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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A lifeless eyeball stared at Juan from the deck of the sloop. Juan looked away from the dead man’s face and focused on securing three diving belts to Yves Marchand’s nude body. Juan’s back ached, and he thought perhaps he had pulled a muscle tussling below decks with the Frenchman. 
 
    Rising to his feet, he groaned. The sloop deck pitched lightly in the calm waters off Duggan’s Key, but he still felt sick. Juan vomited, covering the mutely outraged body of Marchand with his partially digested lunch. 
 
    “Sorry, jefe,” Juan said. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and positioned himself between the cabin wall and Marchand. He dug his right heel into Marchand’s stiff right side and pushed. The body rocked up on its side until the pitching of the deck forced it to fall back. I’ll have to use my hands. 
 
    He crouched and put one hand on Marchand’s hip and another on his shoulder. He again felt the urge to retch when he glanced at the vacuous eye. The left eye was completely red; the socket was crushed by the blows from the ridiculous Trafalgar Victory Mallet that Juan had removed from the captain’s cabin wall just before Marchand came aboard. 
 
    A seagull called overhead. Juan trembled, inhaled, and pushed. Stiff with rigor mortis, Marchand’s body rode up on its side again. Only about three feet to the rail, Juan thought. He grunted and pushed again. Marchand’s body slid to the edge of the deck this time, his right side hanging overboard like a scarecrow improbably lost at sea. The head lolled, the face turned to Juan, and the right eye was impassive. 
 
    He grunted, scrubbed his face with the crook of his elbow, and dropped onto his butt. He put both feet on Marchand’s torso and pushed. The last thing he saw before the body splashed into the water was that horrible vacant right eye. 
 
    Juan made the sign of the cross and stumbled below deck. 
 
    In Marchand’s cabin, he found a bottle of cognac and drank a deep swig. The bare spot on the wall where the commemorative mallet had once hung seemed as obvious as a gaping hole in the hull. 
 
    “En la oscuridad, tu seras una luz para mi, oh protector de mi alma,” he said under his breath. 
 
    He spread out a map of the Keys on the captain’s table. A comical red X marked a spot north of Duggan’s Key, a lifeless sliver of sand about a mile long and a half-mile wide, lurking in obscurity several miles from the fishing and tourist-ridden sea-lanes. Even so, it would take some time to find what Marchand had hidden. 
 
    Time was something he didn’t have in abundance. Double-crossing Marchand had given him the upper hand, but now he had the burden of getting a crew together to find what Marchand had buried before the Bahamian did. Juan drank more cognac, then went to the head and washed his hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    John Pilate peeled the length of flaking skin off his shoulder and held it up to the light. In his wafer-thin skin, he saw little interconnected islands, much like the outlines of the submerged coral reefs he’d observed from the plane on his descent into Key West. His shoulders stung, for he was unused to the blistering near-equatorial sun of America’s southernmost island; he had been careless with the sunscreen when he’d taken his first few drunken siestas on the beach at Zachary Taylor National Park. 
 
    He opened his fingers; the dead skin caught the wind like an errant sail and floated over the second-story deck rail of his friend Trevathan’s house. His eyes shifted from the space his skin occupied in midair to the ocean in the distance. Masts of ships in the harbor poked up to deck level like cattails on a riverbank. A biplane hummed overhead, towing a sign that read Plane Rides $75. 
 
    Pilate looked away from the mid-afternoon scene and back at the laptop computer on the desk. The cursor blinked, resting at the end of the same paragraph he’d rewritten eight times. He removed his new reading glasses (he had capitulated to that symptom of growing older when he realized he couldn’t read the computer screen without getting a headache from squinting) and pinched the bridge of his nose, squeezing hard to rid himself of the hangover. 
 
    He groaned and opened his eyes comically wide, as if he was willing them to pop out of their sockets, in an effort to wake up and focus on the task. 
 
    The task. He winced as if he had crunched ice on an abscessed tooth. The task at hand involved reliving the most traumatic events of his life, unless you include his divorce from Samantha. No, he reconsidered. Nearly getting killed after stumbling into a fifty-year-old mystery, in which he ended up killing a man in self-defense, was more traumatic than Sam walking out—just more traumatic though. 
 
    The task. It also involved a deadline and a hefty advance that he would have to return if he didn’t turn in the book on time. Pilate couldn’t believe he had been commissioned to write a book about the murders, intrigue, and bizarre happenings at the bucolic little Midwestern college town of Cross. Nevertheless, who was he to look the proverbial gift horse in the mouth? 
 
    He had battled the machinations of the turgid Jack Lindstrom and won. He had beaten the life-sized chess game of manipulative sociopath Derek Krall. He had brought a friend to his senses and to justice. He had earned the respect and help of his boss, Trevathan. In fact, he was staying in Trevathan’s house, and the old man would meet him there for fishing and a little “decompression time” in just a few weeks. 
 
    Pilate had also put his doppelganger, the caustic alter-ego Simon, in a bottle—a medicine bottle. At that point, the taunting imaginary “friend” had disappeared into the ether. 
 
    And then there was Kate, whom he had fallen in love with. Kate was a beautiful single mother, and for years, she’d managed to keep her heart out of sight. Back in Cross Township, Pilate literally wouldn’t have survived without her. More important than her beauty and toughness, though, was her deep understanding of him—and being understanding is key when it comes to loving John Pilate. 
 
    Key. As in Key West, the place Pilate chose to write the book about the mystery of Cross College. He had been there only once before with his ex-wife Samantha, when they kipped in Key West for a few days before they married. Poor as church mice, they ate sparingly to leave room in their meager budget for alcohol and nights on the town. They stayed in a retro-looking motel called The Blue Marlin. 
 
    Pilate loved Key West. He devoured the seedy, shopworn mysteriousness of its structures. He adored the curious mixture of New Orleans, Miami Beach, and Savannah. The locals were stories unto themselves: Most were refugees, running from something that haunted them until there was no land left. When their flight ended at the southernmost tip of the United States, the only way they could continue would have been to swim in the ocean or a bottle. 
 
    Pilate wondered if he was there to write a book in peace or if he, too, was running to the end of the land, escaping the ghosts that haunted him. 
 
    Shit. Ghosts. Hell with ghosts. I have Kate. 
 
    Like some kind of love-stricken teenage girl with an empty journal page beckoning her, Pilate had written a pathetic list of pros and cons about Kate: 
 
    Kate wants to be with me. Pro. She wants to make love with me. Pro. And share her life and home. Pro… 
 
    Kate also wants to get married. (Predictably) con. 
 
    He needed time to think, he told her, to write the book, to get his head together and gain perspective. Though the shotgun wounds from his battle with Ollie Olafson had mostly healed, his nerves had not. 
 
    Sure, Pilate was back on the meds, and his imaginary pal Simon was banished to a padded prison constructed of antidepressants, but it was all happening so damn fast—too damn fast. It had been only six weeks since the events that nearly killed him, and by God, he needed some time to get himself right in the head. 
 
    His visits with Dr. Sandburg in Key West had been helpful. The good doctor was a friend of a friend of Trevathan’s, so Pilate managed to get in to see him a few times to discuss his “issues.” Trevathan figured Pilate had post-traumatic stress disorder, a diagnosis that wasn’t entirely out of the question. 
 
    Pilate fingered a cheap black cigarette lighter and reluctantly lit a Marlboro 25. He planned to quit after the book was finished. He drummed his fingers on the small deck near the keyboard of the laptop and glanced at the full-length mirror on the bathroom door. His bathing suit hung from the bathroom showerhead, where he’d left it to dry after yesterday’s beach outing. Glancing at it, Pilate seriously considered chucking the grueling writing for the day in exchange for another refreshing, salty dip in the sea. Maybe Smathers Beach this time. 
 
    He decided the beaches mostly sucked where he was. Rumor had it that the sand on Key West beaches was brought in on barges from the Caribbean. The snorkeling was average and relatively cool this time of year; but compared to Cross College’s cold temperatures and occasional bouts of snow, eighty-one degrees was positively balmy. 
 
    Yeah, I’ll go out to Smathers. It was farther away from the main drag of Duval Street, closer to the airport, and a little less inundated with tourists. 
 
    He inhaled the cigarette smoke again. The laptop screensaver popped on, a black and white photo of Kate and her daughter Kara, taken a few weeks before he met them. Kate’s face smiled, but her eyes didn’t; instead, what lingered there was the loss of her husband. 
 
    That changed in the weeks after the Cross College incident. Kate’s eyes smiled when she traded gazes with Pilate. He’d seen those smiling eyes flicker a week earlier, when he told her he needed time alone. 
 
    “I understand, John,” she said. “It makes sense.” 
 
    He didn’t believe her. When they kissed goodbye, there was something missing—or if not missing, at least withdrawn. Yes, Kate had taken her heart back. No stranger to loss, she wouldn’t aid and abet more theft. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” Pilate said, his hand in hers. 
 
    “I know,” she said, squeezing his hand, then gently taking it away and folding her arms. “Don’t be gone too long.” Her eyes were dark and wet. 
 
    He nodded, threw his bag in the car, and drove down the snowy road to the airport 100 miles away. 
 
    A blast from a boat horn in the harbor snapped him back to today. 
 
    Pilate hit the space bar, and the photo disappeared from his screen, temporarily taking the memories right along with it. 
 
    He started a new paragraph. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So I was four, and a neighbor had caught something in a trap,” Pilate said, sitting comfortably back on a leather sofa, so soft he thought he would fall asleep if left unattended. “The neighbor had thrown the trap—creature included—outside his fence. Why, I have no idea.” 
 
    “Go on,” the man said, his eyes crinkled in amusement and curiosity while he made notes on a small pad atop a lap desk. 
 
    “Well, I’m four years old, right? I don’t know shit from shinola, as my late grandpa would say,” Pilate said, his hands clasped together in his lap. His fingers were tightly intertwined, turning white at the knuckles. “So I toddled over to the creature and see that it’s still moving a little, and I can distinctly remember saying—” 
 
    “What a dumb kid am I!” a voice rang in Pilate’s head. He swatted it away mentally. 
 
    “You were saying?” coaxed Dr. Sandburg. “What did four-year-old John say?” 
 
    “Johnny. I said, ‘Oh what a cute little bird,’” Pilate said, looking away from Sandburg and his intimidating psychiatrist’s notes. Pilate’s voice softened. “I thought it was a bird.” 
 
    “In a trap?” 
 
    “Yes. It was caught in a large varmint trap,” Pilate said. 
 
    “But it wasn’t a bird?” 
 
    “No. Being the dumb kid I was, I didn’t find out till I reached down to pet it,” Pilate said. “It bit me…hard. It even drew blood, and oh, how I screamed!” 
 
    “Oh my,” Sandburg said, putting his pen down on his lap desk. “What was it?” 
 
    “A rat,” Pilate said. “I had put out my little hand to comfort a rat that I thought was a bird, and the thing bit me. My grandpa came out and grabbed the rat and shook it off my hand because its tooth was stuck in my little middle finger.” Pilate held up his middle finger to the window in a casually intentional “fuck you” gesture. 
 
    “What do you think of that experience?” 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t all of it,” Pilate said, putting his middle finger down and clasping his sweaty hands together again. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “They rushed me to the hospital. Why do they say that, Doc? Rushed? I mean, in an emergency, do you ever saunter to the hospital? Take your time?” 
 
    Sandburg looked at Pilate indulgently. “You have a point.” He smiled. 
 
    “Well, they get me to the hospital, and my mom and Grandpa are freaking out. Well, Mom mostly, but who could blame her? Dad’s at work. So they say I have to take rabies shots, in the belly.” 
 
    “Ouch,” Sandburg said, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Pilate said. “I don’t remember much about it and could be confabulating a lot of this, but the story goes that I passed out as soon as they started the first series. Turns out I had a reaction to the shots. I wasn’t able to tolerate the rabies vaccines, so if I indeed had been bitten by a rabid rat, I was going to be a dead little boy.” 
 
    “Terrible,” he said. 
 
    “All because I wanted to comfort an injured creature,” Pilate said. “Do you think that’s affected the way I view people?” 
 
    “Hmm. What do you think?” he asked, arching an eyebrow and taking up his pen again. 
 
    “I think I learned right then and there that when you stick your hand out to help, you’re likely going to draw back a bloody stump, so to speak.” 
 
    “Tough lesson to learn at age four,” Sandburg said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Pilate said, his eyes moist. 
 
    The doctor held up a box of Kleenex. “Here ya go.” 
 
    Pilate sniffled and took a couple of tissues. “I don’t know why it upsets me so much,” he said. “I guess it’s because I haven’t really talked to anybody about it before.” 
 
    “What upsets you about it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Is it because you learned a tough lesson?” 
 
    Pilate blew his nose and looked at his hands a moment. “I think what bothers me most is thinking about that little boy.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Right. Here’s this sweet little guy, with big brown eyes, a loving and trustworthy kid, and this happens and just ruins it for him. That bothers me,” Pilate said. 
 
    “It’s a pretty heavy thing to say this single event changed you completely,” he said. “Could it be that it was part of a series of events or incidents that hurt that little boy, and this one is merely the touchstone for those negative things?” 
 
    “Not sure what you mean,” Pilate said, looking up at the doctor’s bald head and the collection of autographed baseballs on the shelf behind him. “Touchstone?” 
 
    “Well, is it legitimate to consider that perhaps you had some stuff in your childhood that caused you to be who you are?” 
 
    “I thought you were Jungian?” 
 
    “Mostly, but that doesn’t mean I completely rule out childhood trauma. There could be something here,” he said. “You tell me you have an ‘imaginary friend’ who has been around at times of stress in your life. You tell me he’s often negative, though that negativity is of comfort sometimes. You’ve seen three different psychiatrists, and all have said you’re not schizophrenic, bipolar, or mentally ill, other than your bouts with clinical depression and the more routine dysthymia, something you’ve probably lived with your entire life, even unknowingly.” 
 
    “Simon is no friend of mine,” Pilate said. 
 
    “I’m hurt,” Simon said from his perch in Pilate’s mind. 
 
    “Perhaps not a friend, but a constant companion,” Sandburg said. “Who do you think he represents?” 
 
    “A rat.” 
 
    “Simon the rat,” he mused for a moment, tapping his pen to his teeth. “Considering your literary ambitions, I would have thought you would have called him Ben or Willard,” Sandburg said. 
 
    Pilate shrugged. “Simon Templar was the name an orphan chose,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You consider yourself an orphan?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pilate said. “In some ways, yes. I don’t think I was ever fully part of the family, though I’m not sure why.” 
 
    “Let’s table that for now. Back to Simon. Perhaps Simon is negative when he speaks to you because you want to keep yourself clean and clear of negative thoughts,” he said. “Perhaps John Pilate wishes to reclaim that innocent little boy who took the rat’s tooth for his trouble. Simon is what you invest your negativity, cynicism, and anger in.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pilate said. 
 
    “What does Simon say to that?” Sandburg said. 
 
    “How should I know? It’s not like I conjure him up at will—at least not consciously.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sandburg said, looking at the clock. 
 
    “Simon says this is all the most exquisite bullshit he’s ever heard.” 
 
    “Time up?” Pilate said, sitting on the edge of the sofa. 
 
    “For today,” Sandburg said. “Can you come back next week?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Pilate said. “I have to get this book done. Therapy’s a luxury.” 
 
    “How long you here?” Sandburg said, opening his calendar. 
 
    “A few more weeks,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Come back same time next week,” he said. “I’d like to circle back to what happened to you at Cross College…and perhaps we can talk about your family.” 
 
    “Okay, Doc,” Pilate said, taking the appointment card. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The water held little interest—just a cursory walk through the waves that reached up to his knees—but the rented beach chair, beaming sun, and half-full bottle of rum (or half-empty, depending on how one looked at it) carelessly hidden in a ditty bag did. He dozed off and on, and dried strands of seaweed clung to his sandy feet. 
 
    “Did you get shot?” 
 
    Pilate opened his eyes, squinting at a boy of about ten. He had large brown eyes and a shock of unruly, dark hair. His wide eyes took in the sight of buckshot scars in Pilate’s shoulder. Those scars would forever be with him—a reminder that poking his nose into other people’s business could prove fatal. “What?” 
 
    The boy pointed at the red spots on his sunburned skin. 
 
    “Nah,” he said, squinting at the boy. “Just some pimples.” 
 
    “Oh,” the boy said, deflated. “Well, it looks cool.” 
 
    “Thanks, kid,” Pilate said. “Don’t you have some sandcastles to build or something?” 
 
    “Travis and Kirk always kick them down anyway,” he said, looking to the horizon. 
 
    “Who are they? Your brothers?” 
 
    “No way! They’re turds that floated in from Miami, or at least that’s what Daddy says about them.” 
 
    “Well, the best way to handle turds is to flush ‘em,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah. I wish I could.” 
 
    Pilate blinked and sat up. “Where’s your dad?” 
 
    The boy pointed to a tall, beet-red man sleeping on a towel thirty yards away. 
 
    “Hmm. Well, you probably ought to make sure he isn’t getting a sunburn,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Mr..” 
 
    “Anytime,” Pilate said, reaching for the rum that was so discreetly tucked in the ditty bag. 
 
    “My name’s Finn,” said the boy. 
 
    “Like a shark fin?” Pilate pointed out at the sea. 
 
    The boy looked puzzled, and then his eyes flashed in recognition. He laughed. “No. Mine has two Ns in it, like a Finnegan!” 
 
    “My name’s John, Finn. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Okay. I better go now.” Finn trudged through the sand to his lobster-skinned father. 
 
    Pilate sipped the rum and checked his watch: three o’clock. He could get back to Trevathan’s place and work on the book for a few hours before he hit Duval Street for dinner. 
 
    A brunette woman with porcelain skin, probably on the early side of her forties, claimed a beach chair under a striped umbrella just six feet away. A black tankini and red sarong complemented her curves. She had a public radio tote bag slung over one shoulder and large red sunglasses on her face, conjuring up thoughts of a mature Lolita in Pilate’s mind. 
 
    She sat, flipped her sunglasses on top of her head, and unpacked two paperbacks, a bottle of sunscreen, an insulated water bottle, and a cell phone. Pilate found it strangely fascinating the way she situated herself, the meticulous way she positioned her things just so. She sipped from her bottle, checked her cell phone, smiled with a pixie grin, and picked up a book, thumbing the pages open to a point midway through. 
 
    She had a face and body that would warrant a double-take from most men; at the very least, they’d call that curvy, small stature of hers cute. Her face was pretty; her tiny nose and bee-stung lips gave Pilate cause to surmise she had enjoyed a mischievous youth. She had a way about her—something he recognized. 
 
    “Relief and contentment,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” the woman said. 
 
    Startled, Pilate looked around, assuming she had to be talking to someone other than him. 
 
    “Yes, you—with the mouth like a trout,” she said, flashing that pixie grin again. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Sorry,” he said. “Accidently talking to myself, I suppose.” 
 
    “Accidentally? And you said, ‘relief’?” she queried. 
 
    “Well, yeah—that and ‘contentment.’ You…uh, pardon me for staring, but you just look so relieved and content to be sitting on the beach.” 
 
    “That’s because I am,” she said. “I have a job, a husband, three kids, two dogs, a cat, and an asthmatic gerbil named Larry, and they consume almost every moment of my day—every day.” 
 
    “I see,” Pilate said, trying to picture what an asthmatic rodent might look like. 
 
    “I hit my wall a few days ago—just had enough. I told the whole family to stuff it, said, ‘Mommy needs a vacation’,” she said with a proud-of-herself grin spreading across her face. “Just me and Robert Parker,” she said, holding up a Jesse Stone novel. 
 
    “Good for you,” he said. “Anyway, I didn’t want anything, and I’m sorry if I disturbed you from your reading and relaxing.” 
 
    She looked him over and laid the book in her lap. “It’s okay. It’s nice to be noticed by somebody who doesn’t want anything from me for a change,” she said, adding a sarcastic “I guess.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, if I wanted something, I’d definitely want it from someone like you—” 
 
    “Keep talking like that, and you’re going to make me swoon,” she said, sipping from her insulated bottle, her eyes brilliant. 
 
    “I’m an idiot. Sorry,” he said, turning away. 
 
    “Well, that may be, but you’re kind of a cute idiot,” she said, bringing the book up to eye level, as if she was going back to her reading. 
 
    “As are you,” Pilate said. “Well, I mean, you’re not an idiot but you’re… Anyway, what are you drinking?” 
 
    “Vodka and juice,” she said. 
 
    “Rum,” he said, holding up his poorly disguised bottle. 
 
    “I never would have known. Astrid,” she said, dropping the book again, revealing a mouthful of straight, brilliant white teeth. 
 
    Cheerleader. In school, she was a cheerleader, albeit not the stereotypical, brainless variety, Pilate decided. Pilate had dated a cheerleader in high school, and that one went on to Harvard Law. This woman was that type of cheerleader. 
 
    “My name’s Astrid. Columbus, Ohio.” 
 
    “Hi, Astrid, from Columbus, Ohio,” he said. “John. John Pilate from the great state of—” 
 
    The ring of Astrid’s cell phone interrupted him. Her pixie smile fell away; a mask of responsibility and fatigue fell over her features as she picked it up. 
 
    Making an apologetic face, she closed her book, turned away from Pilate, and entered into a discussion with someone he figured was either the husband, the job, the kids, or possibly Larry the asthmatic gerbil—obviously one of the culprits accused of always wanting something from her. 
 
    Pilate smiled, lay on his back, and ran his own book through his mind. Skeleton’s finished, he thought. Just need to add some meat and sinew—maybe even a little fat to get that word count up. 
 
    Astrid began arguing with whoever was calling. 
 
    What I really need is a hot streak, where the muse stops in, drops her clothes, and stays a while to screw with my brain. During his average hot streak, he’d start writing in the morning and forget to eat, piss, or look up for eight or nine hours. The problem is, that muse could be a fickle, independent bitch at times, and she never seemed to show up when he most needed her to. 
 
    He saw spots before his eyes as he gathered his sandy towel, sunscreen, t-shirt, and rum and shoved them into a beat-up backpack. Rum and sun. He gave Astrid a little wave. 
 
    She offered a little wave of her own, along with a wink as she covered the phone with her hand. “If I were a little more courageous…” she whispered. 
 
    “And if I was a lot more lucky…” he whispered back. 
 
    With that, her brilliant pixie smile returned. Astrid continued her conversation as Pilate walked back up the beach. The boy Finn piled sand on his sleeping father’s ankles. Yep, Finn’s Daddy’s a lobster, and boy, is that going to be a misery in the morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate’s eyes adjusted from the sun to the relative gloom inside the house as he dropped his sandy beach gear near the door. He went upstairs, turned on the shower, and stripped down to his birthday suit. 
 
    The phone rang, and he left the shower, running to answer it in the nude. “Hello?” 
 
    “John?” The familiar gruffness of Dean Trevathan filled the earpiece. 
 
    “Yep. What’s up?” 
 
    “Well, John, I just thought you’d want to know that Jack Lindstrom is dead.” 
 
    “What? Are you kidding?” 
 
    “No,” Trevathan said. “Blew his own face off with a 12 gauge.” 
 
    “Christ,” Pilate said, sitting down heavily on the edge of the bed. “I assume it was…on purpose?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Trevathan answered. “At least it looks like it.” 
 
    Lindstrom, the conniving former president of Cross College, was out on bond, but there was no doubt he’d be doing hard time for his role in the chain of events that had led to the deaths of several people, not to mention Pilate’s near-murder. 
 
    “John?” 
 
    “I’m here—just processing.” Pilate heard the shower; steam escaped the bathroom. “You figure it was just because he couldn’t face going to prison?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no. Apparently, Jack had a lot going on.” Trevathan cleared his throat. “Beyond what even we knew about.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let’s just say his wife was willing to stay by his side until he got released on bond. No idea why she decided that was the time to make her move. Next day, Jack broke the terms of his bail and flew the coop, right out to his summer home in Naples.” 
 
    “He had a summer home in Italy? No way!” 
 
    “No, John. Florida—Naples, Florida—just a few hundred miles from where you are now actually.” 
 
    Suddenly, Pilate’s skin was pimpled with goosebumps, though he was sure the temperature in the room had less to do with it than this breaking news. “I was just getting into the shower,” he said. “Let me put on a robe.” While Trevathan waited, Pilate turned off the water, slipped into a robe, and poured the last drops of rum. He picked up the phone. “Now, tell me more,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trevathan related the rest of the story: Lindstrom was up on charges of fraud, accessory to murder, conspiracy, embezzlement, and perjury. “I just can’t figure why they let him out on bail,” Trevathan said. “I mean his actions—however indirect—clearly led to people’s deaths.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure they were framing it as a white-collar thing. It seems crimes committed in the name of commerce are treated differently than others,” Pilate said. “Justice, huh? In any case, Olafson was the real psycho behind the whole thing.” 
 
    Trevathan grunted. “I think Lindstrom’s wife leaving him was the last straw,” he said. “He got to Naples and went to his summer home on the harbor. He was there a couple of days before he downed an entire bottle of Scotch, wrote a note saying he couldn’t go to prison, and unlocked his front door.” 
 
    “He was there a couple of days before that though? Doing what?” Pilate inquired, sipping a drink of his own. 
 
    “Dunno. Probably squirreling up the balls to pull the trigger. Nobody saw him there,” Trevathan said, coughing. 
 
    “Sounds like him,” Pilate said. “He was pretty calculating, almost conniving.” 
 
    “Well, after the note was placed and the door was unlocked, our calculating former boss sat in the bathtub and blew his face off,” Trevathan said. “Neighbors heard the blast.” 
 
    Pilate reeled at this detail, touching his own face where shotgun pellets had been removed after his altercation with Cross Township Mayor Ollie Olafson. 
 
    “Funny,” Trevathan said. “He never struck me as the kind of guy who’d shoot himself.” 
 
    “Yeah. He was so meticulous about his appearance,” Pilate said, recalling the always-crisp Lands’ End wardrobe and manicured hands. 
 
    “Of course it figures he would leave a bloody fucking mess for somebody else to clean up, the bastard.” 
 
    “True,” Pilate said. “Typical. In any event, I hope his wife’s okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s always been a nice lady. He sure as hell didn’t deserve her,” Trevathan said. “But anyway, I suppose that’s neither here nor there now,” Trevathan said. “He’s gone—just like Olafson and his nitwit son and all the rest of ‘em.” 
 
    “Kate know?” 
 
    Trevathan paused a moment, and Pilate surmised he was taking a drink, too, before he answered, “Yep. I told her.” 
 
    “She okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know Kate—she’s made of tough stuff,” he said, coughing again. 
 
    “Yeah,” Pilate said. “You still have that nasty cough?” 
 
    “You got it. Can’t shake this cold I guess.” He cleared his throat again. “John?” 
 
    “Uh-huh?” 
 
    “She needs you right about now, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Thanks for calling,” Pilate said. “You coming out here soon?” 
 
    “Just as soon as finals are over. I’ll show you how to fish.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it,” he said. “And I’ll call Kate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate said goodbye and drank his drink. He picked up the phone and dialed. “Hi,” he said. 
 
    “I just heard,” she said. 
 
    “News travels fast,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You know what they say about Cross,” she said mirthlessly. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You can’t fart on one side of town without the other side knowing about it.” 
 
    He smiled. “That old chestnut.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “I guess nobody in this town ever dreamt that another Cross College president would get shot in the face,” Kate said. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Pilate said. “I hadn’t even thought of that.” The root of Pilate’s involvement in solving the mystery of Cross Township, where he had met Kate and fallen in love with her, was the murder of the college president in November of 1963. “That is just…ironic.” 
 
    “Yes, it really is,” Kate said, sighing. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just up here trying to make the words come out in the right order so I can finish the book.” 
 
    “Well, it would seem you have a new chapter to write,” Kate said. 
 
    “Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that either,” he said, looking at his empty glass. 
 
    “Better call your agent,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I better. How’s Kara?” 
 
    “Oh fine. She misses her ‘pilot’ friend,” Kate said, her voice brightening, “and so do I.” 
 
    “I miss you too.” 
 
    “So when will you be back?” she said. 
 
    “Well, I’m thinking as soon as I finish this first draft. At this rate, though, it’ll be right on time for Kara’s high school graduation.” 
 
    “Funny guy,” Kate said. 
 
    “Kate, I’ll be back in three more weeks. Trevathan and I are going to do a little fishing, and then I’m back…promise.” 
 
    “Hold you to it,” she said. 
 
    “You better, you better, you bet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate called his agent and broke the news. She was excited, inappropriately so in Pilate’s opinion. 
 
    “Oh my God, sassy cat! Another bizarre twist,” she said. “I love it.” 
 
    “Angie? What the hell?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, it’s very sad.” Her voice lowered, and she paused two seconds. “But let me just say I think you may have an even better shot at the bestseller list now.” 
 
    “Great. Well, I may need you to work on this deadline for me then. I’m going to need a little extra time.” 
 
    Angie sighed. “John, I’ll try, but we honestly can’t be messing around with this one. You know how publishing is. We have to strike while the iron’s hot on this thing, okay?” 
 
    “Yup. Just get me another month or so if you can,” he said. “Gotta go. Call me when you know more.” 
 
    “All right, John, but in the meantime, get those fingers on the keys—” 
 
    Click. 
 
    He hung up. She was right, but the latest wrinkle was just a little too much drama on top of everything else. He needed a night to let it all sink in. 
 
    Tonight, I’ll be back on Duval Street. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Key West floats 154 miles from Miami, the last in a necklace of 5 precious island gems, held together by an elevated silver strand known as U.S. Highway 1. There are actually hundreds of mostly uninhabited Keys; but Key Largo, Marathon, Islamorada, Big Pine Key, and Key West are the crown jewels. 
 
    Built on a bedrock of coral, Key West is two miles wide and four miles long. While small, it’s large enough to contain a riotous history of inflated egos, brash pirates, treasure hunters, the United State Navy, more than its fair share of bizarre happenings, and even the White House. 
 
    When sixteenth-century Spaniards arrived on the island, they found the bones of the dead leftover from the Calusa and Seminole Indian battle, bleaching in the subtropical sun. The Spaniards dubbed the macabre slab of coral Cayo Hueso, the Island of Bones. Later, English settlers changed Cayo Hueso to Key West, something easier to pronounce in their tongue. 
 
    To the literary-minded, the island is the impecunious, down-on-its-heels backdrop for onetime resident Ernest Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not. History buffs know it is as President Harry Truman’s favorite vacation spot, home of his “Little White House.” JFK held a summit with British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan there in 1961, though it was Nassau, not Key West, where Kennedy is rumored to have told Macmillan he needed “sex once a day” to avoid headaches. 
 
    Not unkindly, some have said, “more than a few nuts roll downhill to Florida” in general, to Key West specifically. A spectacularly macabre example is the story of Carl Tanzler, aka Count Carl von Cosel. The German-born Key West resident developed an obsession with Maria, a Cuban beauty nearly thirty years his junior. 
 
    Maria was dying of tuberculosis, a tragically common diagnosis for many in 1930s America. 
 
    Tanzler tried to cure the object of his obsession, but neither Depression-era medicine nor Tanzler’s quack cures were up to the task of preventing his beloved’s death from TB. A few days before Halloween 1931, Maria succumbed. 
 
    Tanzler grieved for Maria, but he was far from giving up on her, even after her heart stopped beating for him or anyone else. He stole her body from the crypt, mummified it, and slept with her corpse for nearly a decade before suspicious family members discovered his gruesome living arrangements. He was arrested with the discovery, but the charges were eventually dropped. It has been reported that Tanzler committed repeated acts of necrophilia on Maria’s corpse. 
 
    A particularly ham-fisted attempt at controlling illegal immigration by the U.S. Border Patrol in 1982 led to Key West briefly seceding from the union, establishing itself as the Conch Republic. The legendary Conch rebellion lasted precisely one minute before the “prime minister” surrendered to the U.S. and demanded a billion dollars in foreign aid. 
 
    To this day, this beautiful coral strip attracts the strange, the enchanted, the disenchanted, and those looking for a quiet life under the palms and Geiger trees. It’s also a floating Casablanca, an island of conflicting agendas, artists, commerce, piracy, snowbirds, tourists, and eccentrics—a Mecca where people prosper or go bankrupt, live or die. 
 
    Truly, Key West remains the Island of Bones. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Juan pushed aside the plate of chicken bones leftover from his basket of hot wings. He pounded down his third shot of rum; the throbbing in his ears had worsened with every beat and strum of the band. A chicken—a cock, in fact—brushed his leg under the table as the feathered scavenger hunted for peck-worthy scraps, even willing to cannibalistically devour remnants of its de-feathered kin, trying to avoid being trampled underfoot on the red brick floor. 
 
    The intense spices in the true-to-their-name hot wings made Juan sweat more than usual, even though a mild harbor breeze wafted over him as he staked out a plastic table in the so-called courtyard of the Hog’s Snout Saloon. He knew better than to be out in the open like that, but he had to get his crew together, and he was in dire need of a drink to cool him off in more ways than one. The shack he had holed up in was stifling anyway. 
 
    Besides, he doubted the Bahamian would think him stupid enough to be so overtly “out” as to be seen at the legendary Hog’s Snout. 
 
    He held up a finger for another shot of rum and raised his bottle to signal for a fresh Kalik. The Bahamian will be amused to see me drinking Bahamian beer, Juan thought. Juan had developed a taste for it, though it had an odor he didn’t like. That odor is nothing, though, Juan thought, compared to the stink of Marchand’s sweaty, shit-stained corpse. 
 
    Juan looked away from the bar area, where the band prepared to jam again, to stroke his head back to throbbing. Their fifteen-minute break had thankfully lasted twenty minutes, but now it was past time for another round of Jimmy Buffett and Dan Fogelberg covers. 
 
    A reddened and sun-dried white man, dressed in a short-sleeved white shirt, khaki shorts, and flip-flops, walked past the band and sat gracelessly in the chair at a table that was butted against the large tree growing amidst the bar courtyard. The table was only a foot or so from Juan’s. The sunburned man picked up the laminated menu, squinted at the print, and smirked. “I’ll have the conch fritters and a double Stoli, on the rocks, with lime,” he said. Juan noted he pronounced the word conch correctly, “conk,” a remarkable achievement that most tourists fail to do. 
 
    The waitress navigated the throng of customers and put his order in. Juan returned his gaze to the lobster-red stranger and observed the man removing a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from his pocket and placing them on the table. When the guy began fumbling around, looking for an ashtray amidst the salt and pepper shakers and advertisements, Juan reached over and offered the dirty red plastic one from his own table to the man. “No fumar,” Juan said, shrugging. 
 
    “Thank you very much,” the man said, smiling and nodding. 
 
    Juan thought the man looked to be in his late thirties, but something about his eyes seemed older. “De nada,” Juan said. 
 
    Both received their drink orders at the same time. The red white man raised his up as a polite gesture to Juan, and Juan did the same. 
 
    Both sipped their drinks as the music started, a commendable attempt at a Junkanoo-style tune. 
 
    Juan enjoyed the music this time, thinking again that the Bahamian would be amused, now by Juan’s enjoyment of the native music of the Bahamas. By the time the sunburned man’s conch fritters arrived, Juan was preoccupied with something else. 
 
    The man at the table next to him waved. He was talking on a cell phone, waving in Juan’s direction. Juan’s eyes darted from the man to the general direction he waved. 
 
    The man spoke loudly over the music. “No really! Log on now, and you’ll see!” 
 
    Juan’s English wasn’t great, but he knew enough to realize that the man was talking about being on the Internet and trying to get someone “back home” to look. 
 
    Juan looked closer. A sign hanging over the doorway to the restrooms advertised that he was sitting dead center in front of a live webcam, and anyone who cared to look on the Web could see his face and the distinctive tattoos of Jesus and Mary on each of his bare biceps. He muttered under his breath and looked down into his drink, his face almost parallel with the table. He covered each bicep with his hands, as if to rub them in the cold. Juan didn’t know much about the Internet, but a camera was a camera. Without looking up, he moved to the opposite of the two chairs at his table, facing away from the camera view. 
 
    A few minutes of conversation later, the man put his cell phone away and finished off his plate of conch fritters. He ordered another drink and winked broadly at the webcam. 
 
    Juan pretended not to notice. He needed to move, so he ducked his head and went to the bar, where he ordered another Kalik. The bartender promptly informed him that the weekly Kalik shipment was late, so his supply was exhausted. Juan ordered a Red Stripe and eyed the patronage of Hog’s Snout, looking for his contact. 
 
    A young Hispanic man with a well-trimmed mustache eased in through the entrance on the north side of the bar. 
 
    Hector. 
 
    Hector caught sight of Juan and nodded in acknowledgment. Juan nodded back, then jerked his head toward the webcam sign. 
 
    Hector looked puzzled. He read the sign but didn’t seem to twig Juan’s concern. 
 
    Juan gritted his teeth and exposed them with a grimace. At that point, while Hector may not have understood the sign, he definitely caught Juan’s drift. 
 
    Meanwhile, the sunburned man stood and walked unsteadily to the restroom, leaving his cigarettes on the table beside the empty beer bottles and conch fritter basket. 
 
    Juan thought the man comical, but he quickly shrugged off the thought and looked at Hector, who self-consciously drank a rum and Coke on the far side of the bar. 
 
    Juan gave him an “abort” warning look and turned his back. Since the meeting was clearly canceled for security reasons—or lack thereof—Juan walked back to his table, his face situated carefully away from the camera. He reached for the check and started counting bills. 
 
    Pop! Pop-pop-pop! 
 
    Juan jumped at the loud sound—not quite like a gunshot, but it still did nothing to calm his already edgy nerves. He realized that in that same second, the music stopped; the lead guitarist had blown his amp out. 
 
    “Sorry, folks,” said the musician, waving his hands around the smoking amp. 
 
    Juan started to look back at the bills when he saw the Bahamian, dressed in a pale blue linen shirt, white pants, and dark sunglasses under a straw Panama hat. His black skin glistened with sweat. Hector stood beside him, pointing at Juan. 
 
    Bastardo. 
 
    A quick reconnaissance revealed that the Bahamian’s men blocked all exits. 
 
    Juan threw bills on the table, scooped up the white man’s cigarettes, and calmly and confidently strode to the restroom. In the men’s room, Juan’s heart sank when he saw the tiny window. No escape here either. Shit! I’ll have to fight my way out, he thought, though he didn’t like his odds. 
 
    The white man washed his hands in the tiny white sink. He saw Juan’s reflection in the mirror and nodded with a drunken smile. 
 
    Juan held out the cigarettes. “Somebody could take,” Juan said. 
 
    Drying his hands, the man nodded. “Well, thanks. I appreciate it.” He accepted the cigarettes and put them in his pocket. “All yours,” the man said to Juan as he brushed past, opening the door. The gringo bumped into Hector as he crowded past to get to the toilet. 
 
    “De nada,” Juan said. He looked in the mirror and splashed water on his face. 
 
    “Hola, Juan,” Hector said as he violently introduced Juan’s face to the bathroom mirror. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate sat back down at his table and finished the dregs of his vodka. Man, I could use another drink—just one more. He cast back his recollection to Jack Lindstrom and the mess at Cross College. Blew his face off. With a shotgun. “Hmm.” Pilate grunted. 
 
    The waitress brought another drink. 
 
    “What happened to the music?” 
 
    “Oh, his amp went out again,” she said. “He needs to get a new one. That piece of shit blows more than my big sister after prom.” 
 
    Pilate had no reply other than to offer thanks for the drink. He absentmindedly reached for his cigarettes, but he was interrupted by shouting from below the webcam sign. 
 
    “Jesus! Get an ambulance!” a fat man in a tank top screamed, his hands and shirt covered in a fresh coat of crimson spatters. 
 
    The sight of blood paralyzed Pilate for a moment, but then he leapt to his feet and headed for the man. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Pilate demanded of the fat man, adrenaline blowing his vodka buzz to smithereens. 
 
    The fat man shook his head and pointed silently to the restroom. 
 
    Pilate brushed him aside. 
 
    Inside the restroom was the man who had given him his cigarettes not five minutes earlier, sprawled against the walls of the toilet stall. His nose was broken and bleeding profusely, but that wasn’t the worst of it. His throat was slashed; the stall painted in his blood. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Pilate muttered. 
 
    Juan’s hand twitched at his throat, where it had failed to stanch the blood that jetted from his wound like a lawn sprinkler. His eyes opened briefly and met Pilate’s. 
 
    Pilate caught a flicker of recognition before the murdered man’s eyes closed for the very last time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate held onto the drink in his hand as if it were a link to his sanity, a liquid security blanket. The police questioned him for fifteen minutes before they let him go. Truthfully, he hadn’t much to say; he’d only exchanged a few words with the guy who coincidentally shared the same first name, albeit the Spanish version. 
 
