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…what though the field be lost?
All is not lost; the unconquerable will,
And study of revenge, immortal hate,
And courage never to submit or yield:
And what is else not to be overcome?
John Milton, Paradise Lost (1667) bk 1, 1, 157




One

A sudden increase in the intensity of the downpour moved through the dark, quiet room like a heavy sigh. The fall was aging into winter, gray and wet among naked trees. Those trees I could see through the leaded glass in the windows stood like ink-black silhouettes: the ranks of the shades of the dead, among mist that reared and curled slowly, engulfing trunks and skeletal branches, and everything it touched. The downpour eased back to a drizzle, and outside the window a steady drip from the eaves marked the passage of time, yet managed somehow to make the moment still and timeless. The spit and crackle of the fire in the huge stone fireplace created a warm, irregular counterpoint to the wet drips outside.
I heard the door open behind me, set down my coffee on the mahogany table by my side, stood and turned. It was the brigadier.
“Harry, good to see you. I hope you’re rested and in good shape?”
The intonation was like a question, but it was more like a polite order. The Brits have a way of doing that. He was requiring me to be rested and in good shape. I was.
“I’m fine, thank you, sir.”
He shut the door. “I have an interesting job for you.” He moved to the credenza and poured himself a cup of strong, black coffee from the silver coffee pot. He spoke as he poured. “You remember Yugoslavia?”
“Of course. It decomposed in the ’90s into Serbia, Croatia…”
“Quite so.” He approached the fire, gestured me to sit back down and took an old chesterfield opposite mine. He sipped twice and set the cup down on an occasional table at his side. “There was a lot of ancient ethnic hatred stirred up during that conflict. There are no saints in war, but the Serbians, fired by Slobodan Milošević’s rhetoric, really plumbed the depths, and the Croatians suffered a great deal. Nothing threatens political power, Harry, as I am sure you know, like small, independent, sovereign countries.” He gave a small chuckle. “A five-star general, who shall remain nameless, commented to me just yesterday that we should be thankful for the power of public opinion right now in the West, and for Britain’s nuclear deterrent.”
“Why’s that?” I asked, as I knew I was supposed to.
“Because, according to him, without those two powerful influences, the European Union, led by French President Macron and Germany’s Angela Merkel, would be maneuvering to invade the United Kingdom and subdue it by force. As I say, big political power hates a small, independent, sovereign country. And that is what Slovenia and Croatia became by very substantial votes in national referenda. But Serbia saw itself as the natural heir to Yugoslavia, and Milošević and Radovan Karadžić were both very keen to step into President Tito’s boots. Of course neither of them had a tenth of the charisma, personal power or intelligence of Tito. They, very stupidly, played the Serbian nationalist card to gain the support of the Serbian people, and attempted to break Croatia and Slovenia by force. As I say, a stupid plan that never stood a hope of success and cost them both very dearly.”
I said, “Milošević is dead and Radovan Karadžić is in prison for the rest of his life.”
He nodded briefly. “And we must be grateful for that, too. But these were the men who issued the orders and drove the war. Then there were those who relayed those orders and ensured and oversaw their execution. And then again there were those who executed those orders. The further down the line you go, the more numerous these bastards become, and the more direct their connection with the actual, physical crime.”
“And, I take it, we have identified one of those bastards.”
“Oh yes, yes indeed, a choice one, Colonel Kostas Marcović.” He took another sip of coffee and smacked his lips. “On the 1st of April, 1991, seeing that Croatia was headed toward independence, the Serb majority in the borderlands of SAO Krajina—that is the Serbian Autonomous Oblast Krajina—declared its intention to secede from Croatia and align itself with Serbia.” He paused a moment, gazing at the fire. “Immediately after Croatia declared independence, Croatian Serbs established, in addition to SAO Krajina, SAO Western Slavonia, SAO Eastern Slavonia, Baranja and Western Srijem. And all of these united to form a self-proclaimed proto-state, the Republic of Serbian Krajina. Other areas with Serb majorities began to ally themselves, and the situation soon began to spiral out of control, toward anarchy and chaos. Ethnic hatred, stemming from the Second World War, was deliberately revived and fueled, and, inevitably, atrocities began to be committed in villages and towns across the region.”
He paused. So far he wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know, but I knew he was leading up to something, so I sipped my coffee and waited.
“One such atrocity, as I am sure you know, was the Vukovar hospital massacre. Ethnic tension between Croats and Serbs, after decades of living as friends and neighbors, and indeed intermarrying and raising families, descended into violence when the Yugoslav army, as it still was then, entered the town. They, with the help of Serbian paramilitaries, devastated the town—quite literally razed it to the ground—and deliberately targeted Croatian property for destruction. The battle lasted eighty-six days, but toward the end the European Community Monitor Mission and the International Committee of the Red Cross negotiated the evacuation of Vukovar hospital. However, before the evacuation could take place, the Yugoslav National Army refused the Red Cross access to the hospital and removed some three hundred people, mainly Croats, and transported them to a farm south of the city, the Ovčara farm.”
He paused, gazing at the fire. I could see the muscle in his jaw pulsing. We both knew the story, but he needed to tell it, to remember it.
“There, the prisoners were beaten for several hours. After a while, the Yugoslav National Army pulled out, leaving the prisoners in the custody of the Serbian paramilitaries. The prisoners, having been severely beaten and tortured, were then taken to a mass grave and shot, methodically, systematically, in groups of ten.”
There was a cold, controlled rage in his face as he narrated this and, as he reminded me of the details, I could feel the hot coals of anger burning in my own gut. He went on.
“The commander of the Croatian Serb Territorial Army, the group principally responsible for the atrocity, and the Leva Supoderica paramilitary unit that accompanied it, was Miroljub Vujović. He was sentenced to twenty years in prison, and will presumably be released within the next seven years…,” he paused and held my eye, “unless something were to prevent that from happening. We shall see when the time comes. But one man who was involved in this atrocity, but was never brought to justice because he simply vanished when the war ended, was Colonel Kostas Marcović. He was directly in charge of—and directly involved in—the transportation of the victims, their beatings, their torture and their ultimate murder. Prior to that, we have direct witness testimony which was never heard at the Hague, of his involvement in murders, rapes, massacre and torture which defies belief. His victims include children of both sexes and women and men well into their eighties.”
He reached in his jacket and pulled out his wallet. From it he extracted a photograph and handed it to me.
“This is Blanka. That’s the name I gave her. Nobody knows her real name. She was found in a suburban street in Vukovar, clinging to a woman we assumed to be her mother. They were both dead. The woman had been stabbed twenty times. Blanka had been shot in the chest. They had both been raped. Death must have been a blessed release to both of them. Witnesses, Serb and Croat, confirmed that Colonel Kostas Marcović was present during the sacking of that street, and participated in the rape and the murder of its inhabitants. This man qualifies as human only on account of his biology. Any sense of basic, common decency, compassion, kindness, simple pity…!” He shook his head and looked genuinely bewildered, “Is quite unknown to him.”
I stared at the picture of a frail, smiling little girl of four or five, with pigtails and a pink dress with frills on the sleeves and neck. I felt the hot stir of anger in my belly and mentally shied away from my imagination. I leaned forward to hand back the picture, but he shook his head.
“Keep it, Harry, to remind you.”
I nodded and slipped it in my pocket. “I gather he has been found.”
“Yes. We have a very reliable Croat informant who has found documentary evidence and witness testimony which is pretty conclusive. He fled Serbia in the year 2000 and made his way, via Colombia, to the Caribbean, to a small British dependency called St. George. Capital Jackstown.”
“I know it, it’s very small.”
“Roughly eight miles by eleven. As I understand it there is a community of foreigners living there, artists, a few writers, mainly unpublished, poets…arty types who fondly reminisce about the days of anarchic free expression, the counterculture, Leary and Ginsberg. You know the sort of thing.”
“I get the idea. And a couple of them might be Serbian.”
“Yes, there are a couple of candidates. You need to go there, get to know them, identify Kostas and eliminate him.”
I nodded. “Who will I be?”
“David Friedman, your parents were left-wing radicals who were deeply entrenched in the hippie movement.”
“The kind of people any self-respecting Communist would have sent to a gulag.”
“I’m afraid so. You were raised barefoot and windswept, reacted against your parents in your teens and did law and economics at Yale, then returned to your roots in your thirties and decided to go and write your novel somewhere.”
“I’m a writer?”
“Yes. Don’t worry. You won’t need to produce anything, but if you do, write it the way you write your reports, but occasionally use a four-syllable word.”
“Thanks for the advice. What about weapons?”
“Please don’t blow anything up. This is a clean, low-key job. It’s been jointly commissioned by the Pentagon and MI6, so we have green lights from the US and the UK. You’ll fly by regular charter to Barbados and from Bridgetown you’ll take the ferry to Port Elizabeth, then on to St. George. You can take a knife and a semiautomatic in your luggage. Nothing bigger than that, please. Jackstown is the capital of the island, where the local administration buildings are located, but you will book in at the Father Joseph Hotel in San Fernando, the only other town on the island. There, make noises as though you plan to stay for a long time, ask around for a house to rent. It will be a way of getting involved with the local foreign community and getting some background on our main suspects.”
“Who are…? And also, how am I supposed to identify him?”
“You’ll be given a set of photographs, including the last photographs that were taken shortly before he disappeared…”
“How old was he then?”
“He was in his late fifties. There will also be a detailed description of him, including birthmarks and other peculiarities. And finally, we have a few items of his from which we may be able to extract a DNA profile. Nothing certain, but we are working on it.”
“What about contacts? Do we have anybody there?”
“No, you’ll be on your own. But this is not going to be a complicated job, Harry. Move in, establish your cover, identify him, eliminate him and move out. Ideally you’ll make it look like an accident…”
I cut him short. “I’ll know what to do.”
“Of course you will.” There was a lull in the conversation while the brigadier stared at the fire and I watched the rain through the window. I knew he had something else to say, but he was arranging his thoughts.
“There is another small matter,” he said. It was a Brit’s way of saying we have a major problem. “I’m going to let the colonel discuss it with you because it is more her province. I know you and she have a sort of adolescent thing going on. I would ask you to suspend it for this conversation. A couple of your last operations have hurt some very influential people very badly, not least the Einstaat Group, and we have seen a couple of pretty intense efforts to discover who you work for.” He turned to look at me, and he wasn’t smiling. “I’m saying that you have been noticed. And there are groups out there, departments, offices…”
“People…”
“That too, who would give a great deal to find out who you are and, above all, who you work for. I need you to listen to Jane very carefully. I need you to cooperate with her.”
I nodded once. “You got it.”
He pressed a button on the occasional table beside his chair and said, “Jane, when you have a moment, Harry is ready for you.”
The voice came back, “I’ll be right there.”
The brigadier stood. “I’ll leave you to it. And, take her seriously this time, will you, Harry?”
I gave him half a smile. “I’ll do my best, sir.”
He hesitated—it wasn’t the reply he had wanted—but nodded and left. I sat and watched the squally rain batter the trees for a while longer, and five minutes later the door opened again and Colonel Jane Harris came in, in her blue suit, blonde hair and nice legs, carrying her attaché case.
“Hello, Harry.”
“Hello, Colonel Jane Harris.”
“Do you think we can avoid the facetiousness for today?”
“The brigadier already asked me that. I told him I’d do my best. What do you want to see me about?”
She sat and placed her attaché case beside her feet.
“A number of agencies and organizations have taken an interest in you. It’s something I have been worrying about since we first employed you. You have come to people’s attention.” She sighed. “I mean, you’re not exactly a ninja, are you, Harry? If you can choose between twenty pounds of C4 and a stiletto, or a discrete dose of curare, you’ll go for the C4 every time.”
“Does that count as facetiousness?”
“It’s a fact. You make a lot of noise. And the result is that people have noticed you and are hunting for you. Their concerns are, who the hell are you? But first and foremost, who the hell do you work for.”
“Who are these people?”
She smiled, but the smile was for her, she wasn’t sharing. “They are not people you can go and shoot. The CIA is our biggest concern.”
“I thought the CIA brass knew about us and cooperated with us.”
She was shaking her head. “No, certain high-ranking officers in the Agency know about us and use our services, likewise the Pentagon and the White House. But the CIA, as an official federal body, does not know we exist—cannot know we exist.”
“But...”
“But you have been noticed, and now they know you exist, and they are very keen to get rid of you and, while they’re at it, find out who you work for.”
“Yeah, I found that out in Lake Superior[1]. Can’t you just pull strings and call them off?”
“That’s not the way it works, Harry. It would arouse far too much interest. There’s already too much interest, we can’t afford any more. Unexplained orders from above to ignore an assassin who is killing CIA officers will have all the wrong people asking all the wrong questions, and moving to find out just who we are. We don’t need that, especially if it’s just to cover your ass because you’d rather use an atomic device than a blade.”
“You made your point.”
“I hope so. Because if interest does not die down we could be in very serious trouble. All of us. If the Federal Court gets wind of us…”
“What’s your point, Colonel?”
“I have more than one.”
“Can we stop fencing and come to those points?”
She met my eye and held it. “We’ll do it the way I say and you will take on board what I say. And that includes my telling you that even though your methods are effective, they are also ham-fisted and too noisy. This organization operates in the shadows, Harry, and in silence. We cannot afford any more explosions.”
She labored the word, so that it meant a lot more than explosions. It meant “Harry behaving like Harry.”
“Fine, you want me to be more discreet. More knife, less bombs. Taken on board and understood. What else?”
She gave a sigh that was almost a groan and shook her head. “I sure wish I believed you. But that right there, Harry, is facetious.”
“Believe me. What else?”
“You’re being watched.”
“Who by?”
“The Agency, MI6, Ndrangheta, the Albanian Mafia, Bratva, Sinaloa, Al-Qaeda Core and over fifty other smaller Islamic terrorist groups.”
Oh…”
“There are a few others, you want me to go on?”
“No.”
“You still think it’s funny, Harry?
“I never thought it was funny, Colonel. I just don’t see the point in getting my pink frilly knickers all twisted up. I have drawn too much attention. I see that. I don’t know how I could have handled those cases any differently, with the severe deadlines we were facing, but I understand I have to be a lot more discreet in future.”
About halfway through my speech she started shaking her head. “No, Harry, that is not enough.”
I frowned. “Well what then?”
She stared me straight in the eye. “You have to die.”




Two

“The move from your house on Shore Drive has been carried out during the week that you’ve been here. You now have a beautiful brownstone at number eight, James Baldwin Place, East a hundred and twenty-eighth, in Manhattan.”
“I like my little house on Shore Drive.”
“You still own it, as Peter Metcalf, but you don’t live there anymore. Harry Bauer will die tonight, while you are flying to Barbados.”
I shook my head. “I don’t want to live the rest of my life with a fake identity, Colonel. Sooner or later I am going to have to die. With a bit of luck it’ll be with a nine-millimeter round in my head. But when the time comes I promise you I won’t be hiding. It’s not going to happen.”
“More macho bullshit!”
“Is that your version of facetious?”
Her voice rose and became suddenly strident. “We cannot afford for Harry Bauer to continue alive and posing a threat to Cobra!”
I scowled and raised my own voice. “And I will not pretend to be dead and live under an assumed identity! It is not going to happen!”
“God damn it, Harry!” She stared at me for a moment with crimson cheeks. “Why do you always have to do this?”
“Because I am not some brainless grunt you recruited off the street. I will not obey blindly! You don’t like it, sack me or shoot me! Or both!”
“We will neither sack you nor shoot you, Harry! Who the hell do you think we are? Who the hell do you think you are to accuse us of that kind of behavior? You really think I am capable of that? Or the brigadier is?”
“OK! OK! Unravel your panties! I was out of line, but I was making a point!”
“It was a totally inappropriate point, and a very ugly one!”
“Fine!” I yelled it and regretted it. Then, more quietly, said, “I am sorry, I am not going to live with a false identity. I am going to be me till I die. That’s an end to it.”
She closed her eyes, pursed her lips and managed to look mad like that. “Do you know how many Harry Bauers there are in New York?”
“I have no idea. A hundred? A thousand?”
“Twenty-four… Do you think they have all been investigated by now, by the CIA and Al-Qaeda?”
“I’d figure they have, by now.”
“And now, because of your obstinacy, we have to bring a new Harry Bauer into the state—not just the state, the city!—without arousing suspicion. How easy do you think that is to do?”
I shook my head. “Not.”
“Not is right. We have to kill you, make it convincing and believable, and then bring a new Harry Bauer into town without anybody noticing.”
I shrugged. “I can resign if that makes things easier.”
“No, it doesn’t make things easier. We’ll kill Harry Bauer tonight, try, please, to keep this job low key, and when you return you go directly to your new home in Manhattan. Do you think you can manage that?”
I nodded. “I’ll do my best.”
“Let’s just hope that’s enough. Your best seems to be more than enough when you’re destroying things and killing people, but when it comes to following orders and keeping a low profile, your best seems to fall well short of the mark.”
“I’m sorry you feel that way. Is there anything else?”
She nodded a few times before answering. “Yes. We have done everything we could, but we can’t guarantee that you won’t be traced or followed on this job. A lot of people are aware of you, and some of those people have the best technology available. So you are going to have to stay alert and remember, you are not allowed to kill CIA officers.”
“That always was a flaw in the law.”
“And you probably think that’s witty.” She put her attaché case on her lap and opened it, then took out a large manila envelope. She tossed it on my lap.
“Look at the contents and familiarize yourself with them. You are David Friedman, from a liberal, left-wing upper-middle-class family. You got tired of working as a lawyer, dropped out and walked away. Now you are looking for a place to write your first novel.”
“Yeah, the brigadier told me. How did I hear about St. George?”
“‘A friend told you’ is too risky. So is, ‘I read about it in an article.’ Those things can be checked. So you surfed Google Earth for the most remote place you could find where they spoke English.”
“OK…” I examined the passport, the driving license and the credit cards. They were faultless, as they always were. “My address…”
“Your whole backstory is written out for you. Memorize it. If there is anything missing that you have to make up…”
“Make it impossible to verify. I know the drill, Colonel, better than you do.”
“You assume!”
“Yeah, I assume.”
“You will book in at the Father Joseph Hotel in San Fernando, you will find, identify and eliminate Colonel Kostas Marcović.”
“The brigadier already told me that bit.”
“You should give the impression you plan to stay indefinitely and start looking for a house to rent. The brigadier probably told you that, too. But now that you know that every major organized crime syndicate and every major terrorist organization is looking for you to play ‘this little piggy’ with your toes, maybe it makes a little more sense.”
“Yeah. Anything else?”
“Aside from that you have pretty much carte blanche, only keep it discreet, make it look like an accident, please, and try not to put the organization at risk.”
I was nodding while she spoke, looking at a ticket to Barbados. “I’m cleared to enter?”
“We’ve arranged it. We submitted the negative test results and pulled a few strings.”
“So I’m not a risk to anybody. Is that ironic or facetious?”
“Once in Barbados you go to the Ferry Port Office on Harbour View One and you buy a ticket on the first ferry to St. George Island. Do not hang around, do not check in to a hotel. If you have to, sleep rough. Do not leave an electronic trail or a paper one. Just go to St. George.”
“I get the idea, Colonel. We are worried about being followed.”
“You fly tomorrow morning.” She stood. “JFK to Bridgetown, four and a half hours. It’s in the same time zone so you get there at four thirty PM. According to my inquiries, if you get a cab straight to Harbour View, the ferry office should be open. They close at six PM.”
I was about to answer her, but she walked on stiff legs to the door, opened it and left without saying anything more. I was surprised to discover that that upset me.
* * *
I read about my own death at nine AM the next morning in no less a paper than the New York Times. They had taken time out from saving the world and educating people in what to think and how to think it, to report on the unexplained death of a man on Shore Drive. He had been shot four times in the face and once in the heart. The cops had deduced from that that it was an execution and a punishment killing.
Fingerprints and DNA taken from the body had shown him to be one Harry Bauer, the owner of the house where he was found. It seemed he was something of a soldier of fortune, had been several years with the British SAS and had made many enemies among the Islamic Fundamentalist community. Sources at the Federal Bureau of Investigation revealed that they had been observing Mr. Bauer for some time and suspected him of being involved in organized crime as a hit man for one or more organizations. Attempts were made to contact his next of kin, but without success. There didn’t seem to be any.
I smiled. You don’t pick up many next of kin in an orphanage. It was a pretty good job, believable and hard to pull off. The brigadier must have some pretty powerful strings he could pull. My suspicion was—had been for a long time—that he had a whole database of incriminating evidence on just about everybody in power anywhere in the world, and he drew on it as and when he needed. When you offer the kind of services Cobra offers, any client who comes to you is pretty much in your grasp for the rest of his life. That was partly why the Five Eyes had invited him to set it up in the first place. They figured at least that way, they had a bit of control over him. That’s what they figured.
Of course it was true that the top brass at the Pentagon, the White House, Whitehall, Wellington Street, the Lodge or Premier House were all pretty confident they had the brigadier tied up with very little wiggle room: they had his guarantee of absolute deniability, and technically they could throw him to the wolves any day they chose. But at the same time, each one of them also knew that the brigadier was not the kind of man to take on a project like Cobra without a hell of a lot of insurance behind him. Exactly what that insurance was, only he knew.
Either way, however well they had pulled it off, I was willing to bet there would be a few men in dark suits and dark glasses at my funeral, looking at the coffin as it was committed into the flames, and wondering: Who had I worked for? And who, in the end, had killed me?
The date and place of the cremation were thoughtfully provided, and I’d have given a lot to know who was there. No doubt the brigadier would show me their photographs soon enough.
After that I ordered myself a Macallan to wish myself an easy path to Valhalla, and settled down to sleep. But before I passed out completely, I took a mental stroll down the central aisle of the plane, remembering and checking each face. Nobody stood out, nobody’s eyes looked at me and said, “I am going to kill you,” nobody smiled and said, “I know the truth, you’re not really dead, yet…”
But by that time, I was already asleep.
We touched down in Bridgetown at four thirty, on schedule. I did a lot of stretching and yawning and let everybody else get off the plane before me. I was in no hurry. St. George wasn’t going anywhere, and if there was anybody on my tail, then they’d have to hang back and wait for me, and I’d notice.
Nobody did, and when the plane was down to its dregs, I squeezed out into the aisle, pulled my rucksack from the locker above and shuffled down the steps to cross the tarmac. It was warm and still sunny, though I knew that in an hour and a half it would get suddenly dark, without warning. That’s how it is when you are this close to the Equator. Dawn and sunset are sudden.
I found a taxi rank out near the parking lot and gave a guy who was way too nervous and willing thirteen Bajan dollars to get me to the port in time for the last ferry to St. George. That’s what I asked him for, but he seemed not to hear me, because he gave me a detailed tour of the island at a speed which made it impossible to take in any of what he told me. He also laughed knowingly a lot, and said, “Eh? Eh?” every couple of sentences. I figured it was his way of being in the world.
Somehow, through some weird warping of space and time, we made it to the port in twenty minutes and he left me outside the ferry ticket office. There he gave me a really complicated handshake and screamed with pleasure when I almost got it right the third time. He pointed at me and said, “Eh? Eh?” I told him I had to go inside to buy my ticket and he drove away at a violent, reckless speed, grinning all the way.
I still have no idea what he said to me.
Once I’d bought my passage I walked the short distance to the harbor and sat and drank coffee while the sun sank toward the horizon and I waited for the ferry to come in. Some of those ferries that do the Caribbean runs from Miami look like something that just arrived from Alpha Centauri. But this one, pulling in as the sun spilled red onto the dark ocean, was not one of those. It was a flat, gray oval with a raised gunwale, that could hold about twenty cars. Halfway down the portside there was a tower with a bridge, and I could see a guy with long dreads and a captain’s hat leaning out the window smoking a cigarette.
Several people had accumulated in the café, some with suitcases, others with beaten-up rucksacks like mine; and one woman with neat, pageboy hair, a pretty blouse and an ankle-length skirt. She had two black kids with her to help her carry her stuff. They were at that age where they seem to leach hormones through their skin and their tongues get in the way of everything they try to say. They were in charge of carrying a case of rum and five cases of assorted spirits. She was in charge of telling them how to do it. She was also very attractive, not just because she had a nice, feminine face, but because she had grace and poise too, and when she spoke, she spoke quietly, but with authority.
You didn’t need to be a genius to figure out she ran a bar on the island, and it struck me that could be useful, and I was about to approach her for a chat when a large woman like a Spanish galleon in full sail descended on her.
“Helen, darling, I had no idea you were here! Why didn’t you call me? We could have done lunch and gone to that sumptuous exhibition at the Dryad, it’s quite erotic! Tell me you’re not going back to that dreadful little island now!”
Helen darling smiled at the woman patiently while she talked herself out and then said in that nice, clean lack of accent the Brits call cut-glass, “It was a flying visit, Marjory. Just to pick up some supplies for the bar. When are you going to come and visit us?”
“Oh, you are so naughty! You know me, I hardly ever move away from my little cozy zone. How is darling Maria? It’s an eternity since I last saw her.”
The sun sank beneath the water and almost immediately the lights came on in the café, washing her face with amber. She must have caught me staring because she turned to glance at me. “Well,” she said, turning back to Marjory, “she works hard, like all of us, I suppose.”
“No sign of a husband yet, I suppose?”
Helen Darling ignored the question and smiled sweetly. “She asks after you. I tell her that one of these days you’ll come and surprise us all.”
Marjory sighed heavily and turned to gaze at the last of the cars that were being offloaded onto the port. “Darling Maria,” she said, and then again, “Sweet, darling Maria.”
Helen stood and called to her two assistants, who started heaving the heavy cartons toward the small dock. She placed a hand on Marjory’s shoulder and said, “We can’t kiss yet, Marjory, and I refuse to do that stupid elbow thing, but do try and come over and see us soon.”
Marjory was shaking her head and repeating everything twice: “I know, I know, I must, I must, I will, I will, I promise, darling I do promise…”
Marjory kissed the air twice, making noisy “muah!” sounds, and hurried away toward a dark BMW that was double-parked with its lights flashing, and Helen followed her two boys toward the ferry. I slowly hoisted my rucksack on my shoulder and followed Helen, at a prudent distance.




