but it’s the best I can do at the moment.”

“All right,” Thorn said. “Let me get this right. You volunteered me to take this guy out, put him into some fish. I listen to what he says, tell you about it later. That what you mean? Help you investigate your boss.”

“Yeah,” Gaeton said. “Listen, but don’t try to wheedle anything out of him. The guy’s very cagey.”

“Jesus, Gaeton. You could’ve asked me first.”

“Yeah, I should’ve. But Benny brought up the fishing thing all of a sudden, and I just blurted out your name. And he’s fastened on to it, keeps bringing you up.”

Thorn looked out his window at the Everglades, at that sweep of watery prairie, the gnarled cypress, the crisp distances. A great white heron, all wings and neck, floated between the trees out there, making lazy strokes.

“We can talk more about this later,” Gaeton said. He patted the dashboard. “We better catch up to our friend here.”

The Mercedes crept up to one-thirty, the Porsche disappearing around a curve, and by the time Thorn and Gaeton rounded it, the Porsche had gained a half mile on them.

The road ahead made a sweeping turn through the saw grass and palmetto. Flocks of egrets perched on the bare branches of the cypress, and the vast marsh stretched away to every horizon. They drove ahead for five more minutes, rounding a gentle curve and facing down a long, empty stretch. They could see maybe five miles ahead, and there was nothing.

“Shit,” Gaeton said, bringing the Mercedes down below a hundred. “He must have turned off somewhere.”

“That, or he’s in California by now.”

He told Thorn to hold on, and he braked hard, swerving the car into a rest stop. There was a van load of nuns sitting at the cement picnic tables. They held their drumsticks still and watched as the Mercedes slid across the lot. Gaeton made a full one-eighty and fishtailed back onto the asphalt, giving Thorn a wink.

It took them twenty minutes of backtracking, but they found the Porsche parked in the lot of a Miccosukee Indian village. Gaeton parked beside the Porsche. In front of them was a gift shop in a rotting wood building. A hand-lettered sign propped beside the door advertised airboat rides and cases of cigarettes.

Thorn was about to get out of the car when Gaeton put a hand on his arm.

“I been meaning to give you this thing.”

He pulled a small knife from his pocket, held it out for Thorn.

“What? A bribe?”

“Kind of,” Gaeton said.

“That your dad’s?” Thorn said. “His Buck?”

Thorn took it, examined it. It was a one-bladed Buck with a black, deep-grained handle.

Gaeton said, “I don’t have any use for the thing anymore. And I thought, what with you into carving plugs now, maybe you’d like it.”

“I don’t know, Gaeton,” Thorn said. “I appreciate it, but—”

“Take it, Thorn. Don’t embarrass me.”

“Well, thanks, man. Thanks very much,” Thorn said. He opened the knife, tested the blade with his thumb. A razor. “I’d forgotten he did that, whittled.”

Gaeton said, “You know, it was mainly trick stuff. Wood chains, balls in cages, stuff like that.”

Thorn glanced at the old Indian woman watching them from the admission window.

“I know he’d like you to have it,” Gaeton said. “Me, I’ve been carrying it around for years. I never use it but to clean my nails.”

Thorn held the knife and was about to ask Gaeton to quit bullshitting him and tell him what this was really all about, but his friend had turned and was getting out of the car. Thorn slipped the knife into his pocket and followed.

Gaeton explained to the old Indian woman in the admission window that they were looking for the owner of the Porsche. The woman stared at Gaeton, said nothing for a moment, then inspected Thorn. Finally she pointed into the compound. Gaeton pushed through the turnstile, and Thorn followed, past an even older Indian woman weaving a hat from palmetto fronds, through double swinging doors into a dusty yard.

There was their man. Claude was counting out some bills onto a weathered picnic table in front of a band of Miccosukee Indian boys. They were in jeans and dirty flannel shirts. Long, greasy black hair, cowboy hats and boots. Fat Samoan faces. They were slapping each other on the back, grinning.

Twenty yards away was the alligator pen. A young Indian boy was standing in front of a half dozen sleeping alligators. He was holding a pole about eight feet long, shaved to a sharp point. Another Indian boy was lashing the left wrist of the Porsche salesman to the side of the alligator pen. Naked and flat on his butt in the dust of the pen. His other wrist and both ankles were already roped to stakes. His bright clothes were strewn about. One tan Weejuns was in the corner of the mouth of one of the larger alligators. The reptile seemed to have fallen asleep mid-munch.

