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    He’s running for his life. 
 
    From a thousand bullets… 
 
    and a thousand teeth! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
  
 
  




 One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The small plane was in a spiraling dive six hundred feet above the most isolated, most impenetrable part of the vast Everglades. The American Jungle.  
 
    The thirty-six-year-old pilot, sitting in the left seat, saw only black smoke in front of him. In the back of the plane, twenty-two-year-old Malcolm Farmer sat bolt upright behind the third row in the six-seat high wing airplane. His back was pressed hard against the rear wall, his body terror-frozen, his eyes unblinking, staring straight ahead.  
 
    They were the only two people on board. 
 
    The whine of the engine became a wailing siren. The smoke cleared away from the windshield, blowing to the side. The pilot and Malcolm could both see what lay before them. Nothing but a blur of green coming up at them as if they were on a rocket sled.  
 
    The pilot tightened his grip on the yoke, hunched his shoulders, locked his arms straight forward and clenched his teeth.  
 
    Malcolm's large body rose up slightly as his legs straightened, struggling to get as far back as possible. He turned his head slightly to the right, trying not to look. But his eyes were locked in their sockets. His pupils were mere pinpoints of black. His face was contorted in horror.  
 
    The pilot and Malcolm simultaneously released hair-raising screams, but all that was heard was the wail of the death plane.  
 
    Moments before the impact, a collection of birds fluttered out of the mangrove trees. The last small bird had just cleared when the plane hurtled past it with tremendous speed and force. A blur to anything looking from the ground. 
 
    The plane smashed into a network of mangroves, splintering branches, limbs and trunks, creating confetti out of small, bright green leaves that windmilled down through the air. The mangroves, with their intricate, closely knit roots, acted somewhat like a net to lessen the impact of the crash. But with such speed and force, the fuselage dug deep into the soft, moist earth. The front of the plane was flattened, with nothing ahead of the windshield visible. Smoke and steam poured out and drifted upward. 
 
    The right wing was loosely attached, the strut broken away from the bottom of the fuselage. The left wing had snapped backward, close against the fuselage, but was still attached, its leading edge lying against the ground. Fuel ran out of severed lines into a swampy depression of brown water, now turning iridescent on the surface. 
 
    The impact was crushing. Final. The velocity of the plane had been stopped in an instant. And every part of the plane – every rivet, bolt and piece of sheet metal, the engine, the wheels, the seats – all tried to keep going forward. The two things that kept going for a few milliseconds, after everything else had stopped, were the two human beings inside. It all happened with almost immeasurable speed. But to the pilot and Malcolm, like everyone who has ever looked imminent death in the face, those milliseconds were an eternity of slow-motion horror.  
 
    The pilot was thrust forward and was speared through the chest by the shaft of the steering yoke. The bloody end of the three-quarter inch rod poked out through a hole in his back.  
 
    Malcolm was launched forward. His huge three hundred and sixty-five-pound body, like a plunger in a tube, mowed down the seat backs of the three rows ahead of him. His face, still with his eyeglasses on his nose, smashed into the center of the control panel. A sheared piece of sheet metal, razor sharp, followed right behind Malcolm and, just like a slicing machine, cut through his shirt and removed a seven-inch wide strip of skin and fat all the way up his back directly over his spine, kidneys and lungs. He lay there bleeding from the long rectangular wound on his back. Blood ran from his face, which was flat up against the black-turned-red control panel. 
 
    The only thing that moved was the rising smoke. 
 
      
 
    The air was thick and humid. The sun moved an inch higher in the sky and the shadows shifted two feet on the ground. An hour had passed since the crash. Katydids buzzed in the thickets and bushes. Dragonflies swooped over the surfaces of brown puddles and mud holes. Lizards darted in sudden bursts of speed on rotten logs and dead leaves. 
 
    The plane lay twisted and broken at a forty-five-degree angle in the mangroves. Smoke still filtered up through the trees, rising skyward. A mockingbird alighted atop the plane's jutting rudder, as if to claim the wreck for the denizens of this primitive place where life has been untouched and uncontrolled by man since time itself began. In the crash, the pilot’s door had opened slightly and the pilot’s left arm hung out, as lifeless as a length of rope. An endless line of small fire ants were marching single file across the jungle floor. Having received their orders from some insect authority, they were marching intently toward their objective. The poisonous and very aggressive ants used a flattened weed to bridge the gap over a watery crevice. When they got to the pilot's dangling hand, they climbed on the dead flesh and continued their march under the sleeve of his suit. Inside the thin-skinned aluminum tomb, he hung like a marionette pierced by a nail, impaled by the steel rod of the yoke.  
 
    Malcolm looked as dead as the pilot. His body was head down, feet up, matching the forty-five-degree tilt of the plane, as if some evil force wanted to drain away every ounce of blood from his body through the wounds in his face. Blood still trickled out from under his face and dripped off the obliterated instrument panel. His smashed eyeglasses were hooked over his left ear, hanging loose at the side of his head.  
 
    Malcolm lay there, still, for many minutes. Then the fingers of Malcolm's right hand twitched once in a spasm. And again. His hand opened slightly. Then closed. Malcolm bent his arm at the elbow very slowly, back and forth. His hand and arm were the only things that moved. He tried his right leg and drew it up close to his body, very, very slowly. With great difficulty, and without moving his head, he extracted his left arm from under him. He sighed and grunted with each effort. He drew his left leg up next to his right as best as he could. He pushed his palms against the instrument panel and lifted his face slowly away from it. His mangled eyeglasses, still hooked over his left ear, fell to the floor of the plane. The lenses had shattered into a million pieces. His eyes were closed and the shards and bits of glass had pierced both his eyes right through the lids. Spikes and points and bits of broken glass were still sticking into the lids of both eyes. Blood ran from his eyes, nose and mouth. Dazed, disoriented, he tumbled out of the open door onto the soft wet earth, which was, because of the impact, about even with the door of the plane. Malcolm came to rest sitting upright. With his mouth gaping open, gasping for breath, Malcolm slowly opened his eyes. As he did, the bits and pieces of sharp glass that had pierced his eyes fell away. As Malcolm's eyes opened into slits, rivulets of blood ran down his cheeks. He used all his will to draw his eyelids up across the most sensitive part of the human body. In agonizing, inscrutable, indescribable pain, Malcolm forced his eyes open wide. They were two pools of blood overflowing, running down his face. All the air he had gasped in was now let out in a loud, blood-curdling, hair-raising scream. 
 
    A scream that sounded like it would go on forever. 
 
      
 
    Malcolm sat there motionless. Then his body started to sway slightly. His eyes were closed now but they kept bleeding down his cheeks, red droplets dripping from his chin and down his double-chin. 
 
    In this state of torpor, barely conscious, near shock, his brain was slow. Dark. But then, a spark. Blurry, out-of-sequence images started to emerge from the haze in his head. The out-of-focus ‘snapshots’ came in intermittent flashes as his brain struggled to make sense of them. He had to remember. He needed to remember how he got here.  
 
    He was only able to piece together snippets. 
 
    He could see himself in the plane, crouching way in the back. He could hear the propeller chopping through the air like a machete in slow-motion. He could see two men, the pilot and a man in the right front seat. The man on the right had a shiny aluminum suitcase on his lap. They were talking into headsets, so Malcolm could barely hear the conversation. But he could make out some words here and there. Struggling to clarify the fuzzy image in his dulled memory, Malcolm's eyes moved beneath his lids and he winced in pain. But he kept trying to focus on the images, to force his brain to make sense of it all.  
 
    The hazy picture cleared. 
 
    The pilot turned his head to the left, looking out his side window.  
 
    The man in the right seat secretly held a large hypodermic syringe in his left hand. He held it like a dagger. The long needle was unmistakable. The amber fluid inside the glass tube leaked out of the sharp tip and hung there.  
 
    The pilot's head was still turned away, craning almost, looking downward through his side window.  
 
    Then! Like a wading egret spearing a fish with its beak, the killer stabbed the needle deep into the pilot's neck below his right ear. The pilot spun around and put his right hand up to the sudden pain in his neck. He let go of the controls and rose up out of his seat over the killer, his body taut from head to toe. But it was too late. The killer pressed the plunger down forcing all the curare – a powerful poison used on the blow gun darts of South American Indians – as close to the pilot's jugular vein as possible. It would work in seconds causing muscular paralysis. The killer let go of the death injection and used both hands in an attempt to grab the pilot's wrists. The syringe stuck out of the pilot's neck and moved every-which-way with the upheavals and contortions of his body. The plane rocked to the left. It pitched up, then down. 
 
    Then Malcolm's brain went dark again. 
 
    He drifted off to sleep.


 
   
 
  

 Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    She lay there, practically naked in the white-hot sun. Her long beautiful body was deeply tanned and heavily basted in SPF 30. She was tummy down on the chaise lounge near the shimmering turquoise pool of the tall apartment building. She looked like a spread from a ‘men’s’ magazine. Her right cheek was resting on the tops of her hands and her long, bleached hair hung off the side of the chair. Wayward strands of her hair stuck to her buttery back. The top of her small bikini was untied and her breasts pressed out like balloons against the pale pink towel. The bottom of her small black bikini tried to contain her full round rear end as it arched toward the sky in a sensual curve. Her legs were perfect, all the way down to the red painted toenails. 
 
    Slowly, like a cat awakening from its nap, gently stretching, she raised her head and reached behind herself to fasten her bikini top. She purred a sigh, reached over her head with her left hand and threw her hair onto her back. She did a little push up and sat on the edge of the chaise lounge. 
 
    "I've had enough, you gonna stay?" 
 
    An equally gorgeous creature was lying on her back on a chaise lounge right next to her. She had her top on. Her bikini was white with diagonal aqua stripes. Her tan was just as dark as the other woman’s. Her hair was almost as blonde. 
 
    "No, I'll go up, too. Gotta take a shower and see what kinda trouble I can get into tonight. Mike won't be back 'til tomorrow." 
 
    "That's what he said, but you never know. You'd better watch your ass." 
 
    That's exactly what the men at the pool were doing as the two tempting women slipped on their sandals and white gauze see-through tops, grabbed their sun block, room key, book, magazine, sunglasses and towels and sashayed into the thirty-two-story rainbow colored building on Brickell Avenue in Miami. In the elevator, one of the women pressed twenty-three. 
 
    Two men in their mid-thirties, dressed in Miami Beach chic, got into the elevator just after them. The men pressed nothing. The elevator doors closed. The men just stood there in their white pants, tropical shirts and light-colored jackets, hands clasped in front. Everyone watched the floor numbers change at the top of the elevator. 
 
    "I'm really wasted,” the blonde in the black bikini said to the other one. "The sun is really strong." 
 
    "I love it. I could lay out there all day long." 
 
    "You do lay out there all day long." 
 
    "No, I go shopping once in a while, too!" A little giggle. 
 
    A chime sounded and the doors opened. One of the gentlemen held the door for the ladies who turned right after leaving the elevator. The men turned left and walked down the hall. As the women entered the apartment, the two men stopped walking, turned to see which apartment they went into and pulled guns from shoulder holsters beneath their jackets.  
 
    "That's the apartment." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "I'm tellin' you, that's the apartment." 
 
    The two clean-cut young men walked toward the door. They spoke in whispers. 
 
    "23-H, that's it!"  
 
    “You have the warrant?”  
 
    “In my pocket.” 
 
    "We should have more backup for this."  
 
    “Yeah, sure, that’s the way Hector got shot. Too many assholes going through a little door. Let's hit it!" 
 
    "OK, OK, I'll kick, you front." 
 
    The taller of the two men, a good-looking all-American type about five nine, stood on the side of the door, back against the wall, both hands on his black automatic pistol held down below his belt.  The other man, Hispanic, held his matte black gun in his right hand. He confronted the door like a fullback who was about to kick to a fifty-yard field goal.  
 
    In one beautifully executed martial-arts kick, the ivory painted metal door flew open as if blasted by an explosion. The brass striker plate and assorted screws and hardware showered into the room. Diaz recoiled from the furious kick as Mulholland stormed in, gun leading the way. Rushing in from the dark hall into rooms flooded with window light made it hard to see. But Mulholland’s eyes adjusted rapidly. Diaz followed fast. 
 
    A woman screamed at the top of her lungs. The girl in the black bikini was still wearing the black bikini bottoms, but nothing else. She crossed her arms over her breasts and reflexively forced her legs together as she stiffly took little baby steps backward away from Mulholland. 
 
    "Police! Don't move! Police! Don’t move!" Mulholland darted into the other rooms. "Walk to the middle of the room," Diaz said, his gun pointed at the beautiful body. His eyes frantically searched right and left.  
 
    As Mulholland entered a bedroom, there was blonde number two, completely naked, pulling at a bed spread for cover, finally grabbing a sky-blue pillow to put in front of herself. 
 
    "Drop it!" yelled Mulholland. She was frozen. "Drop it!" he screamed, "Or you're dead!" 
 
    She didn't. He took more careful aim. "Do it! Now!" She let the pillow fall to the floor, her face a picture of fear. Mulholland's eyes instinctively drifted over her body, but only for an instant. That's all he could allow himself.  
 
    "Who else is here?" 
 
    "N-n-no-no one." She stuttered as Mulholland opened closet doors carefully and quickly, always standing to the side of the door. He tried the bathroom door. It was locked. Mulholland yelled at the locked door. "Police! Come out or we're coming in! Now!" 
 
    A female voice came through the door. "OK, don't hurt me, please!" She was crying. The door handle turned, the door opened and a pretty young black woman wearing a white halter top and shorts cautiously inched out. "Please don't shoot, please! I'll do anything you want, please!" 
 
    "My God! This guy's got his own harem!" Mulholland said out loud to himself. 
 
    "You OK, bro?" Diaz called out. 
 
    "Yeah, got two, that's it,” Mulholland yelled. Then he commanded the two women, "Alright, walk slow, into the other room. Don't try anything. Don't move fast." 
 
    The three women stood in the middle of the living room. 
 
    "Put your hands on your heads. All of you."  
 
    As they obeyed, Mulholland couldn't resist just a flash of a grin. Diaz took a moment to pause and survey the fantasies in front of him.  
 
    Diaz, sotto voce to Mulholland, "Every once-in-a while I can see an advantage to this shitty job." 
 
    "What do you want us for? We ain't done nothin'. Leave us alone." It was the white girl with the black bottom. Blonde number one. 
 
    "Shut up," Diaz barked. "If we ask you a question, you talk, otherwise keep your mouths shut, got that?" 
 
    She pouted. They all pouted. 
 
    "OK, you," Mulholland said to number two, trying to sound tough, "where is he?" 
 
    "Where is who?" 
 
    "Don't get cute. You think that we think you little ladies live here all alone? One big all-girl happy family?" 
 
    "Tell them, Jackie, please!" said number one. "Tell them!" 
 
    "He's not here,” said number two. 
 
    "No shit?" said Mulholland, "I thought he might be hiding behind the drapes." There were no drapes. 
 
    "Can I get a shirt on?" The request came from girl number two, who was standing there stark naked. Mulholland thought her breasts looked like honeydew melons picked from the vine with a little of the stems still attached to the fruit. 
 
    "Yeah, can I get a shirt on? It's right over there," asked number one. 
 
    "No, you can't get your shirts on." Diaz said with a sneer. "Just stand there." 
 
    "Pigs!" Jackie said. 
 
    "Call us pigs if you want, but you're less likely to run through that door if you don't have any clothes on, right?" 
 
    "Wrong!" Jackie said almost spitting out the words.  
 
    "Diaz, you keep Little Annie Fanny and her sister in here while I take a walk with this one." Mulholland motioned his gun toward the bedroom. The pretty black girl, hands still on her head, walked in front of him. He shut the door behind them. 
 
    "Relax." He put his gun in his holster. "Put your arms down and sit down." She sat on the edge of the bed. She looked worried. "Look, we're not here to hassle you. All we want is some answers. Now, if you tell me what I want to know, I'll make up some story for the girls inside, so they'll never know you told me a thing. I'll help you get outta town if you want. But you gotta be straight with me." 
 
    She just looked up at him, weighing the situation. She fidgeted with her fingers in her lap. 
 
    "Now, we know Mike Galvo lives here, OK? And we heard he lives with more than one chick." She blinked. "Have I got it right so far?" She nodded. 
 
    In the other room, Diaz had turned on the radio so the others couldn't hear Mullholland’s questions and the black girl’s answers. Diaz sat down and put his feet on an ottoman as the girls just stood there naked. They were looking better all the time, he thought. He hoped the questioning would take a while.  
 
    Mulholland pressed on. "Now, does anyone else live here and are they expected home soon?" 
 
    "Lynn. She's out of town. In Chicago, I think. She won't be home for about a week." 
 
    "You mean, Galvo lives with four of you?" His eyes were wide. 
 
    She nodded. "But we're not all here at the same time." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "I'm a flight attendant. I'm away as much as I'm here. Lynn, the one in Chicago, just goes back and forth to Chicago for a week or two at a time. I really don't know what she does. I think her family has money. Jackie, inside, is here all the time. And Janet, she just lives here too. They make Michael happy. We all make Michael happy." 
 
    Mulholland just stared at her for a few moments, trying to get his mind around the idea of living with four delicious looking women. Wait ‘til the guys at the precinct hear this one. 
 
    He asked, "So, just where is Galvo right now?" 
 
    "I really don't know."  
 
    "Come on, honey, talk to me." He made a motion with his hand like an Italian goodbye. 
 
    "I really don't know. Michael is a pilot. He used to fly for the airlines, not the one I work for, though. Now he flies small planes. He gets jobs. I never ask. I just hear things." 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Like....things. It's none of my business." She paused. "I never thought it was this serious." 
 
    "It's this serious. And you better believe you can get your ass thrown in jail ‘til you're an old lady if you don't start singing like a goddamn bird, now where is he?" 
 
    She just looked up at him, her mouth locked. 
 
    "Look, we got a tip that there's a big deal going down. Bigger than anything Galvo has gotten his ass into so far. Big money comin' down from Chicago. That ties into what's her name, who lives here, flyin' up to Chicago all the time. We want to know how the deal's going down and where. It might involve Black Tar and..." 
 
    "Black Tar?" 
 
    "Black Tar heroin, from South America. It’s rough. Crude. Cheaper to buy than regular heroin. Think! You must have heard something!" 
 
    "I just heard he was maybe going to the coast. I don't know if that means California or the west coast of Florida." 
 
    "Like maybe you heard Everglades City?" No response. "Or maybe Chocoloskee Island?" She didn't even blink. "Or maybe Naples?" 
 
    "Maybe. Yeah. Maybe." 
 
    Mulholland spoke into his cell phone. In moments he was saying, "Yeah, yeah. Get a list of every plane rented, stolen, leased or missing going to the west coast of Florida.”
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    Hours had passed and Malcolm was still sitting in the exact same spot. His head was leaning against the fuselage of the plane. His eyes and the long, wide stripe on his back were still bleeding, oozing and gathering flies. His brain was still dazed and dulled by the trauma. 
 
    He had dozed off for a spell, but now the horrific images were coming back in waves, in spats and spurts. The ‘snapshots’ were still out-of-focus but improving. Again, he saw the hypodermic needle plunged deep in the neck of the pilot, Mike Galvo. He saw the killer grab Galvo’s wrists in a life and death struggle. Galvo was bigger, younger and stronger, but it wasn't easy to get loose from the smaller, older man's grip, especially against the slippery aluminum surface of the suitcase on the killer’s lap. The shiny box was rising and falling, pitching upward, then suddenly forward. Galvo was cramping every muscle against his attacker in the confined space. The attacker's legs and the aluminum case had forced the co-pilot’s steering yoke away from the instrument panel toward the seats, causing the nose of the plane to be thrust upward. The plane slowed. The engine strained.    
 
    Galvo's face and the killer's face came close together in the intense fight. Their eyes and veins were bulging. They were both grunting. Saliva was running from the corners of their mouths. They were locked in an embrace of violent death. 
 
    Galvo was starting to weaken. The drug had started to take effect. In an involuntary response, Galvo’s entire body jerked forward pushing in the yoke and the plane tilted forward at a steep, nose-down angle. The plane picked up speed and the engine raced loudly. 
 
    Galvo was failing fast. With the last ounce of strength in him, he freed his right hand and reached down beneath his right trouser leg. Galvo pulled out a blue-black .45 caliber revolver with a stubby two-inch barrel. When the smaller man saw the gun he went wild in panic, reaching for the weapon with both hands. This was exactly what he had wanted to avoid all along. A stray bullet, even one that had passed through a body, could easily hit the fuel tanks in the wings. It could destroy instruments. It could damage the engine. That's why he planned on a neat, fast, effective injection of curare, one of the world's deadliest poisons. Galvo should have been dead already, yet he seemed to have just enough strength in him to pull out this powerful small gun. What the killer did not know is that curare is a peculiar poison. Taken orally, it is practically harmless. Taken intravenously or intramuscularly, it causes paralysis quickly. Some of the curare had apparently been injected into Galvo's throat.  
 
    The plane was still at a steep, forward angle, but less than before, jerking its wings right and left and right again. The plane was now heading south over a vast expanse of green and wet jungle at a compass heading of 180 degrees toward uninhabited, isolated Cape Sable.  
 
    The killer was now up on his left knee on the right front seat. The shiny suitcase was between them. The killer grabbed for Galvo's right hand, which was loosely holding the gun, but got his wrist instead. Galvo tried to twist his wrist enough to shoot the madman in the head. A cannon blast from the tiny gun practically shattered their eardrums! An eight-inch flame shot out of the two-inch barrel. Black burn marks streaked across the killer's cheek. A bullet the size of a large marble punched a hole in the plastic side window of the plane.  
 
    Galvo rallied. There was still some fight left in him. 
 
    The plane banked drastically to the right. Galvo threw his body across the man and his hand went to the door release. With all his might, Galvo pushed the door open against the onrushing air. The wind ripped in as Galvo tried to push his killer out. The plane lurched to the right into a radical bank. 
 
    The killer now had Galvo's gun-wielding hand in a white-knuckled grip. Suddenly, the killer's head and shoulders sprang through the door opening, actually hanging out of the plane, head down, legs inside. Galvo was practically on top of him, pushing with all his might. Remarkably, the syringe was still hanging from Galvo's neck. But now, having done its job, it slipped out of the bright red puncture and fell away in the rushing air. 
 
    The plane suddenly dipped its wing even more, nearly spilling both men out. Galvo was thrust forward, practically on top of the killer. The killer tightened his death grip on Galvo's gun hand and twisted Galvo's wrist away from him. A fiery blast roared from the barrel propelling a huge .45 caliber slug at 1200 feet per second. It smashed through the fuel pressure flow indicator on the instrument panel, just above the co-pilot’s steering yoke. It ripped a gash through the back of the NAVCOM radio. It severed an oil line. The bullet, now expanded due to its travel through everything else, punched a gaping hole in the aluminum housing of the turbo. The whine from the damaged rotary parts of the turbo was deafening. Black smoke billowed out of the engine. For an instant, everything stopped. For an instant, there was no fighting, no kicking, no gnashing of teeth, no cursing, no gunshots. Only for an instant. 
 
    Then the killer, with the eyes of a monster, a demon, pushed and punched at Galvo with insanity. He even let go of Galvo's gun hand, because Galvo was going fast now. More of the killer's body slid out through the open door. He was head down, on his back, with the wheel strut under his right armpit. The small lollipop-like entry step was under the right cheek of his buttocks. His legs from his knees down, were still inside the plane. 
 
    Amazingly, life still ebbed inside Galvo, but barely. His eyes rolled around in their sockets. Galvo dropped the gun and went for his killer's left foot. He grabbed it. He got himself low on the seat and pushed, straining, face red.  
 
    The last thing the killer remembered was raising his right leg and hooking his foot on the co-pilot’s steering yoke. As he slipped off the step and began his free fall, his foot jerked the yoke and the plane rolled violently to the right again. The plane was on its side. Galvo, on his chest lying across both seats, shot forward. His left hand grabbed the left edge of the door opening. His right hand grabbed the right side of the opening. In a flash, the shiny aluminum box slid right out the door of the plane. It tumbled end-over-end, flipping like a metal playing card toward the slime below. Galvo uttered nothing. Not a sound, but his eyes said it all. 
 
    Somewhere, in a brightly lit part of the quiet Glades, a human form splashed lifelessly into a canal of black water. A large alligator instinctively slid into the rippling water from the muddy banks. 
 
    Elsewhere in the Glades, in a small hardwood grove of trees, something else fell from the heavens. An offering in a metal box. Payment, if you will, for witnessing the violence that took place within the prehistoric tabernacle.  
 
    Galvo weakly pushed and pulled himself back into the plane. And as soon as he did, he took the pilot's controls and righted the wings.  
 
    Malcolm's vision vanished again. 
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The single-engine Zephyr, an economical four seat light plane, was small in the blue sky somewhere over the Glades.  
 
    A little old man was at the controls. He had a severely receding hairline with clumps of hair on the sides of his head. The hair on top had been replaced by liver spots long ago. They matched the ones on his forehead, forearms and the back of his hands. He wore a button-down shirt with lots of pencils and pens in the left breast pocket. He peered through dark green aviator sunglasses. He slouched over a little in the seat, but his arms were rigid on the steering yoke, as if he were on a roller coaster. The plane flew perfectly level. It would have even if he had let go. It was a very forgiving, easy-to-fly, family type aircraft. And he knew it well. He had owned this same plane for more than thirty-two years now. 
 
    His name was George. And George seemed to be oblivious to everything. He just stared straight ahead at the distant horizon. He didn't even hear the droning of his plane. And what he was trying not to hear was the droning of Margaret, his wife. Margaret had a habit of droning on incessantly. About anything. About everything. One never had to say anything in a conversation with Margaret. Or could say anything. She took care of both sides of a two-person conversation very handily. It was a well-known fact at the Estero Baptist Church Ladies Auxiliary Committee meetings, that the one voice you could count on hearing was Margaret's.  
 
    In recent years, George had begun thinking that Margaret must be a reincarnated hen. The clack and cluck of her chatter sounded like a chicken, he thought. She even resembled a chicken at times. Her nose wasn't large, but it hooked out from her large, white, rhinestone studded sunglasses like the beak of a champion layer. Her white hair was beehived up on top of her head like a cockscomb. It shook constantly as she pecked her way through subject after subject. 
 
    "And did you see how ridiculous Harriet looked last night? Well, I declare. The nerve of her to show up in such a low-cut dress. At her age. Dressin' like she was nineteen. Gosh a’ mighty, she looks ninety, not nineteen. Who would want to look at her anyway? I think everyone at the party thought she was downright revolting. Everyone, that is, except you, George. I saw you looking at Harriet's, how do you say it, décolletage? She hasn't got anything I haven't got, George, maybe even less! How does anybody really know for sure? She has so many curves and rolls how could anybody tell what’s real and what isn't? But everyone seemed to have a good time, don't you think George?" 
 
    She started to unfold a map of Florida in front of her, almost filling the tiny cockpit of the plane with it. She didn't miss a beat of her pratter. "I'm so glad we decided we should go down to the convention this year George, aren't you? Even though we're retired now, I think there were a lot of car dealers there who were happy to see us, don't you think? We've made a lot of friends over the years." 
 
    "Now, let's see where we are, George." She pointed at a spot on the map. "We left Key West at what time, ten o'clock? Yes, it was ten o'clock. Now that's a strange place. You can have it. Maybe that's what happened to Harriet. All those loose, beatniks, peaceniks, and you-know-whatniks had an effect on her." 
 
    She went on. "Then we flew up the Keys. I just love the Keys, don't you George?" He didn't flinch. "Up past Marathon - that was a big one - over Duck Key, I hear there's a nudist colony on Duck Key, but I didn't see any nudists, did you George? Maybe Harriet's down there!" She laughed. George didn't. 
 
    She traced the journey with her finger on the map. "Past Islamorada and just at the tip of Key Largo, we turned left toward the mainland, just ten miles over water. You know how I have a phobia about flying over water. I just can't stand to fly over water, George. If we had gone straight to Estero from Key West, we would have flown a hundred miles over water, George. A hundred miles! Over water! No way. Not for me.” 
 
    Margaret continued. "Then we flew in a straight line from Key Largo. Right through the middle of . . . of nothing, George. That makes me nervous! At least we'll be over land the rest of the way home. But George, there's absolutely nothing down there. It's scary looking down there! When you stop to think about it, this is no better than being over water. If we go down here, George, I don't think they would ever find us. We should have just flown over the highway. I know, I know George, a lot of extra flying, extra gas, more air traffic...more time with me is probably why you wanted to take the shorter way home, isn't it George? Admit it. How's our gas? Haven't we got plenty, George? I mean, we did plan it out. Let's just hope nothing goes wrong. And let's never, never, never fly over this place again. Why do you think they call it the Everglades, George? There's just nothing down there but trees. Absolutely nothing but............great God Almighty! Have pity on their souls! George, stop the plane! I mean, ah, turn around, make a turn!" 
 
    George looked at Margaret. 
 
    "There's a plane down there, George! A crashed plane!" 
 
    George banked the plane to the left. 
 
    He made a descending spiral to give them a better view of what Margaret said she had seen.  
 
    "Over there, George, over there to the right! Turn right!"     
 
    George banked the low-wing aircraft sharply to the right to give them a good view. As they pivoted over the wreckage on the tip of their right wing, Margaret said, "Holy God."  
 
    George said, "Holy shit."



 
   
 
  

 Five 
 
      
 
    
Malcolm looked dead. His body was leaning against the plane in the shade under the wing. He was hunched over, chin against his chest. He started moving his head slightly every now and then. Even if he were awake, fully awake, he would have no idea where he was. He was barely alive at the edge of more than ten thousand square miles of dense flora and slithering fauna. One continuous, enormous tangle of steamy thickets, impenetrable vines, poisonous and thorny plants, poisonous snakes and spiders…even poisonous toads and caterpillars. The moist, thick air was made even thicker with endless swarms of huge black mosquitoes. It was a jungle to be sure, cut in crazy patterns of brown, green and black natural canals. Countless overstuffed prehistoric alligators, mouths agape, sank into the mud at the edges of still lagoons. It was as if the Everglades were endless primordial green slime, left to itself since time began, with an electric broiler directly overhead. 
 
    Once again, Malcolm's eyes moved under their lids. His brain was trying to recharge, synapses sparking erratically. Tiny electrical impulses and signals were trying to fire inside his head. The pictures were hazy. The sounds distant. But the distorted visions started taking shape. He heard a familiar sound. A phone ringing. 
 
    "Hello." 
 
    “Malcolm Farmer?” It was a woman’s voice. 
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Are you Malcolm Farmer?” The voice was firm, businesslike. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Malcolm Farmer.” 
 
    “This is Dr. Benson’s office, in Naples, Florida. Doctor Benson asked me to call you to inform you about your mother.” 
 
    “My mother? What’s hap . . .” 
 
    “Your mother was admitted to Naples Regional three days ago with severe . . .” 
 
    “Naples Regional?” Malcolm’s eyes widened as they searched the wall, the floor, 
 
    anything in sight . . . but they saw nothing. 
 
    “Yes, Naples Hospital, with severe abdominal pain. Unfortunately, exploratory surgery revealed advanced ovarian cancer.” 
 
    “Oh, geez!” Malcolm’s face turned red. His eyes filled. 
 
    “And Doctor Benson feels that it might be a good idea for you to be here, if you can.” 
 
    Malcolm’s eyes closed tightly squeezing out a tear that ran down his cheek. 
 
    There was silence as Malcolm’s face contorted to the sting of the words. He could not speak. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” The woman’s voice was softer now, having done her duty, the nurse could now relax. The hard part was over, at least for her. 
 
    “I’m very sorry to have to make this call, but it’s better that you know and you can make plans accordingly.” 
 
    Malcolm made an attempt to speak. 
 
    “Is she . . .” His voice was shaking. “Is she awake? Can I speak to her?” 
 
    “I’m calling from Doctor Benson’s office, I’m not at the hospital right now. I know that your mother just came out of surgery and she’s sedated at this point.” The nurse tried to console him. She was looking for words to ease the pain.  
 
    “I spoke with your mother before surgery and she said you’re a post grad student at NYU.” Malcolm sniffled. "And you're brilliant at computers and math." 
 
    A mournful sound came from Malcolm. The pain did not subside. Another tear fell. 
 
    “She’s very proud of you. So think about making a trip down if you can.” 
 
    “I . . .” Malcolm was struggling to summon some courage, to dredge up enough strength to at least finish the conversation and hang up so he could be alone. There was something he had to say and, by God, he was going to say it. He took in a breath and pushed out the words. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be there. I’ll be there no matter what. Nothing could keep me from getting there. Nothing.” 
 
    The blurry vision in his mind faded to black. The far-away reverberating voices were silenced now. Malcolm’s stunned brain refused to retrieve any other stored memories. At least for a few minutes. He just sat there. Unmoving. The only sound now was the calling of birds and the buzzing of insects. Shafts of sunlight filtered through fronds and branches. 
 
    Malcolm’s eyes moved beneath his lids. A vision was returning, starting to glow in his mind.  
 
    The NYU off-campus dorm room was bright. Sunlight streamed in through the open window on this gorgeous May morning. Malcolm, sniffling, eyes rimmed in red, grabbed underwear, a couple of shirts, shorts, and toiletries and stuffed them all into a backpack. He opened his wallet and counted out the bills. Suddenly, his roommate, Kyle, opened the door and came in laughing, almost giddy, cell phone up to his ear, books under his arm. Kyle did a double take of Malcolm. 
 