Three

Three and a half hours on the ferry gave me plenty of time to start looking for a hotel, and for a house to rent. I guess I could have used Google, but it seemed to me there might be a more interesting way of going about the task. I used the excuse that I had no coverage on my phone and approached Helen instead. She wasn’t exactly receptive, but she didn’t give me the brush-off either. Holding walls and tables to steady myself against the swell, I staggered over to where she was sitting, at a Formica table by the window.
“Forgive me for intruding,” I said, propping my fingertips on the bench opposite her. “I wouldn’t have, only night came on so suddenly, I had little choice.”
Her smile was cautiously amused, her eyebrows were high and skeptical. “Well, you get ten points for originality. I had certainly never heard that one before.”
I laughed. “Maybe it’s original because it’s true. I didn’t realize night came on so quick. I mean the sun hit the water and wham. It was nighttime.”
“That’s the Equator, I’m afraid. But there isn’t much I can do about it. Unless it’s your feeding time and you need a pint of blood, in which case I can’t help you either.”
I covered my face in mock shame. “Man, you are killing me. No, nothing that exotic, besides, vampires are all fifteen these days. I am much too old. All I wanted to ask you…,” I gestured back toward the receding port, “I couldn’t help overhearing that you run a bar or some kind of…” I faltered, wondering why I was talking like a moron, and wanting to kick myself for not being able to think of anything that was like a bar. She blinked a few times and smiled kindly. “Bar,” she said helpfully. “It’s a bar.”
“Bar,” I said and spread my hands. “That simple. So, like I say, one thing and another. I am arriving later than I expected and in the dark so…”
“Long story short,” she said, still kindly.
“I am so sorry.”
“Please, don’t be, but do tell me the short version. What is it you want, Mr.…”
“Oh, um, sorry, I should have introduced myself. I am David Friedman, of New York.”
“Helen Wilberforce.”
I nodded a little too much. “Oh, right, hi, how do you do? OK, so, like I said, I was wondering if your bar happens to be attached to a hotel, or if you know of a hotel nearby…”
She still had that smile on her face which was beginning to irritate me. “See? That wasn’t so hard. There was me thinking you wanted to exsanguinate me, and all you really wanted was a room at the inn. There are any number of inns all over the island. Kick any palm tree and a dozen innkeepers drop out.” I was about to give it up as a failed job. But she blinked her big blue eyes a couple of times and suddenly her smile was something I was really happy to look at.
“Look at me, keeping you standing. If your preamble had been more pre and less amble, I might have asked you to sit down half an hour ago.”
“That’s funny.” I slipped off my rucksack and as I sat I saw her two boys with the cases of booze eyeing me from across the cabin. Their expressionlessness had become an expression in itself. One that said, “I’m going to gut you like a fish.”
I gave them a little wave with my fingers. She raised an eyebrow at me. “They’re Nanny’s sons. Don’t worry about them.”
“Sure. They just look friendly. You know somewhere where I might be able to stay tonight?”
“As I say. Kick a palm tree and someone in flip-flops and a straw hat will fall out and offer you an inn, but you might find some unwelcome company in your bed at night.” She examined my face for a moment before adding, “Not girls, Mr. Friedman—cockroaches or, if you’re very lucky, snakes. They are a problem on the island. Finding a good, clean place where the food is fresh—and what it claims to be—is less easy. I suppose your best bet is Old Joe’s. Advantages are it’s very clean and comfortable, the food is good and it has a decent nightlife. My own bar is just across the road, the Trade Winds.”
I smiled. “Is that an advantage?”
She returned the smile but didn’t take up the invitation to flirt.
“If you want a change of scene, we have a pretty lively scene too.”
“I read about a place, Old Father Joseph? Or plain Father Joseph? But I’m not sure if that was in Jackstown.”
She shook her head, the boat shuddered, the engines ground and we reared over a wave.
“Old Joe’s, it’s the same place, we just call it Old Joe’s. It belongs to a close friend of mine, Maria Garcia Ortega. She’s from Colombia, and a damned good businesswoman. Mention my name and she’ll give you a good room and a good price.”
“Wow,” I smiled like I really meant it, maybe I did, “you’ve been real helpful. I thought at first I came across as such an asshole you were going to blow me off.”
She shook her head silently for a moment, trying to read my eyes. I frowned, like I was confused. She said, “That wasn’t why I was going to blow you off. I was going to blow you off because of your bumbling act. Nobody bumbles better than the English, David. We can bumble past the best and bewilder even seasoned bumblers; prime ministers do it, ambassadors do it, judges and politicians do it, even generals, CEOs, husbands and wives do it. But very few Americans know how to do it. You try to imitate Hugh Grant, and that’s just not good enough.”
I burst out laughing, partly because it was almost word for word what the brigadier had told me during one of our extended arrest and interrogation field courses, and partly because she had pulled the rug right out from under my feet and revealed just how thin the ice was.
I leaned forward, trying to look both pleased and offended at the same time. Like this was something I didn’t like, but somehow it drew us closer.
“I did not try to imitate—my god! Hugh Grant? Why would you say that?”
“You were bumbling, Mr. Friedman. And not very well. People bumble when they want to hide something and look foolish at the same time. What are you trying to hide, Mr. Friedman?”
“A minute ago you called me David, I like that better.”
She held her hand palm up, like Hamlet regarding Yorick’s skull. “Evasion?”
I laughed again, with less humor. “You work for the cops?”
“No, but Maria and I, two women alone in a very machista society, we look out for each other.” She gestured at me with both hands. “An American, alone, out of season, old enough to have a house and a big SUV, and a wife and kids, shows up with a rucksack and he hasn’t hired a car or booked a room? All the red flags are up, then he uses second-rate bumbling techniques learned from rom-coms from the ’90s, and I am going to say this Yank ain’t what he says he is.” There was nothing mean about her smile. It was like her. It was what it was and for a moment I felt a kind of envy. She gave a small laugh and folded her arms. “Feel like sharing? If it gets boring I’ll tell you.”
I nodded a while, looking at the tabletop. “You’re pretty ruthless. I’ve never been taken apart like that before. It was pretty systematic. You’ve got some secrets yourself.”
She shook her head. “Just because you don’t know what they are, doesn’t make them secrets. That’s the difference, David. You have secrets, I haven’t.”
Somehow, the way she said it told me. Something in the steel in her eyes, the set of her shoulders, the way she brought everything down to the basic elements…
“You were a cop.” She nodded, but I went on, “But you were a detective. You were good, maybe too good. I’m going to go out on a limb and say you got too involved in the psychology of the criminals and the victims, and it got too much. So you dumped it for the bar, with a small ‘b.’”
“That’s very clever. Unfortunately you have confirmed my suspicion that you are no bumbler. So, out with it, Mr. Friedman, what are you doing here?”
I sighed and sagged back in my seat. The world outside was vast, wet and black. We creaked and rolled. I thought it as I said it. “Why does anybody come to a place like St. George?”
“I am not going to answer my own question, David.”
“I didn’t intend you to. It was a rhetorical question.” I held up my thumb. “People come here to escape—from whatever—people come here to paint, to write poetry nobody is ever going to read, and to write ‘that novel.’” I fought down the temptation to put finger quotes around the words and won. I shrugged slowly and made a helpless face. “That’s me. I am a New York Jewish pseudo intellectual, escaping here to write my novel.” I gestured at her. “You are attractive and obviously educated. And I am embarrassed because I am a walking cliché. So maybe unconsciously I thought being a walking British cliché would be cooler.”
She had the good grace to laugh. Then she sat staring at me and laughed some more.
“Another writer,” she said at last. “We have rather a lot of them. They all walk around with their laptops, drinking espresso and staring at the sky. Thankfully they can’t afford to print what they write—those that actually write something—so very few of them can actually ask you to read what they have written anymore. It must have been a nightmare in the days of typewriters.”
“I promise not to offer you…”
“What will you write about, David?” She surprised my by reaching in her bag and pulling out a pack of Camels. She poked one in her mouth and lit it with a match, then blew smoke at the ceiling, keeping her eyes on me all the while.
“Nothing original or intellectual. This is a job, right? So I have to offer a product somebody is going to want to sell. Either that or I can go starve to death in a cave in Tibet, writing seventeen-syllable poems nobody is ever going to read. I don’t want to do that. I want to make a living from writing. So I figure I need to write thrillers about what I have experience of.”
“Good lord, somebody get me a gin and tonic, a man on this forsaken island who has common sense and modesty! So what have you experience of?”
“I was in the Marines, in the UK. Not the US Marines, the Royal Marines. I saw some action.” I was watching her eyes carefully as I spoke. “Then I went back to New York, made some kind of peace with my parents, finished my law degree and went into a law firm. Got sick of that pretty quick, dropped out and here I am.”
She looked serious for a moment. “You don’t sound to me like a man who ever needs to bumble, Mr. Friedman. You sound like a man who has every right to be himself, exactly as he is.”
“If I knew how to blush, I’d blush.”
There was a sudden change in the pitch and grind of the diesel.
“No need. You can buy me a drink instead. I was going to make you get a taxi. I am mean like that sometimes. But I’ll drive you to San Fernando and introduce you to Maria, then you can buy us both a drink…,” she affected a strange variation of the Caribbean accent and said, “‘weeth American dolla boah!’ and tell us all about life with the Royal Marines. I’m hooked.”
Having Helen hooked was not something that displeased me, either professionally or otherwise, and considering the inauspicious beginning we’d had, things had ultimately played out pretty well. So I gave her my best cowboy grin and said, “That will be my pleasure, ma’am.”
“Oh, stop it, silly boy!”
Deep in the back of my mind I heard Ernie Skinner, one of my old pals from the Regiment, leering at me and saying, “I think yer in there, mate. I think yer in there!”
I stilled the voice and turned to look at the approaching lights, disembodied and eerie like ghosts in the black glass. I rose and went out on the deck, where the cars were all strapped down, bright with salt spray, to watch as we eased with desultory bursts of diesel into the port. There wasn’t a lot to see at first: just a large, concrete harbor wall on the right, with a lighthouse standing vigil at the harbor mouth. As we slowed and the gears ground down, churning the black, oily water around us, I saw that along the left quay there were several boats moored. They all had the look of ferries or small cargo ships. The empty space we were headed for was right at the back, and a couple of guys were standing in the dull orange light of tall, steel lamps to take the ropes and haul us in.
That same dead, orange light that bathed those men’s olive black skin and straw hats, also bathed a terrace of bars along the south end of the port. They were made of wood, painted in red and blue and yellow, and you could hear the dull, jerky rhythm of reggae coming from them. There were trucks and bikes scattered at random out front, where dirt and sand fused with the blacktop. There was nothing that immediately suggested itself as a taxi.
I pushed inside again among the press of people getting to their feet and grabbed my rucksack. “Anything I can carry for you?”
She glanced at the kids with the cases of booze. “Nanny’s sons will take care of it.”
“Do they get to come drinking with us? Are they ever fun?”
She observed me with glassy eyes, sighed and stood to push past me. “I have absolutely no idea,” she said.
I followed her out, along the gangplank and onto the dock. She was one of those women who don’t stroll. They go everywhere with a purpose and they stride to get there. That surprised me because those women usually live in New York, LA or London. One of those cities which want you to believe there really is nothing worth pausing to look at, and if there is, then you should pay to see it.
Helen swung her hips like a city girl and took strides like a city girl; she also flicked her butts into the sea like a city girl. It didn’t take me long to spot the car she was headed for. A convertible BMW 8 Series in dark blue. The hood was down but there was no sign it had been tampered with or that anybody had gone near the cream leather upholstery or the walnut dash and steering wheel.
But that wasn’t the car I had my eye on. I was looking at the beaten-up, but still indestructible Toyota Hilux standing beside it, with the three kids sitting on the hood and the four drinking Coke in the tailgate. My suspicions were confirmed when Nanny’s boys, who were now wheeling the five cases of booze in a patched-up barrow, began to run toward the truck and shout. The one who was not doing the wheeling was also waving his fists in the air. The kids scampered, laughing, and the two boys loaded the boxes in the tail of the truck.
She unlocked the cab and I opened the passenger door. I didn’t look. But I could feel at least a dozen pairs of eyes burning into the back of my head. It wasn’t a warm, fuzzy feeling, and it was exactly the kind of attention the colonel had told me to avoid. Nanny’s sons jumped in the back and she climbed behind the wheel. I got in and slammed the door.
“I think I have eye-burn on my back,” I said, as I scanned the cars and the rows of guys watching us as we backed out of the lot.
“People in ports, in the Caribbean. It’s deep rooted. It’s not like other port towns. You’ll find San Fernando more welcoming.”
She cranked in first and we moved out along the twisting strip of asphalt into the blackness of total night. I looked back at the disappearing port, with the few scattered lights winking on the water. We shifted up to second and third.
“That was a brand spanking new 8 Series convertible back there. You get many of those on the island?”
She turned to look at me as we rattled among pines and tall palm trees silhouetted against a perfect, starlit sky. Her face was slightly luminous in the gloom. “Are you the kind of man who always asks a lot of questions and pries into things that are not his concern?”
I pretended to think about it while I enjoyed looking at her face. Then I shrugged.
“I could answer by saying, ‘Hey, I’m a writer, so I am curious.’ But I have never written anything I published for money, so I don’t think I have that right.” She was watching me with narrowed eyes. “However, I can say that I have many of the attitudes that go with being a writer. So I see a brand-new 8 Series bimmer, parked outside a dive at a Caribbean port, and the kids haven’t dared to even look at it…” I shrugged. “It’s begging the question, right?”
“This is, as you said, the Caribbean, David. We are less than two hundred and fifty miles from Venezuela and Guyana. It is a very easy trip by river from Colombia to that coastal area, the Amacuro Delta.” She gave her head a single shake. “People who ask too many of those kinds of questions tend to get washed up on beaches, all blue and puffy.”
“That’s pretty intense.”
“It’s what happens and it is upsetting, especially if it happens to be a friend of yours, and you know that the man who killed him is standing across the bar from you, buying your girlfriend a drink, with the same hands he used to hold the knife, the same hands he now has holding her waist and her shoulders.”
I grunted, filing away the image for later consideration, and said, half to myself. “Huh, so Colombia still traffics through the Caribbean. Who knew?”
She looked at me curiously a moment, then said, “Yes, Colombia still traffics through the Caribbean, via St. George. God help us when Mexico finds out.”




Four

It was impossible to get any sense of route or distance. There were no road signs, no road lamps, in fact no artificial lighting of any kind save the occasional, distant winking of a house or a farm, disembodied in the darkness. What light there was came from the stars, and from a fat, orange, three-quarters moon that appeared rising over the ocean in the east.
We passed a turn on the right for Jackstown, and after about fifteen minutes we came suddenly upon a broad dirt track on the left that forked immediately. One track rose, with a terrace of two-story villas on the left and a small, ancient school on the right set among what looked like rubble and scrubland. The other track kept on going, broad and straight, seeming to skirt the town into the darkness beyond.
Helen slowed, leaned out of the window and snapped, “Hold on!” then spun the wheel, came off the asphalt and surged up the hill, past the terraced houses and the village school, rocking and bouncing as we followed the road left again, past the Hotel Geronimo and onto the busy Main Street, then slowed and jerked to a halt outside the Trade Winds bar. There was no terrace and no tables, save a couple flanking the door, and all they held was a collection of empty bottles and overcrowded ashtrays. But the windows, a row of six plate-glass ones that ran across the front of the building, were alive with light and color.
The real action was inside, and what struck me forcefully, as I swung down from the cab and watched Nanny’s boys carry the cases of booze to the bar, was that all of that action was white. The darkest people in the place, apart from the kids who were carrying the cases of drink, were the two guys behind the bar and the three girls tending the tables. I figured they were Latino, but everyone else, the men and women who were at the tables, drinking, shouting, laughing and roaring, the men who were standing at the bar, leaning with their elbows and pounding with their fists, shouting and laughing into each other’s faces, were all, every solitary man Jack of them, white.
It’s not a thing I would normally notice. It’s not an issue I’m interested in. If you’re being raped or tortured, I don’t care what color you are. I don’t even care what species you are. We all bleed red, and pain feels the same to any creature who’s alive. I care if you’re a child, I care if you’re a woman and I care if you are old. I care if you’re vulnerable, but I don’t give a solitary damn what color you’re vulnerable in.
But that night, as I pushed through the door of the Trade Winds, into the noise and the bustle, I noticed. And I noticed it because I knew it was important.
Helen brushed past me and shouldered her way through the crowd to the bar. People greeted her here and there, and somehow she managed to acknowledge their greetings without ever actually greeting them back. It was like she drifted along saying, “Yes, you greeted me, that’s nice.”
When she got to the bar she leaned on it with both elbows and clasped her hands while she talked to the guy I guessed was her senior barman. He didn’t talk, he just listened. Then she turned on her heel and advanced on me. I was pretty sure she didn’t say goodbye.
She took my arm and propelled me back out into the night. “Come on, Mr. Cowboy, let’s go and get you fixed up for the night.”
She slipped her hand through my elbow and we stepped out onto the expanse of dirt which was Main Street. There were a few people here and there, sloping across the road, headed in the direction of one or other of the bars, but the hub of light, activity and noise was the long terrace of Father Joseph’s, or, as the neon writing on the front now said in glowing blue, Old Joe’s.
The hum of noise was lower at Old Joe’s, but there were more voices contributing to it. There were people sitting on chairs at tables outside, drinking tall drinks, wine and beer. They sat all along a low wall that skirted the inn, overlooking a stretch of wasteland and a banana plantation, they sat on the low steps that rose to a kind of glassed-in conservatory in back and they even sat on the ground, with their backs against the walls, drinking beer from the bottle and talking. And that was just on the outside.
Inside, the din was louder. The bar ran all along the left wall and there were asses on every stool and the three guys behind the bar were working hard and fast, filling glasses and mixing drinks. The saloon was large and spacious, with two big columns in the center supporting a ceiling of wooden rafters. The walls were painted a color that had no real identity. It was a lost shade, somewhere between lime and military sage. There seemed to be no good reason to paint the walls that color, except that it did a good job of disguising the ubiquitous tobacco stain that lay as a patina over the entire room.
Paintings hung on every wall. Many of them were good, many were caricatures in oils, canvas-sized, caricatured scenes from the island, and of islanders. Some were landscapes and portraits. Many were abstracts. At the back there were two glass doors. One led to the kind of conservatory I’d seen earlier, which led to the terrace, the other gave on to a long dining room with an open fireplace at the end. It looked like about half the tables were occupied. Those that were had candles stuck in bottles on them, and I glimpsed an old fishing net hanging on one blue wall.
I took all that in in a couple of blinks, while Helen maneuvered me with one hand toward the bar. Her other hand she raised to wave over the heads of the crowd, and I saw she was waving at a dark woman behind the bar, whom I guessed was in her late twenties. She had olive skin, jet-black hair and black eyes, and was real nice to look at. She moved easily in a neat body and was attractively unselfconscious. She caught Helen’s eye, gave me a quick frown and moved toward the end of the bar. We followed on an intercept course, pushing through the crowd, past the huge, old red Gaggia, till we came to the end of the bar, the entrance to the kitchen and the big doors into the dining room. There she was waiting for us and embraced Helen like she hadn’t seen her for a lifetime or two.
They said the kind of things women say to each other in those situations and it emerged they hadn’t seen each other for almost a week! They reviewed how much things had changed in that time and even managed to talk briefly about plumbing. Then the girl, who was in fact Maria, suddenly looked at me, gave her head a slight sideways twitch and her hands a slight spread. It was a “Who the hell are you?” that managed not to be offensive and I wasn’t sure why.
I offered a dead smile, because I think people should ask their questions with words, and said, “I’m with her, and I need a meal and a room. If I’m in the way I am happy to eat and sleep while you girls get reacquainted.”
Helen gave me a look and Maria leaned on my arm, laughing. Obviously I had missed the joke.
“I’m sorry! You know? Workin’ in a place like this you start to forget your manners.” She turned to Helen. “It must have looked like,” she repeated the gesture a couple of times, “like, ‘Who the hell are you?’, right? ‘Who the hell are you?’” I nodded. She went on, “But it was meant to be more like, ‘So who’s the new kid in town?’ Let’s have a look at you!’”
“Don’t worry. I’m not sensitive unless you can get through my first eight layers of skin.”
She laughed. “That’s a relief. I can’t stand a sensitive man.”
“So, can you rent me a room where it’s quiet?”
Helen winked laboriously and said, “Give him the pool room, you know the one I mean.”
Maria looked surprised. “Really?”
I was getting bored so I said, “Yeah, really. Whatever is special about it, I want it and I can pay. I just need it to be quiet. Also, I need some hot, half-raw meat and a bottle of wine, and then whisky. Preferably made by Celts. Do I need to sign a register?”
She nodded. “Sure do.”
“Can they bring it to the table? I have been traveling for a very long time and I am tired. I need a cold beer, too, and I’d like you both to join me.”
Helen turned and gave me a kind of once-over. “You weren’t this bossy on the boat!”
“I was pretending to bumble, remember?”
Maria stopped a waiter and snapped instructions at him in Spanish about table five. Then turned to me.
“Alberto is preparing table five for you. I’m gonna talk to the chef now. I got a nice strip of sirloin I can make for you, just some thick salt, and burn hell out of the outside over charcoal, nice and juicy inside, tender as a mother’s kiss. Or I got a nice leg of lamb we just butchered this morning…”
“Let’s go with the steak. You choose the wine, but open it now, and I’m going to need that beer before yesterday.”
Maria gave Helen a wink which obviously meant something to them, and moved into the kitchen, and Helen and I went into the dining room where Alberto was finishing up our table.
Helen sat and Alberto hovered. I leaned on the back of my chair and said to her, “So is it going to be something sophisticated like a Bradford Martini, shaken not stirred, something surprisingly rugged like beer straight from the bottle, or unexpectedly Caribbean, like rum and Coke?”
She was watching Alberto throughout and only turned to look at me when I had finished. “Right first time. We’ll start with a martini dry, then see where it all ends up.”
Alberto gave a little bow and I sat as he hurried away.
“So, are you going to tell me what this is all about? Or do I have to sit here and pretend to be a male troglodyte all night?”
She gave a small laugh. “I’m pretty good at reading people, David, and though I would say you are more complex than most cave dwellers, I am not sure how hard you would have to pretend.”
“You managed to insult me and avoid answering my question all at the same time, while never losing sight of Maria. Who says multitasking women are a myth?”
She shrugged with her eyebrows and I sighed elaborately.
“You are going to ritually feed me to a giant, aquatic snake that lives in the big lagoon. No? You and Maria are both descended from an ancient, European family and every seven years you must sacrifice a virile young man to the seventh full moon of the year, and that is next week.”
“Day after tomorrow in fact.”
“Not that then. There are two feuding families who control the island and you think I look sufficiently like Clint Eastwood to step in and kill off both sides, to leave the island free.”
A rictus but not a smile. I gave a nod. “OK, Detective, close enough. I’ll stop pushing, and enjoy my meal.”
“Don’t flatter yourself, David, it is not ‘all about’ anything. People who live in places like this can become a bit eccentric sometimes, but just because we’re welcoming and friendly, and I introduce you to my friend, it doesn’t mean there is anything ‘going on.’”
She made it sound like some kind of vanity or narcissism on my part, then narrowed her eyes. “What regiment did you say you were with?”
“I said I was in the Royal Marines.”
“How long?”
“Eight years, and you did it again.” She arched an eyebrow but didn’t ask. I told her anyway. “You evaded the question while pretending to answer it, then went on the offensive with a question of your own.”
“Is that the kind of stuff they teach you in the Marines?”
“No, you learn that kind of stuff when you study for the Bar.”
She gave a small, upward nod, leaning back in her chair and looking down at her thumbs. “Let me ask you something. Do you fancy my friend Maria?”
So many alarm bells went off all at the same time, for half a second I was paralyzed. All I could do was smile at the cute English phrasing and say, “Fancy?”
She eyed me from under her brow. “You know, like, with a capital ‘F.’”
“You mean am I attracted to her sexually?”
“Good Lord!” She rolled her eyes. “Yes, of course that’s what I mean.”
I laughed. Alberto appeared with our drinks and I watched him deliver them and leave before I said, “Wow, I am right back in high school. I just got off the boat. I’ve spoken to her long enough to order meat and wine.” I shrugged. “She’s cute.” I paused to smile and take a swig. “So far, you’re more interesting.”
“Oh, please, don’t.” She shifted forward in her chair to put her elbows on the table, and then, with a frown, “Really?”
“Hell, Helen, I didn’t even know you this morning. This conversation is about five hours and three gallons of booze premature.”
“Yeah…” She made circles on the tabletop with her drink. “You live in a place like this, your nearest remotely civilized neighbors are bloody Barbados a hundred miles one way, and Trinidad and bloody Tobago a hundred and fifty miles the other. You are surrounded by a desert of ocean, and all you’ve got is this pervasive, deeply deceptive holiday atmosphere: a steady, creeping slackening of inhibitions, an insidious feeling that you should just let go, let it happen, nothing is that important…”
“That could get pretty intoxicating.”
She nodded without looking at me. “That is the word, intoxicating. But not happy, liberating intoxication. It’s a dangerous feeling, like, just beyond all the coconuts and pineapples, and the beach parties, if things go wrong—” She paused to look at me, her eyes flicked over my face like she was searching for something there. “You know what I mean, when things go wrong? Somebody goes too far, a situation gets out of hand, people get too excited, too drunk, too high, and what do you do? Call the cops?”
I swigged my beer and was suddenly aware of the close humidity of the air. “That’s what you’d expect,” I said.
“Only the local police chief is already there, at your beach party, and maybe he’s the one trying to force another guy’s head into the fire. Or it’s his pal raping the girl in the sand dunes.” She paused again, still watching my face, trying to read my reaction. Her voice dropped in pitch. “Or it’s three of them, holding the guy in the middle of the bar, with everybody watching, and somebody moves a table so it won’t get damaged. Everybody is standing in a chorus. Nobody is cheering. Everybody is shocked, in horror, but you can see in their eyes the fascination, knowing they are about to go beyond any place they have ever been before. And the guy is wriggling, wrenching with his arms, but his legs have gone to jelly and he is pissing himself. He’s crying, pleading like a child, he just wants to go home. Things have got out of hand. Gone too far. And he’s begging for them to just go back to normal again. But there are no grown-ups there. They are all on permanent holiday.
“Two cops are holding his arms, and the third has a gun. Everybody is waiting, to see if it will really happen. For that interminable moment, the man with the boots and the moustache, and the gun, rules the world. He holds reality in his hand. Then there is a loud, hard, flat smack. And the weird thing is that the man who gets shot doesn’t stop sobbing, he doesn’t falter. His crying gets louder and sadder for a moment, but he goes on crying. He doesn’t stop. But slowly, his crying turns to whimpers, and then silence.” She paused again, looking at her drink, and added, “Everybody knew him, they all knew his name, some even liked him, but somebody hurries to get a bucket and a mop.”
We were quiet for a while. I knew what she was telling me, and she knew I understood. There was no appropriate answer, not right then. After a moment I smiled at her.
“All of that is behind the coconuts and the pineapples, huh?”
“That and more.”
“I know what you’re telling me, Helen, but I am not sure yet why you are telling me.”
“Well, that’s because you haven’t stopped lying yet. But we’ll get to the truth in due course, don’t worry about that. We’ll get to the truth soon enough.”




Five

Helen had some kind of fish dish. Maria brought it for her, and another for herself. Alberto brought me a long section of sirloin that looked as good as she had promised it would. It smelled good too, and had chunks of singed garlic in a thick sauce. Another waiter brought a bottle of Argentine red and when he set down the glasses I counted four of them. I glanced at Maria and saw that she had seen me count them.
“I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “He’s a friend of mine, a partner in the business. He likes to meet new people who come to the island.”
“Is he invisible?”
She laughed more out of politeness than amusement. “He’s just sayin’ hi to some friends, then he’ll come and join us.”
I cut into the meat. It was like cutting butter. Just the right amount of blood oozed out onto the plate. I cut the slice a little smaller and folded it into my mouth. It was superb. I chewed, picked up my glass and smiled at Maria.
“Has he got a name?”
“Of course. He is Gonzalo.”
I glanced at Helen. She was concentrating hard on her fish. I nodded, swallowed and sipped the wine. “You got Spanish Caribbean, you got French Caribbean and you got British Caribbean, and then you got Latin American which is a whole different ball game on its own. Spanish Caribbean names are real unusual, not really Spanish at all, like Aneudi, or Elietzer, Nivaldo or Jayluis. So our new friend is probably not Spanish Caribbean. I don’ think he’s from the Island, because Gonzalo is definitely not British. Gonzalo is South American, for sure. So I am going to go with him being from, not Venezuela, either Panama or Colombia. Flip a coin…” I flipped an imaginary coin, caught it and slapped it on the back of my hand. I pretended to look and raised my eyebrows. “Heads says it’s Colombia.”
Maria’s polite amusement had faded and was looking decidedly strained. Helen was frowning hard at her fish. Maria gave a small shrug.
“Why don’t you ask him yourself when he joins us?” Then she added, as though it was somehow relevant, “The wine is his invitation.”
“I plan to. Being nosey is an essential part of being a writer, I think.”
Helen said, through a mouthful of fish, “I already told you, being nosey in the Caribbean can be a very dangerous policy.”
Maria pretended not to hear her. She frowned at me instead. “David?”
“David,” I agreed, and asked, “Would it be dangerous to be nosey about Gonzalo?”
She gave a brief sigh. Her face had gone rigid and she stared at Helen a moment. Helen ignored her. So she turned back to me.
“It would be very bad manners, as you are my guest…”
“Are you an item?” I asked, piercing another piece of steak.
Her cheeks flushed red. “How is that any of your business?”
I laughed. “I told you! I’m a nosey writer. Everything is interesting to me. Don’t be offended. I just find your small, enclosed community here kind of entrancing, and I am curious about the relationships and the dynamics. I imagine Gonzalo is one of the links that keep you connected to the outside world. Am I right?”
Helen shook her head and sipped her wine. “You’re not wrong.”
Maria ignored her again. “I don’t know what you are driving at, David, Mr. Friedman, or what your real purpose here is, but let me advise you that, like any small community, we have our secrets and our private business, but we are honest hardworking people. If you start prying around, causing trouble, you can hurt a lot of innocent people, and you can be hurt by some not-so-innocent people.” She gave her head a brief, irritated shake. “I don’t know if you are a typical, arrogant American who thinks he can go where he like and do what he like and Uncle Sam always gonna be there to take care of him, or if you are some asshole journalist who thinks maybe there is some kind of story here. Either way, you are wrong. There is no story, and Uncle Sam cannot help you here.”
“That,” I wagged a finger at her, “is a contradiction in terms.” I heard Helen chuckle and not for the first time, wondered what her game was. But I didn’t get a chance to ask because both she and Helen looked over to the dining-room door and I followed their gaze.
A guy had stepped in and was talking to Alberto as he took slow thoughtful steps with small, shiny feet, and explained something complex about food by rolling his index fingers around each other, first one way and then the other. Alberto gave a little bow and the guy I guessed was Gonzalo slapped him on the shoulder, one of the guys, one of the people, and moved toward our table. He wore one of those Italian suits that women find attractive. They are not cut but draped, and they are worn by the kind of men who use moisturizer after they shave, to keep their skin soft. When you looked at him, the one word you couldn’t help muttering to yourself was “groomed.” He was groomed.
He bent over Maria and kissed her on the cheek, muttering something that sounded intimate in her ear. She nodded once and he smiled at Helena. “Helena, cariño, every time I see you, you look the same.”
“I was going to say the same thing about you.”
He ignored her and turned to me expectantly. I gave him the kind of smile that says, “Not today, but maybe tomorrow,” and Helen said, “This is David Friedman, from New York. He’s come here to write a novel.”
He pointed at me and snapped his fingers. “You come to the right place, buddy. You know that? So many fockin’ people come to this island to write their novel, I figure the island’s godda have something, right, babe?”
The last was not directed at me but at Maria, as he sat next to her and slipped his arm easily across the back of her chair. The gesture was clearly possessive, but the expression on her face said it wasn’t welcome. I had seen that expression before, a few times, on women who were about to get raped or beaten up. I laughed and shrugged and said, “Well, that’s my excuse for spending a few months in the Caribbean, thinking about life and death and other existential conundra. What’s yours?”
He stared at me with quick, wide, intense eyes. His jaws started moving, like he was chewing imaginary gum. “What?”
“It’s my excuse for chilling on a tropical beach. What’s yours?”
“I don’t got one.” He smiled. “I don’t need one. I got Paradise Island, I got my best girl—” He gestured at Maria and I watched her cringe and try to hide it. He went on, apparently unaware. “I got my interest in a few local business…” He spread his hands. “This is like my little paradise kingdom. I don’t need no excuse.”
I raised my glass to him. “Long live the king.” He made an elaborately gracious gesture back and we drank. “A genuine, young entrepreneur.” I set my glass on the table and directed my gaze at Helen while I went on. “I tell you, it takes a lot of balls to be an entrepreneur in this world. People out to get you at every turn. Hat’s off to you, pal.”
He pulled a packet of Lucky Strikes from his jacket pocket and showed the packet around. Everyone shook their head, so he pulled one loose and poked it in his mouth. He made a noise like, “Mh!”, pointed at me and leaned into the flame of a Cartier lighter. He inhaled deep and spoke as he blew smoke at the ceiling. “Why don’t you tell us about your book? What kind of book you’re writing?”
“Oh,” I shrugged, “I’m in it for the money. For me, it’s all about the money.” I saw Helen glance at me, and went on. “So I figure a thriller, murder, corruption, sex, infidelity, betrayal, all set in a perfect paradise of transparent turquoise beaches, palm trees, coconuts and pineapples. I figure I got me a winner.”
They laughed politely, but he became serious. “I like to read a good thriller, Dave, and you know what? Maybe I can put you in touch with some people I know in Cali, ’coz, once you’ve written the damn thing then you wanna fockin’ publish it, right?”
“I do.”
“Right? But, you know what I am always lookin’ for in a thriller? Realism. I wanna feel like the writer was really fockin’ there. He saw it, maybe he even did it. You know what I’m sayin’? He knows what it’s like to have the bullets poppin’ in the air around his head. He knows that burnin’, raw hollow in his gut just before…”
Helen cut him short. “Dave was in the Royal Marines, in the Gulf and in Afghanistan. He knows all about popping and burning.”
He looked genuinely surprised. “Oh, man, you done that shit?”
“Yeah, but look, it was just a job.”
Suddenly his attitude had changed and he was pointing at me and talking to Maria. “See? See that? This is the real deal, cariño. Is what I’m talking about. Some half-ass punk is gonna tell you, ‘Oh yeah man, I was on this operation and that operation and we killed so many Arab hijos de puta…’ But the real deal? What does he tell you? What did he just tell you? What did he say?”
He stared at her, waiting for her to answer. I wondered how she was going to react. She looked suddenly mad and raised her eyebrows high. “Seriously? You want me to repeat what he said five seconds ago?”
“Come on, Maria! What did he say?”
I shifted my gaze to Helen. She was watching me. Maria said, “We all heard what he said, Gonzalo!”
Gonzalo held up both hands, his cigarette perched between two fingers. “He said, ‘Yeah, but look, it was just a job!’”
“I know! We all heard it!”
“But cariño, you know what that is? That is….” He stabbed his finger at his heart. “That is courage! That is heart, that is a real guy.”
Maria had stopped listening to him, but he wasn’t even aware of her anymore. He leaned forward and held out his drink to me. We toasted and drained our glasses. He refilled them again.
He started stabbing his finger at me in the air. “You gonna tell me, right, if I am wrong. There is a brotherhood…”
I heard Maria groan and tried not to smile. I nodded. He went on.
“Listen good to what I am sayin’, right? There is a brotherhood, with no name, no statutes, no terms of enactment, no AGMs, but deeper and more lasting than all the others, and this is the brotherhood of guys who have faced death, and had to fight to save their lives, and the lives of their compañeros. Am I lying to you?”
I shook my head. “No, I can’t deny that. It’s a place not many people get to see, but when you’ve seen it, it changes you.”
“See?” He turned to Helen and then Maria in turn, gesturing at me and nodding. “See? That’s what I am talkin’ about. You know what we gonna do?”
This last was directed at me. I smiled. “I have a feeling it will have something to do with booze.”
He laughed noisily, like I’d said something real funny. “You bet your ass! Finish your food and we gonna go to La Tortuga. It’s nice, you gonna like it. Drinks, girls, anything you want, my friend. Tonight is on me!”
“Anything that gets you through the night.”
“Franky baby, my dad’s hero. High five, man!”
And we did a high five. The look of disgust on Maria’s face was matched only by the one of penetrating curiosity on Helen’s. He made to stand, and as I followed suit I saw the two guys lounging by the door, smoking. They weren’t dressed in Italian silk suits. They had denim Bermudas, Havaianas, big shirts with parrots and jungles on them and tiny trilbies perched on their heads. The black one had a scraggy goatee and impenetrable shades. The white one had thin ankles and pale, flappy soles to his feet. Both of them had pieces in their waistbands under their big shirts.
We moved out through the bar. We didn’t need to elbow our way. Gonzalo had a kind of magnetic field that made people step aside as he approached. We stepped out onto the sidewalk. There were tables occupied to either side of the door, and farther down on the left, where broad steps climbed to the broad terrace, there were people sitting on the wall and on the steps. The air was alive with voices, and the moon that had risen orange was now riding high in the sky, a bright silver.
On the road there were bikes. Lots of bikes. It was like Holland. There were bikes chained to fences, chained to other bikes, leaning against walls, even creeping, like Flann O’Brien’s Third Policeman disguised as a bike. But among all the bikes, dark as an unconscious drive, glinting warm amber from its dark chassis, there was a convertible BMW 8 Series parked across the way, taking up two spaces at an angle. His two boys walked up the street and climbed into a convertible Merc fifty paces away.
Gonzalo punched me on the shoulder. “Nice ride, huh? You like it?”
I smiled. It was a smile that was visible but private. I said, “I don’t like German cars. It’s a prejudice I have. My last car was a Cobra AC with seven hundred and fifty brake horsepower. She was sweet. A captain I had in the army used to say that when he retired, he’d get a ’68 Mustang and stick two electric engines in it. Silent and deadly, he said. Me? My next car, when I get back to the smoke, will be an Aston Martin DBS Superleggera. Seven hundred and fifteen brake horsepower, naught to sixty in three seconds.”
He was blinking at me. He didn’t know how to respond. I had just told him my dick was bigger than his. He was the king on this island, he had welcomed me, complimented me, paid for my meal and my booze and invited me to snort coke with him. And I had just told him my dick was bigger than his.
I gave him a big friendly grin. “I used to drive in the army. Assault and evasion techniques. Mind if I drive her to the bar?” My grin said we were just two guys talking guys’ stuff. Plus I had given him the chance to reassert his superiority and grant me a favor. He had no choice. He either had to kill me or take it. His face was conflicted, but he said, “Sure, why not? Don’t scratch her.”
He threw me the keys. I popped the trunk and threw my rucksack in. But while I was at it I took my Fairbairn & Sykes and slipped it in my boot, and popped my Sig Sauer P226 behind my back in my waistband.
He called from the back seat. “What are you doing back there, putting on your tuxedo?”
I slammed the trunk and saw Helen standing watching me. I gave an excuse for a smile and said, “I left my damn bow tie in Monaco. Let’s go.”
Helen got in the passenger seat and I got behind the wheel and fired up the bimmer. As soon as Helen’s door clunked, I floored the pedal and let out the clutch and we hurtled out of there kicking up dust and gravel like a bat out of hell with a red-hot pitchfork up its ass. We fishtailed round the first bend and surged down the hill toward the only asphalt road on the island, with Gonzalo laughing and saying, “Hey, dude! Chuck a left at the intersection. See if my boys can keep up!”
I made the ride exciting for them, though the route, a couple of dirt tracks and one long, straight blacktop, was not challenging. But I threw in a couple more fishtails and a couple of donuts which made Gonzalo laugh, and by the time we pulled up outside the Tortuga, out in the middle of nowhere, I was his blue-eyed boy again.