    He felt a tightening in his chest. The blood, the violence, the cops—it tore him away from the palm trees and sands of Key West, jerked him right back to those unpleasantly familiar snowy cornfields of Cross Township. 
 
    The lights from the patrol cars illuminated Front Street as Pilate downed the rest of the drink at the bar adjacent to the Hog’s Snout. His hands shook as he pulled the cigarette pack from his pocket. Yeah, I’ll quit with these damn things. Just not tonight. 
 
    He tried to shake a cigarette from the pack, but none came out. There were only three filters sticking out of the pack, but they were stuck. He pinched one cigarette filter between his thumb and index finger and gently tugged. Finally, the filter cooperated and came loose, dragging something else along with it—something heavier and round that landed right in his lap. 
 
    Pilate picked it up and squinted at it in the dim neon glow of the bar lights. It was a poker chip, pink with two wedges of blue on the edges. A label pasted in the center of the chip read: PARADISE ISLAND CASINO BAHAMAS $2.50. 
 
    What the…? How the hell did a pink poker chip from the Bahamas get into my pack of cigs? 
 
    Pilate turned the clay chip over in his hands. It had the heft of a real casino chip, and it was very clean, almost pristine, as if it had never been used or hardly touched. 
 
    Juan! Oh my God! Juan, the dead guy, put this in my cigarettes and gave it to me in the bathroom. But why? 
 
    Pilate shrugged, put the chip in his pocket, and lit a cigarette. The next few moments were lost in a fog of confusion, a fading of adrenaline, and the effects of the alcohol. 
 
    His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. 
 
    “What happened?” Kate said. “I was watching you on that webcam, and after you hung up, I put Kara to bed,” she said, worry dripping from her voice. “When I came back to the computer, the webcam was still up, but all I could see in that bar were cops milling around.” 
 
    Pilate sighed. “Well, I was minding my own business, and—” 
 
    “John, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, babe—just a little shook up. I, uh…hmm,” Pilate didn’t feel much like talking. “Can I call you back when I get to Trevathan’s?” 
 
    “Of course. Just let me know you’re all right, okay?” 
 
    “I’m all right. It was just weird, that’s all,” he said. “Really weird.” And as scary as the shit that went down in Cross. 
 
    After the two said their goodbyes, Pilate slipped the phone in his pocket and felt it slide against the poker chip. 
 
    He finished his drink, smoked another cigarette, and walked back to Trevathan’s place, looking over his shoulder more than once along the way. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Her English accent, though blunted by years stateside, was still evident when she sleepily answered the phone. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Sam,” Pilate said. “Did I wake you?” 
 
    “John?” she said. “Is that you? Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he scratched his head, drunk and fidgety. “Thought I’d call you back.” 
 
    “It’s been weeks since I’ve called you,” she said, her voice just a husky whisper. “Hang on a mo’.” 
 
    He heard the rustling of sheets and the mumbling of someone else in the room. 
 
    “Sorry if I disturbed what’s-his-name too,” Pilate said. “Actually, uh…no. I take that back. I’m glad I woke the bastard up.” 
 
    He heard her close the door and pad through the house to another room. “John, where are you? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m south, down south.” 
 
    “South of where?” she said. 
 
    “Everything,” he said. “Key West. Look, this is a bad idea. I just wanted to call and tell you—” 
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
    “That I…that I don’t have cancer,” he said. 
 
    “Well I know that now, you prat. Since you wouldn’t talk to me, I had to call your mum. She told me your surgery revealed something benign, something in your throat,” she said. 
 
    “I wish you would leave my parents out of this, Samantha,” he said. “You’ve already done a number on my family.” 
 
    “Tell her, John,” Simon said from a corner of his skull. “Let her have it!” 
 
    “A number? What’s that supposed to mean? “ 
 
    “Telling my aunt and uncle that I beat you?” Pilate said, his voice bumping the ceiling of a shout. “That I raised a hand to you? Are you fucking kidding me?” 
 
    “I never said that,” she said. “All I said was that you could be rough sometimes.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. So I suppose, being British, that you didn’t quite know the language well enough to say, ‘John shouts at me when I can’t account for my whereabouts. See, when I’m out screwing the bartender and he can’t find me, he tends to gets angry and shouts a lot.’ That might be rough, from your perspective, but it’s by no means the same damn thing as me hitting you. You implied it, they inferred it, and you didn’t dissuade them from believing it. And, by the way, fuck them for believing that I’d put my hands on you.” 
 
    Samantha cleared her throat. “I better go, John.” 
 
    Pilate stood there, huffing heavily into the phone. 
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Yeah?” He felt the poison drain away in a trickle. 
 
    “I read in the newspapers about you getting shot in that small town in South Dakota—” 
 
    “Close enough,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “Well, I called up there and never got to talk with you after the shooting,” she said. “Some bitch answered once and told me to piss off.” 
 
    Good ol’ Kate. 
 
    “Well, I guess I figured I owed you a call back, despite everything,” he said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean, you git?” she exhaled. 
 
    “Well, you called ostensibly to express some sort of concern for me, even after you left me for a busboy, so—” 
 
    “A bartender…and it wasn’t that simple.” Her tone sharpened from defensive to offensive. 
 
    “Really? What’s not simple about you fucking the guy behind the bar…the bar I helped finance? You know, the one that ate my life savings? The bar that destroyed my credit rating? Sounds pretty fucking simple to me.” Pilate paced. 
 
    “John, that’s over and done,” she said. 
 
    “Then why did you call me in Cross?” 
 
    “I just wanted to know you were okay,” she said, “and I need to talk to you—” 
 
    “You never called to see if I was okay when I got laid off from the newspaper, when I was alone, just ten miles away,” he said. “What made this so special?” 
 
    “I just…felt…I just—” 
 
    “What? Speak up, damn it!” 
 
    “Let’s not do this on the phone—not like this,” she said. 
 
    “Why the hell not? You can fuck a guy on a sticky barroom floor, but you can’t have a conversation with me over the damn phone? What the hell, Samantha?” 
 
    “John, when you’re like this, what else can I say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “Let me say it all for both of us. You needed a green card, and I needed to get laid. You needed a fool to finance your bar, and I needed to drink. You needed to fuck the bartender, and I needed to get the hell out of town. That about sums it up, right? Like I said, damn simple.” 
 
    “John, I’m…uh, I—” 
 
    “What? Spit it out, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Pregnant. I’m pregnant, John.” 
 
    He held the phone to his ear, the cell radiating heat. “What?” 
 
    “I’m going to have a baby,” she said, her voice breaking. 
 
    “Well, if I were there, I’d tell that boyfriend of yours whose lying in your bed to go get a damn paternity test,” Pilate said. “And you go straight to hell.” He turned off the phone and flung it onto the sofa. He sat at the table, poured a tall glass of Stoli, and gulped it down. Then he peered at the empty glass for a second as if it was his worst enemy, then smashed it against the wall. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daylight streamed through a slight part in the curtains, right into Pilate’s eyes. His eyelids fluttered and squinted. He closed them and rolled over, facing the wall. 
 
    “John, wake up.” 
 
    He didn’t open his eyes; it was a male voice with a haughty tone. “Oh no,” Pilate said, burying his head under a pillow. “You’ve been put out to pasture. Sandburg and I are working that out.” 
 
    A laugh flew through his head like a sparrow trapped in a chimney. 
 
    Pilate lay there a moment and finally removed the pillow off his head when he heard nothing more. He opened one eye and scanned the room: nothing unusual. “Hmm,” he said. He looked at the clock: It was ten after ten. 
 
    Beside the clock sat his cell phone and the pink poker chip. He scooped up the phone and searched for texts or missed calls. There was a text from Kate reminding him to call her back. 
 
    He made coffee, smoked his last cigarette with the first cup, then called Kate to fill her in on all the details, except for the odd pink poker chip. 
 
    “Why don’t you come back to Cross? Take a break?” 
 
    “Sweetie, I would like nothing better, but I have to finish this book, or they’re going to put a hit out on me to get the advance back.” 
 
    “Not funny, John,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry. You’re right.” 
 
    “Well, we could come out there,” she said, though Pilate knew it was an empty offer, as she really couldn’t get away from Cross College or take Kara out of school until the end of the semester. 
 
    “Kate, I’m good. Let me get this thing cranked out,” he said. “Besides, I don’t want to have to deal with any media folks wanting my reaction to the Lindstrom thing. Nobody knows where I am right now, and that’s a good thing. I go back to Cross, and the next thing I know, that idiot from People will be knocking on the door again.” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that. There’ve been quite a few new faces popping into town since the news broke about Jack,” she said. “How about we come out at semester’s end?” 
 
    “Perfect. So it’s settled. I’ll see you both then, okay?” 
 
    “All right, but keep your ass out of the bars, would you?” Kate said, trying to sound light but failing miserably. “Why do you need to go out drinking anyway?” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right. No reason at all for me to be drinking.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate walked to a convenience store off Duval and bought a copy of The Citizen. The newspaper offered no coverage of the murder; it had happened late, after the paper had been put to bed, so the story probably wouldn’t show up for another day. 
 
    He put the paper under his arm, wandered over to Caroline Street, and slipped in to Pepe’s Café. Known for breakfast, Pepe’s was reputedly the oldest restaurant in Key West and looked every bit the part. The smell of bacon grease, eggs, and coffee hung like a delicious cloud draping the entire atmosphere of the restaurant. Pilate ordered three eggs over medium, coffee, bacon, and wheat toast with butter, not margarine. He liked Pepe’s. The Monday night meatloaf reminded him of his grandmother’s recipe. 
 
    Just over the din of patrons, Pilate made out the sound of music on the radio—out of Havana, if he wasn’t mistaken. Knickknacks and other arcana lined the walls in an authentic, effortless way, something hundreds of chain restaurants across the country continuously fail to emulate, in spite of their superficial and synthetic attempts. 
 
    He scanned the “Citizen’s Voice” section of the paper, a guilty pleasure: To the boat captain in Summerland Key, once again, don’t you know what NO WAKE means? 
 
    Pilate took note of the dozens of bottles of condiments on the tables as he wolfed down his breakfast; he made a point to remind himself to try the French toast next time. 
 
    After receiving the check, which arrived affixed to a mousetrap, Pilate tucked a tip under the spring-loaded wire. He walked into the eighty-four-degree climate of Caroline Street, blanching momentarily. 
 
    The poker chip in the pocket of his khaki shorts seemed to summon his attention. His mind moved through a plethora of scenarios, all the possible reasons why a man would try to hide a poker chip—worth only $2.50 in some Bahamian casino—on the person of a stranger. 
 
    Pilate surmised that someone wanted that chip and was obviously following the poor guy. At the very least, the chip might be the one key that could implicate the murdered man in some awful, heinous act. 
 
    No shit, John. 
 
    He decided he needed to tell the police. He hadn’t done anything wrong, after all, for he hadn’t even realized he had the chips until after the police had interrogated him and let him go. For some reason or another, though, he wasn’t ready to part with the chip and the fresh conundrum it brought. 
 
    His head hurt, and the sun beat down; it wasn’t that bad, really, but Pilate was still living on Cross Township time and weather. In any case, he had writing to do, but also a new development to keep him from his work. He turned to Duval Street and headed to Sloppy Joe’s. 
 
    Ernest Hemingway’s hangout during his extended stay in the Keys during the 1930s, Sloppy Joe’s was a top tourist attraction in Key West. “Papa” didn’t actually hang out at that particular location, however—the one where Hemingway spent his time drinking Teacher’s and soda was on Greene Street, a former icehouse that doubled as the city morgue. 
 
    Nevertheless, that particular Sloppy Joe’s was good enough for Pilate. Besides, Marlene was the bartender, so the place had its assets. 
 
    “Oh, wow. Lookin’ a little rough there, handsome,” Marlene said, flipping her head to keep her long, dark ponytail from hanging in her face as she wiped down the bar. As her lovely locks danced behind her head, the tops of her perfectly tan breasts were revealed, practically popping out of the Sloppy Joe’s t-shirt she had custom-cut for maximum tips. 
 
    “Thanks. I work at it,” Pilate said. 
 
    “The usual?” 
 
    “No. I need some vitamins and minerals. Let’s do a Bloody Mary, with plenty of hot sauce, okay?” 
 
    “You got it,” she said. Her red-nailed hands danced from a clean glass to the vodka to the Snap-E-Tom, lime, and celery stalk, as if she could have made the drink with her eyes closed. When it was ready seconds later, she placed it on a cardboard coaster in front of Pilate. 
 
    He stared vacantly at the wall behind her. 
 
    “You okay, Nebraska?” The first time he had met her was a similar early afternoon. She had said she was good at picking out accents and pegged him for “Nebraska or one of those other boring states nearby.” He recalled telling her she was close enough. 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, yeah.” He drank a big gulp of the Bloody Mary. 
 
    “Hear about the shit that went down at the Hog’s Snout last night?” she asked over her shoulder as she dumped a tub of ice into the bin under the bar, her tempting cleavage giggling all the while. 
 
    “Hear about it? No.” Pilate said. 
 
    “Some dude got cut in the men’s room,” she said, putting two bottles of beer on the bar, opening them, and pushing them to a waitress. “Not sure if it was some sort of lover’s quarrel or what, but it was a nasty one. They say his throat was slashed, and he bled out on the spot. Ruined his whole evening, I suppose.” 
 
    Pilate looked across the saloon at about twenty or thirty patrons; he suspected they were mostly tourists like him. “Quiet in here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Marlene wiped her hands on a bar towel. “It’ll pick up though—always does. Besides, I’m doing a booze cruise this weekend on Rick’s cat. Tips should be pretty good. You ought to come out sometime.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Pilate took another gulp and relished the taste of his drink. For a girl with such a magnificent body, Marlene was an excellent bartender. 
 
    “Nebraska, hon’, what the hell? You see a ghost or something’? What’s up with you? That book of yours kicking your ass?” 
 
    Pilate looked from his drink into Marlene’s green eyes. “You could say that.” 
 
    “Well, drink a couple more of these, then go to the beach and chill,” she said, holding his gaze. Leaning forward, her voice just above a whisper, she went on, “Or you could come hang out with me tonight.” 
 
    “Hmm, now that’s an idea,” Pilate said, smiling. “What ever would we do?” 
 
    She held onto his eyes for a few more seconds. “Honey, as yummy as you are, if you don’t know what I want to do to you, then you’re a real dumb ass.” 
 
    Pilate smiled but didn’t bother blushing. 
 
    A waitress called out an order, and Marlene hurried to fill it. “You’re a million miles away, aren’t you?” she asked, dropping ice into a glass. “You need a diversion.” 
 
    “You’re very kind. I’m flattered, but—” 
 
    “No dick. I wasn’t hitting on you again,” she said, placing the drink on the bar. “Order up! And if you keep turning me down, I may stop doing it around this time next year. Seriously, I think you should go see some sights. Take a walk and let Key West fire up your imagination. Get inspired!” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said. “Not a bad idea, Marlene.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, I’m a bartender, so I’m full of ‘em,” she said. “Ideas and kinky fantasies. Anyway, just walk out the door and go ‘round to the Artist House. Go see where Robert the Doll lived.” 
 
    “Robert the Doll?” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of Robert the Doll?” she said, nonplussed. “I figured a bookworm like you would’ve seen something about it on the Hitler Channel or the Travel Channel or whatever.” 
 
    “Nope,” he said. 
 
    Marlene wiped down the bar as she talked; clearly, multitasking was one of her many fine assets. “Okay, here’s the deal. Apparently, Robert the Doll was animated or haunted or something like that.” 
 
    “What? Like Chucky?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but close. Just listen, will ya? In the early 1900s, a little Bahamian girl gave Robert, the boy who lived in the Artist House, a…” Her brow furrowed, and she trailed off, as if she needed a moment to figure out some complex algebraic formula. “It wasn’t called that then, I don’t think. Anyway, she gave the boy a life-sized doll. It was stuffed with straw, dressed in a sailor suit. Some say the doll was an innocent childhood gift, but others claim it held some curse that she put on the family. God only knows why.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, that sounds scary,” Pilate said, “some Stephen King kind of shit.” 
 
    “Keep listening, smart ass. So, anyway, little Robert liked the doll so much that he named it after himself, and his folks even built a room for the doll in the attic, where they kept all the toys and stuff.” She looked Pilate in the eye, and when she saw that he wasn’t laughing or blowing her off, she continued, “The spoiled brat even started blaming the doll when he did whatever mischief boys got into back those days.” 
 
    “Okay…go on.” 
 
    “Well, so the boy grows up, gets on with his life, marries, and eventually returns to live in his childhood home, this time with his wife in tow. He had become an artist and used the doll’s room to paint while the doll looked on.” 
 
    “Chilling,” Pilate said, his left eyebrow raised. 
 
    Marlene rolled her eyes. “Anyway, kids would walk by and see Robert the Doll propped up in the window of his room, and they said sometimes that doll moved from one window to the other—on its own,” Marlene said. “Visitors said they often heard giggling from Robert’s room in the attic, and some people swore Robert the Doll’s facial expressions would change from one minute to the next.” 
 
    “That’s weird, to say the least,” Pilate said. “Did the artist ever paint a portrait of Robert the Doll?” 
 
    “Good question. Hmm. I don’t know, but after the artist died, his widow put Robert the Doll in a cedar chest in the attic for safekeeping. After she kicked off, the doll was donated to the East Martello Museum.” 
 
    “So some kids claim a doll was moving, and in the end, the old thing ends up in a museum? Marlene, you let me down. I can honestly say that was not scary.” 
 
    “Oh but wait…that’s not all. People claim that when they try to take his picture at the museum, their cameras break,” she added. 
 
    “Do you honestly believe that doll was haunted or possessed or whatever?” Pilate asked, stifling a giggle. 
 
    “Shit, I don’t know,” she said, “but there’s one thing I do know.” She leaned forward conspiratorially, biting her lower lip. 
 
    “What’s that?” he said, leaning in to within inches of her face. 
 
    “I know I got you out of your own head for a minute there,” she kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Indeed you did,” he said, finishing his drink. He dropped a ten on the bar and stood up. “Thanks, Marlene. Really.” 
 
    “Rain-check on the booze cruise then?” Marlene said, smirking and scooping up the ten spot, which she promptly tucked into the valley beneath her shirt. 
 
    “Yep. Rain-check.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate had a tendency to think well and remain clear-headed when he walked, and Marlene was right: Key West had ample sidewalks, streets, and sights to keep his mind occupied while his subconscious turned over recent events, trying to make sense of it all. 
 
    Strolling away from the seaward side of town, Pilate took Duval Street to Eaton Street, where he made a turn and walked until he arrived at the intersection of Eaton and Simonton. 
 
    He passed by the elegant Victorian mansion, the Artist House. In the turret room window, he saw nothing but curtains. “Robert the Doll my ass,” he said, heading back to Trevathan’s house. “Damn, Marlene,” he muttered, grinning and shaking his head. “You got me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When he ventured inside Trevathan’s place, though, there was something to see: a window was smashed in, and the living room was ransacked. 
 
    Pilate now had no choice: He had to call the police. Someone had broken in through the back alley window and torn the place apart. The entire first floor was a disaster area, but even though he wasn’t a forensics expert, it was pretty clear to see that somebody must have spooked the burglars, because the upstairs bedroom and balcony office apparently untouched. 
 
    Relieved that his laptop was still where he left it, he picked up the phone and dialed 911. 
 
    After an hour or so, an attractive, blonde, blue-eyed patrolwoman in her late twenties rolled up on a bicycle. “Is this your home sir?” she asked, her notebook at the ready. 
 
    “No. It’s my, uh…my friend’s place,” he said. 
 
    “You sound a little unsure about that,” she said. 
 
    “Well, he’s actually my boss, but as strange as it sounds coming out of my mouth, I suppose he’s also my friend. I’m just staying here for a while, working on…a project.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Where do you live then, when you’re not staying at your friend’s place?” 
 
    He told her, and she made notes without looking up at him as he spoke. 
 
    “We’re going to need a list of whatever has been stolen,” she said, still writing on her notebook. “Can you help me out with that? Do you know the place well enough?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t believe it, but I don’t think anything’s missing. From the looks of it, they just broke the back window and looked all over the first floor,” Pilate said. “I think they must’ve gotten spooked and run off, because my laptop and some other stuff worth pawning were left upstairs, untouched.” 
 
    “You got lucky then,” the officer said, copying his statement into her notebook. “Well, not lucky that the house got broken into, but at least you didn’t lose anything.” 
 
    “Silver linings, I guess,” Pilate said, putting loose cushions back on the sofa. “So, anyway, I guess there’s not a lot you can do, right?” 
 
    The officer looked up from her notebook. “Well, sir, people who get robbed are usually pretty frantic, demanding us to send our crime lab down here to dust for prints,” she smiled. “We don’t do that, but we will step up patrols in the area to keep an eye out for any suspicious characters or activity.” 
 
    “Right,” Pilate said. “I’m sure you have much more serious stuff to deal with, especially after a night like last night “ 
 
    “Last night?” A look of recognition crossed her features. “Oh yeah. I wasn’t on duty then, but I hear the murder at the Hog’s Snout was pretty nasty.” After the short commentary, she went back to writing in her notebook. 
 
    Pilate noticed she had muscular legs, and he was sure she was packing a killer rear-end under her bulky police utility belt. “Yeah, it was. I was there,” Pilate said, tearing his eyes away from the officer’s ass to distract himself by replacing books on the bookshelf. 
 
    “Oh really?” she said. “Did you give a statement?” 
 
    “Yep,” Pilate said. He put down a book and slid a hand in his pocket, where he felt the smooth surface of the poker chip. “I sat next to the guy before it all went down…well, I mean he was at the next table. He passed me an ashtray.” 
 
    “Smoker?” 
 
    Pilate nodded guiltily. 
 
    The officer’s eyes flashed a hint of a smile at his reaction. “Well, I know it was a very disturbing incident, sir, but I want to assure you that it is not, by any means, a normal occurrence in Key West. We have a safe, fun little island here.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Pilate said. “Do you think you’ll catch who did it?” 
 
    “We’ll try,” she said. “Okay, Mr., uh…Pilate. Pilate? That’s an unusual name.” 
 
    “Not 2,000 years ago,” Pilate half-joked. “Second only to Judas on the Christian hit parade of biblical a-holes, I’d say.” 
 
    “Well, there’s the devil…” she began. “Wait a minute…are you famous?” Her eyes smiled more brilliantly this time. 
 
    “Famous?” 
 
    “I mean, weren’t you on the news a while back? Yes, that’s right! You’re from that college town out there in Iowa, right?” 
 
    “Close enough, and yeah, I guess you could say I was, uh, involved in that mess.” Pilate rocked back on his heels, jamming his hands in his pockets like a nervous schoolboy at a fifth-grade dance. 
 
    “You saved that sheriff’s life, didn’t you?” she said, her well-practiced cop facial expression morphing into one of an attractive woman making conversation. 
 
    “Well, it was complicated,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “I get it. I’ve never been in a shootout—hell, I’ve never even drawn my gun in anger except against the cardboard targets at the academy—but I get it. Very brave, I’d say.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose the primordial need for self-preservation makes it seem pretty brave,” Pilate said, suddenly embarrassed about and pissed off at the wrecked kitchen. “So, whaddya make of it? You think it was a robbery? Some kind of mugging?” 
 
    She looked at him quizzically. “The Hog’s Snout murder?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “No idea, sir,” she said. “All I heard was that the victim might have had somewhat of a shady past—links to piracy apparently.” 
 
    “Piracy? No way!” 
 
    “It’s not all Disney World stuff, Mr. Pilate,” she laughed. “Between you and me, one of the detectives said the guy had a history of hanging out with some suspected piracy operatives—guys who make their living robbing tourists out in the boonies.” 
 
    “Boonies?” 
 
    “Out past the Marquesas and Dry Tortugas. There are lots of small Keys out there, plenty of deserted places where unsuspecting vacationers can run into some sharks of the human variety. It’s a pretty area, but if you’re out there on your own, some nasty dudes may try to rip you off.” She rested her hand on the butt of her pistol. 
 
    “Wow,” Pilate said. 
 
    “In fact, a guy was murdered on his yacht out there a couple weeks ago, out near Duggan’s Key. Pirates—for lack of a better word—killed him and threw his body overboard, then stripped his boat of everything valuable.” 
 
    “Wow. I had no idea,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Doesn’t happen often, and of course it’s not something we like to talk about—not too good for tourism, as you might imagine. It’s more of the Coast Guard’s problem than ours anyway,” she said, ripping a piece of paper from her notebook and handing it to Pilate. “Anyway, here is my name and number. If you have any other problems while you’re in Key West, Mr. Pilate, do give us a call.” 
 
    “Thanks, uh…Officer Righetti. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “It’s Kay,” she said, looking him over with a smile. “You know, if you’d ever care to, I’d sure love to buy you a beer and hear all about what happened back in Iowa.” She blushed. 
 
    Oh my God! Is she asking me out? This cannot be happening. I don’t need the complications. “I’d like that,” he said, smiling. “Just let me know when you have a night off.” 
 
    “Well, I’m off tomorrow night. Wanna meet me at the Green Parrot, around seven?” 
 
    “Sounds great,” he said. “In the meantime, any idea where I can get that window fixed, maybe get some bars put on?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got some experience putting guys behind bars, but not this kind,” she said, and they both shared a laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate called Dr. Sandburg to make another appointment. “I know you’re very busy,” he said, “but I really appreciate you seeing me the past few times, especially since I don’t live here and you’re so highly regarded.” 
 
    “Hmm. Seems to me that flattery is a little beneath you, John,” Sandburg said, chuckling. 
 
    “Well, Simon says you’re great,” he said with a chuckle of his own. 
 
    “Very well. I can see you in two days,” Sandburg said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate had no illusions or preconceived notions about Officer Righetti. She was nice and certainly very attractive, but she was simply to function as a conduit to information on the Hog’s Snout murder. He had to find out what was up with that pink chip. 
 
    “Is she…research?” Simon asked. The query hung in the space between Pilate’s ears. 
 
    At the Green Parrot, he nearly failed to recognize Kay Righetti. Instead of her uniform, she was attractively garbed in a green linen blouse, khaki pants, and sandals. Her hair was down, brushing against her shoulders. She was seated at a table by the bar, but with uncommon hospitality, she rose when Pilate walked in. 
 
    “Well, hello, Officer,” he said smiling. 
 
    She blinked. “Oh, Mr. Pilate, please call me Kay.” 
 
    “Mr. Pilate? You call me ‘Mr.’ and expect me not to call you ‘officer’?” 
 
    She blushed and rolled her eyes, signaling the waitress. “I’m going to ignore that comment and have another drink.” 
 
    “What’s your poison?” Pilate asked, not sure yet if she was an umbrella drink kind of gal. 
 
    “Gin and tonic.” She pinched a wedge of lime from the glass and stuck it in her mouth, sucking it gently. 
 
    “Make it two,” he told the waitress. 
 
    He looked at the off-duty cop, and she smiled at him with sea-blue eyes and lime-green teeth. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, taking the lime out of her mouth. “I love limes, especially the gin-soaked kind.” 
 
    “Well, I’m flattered you feel comfortable enough to, uh—how can I put this?—to suck fruit in front of me.” 
 
    She smiled, and this time her teeth shone in two perfectly pearly, perfectly straight rows. “Well, I figured if you really did what the papers say you did, you’re an okay guy.” 
 
    “The media does lie, you know,” he said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    The waitress brought the drinks, breaking Kay’s train of thought. 
 
    He held his up to toast. “Here’s to law enforcement.” 
 
    “To law enforcement and the writers who save their asses from time to time,” she said. 
 
    He smiled as they clinked glasses. “So, Officer Kay, you from around here?” 
 
    “No, not at all. I’m from Caledonia, New York, a small town near Rochester.” 
 
    “Farmer’s daughter, eh?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” she said. 
 
    “So what brought you here?” 
 
    “That’s a long, boring story, I’m afraid,” she said. “Let’s just say I was chasing somebody.” 
 
    “A crook?” 
 
    “Yes he was.” Her eyes crinkled at the corners, and her smile was charmingly lopsided. “He was definitely that.” 
 
    “Most of the people here seem like they landed here after running away from something,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why most people who live here aren’t from around here. They’re all on the lam.” 
 
    “So, anyway, did you catch Mr. Crook?” He sipped his drink and fought the urge to smoke after the look she’d given him back when he’d first mentioned it at the scene of the crime. 
 
    “Yup.” She looked out over the restaurant. “And he set me free.” 
 
    “Wow. There’s a bit of poet in you, copper.” 
 
    “I suppose.” She looked at the table, her right hand gently pinching her left ring finger. “So, John…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Tell me, did you really shoot the mayor of that town?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you mean to kill him?” 
 
    “What I meant to do in that moment was to make sure he didn’t kill me. I did the only thing I could. I pulled the trigger.” He felt strangely comfortable telling her about the events in Cross, an unusual sensation indeed. 
 
    “What we call a righteous shoot,” she said. “And I apologize for being so direct. Comes with the job, I suppose. I do question people for a living.” 
 
    “Nah.” He waved her apology away and took another swallow of gin and tonic. “You warned me when you invited me out that you wanted to know more. Hell, I’m writing a book about it, so I better be able to answer questions. Please, feel free to practice your interrogation skills on me, Officer Kay.” 
 
    She smiled. “Thanks, John. You’d think I’d be less curious since I’m in law enforcement—desensitized to crime—but something about what I saw on TV got my attention.” 
 
    “What was that? The mystery? The decades of conspiracy?” 
 
    “No.” Her eyes locked on his, catching the gleam from the overhead lights. 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “You, Mr. John Pilate. You.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After dinner and three more drinks and some interesting conversation, Pilate—ever the gentleman—agreed to walk Kay home. 
 
    She lived close to the Green Parrot, and their walk consisted of chitchat and dodging foot traffic until she pulled him into a small alley, pushed him against the wall, and kissed him right on the mouth. Her tongue touched his, and her hands roamed over his chest and ended up on his butt, which she squeezed without the slightest bit of shyness. 
 
    “Now, now, Officer. You can’t frisk me until you read me my rights,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, come on, John. You have to promise me you won’t make cop jokes the entire time we’re screwing,” she said. 
 
    “Uh…deal,” he said, his words slightly slurred. “But that’s only if you don’t bring out the handcuffs.” 
 
    In the ever-diminishing self-control center of his brain, a voice told him to stop. At the controls, however, was Simon, cheering him on. “You’ve earned it! How many chances do you think you’re going to get for this in your lifetime anyway? Go for it, buddy!” Simon shouted. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate awoke in a strange bed, beneath a wheezing ceiling fan with drooping blades. A chest of drawers with a cracked mirror was inches from Kay’s double bed. Making love with Kay the night before felt detached and mechanical somehow; when he’d caught a glimpse of himself in that cracked mirror, beneath her, above her, beside her, it was like watching a soft-core porn flick on TV while vacuuming the carpet. 
 
    He slipped quietly out of the sheets, leaving a nude Kay gently snoring into her pillow. She lay on her belly, with her legs tangled in the sheets, bikini tan lines demarcating her round, muscular rump that he’d first admired under her police uniform. Her skin was freckled at the shoulders. 
 
    Pilate admired her taut, young body; she was in great shape, and bicycle patrol was obviously kind to her figure. He considered sliding back in bed—and back into her if she were willing—but he couldn’t overcome the feeling of being a colossal jerk. He had no excuse but his own selfishness for fooling around on Kate with… 
 
    “You screwed around on your girlfriend with a cop? Really, John!” Simon said, his image reflected in the cracks of the mirror. “I warned you.” 
 
    No you didn’t! You encouraged it. You told me to go for it, damn it! 
 
    “Have you never heard of sarcasm?” Simon said. “Please.” 
 
    Pilate did his best to ignore his doppelganger’s annoying, haughty voice. His sessions with Dr. Sandburg had opened his eyes to the crushing realization that the antidepressants he’d gone back on six weeks earlier had little to do with Simon’s comings and goings. The guy was still around, antidepressants or not, and he usually spent his days being a total dick. 
 
    “Anger, negativity,” Pilate whispered. “Simon the Rat.” And with that, he quickly and stealthily dressed, picked up his shoes, and headed for the door. 
 
    “Freeze!” 
 
    He stopped and put his hands in the air. “You got me, Copper.” 
 
    “Turn around and drop ‘em,” Kay said. 
 
    Pilate turned and obediently dropped his shoes. 
 
    “I didn’t mean your shoes,” she said, smiling and running a hand through her hair. 
 
    “Sorry. I—” 
 
    “No need to apologize.” She languidly pulled the sheet up to her waist. Her breasts were as freckled and tan as her shoulders. Topless sunbathing was unquestionably a pastime of hers. “I want you again, even though you made those stupid cop sex jokes.” 
 
    “Well, John, you can’t un-ring a bell,” Simon mocked from behind him. “Might as well have another go.” 
 
    Pilate sat on the edge of the bed. “Kay, I, uh…well, there’s someone else, back in Cross.” 
 
    She regarded him a moment, her blue eyes kind and thoughtful. “And this someone else means something to you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s something good, right?” 
 
    “Well, yes. It’s pretty serious really.” 
 
    Her face changed from that of a lover into the hard visage of a police officer, right before his eyes. “Then why the hell are you screwing another woman 1,200 miles away?” 
 
    “She has a point, there, John,” Simon said. 
 
    “Because I’m a shit, I guess,” he said, standing. “Look, I enjoyed our time together last night, but I frankly don’t owe you or Kate or Simon any kind of expl—” 
 
    “Simon?” 
 
    “Never mind. I don’t owe anybody an explanation or an apology after all I’ve been through,” he said, his face flushed. “Besides, I just met you. You don’t really know anything about me.” 
 
    Kay moved closer. “John, I know the thing in Cross was rough, but—” 
 
    “Cross? Rough? You’re goddamn right it was rough!” he said. “I’m a fucking college teacher, not a detective, and most definitely not a damn killer. I just wanted to get away from all the crap in my life and start over. Unfortunately, from day one, I was dipped in shit and kicked in the ass by everyone with a chip on their shoulder in that greasy spot of a town.” 
 
    “Okay, but—” 
 
    “And who says I’m just talking about Cross? What about losing my job, my wife, my dignity? Why am I pushing forty with nothing to show for it but a so-called righteous shoot, an asshole imaginary rodent for a friend, and a line of greedy fucks waiting to screw me or take a chunk out of my ass?” 
 
    Kay’s face was a mask of palpable discomfort. She wasn’t scared, but she couldn’t help being shocked at the sudden ferocity of his temper. Nevertheless, in spite of her unease, she spoke very calmly, the way she would talk down a suspect holding a gun on her or his own temple. “John, you’re need to sit down a minute. Take a deep breath, and let me get you some water, okay? Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Pilate looked at her, a white-hot piece of lead in his gut. “I’m so sorry, Kay.” 
 
    She went to the bathroom, filled a cup of water, and returned, naked but completely focused on him. “No apologies necessary.” 
 
    He took the water and drank it, then took a few deep breaths. 
 
    “Way to go, John. Way to make a goddamn fool of yourself,” Simon taunted with a hiss of delight. 
 
    “Shut up!” Pilate said into the glass as he finished off the water. 
 
    “What?” Kay said. “More water?” 
 
    “If it means watching you walk from here to the bathroom and back again with that naked ass of yours, then yes.” 
 
    Kay smiled and complied. “John?” she said, lying on the bed beside him. “I wasn’t making a judgment…well, okay, I guess I was. The thing is, I already knew you have someone else, and I did my best to get you in my bed anyway. Besides, we were both drunk. So it’s 50/50, you know? Or I guess we could split the blame three ways between us and the gin and tonic.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kay,” he said, placing the empty glass on the nightstand. “I guess I found you so attractive that—” 
 
    “Wait…you guess you found me attractive?” she said in mock outrage. 
 
    “I mean I definitely find you to be a very hot, sexy woman,” he said, smiling crookedly as if toothpicks were propping up his last reserve of charm. 
 
    “Admit it. It’s the gun,” she said, “and the handcuffs.” 
 
    He laughed, genuinely this time. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Look, John, I know you have someone. We were just the sum of two people, a mutual attraction, and a few too many drinks. It doesn’t have to be anything more.” 
 
    “I don’t want to use you that way,” he said. 
 
    “Who’s usin’ who?” she said, her hand on his. “I’m a big girl. Maybe I just wanted to sleep with a bestselling author.” 
 
    “I’ll need to write the damn thing first,” he said. 
 
    “Well, then I suggest you get to work so as not to spoil my bedroom résumé,” she said, “and if I can help in any way, let me know.” 
 
    “That I will do,” he said. “I really appreciate—” 
 
    Kay pressed her lips to his and cut off his sentence, her hand unbuttoning his trousers. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to smoke that outside,” Kay said, her body glistening with sweat. “It’s a nasty habit.” 
 
    Pilate nodded and struggled out of bed. He put on his underwear and made his way through the French doors, out onto the small balcony of Kay’s apartment bedroom. He lit the cigarette and squinted at the Key West sun. 
 
    “John?” Kay said. 
 
    “Yeah?” he said, his back to her. 
 
    “Who’s Simon?” 
 
    “Later,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate meandered down the street, heading away from Kay’s small apartment, toward Trevathan’s place. 
 
    “The walk of shame. Delightful,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate let the words hang unanswered in the space between his ears. He wandered past a gaggle of tourists, who took no notice of his rumpled clothes, three-day beard growth, and haunted eyes. He shaded the screen on his cell phone to see if there were any messages; Kate had not called or texted, and he felt relieved for that. 
 
    “Lucky, lucky, boy,” Simon cooed. 
 
    Pilate rounded the corner to Caroline Street and took a seat in Pepe’s Café. He ordered a steak omelet and coffee, deciding that the French toast would have to wait until next time. He skipped reading the newspaper this time and rubbed his eyes irritably until his food arrived. 
 
    “No suspects. Can you believe it?” a voice cawed from over his shoulder. “Musta been fifty people in that bar, and nobody saw nothin’.” 
 
    Pilate looked over his shoulder. A fit, salt-and-pepper-haired man in his fifties stabbed at a copy of the Citizen with his fork, runny egg yolk dribbling down his scraggly stubble; it looked like he’d been avoiding the razor as long as Pilate had. His companion was a tan, pretty, tired-looking woman at least fifteen years his junior. She shook her head and cupped her coffee mug in both hands. 
 
    “That’s pure-dee bullshit, Jordan,” he said. “There’s a cover-up. That’s the Taters Malley Theory on that.” 
 
    Despite himself, Pilate laughed—not too loudly, but enough for the man to hear. 
 
    “Sir, is something funny?” Malley said, but the smile on his face didn’t quite match his tone. 
 
    Pilate shrugged, turned to him, and said, “I’ve just never heard of anyone named Taters, that’s all. Sorry.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened, as if he was thoroughly insulted. He put his fork on the plate of eggs over easy and what was left of a piece of soggy toast. “And that’s funny?” he said. 
 
    “Okay, Vernon, that’s enough,” Jordan said, rolling her eyes. She really was very pretty. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Pilate said. “The word ‘taters’ is amusing to me. I’m sure many people would.” 
 
    The waitress brought Pilate a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Well, Taters is my nickname, sir,” Malley said, more a statement of fact than a challenge, “and I’m not laughin’.” 
 
    “I see,” Pilate said. “Well, I can’t say much. I have a funny name myself.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Malley said. “Dick Head or Jack Ass?” 
 
    Pilate laughed. “No, Taters—may I call you that?” Pilate didn’t wait for a response. “My name’s John Pilate.” 
 
    “Pilot? What, like a boat or plane driver?” Taters asked. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Pilate, like the guy who gave Jesus the death penalty?” Jordan said, drinking her coffee without looking at either man. When neither answered, she felt the need to explain herself. “Sunday school.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Pilate said, drinking from his mug. 
 
    The man who chose to refer to himself as an abbreviated form of a starchy agricultural product regarded Jordan, then Pilate, then his eggs. “Well, you got me there, then, sir.” Taters stood and offered a hand. “Nice to meet you, John Pilate.” 
 
    Pilate took the man’s hand; it was solid and callused. “Likewise, Taters Malley.” 
 
    “This is Jordan,” Taters said. “Jordan Malley,” he added in a “hands off” tone. 
 
    She raised a hand in greeting, glancing at Pilate with the weariness endemic to being the wife of a gregarious man. 
 
    “How do?” Pilate said. “So, care to explain why people call you Taters?” 
 
    Taters stroked his yolk-stained chin a moment and winked. “’Cause Mama was fresh outta corn.” He laughed heartily and went back to his seat. 
 
    Pilate smiled and returned to his coffee. He sipped the brew, then turned back to Taters and Jordan. The pair stood by the table, and Taters was flipping wadded-up bills on the mousetrap. 
 
    “You done with your paper?” Pilate asked. 
 
    “Have at it,” Taters said, handing it to Pilate. “It’s got a little egg on it.” 
 