    “I’ll call you back.” He threw his books and phone on his bed. 
 
    “I need to borrow around fifty bucks,” Malcolm said, sounding like he had a head cold. 
 
    “What’s going on? What happened?” 
 
    “My . . . Mom, she . . . (sniffle) she’s in the hospital in Florida ‘n I gotta get there, like now.” 
 
    Kyle was a decent kid. In fact, Malcolm was lucky to have him as a roommate and friend. Funny thing is, they couldn’t have been more different. Kyle, barely more than five-feet-four, didn’t weigh more than one-twenty-five after a big breakfast. He had a mop of dark curly hair. Malcolm, on the other hand, was a mountain of a young man. A towering six-feet-five, and a huge three hundred and sixty-five pounds. Malcolm’s sandy blond hair was cut close. Neat. Kyle exuded a sort of flim-flam, street savvy personality, while Malcolm was the naive, unassuming gentle giant. His black-framed eyeglasses had thick lenses that confirmed his geeky persona.  
 
    “Here ‘ya go, buddy,” Kyle said, arm outstretched, hand full of cash.  
 
    “Take seventy-five. Your lucky day. Just got some sympathy money from my old man. Take it. Is that enough?” 
 
    “Yeah, with what I have, it’ll cover airfare to Miami and a connecting flight to Naples. I have to leave right now or I won’t make the flight out of LaGuardia. Thanks, K.” 
 
    “Anything for you, good buddy. Let me know how your mom is doing.” 
 
    Malcolm was almost out the door.  
 
    “Oh . . .” Kyle added.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Have a safe trip!” 
 
    Then the dream-like images collapsed inside Malcolm’s brain. His eyes bulged and moved and searched under bloody lids, desperate to see more. To know more. The pictures wouldn't come back. Only flashes of light and color. But then they did. Out of the murk, the image got brighter. 
 
    BIENVENIDOS a MIAMI said the large sign hanging over the doors for all flights at MIA. There were throngs of people moving every which way on the concourse, each one tense with the apprehension of missing their flight.  
 
    It was easy to spot Malcolm among the masses. And it was easy for him to look over the heads of the stampede to spot the men’s room. Malcolm was in a hurry. He had to pee. And he had to catch his plane. He placed his backpack on the sink vanity and turned to one of the urinals against the opposite wall. 
 
    Then, in Malcolm’s brain, the static again. No signal. No picture. Malcolm searched the inside of his bloody lids dying to know how he got to the spot where he sat. The images wouldn't come clear. 
 
    He heard a woman's voice. It sounded far away. 
 
    “Trans Florida Flight 689 to Naples now boarding at Gate 29. Trans Florida Flight 689 to Naples now boarding at Gate 29.” 
 
    Malcolm was just going through security. His flight from La Guardia to Miami had been delayed.  
 
    “Driver’s license and boarding pass please.” 
 
    Malcolm reached into the deep outside pouch of the backpack. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    He reached deeper, more fervently, his eyes toward the ceiling.  
 
    Nothing. Shit!  He thought to himself. 
 
    His huge hand scoured the inside of the pouch. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    He went to the pouch on the other side.  
 
    Empty. My God, where the fu… 
 
    “Sir, please stand aside and when you find them get back in line.” 
 
    “I . . . it . . . they must be here. I have them. I. . . .” 
 
    “Sir, just stand right over there and take your time. Then come right back to me.” 
 
    Malcolm slid over to the side but continued talking to the agent. 
 
    “I had my ticket and wallet right in here. I’m positive.” Malcolm rummaged around inside the bag, hands frantic by now. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Beads of perspiration appeared on his forehead. His face was hot pink. His heavy glasses slid down his nose. His finger pushed them back. He slapped the pockets of his pants. He took out his keys, some loose change, a candy bar. 
 
    No wallet. No boarding pass.  
 
    He was back at the security podium in the face of the agent. He almost knocked a person out of the way. 
 
    “I, I can’t find them. I can’t believe I lost them. I had them both right . . .” 
 
    “Sir, do you have any other identification?”  
 
    Malcolm looked stupefied for a moment. 
 
    “Well, no, I don’t. I don’t have . . .” 
 
    “Sir, you can’t go beyond this point without ID and a boarding pass.” 
 
    Another agent appeared behind the agent speaking and just stood there. 
 
    “But you don’t understand. I have to get to Naples,” he insisted, “I have to get on that flight.” 
 
    Another passenger standing at the podium, a middle-aged woman, seemed annoyed. 
 
    “Why don’t you just get on the next flight and let the rest of us get on ours?” 
 
    Malcolm ignored her. 
 
    “When’s the next flight?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    “Not until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow! My mother . . . I have to get to Naples today!”  
 
    The backup agent was now next to Malcolm. “Step aside, sir. Step out of the way.” The line of people was long. “Come with me over here.” The agent put his hand under Malcolm’s forearm.  
 
    “But I, listen, I . . .” Malcolm resisted.  
 
    The reverberating woman's voice again: "Last call for Trans Florida Flight 689. Flight 689 to Naples. Last call. Doors are closing now at Gate 29." 
 
    “I understand, sir, just step over here and I’ll see if I can help you.” The agent gave a tug.  
 
    When Malcolm went along, the people in line breathed a collective sigh of relief.  
 
    “You see, my mother’s in the hospital. I got a phone call about the surgery, not good they said and . . .” 
 
    “Sir, I hear you and I understand. A word of professional advice, never put your boarding pass and your wallet where somebody can get their hands on them. Like an open pocket of a backpack.”  
 
    “You think somebody stole them?” 
 
    “This is Miami, sir. Life in the big city.” Malcolm wasn’t about to say he was from Manhattan. 
 
    “Now, there’s a flight tomorrow and. . . .” 
 
    Malcolm exhaled deeply. His shoulders sank. He looked away. He looked like he was going to cry.  
 
    “OK, OK,” the agent said, “you have no ID, no boarding pass, no money, and you need to get to Naples, right?” Malcolm tightened his lips until they almost disappeared, and he shook his head to say “yes”. Even the agent sighed now, groping for some way to help him.  
 
    “You can’t rent a car because you have no license, no credit cards, right?” Malcolm, grimace unchanged, shook his head again. The agent closed his eyes, as if reading something on the inside of the lids. 
 
    "You could hitchhike, but that might take a good while.” A pause. Thinking. “Well, this is a long shot, but . . .”  
 
    Malcolm’s eyes flashed to the agent’s face. Expectant. Hoping.  
 
    “It’s a long shot, but you might get yourself over to the GA side, the General Aviation side, of the airport and try to hitch a ride on a private plane headed that way. There’s a number of them that go over that way, I’m sure.” Malcolm just stared at him. 
 
    “Of course, no guarantees. ‘Ya never know. But this might be your lucky day.” 
 
    The voice trailed off and the picture inside Malcolm’s head faded. Malcolm's private screening was over for the moment. He lifted his head up from his chest. He made his body more erect, no longer leaning on the fuselage but still planted firmly to the ground as if paralyzed. His eye movements became more rapid. His mouth opened a bit in pain as the lids rubbed against tiny particles of glass still stuck in his eyes. The pain was worth it. He began to see more glimpses of why he was here. He began to remember. 
 
    The sign over the counter read: AVNation Aircraft Rental Center 
 
    “I have a reservation for the Super Skyvan.” The man speaking had a muscular build.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Galvo, I have the rental agreement right here. I just need ID, pilot’s license, current medical, sign off for type of aircraft and a credit card.” 
 
    The room was large, but virtually empty. Malcolm did not draw attention to himself. He sat down, opened a magazine on the coffee table and listened intently. Sitting in the opposite corner was a small bald man who had a large, shiny aluminum case on his lap.  
 
    Mr. Galvo produced what was requested and signed the plane rental papers. 
 
    "I see you're headed to Naples today. Weather looks good." 
 
    "Looks good from the ground, but I'll check radar before we leave." 
 
    “Here you are. You’re all set. The plane is N zero 6429.” 
 
    Mr. Galvo repeated the N number. "Zero 6429.” 
 
    “Right outside the door to the left on the ramp. If you just wait a few minutes, I’ll have Frankie top it off. As soon as he fuels it up, you’ll be on your way.” 
 
    Mr. Galvo turned away from the counter and bumped right into Malcolm.
"Excuse me, sir, excuse me. I couldn't help but hear that you're flying to Naples and I, er, . . " Malcolm said, embarrassed and red-faced. "I have to get there as soon as I ca . . ." 
 
    Mr. Galvo's efficient, businesslike demeanor was evident during the transaction with the rental agent. Now, looking directly into Mr. Galvo's eyes close-up, Malcolm felt a chilly wave sweep up his body. Galvo gave Malcolm the heebie jeebies. 
 
    Mr. Galvo wasted no time. He cut Malcolm off mid-sentence.  
 
    "Sorry kid, no can do." And he turned to walk away. 
 
    "But sir, I . . . I. . ." 
 
    Mr. Galvo stopped, turned his whole body back toward Malcolm and stood very close. He looked up at Malcolm, right in his eyes, unflinching, unblinking. He just stared. There was something about that stare, his eyes, something behind his eyes that told Malcolm to back-off then and there. Not another word was spoken between the two men. 
 
    Malcolm stood there for a few minutes dumbfounded. Then he recalled something that had happened earlier that same day. The phone call from the nurse. He could hear his response all over again. Nothing will stop me from getting there. Nothing. 
 
    Watching Mr. Galvo walk away, Malcolm thought, Fuck you, Mr. Galvo. You're my best chance and you're not going to stop me from seeing my mother. Not you or anything else. 
 
    Mr. Galvo and the smaller, balding man with the shiny case went off to check weather and radar reports. The man behind the counter went to find Frankie. And Malcolm, desperate, went to look for N Zero 6429. 
 
    Malcolm wasted no time. He quickly found the plane parked in the bright sunlight to the left of the building. It had N06429 in one-foot tall numbers on both sides of the tail section. The plane was a single-engine high-wing design with one long metal strut on each side from the wing down to a place on the belly of the fuselage near the main landing gear. The design was old but strong. It had a nose wheel which made it easy to taxi on the ground. And, being a Skyvan, it had a large baggage door on the port side, the left side, at the back of the plane making it easy to load and unload cargo. 
 
    Malcolm was unseen on this slow business day as he quickly unlatched the baggage door and crawled inside. As he did, the plane took on a definite droop in the rear, but not enough to draw attention.  
 
    Malcolm stowed away on the floor behind the third row of double seats and covered himself with an old army-surplus blanket he found there. Within seven hot minutes under the blanket, Galvo and Salvatore Giacommo, alias Sal Steel, got in and the plane went level again. 
 
    As the engine of the little plane started up in Malcolm's mind, Malcolm's recollection faded out. His head tilted to the left against the crashed fuselage again. 
 
    For the moment, the show was over. 
 
    Malcolm's brain was stuttering. Visions, memories, recollections came in glimpses, snatches of scenes. He was trying to look deep and see clearly into a confused, fuzzy, distorted field of visions in his mind.  
 
    Finally, some definition emerged. 
 
    Again, he saw himself sitting, hiding behind the third row of seats, he had found an old wool army-blanket in an area where things like luggage, duffle bags, golf clubs, and an emergency first-aid kit were stored during flights. 
 
    He was hiding as best as he could. An undetected stowaway.  
 
    Galvo sat at the controls of the plane. The smaller man was in the co-pilot's seat, the shiny case in his lap. They spoke into headphones as the plane droned on in flight. Malcolm could barely make out a few words here and there, but enough to get the drift. 
 
    Galvo said, "Imagine, keepin' four and a half million bucks locked up with a tiny little key from big bad ass drug smugglers like us. Funny, isn't it?"  
 
    "No, it isn't funny,” Steel said. “‘Cause even if it wasn't locked up with a tiny little key they know we, or at least I, wouldn't steal a buck of it. Why should I, I'm makin' more than I ever dreamed of. All I have to do is do what I'm told and be loyal. Protect the interests of...the company. Besides, I got a wife and three kids at home. I wanna make sure they keep living.” 
 
    "Yeah, and I want to keep my red Ferrari Testarossa, my condo overlooking Biscayne Bay and two blondes, a redhead and a black girl who make my life heaven." 
 
    "All that on just a hundred a year, huh?" 
 
    "I'm pullin' about two hundred now, with a little a this and a little a that. So I'm not anxious to have it all end either," Galvo answered. 
 
    "That’s good. I was afraid you were thinking you could have a good life in Switzerland or Rio or Tahiti on some of the company’s money. I'd hate to see that happen, Mike, know what I mean?" 
 
    "Hey man, I'm cool. I'm real cool. Hey," Galvo said, "Vinnie said you're takin' flying lessons." 
 
    "Vinnie has a big mouth." Sal was annoyed. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "Well, what?" Sal asked. 
 
    "How far are you? Did you solo yet?" 
 
    "Yeah, I did, two weeks ago." 
 
    "Why the fuck didn't you tell me? Ask for advice? Have me give you some pointers? We've been doin' these gigs for a year or so and you never even mentioned it. What's up with that?” Galvo asked, a bit irritated. 
 
    "I was gonna surprise ya'," Sal retorted. 
 
    "Surprise me?"  
 
    "Yeah, you know,” Sal said, “grab the wheel and show you what I could do." 
 
    Malcolm's riveting image went black.



 
   
 
  

 Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The face looked like it was from outer space. It had a human mouth and nose, but it resembled some mechanical, computerized robot with large peering eyes encircled by silver knurled rings. Around its large oval perimeter were shiny levers, roller-wheels and numbers etched in stainless steel. 
 
    Dr. Friedkin, ophthalmologist, swung the ocular refractor device away from the face of Gina DiSantis. She blinked a few times, trying to refocus her eyes after the eye exam.  
 
    "So, what do you think, Dr. Friedkin?" 
 
    "Not bad, not bad. Nothing to worry about. But you do have a change in prescription." 
 
    "A lot?" 
 
    "Nah. Just a little one, but enough to need new contacts." The doctor entered some notes into Gina's records.  
 
    Gina was an attractive young Italian girl of nineteen. Her shoulder length auburn hair came alive with natural highlights when Dr. Friedkin turned up the examining room lights. She was polite, courteous and respectful of her elders and professionals like Dr. Friedkin. She looked and sounded like she came from a good family. One of those hardworking Chicago Italian-Catholic families that believe in old-fashioned values and traditions. Around her neck was an 18-karat gold cross her father gave her for her first communion, a locket with her boyfriend's picture in it, and the evil eye, classic Italian protection against evil spirits.  
 
    Dr. Friedkin was a nice person, too. Tall and thin, he had the body of Abraham Lincoln. But his close-cropped hair was curly and almost all gray. He had a soft voice and an easy smile.  
 
    Dr. Friedkin was no slouch. He was a dedicated and experienced eye surgeon. He had examined the eyes of the entire DiSantis family for many years. He knew them all. He met Gina when she was just seven. 
 
    "Now, we can give you the same kind of contacts you had before. Let's see, you had that brand for two years, or we can talk about some of the newer types that have come out since then." 
 
    "You mean, more comfortable maybe?" 
 
    "Uh huh," he acknowledged.   
 
    "Oh, that would be great." 
 
    He sat down beside her on a rolling stool as she inserted her contacts back into her eyes. 
 
    "Hey, why don't you give me colored contacts? Wouldn't I look good with blue eyes?" She fluttered her eyelashes as a comical gesture, hoping the Doctor would agree. 
 
    "In all the years I've been examining you, I always thought you looked just fine with the beautiful brown eyes the good Lord gave you.” 
 
    "Well, I'd give up the blue eyes if I could also give up putting these things in and out of my eyes every day." 
 
    "We could try the newest long-wear lenses. Or," he looked into her records, "we could try radial keratotomy." 
 
    "Radial kerawhatame?" 
 
    "Radial keratotomy. RK for short. Then you wouldn't have to worry about glasses, or contacts, or cleaning, or anything." 
 
    "No glasses?  No contacts?" 
 
    "Right. It's a surgical procedure, about thirty-five years old in the U.S., that actually changes the shape of the cornea." 
 
    "You mean, an operation." 
 
    "Uh huh. A very simple one." 
 
    "How simple?" 
 
    "Here, let me show you how it works." Friedkin picked up a piece of paper and a pencil. He drew a circle representing the cornea. "You see, when an image comes through the cornea, the lens of a normal eye, it focuses at the back of the eye. At the retina. In a myopic eye, the image focuses here, somewhere in the middle. By the time the image reaches the retina, it's out of focus." 
 
    "So you change the shape of the eyeball? So the image can hit the retina?" 
 
    "You're on the right track. But it's easier to change the shape of just the cornea, instead of the eyeball itself." He drew a half circle. "You see, here's a normal cornea. A nice gentle, even curve. Now, what we want to do is change this curve to flatten the half circle, making it more squarish. If we take the proper measurements, this change in curvature will cause the focal point to hit the retina in just the right place, giving you 20/20 vision." 
 
    Gina cautiously and squeamishly ventured a question, "Now, if it's surgery, it means cutting, doesn't it?” 
 
    "Yes, it does, but it doesn't hurt. And it only takes about 15 or 20 minutes." 
 
    "But didn't I read that the cornea is the most sensitive part of the human body?" 
 
    "Yes, but with anesthetics you won't feel a thing." 
 
    "Are you kidding, just 15 or 20 minutes to give me 20/20 eyesight?" 
 
    "Well, yes, and no. The surgical procedure takes about that long for each eye in an operating room at Chicago General. We’d have to do it there." 
 
    "How is this procedure done?" 
 
    Friedkin picked up a plastic model of an eye about the size of a bowling ball. "First, we take very careful measurements. Then we anesthetize the eye so there’s no pain." Gina winced. "No, really, you won't feel a thing. Then we make very careful small incisions with a tiny diamond blade. The number of cuts, the length and the depth of them are all carefully planned in advance.” 
 
    Gina listened intently, eager to learn all about it.  
 
    “This procedure was actually discovered by a Russian ophthalmologist in 1974 who treated a boy who fell off a bicycle. The boy's eyeglasses broke and bits of glass cut the boy’s eyes. It improved the boy’s vision to about a perfect 20/20." 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Not at all. It’s a fact. Today, of course, there are more modern versions of it, but it's all pretty much the same and it all started with that Russian doctor and a little boy.” 
 
    Gina showed a little doubt and fear. "But, doesn't it hurt when the anesthesia wears off?" 
 
    "Oh, a little. Like something in your eye. The eye clears up in about four or five days and stabilizes within about four to eight weeks." 
 
    "Is it safe?" She was hopeful. 
 
    "I wouldn't let you do anything that wasn't safe, you know that. I've been performing this procedure here in Chicago since 1987. In fact, I was the first eye surgeon in Chicago to perform radial keratotomy. Haven't lost a patient yet." He said with his winsome smile. 
 
    "But, what if something goes wrong?" 
 
    "If something goes wrong, you'll end up with an under correction, less than 20/20, and you might have to wear contacts again. But, if we have an over correction, your vision will be better than 20/20." 
 
    "Better than 20/20?" 
 
    "Eyes like an eagle."  
 
      
 
    •  •  •
 
 
    The small Italian woman lifted the lid off the large pot and steam puffed out in a cloud. She sniffed the contents. As she was just about to sample a taste of the red sauce, a hand fell on her shoulder and she jumped. 
 
    "Hi, Mom." 
 
    "Oh, Gina! You scared the hell out of me! I didn't hear you come in. My mind must have been a million miles away." 
 
    "Sorry, Mom. What's for dinner?" 
 
    "Ravioli." 
 
    Gina sat at the kitchen table and began handpicking morsels from a bowl of freshly made salad. 
 
    "Don't spoil your appetite. I made this sauce with the sausage your uncle Carmen gave us when we went to visit last week." 
 
    "Is this the stuff he makes himself that he claims he can't make enough of?" 
 
    "This is it. And I believe him. You should have seen how good it looked before I put it in the pot. And I made braciole.  Your father loves braciole." 
 
    "What's the occasion? Somebody getting married? Like my brother?" She was kidding. 
 
    "You must be dreaming. The day he gets married your grandmother will dance on her grave. God rest her soul." 
 
    "But Mom, it's Saturday, not Sunday. Why are we having our Sunday dinner on Saturday?" 
 
    "Your father has to work tomorrow. And I had to use the sausage, that's why." 
 
    "Where is Dad, anyway?" 
 
    "Taking a shower." 
 
    A young man in his mid-twenties popped into the doorway. Above the doorway was a wishbone from a Thanksgiving turkey. The young man wore nothing but dress pants. He had black hair and not a single hair was out of place. "Hey, Gina, if you're looking for your hairdryer, it's in my room. Mine broke." 
 
    "You got a date tonight, Anthony?" 
 
    "Yeah, why?" 
 
    "With Angela?" 
 
    "Yeah, why?" 
 
    "Well, when you're out tonight, buy a hair dryer. I want mine back." 
 
    "So take it. Who wants it anyways?" Anthony left the doorway, but Gina yelled so he could hear, "And did you take a shower?" 
 
    No answer. 
 
    "Mom, I thought you said Dad was taking a shower?"  
 
    "He is. You brother took one long ago. You know it takes him three hours to get ready for a date. Don't worry, there's plenty of hot water. What did Dr. Friedkin say about your eyes?" 
 
    "Well, they got worse." 
 
    "Oh, dear.” 
 
    "But that doesn't mean they're bad. I just need new lenses, or an operation.” 
 
    "An operation! My God, what's wrong?" 
 
    "Nothing, Mom, nothing. Really! You see there's this, ah, procedure called radial, ah, radial kera...kera something and..." 
 
 
    Upstairs, Tony DiSantis, Sr. walked into his bedroom with a damp towel tied around his waist. Tony's salt and pepper hair was still wet. He had a part on the left side that looked like a white line drawn with a ruler. Tony was built like a bull. For years he had worked at developing his heavy-boned, five-foot-eight-inch frame, strong shoulders and thick arms. But now, at fifty-nine, his shoulders were more rounded, his arms had lost their definition and he had a paunch from his sternum down. Yet he carried himself reasonably well. 
 
    DiSantis had lots of hair on his chest and sparse ringlets of hair on his shoulders and back. On top of his bureau was a black and white wedding picture of he and Camille taken twenty-four years ago. Draped over a corner of the picture was a gold chain strung with a small crucifix and another gold chain carrying the famous Italian evil eye. He slid both over his head. 
 
    He opened a drawer of his bureau. He put his gun, a holstered blued .38 Special on top of the bureau right next to the wedding picture. He laid his detective's badge next to his gun and continued to get dressed. 
 
 
    "...and if they under correct, I'll have not-so-good vision, I'll have to keep wearing contacts." 
 
    "Jesus, Mary and Joseph!" Mrs. DiSantis was grating Parmesan into a bowl. Gina was holding a pencil and a piece of paper with two circles on it.  
 
    “And if they overcorrect, I'll have better than 20/20 vision." Gina DiSantis didn't know whether she wanted to talk her mother into letting her have the radial keratotomy procedure or if she wanted her mother to talk her out of it. 
 
    "Gina, nobody needs better than 20/20 eyesight, do they? I mean, am I right or wrong?" 
 
    "A superhero does!" 
 
    "Hey, is somebody talkin' about me again?" Tony DiSantis was carefully groomed, as always.  
 
    "Oh, hi Daddy!"  
 
    Mrs. DiSantis spoke up: "Dr. Friedkin must have rocks in his head. He's trying to tell Gina she needs an operation! An operation that might make her eyes worse, or a lot better! You try to figure it out Tony, 'cause I can't." 
 
    "No, momma, most of the time, almost all the time, it works out just fine." 
 
    "What's this about an operation, Gina? You need an operation? What kind of operation? What's this all about?" 
 
    "It's nothing Daddy, really. I don't need an operation. Dr. Friedkin told me about a very simple procedure that can correct my vision, so I'll never have to wear glasses or contacts or anything ever again." 
 
    "Of course, the surgeon recommends surgery. What else?  I'm surprised at Friedkin. After all these years." DiSantis poured himself a cup of coffee and lit a cigarette.  
 
    "Daddy, a lot of people have had this done already. It only takes fifteen minutes, that's for each eye, and..." 
 
    "And what's this about makin' your eyes worse or better? Don't they know which way it's gonna go?" 
 
    "Dr. Friedkin says it works out just fine practically all the time. But sometimes somebody might end up with less than 20/20. So they wear their contacts. And, once in a while, somebody might end up with better than 20/20 vision." 
 
    "In which case you wear glasses, right?" 
 
    "No, Daddy, you wear nothing. Just imagine, no cleaning contacts anymore, no losing contacts anymore, no…" 
 
    Mrs. DiSantis couldn't hold her tongue any longer. "And how much will this fifteen-minute operation cost?" 
 
    "He said around eighteen hundred." 
 
    "My God!" Tony DiSantis said. "I always knew I was in the wrong business!" 
 
    "Oh, speaking of business, you had a phone call when you were in the shower. Somebody from the station, I think. Didn't leave his name, he was in a real hurry. He hung up before I could get his name." Mrs. DiSantis was setting the dining room table as she talked. "Said you'd be interested in knowing that he heard a report about a plane crash in Florida. Thought you should check it out right away." 
 
    Tony DiSantis put down his coffee and put out his cigarette. He got up from the kitchen table.  
 
    "Daddy, what do you think? Is it too much money?" 
 
    "I don't care about the money, baby. If you need it, you need it. If you want it, you want it. I can't talk about it now, I gotta go in." 
 
    "Now?" Mrs. DiSantis exclaimed. 
 
    "Now." 
 
    "This very minute you gotta go in? You can't eat first?" Tony left the kitchen. She called after him. "It'll only take five minutes, Tony!" 
 
    "Jesus, can't Daddy ever give up? I mean, this obsession to bring every drug dealer in Chicago to justice. He's a workaholic. Why doesn't he let somebody else do the work for a change?" 
 
    "Your father's very head-strong, you know that. And you're the same way. When you don't get your way, you don't give up. He's determined. I don't think that's bad." 
 
    "Yeah, but as long as I can remember, he's tried to be in too many places at once. He's here at home about to have a nice family dinner and he runs out. It's nothing new, but it still bugs me. I mean, are there that many people dealing drugs that he's this overworked?" 
 
    "It wasn't always this bad. The past three years have been the worst. But he was busy when he became a Lieutenant seven years ago, too. It wasn't easy, Gina. He worked hard to get where he is. He's taken a lot of...crap. And he hasn't forgotten it. And when you're a kid from the streets, and you have an opportunity to become a detective, and then a lieutenant...hey, listen, he's a good man. We've never wanted for anything. His family means a lot to him, you know that."
 
 
    •  •  • 
 
    
"One-eleven, this is four-seven." 
 
    "Copy, DiSantis, go ahead." 
 
    "Patch me in to Klempner please, Suzie." 
 
    DiSantis drove with his left hand and keyed the radio mike with his right. "Klempner, here.” 
 
    "Hey, Marv.” 
 
    “Hey, Tony. I thought you were off today?” 
 
    “I am, but I'm comin' in. I wanna check somethin' out. I got a tip from one of my stoolies. Did you hear somethin' about a plane goin' down in Florida?” 
 
    “I haven't been watchin' the news. You mean like an airliner?” 
 
    “No, no, no, I mean a small plane. Like a drug plane?” 
 
    “Not yet. But that doesn't mean anything. I'm always the last to know even though I'm supposed to be the first to know.” 
 
    “Well, look into it. This could be the big connection we've been looking for. I'll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    Tony DiSantis had pulled his basic police-issued four-door out of the driveway of his modest Oak Park home. He was already driving through the suburban neighborhood, down Chicago Avenue past one of the original homes and studio of Frank Lloyd Wright, then South on Oak Park Ave. past the birthplace home of Earnest Hemingway, then to the entrance ramp of the Eisenhower Expressway.  
 
    Oak Park was full of well-to-do types, upwardly mobile yuppies, as well as established business people and entrepreneurs. There were quite a number of millionaires in Oak Park. The DiSantis family was lucky to live there, if only on the edge of it. Tony bought his house years ago, before Oak Park had assumed its present cachet. Tony added to his house a couple of times over the years, with the coming of his two children. Now the neighborhood, and his house, had real value. In another couple of years, when he retires from the force, he’ll be able to cash it all in and move far away where he can forget about all the garbage he had to walk through all his life.  
 
    As he drove toward the downtown station house on Madison, only one-mile North of where he grew up, he lit a cigarette and thought about how things had changed so dramatically over the years.  
 
    DiSantis came from the Mother Cabrini section of Chicago, better known as Little Italy, a run-down neighborhood that, to this day, hasn't improved all that much. It was, and still is a ghetto of hard-working immigrants, a hodge-podge of many nationalities, but mostly Italian. A twenty-four-block grid of real life. Tough life. It was a community of Sunday worshippers, old-fashioned values, age-old traditions and small family-run businesses. It was also a community of petty thieves, vendetta killings, the code-of-silence and the Mafia.  
 
    It wasn’t easy for Tony’s father to raise three kids in that environment. But his father, Dominic, and his mother, Adriana, did the best they could. When young Tony stepped out of line, he would face the strap. Off Dominic’s pants, the strap would come, making a whip sound as it flew high in the air. The lashing would leave welts that teenage Tony we feel for a week. Dominic was old-school. 
 
    When Dominic was only six, he left the old country with his parents bound for America. They fled Italy in 1929 to escape poverty and overpopulation. They followed the millions of Italians who immigrated in the forty years before them. The year they ended up in Chicago, the stock market crashed and the Great Depression began, immigration quotas were reduced and Admiral Byrd flew over the South Pole. They arrived on the very same day as the St. Valentine's Day Massacre.  
 
    As little Italy grew, so did little Dominic. By the time he was sixteen, he had learned a trade. Welding. He was forging a life for himself. But just two years later, at eighteen, everything changed. Exactly one week after the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Dominic was drafted and put into a special military unit with other aliens. After that, Dominic saw Italy from a whole different perspective.  
 
    When the war ended in 1945, Dominic returned home and used his welding skills to land a job on the elevated train line running through Chicago. He was only twenty-two when he fell in love with sweet Adriana, a girl from the same neighborhood. Within four years they had three children. The last of the three was a boy. Anthony. 
 
    With a wife and three kids to support, Dominic took all the overtime he could get repairing and adding to the elevated line. It wasn't easy for Adriana either. She became a seamstress, working full-time in a factory making raincoats and the rest of the day taking in tailoring and mending jobs at home. 
 
    At ten years of age, little Tony, Adriana's youngest, spent a lot of time on the streets. A little too much time. Without a great deal of parental supervision, and with a lot of ‘help’ from the older boys, Tony learned to steal fruit and bread from the sidewalk vendors and open trucks that came by. He begged for money by making believe he was blind. He helped old ladies home with their bags of groceries only to run away with the goods before they got to the front door. But he never missed church every Sunday with his family at Our Lady of Pompeii. 
 
    After church one Sunday, Father O'Brien called Dominic aside to talk about young Tony. Words like ‘out of hand’ and ‘juvenile delinquent’ were used. That's all Dominic had to hear. The rules at the DiSantis house changed that very day. Thanks to Father O'Brien and father Dominic, young Tony followed a more-or-less straight-and-narrow course after that. At least for a while. Under the tempting influence of some hoodlum friends, Tony made forays now and then; shoplifting, swiping hubcaps, picking pockets, simple con games. But he still went to church every Sunday. 
 
    All of a sudden, Tony was eighteen. And through all those years, he had somehow succeeded in never getting into real trouble. Although the same can't be said for many of the young thugs he hung around with. Some of them had drifted deep into the dark world of gambling, prostitution, drugs and racketeering. Tony just drifted. 
 
    At twenty years old, history repeated itself. Just like his father, Dominic, Tony was drafted into the military. Vietnam had been a grueling, deadly, frustrating, endless war. The unwinnable war. But the Tet Offensive, the bloodiest battle, had just ended. The worst seemed to be over. After basic training, Tony shipped out for Cam Ranh Bay and served as an M.P. for his entire tour of duty.  
 
    In Nam, Tony busted up lots of bar room brawls. He busted lots of heads. He busted lots of non-coms for misappropriated supplies. But he never busted anyone for drugs. In Nam, pot, hash and cocaine were medicinal. They were rewards. They were necessities. They were relaxants, diversions and amusements. They were recreation and desperation. Within the insanity of each day they reversed the polarity, making everything seem safe for a while, turning constant, paralyzing fear into soothing softness. In Nam, it would have been ridiculous to bust anyone for “normal” drug use. And Tony never did. 
 
    Tony finished his required twelve months in Nam with practically no scars either inside or out. So he re-upped for another two years of stateside duty. Easy stuff after Nam. He took the time to decide what he wanted to do with the rest of his life. 
 
    When Tony got back to his old stomping grounds, he was determined to make something of himself. Using his M.P. experience, he joined the Chicago Police Department. He hated being a rookie, but four years went by in a blink. That's when he met Camille. The next three years all led up to marriage. 
 
    The years that followed were good years for Tony and Camille. They had two children, bought a small home in Oak Park and, as the pay raises came, improved their home and their lives.  
 
    In a big city, policemen work hard, and Tony was no exception. In fact, Tony worked even harder than the others. For sixteen years, he volunteered for overtime, took duty others shunned, and won more commendations than most. He moved steadily up through the ranks.  He became a detective. And seven years after that, a Lieutenant. 
 