Six

The Tortuga was set back from the road about six or ten feet, flanked on both sides by dry-stone walls and rambling cacti. It was low and rustic, made of adobe with a gabled, tiled roof, and a big patio to the side, thatched with palm branches. It also had a six-foot effigy of a Mayan god outside in yellow sandstone.
When I pulled up and parked, the lights from the Merc were still well behind us. Gonzalo seemed to be unaware, or he didn’t care, and with his arm around Maria’s shoulders, laughing like a crazed, nightmare version of Daffy Duck, he led the way down the side of the building, to the main entrance.
A guy who was all dressed up in Levi’s and a clean shirt bowed when he saw Gonzalo and led us through a bar that might have looked more at home in Haight-Ashbury in ’67. The tables were low and made of wood, with benches built into the walls and chairs with woven rope seats. The walls were alternating red and blue and there were even posters of Jimmy Hendrix and Janis Joplin. The aromas were all authentic too.
Through the bar was the terrace, thatched with raw pine branches over wooden tables with linen cloths and napkins. As we were led to what was obviously Gonzalo’s table, I kind of regretted having eaten. Every table we passed was loaded down with lobster, oysters, mussels, prawns and other seafood. I’m not big on seafood—if it wasn’t bleating or mooing and galloping across a field that morning, I’m not really interested—but this stuff looked appetizing.
I took Helen’s arm and leaned in close to her to speak in her ear. “I know what you want,” I said. She stopped dead in her tracks, looked up to scan my face for a moment, then continued walking more slowly. “Are you sure?”
I nodded once. “Sure, I’m sure. We haven’t much time, so shut up and listen. I need you to take Maria away from the table for ten or fifteen minutes. It’s got to look like macho bullshit, but I need to talk to this guy alone for a while. OK?”
She looked briefly astonished, but hid it. We came to our table and she sat next to me. Gonzalo was expansive, ordering four dozen oysters and a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket. Then he beckoned the waiter closer and spoke quietly in his ear. Meanwhile Helen smiled at me sweetly and said, “So what do I want?”
I picked up the knife, spun it in my fingers, and viewed her past it, like I had her in the sights of a gun. “I think you are a noble, honorable person, Helen. I don’t think you want very much for yourself. I think you are concerned about your friends, about your island…”
“Oh, my goodness,” she said, looking at Maria, “he’s deep, and sensitive.”
Across the terrace I saw the two boys walk in, in their Havaianas and big shirts. They sat at a table ten or fifteen paces away and glanced at me resentfully from time to time.
Maria raised a very skeptical eyebrow at me. She looked pissed. “Yeah?” she said, “How’d you get that? He looks to me like a guy who was in the Marines.” She gave me the kind of smile twelve-year-old girls give each other when they’re being spiteful. “No offense.”
The waiter went away and Gonzalo leaned back in his chair and spread his arms. One held the back of Maria’s chair, the other held the back of mine.
“Ladies, I know you do not approve and you do not indulge. That’s fine, I am not offended. But you will not object if David here and I occasionally slip away for a trip in the snow.” He laughed and slapped me hard on the shoulder. “Eh? Killer?” He frowned suddenly. “Listen to me. You serious about this writing shit?”
“Sure.”
“I mean like, to the exclusion of all else?”
“No.” I shook my head. “To me, Gonzalo, it’s all about enhancing your experience of life. You write about what you live, but you also live what you write about.”
As I said it I gave Helen a look. She sighed loudly and turned to her friend.
“I think I am going to throw up if I hear much more of this macho bullshit. I have to fix my hair. You want to come and let them get it out of their systems?”
Maria nodded and turned to Gonzalo. “Half an hour, we’ll have a couple of mojitos. The boys will keep an eye on us. But when we come back, we need to move on, OK, boys?”
I watched them walk away and gave Gonzalo a lopsided smile. He was about to get all excited and start slapping my shoulder again, but I sat forward in my chair with my elbows on the table and said, “So if a guy wanted to start any kind of business or enterprise around here, he would need to see you.”
“Straight to the point, huh?”
“Why waste time? Are you the man? Or is it the man behind you?”
“I’m the man.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“You didn’t come here to write a book.”
“I came here to write a book and to reinvent myself, Gonzalo. I am a Marine with experience of real combat, man-to-man. I have held a man in my arms while I pushed a knife deep into his gut, and felt him die. But I am an attorney. I have fought for clients from white-collar fraud to gang murders and everything in between. And I fought like every minute they were behind bars, was a minute of my life that I was robbed of freedom. Now, I want something new. I am cruising, searching, and I happen to stumble upon St. George, a small paradise where a man like me can be anything he wants to be.”
I held his eye, unwavering, as I said it.
He nodded. “You’re a dangerous man.”
“Make no mistake.”
“I should kill you.”
“And miss the best opportunity of your career? The way you walked in here, the way you move around this island, you ain’t chicken. You got a pair of cojones on you like a couple of watermelons. You know I can be useful to you, man. And you know I am not interested in New York, Mexico, Medellin…” I waved a hand. “That’s all bullshit to me. “I want my small, island kingdom, my women, my interests, my local power. And I am happy to pay tribute to Rome.”
His face went suddenly tense. “And why the fock should I give you my fockin’ island kingdom, pendejo? I don’t even know who the fock you are. You show up, insult my car, drive like you’re fockin’ crazy, and now you talk about your fockin’ island kingdom? What the f…”
I interrupted him before he could get into his stride.
“If I am full of shit, kill me tomorrow. Take me out to the sugarcane plantation and put a bullet in my head. It’s a good end for a soldier of fortune. I’m not complaining. But before you do that, why not play the hand the fates have dealt you? Hey, we have rapport, I like you and you like me, we see life the same. Play it out, what’s the worst that can happen? I let you down and you kill me. But what’s the best that can happen?”
His brows were screwed up tight like a fist, struggling to understand what I was telling him.
“What best? What you fockin’ talkin’ about?”
“Colombia used to control this whole area, all trade through here was governed by the Colombian drug lords. Now it’s controlled by Mexico, but you are trying to work a small corner that gives you some access to Florida, right?” I didn’t let him answer. “But what if there were some way to start pulling back some of that control over distribution through the Caribbean Sea?”
“You’re full of shit.”
I shrugged. “Sure. Anything I tell you here tonight is going to sound like a crock of shit. But if I tell you, and your bosses, in an office in Medellin or Bogota, and I can back up what I am saying with facts, figures, names and addresses, then it will sound more serious.”
“Who the fock are you, David? Are you a cop?”
“No, Gonzalo.” I shook my head at him. “I am a good, old-fashioned soldier of fortune who has reached a certain age and is looking to settle down. I’m just spitballing here, kicking around a crazy idea. Let me run this island for you, and I will expand it all the way to Florida and Louisiana. And believe me, hermano, I have the connections to make it happen.”
“Yeah, sure, and I am Donald Trump. Why the hell should I believe you?”
He was mad and dismissive, and right then he was a very dangerous man.
“You shouldn’t. You should make me prove it. But you should also ask yourself who has better connections than a New York criminal lawyer with clients in corporate crime as well as good old gang murders and narcotics.”
A cluster of waiters appeared and proceeded toward us across the terrace carrying an ice bucket with champagne, a tray of flutes and a large dish full of oysters on a bed of salad with a dismembered lobster in the center.
They set it all down on the table and poured the champagne. Gonzalo was leaning back in his chair, scowling at me, like I had ruined his evening. I leaned forward and grinned. “You got a problem?”
It must have sounded confrontational to him because he puffed out his little chest. I let my amusement show and shook my head. “No, Gonzalo, I am asking you if you have a problem. If there is anyone on this island who is giving you a hard time, who thinks he’s a bigger deal than he really is.”
The shot wasn’t as long as it looked. I figured if Gonzalo was here trying to revive Colombia’s interests, it was even odds there was either another Colombian cartel at work, or even a Mexican one keeping tabs on him. His eyes were narrow and hard.
“You mean apart from you?”
“Hey, I am humble, man. I do not want to tread on anybody’s toes. But if I can help out a new friend, and at the same time show good faith, I’d like to do that.”
His brow slowly clenched as he assimilated my meaning. This guy might be as Colombian as coffee, but he was not in the big league. He was slow and timid. Eventually the frown was replaced by a smile of low cunning.
“You would do that?”
“You can either watch or I can bring you his head.”
“Pendejo!” He said it with a laugh and slammed the table “Hijo de puta! You are serious!”
“Sure I’m serious, Gonzalo. So who’s the guy?”
He sipped his champagne and studied the glass carefully as he set it down.
“It has been real hard, you know? Between USA and Mexico, Colombia was hit real hard. But Mexico is suffering too. They are under a lot of pressure, and slowly, quiet, quiet, we have been openin’ up the Caribbean corridor again. Yachts, little boats, small planes, from Trinidad and Tobago, from Isla de Margarita, St. George, Barbados, workin’ our way slow by slow, makin’ up a network again. And is workin’, you know why? Because when people think of Colombia in the Caribbean, they think of the Macuira National Park, they think of Aruba, they think of boats sailing across the Caribbean Sea to Haiti or the Dominican Republic, and then north to Florida.” He picked up a chunk of lobster and bit into the tender, white flesh. Then wagged it in the negative. “They never think of this little corridor of islands, Barbados, St. Lucia, Martinique, Dominica… And anyway, everybody is watchin’ the Mexicans, right?”
I shrugged and helped myself to an oyster. “That’s interesting, but who’s the guy?”
“The Libertadores del Vichada put a man on the island a year ago. He has a lot of backing from his organization. They don’t believe it is possible to reopen this route, but if we manage it, they wanna move in and take over.”
I frowned and smiled at the same time. “Who’s we.”
He shook his head. “You ask too many questions. Bloque Meta. You fuck with us, and you in some serious trouble, man. Remember that.”
I shrugged. “OK. Where can I find this guy and what is his name?”
“He is Luis Aguilera. He works out of the Bar Tipic, a nightclub on the other side of the island. They bought it and made it their headquarters. You know, mainly they mind their own business, but sometimes they move in on my territory, just to let me know they are there.” He nodded a few times. “And I know they are waiting to pounce.” He became suddenly cagey. “I don’t know what you are planning, Dave, but you do somethin’ stupid and it kicks back on me, and the Libertadores del Vichada come lookin’ for me, I will personally sell you to them and make them skin you alive. That is a promise!”
“Relax, there will be no comeback on you. They’ll either be looking for some Mexican son of a bitch or somebody from the Agency.” I saw his eyes narrow and wondered if I had overstepped the mark. I picked up an oyster and slipped it down my throat, then sipped champagne and offered him a smile on the right side of my face.
“It’s not as hard as you might think.”
“Yeah? How do you happen to know that?”
“Because one of my clients was a retired CIA officer who had been with the Special Operations Group. He wanted to publish his memoirs and he needed to know how close he could get to the truth without the Agency knocking on his door at four AM. Among the jobs he’d done were a few targeted killings. That’s Agency jargon for assassinations. He told me there were certain hallmarks that told you when an operation had been carried out by Mossad, MI6 or the Firm. Things like the use of steel jackets for the later identification of the body, the use of revolvers instead of semiautomatics because they don’t leave shells, other things that a layperson might not think of. It was this guy who got me thinking about writing a book.”
He sat and ate lobster and I ate oysters, and we both drank champagne. During that time he stared at me and I acted like I didn’t give a damn. After a while Helen and Maria emerged from the bar and joined us, making appreciative noises about the food and the champagne. Gonzalo began to grin. He wiped his mouth with his napkin and leered at me.
“OK,” he said. “OK, it’s a deal. Tonight.”
I nodded and spent a while eating more oysters before I said, “Sure. Tonight. You going to come along for the show, or are you squeamish?”
He stood and stretched and stamped his feet. “Let’s see how the night goes. Right now I need a snort! You coming?”
I shook my head. “No, not tonight. I’m going to chill here with this nice champagne and this superb seafood, but I encourage you and the girls to get as high as you like, it will increase your enjoyment of the show later tonight.”
He laughed a high-pitched laugh and pointed at me. “You are one crazy son of a bitch!” Then he strode away, starting to ride high. When he was gone Maria gave me a long, hard look.
“What the hell are you playing at? Who the hell are you?”
I shrugged. “I am me, and I am playing at winner takes all. It’s a grown-up game, Maria. You might not know it.”
“You son of a bitch! I should tell Gonzalo what you said! He would…”
“You get him to solve all your problems, Maria? You really want to know who I am? Maybe you’ll find out tonight. But let me give you a preview. I never sold my soul to the devil, or anybody else who made me a good offer. When I’m bad, I’m bad all on my own and it’s nobody’s fault but mine.”
She was real mad and doing a lot of nodding. “Oh, it’s easy for you to sit and judge, hijo de puta! All your life you had it easy in New York, every chance and opportunity given to you on a tray, rich daddy, rich mammy, law school! You don’t know nothin’ about the real world! About what really happens out here!”
Helen reached out and put a hand on her arm. Maria looked at her, her cheeks pink with anger, and Helen softly shook her head. I stared at Maria a while, wondering about her reality, and how it compared to mine, and whether it was true that we each made our own. In the end I decided I didn’t care and turned to Helen instead. “We need to talk.”




Seven

He had got them to clear a space on the terrace so he could dance. The moon, a deceitful shade of silver, was peering through the black stencils of the pine branches overhead. A few of the guests had followed Gonzalo’s lead and had got up to dance too. Helen had asked me again, “What are you doing, David?” Then added, “Is that even your name? You’ve been here barely five hours and you’ve already turned everything upside down.”
I didn’t look at her. I was busy watching Maria and Gonzalo. I said, “Isn’t that what you wanted me to do?”
Maria had been trying, not very hard, to resist Gonzalo’s advances. But he’d made her laugh a couple of times and she’d started to relax into his grip. Somehow that made me mad. I wasn’t sure why. Now he was kissing her neck as they danced, and I was trying to read the expression on her face. I glanced at Helen.
“Isn’t that why you offered me a ride to Old Joe’s? Isn’t it why you introduced me to Maria?” I sat forward and grinned at her. “You invoke the devil, sister, you’d better be ready for the ride from hell.”
I stood. “In twenty minutes he’s going to ask you where I am. You’re going to tell him I went to the can and maybe I’m at the bar. Is that clear?”
She nodded. “Where are you going?”
“I’m going to find some reality for your friend Maria.”
She closed her eyes and turned away, and I turned and crossed the terrace. Maria had her eyes closed and seemed to be doing a good job of convincing herself to enjoy Gonzalo’s attentions. He was lost in the carnal bliss of satisfying his ego’s organic needs, so I moved into the bar. Before I went through the door I gave his boys a look, smirked at them and crossed the bar to the main entrance. I paused long enough at the door to give them time to see where I was going, and went out to the car, where I sat on the hood and waited for them. They followed at the hurry up.
I saw them bustle down the side of the building in their flip-flops, trying to catch up. As they came out to where the BMW was parked the black guy had his hand on his piece in his waistband. They came and stood in front of me, and then didn’t seem to know what to do next. I smiled at them.
“Hi, boys. Nice evening. Sometimes you just have to get away and breathe the air, isn’t that right?” They glanced at each other. I jerked my head at the guy with his hand behind his back. “That seem like a good idea to you? Me and Gonzalo are good pals now. You blow a hole in me and I’m not sure how grateful he’s going to be.”
His voice was a deep bass when he spoke.
“Where you goin’ with boss car?”
“I’m not going anywhere. I’m just sitting here getting away from the party for a while. My name’s David. How about you?”
He was confused. Whatever he had been expecting, it wasn’t this. He frowned. “Sabina.”
I nodded. “We’re going to be friends, Sabina. We’re going to be working together, making a lot of money. I’m pleased to know you.” I turned to his pal. “How about you?”
“I’m Tony.”
I stood and offered Tony my hand. He hesitated a moment but I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to want to offend his boss’s new pal, so he took my hand. I gripped it hard and used it as leverage to smash my instep into Sabina’s crotch. It was a good, powerful kick and any chance of little Sabinas in the future winked out of existence in that moment.
As he doubled up and went down, making a high, keening noise, I took a big step forward with the foot I’d just used to castrate Sabina, and smashed the heel of my left hand into the angle of Tony’s jaw, below his ear, pushing it in and up. He staggered away a step and his eyes lost focus. I kept a hold of his hand, trod hard on his Havaiana, and corkscrewed his arm savagely with both hands until he was bent double, trying desperately to get out of his flip-flop. Then I kicked him hard just above the solar plexus, driving the toe of my boot deep into his diaphragm.
He went down on his face. I stepped over to Sabina, who had adopted the fetal position, and thrust the tip of the Fairbairn & Sykes hard between the first and second vertebrae in his neck and levered it hard left and right, severing the vertebral artery and vein as well as the nerve. His body shuddered and his arms and legs jumped a few times, but he didn’t know he was doing it. He was gone.
Tony was facedown and not moving. I figured I’d put him into cardiac arrest, but for the sake of completeness I stamped on the back of his neck. I heaved both of them over the dry-stone wall into the shadows of a cactus patch, then swung my leg over the driver’s door of the bimmer and slipped behind the wheel. I hit the starter, turned her around and did a hundred headed back toward San Fernando.
What I had just done, and what I was about to do, was well beyond my brief, but I didn’t care. Drug dealers for me are like rats and cockroaches, and need to be exterminated, especially those directly connected with the cartels. But besides that, I was playing a hunch. It was a hunch that felt pretty solid to me. It went something like this:
Helen had been a cop and, if I had read her right, she had seen her fair share of violence. Now she was watching the asshole Gonzalo taking over the island, and her best friend, and the cops, either too weak or too corrupt to do anything about it, were bending over and taking it like they were told.
When I had approached her at first she thought I was just another bum escaping to the island to waste his life, but something—her instinct, her intuition, her experience, whatever—had told her that I was not what I was pretending to be. She had recognized the soldier—and the killer. She had known other men like me. She could smell them.
And she had had some crazy idea about hooking me up with Maria to scare Gonzalo off. But that had been naïve. Maybe she didn’t know how far Gonzalo was involved with the Colombian cartels. Maybe she didn’t want to know. But apparently she didn’t realize you don’t scare men like Gonzalo off. You kill them, otherwise they never stop coming.
On the other hand, maybe I had her all wrong, and that had been at the back of her mind all along. Freud was not wrong when he called women the Dark Continent. They are impossible to understand, and impossible to predict, and their motivation, as far as I am concerned, is always dark. I have no doubt that opinion infringes a whole raft of politically correct laws. But I don’t really care, because I am not talking about what ought to be or ought not to be. I’m talking about ugly reality, as it is. That thing Maria thought she was an expert in.
What was clear was that Helen cared about her friend Maria, and hated Gonzalo, and had some crazy hope that Maria and I might hook up. My gut said that even if that was wrong, it wasn’t far off the truth.
But things had developed faster and wilder than she had expected. That was because she didn’t know who I was, who she had brought into the mix. Like I said, as far as I am concerned, there is only one thing you do with a dope dealer. There is no compromise, there are no mitigating circumstances, no deals to be cut: You choose to ride on the Hell Train, the fare is death.
Helen didn’t know that. But knowing or not, she had made a deal with the Devil. I would free her friend Maria, and St. George, from Gonzalo and all the scum like him, but then I would want something in return from the ex-cop who cared so much about her island.
Google Maps told me the way. The road was long and straight and dark. The narrow funnels of light from the BMW’s headlamps picked out dark, solitary houses at the roadside, with shuttered windows, and palms and banana trees, and tall yuccas in their front yards. The shadows loomed, slanted and sped past, and were gone. Soon I reached San Fernando, turned right and skirted the town, taking the broad, dirt track toward White Hills Beach. According to Helen, it was a collection of luxurious houses spread out among giant sand dunes, fifty yards from transparent, turquoise beaches and shielded from the sun by enormous pines.
I wasn’t going that far. A quarter of a mile before reaching White Hills, the broad dirt road made a bend to the right, and there, on the dogleg, was a big, rambling nightclub made from dry stone, with big, double wooden doors open at the front. A big sign over the door said it was the Bar Tipic. In the lot out front there was a handful of trucks and bikes and cars. There were also a bunch of guys and girls sitting there, smoking and drinking, while inside was the throb of proto-music and the flashing of red and blue lights.
I slowed and looked for the most expensive car I could see. A red Porsche Cayenne caught my eye and I pulled in beside it. Two got you twenty it was Luis Aguilera’s. I climbed out and had a brief look at two guys sitting beside the door. They were not in Havaianas or giant jungle shirts. They were in black jeans and black shirts, they were young and in good shape and they had pieces under their light, linen jackets. They had recognized the bimmer as Gonzalo’s and they were watching me. They exchanged words and one of them got up and went inside. The one that was left outside was closer to thirty and his scarred, Indian face and his crew-cut hair said he was an old hand at this game. He stood and jerked his head at me as I approached, and said, “What do you want, friend?”
I was going to ask him for a Scotch straight up, but instead I told him:
“It’s a social call. I’m here to see Luis.”
He narrowed his eyes at me like I was suffering dementia. “You got a fockin’ appointment, you fockin’ pendejo?”
I smiled at the dirt down between my boots and shook my head. “Now, see? That’s not necessary. I have come all the way from New York to speak to Don Gonzalo and Don Luis, and when you know who I am, you’re going to want to apologize to me. For now, we’ll let it go because you are young and ignorant. Meantime, you’d better let Don Luis know I am here.”
He didn’t answer straight away, but when he spoke at last he omitted all the “fockin’.”
“Who are you, from New York?”
“I am a friend of Mario Dumas, the adopted son of El Puntillero, and he asked me to come here and talk to Don Gonzalo and Don Luis. Now, I have been real patient with you boy, so how about you get off your skinny, fuckin’ ass and tell Don Luis I am here, before I lynch you with your own fuckin’ colon? That sound like a plan to you, boy?”
He didn’t know whether to be scared or not, but went for the safe option and pulled out his cell. The last thing I wanted was Luis Aguilera calling Bogota to find out if Mario Dumas had sent a messenger from New York. So I laughed and placed my left hand on his right shoulder, blocking the phone from his ear. He looked confused for exactly one second. That was how long it took me to smash the heel of my hand into his jaw and break his neck. I lowered him back down into his chair, laughing and making a joke about how much tequila he’d drunk. Then I walked inside and mingled with the crowd.
The throbbing noise was overpowering. Lasers and strobes flashed around the room like Dante’s Inferno updated to the early ’70s. There was a long bar on the left as I went in. The walls here were dry stone too, but along the right side a polished pine staircase rose to a galleried landing. And up there I could see a couple of doors. One of them said it was private. Out of that door I saw the dead guy’s pal step out with three mean-looking SOBs. I calibrated them as they trotted down the stairs. First was the head of the palace guard: late forties, big gut, big black moustache, ponytail, Texan boots and leather waistcoat. Behind him was the doorman, slim, gym-fit, black jeans and linen jacket, then a guy with “sicario” written all over him, an assassin, skinny, unremarkable, dressed in a short-sleeved shirt he’d picked up in some market for two bucks, a pair of jeans and a switchblade in his pocket. He had pockmarked skin from adolescent acne and a scar. Last of all was the muscle. Six-two of solid beef with only one neuron to make it all work. A triumph of evolution.
I began to move toward the bottom of the stairs. As the four killers pushed past me I turned away from them, leaned over to a guy who was happily smiling at the world from Ethanol Paradise and shouted over the deafening noise, “Hey, didn’t we meet at your mother’s elephant farm in St. George?”
He laughed and pointed at me, nodding. I nodded back, grinning, and turned to see the four killers making for the main door. Through the flashing of the strobes, hugging the wall, I sprinted up the steps and came to the door these guys had emerged from. It was even odds the door would be locked, so I didn’t waste time. I had my Sig in my hand and blew out the lock. In that pounding, throbbing noise nobody heard a thing.
I pushed through and found myself in a large office. The style was heavy, old Castilian, with lots of oak, iron studs and giant hinges. Ahead of me there was an astonished man in his fifties sitting behind a massive oak desk. On his right, my left, there was a confused gorilla whose eyes, nose and mouth occupied no more than two and a half square inches in the middle of a face that must have been a square foot. It was an easy target and I put two rounds right between his eyes. Then I advanced on the guy I assumed was Luis Aguilera with the gun held out straight in front of me.
“Stand up!” He stood. I pointed to a spot on the rug in front of his desk. “On your face! Now!”
He dropped. I went down on one knee beside him. “Are you Luis Aguilera?” He nodded. “Show me!”
He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out an ID card. He was Luis Aguilera, Colombian. I shot him through the heart and he died instantly. What I did next I didn’t enjoy, but it was necessary. The Fairbairn & Sykes fighting knife is razor sharp, and I used it swiftly and cleanly to remove his head. Then I picked up the internal phone and after a couple of tries called the bar. A voice answered over a lot of throbbing, screaming and laughing.
“Yes, boss?”
I said plainly and clearly, “There is a bomb in the bar. Drop everything. Evacuate the bar immediately. Do it now. Get everybody out, now.”
I hung up. There were three decanters on a dresser against the wall. One of them was whiskey, another was rum. I took those two to douse the desk and the furniture, and used Luis’s lighter to set fire to the office. It went up with a blue and yellow whoosh! and started to burn.
I grabbed his head, ripped off the gorilla’s shirt sleeve, and went through the door to the top of the stairs, carrying the decanter of cognac with me. The crowd was already surging and crushing toward the exit. Nobody had bothered to turn off the music, but you could hear the first panicking screams over the awful throb. I took a moment to stuff the gorilla’s shirt sleeve into the decanter, and, as the flames from the office gathered force and began to erupt through the door and onto the landing, I lit the improvised fuse and trotted down the stairs holding the Molotov cocktail in one hand, and Aguilera’s head in the other. I smiled as I wondered what the colonel would think if she could see me now.
As above, the flames billowed out of the office and licked across the rafters that held up the ceiling, the screams from the crowd became louder and more frantic, swelling above the throbbing, pounding noise that was still blasting over the sound system. I strode toward the bar and hurled the flaming decanter at the shelf of spirits behind the bar. There was an almighty, strangely beautiful shattering of glass, each shard reflecting the flames that were consuming the place, and in a moment the entire bar had erupted in alcoholic fire.
I fused with the last desperate people fighting and scrambling through the large double doors, and eased out into the night. Cars were reversing and swerving out of the lot in panic, left and right, hurtling away into the darkness, becoming nothing more than minute daemon’s eyes under the cold moon.
I made my way to the bimmer and threw the gory head on the passenger seat. Then I sat on the dry-stone wall a few feet away and waited. I didn’t have to wait long. They came running, pushing through the dispersing crowd, and stopped, ranged along the BMW, staring in at the back seat.
It was the old guy, the one with the ponytail and the waistcoat, who spoke. It wasn’t eloquent, but it was expressive. He shook his head and spread his hands and said, “What the fuck?”
Maybe he genuinely expected an answer.
From where I sat I shot the other doorman between the eyes. His head whiplashed back and forth, but then he just stood there. It seemed like a long time, but it was just a couple of seconds. It was a couple of seconds I used to better effect than they did.
The next most dangerous guy, in my book, was the sicario. I had to shift fast from the doorman so I put two rounds through his chest, which was a bigger target. Finally, the biggest target and the least dangerous was the muscle. I put two rounds through his chest and he and the sicario both went down together, barely a second between them. Total, just under three seconds. It was only then that the doorman, whose eyes were staring unseeing but astonished, folded at the knees and lay down.
The guy with the moustache and the cowboy boots was still trying to work out what his boss’s head was doing in the back of the BMW. I stood and walked around the hood, stopping six feet from him.
“Drop your weapons.” He dropped a Glock and a knife in the dirt. I said, “It’s your lucky day. What’s your name?”
“El Gavilan.”
“You get to leave the island, go back to your boss and explain to him that St. George is now Mexican territory. You understand?”
He nodded. “Si…”
“But before you go, you’re going to help me with something.”
“Que?”
“Where is ‘El Serbio’?”
It was a long shot, but it was one that had been on my mind since the brigadier and the colonel had first outlined the job to me. “Locate the target” was easily said, but it was not so easily done. Unless you went underground, where information travels fast, if you know where to listen out for it. And the people who could be expected to know about Serbian war criminals hiding on the island, would be those who controlled crime: the people who decided whether you stayed or whether you went, whether you had a place or had to move on, the people who decided whether you lived or whether you died.
Now the Gavilan’s face twisted into further confusion. “El Serbio? Why you want El Serbio?”
“Did I ask you to assess my questions? Next time you give the wrong answer, I’ll blow your knee out and send Dumas a postcard. Understood?”
He nodded. “The Serbio live on the Belle Tout, goin’ to the lighthouse. Is a big mountain, two thousan’ meters, at the end of the island. He got a house halfway up. He don’ mess with nobody, nobody fock with him. We told to leave him alone.”
“You call him El Serbio because you know who he is.”
He nodded, then shrugged. “Yeah, more or less…”
“So what do the people on the island call him?”
“Constantino. Constantino Marcos. You gonna hurt him? We promise to look after him.”
I nodded at him for a while. I knew the cops and the fire service couldn’t be far off. Time was short.
“How many children have you killed, Gavilan?”
He frowned. “Eh?”
“How many children have you killed? How many young lives have you destroyed?”
His face went hard and he sneered. “Thousans. An’ if you think I gonna fuckin’ apologize…”
I didn’t let him finish. When you traffic dope, you don’t get to make impressive speeches glorifying the fact that you’re a son of a bitch. You get to die. I put two rounds in his belly and he fell against the Porsche holding his gut with his arms. I stepped up close and he was staring furiously into my eyes, like he might find a lifeline there somehow. I leaned down close.
“Don’t forget to give Dumas my message, Gavilan. With a bit of luck I’ll send him to join you soon.”
The third slug was a mercy shot that went through his head and punctured the Cayenne. It was more than he deserved, but it made the Cayenne fractionally more interesting.
I paused to look at the goggling head on the passenger seat.
“All aboard,” I said, “all aboard for the Hell Train.”