“Would you fucking look at this,” Gaeton said.

A couple of the Miccosukee boys noticed Gaeton and Thorn and moved to confront them. Protecting their cash position here.

“Hey, Claude,” said Gaeton. “What the hell’re you doing?”

Claude reached out and put an arm on the biggest boy’s shoulder and halted him.

“No, these are my associates,” Claude said.

Claude was standing in the shade of a chikee hut a few yards from the alligator pen. A few Indian women stood nearby, watching Claude, silently disapproving of all of this.

The car salesman hissed at Gaeton and Thorn. Apparently afraid to shriek and wake the gators. The boys who had tied him up had climbed out of the pen and were examining the pile of money on the table nearby.

“Hey, Claude, look,” Gaeton said, putting his hand on the man’s arm. “I think we got ourselves a cultural misunderstanding here. I mean, maybe in Jamaica, or wherever the hell you’re from, you know, you guys are a little more heavy into the torture angle.” Gaeton sent Thorn a look: Get ready to hit somebody. “But you know, we Americans, well, when we go out and buy a car, well, normally the guy that sells it to us, we like to let him live. At least for a while.” He gave Thorn a quick smile. “I mean, I don’t want to lecture you, God knows, but we’re real close here to having a deceased citizen on our hands.”

Thorn watched as the alligator that’d been chewing on the shoe came to life and took a few sluggish steps toward the naked man.

“Oh, shit, look out now,” one of the Indian boys said. “That’s Maximilian.”

The Porsche salesman had decided to play dead. He was gazing back to Thorn and Gaeton, giving them a sad and painful face. He was ignoring the alligator, though surely he could hear the reptile dragging itself along, maybe already feel its breath on his ankle.

“Get some garfish,” the oldest boy said to one of the others. “Hurry up, asshole.” The young boy ran back into the main building.

“Me and my friends, we can dispose of the body,” the oldest boy said. “For another thousand.”

“OK, that’s it,” Thorn said, pushing past the Miccosukees. He picked up the sharpened pole the young boy had used. Took a breath and climbed over the fence.

Maximilian was two yards from the car salesman when he fell asleep again. The loafer still hung out the corner of its mouth. Thorn squatted beside the man and began to work at the knot at his right wrist, holding the lance with one hand, untying with the other.

He had one wrist loose and had moved around to untie the other when the smallest of the alligators lifted its body and took a steady aim at Thorn, crossing the five yards of dusty ground with surprising speed.

Thorn jabbed the point at the reptile’s mouth, dancing away to the right to draw it from the Porsche guy.

“Stick him in the nose,” Thorn heard someone say. “In the nostrils!”

The gator paused, gathering itself, looking over the battlefield. Thorn glanced quickly over at Gaeton. He had his Colt out and had it leveled at the gator, a look for Thorn. No jokes. Just say the word.

Thorn looked back at the gator, drew the pole back carefully, and made a savage strike, but hit only teeth and gums. The car salesman had his left wrist free and was working frantically on his ankles. Thorn edged backwards, poking the air just between the eyes of the gator. It surged forward and got inside the striking point of Thorn’s pole. He stumbled backwards, fell, and the alligator lunged at him.

A fish landed in the dust a yard from Thorn’s face, and the alligator hesitated for a moment, cut its eyes toward the fish. It lowered itself and snapped it down. Thorn rolled to his left, got his feet back, and followed the car salesman across the fence.

They stood gasping, looking back into the pen.

“My shirt. My fucking jacket,’ the Porsche guy said.

Thorn stared at him.

“My goddamn outfit. Jesus Christ! Look at it.”

Thorn kept staring at him.

Gaeton came up beside Thorn, putting away his Colt. His shoulder harness showed under his windbreaker.

“I would’ve shot,” he said. “Except I couldn’t remember if these things are endangered or not.”

Thorn turned his stare to Gaeton.

“Hey,” Gaeton said. “Just kidding. Just kidding.”

And the man, Claude, was there, too, standing behind Gaeton, those green eyes, with their quiet burn, their lazy power. Then the man smiled at Thorn, but it wasn’t a smile you smiled back at.

“Can we get that damn saw blade now?” Thorn said, turning to Gaeton, letting go of those green eyes, of that smile that was no smile.

Thorn drove the Porsche back to Miami, following the three of them in the Mercedes. By the time they reached the car lot, the salesman was yes-sirring Gaeton, almost bowing as they walked over to the showroom.