    “No worries,” Pilate said. “Guess we both got a little on our faces too.” 
 
    “Come on, Jordan,” Taters said, disregarding what Pilate thought was a very clever use of an old cliché. “Back to the boat,” he said. 
 
    “You have a boat?” Pilate asked. 
 
    “Yup. Charter. Fishin’, sightseein’ what have ya,” Taters said. “Jordan don’t go out much, but she runs the office. If you need conveyance across the waters amongst the Keys, Mr. Pilate, you give me a call.” He offered Pilate a wrinkled business card from his wallet. 
 
    “Malley Tours?” Pilate read aloud. “I may just call on you.” 
 
    “Hope you do, John Pilate,” Taters said, holding the door for Jordan. “Let me be the pilot for a day.” 
 
    The pair left Pepe’s Café just as Pilate’s omelet was placed before him. He took a few bites as he scanned the news article about the murder at the Hog’s Snout Saloon. “No leads,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
    “Perhaps you should ‘chip in’ on this investigation,” Simon said. Simon’s face smiled on a piece of burnt toast like a tabloid-story Jesus. 
 
    Pilate ate the toast, savoring every buttery bite. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate ambled back to Trevathan’s place and met the locksmith. He replaced the broken sash locks and put steel bars on the alley window. 
 
    “What do you mean somebody broke in?” Trevathan bellowed down the phone line. 
 
    “Well, like I said, I got back from my walk, and the alley window was broken in,” Pilate explained. “They didn’t get anything though, from the looks of it. I think somebody scared them off.” 
 
    “Well, shit! As long as you’re okay,” Trevathan said. “Geez, John, I figured Key West would offer you a little nightlife, a little living on the wild side, but not to the extent of you getting robbed.” 
 
    “Nightlife it has,” Pilate said. “The getting-robbed part is just one of those things.” 
 
    “Well, be careful,” he said. “Talked to Kate?” 
 
    “Yeah, but not today,” Pilate said. 
 
    Trevathan cleared his throat. “She misses you, I think. God knows why.” 
 
    “God knows.” Pilate chuckled mirthlessly, his mind cast back to Kay Righetti’s whispers and moans the night before. 
 
    “Well, we’ll all be down there in a couple more weeks,” Trevathan said. “Kara has never seen the ocean. You know that, John?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Pilate said. He felt guilty as hell as it was, and the thought of sweet, innocent Kara was a punch in the gut that he didn’t expect. 
 
    “Well, she’ll get her taste of saltwater soon,” Trevathan said. “I’ll get my boat out, and we’ll hit the water, maybe do a little fishing while we’re down there.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Pilate said. “That’s a pretty intense process, right?” 
 
    “Fishing?” 
 
    “No. Getting your boat out of dry dock.” 
 
    “Funny. Anyway, she’s not in dry dock really—just been put away for the winter. But, yeah, it takes a day or two to get her dragged out and seaworthy again,” Trevathan said. “But no worries. She’ll be making waves soon enough.” 
 
    A few moments of chitchat later, Pilate hung up. He dialed Kate’s office number, and it rang right through to voicemail. “Hi, babe,” he said haltingly. “Just, um, wanted to say hey and tell you I miss you. Talk soon.” 
 
    “You’re a shit, John.” Simon said. 
 
    No argument there, Simon. I guess we’re both rats. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate actually turned to working on the book for the rest of the day. He hated outlines, but it had become a necessary evil if he was to get the book done by the deadline. The new situation with Jack Lindstrom’s suicide plagued him. Do I add an addendum or integrate it into the book from the get-go? Hmm. 
 
    He fiddled with his cigarette lighter a moment, resisting the urge to light up. The sun would soon be setting over Mallory Square. 
 
    “John, are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Simon said. 
 
    “Road trip,” Pilate said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well hello, lover,” Kay said, her voice warm. She was obviously happy to hear from him. 
 
    “Hi. How are you?” he said. 
 
    “A little sore, but in a good way,” she cooed. 
 
    Pilate looked at his cell phone a moment before putting it back to his ear. 
 
    “I worked out pretty hard at the gym,” she said. “Oh, wait…John, did you think I meant from—” 
 
    “Never mind, Kay,” he said. “Listen, do you know anything about Naples?” 
 
    “I assume you mean Florida…and no, not really,” she said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m working on some background for the book, and one of the main perpetrators of all the bad shit in Cross has a condo there—or had, I guess I should say. He took his own life a few days ago.” 
 
    “Whoa! That’s heavy,” she said. 
 
    Her police radio crackled in the background; he remembered that same static and virtually indecipherable chatter from the radio of the now-defrocked Sheriff Scovill back in Cross. “Do you need to get that?” Pilate said. 
 
    “What? The radio? No. That’s just the usual chatter.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Anyway, he killed himself, and I was curious about the kind of place he lived in. It was a bay-front condo, on a canal. That’s about all I know.” 
 
    “You want me to ask around a bit?” 
 
    “Well,” he said, “I don’t mean…well, I don’t want you to do anything you’d be uncomfortable with, so—” 
 
    “John, I can see what I can find out about what happened, though my powers as a Key West patrol officer are pretty insignificant when it comes to getting info on investigations outside our jurisdiction.” 
 
    “I understand. Of course. I was just hoping you might know a little more about it than a guy from the middle-of-nowhere,” he said. 
 
    “Let me ask around,” Kay said. “Now, tell me about this guy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate was in the middle of writing a blow-by-blow description of his near-fatal shootout with Cross Township’s crooked mayor when Kay called back. 
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Hi, Kay. You got something for me?” 
 
    “Sure do. Turns out the guy lived in a fashionable development called Barabbas Colony Bay,” Kay said, reading off a notepad. “Place costs a pretty penny, the bay-front version of a pricey gated community. You can either get in through the front gate or at the canal dock. Each condo has dock access.” 
 
    “Okay. So it was a fancy place to live, with plenty of privacy,” he said. 
 
    “Yup,” she said. “And it looks like he probably didn’t do the property values any favors.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Pilate said. 
 
    “So this guy was the big cheese, the one behind all this mess you were in? I thought the mayor you shot was the problem?” 
 
    “Well, you’re right,” Pilate said, sighing. “Lindstrom was up to no good, but I think he was more of a con artist, an opportunist, than a criminal mastermind. Of course, I’m still trying to figure that out.” 
 
    “Well, the condo indicates he had money,” Kay said. 
 
    “So, how long will it be a crime scene, do you suppose?” 
 
    “Huh? You mean how long will it be off limits?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Probably not long,” she said. “They’ll conduct an investigation, maybe do an autopsy, then leave it to the next of kin to clean up the mess. They can hire somebody who specializes in that kind of thing.” 
 
    “So not long?” 
 
    “Right,” she said, her radio crackling again. “Why? Is it important to the book?” 
 
    “Well, it would help if I could get a feel for the place,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You’d need the family’s permission for that, and only after the PD and ME are done,” Kay said. “For now, don’t go traipsing around up there, John. It’ll just be a waste of time.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kay,” he said. “So they do autopsies on suicides?” 
 
    “In cases like this, where there might be some questions, usually,” she said. “They’ll try to determine the direction of the wound, distance from muzzle to target, and so on. Specimens are also obtained during the autopsy for drug and alcohol testing. It’s all pretty routine stuff. But if it looks pretty cut-and-dry at the scene, they may sign off without one.” 
 
    “Any way I can get my hands or eyes on a copy of that autopsy report if they do one?” 
 
    “Not right away,” she said. “Maybe a few weeks from now. You can apply with the county ME. You won’t get any photos without a court order, and I doubt your book will qualify as a good enough reason.” 
 
    Pilate’s stomach lurched. “I’m not interested in photos—just curious about the whole thing.” 
 
    “Well, that’s all I have for now,” she said. “If you need that autopsy report, you should call the medical examiner up there and put in a request now.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kay.” 
 
    “So,” she said, “what are you up to tomorrow night? Or are you sore too?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Marlene, does Rick’s boat go to Naples?” he asked over the heads of bar patrons at Sloppy Joe’s. 
 
    Marlene shouted over the din, “Sometimes Naples or Fort Myers, but he likes to keep closer to home.” She slid drinks on the pass for the servers. “Sometimes heads out near the Marquesas, but not very close—too shallow. Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to get up to Naples, and I figured it might be easier and more relaxing to take a boat instead of hassling with a rental car and driving.” Not to mention less of a paper trail. 
 
    She nodded, drawing a pitcher of beer. “Yeah, it’s a boring drive except for the part through the Everglades,” she said. “Well, I don’t think he’s going anytime soon. He’d need to pack the boat with tourists to make it worth his while. The ferry trade gobbles up most of that business, but I can still ask for you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. “I’ll check back with you tomorrow. You on?” 
 
    She shook her head, simultaneously taking another drink order. “Doing Rick’s booze cruise in about half an hour. We catch the sunset around Mallory. I’m off tomorrow, but I’ll be back the day after that.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, I’ll check back with you then,” he said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem…and hey, like I said, that cruise leaves in a half-hour if you want to go along,” she said, raising an inviting eyebrow, “over on Duval at the dock.” 
 
    He nodded, smiled, and left. On the way out, he caught a glimpse of Ernest Hemingway, drink in hand, on the wall mural. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr., it’s a little late to plan a trip to Naples,” Taters Malley said from the rear deck of his old but capable-looking wood-hulled boat, the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Pilate said. “Pretty boat you got there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Malley said. “She’s an old Connie.” 
 
    “I see that.” Pilate nodded, trying to pretend he had reasonable knowledge about boats. 
 
    “Chris-Craft Constellation. Thirty-eight footer. Built around 1960. Wood hull. Still have the original teak decks, ‘cept for some recent repairs astern. Had to take out my fishin’ chairs for a bit to reupholster ‘em. Should be back in soon though,” he said, indicating the spot with his tan arm. He pointed aft. “Twin Chrysler V8s. Sleeps four comfortably, six a little uncomfortably,” he said, chortling. 
 
    “What do you usually do on your charters?” 
 
    “Fishing, sightseeing, snorkeling, diving,” he said, putting his foot up on the deck rail. “Just a little of the booze cruise shit, but that don’t matter anyway, though, ‘cause the big cats get most of that business anymore. My Connie’s too small to make any real money on that kind of party. Can’t say as though I miss it anyway though. Got a little sick of cleaning puke off my nice decks. Good riddance, far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “TenFortyEZ, huh?” Pilate said, looking at the blue script on the brown wooden stern. 
 
    “Yep.” Malley laughed. “I was a CPA for a long time—hated every damn minute of that number-crunching shit. As my business grew—in the Naples area, incidentally—I bought this boat, and remodeling her became a hobby. I finally got sick of counting beans and piles of paperwork, sold my business, and ran off with my receptionist.” The tan crow’s feet around his eyes crinkled. He was a good-looking guy under all that sun- and wind-battered skin, beard, and bluster. 
 
    “Every man’s dream at one point or another,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Aye. That it is. That it is,” Malley said, his smile fading. He scratched absently at his shoulder for a moment. “My wife is actually deceased, by the way. She helped me build the business, and frankly, I didn’t want to do it without her anymore. Cancer—a real goddamn wake-up call, that shit. Yessirree. Woke up the day after the funeral and decided I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life crunching numbers for nobody.” He looked out on the harbor, then turned back to Pilate, winked, and said, “But I like to say I ran off with the hottie working the phones anyway.” 
 
    “Of course. So,” Pilate said, folding his arms, “what about tomorrow? Think you could you take me up to Naples?” 
 
    Malley looked around at the dozens of boats on the dock. “Just you?” 
 
    “Yup,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Might I ask why you don’t just catch the ferry like anybody else would?” Malley said. “Cheaper.” 
 
    “Well, I might need you to wait for me a while. I’ve got some business to tend to,” Pilate said. 
 
    “And what kind of business is that?” Malley’s eyes looked over Pilate’s head to the sunset. “Look at the goddamn cat head out. Rick Rogers and his booze cruise. Pfft.” 
 
    Pilate smiled. “I hear he has a hot bartender.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t know,” Malley said. “So again I ask, what kind of business?” 
 
    “I’m a writer, working on a book. I need to get up to Naples, and I don’t want to deal with a bunch of drunken tourists or all the hassle of renting a car.” 
 
    “Okay,” Malley said, “but what else? I know there’s more to it than that.” Malley moved his right arm as if he were working on a sore rotator cuff. 
 
    “I need to get up to a condo on the bay,” he said, looking straight at Malley. “I need to discreetly put in at the Barabbas Colony Bay condo canal slip, preferably near dark.” 
 
    “Hmm. And what dark purpose does this mystery mission serve?” Malley said. 
 
    “I just need to get a look around, “ Pilate said, “to get the details right in my book.” 
 
    Malley whistled through his teeth and scratched the back of his neck. 
 
    “Look, Mr., uh…” 
 
    “Pilate.” 
 
    “Pilate, right. Look, I don’t do anything that might come between me and my freedom,” he said. “You pipe that pretty face I was with at Pepe’s?” 
 
    Pilate nodded. 
 
    “So you understand I don’t want to risk losing that lady,” he said, “or this lady I’m standing on now.” 
 
    “Look, Mr. Malley, if we get in any trouble—which I am sure we won’t—all you know is I wanted a ride in to my condo. You get paid, and I take the heat.” 
 
    Malley sighed. “It’s rarely that simple, Mr. Pilate,” he said, “but it’s the slow season, and $500 would do me some good, so—” 
 
    “Wait…did you say $500?” 
 
    “Be $600 if you ask again,” Malley said. “Half down, half when we’re back. Plus, I want another $500 deposit just in case you get yourself, um…indisposed. Returnable when we return sans handcuffs, and breathing, all in one piece.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. “Done, but I want to go tonight.” 
 
    “And people in hell want ice water,” Malley said. “Come back tomorrow around six. We’ll leave then.” 
 
    Pilate nodded. “Fair enough. See you tomorrow.” Pilate turned back up the dock. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. Pilate!” Malley called. 
 
    Pilate turned back to Malley. 
 
    “As far as Jordan knows, I’m taking you fishing,” he said, pulling his straw hat on rakishly over one eye. 
 
    “Of course we are,” Pilate said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate spent the better part of the day working on the book; he managed to put several chapters to bed about the architects of the conspiracy of Cross College, as well as his own interpretation of events. He found himself on a tear, ripping through fifty pages of narrative about the night he’d trudged through miles on foot in a snow-blinded haze, trying to get word to the authorities about the murderous events perpetrated by the now-deceased Derek Krall, Mayor Olafson and now, President Lindstrom. 
 
    Pilate thought back to the few occasions when he had to speak with the former leader of Cross College. Was it truth or merely twenty/twenty hindsight that made him recall that every word with the man was nasty and unpleasant? 
 
    Pilate had gone to Cross looking for a fresh slate, but what he found was blood, conspiracy, and Kate. Now, he was in Key West to wash clean the bloody slate in the waters of the Gulf so he could truly be fresh. He was desperate to start over with Kate by his side. 
 
    But that was already ruined. He had slipped up badly. He had rationalized his run of bad luck and near-death experience as worthwhile reasons to bed Kay. 
 
    “Trying to screw things up, were you?” Dr. Sandburg said, stepping in where Simon usually trod. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pilate said. “I just…I just wanted her. I wanted something fresh, something uncomplicated.” 
 
    “Sex can be uncomplicated,” Sandburg said, “but usually only in the movies. In real life, it’s pretty tough to find that zipless fuck everybody used to talk about, unless you order one off those vinyl company websites.” 
 
    “Are you judging me?” Pilate asked, looking at Sandburg. 
 
    “Nope,” he said, making a hands-clean gesture. “Just making an observation.” 
 
    “Ever had one?” Pilate said. “A zipless?” 
 
    Sandburg smiled. “Yes. I suppose I have.” 
 
    “Did you find it satisfying?” 
 
    “On what level?” he said. “Did I cum? Yes. Did I fall in love? No. Did I care about that girl afterward? Not really.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Pilate said. “Sounds complicated.” 
 
    “Touché. How about you?” 
 
    “I came, but I did not fall in love, though I do like her. Do I care about her? Well, kind of, if we’re talking about how—” 
 
    “As you would any human being, or is it a special kind of caring?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I get what you’re saying,” Pilate said. “I like her, but the truth is, if I never saw her again, it wouldn’t kill me.” 
 
    “What about Kate?” he said. “If you never saw her again, how would you feel?” 
 
    Pilate looked at the baseballs and bobble-heads on Sandburg’s shelf. “Hollow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The eyes were like a shark’s eyes; dull, black, and somehow unsettling. Even from behind the security of his glass case, Robert’s pockmarked face looked as if he could do harm. 
 
    “Hello, Robert,” Pilate whispered. 
 
    A skinny boy of ten or so and a large woman, stuffed into a tight polyester outfit, stood some three feet away in the Fort East Martello Museum. When they overheard Pilate talking to the creepy sailor-suited doll, they backed away. 
 
    “Have you any advice for me, Robert? See,” Pilate said, “I’ve been up to some mischief of my own lately.” 
 
    “This is a tad creepy, even for me, John,” Simon said. 
 
    Contrary to its urban legend reputation, the doll didn’t move, nor did its facial features change as they were reputed to do. 
 
    Pilate stared at Robert the Doll for twenty minutes, with nothing but the hum of ceiling fans and the occasional footfall of tourists breaking the silence. 
 
    He took in the rest of the museum’s bloodless military exhibits, Civil War memorabilia, and the brilliantly colored art of Mario Sanchez before hailing a cab to take him to the wharf, where Taters was expecting him. Mischief indeed, he thought. 
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    From the dock, a taciturn Jordan Malley handed Taters a small ice chest, several bags of ice, and two cardboard boxes filled with food and water. 
 
    “Thanks, sweetie,” Taters said. “We’ll be back late. Our pilot friend here likes to night-dive and fish.” 
 
    Jordan Malley shrugged, blew Taters a kiss, and held out her hand to Pilate, who almost reflexively shook it. 
 
    “I don’t handle money anymore—not since I retired from the CPA biz.” Taters laughed. 
 
    “Oh, right,” he said. He forked over the deposit and half-payment to Jordan. She tucked it into her cutoff jeans and walked up the dock. 
 
    “Damn, look at that ass. Nice, huh?” Taters asked proudly. 
 
    “She is certainly a beautiful lady,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Good answer,” Taters said. “Now, welcome aboard, Mr. Pilate.” 
 
    “Call me, John,” Pilate said, hopping from the dock to the deck of the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    “You got it, John,” he said. “Stow your gear below. We get underway in a few.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Calm waters greeted them, and two hours into their journey, Taters set the boat wheel and opened a Modelo. He offered one to Pilate. 
 
    “Really good,” Pilate said. 
 
    “That first one always is. That’s the Taters Malley Theory,” he said. “Even better with a shot of tequila, but that’ll have to wait for another time.” 
 
    Pilate nodded. 
 
    “Looks like we’ll get in around nine,” he said. “Dark, but not pitch black.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Pilate said. 
 
    Taters leaned against the cabin wall beside the wheel. “So, you’re just going to have me cruise up the bay, into the canal beside the condo, tie up, and wait?” 
 
    “Yup,” Pilate said, drinking a big gulp of Modelo. “That’s the plan. I shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    “John,” Taters said, folding his arms across his chest, beer in hand, “are you planning on stealing something?” 
 
    “Hell no!” Pilate said. “I meant it when I told you all I’m doing is taking a look around.” 
 
    “At a condo? If you’re a writer, couldn’t you have thought those details up on your own?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize I was paying for an inquisition. Thought this was just a charter,” Pilate said. 
 
    “And that is correct,” Taters said, throwing his arms up in a gesture of surrender. 
 
    “Besides, I want to ask you a question,” Pilate said. 
 
    Taters shrugged. “Shoot.” 
 
    “Really, why do they call you Taters?” Pilate finished off his Modelo. 
 
    “Let’s see…” Taters made a grand musing gesture of stroking his chin, as if he were cogitating about the secrets of the ancients. “Taters. Why would any grown man be called ‘Taters.’ Hmm. Why would anyone named Vernon Kennedy Malley be nicknamed Taters? That’s a real head-scratcher, ain’t it?” 
 
    Pilate threw his head back and sighed. “Malley. Irish. Potatoes.” 
 
    “Or, as we called them in Arkansas, where I grew up, Taters, “ he said. “Dumb ass.” 
 
    The men laughed as the TenFortyEZ plowed northward through the dark night waves. 
 
    “So, you were an accountant?” Pilate asked, inhaling deeply as sea spray smacked him in the face while he leaned into the wind through the window. The cool, salty moisture invigorated him. 
 
    Quizzical, Taters remarked, “Better be careful stickin’ your head out there. Shark might hop up and kiss ya.” 
 
    “I just like the salt air and the sea,” Pilate said, smiling. 
 
    “I get it,” Taters said. “I was the same way when I first got here. Took me a while to get to the point where it wasn’t special anymore.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “About ten years in.” Taters laughed. 
 
    “So, you were an accountant who threw it all away and ran south?” Pilate asked, shutting the sliding window. 
 
    “Well, if you put it that way, I s’pose I’m pretty much a cliché, yeah,” he said, adjusting the GPS console. “I built a pretty solid practice, but I hated the work. Hell, my degree wasn’t even in accounting.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “No shit. And it’s funny you should say that.” Taters chuckled. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Got my degree in city planning, and my first job outta college was managing waste water systems for a small town in Texas. Bored me to death, spending all day worrying about water treatment stuff. Hated that shit! And let me tell you something, Mr. Pilate.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Waste is a terrible thing to mind.” 
 
    Pilate rolled his eyes as Taters cracked himself up, literally slapping his thighs and laughing. 
 
    “Anyway, after a couple years of trying to keep the effluent from hitting the fan, I met a nice girl and married her. Her daddy was a CPA and made a pile of cash doing that. We had a kid on the way, so I studied up, took the exam, and followed in my daddy-in-law’s footsteps. Fast-forward twenty years, my wife’s passed, and I’m avoiding the work and paying other people to do it. I just knew I had to get out of there.” He took a slug of his Modelo before he continued, “I had four accountants under me, and I let them handle the work. Now, don’t get me wrong. I busted my ass to get that firm in a good place, but my staff knew my heart wasn’t in it, so they all got together and asked me if I’d sell it to them.” 
 
    “Not all of them though?” Pilate said. 
 
    Taters smiled broadly. “Well, no. Jordan came with me,” he said. “She hated working there, but for some reason that I still ain’t figured out, the silly woman fell for me.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m lucky to have her,” he said, turning the wheel slightly to port. “So anyway, we came out here for a honeymoon and decided we were home. We’re freshwater Conchs, lovin’ every minute of it.” 
 
    “Freshwater Conchs?” 
 
    Taters looked at Pilate as if he had just said he’d never heard of the Dallas Cowboys. “Yeah. You know they call the natives Conchs, right?” 
 
    Pilate nodded. 
 
    “Okay. Well, if you’re born here, yer a saltwater Conch, a member of the Republic. If you’re a transplant like me and the missus, you’re a freshwater Conch.” 
 
    “What’s that make me?” 
 
    “A fucking tourist.” He smiled broadly. “Stay a while, though, and you might just make the cut.” 
 
    Pilate looked back toward Key West. “There are worse places to be,” he said. 
 
    “You’re tellin’ me. My boy’s off at Baylor—damn, that school has the shittiest football team—and here I am, in paradise. Couldn’t be happier—Jordan, me, and this old boat.” Taters turned back to the controls, whistling a faint tune through his teeth. “We’re about an hour out now. Be there in no time.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Taters expertly docked the boat at the slip closest to Jack Lindstrom’s condo. It was dim and quiet except for dock lights and the tiki lights from a gathering on a deck six condos down. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” Pilate said, pulling a black hoodie over his head. 
 
    “Is that your ninja camouflage?” Taters said, opening his third Modelo of the voyage. 
 
    “Just keep out of trouble,” Pilate said before he hopped off the boat, tied the bowline to a cleat on the dock, and scampered up the path. 
 
    Lindstrom’s condo wasn’t tough to spot: Yellow police tape crisscrossed the door and patio, as well as the sliding glass doors of the deck and the front door. 
 
    “And just what do you plan to do now, John?” Simon said, his voice ringing in stereo. “Use some hand warmers to get the door open?” 
 
    Pilate stopped for a moment, leaning against the outer wall of the condo in the shadows. Simon had a point. He could break in through a window or door and get a great view of what was left of Jack Lindstrom, but that would tell him absolutely nothing—other than the fact that he was damn near a ghoul for having the audacity to inspect such carnage. On top of that, he’d probably get arrested. “Damn it,” he said. “Stupid.” 
 
    Trying to effect a careless saunter, he hurried back to the dock to board the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    Well, at least I have an idea of what Lindstrom did with his money, he thought, deciding he could work a description of the pricey condo development into the book. 
 
    Voices from the dock startled him. As he approached, he saw Taters talking with a shapely blonde woman wearing shorts, a t-shirt, and flip-flops. She held a Modelo and leaned against a tall post. “And the next thing we know, the ambulance is here,” she said. 
 
    “Wow,” Taters said, arms crossed, beer in hand on his boat deck. “We had no idea. Oh, here he is now. Peter! I think you’re gonna need a beer for this one.” 
 
    “Um…what?” Pilate said warily. 
 
    “Gina, this is Peter,” Taters said. “An old buddy of Jack’s. We were fishin’ up off Marco Island and thought we’d drop by.” 
 
    She turned to Pilate, the dock light revealing an attractive woman in her fifties. “I’m so sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry?” Pilate said. “Does this have to do with the police tape on Jack’s door?” he asked, playing naïve. 
 
    Gina nodded, sipping her beer. 
 
    “Peter, Gina said Jack had…well, uh—” 
 
    “An accident,” Gina said. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” Pilate said, accepting a beer from Taters’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “Gina says he hasn’t been here all season, then he showed up a few days ago. Isn’t that right, Gina?” 
 
    She nodded. “Jack was always the life of the party up here,” she said, her eyes wet. “Used to do nutty things. Like this one time, we had a wine-tasting, and he bet everyone $100 that he could drink the spittoon without getting sick. It was disgusting, but Jack liked to be the center of attention—and he ended up $100 richer that night!” 
 
    Pilate couldn’t quite make his mind’s eye conjure up such an image. 
 
    “Anyway, he came up here a few days ago and hardly said a word to anybody. I don’t think his wife was with him,” Gina said. “She’s such a sweetheart. Anyway, we saw their Mercedes come and go a few times, and I said hello to him once, but he was pretty short with me, like he had a lot on his mind.” Gina rubbed her sun-freckled right arm with the cool beer bottle. 
 
    “So he just kept to himself?” Pilate asked. 
 
    Gina nodded. “Yeah, except my husband George said he saw Jack the night before he died, out here on the dock with some guy.” 
 
    “A guy?” Taters said. 
 
    “Yes. George only noticed because it was late, and they were getting out of a little dingy here at the dock. The guy must have been pretty smashed, ‘cause he was talking pretty loud. George said Jack had to help the guy out of the boat.” 
 
    “Were they together, or was Jack just helping the guy or what?” 
 
    Gina drank another sip of beer and looked up at the insects swirling around the dock light. “Not sure,” she said. “George was tired. He just mentioned it when he came to bed.” 
 
    Taters furrowed his brow. “So the night before Jack died, he was with some guy?” 
 
    “Do you think that guy hurt Jack?” Pilate said. 
 
    “I’m sure Jack was just trying to help the drunk guy out. Jack was always trying to help people. Maybe he tied up in the wrong place and Jack was helping set him straight.” Gina looked at Pilate and Taters and brushed aside a tear. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Peter, but I’m afraid Jack shot himself. It wasn’t somebody else. From what I read in the papers, Jack was in some kind of trouble back at the college he ran in South Dakota.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Pilate said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. So anyway, did you hear the shot?” 
 
    “No, but the next-door neighbors did, the Harrels,” she said. “They weren’t sure what it was at first. Finally called police after they knocked on Jack’s door and nobody answered.” 
 
    “Did they go over to check right after?” Pilate asked. 
 
    Gina shook her head. “No. They called first, but when no one answered the phone, they put some clothes on, ran over there, and knocked a few minutes later.” 
 
    “So it was a good fifteen minutes or so before they checked?” Pilate said, looking intently at Gina. 
 
    “Well…” She looked uncomfortable, as if she was mulling her answer over very carefully before speaking it. “I guess so. They called the police when nobody answered. They left town this morning—too much to deal with.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Taters said. 
 
    “Anyway, Jack’s wife will have to settle all this out, I guess,” Gina said, “but we haven’t seen her, the poor thing.” 
 
    “Right,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Right,” Taters repeated. “Well, we better shove off, Pete. Gina came over here to let me know the property managers will call the cops if we don’t get out of here, since we don’t own the place.” 
 
    “Of course,” Pilate said. “Thank you, Gina.” Pilate hopped on the boat as Taters untied the bowline. “Oh, Gina? One more thing…” 
 
    She looked at Pilate expectantly. 
 
    “Has anyone seen the loud drunk guy or the dingy since this happened?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, no,” she said. “George and some of our neighbors were talking about it, wondering who the guy was. He didn’t look like anybody we know, and we’ve never seen that dingy before or since either.” 
 
    “Thanks again, Gina,” he said. “Sorry if we upset you.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said. “Thanks for the beer, and I’m sorry I had to be the one to break the news to you about your friend Jack.” 
 
    Pilate nodded with gratitude, and Taters gave a saluting gesture as he maneuvered the TenFortyEZ away from the dock and back into the bay. 
 
    “Peter?” Pilate asked. 
 
    “Best I could come up with at the time,” Taters said, gunning the V8s and heading for open water. “Coulda used Dick, ya know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Anyhoo, did you get whatever it was you were looking for?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Pilate said, “but I will say this. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have Jack shit.” 
 
    “Jack shit is a commodity that this world has in entirely too much abundance. That’s the Taters Malley Theory on that,” he said. “You’re welcome. And what do you mean by ‘yes and no’?” 
 
    “Well, I came here for some answers, but I’m leaving with more questions,” Pilate explained. 
 
    Without looking away from the horizon, Taters held out a Modelo for Pilate. 
 
    “Now, you wanna fill me in on what this whole thing is about?” 
 
    Pilate took the beer and drank half of it down in nearly one gulp before saying another word. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After nearly four hours, the lights of Key West were in view. 
 
    “Thar she blows!” Taters said. 
 
    Pilate nodded. 
 
    “Another twenty or so, and we’ll throttle down a bit and bring her in,” he said, absentmindedly running a hand across his scruffy chin, then throwing his straw hat on the seat cushion beside him. 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. 
 
    “I have a feeling your book just got a little more interesting, didn’t it?” 
 
    “You could say that,” he said. 
 
    “Not only do you survive all kinds of nefarious bullshit in the smallest town in the world,” Taters said, “but then you come here to write a book about it and find out one of the major players in the game offed himself just 250 miles north. That about cover it?” 
 
    “Almost,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Easy, John,” Simon said. “The whole world doesn’t need to know what you’re thinking or what you’re up to.” 
 
    “It all sounds pretty damn suspicious, if you ask me,” Taters said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Taters turned from the wheel, his face a mass of exasperation in the glow of the instrument panel. “Come on, Pilate. Doesn’t that suicide look the least bit fishy to you?” 
 
    Pilate shrugged. He felt queasy—maybe a little seasick, but it could have been something else. “I did some reading online once about something called the ‘suicide impulse.’ An academic study examined attempted suicides in a major American city, and the researchers found that in about a quarter of those who tried it, the time between making the decision to kill themselves and actually attempting it was something like five minutes or less. It was an impulse, and a bridge or whatever was there as a convenient way to go. Maybe Lindstrom had a suicide impulse and couldn’t get through those five minutes.” 
 
    “Even you don’t sound convinced by your own goddamn words. Come on! The guy shows up out on bail, his reputation in tatters, and most likely looking at serious jail time. He’s usually Captain Ego/Mr. Gregarious, but this time, he’s some kind of recluse, spending all his time by himself, except to step out and help a drunk guy out of his dingy? Gimme a break.” 
 
    “So what are you saying?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Hey, I’m just a washed-up CPA-turned-sea captain, but I’m thinking this guy may not be dead. Besides, if his suicide was an impulse, like those coats in the research lab would have you believe, why did it look so carefully planned? A shotgun ain’t the same thing as a bridge. I think he might have made a friend nobody knew about, and if he did, I’m pretty sure that friend is now missing a face.” 
 
    “You think Jack Lindstrom is still alive.” Pilate said, more of a statement than a question. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You think Jack Lindstrom is still alive?” Trevathan practically shouted over the phone. 
 
    “I think it’s a real possibility,” Pilate said. 
 
    “John, you need to calm down,” Trevathan said. “That would be just…well, just too bizarre and ridiculous.” 
 
    “I know, but think about it,” Pilate said. “He has the brains, the tenacity, the cunning—” 
 
    “Did you really just say ‘cunning’? My God, John! This isn’t television,” Trevathan said, the weariness in his voice penetrating the phone. “These kinds of things just don’t happen. As devious as he was, he just didn’t have the horses for a thing like that.” 
 
    Pilate breathed heavily in and out for a moment before answering. “Okay, yeah. Maybe you’re right. It does sound crazy, now that I think about it.” Pilate spun the pink poker chip on its edge on the coffee table before him. 
 
    “John, just write the book, submit it to the publisher, and make your money,” Trevathan said by way of advice. “Hell, I thought your biggest mental problem would be ‘going bamboo’, but you’re sitting up there wringing mystery juice out of a bar rag. I’ll be up there in a few weeks, along with Kate and Kara. We’ll get out on my boat. Boats are fun and a great way to clear your head. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Yeah, real fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate turned the poker chip over in his hands for moment then took it out to look at it again. It was clay, like most casino chips, approximately three centimeters in diameter and three-tenths of a centimeter thick, pink, with a label pasted in the center that read PARADISE ISLAND CASINO BAHAMAS $2.50. Pilate flipped the chip like a coin, though there was no use calling it because it had no heads or tails, per se; it was the same on both sides. 
 
    “Hmm…” Simon said. “Imagine that.” 
 
    “What?” Pilate said aloud. He was alone, so his conversations with his doppelganger wouldn’t be heard by anyone but the rat lingering between his ears. 
 
    “Well, it could be said that you and I are different sides of the same coin,” Simon mused. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Pilate said, leaning back on Trevathan’s worn-out leather sofa and propping his feet on the coffee table. 
 
    “But there is something different about us.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. For instance, I’m real and you’re decidedly not,” Pilate said, absently palming the chip, then making it dance across the knuckles of his right hand. 
 
    “You really haven’t changed much, have you, John?” Simon said, sighing. 
 
    “You know, the interesting part is that I don’t see you anymore,” Pilate said. “I only hear you. I’m not sure if that means I’m getting better and you’re on your way out of my life or—” 
 
    “Or you’re merely schizophrenic? Crazy? Straitjacket material?” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that we’ve been down that road already, my friend,” Pilate said. “Diagnosis? Simple clinical depressive episodes followed by acute dysthymia. Dr. Sandburg even went so far to say as you are a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    “Sandburg? That quack?” Simon scoffed. 
 
    “Back to the poker chip,” Pilate said, letting it rest in his left palm. 
 
    “Look at it carefully,” Simon offered. “And as far as that diagnosis, you might be careful before you start assigning labels to things.” 
 
    “I’ve been doing that for days, you jackass, and…” Pilate stopped himself. “Wait a minute!” Pilate rubbed his thumb across the chip. “Label? This poker chip has a label where the inlay goes. It’s cheap, like a sticker—something you’d have in your man cave at home to play with the boys. It’s not the kind of thing a casino should be using for the real exchange of money.” 
 
    “Ever see an actual casino—a professional house—use chips with labels so cheap and obvious? No way! They print their logos and value information onto an inlay that is molded directly on the chip so it can’t be easily copied. Labels are—” 
 
    “Small time!” Pilate rushed to the kitchen, rifled through the drawers, and found a butter knife. He took the knife to the coffee table and placed it beside the chip. Pilate bolted upstairs to his writing desk, snagged his reading glasses, and ran back to the coffee table and the chip, patiently awaiting its surgery. He was suddenly aware that he needed to pee, but he managed to tell his bladder to take a backseat for the time being and began carefully scraping the edge of the label. 
 
    “Careful, John. Don’t screw this up,” Simon said. “We both know how you get when the chips are down sometimes.” 
 
    “Shut up, Simon,” Pilate said, ignoring the voice’s pun. He gently turned up the edge of the label. “It’s on here pretty good—stuck tight.” 
 
    After five minutes of careful scraping, the label started to lift. 
 
    He slipped his reading glasses on to take a look at it. “Oh wow,” Pilate said. 
 
    A final stroke of the butter knife removed the label whole and revealed a tiny pocket inside the poker chip. Carefully laying aside the label, he upended the chip into his palm. A nearly weightless tiny black square with gray writing lay in his palm. With the help of his trusty reading glasses, he was able to decipher it: Sony M2 1GB 
 
    “Well, John, it looks like you have some piece of electronic equipment there,” Simon said, snickering. “I’ve seen one before, but I’ve no memory what it’s used for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A memory chip of some sort, John thought. He held it up to the light. “Something on this chip is so valuable or so dangerous that a guy got himself killed over it, and he felt the need to plant it on me at the Hog’s Snout.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate placed the memory chip on the coffee table beside the shell of the poker chip. His forehead broke out in sweat, and a trickle beaded from his armpit down his side. Pilate ran to the bathroom and vomited. His body, wracked with dry heaves, expelled little. He rose to the basin and ran cold water, splashed his face, and looked in the mirror. The reflection revealed a familiar face behind him. 
 
    Simon leaned against the opaque door of the shower stall. “Me again! See…you can still see me, as long as you have suitable motivation.” 
 
    “Not funny, “ Pilate said, his breathing ragged. “Shit! They saw me,” he said. “Jesus! They know I was there. That’s why they broke in here. They were looking for this goddamn chip!” 
 
    Simon nodded and crossed his arms. “Well, looks like you’re playing the game whether you signed up or not, old boy.” 
 
    “I just don’t get how they knew to look here,” he said. 
 
    “Think about it,” Simon said. “You went in that bloody bathroom. You made a statement to the cops. You may as well have stripped naked, painted your ass blue, and run down the streets saying, ‘I saw everything!’” 
 
    Pilate nodded and heaved into the sink. He spat out a trickle of bile. 
 
    “There may be some good news here,” Simon said. “They have already been here once and didn’t find anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they didn’t even get upstairs. Somebody spooked ‘em,” Pilate said, drinking from the faucet, swirling the water around his mouth, then spitting it out in the sink. 
 
    “True. You’re screwed.” 
 
    “Not helpful,” Pilate said. 
 
    “How the hell do you keep ending up in these kinds of messes?” Simon mocked. “You have such a knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, and to make matters worse, then you’re usually wrong in your approach to solving the problem.” 
 
    “It’s a gift,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Like a rat’s tooth in your finger.” 
 
    A loud knock on the door startled him. 
 
    When Pilate looked up, Simon was gone. He washed his face, dried it on an old washcloth, and hurriedly ran down and slipped the butter knife under the sofa cushion. He dropped the memory chip, poker chip, and the label in a cracked fisherman’s Toby jug on a curio shelf beside the door. “Who is it?” he called. 
 
    “Me,” a female voice called back. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair and opened the door, expecting to see his latest lover. “Kay! How have you—” 
 
    “Hello John,” said the brown-eyed, dishwater-blonde-haired woman standing in the doorway, looking like she was smuggling a beach ball under her blouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sam? What the hell are you doing here?” Pilate said, shuddering inwardly and suddenly overcome with the urge to black out. 
 
    “Hello to you too,” she said. She rose on her toes to look over Pilate’s shoulder into the room. “Are you going to leave a woman with a baby bump standing out in the heat, or did it occur to you to invite her in for a cuppa?” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate locked eyes with his ex-wife, registering her delight in his discomfort. “Uh, sure,” he said hesitantly. “Come on in, but I’ll warn you ahead of time that this place isn’t mine, so you can’t get your hands on it.” 
 
    “Nice,” she said, waddling past him. She hadn’t gained much weight other than her belly, and he was sure it was yet another reason for other women to hate her. 
 
    “I don’t have any tea,” he said, closing the door. “Lost my taste for it.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” She groaned and lowered herself onto the sofa. 
 
    “Water?” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” she said, applying a coat of Chapstick and adjusting a cushion behind her back. 
 
    Pilate broke the ice out of its tray into a bowl in the sink, scooped up a few cubes, and added water from the tap to a spotted glass. When he returned from the galley kitchen, he found Samantha on her feet, looking at the shelf with the Toby jug. “Here,” he said. 
 
    She turned and fell back gently on the sofa, then accepted the glass. She sipped the water and held the glass with both hands on her belly. “You just going to stand there and stare at me?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I guess I am,” he said. “You cut your hair short. You look like Domino Harvey with your hair like that.” 
 