Eight

I drove back at a steady pace. I didn’t want to get stopped by any cops I met headed for the Tipic. I needn’t have worried. Three patrol pars screamed past, sirens blaring and lights flashing, all speeding to the scene of the crime. They all recognized Gonzalo’s BMW, and they all saluted as they went past.
I made it back to the Tortuga in twenty minutes. I killed the engine and grabbed Aguilera’s head by his hair. He had an ugly expression on his face, but the stain he’d left on the leather upholstery was uglier. I climbed out of the car and walked in through the bar. Nobody seemed to notice I was carrying a severed head. I have found that, by and large, people do tend to see what they expect to see. Not many people expect to see a guy carrying a severed head.
Out on the terrace Gonzalo had sat at his table again, with Helen and Maria at either side. He was looking mad and talking into his cell. When he saw me his face went rigid. He snapped something into his cell and laid it on the table beside his plate.
I was four paces from the table by the time his eyes focused on what I had in my hand. Maria covered her mouth with her hands. Helen made to rise, but sank back in her chair. Gonzalo’s face screwed up and, at five feet from where he sat, I threw the head. It landed with a thud in the now half-empty dish of oysters and lobster, staring with an idiot gawp at Gonzalo, who, ironically, stared back at him with the very same expression. I figured it had to be a sign.
The music had changed. There was a guy saying he bet his girl tasted expensive. Looking at Aguilera’s head beside the carcass of the lobster, I thought that statement was ambiguous. The tables around us had gone quiet. Some people were giggling, but they were nervous giggles. Nobody knew how to react, and nobody was giving them a lead.
I stepped up to the table and pulled the champagne from the ice bucket. I took a pull from the bottle and put it back. I grinned.
“Happy Halloween, Gonzalo.” I turned to Maria. “Is this enough reality for you? Or you want a little more?” I looked over my shoulder. The headwaiter was looking at me and he looked worried. I indicated the platter on the table. “Can we get a doggy bag? Can we get this to go?”
He bowed and nodded more times than was strictly necessary and ran for the kitchen. I sat and studied Gonzalo across the table.
“Trouble with technology. You just can’t trust photographs anymore. You can Photoshop anything these days. Somebody showed me a photograph of my wife with my best friend in bed. On the bedside table was a bottle of my John Smith special brew, cask matured IPA. You know how I knew it was fake? The only way I knew it was fake?” Nobody said anything. I stabbed a finger at the imaginary photograph. “The beer. That was my special beer. I knew Bob wouldn’t do that to me.” I laughed quietly. “To believe something, you have to see it with your own eyes. It’s no good taking pictures on your phone.”
Helen said, “You’re out of your mind.”
“Or perhaps my mind is out of me. How do you assess a thing like that? Are you in my mind or are you out of my mind? Tricky. This whole situation is tricky, huh, Gonzalo?”
A couple of waiters hurried up with bags and takeout containers. They were sobbing as they bagged up the contents of the platter. Gonzalo was rigid and he had gone pale. When they were done I said, “Just drop it on the front seat of Don Gonzalo’s BMW.”
They hurried away and I looked back at Gonzalo with what I hoped was a mild smile.
“Say, where are your boys, Gonzalo? You never go anywhere without them, right? They shadow you, wherever you go, whatever you do, they are your guardian angels, in Havaianas and parrot shirts. So where are they?”
His skin was a sickly yellow. His voice was a rasp. “You son of a bitch.”
I spoke very quietly. “Take Maria home. Then go home yourself. The Tipic is gutted, burned down, El Gavilan is dead and so are all his henchmen. Even the paint on Aguilera’s Cayenne is ruined. You owe me. You owe me big time. And tomorrow I am going to call it in. You better be ready for me. Understood?”
He fumbled for his phone, pressed a number and waited with the phone to his ear. After a moment he snapped, “What happened?”
His eyes were wide. He stood slowly, listening in silence, and walked slowly across the terrace. I watched him snap a few more questions before he turned and started his faltering way back, still talking into the phone. A few of the tables were staring at him.
Helen said, “What the hell have you done?”
I didn’t hesitate. I looked her square in the eye. “What you wanted me to do. But your question is wrong. It’s not ‘what have you done,’ it’s ‘what are you doing.’ I am very far from finished, Helen.”
I glanced at Maria. She was the same sickly shade of pale as Gonzalo, but her eyes were lost and she seemed to have retreated inside herself. Gonzalo got back to the table and stood over us. “What do you want?”
“I’ll tell you tomorrow. I’ll come to your house. We’ll talk business. But I don’t want any trouble from you, Gonzalo. Tomorrow it could be roast suckling pig. You like apples?” He didn’t answer, so I jerked my head at Maria and said, “Take her home. Then you go home.”
Maria stood and stared at Helen. She said simply, “Helen… What is this?”
Gonzalo grabbed her and they left, and Helen sat staring into my face with wild eyes. “What the hell? I was sitting quietly on the boat, minding my own business, and this gawky, boyish American bumbles over to ask for help… Now I am sitting at the table with the cast from the Texas Chainsaw Massacre.” Her bottom lip curled in and a tear welled in her left eye. “Who the hell are you? What the hell do you want?”
“Don’t ask if you don’t really want to know. I am going to do you a favor, a bigger favor than you can imagine. Then I am going to disappear from your life forever. But before I go, I need something from you.”
She looked squeamish. “What?”
“I need everything you can tell me about Constantino Marcos.”
She froze. Her expression was incredulous. “What? Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
“He is a harmless old man. I am not going to let you anywhere near him!” Her voice bordered on shrill. “What? Are you going to do more of this to him? Are you going to take his arms and legs off? I don’t know what the hell is going on, but I do not intend to take any more of it!”
I put my hand on hers and signaled the waiter to get us a taxi. She snatched her hand away but allowed me to help her to her feet. I muttered, “Take it easy,” to her and we crossed the terrace, then moved through the bar and out into the cool air. The moon was low in the west, but it had tinged the night with a pallid luminescence that seemed to hang on the leaves of the palms, the scattered, half-concealed rooftops and the pines. Helen stopped and turned to face me, and the moon touched the planes of her face.
“What do you want with Constantino?”
“How well do you know him?”
“He’s been on the island for years. He keeps to himself and doesn’t hurt anybody.”
“You’ve met him in person?”
“Of course. Many times. What do you want with him, David?”
“Maybe nothing. I just need to know who he is.”
“Why?”
In the distance a bright light appeared on the road, maybe a mile or half a mile away. It warped like an amoeba, split and became headlamps. Soon they began to slow and an old Mercury Grand Marquis pulled up outside the bar. The driver leaned out.
“You called for a cab?”
I nodded. “Yeah, take us to Old Joe’s.”
We climbed in the back and she pressed herself up against the far side of the car with her arms crossed. As we pulled back onto the road in a broad U-turn I asked her, “How long, exactly, has he been on the island?”
“I don’t know exactly. He came in the late ’90s, or early in the new millennium, I suppose.”
“You ever ask him what brought him here?”
“No. Why should I?”
“You ever get drunk with him in Old Joe’s, exchange war stories, talk about life?”
“I told you he keeps to himself. And besides, David, or whatever your name is, after what I have seen tonight, I will not say another word to you until you tell me what your interest in him is?”
“Did you get many people settling here in the early 2000s?”
She thought about it in spite of herself, finally said, “A few…a couple. Why?”
The car chased the black, luminous road toward the moon. The rooftops of San Fernando began to emerge from the shadows. The car slowed and turned in, to climb the hill toward Old Joe’s. When we got there the crowd had thinned out, but there were still a few stragglers here and there, sitting on the steps of the terrace and on the wall, nursing bottles of beer and talking.
I paid the cab while Helen climbed out. I climbed out after her and the taxi pulled away. We stood looking at each other in the middle of the road. I stepped up close and spoke without really knowing why I said what I said.
“I don’t expect you to like me. I’m not here to make friends. That’s not relevant. But you owe me, and tomorrow you are going to owe me more...”
She narrowed her eyes. “I owe you? For what, for Christ’s sake? For throwing a fucking severed head on the table in front of me? For lying to me? For terrifying Maria half out of her mind?”
I took a hold of her shoulders and pulled her close. “Pull your head out of the sand, Helen. You know as well as I do why you offered to give me a ride to this hotel. You know why you kept me talking in spite of my bumbling. You know damned well why you introduced me to Maria. You want me to spell it out for you?”
“You’re a pig! A filthy, murdering pig!”
“Maybe so. And maybe that’s what you recognized in me, and maybe your intuition, or your cop’s instinct, or some combination of the two told you could use me. But you never stopped to think that the devil you had conjured up might just turn around and hand you the bill.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But her eyes, thick with tears, said she was lying. I pulled her closer, felt her body touch mine, smelled her breath sweet on the night air. “I’m going to give you what you want. But understand, you will owe me. I will call in the favor, and you will pay.”
“You make me sick!”
She wrenched free from my grip, turned and ran away toward the churchyard, where she’d left her truck earlier that day. I watched her run and wondered about stepping into the bar for a nightcap. But I decided against it. What I needed right then was sleep, and to plan my next move. So far it had all been pretty crazy improvisation, and all things considered it had played out well—even if not strictly according to the colonel’s criteria—but the next moves would be trickier. I might actually have to be a little bit subtle. I grinned to myself. The colonel would like that.
* * *
I got up late, at nine thirty AM, called room service for breakfast at ten and went to shower and dress. I took my time, switching from hot to cold water, trying to wash away the more vivid memories of the night before, then stepped out and shaved.
As I was toweling my hair, there was a tap at the door. I pulled on my jeans and pulled open the door. Maria was there in jeans and a long-sleeved, purple silk blouse. She was pushing a trolley with coffee, rye toast, scrambled eggs and thick-cut marmalade. Her face was a concrete wall holding back any expression.
“Breakfast is from eight to nine. I should have told you. I prepared you this myself.”
She spoke as she pushed the trolley into the room to where I had a small table by an open window overlooking the pool. As she started to unload it I said, “My breakfast is at six. I’m up late because of your boyfriend.”
She stood motionless, staring out at the pool. When she finally spoke again there was a catch in her voice. “He is not my boyfriend, and if you don’t like it here why don’t you leave? There are plenty of other places where you can write your novel.”
“Sure, but how many of them have such a rich source of inspiration?”
“Inspiration?” She twisted her head, but not enough to look at me. “Inspiration? Is that what you call it? Murder, mutilation? Decapitating a man, throwing his head on my dinner table?”
“I thought you were the great expert on reality. You tell me how it goes, Maria? It’s OK if these things happen so long as you don’t see it? Is that how it goes? It’s OK to murder people, it’s OK to maim and mutilate them, and torture them, it’s OK to get young kids hooked on drugs that will destroy their lives, and push that shit in the schoolyard—all of that is OK just so long as you don’t have to see it on your dinner table, beside the lobster and the oysters?”
“Shut up!”
I took a step toward her. “No. I don’t shut up. Ever. I’m here to introduce you to reality. While you were dancing with him, letting him kiss your neck and stroke your back, did it cross your mind that those hands, and those lips, were smeared with the blood of young victims from Medellin to Chicago? Have you ever seen a fifteen-year-old whore who will do anything for anyone just to get her next fix? A fifteen-year-old whore who should be at high school creating her future? Tell me this, Maria, have you ever looked into the eyes of a little girl just before she gets shot in the head, to force her parents into obedience?”
She turned to face me. Her face was twisted and savage and her eyes were streaming tears. She screeched at me, “You don’t know anything about him! You assume because he is Colombian! You Yankee hijos de puta always assume, ‘Oh, he is Latino, he must traffic cocaine, oh, she is Latina, she must be a whore…’ but you don’t know nothin’!”
My reply was quiet. “He works for Bloque Meta. Decapitation? If that is all they do to you, you can count yourself lucky. They rape, murder and torture systematically, and they don’t care who. Open your blouse.”
She stared at me and crossed her arms in front of her. “What? No…”
“Take your blouse off or I’ll take the damned thing off for you.” She backed away a step. “I have no interest in you sexually, Maria. I just want to show you something about yourself. Now take your damn blouse off.”
She started to unbutton it and I took her arm and guided her toward the bathroom. As I did it she started to sob. Her bottom lip curled in and her eyes started to flood again. When she was standing in the bathroom doorway I gently took away her hands and removed her purple blouse. Her upper arms, her chest and her back were scored with deep purple wheels. I counted ten on her back, three on each arm and six across her chest and her belly.
“Who are you trying to protect, Maria? Gonzalo? Look at you. You’re the lucky one. But next time you could be one of the unlucky ones. The unlucky ones get killed, or worse, their faces get cut off, or they get hooked on heroin and inducted into a short, brutal life of sexual slavery. And that, that is what you are protecting.”
I turned her around. She leaned against my chest and I put my arms around her.
“Where is he?”
She spoke into my chest. “At home. He came up to my room. I told him I didn’t want to sleep with him. I never have. He said he was sick of being humiliated. That he had taken enough from you already. And he started beating me with his belt. Finally he left. I guess he went home.” She looked up at me. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to kill him.”
I said it without any particular feeling or inflection. It was just a fact. She shook her head. “You’re as bad as he is. What you did last night…”
“That is stupid and naïve, Maria. You want to know why we can’t all ‘just get along’? I’ll tell you. Because there are people like Gonzalo in this world who abuse, murder and torture and rape other people indiscriminately. They don’t give a damn who you are or what you’ve done. If they need you they use you. If you fight them they destroy you. When they no longer need you they kill you.
“And then there are people like me. We just take out the trash.”
I went back to the bedroom and grabbed my shirt. She stood half-naked in the bathroom door and watched me dress.
“If you warn him I’m coming, Maria. It will be the stupidest thing you ever did.”
She didn’t answer, but I thought I saw a small shake of her head. I pulled on my boots and stood. “You want to be free?”
“It’s all I have ever wanted.”
Then make sure you know what to do with it, Maria, because it’s coming fast.”
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I walked down to the Trade Winds. The bar was quiet and shaded and Helen was polishing glasses with a dishcloth. She looked at me but didn’t say anything, just kept polishing. I leaned on the bar with my hands.
“I need a strong black coffee, and I need a car. Can I hire a car around here?”
She didn’t answer. She put down the glass and the dishcloth she had in her hands and went to the Gaggia to make the coffee. While it was brewing she reached in her pocket and pulled out a bunch of keys, threw them on the counter.
“How long do you need it for?”
“Couple of hours.”
She picked up the glass again. “You said you were going to call in the favor. Is this it?”
“No.”
She filled the cup with strong espresso and set it in front of me. Outside, the sun was glaring, people were shouting and laughing, mopeds buzzed like giant, angry insects. I sipped the hot black brew and asked her, “How many men has Gonzalo got?”
She closed her eyes and sighed. “I left the police because I didn’t want anymore of this shit!”
“But you want somebody to free your friend Maria from that shit. You want to clean the sewer, but you don’t want to get your hands dirty.”
She put the glass away and dropped the cloth on the bar. “I’m not a detective anymore. But I suppose he has about half a dozen men.”
“Does that include the two boys he had with him last night?”
She stared at me, then said quietly, “Yes… What did you do to them?”
“They’re dead.”
She screwed up her face. “How can you be so brutal?”
I drained my coffee. “It’s not hard. I’ve seen what these people do to innocent people, mothers, children. As far as I am concerned I am capable of a limited amount of compassion. What I have, I save for people who are worth it. People who traffic drugs, murder children, rape mothers, they’re not worth it.”
I left San Fernando along the only blacktop road on the island, headed west toward Jackstown, the capital of the island. It was set back from the main road, with a big, 16th-century church, a grand, Spanish colonial town hall in saffron and white, with green, wooden shutters, and a broad town square with six terraced bars, a baker, a butcher and a supermarket that sold floral shirts and straw hats alongside melons, mangos and milk.
I stopped for a second coffee and had a look around. There was an art gallery which, from what I could make out, was the painter’s house where he held a permanent exhibition of his own work. And across the road from that, there was the St. George’s Island Police Department. They had three patrol cars, which I had seen that night, and a handful of men in khaki uniforms with Bermuda shorts and peaked caps. They were unarmed and two got you twenty the chief—if not all the staff—was in Gonzalo’s pay.
I finished my little tour and, a little better informed, headed south out of town along a broad straight road of beaten earth that led, eventually, to the Barbary Cliffs Lighthouse. Either side of the road were dense pine forests which occasionally gave way to palm groves, banana plantations and sugarcane. But by and large it was forests of tall, spindly pines, with silver-red bark and a superabundance of exotic birds, none of which I could identify.
After about two and a half miles I came to a gate on the left. There was an intercom. I pressed the call button and a voice asked me who I was.
“David Friedman. I’m here to see Gonzalo.”
The gate buzzed and swung slowly open. I followed the track through more tall, spindly pinewoods until the trees began to thin out and were replaced by windswept cliffs dotted with agave plants, giant aloe and banana groves. About a quarter of a mile off I could see a large, Spanish-style villa surrounded by coconut palms, green lawns and tropical gardens.
I followed the road around in a broad sweep and approached the front of the house from the direction of the cliffs, along an avenue of alternating jacaranda and wisteria trees. The house itself was fronted by a broad, balustraded veranda which was surrounded by large bougainvillea bushes and shaded by Russian vine.
From the center of the veranda, four broad steps swept down to the drive, and two guys with automatic rifles were standing there, watching me approach. They were not dressed in jungle shirts and Havaianas. They wore jeans and boots and sweatshirts, with black shades and ugly expressions on their faces.
I pulled up and killed the engine, then swung down from the cab. The two guys, one pale skinned with a big moustache, the other clean-shaven and almost bald, watched me without saying anything. I approached the steps wondering if I was going to have to kill them now, and paused with my foot on the bottom step.
“I’m here to see Gonzalo. You going to let me go through?”
The moustache answered. “He’s waiting for you in the pool. Go through.”
I walked into a large hall with huge terracotta tiles on the floor. It must have been forty feet across and thirty deep. The walls were whitewashed and a red pine staircase climbed up along the left wall to form a galleried landing on the three remaining sides. The ceiling, two stories up, was made of heavy, dark wooden beams.
On my left, past the bottom of the stairs, there was a broad arch, and through it I found a vast living room with a mezzanine floor, a beaten bronze fireplace in the middle of the lower section, and skins of various types, from merino sheep to bull and bear, strewn at random across the floor. There were also nests of leather chairs and sofas that didn’t seem to follow any particular kind of pattern or system, and gave the place more the feel of a hotel lounge than a living room. There were no bookcases. This place housed minds that did not need to be fed.
The far wall was all plate-glass sliding panels. A couple of the panels were open and outside I could see a vibrant, green lawn and a brilliant, turquoise pool glinting in the late-morning sun.
Gonzalo was in the pool, with dark shades on, bobbing, kicking and pushing this way and that. With him were two black girls with nice figures and lots of hair, who were screaming and laughing apparently at nothing. Standing beyond the pool, on the lawn and in the shade of some banana trees, was another guy in green military camouflage with an assault rifle. As I approached the door I saw a fourth to the right, sitting smoking on the patio, and as I stepped through I glanced over to the left and saw a fifth at the corner of the house. That was five as far as I had seen. Chances were there were more I could not see. So much for Helen’s assessment.
I stepped out into the sunshine. Gonzalo grinned at me and waved. “Good morning, Mr. Mossad, take a seat. You want a drink?”
The two girls were looking at me and laughing, like he’d said something funny. I put my hands in my pockets and watched him a moment.
“It’s a little early. Coffee would be good. You recruited an army since last night?”
He barked a laugh. “I had a few boys flown over from Venezuela. You can never have too much security. You can never have too much men lookin’ out for you. Am I right?”
I strolled toward a large, white, wrought-iron table with a huge white canvas parasol.
“Are you ever wrong? How about that coffee? Is it going to make itself or do you need to tell somebody?”
He turned to the guy on the patio who was sporting a red baseball cap and a moustache that would have made Saddam Hussein proud.
“Carmelo, dígale a Olga que traiga café, ahorita mismito!”
“Si, jefe.”
Carmelo stepped inside and picked up a phone that must have looked space-age when bell bottoms and sideburns still seemed like a good idea. He said something about coffee and I dropped into a white, wrought-iron chair with green, floral cushions tied to it.
“I did you a big favor yesterday, Gonzalo. I cleaned up your backyard. And what you offer me is coffee?” I watched the girls for a moment. They were swimming quietly now. They were graceful and shiny in the water. I added, “A guy could feel unappreciated.”
He swam to the white steps and pulled himself out of the pool. He picked up an absurdly big, fluffy white towel and scrubbed his head with it, then wrapped it around his waist. It was bigger than him and made me realize how small he was. Five foot five, maybe, and skinny, with thick black hair on his chest and his legs. He carefully dried himself off. Before he sat down he turned to the girls in the pool.
“OK, we gonna talk business. You go. Collect Olga, tell her to bring the coffee, then go. Come back tonight. We’ll party.”
As they clambered out of the pool he sat across the table from me. “OK, David, let’s cut the bullshit, and you tell me what you want.”
I made the face of mild surprise. “I went to a lot of trouble last night, Gonzalo, to make you aware that one thing I don’t traffic in, is bullshit.” I held up two fingers. “I want two things. I want a job worthy of my skills, and I want to know everything you can tell me about El Serbio.”
He went real still and his eyes went real narrow. “Why in fock do you wanna know about El Serbio?”
“That is none of your goddamn business. It’s personal and that is all you need to know. You can’t help me, say so and I’ll go elsewhere.”
He raised both hands. “Whoa, take it easy. Don’t get sensitive on me.” He shrugged. “El Serbio been here maybe twenty years. He’s a kind of mystery guy. I don’t know if he is Serbian, maybe he’s a Croat or some other shit from Monte Negro or something. He don’t mess with nobody, nobody messes with him. He got some kind of private income, he got a guy who live with him—he’s not gay or nothin’, it’s his chauffer or somethin’—a cleaner, a cook…” He spread his hands. “What else?”
“His name.”
He turned to Carmelo. “Como se llama el pendejo del Serbio, oiga?”
Carmelo thought about it and spat into a flower bed.
“Constantino, Constantino Marcos.”
So far he was confirming what I had got from Aguilera and Helen. That was good, but I had an uncomfortable feeling it was too easy. I said, “Are there any other Balkans on the island? Anyone else from Serbia, Croatia…?”
He was frowning at me like I was getting on his nerves. “I don’t know! Why would I know? Why you askin’ me this shit?”
I spoke loudly, matching his irritation, sounding like I was getting mad too. “I don’t know, Gonzalo! Why would you know? Maybe because you control every fucking thing that happens on this fucking island! Is that a good enough reason? Or maybe because there are very powerful Mafias in the Balkans and you ought to know if you have a fucking Serbian living here! Or maybe because I did you a big favor yesterday and you ought to be wanting to help me and pay me back! That’s three good reasons right there. You want some more?”
He pointed at me. “One day, one day soon, you gonna cross a line and I am going to cut you open, gringo.”
“Yeah? Let me know when you have a date and I’ll put it in my diary so I don’t forget.”
“Hijo de perra!”
“Son of a bitch, right? That’s funny. It’s what your mother called my father as he was climbing out the window when your dad got home. How far you want to go, Gonzalo?” I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “I need to know if there are any other Balkan or southeast European refugees on the island. How long is it going to take you to find out?”
There was a movement at the door and a comfortably large woman came out smiling with a tray of coffee. She set it down on the table, served us two cups, did a funny little curtsy and left.
When she was gone, Gonzalo leaned forward and spoke low. “I can find out in ten minutes or fifteen. But listen to me, pendejo, I know is your style, but you godda show respect for me in front of my men. You understand?”
I listened to him till he’d finished. Then I sighed and nodded. “Sure, you’re right. I’ll keep it in mind. Now listen to me. If there is Balkan Mafia here, we might have a problem. Don’t get me wrong, pal. I am looking out for my own interests here. Number one, numero uno, right? It just so happens that your interests and mine happen to be the same right now. And I hope it stays that way for many years to come…”
He was making a face and shaking his head. “I really don’t think the Serbian Mafia are here…”
“If El Serbio is who I think he is, Aguilera’s death will bring in a whole flood, not of Serbians, but of Albanians. And believe me, pal, ask anyone from the Bronx, those boys are bad, bad news. As soon as they smell an imbalance in power, they move in. They kill, they torture, they rape…they don’t give a shit. And they are the tightest damn group you ever saw. You don’t want to mess with those boys.”
His eyes went wide. “So why’d you kill the motherfocker if you knew this guy was a fockin’ Serbian?”
“Albanian. Because you told me you wanted me to. Anyway, it’s not a problem. The easiest way to communicate the fact that there is no imbalance in power, is to kill El Serbio straight away, asserting your power over the island.”
His jaw was slack. He nodded. “Jesus fockin… OK…”
“How many men have you at your disposal?”
“Eight.”
“Can you get more?”
He puffed out his cheeks. “I already asked for reinforcements last night.” He added with incongruous pride, “I got the Cessna and my own airfield here, you ain’t seen that yet, but I can’t call for men two days runnin’.”
I shook my head and sighed. “You asked for reinforcements to protect you from the guy who killed Aguilera, burned down the Tipic and killed all Aguilera’s men. That’s priceless.” I gave him a friendly smile. “Let’s start making some smart choices soon, huh?”
He spread his hands. “Come on, man! Get off my back.”
“OK, don’t be embarrassed to learn from me, Gonzalo. Think of me as a mentor. I’ve been around the block a few times, and between you and me, the Marines is the least of what I have done. Work with me, be a friend, and you will make some very powerful connections. You reading me?”
He nodded. “OK…”
“So what the fuck are you waiting for? Find out if there are any other Balkans on the island. Make sure the information is good. I’m going to the john.”
I went inside and Carmelo pointed me to a door upstairs. He stepped back outside and I sprinted up to the can. If he had five downstairs, that meant he had three upstairs. I made a 3D model of the house in my head and decided where I would locate my three upstairs guards. Then I quietly opened the door and stepped back out onto the landing, with the Fairbairn & Sykes in my hand.
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Surprisingly, he did not look unfriendly. His eyes said that I should not be in there, and that I should leave, but that he understood it was probably a mistake. He was sitting in an armchair made of dark, turned wood upholstered in sage green. His feet were on the bedside table and he had the French doors open onto a large terrace with spectacular views of the ocean. He had a cigarette in his mouth and he was shaking his head as he struggled to stand.
“No, señor, this room private…”
I was laughing softly, grinning foolishly. “I’m looking for the john…hacer pis, baño—”
“No, no, no…no here…”
I let him come to me. That’s the way you do it with the Fairbairn & Sykes. It’s not a cutting, slashing knife. It has razor-sharp blades, but above all it has a needle-sharp point, and as he put his hand on my shoulder to guide me back onto the landing, I closed with him and the blade slid deep into his liver. I laid him down quietly as he slipped away, wiped the blade on his Armani jacket, and went out onto the landing with the knife tucked up inside my sleeve.
The other two were together, and I wasn’t expecting that. Though when I saw the view from the balcony I realized I should have. They could see clean across the open ground with the agave plants, giant aloe and banana trees, all the way to the pinewoods, with uninterrupted views of the drive, from the woods to the house. These guys had AK47s and a high-precision hunting rifle. One of them was standing on the balcony, the other was lounging, smoking on a sofa. They both looked astonished, and not as friendly as their dead pal.
I grinned. “You speak English?”
The guy on the balcony was already crossing the floor, wagging his finger and saying, “No, no, no…” and the smoker was getting to his feet, which brought them to pretty much the same place at the same time, right in the middle of the floor. They both babbled, “You cannot be here, señor!”
And I babbled over them, moving quickly toward them, “No, see, Gonzalo sent me. Gonzalo wanted me to tell you, good job, and you absolutely must not let me do this…”
A friendly gesture will get through ten times more often than a jab or a straight cross, however fast you are. And if you are using a non-threatening expression and familiar language, your victim is as good as dead.
The guy who’d been on the balcony didn’t know he was dying until he was practically gone. The blade slipped deep, slicing through his carotid and jugular, draining all the blood from his brain and snuffing out his consciousness. One moment I was placing my hand on his shoulder, the next he was in darkness.
But when you haven’t got that friendly gesture to get you inside your enemy’s guard, there is nothing quite like the straight lead.
It had taken me all of one and a half seconds to slip the fighting knife into the guy’s neck. Now his pal was struggling to process what the hell was happening. He was fast and he was professional, but even so his brain needed another second to catch up to what had happened. Half a second was all I needed to step forward with my right and smash my fist into the tip of his jaw. I don’t care if you are Mike Tyson with reinforced titanium jaws, that punch will put you down. It is fast, non-telegraphic and goes to the bull’s-eye.
This guy’s eyes rolled and he fell back onto the couch as his dead friend sank to the floor. I removed the knife, used it to send the guy on the couch to the land of Nod, and went to the en suite to see if I had any blood on me. There was blood on my hands, and that brought out a bitter twist of my mouth, remotely related to a smile.
I washed my hands and trotted back down to the pool. According to my watch, I had been less than five minutes. The rearguard were dead, the main army were cut off from any reinforcements, and now it was just a case of striking the death blow.
So much for the theory.
I emerged onto the terrace and saw everyone was as I had left them, except that Gonzalo was on the phone, pacing around the pool. He glanced at me as I came out and sat down. He spoke a little longer, brief staccato bursts, then hung up and walked over to sit at the table again.
“How many of these fockin’ Balkans did you expect there to be?”
I shrugged and shook my head. “I didn’t expect any. I just needed to know. If there is more than one we are playing a whole different ball game. How many are there?”
“Two, him and another.”
“How long has the other one been here?”
“For certain, five years, but maybe longer, coming and going.”
“Where is this information from?”
“The mayor’s secretary, at the town hall.”
“What’s this guy’s name?”
“Kostadin Milojević.”
I looked away at the pool and spoke quietly to myself. “Son of a bitch…”
“What? You know this guy?”
I was suddenly acutely aware of the three guys upstairs, and of the fact that the little detour I had taken on account of Helen, and to satisfy my own hatred of traffickers, was suddenly at risk of costing me the job and possibly my life.
There were now two damned Colonel Kostas Marcovićs, and because I had played it too damned smart, focusing on my personal prejudice instead of on the job at hand, now I didn’t know which was which, and I was fast running out of time to find out—at least from Gonzalo. I had made a serious mess of things.
I don’t know if it was a flash of inspiration or just plain desperation, but I looked at Gonzalo and said, “I need you to do me a favor.”
“I’m getting tired of your favors, gringo. What is it now?”
“I need you to bring Kostadin Milojević here, to see me.”
“Are you kidding me? Man, I think you done too much fockin’ coke an’ is gone to your fockin’ head.”
“Maybe you’re right.” I grinned. “Or maybe I’m just a better strategic thinker than you are. For reasons which I have already explained to you, it’s important that I find out who these guys are and why they are here…”
Suddenly his hands were in the air and he was shouting, “OK! OK! OK!” He turned to Carmelo. “Go get Nestor and Oscar upstairs, take them, go get this fockin’ Kostadine, Constantine, whatever the fockin’ hell his fockin’ name is!”
I said, “Wait!” but Carmelo was already moving through the door, calling “Nestor! Oscar!”
At the corner of the house I could see the guy with the automatic rifle looking at me curiously, as was the guy at the far end of the pool. And now Gonzalo was frowning at me. “What’s the matter?”
My mind was racing around the logistics and there was no way I could find to make this work. I didn’t waste time on self-recrimination; every fraction of a second was vital. Inside I could hear Carmelo’s boots thumping up the stairs. I told myself this was it and I would go down fighting, raised an eyebrow at Gonzalo and pointed at the guy at the far end of the pool.
“Ask him,” I said.
All I needed was a couple of seconds, and that was all I got. Both Gonzalo and the guy at the corner turned and frowned at the guy beyond the pool. They weren’t buying it, he wasn’t buying it, a four-year-old kid wouldn’t have bought it. But the couple of seconds they took to glance at him were all I needed to pull the Sig from my belt and put two 9mm rounds through the guy at the corner’s chest. I stepped to my right and put Gonzalo between me and the guy beyond the pool. The guy was shouting at Gonzalo in Spanish to move. I fired three times in rapid succession. The first slug went into Gonzalo’s leg and knocked him down. The other two went through the guy’s chest as he ran straight at me.
That left Carmelo and the guys on the door, all three of whom had heard the shots and were charging through the house to see what the hell was going on.
There was only one thing I could do. I dragged Gonzalo screaming to his feet and rammed the Sig in the small of his back as Carmelo and the other two stormed through the plate-glass doors onto the patio and staggered to a halt.
Carmelo held up both hands and said, “Tranquilo…”
Which Gonzalo echoed with, “Take it easy…” He was breathing hard and you could hear the pain in his voice, but he managed to croak, “No suelten las armas!”
Don’t give up your weapons. A Colombian standoff. Only one thing was clear and that was that it wasn’t leading anywhere good. I drew breath but Gonzalo spoke first.
“You kill me and you are dead. You threaten me, they know you ain’t gonna kill me, because if you do, you’re dead!”
I jabbed the muzzle hard into his spine and snarled. “I can do a lot worse than kill you, smart-ass. And if you want to keep that leg, you’d better change your approach, pal.”
For a second he froze, then screamed, “Rodéenle! Cójanle por detrás, pendejos. Son tres! El es solo uno, carajo! Carlos a mi derecha! Jerónimo a la izquierda!”
It came out fast and shrill, and my Spanish was not good enough to catch it all. But I got Carlos on his right and Geronimo on his left, and when each of them took a step, that was all I needed to know. They were going to try to surround me and shoot me in the back.
If you shoot a weapon enough, and often enough, aiming becomes totally intuitive. I shoot that much and more, and all I needed was a flick of my right wrist to blow a hole right through Carlos’s chest. His legs did a confused little dance and I didn’t hesitate after that. The next round went through Gonzalo’s leg, two inches above where the last round went. He screamed like a parrot on an estrogen high and I rammed the Sig back into his spine.
“Any more smart ideas, genius?”
“Don’t shoot no more! Don’t shoot!”
“That’s a smart idea. Now, inside! Inside!”
I shoved Gonzalo hobbling toward the house and Carmelo and Geronimo backed up through the plate-glass doors. My mind was racing but it was coming up with no ideas that made me want to jump and kick my heels.
In the living room I jerked my head at two suede armchairs and snapped, “Sit!”
Carmelo and Geronimo sat. Then I put Gonzalo facedown on the sofa and knelt on his back with the Sig shoved in the back of his neck. The blood was oozing fast from his leg and pooling on the cushions.
I looked at Carmelo and Geronimo and wondered if either of them was brighter than Gonzalo. I decided they were probably brighter than your average amoeba and spoke to Gonzalo instead.
“Shall we review the situation, Gonzalo? What do you think? First thing that strikes me is that you are bleeding out fast, and even if I don’t kill you, you’re going to die anyway. Pretty soon you’ll start to feel your consciousness slipping, then you’ll go into coma, and then darkness will close in. By that time, it will be too late.”
When he replied, he whimpered. “What the fuck do you want, man?”
“You should have done what I told you, instead of trying to be smart. Now it’s too late. You got money and stash here?”
He nodded. “Yeah…”
“OK, what you have not understood from the start, Gonzalo, but God knows I have proved it to you over and over, is that I do not want to kill you. I have been trying to help you from the start, and that is the only reason you are still alive. Are you beginning to see that?”
He would have agreed to anything right then. He nodded and sobbed, “Yes, yes, please get me a doctor.”
“So this is what we are going to do. Carmelo is going to go and get the cash and the stash, and bring it here to me. OK? Meanwhile Geronimo is going to keep watch to make sure I do not hurt you. Once the cash and the dope is here, Carmelo is going to go and get your doctor. Any argument, any delay, brings you a minute closer to death.”
He muttered something in Spanish. Carmelo and Geronimo stared at each other for a second, then Carmelo ran. He ran to a door beyond the copper fireplace, pushed in and disappeared. The risk I was taking was about as high as it could get. At the very least he could be calling for backup or reinforcements. For a fraction of a second I allowed myself to give myself a mental kicking for being stupid enough and arrogant enough to get into this situation. Then I shut it down and reviewed the facts.
Any reinforcements were at least a couple of hours away, and I planned to have this sewn up well before they could arrive. Second, spoils of war notwithstanding, I had no interest in his money or his stash. I just wanted the three of them to believe there was a plan underway, a plan in which I had a vested interest.
Two minutes later Carmelo hurried in with four sports bags which he dropped in front of me. He opened them and I saw two of them were full of cash, and the other two were packed with plastic packages of either coke or heroin. It was impossible to tell which.
I looked him in the eye. “This is it?”
“Yes, señor, I don’ wanna play with the Jefe’s life. The big stash is in the garage, outside. We got a few kilos there. This is all the cash.”
I nodded. “OK, then this is what you are going to do. You take the car and you go and get his doctor. You explain the nature of the wounds in detail, and tell him he is bleeding out fast. When you have delivered the doctor you go and you get Kostadin Milojević and you bring him here. Understood?”
He was nodding. “OK, OK.”
“You, Geronimo, take off your shoelace and make a tourniquet. Fast! This man is dying, for Christ’s sake! Carmelo! The keys to the car, fast!”
“I got them!”
He was feeling his pockets and Geronimo was bending down on one knee to get at his laces. I shot Carmelo first because he was the most dangerous and he was on his feet, so best able to respond. The slug hit his temple and his head whiplashed as blood and gore erupted from the back of his head. His knees folded and his dying thought must have been that he had the key. That’s what you call irony.
By the time Geronimo looked up I already had him lined up and I put two slugs through his forehead. There was no exit wound, so they must have lodged at the base of the skull. His eyes just stopped seeing. He sighed and sagged, and that was the end of Geronimo.
Gonzalo had started to weep. He was very weak and I could tell he was close to death.
“What do you want from me? Just tell me what you want. You can have it. Just take it, but get me a doctor, man. I’m dying!”
I stood and looked down at him. Something inside me wanted to feel compassion, but I crushed it and remembered all the lives these bastards destroyed every day, routinely, without giving it a thought, the children they forced into prostitution, the men and women they tortured and murdered, just to send a signal to others.
“I want two things, Gonzalo, and one of them might just save your life.”
“Anything, man.”
“You control all the rackets on this island, so which one is the Serbian refugee, Kostadin Milojević, or Constantino Marcos?”
“You gonna kill me?”
“That depends on whether you tell me the truth. I’ll know, believe me.”
“And if I tell you the truth, you’ll get me the doctor, right?”
“That’s the deal. Keep stalling and I’ll blow your other leg off.”
“Constantino Marcos. They wanted him for war crimes. He escaped here, changed his name, got papers.”
“Who got him the papers?”
“Bloque Meta. He had contacts there. The fixed it for him and told us to leave him alone. They gonna kill me now if you hurt him.”
I shook my head. “No, they won’t.”
“Why?” He looked up at me and his face was pale, drawn with fear, wet and pathetic.
“I told you I want two things.”
“Yeah, man, anything. Take the cash. Anything man, just get me a doctor.”
“The other thing I want is to make you pay for all the misery and suffering you have caused, and to remove one more murdering parasite from the world. Sorry, pal, you lose.”
I shot him through the back of the neck, which was more merciful than he deserved. Then I took the keys from Carmelo’s pocket and carried the bags of cash out to the truck. I stashed them securely under the back seat and crossed the lawn to the garages. They were huge, big enough to double as a hangar for a small plane, and a hundred yards to the east, out toward the cliffs, I could now make out the airstrip.
The doors opened automatically at the press of a button, and inside I found a dozen forty-two-gallon barrels of gas. Ten seemed to be aviation fuel, the others were for the cars. And up against the far wall there was a different kind of stash. It was twelve feet long, four foot high and four foot deep, composed of plastic packages of either heroin or coke. I hazarded a guess there was anything between five and nine hundred packages, but I didn’t need to waste time counting them. I doused them with gas, then drove a few cans back to the house to douse the bodies and the living room.
I left a trail of gasoline from the garage to the house and then to the truck. I lit the fuse and hightailed it out of there, kicking up a trail of dust as I went, smiling and thinking of the colonel. Ten barrels of aviation fuel make one hell of a bang. I actually felt the ground shake through the truck’s suspension. I would have to phone her that night over dinner, and tell her I was making progress.