    In an about-face from his tolerance of drug use in Nam, he gained a reputation as a cop who went after drug dealers with an unusual zeal. He dug in. Got the facts.  
 
    Now, after all these years, it seemed ironic that the ‘chooches’ he had grown up with worked on one side of the law, and he worked on the other.   
 
    And he still went to church every Sunday. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Seven 
 
      
 
    
The fronds of the palm trees hardly moved at all in the bright sub-tropical sun outside the office window. A man in a light blue dress shirt and loosened tie stood there, looking out toward Biscayne Bay. The man spoke without turning. "We just got a report of a small plane crash out there in the most inaccessible part of the Glades. Don’t know how long it’s been there. They said it looks fairly fresh." 
 
    Craig Mulholland and Armando Diaz stood in front of the man’s wooden desk. Mulholland wore a red Hawaiian shirt. Diaz wore a white guayabera. 
 
    "Bingo!" said Diaz. 
 
    "Not bingo. Maybe bingo," said Miami police Lieutenant Tom McGuire as he turned away from the window. "We don't know who went down out there. It could be a student pilot and his instructor for all we know. Naples P.D. is sending a chopper out there." 
 
    "Naples P.D.?" Craig Mulholland took a step forward. "I don't want those amateurs screwin' up my case! My collar! This one's ours! It wouldn't have taken that much longer for us to get a chopper out there, Tom!" 
 
    "Back off, Craig. Naples is closer to the coordinates that we were given by the old couple who spotted the plane." 
 
    "But if they make an arrest and it's..." 
 
    "Make what arrest? You don't know if it's, what's his name? Galvo?" 
 
    “It all ties together!” Mulholland said. “The timing, the approximate location, the fact that Galvo’s a pilot!” 
 
    "Look, if it is Galvo, he’s probably dead. But it’s probably some innocent son of a bitch who just ran out of gas. You’re getting obsessed, Craig. And that’s dangerous.” McGuire sat down. 
 
    "And if it is Galvo?" Mulholland couldn't cool down. "And if he is alive, then what, Tom? We're supposed to lose this prick? They don't know who he is or what he's done. They haven't been on his ass for eight months, Tom! They don't know what to look for!" 
 
    "So we'll tell them, Craig! We'll tell them, OK?" 
 
    "Tom, in Naples a big bust is grabbin' a high school kid smokin' a joint in the men's room at the public beach." 
 
    "You made your point, Craig. I'll call them personally. I’ll make sure they know all about Galvo and this might, I emphasize might, be him. And I’ll tell them the guy is slippery, dangerous and we want him alive. How’s that? Now get outta my face!" 
 
    "We’ve worked too hard to let this get screwed up, Tom. We should be sending our own chopper out there.” 
 
    "You don't have to tell me how to do my job, Mulholland. But I'll tell you how to do yours, you hear me?" McGuire's heat was rising with his voice. “I'm not about to authorize the expense and the use of a chopper to fly out to God-knows-where when we have more important reasons to keep it right here! Am I making myself clear enough for you, Mulholland?" 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz just stared at him. The worst was over. 
 
    "Look," McGuire said sitting down, "if it turns out to be Galvo, I'll make sure you two go over to pick him up. I'll work it out. Now, go ruin somebody else's day." 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz were full of nervous energy. They walked quickly down the hall, away from Tom McGuire’s office. 
 
    "I'm sick of that jerk. I've had it." Mulholland looked like he meant it. 
 
    "That's just his way of showing affection. "Mulholland sneered at Diaz in disbelief. 
 
    "I'm serious, we Cubans do that all the time. It's good to get a little hot once in a while. Gets the juices flowing. Hot blood. It's healthy." 
 
    Mulholland stopped. He had the look of someone who just stepped in dog poop. "Whose side are you on anyway?" 
 
    "Hey, man, let's be honest," Diaz had just the slightest hint of a Cuban accent, "you jumped on his ass pretty hard about that chopper. He was just defending himself and protecting his own ass, that's all. Don't take it all so serious." 
 
    "I just don't want to lose this one because of someone else's stupidity. We've worked too long, too hard and too smart to have it all slip through our fingers." 
 
    "It's too late to worry about that. Let's just wait and see what they turn up." 
 
    "Yeah, well, what's the alternative?" 
 
    They reached their unmarked car in the motor pool.  
 
    "What do you want to do now, Detective Mulholland?" 
 
    "Go kick the shit out of some skanky, low life minority scum bags!" 
 
    "Fine, but just remember partner, this is Miami. And in Miami, you is the minority, you wise-ass anglo mutha!" Diaz gave Mulholland a toothpaste commercial smile. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Eight 
 
      
 
    
Everything was red. As if a red filter had been put over the lens of a camera. The way everything would appear looking through red sunglasses. Red mangroves were motionless in the still heat. The surface of the iridescent pond reflected points of red light in the late afternoon. A small flock of red-feathered egrets ascended from the red jungle to the red sky. 
 
    The whites of Malcolm's eyes were a brilliant blood red, his irises the color of beets, and his pupils tiny pinholes of black. The blood that had run out of his eyes and nose after the impact of the plane crash had long since dried and turned into crinkled, caked, purple lines that clung to his face. 
 
    He was huddled under the right wing of the small plane. The old army blanket he had found in the plane was wrapped around him, even over his head. It was hot inside the blanket. But it was his only protection from swarms of buzzing mosquitoes. 
 
    Malcolm sat there like this, a hunched-up green mummy, for more than three days now. Waiting. Praying. Wanting to cry, but unable to. Listening, always listening, to the chirping of birds, the eerie calls of owls and the incessant buzzing of the blood-sucking insects that could drive a man crazy. 
 
    As dangerous a place as this was, the acrid smell of the escaping steam, the hazy white smoke, aviation fuel and leaking oil kept predators at bay. However, nothing stopped the ever-present mosquitoes. 
 
    But now, there was something else in the air. Malcolm cocked his head and listened. The sound of it was muddled in the sound of the mosquitoes. Then the rhythmic sounds became stronger. 
 
    The police helicopter appeared suddenly over the trees on the opposite side of the swampy mush. The wash from its rotor blades bent the small branches of trees and blew loose debris everywhere. The mud was the only place the chopper could put down. There was a metal rack, meant to carry bodies, permanently mounted above each of the chopper's large pontoons. 
 
    The chopper rotated slightly on its vertical axis and alighted on the vague line of mud and shallow water. Two men, one a pilot-policeman with gun drawn, the other a paramedic carrying a large first-aid box, jumped from the pontoons of the chopper and sank ankle deep in ooze. 
 
    Malcolm just sat there, looking at them, his chin quivering with emotion. Then, as if suddenly comprehending the reality of the situation, he came out from under the wing and rose to his full height. He extended his arms to welcome his rescuers. With the blanket still over the top of his head and hanging from his arms, with his blood-red eyes in black 'n blue sockets, he looked like some horrible man-monster risen from an ancient crypt. He scared the hell out of the two young men. They jumped back in fright. The policeman's gun fired into the air as they both fell backward into the black, watery muck. 
 
    "Stop! Get your hands up! Stop!" the policeman yelled. 
 
    "Don't try anything! We heard all about you and the drugs 'n all!" The paramedic hid behind the policeman. 
 
    "Help me!" Malcolm bleated like a little sheep. "Help me, please!" Malcolm tried to raise his hands. The officer began reciting Malcolm's rights. 
 
    "My God, look at his eyes!" They got closer. "Jesus! Can you see?" the paramedic asked Malcolm. 
 
    "Not very well." 
 
    "Check the area, will you, Jim? Quick! We don’t want any surprises!" the policeman said urgently. 
 
    Jim quickly searched the small area, then the plane. "Yeah, there's one in here." He saw the steering shaft coming out of the back of the man hunched over in the pilot's seat. "He ain't goin' nowhere." 
 
    "Please, I can't hurt you, put the gun down, I need help." Malcolm said, his voice breaking as he tried to speak and hold back tears. "You must think I had something to do with this drug smuggling thing, but I..." the two men looked at each other. 
 
    "Oh, you had nothing to do with anything. You just happened to be walking along out here one afternoon and an airplane fell on your head. We understand. Now, don't try anything stupid or I'll ease your pain permanently. OK, drop the blanket and turn around. I've gotta get some cuffs on you." 
 
    The blanket fell to the ground and Malcolm slowly turned. His shirt was torn open at the back. His gray work-type pants and black shoes were soaked and muddy. The officer squinted at the fat on Malcolm's body. His eyes widened when he saw the long, bloody, rectangular patch on Malcolm's back the length of his spine. This is where a half-inch of skin and fat had been sliced away in the crash. Body fluids oozed out everywhere on the raw, seven-inch wide strip. Parts of his spine, nerves, and blood vessels seemed to be right at the surface. Mosquitoes and flies had collected on the ghastly looking wound. Maggots were already forming and moving. The policeman grimaced. 
 
    "Forget the cuffs for now. Get the stretcher, Jim. This poor bastard does need help. Get whatever you need, quick!" 
 
    Jim seemed to be back in an instant. He used a scissor to cut off the remains of Malcolm’s shirt. The officer and the medic spread the stretcher on the ground. "Now, sit down on the stretcher. No, in the middle," Jim instructed. The paramedic reached down into his large first-aid box. He put on latex gloves. He cleaned the wound on Malcolm’s back with a solution from a bottle. Then, he squeezed a clear, gelatinous ointment from a tube, carefully smearing it all over the red, oozing flesh. Malcolm winced repeatedly at the slight touch of the paramedic’s fingertips. The policeman, gun now holstered, helped the paramedic dress the wound with sterile bandages and they stretched medical tape all across Malcolm's back. 
 
    "This stuff will kill anything that might infect the wound. For a while, at least." The paramedic then stuck a syringe into a very small bottle, which he held in front of his face. "I'll give him a good, strong dose of tetanus. That'll fight any infection he's got in his body right now." Then the paramedic applied drops to Malcolm's painful looking eyes and patched them over with gauze and tape. 
 
    "Now, lie down on your side on the stretcher,” the paramedic instructed Malcolm, “I'll start an intravenous line. He's probably lost a lot a blood, fluids and everything else," he said to the officer. 
 
    Malcolm lay quietly on the stretcher, as he was told. The intravenous bottle was already dangling over his head, dripping into his blood stream. 
 
    With Malcolm lying quietly, the two rescuers walked two dozen feet away. The policeman lit a cigarette and inhaled heavily, as if relieved. The paramedic sprayed himself with mosquito repellant and spoke quietly. "He won't give us any trouble, we're the best thing he's ever seen. He'd a been dead without us. And we're his only ticket out of here. Besides, he doesn't look so dangerous to me." 
 
    "That's the way all the bad ones look. Then they get you in the back." 
 
    Malcolm could hear every word they said. Perhaps it was the fact that his sight had been nearly taken away that enhanced his hearing. He listened intently. 
 
    "This humongous fat-ass is going to burn. And the fat will just make him burn that much faster," the policeman said. 
 
    "Burn? You mean the chair?” 
 
    "When I spoke to Miami they told me they've been working on nailing this certain drug group for more than two years. And working on getting one of these guys, Galvo, for eight straight months." 
 
    "I wonder which one is Galvo?" 
 
    "I'm sure the dead one is Galvo. Because they said Galvo is a pilot, and the guy in there, from what I can see from here, is sitting in the pilot's seat." 
 
    "Right. The steering wheel stuck him right through the chest, like a shish-ka-bob." 
 
    "And this other guy is probably just as bad.” 
 
    “But this guy looks kinda on the young side, doesn't he?" 
 
    "How can you tell, his face is all swollen and puffy. He knew all about the drug deal, didn't he? You heard him say it yourself. You can't believe a thing he says. He'll lie to your face and stab you in the back." 
 
    "Man, this could be a fantastic collar for those guys in Miami!" said the paramedic. 
 
    "Miami, my ass! We got the collar, we get the credit. I don't care what anybody says. Just comb your hair before they take the pictures for the paper. The women will be all over us like flies." 
 
    "Yeah, and speaking of flies, we've got to get that guy, who you say is probably Galvo, outta that plane and onto our chopper. We need him for a positive I.D." 
 
    "Hold it, Mr. Medic, you're forgetting something much more important. The drugs and the money." 
 
    "The drugs you can have. The money is another story." 
 
    "I know. I know. It's tempting, isn't it?" The officer said. 
 
    "It sure is. It could be hundreds of thousands of dollars." 
 
    "You mean millions. Millions!" Said the policeman, drawing hard on his cigarette. 
 
    "God, imagine the two of us finding it!" The medic said. 
 
    "Yeah, I've imagined getting my hands on big money for a long time now. Never had the opportunity so I never had to worry about it.” 
 
    "Well, there's only the two of us that have to worry about it." The medic was testing the police officer.  
 
    "Three of us," the officer corrected, his eyes moving to Malcolm. 
 
    "Yeah, three of us."  
 
    "But if we find the money, there could be just two of us." The officer took a last drag and flicked the butt into a puddle. 
 
    Malcolm’s bloody head tilted very slightly in the direction of the two men. His ears strained to hear their subdued voices. Fortunately, he heard every word.  
 
    Their conversation started to sound like a plan. They shook hands. Then they moved toward Malcolm. 
 
    "Let's get the body out of the plane first so we can search for the money inside without looking at it and smelling it," the medic said. 
 
    "Good thinking." 
 
    The two men walked to the right side of the plane, the side where Malcolm had cowered under the wing. It was the only open entry to the cabin. The wing on the left side had broken and blocked the door. A four-inch space was all that allowed Mike Galvo's arm to hang to the ground. 
 
    The stench of a grossly decomposed human body was unbelievable. Enough to make anybody retch. And they did. After approaching the opening, the two men reversed direction and snorted their way back from the wreck.  
 
    Looking nauseous, the policeman said, "I've got a couple of gas masks in the chopper, thank God!" 
 
    After taking a few deep breaths, on went the masks and on went the mission. At the doorway, the policeman swung one end of the wing strut out of the way. In the crash it had been broken away from the bottom of the plane but was still loosely connected at the top. They threw out the broken seats that Malcolm had landed upon. Then they climbed into the sharply angled death chamber. The medic stood, as best as he could, behind Mike Galvo who was hanging like an old sock on a clothes-hanging peg. 
 
    Wearing rubber gloves, the medic put his hands on Galvo's shoulders and began to extract him from the shaft. The body was stiff. The policeman helped by grabbing Galvo's right arm, which was hanging between the dead man's legs. They felt hard flesh and bone beneath the fabric of a sleeve. Galvo's stiff body resisted, as if he didn't want to leave this resting place. Or perhaps something was holding him there. 
 
    This was a gruesome task for the two men sweating and breathing hard behind their gas masks. Their eyes showed the disgust they were feeling. 
 
    The body gradually gave way to the two men yanking and twisting. It inched up the steel shaft. And with one great tug from the medic, the body of Michael Galvo seemed to leap backwards off the shaft into the arms of both the paramedic and the police officer. All three toppled backward. The corpse remained in the same exact position, an unmovable death-mannequin. In an instant, Galvo's sunken face was thrust between the faces of the paramedic and the police officer. Maggots had infested the decaying flesh of the cheeks and forehead. They squirmed en masse, making the face seem alive. Large black flies were digging in at random. Ants were racing across nose cartilage, half eaten lips and eyeballs. They were everywhere, carrying bits of tissue and gristle in their mandibles. 
 
    The shock was electrifying. 
 
    The eyes of both men bulged under the glass eye-pieces of their gas masks. They screamed as loud as they could, in horror. They jerked away, pressing themselves against the sides of the fuselage. They were shaking, as if 220 volts of current had just passed through their bodies. The intake of their breath was in quick spasms as Galvo's rigor mortised body fell between them. They moved themselves away from it and shivered. 
 
    Suddenly! The door of the plane clanged shut! Malcolm forced the loose end of the wing strut against it to keep it shut and pushed a broken wheel against it to hold it. 
 
    The two men bolted for the door! They flailed and pounded and thrashed wildly! But to no avail. The strong aluminum strut that had kept the wing up for so many years would now keep the door closed for at least a few hours, until the men inside could force their way out past the wing on the other side or through the crumpled tail section. For the time being, at least, they were locked inside an aluminum tomb. With a dead man. 
 
    As they pounded insanely on the inside of their sepulchral vault, Malcolm grabbed up the red and white first-aid box, the eye drops and the can of mosquito repellant and lumbered into the thick mangroves. He looked like some mythical ‘Sasquatch’ or ‘Big Foot’. Like a legendary phenomenon of nature. A monster of imagination. Like a huge wounded animal running for its life. 
 
    And he was.
 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Nine 
 
      
 
    
"Chicago Police Department Narcotics may I help you?” All the words were strung together. 
 
    Phones were ringing on half of the desks in the large room. The other half were being used. Tony DiSantis made his way through the maze of desks and pieces of conversations. 
 
    "No ma'm. We have no record of a peeping Tom in your neighborhood." 
 
    "...across the tracks? Oh, tracks up his arm. In the shape of a cross, right...." 
 
    "...Caucasian, male, hitch-hiker, pulled out his what?" 
 
    "...got it. Low fat milk, not skim, diet Coke, whole wheat..."  
 
    Tony DiSantis stood at the closed half-glass door to his office with his left hand on the knob. He was neatly dressed in a gray suit. He always wore a gold tie bar. He turned and scanned the room. He spotted a middle-aged woman walking a handful of papers down an aisle. She looked like she wasn't quite sure where she was going. She wore a yellowed white blouse, a black and white plaid skirt and had dried out red hair. 
 
    "Mildred." She looked over. He summoned her with his index finger and walked into his office. 
 
    "Mildred, call Klempner. See if he's got anything more on that drug plane that went down in Florida. Do it now, I want to know something right away." 
 
    "No problem." Mildred always said, "No problem." 
 
    She turned and bumped into a neatly dressed man wearing glasses and a dated suit who was standing right behind her. 
 
    "Hope you enjoyed it as much as I did," he said. 
 
    "You're disgusting." She disappeared. 
 
    "Hey, Tony, you on the warpath again? Chasing bad guys in cities where we don't own a franchise?" 
 
    "What do you mean, again? You know me, Stan. I'm always on the warpath." 
 
    "No, not always, Tony. Most of the time you're just doing your job, like the rest of us." Tony glanced at Stan. "Well, let me rephrase that,” Stan said. “Better than the rest of us. But there are times, and this sounds like one, where it goes beyond the norm. When you take matters into your own hands, won't let anybody else near it. I can see it written all over your face. The warpath." 
 
    Mildred was back in the doorway. "Nothing more than what he already told you." 
 
    "Well, call down there yourself." 
 
    "Where down there?" 
 
    "Miami P.D." She disappeared again. 
 
    Stan made a sound like Indian war drums. "THUM, thum, thum, thum! THUM, thum, thum, thum!" 
 
    "Up yours, Stan." 
 
    "Hey, listen, I'm not criticizing. It's just a professional observation, that's all." Stan was wearing wing tips and a bow tie. Stan always wore wing tips and a bow tie.  
 
    “I didn’t hear myself ask for a professional opinion from the city’s roving clinical psychologist." 
 
    "We're in a people business. You're a people, I'm a people, all the world's a people. That's why I'm in this business." 
 
    "Why are you here today? To harass me? What are you doing here on a Saturday anyway? Why don't you go home and come back Monday? Take some 'ludes before you get here. Just go down to the evidence room and get some. Tell 'em I said it was OK." Tony picked up a sheaf of papers on his desk and tried to ignore Stan. Stan sat down. 
 
    "I mean, people talk about fantasy and perceptions and drug highs and out-of-body experiences, this is reality. Every day I come to work and I get a full, hundred-percent-maximum-recommended-daily-dose of reality. Know what I mean, Tony? This is it. Don't cha love it?" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I love it. Sure. That's why I can hardly wait to get the hell out of here and retire. Fat, dumb and happy." 
 
    A female, but not very feminine, voice cut in. "Miami P.D. says a small plane went down way out in the swamps, closer to Naples than to Miami." Mildred was reading from a piece of yellow paper, "One dead, tentatively I.D.'d as a Michael Galvo, one escaped, name not yet known. The trooper who flew the chopper in and a paramedic were trapped inside the wreckage by the one who escaped. Understand they had apparently lost their minds, incoherent, by the time another chopper got in there to rescue them. Something about being trapped in the crashed plane with the deceased overnight." 
 
    Tony DiSantis was leaning forward in his seat, totally engrossed. "Any drugs or cash found at the scene?" 
 
    "None found at this time." 
 
    "Who did you speak to down there?" 
 
    "A Lieutenant Tom McGuire." 
 
    "You got the phone number on that piece of paper?" 
 
    "Uh huh." 
 
    "Let me have it, please. Thanks, Mildred." 
 
    "THUM, thum, thum, thum! THUM, thum, thum, thum!" Stan, legs crossed, was picking lint off his sock. 
 
    "I always knew that anybody named Stanley had to be a little warped." 
 
    "Hey, watch it. My father was named Stanley." 
 
    "My God, why did your father have to do that to you?" 
 
    "Stanley's a good name. It means stone. Didn't you ever hear of the Stanley Steamer? Now, speaking of names, who's this, ah...Galvo?" 
 
    "What do you care?" 
 
    "I don't care. I'm just trying to figure out why you care. With all respect, Tony, haven't we got enough to do right here in Chicago without worrying about some two-bit drug hustlers way out of our jurisdiction? Let's catch the guys who are selling to our children first. Then we'll worry about guys on the other side of the country. That's my opinion." 
 
    "I can't believe that after all these years on the force, I still have to tell you the facts of life, Stanley. When it comes to drug enforcement, nothin' in the world is out of our jurisdiction. Not if you care about winning. The problem goes way beyond our own kids, our own neighborhoods and our own state. Way beyond our own country." 
 
    "Tony, it just doesn't pay for us to be spending a lot of time worrying about drug trafficking outside our sphere of influence." 
 
    "Jesus, Mary and Joseph, where the hell did you come from, M.I.T.?" 
 
    "No. H.S. double E. High School Equivalency Exams." 
 
    "These guys could be some of the jerks we've been looking for for years. They could be informants. What happens in a different city or state or country could mean something to us here. This business is all connected. The Bahamas, Europe, Chicago, Miami, Columbia..." 
 
    "OK, OK. If you keep up the sermon you'll have me helping you with this thing." 
 
    "No chance, Stan. If you want something done right, you gotta do it yourself." DiSantis picked up the phone and dialed the phone number on the yellow piece of paper. 
 
    Stan started out of the room. "THUM, thum, thum, thum! THUM, thum, thum, thum! THUM, thum, thum, thum......"
 
 
    •  •  • 
 
    
The lettering at the top of the large easel said PROPERTY OF MIAMI POLICE DEPARTMENT. 
 
    The easel held a large map of South Florida. Lieutenant Tom McGuire was standing in front of it. "OK, that takes care of old business. Are there any questions?" There was a slight pause.  "Now, Detectives Mulholland and Diaz have a report." 
 
    Detective Craig Mulholland walked in front of the map. "Most of you know about the drug plane that went down out in the Glades about five days ago." He was speaking to about fifteen seated men, some in police uniform, some in casual Florida style clothes. "Most of you know that one man died in that crash and one man escaped. But some of you don't know that we've been on the heels of one of them for more than eight months. And for more than two years we've been working on getting closer to the mob they work for. Up until now, it's been mostly me and Diaz here. But we need some help." 
 
    Diaz chimed in, "And we'll have it, thanks to Lt. McGuire. He’s kindly agreed to give us a chopper to search the Glades for the escapee. We'll have the chopper for two entire days." 
 
    A voice from the audience interjected: "I thought Naples had a chopper out there already?" 
 
    Mulholland answered. "The guy who escaped locked a Naples cop and a paramedic in the wreckage with a stinking dead body. After spending a night in there, I understand they weren't thinking straight. We have a description, but I don't think it will do us much good. The two guys who went a little cuckoo said this guy was seven feet tall and looked like a balloon in the Thanksgiving Day Parade. Like a zombie with red eyes. Naples is so embarrassed, they don't want anything to do with the case. They told those guys to shut up. It's all ours." 
 
    Diaz spoke. "We believe the escaped man to be the money runner for a Chicago organization. We're not sure of his name, but he's obviously someone who's been with the mob a long time, maybe grew up in a mob family and has shown his loyalty over the years. He's trusted with millions in cash. He's got to get it to where it's going. Or else. We tracked the N number, the registration of the plane, to a plane rental company, AVNation at MIA. The agent there says he rented a small plane to a Mike Galvo, real name Michael Galvanessi. He and his partner may have been carrying three to six million in boxes, a suitcase or duffel bag of some kind. He may be carrying it now or it could be hidden somewhere. A guy that carries that kind of money for the mob is dangerous. Usually a ruthless killer who doesn't bother to ask questions first. If we can find him, it may unlock a lot of information and lead to a break-up of a major drug distribution network. We know this mob is there, we just haven't been able to tap into it yet." 
 
    Mulholland pointed at a spot on the map. "This is where the plane crashed five days ago. According to people who know these things, it's the worst possible place to survive a plane crash because even if you survive the crash, you probably won't survive the wilderness. It's in the most inaccessible spot in the Everglades. The most hostile environment imaginable. Impossible to get out of. And if the chopper spots him, we'll have to go in and get him. He may not even be alive in a few days. The temperature can reach well over a hundred degrees in some places. The humidity can be suffocating." Mulholland paused for a moment and pointed again at the map. 
 
    "If he walks this way, toward the Gulf of Mexico, he could find coconuts to eat. But all the water for about ten miles inland will be salty. There's no fresh water 'til about here. If he walks to the north or northeast, he'll have to walk through impossible tangles of mangrove trees and roots, vines and thorn bushes. If, by some miracle, he makes it through the mangroves, he'll be in water from his knees to his waist for miles this time of year. During rainy season, which starts any day now, there will be eight to twelve feet of water over most of this whole area." Mulholland moved his open palm over a large area of the map. "If he makes dry land, he'll have to walk over something called Pinnacle Rock, sharp points of limestone that stick out of the ground and could cut his feet and twist his ankles. He'll have to drag himself through deep mud and quicksand. Over here are the sawgrass prairies, grass up to twelve feet tall, with razor sharp serrated edges that can cut a man to ribbons if he runs through it. And a few men have been known to run through it to get away from the mosquitoes that can actually drive a man crazy. They'll be with him every minute of every day and night. Some people say that if you were to swing a glass jar through the air out there, you'll get a quart full of them. He'll probably inhale as many as bite him.” Mulholland paused to catch his breath. 
 
    “Then he's got to get past all the alligators, snakes, fire ants…and the place is infested with poisonous plants, spiders, scorpions...things scientists don't even know about yet. And if he makes it past all that, and gets up anywhere near the Tamiami Trail, the rednecks on airboats, ATVs and swamp buggies will nail him for sure once the word gets out.” 
 
    Another voice from the group. “So what are we knocking ourselves out for?” 
 
    “Don’t think of it as police work, Drury, think of it as sport.”



 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    The mangrove forest was so thick you couldn’t see more than ten feet in any direction. Most of the tree trunks were only about two to four inches in diameter, but there was an assortment of sizes from cigar-sized seedlings to trunks eight inches thick and fifty feet tall. About half the way up each tree trunk, strong prop roots arched out and downward. There were, perhaps, twenty prop roots for each trunk. Even the roots had roots, all of them meeting and intertwining like a wicker works gone berserk, all descending into the black glossy water below. All of them, millions upon millions of them, penetrated into the soft black ooze beneath the water as if they were hands and fingers interlocking in a hold on primordial life. Each root was determined to dig deep into the decaying organic matter below, to bring nourishment to the canopy of thick green rubbery leaves blocking out the sun high above.               
 
    The mangrove tree is the link between millions of years of rotting natural death and fresh new life in the Everglades. Mangroves flourish in the saltwater tides that wash in from the Gulf of Mexico. In fact, they grow very successfully where other trees would perish. Detritus builds up around their roots, and new land is formed. The mangrove forest is an aviary for birds of almost every color and description. It is the habitat of insect eating bats. It is the home of raccoons and 'possums, turtles and snakes, snails and spiders, caterpillars and butterflies and zillions of salt marsh mosquitoes. On this day, below the surface of the brackish water, in the incomprehensible tangle of mangrove roots, clumps of black ‘coon oysters clung to the stilt-like roots. The antenna of spiny lobsters struck out from their refuge within the protective fingers. In the protective nursery were the newborns of the Glades. Here the fish would spawn and an endless list of other creatures would begin life, swimming, slithering, inching, darting, jumping and hopping their way to adulthood, inheritors of life itself and beneficiaries of those that came before. This was one of the richest, most productive natural environments on earth, a remarkably rich bio-system, teeming with life. Today, the mangroves were still, insects skated on the surface of the water, birds chirped here and there, mosquitoes and locusts buzzed. It was peaceful and quiet, except for a sound in the near distance, just on the other side of the limit of vision. The green leafy tops of the trees were the first to move. Then the tree trunks swayed. Then a very non-rhythmical sloshing sound was heard. And a heavy breathing and grunting. 
 
    With the effort of an elephant in labor, Malcolm made his way through the mangroves, with first-aid kit in one hand and a can of mosquito repellent in the other. Malcolm used his forearms to push aside the trees. Even pushing hard, his body could hardly fit through. His bare belly and arms were red and prickly from contact against the trees. His entire upper torso was slick from mosquito repellent and sweat. 
 
    Every step was like a baby learning to walk. He seemed unbalanced in the water and muck, awkwardly lurching back one moment and forward the next. He had to negotiate each tree trunk, each root differently. He had to raise his enormous legs out of thigh-deep water, hoisting them over high-arching roots. He had to step on top of others, lifting his entire bulk out of the water. He even tried to crawl under the very large ones. Every twenty feet or so, Malcolm had to stop. He slumped against one of the tree trunks, which bowed from his weight. 
 
    Malcolm was breathing hard and sweating profusely through the black-and-blue bruises on his face. The exhaustion showed. He closed his eyes and tried to rest for a moment. The afternoon that Malcolm escaped, he tried to run through the mangroves in panic. Within the first three feet he found out that was impossible and resigned himself to excruciatingly slow progress. He was dehydrating fast. He thought he would literally die of thirst. He put the can of repellent under one arm and scooped a handful of water up with his free hand. The color of the water was brown, like tea, the result of tannin from the red mangroves. He brought the water to his lips and sucked in. Malcolm spit it out immediately and scowled at the taste. He spit three more times, the salty taste difficult to expel. At night, progress ceased and paralyzing fear took its place. As darkness fell, he managed to get his feet and legs up out of the water and drape them over a large prop root. He rested his body against the trunk of a tree. He rested in the spooky blackness. And every fifteen minutes or so, he awoke to the sound of scratching, splashing, slithering or hooting. He thought his heart would stop from fear that animals would attack him on the spot.  
 
      
 
    In the morning light, Malcolm’s eyes looked much better, although still very blood-shot. The whites were not yet white but deep pink. His vision would fade from fuzzy, out of focus images to sharp clarity quickly, and then back again. He blinked repeatedly, trying to focus on the trees in front of him, wishing some supreme ophthalmologist would stop playing games with his eyes. It was amazing, a miracle, a mystery, that he could see anything at all without his thick eyeglasses that had broken in the crash. Malcolm prayed that his vision would last just long enough to see him through to civilization. He had to get to his mother. He wanted to see her once again before she died. He hoped it wasn’t too late. 
 
    A mosquito on Malcolm's neck brought him back from his memory. He swatted it with his hand, then he sprayed his body sparingly with mosquito repellent, trying to make the can last as long as possible. 
 
    Malcolm pressed slowly onward as he forced his way through the trees away from the spot where he had rested. The white tape holding down the bandages on his back started to peel up at the edges. It wouldn’t be long before the patch fell off. 
 
    A brown water snake slithered into the water where Malcolm stood just seconds before. 
 
      
 
    The sun was four hours lower in the sky now.  He had covered some distance, but still everything looked much the same. The mangrove forest was nearly impenetrable. The trees stood tightly in formation. The roots were still a twisted, tangled mess, the result of some nature-planning gone haywire. But Malcolm did notice a difference in the mangroves. The trunks looked much darker in color, almost black, and asparagus-like shoots stood at attention by the millions in the water. Malcolm had slowly crossed the vague line from the red mangrove forest to the black. Here, the water is less salty but still brackish. Here, the black and white mangrove trees grow in harmony. The asparagus-like pneumatophores, which bring enough oxygen to the trees to prevent them from drowning in water or smothering in mud, were a sign that Malcolm was moving away from the coast line. But Malcolm had absolutely no idea in the world where he was. 
 
    Life was plentiful all around him in the lushest, largest mangrove forest in the world. 
 
    Yet, in the middle of all this life, he thought only of his own death. He was starving. He had already lost nine pounds. He was dizzy with constant hunger. He was becoming dehydrated to the point of grave risk. His mucus membranes were bone dry. He felt feverish. His legs were cramping. The electrolytes, the naturally present dissolved salts and ions in his body fluids, were depleted to an emergency level. Without electrolytes in the body, the tiny electrical currents that participate in countless processes of life would cease. Brain activity would fail to function. 
 
    With the brackish sea sloshing around Malcolm’s legs, it was ironic that the sea within was draining. 
 
    As if by some primitive instinct, Malcolm reached into the branches of mangroves, pulled off some of the smallest green leaves and started eating them. Mangroves take in salts and minerals from the salt water they grow in. They excrete salts and minerals from the bottoms of their leaves. 
 