    “Keira Knightley as Domino Harvey? That’s not so bad. Oh, fuck the palaver. John, sit down,” she said. 
 
    He acceded to her request and plopped his rump down on the arm of Trevathan’s recliner. 
 
    “So, you’re wondering why I’m here,” she said. 
 
    Pilate pointed at her belly as if someone had left a mess on the carpet. “That’s not mine.” 
 
    She looked at him for a moment, arching an eyebrow right on cue with a boat horn echoing from the harbor. “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Let me think…uh, because, for starters, we haven’t had sex in the past nine months,” he said. 
 
    “Au contraire, mon frère,” she said, barely able to contain her accusatory glee. “We did.” 
 
    Shit. Pilate remembered there was one last, pitiable session with her before it completely fell apart. He had begged her to go to counseling “at least a few times” before they called it quits, and that stupid counselor had urged that the couple have a regular “date night”—like a coat of kids glue on a vase broken into a million pieces. Pilate had enthusiastically jumped at the chance; unfortunately for him, Samantha had already made up her mind. 
 
    “Date night? How stupid,” Simon said with a laugh like a wheezing old dog. 
 
    The night had begun with a strained dinner on neutral ground: a tapas restaurant that had no connection for either Samantha or Pilate. Samantha and Pilate downed several sangrias, a liquid firewall against the tension and anger. 
 
    Thanks to the sangria—and maybe their familiarity with one another or their heated emotions—the night ended with the pair screwing like teenagers in the back of her car in a parking lot. The next day, he was promptly served divorce papers. Within a month, he was unemployed, smack dab in the middle of a hurricane of full-scale clinical depression. 
 
    “Date night?” his voice betrayed his desperation. 
 
    She nodded. “That night was almost exactly thirty-four weeks ago.” 
 
    “You flew here at thirty-four weeks?” 
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t take my calls, so—” 
 
    “Oh my God! I can’t believe you,” he interrupted, standing and looking out the bay window with his hands on his hips. “You impossibly ridiculous bitch.” 
 
    “Now, now. Is that any way to talk to the mother of your child?” 
 
    He reeled back to face her. “Is this some kind of joke? Is it? Because I’m not fucking laughing.” 
 
    Samantha’s eyes watered. “John, I’m not laughing either, in case you didn’t notice. Do you think I wanted this? I had what I wanted! I had Dave, and now—” 
 
    “Did it even occur to you that I might finally have what I want?” he snapped. “Hell, I just barely got out of a situation with my fucking life, and now you want to walk in here and wreck everything! Did you ever think about that?” 
 
    “You tell her, John,” Simon offered. 
 
    “Shut up,” Pilate said. 
 
    Samantha looked confused. “What? Don’t you tell me to—” 
 
    “Sorry, not you—no, wait…yes you! Just shut up, Sam. I’m so sick of your bullshit.” 
 
    “Now wait just a minute, John. I came here so we could have a rational conversation about a problem we need to work on,” she said, dragging her butt to the edge of the sofa and placing the glass on the coffee table. 
 
    She was like a ghost of someone he once loved, and he felt as if he were trapped in some state of suspended animation or a coma like Christopher Walken in The Dead Zone. Like Walken’s character (curiously enough, also named John), Pilate had been asleep in his cocoon in the snowy Midwest—in a manner of speaking—and when he awoke, he still loved as he had before. But everything else in life had moved on—everyone and everything had gone forward, and in the process, feelings had atrophied and died. He sat down and took deep breaths. 
 
    “I know you had a horrible experience in that town in Arkansas,” she said. 
 
    “Not even close,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “I know you had a brush with cancer, then got shot, and I’m sorry to have to drop this on you now, for I’m sure it comes as a terrible shock.” She reached for his hand. 
 
    He pulled away. “And now that I have a book deal, you smell money and come running, all knocked up and ready to collect, right?” he said. “How do I know there’s even a baby in there? It’s probably a damn pillow.” 
 
    Samantha rose shakily and lifted her maternity blouse, revealing the tautly stretched skin of her belly. 
 
    “That’s a baby all right,” Simon said, whistling, “and the bitch doesn’t even have stretch marks! God, it’s easy to hate her.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, but how do I know it’s mine?” Pilate said. “I mean, you were screwing Dave the whole time, and—” 
 
    Samantha popped Pilate in the mouth with her bony fist. 
 
    Pilate touched his jaw. “Thanks.” 
 
    Fat tears rolled down her face, and her engorged chest heaved as she moved away from him and picked up her purse. “A woman just knows,” she said. 
 
    “And what does Dave think?” 
 
    “Dave thinks I’m seeing some friends in New York,” she said. 
 
    “What? He thinks you just picked up a plane ticket to go visiting when you’re thirty-four weeks pregnant? Sounds to me like you got yourself a real genius there, Sam—a real fucking genius that you can feed all your bullshit to.” 
 
    “Dave doesn’t think that way,” Samantha said. 
 
    “You mean he’s not very bright,” Pilate volunteered, looking at his feet. 
 
    “Oh, John, why don’t you just fuck right off!?” she said, wiping her tears with a tissue. 
 
    “Well, I’m just saying…” he said. “I mean, come on.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she said, turning back to him long enough to regain her composure. “What matters is that you have a child on the way—” 
 
    “Um, no. I’m very happy for you and Dave for starting your little dim-witted family, but until I see paternity test results, in writing, that baby is nothing more to me than a poor kid with two exceedingly shitty parents.” 
 
    “Oh do give over,” Samantha said, her hands on her belly. “You know this is our child.” 
 
    “No I don’t—and I suspect you don’t know either,” Pilate said, rising. “The odds speak for themselves, Samantha. You were in the full bloom of passion with Dave for the weeks leading up to our one—I repeat, one—very brief encounter in the back of a Chrysler, and that indicates that the baby is his, not mine. No fucking way am I taking any responsibility for that offspring of yours until I get a paternity test.” 
 
    “This isn’t fair, John,” Samantha said. 
 
    “Sam, think about this.” Pilate lowered his voice to a calming purr. “Do you really think Dave will want you if he finds out you gave birth to your ex-husband’s kid?” 
 
    Samantha bit her lip, lowered her eyes a moment, then met Pilate’s glare. “And can you live with the idea of another man raising your child?” 
 
    Pilate felt the weight of her statement; his stomach roiled, and his head ached. 
 
    “Prego has a point there, John,” Simon called from the cheap seats. 
 
    He reached for a cigarette. 
 
    “Really, John?” Samantha said, looking at her belly, then the cigarette, then back to her belly. 
 
    “Of course. How silly of me. I should listen to the pregnant, safety-conscious frequent flyer,” he said, throwing the pack on the table. 
 
    “Sam, even if the baby is mine, there’s no way I’m going to be part of its life. You and Dave will still live back home, and I have other plans.” 
 
    “Is it that woman?” Samantha said. 
 
    “What woman?” 
 
    “I can read a magazine, John,” Samantha said. “Kate, the woman who helped you with that mess back in—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, Kate. She’s important to me,” he said. 
 
    Samantha glanced around Trevathan’s glorified fishing shack. “Then why are you here? Where is she?” 
 
    “I’m writing—you know, so I can have a bestseller and you can take half of the profits.” 
 
    Samantha rolled her eyes and ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t want half of anything, but I want you to take care of your…uh, do you want to know what it is?” 
 
    “No. What I want is for you to go,” he said, taking her arm gently and walking her to the door. “If you think you’re going to get my money by claiming your lovechild with Dave the Stupid Bartender is mine, then you better get some goddamned proof. Until then, stay the hell away from me, in person and on the phone.” 
 
    “Please, John! We can be civil about this,” she pleaded, her voice cracking. 
 
    “The time for civility between us passed a long time ago,” he said, opening the door. “Now, from the looks of it, you’d better get your pregnant ass back on that plane before your water breaks here—or worse, at 30,000 feet.” 
 
    Samantha shook his hand off her arm and faced him. Her almond eyes were darker than he’d ever seen them. “John, I’m going to have this baby, and you should be watching for a court order for a paternity test.” 
 
    “You really want to do that to Dave?” he said. “Are you so greedy that you would hurt him?” 
 
    “You really want to risk missing out on your own child’s life?” she said, the cold almond eyes tearing up again. 
 
    “My entire life is one big fucking Hobson’s choice,” he said. 
 
    “As I understand it, a Hobson’s choice is ‘take it or leave it.’ You have a different kind of choice here, John. You take the test, and when it reveals that you’re the father, you get to share in the life of your child. Refuse, and you still take the test, but I’ll see to it you’ll pay child support and never see the kid without my say-so or supervision. How’s that for greedy?” 
 
    Pilate stared at her, mouth agape. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Nothing happened to me. This is who I am. I am capable of taking care of myself and what’s mine,” she said, looking down again at her round belly. “You just never paid enough attention to notice when we were together.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Sam.” Pilate tried to close the door. 
 
    She put a slightly swollen ankle in the way. “I’m at the Blue Marlin until tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    Pilate felt the knife twist. “Nice. Feeling nostalgic?” 
 
    “We had some fun there,” she said. “I thought you’d be chuffed that I remembered.” 
 
    “Sam, and I mean this sincerely, goodbye.” He nudged her water-retaining foot from the door and slammed the door in her face. 
 
    “Have it your way! See you in court, John!” she yelled. 
 
    “Tell me again why you pined after that woman for months and months?” Simon said.  
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate found a memory card reader at the local Radio Shack. 
 
    The sales clerk handed it over. “All you have to do is pop that memory card into this reader, then plug it into the USB port on your laptop. Should open up and show you what’s on it,” the man said, digging a finger in his ear. 
 
    “Will I be able to read it?” Pilate asked. 
 
    “Well, that might be a different story,” he said. “That size of memory card is usually found in a cell phone or digital camera, but they can be used for a lot of stuff. If your computer doesn’t have the software to read what’s on it, you’ll have to load that up.” 
 
    “Okay. Sounds good,” Just as Pilate slid cash across the counter, his cell phone vibrated in his pocket. Pilate took it out and looked at the screen: Kay. 
 
    “You know, you could just try it in a cell phone,” the sales clerk said, pointing at the Pilate’s cell. “Then it will show if it’s phone numbers and stuff.” 
 
    “It doesn’t fit my cell phone. My uncle broke his and took it out,” Pilate said. “He uh…well, he died and left it in his desk, so I thought I’d double-check to make sure it’s nothing important.” 
 
    “Yeah, it could be a real treasure,” the sales clerk said. “Maybe his Last Will and Testament or something.” The clerk laughed, made change, and handed it to Pilate with a receipt. 
 
    “Right,” Pilate said, “or just some old cell phone digits.” 
 
    “Yup,” the clerk said. “Need a bag for that?” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for coming in. Good luck.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you show a girl a good—no, scratch that—a great time and don’t call?” Kay Righetti said on his voicemail, the crackle of her police radio evident in the background. “Call me, John. It’s all good.” Her voice was warm and sweet but tinged with the police officer’s practiced stentorian Jedi mind trick—a request that wasn’t really a request. Call me back you will. Yessss… 
 
    “She’s not the droid you’re looking for, John,” Simon said, his eye looking back at John from the tiny cell phone screen. 
 
    “You’ve really lost your edge, Simon,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You wound me, sir!” 
 
    “Thanks again for proving my point,” Pilate said, walking back to Trevathan’s place. 
 
    “John, you need to be more careful,” Simon said. “You’re walking back to the place where they expect you to be—where they expect you’ve hidden the chip.” 
 
    Pilate stopped in the shade of a palm tree in front of St. Paul’s Episcopal. He admired the simple white spire of the venerable church that had existed in Key West, in one form or another, since 1831. 
 
    Simon was right: He was wandering around Key West with his ass hanging out and a target painted on each cheek. 
 
    “Does the phrase ‘in over your head’ mean anything to you, John?” Simon said from the recesses of his mind. 
 
    “I’ve been there before,” Pilate murmured, leaning against the palm tree and looking up at the white cross atop the church. 
 
    “And nearly died,” Simon said. “Get your shit together, John. Tell Kay what’s going on…and fast. You can chalk it up to your writer’s curiosity and get out of this with a slap on the wrist and a plane ticket back to Cross Township. Leave this to the pros.” 
 
    Pilate nodded, shoving the memory chip reader into his pocket. “I need to finish the book before I—” 
 
    “The book can be written anywhere. In fact, it would be much better to write it somewhere that doesn’t offer so many distractions.” 
 
    “Simon, you are a distraction.” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s nowhere you can go to get away from yourself,” Simon said, “especially a self as fun and attractive as me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate changed his mind about going straight home. He wanted to think, but more than that, he needed to know what was on that memory chip. 
 
    Not far from the church, he found an Internet café that offered a couple of PC workstations. They looked relatively old, and they were not being used because most of the people in the café seemed more interested in their coffee and newspapers. and set unused as most people in the café were more intent on their coffee and newspapers. 
 
    Pilate bought a cup of something billed as Jimmy’s Key West Blend and paid for a half-hour on a computer. He dosed the coffee with sugar and cream and took a seat. After logging in, he looked over his shoulder and saw no one new or suspicious looking in the café. He took the memory chip and chip reader from his pocket, mated them, and placed the reader in the USB port of the computer. 
 
    When the icon representing the reader popped up, he clicked on it. The old PC whirred as Pilate sipped his coffee, making a face. Too sweet. 
 
    His palms were moist, his heart beating fast as the computer went to work, trying to communicate with the memory card. A new window opened, revealing a file marked MRCHND LOC, a simple Word or notepad-type document, something simple that even the ancient café computer could handle. 
 
    Pilate’s hand shook as he placed the mug beside the keyboard. A smothering weight returned to his shoulders and chest. Somebody wants whatever’s on this chip—enough to break into that house to look for it, never mind killing a guy named Juan. And now John was quite possibly seconds from learning why. 
 
    Pilate clicked on the file. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The file opened to reveal a scan of a hand-drawn map, with Key West clearly marked, then a blob of what he presumed to be islands marked Marquesas, and just north of there, a comical X near the initials DK, like something one might see on a pirate’s treasure map in a kid’s storybook. Scrawled beside the X were a series of numbers: +24° 32' 57.10", -81° 59' 49.60". 
 
    “Longitude and latitude,” Pilate whispered. 
 
    “Buried treasure?” Simon intoned in his best pirate voice. “Aye, matey, we be rich!” 
 
    We be dead. 
 
    Pilate sent the document to the printer slaved to the café PCs and waited what seemed like hours as the old thing warmed up, spooled paper to be printed upon, and then promptly jammed. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said the barista, a fresh-scrubbed, summer-blonde girl in cutoff shorts, a tank top, and a red bandana. “Happens all the time.” She reached for the paper that was jammed halfway in the printer, halfway out, revealing the longitude and X, but nothing more. She ripped the page out and tore it in the process, so she crumpled it and tossed it in a wastebasket. “Here. Try it again,” she said, leaning over the printer. 
 
    Pilate’s anxiousness didn’t divert his attention from her lovely golden breasts; the white tank presented them as if it were a pillar displaying a bronze. 
 
    She glanced up and caught his eyes, giving him a stern look that said, “I get that kind of leer all the time, Mr., and you should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    The printer worked the second time, so Pilate thanked her, tossed a tip in her jar, and closed down the PC, careful to remove the memory chip and reader from the USB port. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I need more time,” Pilate said from a payphone on Duval Street. Cradling the phone between his ear and neck while he unfolded the piece of paper from the computer printer at the Internet café, Pilate eyed the tan, shapely legs of a pretty woman window-shopping the numerous t-shirt and trinket shops that lined the street. “You’re not going to believe it, but I seem to have found a…a situation down here.” 
 
    “What does that mean, sweetie?” asked Angie, his agent. Pilate could hear her shuffling papers and brusquely covering the mouthpiece on the phone to say something to an assistant. Pilate couldn’t be sure, but he thought it sounded like, “My problem child.” 
 
    “Angie, all I can tell you is that the Lindstrom angle has legs,” Pilate said. “There’s something big going on with that part of the story—something we won’t want to miss, and—” 
 
    “John, what we won’t want to miss is your deadline. You have to fucking turn in a fucking manuscript on time, or the deal may get flushed,” Angie said. “You know this, John.” He heard her snapping her fingers, hopefully at an intern and not him. “They don’t want to extend your deadline.” 
 
    “Well, Angie, what if I fucking have the fucking biggest story imaginable and we miss it because we rush the Cross book out without it?” Pilate palmed the poker chip, its label, and the memory card. He placed the memory card back in its cubby inside the poker chip and reapplied the label. Though it wasn’t as sticky as it was originally, it affixed satisfactorily after he rubbed it a moment with his thumb. 
 
    “That’s why you write a second book, my dear,” she said. Pilate pictured Angie, the agent he had met only once for a brief lunch in New York City. They celebrated over a slice of pizza and a beer (Angie wasn’t a big-time agent, and the publisher wasn’t all that big time either) after a quick visit to the publisher, who commissioned Pilate to write about his near-death and amateur sleuthing experiences at Cross College. He was sure she was on the other end of the phone adjusting her square, heavy-framed black glasses, absently scrubbing at her scalp with a free hand and making “What the fuck?” faces to the universe at large. 
 
    “Angie, look, I may be on to something really big here,” he said, slipping the poker chip/memory card in his pocket. “I need more time. I’m not asking for any more money—just a little more time.” 
 
    A pause, and then Angie took a breath. “And you can’t tell me what the hell this big thing about Lindstrom is?” 
 
    “It’s best I don’t,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, her voice hushed. “Is it serious…like really fucking serious?” 
 
    “Angie, I was nearly killed by this guy back in Cross,” Pilate said, looking about him for anyone who might be paying attention; he saw no one but souvenir hunters sauntering by, so he went on, “And I think there is every chance that he may still be alive.” 
 
    “Holy fucking shit!” Angie said, slapping her forehead. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s about right,” he said. 
 
    “You have proof?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I went to the scene of his suicide in Naples—” 
 
    “Florida?” 
 
    “Yes. Florida. Naples, Florida,” he said. “Anyway, I talked to some people there, and some things just don’t look right.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” she said. “Like what? Has he been seen?” 
 
    “No, but the circumstances of his death are in question. In fact, I’m talking to the police about it.” Pilate smiled, thinking of the sheets twisted around Kay Righetti’s nude body. 
 
    “The police? Really? Okay, okay. So we need to keep this really quiet, right?” 
 
    “Well, yes, unless you want bad things to happen,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You’re right. We don’t want anybody else writing about this first.” 
 
    Pilate rolled his eyes. “Sure. Yes, Angie, that’s right. We don’t wanna get scooped.” 
 
    “Killed is more like it,” Simon said. 
 
    “Okay, John, but I have to tell the publisher something,” she said. 
 
    “Tell them I have to do more research on the whole Lindstrom death thing,” he said. “Tell them it will be the kind of stuff that will get us on 60 Minutes. Tell them it will virtually guarantee a Times bestseller.” 
 
    “John, I never tell publishers that kind of thing,” she said. “They’d laugh me right out of their office and blacklist both of us forever.” 
 
    “Since you never tell them that kind of thing, they’ll take you seriously if you say it now,” he said, slipping a cigarette in the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “John Pilate, you’d better be right on this,” she said. “I’m sticking my neck out for you…again.” 
 
    “I know, Angie,” he said. “You’re taking some real risks, and I appreciate it.” 
 
    After he hung up, his hands shook violently as he lit the cigarette. It tasted foul in the sun’s glare. His stomach was sour and gurgled; he had painful cramps from too much coffee and frayed nerves. Sure, he may have managed to score a reprieve on the book deadline, but that was the least of his problems, and it did little to relieve his tension. 
 
    He stubbed out the cigarette on a street trashcan and tossed the butt in. He walked the cracked sidewalks of Duval, feeling weary, but he was wary about returning to Trevathan’s for rest. 
 
    Pilate took out his cell phone and entered a new contact: Simon, +24° 32' 57.10"-81° 59' 49.60". Then he tore the piece of paper into tiny shreds and promptly ate them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A Hispanic man with a tidy mustache sidled into the Internet café. He stopped beside the recently vacated computer station, pretending to tie his Nikes. Looking about to be certain no one was watching him, he scooped the three or four crumpled pieces of paper from the wastebasket, shoved them in his shirt, and left the café. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you know about the Marquesas?” Pilate asked, drinking his coffee and Bailey’s at Sloppy Joe’s. 
 
    Marlene leaned against the bar, squinting her dark brown eyes at him. “What am I, Tony Bourdain?” She snickered and poured herself a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Well, you’re my Key West connection,” Pilate offered. “You know everything.” 
 
    “Well, not everything,” she said, winking. 
 
    “Some things are best left a mystery,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You’re no fun,” she said. “You know I’ll only chase you for so long before I’ll just slip you a Mickey and make you my own.” 
 
    “Now that’s something a guy could look forward to,” Pilate said, nodding his head and theatrically pushing his coffee cup away from him. 
 
    The pair laughed. 
 
    “Okay, the Marquesas, huh?” She looked up, as if summoning her data bank to life. “About thirty miles or so west of here. Not far from where Mel Fisher hit the mother lode.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Oh come on, John! Surely you’ve seen all the Mel Fisher stuff around town. He has a couple of stores, a museum—a real local legend,” she said. “He found the Atocha.” 
 
    “A shipwreck, I assume,” Pilate said. 
 
    She nodded. “Spanish galleon from the 1600s. I think it was worth nearly half a billion bucks for all the gold, silver, gems, and artifacts they pulled outta there.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Not bad for a chicken farmer from Indiana, huh? Thing is, they say there’s still more to be found,” she said. “You can pay for a dive on the wreck. What I wouldn’t give for a day or two alone down there with a scuba rig and a metal detector!” 
 
    “Does Rick go out there on his cat?” Pilate pulled his coffee mug back and drank a sip. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not often. It’s across the Boca Grande Channel a ways, and he doesn’t do the fishing or diving thing,” she said. “He’s more about the booze cruise, dolphin-spotting kind of stuff. I guess he does pass by on the way to the Dry Tortugas once in a blue moon, but he makes more money sticking closer to home. Besides, it’s too shallow. His cat’s too big to noodle around out there. Why? You lookin’ for a lift?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “I just heard it’s pretty cool—great fishing and all that.” 
 
    “It does have some great fishing. Lots of skinny water, sand flats, deep water…” She touched her right index finger to the finger on her left as she spoke. “There’s tarpon, bonefish, barracuda, redfish—that sort of thing. Used to be a target range for the Navy ages ago, but now it’s a national park area.” 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. “So it’s pretty well traveled?” 
 
    “Yeah. There are always fishermen, and tourists want to go out to the wreck sites. Sometimes there’re even some Cubano rafts.” She stretched, her arms reaching for the ceiling, sending her torpedo breasts at him from across the bar in 3-D. 
 
    Pilate smiled. “Cubano rafts?” 
 
    “Cubans trying to get to Florida,” she said, yawning. “They make rafts out of whatever they can and try their luck. If they’re that far west of here, I’d say most of them don’t survive the trip unless the Coast Guard or a friendly fisherman pulls them out of the water.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “So I’d need a smaller boat to get out there and fish?” 
 
    “Yup. Maybe something maneuverable with a captain who knows what he’s doing,” she said. Smiling expansively, she leaned over the bar till she was just inches from his face. “So, sailor, what are you doing tonight?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You want to do what?” Taters said. He stopped moving gear from the boat to the dock after the day’s charter and eyed Pilate suspiciously. 
 
    “I want to head out to the Marquesas,” Pilate said, extending a hand to help Taters unload an ice chest. 
 
    Taters handed Pilate the chest and looked around. Seeing no one within earshot, he hopped from the TenFortyEZ to the dock. “What do the Marquesas have to do with what we found out in Naples?” 
 
    “Actually nothing,” Pilate said. “I’d just like to go fishing.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Oh, tarpon, barracuda—” 
 
    “Barracuda? Bullshit, Pilate.” 
 
    “We can catch bullshit out there?” Pilate smiled. 
 
    “Hell, I can catch it right here, the way you’re throwin’ it,” Taters said. 
 
    Pilate folded his arms across his chest. “Look, Taters, I want to have a look around out there is all. I hear there’s good fishing, and frankly, I need to get off this island for a little while.” 
 
    “Might I ask why?” 
 
    “Honestly? My ex-wife showed up, pregnant as hell. She’s staying at the Blue Marlin right now,” Pilate said. 
 
    Taters didn’t laugh or smile. “Serious?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Pilate said. “It could be.” 
 
    “Well, John, it’s none of my business, and I’m always happy to take your money, but if you got a gal pregnant, ex- or not, I have to say I’m not too agreeable to leaving her high and dry,” he said, hands on his hips. 
 
    “No, Taters, you got it all wrong,” Pilate said. “The baby’s not mine. It belongs to the guy she left me for. But I think she heard about my book deal, smelled money, and came running—or waddling, as the case may be.” 
 
    “So she’s trying to sell you on the idea that the baby’s yours?” 
 
    Pilate nodded. 
 
    “What a bitch.” Taters looked up the dock, spying his wife Jordan ambling toward them, dressed in a bright blue bikini top and shorts. “Nothing like my gal.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Pilate said. “The only thing those two have in common is their sex.” 
 
    “Nah. I bet Jordan’s got your ex- beat on sex too.” 
 
    Pilate only nodded, forbidding himself from saying anything inappropriate about the man’s wife, but he secretly had to agree that Taters was probably right. 
 
    “We can go out tomorrow morning,” Taters said, skipping down the dock toward his wife with his arms outstretched. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate wandered around Key West—anything to avoid going back to Trevathan’s. Sweaty, tired, and footsore, he toured Truman’s Little White House, on the grounds of a former Navy submarine base. In the large building that used to be the base commander’s quarters before President Truman took a shine to them, there was a museum maintained to look just as it had when he spent his time there—as if the president had just stepped outside for some sun. 
 
    Truman reputedly played poker most of his adult life; it was one of the few forms of relaxation he allowed himself during his presidency. It made sense that Key West was a prime poker spot. Pilate admired the large living room area that included Truman’s custom-made poker table in a sunny corner of the room. 
 
    The round table was made to spec by sailors for the thirty-third president; it seated seven and included inlaid ashtrays, drink holders, and a poker chip carousel centerpiece on a sea of green felt. Each place setting featured a wicker chair, a hand of cards, and stacks of poker chips. Pilate assumed the seat with the most chips belonged to old “Give ‘em Hell Harry.” 
 
    The poker chips made Pilate more acutely aware of his own dilemma. He fingered the memory chip in his pocket, feeling a rush of adrenaline that his stomach interpreted as nausea. 
 
    A tour guide droned on about the artifacts in the room, apologizing for an air conditioning failure. The heat was stifling, and Pilate felt lightheaded. Some of his fellow tourists—most several years his senior—looked positively clammy. 
 
    Pilate counted twenty-five people and a tour guide in the room. The guide passed from the poker table and drew the audience’s attention to a few bits of arcana on the east side of the room. Pilate hung back, close to the poker table. 
 
    “Oh no! Martha!” a man said. 
 
    A woman had succumbed to the heat, and the tour guide and most of the tourists gathered around her. 
 
    During the diversion, Pilate’s first thought was to place the chip at the bottom of President Truman’s healthy stack, but Truman’s were—fittingly—red, white, or blue; any attentive tourist would spot the gaudy pink chip almost immediately. Pilate froze for a second, then quickly removed the poker chip from his pocket and slid it under a hand of cards. He turned back to the clamor of people fanning the elderly lady and realized not a soul had seen what he’d done. 
 
    “Give her some air!” a woman cawed. 
 
    People moved back, revealing the woman trying to sit up. “I’m fine, I’m fine. Just hurt my pride,” she said. 
 
    “Well, it is dreadfully hot in here,” another lady exclaimed. 
 
    Pilate nodded. 
 
    “Ladies and gentleman, we’re going to get this nice lady some water,” the tour guide said, walking to the entry. “Does anyone else need a drink?” 
 
    There were a few thirsty murmurs of assent. 
 
    “A drink?” said a corpulent, perspiring lady in a purple muumuu. “What I want is my money back.” 
 
    She and several others made for the exit, and Pilate kept quiet and blended in with the exiting group, casting one last look over his shoulder at Harry Truman’s poker table. 
 
    “You made the right play, John,” Simon said. 
 
    “Ha,” he coughed into his hand. 
 
    He bought a bottle of water, but he didn’t ask for a tour refund. No need to raise a ruckus to remind anyone I was here. 
 
    On the porch of the Little White House, a welcoming ocean breeze chipped away at some of his sweat. He felt better after drinking down most of the water. He looked casually around; when he came to the conclusion that no one was watching, he confidently sauntered away from the Little White House. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate trudged up Front Street and spent an hour in the Shipwreck Museum, learning more than he’d ever wanted to know about the 1985 rediscovery of the wrecked ship Isaac Allerton. According to the literature, it “sank in 1856 on the treacherous Florida Keys reef.” It was actually fascinating, but Pilate couldn’t keep his mind from continually wandering back to more recent events. 
 
    He moved on to the sunset celebration at Mallory Square dock. Hundreds gathered there, listening to a mix of junkanoo, reggae, and folk music. A man on stilts strode through the crowd and waved sparklers; a fire juggler told jokes as he worked his flaming batons; vendors with carts sold everything from fried cheese to conch fritters; and women of every age, shape, and size ambled along in bikinis, holding hands with unshaven men in t-shirts, board shorts, and flip-flops. 
 
    A man had strung ten feet of rope between two ladders; he coaxed several small dogs to walk the tightrope. The crowd delighted in the performance, whooping, hollering and throwing small change in a tip bucket. 
 
    A bagpiper held sway over a few tourists, while a bluegrass banjo picker on a unicycle orbited. He picked a tune on his banjo that defied the odds and complemented the bagpipes. 
 
    Artisans, jewelers, painters, and t-shirt vendors lined up cheek by jowl under portable tents, vying for tourists’ bucks. Body art purveyors applied hair wraps, braids, and henna. 
 
    It’s like the freaking midway at the state fair, Pilate thought, only much more pleasant. He wished for a corn dog. 
 
    “Tarot? Read your tarot?” a woman beckoned from her tent. She was fiftyish, the color of a dried-out cigar; her hair was tucked under a colorful scarf, and her watery eyes were sequestered behind pince-nez spectacles on a gaudy chain. 
 
    “No thanks,” Pilate said. “I fear the future.” 
 
    “No need to fear it, unless you believe you can’t change it,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    “So I can fight the future?” 
 
    “Fight? No! Why would you want to? Fighting isn’t what living is about. You change the future by living the right way.” 
 
    “And the tarot will show me what to do?” 
 
    “Try it and see,” she said, gesturing for him to sit. 
 
    He sat on the folding chair. “I feel silly,” he said. 
 
    “You look silly,” Simon said. “If she had a Hungarian accent, I’d say she was an understudy for the gypsy in The Wolfman. Even a man who is pure in heart—” 
 
    “Clear your mind. Take a few deep breaths,” she said. 
 
    “Hard to clear my mind with the bagpipes and banjos,” he said. 
 
    “Try. Do.” 
 
    After a moment of deep breathing, he said “All right.” 
 
    “Now I want you to think about the question at hand,” she said. “What troubles you most for an answer or guidance? Focus on that.” 
 
    Pilate thought of the poker chip…and Kate. 
 
    “And poor dead or undead Jack Lindstrom.” 
 
    “One thing please,” the tarot reader said. 
 
    “How did you know I was thinking of more than one thing?” 
 
    “I’m psychic,” she said, all droll and perhaps a little bored. 
 
    Pilate closed his eyes and thought of Kate, wondering if he would be able to put things back together after his indiscretions. 
 
    “Shuffle the cards.” 
 
    Pilate did as he was told, careful not to tear the worn and colorful deck. 
 
    The reader took the deck and dealt four cards, face down. “This is elemental spread,” she said. “We will review your issue by revealing the elemental perspective.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said, arching the eyebrow over his left eye. 
 
    “You have a lovely eyebrow,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Without fanfare, she turned over the first card, revealing an upside-down harlequin. “The Fool,” she said, looking him in the eye. “Reversed. So you have been a fool.” 
 
    Pilate cocked his head, though his face remained impassive. 
 
    “Next card.” She flipped it over. “The Lovers, reversed. So you have been a fool in love. You have done something naughty, no?” 
 
    Pilate remained silent, his face as still as he could make it. 
 
    “Next card is The Emperor, also reversed. Oh my! You cheated.” 
 
    “I’m not married,” he said. 
 
    “But you’re in love, and you cheated. The cards don’t lie,” she adjusted her glasses. “Last card—” 
 
    “Will this tell me how to change the future?” 
 
    “No. This will tell you the future path you are on,” she said. “You have to pay for another card to tell you how to change the path.” 
 
    “There’s always a catch,” Pilate said. “Go ahead.” 
 
    She revealed the car. “Interesting. The Tower, upright.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means the end of things,” she said, “a sudden change or end of a friendship.” 
 
    Pilate leaned his chin on his fist, with his elbow propped on the table. “Okay. Give me the last card.” 
 
    She held out a small bejeweled basket. “Fifty dollars.” 
 
    “Fifty?” 
 
    She nodded, looking away. “Sunset coming. Tick tock.” 
 
    He dropped the money in her basket. 
 
    “All right. The next card will be your result if you change your behavior. In your case, if you stop cheating on your love, whoever he—” 
 
    “He? You mean she,” he said. 
 
    “You never can tell here,” she said. “Whoever she is.” She flipped over the last card. “Ah, very good! Rejuvenation, upright—atonement and forgiveness.” 
 
    “So I have to tell her?” 
 
    “You misunderstand,” she said. “You have to forgive yourself. Once you do that, everything will change.” 
 
    She gathered the cards and dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “Thank you. Come again.” 
 
    “Forgive myself?” he said. “I wish I knew how.” 
 
    Pilate walked amidst the most heavily populated part of the celebration, looking for a place to sit. He found a spot on a curb not far from a handsome man in his late twenties, who was strumming an acoustic guitar. 
 
    “This is a song I wrote last night,” the young man said, scrubbing a hand through unruly hair and squinting for a moment at the burgeoning sunset. He launched into an acoustic folk-rock hybrid song about missing someone. 
 
    The musician had a disarming way about him, and Pilate observed that both women and men were drawn to his playing and banter. A few women moved to his music. 
 
    He finished the song—a catchy, fun tune—then nodded to his guitar case. “My name’s Dan. If you liked that song, please consider slipping me a buck or two,” he said. “And if you didn’t like it, how about ten bucks so I can spend more time working on my songwriting?” 
 
    The small crowd laughed, and a few people dropped some dollars and change into the open instrument case; Pilate followed suit, and the singer took notice of his donation. 
 
    Strumming a trilling chord, he said, “Well, this guy liked the song. That’s nice. Are you sure you liked it? Couldn’t it use a little more work?” 
 
    There were more laughs and hand claps as Pilate smiled and tipped an imaginary hat at the singer and angled through the crowd, back toward Front Street. 
 
    A hush, then cheers drew Pilate’s attention back to the view from the dock. The orange ball slowly descended, then produced a brief, brilliant green flash before it faded into the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
    Pilate felt a pang of guilt. Kate would love this. 
 
    “She would, you lout,” Simon said. 
 
    “Lout? What are you, British?” 
 
    “I guess Samantha rubbed off on me,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate moved on, walking to Sunset Lane, then Greene Street. He gave Sloppy Joe’s a miss and ended up getting exceptionally drunk at a small bar on Duval. 
 
    Exhausted, a bit tipsy, and still curious about what the card-reader had told him, he decided he would finally go to the police. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re lucky I was off tonight,” Kay said, her hand gently cupping his sex after their frantic lovemaking. She kissed him. 
 
    “Indeed I am,” he said, kissing her back. “I had a long day and was hoping I’d catch you.” 
 
    “Well, you could’ve called,” she said, gently stroking him. 
 
    “Sorry. My cell battery was low,” he said. 
 
    “Your cock isn’t.” She smiled, kissing his ear, neck, and lips, stroking him harder under the sheets. 
 
    “Again?” he said. 
 
    “What? Too old?” she mocked, slowing down her stroking. 
 
    “I never said that,” he said, moving atop her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get up, old man,” Kay said, poking him with something hard and metal. 
 
    “What the hell are you poking me with?” he said, his head under a pillow. 
 
    “Hey! I never complain when you’re poking me,” she joked. “It’s my baton.” 
 
    Pilate heard a loud, sharp snick and rolled over. 
 
    Kay was in full uniform: a white polo shirt with a sewn-on badge, shorts, and her belt with gun, cuffs, radio, and a collapsible nightstick. Her hair was tied back. “I gotta get to work,” she said. “You too. Go write something.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. You got me, Officer,” he said, but he didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “John, get up.” 
 
    “What, no coffee?” 
 
    Pilate showered quickly, dressed, and followed Kay out the door. 
 
    She kissed him abruptly and waved. “See you soon,” she said. “Oh, and I’m still checking on that autopsy report. My buddy in CID is making some inquiries.” 
 
    “Thanks, Kay,” Pilate said, patting his pockets for a cigarette. 
 
    Kay hopped in her car and drove away. 
 
    “Huh? I guess her bike’s at the police station,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate found his smokes, jabbed one in the corner of his mouth, and lit it. “Now for coffee.” 
 
    “And forgiveness?” Simon echoed. “You have even more to forgive yourself for, old chap.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “Entitlement. That’s what this is about,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate swatted the thought away in a haze of cigarette smoke, then legged it to the nearest café. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After filling up on coffee, Pilate summoned a cab. “Blue Marlin,” he instructed the driver. 
 
    The cab dropped him at the Old Town Key West motel. The Blue Marlin reminded Pilate of a place out of a 1960s detective movie. He looked at his watch: It was nine a.m. 
 
    He leaned against a telephone pole on Simonton Street, drinking his coffee and smoking. 
 
    “What are we doing here, John?” Simon asked. 
 
    “Just making sure she leaves,” he said. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long before Samantha waddled out of a first-floor room, checked out at the front desk, and dropped her overnight bag in the passenger seat. She lowered herself into the driver seat, and Pilate thought the effort looked painful. 
 
    He walked to the car and rapped his knuckle on the window. 
 
    Startled, Samantha rolled down the window. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You flying out of Key West airport?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Okay. Well, have a safe flight,” he said. 
 
    “That’s all you’ve got to say to me?” she said, her hands gripping the steering wheel. 
 
    “Hell no. I have an awful lot of things I’d like to say to you—” 
 
    “And a lot of awful things,” they said in unison. 
 
    “That one never gets old,” he said. 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that,” Samantha said. “John, let’s see if we can come to some sort of accommodation on this.” 
 
    “An accommodation? Yeah.” He looked at the Blue Marlin swimming pool. “Remember that night in the pool?” 
 
    Samantha looked at her belly, then straight ahead through the windshield. “It was something.” 
 
    “Yeah. That it was,” he said. “Have a safe flight.” 
 
    “What about the baby?” 
 
    “Him or her too,” he said. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” she said. 
 
    “Up to you,” he said. “If you want to wreck your marriage to Dave, go ahead and tell him you think it’s mine.” 
 
    “Look, let’s just get a paternity test,” she said. “That will settle it.” 
 
    “I’ll think on it,” he said. 
 
    She started the engine. “I’m going to miss my flight,” she said. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Pilate said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look like shit,” Taters said from the cluttered galley of the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    “I actually feel better than I look, “ Pilate said. 
 
    “Good to know,” Taters said. “We’ll be getting underway soon.” 
 
    Pilate nodded. “Good.” 
 
    “So we’re heading out to the Marquesas—doing a little fishing?” 
 
    “Yup,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Okay. I have the tackle and gear all set.” Taters looked him over. “You gonna wear that?” 
 
    “What?” Pilate said, looking at himself. 
 
    “Well, you’re just wearing flip-flops, shorts, and a linen shirt,” he said. I’d advise you get a hat and t-shirt, your swimsuit—that sorta thing.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. “I’ll be back. There’s a souvenir shop over there. Need anything?” 
 
    “Well, it’s customary to bring beer,” Taters said, checking the pantry for food. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Properly outfitted with a straw hat, swimsuit, and t-shirt that read I Do What the Voices in My Wife’s Head Tell Me to Do. Key West, Pilate boarded the boat and helped Taters cast off into the harbor. 
 
    “We’ll be headed between Wisteria and Sunset Key,” Taters said. 
 
    A few miles out, Pilate noticed a large ferry moved in a northerly direction. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Ferry to Fort Myers,” Taters said, “the one you declined to take in favor of hiring me the other day.” 
 
    “Well, the TenForty looked like a more comfortable ride,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah, and only one tourist onboard,” he said, laughing over the hum of the V8 engines. 
 