Eleven

I rattled back toward Jackstown, taking the back roads that wound through the tall, spindly pinewoods and the huge, white sand dunes, and stopped occasionally to watch the chopper circling over Gonzalo’s house—or what was left of it. At one point I stopped in the woods and listened as a couple of patrol cars and a fire truck sped past on the main road. After they were gone I joined the main road and headed for Jackstown. On the way I took one of the burners from my jacket and called the brigadier.
“Harry, good to hear from you. What news?”
“We have a small problem, and some incidental good news.”
“Why does that worry me?”
“It shouldn’t. First, of all, sir, I imagine you have friends in MI6, DEA and other related departments, people you can trust?”
“I’d say so, yes. Why?”
“Bloque Meta were setting up a base here on St. George, opening up a Caribbean passage via Barbados into Florida…”
“Let me stop you there, Harry. In the first place this has absolutely nothing to do with your assignment, and also, most worryingly, what do you mean, they were setting up a base?”
“I know, sir. I said it was incidental information that you might want to offer to your friends at MI6 and DEA. They had local law enforcement and the administration bought and terrorized. The operation was not huge, but it was big and growing.”
“Harry, why are you talking in the past tense?”
“Well, sir, my search for information regarding Colonel Kostas Marcović led me to the two local crime lords. I figured, sir, that in an environment as corrupt as this one has become, there could be no refugees from the Hague without the say-so of the ruling crime family or cartel.”
“I see, yes. That makes sense. So, what happened?”
I befriended Gonzalo Herrera, the Bloque Meta representative who ran the show here, and asked him about the Serbian who had settled here some years back. To be double sure, I also asked Luis Aguilera, the rival gang leader. They both gave me roughly the same information, that Colonel Kostas Marcović is now plain old Constantino Marcos, has lived here for a good fifteen years.”
“How sure are you that this is right?”
“I was pretty sure till today, sir.”
I rounded a bend and the rooftops of Jackstown came into view over the pines and the banana groves. I slowed and came to a halt at the roadside, killed the engine.
“But chatting with my new pal Gonzalo today, a second candidate cropped up. One Kostadin Milojević. Hasn’t been here as long. Nobody seems real sure how long he’s been here. The point is, he could just as easily be our man. Gonzalo tells me, however, that he is certain Constantino Marcos is the guy fleeing from the Hague.”
There was a soft grunt on the other end of the telephone. “There’s not much we can do from here. You’ll have to look into it as best you can. I know you well enough to know you won’t hurt innocent people. That is not our business. Can you get any more out of any of these crime lords you are befriending?”
“No really, sir. The club that had been Aguilera’s base of operations burned down last night and they were all killed in the fire. And Gonzalo Herrera’s country house, out on the cliffs, also burned down, not half an hour ago. Apparently some ten drums of aviation fuel ignited and exploded, destroying something between five hundred and a thousand kilos of dope. Gonzalo and all his boys died in the fire. If the Colombians were aiming to open up a Caribbean corridor via St. George and Barbados, that plan seems to have been temporarily shut down. But the cops here need boots on the ground to help keep it shut down.”
“That was not your mission, Harry.”
“Sir, I was just making inquiries pertinent to my mission and happened upon some intel I thought your friends and allies might be able to use.” I couldn’t help adding, “I think Colonel Harris would be proud of me, sir.”
After a moment he chuckled. “Fine, I’m sure she will. But, Harry, can this come back on us?”
“No, sir, no way.”
“Good, so what about the job?”
“I am on my way right now to speak to an ex-cop, Helen Wilberforce. She owns a bar in San Fernando and I think she can get me some lowdown on Kostas. She owes me…”
“Already?”
“Long story. I think I can count on whatever she tells me.”
“All right. Burn this phone. Keep me posted.”
Burning a cell phone isn’t that easy, but I dug a small hole beside the road, put the phone in it, spilled some gas on it and set it alight. When it was little more than a twisted, molten plastic mess I kicked sand over it, climbed in the cab and headed back toward San Fernando, and the Trade Winds.
It was a fifteen-minute ride, and when I got there I swung down from the cab and walked into the bar. A few people glanced at me, but most were too mellow and laid-back to give a damn who I was. They were drinking cold beer and wine, and watching the day slide by.
Helen was at the bar and watched me approach without saying anything. She didn’t look mellow or laid-back. Her features were tight, and her eyes kept darting over my face, like she was expecting me to pound the bar or smash something. I smiled at her instead and slipped her keys discretely across to her hand. She took them and I said, “Now you owe me, for real. Give me ten minutes and come up to my room.”
She glanced around. Nobody was paying attention to us. She spoke under her breath, but her breath was thick and hoarse.
“What the hell have you done now?”
“You’ll thank me in time. Be there. My room. Ten minutes.”
I walked out, pulled the two bags from the truck and carried them up the stairs to my room in Old Joe’s next door. The room was small and basic, with a small balcony overlooking the pool and an en suite bathroom. I slung the bags under the bed, stripped and stepped into the shower, letting the water run scalding hot and then cold, scrubbing myself clean with soap and shampoo, as though I could wash away all the blood from my hands and body. I knew it wouldn’t work, because the blood was not on my hands and body, it was ingrained in my mind, but I still had to try.
Eventually I turned off the water and stood a moment looking down at the white, tiled floor, seeing Gonzalo lying facedown on the sofa, weeping, as I put a slug through the back of his neck. What, after all, made me better than him? What gave me the right to judge that he should die?
I stepped out and grabbed a towel, and walked into the bedroom drying my hair and my face as I went.
Helen was there, sitting on my bed, watching me. I transferred the towel from my head to my loins.
“Some people knock,” I said.
“You said ten minutes.” She showed me her watch. “It’s twelve minutes now. You’re late.”
She stood and went to my wardrobe, pulled out a clean pair of jeans and tossed them to me. She didn’t look embarrassed, but stepped out onto the balcony while I dressed. When I was done I went out beside her. She turned to face me, pulled a pack of Camels from her pocket and lit up. I watched the smoke trail from her nose and lips and said, “Gonzalo is dead.”
She looked away. “Jesus Christ…”
“I can’t tell if that’s fear or relief I can see in your eyes.”
She glanced at me but didn’t answer, just looked away again. I went on.
“All his men are dead, too. Ten in all. That includes the boys he had here and the reinforcements he called for. With Luis Aguilera and his boys gone, as of right now, there is no crime syndicate left running this island.”
She narrowed her eyes at me and shook her head, trying to form words with her lips. I waited a moment, ran out of patience and added, “And, what you really wanted, your friend Maria is now free from Gonzalo. You got everything you wanted.”
Her cheeks colored. “This is not what I wanted! Murder, blood everywhere… This is a damned massacre!”
I shrugged. “If you let the trash accumulate, there is that much more to take out.”
“That is not the way to do things, David!”
I nodded. “OK, show me a better way and I’ll do that instead, but it seems to me that what you were doing before was not that effective. I say that because there was enough trash accumulated here for me to turn it into a massacre. So meantime, while you think of a better solution, I’ll stick to what works. What you wanted was Maria free from Gonzalo. You got it. You also wanted your island free from those sons of bitches. Well, you got that too.”
She put her cigarette in her mouth and sucked hard. Her hand was shaking. “This is madness. They will come looking for you.”
I shook my head. “No, they won’t. I have that covered. But now I want something from you. Something serious.”
“What?”
Her eyes were wary and I got the feeling she knew what I was going to ask. I shook my head again.
“I don’t want vague perhapses and maybes. I want hard, concrete facts. Do you understand?”
“Only too well.”
“Who is Constantino Marcos…?”
“I told you…!”
“Shut up, Helen. Who is Constantino Marcos, and who is Kostadin Milojević? I want facts, dates, documents—everything. And you need to deliver.”
“How do you expect me to do that?”
“Because this island is so corrupt it makes Italy look straightlaced. Because you have contacts, and because you know who you can go to and who will be receptive.” I paused a beat and added, “If you need money, that is not a problem.”
I went back inside, reached under the bed and pulled out the two sports bags. I dumped them on the bed and unzipped them. She stared at the contents and her jaw sagged open.
“What in the name of God…?”
“I don’t know how much there is, but there’s enough. Don’t offer too much, a few grand at most. Big sums will attract too much attention. Like I said, you know who to talk to and who will be receptive, but I can tell you that Gonzalo had direct access to the mayor’s office via his secretary. Now Gonzalo has dried up as a source of extra, tax-free revenue, so maybe she’ll be receptive to an approach by you.”
She spat her answer at me. “It’s people like you who perpetuate this cancer! You say you want to take out the trash, but you foster corruption while you do it!”
“Yeah? And what do people like you do? Hide from it? Pretend it’s not there? Is that how you cure cancer? I’ll tell you how I cure it, Helen. I cut it out, and then I sear the wound!”
She scowled at me but did not answer. I pointed at her. “You had better get this straight, Helen. You are going to talk to the mayor’s secretary at the town hall, and you are going to get the information I need, with documents and the works. And you had better not screw me over.”
“Or what? You’ll come and shoot me?”
“No, I’ll tan your pretty ass for you! Now get wise! Take five grand and go do it. You want to see all hell break loose on this rock? Ignore me and don’t do as I ask. You want all of this quietly resolved, get me that information, today.”
She stared at me for a while before pulling her cell from her pocket. She scrolled through her contacts and made a call. While it rang, she turned her back on me and stepped out onto the balcony.
“Oh, Stella.” She forced a smile into her voice. “It’s Helen… Oh, you know, surviving. Listen, I have a somewhat odd favor to ask of you.” Some witty rejoinder made her laugh, but it was a strained laugh. “Nothing that interesting, I’m afraid. It’s, um…” She paused, struggling to think how best to phrase it. “It’s an inquiry that has been passed to me. I’m not really at liberty to say who. Let’s just say an old colleague. Between you, me and the bedpost it’s actually worth a fair bit…” She laughed, more easily this time. “No, to both of us, Stella!” She waited, listening, then shook her head briefly. “Look, why don’t I drive over? Can you take a break for coffee? We’ll have a chat…” She sighed. “More than you make in a month. Or probably two. I really don’t want to have this conversation on the phone… OK, twenty minutes.”
She hung up and turned to stare at me with real reproach in her eyes.
“What do you want with Constantino?”
“That’s none of your business.”
“But it is my business when you want me to spy on him for you!”
I shook my head. “No, it’s not your business then, either. That’s just something that can’t be helped. If it would make any difference I’d say I’m sorry, and mean it. But that’s just the way the world is. I need that information, and you are the only way I have to get it.”
“Jesus! You’re sick!”
“Maybe so. Now take the money and go. And don’t screw me over. That would be a big mistake.”
Her eyes went wide and her cheeks colored with anger. “Threats, now?”
I shook my head. “No. Not threats. Just take my word for it.”
She snatched a handful of money from the bag, counted it, stuffed it in her pocket and stormed out of the room.
I gave her a moment, then called down to reception, which was the bar, and Maria answered.
“Good morning, Mr. Friedman.”
“Yeah, hi. I need a rental car. Can you arrange that?”
She was quiet for a moment. Then, “Yeah, of course. You planning on staying for a while?”
“Maybe. Maybe I’ll rent a house. I don’t know.”
Her voice became quiet. “What happened…?”
She trailed off and I waited. “Maria?”
“You took Helen’s truck… Wait. Stay in your room. I’ll bring you the papers for the car.”
I zipped up the bags and put them in my wardrobe. By the time she knocked at the door I had my shirt and boots on, and the clothes from that morning in a bag, ready to be burned.
She closed the door behind her and stood staring at me.
“Where did you go this morning?”
“I borrowed Helen’s truck to go exploring.”
“Where did you go?”
There was something in her eyes I couldn’t face. I turned away and went to the balcony, echoing Helen’s movements just a little earlier. I spoke to the glinting pool down below. “I went to see the White Hills, the dunes by the big lagoon. I had a look at the sugar plantations too.”
“Did you go to Gonzalo?”
I turned to face her. “Why would I do that?”
Her bottom lip was curling in, growing wet. Her eyes were welling with tears and I was feeling panic. She said, “What you did to Luis Aguilera… How can you be so brutal?”
I shook my head. “I am not brutal, Maria. Do you know what people like Aguilera and Gonzalo do?”
She rushed at me, her hands made claws, the tears spilling from her eyes, making her cheeks shiny. But her claws didn’t tear at my face or my eyes. They clutched my shirt instead, as she pulled me close to her, and her face stared up into mine.
“Of course I know!” she shouted. “Why do you think I escaped to this forsaken, fucking island? All my life, since I was fifteen, I have been running, trying to escape from that animal! He killed my sister! He killed my mother! He killed my father! And now he says he owns me! He owns me and this fockin’ island prison!” She gripped my collar in hands like talons, pulling my face down toward hers, her lips practically brushing mine as she spoke, as she pleaded with me. “Is it true what they are saying? Is he dead? Please tell me he is dead!
Did you kill him? Please tell me you killed him!”
I pulled her to me and gripped her hard in my arms, crushing her face into my chest, and whispered in her ear as she sobbed, “I can’t tell you this. But he is dead. Him and his gang of bastards. They are gone, forever.”
We stood like that for a long while. Gradually her arms slipped around my chest and she clung to me harder. After a while her face came up to stare into mine.
“I am bad, I am wicked to want him dead. I am so confused, David. He has been good to me too. He has helped me, and given me money. But I hate him so much.” Her crying became convulsive. “I hate him so much, and now he is dead. I am bad, I am evil like him…”
I held her close, stroking her head, feeling her tears soak through my shirt. Eventually she looked up again, into my face. “You saved my life. I can’t believe he’s gone. You saved me…”
Her body was warm and close, pressing against me. I shook my head. “Don’t do this, Maria. I would only…”
“Are you bad, like him?” Her eyes were huge and dark, searching mine to find the human being inside. “Would you do the things he has done?”
“No…”
“Then…?”
I had no answer for her. Her lips were full and moist, and suddenly my belly was on fire, and a voice was roaring in my head, demanding to know why I was only allowed to kill, but not to make love. I crushed her to me again, my mouth seeking hers. She came easily and we stumbled back toward the bed, while she tore at my shirt, and I tore at her blouse.
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She left after a couple of hours without saying anything. I watched her dress, pull on her shoes and leave, taking the papers for the car-hire with her. After a time staring at the light and shadow reflected from the pool onto the ceiling, I rose and showered again, and dressed, telling myself I had to get a grip. I had made two stupid mistakes in one morning; I could not afford a third.
At one I went down to the dining room and ordered steak, fries and a beer. I sat by the cold fireplace and stared unseeing at the door, weighing fruitlessly in my mind whether I should be going after Constantino Marcos, who had been on the island longer, or Kostadin Milojević, who had arrived more recently. Gonzalo had said my man was definitely Constantino, but you could read that two ways equally convincingly: he was protecting Milojević by pointing the finger at Marcos, because Bloque Meta had told him to shield him, or he was selling out Marcos to save his own skin. Both were equally likely. I drummed the table and considered the curious fact that too many options can seriously limit your choices.
My steak arrived and as I was cutting into it, through the glass doors of the dining room, I saw two men enter the bar. The shorter, black guy had a chest the size of a beer barrel, arms like legs and legs you would not like to meet in a dark alley at night. The taller, older white guy had jeans and a linen jacket he’d probably inherited from his great-grandfather.
They spoke to the kid behind the bar, who pointed through the glass doors at me and they made their way to the dining room with the world-weary faces of cops who had really hoped to reach early retirement without having ever to solve a crime.
When they pushed into the dining room there were only a couple of other tables occupied and the diners looked up at them, then glanced at me and turned back to their food. I watched them approach my table with some curiosity. The white one with the amorphous jacket reached in his pocket and looked slightly exhausted when he pulled out his badge, like he’d hoped it wouldn’t be there this time. He looked at it, then showed it to me. His accent wasn’t American, but it wasn’t any kind of British, either.
“Are you David Friedman?”
His pal showed me his badge too.
I smiled. “You’re showing me a couple of badges.” I shrugged. “Who are you, and why do you want to know who I am?”
The white one sighed and said, “Detective Inspector Des Jones. This is Detective Sergeant Elmo Santos, Royal St. George Police Force. Are you David Friedman?”
“Yeah, I am David Friedman, and I am having lunch. Why?”
He looked at me with eyes that were more weary than bored and took hold of the chair opposite me. “Do you mind, Mr. Friedman, if we sit down?”
“Yeah, like I said, I am having lunch.”
He pulled out the chair anyway and sat heavily. His pal sat next to him. Detective Inspector Jones said, “We’ll try not to take up much of your time, sir. And it is always quicker and easier if people cooperate.” He gave me a tired smile. “It’s obvious, really, when you think about it.”
I sighed. “You couldn’t call? Or ask me to pass by the cop shop?”
He shook his head. “Not really, no.” He hunched his shoulders. “Small island, beaches and boats everywhere… Never really know what people are going to do. And believe me…” He nodded sagely and ponderously at the same time. “People do some funny things. Especially when the police tell them they want to have a chat.”
Santos spoke for the first time, shaking his head, with his eyes closed. “Not possible, no way. Now, Mr. Friedman, let’s make this quick and painless as possible. Where were you last night between ten PM and two AM?”
“Dining with friends at the Tortuga. The friends were Maria Garcia Ortega, who owns this joint, Helen Wilberforce and Gonzalo Herrera.”
Santos stared at Jones’s face, like he was waiting for some kind of signal. The only signal he got was a sigh that was even heavier than the previous ones, followed by a soft grunt. Then, “Gonzalo Herrera. How did you happen to know Mr. Herrera, sir?”
“I was introduced to him last night by Helen and Maria. I was having dinner right here, having just arrived on the island. Gonzalo turned up. I got the impression he and Maria were close, but I could be wrong. We got to talking and he insisted on moving on to the Tortuga, where I dined again, though I wasn’t really hungry.” He raised an eyebrow of inquiry at me and I gave a small shrug. “I had the feeling he didn’t like to be told ‘no.’”
Santos asked, “What is your purpose in visiting St. George, Mr. Friedman?”
I laughed in a way I hoped was self-deprecating. “I’m writing a novel. I know it’s not very original, but that’s why I am here.”
They both grunted and Jones moved in a little closer to where he wanted to be.
“Did you and Mr. Herrera hit it off?”
I raised my eyebrows as high as I could and said, “Say what?”
“Did you get along well? Have a lot in common, a lot to talk about?”
I shook my head and laughed again. “No, not really. I found him overbearing, rude, quite offensive toward the women in the company and”—I raised my hands, disclaiming any legal responsibility for what I was going to say—“this was just my feeling, I am not accusing anybody of anything, but I got the feeling that he was somehow involved in drug trafficking, to which I am deeply opposed on principle, and I really did not like the way he treated Maria.”
Santos asked, “What gave you that impression, Mr. Friedman, that he was involved in drugs?”
I screwed up my face, stared at the wall, puffed out my cheeks and blew. “I dunno…the car, a convertible BMW? His attitude? Little comments he made about his business being import and export, yet he was so unwilling to talk in any detail about what exactly he imported and exported. You know what I mean? And lots of cash. Who pays cash anymore, right? But with him it was cash all the time.” I laughed again and spread my hands. “And then the bodyguards! Black BMW 8 Series and two bodyguards who follow in a Mercedes?” I shrugged again. “Like I say, I don’t know, but I just got a bad feeling.”
Jones nodded like he understood, cleared his throat and asked, “How bad was that feeling, Mr. Friedman?” But before I could answer he changed the question. “How much did it annoy you the way he treated Miss Garcia—Maria?”
I gave him my best blank stare. “I don’t know. How do you quantify that? It annoyed me. He was disrespectful to her…”
“And she is a very attractive woman.”
I smiled. “You think so?”
“Don’t you, Mr. Friedman?”
“Well, I guess a guy would have to have pretty thin blood not to notice. She is very attractive. But if I hear you barking, Detective Inspector, I hear you doing it up the wrong tree. My taste runs more to the English rose rather than the dusky Latina.”
“Indeed?”
“Indeed.”
“Are you telling me that you and Helen Wilberforce have made an, um, err… connection?”
“We got on pretty well last night, but don’t go letting your bloodhounds run away with you. That was it, we got on well. She’s pretty cute and we talked a lot.”
And he came to the question he had been wanting to ask all along.
“Well enough for her to lend you her car this morning?”
“Absolutely! Not everyone would do that. But we hit it off pretty good. She’s going to help me find a house and maybe I’ll hang around for a while.”
Santos asked, “Where did you go with her truck, Mr. Friedman?”
“The White Hills…” I paused to give a small shrug. “The sugar plantations around the lagoons. I kind of explored without any fixed direction. You mind telling me the purpose of these questions?”
“Just tell us, Mr. Friedman, please, did you go anywhere near the Barbary Cliffs?”
I didn’t hesitate. “No, that’s a whole separate day and I wanted to get back for lunch and to see Helen. Furthest south I went was Jackstown, then into the sugar plantation, White Hills down by the beach, and then back here. That was about it.”
Jones frowned and scratched his head. “Well, I wonder if you could explain this, sir. We have a witness who claims he saw you along the Lighthouse Road on the Barbary Cliffs this morning, driving Helen Wilberforce’s truck. How can you explain that?”
I shook my head and smiled all at the same time. “I don’t have to. Maybe he saw me in Jackstown and has transposed it in his memory. Memory is very unreliable, Detective Inspector. Either way, he says he saw me, that’s his mistake, not mine. So I don’t need to explain it, he does. Now, are you going to tell me what this is all about? Your couple of minutes were up a while ago and I would like to enjoy my lunch.”
Jones nodded a few times at the tablecloth, then looked up at me, studied my face and nodded a few times more.
“Mr. Herrera was murdered this morning, on the Barbary Cliffs.”
I gave him a frown I had practiced, and used, many times. It was a frown that said, “You’re bullshitting me,” and combined it with, “You’re trying to trap me somehow,” and a big dose of, “Whoa! I was not expecting this!” All of which was designed to communicate subliminally to my interrogator that I had no idea that particular person had been killed. Usually, with the right buildup, it worked pretty well.
Gonzalo was nothing to me, and I didn’t like him, and to a New Yorker murder was not exactly something that left you reeling. So neither of those points could be what I focused on. I gave a small laugh and frowned as I made out I was putting the pieces together.
“So, what are you telling me? You think: new guy on the island, let’s go pin it on him, and while we’re at it, we’ll fabricate a witness to say they saw him near the crime scene?”
Santos was shaking his head. “We din’ fabricate no witness, man…”
“No?” I gave an ugly bark. “Are you sure? Because it seems to me the obvious place for you guys to be looking is at his associates in the drug scene! What about his damn bodyguards? Or rival gangs? Are you making up witnesses for them, too?”
Jones’s voice was ponderous. “Mr. Friedman, I would stop before you go too far. Nobody is fabricating evidence or trying to frame anybody. We simply wanted to know where you were, especially as a witness claimed he saw you in the vicinity of the crime scene. It’s standard police procedure. Now, we are nearly done, Mr. Friedman. Could you just tell me, what was your job before you started writing?”
“I was a lawyer, in New York.”
He nodded at me a few times, scanning my face with his eyes. He was telling me he could see right through me, and he was telling me that he was no fool. I ignored him and he said, “And before that?”
“I was in the British Royal Marines.”
He looked away and seemed to scan the walls and the ceiling, like he had all his ideas pinned up there and he was checking them out before speaking again. Finally he said, “Is that the only military unit you were in?”
I scowled at him like he was nuts and answered, “Yeah, isn’t that enough? What are you driving at?”
He shook his head. “Nothing, Mr.… Friedman.” He smiled and stood. “I was also in the army, many years ago. There was little else for a young man to do on this island, but join the British Army or the Navy. It always helped if you then wanted to join the police.” I watched him but didn’t answer. “Didn’t come across many foreigners, except Kiwis and Ozzies. You only really came across foreigners—Scandinavians, Americans—in the special forces. The Special Boat Service, the Special Air Service…”
I shrugged and shook my head. “I wouldn’t know. Like I said, I was with the Royal Marines.”
He nodded. “Yeah, that’s what you said.”
Santos stood and gave me a long, hard look. “St. George used to be a real peaceful place, know what I mean? Nice place for a holiday, family, kids. Lately it’s become kind of violent. Not a good place to go out at night. Not such a good place for a holiday, or to write books.”
“That your personal advice, Sergeant?”
“Yeah, my personal advice.”
“Then if I find somebody who can use it, I’ll pass it on.”
Jones sighed and shook his head, and they left. They didn’t leave me feeling very tranquil, and I could hear Colonel Jane Harrison nagging me inside my head about having acquired a high profile before I had even identified the damn target. The worst thing was, she was right.
I finished my cold steak and fries and drained my beer, then called for a shot of whisky and sat savoring it and staring at the ceiling. Somebody had told the cops I had been driving around the Barbary Cliffs that morning. But I hadn’t seen anybody south of Jackstown. So how had they seen me?
Unless they hadn’t. Unless Jones had got his information from some other source. I drained my whisky and stepped out of Old Joe’s onto Main Street. On Main Street the scene had changed subtly. The afternoon was growing sultry while I was having lunch, and you could feel the humidity rising in the air. Looking south, I could see heavy clouds building on the southern horizon, though overhead the sky was still blue and the sun was baking the dust on the road. A listless breeze stirred the tops of the palm trees, making them toss and sigh. There was nobody about. Not even a mad dog or an Englishman.
I crossed the road to the Trade Winds. The doors and the windows were open and the four overhead fans were stirring the heavy air with a slow, steady throb. Helen was behind the bar, leaning on her forearms, looking at me where I stood in the doorway. Her features were indistinct in the dull light.
I said, “You don’t have air-conditioning on St. George?”
“When it’s really hot, everybody wants to sit outside, or at the open windows. It gets wasted. You’re just blowing cold air out onto the street.”
“Are we going to have a storm?”
“Are you being literal or metaphorical?”
I pushed away from the doorjamb and crossed the floor to the bar. “Maybe a little of both.”
“You a whisky drinker?”
“Can you tell?”
“My father was a whisky drinker.”
She reached under the bar and pulled out a bottle of Macallan and two shot glasses, filled each and slid one across to me. We drained the glasses and she smacked her lips and placed the glass on the bar.
“Yes, according to the radio we are going to have a storm, a real one. And I think we are going to have a metaphorical one too.”
She refilled the glasses, and when she set down the bottle she didn’t put the cork back in. I said, “Have you got some news for me?”
She nodded. “Yes, I have some news for you.” She held up her glass, we toasted and knocked back the shots.
“Word is,” she said, “that Constantino Marcos was an officer in the Serbian army. He fled Europe to escape prosecution for war crimes and crimes against humanity, and that has been kept quiet all these years due to some powerful friends of the mayor.” She refilled our glasses. “I don’t believe it. I don’t want to believe it. He, Constantino, has been a close, dear friend of mine for over ten years. He was a close friend of my father’s.” She refilled her glass and stared at me with angry eyes. “And I know why you’re here. So yes, I think we are going to have a storm.”