Thorn stood around in the showroom, while the salesman, Claude, and Gaeton sat inside the sales manager’s office. The manager spoke with somebody on the phone. He talked for a while, then handed the phone to Gaeton. Gaeton spoke a few words and hung up. Everybody walked out of the office smiling one smile or another. Even Claude seemed docile.

Gaeton came across to Thorn, handed him the Mercedes keys.

“Go get your saw blade and go on home,” he said. “I got to clean up a couple more things here.”

“That’s it?”

“For now,” Gaeton said. “We’ll talk some more later.”

“Well,” said Thorn, “thanks for the entertainment.”
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When Thorn pulled the Mercedes into the grassy two acres where his house was going up, there was a white Monroe County Building and Zoning station wagon parked next to Jack Higby’s rusty pickup. Jack had been helping Thorn rebuild the stilt house since September. They were about a week away from putting on the tin roof.

Jack was sitting out at the stone picnic table under the sapodilla, giving a sip of beer to his skinny black dog. There was a man in a white short-sleeved shirt and gray pants up on a stepladder inspecting the subflooring, scribbling on a clipboard. He glanced over as Thorn was getting out of the Mercedes.

Jack rose and came over to Thorn. Barefoot, his jeans bagging on his skinny body, and his long black beard flecked with sawdust. The building inspector started down the ladder.

Thorn waited for Jack by the car. The dog, Garfunkel, loped over to Thorn first, plunged his nose in Thorn’s groin, and gave him the pubic lift. Thorn stooped and scratched the hound’s throat. Jack checked out the brown Mercedes, lifted an eyebrow.

“Don’t ask,” Thorn said.

Jack said, “Well, we got us a problem here, partner.”

“What is it?” Thorn said. “We too far over code?”

“Well, you talk to him,” Jack said. “I hadn’t done us no good with the man.”

Thorn met the building inspector in the middle of the yard.

“George Carmel,” the man said, putting out his hand. Thorn shook it. “You got yourself a real interesting house here, Mr. Thorn. Real interesting.”

Thorn waited. The man was red-faced. He had an unhealthy glow, as if things were stretching to their limits just below his surface.

“Hey, could we get out of the sun?” Carmel said.

Thorn led him over to the shade the house was throwing. The man sat on a stump, shook out a cigarette, and gestured at Thorn with the pack. Thorn shook his head.

“I never seen wood like this before,” Carmel said. He’d picked up a small piece of nara the size of a pencil box. “Weighs like lead,” he said. “Must be hell to nail into.”

“We’re not using nails,” Thorn said. “You didn’t notice?”

Carmel smoked his cigarette and eyed Thorn.

He said, “Where’s wood like this come from?”

“Borneo,” Thorn said.

“Jesus,” the man said. “Borneo. Where the headhunters are.”

Thorn said nothing.

“How you come by it?”

“Port of Miami,” Thorn said. “We take apart the cradles the Taiwanese use to ship their cheapo boats in. They’re cutting down their hardwood forests to ship us plastic knock-off yachts.”

“They charge you up there for that?”

“We’re doing them a favor,” Thorn said. “Saving them having to haul it off and burn it.”

“That’s where all of this comes from?” Carmel asked.

“Is this official?” Thorn said. “Some new regulations?”

“You’re so touchy,” the man said. “I see this strange wood, I just want to know where it all comes from. Like that siding you’re using. That tamarind? From around here.”

“Some of it,” Thorn said. “There’s mahogany, green heart; there’s some Jamaican dogwood, buttonwood. Whatever we can scrounge.”

“From developments?” Carmel said.

“Look,” Thorn said. “These woods are legal. If somebody bulldozed a protected tree and left it along the highway and I come by and pick it up and shave it into planks, it’s no crime.”

“Well,” Carmel said, “I’m no lawyer. But … You know, I’m just trying to spare you some aggravation. People spend a few years building their dream house, and they move in, tack down the carpets, switch on the TV, and then they find a red tag on their front door. They cheated here or there on the codes, or sometimes they just didn’t even know the codes. There’re so many little things to keep up with. And next thing they know, the whole thing has to come down. They’re crying as the bulldozers roll Óinto their yard. See? I’m just trying to spare you that.”

“So spare me,” Thorn said. “What’s it take to spare me?”

“You married, Thorn?”

“No.” Thorn looked over at Jack, sharing more of his beer with Garfunkel. A heron watching from the shoreline, waiting his turn.