    Pilate stood beside Taters, delighting in the way the Chris-Craft bow split the azure sea, throwing spray and white foam in its wake. “God, do you ever get tired of this?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Only never,” Taters said. “Sure, there’re some drawbacks to anything. Gotta make a living, have to dodge the occasional hurricane, deal with pushy, dumbass tourists—present company excepted—and idiots like that one.” He pointed at a jet ski pounding up and down on the waves. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, he’s out too far. He’s leaving a nasty wake,” Taters sighed. “Just bad form. Anybody with a credit card can be called captain around here.” 
 
    “Well, you get that kind of thing anywhere you go,” Pilate volunteered. 
 
    Taters nodded, correcting the steering. “Right. Well, we’ll be in the Marquesas by midday,” he said. “It’s kinda tricky getting in there. It’s all shoal, but there’s a good opening at the southwest end. Gonna be a little hot out there.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I brought beer,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Modelo?” 
 
    Pilate smiled. 
 
    “How long you wanna be out? I mean, you rented the boat for ten hours,” Taters said. 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Pilate said. Pilate looked at the controls beside the wheel of the boat; there were some modern add-ons mixed in an oddly natural way. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Humminbird depth finder there,” Taters said, pointing. “GPS there, radio there.” 
 
    “So if you had coordinates, you could find them?” 
 
    “Well, that’s what coordinates are for,” Taters said. 
 
    “In that case, I have a spot I’d like to check out,” Pilate said. He removed his cell phone from his pocket, opened the contacts folder to Simon, and handed it to Taters. 
 
    Taters scrutinized it. “Well, it appears you’re fishing for something other than seafood after all,” he said, whistling through his teeth. He handed the phone back to Pilate, turned, and throttled the engines to idle. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same question,” he said, his face reddening. “Those coordinates are a fair piece north of the Marquesas. There’s nothing much up there except for sandbars and shoals that will rip my boat’s ass to pieces. Is this something to do with that business up in Naples? Tell me straight, or I’ll chuck your butt overboard.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Pilate said. “Probably more no than yes, actually, but it is part of my research.” 
 
    “Well why couldn’t you be straight with me before we got fifteen miles outta the harbor?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want to risk anyone finding out where we were headed,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You were afraid I’d say something to somebody? Even after our little adventure in Naples? That’s mighty damn nice, let me tell ya.” 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Pilate said. “Things have been pretty heavy lately, and I just wasn’t thinking straight.” 
 
    “How about now? You got your head on straight?” 
 
    “Yes,” Pilate said, looking Taters Malley in the eye. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “What are you after here?” Taters said. “Better spill it, because this boat isn’t gonna move another inch toward the Marquesas till you do.” 
 
    “If I tell you, do you promise to keep going?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well shit, Taters—and really, do I have to keep calling a grown man that, by the way?” Pilate said, opening the ice chest and fetching two Modelos. 
 
    “Up yours,” Taters said, taking the beer from Pilate. “What is it you got such a hot nut for? Talk.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s the deal. I was just minding my own business the other night over at the Hog’s Snout Saloon, and…” Pilate related the story of the man, the poker chip, and the real reason he was wearing clothes he had slept in when he showed up to the boat that morning and had to put together a souvenir shop ensemble. 
 
    “You’re banging a cop?” Taters said, whistling. “Man, I don’t know one man in twenty who hasn’t had that fantasy—a woman with handcuffs.” 
 
    “Kind of a cliché, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You tell me. You’re the one who banged the lady with the handcuffs,” Taters said, holding his beer out for Pilate to clink with his own bottle. 
 
    Pilate obliged, assuming a little manly bonding might prove helpful at the moment. He didn’t need Simon to tell him that. “She’s great,” Pilate said. 
 
    “And you were making up the part about your pregnant ex-wife being here then?” 
 
    “Oh hell no,” Pilate said, drinking deeply. “That’s happening too. In fact, I just saw her broad ass off to the airport this morning.” 
 
    “Jeeeee-suuuuussss! You are having quite a time, Mr. Pilate,” Taters said. “This doesn’t even include all the crap with the dead guy in Naples, does it?” 
 
    Pilate shook his head and fished in the plastic bag from the souvenir shop for some sunscreen. 
 
    “All right, listen,” Taters said, throttling the engines halfway, “I’ll follow this course, but from what you say, I think it might be a good idea for us to pull a zigzag.” 
 
    “What?” Pilate asked, rubbing the coconut-scented lotion on his face. 
 
    “Like the ships did in World War II—take a zigzag course to confuse submarines trying to follow and sink ‘em. Saw it in a John Wayne movie once. A great flick, by the way—In Harm’s Way I think. 
 
    “You think we’re being followed?” 
 
    “Well, considering your main reason for your sleepover with Officer Hot Pants was to avoid getting rolled by whoever wants those coordinates, I’d say the chances are pretty good, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Pilate looked around. There were numerous pleasure crafts on the horizon, most of them closer to Key West than the Marquesas, though a few fishing boats were clearly headed that direction. “If we get into trouble we have the radio, right?” Pilate asked. 
 
    “Yep. We can just ring up the good ol’ Coast Guard,” he said, taking the phone from Pilate to write down the coordinates on the back of a map. 
 
    “Good, because my cell phone’s about to die,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You see any cell towers out here?” Taters said, guffawing. 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Here,” Taters said. “Take the wheel a minute. Steady as she goes, no sudden movements.” 
 
    “Gotta take a leak?” 
 
    “Nope,” he said, disappearing into the cabin. A few moments later, he came back on deck, brandishing a .45 automatic. “You know how to use one of these?” 
 
    “Sadly, yes,” Pilate said, his mind casting back to the bullets he’d lodged in the former mayor of Cross Township. 
 
    “Well, I have a full clip and a few extra rounds down below, just in case anybody gets frisky.” Taters placed the pistol in a small cubby beside the boat controls and covered it with a beach towel. 
 
    Taters grabbed another beer. “Keep heading the way you’re going. I’ll take over when it’s time to start giving ‘em the slip.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said, exhilarated by the vibration under his feet and the wind and spray blasting past. 
 
    “You think it’s treasure? Some kinda Mel Fisher thing?” 
 
    “Taters, I don’t know,” Pilate said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Probably something pretty valuable I bet.” 
 
    “Well, whatever it is, somebody thought it was worth slitting a man’s throat,” Pilate said, gulping down the rest of his beer. 
 
    Taters turned on the CD player, blaring a mix of Bob Marley, Johnny Cash, Jimmy Buffett, and the Beatles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Can I talk to you?” Kate said, darkening Trevathan’s Cross College office doorway. 
 
    Trevathan put down the newspaper he was skimming and smiled. “Sure, Kate,” he said. “Want some coffee?” He stood with his mug in hand, turning to the coffee pot behind his desk. 
 
    She shook her head, and her dark blonde hair fell in her eyes. She brushed her bangs away and cast her gaze on Trevathan’s good eye. “I’m worried.” 
 
    Trevathan poured the remains of the morning pot in his cup. “I should switch to tea at my age,” he said. “Coffee makes my hands shake.” He sat heavily in his chair, holding the mug in both hands. He blew air out of his mouth in the general direction of his desk, as if he were blowing out a birthday cake. He avoided Kate’s look. 
 
    “You heard what I said.” 
 
    “Yes, Kate, I did. What’re you worried about?” 
 
    “You know,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “He’s so…so distant.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because he’s more than 1,000 miles away,” he said, instantly regretting his smart-ass answer. “Sorry.” 
 
    “He barely talks to me,” she said, leaning forward, with her elbows on her knees. “When I call, he doesn’t call back. He’s consumed by something, especially since the news about Jack.” 
 
    Trevathan’s good eye looked up, but the glass one lagged behind, still pointed at his mug. “Well, it’s given us all pause. I mean, all that crap you guys uncovered, then John nearly gets his head shot off—” 
 
    “This is different. He was fine a couple of weeks after he recovered from his wounds. Then the book deal came through, and I thought it was a good thing for him to get out of this ice and snow,” she said, glancing at the sparse patches of melting snow on the quad outside Trevathan’s window. “It was good of you to offer your vacation home.” 
 
    Trevathan sniggered. “It’s really more like a shack, but thanks.” 
 
    “Well, he needed to get his head together, and the book was a good excuse for him to take a break and get some space,” Kate said, “but ever since he got the news about Jack, he’s been…just distracted somehow.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “He hasn’t said, but I think he suspects there’s something weird about Jack’s death,” she said, quieting her voice to avoid being overheard by the work-study student stapling papers outside the office. 
 
    “Well, we all do,” Trevathan said. 
 
    Kate sat up, her back fully against the chair back. “What?” 
 
    “Come on, Kate,” Trevathan said quietly. “Jack Lindstrom was a lot of things, but suicidal? That guy took every chance in the book—and the investigation was going to find out a lot more about his past than he let on while he was alive, let me tell you.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Let’s just say my buddy with the state police was shocked Jack ever got through the hiring process here.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Kate said. 
 
    “Jack Lindstrom may very well have been a man with nine lives and being president of this backwater college was merely one of his better ones,” Trevathan said, placing his mug on the desk with his shaking hands. “Damn coffee.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Pilate asked Taters. 
 
    Taters threw the anchor over the side. “We’re going fishing,” he said. “Help me get the tackle out.” He opened a compartment on the rear deck, exposing fishing gear. 
 
    “But we’re not there yet,” Pilate said, standing on the swaying deck. 
 
    “Right,” he said, “and we should avoid getting there anytime too soon, don’t you think?” 
 
    “We’ve been zigzagging,” Pilate said. “All we’ve seen are a few fishing charters.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but what kind of boat are you on?” 
 
    “You think we were followed?” 
 
    “I think,” Taters said, assembling a rod and reel, “that if we were followed, we should look as nonchalant and boring as possible. Therefore, we’re fishing.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “I think we oughtta be here fishing for at least two or three hours—a six-pack or so. We’ll keep an eye out for anybody who comes near. If anyone shows up with, shall we say, malicious intent, we have some defensive options.” 
 
    “The gun?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the option of last resort,” he said. “I think the main defensive option is to weigh anchor and blast out of here if anybody starts to get too close.” 
 
    “Won’t that look suspicious?” 
 
    “Well, maybe, but it may also throw ‘em off our scent. They may decide you don’t know what you have with that chip and that you’re really just out here fishing. Either that, or they’ll start diving below us after we leave and find zilch.” Taters handed Pilate a rod. “Either way, I think it’s a smart way to go.” 
 
    “Okay, good thinking,” Pilate said. “But if nobody shows up in the next couple hours, we keep zigzagging to the location, right?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Taters said. “I’m gonna call in and let Jordan know our location.” 
 
    “Um, hey—about Jordan…” Pilate said. 
 
    “No worries there,” Taters said. “She sleeps with a .38 under her pillow. Her daddy is a deputy sheriff in Oklahoma.” 
 
    “Yeah, but still, I think—” 
 
    “Just calm down, John,” Taters said. “Nobody’s looking at me—at least not yet—so they got no reason to mess with Jordan. And I assure you that if they do, they’ll regret it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said, gazing at the fishing reel as if it was some kind of complex machinery. “Um, how do I use this thing?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “See? Easy peasy,” Taters said as Pilate hauled in a small tarpon. “Here. She looks like a baby. Let’s cut her loose.” Taters cut the line and dropped the tarpon back into the sea. “We’re not quite in tarpon season anyway. When that one’s fully grown, she’ll be about five feet long.” 
 
    “Shit.” Pilate said, stunned. “It was heavy.” 
 
    “Feel like you been lifting weights all day?” 
 
    “Yeah, and we’ve only been out here fishing in the enjoyable blazing hot sun for two hours,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Worst two hours of your life?” 
 
    “Not even close,” Pilate said, opening another Modelo. “I told you about my ex-, right?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Taters sat back on his lawn chair. “Only thing is, we don’t have any bolted-on chairs. Did I mention this before? Anyhow, I pulled mine to redo the deck and get them reupholstered. Might look odd, us out here fishing without ‘em.” He looked at the new decking underfoot. “We should be sight fishing a little closer to the shallows. Tackling big fish and sharks isn’t so smart without solid chairs. Sharks are likely to pull you out in the water.” 
 
    “Should we move closer?” 
 
    Taters eyed the horizon. “I dunno. Haven’t seen anybody come anywhere near since we dropped anchor. We may be all right.” 
 
    “You think we’re on our own out here?” 
 
    “Could be,” he said, adjusting his straw hat. “Why don’t we give it another hour, just to be sure?” 
 
    Pilate sighed and reached for the sunscreen. His skin was burned and wind whipped, but he couldn’t argue that there were far less agreeable places to be at that moment; in Lamaze classes with his ex-wife and getting his throat slit in a bar bathroom came to mind. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Taters said, touching the Modelo bottle to his cheek, enjoying the coolness of the condensation on his skin. 
 
    “I really have no idea,” Pilate said. “Maybe a new wreck discovery—something as valuable as the Atocha—or maybe drugs. Those would be my best guesses.” 
 
    “Drugs is a possibility,” he said. “Unusual out here, but who knows? One thing’s for sure.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Your coordinates would have to be in significantly deeper water than around here, or there’d be no need to go to the trouble of a secret map.” 
 
    “True, unless it’s camouflaged.” 
 
    Taters grunted his assent. 
 
    “My hot little friend with the handcuffs said a guy was murdered on his yacht a couple weeks ago near a place called Dugger’s.” 
 
    “You mean Duggan’s. Duggan’s Key,” Taters corrected him. 
 
    “Right. Anyway, she said pirates killed him, threw his body overboard, and stripped his boat.” 
 
    Taters nodded. “Yeah, I read about that. He had a pretty spiffy boat, too, one of them showy numbers. Attracted the wrong sort of attention I guess. It’s unusual for that kind of thing to happen, but anything’s possible out here.” He gestured at the open sea. “I read a few years ago about a guy who was found dead out here on his sailboat. He was just lolling around on deck, and he was dead for a few days before somebody figured it out. Autopsy said heart attack. Truth is, we’re pretty alone out here.” 
 
    “Comforting,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Hell, that’s what it’s all about, man! Getting away from everybody,” he said. “That guy died doing what he loved—sailing. He died of natural causes, at the helm. As for pirates or sea thugs, well, you just gotta keep your wits about you and stay out of trouble, and you’ll be okay.” 
 
    “True, but we’re not exactly keeping out of trouble.” 
 
    “No, we’re not, are we?” Taters looked at Pilate, then at the deck, then the open sea. “I’m going below to make a sandwich. You want one?” 
 
    “Yeah. You got any Miracle Whip?” 
 
    Taters made a face. “No. I only use real mayo—the kind God intended.” 
 
    “What are you, a Yankee?” 
 
    “You remember I told you there are sharks around here, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You might want to lay off the insults,” Taters warned before he hopped into the galley below in three quick steps, “or you might just meet them face to face!” he yelled from below. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You know, they think the Marquesas were formed millions of years ago by a meteor,” Taters said, tracing his finger along the chart. “Most islands are formed by volcanic eruptions and activity, but this area probably got its strange circular pattern from a meteor impact.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Talk about X marking the spot!” Taters moved his finger. “Okay, here’s where your coordinates will take us, just past Duggan’s Key. If we take it slow and easy, we can make our way up.” 
 
    “Well, there’s been nobody around except that one boat about a half-hour ago,” Pilate said. 
 
    The small flats fishing boat they’d seen was manned by two older guys with prominent, protruding beer bellies, puttering back toward the Marquesas Key area. 
 
    “They figured they were out too far,” Taters said. 
 
    “You don’t think they were after us, do you?” 
 
    “Not in that boat they weren’t,” he said. 
 
    After nearly four hours out with only one close sighting of another boat, they decided it was safe to make way for the coordinates. 
 
    “How long, you think?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes, I s’pose,” Taters said, gunning the throttle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was less than an hour away from entertaining the crowd at Mallory Square when the pair arrived at the coordinates, a placid sea of blue-green, not nearly as shallow as the spot where they’d spent the afternoon fishing. They passed the sandy, arid sliver of emptiness that was Duggan’s Key on a heading for the exact location set by the coordinates. 
 
    “Not much to recommend to vacationers here,” Pilate noted. “The Duggan’s Key brochure wouldn’t have much to say.” 
 
    “Nope. Just a dry spot in all this pretty blue wet.” 
 
    A few moments later, they arrived at their unmarked destination. 
 
    “Well, here’s X,” Taters said, lightly rapping his knuckles on the GPS. 
 
    Pilate looked overboard, straining to see anything of note other than seagulls strafing the water. 
 
    “See anything?” Taters said, idling the engines. 
 
    “Nope,” Pilate said. He picked up the binoculars and conducted a 360-degree scan of the horizon. “Nothing topside either.” 
 
    Taters keyed off the engines and walked aft, taking the binoculars from Pilate. He also scanned the horizon and saw nothing. 
 
    “Well, how deep do you think it is?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Probably between twenty and thirty feet,” Taters said, chewing his lower lip. “Let me check my Humminbird.” Taters checked the depth finder and came back. “It’s about twenty-three feet—deep enough that if we find something substantial, we’re gonna need SCUBA gear to get it out.” 
 
    “I’ve snorkeled quite a bit, but I’m not trained on SCUBA,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Don’t matter anyway, does it?” Taters said. “We’re gonna do our best to see what it is, then go to the cops, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Pilate said. “But what if it’s a shipwreck?” 
 
    “Then we’ll go to the proper authorities and declare it,” Taters said. “Split the booty, me hearty!” 
 
    Pilate rolled his eyes. “Okay. I’m going to go have a look around. You keep an eye out for trouble.” 
 
    “You got it,” Taters said, handing Pilate a mask and snorkel. “I’ll give you the fins when you get in the water.” 
 
    Pilate slipped out of his t-shirt and took the mask and snorkel. 
 
    Taters glanced at the shotgun pellet scars on Pilate’s shoulder. “That musta hurt,” he said. 
 
    “You should see the other guy,” Pilate said as he adjusted the strap and climbed down the ladder Taters had placed over the side. The Gulf water felt fantastic after a day under the bleaching sun. Pilate removed the facemask and snorkel and dipped it in the water. He spat in his facemask and put it on the crown of his head. 
 
    “Here.” Taters handed him the fins, one at a time. 
 
    Pilate put them on in turn, adjusted the fit, and kicked back from the TenFortyEZ. “This feels great,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Taters said, leaning over the side. “You might want to get a move on.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. “I’ll just take a few practice dives to see if I can get my lungs acclimated.” Pilate breathed in and out, blowing water from the snorkel, paddling just below the surface. As he looked downward into the deep, the fading sunlight illuminated a projection of rock—probably coral—at least fifteen or twenty feet from the surface. He couldn’t make out much more than that. 
 
    “Well, John, I guess you better dive,” Simon said. 
 
    Wondered when you were gonna surface, Pilate thought to himself as he took in a lungful of air and dived for the coral. 
 
    “You’re really going to wish you didn’t indulge in the ciggies, I suspect.” 
 
    No kidding. 
 
    He swam from the warm surface waters through the shockingly cold waters only ten feet or so below. Pilate made it down to what he estimated to be ten feet above the coral before his natural buoyancy and below-average lungs were dragging him back to the surface. Pilate fought the urge to resurface a few seconds longer, continuing to strain to see what was on the bottom. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate exhaled slowly and allowed his body to rise to the surface. He broke it and breathed in greedy gulps. 
 
    “Anything?” Taters said, shouting from the boat anchored thirty feet away. 
 
    “Cold down there,” Pilate said, treading water. “I keep forgetting it’s still winter here.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    “Big hunk of rock, probably about thirty feet in diameter, but it’s really tough to make out the details.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid of,” he said. “We may have no idea what we’re looking at without the SCUBA gear. “ 
 
    “I’m going to try again,” Pilate said. “Stay tuned.” He dived under again, making his body into a torpedo, kicking the fins furiously. 
 
    The rush of spearing through the layer of cold water was short lived as the current pulled him away from the shadowy bottom. Pilate kicked against it and descended further down, the rays of sunlight diminishing, further obscuring his view of the ocean bed. 
 
    “John, your lungs must be killing you—not to mention every other part of your body.” 
 
    Not now, Simon. I’m busy. 
 
    Each kick of his finned feet felt as if he were adding lead weights to his ankles. He looked around the rocky bed and saw nothing but fish, seaweed, and shadows. 
 
    As bubbles escaped the snorkel, and his lungs began to burn as if they were being baked in an oven, he had no choice but to let the current take him up. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, we can sit out here tonight,” Taters said, “or go back in and try again tomorrow with the SCUBA equipment.” He looked over his shoulder at the sunset. “Too dark to dive now.” 
 
    “Why? You have lights, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not sure if you want to be up here standing guard while I’m down there incommunicado, fumbling around with a flashlight.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “I know, but we have the coordinates and can come back in the morning,” Taters said. “You can even bunk onboard tonight if you need a place—or if you need to be sure I won’t go out without you.” He laughed and winked. 
 
    “All right. Thanks.” Pilate said. “I need to get back and make some calls anyway.” 
 
    Taters slapped him on the back. “Atta boy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though he couldn’t get a signal to make a call or check the incoming ones, Pilate had managed to charge his cell on the TenFortyEZ. As soon as they were in sight of the harbor at Key West, voicemail message notifiers started pinging. “Shit. Three messages,” Pilate said. “I’m gonna go below and listen, down where it’s a little quieter.” 
 
    One message was from Samantha; she’d made a decision about what they had discussed, and she wanted him to call her back. 
 
    “Screw that,” Simon said. “Wait…you already did.” 
 
    The other message was from his old boss at Cross College: “John, Trevathan here. I hate these things. Anyway, listen, you need to give Kate a call. And let me know what’s going on with you. And um, well, call me too. I need to tell you some stuff. Oh and don’t be an asshole. Call Kate. I think I already said that—the part about calling Kate. The asshole thing is a bonus.” 
 
    Pilate shook his head, propping his feet on the galley sink cabinet. 
 
    The third message was from a number he didn’t recognize, somewhere in the 941 area code. It was a man’s voice, breathy and distorted, as if he were speaking through a kid’s Dixie cup phone line Scotch-taped to a pay phone. The message lasted five seconds, but Pilate couldn’t make out what was being said. After replaying it several times, he was able to make out two ominous words: “Dead end.”  
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate helped Taters unload trash from the boat, and Taters promptly invited him to dinner, an invitation to which Pilate demurred. 
 
    “Gotta get some more of that handcuff action, huh?” he said. 
 
    “Something like that,” Pilate said. “Thanks for letting me stay on the boat though.” 
 
    “No worries,” he said. “Just keep that .45 handy once you button up for the night.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Taters ambled into the night, eager for Jordan’s loving arms and a little TV before bed. 
 
    Pilate walked from the marina over to the Wharf Bar. He took a seat in a cheap plastic chair and ordered some conch chowder, water, and a shot of tequila. It was quiet, with only a couple dozen people finishing their dinner and enjoying the mellow sounds of an acoustic guitarist. Pilate wolfed down his food, then ordered another shot and a Corona back. He took out his cell and called Kate. 
 
    She answered tersely, “Hello, John.” 
 
    “Hi, babe,” he said. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Key West,” he said. “Where else?” 
 
    “I’m not laughing. John, I’m worried about you,” she said. 
 
    “Why? What’s going on that’s worrying you?” He tried to sound nonchalant, and the tequila was helping him get through—albeit barely. 
 
    “John, I know you’ve got something whirling around that head of yours,” she said, “and whatever it is, it isn’t good. I think I’m losing you.” 
 
    “Wait! Hold on just a minute, Kate. What the hell does that mean? Losing me?” He sat up in his chair. 
 
    “You’re distant. You don’t want me there. In fact, I’m not sure you want me at all,” she said. “Hang on.” 
 
    He heard Kate put down the phone and say something to Kara, then walk back to the phone. “How is she?” 
 
    “Fine. She misses you,” she said. 
 
    “I miss her too,” Pilate said, “both of you.” 
 
    “Really?” she said, her voice breaking. She inhaled and guffawed. “Oh my God! When did I become a damn wimp about a guy?” 
 
    “About the same time I fell in love with you,” he said. “Kate, the semester is over in what, two weeks? Can you hold out that long?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I don’t want to, but I can.” 
 
    “Well, I should have the book draft wrapped by then, and we can just play when you get here.” 
 
    “John, leave the Jack Lindstrom thing alone, okay?” Her tone became tougher, more like the old Kate. 
 
    “Kate, it’s part of the story now, and I have to look into it.” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted. “I checked into it, and as far as I can tell, he’s dead—though the circumstances are a wee bit sketchy.” 
 
    “No kidding,” she said. “Even Trevathan thinks it’s odd. A guy he knows who works for the state police said Jack’s résumé doesn’t quite meet the smell test. Apparently, he truly was a bit of a con artist. Nevertheless, he’s dead, and I want you to just keep your nose out of it. Just make it an addendum to the book and let it go. Can you do that? For me?” 
 
    Pilate looked at his empty shot glass, then held it up for the waiter, signaling his need of a refill. “Yes, Kate, I can,” he said. “Listen, there’ve been some other things happening here.” 
 
    Kate’s voice tightened. “Such as?” 
 
    Pilate sighed. He wanted to tell her everything. He loved her and didn’t want anything—the things he did and the things he did not do—to ruin everything. “Samantha showed up down here, for one.” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s just freaking great. What the hell did she want?” Kate roared so loudly that Pilate had to hold the phone away from his ear. “How the hell did she know where you are?” 
 
    “I-I might have told her when she first called, but I never dreamt she would show up.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she? She smells money, and you tell her you’re hanging out on the beach.” 
 
    He heard her slap her thigh—or perhaps the arm of a chair or a wall. 
 
    “That’s great. Is that why you haven’t had any time for me? Been getting to know your ex again?” 
 
    “No, Kate. No way. She showed up completely unexpectedly,” he said. “I was just as shocked as anyone would be to see my pregnant ex-wife at my—” Pilate almost physically tried to grab the words from the air and squeeze them back into the phone, but he was interrupted before he had a chance. 
 
    “Pregnant? Samantha—your ex-wife, the terror herself—is pregnant?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How could you tell? I mean really—” 
 
    “She showed me her belly. She’s giving birth in a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “And she flew on a goddamn airplane? What a piece of…” Kate trailed off, clearly entering the China Syndrome phase of anger. 
 
    The waiter placed the shot glass of tequila in front of Pilate. 
 
    “John, while you’re at it, don’t forget to tell Kate about the cute little bicycle cop you’ve been banging,” Simon said, his face smiling up from the amber liquid in the shot glass. “And that you’re involved in some business that will probably get you well and truly dead this time.” 
 
    “Kate, please calm down,” Pilate coaxed. “Yes, she’s an idiot. She showed up here and tried to tell me the baby is mine. It’s all bullshit of course.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Kate?” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Is what?” 
 
    “Is the baby yours?” Kate said. 
 
    “No!” Pilate exclaimed. “There’s no way in hell. It’s her man Dave’s.” 
 
    “So she flew halfway across the country to show you her belly?” 
 
    “She’s trying to convince me that it’s mine,” he said, sighing. He fingered the shot glass but refrained from taking a sip. 
 
    “You’ll need that drink after the call ends,” Simon said. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Kate said. “The nerve. Well, John, you need to be really honest with me here. Is there any—I mean any—possibility that baby is yours?” 
 
    Pilate sat in silence; the acoustic strains of Michael Penn’s “No Myth” were all Kate heard over the line. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” she said. “Well, the logistics of that aren’t terribly important to me right now, since it obviously happened before we met. The question I have for you is, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I told her to fuck off and that I’ll get a DNA test after it’s born,” he said. 
 
    “Well, that’s the first smart thing you’ve said during this whole phone call,” Kate said. 
 
    “She sounds like a wife already,” Simon teased. 
 
    “So, when were you going to tell me about this?” Kate said. 
 
    “When you got here. I assumed by then, I’d know if there was anything to tell. Like I said, she’s pretty far along.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that if the baby popped out and the tests revealed it wasn’t yours, you’d just forgo telling me anything at all?” she said, her voice raising yet another octave. 
 
    “Well, you make it sound so—” 
 
    “Dishonest?” she said. 
 
    “I am so sorry, Kate.” 
 
    “John, you need to come back here now,” she said. “We need to work things out. We can go back to Key West after semester.” 
 
    “Kate, I have a book to—” 
 
    “You can write a book anywhere, John—including here,” she said. 
 
    “She’s trying to keep you out of trouble,” Simon coached, “and in her control.” 
 
    “Kate, I can’t do that,” he said. “I have to finish this here. I can’t do it in Cross.” 
 
    “Why? The damn book is about what happened right here in Cross!” she said. 
 
    “I just can’t,” he said. “I love you and want to be with you, but I have to take care of this from here.” 
 
    “What is so enchanting about Key freaking West?” she said. “Oh my God, John. Are you having some kind of fling or something?” 
 
    “No, Kate,” he lied, injecting as much cold reason into his voice as he could, “but I need some space, and if you love me, you’ll respect that for another two weeks.” 
 
    Another silence, spoiled only by the guitarist energetically mangling his cover of Jimmy Buffett’s cover of “Weather with You” by Crowded House. 
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    Pilate heard only the first syllable of a smart-ass remark from Simon before he promptly drowned it with the shot of tequila. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kate paced in her kitchen. After the call, she went outside on her back porch, uttered a guttural scream, then went back inside. 
 
    “Mommy?” Kara asked, standing in the kitchen. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh nothing, kiddo,” she said. “I stubbed my toe.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Can I have some milk?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. 
 
    “Chocolate?” 
 
    Kate sat with Kara as she finished her chocolate milk. 
 
    “I miss Mr. Pilate,” she said. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “And Grandpa.” 
 
    “Well, we will see Mr. Pilate soon,” she said, leaning her head on her hand and putting her elbows on the table. “As for Grandpa, well, we’ll see him in a few more months,” she said. Her father-in-law, Grif Nathaniel, would be in minimum security another year for his part in the incident at Cross College. 
 
    Kate put Kara to bed. She went downstairs, sat on the sofa, and covered herself with a blanket; the corn kernel stove blasted aromatic heat into the room. 
 
    Angry as she was, she knew Pilate wasn’t going to go back to Samantha. If he was getting drunk, slipping on banana peels, and falling into strange beds in Key West, she could even live with that—to a degree. He’d been through a lot in the past year, and she was sure that his having a chance to blow off a little steam would make things better between them. His love of mystery and his reckless inability to just leave well enough alone concerned her, but he was who he was, and she had fallen for him just that way. John Pilate was a man consumed by mysteries and harboring secrets. What hurt was that she never expected him to harbor those secrets from her, of all people. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate drank tequila until he was denied service and asked to leave the bar. He refused until a pair of cops appeared. “Ossifers, I’ll go. Don’t want any trouble,” he slurred. 
 
    “A little late for that, sir,” said a young officer sporting a crew cut and massive biceps. “Let’s go for a little ride.” 
 
    “I’m friends of Kay Righetti,” Pilate said, leaning on the bar wall outside. 
 
    “Yeah, you wish,” said the other officer. He was slightly older than Pilate, sporting a bushy mustache and deep tan. “Everybody wants to be on that list—and I do mean everybody, male or female.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” Pilate said, indignant. 
 
    “It means she’s a hottie, and an old drunken geezer like you wouldn’t get the time of day from her,” the younger cop said, walking Pilate away from the restaurant toward a waiting patrol car. “Hell, I’m gay, and I wouldn’t mind getting to know her better.” 
 
    “Geezer? My God, man! When did a guy my age become old?” Pilate said. 
 
    “When the cops started being ten years younger than you,” Simon said from the depths of Pilate’s cloudy mind. 
 
    “Wait a minute…you’re gay?” 
 
    The younger cop rolled his eyes and helped Pilate move toward the patrol car. “You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “No. Look…just call her, will ya? She’s on duty,” Pilate said. 
 
    “God, just humor him,” the other officer said, stopping. “Kay’ll probably get a laugh out of it.” 
 
    The officer walked a few feet away and called Kay on his cell. Pilate watched the young cop’s face morph from mirth to surprise. 
 
    “Okay, sir, uh, you’re to wait here with us,” he said, shaking his head at his partner. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Nope,” the young officer said. “No accounting for taste, I guess.” 
 
    “Just what the hell does that mean?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Sir, just shut up,” the officer said, folding his huge biceps and leaning against the patrol car. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kate, I’m so sorry,” Pilate said. “Kate, please forgive me.” 
 
    Kay looked at Pilate for a hard moment. “Get in bed, and I swear to God, if you puke all over my place, you’re getting a nightstick up your ass.” 
 
    “Did you know those cops are gay?” 
 
    “You idiot. A ton of the cops in this town are gay,” she said. “John, the freaking chief is gay.” 
 
    “You’re right, Kate,” he said, feeling the blackness creeping up behind him. “I am an idiot.” 
 
    Pilate fell into her bed, fully clothed in his tacky t-shirt and bathing suit, his flip-flops tossed on the floor far away from one another. The bed spun for a moment and then mercifully disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate awoke to the smell of coffee brewing. He moved, and boulders fell in his head. “Unnnhhh,” he moaned. He managed to sit up, then dragged himself to the bathroom. Into the toilet he threw up conch chowder, tequila, and other stomach debris that he couldn’t quite identify. 
 
    “Feel better?” Kay said, leaning on the doorframe with a mug of coffee in her hand. 
 
    Pilate looked from the toilet bowl to her; she wasn’t smiling. He flushed and pulled himself to his feet. He turned on the faucet, leaned down, and filled his mouth with water. He swirled it around his putrid maw and spat it into the sink. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, Kay. That would be great,” he said, splashing his face with water. 
 
    “Well, it’s good to hear you get my name right this time,” she said, sipping from her mug. “Why don’t you take a shower, and I’ll see you in the kitchen?” she said. 
 
    He nodded, turned on the tap, and dropped his fetid clothes on the floor. After taking what seemed an hour and using the final drops of Kay’s Pantene shampoo on his hair, pits, crotch, and ass, he rinsed, turned off the water, and stood there, dripping. 
 
    “John, I think you have some splainin’ to do,” Simon said, doing his best Ricky Ricardo. 
 
    “Don’t I always?” he said. 
 
    Pilate walked back into the bedroom, with a towel around his waist; he caught sight of himself in Kay’s full-length mirror. It occurred to him that he had dropped at least fifteen pounds since he’d been shot in Cross. He was not quite as skeletal as he had been after his throat surgery all those months ago, but thin. 
 
    “You should eat more and avoid throwing up,” Simon said. 
 
    “Ya think?” Pilate said. On the bed was a folded Key West Police Department t-shirt and some shorts, both men’s. Pilate slipped into the outfit and padded into the kitchen. 
 
    Kay was at the small breakfast nook, eating scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and coffee. “Sit,” she ordered. 
 
    Pilate complied with law enforcement. 
 
    Kay stood and took a plate of eggs and bacon out of the oven. She dropped two pieces of bread into the toaster. “Coffee pot’s on the table,” she said over her shoulder. She was dressed in a faded red t-shirt and jogging shorts. “Help yourself.” Kay buttered the toast as Pilate sipped his coffee. She finished and slid the plate in front of him. “Eat.” 
 
    “Kay, I’m very sorry—” 
 
    “You said that last night,” she said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Just eat something, will you?” she said. “I’m not pissed…well, not much.” She smirked and sipped more coffee. 
 
    Pilate ate the bacon, toast, and eggs in less than five minutes while Kay watched. Then he wiped his face with a paper towel like a good little hangover patient, drank more coffee, and looked at her, dreading the looming conversation. “Called you Kate last night, didn’t I?” 
 
    Kay nodded, still holding her coffee mug an inch or so from her lips. 
 
    “Well, you have very similar names,” he said, trying to smile. 
 
    “And you’ve had sex with both of us, so there you go,” Kay said, putting her mug down. 
 
    “Do you have any aspirin?” 
 
    Kay jerked her head in the general direction. “Cabinet by the fridge.” 
 
    Pilate eased out of the nook, took his plate, and put it in the sink. He opened the cabinet and took out the bottle of acetaminophen. He shook three out of the bottle and washed them down with coffee. Then he sat down ever so carefully, as if he were made of glass. 
 
    “Kay, I was drunk last night…” he started. 
 
    “No shit,” she said. “Parker and Louie didn’t even need a breathalyzer.” 
 
    “Well, all I can do is apologize,” he said. 
 
    She looked at him as if he had forgotten her birthday. “That’s it?” 
 
    “Well, what else can I say?” he said, running a hand through his hair. 
 
    “You know, Pantene really makes your hair soft, John,” Simon said. 
 
    “You can start by telling me what set you off,” she said. “As far as I can tell, you’re not a drunk, so what were you doing sitting at the Wharf Bar by yourself getting hammered?” 
 
    He sighed. “There’s a lot going on for me, Kay.” Pilate looked around the small apartment and noticed the dull gray light invading the windows; it was going to storm. 
 
    “I’m waiting,” she said. 
 
    “Kay, I thought we agreed that you already know about Kate,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “So you had a fight with your Iowa girlfriend?” 
 
    “Close enough,” he said. 
 
    “You had a fight with her and got drunk? Aren’t you a little old for that after-school special high school puppy love bullshit?” She poured the last of the coffee into her cup. 
 
    “Not exactly,” he said. “See, my ex-wife came into town the other day, and—” 
 
    “What?” Her blue eyes grew wide, as if he had lit his Pantene-soft hair on fire. 
 
    Pilate looked at his hands, then back at the beautiful young cop drinking coffee across the table. “My ex showed up. I think she’s looking for a handout because she heard about the book deal.” 
 
    Kay nodded. “Gold-digger, eh? I get it. Did you tell her where to go and how to get there?” 
 
    “I did,” he said. “I told her she had no business flying here in the first place, as far along as she is—” 
 
    “Far along? She’s pregnant?” Kay shouted. 
 
    “Yes.” The word leaked out of Pilate’s lips like the last bit of air from a punctured tire. 
 
    “Yours?” She had flattened both hands on the table, as if willing them not to reach across it and smack him. 
 
    “She says so, but I’m dubious,” he said. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she said. “All right, here’s the thing, John. You’re a hot guy, a great lay, and for a minute there, you were a lot of fun,” she said. “I didn’t care about the girlfriend or the book stuff.” 
 
    “This is what’s known as lowering the boom,” Simon volunteered. 
 
    Pilate nodded, clenching his jaw and bracing himself. 
 
    “But I don’t need any drama,” she said. “Maybe you should just get your own clothes on and we say adios.” Kay slid out of the nook and gestured toward the bedroom, where his stinking clothes were piled on the floor. 
 
    Pilate rose from the nook and walked past her. “Okay. I understand.” He dropped out of Kay’s man clothes and put his back on. 
 
    She was at the front door when he came out. “John, it’s nothing personal, but you really embarrassed me last night. I could forgive that if I thought it wouldn’t happen again, but this is too much.” 
 
    “Never take a lover whose troubles are worse than your own,” he said. 
 
    “What?” she said, hands on her hips and cocking her head. “You make that up?” 
 
    “No,” he said, “and actually, according to Algren, it’s ‘Never play cards with a man called Doc. Never eat at a place called Mom’s. Never sleep with a woman whose troubles are worse than your own’.” 
 
    “Good advice,” she said. “I’ll remember that next time I sleep with a chick.” 
 
    “You sleep with chicks?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” she said, “but I prefer men.” She pulled him to her and kissed him on the mouth. “Now, go forth and sin no more.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “This mean I’m forgiven?” 
 
    She smiled. “Not hardly.” She opened the door. 
 
    A light rain was falling. 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    “Just get out,” she said, biting his lip and pushing him toward the door. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “You realize you’re pushing me out into the rain?” 
 
    “You won’t melt,” she said. “That’s for damn sure.” 
 
    He shrugged and walked onto her balcony. 
 
    “Oh, John…wait.” 
 
    He hoped for a reprieve—or at least an umbrella. 
 
    “My pal in CID got the report on that suicide up in Naples,” she said, handing him a manila envelope. “I didn’t really get a chance to look at it, but here you go. And you didn’t get that from me.” 
 
    “Said the man to his syphilitic wife,” Simon said. 
 
    “Thanks, Kay,” he said. “I just want to say one more time how—” 
 
    “How incredibly sorry you are?” she said, her hand on the door. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “You got caught up in something you shouldn’t have. It wasn’t personal.” 
 
    “Shit, John, I know that.” She smiled and closed the door. 
 
    “Who knew?” Pilate said, running through the rain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re just lucky this storm blew in, or I’d be out there all by my lonesome looking for the treasure,” Taters said. 
 
    “I know, I know.” he said. “It wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    “Oh I doubt that, John,” he said, leaning on the galley sink below deck on the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    Pilate took in the elegant mahogany and teak paneling of the boat’s tiny stateroom. He looked back at Taters. “Well, it happened, all right?” 
 
    “Things happen,” he said. “So what now?” Taters asked, offering Pilate a coffee. 
 
    “Instant?” 
 