    Malcolm resembled a misplaced mountain gorilla foraging in the swamps, but for the first time in days he had something going into his depleted system. 
 
    Hunger was driving him to desperation. He hung his first-aid case from a peg of a rotted tree branch. With eerie pink eyes, set against a healing black-and-blue face, he searched around him for more substantial sustenance. In the murky shallows, clinging to a root, he saw a snail about the size of a marble. In his hand, the snail closed up into its shell but soon came out of its home, antenna rotating in the air. With two fingers, Malcolm pulled the snail, like a rubber band, from its shell. Malcolm examined the slimy creature as if it were a diamond. Then Malcolm wrinkled his face in disgust and tossed it away. He shook his head in a shudder. 
 
    Malcolm looked all around him. He turned 360 degrees. Then he looked up. There was a bird’s nest about ten feet above his head. Just then, a white ibis flew away from the nest. Eggs, he thought. He would give his life for an egg. 
 
    Malcolm studied the roots and branches and planned his steps carefully. If he fell and got hurt, he could die on this very spot. And even if he were successful in reaching the nest, it could be empty. 
 
    He lifted one soggy-shoed foot onto a root and pulled himself upward. He tested the next higher root, the way a mountain climber tests a piton. He rose a little higher, and the tree shook in spasms. Higher still, he cautiously climbed six inches at a time. The top of the tree, cradling the nest, swayed in a looping circle. Malcolm looked down just in time to see the first aid kit splash into the water and sink to the bottom. 
 
    Malcolm climbed higher sending shock waves up the tree. Some branches pulled away from the bottom of the nest. It tilted suddenly at the top. Malcolm stopped cold. He was almost breathless. He was like a cat stalking a bird. He didn’t take his eyes off the nest. There was no movement from Malcolm, no movement from the tree, no movement from the nest. Malcolm stretched out his arm. His fingertips were six inches away. He strained upward. Four inches away. His foot slowly searched in the air until it connected with the next branch. As Malcolm slowly began to bring his body upward, his hand reaching for success, the nest lost its support and tipped over. Three large brown-blotched eggs spilled out. Two of them hit roots and slimed into the water. One landed, unbroken, at the spot where two limbs crisscrossed. If Malcolm stepped on any of the crossed branches, if he jostled the tree just a little too much, the egg would fall like the others. Malcolm tried to focus on the egg. At that very moment Malcolm’s eyes were fading from clear to fuzzy and back again. He closed his eyes tight and opened them wide. He tried squinting, and the clarity returned. 
 
    Malcolm started toward the egg, sending shivers up and down the tree. The two branches rubbed against each other like a knife and sharpening rod. The egg teetered. 
 
    Malcolm inched his way downward. He was sweating bullets. He was not taking his eyes off the egg. 
 
    Malcolm descended one foot and one hand after the other. 
 
    One of the thin limbs holding the egg was the very same limb Malcolm was just about to put his foot on. But just before Malcolm’s foot committed itself, Malcolm changed his mind and he placed his foot on another branch. 
 
    Malcolm was down now, and he slowly reached out and placed one hand under the egg in case it fell. He placed his other hand on the top of the egg, holding it close to his chest with both hands. Malcolm closed his eyes in silent thanks. Then he cupped his left hand, palm upward and with his right cracked the egg on the side of the tree as if he were making an omelet. With one quick motion, he let the contents of the egg drop into his cupped hand. What fell out was a grotesque, partially formed embryo. A feathery gelatinous mass. Malcolm’s hand vibrated in horror and he reflexively threw it down to the water, as if trying to fling wet sand from his hand. He wiped the gook on a tree trunk. Then he took a deep breath and licked his parched lips. 
 
    Malcolm turned suddenly with conviction and peered into the shallows. He snatched a snail from the submerged roots, and before he had time to think about it, he pulled the morsel from its shell and popped it into his mouth.  
 
    He closed his eyes. He chewed. He made an ugly face. And he gulped as if in pain. He turned and searched for another snail. And another. And yet another. Malcolm repeated this ritual more than a dozen times, gathering his tiny crop from the watery garden. If Malcolm had been an Epicurean, he might have considered this delicacy snail sashimi. He simply considered them survival. He picked green leaves now and then, as a side dish.  
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    A Note from the Author to My Readers 
 
      
 
    WARNING: In this novel, Malcolm eats raw snails, raw frogs, raw turtles, raw gator and who knows what else. And he doesn’t get sick. Pure fiction, of course. The reality is that you should NEVER eat any of these things raw. No matter the circumstances. The chances are very good that you WILL get very sick and could even die.  
 
    And that’s a fact. Not fiction. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    A mosquito on his shoulder interrupted his dinner. He killed it, leaving a red splotch. Then there was one on his neck. And another on his back. There may have been five mosquitoes on Malcolm when he heard the chopper. It grew louder and Malcolm stood stone still. As it grew louder yet, Malcolm crouched down in the water up to his chin. A mosquito landed on his forehead and prepared to extract blood. He could almost feel the vibrations from the chopper. A mosquito landed on his eye. The chopper got closer. A mosquito landed on his nose. He could see the wash from the chopper blades ripple the tops of the trees a short distance away. He didn’t move. Two mosquitoes landed on his cheek. In a few seconds the police search helicopter moved on and Malcolm rose out of the water. Within seconds, dozens of mosquitoes were landing all over Malcolm. The white bandages that were taped across Malcolm’s back were now soggy with water, like wet diapers. They were hanging on by one small piece of tape. Malcolm removed them and tossed them aside. He remembered the first-aid kit. He felt around in the swamp and retrieved it. Most of the contents were destroyed. But Malcolm put the tubes of ointment in his pants pockets. He sent the case to the bottom. He grabbed his can of mosquito repellent from his waistband and sprayed himself. He sprayed his back and when the chemicals hit the raw, red strip of flesh over his spine, his body straightened itself in burning pain. Then he moved on. Like a snail in the forest. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky now and not much light filtered through the mangroves now. It had been five hours since Malcolm got his first taste of snail a la´ natural. Five grueling torturous hours, in addition to the many earlier hours logged, or waterlogged, on this day alone. To say Malcolm was exhausted would be an understatement. He could barely move. His arms hung limply at his sides. He had lost a large amount of electrolytes, nutrients, enzymes and fluids. The chemicals that help trigger neuron responses in his brain were depleted. His highly developed mathematical and analytical brain was numb. Sensory impulses and motor commands were slow. 
 
    The mangrove forest had changed a little now. The trees were a little shorter. Uniformly, about fifteen feet high. But all else remained the same. 
 
    The sound of a helicopter was barely perceptible in the distance. Malcolm didn’t hear it. It grew louder and Malcolm turned his head in slow-motion. You could almost hear his neck bones cracking. The chopper flew by quickly, high and directly overhead, so nothing moved where Malcolm stood like a zombie. The only thing that swept across the swamp was the Doppler effect. 
 
    The sun seemed to be fading as quickly as the sound. With great effort, Malcolm folded himself onto some obliging roots, in a more or less sitting-up position. He was asleep before his head fell heavy against the trunk of the tree. Darkness came quickly.  
 
      
 
    A rising sun caused a small shaft of morning light to move across a tangle of mangrove roots and illuminate Malcolm’s face like a spotlight. He awoke with a start. 
 
    At first, it was as if his body were dead and only his head were alive. But then, very slowly, he began to move his aching arms and legs. He clumsily negotiated himself off his roost and searched the shallows for his meager breakfast. But the ever-present mosquitoes were hungry too, and they helped themselves to his blood. They became a real nuisance. 
 
    Malcolm sprayed himself with repellent for the last time. The can ran out, in short, spasmodic pffft, pffft, pfffts. He turned the can into litter and plunged onward into the unending forest. 
 
      
 
    Sweat was running down Malcolm’s face, droplets of perspiration hanging off his nose and chin. His sandy colored hair was a mat of wet hay, his eyes were still pink but improving. He wiped away the sweat from his eyes with his wrist and looked up through the crevices in the tree canopy. The bright white sun was at its highest point. The tiny snails and mangrove leaves he had eaten were hardly enough. It had been six days since Malcolm had eaten a meal. Six days since he had fresh, clean water to drink. He was in a daze, a stupor. He was muttering to himself. His body was in a starvation mode. His nerve paths slowed almost to a halt. His brain was sluggish. The most insignificant bits of input took painfully long to process. His heart rate, motor response and breathing were lagging. He was urgently close to shock due to dehydration. He needed immediate fluid replacement. But the water he had tasted in the red mangroves was much too salty. Drool spilled from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    In deep depression, Malcolm looked slightly to his right and his expression turned slowly to wonder. He became transfixed by the mixed blessing that lay before him. 
 
    There, not twenty feet away, was the edge of the mangrove forest. Then a wide, black, still creek. And beyond a wall of tawny grass about eleven or twelve feet high. Malcolm clambered up some prop roots for a better vantage point. Finally, when his eyes were about four feet higher, his line of sight skimmed the tips of the grass. At first, his vision was fuzzy, but then it slid into sharp focus. The brown grass seemed to go on forever, punctuated here and there by islands of green trees. It may present its own problems, but at least it was different, he thought. And it surely couldn’t be any worse than what he had gone through. 
 
    He made a bee-line to the creek. A very slow zig-zag, to be sure. 
 
    His enthusiasm generated energy. A new sense of power and purpose sprang from some mysterious source within his body. He stood atop a crazy jungle gym of roots at the edge of the creek, looking like a hot air balloon that had landed in the wrong place. He looked for a way to get down into the creek. He let go of the tree trunk and stepped toward another root. His foot caught in a branching loop, and he tumbled into the creek. Anyone who has ever seen a cartoon of a hippo falling from a tightrope can visualize it perfectly. Lots of bubbles and two log-shaped legs roiled the still water like a washing machine. Malcolm was upside down with his head in the mud for quite a while before he finally righted himself. When his jack-in-the-box-head popped to the surface, it swiveled in all directions, as if to see if someone had seen how foolish he looked. A stream of water spouted like a fountain from his pursed lips. The water here wasn’t as salty as the water in the red mangroves, and Malcolm slurped mouthfuls. 
 
    Malcolm sighed and settled into the water, letting it wash over him. He luxuriated and bobbled around for a long time, his eyes and nose and mouth the only parts of his body breaking the surface. He took great pleasure in what many would consider a cesspool of blood-sucking leeches, mosquito larvae, fish and turtle excrement, frog eggs and families of alligators.  This seemed to be, however, a peaceful spot. And, in fact, Malcolm gave no thought to, nor did he see, any alligators. 
 
    Malcolm made his way across the dark creek to the other side, head just above water. The brown, slender grass grew taller as he waded closer. Almost to the other side, he felt the bottom of the creek rise. But there was no muddy embankment.  The twelve-foot high grass grew in two to three feet of water. 
 
    He plunged into the brown curtain shoulder first, took two steps in the knee-high water and stopped. He felt a liquid running down his right arm and sent his left hand to investigate. It was blood. “Son of a bitch,” he said in disbelief. He looked around urgently. 
 
    For a moment, Malcolm was puzzled. Then he took a closer look at the twelve-foot tall blades of grass all around him. He studied the stalk in his hand. Each blade had fine sharp teeth, all pointed in the same direction along its midrib and two edges. Serrated knives, they were, that could cut a man’s skin if rubbed the wrong way. 
 
    Malcolm heard a loud buzzing and swatted mosquitoes on his face and on his right shoulder, drawn to the fresh-let blood. The buzzing grew louder as half a dozen more alighted on the still-raw oozing strip of flesh on his back where the bandage had been. Malcolm realized that the last of the mosquito repellent had washed off in the water. 
 
    At least fifty mosquitoes were drawing warm blood now. And thirty more swarmed around his face. Some say mosquitoes are attracted to expelled breath. Malcolm fanned the air and smacked his body. They buzzed surprisingly loudly, as if each were a mini World War II Spitfire warplane. They called out reinforcements and the swarm multiplied exponentially. They dive-bombed his ears, they flew into his eyes, he inhaled some up his nose, he felt a few stick to his lips and tongue. When he was back in Manhattan, Malcolm had no idea, that he would be stranded in a place where more mosquitoes are found than any other place on Earth. Literally. This was, and is, the mosquito capital of the world, limited only by the amount of space to hold them. There have been actual, authenticated cases of death from mosquitoes. Wing scales can obstruct the respiratory system and cling to mucus membranes. The saliva the mosquito injects can cause severe pain. The buzzing of swarms can invoke panic and flight into danger. 
 
    Malcolm began losing control. He was flailing his arms, eyes closed, head down. He shuttled his legs and did a violent, painful dance in the grass. The tall blades shook against his half-naked torso. 
 
    “Son of a bitch! Son of a bitch! Son of a bitch!” Malcolm was slapping at his face and body. He was rocking back and forth like a bear attacked by honeybees. And the swarm blackened. The swarm was now a dark cloud, a black aura, around his body. Malcolm took off running. He thrashed through the meat grinder leaves like a raging bull in the throes of death. He held his hands on each side of his face and stumbled blindly in one direction, then another. Small birds flitted from the sedge. Frogs leaped out of harm’s way. 
 
    Malcolm fell on one knee with a crunch of dry grass but picked himself up immediately. The insects sounded like they were inside his head. They were driving him mad. He would do anything to get away from them. Anything. 
 
    His back and shoulders were streaked with his own blood from long shallow cuts. His arms were covered in streams of red. His legs, protected somewhat by his heavy gray work pants, stabbed their way through the endless river of stropped blades. The mosquitoes were impossible to escape. The dark cloud enveloped Malcolm in a shroud of suffocating, stinging, sucking death. 
 
    Malcolm was screaming. 
 
    Screaming and running. 
 
    Running and crashing and thrashing in all directions, the steak-knife weeds flattening where he fell. 
 
    Suddenly, he stumbled into a small clearing, an isolated patch of three or four mangrove trees. The mangrove root system had, over the years, collected enough detritus to build up the land beneath it. Malcolm found himself in soft, black, ankle deep mud. He slipped and fell hard on his left side. The entire left side of his body from the tip of his left shoe to the top of his head, from his belly button around to his spine, looked like it had been dipped in dark chocolate. The mud globed in his hair. It covered his left eyelid. It clogged his left ear. Malcolm righted himself and sat in his mud bath, arms flying in all directions. But then he stopped. And he listened. Mosquitoes continued to buzz around his right ear, but not one buzzed in his mud-packed left ear. He extended both arms in front of him. And he looked. The mosquitoes continued to annihilate his right arm. But not one got through the mud to his left arm. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” he said, this time in happy amazement. 
 
    Malcolm rolled over on his right side and slathered mud all over himself. It was the kind of scene a hog farmer lived with every day. Malcolm wasn’t sure what harm the black ooze would do to his cuts, but it seemed to take some of the sting out of the mosquito bites. There must be something to this mud bath stuff, he thought. After all, women all over the world spend millions on it. And right now it was worth millions to him. 
 
    He waddled in the black muck. He kicked his legs in it. He tried to swim in it. He rolled around like a cantaloupe ball in chocolate fondue. He became giddy with the satisfaction of outsmarting sanity-sucking mosquitoes and he hooted and he hollered and he laughed like a crazy man. 
 
    The huge black motionless blob sitting in the middle of the mud hole had two pink eyes. Malcolm had caught his breath, rested awhile and licked his wounds, in a manner of speaking. Now it was time to move on. He broke off two dead mangrove branches and kept them. He used these as a prow to push through the grassy blades. The mud would protect him from the mosquitoes, as well as the cutting edges of the grass. And when the mud dried and flaked off, he could scoop up more mud from below the river of grass and paste it on himself. As long as the mud lasted, and he lasted, maybe he could make it. When Malcolm stood up he looked like a black Goliath, a mastodon of men. The mud monster of the great swamp walked stiffly out of the pool of mud, as if he had a load in his pants. He pierced the wall of the saw grass slowly, like a resurrected mummy returning to his crypt. He walked like a man in a suit of armor. For indeed, he was. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eleven 
 
     
 
      
 
    The leather sole of the shoe seemed to be speaking from the top of a wooden desk. “…claims she was raped on a pool table…” The shoes were on feet at the end of crossed legs, which came out of a beer belly covered by a blue shirt with the bottom button undone. The voice continued, “…one of them held a gun to her head while the others took turns.” Tom McGuire tossed the report on his desk. “I want you two to get into this case right away.” 
 
    Craig Mulholland and Armando Diaz looked at each other like they couldn’t believe what they just heard. Mulholland jumped in. “Hey Tom, we uh…don’t mind working as hard as the next guy…” 
 
    “Even harder,” Diaz added. 
 
    Mulholland continued, “Yeah, even harder, but with the other cases we’re working on, plus tryin’ to track down this guy out in the Glades, plus this case you’re talking about now, we are going to be too busy to do a good job on any one of ‘em.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree with you more,” Tom responded flatly. 
 
    “You’re taking us off the Glades case, aren’t you?” Diaz asked, incredulous. 
 
    McGuire sat quietly. 
 
    Mulholland leaned forward. “Tom, do not take us off this Glades case! Please!” 
 
    “I’m not taking you off the case, but I am telling you to let it ride for a while, get your minds on other things, go back to it in a couple of months.” 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz were relieved. 
 
    “Look,” McGuire continued, “Galvo, the guy you were putting all your bets on, cashed out, OK. There’s nothing you can do about that. And this other one, you don’t even know his name,” McGuire started to count the facts off with his fingers: “This guy was very seriously injured in the plane crash. He’s out there in the middle of nowhere with the snakes and gators, and he’s probably been dead for days.” McGuire put his feet down. “Now look me in the face, without laughing, and tell me you want to go out there and look for him instead of doing something more productive around here.” 
 
    “Tom, in a couple of months there won’t be anything left to go back to. Our leads will be stale and our informers will fly north for the summer…” 
 
    “We’ve got too much invested, Tom,” Diaz said. 
 
    “You’re on the losing end, boys. Cut your losses.” 
 
    Mulholland leaned over and put both palms on McGuire’s desk, “Tom, I’m goin’ to tell you something.” 
 
    “Hey, wait a second, good buddy,” Diaz put his hand on Mulholland’s shoulder. Mulholland shook it off. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. McGuire was the only one to look up. 
 
    “I’m goin’ to tell you something, Tom.” 
 
    “Craig, hold on,” Diaz softly commanded. 
 
    The knocking was harder this time. 
 
    McGuire yelled at the door, “What is it?” Mildred leaned in through the door. “There’s a Lieutenant DiSantis from Chicago on the phone. He’s the same guy who called you a couple of days ago about the plane crash in the swamps.” 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz looked at each other, then they turned to McGuire. Each had a raised eyebrow. McGuire gave them a look as if to say, “Hey, what do you want from me?” He took the call. “McGuire.” 
 
    “Lieutenant McGuire, this is Lieutenant DiSantis, I spoke to you the day before yesterday about the drug plane.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course, I remember. But we haven’t got much more than I told you before, Lieutenant. “ 
 
    McGuire held the receiver toward Mulholland and Diaz so they could hear DiSantis. 
 
    “The one who died in the crash, have you verified his I.D. yet?” 
 
    “We have.” 
 
    “And it was Galvo, Michael Galvo?” 
 
    “It was Galvo.” 
 
    “How about the drugs or cash? Did you conclude your search?” 
 
    “No. We found no drugs. We found no drug money. But if we find any, you’ll be one of the first to know about it.” McGuire rolled his eyes. 
 
    Another pause from DiSantis. “How about the one that got away. Any better idea on him?” 
 
    “Just what I told you the other day.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that sounded crazy.” 
 
    “Look, I read it to you right from the report. You want to talk to the two Naples officers who were there, call them yourself.” 
 
    In his office, DiSantis had swiveled around in his chair and was looking at a large map of Florida. “Lieutenant, where exactly did the plane crash? What were the coordinates?” 
 
    “Listen, DiSantis, with all respect due to a fellow officer of my rank, if I told you about every little detail of this case, e-mailed you pictures of the crash site, mailed you all the reports that have been written, told you about all the evidence that has been gathered and all the leads we’ve followed-up on the past two years…” McGuire was sitting erect now, “…I would never have time to do my job…I mean, I don’t get calls like this every day.” 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz were hanging on every word. 
 
    “Lieutenant McGuire, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take too much of your time to pry into a case you’ve put so much into. It’s just that we’ve wanted to burn Galvo for a long time ourselves. And we have strong reason to believe that the other one could be someone we want even more.” 
 
    McGuire’s eyes met the eyes of Diaz and Mulholland once again. “You say the one on the run is somebody you’re trying to get real bad?” 
 
    “We think so. We’re almost sure of it.” 
 
    Mulholland spoke in a loud whisper, “You see, Tom, the Chicago connection was the right connection.” Diaz sat there quietly cheering. 
 
    “Well, we’ll do the best job we can, DiSantis. If he’s not dead, we’ll get him and we’ll let you know when we do.” 
 
    “Listen, this case is important to me, McGuire. I’ve got a lot wrapped up in it myself.” 
 
    “Well, I can assure you that we won’t screw up DiSantis.” McGuire then spoke with a phony southern accent. “Us good old boys down here in Miami can handle a complicated drug case. And just for the record, Detective Craig Mulholland and  
 
    Armando Diaz are assigned to the case and responsible for the day-to-day.” 
 
    DiSantis replied, “I’m sorry I gave you the impression I thought you couldn’t, Lieutenant.” DiSantis was loosening his tie. “I know I sound pushy but let me explain. I give speeches on drug enforcement at the high schools here in Chicago. I’m well known in town. I started walking a beat in the housing projects thirty-five years ago. I made it to Lieutenant because I don’t let up. This case is very important to me.” 
 
    “That’s commendable, DiSantis. That’s better than I’ve done myself. But if you want to know more than what I’ve told you, you’ll have to come down here and do it yourself.” 
 
    A slight pause. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll do just that, Lieutenant.” 
 
    As soon as McGuire hung up, Mulholland and Diaz were on their feet. “Tom you tried to throw cold water on us just when this guy in Chicago is heatin’ up,” Mulholland said. 
 
    “He must have a lot of the answers we’ve been looking for on the Chicago side,” Diaz said. 
 
    “Sounds like he might be coming down here,” McGuire said. “I don’t know if he’s serious, but it sounded that way. He’s obviously a very determined guy. Sounds like he means what he says.” 
 
    “Can he do that, Tom?” Diaz asked. 
 
    “Sure. If he’s chasing a suspected felon, and he had the right approvals, he can walk in here and ask all the questions he wants.” 
 
    “He won’t get the approvals,” Mulholland declared. 
 
    “A guy like that will, don’t kid yourself.” 
 
    “He’d better not get in our way, Tom, we’re depending on you to keep him out of our hair.” 
 
    “OK. I’ll give the rape case to Jackson and Lavendausky and I’ll give you two more days of the chopper. And this time, one of you can go out in the chopper to see for yourselves. But there is a limit to how long you two are going to traipse around in the woods looking for a dead man.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    The panorama over the top of the twelve-foot grass was vast and flat. It looked like an enormous, soft brown meadow. The pattern of the grass was unbroken. Except for a hole that was moving incredibly slowly. 
 
    Down in the hollow space of displaced grass, Malcolm bulldozed forward. The two pieces of mangrove branches he held in front of him, as a sort of wedge, worked pretty well. The only part of him that bled now were his knuckles. The mud all over his body was dried and crusty. Mosquitoes provided a noisy airborne escort, but Malcolm ignored them. Malcolm's pants were a mess of broken and ripped threads. His black leather workman type shoes had been waterlogged for days and the saw teeth of the grass were taking a toll on them. 
 
    At water level, the sawgrass sent up young green shoots to join the brown, dried out adults above. Snails of every size were everywhere. Frogs hung and sprang like gymnasts from mast-to-mast. Gambusias, guppy-like fish an inch or two long, schooled through the submerged stems gobbling mosquito larvae. Submarine fleets of turtles paddled through the reeds, stopping every once-in-a-while to send up their periscope heads. 
 
    As Malcolm sloshed monotonously through the water, he muttered to himself non-stop. "How did the Indians deal with the mosquitoes? The Indians didn't run around in mud suits all day and sleep in mud suits at night. How would they make babies? They must have known something the rest of us don't know.” All kinds of images flooded through his head. Malcolm stopped. He put the two sticks down and looked into the shallows, as he had done countless times before. He picked snails off the sawgrass and he ate them as if they were berries. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    REMEMBER: Eating raw snails and raw frogs can kill you.  
 
    Malcolm was lucky. You may not be. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    As Malcolm reached for a snail, a frog hopped to the spot where his hand was going. Malcolm hesitated for a moment. Then his hand snapped up the frog in a flash. With the green-slime frog in his hands, Malcolm hesitated for a moment again, not knowing exactly what to do next. Then Malcolm grabbed the main body of the frog with one hand and grabbed its long legs with the other and simply pulled it apart at the hip joint. 
 
    As Malcolm held the webbed foot, the dismembered frog leg was twitching, trying to hop without the rest of its body. Malcolm inserted the jerking leg in his mouth and pulled the bone between his teeth to scrap off all the meat. He did the same thing with the second leg and discarded the carcass. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Let me repeat: Eating raw snails and raw frogs can kill you.  
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    "The frogs! The freakin' frogs! They're nude. Naked! No clothes! No mosquito repellant. And the mosquitoes don't land on them. Don't even fly around them. And the frogs don't wear mud suits! What do they know? What the hell do they know? I've got to talk to a frog. Or eat a lot more frogs. That's it. You are what you eat, right? That's it, you are what...." 
 
    Babbling, Malcolm packed himself with fresh mud then picked up his mangrove sticks and pushed on. 
 
      
 
    The sun had moved two hours higher in the sky. Malcolm's eyes scanned the blue. He had not seen, nor heard, the police helicopter that day. Perhaps they had called off their search. 
 
    Malcolm then parted the curtain of grass with his sticks and there before him lay another meandering creek. He waded into it, anxious to wash off the caked mud. Malcolm disappeared, then bobbed to the surface and dog paddled across the deep creek. Toward the other side, he found footing on the bottom and stood there cooling off. 
 
    Then something caught his eye. Something silver just beneath the surface. A small silverfish. It hung there as if tethered to the bottom. Malcolm licked his lips, kept his eyes on the fish and slowly prepared his right arm and hand to lunge for it. Malcolm's arm shot into the water. But just before he did, the fish raised the large dorsal fin on its back. Eight needle-sharp spines pierced Malcolm's fleshy hand. The bones were like nails and the pain was like an electric shock. Inhospitable bacteria instantly invaded Malcolm's bloodstream in uncountable millions. His eyes opened as wide as his hand, which he yanked out of the water. The fish was dangling from his hands by its spines. He tried to shake it loose, but the spines had taken hold like a living, swimming cactus. Finally, it fell to the water and swam away. 
 
    Malcolm grabbed his injured fist and comforted it against his chest. He appraised the red punctures across his palm. 
 
    "Son of a bitch!" 
 
    Malcolm flexed and unflexed his injured hand repeatedly. It was already becoming swollen and stiff. Malcolm couldn't stop muttering, "Son of a bitch!" as he made his way up the underwater contour. But a few holes in his hand was the least of his problems. Malcolm was starving to death. He had lost many pounds in only days. 
 
    He couldn't exist on a diet of leaves, snails and frogs. But what else could he eat? There were no coconut or fruit trees here. He couldn't run fast, like a panther to catch his prey. He didn't have poisonous fangs and lightning fast reflexes to catch and immobilize small, quick animals. He couldn't swim fast to catch swimming fish. He couldn't fly in the air to spot them from above. He didn't even have protective coloration or natural camouflage that would allow him to lay-in-wait for a passing morsel. Malcolm had no fishing line, no knife, no gun, no nothing. 
 
    He looked up at the brown wall of grass in front of him. He stood out like a sore thumb. Huge. Slow. Practically naked. Malcolm was the prey. 
 
    And almost everything else, the predator.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Malcolm's hand was swollen so much he couldn't make a fist. It looked like a rubber glove with air blown into it. The redness around each puncture mark now radiated outward across his hand. It looked nasty. And the wound had the potential of bringing about a painful and horrible death because the reproductive cells of clostridium tetani had multiplied in the deep punctures. Tetanus toxin, a powerful nerve poison, was being produced in Malcolm's body. 
 
    Malcolm awkwardly reached into his right pocket with his left hand. He pulled out a tube of antibiotic ointment and applied it to his wound. The ointment wouldn't help much in this case. But the tetanus shot Malcolm had received at the crash site, would help tremendously. He would not find himself in any grave danger. At least not from fish bones. 
 
    Malcolm dug into the mucky bottom beneath the sawgrass and replenished the life-saving mud that had fallen off his body. It didn't matter that this icing of muck was laden with tiny pink mud worms. He even tried to cover the ointment on his hand. 
 
    Then Malcolm saw something astonishing. He saw a frog jump from one sawgrass stalk to another. Far away. 
 
    Then another jump, farther away yet. Then another, farther still. 
 
    What was astonishing wasn't the frog jumping, it was that Malcolm could see the frog in great detail, no matter how far away it jumped. 
 
    Malcolm held up his hand. He focused on his muddy fingers. Then he focused past his fingers to the little frog about fifteen-feet away. Then to a single blade of sawgrass about one hundred feet away. He could see it clearly, as if magnified. He blinked his eyes. Then he looked up and focused on a hawk flying high above him. The hawk came into sharp focus. In incredible detail. Malcolm squinted slightly. He could actually see feathers! Malcolm's eyes looked almost normal now, just a pale pink color persisted. And they were open wide toward the sky. His terra cotta face was in awe. His mouth open, slack in disbelief. "My God! My God, it's a miracle!" Malcolm's eyes moistened with emotion. He looked back at his hand still outstretched before him. He looked back at the hawk, as if to test his telescopic vision once again. Perhaps it was a freak event. A mirage. His imagination. He squinted his eyes at the bird soaring high in the clear blue sky on heat thermals. 
 
    He saw an orange eye with a round black pupil looking back at him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Craig Mulholland's pink hibiscus print shirt was flapping in the wind as he sat in the co-pilot seat of the two-man police helicopter. The chopper was loud, and it flew fast, like an enormous dragonfly, over great stretches of mangroves. 
 
    Mulholland and the pilot wore headphones so they could hear each other. Although they were sitting side-by-side, their voices sounded like a long-distance phone call. 
 
    "You forced to ride in this thing every day, Whipple?" Mulholland asked, holding onto the vibrating chopper. 
 
    "Not every day. I get a day off once in a while." 
 
    "How much longer?" 
 
    "We're just about there." 
 
    Whipple backed off on the speed as the chopper descended to just above the treetops. 
 
    "There it is." Whipple announced. 
 
    "Jesus. You mean somebody survived that crash?" The plane looked as it did the day it went down. Except for the birds and animals that now treated it just like an empty log. The chopper hung in the air, as if on a string. 
 
    "You wanna put down in here, Mulholland?" 
 
    "Not right now. I'd rather try to figure out which way somebody, anybody, would get out of here. What do you think?" 
 
    "Well, it depends on what time of day it was when he ran. If it was dark there would be no way he could tell which way was north or south from east or west, unless he could tell by the stars." 
 
    "It was late afternoon." 
 
    "OK, so let's assume he could tell which way north is and he went north." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Cause if he went south or west he'd hit the ocean." 
 
    "So what?" 
 
    "No fresh water. Nothing to drink." 
 
    "Can he drink the water if he goes north or east?" 
 
    "As he gets further inland, he could. It would probably give him a terrible case of diarrhea, but he could at least survive. Besides, there's a lot more he could eat besides coconuts." 
 
    "So you think he might have gone north or east?" 
 
    "I haven't got the slightest idea. But that's what I would do." 
 
    "OK, let's go northeast." 
 
    "You want to go fast and take 'em by surprise, or go slow and look for some signs?" 
 
    "We took the last two hours fast, let's take the next two hours slow." 
 
    The RPM of the engine increased slightly and the chopper rotated just above the tree tops. They traveled in a lazy zig-zag pattern, to and fro, over the Glades. Mulholland zealously searched the mangroves with binoculars but paused every few minutes to give his arms and eye sockets some relief. Every once-in-a-while he'd say, "This is impossible." Whipple also thought he heard him say, "No freakin' way!" 
 
    For a long time, the chopper passed over uncountable numbers of mangrove trees. Not one of them which could be visually separated or differentiated from the others. But now, here and there, there was a slim seam in the canopy, where the reflection of water could be seen. Mulholland scoured the seams with intense interest. 
 
    "Nothing. Absolutely nothing," Mulholland said, disappointed. 
 
    "Wanna go back to home base?" 
 
    "Are you kidding? I’ve got this chopper for today and tomorrow only. I'm not giving up yet." They flew to the next crevice in the canopy. 
 
    "There's no way a rat could even get through this stuff, let alone the kind of moose those two bozos from Naples described," Mulholland groaned. 
 
    "They said he was seven feet tall, didn't they?" 
 
    "Yeah, something like that. I know their eyes are bigger than their brains, but there may be some truth to the fact that he's a big guy. Maybe we'll be lucky enough to find out." 
 
    Whipple manipulated the controls to move the chopper on.  
 
    "Whoa! Wait a second! Go back!" Mulholland surged with enthusiasm and hope. The binoculars were jammed into his eyes. 
 
    "Over to the right a little. A little more." 
 
    "What do you see?" 
 
    "Do jet airliners drop garbage out their windows over this place?" 
 
    "I doubt it. What do you see?" 
 
    "Drop down a little." 
 
    "All I can give you is five feet." 
 