“Well, you don’t know then,” Carmel said, shooting a look toward the Mercedes. “Wife wants to buy this and that, make the nest pretty. You know what Tupperware costs? Those plastic things? And the kid. Hey, if you’re in the tenth grade, you can’t just wear a pair of jeans. No, you got to have some red threads running this way and that. And birthdays, and anniversaries, and you have to take the old lady out to eat once or twice a week, keep her lubricating sufficiently.”

“How much?” Thorn said.

“Two hundred,” the man said. “You know, a couple of pair of jeans for the boy. Tupperware. Keep the veggies fresh.”

“Get off my land,” Thorn said.

“Yeah, yeah,” the man said. “A man with morals, I like that.”

“Sure you do.”

Carmel stood up, brushed off his gray pants. His face had gotten redder in the shade. He flicked his butt into an oleander bush nearby.

“Give you one more chance,” Carmel said, uninterested now. He drew his ball-point out of his shirt pocket, clicked it a few times.

“If you’re not off my land in about thirty seconds, you’re going to be picking exotic Far Eastern hardwoods out of your lower tract.”

The man looked at Thorn and squeezed his face into a sour smirk. He dashed off a quick scribble on his clipboard, took a thumbtack out of his shirt pocket. He stepped over to one of the cedar telephone poles, the stilts that Thorn and Jack had augered into the coral bedrock. The man fastened a red tag to it.

“You’re officially out of business,” Carmel said, looking into the bureaucratic middle distance. “You want a list of your violations and methods of compliance, you come to the county building anytime Monday through Friday, ten to two. But let me tell you something, wild man. You so much as start up a power saw on this place, and you’re bunking with the sweethearts at the county jail.”

He walked back to his station wagon, got in, and drove away.

Jack and Garfunkel came over.

“Well?” Jack said.

“Let’s take the afternoon off, Jack. Go rip the faces off some barracuda. How ’bout it?”

“Whatever you think,” Jack said. “Whatever makes you happy.”

Darcy Richards stood in front of the WBEL weather map and pointed to the satellite photo of a front pushing down from Canada. It was the first major Arctic invasion of the season, a five-hundred-mile-wide glacial arm stretching through the Midwest and into North Georgia, its wispy fingers already tickling Atlanta.

“Well, the radar boys tell me this is a fizzler. They say it’s going to run out of momentum in Jacksonville. But I say this is the real thing, a genuine Siberian express hiding in a dip in the jet stream.” Darcy smiled into the lights. “Right on schedule, second week in January. So, I’m warning you, get out your camel hair coats. It’s gonna get damn cold this weekend.”

The national temperatures flickered into place behind her, and the producer whispered into her earphone, “Temps, temps.”

Darcy said, “You know, the station pays a fortune for these electronics, but to tell the truth, that’s mainly to trick you folks into thinking we know what we’re talking about.”

“Come on, Darcy,” said the voice in her ear. “Easy now.”

“What I think is, we’ve blown it. I think we’ve put too much fancy jargon between us and the weather. Low-pressure ridge, tropopause, adiabatic changes. We’ve gotten as bad as lawyers. As my daddy used to say, if you want to change the world, first thing you got to do is start calling things by their right names.”

The voice said, “Eight, seven, six, tossing it back to Jill and Mike, five …”

Darcy stepped toward the camera, to the edge of the set. She stood there for a moment and smiled at the cameraman, who was smiling at her. Right with her.

“So, I’m saying it plain. It’s gonna get damn cold.”

The young man and woman sitting at the WBEL’s news central desk grinned like maniacs as Darcy took her seat again next to the black sportscaster.

The male anchor turned his bright teeth on Darcy. “Well, we can always count on you, Darcy, to tell it like it is.”

Darcy nodded to him and then nodded into the lights.

The female anchor started in on the Hollywood news notes, something about a young actress dating one of the Kennedy boys.

Ozzie Hardison switched off the television set and stood there, getting his breath back. Bonnie, his old lady, was hammering on the front door, but Ozzie didn’t move. He was holding on as long as he could to the weatherlady’s face, her body. For months now he’d been planning on liberating a VCR from some weekend house around Key Largo so he could tape her and play her back, put her on freeze-frame, slo-mo. Count her freckles.

“You dorkus, open the door!” Bonnie got one eye up into the little window near the top of the door and yelled at him. “You dickbrain!” She hammered some more, clacking her beer bottle against that little window.