    Taters nodded. 
 
    “Pass.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I forgot my fancy-ass espresso maker back at the office.” 
 
    “I guess I can forgive you this time,” Pilate joked. “Anyway, now we go back out and look at this thing in the middle of broad daylight, and if necessary, you dive on it with your SCUBA gear.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said, “but that day ain’t today. Weather’s shite now, and it’s gonna get worse tonight. Come back tomorrow morning at daybreak, and we’ll go.” 
 
    “I guess I better sleep onboard tonight.” 
 
    Taters shrugged. “Surely,” he said. “Maybe tonight you’ll actually make it.” 
 
    “I’m going to risk getting a change of clothes and some other stuff out of my place,” he said, “but I don’t want to be there all night.” 
 
    “John, by now, if they’re dogging you, they’ve seen you with me, at your place, and in the arms of the lady cop,” he said. “You’re probably no safer here than anywhere else. In fact, the safest place you could be is with the lady cop, and you—” 
 
    “Screwed that up,” he said, bumping his head on the doorway as he climbed to the deck. “But you’re right. Maybe I should just get some sleep in my own place. Could you loan me your pistol?” 
 
    Taters took the .45 from the drawer beside the galley sink and carried it on deck. He laid it on a small shelf beside the steering wheel. “I didn’t see a thing,” he said, turning his back. 
 
    Pilate tucked the heavy gun in his waistband. “Me neither.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate saw no signs of forced entry—or that anyone was watching—when he returned to Trevathan’s place. He grabbed a bag and quickly packed enough clothes and toiletries to last him a few days at sea. He set the pistol on the desk beside his laptop and checked e-mail. He had one from his parents—in ALL CAPS—saying they “MISSED HIM” and hoped he was “HAVING FUN IN THE SUN” in Key West. An e-mail from his agent, Angie, went unopened—no doubt telling him to hurry his ass up. He also saw one Kate had sent him two days prior, before the big argument, but he didn’t stop to read it, assuming anything she had to say in it had been rendered irrelevant after their more recent call. 
 
    Instead, he studied the Incident Offense Report, the IOR, as the police would have called it. It resembled a photocopy of a photocopy to a factor of ten even before Kay’s friend at CID had even photocopied the completed version. There were several sections of the report. The first section was VEHICLE, and the various boxes in that section were blank. The next was PROPERTY WEAPON. It described in detail the type, registration, and description of the shotgun Lindstrom had used. 
 
    The third section was NARRATIVE. Written in all-caps (Must be a thing with parents and cops, he mused) was the officer’s report on the scene. Using unemotional cop vernacular, it described the discovery of a corpse with an apparently self-inflicted gunshot wound—a wound that destroyed the victim’s face. 
 
    Below that was STATUS, which included date, time, information on the officer making the report and the reviewing officer, and in a small box in the lower left corner of the page was CASE STATUS: Further Investigation. 
 
    Pilate called Kay. 
 
    “John, I thought we were going to let this go,” she said. 
 
    “Well, yes,” he said, “but could you please answer one question for me about this police report?” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, stern and impatient. “What?” 
 
    “The report says the case status is ‘further investigation.’ What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means they’re waiting to see what the ME says,” she said. “If the ME decides to do an autopsy, it will take a while.” 
 
    “What do you mean, if they do an autopsy? This was a violent death.” 
 
    “Yes, but if the suicide doesn’t look unusual—if there’s no reasonable doubt, like if it’s believed the decedent had good reason to do it like illness, money problems, love life issues, facing jail time, what have you—then the ME might forgo the autopsy,” she said. 
 
    “What if the body was unidentifiable? Would that qualify as a suspicious-enough death to warrant an autopsy?” he said. “What if the face was so badly damaged—teeth, eyes, the whole face?” 
 
    “It’s case by case, John.” 
 
    “How do I know if they’re doing one?” he asked. 
 
    “Call the medical examiner’s office,” she said. “It’s public record.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks, Kay,” he said. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” she said. 
 
    “Do you really sleep with—“ 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she laughed. “Grow up, John.” 
 
    Click. She ended the call. 
 
    Pilate looked up the Collier County medical examiner website and discovered the procedure to getting a copy of the autopsy report: e-mail a formal request that included the name of the decedent, date of death, and Pilate’s own contact info. It didn’t say how long it would take to get a response, but he sent the e-mail anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, John. He was cremated,” Trevathan said. 
 
    “Really? When?” 
 
    Trevathan cleared his throat. “Um, well, I guess after the family was contacted.” 
 
    “Right, but do you think they did an autopsy?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said. “You’d think they would’ve in a case like that.” 
 
    “Well, I did some research, and if the suicide doesn’t look suspicious, or if the person had presumed motives to take their own life, they might not.” 
 
    “I see. Well, Jack certainly had some reasons to end it all,” Trevathan said. “He was wanted on charges—would likely have done twenty or thirty years.” 
 
    “That’s a life sentence for a guy his age,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Coulda been, yeah,” Trevathan agreed. “He was in his late fifties.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Wait…what are you getting at, John?” Trevathan’s voice had a tone that was very similar to the wary, tired, almost contemptible one he’d used when he’d first met Pilate. 
 
    “What if Jack’s not dead? What if he faked his death?” 
 
    “That’s some kind of primetime drama bullshit, John, and you know it.” 
 
    “No, just think about it,” Pilate coerced. “The guy’s boxed in, facing charges that will put him away for the better part of whatever life he has left, disgraced. His wife left, and I’m sure he had some money squirreled away somewhere. So, what does he do? He picks up somebody off the street—in a bar or whatever. He finds some gullible or drunken idiot roughly his size and build, lures him back to that place, and blows his face off to make it look like a suicide, knowing the police will assume the identifiable victim of his build was him.” 
 
    “John, that’s mighty fanciful stuff,” Trevathan said. “You ever consider doing some writing with that imagination of yours?” he joked. 
 
    Pilate didn’t find it funny and went on, “Look, I talked to some of Jack’s neighbors. They told me that the night of his death, he was seen helping some drunk guy out of a boat on the canal beside his condo.” 
 
    “You talked to his neighbors? What the hell?” 
 
    “Just hear me out,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Okay, fine. So he was seen helping a drunk guy. So what? In my book, that makes the guy a good Samaritan, not a fraudulent murderer.” 
 
    “Think about it, Trevathan. Jack Lindstrom, helping some drunken stranger out of a boat—our Jack. Does that really add up?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Trevathan said. “I get it. It doesn’t really sound like him. But go on.” 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you, I think he’s out there…and if he is, he may know I’m on to him,” Pilate said. 
 
    “What? For Pete’s sake, what are you saying, man?” Trevathan’s voice rose an octave. 
 
    “I got a call from the Naples area,” Pilate answered. “A garbled voice said ‘dead end.’” 
 
    Trevathan jolted up in his chair. “John,” he said, his voice steady, quiet, and deliberate, “you need to stop whatever the hell you’re doing and get your nosy ass back to Cross.” 
 
    “So you believe me?” 
 
    “What I believe is that you’re working too hard, and you need some people around. I think you’re losing it.” 
 
    “I am not imagining things!” Pilate bellowed. 
 
    “You tell him,” Simon said. 
 
    “John, Kate is extremely worried about you,” Trevathan continued, “as am I.” 
 
    “Well thanks for your concern, but I can’t leave just yet,” he said. “I have to finish this damn book and see if there is anything to this Lindstrom stuff.” 
 
    “John, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but it sounds to me like you might be getting into fruitcake territory,” Trevathan said. 
 
    “Well, didn’t you once tell me that all the nuts roll downhill to Key West?” 
 
    “John, you’re blowing it with Kate,” he said. “This is serious.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the first time I messed up a good thing,” he said. “Look, I love her more than I can even put to words, but if what I suspect about Lindstrom is true, then I have to find out—to protect Kate and Kara.” 
 
    “John, if he’s alive and on the lam, I guarantee there’s only one thing he’s doing—just one.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Keeping the hell away from anyone who might recognize him,” Trevathan said. “Use that crazy head of yours, would ya?” 
 
    “Well, what about the phone call I got? What if that was him? Or do you really, genuinely think I am losing it?” 
 
    Trevathan leaned back in his chair and rubbed the steel-gray hair around his temple with his left hand. “John, you don’t know if it was him,” Trevathan said. “Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that he is alive and calling you.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “If that’s the case, it means he’s come completely unhinged—just like you’re in danger of doing, apparently—and probably looking for trouble. If you think this is what’s going on, my friend, you need to be calling the police, not me.” 
 
    “I did that,” Pilate said, “in a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “And what did they say?” 
 
    “They just said that I, uh…well, they said it wasn’t worth pursuing,” he said. “Look, will you do me one favor?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t tell Kate about this—about what I’m doing. Don’t even tell her we spoke, okay?” 
 
    “What good will that do?” 
 
    “It will keep her good and mad at me, and that will keep her out of harm’s way down here.” Pilate lit a cigarette and exhaled in choppy breaths. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said, “or it might just bring her—and me—running.” 
 
    “It’s only a couple weeks till everyone’s planning to come down. Can’t you wait until then?” Pilate implored. 
 
    “All right, John. I’ll agree to that as long as you promise to let go of this Lindstrom business—at least until I get there. Is that a deal?” 
 
    “Do I have any other choice?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Nope,” Trevathan snapped. 
 
    “Okay. Well, in that case, it’s a deal.” 
 
    After Trevathan hung up, he looked in the doorway into Kate’s worried face. “He’s got his wheels turning,” he said. 
 
    “We’ve got to get down there,” Kate said. 
 
    “Well, yes, but right now we’re at the end of semester and finals.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Kate, you know as well as I do that neither one of us can leave right now,” he said. 
 
    “Well screw that!” she said, turning to walk away. “Fire me if you have to, but I have to go…now.” 
 
    “Kate—wait! Just stop!” He made a halt gesture with his hands. “What if I call a friend of mine on the police force? Would that help?” 
 
    “Who are you gonna call? Lenny, the interim sheriff of Cross Township?” Kate turned back to Trevathan with a skeptical eyebrow raised. 
 
    “No, not here. I mean in Key West,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m listening,” she said. 
 
    “An old buddy of mine is retired Key West PD,” Trevathan said 
 
    “Retired? What good does that do?” 
 
    “Well, he’s a real stand-up guy. He does some fishing and a little private investigation work these days, and I’d be happy to ask him to keep an eye on John.” 
 
    Kate pointed at Trevathan’s phone. “Call him. Right now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, Pilate drank Stoli from a Key West souvenir shooter for a half-hour or so, leaning on the back legs of his chair on the balcony. He lit the occasional cigarette but found the heat of the Keys increasingly incompatible with smoking. A tinny laptop speaker version of Colin Hay’s “Fisherman’s Friend” broke the silence in continuous replay. 
 
    Pilate didn’t opt to get drunk this time—just buzzed enough to let him sleep. The new bars on the downstairs windows and front door gave him a reasonable degree of comfort, and the weapon he’d borrowed from Taters was within easy reach. Though he was no marksman, the pistol filled in any doubtful gaps he felt about his safety and security. 
 
    He heard the loud bellows of boat horns in the harbor and people walking the streets below. He looked at his silent cell phone, plugged in to its charger. I should have had cell service during all that life-or-death shit at Cross College, he pondered. Sure woulda made things a hell of a lot simpler. 
 
    “But think of all the fun you would have missed,” Simon called to him from the bottom of the vodka bottle. 
 
    Pilate blew into the bottle, making tooting sounds to drown out Simon’s commentary. 
 
    A while later, drowsy from stress and vodka, Pilate looked at his wristwatch: eight thirty. Taters expected him to report for duty on the dock at sunrise. He sat up, closed the balcony doors and shutters, brushed his teeth, and stripped down to his underwear. He bounded downstairs, double-checking the locks on the doors and windows, as well as the security bars. 
 
    Back upstairs, he caught sight of himself in the mirror and made a mental note: Heavier on the sunscreen tomorrow, buddy. 
 
    He brushed his teeth, then set about shaping cushions and pillows in the upstairs bedroom to appear as if it were him asleep in the bed. 
 
    He turned off the light and sat in a cushioned cane chair in the darkness; gun, cell phone set on vibrate, and a shooter of vodka at his side. 
 
    “A little Sean Connery of you, don’t you think?” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate didn’t respond to his inner voice; instead, he sat in the dark, silently turning over the many pieces of the puzzle in his mind. 
 
    The poker/memory chip. Clearly, it was the key to something hidden among the outer Keys—something perhaps buried on the seabed, or maybe it had already washed away or been found, stolen, or moved. 
 
    Jack Lindstrom. Dead or alive? Am I insane to think that a man—who I admittedly dislike—is devious and cruel enough to perpetrate such a deadly hoax? 
 
    The phone call from the Naples area. Who was that? Was it Jack Lindstrom or someone else—perhaps someone trying to throw me off the scent of the map from the chip? How did they get my number anyway? 
 
    Samantha. Pregnant, perhaps carrying my child, damn it. The fates would be too unkind to hand him that particular gift. Of course, there was a time when he had wanted children with Sam, but that was back when he thought Sam reciprocated his feelings. Now he wanted Kate, and Kate would love to have his baby, but he knew all the drama with Sam could ruin all of that, even if her kid did turn out to be the offspring of Dave the idiot bartender. 
 
    Sam and Dave. Pilate nearly laughed aloud. I never thought of that. 
 
    “If you had only said ‘Hold on! I’m comin’!’ it might have solved your problem with her,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate rolled his eyes in the darkness. Picturing Kate, he whispered a few lines of “When Somethin’ Is Wrong with My Baby.” 
 
    A loud creaking sound broke his thoughts. He listened intently, his hand on his pistol, frozen in place. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Pilate looked at his glowing watch dial: It was now ten thirty. The house had been dark for nearly two hours. 
 
    Another creaking sound—more of a wrenching sound, really, as if someone were trying to pry the bars off the window downstairs. 
 
    Pilate slowly released the safety on the .45 and rose to his feet. His heart pounded, and a bead of sweat tickled his side as it crossed the distance from his armpit to his underwear. 
 
    “Why didn’t you wear some clothes?” Simon said. “You’re going to die in your damn tighty-whiteys? How embarrassing! Please tell me it’s at least a clean pair—you know, in case you have to go to the hospital.” 
 
    Ignoring Simon’s taunts, Pilate tucked the cell phone in his waistband and crept to the stairs. 
 
    The wrenching sound grew more frequent and less careful. Whoever was out there was going for broke—either assuming Pilate wasn’t home or was completely knocked out from exhaustion, booze, or drugs. 
 
    Pilate rounded the stairs to the landing and peered around the corner. He saw two shadows in the alley. There wasn’t much to see besides that, though, as someone had taken great pains to disable the streetlight. 
 
    He heard a motor-scooter zip down the street in front of the house. He had a couple of choices: fire a warning shot and scare them away; call the police; or run out the front door and keep running until he found a crowd of people. 
 
    “In your underwear?” Simon asked. 
 
    Or, I could just wait and see who broke in and turn on the light to face them. 
 
    Splinters made sharp cracking sounds as the screws holding the brackets of the bar gave way. The bars were strong, but the wood of the house was rotten. It would be off in another minute, and the window would be no trouble at all. 
 
    Pilate moved slowly, hugging the wall until he was behind the sofa. He decided it was time to find out who was after him and why. He was sick of playing cat-and-mouse, so he waited for them to come in. 
 
    Eons passed in mere seconds as the bars ripped free, the window smashed, and a thin, dark man slid into the hallway. He gestured for his friend to follow and helped him inside. 
 
    Pilate took the cell phone from his underwear waistband and called 911, then laid it on the rug beside him. 
 
    The men took a second to get their bearings, then started up the stairs as if they’d been in the place a million times before. 
 
    Pilate picked up the cell. 
 
    “This is 911 emergency. What is the nature of your emergency?” 
 
    “This is John Pilate. I’m at 1013 Patterson, not far from the harbor. I have two intruders.” 
 
    “Sir, where are you in the house?” 
 
    “Downstairs,” Pilate hissed. “They went upstairs.” 
 
    “Can you get out?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said. “The door is barred and locked, and I’m afraid they might hear me trying to leave. I’m hiding downstairs behind the sofa.” 
 
    “Sir, we have units on the way,” the dispatcher said. “Please remain calm and stay on the line.” 
 
    Suddenly, there came a crash from the second floor, and Pilate could only assume it was the result of their fury at finding nothing in the bed but pillows, strategically placed. 
 
    “Oh shit! They’re coming back down,” he said. 
 
    “Sir, please remain on the line and stay out of sight. We have units on the way.” 
 
    When Pilate heard a siren in the distance, he hung up the phone. 
 
    The men thundered down the stairs, heading back for the shattered window. 
 
    Pilate jerked the chain on a lamp, stunning and temporarily blinding them. “Don’t you fucking move!” Pilate yelled, extending the .45 over the back of the sofa. “I will fucking blow your asses away.” 
 
    The men were in their twenties. One was an extremely dark man with dreadlocks, and the other was of Hispanic descent, with short-cropped hair and a neatly-trimmed mustache. He looked vaguely familiar. The dreadlock man carried a machete, and the other had a small pistol. 
 
    “Drop it! The cops will be here any second,” Pilate said, his voice shaking with adrenaline and fear. 
 
    The man with dreadlocks smiled, revealing pearly white teeth. The Hispanic man simply shrugged. 
 
    “We don’t fear the cops more than we do our boss, man,” dreadlock man said. 
 
    Pilate couldn’t tell if his smile was ironic or mirthful. 
 
    “And no matter what happens here, you’re a dead man. You’d do well to give us the chip.” 
 
    “What chip?” Pilate said. 
 
    The Hispanic man looked at the dreadlock man, who nodded. The Hispanic man raised his pistol and fired two shots. 
 
    Pilate fell back behind the sofa—checking himself for wounds. 
 
    “You’re fine, John. Stay down!” Simon screamed in his skull. 
 
    Pilate heard the men scrambling back out the alley window. Shaking, he couldn’t force himself to move. He stayed on the floor as the sirens drew near. Things were quiet for a moment, and Pilate shoved the gun under the sofa. He heard pounding on the door. 
 
    “Police! Open the door now! Key West Police! Open Up!” 
 
    Pilate drew himself up, staggered to the door, and opened it to see men standing there with their guns drawn—the same men who had delivered him into Kay Righetti’s arms the night before. “They went back out the window down the alley,” he said, pointing down the hall. 
 
    “You?” the young officer with the huge biceps said, looking at Pilate’s underwear. He radioed in that the caller was safe. “Perps escaped into the alley,” he reported. 
 
    “We’re on it,” a familiar female voice responded over the radio. 
 
    The older officer lowered his weapon. “Kay and Tom are covering the alley.” He glanced at Pilate. “Nice undies. You okay?” 
 
    “I, uh…I think I might need a new pair about now,” Pilate said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kay and the other officer, Tom, sat at the kitchen table with Pilate, who had changed into some sweat pants and a t-shirt. Tom had salt-and-pepper hair and was around forty-five or fifty, fit but not very tall. He wore sergeant’s stripes; thus, he was Kay’s boss. 
 
    “Sorry to have to bump into you under such circumstances, Mr. Pilate,” Kay said, all business. 
 
    “Ditto,” Pilate said. 
 
    “We unfortunately could not locate the men you described,” Tom said. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Kay tells me this is the second break-in you’ve had here in the past week or so. Is that correct?” Tom looked at Pilate impassively. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    Kay wrote down Pilate’s answers on her notepad. 
 
    “Interesting,” Tom said. “And you had bars placed on the downstairs windows after the last break-in?” 
 
    Pilate nodded. 
 
    “And this isn’t your home?” Tom said. 
 
    “No. As Kay can explain, I’m borrowing a friend’s place. Dr. Trevathan authorized me to have the bars installed,” Pilate said, lighting a cigarette. 
 
    “I see that nothing was stolen,” Tom added, “again.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “What do you think they’re after?” Tom said, his gray-flecked eyes boring into Pilate’s. 
 
    Pilate shrugged. “No idea.” 
 
    “Well, this isn’t exactly a high-crime area, and to have two break-ins in a week—especially after bars have been installed…” His voice trailed off as he turned to look at Kay. 
 
    “It looks to me as if you have something they want,” she said. 
 
    “Well, obviously,” Pilate said, looking at Kay, who kept her face frosty, flat, and all business. 
 
    “Let’s cut the crap, Mr. Pilate,” he said. “You have a choice here. You can start telling us the whole truth, or we can take you to the station and wake up the lawyers and officials, who I can assure you won’t be too happy about that.” His eyes stayed on Pilate’s face. 
 
    “What’s this ‘whole truth’ you’re looking for?” Pilate said. He had dealt with cops plenty before, and though he respected them, he wasn’t going to be pushed around by anyone. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d stop threatening me. I’m the one who was nearly killed here tonight.” 
 
    “Look, it makes no difference to me whether or not you’re stubbornly hiding something that might get you killed,” the sergeant said, “but what does matter is if you’re doing something illegal that can get other people hurt or reflect poorly on Key West.” 
 
    “Sergeant, I know this looks strange,” Pilate said, exhaling and stubbing out the cigarette, “and believe you me, I know strange.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m well aware of who you are,” he said, “and of how enamored the media and…uh, others are with you.” 
 
    Kay looked at the table. 
 
    “But your celebrity doesn’t cut you any ice here,” he said. 
 
    “Just what is it you think I’ve done?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tom said, leaning back in his chair and shrugging his shoulders. He folded his arm across his chest, a maneuver that looked far too uncomfortable with the regulation bulletproof vest underneath. “Maybe it’s drugs. Maybe you’re trafficking stolen goods or treasure. Maybe you’re living in a house built over a goldmine. Whatever it is, you’d better start talking.” 
 
    “Knock, knock!” a gravelly voice called from the open doorway. 
 
    At the door stood a man in his sixties. He had gray hair, an unkempt, bushy mustache, and a prodigious beer gut that nearly burst the buttons on a gaudy red Hawaiian shirt: a modern-day Magnum P.I. if he’d gone to seed in Key West. Police lights from the cruiser flashed, providing him with a flickering red and blue halo. 
 
    “Oh hey, Buster,” Tom said. “What can I do you for?” 
 
    “I’m just looking in on my buddy Trev’s place,” the man said, with his hands jammed in his pockets, jangling keys and coins. “Mr. Pilate here is a guest, and I saw the commotion driving by.” 
 
    “Well, two guys tried to break in and fired a couple of twenty-two slugs at Mr. Pilate here, but he’s okay,” Tom said. 
 
    Buster looked around the room, then at the fresh holes in the sofa. “Mind if I hang around while you talk to Mr. Pilate? I need to chat with him after you’re done. From the looks of it, we got stuff to fix up before Trev comes back next week.” 
 
    “Well—“ Tom began to object. 
 
    “Tom, I’m kinda looking after the place,” Buster said, blowing his nose into a hankie. “I won’t be any trouble. Besides, I think Mr. Pilate might need someone to talk to after you all leave—to calm his nerves and all.” 
 
    Pilate looked back at Tom. 
 
    The sergeant’s face softened. “Of course. We’ll be just another minute. We dug the slugs out of the sofa but keep it clean till we’re done here. The crime scene guys will be leaving soon.” 
 
    “I think they just did,” Buster said, gesturing to the white van pulling away outside. Buster walked leisurely around the room, whistling low under his breath. Observing Tom and Kay’s attention diverted back to Pilate, he wandered behind the sofa and made a solid, surprisingly fluid motion to look under the fringe that obscured the area beneath the it. Then he stood up and dropped a handful of change on the floor. “Damn it,” he said, bending over till he was out of Tom’s and Kay’s sight. He picked up the change and snatched the pistol, quickly tucking it into the belt under his garish shirt. “Sorry,” he said, standing erect again and walking toward the kitchen. 
 
    After a few more questions, Tom and Kay stood. “Okay. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “What? I thought we were going to do the whole ‘take this downtown’ thing?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Do you want to go downtown?” Tom asked. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Thank you for coming here so fast. I’m sure you saved my life.” 
 
    Kay said nothing; she only nodded and walked past Tom to the patrol car. 
 
    Tom walked a step past Pilate, then took his forearm. “Listen, for your own safety, if something is going on, don’t play us for morons. Let us help. That’s what we’re here for. On top of that, for some reason, Officer Righetti likes you. I don’t want to be the one to break it to her if we find you dead or missing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sergeant,” Pilate said. “I assure you that I haven’t done anything wrong. I really don’t know why these guys broke in. I wish I did, believe me.” 
 
    Tom regarded Pilate for a moment, then let his go of his arm. “Call us if you suddenly remember something,” he said. He turned to the elder man and nodded. “Buster,” he said by way of farewell, then closed the front door behind him. 
 
    “Can you believe they didn’t bother to look under the sofa?” Buster said, brandishing Pilate’s borrowed pistol in his meaty paw. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, so who the hell are you?” Pilate said, his untrusting eyes locked on the pistol. 
 
    “Buster. Trev’s a buddy a mine,” he said, checking the safety and placing the .45 on the counter. “I see you didn’t want the cops to know you had an unregistered firearm. Can’t say as though I blame ya, but that doesn’t look like one of Trev’s.” 
 
    “That’s ‘cause it isn’t,” Pilate said. 
 
    “It looks like the one you borrowed from your pal on the boat.” 
 
    “Huh? How did you know about that? You spying on me?” 
 
    “Well, now, ain’t that a nasty way of puttin’ it? Surveillance is better, for your protection.” Buster nodded almost imperceptibly. “Trev and I go way back—Vietnam.” he said, leaning against the range. “I’m the guy who convinced him to buy this shack.” 
 
    “I see,” Pilate said. 
 
    “He comes out most every summer,” Buster said. “We get drunk, tell stories, make up more stories, and look at women—though at our age, it’s like Chihuahuas chasing Cadillacs, ya know?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. So you were just driving by and saw the lights and—“ 
 
    “No. That was a bit of a fib, I’m afraid. Trev called and asked me to check on you,” he said. “I followed you from the marina. Nothing was happening, so I went and grabbed some dinner over at the Wharf Café. On the way back, I saw all this commotion.” He hocked something that sounded nasty from his throat and spat it in the sink. 
 
    Pilate made a face. 
 
    “Anyhoo, I was gonna come by and introduce myself. Trev called the other day and said I should say hey and make sure you’re getting along all right,” he said. 
 
    “He asked you to check up on me?” Pilate folded his arms. 
 
    “Call it what you want,” Buster said, “but be grateful. Trev cares about you, and that’s sayin’ a lot. He don’t care about hardly anybody since his lady died.” 
 
    Pilate nodded. “You played some kind of a Jedi mind trick on the cops too.” 
 
    “Jedi? What the hell’s that mean? If you mean I got Tom and that sweet piece of ass to call off their dogs, then yeah,” he said, smiling broadly and clearly pleased with himself. 
 
    “How’d you do that? I don’t see a light saber,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Just something you learn after twenty-five years on the force—especially when you retire as chief of detectives.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting at the kitchen table, Pilate nursed the cup of decaf, which Buster generously spiked with a few drops from his flask. 
 
    “Whiskey?” 
 
    “Yup,” Buster said. “Takes the edge off,” he proclaimed, pouring a healthy shot into his own mug. 
 
    “Thanks.” Pilate took a sip, and the burning sensation of the hot coffee and whiskey gave him a jolt. “Nice.” 
 
    “It’s dog piss, but on my pension, I gotta stay cost conscious,” Buster said, stroking his mustache to wipe away coffee. “This soup strainer of mine is a delight to the ladies, but damn it if it don’t get in the way of eating and drinking.” 
 
    Pilate raised both eyebrows in a gesture that said “I hear ya,” but he left that unsaid. 
 
    Buster looked Pilate in the eye. “Trev says you saved some lives up there in Kansas.” 
 
    “Close enough,” Pilate said, taking another swig of the laced coffee. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Well, he says you pert near saved his life,” Buster said. 
 
    “It wasn’t really like that,” Pilate said, his voice low and monotone. 
 
    “Trev don’t mince words, and if he says you saved his life and a buncha other people’s in the process, I believe him.” He gestured at the shotgun pellet marks on Pilate’s face. “And it looks to me like you took some buckshot in that kisser of yours too.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. To quote Ronald Reagan, ‘I forgot to duck.’” 
 
    “Ha!” Buster slapped the table. “Loved Reagan. What I wouldn’t do to get a man like that back in the White House.” 
 
    “That would certainly be something,” Pilate said. “Anyway, thanks for helping me out here.” 
 
    “Look, this is hardly any of my business, but I gotta tell you you’ve got your butt in a crack, Mr., uh…” 
 
    “Pilate. John Pilate.” He extended a hand across the table. 
 
    “Buster Campbell.” He shook Pilate’s hand. “Real name’s Garrett, but when I was born, I was so big they called me Buster. The name stuck.” 
 
    Pilate smiled, wondering if Samantha’s baby would be a “buster.” She looked pretty damn huge to me, he thought. 
 
    “As I was saying, you have a problem, and it’s apparently one you don’t want to share with the local constabulary,” Buster said, pushing his mug away. “Now listen, I’m retired police. I do some private investigator stuff to supplement my income—mostly process serving and the occasional snoop on a cheater. But I’ll tell you right now that if you’re into something nasty, you need to come clean with the cops.” 
 
    “Why are you covering for me?” 
 
    “I’m not really,” he said, sitting back in his chair. His back made a popping sound. “Ahh, that felt good. I’m just doing a favor for a friend. But if there’s something bad going on that the cops should know about, I can make sure you get the best possible treatment from them, as long as you fill me in. Still got quite a bit of pull around there, believe it or not.” 
 
    Pilate looked at Buster’s lined, cracked face, and comically bushy mustache. “Those guys who broke in, I don’t know who they are,” Pilate said. “That’s the whole truth.” 
 
    “Okay. But why do you think they broke in, whoever they were?” 
 
    “I suppose they think I have something of theirs,” he said, drinking more of the coffee and whiskey. 
 
    “Thanks, Captain Obvious.” Buster just stared back at Pilate. “Got any, uh, more specific notions?” 
 
    Pilate shrugged. 
 
    “You think they had anything to do with that grisly murder over at the Hog’s Snout?” Buster said, waggling his gray eyebrows. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You do know what I’m talking about, right? You were there. Gave a police report and everything.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “So you know somebody killed that Juan Valdez guy for a reason, and that you were seen talking with him before somebody slit his throat, right? Surely you realize you were there when the last bit of blood trickled out of the man’s neck.” 
 
    “Yes, Buster. That’s correct.” 
 
    “Okay, then here’s the deal,” he said, pouring more whiskey in Pilate’s mug. “They think Juan passed something to you that night, and they want it back.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. 
 
    “So fess up. What legacy did the dead man pass on to you?” 
 
    “An ashtray. I needed an ashtray, and he gave me one,” Pilate said, lighting a cigarette. 
 
    “That shit’ll kill you,” Buster said. 
 
    “Smoking? I know. I’m trying to quit.” 
 
    “No. I’m not talking about the fucking cigarettes. I’m talking about getting mixed up in this pirate mess,” Buster said, his face a mask of irritation. 
 
    “Pirate mess?” 
 
    “You know what I think? I think you somehow made it out of a tricky situation a few months ago by the skin of your ass, and now you’re a cocky son-of-a-bitch who thinks he can get involved in this shit without getting himself killed.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Trev said you were a cocky, whiny little shit when he first met you, but he gained a lot of respect when he saw how you handled that crap back there in Cross. Unfortunately, I think it went to your head, buddy.” 
 
    Pilate rose slowly from his chair and pointed to his face. “You know what went to my head? About thirty pieces of buckshot.” 
 
    “Real funny.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not laughing,” Pilate said, his voice rising. “Now, I appreciate your help tonight—and even your whiskey—but I’m not gonna sit here and take a brow-beating from the cops and some old, out-of-work fart.” 
 
    Buster stood, slipping the flask in his pocket. “Okay, John. I figure I did what I promised Trev I would do. Right now, the local PD is picking gnat shit out of pepper, but they’re gonna figure all this out. When they do, or if you come to your senses and decide you need some help, call me.” He flipped a card on the table. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Campbell,” Pilate said, calming himself. 
 
    “Buster. That’s what friends call me,” he said, heading for the front door. 
 
    “So we’re friends now?” 
 
    “Any friend of Trev’s,” he said. He pointed to the broken window. “Say, by the way, I’d get that looked after first thing.” 
 
    Pilate nodded. “Thanks. I will. Before you go, what are you going to tell Trevathan?” 
 
    “Just that I met you, that you’re in some sort of situation, and that you’re apparently cooperating with the authorities.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Buster said, opening the door. He nodded his head in the direction of the .45. “John, I’d sleep with that thing under my pillow if I were you,” he said, “preferably loaded.” 
 
    Pilate pushed a large, heavy bookshelf in front of the window. It blocked entry and would certainly awaken him if intruders tried again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He managed to get three hours or so of sleep before leaving to meet Taters at the TenFortyEZ. Sunrise was still a half-hour away when he left the house, constantly looking over his shoulder for the men who had threatened his life earlier. 
 
    “You look like shit,” Taters said when Pilate stepped aboard. He was holding a steaming mug of coffee. 
 
    “No doubt,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Rough night?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “The little lady with the handcuffs again?” Taters said, snickering. 
 
    “You could say that,” he said. “You ready?” 
 
    “Just waiting on you.” 
 
    Past the harbor, Taters glanced over at a dour Pilate, who was fervently smoking his cigarette. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “You don’t look okay to me,” he said. 
 
    “I said I’m fine,” Pilate said, sucking down another toxic breath. “Just got a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Like what?” Taters called over his shoulder as he corrected the steering. 
 
    “Life and death,” Pilate called back over the engines. 
 
    “Huh,” Taters muttered. He whistled through his teeth for a while, drinking periodic sips of coffee from a no-spill mug that read The Captain Gleefully Accepts Hand-Jobs. 
 
    Pilate stewed a while longer in silence; Simon was apparently still asleep. Finally, he grunted and went below for a cup of coffee. “Don’t you have any damn sugar?” he called up from the stairs of the galley. 
 
    “I drink coffee, damn it, not brown sugar water,” Taters said. “And don’t smoke that god-dang cigarette below.” 
 
    Pilate leaned against the bulkhead. 
 
    “You’re a ‘Shane’s dead’ kinda guy, aren’t you?” Taters said, turning back to Pilate. He had one eye on the wheel and another on his charter client. 
 
    “What?” Pilate said. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know, Shane. Alan Ladd.” 
 
    “Jack Palance?” Pilate nodded. “My dad loves that movie.” 
 
    “So, am I right?” Taters asked. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Are you a ‘Shane’s dead’ guy or a ‘Shane’s alive’ guy?” 
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Pilate said. “He’s dead. He rode right past the cemetery. That says it all.” 
 
    “We’re all whistling past the graveyard,” Taters offered. 
 
    “Don’t mix your idioms,” Pilate said. “Shane is dead—body is picked over by the carrion crows and vultures.” 
 
    “Jesus, man,” Taters said. “Your daddy feel that way too?” 
 
    “No,” Pilate said. “He thinks Shane lived. But why? To do what? He did what he was supposed to do and went on his way—maybe to a better place.” 
 
    “So, poor little Brandon De Wilde is just sitting there waiting for Shane?” 
 
    “We’re all waiting for Shane, Taters,” Pilate said. “He isn’t real. Never was and never will be.” 
 
    “That’s messed up, man,” he said. 
 
    “It’s life,” Pilate said. 
 
    “From what I heard, you were Shane—to a little girl and more than a few others back in that small town.” 
 
    Pilate looked up. “Now that’s messed up,” he said, raising his voice. “I wasn’t Shane or the Lone Ranger or John Wayne or any other damn hero. I was just a stupid, nosy guy stuck in an impossible situation, doing his best to keep himself and his friends alive. That’s all I ever was.” 
 
    “Sounds like Shane to me,” Taters said. 
 
    “Your coffee stinks,” Pilate said, throwing it overboard. 
 
    “Is that little girl calling you back?” He laughed and mocked in the voice of a little girl, “Pilate! Come back, Pi-late!” 
 
    “You picked a bad morning to screw with me, man,” Pilate said, lighting a cigarette. 
 
    “Sorry,” Taters said. “Meant no harm.” 
 
    Pilate crossed his arms. A giant ball formed in his throat, as if he were going to burst into tears. He breathed in and out a few times. 
 
    “No harm done,” Pilate said. “Like I said, rough night.” 
 
    “Besides, Alan Ladd was only five-six,” Taters said. “You’re at least five-eleven.” 
 
    Pilate laughed. “I need more of that shitty coffee of yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kate sat up, sleepless in the feather bed of her cottage in Cross Township. The aroma of kernels from the corn stove wafted from the living room downstairs. Kara was asleep in her room, clutching her favorite stuffed animal—a giraffe she called “Buddy,” a gift she’d received from her late father more than six years ago. 
 
    Kate’s insomnia was, as of late, typically brought on by her worries about John’s safety, though less so after she sat in on Trevathan’s call to his friend Buster, the former cop. For the moment at least, she was reassured that John would be safe. 
 
    This time, her sleeplessness was rooted in something else. 
 
    Kate’s sleep patterns had been unusual since the incidents a few months prior, and they’d grown worse over the past three weeks. Of course, “incidents” was a wholly ineffective word for the events that redefined who she was. Those so-called incidents knocked her off the dreary path she had trod in the years since her husband’s murder. 
 
    John Pilate had stumbled into her life the same way he had inadvertently stumbled into the decades-old conspiracy that nearly had them all taking their last breaths. Before he arrived in town, Kate had managed to bide her time, waiting until she and Kara could leave Cross forever. She no more wanted a new lover than John wanted to become a nationally known (albeit reluctant) hero. 
 
    Now, though, things were different. Leaving Cross was not so urgent, as long as she could be there with John, but she could feel him pulling away. She wondered if their love was nothing more than heightened emotions resulting from almost being killed. Is our love real or an artificial reaction to wildly unusual events? she had to ask herself, and she was no longer sure of the answer. 
 
    She was in a car wreck in college when her then-boyfriend Rick—who would later become her husband and make her a widow—drove too fast on a gravel back road. He took a turn too fast, and his ridiculous Ford Maverick fishtailed and rolled over twice into a ditch, narrowly missing a telephone pole. Neither was injured beyond a few bruises and minor contusions. When they made it back to Rick’s apartment, they couldn’t get their clothes off fast enough. Her orgasm that night was the most intense of her life; surviving a near-death experience made sex that much sweeter. 
 
    Is my love for John Pilate just another rendition of that? Just the lustful afterglow of a near-death experience? Is it all artificial? Even true love fades after a while. The intense sexual exploratory phase naturally wears out. It’s either replaced by affection and a desire for the lover’s companionship, or it dies out completely and the relationship sours. 
 
    Kate rolled over on her side and closed her eyes. 
 
    Somewhere in the fog of her dreams, she and John had survived a car wreck on a deserted gravel road. When they made it back to her house, there was no furious lovemaking, no physical rush from their brush with death—only a smiling Jack Lindstrom, sitting beside the corn stove with a shotgun.  
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re going to want to really hammer it,” Pilate said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, let’s just say I think we will definitely be followed this time,” he said. 
 
    “Explain,” Taters said as he started the engines. 
 
    Pilate untied the lines and hopped aboard. He poured a mug of coffee from the thermos and explained the events of the night before as they idled out of the dock and into the harbor. 
 
    “Great,” Taters said. “So the bad guys are on to you, the cops are suspicious, and there’s a P.I. sniffing around? Please tell me you didn’t forget my gun.” 
 
    Pilate took the gun from his duffel and placed it in the cubby beside the boat controls. “Safety’s on,” he said. “Want to turn back?” 
 
    Taters goosed the throttle. “Nope,” he said. “We’re already up to our balls in this shit, and I’ll be damned if I don’t find out what this is all about before I quit.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, man,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You do know that if you get me killed, your balls will be fed to the fish in Jordan’s aquarium, right?” 
 
    “She’ll have to get in line, I suspect,” Pilate said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The pair zigzagged for an hour or so, careful not to pick up any tails—or so they told themselves. When they arrived at the map coordinates, the sun was high and the waters clear and brilliant. 
 
    Taters turned off the engines and dropped a small aluminum anchor into the blue. “Depth finder says we’re right over that coral outcrop you saw last time, I’m pretty sure,” Taters said, donning his straw hat. 
 
    “Good. I’m going to try to snorkel one more time before we go for the SCUBA. What do you think?” Pilate asked. 
 
    “I think you should go for it. In the meantime, I’ll get the tanks ready in case you can’t see,” he said, dropping the ladder over the starboard side. “You want to wear this weight belt? It’ll help you regulate your buoyancy so you’re not fighting it the whole time you’re under, trying to get a look around. It’s only about ten pounds, and you can leave it if it’s too much for you when you need to come back up. I can retrieve it with the SCUBA.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Pilate put on the belt and adjusted it. He prepared his mask and snorkel, laid his fins on the deck rail, and lowered himself in the azure water. 
 