Thirteen

A heavy shadow passed over the street outside. A heavy sigh made the palms bow and toss, like they knew what was coming and didn’t like it. A heavy gloom seeped in through the windows and filled the bar.
Helen splashed more whisky into the glasses. I didn’t touch mine, but she picked hers up and took it halfway to her mouth, then gave a dry laugh. “Who said that…I’m trying to drown my sorrows, but the bastards keep learning how to swim.”
I smiled. “That’s almost funny.”
“It’s not mine.” She knocked back the shot. “I’m not that original. It’s that Mexican painter with one eyebrow…”
“Frida Kahlo.”
“You’re not drinking.”
“I need you sober.”
She had the bottle in her hand and burst out laughing. “He needs me sober! Somebody needs me at last! I should call my mother: ‘Mummy, a man said he needed me!’ She’d be delighted, only she’s dead. Do you think I can get a special emergency line to Hell?”
“Stop it.”
She eyed me with surly eyes and knocked back another shot. “Don’t tell me what to do. Or what not to do. Drink with me and I’ll behave.”
I’d been in enough crises in my life that I knew you always have to humor someone who is determined to get drunk. Anything else makes them drink more and get drunk faster. So I picked up my glass and drained it. As I set it down I said, “So your dad was a cop.”
She scowled at me. “I never said that.”
“It’s not so hard to guess, Helen. He tried to be one of the good guys in a place where corruption is a way of life. Maybe he ended up paying the price for that. And your mother was a soak who betrayed him, probably not in a big way, but in a thousand small ways, every day…”
She stared at me with her mouth slightly open. When I’d finished she threw back her head and screamed with laughter. “My God!” She covered her mouth with her hand. “It has a brain! It has sensitivity and intuition! And empathy!”
“That’s not polite.”
She dropped her hand from her mouth, still gaping, her eyes alive with bitter laughter. “Polite?”
“To call a person ‘it.’”
She shook her head. “But you’re not a person, Mr. David Friedman. You’re a monster, who cuts off people’s heads, and burns down clubs full of people, and hunts down old men, to kill them.”
I frowned. “Old men?”
She leaned forward with her hands on the edge of the bar, shaking her head at me. “What do you think Constantino is? He’s an old man! I don’t know what you think he’s done, I don’t know what the Hague says he’s done, or the Croatians who brought the charges against him. I don’t know any of that! But I do know Constantino, and I know that Constantino is a good, kind, gentle man. People do ugly things in war, as anyone will when their life is threatened. But war passes, and it takes with it the horrors and we have to start again. We all deserve a second chance, David. Peace brings with it the chance of redemption, and we should be big enough, and human enough, to offer people that chance.”
I made a “maybe” face and reached in my jacket pocket. I pulled out my wallet and slipped out the photograph of Blanka that the brigadier had given me. As I did, I said, “You don’t need to sell me anything, Helen. You don’t need to explain anything to me. You need to explain it to her, sell it to her.”
I handed her the picture. She took it slowly and stared at it. “Who is this?”
“Blanka. Your friend Constantino raped and murdered her and her mother. She was four. She was shot in the chest, and her mother was stabbed over twenty times. I don’t think you can dismiss this as people doing ugly things in war. This fragile little girl did not threaten Constantino, or anybody else. That war may have ended twenty years ago, but it hasn’t taken its horrors with it. They live on, in the hearts and minds of every decent human being who has the courage to condemn these monsters.”
I stopped and watched her a moment. She said nothing but stared at the photograph. Finally I said, “And I have a question for you. Who are you to decide that the man who raped and murdered this child and her mother has the right to redemption? Just because you know him and like him, he has the right to be forgiven for this monstrosity?” I shook my head. “I’ll tell you right here, I am not big enough to give that son of a bitch a second chance.”
She dropped the photograph on the bar and closed her eyes. “You can’t know that’s true, that he did that…”
“The charges against him included mass murder, rape and torture. But Blanka’s murder and her mother’s, they were investigated by a friend of mine who was there when it happened, and he spoke to the people who saw the bastards do it.” I gave a small laugh. “Peace brings the chance for redemption? I don’t recall that part of the Nuremberg Trials, and I have a feeling there are several million Jewish families who might disagree with you.”
“All right, stop lecturing me.” She refilled her glass. “Something tells me you’re not exactly qualified to lecture on the subject of redemption.”
“Do you know anyone who is?”
She didn’t answer. She drained her glass. Outside patches of sunlight and darkness were moving across the town, and somewhere a shutter had set up a desultory banging against a wall. I pushed my glass at her and she refilled it.
“Helen, I’m not qualified to do anything but kill. It’s all I’ve ever done since I left school. But I learned something else along the way. I don’t know shit about redemption or forgiveness. I know that there are bastards in this world who take up too much space, and cause nothing but pain and suffering. I have no more and no less right than anybody else to pass judgment on them, but in my book, if you traffic in drugs, if you destroy lives, if you rape and murder women and children, then you are trash, and I am going to take you outside, and dispose of you.”
“Self-appointed judge, jury and executioner.”
I nodded. “Yeah, that’s right. You want to tell me who appointed your friend Constantino? Should I go get myself appointed by them?”
“All right, David, you made your point.” She slid the picture back across the bar to me. “Why do you carry that?”
“In case someday I get weak, and start thinking I have the right to forgive these bastards.”
Her voice was neutral when she said, “Nobody has the right to forgive them, huh?”
“The only people who have that right, are all dead.”
She picked up the bottle, then sighed and set it down again. “Do you have to be so dramatic?”
“Are you going to try and stop me from getting to him?”
She shook her head. “You know I’m not. I’m going to take you to him.” She sighed again and now I could smell the alcohol on her breath. “But, not yet. Give me a bit…”
Outside a sudden gust of wind dragged a chair along the terrace at Old Joe’s and crashed it against a table. A few shouts rose on the wind. Then, as though summoned by some silent authority, Nanny’s sons appeared running across the road and started stacking chairs and chaining them down. I watched them, momentarily absorbed, as they went about their task with furious concentration, and no instructions. Then Helen’s voice drew me back.
“You mentioned my father, in your little outburst of pop-psychoanalysis.”
“Yeah. You look like a daddy’s girl.”
She ignored the comment. “He was very old-school. Winchester. That won’t mean anything to you, as an American. Duty, service, loyalty… They were all very important to him. More than important. They were the things that gave life meaning. When he was posted here he tried to make a difference. Most people… Most people here, resign themselves. You accept your lot, play the game, a little corruption here and there does no harm.” She stopped abruptly, then went on, “Like a little rot in a basket of apples does no harm, until suddenly the worms are everywhere, eating everything, and the people you care about have to choose between prostituting themselves for survival, or being disfigured or killed.”
“What happened to your father? He was a cop?”
“He was the chief of police here for twenty years. He wasn’t killed by dealers or anything Hollywood like that. He died of a broken heart, betrayed by his wife,” she eyed me a moment, “as you said, in a million tiny ways every day, and betrayed by the island he loved and had made his home. He tried to fight the invasion of drugs and prostitution, but nobody supported him, and in the end he just gave up and died.”
“And Constantino Marcos?”
She nodded. “Yes, he arrived on my father’s watch. I want to believe he didn’t know.”
“They became friends?”
She nodded at the bar and spoke softly. “Yes, they became friends. Uncle Constantine and my father were very close friends. They both had strict, clear-cut ideas about corruption, drugs, decency, loyalty…”
“I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to be sorry about. Men like him, men who do that kind of thing, their past always finds them out in the end.”
“Where does he live, Helen?”
She went very still, and after a moment raised her eyes to look into mine. There was real fear there. “I’ll take you and introduce you.”
“No. That’s not necessary.”
Suddenly there were tears in her eyes. They didn’t spill, they just rested on the rim. She licked her lips. “You should talk to him. There might be a mistake.”
A loud bang made me turn. Nanny’s boys had come inside and were slamming the wooden shutters, closing the windows and locking them on the inside. I went to the door and looked up at the sky. In the short while, the clouds, deep blue and gray, had moved in off the Atlantic and were boiling overhead, churning like living things, heavy with destructive power, heavy with death.
A couple of people, indistinct silhouettes battered by the wind, ran here and there searching for shelter, with flapping shirts and sandals. Then a distant mist started to move in off the ocean a couple of miles away, bringing with it the rattle and clatter of raindrops, which turned to a roar as the wind dragged mantels of rain across the houses, turning the streets of beaten earth into rivers of mud, making the palms bow and dance. A shout here, a door slamming there, and suddenly we were in the midst of the storm.
I pulled the shutters closed and closed the door on the inside, then turned to face Helen. She had taken the bottle of Scotch to a table and sat. The two shot glasses were there, and a packet of Camels. She lit up with a match, leaning into the flame, then shook it out and dropped it into a glass ashtray as she inhaled deep and blew smoke at the ceiling, eying me all the while.
She said, “You can’t go tonight.”
I walked to the table and leaned on the back of the chair opposite her. “This is not a major storm. I’ve seen much bigger.”
She shook her head. “It’s big enough. You’d never make it to his house. It’s on the Belle Tout, several miles away, and the roads will be awash. Pretty soon the lights will go, too. You may as well stay and drink with me. It’ll be over in a few hours.”
Behind the bar, as though acting out her thoughts, Nanny’s sons were filling petroleum lamps, and putting candles in bottles. The shutters rattled and the rush of rain sighed against the buildings. One of the boys struck a match and put it to the wick and the lights winked out. For a moment there was just the boy in the blackness, held in a halo of flickering light. He put the glass shade over the flame and a dull glow reached out into the room, pressing the shadows into the corners. Another scratch of a match and another lamp glowed. Then the two boys were carrying lamps around the room, placing them on tables and at the corners of the bar.
I sat and the wind groaned outside and whistled high in the power cables. I took the bottle and poured myself a shot. “OK, so we are trapped here until the storm lets us out.” I held her eye for a moment. “Constantino better still be here by then.”
She snorted. “You think he’s going to take a boat in this? Or a plane? Maybe you think he’s going to swim to Barbados.”
“Don’t warn him I’m coming for him, Helen.”
“I’m going to be sitting here with you all the while, and when the storm eases, I’m going to take you to him. What more do you want?”
I sipped the whisky, savored it a moment and set it down. “Keep putting that Scotch away like that, you won’t be taking me anywhere.”
“Yes, daddy, whatever you say, daddy.”
“Don’t be a smart-ass. This isn’t a game.”
A twist of anger distorted her face and made her voice ugly. “I know it’s not a damned game! I have been here before, you know! People get killed and ugly things happen, and it is always because of men like you! I know it is not a bloody game!”
I watched her suppress the anger and tie it down behind the rigid mask of her face. She took another sip, but didn’t knock it back. I said, “Why is protecting Maria so important to you?”
“I told you. She’s a friend and she was in trouble. My father taught me you help friends who are in trouble.” I waited. After a moment she filled the silence. “I told you I was a police officer here. I have seen what the cartels and the gangs can do. A woman who refuses a gang member, especially of high rank, is lucky if she gets away with just being force-fed heroin to make her an obedient slave. The most likely thing is that she gets half her face cut off and fed to the dogs.”
The amber lamplight was wavering over her face and neck. Outside the wind howled like a wounded daemon. I said, “How come they never came after you?”
She snorted. As a laugh it sounded weary. “Come on, David! They go after beautiful women like Maria, with big eyes and perfect bodies. They have no use for a ‘plain Jane’ like me.”
I was surprised and my face must have shown it, because she raised her eyebrows high on her forehead and said, “What?”
“I would not have described you as plain Jane.”
“Please, don’t try to seduce me, David. Far more attractive propositions than you have tried and failed.”
I laughed. “I am not trying to seduce you. I am pretty sure I’d be wasting my time if I did. But the fact is, I think you’re a very attractive woman. A lot more than Maria.”
Confusion and irritation contracted her face and she shook her head. “That’s ridiculous, and what’s more you’re embarrassing me. Please stop.”
“I’m sorry.” I gave it no inflection. It was genuine. We sat in silence, each looking at our glasses. Maybe ten minutes passed like that, and I slowly became aware of a noise. At first it sounded like the wind rattling the shutters. But it soon became a thumping and a pounding on the wood. I stood and crossed the floor, opened the doors and pushed open the left shutter. The gale ripped it from my hands and slammed it against the wall, and hurled needles of rain in my face. I backed up a step and caught sight of a man of medium height, in a large black coat and a black hat clutching at the doorjamb. Behind him was another man, of similar height, but slim, holding up the collar of his coat against the deluge. Both men pushed through the door and stood stamping in the lamplight, while the slimmer of the two men, who I now saw had a large moustache, helped the other off with his hat and coat. As they were removed I saw that he was older than he at first had seemed, in his late seventies or early eighties, slightly stooped, with a big head of leonine white hair swept back from his face, and searching eyes that seemed permanently afraid.
I stepped out, was instantly drenched. I grabbed the shutters and pulled them closed again, then slammed the doors and locked them. The man with the white hair had walked with stiff, unsteady legs to the table and was standing looking down at Helen. The guy with the moustache was methodically stripping off his own hat and coat, and laying them neatly on a table. I ignored him and went to where Helen was sitting, gazing up at the newcomer. She spoke quietly.
“What are you doing out on a night like this?”
His voice, when he answered, was gravelly, deep, scarred by nicotine. “I come to find out if it is true.”
She didn’t say anything, but looked in my direction, then back at the man. He turned to face me. I said, “Who are you?”
“I am Constantino Marcos. I believe you are looking for me.”




Fourteen

I grabbed a handful of paper napkins from the dispenser and dried my hair and my face, glancing occasionally at the old man with the white hair. I dried the back of my neck and said: “Constantino Marcos? Is that your name? I’m looking for Colonel Kostas Marcović.”
He remained immobile, not so much like he hadn’t heard me, but more like he had become frozen in time. I finished drying my face and my hands with the paper towels, poured myself a shot and drained the glass.
“Does that name mean anything to you?”
He gave an almost imperceptible nod. “It was a long time ago, in another life.”
I refilled my glass and sipped. “There is only one life, Colonel, and if you fuck up, sooner or later you have to pay.”
He gave a few more brief nods and his eyes strayed toward a chair. He pulled it over and sat heavily. “That is a harsh view, unforgiving.”
I sat too and leaned toward him across the table. “It’s what I was saying to Helen. The problem with murder is that the only people who can forgive you, are all dead.”
He pointed at the whisky bottle. “May I? It is a terrible night.”
Helen rose and went behind the bar for another glass. She said something to the guy with the moustache and he went into the kitchen. Constantino looked over to Helen, like we were having any old normal conversation. “Is early afternoon, but dark as midnight. Tropical storms… In a few hours is blow over…”
He gave me a wary glance, seemed to remember why he was there and grunted. I repeated the question.
“Does it mean anything to you, Colonel Kostas Marcović?” I let the ambiguity stand and he eyed me resentfully.
“You assume I am Colonel Marcović.”
“Are you?”
“Does it make any difference what I say?”
“I don’t know. I guess it depends on what you say. I’m not the one who refused the Red Cross access to prisoners, who transported three hundred men, women and children to a farm and beat them methodically for several hours before taking them to a mass grave to execute them, without defense or trial. So I’d say the question was somewhere between irrelevant and impertinent.”
Helen came back with a cognac glass and a bottle of Courvoisier. She set them in front of him. He didn’t acknowledge her but gestured at me with both hands.
“You see? You assume I am guilty, and because you assume, you also say I have no right to claim innocence! I have no right to claim I am innocent, because you assume I am guilty! And what is your evidence? You have made some inquiries at town hall, and I am Serbian who appeared here, with false name, at same time that Serbians were escaping from former Yugoslavia.”
He uncorked the bottle and poured himself a generous measure. He drew off half and set down the glass with a loud sigh.
“But Serbians, and Croats, Albanians and Montenegrans…all! Had many reasons to run and hide at this time.” He nodded like he was agreeing with himself. “And not all were hiding. Some were chasing. Some were hunting, like you.”
I frowned. “Hunting?”
He nodded again. “Like you. The Hague can send to prison, but some people think this is not enough. That if you commit genocide or other atrocity, then it is ultimate price you must pay. So, special soldiers, operatives, given this job. This man has kill my family, my cousins, my father, my uncle, my village!” He spat the word. “So now I am go look for him, find him, but I am not me. I lose my self. I am dead. Now I am become Constantino Marcos and I am from Greece, Macedonia, some other place. I am nobody. I live quiet, alone, people forget me. Until one day, bam! I strike. No matter I am old. My gun is not old.”
I stared at Helen. She stared back. This was an angle I had not considered.
“Are you trying to tell me that you have been here for the last ten or fifteen years waiting to kill Colonel Kostas Marcović?”
He shrugged. “What difference if I say this or not? You will not believe. I am Serbian. I am guilty.”
I shook my head. “I don’t buy it.”
“I say! I tell you!”
“OK, I’m listening. If you are not him, where is Colonel Kostas Marcović? Why haven’t you killed him yet? Are you waiting for Jupiter to align with Mars?”
Helen said, “Take it easy…”
I ignored her and waited for Constantino to reply. Before he did, he picked up his glass and looked inside it, like he could see all the pieces of his answer in there and he was trying to fit them together. He sighed and set the glass down again, then eyed me up and down a couple of times.
“You are soldier, yes?”
I nodded. He drained his drink and pushed his empty glass toward Helen for her to refill it. As she did he started to talk.
“April 1st, 1991, Serb majority in Krajina declared independence. They will secede from Croatia and align with Serbia. This is beginning of path to war. Tito is dead, Yugoslavia is dead, war is coming to Balkans. And when Croatia is declare independence, Croatian Serbs are establishing SAO of Western Slavonia, of Eastern Slavonia, Baranja, Western Srijem…,” he accepted the glass Helen handed him and sipped carefully, shrugged and went on, “…and establish Republic of Serbian Krajina. So, this makes brave other Serbian majorities, and they are begin to unite. Serbia becomes strong, and other areas are scared. The old, immortal hate, which was sleeping under Tito, begins now to wake up, and soon the old family feuds, old vengeance come back, and the atrocities begin.”
The wind groaned. The shutters creaked and rattled. The candles and the lamps guttered and dull light and shadow wavered across the walls.
“You know the story of Vukovar?”
I sipped whisky and nodded. “Of course.”
He smiled and grunted. “You know what you read in the papers, what you saw on TV. But you don’t know the story of Vukovar. People talk!” He raised his hands up in the air and looked around, like he was confronted on all sides by stupidity. “People talk, ‘Oh, he is Serbian, he is from Croatia, oh, she is from Montenegro!’ But for long, long time we all live as Yugoslavs!” He pounded his chest. “We were Yugoslav! And people who talk don’t know, Serbs marry Croats, marry Montenegran. No! Not all the time, is true. But it happened. And suddenly you see Croat wife and Serbian husband fighting ten mile away from each other. And she has his baby—in her arms—and if they see each other, they must kill! This is madness!” He raised his fists to his forehead and brought them down softly on the table, shaking his head. “This was madness of death of Yugoslavia. Families broken, children broken.”
He paused, moving his glass in small circles, staring at the deep amber liquid. After a while he said to the glass, raising one eyebrow, “Am I a Serb?” He looked up at me, like he expected me to answer. “My mother was Croat. My father was Serb. So what am I?” He waited a moment, hunched his shoulders and spread his hands, shaking his head at the apparent madness. “I think: ‘I am human being!’ But no, you cannot be just human being only.” He laughed suddenly. “You cannot be just human being. God, he tell us, ‘You must be Serb!’ ‘You must be Croat!’ But my mother is Croat and my father is Serb. And when communist Tito was alive, they love each other and we have happy family. You can explain this to me?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“Yugoslav army, which is now Serbian army, march into Vukovar, with paramilitary. They destroy town, kill many people, many people! Women and children dead in streets, everywhere.
“Red Cross negotiate evacuation of hospital of Vukovar. But JNA—Yugoslav Army—say no. Yugoslav army is Serbian army now, and they say no, no evacuation. Not evacuate hospital. And they take more than three hundred Croatian people from hospital, take them to farm, outside town, in the south. Farm belong to one Serbian, Ovčara farm.” His face became suddenly twisted with anger and hate. “There, prisoners are torture, beaten—with sticks, iron stick, boots, hands tied with wire,” he put his hands behind his back to illustrate, “for many hours, men, women. And after, they are taken out, groups of ten or twenty, and executed.”
He stared at me for a long moment, holding my eye. Then he leaned forward and his eyes and his cheeks were red.
“These people are from hospital. There are nurses and doctors. Some nurses and doctors are released and can go to UN mission, but not all. My mother is Croat nurse in Vukovar hospital. She cannot go to UN.” He put his wrists together in front of my face. “They tie her wrists with wire coat hanger, they kick her, stamp, rape her, then shoot her in the head and put in big hole in the ground. Mass grave. Colonel Kostas Marcović do this. Others go to trial, die in prison, but not Kostas. He escape.”
Outside the wind had grabbed hold of a garbage pail or a small dumpster and was dragging it down the road, slamming it against cars and walls as it went. We let the noise pass and fade and after a moment I asked him, “There is a problem with your story, Colonel. If you are not Colonel Kostas Marcović, there is only one other guy who can be, and that’s Kostadin Milojević.” He nodded. I went on, “But you have been here longer than he has. You didn’t follow him here. You came first, and he followed you.”
He smiled, and after a moment he chuckled and drained his glass.
“He doesn’t even know I exist.” He shrugged and made a face like maybe that wasn’t true anymore. “Well, now he knows I exist. But he think like you: I was here first so I am not hunting him. He thinks I am refugee, like him. We avoid. We do not talk.” He grunted softly and went quiet for a bit, then asked, “You are hunter, Mr. Friedman?”
“Sometimes.”
“Then you know that sometimes, especially with cats, the predator can use strategy and is going ahead, to wait for the prey. She knows the prey must go to the water, or from the water to a safe place where he lives. And the cat, she is go ahead, and wait, and when the prey is passing, strike and kill!”
I gave a small laugh and shook my head. “I don’t buy it, Colonel. Your prey has been to the water, drunk, had a damn bath, sunbathed, strolled home, kicked back and relaxed and is currently building a six-room extension to the warren, and you’re still just looking broody and watching. You plan to avenge what he did by watching this guy die of old age? I have to tell you, pal, that’s not how revenge works.”
He scowled at the table, and then turned baleful, red eyes on me. “But there is big difference between you and me, Mr. Friedman!” He pointed a savage finger at me and his face contracted with anger. “You are killer! I am not!”
He looked away, stared at Helen for a moment and then back at me. His eyes flooded with tears.
“I am not killer! Yes! I come, to kill him. That was my intention. I knew he has contacts with Russians. I talk to them, pay money. I risk my life to find out. Finally, in Zagreb, I find a man, one Russian, who has spoken with Colonel Kostas Marcović and sold him escape service. I go, I talk to him. At first he is going to kill me, but I tell him no, no, I pay plenty of money. He is my family. I need find him to help him. So they let me to live, but tell me they have give Marcović name of contact in South America, in Colombia. He is in Medellin, and contact can give him new identity. He give me same name. I pay more money, I travel long way to Colombia. Again I am risk my life, again I am explain: he is family, I must help him. And South American contact tell me, Colonel Kostas Marcović is disappear in jungle, making an exploration.” He raised both hands, hunched his shoulders and made a face like he had no damn patience with the explanation, “He is looking for El Dorado or something bullshit like this! Anyway he will die. He is already dead! Forever! But in two year one Kostadin Milojević will arrive in Colombia, travel through Venezuela, and then go to make his home in St. George. This new man, I understand, is in reality Colonel Kostas Marcović, reborn! So,” He nodded elaborately, “I am think to myself, ‘I am become one hunter. I am become like cat. I go ahead and I wait…’”
Outside the wind rose suddenly to a frenzied shriek. Something struck the wall and then clattered against the shutters. The rain was a constant hiss, rising occasionally to a roar.
“Why didn’t you kill him when he arrived?”
“Because of Bill, Helen’s father. In the beginning he believes I am a refugee from Serbia, and he investigate. But very soon he come to an impenetrable wall in Colombia. He can get no information, and he knows that it is Bloque Meta stopping him. This confirm for him that his suspicion is right. So he come to see me and we talk.” He sighed heavily. “I tell him my story, and in the end he believe me. But he tell me, ‘Constantine, revenge is one cycle of immortal hate, and it lead only to Hell. You do not need to forgive—some things you cannot forgive—must not forgive!—but it is necessary not to perpetuate.’” He laughed suddenly. “I did not pay him attention. I was decided to kill Colonel Kostas Marcović. And when he come to the island I begin to make preparations, and I go to his house.” He clenched his fist. “I am going to kill this man! And I am hiding, with my gun, and he is here! Right here! Two, three meter away, and I cannot!”
He sagged and shook his head. “I am not a killer, Mr. Friedman. I am not like you. I am not like him. He killed my mother, and so many innocent people just because…” He spread his hands and shook his head. “Because why? Because they are Croat! And he is right here in front of me and I must to punish him, but the gun is shaking in my hand, and I cannot. I run. I piss myself. But I cannot kill.” He made a small, reluctant gesture with his hands. “So I wait and I tell myself, ‘Soon, one day…’ And then I tell myself, ‘It is enough that he knows that I am here, and every day I make him to remember what he has done.’”
We sat in silence for a moment, listening to the urgent rattle of the shutters.
“Did you ever talk to him?”
“We never talk.”
“You are certain it’s him?”
“In Colombia they tell me, his name will be Kostadin Milojević. This man is Kostadin Milojević. It is him.” He shrugged again. “Kostadin Milojević, Kostas Marcović. Is same, convenient also for change official documents if necessary.”
I turned to Helen. “You know him?”
“Of course. He’s been here for years.”
“You buy this story?”
Her eyes went wide. “You can’t possibly ask me to make that judgment!”
I turned back to Constantino. “Have you any evidence to support this story?”
“I don’t need to prove nothing. It is you who need prove I am Colonel Kostas Marcović.”
“This is not a court with a judge and jury applying the rule of law, Colonel. I have a job which I am required to execute. If you have information or evidence that proves you are not Marcović, you had better let me have it.”
His expression was of disgust and defiance. He gave his head a small shake. “I can prove nothing.”
I drained my glass and stood.
“In that case we need to go to Kostadin Milojević’s house to talk to him, and then we need to go to your house, so I can see for myself what you have and haven’t got, and what you can and cannot prove.”




Fifteen

They both stared at me in the wavering light of the lamps and the candles. Helen said:
“Now?”
I jerked my head at the Serbian. “He got here, didn’t he?”
He answered, “Before storm. You cannot to my house in storm! Is high up, very up, road is river!”
I turned to Helen. “What about Kostadin Milojević’s place?”
She shook her head. “You’re out of your mind.”
“That’s not an answer.”
Her face flushed. “He lives a mile outside town! The roads will be impassable! And the wind will be uprooting trees and tearing roofs off houses!”
“You can drive or you can give me the keys to the Toyota. You choose.”
“God damn you!”
She stood and stormed to the kitchen. Constantino was watching me with eyes that were beginning to look scared.
“You are insane,” he said. “These storms are dangerous. People die…”
“People die all the time, Colonel, even when there are no storms.” I held his eye. “You know that.”
“Why do you call me colonel? You do not know this. I have told you truth.”
I nodded. “That’s why we’re going to Milojević’s place, to find out.”
“And then…?”
“Then somebody has to pay the check. Somebody goes home, and somebody checks out.”
“You feel nothing?”
“It’s not for me to feel, Colonel. It’s Colonel Kostas Marcović who needs to feel something. I am just here to take out the trash, and make the world a little cleaner. What about your man, the driver?”
“He is nobody. He knows nothing. He will wait here for me.” He faltered and repeated, “He will wait…”
Helen came out of the kitchen with her cheeks flushed and the keys to the Toyota swinging from her fingers.
“You are a stupid, obstinate, dangerous man! And you may get us all killed tonight! We live here! We know this island! You cannot go out in a storm like this!”
I nodded. “Noted. Give me the keys and you stay here.” I held out my hand. She stormed past me and made her way to the door. In the kitchen doorway, Nanny’s sons stood, black silhouettes, watching. I jerked my head at Constantino.
“Let’s go.”
He stood and pulled on his coat and hat. He scowled at me a moment, then headed, hunched and stiff, for where Helen was pushing open the shutters. The gale wrenched the shutters from her fingers and hammered them against the wall. Sheets of rain lashed at her, saturating her hair and her clothes in seconds. She turned and screamed at me over the howling of the hurricane, pointing behind her at the dark street, glistening with torrents of water.
“You want to go driving in this? You’re mad! You’re out of your mind!”
I gently propelled Constantino toward the door. “Maybe so, Helen, but at least we can guarantee we won’t be followed, and we’ll find Milojević at home. Now either get in the truck or give me the key.”
She made a noise that was inarticulate but expressive, stamped out into the lashing, howling gloom and stopped, covering her face with her arms. The truck was just six paces away. I took the keys from her and hunched through the screaming gale. Across the road the palms were tossing and bending almost horizontal in a wet mist of deluge. A palm leaf, torn from a tree, sailed past and cartwheeled down the road. If it had struck someone it would have killed them.
I wrenched open the driver’s door and clambered in, wiping water from my eyes. I fired up the engine, mounted the sidewalk and pulled in close to the door. Helen helped Constantino into the back, then climbed into the passenger seat beside me, heaving the door closed with both hands.
“Which way?”
“Do a U-turn and go down the hill, left at the intersection and drive out of the town.”
That was easier to say than it was to do. The hill was a torrent of water six inches deep and climbing. The wind was coming up the hill and threatened to roll the truck as I turned it around. I ground down the hill in second gear with the windshield flooded with water, not seeing a damned thing as I went. I leaned out the side window, but the wind lashed stinging needles in my face, blinding me and making it impossible to breathe. We crawled to the corner and turned. The water surged around the wheels of the truck and then the gale was coming at us from the right, battering the vehicle, making it swerve and rock on the uneven road, lurching over rocks and skidding in potholes filled with mud and water. But here at least I could lean out the window, because the gale was coming from the far side, and I could make out a track that was little more than the space between dry-stone walls. On either side, tall palms and tall, spindly pine trees twisted and whipped in the wind, their branches stretched out, streaming in the gale, threatening to be torn off at any moment. Above, thick, blue-black clouds churned and boiled, and spilled a billion tons of water, turning the fields into marshes and flooding the tracks that ran between them. We ground on, picking our way painfully slowly through the deep, gray light.
Eventually Helen pointed ahead, peering past me at the fields outside.
“At the end here,” she said, “the road splits and there is a track to the left. It’s beaten earth, so it will be all mud now.”
She was right. We lurched, over rocks and potholes to a place where the road branched to the right, and on the left, what had been a drive, but was now a river running between two fields, disgorged mud and sludge onto the road in thick eddies. I slowed and spun the wheel, and we plowed into the stream. Now the gale was behind us, driving us forward and making the wheels spin and slide in two feet of thick liquid. But we lurched forward, grinding in first gear, steadily climbing the slight incline toward a dark, tossing woodland through which I could now see the faint glimmer of lights.
Another five minutes of slithering and sliding brought us around the woodland and into a clearing. At the far end there was a house, a curious mixture of medieval castle and Mexican adobe, with flat terraced roofs and tall towers. There were few windows, but the ones there were, were plate glass and from within I could now see the flickering light of oil lamps and candles.
The path of mud and water we were on cut through the clearing to the front of the house, where three broad steps rose to a flooded porch from which a wooden veranda had been ripped, and strewn across the sludge and the waterlogged grass.
I followed that path, with the wheels slithering and sliding, occasionally losing their grip, until we came to the porch, where I drove up the three steps and parked, sheltering the front door.
Helen clambered out and I turned to Constantino in the back seat. He shook his head.
“I don’t want to go into this house.”
I pulled the Sig from my waistband and pointed it at his head. “I don’t much care what you want to do, Colonel. Climb out or I’ll shoot you dead right here. Your choice.”
He slid across the seat, not in much of a hurry, and climbed out of the door. I climbed out too. We were protected by the Toyota, and by the wall of trees just fifty paces away. I hammered on the door. A palm branch smashed against the Toyota, making us all duck. Then the door of the house wrenched open and a man stood gaping at us.
He was roughly the same age as Constantino, maybe a little younger. He was five ten or eleven, with powerful shoulders and a bull neck. He was bald and the thick glasses on his nose reflected the light from the headlamps of the truck. He stared at us each in turn until I said, “Are you Colonel Kostas Marcović?”
Now he stared up into my face and his glasses flashed with rage. “Who in the hell…?” His eyes turned to Helen. “Helen, what means this?”
She pointed at me. “This man is looking for Colonel Kostas Marcović. Do you know…?”
He ignored her and snarled at me. “Why? Why you are looking for Colonel Marcović? Who are you?”
I showed him the Sig without pointing it at him. “I’m the guy with a gun who wants to ask you some questions. There is a hurricane going on and a lot of rain. Can we come inside, please? Or do you want to ask me some more of your dumb-ass questions?”
He looked at the gun, grunted and muttered, “Sig Sauer,” like it meant something. He turned and went inside, leaving the door open. We followed, Helen first, then Constantino and then me.
We were in a spacious, shapeless, tiled hall with a few sheepskins on the floor, a wooden trunk and a staircase that climbed to the next floor. The hall seemed to open into other rooms or areas, but in the deep gloom it was hard to tell. The man I assumed was Kostadin Milojević climbed the stairs in silence, with Helen still behind him. I pushed Constantino and he went after them.
We came to a landing with a large, open arch onto another spacious room. The far wall was glass and overlooked the thrashing forest and the now invisible ocean a couple of miles away. On the right there was a large, open fire where logs were crackling and spitting among flames, and the amber glow was reflected, dancing on the glass. There was a suede sofa, a couple of armchairs, bookcases, and on a coffee table in front of the sofa there was a bottle of cognac and a half-full glass.
Or maybe it was half-empty.
He crossed the gloomy room and dropped onto the sofa with his back to me. The storm was almost silent outside. He spoke suddenly.
“Glock,” he said. “Everybody use Glock. Glock 17 or Glock 19. Only men I ever knew who use Sig Sauer are special operations.”
My own voice sounded loud. “So you were in the army.”
“Of course.”
I pointed Constantino to one of the chairs and Helen sat next to Kostadin Milojević on the sofa. I sat on the other chair, with Milojević on my left and Constantino opposite me.
“You were in the Croatian War of Independence from ’91 to ’95?”
“Of course.”
“And you were at Vukovar?”
He nodded several times, slowly, watching the flames. “Yes, I was at Vukovar.”
“Are you Colonel Kostas Marcović?”
I could feel the cold steel of the Sig in my hand. My finger resting lightly on the trigger. It would take less than a second.
His eyes swiveled to meet mine. “I am not Colonel Kostas Marcović. I was not at Vukovar to murder prisoners of war. I was at Vukovar protecting my city from Serbian bastards coming to destroy, murder and rape.”
Helen said, “You are Croatian?”
He half stood, his face flushed red. “I was Yugoslav!
Vukovar was my city! My home! Political bastards destroy my country, my city, my home! And then Serbian animals start killing! Killing! Killing! Everywhere Serbians killing!”
Helen was frowning. She drew breath but I spoke first. “You were fighting to protect your city, you didn’t care if they were Serbs or Croats?”
He seemed not to hear. “My wife, my mother, my two daughter, five and seven year old, my brothers, my father…” He stared at me and tears were glinting in the firelight on his cheeks. “They kill everybody, when they discover I am Serb fighting against Serbs, they kill my whole family and they tell me it is my fault. I think they are going to kill me too. I pray they will. But they take me to hospital and they force me to be guard of prisoners. They don’t give me gun. They give me stick. I know what they are going to do.”
He reached for his glass. His hand was shaking. He took a pull and swallowed.
“They take prisoners from hospital in bus, to farm near city. And there they say to me, ‘With stick, now you beat these people, break arms and legs…’ I said no. I hit guard and I run, run like crazy into forest and I escape. Afterward I hear that they kill everyone at farm. They kill all my family, too.”
“What is your name?”
“Kostadin Milojević.”
“What was your name back in Vukovar?”
He held my eye. “Kostadin Milojević.”
“You never changed your name?”
“Why do I want change my name? I am not war criminal. I am not escaping from nobody. I am not hiding. I try to escape only from my mind, from my memory.”
“Why St. George, Mr. Milojević? Why this island, specifically?”
“I need to explain to you?”
“Yeah, you do.”
“Fascist bastard with a gun. I come to St. George because I am looking for something here.”
“What were you looking for?”
“Is none of your fuckin’ business, Mr. Killer! Mr. Murderer! Mr. Assassin! I come lookin’ for peace! For quiet! For human beings!”
“Right where the Colombians were shipping coke to Miami? You couldn’t have gone to Wyoming or Iowa, or Nepal, or the Andaman and Nicobar Islands?”
“This is none of your business.”
“Wrong, Mr. Milojević, unfortunately it is very much my business. I need to know what brought you to this island.”
“And if I don’t tell you? What you will do? Kill me? Too late, I am already dead! Kill my family, my children, my mother, my father? Too late! They are already dead! So what? What, Mr. Killer? What will you do to make me talk?”
I sighed. “If you don’t help me, Mr. Milojević, then one of two bad things might happen.”
He shrugged, and his face said he really didn’t care. I went on.
“In the first place, the wrong man—an innocent man—might die. And in the second place, the true criminal, the man who murdered your family and massacred those people from the hospital, he might walk free.”
He didn’t answer for a while, staring sullenly at the fire, with its flames reflected on his bald head. Eventually he said, “He walked free. He walked free many years ago. He has walked free all this time. It is men like you, men of violence, who control fate and destiny. There is no justice, Mr. Killer. Justice is a human construct. There is no justice in nature. There is only violence. If you can bring violence and unleash it, then you have power and control. He is free. He walks free. What can you do?”
I sighed loudly and noisily. “Mr. Milojević, can we cut the bullshit? Do you know where Colonel Kostas Marcović is?”
He nodded. “Yes, I know.”
“Where is he?”
Without looking at him, he stretched out his arm and pointed at Constantino Marcos.
“There,” he said, “that is Colonel Kostas Marcović.”