    "Just make believe you're a flamingo coming in to roost." 
 
    "Come on, what do you see down there?" 
 
    "I see what the Naples bozos reported missing. I see a can of bug spray. He was here, Whipple! He was here!" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    
Malcolm could barely hear the distant chirps as the red-winged blackbird came into focus. He heard a far-away splash and he saw the bullfrog in detail. He looked into the grass and his vision made a tiny bumblebee look as big as a robin. Malcolm tested his supernatural vision over and over as he mashed his way through the river of grass. 
 
    The heat of the sun had baked the mud on his face and on the top of his head. It was hard and crusty, but it protected him against the strong rays. He looked as though a sculptor had started a clay bust of a man but never finished it. He was a rotund gargoyle moving through the rushes. 
 
    He held his protective wooden prow before him, but the whipping saw-like blades of the grass continued to flog him. The height of the grass had diminished now, but it was still over seven feet. 
 
    High above the sawgrass he noticed something that made him stop in the calf-high water. Black smoke, lots of it, was billowing up into the sky. It was hard to tell just how far away it was, but it appeared to be at some distance. His incredible vision was of no use to him now, since he couldn't see where it was coming from. 
 
    As he stood watching, the ever-widening black curtain veiled half the sky. Malcolm sniffed the air. Then he decided to be unconcerned and continued his march.  
 
    As Malcolm lifted each foot and plunged it back in about two feet ahead, he could see that the stitching had finally broken around the leather soles of both his shoes. The soles just hung down like the limp tongues of dogs on a hot day. And Malcolm was muttering to himself. 
 
    "A shoemaker. A shoemaker is all you need boys. The soles of my shoes are dying. Drowning. No one will ever know what you did for me boys. We'll die here together. I'll die with my shoes on, don't worry..." 
 
    Malcolm paid no attention to the occasional snake that was too lethargic to slither away from his sloshing and thrashing and the continual mumbling and grumbling. He just stepped over lazy turtles that ignored his plethora of eloquent non sequiturs. He ate scores of small snails. He drank the water at his feet. It mattered little if some of the bottom had been stirred up. "A little mud never hurt anybody, said somebody." He was delirious. "Mud outside. Mud inside. Mud blood. Mud pie. Mud in the eye. Mud..." 
 
    Malcolm stopped in mid-sentence. He found himself in the middle of what looked like a path. A three-foot wide swath of flattened sawgrass that meandered off to his left. Could someone else be here? He leaned forward trying to peer around the curve. He couldn't. He looked intently but he was unable to see around the walls of the high brown grass. He began walking timidly down the path, very slowly at first, then with curious fervor. He followed the shape of the path, this way and that, not knowing what he would find around the next curve. If there were another human there, the person would have died of fright upon seeing the colossal mud-man-of-the-bog splashing stiffly toward him. 
 
    There was no other human to be found. But suddenly, around the last curve, Malcolm came upon a tranquil black lagoon. The glassy pool was fed by a creek on either side. Probably the same meandering creek he had crossed a number of times already. Along the edges of the lagoon were familiar mangrove trees. And where the muck rose above the water level, there was a hodge-podge of buttonwood, cabbage palm, cattail, arrowhead, cocoplum and numerous weeds of every name and description. There was even a bouquet of pretty spider lilies, gleaming white in the sun, as if to welcome him to the aqueous Eden. Half of the surface of the lagoon was covered with floating plants. White water lilies and lavish lavender flowers were set on the tops of the green water hyacinth pads which were as big as dinner plates. The other half of the lagoon was a black mirror. Cacophonous sounds came from the trees, as dozens of birds ruffled in the branches. Long-legged herons waded at the water's edge. A half dozen pintail ducks and blue winged teals slid on the surface. 
 
    The sun shone bright and hot on this watery place, but the scene looked inviting. And it held the promise of survival. 
 
    In the water, millions of microscopic plants and animals in every cubic yard were suspended in a drifting cloudy haze. Turtles skittled across the bottom, leaving ‘dust’ trails behind them. Crabs rattled their claws at inquisitive bass, minnows, bream and gar. A swamp snake undulated through the brackish water toward a plump pig frog. 
 
    A pair of zebra butterflies fluttered in tremulous excitement past Malcolm as he grabbed the dead limbs of a fallen tree and lowered himself into the water. The tree, possibly blown over by a hurricane, was the skeletal remains of a dead Goliath. Its huge bony arms stretched above the water toward the sun.  
 
    In the chest-deep water Malcolm dipped himself under and the mud washed off like chocolate ice cream. He wiped the dissolving mud away from his hair and face. He pushed it off his shoulders and chest. He reached around to his back as best he could and washed the almost completely healed wound on his spine. He was left with a seven-inch wide strip of very thin skin that would have a reddish color for the rest of his life. With his forearm flat against the water, he pushed away the glop from the surface and drank copiously. He saw a small fish in the water. And then another. And, turning, he saw many more. The pond was teeming with them. Then he looked at his right hand. He could still see the puncture marks, but the swelling had mostly subsided. He looked into the cattails standing near him in the water. And on the stalks were two apple snails. Each was about the size of a golf ball. They immediately became gastronomic treats for Malcolm. And his face showed his pleasure. Juice ran down the sides of his mouth as he chomped with enthusiasm. If Malcolm knew that the Everglades kite eats nothing but apple snails, he would have applauded the bird for its discriminating culinary taste. Malcolm looked for more apple snails but failed to find any. Good thing. Malcolm didn’t know that eating raw snails could kill him. He was lucky so far. He hadn’t died yet. But his luck could run out with the very next snail. He turned, searching the weeds and rushes for other food. 
 
    With his excellent vision, he spotted a pickerel frog on a lily pad. Its white throat pulsed quickly. As Malcolm lunged clumsily toward the slimy creature, it leaped and was gone. Malcolm's movements were heavy and slow. His energy was at a low ebb. His weight was dropping precipitously. 
 
    From the spot where the frog disappeared, Malcolm's eyes looked up. As if jolted, he took a half step back. To the side of the lagoon there was a mound made of broken bits and pieces of sawgrass. The mound was about two to three feet high and about eight feet across. On top of the mound were two large raccoons. They surprised Malcolm, but the raccoons had already spotted him. And they seemed unconcerned. They looked right at him, but they just kept digging into the mound with their small human-like hands. They dug urgently. 
 
    Malcolm squinted his eyes and what the coons were digging for came into focus. One of the coons lifted an egg from the nest and bit into it. It slurped up the contents. The other one did the same thing. They loved it. They looked healthy. But they looked nervous. Their eyes were bright, but they darted continuously. 
 
    To the left of the mound he saw a pair of wood storks. They were flapping their large black and white wings, apparently annoyed at the raccoons. It looked as though Mr. & Mrs. Coon had ruined Mr. & Mrs. Stork's day. And Malcolm was about to ruin the coons’ day. Putting his weight against it, he broke off a heavy, dead limb from the fallen tree. The club had sharp points at its globular end. "Perfect!" Malcolm said examining the walloping end and feeling the heft of the stick in his hands. He waded toward them. The bottom dropped away from his feet and he vanished below the surface for a moment. When he popped back up, he dog paddled across until he found footing close to the mound. When Malcolm got within twenty feet of the nest, the raccoons became extremely nervous. They sat up and stood on their hind legs. Then they sniffed the air and showed their teeth, chattering wildly. At ten feet away, the coons rushed forward a foot or two, then retreated a few feet behind the nest. Both raccoons repeated this running forward, running away ritual over and over. Each time, they gnashed their sizable sharp teeth, hunched their backs and swatted with their claws. 
 
    Malcolm stood waist high next to the nest. He raised the club and batted at one of the coons. It jumped out of the way and ran to the back of the nest. The other coon rushed Malcolm. Malcolm hit it squarely over the head. 
 
    The two coons snarled and feigned an attack beyond the reach of Malcolm's stick. Malcolm clubbed the nest. The coons retreated a few more feet. Malcolm rose up on the nest and swung at them again. One slipped away in the bushes. The other followed. The storks had gone. And Malcolm dropped to his knees and looked down at the eggs. He reached into the depression and pulled out one white egg. The egg was a little more elongated than a chicken egg. He noticed it was cracked. He tapped it with his finger, then hesitatingly, bit into it slightly. He managed to remove one end of the egg and he peeked inside. He was almost afraid to look, fearing he'd see the same revolting thing he saw the last time he raided a nest. He raised the egg above his mouth and dumped the contents into it. After gulping the slime down, Malcolm smacked his lips and reached for another egg. He repeated the process again, but with greater dispatch, sometimes squishing egg yolk all over his hands. There were six more instant replays. Some of the clear part of the egg ran from the corner of his mouth. Malcolm was amazed that there were so many eggs in the nest. He dug deeper. And he started pulling them out, collecting them on the mound. Ten...twenty...thirty. This was like finding a gold mine. 
 
    On the opposite side of the lagoon, in the sawgrass path where Malcolm had come upon this place, the expectant mother stood. 
 
    Sixteen feet long. More than five hundred pounds. Sinister black from head-to-tail. Penetrating eyes that burned with an ice-cold fire that could not be extinguished even with the passage of ages. The alligator was awesome.  
 
    It stood perfectly still, looking at Malcolm destroying what millions of years of primitive instinct was now inexorably commanding it to protect. 
 
    It raised itself up on its four powerful legs in the ankle-deep water of the path. It opened its mouth slightly, as if in angry surprise. It drew in a breath. This was one of the biggest and most powerful gators in all the Everglades. And at this moment, one of the most aggressive. Nothing would stop this animal from its destiny. To destroy the destroyer. 
 
    Its heavy head and neck were as thick as its body. And its body was thicker than Malcolm’s. Its dozens of teeth were as big as carrots. Each one as sharp as an ice pick. 
 
    One bite from its enormously strong jaws could sever a man's legs through the bone. One swipe of its huge powerful tail could kill a horse.  
 
    It slid silently into the water. 
 
    Malcolm was still looking down counting the eggs. 
 
    "...Thirty-seven, thirty-eight, thirty-nine..." 
 
    Since the Triassic Period, two hundred and thirty million years ago, alligators have hardly changed at all. They basked on the edges of steaming lagoons one hundred and five million years before the Rocky Mountains began to rise. They were among the earliest dinosaurs. Yet more than one hundred million years after the last large dinosaur breathed its last breath, the alligator lives on, like the legendary vampire, sentenced to demonic immortality. They've had lots of time to perfect their cold-blooded methods of survival. 
 
    The alligator's eyes were hardly noticeable above the surface of the water as it moved, without a ripple, toward its warm-blooded prey. 
 
    "...forty-four, forty-five, forty-six..." 
 
    The alligator slid past the front of the mound, toward the back where the mound was closest to the land area. Even though the zoological order to which it belongs is not far above cockroaches on the evolutionary scale, with a very small single-lobe brain, it knew that if it flushed its quarry into the water, death would come quickly to the intruder. And the spoils would be a welcome meal to the victor.  
 
    "...fifty-two, fifty-three." Malcolm thought he heard something. He looked up at the lagoon. He saw nothing unusual or threatening. He lowered his head to continue counting. "Let's see, that's fifty-three, fifty-...." 
 
    Then! In an explosion of fury, the alligator gave a tremendous slap of its tail and lunged up onto the mound behind Malcolm. The huge gator’s mouth was wide open.  
 
    Malcolm was pinned between the gator and the lagoon. 
 
    From the gator’s throat came a thunderous jet engine roar. Water and green slime sputtered from its teeth. Its long muscular tail whipped behind it. 
 
    Malcolm leaped up stiffly. Looking down the cavernous death trap was paralyzing. Malcolm stepped backwards squishing the eggs. He groped for the large stick he had used to chase the raccoons. He picked it up in a flash. His face was total panic. He held the stick between himself and the gator. He wound up and batted hard at the gator's head, but he wasn't close enough to hit it. The big stick swung around the left side of Malcolm's neck like a golf club. Malcolm swung back the other way and hit the creature solidly on the nose, but just as it hit, Malcolm lost his footing and the stick flipped end-over-end into the middle of the lagoon. Just after the stick splashed into the water, the gator hissed loudly. Now the gator was even more determined to rip him to shreds. 
 
    The enormous reptile never stopped moving, although getting all five hundred pounds up onto the mound gave Malcolm the second or two that he needed to move his legs. 
 
    Now the gator came at Malcolm for the kill, head twisting and moving side-to-side to grab his legs. Malcolm had no choice in the world except to dive into the water. 
 
    Malcolm never swam better in his life. The water boiled with his straining effort to escape an unbelievably horrible death. The huge gator, standing on its four short legs at the top of the mound paused for an instant, as if exalting itself as the sinister ruler of this primeval place. From its battlement it seemed to relish the fact that it was about to administer the coup de grace to the large struggling mammal in the water. 
 
    It slid off the mound without a splash. 
 
    Malcolm's eyes, wide open in the churning, splashing water, were wild with terror. The opposite side of the lagoon seemed to recede farther and farther away with each clumsy stroke of his heavy arms. Malcolm was yelling, bellowing in heart-stopping fear. 
 
    Seen from the black silence below him, Malcolm's body was that of a panic-stricken polar bear trying to escape an unavoidable attack from a killer whale. Sunlight filtered down through a haze of protozoa. Tendrils hung eerily from the floating plants. 
 
    Malcolm was gasping through the bubbling, sloshing water. His strenuous kicking and stroking had taken him to the middle of the lagoon. He had lifted his heavy arms through the water more times than he could count. He was wearing out fast. His efforts became labored as his struggling increased. Left, right, left… 
 
    The lagoon was silent except for his splashing. Left, right, left. The stick he had used to defend himself against the gator was floating before him. He grabbed it with his left hand. As Malcolm raised his right arm to stroke through the water, a gaping mouth that looked bigger than his body rose up in front of him. The white dagger teeth stabbed past Malcolm's face in a blur as he jerked his head away. The alligator's immense jaws slammed shut over Malcolm's fat forearm. It was impossible to jerk his arm free from the hellish hydraulic press locked onto him. The foaming, roiling water looked almost like steam. A fine vaporous spray snorted from the gator's dragon-like nostrils. The gator's immense tail slapped the surface with an ear-splitting crack. Malcolm let out a hair-raising scream, horror stricken. 
 
    As the gator submerged, large whirling eddies formed on the surface. It looked like a toilet bowl had just been flushed. Malcolm was going down. His chilling scream turned to gurgling bubbles as he disappeared in the swill. The last thing on the surface was Malcolm's left hand, holding the club. 
 
    The silhouette of the gator against the bright surface was remarkably sleek. It held its legs close to its body as its serpentine tail propelled it to the bottom with its prey. 
 
    Malcolm's body was that of a fish on land. He was flopping around tugging to free himself, willing to lose his arm to save his life. 
 
    Even with Malcolm's massive size and weight, his struggling was futile. He went to the bottom, towed by the prehistoric beast.  
 
    One of the gator's teeth had pierced Malcolm's forearm clear through, right next to the bone. Some other teeth had penetrated the skin but had not sunk too deeply into his flesh. None of the teeth severed any major blood vessels. It was fortunate for Malcolm that his arm was locked in the gator's mouth more than halfway back along the reptile's long jaw line. Here, the teeth were blunter and further apart. The fact that this was a particularly large alligator meant that there was proportionately more space between the huge teeth at the back of the mouth, and Malcolm's fat arm needed as much room as it could get. So far, the bone had not shattered. Malcolm probably would not bleed to death before he drowned. 
 
    On the bottom, Malcolm yanked and strained to get free. He felt no pain at all. He was numb with shock. 
 
    Malcolm's struggling slowed. And then, he hardly moved at all. 
 
    The gator just waited for the inevitable. 
 
    Five minutes passed. Perhaps ten. 
 
    A school of small fish swam by in front of them. 
 
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The six fish changed direction suddenly, as if all of the same mind. They swam, alarmed, straight toward a stream of quickly rising silver bubbles. The Neon Tetras diverted. A human hand descended in front of the noisy bubbles and pulled a small clump of green plants from the gravel bottom of the twenty-gallon aquarium. 
 
    "Bill Zebhardt?" a voice questioned. 
 
    The bearded man in the short-sleeve shirt pulled his hand out of the fish tank. "You found him. What can I do for you?" 
 
    "Detective Diaz. Miami Police Department." He flashed his badge. 
 
    "Listen, I'm innocent. And I can prove it," he wiped his hands on a towel, "I took pictures of the street and the sign not ten feet from where I parked and..." 
 
    "Hold it, hold it, wait a second. If you're talking about a parking ticket, you got the wrong judge. I'm not here about a parking ticket, Mr. Zebhardt." 
 
    "Oh. Well, in that case call me Bill." 
 
    "How do you do, Bill? Armando." They shook hands in the middle of a room filled with aquariums and small cages containing all kinds of animals. 
 
    "I do just fine, except for a parking ticket that I don't deserve." 
 
    "Well, I can't help you with that, but maybe you can help us with a case we're working on." 
 
    "I'm happy to help all I can. But how can the Director of the Miami Zoo help the police? Pet gorilla escape or something?" 
 
    "Well, yes, something like that,” Diaz said with a chuckle. “We're looking for a man, a drug runner, who survived a plane crash and escaped into the Everglades." 
 
    "Oh, sure. I remember reading something about that." 
 
    "We'd like to know what's out there, animals I mean, that could get in his way of surviving. What are his chances of making it out of there alive? Making it back to civilization?" 
 
    "Depends a great deal on where he crashed." 
 
    "Oh, of course." Diaz pulled a map from the pocket of his guayabera. "Right about here." 
 
    "God! Impossible!" 
 
    "Impossible?" 
 
    "Well, I mean, from what I know about that area, it's impossible. Nearly impossible. You'd have to talk to an expert familiar, very familiar, with that area to get a real good opinion on that." 
 
    "Like who?" 
 
    "Like an Indian." 
 
    "An Indian?" 
 
    "Yeah, a Seminole Indian, an old one, might have some knowledge of what it's like to get through the terrain out there. It’s one thing looking at it from the air, but what it's really like is another question. But I can tell you about the animals he's likely to run into there and in the rest of the Glades." 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    "OK, let's start right where you’re standing. Take a look in the cage you've got your hand on. Pygmy rattlesnake." Diaz jerked his hand away. "He won't run into this one or the other three poisonous snakes in Florida until he gets farther away from the salty water. But as he gets more and more into the drier areas, he'll run into a lot of them." 
 
    "Can they kill a man? A big man?" 
 
    "The pygmy, probably not. It would make him awful sick though. Now the diamondback rattler..." they went to the next large glass cage, "gets to be eight feet. It could easily kill you and me both. This one is a small one. Would kill just one of us." Zebhardt smiled and moved to a small cage. "This little red, yellow and black beauty is the most-deadly poisonous snake down here. The coral snake. Drop-for-drop as deadly as the cobra. And it only grows to a maximum of eighteen inches. Doesn't even have fangs. Has grooved teeth. He has to chew on you a little bit to get the venom in." The snake looked up at Diaz. “What about the reports I’ve seen on TV about those eighteen-foot pythons taking over in the Glades?” Diaz questioned. 
 
    “Like this one?” They walked over to a large cage against the wall. Inside was a huge beige and brown python curled up in a ball.  
 
    “She’s sixteen feet and still growing.” 
 
    “Poisonous?” 
 
    “No, non-poisonous. Kills by constriction. They tighten their bodies around you forcing out all the air until you suffocate. Then they eat you.” 
 
    “They can eat a man?” 
 
    “In one big gulp. Although it might take a while.” 
 
    Diaz folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “They’re out there for sure and expanding their range every day. They used to be found closer to Miami, but they’ve been spotted recently as far west as Naples and as far north as Jacksonville.” 
 
     Diaz took a real good look at the huge snake in the cage. 
 
    "Then there's the cottonmouth moccasin. Aggressive. Deadly. Even when the victim survives, the bite usually always turns gangrenous and results in amputation of a limb. We don't have any specimens here at the zoo." 
 
    "I can't say I'm disappointed, Bill." 
 
    "But there are lots of them out there in the Glades. Then there's an enormous assortment of spiders, scorpions, poisonous toads and caterpillars, that sort of thing." 
 
    "Not enough to kill him?" 
 
    "Oh, they could, sure. Just because they're small doesn't mean they couldn't kill him. Bees may be the deadliest things he runs into. Bees are responsible for more deaths in America than any other animal. It all depends on his reaction to specific toxins. We all have different tolerances depending on our size, muscle-to-fat ratio, blood pressure, where on the body he's bitten, allergic sensitivities, things like that. But generally speaking, the bigger he is, the better his chances of surviving any of the poisonous bites from smaller animals. Large diamondback or cottonmouth, without treatment, he's probably a dead man." 
 
    "The reports that I've heard say he is big. Huge, in fact. We think the reports are exaggerated though." 
 
    "Well, even if he does survive a poisonous snake bite, just for argument’s sake, there are some other things that he would not survive, no way, if he runs into them." Zebhardt pointed to a glass door with sunlight shining through it. "Come on, I'll show you." 
 
    The canvas-topped, zebra-striped golf cart purred its way along the winding asphalt walks of the beautiful zoo. It threaded its way through curious visitors. It slid past elaborate cage-less landscapes displaying rare white tigers, mountain gorillas and African elephants. Then they stopped, but neither got off the electric cart.       
 
    "Here's one. The Black Bear. There are more of them out there than people realize. The Indians shoot them now and then even though they're not supposed to. They claim they raid their reservations. If the bear has a chance to run, it will unless it's old, diseased or starving. Those claws are like knives. If it decides to attack, I don't care how big a man is, the bear would win." 
 
    Diaz just looked and listened. They pulled away. 
 
    The cart hummed past a prairie of giraffes and hillocks of camels. It stopped in front of a man-made outcropping of white rocks and thick fauna surrounded by a moat. 
 
    "You see it?" Zebhardt was pointing. "There, resting under the small cabbage palm." 
 
    "Oh, yeah." 
 
    "That's one of the few Florida panthers in captivity. Look, there's her mate." Another panther came from behind the rocks and sauntered in front of the panting female. 
 
    "Animal census takers say there are only about two hundred left in the world. Including these two. I think there has to be more than that." 
 
    "It looks just like a mountain lion!" 
 
    "For all intents and purposes, it is a mountain lion. Without mountains. It's only found here in Florida. In fact, mostly in the area where this escaped drug runner will walk through, if he makes it out of there. Very few panthers are ever seen by man. Hence, it's considered one of the rarest animals on earth. I just think it's an incredibly smart, alert animal. A skilled hunter with a wide range. It's very fast. It can easily kill a deer. Or a man. Its front claws pull the prey down, its large teeth bite behind or under the neck and the rear claws rip the prey open. It's all over in seconds. Of course, with small prey one chomp and it's over. And it's so adept at stalking, so quiet, the victims never know what hit them." 
 
    "Oh, that's a comforting thought." 
 
    The cart lurched forward. 
 
    They drove past a herd of antelope. Then a pair of half-submerged hippopotamuses. The cart stopped in front of a chain-link fence with nothing beyond it. 
 
    "We've got to get out for this one. If anything nails him, one of these will." Zebhardt said. 
 
    They looked down into the concrete pool of a dozen alligators. "The American alligator. Years ago hide hunters decimated huge numbers of gators.  Today, the alligator is protected and they've multiplied into a large population. In fact, some parts of the Glades are infested with them. The Fish and Game Commission allows controlled hunts now and then to keep the numbers manageable." 
 
    "How big do they get, Bill?" 
 
    "You see that big one over there with his head toward the water?" 
 
    "Uh huh." 
 
    "That one is about twelve feet long and about three hundred and fifty pounds." 
 
    "That's about twice as long as I am and about twice my weight." Diaz said. 
 
    "Right. And that's not the biggest they can get. The record set back in the eighteen-hundreds was nineteen feet. Nowadays, fourteen feet and just over four hundred pounds is about the limit. But there's no telling how big they can really get, especially since they became a protected species. If the poachers don't get to a big one, it could get even bigger than the old record." 
 
    "What do they eat?" 
 
    "Everything and anything. The supply of raccoons, 'possums, birds, snakes and turtles is probably endless, and this time of the year they eat constantly. In the fall and winter, they don't eat much at all. If a gator's hungry, or protecting its nest, it'll attack anything, including a Sherman tank. The bigger ones take deer, bear, pet dogs, even full grown cattle. There is an authenticated report of a ten-footer swallowing three pigs one after the other." 
 
    "They just swallow what they kill?" 
 
    "Yeah, they don't know how to chew. There are recent cases of them taking children and teenagers right here in Florida. They'll even take adults." 
 
    "People who are swimming where they shouldn't be?" 
 
    "Or walking. Alligators, contrary to the way they look most of the time, are fairly fast on land. They get up on their stumpy little legs, like that one over there, and they can run like hell for short distances. As fast as a man. In the water, they're very fast, as you might imagine. Like torpedoes. Silent and deadly. And when they hit their prey, the water explodes. If it's a small animal, they just give a big chomp and six thousand pounds per-square-inch of jaw pressure squishes the life out of the victim. On larger prey, they'll grab hold of a paw, an arm or leg, whatever, and then start twisting and rolling their bodies, ripping off whatever pieces they can. 
 
    If the prey is especially large, like a man for example, the gator would simply grab hold of an arm or leg and drag it to the bottom to drown it. They do that with deer all the time. Then they wait on the bottom until the victim has expired." 
 
    "They can tell when it dies, huh?" 
 
    "Sure. They watch him, and when the prey stops struggling, that's it. They wait maybe twenty minutes. Even longer if the gator is old and a lot of its teeth are worn down. Then they let go of the prey to see if it moves. Then they have dinner." 
 
    Although neither Diaz or Zebhardt knew it, this is exactly what was happening to Malcolm as they spoke. How ironic it was that this conversation was taking place at this point in time, as Malcolm lay on the bottom of a dark lagoon with his arm clamped in the mouth of a huge alligator. An alligator that was waiting for him to drown before ripping off parts of his body to eat. 
 
    "But doesn't an alligator breathe air? I mean, how does it stay down for twenty minutes or more?" Diaz asked. 
 
    "Metabolism. The alligator has a unique natural ability to slow its body down so it needs less oxygen." 
 
    As Zebhardt spoke with Diaz, the big gator holding Malcolm to the bottom lay as still as stone. From the tip of its nose, along the length of its dinosaur-like armor plated body, to the tip of its tail, nothing moved. 
 
    Malcolm didn't move either. Both were locked in a freeze-frame. Both with eyes wide open. Each one looking at the other for more than twenty-five minutes. 
 
    "It can slow its heart beat down so slow that it barely sustains life. The same thing bears do in hibernation. But the gators can do it at will. It shuts off blood to non-essential parts of its body, with only its tiny brain, heart and lungs using small amounts of energy." 
 
    "That's amazing," Diaz enthused. 
 
    "It is. But even more amazing are the air-breathing animals that can ‘breathe’ underwater.” 
 
    "Breathe underwater? Without gills?" 
 
    "That's right, take a look over here." 
 
    Zebhardt pointed to a smaller pool of water separated from the alligators. 
 
    "Turtles," Diaz said. 
 
    "Right, turtles. They can take oxygen from the water through blood vessels that are very close to the surface of the skin. They can stay down at least twenty minutes. Some turtles are better at this than others. You see that one there? The one that looks like a khaki-colored pancake? That's a softshell turtle. The soft shell is probably the best of the turtles at staying under water for long periods of time. Its carapace and plastron, that's the top shell and the lower shell, as well as its legs and neck, are especially well adapted for osmotic respiration." 
 
    As zoo Director Bill Zebhardt spoke about one of the earliest and simplest of biological principles, and as Detective Armando Diaz listened for the first time to something even Boy Scouts knew from studying nature, air bubbles were forming on the raw strip of thin flesh that ran all the way up Malcolm's spine. The seven-inch wide blood-red streak appeared to be effervescing over its entire surface. 
 
    "Osmotic respiration," Diaz repeated. 
 
    "Oxygen is a gas that's found not just in the air we breathe, but also in all water capable of sustaining life. The oxygen passes through a semi-permeable membrane, in this case thin skin, and enters into solution, in this case the blood. The blood, of course, brings oxygen to the brain, lungs, the whole body." 
 
    "That's incredible." 
 
    "Frogs are even more incredible." Zebhardt lectured, pointing to a frog on a floating log in the turtle pen. "They can stay down almost indefinitely. 
 
    The frog’s white throat throbbed and its eyes moved, attracted to some nearby bug. 
 
    At that moment, the great alligator's eye rolled slightly, assessing the lifelessness of the sizeable prey clenched in its mouth. Malcolm was absolutely motionless. His head, not twelve inches away from the gator’s endless rows of exposed teeth, was cheek-down in the soft bottom. Not a hair moved in the still water. His eyes stared wide open. He had been pinned to the bottom for a very long time. 
   In less than a heartbeat, the brutal creature could jolt forward and bite off Malcolm's head as if it were a grape. For some reason, it waited, still, looming in front of Malcolm's face like a towering chiseled monument. 
 
    Its eyes were those of the devil. Its elliptical pupils were demonic. Its stare would make anyone's blood ice cold. Raise the hair on your neck. Make your skin crawl. 
 
    Then! 
 
    It was sudden! 
 
    It all happened in an instant! 
 
    In one fluid motion, the gator loosened its vise-grip on Malcolm's right arm and let if fall lifelessly to the muck. Without stopping, it moved forward. It opened its gigantic mouth over Malcolm's head. It was a hair’s-breadth away from a vicious, severing bite. 
 
    In one swift movement, Malcolm's left arm thrust forward. With every ounce of strength in his body, Malcolm jammed the large stick into the reptile’s open mouth, preventing it from biting down. Malcolm snapped his arms back away from the shuddering jaws. The sixteen-foot long animal wiggled and thrashed in choking spasms. Clouds of mud stormed upward from the bottom. Malcolm shot for the surface. He popped up like a buoy released by a submarine. Before he ever reached the surface he was stroking wildly. He gasped deeply. The water churned around him. The side of the lagoon was drawing nearer. 
 
    Somewhere toward the middle of the lagoon, the lifesaving stick floated to the surface. 
 
    The eyes of the gator periscoped out of the black pool. Malcolm looked over his shoulder for an instant. 
 
    The gator began sweeping its muscular tail with immense power, thrusting forward toward Malcolm. 
 
    Malcolm clawed at the water, almost lifting himself out of it. 
 
    The gator streaked forward. 
 
    Malcolm stroked and kicked furiously. 
 
    The gator was drawing deathly close. Malcolm was almost to the edge of the embankment. 
 
    The gator opened its cavernous jaws. It was almost a blur. 
 
    Malcolm’s hands, as well as his feet, hit the rising bottom close to the edge. The gator was almost on him. 
 
    Malcolm scrambled, arms and legs working to the maximum, scratching, crawling, digging wet earth, clambering up the bank. 
 
    The immense black creature stabbed its head forward. Its tail thrashed the water wildly, driving it up the bank toward Malcolm's flailing limbs. Its teeth caught the dangling, flopping sole of Malcolm's right shoe. The shoe came off and the monster gulped it down. Malcolm was sliding on the muddy bank. The huge jaws-of-death snapped forward again. Malcolm was frantic. The big conical white teeth caught the shredded fabric of Malcolm's left pant leg. Malcolm pulled and kicked frantically. The fabric, tenderized by the trek through the sawgrass, gave way and the animal’s teeth sliced through it toward the hem. Malcolm yanked his leg away from the snapping jaws. His toes added traction in the mud. His fingers dug deeper. He pulled away from death. 
 
    At the top of the bank, Malcolm was breathing in huge gulps of air, bent over in lung-bursting pain and horror. 
 
    The gator inched forward and raised its body on its two front legs at the bottom of the slope. It opened its mouth and bellowed at Malcolm, warning him to never come back again. Malcolm could actually feel the steamy hiss of foul breath. 
 
    Malcolm glared back. He had won this bout with Satan. 
 
    He hesitated, then turned and disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You must be out of your mind!" Tony DiSantis was packing a small suitcase. His wife, Camille, was yelling at him as she fussed with the knick-knacks in the bedroom. "You've never gone this far before, Tony. Let somebody else worry about it. You've got your family to think about. And you're so close to retirement, why do this to yourself now?" 
 
    "I'm not retired yet, Camille. Besides, it's my job. Jesus Christ, I'm only going for the weekend. You talk like I'm not coming back!" 
 
    "Four days is not a weekend! I heard you talking to Kevin about the two sick days. I'm no fool. And neither is the Department. They're not gonna give you time and money to go off on some wild goose chase." Tony DiSantis tried to ignore her. She continued, "You know, I almost believe that maybe there's somebody else in your life that you want to spend some time with." 
 
    Tony stopped packing and looked at her. 
 
    Camille looked at him. Then she said, "Nah, you don't have the body for it anymore." 
 
    "A fa Napoli!" Tony responded with an appropriate Italian hand gesture.  Camille turned away. 
 
    "Hey, Camille," Tony said in a tender voice, "you know that's not it. It never was and never will be. You know you can count on me. Especially now, after all these years." 
 
    She turned to face him. "So why take the money your daughter wanted for that radial...whatever, eye surgery." 
 
    "I got a ninety-nine-dollar ticket!" 
 
    "Yeah. One way. I read the newspaper." 
 
    "So, I'll fly standby! And Gina will get whatever she wants. You know that. We never denied that kid, or Anthony, anything they ever wanted. And if I find the guy I'm looking for, the Department will credit my time and pay for the trip." 
 