    Taters handed him the fins. “The sun’s giving you a lot more than it did the other day,” he said, handing Pilate a flashlight, “but here’s some extra help. This light is LED—230 lumens, a solid beam. You shouldn’t have any trouble seeing through the nooks and crannies of that coral. Just twist it to turn it on and off.” 
 
    Pilate nodded, slipped the wristband of the light over his hand, then put on his fins. He kicked back from the TenFortyEZ and took in a few deep breaths before diving under the surface. 
 
    Pilate kept his kicks languid so as not to tire himself out too soon. The weight belt was an immense help, as was the bright sunlight. 
 
    He looked around and saw that Taters had brought them right back on the spot where they were before—almost perfectly so. The long, narrow coral outcrop he had spied before was a mere twenty or thirty feet from the surface. In the daylight, it looked more like smooth stone than coral, approximately twenty feet long in a rough torpedo shape. 
 
    Pilate’s lungs pleaded for him to surface. He kicked upward, doing his best to stay vertical and not get washed too far away from the outcrop. 
 
    When he broke the surface, he saw nothing. The boat was gone, and only the sun shined on the water. “What the…?” Pilate said, spitting the snorkel out of his mouth. 
 
    “Anything?” Taters said from over Pilate’s shoulder. 
 
    Pilate spun around to see Taters on the rear deck of the TenFortyEZ, a mere thirty feet away. “Not sure,” Pilate said, relieved. “Going back.” 
 
    Taters nodded and turned back to the SCUBA gear. 
 
    Pilate plugged the snorkel back in his mouth, filled his lungs, and dived. He swam within ten feet of the outcrop and twisted the flashlight to turn it on. To his surprise, the beam cut through the murk at the bottom, illuminating the outcrop. 
 
    “John, that’s not a rock,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate kicked to hold his position, shining the light up and down the length of the outcrop. It was a long, narrow tube, clearly made of a smooth material—perhaps fiberglass or aluminum. It was covered with some sort of camouflage netting. 
 
    “A crashed plane?” Simon guessed. “Amelia Earhart? No, wait…that was in the Pacific. Perhaps it’s the Lost Patrol. No, wait… aliens got them—“ 
 
    Pilate told Simon to shut up. Whatever it was, it was definitely manmade—not coral or rock—and unless someone knew specifically where to look for it, they would never find it. 
 
    Pilate swam back to the surface, paddled to the boat, and handed his fins to Taters. 
 
    Taters helped him scramble up the side. “Well?” 
 
    Pilate stripped off the weight belt, mask, and snorkel, then handed the flashlight to Taters. “You need to go look at it,” he said. 
 
    “All right. Let me get my SCUBA gear on, and—“ 
 
    “We need to hurry,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Taters said. “Help me with the tank.” 
 
    Taters was underwater for what Pilate felt was an unbearable length of time before he surfaced and swam back. 
 
    He took the regulator out of his mouth and handed his fins up to Pilate. “We’ve discovered a Bigfoot!” Taters said, letting out an enormous whoop. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” Pilate said. “Bigfoot?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Bigfoot is a name the Coast Guard gave to semi-submersible craft and narco subs back in the day before they were certain they existed,” Taters said. “Kinda like the real Bigfoot—and Sasquatch is real, by the way.” 
 
    “Narco subs?” 
 
    “Drug smuggling, amigo. These little beauties bring coke up from Colombia to Mexico and the States. They’re mini subs—tough to find, and if necessary, easy to scuttle. This one looks intact. It could have been sunk on purpose, but I don’t see any damage. Maybe it’s packed with coke,” he said. “I’m sure it is. Otherwise, these guys wouldn’t be looking for it.” 
 
    “Well, shit, what do we do?” 
 
    “Well…” Taters picked up the binoculars and scanned the horizon. “Did anybody breeze by or fly over while I was under?” 
 
    Pilate shook his head. 
 
    “Then I think we best get our butts back to Key West and figure out a way to let the Coast Guard know about this without getting our names involved,” he said. 
 
    “You mean report it anonymously?” 
 
    He nodded. “John, they’re going to want to know how we found this.” 
 
    “We were fishing,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’d say your recent run-ins with the law would raise some eyebrows.” 
 
    “True. So what now?” 
 
    “Let’s head back,” he said. “We can weigh anchor and stow that SCUBA gear. So far, we’re ahead of the bad guys.” 
 
    The pair cruised for half an hour on a circuitous course. They took turns at the wheel, drinking Modelo and keeping their thoughts to themselves. 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Have a look.” Taters pointed eastward and handed the binoculars to Pilate. 
 
    Pilate looked through the glasses and saw a large craft bearing down on them. It was at least the size of the TenFortyEZ and cutting through the water like a razor through tissue paper. Pilate made out three figures behind the windscreen. “I think we’re going to need a bigger boat,” Pilate said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The boat trailed them for twenty miles before Pilate shouted in Taters’s ear over the roar of the engines, “We taking the long way home?” 
 
    “Yeah…got to. We’re going to have to go west. They’ve got us cut off pretty good from the east. We’ll move out toward the Dry Tortugas. We might get lucky and run into enough boats between here and there so they’ll stop chasing us. Then we’ll go back around the Marquesas—well, as close as we can—away from the shallows. Then we’ll go south a ways and come back up north to Key West.” 
 
    “That’s going to take all day,” Pilate said. “Are you sure we shouldn’t just make a beeline back?” 
 
    “That boat’s bigger and faster,” Taters said, “and if they can drive us east and north further out, then we’re probably dead men. We need to get around other boats.” 
 
    “How we doing on gas?” 
 
    “We probably have enough if we don’t get too many more surprises,” he said. “She’s got range, but what worries me is those Chryslers getting tired. We blow a gasket, and that’s it.” 
 
    “Have you blown a gasket before?” Pilate said, looking at Taters with a mixture of hope and forbidding. 
 
    Taters glanced at him a moment, then pushed his straw hat lower on his brow. 
 
    “Great,” Pilate said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, the other boat continued to follow them. 
 
    “What about the radio? Can we call the Coast Guard?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but as soon as we do, the other boat will hear it and peel off,” he said. “Then we’ll have to explain to the Coasties why we called.” 
 
    “We could blow a gasket,” Pilate offered. 
 
    “Too risky,” he said. “We make the call, and the other boat could stick to our asses until we killed the engines. They’d make short work of us. And I assure you, we don’t want to deal with these guys. They want the coordinates for the sub, and then they’ll want us dead because we know where it is.” 
 
    “So we have to outrun them?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “But even then they’re still after us,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks, pal.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Taters,” he said. “I really am.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, “but I knew this was going to be risky on the way in.” 
 
    “What about Jordan?” 
 
    “Fortunately, she’s on a plane to Oklahoma to see her folks,” he said. “She left last night.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah, God and the fact that her mom’s a hypochondriac. She’s always happily ill—thinks she’s dying of athlete’s foot or prickly heat or whatever every other week.” 
 
    “Small favors,” Pilate said, looking astern at the boat that had no problem keeping pace with the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    “So when we get back, we need to go to a very public place and stay there until we can figure out what to do,” Taters said. 
 
    “Yeah, but if these guys are going to kill us anyway, shouldn’t we just go to the Coast Guard?” 
 
    “Let’s think it through,” he said. “We can get back, get an anonymous tip to the Coasties, and then you and me can get the hell out of town before the pirates or smugglers or whatever the hell they are get to us.” 
 
    “I know a great place in the middle of nowhere,” Pilate said. 
 
    “That’s okay,” he said. “Oklahoma is close enough to nowhere for me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They made it around the Marquesas and darted around the Dry Tortugas, but they didn’t see enough other boats to risk stopping. Taters turned the TenFortyEZ back toward Key West. 
 
    “It’s make or break,” Pilate said. “They’re still on our ass.” 
 
    “Who are those guys?” Taters said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mid-afternoon and less than twenty miles from Key West, the TenFortyEZ engines started to hiccup. 
 
    “Shit!” Taters said. 
 
    “Are they messed up bad?” 
 
    “Ever hear of anything being messed up good?” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Well, they’re running hot, but the good news is they aren’t broken—just out of gas. At least one of them’s going to give it up any minute though. I can tell.” 
 
    As if his prediction was a wish, one of the engines coughed and stopped. 
 
    “That’s it. We’re done. Take the wheel. We’ll have to limp along the best we can on fumes for a bit.” 
 
    Taters went below, returning with a small yellow box. 
 
    “Yep. I poured what little I had left in reserve, but it won’t get us but another couple or three miles. All that zigzagging and taking the long way at top speed ate up our juice.” 
 
    “Damn,” Pilate said. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Flare gun,” he said, opening the box and loading the flare cartridge into the red plastic gun. 
 
    “What the hell are you doin’? Trying some James Bond action?” Pilate said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Shoot the flare at the boat? Set some gas on fire?” 
 
    “We’re out of gas, genius, and even if I did have…oh, never mind. I’m going to signal for help,” he said, firing the flare. He made a distress call. “Mayday! Mayday! This is TenFortyEZ. I repeat, mayday!” He gave their nautical position and added that the boat was disabled. “I require immediate assistance. Two people onboard. Mayday, mayday, mayday! TenFortyEZ. Over.” 
 
    “What now?” Pilate said. 
 
    “All we can do is hope that boat over there saw the flare and heard the message,” he said. 
 
    Pilate scooped up the binoculars and spotted a large catamaran. 
 
    “TenFortyEZ, this is RickRoll. TenFortyEZ. this is RickRoll. Do you copy? We have heard your call and are making way to your position. Please respond.” 
 
    Pilate watched the pursuing boat veer off as soon as the cat responded to Taters’s distress call. 
 
    “Rick Rogers? It had to be that ass.” Taters laughed. “His cat just saved our lives—probably a booze cruise with fifty drunks on it. Way too many people for our pursuers to want to mess with this close to Key West.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Pilate said. 
 
    The catamaran cruised to their position within fifteen minutes. True to form, it was full of revelers drinking and dancing on the cat decks. 
 
    A man in a goofy captain’s hat called over to the TenFortyEZ. “Taters? You okay? What’s up, buddy?” 
 
    “Howdy, Rick. We ran outta gas. Fuel line must be leaking. Can you spare any juice?” Taters said. 
 
    “No-can-do on the gas, but we’ll wait here until a tug comes out. Sound good?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Taters said. “Thanks, Rick.” Once Rick was out of earshot, Taters turned to Pilate. “Never thought that showboat driver would end up saving my life.” 
 
    A leggy brunette wearing a red bikini and holding a large martini shaker appeared behind Rick. “Hey, guys, you want a drink while you…wait a minute. Is that you, Nebraska?” 
 
    “Yup. Hi, Marlene,” Pilate said, smiling. 
 
    “Fancy meeting you here,” she said with a delighted giggle. “Let me fix you guys a drink.” 
 
    Taters turned to Pilate. “What is it with you anyway? A hot little cop and now this?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    
 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tug back into the harbor was quiet. Pilate and Taters barely spoke, consumed as they were with a new set of worries and fears. They saw no sign of the boat that had driven the TenFortyEZ to near-ruin. They tied up the boat after refueling. 
 
    Pilate jumped when his cell phone ring broke the silence. He noted a 305 area code on the screen, indicating that the call was coming from somewhere in the Keys. “Hello?” 
 
    Static smacked his ear, and then a garbled voice spoke as if it were deep in a well. “Are you sleeping? Are you sleeping? Brother John?” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “Morning bells are ringing. Morning bells are ringing. Ding, ding, dong. Ding, ding, dong…” 
 
    “Who the fuck is this?” Pilate snarled. 
 
    Click. 
 
    “So?” Taters asked. “Who the fuck was that?” 
 
    “Little Jack Horner,” he said, dialing the number, “or maybe Indrid Cold.” 
 
    After several dozen more rings, the call went unanswered and did not go to voicemail. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Cold?” Taters cocked his head and looked at Pilate. “Okay. Well, what did he say?” 
 
    “Nothing intelligible,” Pilate said, “but I think I know what he meant.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where to now?” Taters asked as they walked away from the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    “I think we better go somewhere heavily populated,” Pilate said, “someplace they won’t dare to come looking or start trouble—a place with witnesses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Careful to avoid the webcam’s passive gaze, Pilate and Taters slipped in to plastic chairs at the Hog’s Snout Saloon. 
 
    “Haven’t been here in a while,” Taters said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Pilate said, “not since a guy got a fatally close shave in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Taters said. “Modelo,” he told the waitress, “and throw a shot of tequila in there, won’t you?” 
 
    “Dos,” Pilate said, lighting a Marlboro 25. 
 
    “So, this is where you got unintentionally involved, eh?” Taters said. 
 
    Pilate nodded, exhaling smoke from his nostrils. “I’m going to miss these,” Pilate said, drawing on the cigarette. 
 
    “Not as much as you think,” Taters said. “I smoked a few years, and now the thought of that shit makes me want to gag.” 
 
    “Like right now?” 
 
    “A little, but we all need our little vices in times like these,” he said. 
 
    The waitress brought their drinks, and the pair ordered burgers and a basket of conch fritters. 
 
    “What’s our next move?” Taters said. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Well, for starters, I think it’s like the man said. We’re gonna need lawyers, guns, and money.” 
 
    “No shit,” Pilate said. “But we need to get word of all this to the Coast Guard, right?” 
 
    “Yep, but how do we do that without getting pulled into this mess? A phone call?” 
 
    “Probably the simplest way,” Pilate said. “We use a pay phone and keep everything anonymous.” 
 
    “Okay, but I don’t want my voice on any recording,” Taters said. 
 
    “How do you know they’ll record it?” 
 
    “I don’t, but it seems like a probability, and we can’t be too careful,” he said, drinking a shot and sipping his Modelo. 
 
    “The chip!” Pilate said. “We could send them the chip.” 
 
    “Won’t that take more time than we got?” 
 
    “Yeah, but we could tell them they could find it in a public place,” Pilate said. “I mean, it’s in a public place—as far as I know anyway.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s in the White House,” Pilate said. “The Little White House.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tired and nervous as they were, they devoured the food in mere moments after the waitress delivered it. 
 
    Taters laughed and sat back in his chair, stretching. “I cannot…” he said, leaning forward with his muscled, tan forearms on the table, “believe you did that. What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “I thought I was being followed, so I ditched it and plugged the coordinates into the cell,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Clever boy,” Taters said, “but let’s just hope it was clever enough.” 
 
    “So we do what? Call the Coast Guard front desk?” 
 
    “Got any better ideas?” Taters said. 
 
    “Well, what if I ask Kay—“ 
 
    “The cop? Um, no.” 
 
    Pilate nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. That would put her in a bad spot.” 
 
    “Not to mention getting our asses thrown in jail. Maybe we can just write a note or something—or maybe we need to go back and get the chip and drop it in the mail to them.” 
 
    Pilate thought for a moment. “I may know another way,” he said. 
 
    “Oh? Do tell,” Taters said, waving the waitress over for another drink. 
 
    “Buster.” 
 
    “Cherry?” 
 
    “Ha. No. I’m talking about that P.I., the retired cop. I can tell him where the chip is, and he’s in tight enough with the Key West PD to make sure nothing dirty rubs off on us.” 
 
    “You think he’d do it?” 
 
    “Maybe not for me personally, but he would for Trevathan,” he said, leaning back and scanning the bar. “Let’s put it that way.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have any better ideas,” Taters said. “Call him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, it’s all set. He’s going to meet us at my place,” Pilate said. “We show up, fill him in on the chip, and leave town. In the meantime, he retrieves it and makes sure it falls into the right hands.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Taters said, standing, “not optimal, mind you, but the best we can hope for.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Pilate said. 
 
    On Duval, Taters signaled for a cab. 
 
    Pilate waved one off. “It’s not far. Might want to take it easy and give Buster time to get there.” Pilate looked around. As busy as Key West always is, there was only a small crowd of people two blocks down, following in rapt attention a man in a cloak and top hat. 
 
    “You’re doomed!” the man in the top hat shouted as a passing car honked. 
 
    “Ghost tour,” Taters said. “How appropriate.” 
 
    A block over, they ran into a gaggle of pretty, tan young women, all stumbling drunk. 
 
    “Is youth wasted on the young?” Pilate asked, smiling. 
 
    “Nah. The young are just wasted a lot,” he said, whistling. 
 
    “Times like these make me really appreciate life,” Pilate said. “Not to be too corny, but this is the second life-threatening situation I’ve found myself in—actually the third if you count a cancer scare I had this year. I don’t know if I’m dealing with three strikes you’re out or third time’s a charm.” 
 
    “After I lost Lizzie, I figured that out,” Taters said. “Have you ever thought about your life when it’s going good?” 
 
    The pair ambled down Duval, dodging tourists and keeping an eye out for a tail. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, ever thought about how things are going the night before you wake up to a shitty day?” Taters said, hands in his pockets. “Like if you had an ordinary, decent day, went to sleep, and the next day a doctor looks at you and your wife and tells you she’s got six months to live?” 
 
    Pilate looked at Taters. 
 
    “You want so bad to go back—to just go back twelve hours or so when you went to bed the night before and everything was more or less right with the world. You want to get that moment or two back and just hold it. You don’t want it to slip away ‘cause the next day, everything goes to shit and that ordinary, decent, boring day is the thing you want most in the world, but you can’t have it. It’s gone…for good.” 
 
    “I never thought about it like that,” Pilate said above the noise of a phalanx of rented scooters. 
 
    “Most people never do,” he said, “but think about this. Today, as shitty as it was, could be the last, best day of your life.” 
 
    “Damn, Taters. That’s deep,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Of course, calling a grown man ‘Taters’ kind of ruins the emotional import of it,” Simon chimed in. 
 
    “Man swims in dark waters, John,” he said, casting his eyes to the street. “We just very rarely touch bottom enough to know their true depth.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Light’s on,” Taters said. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Pilate said. “Buster is a pal of Trevathan’s. He has a key, and he’s in there waiting for us. Good guy, far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Okay,” Taters said. “And you weren’t kidding. This place is kind of a shack.” 
 
    Pilate tried the door; it was locked. He took the key from his pocket and unlocked it, stepping inside. 
 
    “Buster, it’s John Pilate—“ 
 
    “Come in, Mr. Pilate. We’ve been waiting for you,” said the dark man with dreadlocks. Standing over Buster’s prone body, he pointed a pistol at Pilate and Taters. Buster lay on the floor at an odd angle in a puddle of bright red blood. 
 
    “Ohhhh shit!” Taters said. 
 
    “Shut the door,” Dreadlocks said. Behind the men appeared the Hispanic henchman with the mustache who had helped Dreadlocks break in before. He closed the door and locked it, holding a machete like a baseball bat, crazy at the bat. 
 
    Pilate and Taters raised their hands. 
 
    “It’s cool, it’s cool,” Pilate said, a look of recognition crossing his face. The Hispanic dude had killed Juan in that fateful bathroom. He was the guy Pilate had bumped into in the Hog’s Snout restroom just after Juan gave Pilate his smokes and the poker chip. 
 
    Taters flinched a little as the Hispanic man yanked the .45 out of the waistband of his shorts, showed it to Dreadlocks, and tucked it into his own waistband. 
 
    “Sit down!” Dreadlocks pointed his pistol at the bullet-ridden sofa, and the pair acquiesced. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Pilate asked, looking at Buster. 
 
    “Not yet, but soon, mon,” Dreadlocks said, kicking Buster’s shoulder. “He got feisty wid us.” 
 
    “We’re not into feisty,” Taters said, clearing his throat. 
 
    “Good. Dat’s very good,” Dreadlocks said. He nodded his head at the Hispanic man, who turned and kept an eye on the front porch through the curtains of the bay window. “Hector, you tink they figger it out yet?” 
 
    Hector shrugged. 
 
    “He don’t talk much,” Dreadlocks said, “but he da master of da double-cross.” 
 
    “What can we do for you?” Pilate asked. 
 
    “We want da chip, mon,” he said. “Dat simple.” 
 
    “Wavy or ruffled?” Taters said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Pilate said. “We don’t have the chip anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, tsk, tsk, tsk,” Dreadlocks said, as if scolding a naughty child. “That beddy bad for you, den. If you don’t have chip, you’re worthless.” He cocked the pistol and pointed it at Buster’s head. “Old man gets it first.” 
 
    “Hey! Now hey!” Pilate sputtered, pointing at Buster. “That man is a Key West policeman. You don’t want to kill a cop and bring that kind of heat on yourself.” 
 
    “Settle down now, mon,” Dreadlocks said. “Let me ask you sumting. Do I look like a man who cares if I kills a cop?” 
 
    “He has a point there, John,” Taters said. 
 
    “So, what’s it gonna be? Gimme what I want or this old cop gets a bullet, and then you two get ones to match.” 
 
    “I don’t have it,” Pilate said, “but what if…what if I tell you where it is?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Dat wud help,” he said, uncocking the gun and pointing it down at the floor a second. “Might not save your lives, but it might make your passing less…painful.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fucking great,” Taters said. “Look, man, I’m just a boat charter guy. I don’t know anything about this—“ 
 
    “You know enough, my friend,” Dreadlocks said, “so shut up unless you gonna tell me where I can find da chip.” 
 
    “All right,” Pilate said, holding a hand up as if to slow the man down. “The chip’s at the White House.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Dreadlocks said, cocking the pistol and pointing it at Buster again. 
 
    “The Truman Little White House,” Pilate said, his voice shrill. “The museum. I put the chip on the poker table under Truman’s cards.” 
 
    Dreadlocks looked at Pilate as if he had grown a third eye. 
 
    “You kidding?” he said. “Look mothafucka, you shud understand that I will kill you right here, right now if you fuckin’ with me.” 
 
    “Would I make something like that up?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s some kind of spy novel James Bond-type shit,” Taters said. 
 
    Dreadlocks looked at his companion, who shrugged back at him. 
 
    “So, what do I do? Take da tour tomorrow?” Dreadlocks said. “Shit.” He pulled a cell phone from his pocket, called someone—presumably his boss—and relayed into the phone what Pilate had told him. “Okay, okay. We wait.” Dreadlocks stepped over Buster and sat in a chair opposite the sofa. He smiled. 
 
    “So?” Pilate said. 
 
    “So da boss said we wait,” he said. “He’s checking out your story.” 
 
    “He’s gonna break into Truman’s place?” Taters said. “That’s a national park.” 
 
    “Ooh, you’re right. Park ranger may get him, eh?” Dreadlocks said, his white smile brightly contrasting his red eyes. “Look out, Yogi Bear.” 
 
    Pilate looked at Taters, then did a nonchalant scan of the room. It was nearly eight o’clock, the sun was almost bedding down for the night, and they were being held at gunpoint by two thugs who may have fatally injured Buster. 
 
    “You won’t get out of here alive, John,” Simon echoed in his brain. “If they find the chip, you die. If they don’t, they torture you until you give them the coordinates, and then you die.” 
 
    Pilate swallowed hard. “That moment before we walked in the door was the last, best moment of our lives, wasn’t it?” Pilate asked. 
 
    Taters nodded slowly, never taking his eyes off the gun leveled at his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate’s cell phone rang again. They had sat there for over an hour, and the phone kept ringing. “Look, can I answer it? It’s my girlfriend,” Pilate said. 
 
    “No,” Dreadlocks said, “but you can hand it here.” 
 
    Pilate sighed, holding the ringing phone in his hand. 
 
    “Easy der, Mr.,” Dreadlocks said, reaching for the phone. He accepted it from Pilate and looked at the screen. “Now, let’s see who wants to talk to you so bad—“ 
 
    Buster, who had risen from the floor, with blood droplets flinging from his head, interrupted Dreadlocks with an agonized cry. He looked like the sacrificed bull in Apocalypse Now. His fists were clasped together like a prizefighter or a victorious politician, and he brought the meaty club down on Dreadlocks’s neck with all his might. 
 
    The cell phone flew from Dreadlocks’s hand, and the pistol fired into the wooden floor; splinters flew up from the hole into the dark man’s cheek. Dreadlocks yelled in outrage and fell forward, dropping the gun. 
 
    Taters dived for the floor, reaching for the gun. Pilate leapt over the sofa toward Hector, who froze in place. He dropped the machete and made a move for the gun in his waistband. 
 
    Pilate smacked at the gun, knocking it from his hand. Hector’s eyes widened, ferociously pissed. He smacked Pilate hard under the chin. 
 
    White spots fell like snow before his vision as Pilate fell backward against the back of the sofa, where he crumpled in a heap. 
 
    Taters scooped up Dreadlocks’s gun and pointed it at Hector. “Don’t do it, Pancho,” he said. His hand shook with fright and adrenaline. “Or the next burrito you eat will be intravenous.” 
 
    Hector raised his hands. “Fucking asshole! I’m not Mexican! I’m Puerto Rican.” 
 
    “Well,” Taters said, “I don’t know what the fuck passes for burritos in San Juan, but you better get on your knees right now. John, you okay?” 
 
    Pilate nodded, holding his jaw and picking up the machete and pistol. 
 
    “Buster?” Pilate asked. 
 
    Buster nodded, breathing heavily. His head wound was still a mass of red, and a small, grotesquely displaced flap of skin hung from above his left ear. “I’ll be better in just a sec’.” He offered Dreadlocks a savage kick to the head, knocking him out cold. “Oh yeah,” Buster said, falling into the chair, “much better.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Pilate said. 
 
    “First thing we do is truss these boys up like Christmas turkeys,” Buster said. “Then we have a little talk about what this is all about. After I make a phone call, you can start.” 
 
    Buster pulled out his cell and dialed. “Hello? It’s me. Any chatter tonight? Really?” He listened a moment. “They get anything?” He listened a moment more, wandering into the kitchen, out of earshot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Moments later, Dreadlocks came to his senses. Taters and Pilate had them in the corner of the living room, sitting on their knees, Dreadlocks’s hands tied with electrical cord from a lamp and Hector’s with his own belt. 
 
    “You guys are so over,” Taters said to the thugs. 
 
    They held up their hands and flipped him the bird. 
 
    Taters flipped the bird back, using both hands. 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Buster said, walking back in the room. “Well, boys,” he said, looking condescendingly at Hector and Dreadlocks, “your boss managed to break in to the Little White House. No idea if he found anything.” 
 
    The men nodded at one another in a small moment of victory. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be too happy about all this, fellas,” Buster said. “I’m not a cop anymore, and it would be pretty damn easy for me to make sure you’re fish food by dawn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Holding a towel packed with ice to his ear and drinking straight vodka, Buster listened intently to Pilate’s story. 
 
    “Trev figured you were all mixed up with something to do with a fella from Cross,” Buster said, slamming down the vodka. “Boy, is he gonna be shocked to know you fell into another shit situation altogether.” 
 
    “So you didn’t call him before? After we first talked?” 
 
    “I did, but he didn’t answer,” Buster said. 
 
    “That may be for the best,” Pilate said. 
 
    “And you, Skipper? You just happened to be the guy Gilligan here hired for—“ 
 
    “A three-hour tour,” Taters said, eyeing the two thugs, who were bound and gagged in the corner of the room. 
 
    “I guess that makes me Ginger,” Buster said. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Oh right. Officer Kay is Ginger.” 
 
    “I’m more of a Mary Ann kinda guy,” Pilate said. “And she knows nothing about this—zero.” 
 
    Buster gently removed the iced towel from his ear. “How bad is this?” 
 
    Pilate looked at it. “You need stitches,” he said. “You may also want to get checked for a concussion.” 
 
    “Well, before we go any further, we need to talk to these guys.” Buster gestured at the thugs on the floor in the corner, their heads hung low. “Before we drown them.” 
 
    The men’s heads snapped up to Buster’s face. If they were seeking signs of humor or sarcasm, he offered none. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Taters said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Buster leaned over the two men who were tied together on the floor. “That’s a nasty cut on your face from those splinters,” he said to Dreadlocks, pulling the gag from his mouth. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Dreadlocks said. 
 
    Buster smiled, then smacked Dreadlocks on the side of the head. 
 
    “Okay. Enough of this. So what’s so valuable down there?” Pilate said. “I’d like to know what the hell I was almost killed for.” 
 
    “Da night is young, mon,” Dreadlocks said. “The Bahamian will not take this lightly.” 
 
    “The Bahamian, eh?” Buster said. 
 
    “Bahamian? Pfft. What is this, a bad episode of Miami Vice?” Taters said. “It was drugs,” Taters said. 
 
    “How pedestrian,” Simon said. 
 
    Dreadlocks shook his head slowly. “Nope. Try again.” 
 
    “Well, it’s damn sure not a wreck,” Pilate said. 
 
    Dreadlocks smiled. “Not exactly, no. It’s a narco sub for sure, mon, but it isn’t filled wid da narco, you know?” 
 
    “Okay. So what is it then?” 
 
    “Marchand. You know dat name?” 
 
    Pilate shook his head. 
 
    “I do,” Taters said. “He’s that rich fella who was killed on his yacht out near Duggan’s Key a while back. Rumor has it he was onto a wreck almost as valuable as the Atocha.” 
 
    Dreadlocks smiled, his white teeth glistening in the pale light of the moon through the sunroof. He touched his nose and pointed back at Taters. 
 
    “So whatever’s in that sub is part of the haul, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Taters said. “It’s whatever Marchand found that he didn’t want to declare to the authorities. He was probably towing the narco sub behind his motor yacht, heading for Alabama or Mississippi so he could unload it there and fence it on the international market.” 
 
    “Greedy bastard. Even if he’d declared it, he’d still be rich, right?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Taters said. “Guess he had his reasons though. I guess the folks he thought were trustworthy turned out not to be.” 
 
    “Maybe you should think about that, Mr. Dreadlock,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Tink about what?” he said, chuckling. 
 
    “You should ‘tink’ about whether your boss will let you live,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Let me explain something, my stupid tourist friend,” he said. “Juan was killed because he got greedy. Simple. He was supposed to kill Marchand and tow the sub in to the cove. Instead, he cut it loose and had a pal pick him up. He was stupid enough to think Hector, here, was his friend.” 
 
    “You murdered him!” Pilate screamed at Hector. “You vicious bastard! You cut his throat.” 
 
    Hector looked at the floor. “And Juan killed Marchand. So what? You Coño got no idea what you’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Quiet, John. So, now your boss has the chip, and it’s only a matter of time before he’s figured out the coordinates and goes out there to dive on that sub, hitch it to his boat, and tow it away,” Buster said. 
 
    Dreadlocks and his companion said nothing. 
 
    “Okay,” Buster said. “What kind of boat does your boss have?” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve seen it,” Taters said. “New speeder—faster than shit and more than enough to tow that narco sub away.” 
 
    Buster looked at Pilate and Taters. “Gentlemen, mind joinin’ me over in the kitchen for a minute?” 
 
    Double-checking that the bonds and gags were in place on the thugs, the trio went to the kitchen. 
 
    “Aspirin?” Buster asked. 
 
    “Buster, maybe you shouldn’t be taking any blood thinners at the moment,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Doc,” he said, waving Pilate off. “Okay, here’s the deal. We call the Coasties and tell ‘em everything. Maybe we’ll get cut in on the reward money if there is any.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Pilate said. 
 
    Taters nodded. “I’m in.” 
 
    Okay. Then we gotta…” Pilate stopped when he heard his phone ringing. He picked it up off the floor and checked the caller ID. “Unknown caller. Might be Kate or Trevathan. Hang on.” He accepted the call and put the phone to his ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Is this Mr. Pilate?” a heavily accented voice asked. 
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Oh, you can call me…” There was an uncomfortable pause, during which Pilate noted that the voice had a Caribbean flavor, not exactly Jamaican like Mr. Dreadlocks. “Call me Mistah Bahamas.” 
 
    “Oh really? So you’re the mysterious Bahamian, huh?” Pilate looked at Buster and Taters, and both expressed surprise and curiosity. 
 
    “Indeed,” the voice said. 
 
    “Well, if you’re calling because you want your men back, that’s probably not going to happen, so—“ 
 
    “Oh I don’t care what yinna do with them,” he said. 
 
    “What do you want then?” Pilate demanded. “We’re going to the police and the Coast Guard, so I’m afraid you’re screwed, buddy.” 
 
    “No need to make such hasty decisions, Mr. Pilate,” he said. “Let me explain.” A brief pause and a ruffling sound were audible. 
 
    “John? I’m so sorry,” Kay said. 
 
    “Kay? What are you doing with…oh my God! Kay!” 
 
    The Bahamian took the phone back. “See, Mr. Pilate, I have something very valuable dat you want, and you have something very valuable dat I want. A simple enough equation, don’t you tink?” 
 
    “You hurt her—you lay one fucking finger on her, you slime—and you’re a dead man,” Pilate said, his teeth clamping around every syllable. 
 
    “Easy, John,” Simon said from the reaches of his mind. 
 
    Buster unwittingly agreed, holding up his hands as if to beg him to calm down. 
 
    “I would never harm one of Key West’s finest,” he said, “especially one so gorgeous. She ain’t no ordinary cutter, this one.” Pilate heard a sound like someone spitting. “Oh now. Spittin’? Das a nomanners gal.” 
 
    “What do you want? It’s not like we can forget where the sub is,” Pilate said, his voice growing ever higher and tighter. 
 
    “Simple. You get on the potato man’s boat—da tree of you. No, wait. Make that all five. Bring Felix and Hector with you and meet us out at the sub. We exchange the girl for my guys, then you let us take da sub and go. Of course, we’ll hafta disable your boat.” 
 
    “What, so you can kill us?” Pilate said. “Fuck that.” 
 
    “Your only choice is to hope I’m feeling charitable. You come with police or Coasties, I kill this little cutter. I’ll slit her troat right on deck. You try to stop me, maybe I take her wid me and she enters the exciting world of white slavery. Your choice.” 
 
    “You hurt her, and the law will hunt you down,” Buster said, pulling Pilate’s hand and the cell phone closer to his mouth. 
 
    “Of course!” He laughed. “So why not make it easy? You come out, bring my boys, and we do the exchange, then we sail away and everybody happy.” 
 
    Pilate looked at Taters and Buster; their faces were grim at best. He looked over at Felix and Hector, who were smiling broadly beneath the gags in their mouths. 
 
    “Fuck.” Simon said. 
 
    “Fuck.” Pilate echoed. 
 
    “Copycat.” 
 
    “Put Felix on the phone,” the Bahamian ordered. “I’m going to tell him to watch you guys. If Felix and Hector don’t show up along with you, and in good health, I will dice your girlfriend up so fine the sharks will need toothpicks. If you make a phone call between now and the time you get here, he will tell me when you arrive, and I will kill your nomanners girlfriend. If you do anything that even looks like you’re trying to fuck me, your girlfriend will be suffering the same fate.” 
 
    Pilate complied and handed the phone to Felix. 
 
    Felix laughed for a second and listened. “Yes, boss,” he said, handing the phone back to Pilate, clutched in both of his hands. “Perfectly clear. “ 
 
    “All right. We’ll be there as soon as we can—should take about an hour,” Pilate said. “No cops. No Coasties. We exchange the men for Kay, and we’ll stay put until you get away.” 
 
    “Aww, flip. I knew you could be sensible. We can make this wybe work out. Just don’t be late.” 
 
    Pilate ended the call and went back in the kitchen with Taters and Buster. 
 
    “Don’t be naughty, my friends,” Felix teased. “I be on you like Sting. I be watching you.” 
 
    Pilate looked at Taters and Buster. “He’ll kill her,” he whispered, sweat on his upper lip. 
 
    “He’ll kill us,” Taters said, almost as quietly. 
 
    “She may be dead before we even get there,” Buster said, flaking off some of the dried blood caked on his ear and throat like chipping paint. “He just wants us to get out there into the kill zone so he can finish us off.” 
 
    “So what do we do? We have to leave now if we’re going to get there in time,” Pilate said. 
 
    Buster shook his head. “Goddamn my head hurts,” he said. “We have no choice. We go and take our chances. We’ve got our guns and our brains, such as they are.” 
 
    “Shit,” Taters said. “Jordan’s gonna kick my ass.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gunning the engines on a direct course, Taters plowed the bow of the TenFortyEZ into the choppy evening waters. Buster held a gun on Felix and Hector on the deck astern. Pilate stood beside Taters. 
 
    “No funny stuff!” Felix called over the engines. 
 
    “No funny stuff, asshole!” Pilate called back. “Buster, you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Little tired and got a damn headache worse than the one I picked up outside Da Nang with Trev, but I’ll live.” 
 
    “So you two were in the shit in ‘Nam?” Taters said. 
 
    Buster nodded. “Yep. Till late ’66, when Trev’s M-16 blew up in his face and took out that eye of his.” 
 
    Pilate looked at Buster. “Oh. I always figured it was a hunting accident.” 
 
    “It was, “ Buster said, “only we were hunting little guys in black pajamas. His gun jammed, and a bad cartridge blew. Those M-16s were dog shit until they figured out how to keep ‘em from jamming in the field.” 
 
    “Gotta love weapons made by the lowest bidder,” Taters said. 
 
    Buster nodded. 
 
    “We’ll be there in about twenty more minutes,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Okay,” Buster said. “Everybody just chill out and let me do the talking, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. 
 
    “You got it,” Taters said. “Oh, by the way, what do you suppose they’re going to do to my boat to disable her?” 
 
    “No idea,” Buster said, “but let’s just take the man at his word and hope for the best.” 
 
    Taters shot Buster a disapproving look, obviously unimpressed with the remark. 
 
    “Buster, have you ever seen Shane?” 
 
    “Alan Ladd? Yeah,” he said. “Why?” 
 
    “In the end, did Shane live?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” he said. “Why are you asking me about that now?” 
 
    “Nothin’,” Taters said, looking at Pilate, who shook his head slowly. 
 
    Buster made a quizzical face, then turned back to Felix and Hector. 
 
    The prisoners smiled at one another. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trevathan climbed down the jet way from the small plane he’d flown on into Key West International Airport. The early spring winds were positively balmy compared to the weather back in Cross Township, where there were still traces of snow scattered across the ground. 
 
    He picked up his bag and signaled for a taxi. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, there she is,” Taters said, pointing. “Dead ahead.” 
 
    Pilate looked at him, then at the lights of the large speedboat. It had a large cabin and was fifteen feet longer and forty years younger than the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    “Yep. Just the kinda boat I’d expect a guy like that to have,” Taters said. 
 
    “Bring us around within thirty feet or so,” Buster said, keeping his gun on the prisoners. 
 
    “Aye,” Taters said. He maneuvered his boat parallel to the Bahamian’s craft, leaving approximately thirty feet between them, and brought the engines down to an idle. 
 
    Pilate shined a deck light on the Bahamian’s boat. 
 
    Standing on the rear deck was a tall, bald, black man dressed in a shiny black shirt and light trousers. He held a large, nickel-plated automatic pistol that gleamed in the beam from Pilate’s light. “That’s enough wid the light!” the Bahamian called. “Off with dem motors!” 
 
    “Not until we see Kay!” Pilate called. “Your men are right here,” he said, illuminating the prisoners with the light to prove it. 
 
    “You okay, Felix? Hector?” 
 
    The men nodded assent. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Here she is,” he said. 
 
    Another man brought Kay on deck. Her mouth was gagged, and her wrists were tied in front of her. The light on her face revealed a black eye. 
 
    “You son-of-a-bitch!” Pilate seethed. 
 
    “What? Dis?” he pointed at her eye. “She a feisty one. Bitch brought it on herself ‘cause she don’t listen.” He laughed. 
 
    “That fucker is a dead man,” Taters muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Shut up,” Buster said. “All right. I assume you have the sub tied to your boat, so you’re ready to go. Just give her to us so we can go our separate ways.” 
 
    The buzz of a light aircraft several thousand feet up caught Pilate’s attention. It was too high to see what was happening on the water between two boats in the moonlight, but the Bahamian looked unconcerned. 
 
    “Okay. Untie my men and let them do their work on your engines,” he said. 
 
    “What about Kay?” 
 
    “As soon as Felix says your engines are busted, I’ll send her over da same time you send dem over,” he said. “Best I can do,” he said, his arms outstretched like a used car salesman making his pitch. 
 
    “Fine,” Pilate said. He went to the men and cut their bindings. “Do what you need to do.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, mon,” Felix said to Taters. “I’ll just cut your fuel lines—easy to fix, no problem.” 
 
    Taters gritted his teeth and gestured for Felix to go below. 
 
    “Open the engine compartment for me,” Felix said. 
 
    Taters obliged, handing a toolbox to Felix. 
 
    A few moments later, they reappeared on deck, the pungent smell of fuel emanating from below decks. 
 
    “There goes your deposit, John,” Taters said. 
 
    “All good, boss!” Felix called over to the other boat. “No worries.” 
 
    “Good man,” the Bahamian said. 
 
    “Can we come over now?” Hector asked. 
 