Sixteen

Constantino cleared his throat and spat elaborately on the floor.
“Wasn’t it your Benjamin Franklin who said, ‘It is better that a hundred guilty persons should escape justice, than that one innocent man should be wrongly condemned’?” He made a contemptuous noise like, “Pah!” and waved a hand at me. The light from the fire dancing on his face, creating deep shadows around his eyes, made him look momentarily diabolical.
“If you kill one of us, you have fifty percent chance of killing Colonel Kostas Marcović. Of course, you can kill us both, and then you will be close to one hundred percent certain that you have killed your prey, but you will also be one hundred percent certain that you have killed at least one innocent man.” He tilted his head down and scowled at me from under his brows. “Or, in the face of your complete lack of evidence, and the disgusting nature of your mission, you could walk away and leave two old men to live out their lives, haunted by their own daemons and dealing with their own consciences.”
I nodded. “Is that how we are supposed to dispense justice, Constantino? Allow inhuman bastards to do what they like, murder, rape, torture, and then ship them off to small paradise islands to wrestle with their conscience? That’s pretty severe punishment. I once saw a four-year-old kid told to sit in the corner and think about what he’d done. I think he almost cried.”
“Your sarcasm is misplaced.”
I ignored him and turned to Kostadin Milojević. He was staring sullenly at the guttering fire, with the lamp in front of him on the table painting his face with amber light and black shadows.
“So what’s your opinion, Kostadin? Should I just walk away? Leave whichever one of you committed those atrocities to the punishment of your own conscience? Should I make an informed guess and shoot the one I think most likely? Or should I execute you both, to cover my odds?”
He picked up his glass of cognac, swirled it around and drained it. He smacked his lips, set the glass down and refilled it to the top, till it spilled over.
“If these are the options, then you should kill us both, to be sure that you have the right man. I am happy to give my life to make sure that this kučkin sin pays for his crimes. I should have killed him myself, years ago, but I was too much coward. Sometimes it is easier to die than to kill.” He turned to face me and his black eyes were like two caverns. “But I ask you one thing. Before you execute us…,” he extended his left hand to point at Constantino, “go to his house, look at his collections there, look at what he has in his private rooms…”
Constantino’s voice was a rasp, almost a reptilian hiss, as he spat the word, “Lažov!”
Milojević turned on him. “Liar? Liar?
You call me a liar? Do you deny you have a room full of the treasures you stole from the men and women and children that you butchered? Kučkin sin! Son of a filthy whore bitch! You look me in the face and tell me you don’t have scalps hanging in your office? You did not take trophies from the people you butchered? You do not keep those trophies in your house?”
I was watching Constantino Marcos very carefully. His face was rigid and his hands, like claws, were gripping the arms of his chair as he slowly rose to his feet, while Milojević screamed at him on the brink of hysteria.
“You think I have not been to your house a hundred times? You think I have not inspected your collection a hundred times, wondering which one is my sister, which one is my mother, my father or my brother? You think I have not waited there, a hundred times, watching through your window while you swam on the beach, with my Glock loaded, praying! Praying for the courage to execute you, you filthy bastard kučkin sin!”
There was a moment of absolute, shocking silence. Then, in the space of a fraction of a second, Milojević hurled his glass of cognac at the fire. It erupted in a huge ball of fire. We all shied away, momentarily overwhelmed by the shock and the heat. It took less than two seconds, but in that time, Milojević, with surprising speed and agility, had scrambled over the back of his chair and sprinted for the stairs.
I swore violently and made after him, stumbling against the sofa as I went. Then a steel wall crashed into my head. Thick needles of pain stabbed through my skull and I swore at myself for my stupidity. I wasn’t unconscious, but I lay on the floor, my coordination gone and my limbs refusing to respond. I opened my eyes and saw the cognac bottle lying beside my head, slowly spilling its contents onto the tiles.
I struggled unsteadily to my feet and saw the flash of Helen’s legs running past me, screaming “Constantino! No!”
And then, with my head swimming and the house rocking like a barge in an Atlantic storm, I staggered down the stairs with Helen’s fleeting shadow ahead of me. A sudden howl and a scream told me Milojević had opened the front door. My mind, full of pain and nausea, was struggling to make sense of what he had done. I got to the bottom of the stairs and just managed to avoid my knees buckling. Ahead of me the door was wide open and outside the trees were lashing and dancing in the growing darkness. I could see the black hulk of the Toyota up on the porch, and two figures clawing their way along the veranda toward the side of the house. There were barely two or three feet between them.
In the doorway, clinging to the frame, was Helen, screaming into the gale. I staggered up beside her and yelled in her ear, “Where are they going?”
She stared up into my face, her cheeks and her hair drenched with rain. Her eyes were fierce with reproach. “His garage is at the back! What have you done?”
I snarled, “Save it!” and went after them.
The wind had shifted and hit me like a brick wall, knocking me sprawling to the wooden porch. I grabbed hold of the truck and pulled myself to my feet, as Helen climbed behind the wheel. I dragged myself to the passenger seat with the wind pounding at my face, making it hard to breathe and threatening to drag me from the truck. I hauled myself in and slammed the door shut.
She fired up the engine and reversed down the steps, yelling at me, “I’m more accustomed to these storms, and you’ll need to jump out. I’ll drive!”
We moved forward with the wind threatening to lift the tail of the truck and making it skid and swerve in the mud. At the corner of the house she spun the wheel left and accelerated steadily in first. We hit the lea of the house and fifteen or twenty yards ahead of us we saw the two figures of Milojević and Constantino struggling with each other outside an open garage. Milojević, the younger man, struck Constantino a couple of blows on the head and the older man fell to the ground. He struggled to pull himself away but Milojević didn’t go after him. He ran into the garage as we skidded to a halt. Our headlamps picked out a black Land Rover Defender. The door flashed, there was a roar and the headlamps came on. Next thing the Defender was surging past us.
I swung down into the gale to go get Constantino. He was clutching at the garage wall as he staggered to his feet, with his coat and his pants flapping around him. I called to him, but the wind snatched his name from my lips and hurled it up into the tossing treetops.
Then he was stumbling inside the garage, twisting and warping among the shadows. I swore violently and two powerful headlamps snapped on. There was the roar of a massively powerful engine and I scrambled back toward the Toyota as a huge Range Rover thundered past, sending showers of mud spraying into the air.
It was the craziest drive of my life. Milojević was clearly out of his mind and Constantino was nothing short of batshit crazy. We rattled, skidded and slid, head-on into the wind, back down the driveway toward the path we’d followed to get there, skirting the forest where the tall pines were twisting and groaning in the gale. The Defender was powering through the mud and the rain with the Range Rover stuck to its tail, illuminating the truck in the twin arcs of its powerful lamps. They were faster and more powerful than the Toyota, and were steadily slipping away from us.
We came to an intersection of flooded, pitted paths and the two Rovers turned left, bouncing and lurching, then fishtailed down a narrow road between dry-stone walls fringed by tall, thrashing pines. The trucks were lost to view in seconds and only the glow from their headlamps appeared occasionally above the dancing trees. We rattled, bumped and jerked through almost three feet of water, over rocks and potholes, to the track where the two trucks had disappeared. The going was painfully slow. The Toyota was not up to the standard of the Defender or the Range Rover. And we were not, like Milojević or Constantino, driven by sheer desperation.
Ahead, we caught occasional glimpses of their headlamps pulling farther and farther away from us. Helen spoke suddenly. Her face was tense and her voice sharp.
“I know where he is going.”
“Where?”
She glanced at me and her eyes were afraid. “He’s going to Constantino’s house.”
“He wants us to see what’s there.”
“Don’t jump to conclusions, David.”
The name sounded suddenly incongruous and ugly in her mouth: another lie in an unending ocean of falsehoods. I bit my teeth to silence myself, but she must have sensed it because she glanced at me again, as she negotiated a bend and said, “If that is your name. It’s not, is it? Men like you don’t have names. You don’t need them. They are an inconvenient means by which you can be tracked. You exist only to kill and destroy.”
Before I could answer, the two sets of headlamps came into view and the trucks turned a sharp left and accelerated onto the main road. For a moment there was the eerie image of a black palm branch sailing above them through the air like a banshee screaming in the night. Then it crashed on the road and cartwheeled, making the Defender swerve, and the Range Rover surged to overtake. Then they were lost to view again.
By the time we reached the intersection and pulled out onto the blacktop the two Rovers were disappearing east along the long, straight road, the glow of their headlamps engulfed by the dark and the rain. We accelerated after them with the wind battering at our right side, driving us toward the ditch, forcing Helen to wrestle with the wheel and force it back to the center of the road.
We drove in tense silence for maybe five minutes. Twice she lost control of the truck and we did a slow waltz along the road, skidding on the wet asphalt, propelled by the wind. But she drove well and eventually got control.
After five minutes we began to climb and the road began to weave and bend, up the only mountain on the island, the Belle Tout. We were soon engulfed by dense forest on all sides. The road was invisible under a thick cloud of rain mist and the tires on the truck could barely hold it and skidded and swerved on each bend. Another five minutes, which felt like half an hour, brought us to a large, iron gate set back from the road that stood open. Through it a path led down through the forest and we moved in among the tossing, sighing trees that swayed and groaned above our heads. Here, in the eerie, damp gloom, the storm was broken and dispersed, but the ominous sense of menace was somehow magnified.
The path was six inches deep in slime and mud and we proceeded, painfully slowly, skidding and fishtailing, occasionally colliding in slow motion with a tree. Then the real problem came. We reached the bottom of the slope, and had to start a steady climb through a broad curve to a house we could just make out maybe a hundred yards away. The Toyota made it up twelve feet. Then the wheels started to spin and the truck slid slowly back down to the bottom of the track, where the dip was steadily filling up with water.
I turned to Helen. “Stay here. I won’t be long.”
She shook her head. “No. Whoever they are, they are my friends and they were friends of my father’s. And what you are about to do is a crime in every civilized country in the world. If I can’t stop it, at least I will be a witness to it.”
“Don’t be stupid, Helen. This is dangerous. You could get hurt. Hell! You could get killed just getting to the house!”
Her face went rigid. “I was a police detective, David, and I do not intend to stand by and allow a murder to be committed just because you believe you have some divine right to ‘take out the trash’!”
I felt a surge of frustration and fought to control it. “I cannot get into a philosophical discussion about morality with you now, Helen! For crying out loud, just stay in the truck!”
I swung out of the cab and started an agonizing struggle up the hill, ankle deep in mud, slipping, sliding, falling to my knees and on my belly more than once. Pretty soon the tree cover started to recede and the wind and the rain were head-on coming in off the Atlantic. Now I could see the two trucks parked outside a large, ultra-modern house made of white concrete blocks and vast glass panels. It was fifty paces away across a stretch of what had been lawn but was now swamp. There was no cover of any kind and all I could do was drop on my belly and start a steady crawl through the mud and the slime, with the deluge crashing down on me. I crawled directly toward the house, placing it between myself and the ocean to act as a windbreak, but even so it was a thirty-second walk which took me an exhausting ten minutes of slime and struggle.
The front of the house was a massive white wall with a tower on the left. The tower had a vertical strip of glass that showed you the elevator shaft and a spiral staircase. The right-hand wall was featureless as high as the second floor, where the concrete was replaced by glass. Between the two there was a short flight of three large, square steps flanked by cactus gardens. They led to a huge, oak door that now stood open. I clambered to my feet, stood a moment letting the rain wash the mud off me, and ran awkwardly, with the wet clothes clinging to me, pulling at my limbs, up the steps to the open door.
The hall was large, cavernous and empty. I pulled the Sig from my waistband and stood very still, listening. At first there was only silence. Then it came to me like a barely audible hiss, a susurration of words on the edge of meaning. I sprinted to the angular stairs that rose to the second floor and found a broad living room with wild, spectacular views of the storm over the forest on my right, and over the sea on my left. There was furniture lurking in the shadows among amorphous objects, but to one side of the glass wall that gave onto the terrace which overlooked the ocean, there was a door. The door was open and electric light flooded out, making a grotesque stencil out of Constantino, in his huge coat and hat. In his hand he had a gun. I couldn’t see Milojević, but I could hear him. His voice was soft and quiet. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but Constantino raised his weapon and took aim.




Seventeen

“Freeze, Colonel.”
He spoke without turning, his voice issuing from the black hulk of his coated, hatted silhouette.
“So, you come.”
“Yeah, I come. Now drop the weapon and let’s see what you have in that room.”
He decocked the weapon and dropped it on the floor. I approached him and snapped, “Go inside. Take off your coat and hat, leave them on the floor.”
He didn’t react immediately. He stood staring down at the floor, then took a couple of ponderous steps into the room, where he stripped off his coat and hat and dropped them on the floor. I went in after him.
It was a large, rectangular room. There were no windows. The floor was tiled in white marble and there were display cabinets against the walls and running down the center of the room. Kostadin Milojević was standing at the far end of the room. He was drenched, his white hair was in rats’ tails over his face and his clothes were saturated. He jerked his chin at me and said, “Look at this museum. I am fighting to forget, but he is preserving his memories. These disgusting objects are his treasures. This…,” he jabbed his finger at the cases, “this is what he wants in his mind, in his memory!” He stabbed at his own head with his fingers.
Constantino laughed. “So, it is easy for you to judge now, uh, Mr. Killer? Easy for you to be judge, jury and executioner. Here is the proof. A man who has this in his house, this man is evil monster and we must kill.”
Milojević half screamed, “You deny it?”
Constantino ignored him, gave a small shake of his big, shaggy head. “Like Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum…” I went very still. He went on. “Like Auschwitz Museum…” He looked at me from under his brows. “Tell me, Mr. Killer, do you keep in your house a collection of trophies from all the people you have killed? No? It is not the perpetrators of monstrous crimes who want to remember, is it? It is the victims who want to keep memory alive. This…”
He pointed at a glass cabinet against the wall. In it was the torn, bloodstained dress of a girl, maybe five years old. “My niece. That—” He pointed to another, flat cabinet in the middle of the room. “My father’s hand, cut off before he was executed.”
Milojević started to shout, “He is lying! Liar! He is lying! This is my story, not his! This is my life! He is stealing my life!”
Constantino ignored him and continued. “This, a woman’s scalp. I find it beside her naked body. She has been raped and killed, the trophy dropped when the soldier was killed. All of these, some are my family, others are my bigger family of Yugoslavia. I keep them to remember, so that I never forget, what he did to Yugoslavia, to my people, to Vukovar, to my family, my wife…”
Milojević took a step toward me. “He is lying! I brought you here so you can see! These are not his family, his neighbors. These are my people! His victims! You cannot believe him!”
I scowled at him. “Shut up!”
I tried hard to think, but thinking did little to help. Then Constantine sneered and asked, “Why don’t you ask him to show you his birthmark?”
Milojević frowned. I remembered in the file there was mention of a birthmark, a circular, brown stain about an inch across, on Colonel Kostas Marcović’s left shoulder blade. However, it also said that the existence of the birthmark was probable but unconfirmed, and would not be conclusive. Constantino went on, pointing.
“He has round birthmark on left shoulder. Come, Colonel, show us now your left shoulder.”
Milojević stared at him like he was crazy. I turned to Constantino and shrugged. “How about we look at both your backs? Take off your jackets and your shirts.”
Constantino made a face of indifference and pulled off his jacket, then started unbuttoning his shirt. Milojević was ahead of him, stripping off his soaking shirt. He slapped it on the floor and turned his back on me.
“See!” He shouted. “No birthmark! I am not Colonel Kostas Marcović!”
Constantino spat and turned his back to me. The birthmark wasn’t there, either. The pale, aged skin of both shoulder blades was clear of blemishes. I laughed out loud. “So, what? Neither of you is Colonel Kostas Marcović?”
Milojević whirled, pointing savagely at Constantino. “It is him!” He flung his arm wide. “Look at his nightmare museum!”
Constantino sighed and lowered himself onto a chair by the door. He looked real old and real tired, and I began to wonder if the intel was wrong and truly neither of these men was the colonel. I wondered for one crazy moment if they had both come here looking for the bastard and he had outsmarted us all, and was now living in Belize.
Something, an impulse I could not explain, made me take my wallet from my pocket and pull out the photograph of Blanka. I showed it to Milojević and watched his face carefully.
“Do you know her name?”
He studied her a moment, then scowled at me and said, “Yugoslavia.”
I held it up and showed it to Constantino. He stared at it for a long moment with no expression. Then he reached under his chair, pulled out a Glock and shot Milojević through the heart. It was an expert shot. Milojević stood for a moment, astonished. He looked at me and frowned, then sank to the floor.
I stared at Constantino. He was staring at the photograph I still held in my hand. He drew breath, held it a moment and shook his head. There were tears in his eyes. When he spoke his voice was thick and wet.
“I don’t know her name. She is not alone.” His voice rose to a childlike squeak and he wiped his nose on his sleeve. “There are many babies in hell. God does not look after the babies.”
“You killed her, didn’t you?”
He gave his head a single shake, still staring at the picture.
“You were there. You watched it. You authorized it. Who killed her mother? Was it you?” His brows knit. He bit his lip and shook his head. “How many times did you stab her?”
“I don’t know! I don’t know!”
“Did you shoot the child? Was it you or did you order it?”
“I don’t know…”
“Stand up!” He stood. “Turn around.” He shuffled around until his back was to me, and there it was, subtle, almost invisible, but there. I said, “You can choose, Colonel, you can confess or die un-confessed. Your choice.”
Her voice came from the door. It said simply, “Constantino…”
I glanced at her bedraggled form clutching at the frame.
“Tell the truth. Go confessed to meet your maker.”
He turned to look at her, then looked at the wall and seemed to compose himself. His voice, when he spoke at last, was calm and cold.
“I am Colonel Kostas Marcović, I participated in the Vukovar hospital massacre, I killed the child in the photograph and her mother. I am responsible and I repent with all of my heart and soul. May God have mercy upon my soul.”
I snarled, “Yeah, the same god who sent you to Blanka and her mother.”
The 9mm slug punched a neat hole in the base of his skull, traveled up and sprayed his forehead across the wall. Helen gave a small scream and I turned to face her.
“I told you to stay in the car.”
She staggered away from the door, into the dark living room clutching at her mouth. I heard her wretch and took a few moments to photograph the room and the two men before going out to where she was sitting on a suede sofa in the darkness, with the wild storm in the background.
I said, “It’s over. I’m sorry about Milojević. I should have foreseen he might have a weapon hidden in the house.”
She didn’t answer. I saw a tray of drinks on a dresser against the wall and went to pour two strong whiskies. I handed her one. She looked at it for a moment, then took it and took a strong pull.
“I don’t think Kostadin would have had much reason for living once Constantino was dead. They seem to have been bound to each other in some strange way.”
“Maybe you’re right.”
She was quiet again for a while, then said, “You were right. I should have listened, instead of judging. You are brutal, but often God’s punishment is brutal. Sometimes it has to be.”
I sighed. “It’s not God, Helen. That’s the whole point. God doesn’t make us good, and the Devil doesn’t make us bad. We do all that all on our own. We don’t need to go to Hell, we are already there. What we need to do is try to get out of it.”
“The mind is its own place,” she said, staring down into her glass, “and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.”
I nodded. “Yeah, and in the end, Helen, it is better to rule in Hell, than serve in Heaven.”
She raised her face to offer me a smile that was neither warm nor amused. “The eternally surprising Mr. Friedman. Will you please take me home?”
“Of course.”
I took the glass from her fingers and carried both into the museum room. There I pressed Milojević’s prints on one and Constantino’s on the other. Then I squeezed Milojević’s hand onto the Sig and fired a round so he’d have powder residue. When I stepped back into the living room Helen was watching me.
“You’re so cold.”
“I am also tired and hungry.”
“Dear God, how can you be like that?”
“It takes practice. Come on. Get up and let’s get the hell out of here.”
The journey back was tedious but uneventful. The storm had peaked and was now blowing over toward the Caribbean Sea. The winds were still gale force and the rain torrential, but it wasn’t the same wild madness as before. We didn’t take the Toyota. I didn’t believe it would make it back up the slope to the main road. So I took the Defender, and along the way as we ground down the path and turned onto the blacktop, we concocted the bones of a story where the Toyota was stolen and we had no idea how the Defender got there, because we had been at the Trade Winds all afternoon and evening. With a bit of help from the contents of my two sports bags, I was pretty sure we’d be OK.
We got back to San Fernando a little less than an hour later. There was no one on the streets and the bars were all locked up, including the Trade Winds. We parked in the town square outside the church, and I carefully wiped all our prints off any part of the vehicle we had touched. Then we climbed out and walked, hunched and huddled together against the gale, toward Main Street.
At the corner there was a crunching and creaking of wood and the rear, kitchen door of Old Joe’s pushed open. There was warm lamplight inside, and an unmistakable silhouette in the doorway. I heard Helen gasp. She let go of me and ran, the wind whipping her sodden clothes about her as she went. Maria stepped out and they both clung to each other. They held each other’s faces in their hands, a mere inch from each other, and spoke urgently, then clung to each other again, stroking each other’s hair and kissing each other’s faces.
Then they slowly came apart, clutching their arms, unwilling to let go. Finally their fingers slipped apart and Helen ran back to me. She leaned close to my ear and said, “We’ll go to your room.”
I nodded and we hurried across the road toward the pool complex where my room was, pushed through the door and up to the bedroom. I unlocked the door and I went in stripping off my wet shirt and jacket, dumping them on the floor. I turned to her as she closed the door.
“You want a hot shower? I can fix some drinks…”
She stared at me for an awkward moment. Her face was hard to read. “You need one as badly as I do.”
“I can wait.”
She swallowed hard. “We could share the shower…” I frowned at her. She gave a strange laugh. “We have shared just about everything else today.”
I don’t know why I said it, but it came out all on its own. “Even your girlfriend?”
“Even my girlfriend. I don’t mind. It’s better than Gonzalo.”
“I’m flattered.”
“You should be.” She came a few steps closer, like a nervous child. “It’s been such a crazy day. I don’t know if I’m coming or going. I have never been so afraid…”
“Helen…” I shook my head. “Don’t do anything you’re going to regret.”
“Don’t patronize me…”
She stood in front of me and, without shifting her eyes from mine, stripped off her soaking clothes until she stood naked before me. Then she took my hand and led me to the shower.
* * *
A couple of hours later the rain outside had subsided to little more than heavy drizzle, though the wind was still strong and gusting to thirty or forty miles an hour. Through the windows that gave onto the balcony that overlooked the pool, I could see the clouds, now an ash gray, breaking over a dark sky where occasional stars were beginning to wink. Outside, in the streets below, doors were beginning to open, as were shutters, bars and restaurants, and voices were being raised in laughter and shouted conversation about the storm, and what damage it had done.
I was sitting up in bed, thinking about steak and beer, making my preliminary report to the brigadier, and getting off the island before the questions started the following day. Helen was lying beside me, with one long leg on the outside of the white linen sheets. She ran her fingernails slowly down my left arm and said:
“Why don’t you tell me about yourself, Harry…?”
My skin went cold and the hair prickled on the back of my neck. I looked down at her and frowned, but it was too late. She had played it just right and she had seen my reaction.
“Harry?”
“Harry Bauer, right? From New York.”
“Who’s asking?”
She gave a small shrug. “Bloque Meta. They told Gonzalo to look out for you, draw you in and see what information he could get from you. You didn’t give him much of a chance though, did you? He was going to use Maria to seduce you if he had to. She asked me to do what I could…”
“So what happened?”
“You were a bit unpredictable. We didn’t know why you were here, and before anybody could put together a plan you went for Aguilera, then you had slaughtered all of Gonzalo’s men, and next thing you were after the last person on Earth anyone would have expected, Constantino.” She shrugged again. “Now everyone is dead.”
“Not everyone.”
“Are you going to kill me and Maria?” She looked up into my face. “She doesn’t know anything. She is not a danger to anyone…”
“Relax. I’m done killing. If Bloque Meta ever come back, it will be to a very different place. You know nothing and you saw nothing. I showed up, the Tipic burned down, next day Gonzalo had been murdered, then there was a storm and I was gone. That’s all you know.”
“They want to know who you work for.”
“I figured. I am very rich and I work for myself. And I am not Harry Bauer. Harry Bauer is dead. He died in New York a few days ago.”
“Did you kill him?”
I nodded. I swung my legs out of bed and stood, started dressing. “Look after Maria, Helen. She’s vulnerable. You have to keep her out of trouble, and for that you have to stay out of trouble yourself. We had dinner at the Tortuga with Gonzalo. You and Maria spent most of the time at the bar while we talked guy stuff. I showed up a couple of times at your bar, but we never really talked. Next thing I was gone.”
She stared at me, then got up on her elbows. “Who do you work for, Harry?”
“Don’t. It’s information that can cost you and Maria your lives, or worse. I work for myself, but you have to forget you ever knew me.”
“That’s not so easy.”
I was dressed. I went to the door and put my hand on the handle. I offered her a smile. “It’s been good. Now start to forget.”
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to steal a yacht.”
I took Milojević’s Defender and headed down to the White Hills. I had seen a few medium-small power yachts down there that would get me Trinidad and Tobago in time for a late-night martini and an air taxi to New York. On the way I called the brigadier.
“Harry, any news?”
“Sure, I’m on my way home. Is the colonel there? She’ll enjoy this. I was a real ninja…”
“Hang on, I’ll get her…”
I relaxed into my seat and grinned comfortably to myself.
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One