    "Tony, you really gotta do this thing?" 
 
    "Yeah, Camille, I really gotta do this thing." She sat down on the edge of the bed. He snapped the latches on the suitcase. 
 
    "Be careful, Tony. Please, be careful. I don't want anything to happen to you now. You don't have far to go 'til you've put your time in." 
 
    "Don't worry, mi amore," he said with sincerity, "I probably won't even find the guy I'm looking for. And as far as there being anybody else but you, you're right. I don't have the body for it." He slapped his gut and kissed Camille on the cheek. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
    
The sun was a huge red neon ball resting on the far-away horizon of pines. The sky was filled with an unbelievably intense and warm rosy hue. To the north, straight ahead of Malcolm, the black veil of smoke had now dissipated into streaks of acid haze. The airbrushed dusky sky above the Serengeti-like plain was an artist’s and photographer’s dream. 
 
    The sawgrass was much shorter now, a mere four to five feet high. And it grew in a sparser pattern than before, making it easier to get through. Malcolm no longer needed the wooden mangrove prow he had used to push his way through the tall, thick sawgrass he had first encountered. He found he didn't need to cover himself with mud, either. Because the smell of the fire, while only mildly discomforting to him, kept the mosquitoes away. It was as bad as putting up with a room full of smokers, but here he could see a benefit for lungs full of poisonous smoke. 
 
    The water here was only ankle deep. And Malcolm kept a regular rhythm as he plip-plopped through it with one dilapidated shoe and one bone-tired bare foot. 
 
    After the horrific brush with brutal death in the alligator hole, Malcolm had not stopped moving. He had doubled back on the alligator path in the tall sawgrass and found a safe place to cross the small creek, far from where he was attacked. He forded the small creek quickly, in near panic. On the other side, it was simply one hour of sloshing after another. Briskly at first, then slowing to a monotonous pace. 
 
    It was a pleasure not to be covered with mud. But in the shorter, sparser sawgrass the sun had beat down on him and burned his pudgy face, fat shoulders and flabby chest. Every once in a while, Malcolm would pour handfuls of water over his head. The effect of the swill, combined with the build-up of sweat and grease on his body, was that of basting a turkey. But Malcolm's skin wasn't the only thing that had been burned. The ghastly memory of the primitive demon in the lagoon was seared into his brain as if with a branding iron or a hot poker. He would never forget it. And he would never be the same. 
 
    Oddly, he hadn't yet realized he had been held under water by the huge reptile for more than thirty minutes. There in the water, face-to-face with the heinous animal that was about to eat him alive, he had far more fearful thoughts than dying due to drowning. He had lost all perspective of time. He blocked it out. He knew he had been down for a long time but lying on the bottom every cell in his body had concentrated on one thing and one thing only - jabbing the stick down the alligator's throat at precisely the right moment. And Malcolm's mathematical mind, though dulled, had measured it as carefully as Houston Control. 
 
    After the unbelievably close escape, Malcolm went into a kind of shock. His brain chemistry, and the millions of tiny electrical pulses within it that make our bodies function, went out of sync. He plodded along in a spasmodic stupor. 
 
    A degree of neurolysis, the destruction of nerve tissue due to excessive stimulation, had surely taken place. The loss of electrolytes, potassium and other body fluids was crippling his mind and body. He had replenished some electrolytes and forestalled certain death by drinking copious amounts of brackish water, but the organisms in the water had caused a continually running diarrhea. His heart, strained by years of obesity, had not yet cramped or suddenly stopped after all this excruciating effort. How long could it go on? 
 
    Malcolm was now in the most dangerous stage of his escape from the Everglades. Dangerous not only due to deadly animals or environmental conditions, but from the forces at work inside him. It seemed ironic that he could narrowly escape the clutches of a behemoth reptile yet succumb to unseen bacteria and micro-organisms. It was remarkable that he hadn't died already. He didn't have very far to go now until he could find his final rest. 
 
    Malcolm was in a torpid state. Apathetic. Numb. Desensitized. His head was down. His eyes hardly moved in their sockets. His arms hung at his sides. Dried blood was glued to his savagely bitten right arm. His round, fat-laden belly hung over his torn and tattered pants. His weight was dropping every hour. 
 
    Malcolm could have been walking, stumbling, for days or minutes, he didn't know. He didn't care. Nothing was computing. Parts of his brain seemed to be non-functioning. He no longer had command of his body. Spit dribbled from the corner of his mouth through the thick stubble of beard. Large purple pouches hung under his eyes. His fingers trembled. 
 
    The smoke in the air seemed thicker now and something made him look down. Things were bumping into his feet and ankles. He felt small things pelting his legs. Half a dozen turtles, the size of salad plates, stroked by in the shallows. A few small snakes slithered past between his legs. More than a dozen frogs leaped into him as he stood there. A couple of them, tree frogs with funny-looking toes, landed on his shoulder and abdomen and suctioned themselves in place like rubber darts. 
 
    Malcolm swayed dizzily. When he looked up in front of him he saw why the animals were fleeing in one direction. Not fifty feet from where he stood, the dry sawgrass had burned down to the water line. Hundreds of acres had burned, possibly thousands, in all directions. The charred wisps of sawgrass blades smoldered, collapsed like zillions of cigarette ashes. In a few isolated spots, some of the grass was still on fire. Streaks of smoke wafted by. 
 
    In an exhibition of primitive behavior, Malcolm grabbed the frog stuck to his belly, ripped off its legs and pulled the bones through his teeth. He did so without hesitation. Without flinching. Without grimacing. His expression was blank. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Don’t eat raw frogs – you could get very ill or even die. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    He did the same with the frog that was still suctioned to his shoulder. Malcolm put his left hand in the water. In a moment, a frog leaped close to it and Malcolm grabbed it easily. It was a large bullfrog, with fat green legs. Malcolm performed the same dissection and consumed the frog's legs. Reactive nerve cells made the strips of white and green meat wiggle as they hung from Malcolm's mouth as he ate. He reached down into the sheet of water once again. In a moment, he pulled up a turtle, grasping it around its dark shell. Malcolm grabbed for its head. The turtle pulled it in. Malcolm grabbed for its leg. The turtle pulled it in. Malcolm grabbed for another leg. The turtle pulled it in. Malcolm grabbed for a leg again. And again. He missed every time. He scratched at the turtle's withdrawn legs. It did no good. Malcolm looked closely at the turtle, trying to figure out just what to do next. He looked up, away from the turtle with a puzzled expression. What he saw made him toss the turtle aside.  
 
    About a quarter mile away, directly to the west, was a tree island, untouched by the sawgrass fire. The huge sun was dropping directly behind it. Pink rays streamed from the ball behind the dark green silhouette.  
 
    A charge of adrenaline flowed through Malcolm. His body lifted slightly and he breathed deeply. He squinted at the tree island and the telescopic picture he saw was a cool, shady hideaway. This tree island, like the hundreds of others in the river of grass, was like a grove of hardwood trees on a thick mat of peat just fifteen inches above the sawgrass water level. It would be a safe haven. 
 
    He closed his eyes and appeared to give silent thanks to God. 
 
    Malcolm staggered forward, his body bent with exhaustion, toward the green clump before him. It seemed so close yet so far. How many steps could it be? he thought. How many steps before he collapsed in a heap? How many steps 'til it was one step too many? 
 
    About ten miles away, a helicopter flew out of the red setting sun, toward the east, toward the tree island and toward Malcolm who was trudging west. They were headed toward each other. Craig Mulholland sat in the right seat of the police chopper. He had binoculars stuck in his eyes, searching the smoldering grass below. 
 
    "How much more time do we have?" Mulholland asked Whipple. 
 
    "We're on our way back to the air field now. If we don't see him between here and there, you're tapped out. At least as far as a chopper is concerned." 
 
    As the two men spoke in the chopper, Malcolm's ravaged body plodded toward the tree island. The island was a black silhouette against the red ball still descending behind it. 
 
    "Hey, how far would you say it was from the crash site to where we saw the can of bug spray?" Mulholland asked. 
 
    "Oh, I'd say maybe three miles. But that's in a straight line. There's no telling how long it took him to get there. He might have gone around and around. He might still be goin' around and around. Or dead. Real good chance of his bein' dead." 
 
    Mulholland removed the binoculars from his eyes for just a moment, then put them back in place. 
 
    "Well, I don't know. I just have a feeling that if he made it that far, even if he did go around in circles, he could possibly make it out of those mangroves." 
 
    "Hey, look, anything's possible. But not probable." 
 
    Malcolm was putting a hundred and ten percent effort into every agonizing step. He was halfway to the island. He stopped. He heard something in the air. It was the unmistakable sound of a helicopter. Malcolm, in pain and near panic, hurried toward the island. If the chopper flew anywhere near, he would be seen for sure in the short burned grass. 
 
    "How far from where we saw the bug spray to here?" 
 
    "I'd guess, oh, another five miles, maybe six. We can go back and fly it if you want to know exactly." Whipple appeared ready to change course. 
 
    "No, no, that's alright. It's not that important. As you say, he could have walked many more miles than that anyway." 
 
    "I'd bet money on it." 
 
    "And how many miles do you think it is from here to civilization?" 
 
    "About twenty-five from here to the Tamiami Ranger Station. It's just a tower, but it's right on the Tamiami Trail. Lots of cars, campers, hunters, air boats, you name it." 
 
    The chopper headed east directly toward the teardrop shaped tree island. Malcolm was struggling, splashing, convulsing in spasms toward the island from the opposite direction. The path of each was unchanging. One swift, one slow. In a very few moments, the chopper would fly directly over Malcolm's head.  
 
    Malcolm pleaded with his body, with God, to get him to cover. 
 
    Malcolm was three hundred feet from the island. 
 
    Mulholland searched through the binoculars. 
 
    "I've just got a hunch, instinct, whatever you want to call it, that this guy, whatever kind of killer, hit man, drug runner or maniac he is, is out here somewhere. And he probably knows we're on his ass. He knows we're out here with him." 
 
    Malcolm thrashed into the long shadow of the island cast by the setting sun. The chopper was low and loud. 
 
    "What he doesn't know is that I've only got a few minutes more with this chopper." 
 
    Malcolm hurled himself toward a black opening in the wall of green vegetation. He dove into the dark coolness, his body disappearing under the green canopy at the precise moment Mulholland and Whipple flew fifty feet over him. 
 
    "A few more minutes. Then I don't know what we're gonna do." 
 
    The chopper headed into the darkness of the coming evening.
 
 
    •  •  •
 
 
    Early morning sunlight barely filtered through the tall canopy of broad-leafed trees. But where it did, it hit the ground in slowly moving dappled splashes. Magpie jays and warblers rasped and chirped in the branches. 
 
    The tree island was a spongy bed of dead leaves over a soft, thick mat of peat. Dead branches and twigs and rotting logs were strewn about. A gray rat snake was part of a tangle of fallen branches, its protective camouflage making it blend in. Its black forked tongue flickered, giving it away. It slithered forward, the back end following the track of the front the way each part of a sightseeing tram follows the part before it. It stopped, its tongue flickering again, smelling the air, bringing minute air-borne particles to an olfactory organ in its mouth. It tractored forward. Malcolm lay on the spongy organic mattress where he had crumpled in exhaustion the night before. He was as still as the dead. A large palmetto bug, a type of waxy brown roach about two inches long, walked close to the waistband of his pants. The rat snake glided between Malcolm's legs, its eyes fixed on the insect. The four-foot-long snake gathered itself on Malcolm's posterior. The roach stood still, trying to make itself invisible, then it bolted along Malcolm's belt line. The snake sprang out of its S-curve and seized the bug in its mouth. Malcolm didn't stir. The snake slithered away with its meal. 
 
    The sun sank two hours in the sky. And still, Malcolm did not move. 
 
    A 'possum, babies on its back, ambled from the brush. It clawed at the peeling, paper-like bark of a gumbo-limbo tree not far from Malcolm's head. Then it dug with its front paws in the leaves around Malcolm. It sniffed Malcolm's greasy hair. Deciding it didn't care for Malcolm, it shuffled away in a wobbling, top-heavy gait. 
 
    Malcolm moved his right arm in the soft leaves. Then his other arm. After a few moments, he rolled over on his back and opened his eyes to the overhanging tops of the trees. The tree island came alive with the chirping and rasping and calling of birds. Hundreds of them, driven there by the sawgrass fire and attracted by all the large insects that had managed to find refuge there. 
 
    Malcolm propped himself up on one elbow and his eyes roamed over the leafy cove. It was an Eden. A verdant cathedral of towering beautiful trees. An over-abundance of flowers, shrubs and bushes in kaleidoscopic variety. Epiphytes, air plants, were glued to the rough bark of oak trees. They sprang from the tops of rotting stumps and attached themselves everywhere, almost obscuring their hosts. The trunks of trees were splattered with lichens of all textures and colors, as if a painter had been careless. Rays of light shone down in shafts, as if the fingers of God had touched this garden. This was a hardwood hammock. And it seemed to be overrun with animal life. A permanent home for scores of species. And a way-station for the countless birds, reptiles, insects and other animals that had escaped the flames and poisonous air of the brush fire. 
 
    It was cool and moist here. But it was soft and dry underfoot. A fact that was not wasted on Malcolm, whose feet and legs had been immersed in water for a long time. 
 
    As Malcolm stood up wearily, he glimpsed a marsh rabbit scampering into the scrub. As he walked around stiffly, frogs by the dozen leaped in front of him. His stomach gurgled with hunger and he put his hand over it as if to soothe its yearning. 
 
    In spite of the sleep Malcolm's body commanded the night before, he was still merely holding onto threads emotionally, mentally and physically. He needed more rest, he needed fresh water, he needed to replace important elements and body salts he had lost. He needed a healthy immune system to fight the infection in his right arm from the gator attack, he needed to psychologically get control of himself if he was to survive, and he needed life-saving nutrition fast. Each of these needs had the highest priority. But his brain had been triggered into a primitive survival mode. And all he wanted to do now was eat. 
 
    He snatched up a frog from the ground. He held it in his hands, hesitating. Then he threw it down, disgusted. Malcolm was thinking again. Analyzing, but only in a very narrow stream of reasoning and reflection. He was simply tired of frogs. He jerked into gear and stumbled forward toward the water's edge. There, sunning themselves on the gentle banks, were more turtles than he'd ever seen in one place. It didn't take much stealth, but it was all Malcolm could muster to creep through the willows and dash out to pounce on an unsuspecting meal. Thirty turtles, perhaps forty, did an about-face in unison and plopped toward the water. One turtle wasn’t so lucky. It was about to make the ultimate contribution to the balance of nature. 
 
    Malcolm inserted the fingertips of both his hands where the turtle had pulled in its head between the top and bottom shell. Holding the turtle against his chest, he pulled his arms in opposite directions. The turtle's shell was strong.  Malcolm pulled harder. The turtle held together. Malcolm's face turned bright red and his teeth showed through his parted lips. With a burst, the turtle flew apart in two bloody pieces. Malcolm was spattered. He quickly picked up the pieces and stripped the morsels of flesh from each shell. He threw almost nothing away. He even slurped up the blood, very tentatively at first. Blood ran through his beard. Entrails hung from his mouth. He looked more like a lion at a fresh kill than a man. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Do not eat raw turtle. You could get very ill or even die. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Malcolm discarded the yellow, flat lower shell of the turtle. It served no further use. At least none he could think of at the time. But the upper shell was like a bowl. And it became Malcolm's prized possession.  
 
    Malcolm seemed to be coming back from his mental purgatory. Cognitive thought processes seemed to be at work again. The safe harbor he had stumbled into, literally, and the life-sustaining food sources he was discovering had a positive effect on Malcolm's depression and mental health. Here, there was potential. And where there is potential, there is hope. And where there is hope, there is often determination. At least, that's what Malcolm would come to realize. 
 
    Malcolm had changed in so many ways already. He had fallen into the Glades as a victim. He was the prey. He was the hunted. To survive, he became a browser. A grazer of mangrove leaves, brackish water and snails. Through a freak accident, the plane crash, he had acquired incredible visual acuity. A one-in-a-billion accidental radial keratotomy had resulted in unique telescopic vision. An equally incredible wound to his back presented him with another supernatural gift - the ability to take oxygen into his blood while submerged underwater for long periods of time. 
 
    Two blessings from physical curses. The blessings had already helped to save his life. 
 
    Now Malcolm was turning into a hunter. Not waiting for his food source to come to him, he pursued it. 
 
    He peered into the water, perhaps to find another turtle. They must have been very wary, for he saw none. But he did see fish. Malcolm looked at his hand where the fish spine had punctured through the first time he had tried to catch a fish. It was just about healed. Then he looked back at the fish and thought for a moment. 
 
    He looked down at his pants. And then back at the fish. Then he took his pants off. Malcolm's pants were much too large for him now. After all, he had already lost about sixty pounds. They billowed off his legs like a tent. Malcolm also took his remaining shoe off and dropped it at the water's edge. He tied the bottom of each pant leg into a knot, to close each leg off. He zipped up the fly. Then, he picked up two sticks that were lying on the bank and inserted one on each side, through two belt loops. Malcolm had made a net! He simply held the sticks in his hands and waded into the water. 
 
    Malcolm submerged his worn gray pants below the surface in the shallows as if he were doing laundry. Then, he grabbed the sticks and walked slowly dragging his "net" through the water, letting the legs balloon behind. The water was teeming with fish that had escaped the sawgrass fire. The water practically boiled with them. And now, Malcolm had his pants full of them. 
 
    At the water's edge, Malcolm ate the very small fish whole and still wiggling. He bit off the heads of the large ones and ate everything except the bones, tail and fins. He must have eaten four pounds of fish before he put his pants back on, picked up his new bowl and walked back to his sleeping spot. 
 
    Malcolm had enjoyed his meal. And he had no intention of becoming a meal, in turn, for another animal bigger and hungrier than he. Like another gator. Malcolm examined the gumbo-limbo tree that had served as his headboard the night before. This night he would sleep in the tree.  
 
    Searching the area nearby, he found appropriately sized strong tree limbs that had fallen to the ground. Malcolm wedged them into place among the muscular arms of the gumbo-limbo tree in a way that allowed him to sit, or partially recline, while leaning against the tree. This bumpy, crude platform of a few sticks was only about five feet off the ground, but it would keep him out of harm’s way through the night. He might have to shoo away a curious raccoon or 'possum, but that was child's play at this point. 
 
    Malcolm used a couple of old logs as a stepladder to climb up to his rustic bunk bed. He curled his large legs under him as best as he could, held his trophy bowl close to him and rested his head against the trunk to test the comfort of the contraption.  
 
    He noticed that the sap from the tree smelled very aromatic. Like liniment. How wonderful, he thought, I'll even smell good in the morning. And I'll try a little salve on my arm too, thank you. He smeared the smelly stuff all over the wound on his right arm, hoping it would keep insects away from it.  
 
    He drifted off in a late afternoon dream and darkness fell quickly. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the subdued, soft light of early morning, Malcolm slept on his uncomfortable looking perch. His head lay awkwardly against the trunk of the flaking tree, sure to leave him with an ache in his neck for the rest of the day. His breathing was deep and quivering. 
 
    Bang! A thunderclap exploded like dynamite and rolled over the river of grass. Malcolm sprang upward, eyes wide. Large drops of rain pierced the leafy roof like shotgun pellets and showered down everywhere. In an instant, the sky opened up and it was hard to see through the torrential downpour. 
 
    Malcolm outstretched his arms and rejoiced. He opened his mouth and stuck out his tongue as if he were receiving Holy Communion. In his mind, he was. He remembered his turtle bowl. It was already filling with rainwater. He gulped it down. 
 
    Malcolm, in a hurry, rolled off his little platform and fell clumsily to the ground. He set up his bowl to catch more rain and he danced around the gumbo-limbo tree like a hippo ballerina. He poured whatever water had collected in his turtle bowl into his mouth and pranced around holding the bowl toward the sky, catching the heavenly offering. Whenever the bowl became half full, he drained it. He drank again, and again, and again, slaking what he had thought was an unquenchable thirst. 
 
    The rainstorm was unrelenting. Each marble-sized drop shattered into hundreds of rebounding droplets as it hit the ground. The sound of the rain was deafening. 
 
    Malcolm felt the skin of his chest with his fingers. Greasy, disgusting, he thought, testing the slickness between the tip of his thumb and fingers. His eyes darted to the shallows, alive with rainfall. He went there at once.  
 
    Malcolm stripped off his pants and underwear and tossed them into the water at his feet. Stark naked, he got down on his knees on the gently sloped bank and started digging through the mud and peat to the white sand below. He scooped handfuls of the white sand onto his shoulders. He excavated more and smeared it all over his body. Then he rubbed the abrasive mixture in a circular motion over his skin wherever he could reach. With a polishing compound of natural sand, Malcolm ground away all the crud that had accumulated in his skin since he started his trek across the hellish landscape. Then he stood up. With arms outstretched above him, as if he were a king-sized monarch blessing his throng of worshippers, he let the stimulating shower rinse and renew him. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three-quarters of the worn wooden desks in the large green room were unoccupied. Sitting at one of the desks was Detective Sergeant Armando Diaz, two of his fingers stabbing at a keyboard. 
 
    "Diaz?" a male voice asked. 
 
    "Which one you want? We got six of 'em," Diaz said, without looking up. 
 
    "Armando's the only one I'm looking for right now." 
 
    "Well, then it's your lucky day. You found the one outta six you're looking for," Diaz said good-naturedly, still typing. 
 
    "I'm Lieutenant DiSantis." Diaz stopped typing and looked up. "From Chicago," DiSantis added. 
 
    "Welcome to Miami, Lieutenant." Diaz offered his hand. "I hope the trip isn't a waste of time for you." 
 
    "I hope it's not a waste of time for any of us." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, right. Hey Craig!" Diaz called out to Mulholland who was pouring himself a cup of coffee from a glass pot in a corner of the room. 
 
    "When did you get into town, Lieutenant?"  Diaz asked. 
 
    "Last night. I haven't had a chance to do much except look at maps of the area so far." 
 
    Mulholland came to the desk. 
 
    "Hey, Craig, you'll never guess who this is." 
 
    "Mr. Ace Detective?" Mulholland said sarcastically after a moment's hesitation. 
 
    “Don't tell me you've got a problem with me already, Mulholland?" 
 
    "Oh, you must be that famous detective from Chicago? What's his name? DiSantis." 
 
    "Look, Mulholland, I'll only be here for a few days. Don't make it miserable for both of us. Maybe I can actually be of some help." 
 
    Lieutenant McGuire's voice chimed in. "Maybe you can, DiSantis. Maybe you can." McGuire walked out of his office and shook DiSantis' hand. "And we'll take all the help we can get." 
 
    "McGuire?" 
 
    "None other. Come on into my office and we'll get you started in the right direction. Mulholland get those pictures you took of the bug-spray can you found and the pictures of the crash site. Diaz, get out the file and let's go over the reports with Lieutenant DiSantis." DiSantis followed McGuire into his office. 
 
    Mulholland's face looked like he had just sucked on a lemon. Diaz went to a file cabinet. 
 
    "We don't have much more now than we had before," McGuire was saying. "But we'll show you everything we've got." 
 
    "Other than that can of insect repellant you found nothing? No sign of cash or drugs?" 
 
    "Not a thing." 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz had returned with the things McGuire had asked for. 
 
    "Look. Here's the picture Mulholland took of the can. That was found where, Craig?" 
 
    Mulholland pointed at a map. "Right about here. Three miles from the crash site, here." 
 
    "And what's in between?" DiSantis asked. 
 
    "Mangroves. So thick you can't piss through them in a straight line.” 
 
    “And poisonous snakes," Diaz added, "and spiders and scorpions and alligators with teeth this big." Diaz stretched out his fingers in front of DiSantis' face. "There are bears out there, too. And Florida panthers." 
 
    "Florida panthers?" DiSantis questioned. 
 
    "Yeah, like mountain lions, without the mountains," Diaz said. 
 
    "What do you think his chances are of getting out of there alive?" DiSantis asked Mulholland. 
 
    "About zero." 
 
    DiSantis paused. "And what were his chances of going those three miles, to where you found the can of insect repellant?" 
 
    "About zero." 
 
    "Well, doesn't that tell you something, Sergeant Mulholland?" 
 
    "It tells me that we're all wasting our time, Lieutenant DiSantis." 
 
    "It tells me that the man is still alive, Mulholland." There was a long pause. "After looking at maps and terrain charts," DiSantis continued, "I figure the first three miles are the worst three miles. And if he could make it those three miles, he could make it the next three miles. And the next. And the next." 
 
    There was another pause, as Mulholland pursed his lips. 
 
    "Get some copies of all those reports, Mulholland," McGuire commanded. "Give DiSantis whatever he needs." 
 
    "Thanks, McGuire. I appreciate the help." 
 
    "Professional courtesy. When I'm in Chicago, do the same for me." 
 
    "I sure will." 
 
    "And Mulholland, let's try to conduct ourselves with a spirit of cooperation, OK?" 
 
    "Yes sir, by all means, Lieutenant." Mulholland said with a military snap. "As long as Lieutenant DiSantis stays outta my way, I'll give him all the cooperation he can stand."



 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
    
The drenching rain had stopped. But droplets hit the leaves and the ground in splits and splats as they drained off the trees. The sky was clearing and a warm, drying sun emerged. Watery diamonds sparkled everywhere in the spectacular setting of the magical hammock. 
 
    Malcolm, clothed once again in his ragged garments and carrying his bowl with him, investigated the island. He walked barefoot among jumping frogs and toads, which he ignored. He touched the limbs of a Florida holly, a magnolia tree with its pretty two-inch fragrant blossoms, and a red maple, as if expecting some extra sensory perception to tell him the names of each. 
 
    He passed a red bay and sensory perception did help him identify the tree. He smelled the aromatic leaves. And crushing one in his hand confirmed this to be the same bay leaf used in cooking. "A bay leaf," he said out loud, repeating something Mrs. DiSantis in Chicago had said to her family many times before. 
 
    He came upon another tree. "I'll be damned if that doesn't smell just like bayberry candles," he said, crushing a leaf under his nose. And it was bayberry. 
 
    He walked among spreading wild tamarind and the majestic mastic trees. He almost walked into a small tree, a shrub really, that bore purplish, cream-colored fruit about an inch and a half in diameter. Malcolm squeezed one open in his fingers. The white juicy flesh smelled pretty good. Malcolm cautiously tasted it. "Not bad. It'll probably kill me, but it's not bad. If I'm not dead by tomorrow, I'll come back and eat everyone I can find." He spit out the cocoplum seed and moved on. 
 
    Malcolm took a close look at a tall weed called a pokeberry. He held the purplish black berries in his hands. "I can't try this one now," he said. "If I do, I won't know which berry killed me, the one I already ate or this one. Don't go away!" he said to the berry. "I'll be back tomorrow." He let the poisonous fruit drop to the ground and he moved on. 
 
    He heard the baby-rattle sound of a diamondback in the thickets not far from his bare feet. He saw lizards in every shade of green and brown, darting everywhere. He saw large, jewel-like tree snails in a rainbow of banded colors. They tasted as wonderful as they looked, he thought. And he saved the shells in his pocket. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Don’t eat apple snails either, as pretty as they may be. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    At the center of the island, Malcolm discovered a mysterious grotto. A sunken, black pool surrounded by an edge of pitted white limestone and a profusion of large spear-leafed plants, dangling vines, lush, giant-sized ferns and pineapple-looking bromeliads clinging to imposing, shady trees. 
 
    The strong sun shone through the backs of broad, paddle-shaped green leaves giving an eerie stained-glass effect. A slight foggy mist wisped just above the surface of the water, the result of the cool rain on the warm pond. It was a solution hole, a pit about twenty-five feet across and twenty feet deep, filled with clear coffee-colored water. Solution holes formed when the limestone bedrock, just two or three feet below the rich black soil, caved in. Now it was the heart of the hammock, helping to support a variety of life that would not exist here without it. Fortunately for Malcolm, one of those varieties did not include the alligator. 
 
    Malcolm felt a peace here that he had never felt before. He paused and soaked in the quietness, the stillness. A pond apple tree hung over the pond, its green fruit ready to ripen and plop into the still mirror. Tiny duckweed floated on the pond's surface. Wild orchids ornamented the trees with splashes of delicate color and Spanish moss hung in long beards from lofty branches, like silvery-gray angel hair. A plethora of small songbirds sang in a quiet chorus as Malcolm reflected in reverence, as if to pay his respects to the magnificence of this sacred place untouched and unseen by a human since the beginning of time. 
 
    Malcolm continued to search the tear-shaped island. He was walking north, and it didn't take him long to reach the rounded end. The entire island was only about a half mile long and about four hundred feet wide. On the way, Malcolm had dodged dive-bombing dragonflies, swatted a few mosquitoes, ducked under a dozen silken spider webs and detoured around a number of ominous looking serpents. The island was a swooping, hopping, menagerie of colors and sounds. 
 
    At the northern tip of the tiny island, Malcolm came to a limestone outcropping. The soft, white rock was composed of the organic remains of sea animals such as coral, mollusks and the like, proof that this whole area, in fact most of Florida, had been under water as little as fifteen thousand years ago. This was exactly what Malcolm had been hoping to find. When the cavemen needed tools, they made them from stone. "When in the stone age, do as the caveman did," Malcolm said to himself. Finding an appropriate hand-sized rock, Malcolm ground a small hole in one end of his turtle shell bowl, close to the edge. The soft limestone kept pulverizing, so it took a while, but he finally bored a hole through the shell. Malcolm blew the hole free of dust and started back for the south end of the island. 
 
    On his way, he snapped off a length of strong vine for his turtle bowl. Then he froze in stop-motion. A person with normal vision may have missed it. He squinted his eyes and a deer came into sharp focus. It stopped and sniffed the air. Its ears rotated like radar discs. Then it continued browsing. 
 
    Malcolm lowered his arms and crouched down with the slowest of movement. The deer meandered closer, nibbling leaves. 
 
    My God, it’s a deer! If it comes close enough I'll.." he thought to himself as he envisioned himself sitting at a table laden with roasted venison. Just come a little closer. That's it. Just a little closer. He kept repeating the words in his mind, trying to urge the animal telepathically. 
 
    The deer's slender legs carried it closer to Malcolm. 
 
    Beads of sweat were running down Malcolm's face. Nothing else on Malcolm moved. He was trying not to breathe. He could only see pieces of the young female deer through the tangle of brush and green leaves. He saw a hoof through a small frame of foliage. A swishing tail. A nervous black nose. An attentive ear. He heard the snap of a twig. The rustle of leaves being torn from a small branch. He heard the animal breathing. It was right beside him, the deer's leg no more than a foot from Malcolm's hand. 
 
    Malcolm dove through the bushes! He grabbed the animal's right front leg between the knee and hoof. It pulled backward, like four-wheel drive in reverse, dragging heavy Malcolm along the soggy earth. The moaning animal thrashed and kicked. Clumps of black dirt flew in the air. 
 
    Malcolm grabbed for the animal’s other front leg but missed. There were legs everywhere at once and the animal was bucking like a rodeo horse. When the deer lost its footing for a moment and seemed to be going down on its hindquarter, Malcolm bolted to his feet and threw his arms around the deer’s neck. Malcolm was at least twice the small deer’s weight, but the animal was so determined to escape that it dragged Malcolm to-and-fro in the bush. 
 
    The deer was wailing in fear. Malcolm was grunting with force. He was practically on her back, riding her the way a lion would ride a seized zebra. 
 
    The deer's spindly legs were splayed out beneath her tense shaking body. Then, with a sudden crash, she was on the ground. The deer and Malcolm fell together. Malcolm had succeeded in bringing the animal down barehanded. Adrenaline coursed through his body. Elation filled his head. A sense of power swelled inside him. His arms were locked around the animal’s neck. Malcolm’s eye looked straight into the eye of the deer. It was a large eye, Malcolm thought. A sensitive eye. Maybe this deer has a family, he thought. My God, it even has eyelashes! Malcolm could hear the deer breathing deeply. He could feel the animal’s body expand and contract with each breath. He could feel the warm-blooded pulse through the large veins in its neck. 
 
    Malcolm stared into the soulful eye of the deer. Then he let her go. The young doe shot to her feet and was gone. 
 
    He couldn't do it. He couldn't kill that deer. At least not now. Not yet. He wasn't ready for that. Not quite. But to survive, he knew he'd have to get a lot tougher. There was a lot to be said for the old cliché, ‘only the strong survive’. He wouldn't survive by being weak. By having everything handed to him. Nobody said life would be fair. Malcolm pitched something invisible into the ground and said, "Shee-it!" 
 
    All the way back to the south end of the tiny island Malcolm cursed himself for not having the guts to kill the deer, and at the same time he rationalized why it was the right thing to do. He congratulated himself on bringing the large animal down, barehanded, yet rebuked himself for vacillating at the moment of execution. The truth of the matter was that Malcolm hadn't a clue as to how to actually kill the deer when he got it on the ground anyway. And he chided himself for that, too. Malcolm had learned a lot since this whole ordeal began. But he had a lot more to learn, he told himself. 
 
    He headed straight for the water's edge where he caught the turtle the day before. There on the banks, dozens of turtles warmed themselves in the sun. A chance to redeem himself, he thought. 
 
    Malcolm crept carefully through the underbrush, practicing slyness. He concealed himself as best he could. He got as close to the basking turtles as possible without setting off an alarm. Then he hurtled toward them. By running into the water first, then doubling back on them, Malcolm managed to snatch up two of them and kick a third one high on the bank. 
 