    “Not so hasty, friend,” the Bahamian warned. “Turn dat key and make sure dem engines don’t work.” 
 
    Taters frowned. “You cut the fucking fuel lines, damn it! It will turn over for a second and then die.” 
 
    “Then do it!” the Bahamian called over. 
 
    Taters turned the key. The engines started for a moment, then gurgled into silence. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the Bahamian called. “Boys, come to the side. You’re gonna swim over, then send the pretty lady across in the raft.” 
 
    “That sucks, mon,” Felix said under his breath. 
 
    “Shut up, Felix,” Hector said out the side of his mouth as they climbed on the deck rail. “We coulda been dead.” 
 
    “All right, gents, it looks like your lucky day,” Felix said to Pilate and the other men. “We’ll swim over and send her back.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Buster said. “Send her over at the same time.” 
 
    The Bahamian laughed. “Absolutely, smart guy.” 
 
    In a single second, Pilate saw the Bahamian step aside behind his boat’s superstructure and push Kay to her knees on the deck, her hair hanging over her damaged face. The other man stepped out, brandishing a rifle or machinegun. He opened fire, splattering Felix and Hector all over the teak decks of the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    Buster opened fire on the man with the machinegun, sending him ducking for cover. The Bahamian’s arm and head popped back out for a moment, firing three wild shots from his pistol at the deck of the TenFortyEZ. 
 
    Pilate fired back with the .45, scoring a shot in the boat’s superstructure near the Bahamian’s arm. “Kay, you gotta jump!” Pilate screamed. 
 
    Buster and Pilate fired at the superstructure, pinning the Bahamian and his gunman down. 
 
    “Buster, if she doesn’t get off that boat, she’s gonna get shot—either by them or accidentally by us!” Pilate yelled. “Kay! Get off the boat!” 
 
    “I know,” Buster said. “Kay, there’s too much crossf—“ 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, he saw Kay limp over to the side of the boat and jump in the water. The Bahamian made a move to fire at her as she dived below the waves. A burst of light smacked into the deck of the Bahamian’s boat. 
 
    “Bull’s-eye!” Taters called, flare gun in hand. The flare had burrowed into the side of the Bahamian’s boat, but it wasn’t going to do much more than cause a brief distraction. 
 
    “Nice idea, but I hope you didn’t give them any ideas. With all that gas floating around down there, we’ll be a damn fireball if they shoot a flare at us!” Buster said. 
 
    “On it,” Taters said, closing the doors leading below. 
 
    “How much ammo do we have left?” Pilate called. 
 
    “I got about six shots,” Buster said, crouched low beside the boat wheel. “You?” 
 
    “Three or four, I think,” Pilate said. “I’m not any good with these things, and I have to go get Kay. Her hands were tied, and she can’t swim like that.” 
 
    “John, you have no idea where she is,” Buster reasoned. 
 
    “I know she’s in the goddamn ocean. I saw her leap off astern. She probably went as deep as she could, and hopefully she’s popped up several yards away. It’s dark enough that if she can stay afloat, she’ll be safe from gunfire for now, but we have to find her.” Pilate stripped off his shirt. 
 
    “John, you have no idea where to go, and they’ll shoot your ass. Just wait, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Wait for what? For them to kill us all? You do know that’s what their trying to do, right?” 
 
    A few more shots from the Bahamian’s machinegun sprayed the TenFortyEZ, proving Pilate correct. 
 
    Buster looked at Pilate. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Guns? Hell yeah, I do,” Pilate said. “Like I said, in case you hadn’t noticed, they’re trying to kill us.” 
 
    “No…that.” Buster pointed to the moon. 
 
    The unmistakable sound of a helicopter rose above the sound of the gunfire. 
 
    “Who is that?” Pilate shouted. 
 
    “The most unfairly maligned branch of the service, my friend,” Buster said. “Stealth mode’s a bitch, Blackbeard.” 
 
    A bright spotlight shined on the pair of watercraft, and from a loudspeaker came a clear message: “THIS IS THE UNITED STATES COAST GUARD. DROP YOUR WEAPONS!” 
 
    “No fucking way!” Taters said, squinting through the light at the Coast Guard chopper overhead. 
 
    “DROP YOUR WEAPONS, OR WE WILL BE FORCED TO EMPLOY DEADLY FORCE. THIS IS YOUR FINAL WARNING.” 
 
    “Oh my God! I can’t believe this,” Pilate said. “What are the odds a Coastie would be flying over at this very moment?” 
 
    “I think the odds were pretty good when you consider that call I made right after we tied up those two bozos at Trev’s place,” Buster said. “I told my pal at the station to have the Coast Guard spotter plane out this direction looking for trouble. They saw us and dispatched a Dolphin chopper.” 
 
    The Bahamian’s thug with the machinegun foolishly opened fire on the orange Coast Guard Dolphin, which dipped away, circled around, and returned fire, spraying the deck of the Bahamian vessel. After that, Pilate saw no movement on the boat deck; all was quiet except for the rotors of the chopper. 
 
    “Guess they’re sorry they did that,” Taters said. 
 
    Pilate dropped his pistol. “Kay? Kay, where are you?” he shouted over the Dolphin rotors. He shined the light around the boat periphery, looking for any sign of her. 
 
    Taters got on the radio and broadcasted that there was a person overboard, and the Dolphin responded by shining lights around the boats. 
 
    “Kay?” Pilate called, more desperation dripping from his voice. 
 
    “I can’t hear over the chopper,” Taters said. “Be advised, Coast Guard, that we have a man overboard and cannot locate.” 
 
    The chopper gained altitude and continued searching with its powerful floodlights. 
 
    “There!” Pilate pointed to what appeared to be Kay’s blonde head struggling to stay above the waves about fifty yards away. 
 
    Without a second of hesitation, Pilate dived in and began swimming like mad. 
 
    “John, you really aren’t a very good swimmer,” Simon remarked. 
 
    “You’re right,” he concurred, for his muscles ached after only a few strokes in the choppy waters, but he kept swimming in what he presumed was Kay’s general direction. 
 
    An inflatable raft splashed down twenty feet in front of him. 
 
    Pleasantly surprised at the assistance, Pilate climbed aboard and paddled to meet Kay, finally dragging her soggy and drooping body in the raft. “Oh my God, Kay. Are you okay?” he said, his breath coming in gasps. 
 
    She looked at him, her eye and cheek black and swollen. “I’m sorry, John, but this…this does it. I’m…I’m just not interested in older men anymore.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been in jail before,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Shit,” Taters said. “This isn’t jail. It’s just a holding cell, like the kind where they put winos to dry out for the night. It’s nothing compared to county.” 
 
    “How the hell do you know?” 
 
    “Never you mind, my friend. Never you mind,” Taters said, picking a piece of dry skin off his elbow. 
 
    “I really need to use the bathroom,” Pilate said. 
 
    “So go.” Taters gestured to the stainless steel commode. 
 
    “I can’t…not right here in front of everybody.” 
 
    Taters just looked at Pilate. “Uh, okay.” 
 
    “Taters?” Pilate said, his arms folded across his chest, leaning back on his bunk. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about dragging you into all this shit,” he apologized. “And I’m really sorry about your boat getting shot up.” 
 
    Taters shrugged. “Meh, it’s the slow season anyway. But if I’m still in lockup or my boat ain’t seaworthy by May, I’m kicking your ass.” 
 
    A few hours later, a guard appeared and took the men to a room that the TV police procedurals would call an “interrogation room.” Standing beside the table in the room was a tall, tan plainclothes cop with a crew-cut, wearing khaki pants and a short-sleeved white shirt. He was neat in appearance and workmanlike in his manner. A uniformed guard stood unobtrusively in the corner of the room by the door. 
 
    “I’m Detective Sergeant Ripley,” he said. “Have a seat, gentlemen.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Pilate said, sitting, and Taters followed suit. 
 
    “I see you’ve been read your rights,” Ripley said, scanning the notes before him on the table. “I just have a few questions.” His tone was businesslike and non-threatening. 
 
    “Could I ask where Kay is?” 
 
    “Officer Righetti is fine—at the hospital, under observation. And before you ask, Buster is getting his head sewn up. He’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Pilate sighed and smiled with relief. 
 
    “Well, fellas, there’s some good news and some bad news here,” Ripley said. 
 
    “Is this the part where we ask for lawyers?” Taters said. 
 
    Ripley shrugged. “Up to you, but you might want to hear me out before you lawyer-up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said, nudging Taters with his foot under the table. 
 
    “Just so we’re clear, you are not asking for a public defender or your own retained legal counsel at this time, correct?” 
 
    “Correct,” Pilate said, a bit hesitantly. 
 
    “For now,” Taters added. 
 
    “Fine. Okay, here’s the deal. You guys are in trouble for several things.” He touched the tip of the index finger on his right hand to the fingertips of his left. “One, you had evidence of a crime—specifically a murder at the Hog’s Snout Saloon—that you failed to submit or report. Two, you lied to police officers on more than one occasion. Three, you endangered the life of a police officer, as well as members of the general public. Four, you engaged in a gun battle with unregistered firearms and—“ 
 
    “But we didn’t kill anybody,” Taters said. 
 
    “I don’t actually think you even shot anybody, but may I continue?” Ripley seemed unperturbed, but Pilate felt Taters was close to pushing the man’s buttons. 
 
    The men nodded. 
 
    “Okay, where was I? Five, you had evidence of stolen or contraband materials, which you failed to report to authorities.” 
 
    Pilate held up his hand like a kid in class, wanting the teacher to acknowledge his question. 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “As for the sub, we didn’t know what was in it. Matter of fact, we still don’t. Doesn’t it count as salvage?” 
 
    “You can try that one out in court if you’d like,” Ripley said, “but what you found is a self-propelled semi-submersible, and according to the U.S. Drug Trafficking Vessel Interdiction Act, it’s a felony to even use one of those. Your failure to report your discovery of the vessel could indicate that you knew what was in it and planned to distribute.” 
 
    “So it was drugs,” Taters said, shaking his head. “Damn it!” 
 
    “Sergeant, we’re not crooks,” Pilate said. “I’m just a writer, and—“ 
 
    “Mr. Pilate, I know who you are,” he said. “I know what you do, and I know who you’ve been with lately.” He fired a piercing look at Pilate. “I know you are regarded by some as a hero, and as a member of the law enforcement brotherhood, I cannot help but have respect for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Pilate said. 
 
    “However, you broke the law here, and no prior heroism can excuse that,” Ripley said. “Not in my jurisdiction.” 
 
    “Look, I know I screwed up. I made some bad calls. Going it alone was one of them. It was a bad call, Ripley. A bad call,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Okayyyyy, but here’s the good news. You guys helped the Coast Guard recover something more important than drugs or gold and jewels—something of incredible value.” 
 
    “What was it?” Taters said, leaning forward on the table. 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say,” Ripley said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s classified,” Ripley said, clearly relishing the moment; he had always wanted to say those words in the line of duty. 
 
    “Oh come on, man,” Pilate said. “Are you jacking with us or what?” 
 
    “Nope,” Ripley said. “What you guys found was something the Coast Guard—which, by the way, is the only branch of the military under the authority of the Department of Homeland Security—considers a major win. However, it’s not a win they want publicized.” 
 
    “Was it the secrets to winning the war on terrorism or drugs or something? A loose nuke? A Roswell alien? Holy crap!” Pilate ran his hands through his hair, the salty smell of the sea blossoming from his scalp. 
 
    “Keep asking and you’re going to run out of time.” Ripley looked at a large dive watch on his wrist. “Here’s the deal. In about five minutes, a Fed from Homeland Security will be here. If he shows up and we have an accord, I can help you. The Coast Guard wants this quiet, and I want to save the butt of my old boss—Buster, who shoulda known better than to pull this crap—and because I would hate to see Kay Righetti’s career tarnished, I can make all the charges go away. All you have to do is sign this agreement.” He opened a file folder and slid a document across the table to each man. 
 
    “Agreement? Agreement for what?” 
 
    “It’s ironclad. All charges against you for these crimes will be dropped as long as you agree not to discuss, write about, or otherwise publicize the events that transpired around the issue of the memory chip, the sub, and the shootout at sea.” 
 
    Both men scanned their respective documents. 
 
    “If we get lawyers and go to court, whatever was in that sub would have to come out, or the case would fall apart,” Pilate said. 
 
    Ripley steepled his fingers together under his chin. “Maybe, but the government is pretty heavy handed about national security these days. You might be able to take this to court, but I guarantee they’ll bankrupt you before you get what you want out of it.” 
 
    “I could write a book about this and make millions,” Pilate said. 
 
    This time, Taters nudged Pilate under the table. 
 
    “If you’re prosecuted and found guilty, you won’t make one thin dime off of this,” Ripley said. “Ask a lawyer. Oh, and Mr. Malley, your boat will be auctioned off. An old Connie like yours should do pretty good.” He looked at his watch. “You have about two minutes left before the Fed gets here and this deal goes away.” 
 
    “You mean we’ll just get charged and go to court?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Or maybe you’ll just go a little further south than Key West for a nice long vacation in solitary,” Ripley said. 
 
    “Gitmo?” Taters said. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “In that case, give me a damn pen.” 
 
    Ripley smirked and slid one across the table to him. Then, he turned his attention to Pilate. “What about you, Mr. Pilate? This is your get-out-of-jail-free card. You still get to write your little book about the incident in Kansas, and—“ 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “So, what’s it going to be?” 
 
    Taters signed the document and slid it across the table to Ripley, then offered the pen to Pilate. 
 
    “John, don’t be an idiot,” Simon said. 
 
    “John?” Taters said. 
 
    “So it all never happened, right?” 
 
    Ripley nodded. 
 
    “Fine,” Pilate said, and then he applied his signature. 
 
    “Remember, as I said, this is ironclad. If you so much as think about breaking this agreement, the Feds will do their absolute best to ruin your life,” Ripley said, standing and scooping up the documents. “And let me assure you they’re very, very good at that. That said, gentlemen, you’re both free to go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Taters said. “Now where’s my boat?” 
 
    “The Coast Guard will release it to you,” he said. “I have some paperwork for you to get it out of hock.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Pilate said, filing past Ripley out the door. 
 
    “Try to stay out of trouble, gentlemen,” he said, sliding the pen back into his shirt pocket. 
 
    In the hallway was a Coast Guard captain, as well as two men in dark suits that looked out of place in the sub-tropic climate of Key West. They drank coffee from white Styrofoam cups, looking up at Taters, Ripley, and Pilate. Ripley handed the files to one of the dark-suited men. 
 
    Pilate nodded at the men, who responded with blank stares. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jordan’s going to be back tomorrow,” Taters said as the pair walked past white patrol cars adorned with suns and palm trees, “or is it today?” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “I think it’s ’bout an hour before dawn hits,” Taters said. 
 
    “Breakfast?” 
 
    “Pepe’s Café?” 
 
    “Long walk from here,” Pilate said. 
 
    “I could use one,” Taters said. 
 
    “I could use a drink.” 
 
    “And a cigarette?” 
 
    “Nah,” Pilate said. “Mine got wet when I dived in after Kay. I’m takin’ that as a sign and giving ‘em up.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Taters said. 
 
    “It’s pretty easy to do when you’re broke. Like my grandpa said, the best way to quit smoking is to stop buying cigarettes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Breakfast was a somber affair of eggs, bacon, and silent mastication. Their eyes stared into space in exhaustion. 
 
    “Hear that?” Taters said. “Radio out of Havana. We just saved ourselves from getting a lot better reception, courtesy of the U.S. government.” 
 
    “Yep,” Pilate said. “I guess in the grand scheme of things, we’re damn lucky.” 
 
    “Well, my boat’s full of holes, and the fuel lines need repair,” Taters said. 
 
    “It’ll eat the last bit of my advance, but I’ve got it covered. It’s my fault anyway,” he said, draining his orange juice. 
 
    Taters shrugged. “I wouldn’t say no to you helping out,” he said, wiping his chin. “But let’s say we go halves.” 
 
    Pilate reached across the table, and the pair shook hands. 
 
    “One thing,” Taters said. 
 
    “Yeah?” Pilate said, stretching in his seat, his back and neck popping out a symphony of stiff-jointed cracks and creaks. 
 
    “Would you be willing to, uh…to help me explain all this to Jordan?” 
 
    “Kind of hard to do when we’re not allowed to talk about it.” Pilate smirked. 
 
    “Well, you’re the damned writer,” Taters said, “and clearly, I need a story that’s gonna save my ass from the wrath of that woman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate practically fell out of the cab at Trevathan’s place. It looked much less threatening by comparison after recent events. He walked in and dropped his keys and dead cell phone on a side table; the phone had run out of power while it sat in a drawer in the police station. 
 
    “So, you’re alive,” Trevathan said, leaning out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Holy…you scared the shit out of me!” Pilate yelped. 
 
    “Had to return the favor,” Trevathan said. “What the hell happened here? Are those bullet holes in my sofa?” 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of a long story, and I’m wiped out,” Pilate said, taking a seat at the dining room table. 
 
    “Tough shit,” Trevathan said, sliding a cup of coffee in front of Pilate. “My house, my rules. Now spill it.” 
 
    “Long story short, some bad guys here on the island broke in here that first time, looking for stuff to steal. You recall that, right?” Pilate said. 
 
    “Yep—when you barred up my windows,” Trevathan said. 
 
    “Well, apparently, in that first break-in, the goons were startled by somebody, and one of them dropped a gun—presumably a murder weapon—so they came back for it.” 
 
    “Where did they drop it?” Trevathan asked. “I mean, you never saw it, right?” 
 
    “Right. They dropped it near the sofa, and it got kicked under there,” Pilate said. 
 
    “And when they came back for it, they got the drop on Buster, who was here to check on you, and you showed up and then there was gunfire?” 
 
    “Right—they only hit your sofa, thank goodness,” Pilate said. “I had to take Buster to the hospital and give a statement to the police.” 
 
    Trevathan sat silent. He sipped his lukewarm coffee and looked at the gunshot sofa, his glass eye aimed slightly askew. “So you managed to nearly get my best friend killed, my house broken into, and you can’t tell me any more than that?” 
 
    “I told you everything,” he said. 
 
    “Bullshit, John.” Trevathan said. “That’s just too weird.” 
 
    Pilate threw up his hands. “If you don’t believe me, ask Buster.” 
 
    “I will,” Trevathan said. “But anyway, let’s table that for now. How close are you on the book?” 
 
    “I’m behind,” he said. “Way behind. But I was going to add some stuff about Jack, and—“ 
 
    “Jesus, John! Let that shit lie where it fell,” Trevathan said. 
 
    “I have to put something in there about him,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Jack’s dead, and that’s it. You know what they say about sleeping dogs, don’t you?” 
 
    Pilate studied Trevathan’s lined face. “You think there’s a chance?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we look into it?” 
 
    “Because Kate and Kara will be here in two days,” he said. “You need to work on what is a real danger, not a supposition.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘real danger’?” 
 
    “I mean that Kate is the most precious thing in your world, and you’re going to lose her if you don’t stop chasing ghosts,” he said. “Live in the world as it is, John. Make a life with Kate. For God’s sake, don’t screw that up—your one good thing.” 
 
    “It may be too late,” he said. 
 
    Trevathan bit his lip, took off his glasses, and set them on the table. “All Kate knows is that she’s worried about you, and that’s all she needs to know. If you did something you’re ashamed of, so be it, but don’t make her pay for it by telling her.” 
 
    Pilate nodded slowly, indicating he understood. 
 
    “John, I did some things back in the war I’m not proud of,” Trevathan said softly. “I broke a promise or two to my wife back then, but she never knew—or if she did know using that womanly intuition of hers, she understood my reasons. We never spoke about it.” 
 
    “But that was war,” Pilate said. “I can’t use combat as an excuse.” 
 
    “John, trust me when I say you’ve been fighting plenty of battles this past year—back in Cross and apparently here in Key West,” he said, putting his glasses back on. “It’s over now. Forget what you did, forget Jack Lindstrom, and focus on Kate. Rebuild your life, man.” 
 
    “But what if Jack’s—“ 
 
    “Alive? If he’s alive—which I don’t think he is—I find it hard to believe he would come anywhere near anyone who knew him. That would be a stupid risk. Jack was a lot of things, but he wasn’t stupid. John, even I thought his death was strange and perhaps a trick—but come on! The man was at the end of his rope. He’s gone.” 
 
    Pilate smiled. “You’re right. It was just my imagination.” 
 
    “John, call your agent and tell her you’ll deliver the book in another three weeks. I will try to help. Then you need to help me get the place ready for Kate and Kara. I also need help getting the boat ready. She’s not big, but she’s fun. You like boats?” 
 
    “They’re okay,” Pilate said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how do you explain the phone calls?” Pilate asked, looking at Dr. Sandburg as he scribbled notes on the pad on his lap desk. 
 
    “Are you sure there even were phone calls, John?” he said, not looking up. “Any chance those calls were merely manifestations of Simon that you mistook for this Lindstrom fellow?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that could be,” Pilate said. 
 
    “The man’s a quack,” Simon said. 
 
    “John, you’re a person who I’d call hyper-imaginative. I think you had some issues in your childhood that led to your development of this imaginary friend, and when stress overwhelms you, your imagination goes into overdrive. It gives you a refuge. This idea that your former boss is actually alive and calling you is just a byproduct of that.” 
 
    “Well, he did sound a little like Simon,” Pilate said, rubbing his bearded cheek. 
 
    “And you could never get an answer when you tried calling those numbers back?” 
 
    “Right, but that doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you should run those numbers, get your cop friend to—“ 
 
    “Wish I could, but the phone memory was, uh…wiped recently,” Pilate said. 
 
    Sandburg smiled indulgently. “Ah, I see.” He scribbled more notes. 
 
    “Am I crazy?” 
 
    “No,” he said, “but you’re mentally exhausted.” 
 
    Pilate nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I’m giving you a scrip for a low dose of Klonopin. It will help you sleep—take the edge off any anxiety.” 
 
    “I really hate taking pills,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Take them as needed, John. It’s just a little help.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” 
 
    “And, John, if you get another call from someone you don’t know, just tell them they have the wrong number. For all you know, that could actually be the case.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kay let John in her apartment. She wore only a loose Key West Police Department Athletic Team t-shirt and panties. Her hair was tied back, and her cheek and eye were bruised in a mix of green and purple. 
 
    “How you doing?” he said, placing a box of donuts on the table. 
 
    She sat in the breakfast nook, one knee under her, the other under her chin. She snagged a donut from the box and bit it in half. “Donuts for the lady cop, John? Really? Could you be more cliché?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Just kidding,” she said, her mouth full. “I’m doing better actually.” 
 
    “Good.” He opened the refrigerator, found the skim, and poured her a glass. “Look, Kay, I am so—“ 
 
    “John, let it go.” 
 
    “So they told you the deal?” 
 
    She nodded, wiping the sugar glaze from her mouth with the back of her hand. She sipped the milk, eyeing him. “We can’t ever talk about it,” she said. 
 
    “Talk about what?” he said. 
 
    They looked at one another a moment, and Pilate felt an undeniable stirring of sexual intensity. 
 
    “So, when’s she getting here?” Kay asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Pilate said. “I plan on making things right.” 
 
    “John, you didn’t do anything wrong,” she said, “unless you count being human. Happens to the best of us.” 
 
    “How the hell is it that I’m the only one who thinks that? How’d you get so wise at such a young age?” 
 
    “Sleeping with older men,” she said. “And that’s a joke, by the way.” 
 
    “Well, I better go,” he said, standing. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yup,” she said. “My face will heal, my job is safe, and I’m going to get one more good lay out of you before you move on with your life.” 
 
    “Kay, I can’t—“ 
 
    She stood up and shoved the rest of her donut in his mouth. “Shh. You owe me,” she said, unbuttoning his shirt and leading him into the bedroom. 
 
    Pilate ran his hands over Kay’s breasts, nuzzling her neck as she unbuttoned the rest of his shirt and slid her hand in his pants. 
 
    “Kay…wait,” he said, stepping back. “I can’t.” 
 
    Kay looked at him; his obvious interest in her below the belt now looked ludicrous. “Can you walk out of here with that thing like that?” she said. 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    “You’ll look like Groucho Marx,” Simon said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re a bad, bad man, John.” 
 
    “Shut up, Simon,” Pilate said, walking back to Trevathan’s house. 
 
    “Well, actually, you did better than I expected.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” Trevathan said, rolling up the cord of the vacuum cleaner. 
 
    “Yeah, just peachy,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Well, let’s eat and then get the boat out of mothballs, okay?” Trevathan said. 
 
    “Yup,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Their flight gets in at two tomorrow.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Have you called her?” Trevathan said, putting the vacuum in the closet. 
 
    “No,” Pilate said. “I figured I’d just save it until I see her.” 
 
    “John, call her,” he said, coughing. “You need to check in.” 
 
    “That cold again? You okay?” 
 
    Trevathan shook his head. “Nah. Just dust from the vacuuming. Go call Kate.” 
 
    Pilate went upstairs and opened the doors of the balcony. Boats and jet skis milled about the harbor as he dialed Kate’s home number. 
 
    “Hello?” she said. 
 
    “Hi, hon’,” he said. 
 
    “John? You okay?” 
 
    “Yep,” he said. “Fine. Can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “Me too,” she said. “Kara’s so excited. She’s never been to the beach, you know.” 
 
    “Well, we’re going to have an incredible time,” Pilate said. 
 
    “It will be a nice week,” Kate said. 
 
    “Just a week?” 
 
    “Well, that’s what we planned,” she said. 
 
    “Plans are made to be changed.” 
 
    “Heard anything?” she said. 
 
    “No,” he said, “but I’ll check.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I figured somebody ought to tell you, honey,” Pilate’s mother said through the phone, her voice pitched with the excitement of breaking news. 
 
    “Well, I’m very happy for her and Dave,” he said. “When’s she due?” 
 
    “Anytime now. Johnny, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Ma, I am,” he said. “How’s Dad?” 
 
    “He’s fine—just ready for the cold weather to end,” she said. “Of course, ‘round here, that just means tornado season.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After landing the afternoon before, they had joyfully reunited. Kara and Trevathan were excited to get in his boat and see Key West from the water. 
 
    As they tooled around the harbor on Trevathan’s small pontoon boat, Kara squealed with delight at the sight of fish. Trevathan laughed, gently guiding them past Wisteria Island, Sunset Key, and the massive cruise liners docked at Key West. Pilate saw in Kate’s eyes the wariness she’d had when they first met in Cross Township several months earlier. 
 
    The evening came quickly, and all decided a quick meal topped off with key lime pie would do the trick. Tomorrow would be the big day for hitting the town, seeing the sights, and perhaps a few hours on the beach. 
 
    Kara was put to bed in the tiny guest room reserved for she and Kate. Trevathan begged off an after-dinner drink, saying goodnight, and heading upstairs to bed. Pilate was set to explore sleeping on a sofa full of bullet holes. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked, handing Kate a glass of wine and sitting beside her on the sofa. 
 
    “Tired,” she said as she gently placed her wine glass on the coffee table. “But I’m okay.” 
 
    “Well, you look beautiful,” he said, sipping his wine. 
 
    “You look exhausted, John,” she said. “I need you to tell me what you couldn’t say on the phone.” 
 
    “What do you want to know? I already told you about Samantha.” 
 
    “Not about that,” she said. “I want to know what all the shenanigans have been about, all this stuff with the police.” 
 
    “The police?” Pilate dried his damp palm on his shorts. “Would you believe me if I said I can’t tell you what happened or I’ll be shipped out to Guantanamo Bay?” 
 
    “John, no bull, okay?” Her eyes were plaintive, looking for him to say the right things. 
 
    “Sorry, Kate. You’re right. I do owe you an explanation.” He put his wine on the table and took her hand in his. “Here’s what happened. I saw a guy die at a bar that night you couldn’t get in touch with me. Somebody murdered him in the restroom, and I was one of the first people to find him. It was awful.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Kate said softly. “That’s horrible.” 
 
    “And then this place was burglarized,” he said, “twice—once when I was out and again when I was here. That’s why the sofa is all shot to hell.” 
 
    “Why did they do that?” 
 
    “Bad aim?” 
 
    “Oh my God!” she said. “Who were they?” 
 
    “Police said they were just some thugs who thought they had left something behind the first time, so they came back looking for it, and—“ 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What did they leave behind?” 
 
    “A gun,” he said, picking up his wine. 
 
    “Oh. And they shot at you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “And the police caught them?” 
 
    “Yes. They aren’t going to be bothering anyone for a long time—if ever,” he said. “I promise you we’re safe.” 
 
    She exhaled expansively, as if she had been holding her breath for days. “That’s it then?” 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. “Just me and my dumb luck…again.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed him, her eyelashes fluttering against his cheek. “If that’s all there is to it,” she said, kissing him lightly again, “then why don’t I believe you?” 
 
    “I told you what happened,” he said. 
 
    “Not all of it,” she said. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t—but I know you,” she said, standing. “I’m very tired, John. Let’s talk about this tomorrow.” She padded quietly through the living room to the guest room and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Pilate poured her wine into his glass and released an audible “Shit” before he gulped it down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At breakfast, Trevathan volunteered to take Kara to the aquarium. 
 
    “But what about Mom?” Kara asked. 
 
    “I’d like to go somewhere with John, honey,” she said. “I’ll go to the aquarium with you another day.” 
 
    Kara looked at John, who had his face obscured by a large coffee mug. 
 
    “I think they just want to kiss,” Kara said, giggling. 
 
    “Kara Jane Nathaniel, that will be quite enough,” Kate said, smiling. 
 
    Trevathan and Pilate laughed, and Kara giggled again and ate her scrambled eggs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Constructed of white coral rock in 1851, the Hemingway Home at 907 Whitehead Street presented an opportunity for Pilate and Kate to take a walk and talk more privately. 
 
    Hemingway moved into the home in 1931, and it still contained the furniture that he and his family used. Papa’s writing studio and the dozens of polydactyl-footed cats—descendants of Hemingway’s beloved felines—that had free rein of the estate fascinated Pilate. 
 
    “Will you look at this pool?” Kate said. 
 
    According to legend, Hemingway had the first in-ground swimming pool on the island, and it cost a pretty penny. 
 
    “This pool cost $20,000 in the 1930s,” Pilate said. “Can you imagine?” 
 
    “It’s sixty feet long,” Kate said. “Sheesh!” 
 
    “Hemingway lore says he left it to his wife Pauline to manage the pool construction, and when it was finished and he learned how much it cost, he said, ‘You’ve spent all but my last penny, so you might as well have that!’ and that’s why this penny is embedded here,” Pilate said, pointing to the penny at pool’s north end. 
 
    “What an asshole,” Kate whispered, laughing. 
 
    “He was that at times,” Pilate said, “but don’t say that too loud around here. These people idolize the man, deserved or not.” 
 
    She nodded and walked toward the bookstore area. 
 
    Pilate couldn’t help admiring her as she walked away; Kate looked good in khaki shorts. Hell, she looks good in—or out—of everything. “Hey, let’s go up and look at the studio,” Pilate said. 
 
    Hemingway wrote in a detached carriage house converted into a studio. They peered through the window at Hemingway’s book-lined studio, a small table with a portable Royal typewriter comprising the humble centerpiece. A multi-toed cat bathed itself on a chair in the corner. 
 
    “Pretty cool,” Kate said. 
 
    “Yep,” Pilate said. “He wrote some of his best stuff here.” 
 
    “Are you a big fan?” 
 
    “Honestly, I like The Old Man and the Sea, but I really enjoyed A Moveable Feast more,” Pilate said. 
 
    “That’s interesting,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Preferring a nonfiction memoir as opposed to the writer’s actual fiction.” 
 
    “True. I like Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley too.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not a macho man anyway,” she said, pinching his bicep. 
 
    “Hey, now. I’ve been shot, just like Hemingway.” 
 
    “True,” she said. “I suppose that’s a season pass to the Macho Man Club.” 
 
    They walked back to the garden around the pool and sat on a small stone bench. 
 
    “There’s the lighthouse,” Pilate said, pointing to the eight-story white structure jutting from the palms. 
 
    Kate took his hand. “John, I have to know that you’re going to let go of this Jack Lindstrom business.” 
 
    “Kate, come on. I—“ 
 
    “I’m serious. He’s gone, and you need to let it go and finish the book so you…so we can get on with our lives.” 
 
    Pilate shook his head gently. “I don’t know,” he said. “The idea of that guy taking his life with a shotgun is just—“ 
 
    “John, it happens all the time,” she said, gesturing at the home of a man who had also ended his life with a shotgun. 
 
    “Touché’,” he said. He inhaled deeply. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Can you let it go? For me? For us?” 
 
    “I think so,” he said. 
 
    “Good. And what about Samantha?” 
 
    “I let go of her when I met you, Kate.” 
 
    “I know, John, but what about her baby?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Hasn’t been born yet. No idea what it is…or whose.” 
 
    Kate looked at the ground, removing her hand from his. 
 
    Pilate took her hand back. “Kate, look at me,” he said. “Please.” 
 
    She looked at him, her eyes welling. 
 
    “If the baby is mine, I will take responsibility, but no matter what happens, you are the most important person in my world. I don’t want to lose you. I’ve done a lot of dumb things, and I’m not saying I won’t do plenty more of them in my lifetime, but I can promise you one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that, John?” 
 
    “I promise I’m yours if you still want me.” 
 
    “That didn’t sound over-rehearsed at all,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks. I was trying not to be too daytime drama about it,” he said, laughing. “So what do you say?” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘what do I say’?” she said. 
 
    “Do you want to be with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think Kara wants me around?” 
 
    “Very much,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye. 
 
    “Then why don’t we…well, you know?” he said. 
 
    “Right here? On the Hemingway lawn?” she said. 
 
    “Yes, Kate. Let’s have sex right here. No, goof. Kate, let’s get married.” 
 
    “Oh my God, John!” she said. 
 
    “I know, I know.” He looked at a small green lizard crossing the yard. “I don’t have a ring or anything.” 
 
    She hugged him hard, and his sunburn and sore muscles ached so much that he groaned, but he returned the embrace. “You just made me very happy,” she said. 
 
    “I’m so glad,” he said. “Does that mean yes?” 
 
    “It means,” she said, taking his hand and putting it on her belly, “that no matter what happens with Samantha, John Pilate will indeed be somebody’s daddy.” 
 
    He looked questioningly at his hand on her belly, then stared at her face in disbelief. 
 
    She smiled, tears streaking down her blushing face, nodding her head vigorously. 
 
    He kissed her tears and held her. 
 
    “I think we need to get you fixed, John.” Simon said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I love you too,” Pilate said as he slipped the cell phone back in his pocket. He hurried to his friends, who were assembled in a semicircle on Mallory Square. “Honey, can I talk to you a minute?” he asked Kate, smiling at the grinning faces of his congregation. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, handing her bouquet to Kara. “Hang on to these, sweetie.” 
 
    “Okay, Mama,” she said, her hair done up in ribbons. “Mr. Pilate is my new daddy!” 
 
    “That’s right, honey,” Trevathan said. 
 
    “Call him Shane,” Taters said. 
 
    “What?” Trevathan said. 
 
    “Tell you later,” Buster said, laughing. 
 
    Jordan rolled her eyes and smiled at her husband. 
 
    “As in Shane?” Marlene said. “Great movie, but a sad ending.” 
 
    “So how do you think it ended?” Taters said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Marlene asked. 
 
    “Wait—there’s a movie called Shane?” Rick said. “Is it any good?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pilate and Kate walked through the throng of Mallory Square revelers and stopped ten feet from their group. 
 
    “What is it? We’re going to miss it if we don’t hurry up,” she said. 
 
    “I just talked to Mom,” he said. 
 
    Kate nodded. 
 
    “She talked to Samantha,” Pilate said. “You know Mom. She heard Sam had the baby, so she dragged Dad to the hospital. They barged into Sam’s room and made over her and the baby boy—“ 
 
    “A boy?” Kate interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Pilate said. “Anyway, while they were making over the baby and totally flummoxing Dave, Mom got a look at the baby’s ID bracelet.” 
 
    “Okay…so?” Impatient, Kate looked back at their group. 
 
    “The baby has Type O blood,” he said, taking her by the shoulders. “I’m Type AB, and Sam is Type O.” 
 
    Kate looked in his eyes. “Wait. That means—“ 
 
    “If the baby was mine, Kate, he’d have Type A or B, not O.” Pilate laughed. “I can’t begin to tell you how relieved I am.” 
 
    Kate laughed. “You? You’re relieved? Oh my God,” she said, hugging his neck. 
 
    “I feel like I just got out of jail,” Pilate said. 
 
    “Come on, free man. Enjoy it for the next minute or two,” she said, leading him by the hand. 
 
    The pair rejoined the group: Kara, Trevathan, Taters and Jordan, Buster, Marlene, Rick, and a man with extremely long hair named Josie—an ordained minister of the Conch Republic. Everyone wore casual island clothes, and all the men had a carnation pinned to their Hawaiian shirts. Dan, the charming young guitarist, stood a few feet away, strumming idle notes with a beatific smile—as if he alone heard a distant radio station. 
 
    “Okay,” Pilate said. “We’re ready.” 
 
    Trevathan leaned over. “For a minute there, I thought you were going to back out.” 
 
    “No chance,” Pilate whispered. “You have the ring?” 
 
    “In my pocket,” he said. 
 
    Pilate signaled Dan, who played “Classical Gas” for a few seconds. He laughed and changed it up to “The Wedding March.” 
 
    Pilate and Kate walked through a path made by Mallory Square revelers to the edge of the dock. With the sunset blazing behind them, they said their vows, then exchanged rings and a kiss. 
 
    As their little group cheered their kiss, the entire square erupted in cheers for the sunset. Pilate and Kate hugged everyone, then met their horse-drawn carriage ride to the hotel. 
 
    Dan played Colin Hay’s “Beautiful World” as everyone started to depart. 
 
    “All right. Let’s get to the hotel. We’re doing this thing right,” Taters said, rubbing his hands together. “We’ll see you there for your reception.” 
 
    The group headed to a small shuttle bus that was waiting on Duval Street to take them to the historic La Concha Hotel, the tallest building and one of the oldest hotels in Key West. 
 
    “The horse is beautiful,” Kate said. “Where shall we go?” 
 
    “Once around the island sound good?” he said, smiling. 
 
    “I’m hungry. How about once around the block?” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Mrs. Pilate.” 
 
    “Kate Pilate,” she said. “Pi-lot,” she said, as if talking to a stranger. “Not Kate Pill-ot-ees.” 
 
    “You might as well get used to it. Your students will think you run an exercise class,” he said. As Pilate helped his bride into the carriage, his cell phone rang. 
 
    “Mom again?” 
 
    “No. It’s a Key West number. Must be Taters or Trevathan,” he said. “I’m sure they forgot something or whatever.” 
 
    “Don’t answer it, John,” Simon said. 
 
    Pilate ignored Simon and answered anyway. “Hello?” 
 
    “Are you sleeping? Are you sleeping? Brother John?” the familiar yet eerily unfamiliar voice sang into his ear. 
 
    “Not funny,” he said, turning his head to the side and whispering. 
 
    “Wedding bells are ringing. Wedding bells are ringing. Ding, ding, dong. Ding, ding, dong…” 
 
    “John, who is it?” Kate said, clutching her bouquet in the lap of her sundress. 
 
    Pilate looked around 360 degrees. Hundreds of people milled about as usual after a postcard-perfect Mallory Square Sunset. 
 
    “Where the fuck are you?” Pilate growled, just low enough for Kate not to hear him. 
 
    “Are you sleeping? Are you sleeping? Brother John?” the voice was muffled, inhuman, and strangely cruel. 
 
    “Wedding bells are ringing. Wedding bells are ringing. Ding, dong, ding. Ding, dong, ding…” 
 
    Click. 
 
    Pilate turned to Kate and saw that her face was a mask of confusion. 
 
    “John?” she coaxed. 
 
    Pilate said nothing; his face a rictus of fear. 
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    AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks to my draft readers: Kristin, Michelle, Lisa and Stephanie. Your critiques made Pilate’s Key a better book. 
 
    Thanks to my editor, Autumn C., for her invaluable insights, humor and suggestions. 
 
    Special thanks to the talented designer of the new (as of 2019) “John Pilate Mysteries” book series covers, Jason McIntyre. I look forward to many more years of collaboration. 
 
    Thank you (and any necessary apologies in advance) to the People of Key West, Florida for giving John Pilate, Simon, Taters and friends a new place to play. 
 
    I hope I got most of it right. 
 
      
 
    J. Alexander Greenwood 
 
    Kansas City, Missouri 
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    Suicide not only ends a life, but it can destroy the lives of the victim's family and friends. With help comes hope. Learn more at www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/. 
 
      
 
    Did you enjoy this novel?  
 
    Please consider writing a review on Amazon.com! 
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