Ozzie walked into the bedroom, wiped some sweat from his lip. He was still feeling weak. Man, the weatherlady had looked good tonight. A dark blouse, light skirt, her thick hair simple and straight. Just the way he liked it. Hippie chick hair, bangs coming close to her eyes. The color was more red than blond. And tonight she’d even licked her lips once; that drove Ozzie right across the line, made him grab his hard-on through his jeans and squeeze.

Bonnie banged and banged on that door. A neighbor across in the Bomb Bay Village trailer park yelled at her to shut up. She screamed back at him to piss up a palm tree, and she went right back to pounding on the door, down to a good steady rhythm.

It was Friday, so the weatherlady would be pulling into her trailer in a couple of hours, spending another weekend in Key Largo. Shacked up with that blond asshole. Ozzie didn’t know what she saw in that white bread guy. Mr. Neat. Mr. Haircut. But then it didn’t really matter. ’Cause Mr. White Bread wasn’t long for this earth. Ozzie could just tell.

Darcy drove her Fiat Spider up Biscayne Boulevard, watching the wind shake the cabbage palms. She breathed in that hint of ozone, an electrical turbulence from the first collision between the strands of cold, dry air and the sultry high-pressure ridge over Florida.

The squall line would arrive by Sunday. A wall of boiling black fog, storms breaking out along the edge where the two air masses clashed. Those squalls could be more turbulent, do more damage, than some hurricanes.

And these were the charged hours before it happened. When the first opposing scouts met and struggled briefly and quietly at twenty-five thousand feet. All that icy air piling into a rounded prow as it advanced. The air closer to the ground slowed down by friction against the earth. Stringy gray nimbostratus clouds reaching out, the upper air unstable.

As usual she had had an early hint of it, something like the tartness of green apples in the back of the throat, a quiet burn in the sinuses. It was something no radar could trace and no normal person would even give words to. But it was her work and the nearest thing to a gift she had.

It wasn’t a sense or a superstition, didn’t reside in the nose, the bunions, or any section of her viscera. It was the weight and color of the air, the taste in her lungs, the vibrations her bones could hear, the odor of light. Weather moved through her as if she were permeable, and she extracted from the currents their messages, whispers of where they had come from, where headed.

She drove the Coconut Grove route tonight. Wangled through a complicated intersection governed only by yield signs. Nearly got hit by a Ford, honked at by a black pickup truck. Yield signs! Deputy sheriffs were unloading footlockers of cocaine at the Port of Miami at noon. What made anybody think yield signs still worked?

She’d heard that almost every bill above a twenty in South Florida had been found to be dusted with traces of the drug. Little white footprints, ghost tracks. Death dust everywhere. It was in the air, maybe giving everyone a faint high all the time, getting in there and making the synapses fire a little hotter. Maybe that was causing the quicker pulse on the streets. The silt of cocaine on every bill. It got into the blood and simmered on low, rendering the brain down little by little to a thick broth of its former self.

As her front wheels hit the rough asphalt of the Bomb Bay Village trailer park, all the automatic streetlights in the village switched on. She drew the Fiat up onto the cement slab outside Gaeton’s silver Airstream. The place had become her weekend retreat for the last few months.

A brown Mercedes was parked in front of the mobile home and Thorn was lying in the recliner on her porch, shaded from the twilight by a green and white awning that was attached to one side of the Airstream. The lights switching on like that, Thorn over for a rare visit, the first major front coming. Darcy felt a foolish surge of happiness. Signs, signs, a world of signs. Things on the verge of change.

Thorn was her brother’s friend really. He and Gaeton had been grade school and high school buddies and she’d been the tag-along sister, three years younger, but because even then she had an instinct for the weather, the tides and resulting movement of fish, they’d let her come along, a kind of human barometer.

How does this feel, Darcy? Over there by the sandbar?

No, farther, by that stand of mangroves.

Thorn had always asked her how she did it, trying to learn it in the way you’d learn to read the depths by the tint of water. But it wasn’t anything out there. It drifted somewhere in her consciousness. Something so wispy that the moment she began to try to describe it to him, it would vanish.

Thorn smiled as she opened her car door. He always seemed to pick up the pace of her pulse. He was rawboned and tanned. His eyes looked at you. They didn’t slide off. They were blue and deep-set beneath thick blond eyebrows. He’d let his sun-singed hair get a bit shaggy, and there was a mistiness in his eyes she didn’t remember, but considering all that had happened to him lately, he was still Thorn. The only guy she’d ever trusted enough to tell about her gift. The only guy who even came close to being the fisherman she was.
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