    The day wasn't turning out half-bad after all. Malcolm was very pleased with himself. He actually smiled all over the place.  But how amazing, he thought, that a man's self-esteem could be raised by catching three turtles in one run. 
 
    It's all relative, isn't it? he thought. It’s all relative. And so it is.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Malcolm's face was that of a slumbering infant. Peaceful. Satisfied. But his nose began twitching like a rabbit. He sniffed deeply in his sleep. A furrow formed over his closed eyes. He snorted in and out in arousing spasms. He awoke with a start, the way someone about to faint wakes up to smelling salts. 
 
    Malcolm sniffed the air, resembling a homeowner who suspects a fire, but he saw nothing. 
 
    At the base of his gumbo-limbo, a full-grown skunk waddled by, its fur shaking like a cheerleader’s pom-poms. Malcolm, up on one elbow, noticed the stinker. "Good morning, Mr. Skunk." Malcolm said in a narrator voice. The skunk, startled, lifted its tail and showed Malcolm its behind. But it didn't spray. "Oh, I'm sorry. Good morning, Mrs. Skunk." That seemed to satisfy the pretty polecat, and she moved on. 
 
    "Imagine that, a skunk for an alarm clock," Malcolm said out loud as he gave a morning stretch to his arms and a yawn that watered his eyes. It was the kind of morning that made you feel good to be alive. 
 
    Malcolm tucked his shoulder and rolled off his bunk with a flair that was unexpected. Even to Malcolm. His move was clumsy from a gymnast’s point of view, but quite good for someone of Malcolm's six-foot five-inch height and three hundred and five pounds. He landed squarely on his bare feet with a little dip of his legs, then came a slight upward movement, Olympic style. "Opa!" burst from Malcolm's lips. "Opa!" The Greek exclamation signifying pleasure and surprise. 
 
    Malcolm was waking up to many new things in himself. The least of which was his less-heavy body. Fat still clung to his massive bulk, but now it hung loosely, in less-thick patches. His skin was now oversized and it sagged and creased nearly everywhere, like gathered drapes in an antebellum mansion.  But beneath the layers of tenacious fat and drooping skin his muscles were already beginning to respond with a new vitality.  The painful, torturous do-or-die passage through the mangroves had caused his legs to strengthen. The agony he endured through all those days of bulldozing his bulk through tangles of brush and miles of sawgrass toughened his back and arms. The deep breathing of the oxygen-rich atmosphere, hour-after-hour, purified his blood, expanded his lungs and increased his stamina. The monumental physical exertion should certainly have caused coronary insufficiency, the inability of the arteries to deliver an adequate supply of blood to the heart. Or the heart muscle should have cramped, or simply given up under the strain in a person the size of Malcolm. It hadn't. Perhaps because Malcolm had begun shedding pounds while waiting under the wing of the crashed plane. Or had Malcolm, without realizing it, developed a way to bio-physically control his body and ensure his survival under even the most taxing physical conditions? Maybe that's what helped him to survive underwater in the jaws of the alligator. Malcolm didn't have any of the answers, but he thought about it all as he walked toward the cocoplum trees he had discovered the day before. Looped over his head and shoulder was now a vine strung with four turtle shell bowls. They nested in each other, like dishes, at his side. 
 
    Malcolm breakfasted at the cocoplum tree. And when he was stuffed with fruit, he turned to walk back, but then he stopped. Something had caught his attention. He turned his head and parted the branches of a leafy bush. About a mile away, across the watery prairie, on another tree island, he saw a reflected light, as if someone were playing the brilliance of the sun off a mirror. He dashed behind some bushes to hide. But when nothing happened, he cautiously stood and found the bright glare again. He squinted his telescopic eyes at the glare, but it just got worse. He hid his eyes behind his hand. He imagined it was the reflection of a policeman's badge. Or a gun. Fear overtaking him, he turned quickly and took a few strong strides toward camp. But not more than fifteen feet away, Malcolm stopped dead.  He thought for a few moments. Only his eyes moved, first to the lower left, than to the lower right and back. He suddenly swiveled his head around in the direction of the far-away glint. Leafy branches parted and he was off, trudging into the calf deep water toward the point of reflected light a mile away. He sloshed, he splashed, he plunged his way across. As he moved closer and closer, the glint flared again and again. Now reaching the tree island, he was nearly on top of it. 
 
    Malcolm saw part of a silvery metal box sticking out of the ground. It was dented on one corner but otherwise in good shape. 
 
    Malcolm pulled the aluminum case from the soft earth it had partially sunken into. It was the size of a suitcase. "My God!" Malcolm whispered. "My God! It can't be! It can't be!" Strange tingling sensations flooded over Malcolm. He looked like he just found a million dollars. But he hadn't. He had found four and a half-million dollars. He tried, but he couldn't get the locked case open. He searched urgently for anything solid to use as a tool. 
 
    Malcolm pounded the combination lock with pieces of limestone. He smashed it over and over, pulverizing the limestone like talc with every hit. Rock after rock smashed into bits. Finally, the lock sprang open and he unsnapped the two side latches. 
 
    Malcolm looked up at the sky with closed eyes and took a long breath just before lifting the lid of the case. When he did, it was so full of money that banded stacks of cash spilled out from the three open sides. 
 
    Malcolm inhaled sharply. Then he spoke three words as if each were a complete sentence. "Look! At! This! Great God almighty, look at this!" Malcolm touched as much of the cash as possible. 
 
    Then the flashbacks came in rapid succession. The scenes playing in Malcolm's head starred Mike Galvo and Steel in the front seats of the airplane.                
 
    Malcolm rifled through the stacks of money. 
 
    Malcolm once again saw the syringe in Steel's hand. He saw the long hypodermic needle and the amber fluid inside the glass tube. He saw Steel plunge the needle deep into Galvo's neck. 
 
    Malcolm whined at the memory. 
 
    Steel was hanging outside the plane with Galvo pounding, shoving and beating on him. With one powerful thrust, Galvo pushed Steel from the door opening to his death below. Steel's foot caught the steering yoke as he fell and the plane lurched violently to the right. The shiny case of money cartwheeled end-over-end in slow-motion right out the open door. It flipped to the ground below like a metal playing card. Some trees broke its fall. It bounced off some springy branches and fell with a dull thud in the soft earth. As Malcolm opened his eyes, the case seemed to fall right in front of him at this very moment connecting the past with the present. Malcolm shook his head back to sobriety and replaced the stacks of banded unmarked bills in the suitcase. He had to force the lid closed. The side latches held. 
 
    "My God, I'm rich! Son of a bitch! I'm rich!" 
 
    "Now, what am I gonna do with it?" 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The early morning sun cast long shafts of light through the canopy. Malcolm slung his prized turtle bowl collection over his shoulder, put on his new necklace of colorful tree snails, picked up his shiny suitcase and looked at the scene around him. With reluctance written all over his face, he knew it was time to leave the seclusion of his tree island sanctuary. He turned and was gone. 
 
    The sawgrass was now only two or three feet tall and grew in sparse clumps, perhaps, six feet apart. But the water was ever-present. And always consistent in its depth, at Malcolm's ankles. The miles yet to walk in front of him were a duplicate of the miles he left behind him. Burned sawgrass. But already he could see new green shoots beginning to reach out from the ankle-deep water. 
 
    Malcolm felt like he was burning up alive, walking half naked through a God-made broiler. The sun burned from above and the water reflected brightness and heat at him from below. He had to do something to protect himself from the scorching rays. Mosquitoes were starting to bite again, too. The protection was right beneath his feet. Once again, Malcolm frosted his body with mud wherever skin was exposed. He put gobs of the black, rich goop on the top of his head and cemented one of the turtle shells to it, like a hat. It cast just enough shade to protect Malcolm's eyes, at least from overhead rays. The decoration gave the Mud Man a new, more fashionable dimension. 
 
    Wow, now this is cool, man. This is cool, Malcolm thought lightheartedly. 
 
    Sloshing through the shallows reflecting in his face, hour after hour, gave Malcolm plenty of time to do some reflecting of his own. 
 
    He had come to think of the tree island he just left as a kind of home, if only for a few days. It was indeed his home. He found shelter there. Protection. Food. Renewal. Regeneration of spirit. Determination. And hope. He also found four and a half million dollars there. Doesn't it figure, he thought, the first thing a kid wants to do when he makes some money is leave home. 
 
    Malcolm congratulated himself for having a sense of humor in the face of adversity. Without a sense of humor, life would be pretty miserable and depressing. Maybe that's why his life had been pretty miserable and depressing. He had never really smiled much. Never had a social life. He never had much hope for one. There goes that word hope again. Boy, is that important, he thought. He was realizing that hope means there's a way. And if you have just a little bit of hope and a lot of determination, you can fix just about anything. And if you believe in that idea, then you may as well smile along the way. 
 
    The trouble with Malcolm, he thought to himself – he thought in the third person for a moment – is that Malcolm always wanted everyone to feel sorry for him. Malcolm's father died when Malcolm was very young. Didn't anybody feel sorry for him about that? Malcolm was bullied by neighborhood kids. Didn't anybody feel sorry for Malcolm about that? Didn't they feel sorry about the guilt that Malcolm felt? After all, he never once was able to take care of his mother. To take his father's place. 
 
    Didn't anybody feel sorry for Malcolm because he had to wear those thick eyeglasses all his freaking life? Didn't they feel sorry for him when he started getting a little overweight? And then a lot overweight? 
 
    What was wrong with people, for Christ's sake? 
 
    What's wrong with Malcolm? he thought. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    From above, Malcolm was a slowly moving speck on the earth as he was about to leave the huge blackened patch and cross over into unburned sawgrass. 
 
    He stopped for just a moment at the incinerated boundary, as if to mark the passage in his mind. Still caked with mud, wearing his turtle shell hat and carrying his shiny suitcase, he turned to look behind him at a world of black ash stretching as far as the eye could see. As he straddled the line between the destroyed and the preserved, between the past and the present, he couldn't help but develop analogies to his own life. From the decaying remains of amphibians, insects and reptiles that perished in the fire, would come a biologically rich mixture for the nourishment of other animals and fish. From the ash and charcoal sediment on the bottom, would spring new life. From the cremated, blackened sawgrass prairie would grow new green shoots. Perhaps healthier and stronger than their forebears. 
 
    He listened to the voice in his head. Did Malcolm die back there, too? he asked himself. With the animals that were too slow, too weak to run from the flames and smoke? God knows I'm slow, and weak, in so many ways. I'm sure I died. I died a very long time ago. Years ago. But I never realized it. I went through life as an empty shell, he thought, void of all the things that make life such a gift...family and friends. 
 
    He took a step into the low unburned sawgrass and continued slushing ahead into the distance. 
 
    I feel like I died and I've been through hell. Maybe some good will come of it. Perhaps from my aching, broken body will come physical strength, he thought. 
 
    From cowardly fear…unstoppable courage. From total dependence…self-reliance. From being an outsider in our natural world…a feeling of oneness with it. From depression and despair…new resolve. From emptiness…fulfillment. 
 
    Maybe from the ashes of that lifeless pit that was Malcolm, a whole person will emerge. One that I can be proud of. 
 
    I know there's a new Malcolm out there, he thought. I just have to find him. 
 
      
 
    The sun sparkled off the chrome locks and glared off the brushed aluminum of the suitcase. Some time had passed since Malcolm had entered the unburned sawgrass. And he paused now, for only a few moments, to evaluate another tree island that sat in the near distance. 
 
    In an instant, he seemed to be there, making his way to the fringe of the island. Hot and fatigued, he sat on the trunk of a fallen tree in the shady edge of the island. He removed the shell from his head and he just sat there, suitcase by his side, like a man waiting on a bus bench. He peered out over the terrain he had just covered. What he saw looked like a Wyeth painting. It looked like the plains of Africa. It looked like a stark, surreal dream. It looked magnificent, with enormous, white puffy clouds decorating a blue, blue sky. 
 
    How awesome, he thought, this remote prison to which he was condemned. 
 
    How hostile. How fragile. How intense. How serene. 
 
    He sat watching the white cumulus clouds change shapes before his eyes. In the hour or so that he sat there, the slow deliberate process of his thoughts made the clouds seem to move in a speeded-up motion. They billowed and fluffed and were swept by invisible winds. They were whipped into wisps and mounds of cotton by unseen currents.  
 
    Malcolm sat, transfixed, looking for some meaning to his life. Some reasons for the past. Some direction for the future. 
 
    What I'd give to change myself. How many times have I said that? Lots of times, he admitted. But I never did a damn thing to change. Except tell myself I would. I just lied to myself. I spent my whole life lying to myself. Blaming everybody else when I should have blamed myself. 
 
    Malcolm's eyes moistened. I know why people ridiculed me. I finally know why. They were trying to tell me something. Trying to tell me I had problems. But they did it in a destructive way, rather than a constructive way. They could have been a little more helpful and less hurtful. But how can I expect others to be helpful when I wouldn't help myself. How can I expect others not to be hurtful when I was hurting myself. I was driving myself deeper. Further away from people. From life. And the opposite of life is death. It's true. I was dying all those years. Suffocating in the poisonous air of my own self-rejection. My own self-pity. Trying harder and harder to get someone, anyone, to show they cared.  I should have cared myself. It would have taken a miracle to save me. A miracle. Was that plane crash an accident? Or a miracle? My eyesight is definitely a miracle. I can see things in a way no other man can. Why? How long did I hold my breath underwater with my arm in the mouth of that alligator? Ten minutes? Fifteen? That's not possible, unless it's all been a miracle. 
 
    He probed for the answers. Maybe I died in that plane crash and I'm just remnants of my own electrical energy. A ghost, soon to dissipate in the atmosphere. No. I know I'm here. Living. But why was I given a second chance at life. Why was I given that one-in-a-billion chance of coming out of that crash with what can only be described as supernatural vision. And supernatural breath-holding ability. Why was I allowed to find the suitcase in the middle of nowhere? Why? Malcolm yearned to know. 
 
    I may never know the reason, but I'm going to make the most of it, he resolved. I’ve been given a second chance to make something of my life. Of myself. And by God, I'm gonna make the most of it. 
 
    Malcolm sat on the fallen tree, thinking, for a long time. Time well spent, he thought. Filled with renewed hope and resolve he stood up, took a deep breath, and set off to explore the new tree island he had discovered in the path of his journey.  
 
    It wasn’t as big as the tree island where he had just spent four days. But it did reveal a beautiful, tranquil pond. 
 
    On the surface of the pond, purple gallinules, hen-sized birds with extremely large feet, appeared to walk on water as they stepped from lily pad to lily pad without sinking. There were three of them poking along, minding their business, looking for fish below. 
 
    Suddenly, one of them disappeared with a splash. Then another unsuspecting bird. And finally, the third. Rising up from the shallow depths was master hunter Malcolm, water draining off his water lily crowned head and plump body, with a smug smile all over his face. 
 
    Later in the day, Malcolm's stubby fingers gently held a hand-made crown of purple feathers and woven vines just above his filthy hair. And when he fitted his colorful crown to his head, it was like a coronation. Malcolm smiled as if someone were snapping pictures of him. 
 
    Adding a colorful touch to the ceremonies was a necklace of yellow, white, purple and blue tree snails strung on the strong hair-like fiber of the yucca plant.  
 
    Malcolm had put a lot into this day. And now, the light was fading. He would have to spend the night and get an early start in the morning. He hung his newly-made crown and necklace on the branch of a tree and found a soft spot on the ground to bed down for the night. Hoping he’d be safe here at least until daylight.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
     
 
      
 
    Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sunrise sent a strong shaft of light to Malcolm’s sleeping face and he awoke with a start. Within minutes, he slung his loop of turtle shells over his shoulder – they now numbered six in all – he got a good grip on the handle of his valuable suitcase, and he was ready to embark on the next leg of his journey into discovery of the unknown. And discovery of himself.  
 
    At this time of year, the thunderheads moved in quickly overhead and turned burning heat and blinding reflected rays into foreboding black skies and teeming rain. Only to change back to searing broil within an hour. And then change its mind again a few hours later. It was all part of the mercurial system that brings more than fifty-five inches of rain to the Glades every year. Thirty-five inches of it in the summer. It felt like thirty-four inches fell on Malcolm that afternoon. 
 
    Water moves more in the air, Malcolm thought, than it does on the ground. Up when it's sunny and hot, down when it's rainy and hot. 
 
    But whatever the weather, Malcolm kept on slugging it out. He couldn't sleep out here in the river of grass, for sure. And the threat of alligators in the dark was more than he wanted to even think about. He kept going. Through the glare. Through the rain. Through the heat. Through the drenchings. 
 
    He just kept sloshing along. 
 
      
 
    The terrain had changed dramatically, yet nothing had gone away. The sawgrass and water and sky were still there, but dwarf cypress trees were now dotting the landscape. 
 
    The trees were only three or four feet high, but they were mature, stunted copies of the old cypress trees that grew some ten feet in diameter and more than one hundred feet tall. These bonsai versions had the same gray slender trunks, feathery, flat crowned tops and buttressed bottoms as the big ones. And they could live just as long. Some of them may have been as much as six-hundred years old. 
 
    As Malcolm splashed on in a more or less northward direction, guided by the movement of the sun, the dwarf trees got taller and taller. And they grew in denser numbers. Great balls of spiky epiphytes were pasted on the trunks at varying heights. And once in a while, a cabbage palm, with its basket-weave patterned trunk, would be found strangely among them. Malcolm stopped to freshen-up his mud pack, and in the distance he could see a green dome rising in an almost perfectly symmetrical shape above the flat surrounding tree line. It looked like a cypress covered hill from where Malcolm was standing. There was another cypress dome off to his left. And yet another farther away. With the sun low in the west, the cypress hills of the Glades looked enticing. He hurried onward. 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting quickly now and the sky was a watercolor of orange and red, like the embers in a dying fire. The cypress trees were set in hard silhouette against it. Darkness would be falling fast. A full moon was already climbing in the sky. 
 
    As Malcolm penetrated the edge of the cypress dome, he saw no hill, no rising earth. He saw no land at all. He saw only cypress trees growing in the water, and an eerie mist hanging about the glassy black surface. The trees grew taller in the center of the dome, perhaps as high as seventy feet, and gradually shorter to the outer edges. Concave depressions in the limestone base beneath the water caused the increased growth of the trees in the center of the dome. The thicker accumulation of nutrient rich submerged soil in the deepest pocket of the depression encouraged healthier, stronger, bigger trees. 
 
    But Malcolm couldn't have cared less about the geological forces behind the creation of a cypress dome. Malcolm needed a place to sleep. And he needed it fast.  The bases of the tall, straight cypress trees were flared out, like trumpets standing on their bells. And most of the swollen, buttressed bases were fluted. The shafts of the great trees grew rather straight, like utility poles, and they were literally infested with enormous puffs of hairy air plants. The limbs that he could see were high up on the tree, draped in long gray beards of Spanish moss. 
 
    In the dim light, the spooky cypress dome forest scared the hell out of Malcolm. The trees had a ghostly appearance. Mysterious cypress knees, apostles of the root system that help bring oxygen and stability to the enormous trees, rose out of the black, still water like shapeless spirits of the dead. And he swore he could hear alligators beginning to bellow in the coming night. He looked into the gloom of the fortress and the ricocheting of their guttural call off the canyon of trees made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. His eyes grew wide. His head turned in bird-like movements. A great screeching, from a crow probably, echoed through the towers. He heard the flapping of the large unseen bird. Malcolm decided not to trespass into this frightful place. 
 
    He retreated from the watery cypress dome the way he had entered. He headed back to where the cypress trees were a mere twenty or thirty feet high. There, he just might be able to do something to get himself out of that water for the night. He didn't know what, but he had to do something. Fast. 
 
    On the wet prairie Malcolm eyed each cypress as if he were buying a Christmas tree. He shook the trunks of some. He tried to reach the branches of others. He even tried to shimmy up one, suitcase in hand. 
 
    Then, in the twilight, Malcolm spotted a perfect tree. It was only about fifteen feet high, but it was beautifully knurled and twisted. It had limbs branching off in three directions at the crown, offering, just possibly, an uncomfortable yet important resting niche. But how in the world could he get up there. 
 
    Twenty-two feet to the south side stood his answer. A dead and branchless thirty-foot cypress. Straight as an arrow. He just might be able to topple it into the crux of the other tree and climb up. That is, if it didn't break into pieces when he snapped it off at the base. 
 
    His geometry-precise mind said it would work. His no-choice determination said it would work. He only hoped he could get his body to work. 
 
    Malcolm put his weight behind the dead spire. And he pushed. And he pushed. And the tree vibrated up its length. But it didn't snap. Malcolm wrapped his hands around it and shook. And he shook. And it swayed. But it didn't snap. Malcolm backed up a few feet, took a run at it and put his shoulder into it. It snapped. And fell right into place the way he planned. 
 
    Malcolm took a half-hour to creep and crawl up that round ramp to his roosting place. And when he got there, nothing could have kept him awake. He hung his suitcase on a branch overhead, draped his body over the bisecting limbs the way snoozing leopards do, and he let the moon slide by overhead. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the early morning light, Malcolm was ravenous. He had hardly eaten anything the day before. He shook a spindly cypress violently and three eggs fell from a nest high in the branches. One egg splattered against the trunk, one plopped intact into the shallows and Malcolm caught one in his hand. 
 
    Suitcase in hand, Malcolm slyly slipped past a band of lethargic alligators that floated near the cypress dome and basked on fallen timbers. These were, no doubt, the ones he had heard the night before. 
 
    "Someday I'm gonna nail one of you creeps. Just wait," Malcolm threatened out loud but softly as he moved cautiously by a short distance away. Not one of them stirred.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Time was passing swiftly this day. With each step the cypress trees grew to larger proportions, and larger numbers, around him. The shallows began to drain off under his feet, and the sawgrass had all but vanished. Low bushes and shrubs took their place. As he walked, the earth became drier, and soft, and brown with the withered feathery leaves of the pine-like cypress. 
 
    Sunlight filtered through the lofty green crowns of the mature cypress forest and splashed upon the ground in fractured shimmering patches. In the moist shade, ferns of many kinds grew from the rich soil in bursts of four-foot streamers. Fox squirrels were aerial artists high above. Vireos and wrens dodged and darted on their high perches. Frogs and toads had jumping and croaking contests closer to the ground. Hemp vines and Virginia creeper snaked their way up and around tree trunks. Pond apple, arrowroot and pickerel weed thrived in and around the small swamps of water Malcolm passed occasionally. And ornate bromeliads, twisted air plants, wild orchids and other epiphytes made it seem that a landscape artist had become overly enthusiastic. 
 
    As Malcolm wove his way through the palatial forest, he paused to study the trees that were not cypress. Although he didn't know their scientific or common names, he placed each one in a logical, computer-modeled directory in his mind. The cabbage palm was the basket palm. The pond apple, simply the apple tree. He called the gumbo-limbo the peeling paper tree. And the mastic tree became the yellow olive tree, so named for the olive-sized fruit that tasted nothing like olives. He named the wild tamarind the peapod tree for its flat, brown five-inch pod-like fruit. He named the cocoplum, quite aptly, the plum bush. And the small, shrubby trees with the blueberry looking fruit, he called the stopper. Malcolm had done pretty well naming the trees that grew in his path. But the name ‘stopper’ was particularly right on. He had eaten bushels full of the small black berries a few days ago, and it made his diarrhea stop within hours. Malcolm picked a few of these berries and put them in his pocket. Just in case. 
 
    Further northeast in the forest, the soft mat of leaves underfoot turned soggy. Malcolm found himself walking in mud. Just as well, he thought, because much of the mud pack that insulated him from biting flies and mosquitoes had dried out and had fallen off in chunks. He noticed a family of raccoons ahead of him. 
 
    Two adults led a procession of four cute fur balls on a foray for salamanders, snails, snakes, toads, and just about anything edible. Malcolm stopped to store the pattern of their tracks in his mind. He also pointed-up the cracked mortar on his body. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later he studied other tracks in the muck. Tracks that were difficult for Malcolm to identify because they weren't well defined. It looked as though a human had made a fist and had pushed his knuckles into the ooze, but in an elongated shape. Malcolm thought he saw claw marks at the forward edge of the prints, but he wasn't quite sure. He followed the tracks for a few yards and something else was added to the pattern. A wavy line between the footprints, as if something had been dragged by the animal. Whatever this was, it wasn't small. And Malcolm had second thoughts about being anywhere near it. He followed for a dozen more yards and there it was. A large gator making tracks for a wide channel of water dead ahead. 
 
    "Oh, Jesus!" Malcolm said under his breath. "I'm not ready for revenge just yet." 
 
    Malcolm detoured in a wide arc to the left. But he came to the same small river the gator was headed for. Malcolm could see gators floating in the quiet water, only their nostrils, eyes and a small part of their backs breaking the surface. He saw a few basking on the opposite bank and assumed that there had to be gators on his side of the channel too. 
 
    Suitcase in hand, the Mud Man cautiously probed through the thick brush, shrubs and thickets that grew close to the water. Of far more danger, he quickly realized, were the cottonmouth moccasins that slithered every few feet. After luckily avoiding the first two, Malcolm fetched a fallen limb from the ground and fended the snakes off as he walked through the moccasin minefield.  
 
    Sweating through his mudpack, Malcolm waited and watched further down the creek. Great blue herons speared fish with their long bills. Bitterns paced madly on the soft banks for fiddler crabs and worms. Snowy white egrets waded. And finally, the best indication of safety of all, an old wary raccoon paddled across right in front of Malcolm. Without hesitation, Malcolm lowered himself into the green water and waded across. An odd-looking bird, the egrets must have thought. But they paid him no mind, except to keep their distance. 
 
    Once across, Malcolm had to probe his way through the moccasin minefield on the other side with his big stick. He did so with practiced aplomb, smashing a number of the hefty serpents on the head in the process. 
 
    "God, if only I had developed a taste for these things." Smash. "I'd be in fat city right now." Bang! Whack! Squish! 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Smack! Smack! Hungry mosquitoes were attacking with bloodthirsty vengeance. Malcolm's protective mudpack had nearly vanished. And fresh mud was becoming a little harder to find. When Malcolm dug deep into the ground, he found sand and peat that didn't stick very well. Leaning against a large gumbo-limbo tree, he remembered the liniment smelling sap. Finding the ointment running from the tree, Malcolm basted himself as best he could. His body heat softened the sticky stuff and it spread more easily. "Any mosquitoes stupid enough to land on me," he said aloud, "will have to be stuck with me." 
 
    The hours went by as Malcolm hiked with militaristic tenacity toward his northern goal of escape. He didn't know that his route had taken a somewhat northeasterly turn about two days back. And it didn't really matter much now anyway. Malcolm was out of the grave physical condition he had been in earlier. In fact, Malcolm was becoming healthier than he had ever been in his life. Which, after all, isn't saying a great deal. 
 
    Malcolm had lost a load of life-shortening, heart-enlarging weight. In the weeks since the crash, he had shed more than eighty-five pounds. That, in itself, was the best, and the most dangerous change to his body. A precipitous weight loss of that magnitude could have killed him just from the body shock alone. But he lived through it. 
 
    His legs had grown strong inside the loose flab that still hung from his thighs and calves. Although still portly, his flanks had been reduced considerably. His feet were toughened from the miles and miles of walking on all kinds of ground cover, from cutting pinnacle rock to soft muck, from leafy hammock floors to crunchy twigs and branches. His lung capacity had increased dramatically. Not due to his accidental miracle of osmotic respiration, but simply from the weeks of huffing and puffing his way under, over and through an obstacle course that would have killed the world's greatest athletes. 
 
    His arms, hands and shoulders were strengthening from the best reason in the world – carrying a suitcase full of four and a half million dollars in cash. That's more than seventy pounds that Malcolm hardly ever put down. 
 
    He hadn't eaten junk food in weeks. No sugar, no preservatives, no chemicals, no fertilizers, no poisons. He hadn't eaten anything that was cooked. Everything he ate was chock-full of all the vitamins, minerals, protein and life-sustaining nourishment the good Lord put into it. It was all as fresh as could be, and he had plenty of fresh rainwater to drink every day. 
 
    He had overcome the infection in his arm. He had defeated the debilitating plague of diarrhea in his system. He had learned a lot in his travels. About the environment around him and about himself. And his mental condition was looking pretty good. 
 
    In an ironically fortuitous way, the plane crash was the best thing that could ever have happened to Malcolm Raymond Farmer. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the late afternoon, the sun twinkled in flashes through the shafts of tall trees as Malcolm walked past them. He had hiked through a number of hardwood hammocks on the way to the spot where he sat, resting on his money. Here the stout cypress shared the territory with tall, flagpole-straight slash pine, an abundance of lush ferns, shrubs and weeds and the saw palmetto, with its spiky, fan-shaped large leaves. 
 
    Malcolm was sitting in the middle of an isolated biological pocket. It was a combination of cypress forest and flat pinewoods. It didn't extend very far, a half mile, maybe, in any direction. But it was a taste of the large pinewoods that could be found just five miles to the northwest and the vast pinewood flats he would find twenty-seven miles to the southeast. The soil in this combination habitat was rich and black in spots and sandy in others. It supported a wide variety of plant life. From the sequoia-related cypress to wild grapes. It was home to hordes of raccoons, opossums, snakes, meadow mice, rabbits, box tortoises, lizards, owls and bugs. 
 
    This microcosm of divergent habitats also served as a crossroads for the territorial wanderings of deer, black beer, bobcat and the seldom seen Florida panther. The supporting cast of lesser wildlife certainly must have encouraged the passage of the larger predators. The hunting must have been pretty good. And that's exactly what a certain human being reasoned more than thirty-four years earlier – the human being that built the hunting cabin that Malcolm was about to discover with his next step. 
 
    Malcolm spotted the rusty corrugated steel roof first. He crouched down instantly. He listened intently for a long time. He heard nothing but the chirring and buzzing of insects. He crept slowly forward on his haunches, parting the leaves of bushes for a better look. 
 
    The cabin was small, just one room. And although the area around the cabin was thickly overgrown with weeds and bushes, Malcolm could see that a few of the log posts supporting the little building had rotted away, causing the cabin to tilt precariously. There wasn't a piece of glass left in the windows, but cloudy sheets of plastic still hung from a staple or two. Clapboards hung at tangents to the beams they were originally nailed to. The yellow and dark green paint had faded long ago and now blistered and peeled everywhere. A rusted old soft drink sign had apparently been nailed into place years ago by the owner, possibly an inexpensive patch for some hurricane-caused damage.  You could hardly read the advertisement now. And in an upper corner, another advertising patch. This one made of plywood. He could hardly read the words American Plumbing. 
 
    The place was obviously deserted, but Malcolm proceeded with great care, nonetheless. He circled the dilapidated hunting cabin, peering into its dark recess. He saw an outhouse behind the building. He saw weak-looking wooden steps climbing to a short wooden porch. There was still no sign of life. Then Malcolm, looking like a timid guest with suitcase in hand, slowly approached the front of the tiny tilted house. A few birds flew out of a small window in the shallow-angled gable. 
 
    He stood at the foot of the steps for a moment. Above the door was a crudely hand-painted sign that said PLUMBER'S RETREAT. And in small letters, CUSTOMERS NOT WELCOME HERE. He gulped once. And put his barefoot on the first step. 
 
    His large foot crashed through the step as if it were made of balsa wood. Termites had been here before Malcolm. No damage done to his foot, Malcolm tested the second step from where he stood. It seemed solid enough, so Malcolm put his weight on it. It held. Malcolm climbed to level three, then level four. Malcolm took a deep breath at the edge of the porch and craned his neck, trying to get a look at what was inside. It was hard to see into the dark room. 
 
    Malcolm, finally satisfied that some swamp maniac with a shotgun was not going to run out and shoot him in the head, took a giant step forward. Suddenly, his fat leg crunched through the floor planks up to his thigh. “Ughh! Geez!” Malcolm, his suitcase and his turtle shells went crashing to the floor which, fortunately, supported the rest of him. 
 
    Below the splintered, rotten boards, Malcolm's leg hung like a piece of meat at the butcher shop. Only it wiggled and wagged back and forth like a dismembered limb trying to kick a football. Inches from his naked swinging leg and bare quivering toes was a six-foot diamondback rattlesnake, very surprised at the intrusion. It quickly coiled itself in the customary striking pattern but did not shake its rattle. Not yet. Up above, Malcolm, wind knocked out of him, struggled to push himself out of the hole. The serpent, keeping its staring eyes fixed on some imaginary mark on Malcolm's foot, jerked its head in motion with Malcolm's swaying limb. 
 
    Malcolm grunted and groaned, his face turning red. The snake, moving its lips, unhinged its pliable, rubbery jaw. Malcolm, now sitting on his posterior, pulled his skinned leg up through the broken boards. The rattlesnake, head tilted back, watched its prey ascend up through the bright hole above. It flicked its long tongue and went back to sleep. Malcolm examined the scratches on his leg and pulled down the leg of his trouser over it. "Jesus, what a welcome." 
 
    Now Malcolm tested every step he took. The floor creaked and crackled but held. Inside the single room was a makeshift kitchen. Unfinished pine shelves held some cans of stewed tomatoes and beans. There was a long rusty kitchen knife on a bare wooden counter. Malcolm eyed it, picked it up, and kept it. An old white ice box, door open, stood yellowed in the corner. A camper's propane stove was still set up on a wooden worktop by an open window. Four wooden chairs, still surprisingly sturdy looking, kept company with a pink and white Formica table with rusted chrome legs. 
 