The sand was white. The ocean was turquoise and transparent. You could see that the sand which was under the water was also white. There was an improbably large number of beautiful women, half of them were in bikinis, the other half were only half in their bikinis. I was sitting on the terrace of the Number One Beach Café-Restaurant and Hotel, on Calle Santa Ana in Puerto Rico, sipping a dry martini and waiting for my contact from Cobra to show.
The idea was he was going to supply me with papers: a new identity with which I could leave the Caribbean and return to New York without arousing too much interest. I had arrived in Trinidad and Tobago a couple of days earlier in a yacht which I had stolen in St. George a couple of days before that. St. George had grown a little hot after I’d taken out Gonzalo Herrera, the head of Bloque Meta on the island, and his rival, Luis Aguilera, the local head of the Libertadores del Vichada. They had not been the objective of the assignment, but it had seemed advisable at the time, for the sake of completeness[2], to bag them too.
The downside had been that their deaths had been a little spectacular, and had drawn too much attention. That was something Colonel Jane Harris, the head of operations at Cobra, was kind of tired of telling me not to do. She was all about being discreet and deadly, like a ninja. I’m not a ninja, I’m a soldier, and I’m all about getting the job done. What can I tell you? Sometimes you get the job done faster by setting fire to ten drums of aviation fuel.
So when I got to Trinidad and Tobago and called the office they told me Bloque Meta were crawling all over Venezuela and the Western Caribbean looking for me. They were not alone. The CIA were also hunting for me, as were MI6 and the Libertadores del Vichada. So I should take an air taxi to Puerto Rico, book in to the Caribe Hilton as Mr. Smith and meet Tobias, on Saturday, at one thirty PM on the terrace of the Number One Beach Café-Restaurant and Hotel, on Santa Ana. So there I was, making a desultory study of incomplete bikinis and sipping my dry martini.
Tobias appeared like something out of a John le Carré novel. He stepped out onto the terrace through the sliding glass doors in a Panama hat, a purple paisley cravat under a crisp white shirt, a navy blazer and beige chinos. His eyes were concealed behind black Wayfarers and he held a gin and tonic in his right hand. His left held an unlit Balkan Sobranie.
He looked this way and that, as though enjoying the view. He was about five or six paces from my table and, as instructed by the brigadier, the head of Cobra, I said, “It’s a great day to go fishing, but you never know what you’re going to catch.”
When he spoke his English was a little too perfect, and his accent a little too German.
“In this day and age, if we catch anything it is Covid-19. Better keep the fishing for another year. May I join you?”
The elaborate, Cold War password was correct. I said, “Please do.” I gestured to the chair across from mine. He didn’t click his heels and bow, but you felt he wanted to. He sat and removed his hat and revealed a short back and sides of platinum hair with an unruly fringe over his brow, which he pushed back with his fingers. He was maybe thirty-eight or forty and looked in good shape.
I said, “You got something for me, Tobias?”
He shook his head and smiled. “No, just instructions from the big cheese. It seems you are very popular at the moment and extra security is necessary. I tell you who you are, you check with Mr. Stilton on your burner, he confirms that the ID comes from him and is correct. He gives you an address and you go to that address. There you collect the goods from me. Elaborate, but it seems you have been a bad boy, Mr. Smith.”
I sighed. Puerto Rico was no great hardship, but I was keen to get home to New York. “OK, so apart from my name, what can you tell me?”
“You are to become Paul Hemmings, of Hartford, Connecticut. You are divorced and have two daughters aged ten and twelve, whom you miss terribly. Your wife is a harpy, one of those Midwestern puritans who have sex only on Friday and only to procreate. They never wear makeup and have no cleavage.”
“What’s her name?”
He looked at me, raised a blond eyebrow and smiled. “Prudence, naturally. Her father was a farmer named Seth who spoke only when quoting the Bible, and procreated according to the cycles of the year: Fuck once in August, God willing a newborn in April. His wife, her mother, was twenty years younger than him and died in childbirth aged twenty-five, nine years after marrying him.”
“You’re making this up.”
“It is actually the very real biography of one Enoch Smith. He had nine children before his young wife died in childbirth.”
“OK, what else? My job?”
“You’re a middle manager in a medium-sized furniture factory.” He shrugged and smiled again. “You are a boring man with a boring life, and all you want is to go back with your boring wife and your boring daughters…,” he gestured out at the beach, “when you could be enjoying all these gorgeous dusky maidens.”
I nodded a few times, gazing out at the gorgeous dusky maidens, but seeing myself arriving at JFK in an air taxi as Mr. Boring Hemmings of Connecticut.
“What’s a middle manager at a furniture factory doing traveling in an air taxi from Puerto Rico?”
“Your CEO called you back from your holiday-cum-convalescence on urgent company business. You don’t know the details, but should they be necessary you provide the company’s telephone and they can phone your boss. Everything will be in the envelope.”
“Superb.” I said it without much feeling, because I had decided I didn’t like Tobias. He threw back his head suddenly and laughed loud. Then, still gazing at the half-naked girls sunbathing on the beach, he leaned toward me sideways across the table.
“It is as well to appear we are just chatting amiably, as recent acquaintances.”
“Sure, well, it was nice meeting you. I am going to make a phone call and then I’m going to have lunch. I’ll hope to see you later.”
I stood and offered him my hand, which he received with his elbow and an admonitory, “Ah-ah-ah…!”
I offered him a smile that wasn’t really all that amiable. “Yeah, we wouldn’t want to get infected, would we.”
I left him and went out onto Calle Santa Ana where I’d left my rental Mustang. I fired her up and growled out onto the Avenida Ashford, the main drag that leads from Ocean Park to San Juan. The main drag was two lanes, one going and one coming, but it was long and roughly straight. I called the brigadier on my burner and he answered after a couple of rings with his cut-glass English.
“Harry, what news?”
“Seems I have to call you for some confirmation.”
“That’s correct. It seems your funeral has done very little to reduce your popularity.”
“That’s a shame. It was a nice funeral. I wish I could have been there.”
“You’re not alone in that wish. Tell me, what nationality is Tobias?”
“His English is too good to be an Englishman. He has a hint of a German or Austrian accent. He would probably call it an ‘Orstrian’ accent.”
“Good. Height?”
“Six one, platinum hair, fit.”
“Good. Did you like him?”
“He’s a pain in the ass.”
“Good, good. Who did he tell you you were?”
“Paul Hemmings, of Hartford, Connecticut. I’m divorced. I have two daughters aged ten and twelve. My wife is a Midwestern puritan who never has sex on a day with an ‘S’ in it, at weekends or on a Monday. Also, she has no cleavage. She’s called Prudence. Her father was a farmer called Seth whose young wife died in childbirth. I’m a middle manager in a medium-sized furniture factory and my CEO has called me back from my holiday on urgent company business. I don’t know the details but you will provide them should they be necessary. All I need to do is provide the company telephone, which one of our people will answer. Now you need to give me an address where I can go and collect the envelope with my papers.”
He was quiet for a moment. “You sound tired.”
“I am, but don’t worry about it. All I need is a month back in my own home.”
“Your new home, on West 128th.”
“Yeah, I remember. I’m going to miss my little house by the water.”
“I’m sorry about that, Harry. But the fact is you have attracted far too much attention to yourself. This is not the SAS. Firepower is not the thing with Cobra. It’s the silent blade over the bomb, or even the gun.”
“Yeah, I hear you. It’s just a shame that after you killed me off, arranged my funeral and took my house away, it was all for nothing. They’re still after me. So where and when do I have to go to collect the documents?”
“Eight PM, Calle 17, in Pueblo Seco, about seven and a half miles southeast of the Hilton, in the San Juan district.”
“I’ll find it. Anything else?”
He was quiet for a while before answering. Then he said, “Just, do be careful, Harry. I value you as a friend, not just a damned fine operative. And we’ll do everything and anything we can to help you. But everything and anything, given the nature of our organization, may not be enough. We guarantee absolute deniability to our clients, you know that. If things get very rough, we may not be able to help you at all.”
I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “I understand, sir. I’ll be careful and stay cool.”
“That’s the stuff, Harry. I’ll hope to see you in a couple of days. Then I recommend a good, long holiday.”
“Sounds good.”
I hung up and cruised on past the cute, suburban houses with their pink, white and blue walls, and the banana trees and giant rubber plants in their front yards. The midday sun was hot, but with the top down the breeze was cool and for a while I enjoyed the drive. At Laguna del Condado I crossed the bridge and turned right to the Caribe Hilton. There I gave my keys to the valet and went inside to shower and prepare myself for a luncheon of oysters and sirloin steak. I didn’t feel right then like I was about to be assassinated, but if I was I figured I might as well have the condemned man’s rightful due, a damned good meal.
* * *
It was dark when I arrived at Calle 17, Pueblo Seco, in the San Juan district. It was a quiet, suburban street of bungalows and two-story houses, each with a front and back yard, most planted with palms, bananas and yucca, some paved in concrete, all with elaborate bars on the doors and windows. They all had their drapes closed, revealing thin slits of light. The only other light came from dull streetlamps, one of which was flickering like a dying moth.
His house was the fourth on the left as I approached from Calle 13. It was a small, ugly, two-story box in adobe orange and yellow. It had a short, chipped and cracked drive leading to a garage, and on the left of that a small patch of lawn with two sad palm trees, and not much besides.
I parked outside his front gate, killed the engine and the lights and sat for a while looking and listening in the dark. When I was satisfied there was nothing to look at or listen to, I climbed out and locked the car.
There was a low wall with an iron gate that gave on to the front yard and the lawn. I stepped over it and crossed the lawn to the front door. There was no sign of light in any of the windows, and the house, like the street, was silent. I pressed the bell beside the door, heard it ring softly inside the house and waited. Nothing happened.
To the left of the house, partly secluded by the palm tree, there was a narrow strip of grass with a couple of unkempt flowerbeds. I slipped down there and made my way to the back of the house. There I found a small swimming pool lapping softly and reflecting the dull light from the streetlamps on Calle A Este. There were trees framing the backyard, a couple of garden chairs and some empty beer cans. A couple of broad, shallow steps led up to a back porch and some sliding glass doors. The drapes were open, but the lights were off and it was impossible to see anything inside the room.
I examined the lock. It looked like a standard Yale. I thought about a possible alarm, but safe houses, ironically, tend not to have alarms connected to the cops because most times, if you’re using a safe house, the last people you want turning up if something goes wrong are the cops. You deal with it “in house.”
My Sig and my Fairbairn & Sykes were both at the bottom of the Atlantic some fifty miles off Trinidad, but I still had my Swiss Army knife. I pulled out the screwdriver and hammered it hard into the lock. Then I waited. Nothing happened. I turned, slid the door open, waited again, hunkered down and slid inside.
The room was empty. I stood, slid the door closed again behind me and took a moment to listen, and allow my eyes to adjust to the dark. Still there was no sound, no movement, nothing. I inched across the floor, feeling with my feet for anything in my path. I came to the door and opened it onto a small hallway with a passage going one way to what I figured was the kitchen and the bathroom, and a dark staircase climbing to the bedrooms upstairs. I paused again. I had no doubt about what I was going to find, I just wasn’t sure where I was going to find it.
I checked the kitchen. It was small, cramped and probably hadn’t changed since it was built in the mid ’60s, but Tobias wasn’t there. Upstairs there were two bedrooms and a bathroom. He wasn’t in the small bedroom and he wasn’t in the bathroom. He was lying, fully dressed and grinning, on the big, double bed in the big bedroom. He wasn’t grinning because he thought anything was funny. He wasn’t thinking anything at all anymore. He was grinning because the piano wire that was twisted around his neck had sent him into an involuntary spasm and he had died baring his teeth and tearing at his neck with his fingernails.
The colonel would have approved. It was a silent kill, with no guns or explosions. But it was a bad way to die. One of the worst.




Two

I played the flashlight from my phone over his fingernails. The only thing he had under them was blood and gore from his own neck. There were no toothpicks, and all the fingers were there. None had been removed with pliers. I took my time and examined him carefully. Apart from the fact that he had been strangled and almost decapitated with the wire, there was no sign that he had been tortured.
I peered out of the window. The Mustang was still there and nobody seemed to be taking much interest in it, so I took a half hour to explore the house. I was thorough, made sure to leave everything as it was, and not to leave any prints. There was no envelope with documents, cards or instructions, and no sign of where it might be kept: no safe, no drawer with a false bottom, no compartments in the wardrobe, no floorboards, loose or otherwise. This was nothing more than a safe house. I knew Tobias didn’t live here. It was just a place to hide or a place to meet.
So that meant whoever had killed him, had also taken the envelope. It also meant they knew about the house.
I took a couple of seconds to think and decided my first imperative was to get out of the house and out of the neighborhood. I made my way back to the car and drove at a moderate speed down to Calle A, then made a circuitous route back to downtown San Juan via just about every part of town I could think of. All the way I had one eye on the mirror. I didn’t spot anybody tailing me, but that didn’t mean they weren’t. There was plenty of traffic, and a good pro could have kept me in sight without being seen. For a professional team it would have been a cinch.
On the Avenida Ashford bridge I hurled the burner out of the window and into the lagoon, then I made my way back to the hotel and back to my room. I had a problem, and it was not small. It was hard to tell just how big it was, but it could be really big.
It could be too big.
In my room I took an unused burner from my bag and called the brigadier. It rang once and a woman answered.
“Harry.”
“Colonel? I called the brigadier.”
“He is temporarily indisposed. Talk to me.” I hesitated. She said, “What’s wrong?”
“Tobias is dead.”
“Did you kill him?”
I felt a surge of anger. “Of course not!”
“Give me the details, fast.”
I told her what had happened, then added, “We have to stop communicating.”
“You need instructions.”
“No. Right now I am a liability to the organization. If I can fix it I’ll come in. If I can’t, you need to erase me.”
“Harry, that’s ridiculous.”
“Tell the brigadier.”
I hung up, pulled the SIM from the phone and destroyed it. Then I sat and wondered what the hell to do next. I didn’t have time to wonder long. The hotel room phone rang.
“Yeah?”
“This is the reception desk, Mr. Smith, I have a message to say that Tobias will meet you in the Caribar in ten minutes.”
“Tobias?”
“Yes, sir. That is correct.”
I took a moment to think. “Did Tobias give you that message personally?”
“No, sir.” He sounded embarrassed. “The truth is, the note was on the desk. Nobody seems to remember who delivered it, but it was addressed to you, with your room number.”
“You didn’t see Tobias?”
“No sir, I am very sorry. Nobody did. I don’t understand how it could have happened…”
“OK, don’t worry about it. Thanks.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The Caribar at the Caribe Hilton is not an ideal place to kill somebody. So whoever it was probably wanted to get my attention, and talk. I pulled on my jacket and made my way down to reception, and then to the Caribar. It was quiet at that time because most people were dining already. There were a couple of guys up at the bar, nursing complicated cocktails. There was a couple at a table laughing quietly at some private joke, and a table of five men in suits who were talking quietly about something that was making them all frown. There was nobody that made me think of Tobias.
I went to the bar and told the boy in the waistcoat and bowtie I wanted a Macallan, double, straight up. He gave me a paper doily and a bowl of peanuts, followed by a glass shaped like a giant iceberg, and poured a generous measure of whisky into it.
Five minutes passed and I was wondering if I had been lured away from my room so the Agency could inspect it while I waited like a sap for my dead colleague to show up. I was about to go back up when a woman stepped into the bar. She was alone, dressed in a scarlet, knee-length affair with a slash up her right thigh. Not many bodies can make a dress like that work. This woman made it work and had it on overtime. She had red shoes with straps and legs that were made to be undressed by candlelight. By the time I got to thinking about her bosom, her face and her auburn hair, she was already walking toward me like she knew me. She didn’t waste time with Mr. Smith, BS or small talk. She came right to the point.
“Mr. Bauer?”
“No. I’m Mr. Smith.”
“Buy me a drink and let’s sit down.”
“My room is less than a minute away. We’d be more comfortable up there.”
“Maybe later. Gin and tonic. Lime, not lemon.”
I conveyed the order to the guy in the waistcoat and the bowtie. He gave me another doily and another bowl of peanuts and we carried the drinks up five steps to the mezzanine floor. We sat at a small, white table by a palm and I smiled at her.
“Did you bring your piano wire? Or do you plan to use a slice of lime on me?”
She gave me a blank stare in exchange for my smile and said, “I’m disappointed. You’re making assumptions. That’s not smart.”
“I’m making assumptions, Tobias? No, I’m making facetious small talk while I wait for you to do three things.”
She raised an eyebrow. It was about as close as she could get to an expression. “What three things?”
“Explain why you called yourself Tobias, give me the envelope you took from him, and give me just one good reason why I should not hustle you into the can and break your neck.”
She nodded a few times, with her huge, green eyes examining my face. “Yeah, you are Harry Bauer.”
“Am I? You’re sure as hell not Tobias. So you’d better start explaining, sweet cheeks. The can is calling, and it’s calling your name.”
“I was told: He is arrogant, pushy, rude, facetious and excruciatingly misogynistic. He will not listen to you and he will probably threaten to kill you within the first five minutes.”
“You’ve been speaking to my mother. I’m actually a nice guy when you get to know me. Twice you have answered me and twice you have avoided the questions. You have one more shot, sister. Why did you call yourself Tobias? Where is the envelope you took from him? And, above all, give me one good reason why I should not take you out right now.”
She picked up her gin and tonic and wet her lips with it. As she set it down she said, “My name is Alice White.”
She opened her small red handbag and pulled out her purse. From that she extracted a driver’s license and handed it to me. I arched an eyebrow at it, and then showed the same eyebrow to Alice White.
“Don’t you get those free with cornflakes?”
She sighed. “This is going to be hard work.” She put the license back and went on. “I am an intelligence officer.”
“Who for?”
“Stop interrupting and I’ll tell you. I work for the same people you do…”
“Bullshit.”
She seemed to count to ten with her eyes closed, then soldiered on again. “And I was told that you would be just like this.”
“Who told you?”
“Don’t be absurd. Good lord! Have you no professionalism at all?”
I stared at her for a long time. It was like talking to the colonel. “Go on.”
“I called myself Tobias to get your attention and have you join me in the bar so I could update you and give you your new instructions. He was your first contact. I wanted to let you know I was stepping into his shoes.”
She took a deep breath and wet her lips again with her drink. After she’d wet them she licked them but didn’t set the glass down. She didn’t look nervous or scared, but she did look stressed.
“As to the envelope, I cannot give it to you because I don’t have it.”
“Who has?”
“I wish I knew. Whoever killed Tobias. Tobias was a good friend and a good colleague. I would like to get my hands…” She trailed off and smiled for the first time. She looked like she meant it. “I’d like to find who did this to him, and set you on them.”
I didn’t answer for a moment, studying her face for some sign that she was lying. I didn’t find one. “Bombs and all, huh?”
The smile shifted to ironic. “Yeah, bombs and all.” She shrugged. “As to a good reason not to drag me into the can and break my neck, all I can offer you is that you are now cut off. There will be no more contact until this is resolved, and all you have is me.”
I gave a short grunt of a laugh. “I got plenty of nothin’, but nothin’s plenty for me.”
A wave of irritation contracted her face. “Yeah, and you’re as flattering as tight leggings on a fat ass. I’m not thrilled about this either, buster, but it’s the job. And for your information, I am a rifle-qualified expert in the US Army. I am also trained in Krav Maga and I have a third dan in Tae Kwon Do. Is there anything else you need to know about me, Mr. Smith?”
“Yeah.”
“What?”
“What it is you are supposed to do for me. I need to get back to New York, soon.”
“And that, if you will give me a break, is what I am instructed to do. But we have to do it here and we cannot use the system or the organization. We have to make it with the resources we have in Puerto Rico.”
“Which are?”
“My contacts.”
I picked up my whisky and stared into it. I swirled it around a bit and took a pull. It burned.
“You’re telling me I am entirely in your hands.”
She shrugged and made a doubtful face. “I wouldn’t put it like that exactly, but I suppose to some extent that’s true.” She gave a more definite shrug and added, “I guess from time to time we are all in somebody else’s hands. Five minutes ago you might have said I was entirely in your hands.” She smiled without malice, but with a touch of humor. “The tables have turned a bit though, huh?”
I didn’t react to the humor. “I need to be out of Puerto Rico tomorrow.”
She nodded. “I know, and those are the instructions I have. Believe me, there are people back home who would like to have you back. And not only because if Bloque Meta gets a hold of you and makes you talk, a lot of heads are going to roll. They are genuinely worried about you. But you have to work with me.”
“What do you mean? How exactly?”
She sighed, then arched an eyebrow. “How about we start with you stop riding me so hard? We could then move on to you stop threatening to kill me. And we could then move on to you accept that it is very unlikely that I killed Tobias.”
“Why?”
She looked surprised. “What?”
“Why is it unlikely that you killed Tobias?”
She gave a small laugh. “Look at me! The guy was six two and as strong as an ox!”
“And according to you, you are an expert in Krav Maga and a third dan in Tae Kwon Do.”
She sagged back in her chair with a “who’s a silly boy?” expression on her face. “Really? They told me you were smart. You haven’t taken your eyes off this body all evening. So let me ask you something, genius. Do I look like a third dan in Tae Kwon Do and an expert in Krav Maga?” She made a dogleg of her right arm and clenched her fist. “You want to squeeze these biceps and tell me if I could break a man’s neck or bust his jaw?” She was right. She looked like she could play a good game of tennis or squash, but she didn’t look like a killer. She laughed and shook her head. “I was trying to get your attention and even things up a little. This isn’t an easy job, but I don’t often get threatened by a man as dangerous as Harry Bauer.”
“What is your job?”
“I told you, I’m an intelligence analyst.”
“Who do you report to?”
“No names. You know that.”
“You just named me, several times.”
“Yeah, and you make no effort to hide your name.”
I drained my whisky and sat looking at the empty glass in my hand. She was credible, but any good pro is credible. The fact was that I had no way of knowing if she was the real deal or not, and my choices were very limited. I said:
“What happened tonight?”
She leaned forward, with her legs crossed, her right elbow cupped in the palm of her left hand, holding her drink.
“Bloque Meta are swarming all over Venezuela and the west Caribbean looking for the guy who pulled off the three hits on St. George. As far as we are aware they don’t know it’s Harry Bauer—yet—but if you are not careful, yours is going to become a household name.” She took a deep breath and thought for a moment. “Tobias had been a fixture on this island for a long time. His specialty was always narcotics, but sometimes he did a little bit of this and that too. When he was detailed to liaise with you, a colleague and I were told to watch his back.
“He arrived at the designated address at six thirty and we were right behind him. We watched him go in and waited five minutes for him to send us the OK that he was in position. It never came. At ten past we went in and found him on the bed with the piano wire around his neck. The envelope he was supposed to give you was gone. We moved out.”
I scowled. “You could have warned me off.”
She gave a single laugh. “Are you kidding me? With your reputation? You’d have taken me and my colleague out before we’d said, ‘Good evening.’ As it is you almost took me out right here in the bar!”
I sighed. “Yeah, OK. So what’s next?”
“You’re a handsome guy who is dressed well, if a little unexcitingly. I am a beautiful woman who is exquisitely dressed…”
I nodded. “And very excitingly dressed.”
“And here we are in the Caribar having cocktails in the Caribe Hilton. What is the least conspicuous thing we could do, do you think?”
I shrugged with my eyebrows. “Put like that, I guess we should have dinner and then go to my room.”
She smiled without humor. “You are all of half right, pal. All of fifty percent.”




Three

She had oysters and lobster. It’s the thing in the Caribbean, a lot of seafood. I enjoy it as an exotic interlude, but pretty soon my body starts asking for some good red meat. It’s like trying to drive an Aston Martin on a fine French cognac. It might get you to the next gas station, but what you really need is high-octane gasoline. So I had the oysters followed by a T-bone steak. Then we had coffee. She had the fine French cognac—maybe she needed it to get her to her next stop—and I had a twenty-five-year-old Macallan because cognac is too fine and too delicate for my palate. I sipped, felt the warm glow in my belly and asked her: “So now what, Alice? Do we step through the looking glass?”
She gave a small sigh through her nose. “Did anybody ever tell you that facetious is not the same as witty?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I had a Scottish sergeant in the SAS. He grew up in the poorest part of Glasgow, left school at thirteen, specialized in housebreaking until he was sixteen and then joined the army. He used to say to me,” I switched to a serviceable, incomprehensible Glaswegian accent, “Och yer feckin’ brain dead, ye feckin’ Yankee ignoramus! D’ye no’ understand that facetious is nay the same as witty!”
She laughed, and then she laughed some more. “Now that—see? That is witty.”
I smiled. The story—and the sergeant—were not mine, they were the brigadier’s and I had borrowed them from him. I added, still stealing from the boss: “He used to quote Plutarch at me.”
“Seriously? Now you’re pulling my leg.”
I shook my head. “His favorite was, ‘Know how to listen and you will profit even from those who talk badly.’”
The laughter faded to a smile with a hint of sadness in it. “Are you trying to tell me something?”
“Not at all. But I do try to listen and I have noticed that whenever I ask you an important question, you become evasive.”
She made a thin line of her lips and gave a small shrug. “Maybe that’s because you have a very aggressive way of asking questions.” She met my eye and held it. “I am an intelligence officer, H… Mr. Smith. All my muscles are in my brain. You are…” She took a deep breath and gestured at me with both hands. “What you are! You are most definitely what you are! A thousand years ago you would have had a horned helmet and an axe and you would have been plundering northern Europe.”
“I’m flattered.”
“Maybe you should be. It’s not an unattractive quality. You are very intense and you come on very strong. You would not normally find me in the field. This is new and a little bit scary for me. But it was an emergency—not to say a crisis—and I had to step up.”
“You’re doing a fine job. When this is over I’ll put in a word for you.”
“Thanks. I appreciate it. But for now you might just be a little more gentle.”
“OK.” I nodded. “So what now, Alice?”
She held my eye a moment without speaking, smiling, one brow arched and her cheeks colored with pink. In spite of myself I felt a burn in my belly. “Now,” she said, “being the gentleman you are, you drive me home and we see if we can’t scratch your itch.”
“I’m not going to ask you if that is witty or facetious. I’m just going to listen to my itch and go with the plan.”
I had the valet bring my car round and led Alice out into the balmy night. She slipped into the passenger seat, I climbed behind the wheel, and we took off toward the Avenida Fernandez Juncos bridge and, following San Juan’s crazy one-way system, took the Calle Olimpo, made a big loop north along Manuel Fernandez Juncos, and then dropped down south again to her villa on Calle José Martí.
The house was a big, rambling 19th-century affair with a gable on top and sloping roofs slanting over the first floor, where a patio skirted the left of the house among tropical gardens. The whole thing was fenced off behind a low wall with white, wrought-iron railings in the shape of spears. It wasn’t bad for the center of town and I figured intelligence officers must make a decent living at Cobra. I killed the engine and the lights and we climbed out. The attack came while she was fishing the keys out of her purse.
The streetlamps were few, a dull amber and largely concealed by the foliage of the abundant trees on the street. That meant the road was mainly in shadow and dark. It was also narrow, with a lot of parked cars lined up on each side. What little light there was reflected orange off the black windshields and the hoods. Alice stood before the white, wrought-iron gates, holding her purse open, and I stood looking up and down the road, searching only half-consciously for movement, anything that seemed wrong.
The sound came first. The opening and closing of car doors, four almost simultaneously, then four more. Eight men. My hand reached automatically for my Sig, but it wasn’t there. It was fifty miles east of Trinidad, at the bottom of the Atlantic.
I didn’t think. I stepped forward, snatched Alice’s purse from her hand, selected the most likely key and shoved it in the lock. I could hear feet, shifting fast from a tramp to a run. Alice was saying, “What the…?” I heaved the gate open, shoved her in with my left hand, ripped the key from the lock and slammed the gate closed. There was no time for anything else. I threw the keys over the gate and turned to meet my attackers.
I could hear Alice screaming, “Harry! No, no, no! Harry!” but I was too busy to answer. There were eight of them, they were pros and they were not about to give me time to think.
When you are under severe attack, there is only thing you can do: straight blast. Throw everything you’ve got at your opponent with as much explosive energy as you can find deep, deep within your reserves. A wise warrior once said that life’s battles do not always go to the stronger or the faster man, but sooner or later the man who wins the war is the man who believes he can.
I charged at the biggest, ugliest bastard I could see. I feinted with a straight right to his jaw, withdrew as he tried to bat it away, gave a small jump and crashed down with my heel on his knee. I felt it crunch and he screamed in pain, but already I could feel three hands grappling at me and bodies pressing in all around.
A face, ugly and snarling, loomed in front of me. I stabbed my fingers in its eyes. Blood spurted and the ugly mouth cried out. It was half a second and as I yanked my fingers out I smashed my elbow into the face behind me. Powerful arms gripped my waist and chest. A giant loomed in front of me and drove a massive fist at me. I weaved left, gripped a finger from the arms that were crushing me. The fist skimmed past me and grazed the owner of the finger. I yanked and twisted and snapped the joint of the finger. The owner screamed through gritted teeth in my ear. Some part of my brain was counting either three or four down, and for a tenth of a second I dared to hope. Then the big fist came back and smashed into my jaw, and there was darkness.
I awoke in pain. My head was in pain. It felt like a blunt cleaver had been wedged in my skull. But there were other pains too. My hands felt swollen, and there was a sharp, raw pain in my wrists. My back ached, and there was a numb rawness on my ankles. Slowly I became aware I was barefoot, and there was the sticky wetness of blood on my feet. Then I became aware that I was upright, and the pain in my back was from hanging forward, suspended by my arms.
I really didn’t want to open my eyes and for a moment I wondered if I could drive myself back to sleep. But the increasing throb of pain said that wasn’t an option. I opened my eyes.
I was in a small room, maybe nine by twelve, with a dirt floor and bare concrete walls. There was a bare bulb overhead. I figured I was in a cellar.
Ten feet in front of me there was a guy on a bentwood chair reading a holiday brochure. At his right elbow, a Glock 19 lay beside a mug of coffee on a small trestle table. From his belt hung a bowie knife with a twelve-inch blade.
It took me a moment to figure out that I was upright, attached by my wrists and ankles to the bedsprings of a double mattress. The bedsprings, I deduced, were attached somehow to the wall. Beside the door there was a plug, and a thick, white wire running across the floor to where one stripped negative wire was attached to the springs beside my head. The red, positive one was hanging loose, bent away from me. I shifted my eyes slightly to my wrist and saw it was bound with string.
I groaned, but hung my head like I was semiconscious. I sensed him raise his head, but I didn’t look up. I groaned again and mumbled. There was a rustle of paper as he put down the magazine and stood. Then there was the sharp stab of pain as he grabbed my hair and lifted my head to look into my face.
“Que pasa, gringo? Te duele?”
I was half expecting the punch to my belly, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. The second one made me retch. After that it was mainly backhanders to my face that left my head ringing and dizzy. It went on for maybe three or four interminable minutes. Then he grabbed my face in a filthy hand, squeezed hard and breathed rank breath at me.
“We can do this easy or we can do this hard, gringo. You wanna talk to me, or I call my pals down from upstair? We jus’ wanna know one thing, who you fockin’ workin for?”
I stared at him with unfocused eyes and muttered, “No, no electric…no…”
“Who you fockin’ workin’ for, gringo?”
“I can’t tell you, but please…no electric…”
He laughed, “No electric? You don’ like electric?” His eyes went wide with a manic grin that revealed teeth corroded by sugar and nicotine. “You don’ like bzzzz! Bzzzzz!”
I twisted my face into fear and grief and sobbed, “No, no, please…”
He reached for the positive wire, stepped a little closer, leering into my face, “You don’ like? Bzzzz! Bzzzz!”
I sobbed and shook my head some more. Timing was going to be everything. I stared into his crazy eyes. His breath was foul. I could see the individual pores in his skin. His leering mouth sagged open and he brought the wire to within a millimeter of the bedsprings. I sobbed and shook my head and as his ugly face twisted into triumph, as he connected the wire, I wrenched my hand forward. The springs provided enough give and I seized his wrist with my hand, clenching it hard into place. The current passed through me and into the son of a bitch with the corroded teeth. He clenched those teeth hard now as his hair stood on end, his eyes bulged and smoke started exuding from his skin.
But now I had a different problem. If I let go of the son of a bitch the current would stop flowing into him and start flowing into me. But fortune smiled on me and he started falling back. Our combined weight pulled the springs partially free from the wall, and the plug out of the socket. I let him go and he fell, stiff and twitching, on his back, leaving me suspended, half-crumpled, from the wall, still tied to the springs.
I could see his bowie knife attached to his belt, and using my legs as levers, I jumped and heaved, jumped and heaved. Every time I did, the bonds on my ankles and wrists bit deeper into my flesh. The pain was excruciating, but at the fifth attempt I wrenched the springs away from the wall and fell, twisting my body so that my bound right hand was a couple of inches from his belt.
Then it was the agonizing, claustrophobic process of inching closer and closer to the knife until I could wrap my finger around the hilt. What came next was the grotesque, exhausting process of crawling like a caterpillar over the dead man, with the bedsprings on my back, one heave after another, until I could pull the knife free from its sheath.
Then, as I lay panting and in pain, the sound came to me of voices approaching outside, feet tramping down stairs. There was no time to rest, not even for a second. I pressed the razor-sharp blade against the string on my wrist and felt it snap as the warm blood oozed down my arm. My left wrist and feet were faster, easier, and I rolled out from under the springs as the door opened and a man stepped in demanding, “Que coño pasó?”
What the hell happened? I let the bowie do the talking and smashed it through his sternum. His body went into spasms and I wrenched the blade free. A stream of blood gushed from the wound and hit the wall where the springs had been. That was somehow perversely satisfying. The door burst all the way open and there were two guys there with guns. They looked startled. I leered at them.
“Hello, fellas.”
I dropped to one knee as I threw the knife. It thudded home in the nearest guy’s chest and he fell back choking, trying to breathe but dying. The other guy was having trouble reacting. I exploded from my kneeling position and charged him. He fired but I had already ducked inside his guard and the shot went wide. I threw a straight right at his chin but he managed to weave and smashed his semiautomatic into the side of my head. The pain was intense and dangerous and I knew I had to ignore it, pierce it with my mind and keep attacking.
He swung the pistol again, trying to get enough distance to pull off a shot. I trapped his wrist with my right, snatched the barrel with my left and wrenched the weapon out of his hand. He screamed with pain and kicked me hard in the shin. I staggered back and he rushed me with two more savage kicks. One I avoided, the other caught my hip and I stumbled backward over the body behind me. As I fell the pistol spun across the floor. The guy kept coming, looming over me. I hooked my left leg behind his and kicked his knee with my right foot. It didn’t do a lot of damage, but he fell backward onto the trestle table and smashed it. That gave me time to scramble to my feet, while he reached frantically for his pal’s Glock. I saw his hands close on it under the glossy travel brochure.
He was too far for me to reach his hand. With an animal roar I jumped and stamped on his thigh. My foot slipped and I heard the crack of wood under my sole. The guy screamed with pain but he didn’t stop. He was whimpering and fumbling, turning to get me in his sights. I didn’t think. I bent, stepped on the cracked, splintered table, wrenched hard and pulled away one of the slats. For a timeless tenth of a second I was looking down the barrel of the Glock. I let my legs go limp and lifted my feet from the floor. I saw the flash of an explosion and felt the hot rush of searing lead skim past my head. Then my body hit his and with both hands I drove the wooden stake through his chest. His face twisted into an agony of pain and disbelief as he convulsed, and thick blood gushed from his mouth.
I staggered panting to my feet, staring at his horror-stricken face.
“Ride with the devil, pal, the only destination is Hell.”
I looked down at the Glock and thought about taking it, but some kind of instinct told me that silence was important here. I had no idea where I was. We might be in the middle of the jungle, or for all I knew we could be in a quiet suburb of San Juan. Either way, the last thing I needed was cops in the pay of Bloque Meta knocking on the door to find out what all the shooting was about. So I moved to the door, reached down and pulled the big bowie knife from the dead guy’s chest and moved slowly and painfully up the stairs.
The door at the top was closed, but there was an old Chubb key stuck in the lock. Under the door I could see a strip of light, and I could hear the faint sound of a TV. I took hold of the round, Bakelite handle and pushed. The door swung silently open and I stepped out into a suburban kitchen that was modern when Afghan coats and flares still seemed like a good idea. The light was on and there were four empty beer bottles by the sink.
I edged past a pine table and four pine chairs into a short corridor that led to a staircase, and a front door. The front door had glass panels in it. They were black in the night, but there was also fractured orange light in them which told me outside there was a street with streetlamps. To the right of the front door there was another door. Light seeped out from underneath it, and now the sound of the television was louder.
I approached the door and caught a glimpse of myself in the tall mirror in the hall. I was barefoot, my shirt was torn and so were my pants, and my hands, my shirt and my face were smeared with blood. I moved on, opened the door and looked in. There was just one guy. He was staring at me, astonished. He had a tray on his lap with beans and rice in it, and a forkful of food halfway to his mouth. I smiled.
“Hello,” I said.
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