    On one side of the room were two pairs of bunk beds. The mattresses were thin, their fiber batting long ago confiscated by nest-building mice and rats. Above the beds a section of the metal roof was missing, blown off in some storm, Malcolm figured. The beds were open to the sky. 
 
    Malcolm nudged an overturned grapefruit juice can with his suitcase and a furry, gray mouse skittered out, ran to the corner and disappeared out a hole. From across the room, Malcolm spotted a young rattlesnake coiled under a chest of drawers. 
 
    Malcolm made his way, very slowly, back out to the collapsing porch and down the disintegrating stairs. He walked around the side of the cabin and studied the little outhouse. It was so stereotypical it was funny, Malcolm thought. Above the door to the outhouse was another sign. Obviously painted by the same untrained hand as the sign over the door of the cabin. This one said CLASS FOR YOUR ASS. Through the open door, bright as a penny, was a pure white china toilet. There was a holding tank above the outhouse to catch the plentiful rainfall. The waste would simply be washed into a pit below the toilet. Malcolm tossed a small stone over the top lip of the water tank above. It splashed water when it plopped in. The hunter-plumber who built this place had a real sense of humor, Malcolm thought. He gave a little chuckle. The sight of the toilet must have signaled something deep down in Malcolm's bowels. He walked over to a broad leaf tree, pulled off some leaves and walked back to the outhouse. 
 
    Malcolm set his silvery suitcase down right outside the door, along with his turtle shells. He had that certain kind of grin on his face. “Ahhh, this is gonna feel so good!” He went in, stood with the backs of his legs against the cool bowl, and dropped his pants. He even closed the door. 
 
    He began to sit down. As his large white bottom descended closer and closer to the toilet seat, he looked between his legs and caught a glimpse of something in the bowl. 
 
    To Malcolm, it happened in slow-motion. The pale skin of his round rear was nearly making contact with the toilet seat when the rattlesnake's head shot forward, pink mouth open wide, curved hypodermic-needle fangs dripping venom. The snake's neck thrust forward like the arm of a pitcher in the World Series. 
 
    Malcolm’s mouth opened as wide as the snakes. His eyes bulged from their sockets and his brain sent an urgent telegram to his leg muscles to start going the other way. When the snake’s leaking fangs were almost at their target, Malcolm's leg muscles got the message and began to propel him in the opposite direction. 
 
    With the poisonous needles just millimeters away from his fleshy buttocks, Malcolm became a flying projectile. He burst through the outhouse door as if shot out of a cannon. His three hundred pounds had completely left the ground. 
 
    Malcolm flew through the air in a Herculean Olympian broad jump never to be duplicated by anyone his size with their pants down. This was a record even Malcolm would never match. He landed in a clump of flailing arms and legs and sucked-in tush. If he had had a rattlesnake behind him that night in the cypress dome, he would have made it into that fifteen-foot tree without a ramp, he thought. “This is it! The perfect place to hide my money! It's probably infested with poisonous snakes. Who the hell would ever want to hang around here?" 
 
    Grapefruit juice can, the sheet plastic from the windows, the old soft drink sign and suitcase full of money in hand, Malcolm paced off a distance from the edge of the outhouse toward the forest. When he hit thirty, he stopped. And with his arm extended like a weather vane, he checked the alignment of the outhouse to the cabin. 
 
    The grapefruit juice can was a perfect digging tool in the soft black soil and white sand. It worked fast, scooping out almost half a gallon with each pass. 
 
    When the hole looked wide and deep enough, Malcolm wrapped the rustproof aluminum suitcase in the plastic and placed it in the hole. Then he laid the steel advertising sign over it to shed the water that would surely seep through during rain. Malcolm then bulldozed the excavated soil over the top with his hands. He tamped the soft, airy soil down with his bare feet. He sank deeply into the black earth, but it still left a telltale mound. 
 
    "My God, it looks like a grave." Malcolm tossed some dead leaves and twigs on the mound. Then he tore up some shrubs and put them on the mound, too. "Maybe what I should do is disguise it as an alligator nest and get that sixteen-foot dinosaur to protect it. Now that's a good idea! Don't worry about it, in two weeks, it'll be so overgrown, even I won't find it." 
 
    Malcolm approached the outhouse looking like a lion tamer approaching a maned beast on a pedestal. He held a heavy club in one hand and the long rusty kitchen knife in the other. He used the club to push the door wide open. 
 
    "Oh dear, supper's ready!" 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Malcolm sat, Indian style, on the rusty metal roof of the cabin with a blazing setting sun behind him. He had just popped the last piece of white, lobster-looking meat in his mouth and sucked each fingertip of his right hand. 
 
    "Tastes just like chicken," he said out loud. 
 
    Malcolm then stuck his head through his necklace of colorful tree snails. But now, a four-inch long rattlesnake tail dangled from the middle. He picked it up with his two fingers and shook it. Chuka, chuka, chuka, chuka it went. And Malcolm belched as loud as he could.  
 
    He settled back on the old metal roof, hands behind his head, satisfied with the day’s discoveries. Lying on his back, he gazed up at the sky and he listened to the concert musicians who were just tuning up in the jungle around him. He would listen to the symphony this evening. A concert under the stars unlike any in the world. 
 
    The full moon rose like stage lights. It was huge, perfectly round and incredibly bright above the tops of the trees. It reflected in Malcolm's wide-open eyes. It moved across his dilated pupils. He could see every detail of the moon’s face. The craters, the mountain ranges, the Seas of Clouds, Tranquility and Crisis. It was as if Malcolm was seeing it for the first time in his life. And he was, actually. “Amazing," he said out loud to himself. ”How many people look at the moon but don't see it.” 
 
    The moonlight cast strong shadows, it was so bright in the cloudless sky. And as the moon rose, so did the intensity of the night music. The prelude began with the staccato rhythmic chirps and treble trills of crickets augmented by the singing of buzzing grasshoppers. 
 
    Then a choral of frogs added their voices to the performance. Rain frogs, Cuban tree frogs, toads, leopard frogs, bull frogs – each species with its own distinctive melody and voice – blended together in a strange cacophonous musical symmetry. 
 
    The owls, with their own eerie oscillating bleats and hoots, complimented the entire orchestration. And the inimitable reverberating bass-tone of moonlit-struck alligators rounded out a score that has been played for the last hundred million years or so. 
 
    As the moon arched across the black velvet sky, the stars came so close Malcolm could almost touch them. The heavens poured them toward Malcolm, in numbers beyond the comprehension of man. Every piece of the sky, from horizon to horizon, three hundred and sixty degrees around, was filled with twinkling diamond dust. Shining, reflecting, shimmering planets. The constellations of Andromeda, the Big and Little Dipper, Pegasus and Hercules. The Milky Way was a great river of stars across the sky, scintillating down on the great river of grass below. 
 
    A shooting star streaked across the heavens. And Malcolm's last thoughts before he fell off to sleep were of his dying mother. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    As Malcolm slept, eyes closed to the spectacle above, a soft Brahms played in his head. And the dream began.  
 
    He saw the face of a small boy with sandy colored hair. The boy was crying, sobbing, tears rolling down his face. He was seeing himself at age seven. His mother was beside him, arm around his shoulders to console him. She was waving goodbye to a man getting into a yellow taxi. The taxi driver put three pieces of luggage into the trunk and opened the door for the man. The man had sandy colored hair, too. Malcolm’s mother blew a kiss to the man. She had tears in her eyes. The man waved. Malcolm cried. And he never saw his father again. 
 
    His mother faded forward in a fuzzy vignette. She was younger then, bending toward him, combing his hair, getting him ready for school. He was chubby, even at age seven. But she loved him. She gave him a cheek-to-cheek hug. At dinner she placed big plates of food before his small round smiling face. 
 
    At the kitchen counter, she filled his school lunch box with sandwiches and goodies. Then more sandwiches. And fruit: bananas, apples, grapes and plums. Then as the Brahms music that played in his head took on threatening, stirring undertones, she put in cookies and cakes and pies and ice cream. In a scene that looked more and more weirdly distorted, she stuffed in cooked hams and roasted chickens and heaps of red spaghetti into his lunch box. She smiled down at him. He smiled up at her. 
 
    The music became more ominous. Overweight ten-year-old Malcolm stood holding his school books in the midst of four other boys standing on a sidewalk. The school bullies. One slapped him on the back of the head from behind. Another hit him in the testicles with the knuckles of a clenched fist. Another snatched the thick-lensed, black-framed glasses from his face and tossed them over a hedge. Then in a slow-motion scene that played all too often in the theater of Malcolm's mind, one kid got on his hands and knees behind Malcolm as the others pushed Malcolm over the other kid's back. Malcolm fell hard, his books and his pride sprawling all over the place. And once wasn't enough. The scene repeated in rapid instant replays as the music swelled in his brain. Each time it was painfully humiliating. The feeling of helplessness. The admission that he was way overweight and weak. A literal pushover. His chin quivered as he dreamed on. 
 
    His mother stormed down the sidewalk, apron around her, his lunch box in hand. She chased the boys.  
 
    They taunted her as they ran away. She hugged her little Malcolm. And she gave him a big red lollipop to ease the pain. 
 
    The music segued into a strange, otherworld synthesized sound. Intense. Dramatic, with macabre Black Mass roots. 
 
    Atop the metal roof, Malcolm's head jerked in spasms as he lay under the stars. But he did not awaken. The weird synthesized music became somber. His embalmed mother lay in a coffin as candles burned in the night around her. She was old. Small. White haired and wrinkled. The music buzzed and pulsed and climbed in intensity. 
 
    A bluish bare light bulb swayed over his dead mother's coffin. Back and forth it swung, gradually dimming to blackness to reveal a sky of brilliant stars over her. The music became ethereal. Surreal. The sounds of the cosmos. The space music of Jarre, Tomita came from the heavens. From other galaxies. The billions of stars in the black nothingness twittered. Vibrated. They shook with the building energy of the music. Pinpoints of light became small wavering lines dancing in agitated blurs. Some of them changed color, from silver to electric blue and neon pink. 
 
    The cosmic light show faded, giving in to a sweeping fog. The smiling face of Malcolm's mother appeared in the sky, getting larger and larger. 
 
    Malcolm's eyes rolled beneath their lids. His breathing became labored and rapid, as if he had just run a race. 
 
    Malcolm sprang up from his nightmare! Sweat was running down his face in droplets. His lungs were pulling on the heavy dark air. His eyes filled to overflowing. And as he looked up at the heavens, a tear ran down his cheek. 
 
    The black curtain above him was electrified with tiny, twinkling stars. A cloud passed in front of the moon. And the only sound that filled the night was the very real, very natural night music of the Glades. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the strengthening late morning sun, high above the ground, six or seven large black vultures glided in ever tightening, descending circles. 
 
    Malcolm slept late this morning, worn out from his frenzied, upsetting dream the night before. He stirred now, aroused by the heat on the metal roof. He heard something, like the scratching of claws. He turned to see a hellish, bareheaded vulture walking awkwardly on the tin roof right toward him. And another just landing. He stood up quickly on the slanted roof and almost had a mid-air collision with a third one flying in. He ducked just as fast as he stood up and the vulture did a barrel roll the likes of which any aerobatics flyer would be proud. 
 
    Malcolm flailed his arms. "Get outta here! Get the hell outta here! Git! Git! Go chase something that won't chase you back!" The buzzards were just as surprised as Malcolm. And, preferring easy-to-find carrion to a very much alive human, the flapping black umbrellas took to the air. Malcolm shook his fist at the rising birds. "And don't come unless you see worms in my eyes, ya creeps!" 
 
    Malcolm muttered, "Imagine that, they thought I was dead. I bet a lot of people think I'm dead, too. I don't blame them. Who the hell could expect anybody to live through this? And as far as I'm concerned, they can go right on thinking I'm dead. I'll spruce myself up somehow and walk out of this hot Siberia real soon. I know I'm getting close now. I've got to be real careful. But soon, surprise! Surprise! Here I am! With my millions of bucks!" 
 
    Malcolm climbed down through the hole in the roof, down the bunk beds, gently shuffled across the floor and made it down the stairs of the cabin. He muttered under his breath the whole way. "You can't even lay down out here. Vultures think you're dead. Ants think you're dead. Lots of things just waiting around for something to die so they can live. That's fine. But keep your beaks off me, I got better things to do than die. I'm not quite ready yet. See me in fifty or sixty years." 
 
    Malcolm stood outside now. He took a deep breath, stretched in the morning sun and said, "Now for a little breakfast and a nice pleasant walk through the neighborhood." He marched off past his mound of money.  
 
    Malcolm spent the rest of the day exploring this different looking landscape. It seemed much more hospitable then where he had been. This was a day to relax and rejuvenate. Which he did. 
 
    Evening came quickly. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the cloud moved, it revealed an incredible big, full, romantic moon. The soot-black sky was full of stars. The heavenly spectacle illuminated the lonely two-lane blacktop in a surprisingly bright light. 
 
    The road was as straight as if someone had drawn it with a ruler. So was the canal that ran alongside it. Everything else on the landscape was thick vegetation dissolving into bluish darkness. The innocuous mid-size rental car drove quickly into the night. 
 
    Tony DiSantis, still dressed in a dark business suit and maroon tie, made repeated glances at the GPS. The car passed a road sign reflecting the word COPELAND and the car pulled off the Tamiami Trail a few miles past it. 
 
    The sign outside the tavern did not say what the name of the place was. It just said COLD BEER – FRESH WORMS painted by hand in black paint with a house-painting brush on a piece of white painted plywood. There was also a neon Schlitz beer sign shining in the dark window, even though Schlitz beer hadn't been sold in that tavern for more than thirty years. The small neglected wooden building appeared to be the only building in Copeland. And it seemed like everybody in Copeland was right inside that bar. 
 
    Outside, about a dozen pickup trucks were parked haphazardly, each one practically covered with dried mud. Some had rifle racks in the rear windows. Some had dogs curled up in the cargo beds. Almost all had bumper stickers of some kind with representations of the rebel flag. 
 
    Inside was a shit-kicker’s delight. Good old country music twanged on fuzzy sounding speakers, handfuls of sweating long-neck bottles of beer clunked to the bar, posters of half nude cowgirls decorated the walls and you just knew nobody in there didn't belong. 
 
    When DiSantis walked in, the noise level from the hullabaloo dropped in half. DiSantis just stood in front of the closed door for a moment letting his eyes adjust. Nobody moved. They just looked at him. Nobody said a word. But the music played loud. In the smoky darkness, images came into clarity. 
 
    Then DiSantis spoke. "Can I have your attention?" 
 
    "You're the only one who's got it, buddy," a voice from the dim light yelled out. 
 
    "I'm Detective DiSantis." 
 
    A man screamed in a mock shrill voice, "Oh my God, it's a raid!" The place broke up in hysterics. 
 
    "A couple of weeks ago, there was a plane crash in the Glades, down by Lost Man's Bay, about twenty-five miles from here." 
 
    "Oh, my gawd!" another falsetto voice from the crowd yelled out.  
 
    More laughter. More bottles banging on the bar. 
 
    "The two men who crashed were running drugs." 
 
    "Drugs! We don't smoke no marijuana in Okeechobee.” 
 
    “One of the men died in the crash. One of them escaped. He's still out there." 
 
    "You mean we got us an honest-to-goodness escaped con in our own backyard?" This question was asked by an unattractive middle-aged woman in a halter top and shorts. She had a tattoo on her shoulder that said FUMF. 
 
    "That's what I'm telling you." DiSantis finally got their attention. The bartender turned the music off. Some of the redneck patrons spoke up. 
 
    "Where is it you said the plane crashed?" 
 
    "A few miles from the Gulf, about thirty-two miles south of Everglades City. Just north of Lost Man's Bay.” 
 
    "There's nothing down there,” one man said. “No way out," said another. 
 
    DiSantis continued, "We know he's making some progress. We've seen signs about three miles from where the plane went down, headed in this direction." 
 
    "Hey, is this guy dangerous?" 
 
    "Yes. We think he's a hit man for the Mafia in Chicago." That set the crowd off. It was like disturbing a swarm of bees.  
 
    "Hold it, hey, quiet, let's hear what he's got to say!" one of them scolded. 
 
    "We believe he's very dangerous. If he makes it out of the worst part, he'll stop at nothing to keep going. I mean take hostages, steal, kill, whatever." DiSantis set off the hive again. 
 
    "What's he look like?" Somebody shouted over the crowd. The place quieted down to listen. 
 
    "That's the hard part. We don't have a very accurate description. But the two men who saw him say he's very big. Between six and seven feet tall." 
 
    "Six to seven...holy shit, you sure you're not talking about a basketball player?" 
 
    "And they said he's probably over three hundred pounds." The place buzzed again. 
 
    "Oh yeah! I saw him! Last hunting season! He was wearing a big black fur coat at the time and he had these big white teeth and big claws!" The tavern clown paraded around in front of DiSantis, trying to look like a bear. 
 
    "What do we do if we see him? Say hello for you?" was a contribution from someone else. 
 
    "Capture him. But don't kill him." 
 
    "You're tellin' us to track and trap somebody out there?" 
 
    "I'm telling you to get the person we're after. Track him, trap him, catch him, corner him, shoot him... just don't kill him." 
 
    The place was solemn except for comments like, "If I see that sonbitch, I'll nail the mother! I don't give a shit!"  
 
    "I been huntin' all my life out here in these Glades. If he's there, I'll find the bastard." 
 
    "I got that thirty-aught-six with the scope. I'll pop that sucker off from two miles away!" 
 
    DiSantis took control of the room again. "OK, listen up. If you see a really big man who looks like he just crawled out of the swamp, and he doesn't look like anybody you've ever seen, play it safe, don't hurt him. Take him into custody, capture him, don't hurt him unless you have to. But whatever you do, don't kill him. If he's injured, don't let him die. Give him first aid. Don't let him die!" The crowd was mumbling.  
 
    "Oh yes, one more thing,” DiSantis added. The silence returned. "Turn him over to me, alive, and I'll give you a five-thousand-dollar reward." 
 
    Pandemonium broke loose. A jamboree of hootin' 'n hollerin'. Heavy boots stomped on the floor. 
 
    DiSantis handed out his business cards to everyone at the bar. 
 
       Somebody put a beer in his hand and said, "You're welcome here anytime, boss. Anytime." 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The sign said GATOR BOB’S – GAS & BAIT – COLDEST BEER – SWAMP BUGGY RIDES. The parking area out front was a collection of pickups, vans, four-wheelers, boats on trailers, swamp buggies on trailers and airboats on trailers. This was a favorite gathering spot midway across the Tamiami Trail, between Miami and Naples, smack dab in the middle of nothing. 
 
    Tony DiSantis walked past the old-style gas pumps guarding the front door to the rustic yet lively bar and grill. 
 
    Even from outside you could hear DiSantis yell over the din. 
 
    "May I have your attention.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The Seminole Indians sat under their long dining chikee made of cypress timbers and palm frond roofing. There must have been three or four Indian families there all at the same time. All of them in bright, colorful clothing. They all looked up at once toward the man who had just walked in on their evening supper. 
 
    "May I have your attention, please?" 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was directly overhead. Twelve-o'clock high. Malcolm cast no shadow. It was hot and humid. Insects buzzed in the tall trees. Birds shook bushes and shrubs as they flew in to roost and flew out to forage. Mosquitoes were becoming a problem. And the sap from the gumbo-limbo tree was just about all sweated off his body by now. It was first priority to find a gumbo-limbo tree to tap in the next few hours. 
 
    In an hour or so, Malcolm had found one. He ripped the paper-like bark from its sides and cut into the tender underlying layers with his rusty kitchen knife. When the helpful, aromatic sap oozed from the tree, Malcolm patiently painted every exposed part of his body with the sticky stuff. It blended into his body color, like suntan lotion. 
 
    "Thank you, paper-bark tree. You saved my ass, again!  And my back, and my shoulders, and my chest, and my belly, and my arms, and my feet and my face. I'll be back. Don't go away!" 
 
    In a while, Malcolm found a wild guava tree. He picked two pieces of ripe fruit, leaving the rest for a future visit. He spotted a limestone rock nearby and rubbed the blade of the kitchen knife against it. He sliced and ate the wet fruit that any housewife would spit out. He thought it was just great. A perfect way to start the day. 
 
    A while later, Malcolm found a stopper bush. He popped a couple of the little purple berries into his mouth. He figured one per wild guava would be just about the right prescription. Now he wanted something a little more substantial. And in about ten minutes he had it. He stood overlooking a depression in the land that had, over years, turned into a lagoon. Magnificent cypress, adorned with elaborate epiphytes, grew in and around the pond. Around the edges grew the expected shrubs, bushes, vines and trees that prefer moist soil. And floating like small logs, each no more than twelve inches long, was a party of baby alligators. 
 
    Malcolm searched for the mother but didn't see her. He approached closer, crouching behind bushes. Still he didn't see her. He crept forward. Finally, he was at the edge of the lagoon. He saw a couple of gators on the opposite bank and another sunning itself to his right. But they were all rather small by demon standards.  
 
    The smallest was about five feet, the largest about seven. She's got to be around somewhere, Malcolm thought. Perhaps waiting on the bottom. He looked around for a long, heavy club and found one in the thickets. He also found a slender, one foot long hollow reed and he took that one, too. He lowered himself up to his waist at the very edge of the pond. Hiding himself in an overhanging bush, he stood with arm raised, battering stick in his hand. He put one end of the hollow reed in his mouth and held it between his teeth. He put the other end in the water. Then he made a sound that came from deep down in his chest. A low, grunting, burping sound. He was trying to imitate the sounds he had heard the alligators make at night. 
 
    He wasn't sure if the sound would attract all the gators, none of the gators, or the mother. But he was hoping it would attract the babies first. 
 
    The stick vibrated and created ripples on the surface. The vibrations, of approximately the correct frequency and duration, traveled through the water and reached the baby gators. At first, only one heard the call. But then others followed, moving in the direction of the audio decoy. 
 
    The little armada wiggled over to the edge, right under Malcolm’s raised club. The baby alligators blinked, bewildered, searching for the reptilian creature that summoned them. 
 
    In a heartbeat, with powerful down strokes, Malcolm beat the water furiously. The little gators bolted in every direction, but not before three of them floated limply on the surface. The remainder of the fleeing fleet sent distress signals in the form of little grunts to any adult gator within earshot. The three larger gators Malcolm had spotted before moved into the water. 
 
    Malcolm quickly snatched up his rewards for stealth, cunning and hunting prowess and left the edge of the lagoon. 
 
    At some safe distance away, Malcolm savored the young alligator tail as much as he would if it were lobster tail. It was a new treat for him. One he would enjoy again and again.  
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    Don’t eat raw gator, either.  
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did you find anything?" 
 
    "Nothing more than you told me when I got here." 
 
    DiSantis had come to tell McGuire he was on his way back to Chicago. 
 
    "Well, that's too bad, DiSantis. Sounds like your trip was a waste of time after all." 
 
    "I wouldn't say so. You never know if someone I talked to will run across something." 
 
    "Oh, who'd you talk to?" 
 
    "Rednecks mostly, people in bars." 
 
    "Well, I bet nobody seen nothin'." 
 
    "So far, nobody seen nothin',” he imitated. “But they might. And if they do, we want to know about it, don't we?" 
 
    "You betcha. What time's your plane?" 
 
    "In about an hour and a half." 
 
    "Hey, you don't have much time. You didn't have to come up here before you left town, you should've just gone straight to the airport." 
 
    "Call it professional courtesy." 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz walked in just as DiSantis and McGuire were shaking 
 
    hands. "Speaking of courtesy," said Mulholland, "have a nice trip back to Chicago, Lieutenant." 
 
    "Right Lieutenant," added Diaz, "safe trip. Hope you enjoyed some of the sights." 
 
    "Oh, yeah, but I only had time to hit the, ah, highlights. Thanks for the copies of the records and the pictures, Mulholland." 
 
    "No problem." 
 
    DiSantis turned to go. "Oh, and if anything turns up, you'll let me know right away, right?" 
 
       "You'll be the first to know, Lieutenant. Got your number right on your business card." Mulholland quickly retrieved DiSantis’ business card from his shirt pocket, snapped it between his fingers and gave the departing Lieutenant a toothy, Cheshire cat grin. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the darkness, the orange-red sparks rode currents of air above the small campfire. Malcolm sat in the warm glow, staring into the flames and embers. 
 
    In the consuming fire, he saw his mother lying on her deathbed. He heard her words, He'll be here. He won't fail me. I know he'll come to say goodbye. 
 
    Malcolm's already moist eyes filled to overflowing. He didn't whimper. He didn't sob. But a single tear ran down his cheek. 
 
    He would be safe in this spot, he thought, far from any threat. He could be isolated, alone with his sorrow. With his pain. With his loss. 
 
    He'll be here. I know he will, his dead mother said again from out there in the darkness. The fire crackled and a stream of sparks leapt up toward the heavens. 
 
    Far above, in the black sky, the blinking lights of an airliner and its accompanying low roar invaded the evening. The face of Detective Lieutenant Tony DiSantis filled one of the windows. His eyes gazed into the blackness below. 
 
    He's down there, he thought to himself. 
 
    He's down there somewhere, I know he is. And I'm gonna get him.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the blackness, the only sounds were kisses. Wet, succulent, lip-smacking kisses. Numbers of them. Then, moans. Light feminine moans. Deeply satisfied moans that said, Yes. And there were masculine moans. The kind that said, That felt so good. 
 
    There was a thin rectangle of light seeping around the edges of the drawn shade. On the chair by the window, a man's pants were tangled with a woman's blouse. A bra had been thrown atop a red Hawaiian shirt. 
 
    "Want some breakfast?" he said. 
 
    "I thought we just had breakfast." 
 
    The bed was a rumpled mess. A pair of hairy masculine legs were intertwined with a pair of smooth, shapely feminine ones. 
 
    “Hungry for more?” Craig Mulholland said in the ear of his attractive young lover. 
 
    "Ummm." 
 
    Mulholland propped himself up on an elbow and looked down on the face of the girl he had known for two months. She looked irresistible even in the morning. 
 
    He dove into her neck and they rolled over one and a half times, taking the sheets with them. She wound up on top. 
 
    "I am starving," she said. 
 
    "Yeah, so am I. Hey, I know of a great place for brunch. We could be there in twenty minutes." 
 
    "Can we make it in fifteen?” 
 
    "I guess so. Why? Wanna fool around for another five minutes?" 
 
    "No, I just wanna get there five minutes sooner. My stomach's talking to me. Can't you hear it?" she said. 
 
    "Yeah, I can hear it. But I thought it was telling you to spend the day with me today, instead of going home to your lonely apartment." 
 
    "That depends. What do you have in mind?" 
 
    "I want to drive out toward Naples. Get out of the city. Let the cobwebs clear out. Maybe go to the beach in Naples and get some dinner there before driving back." 
 
    "Sounds good." 
 
    "OK. Why don't you go jump in the shower? I've got to make a phone call. If I'm fast, I'll join you in there." 
 
    "I'll go extra slow." 
 
    Naked and unselfconscious, she padded across the dim room to the bath. She flicked on the light and it spilled into the bedroom. She didn't bother to close the door. Mulholland punched the buttons on his cell. 
 
    The beige kitchen phone in Armando Diaz's house rang loudly. It was a nice but noisy, lively place. Three children chased each other through the living room. Several older Spanish speaking relatives sat at the dining room table, involved in an active debate over their espresso coffees. The women scraped the last of the breakfast dishes and Latin music played on the radio. 
 
    "Hello," Armando Diaz answered over the healthy noise. 
 
    "Boy, do I feel sorry for you." 
 
    "Why do you feel sorry for me on this beautiful Sunday morning, Gringo? 'Cause you know I had to get up early and go to church?" 
 
    "It's that Cuban Grand Central Station you live in over there. I'm glad us Gringos don't have any relatives." 
 
    "Hey, you only wish you had what I have." Diaz gave his eight-year-old a pat on the head. 
 
    "Oh yeah, you only wish you had what I just had.  And speaking of action…" Diaz was distracted by the kids and didn't get the double entendre from Mulholland, "I just wanted you to know I'm going out on the Tamiami Trail today to find out what DiSantis did out there for three days." 
 
    "Good idea. I'd go with you, but I got a house full of people and..." 
 
    "Hey, no sweat buddy. I just wanted you to know I was going out there today that's all. I'll fill you in tomorrow." 
 
    "Well, I hope you find out more than DiSantis did." 
 
    "I'll give it my best shot, partner. I'll give it my best shot," Mulholland said as he eyed the girl in the shower. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a stifling morning. The air was heavy with humidity. The trees were leafy and wet where Malcolm stopped for a moment to check the position of the hazy sun. 
 
    He took one step forward in the heavily wooded stand of trees… 
 
    WHOOSH!  
 
    Malcolm toppled over and simultaneously shot up into the air feet first, as if lassoed by someone, something above! 
 
    He hung there, feet up, head down, more than four feet off the ground. One of his ankles was caught in a snare, a booby trap, the kind he had seen pictures of in a magazine about the Vietnam War. His other leg was free of the snare and made his dangling, upside down body writhe and spin in jerky movements. He was like a caterpillar at the end of a silk thread. 
 
    Malcolm tried hard to bend his body upward to reach his tether, but it was no use. In moments, with his blood and three masticated baby alligator’s tails rushing to his head, he began to bellow like a heifer going to slaughter. 
 
    It didn't take long. Before he knew it, they were there, encircling him. He could tell what they were even upside down. A dozen swarthy guys in military jungle clothing. He could see the sadistic amusement in their dark eyes. He could tell that the black weapons they held were stubby machine guns, rectangular automatic pistols and machetes. 
 
    They didn't say a word. Malcolm didn't say a word either. And he was beginning to taste alligator tail all over again. 
 
      
 
    Malcolm was on his feet now. There was no need for handcuffs. No need to tie his hands. There was a thin wire looped around his neck. The other end was held by one of the men. Six of them tromped ahead of Malcolm and six of them behind. At all times during the harrowing fast pace to their camp, he could feel a gun barrel jab him in his buttocks or back. 
 
    They made hand movements and gestures to each other, but still not a word was spoken. Their twenty-four boots pounded noisily against the ground as they hurried their prisoner forward for the next ten minutes. 
 
    Their camp contained no permanent buildings, just four good-size camouflage-colored tents at the edge of an open gathering spot. There were a dozen smaller tents to one side. Scattered around the area was an array of military-type vehicles, from jeeps and trucks to an armored personnel carrier. There was a variety of military equipment everywhere – large green garbage cans with kerosene heaters atop them to wash mess kits, a lister bag filled with fresh water hung from a tripod, a collection of gasoline cans and ammo boxes. But nowhere did Malcolm see an American star. Nowhere did he see an American flag. In fact, nowhere did he see an American. Now, he was scared. 
 
    Two dozen men were gathered in the central mustering spot. They encircled him. Malcolm's necklace of tree snail shells and rattlesnake tail still hung around his neck. Someone threw his string of turtle shell bowls at his feet. He stood there, the legs of his gray work pants in tatters at his calves. 
 
    A man of about fifty with dark hair and a graying short beard stepped forward. The sleeves of his khaki shirt were rolled up and he held his hands on his hips. He wore a baseball style khaki cap. He was furious before he even spoke. He didn’t speak to Malcolm. He spoke to his men. In Spanish. 
 
    "Stupido! Stupido! How stupid can you be to bring an intruder into our camp without killing him first or blindfolding him! Not one of you had the brains to think? Not one of you? You put every one of us at risk. You put our entire mission at risk. Did any of you say anything?" 
 
    They all answered in unison, in Spanish, "No Sir! Not a word, Captain! No one said a word, not even the prisoner, Captain!" 
 
    Standing there stock still, Malcolm's mind was racing. "God! The only Spanish I learned was in high school! But I do know he's pissed that I wasn't blindfolded!" 
 
    "What did you find on him?" 
 
    "Only this knife, Captain, and what you see on him." The man who responded to the Captain's question held up Malcolm's kitchen knife. Malcolm knew what he said. "No identification, just a kitchen knife." 
 
    "Umpf. Maybe he's somebody’s housewife." The Captain said, the words in English this time. The men laughed and snickered. 
 
    A housewife, huh! Malcolm thought. Smart ass! 
 
    "Or maybe he's crazy." The Captain's hand made a circular motion while pointing to his own head. The men didn't laugh. They seemed to signify their agreement with the Captain. 
 
    "Or crazy with the CIA, yes?" All conversation was in English now. 
 
    "No! No CIA!" Malcolm blurted out. "No CIA! I'm just lost! I..." 
 
    "Quiet!" the Captain screamed at Malcolm. Then he said very quietly. "Get him inside. Let's squeeze some answers out of this overstuffed bird." Some of the men shoved him into one of the tents and threw him into a wooden chair.  
 
    The tent was dark and hot. A few men stood behind him. The Captain stood in the front, between Malcolm and the open flaps of the entrance. Malcolm sat there, like a little boy, but with a heavy growth of hair on his face, a dark tan, matted, greasy, bleached-out hair, slippery slathered skin and flab hanging loosely all around him.  
 
    "What is your name?" the Captain said in near perfect English. 
 
    Malcolm stuttered out his name. "M-M-Malcolm. My name's Malcolm." 
 
    "What a nice name. Malcolm." The Captain was smiling. “Well, Malcolm, what are you doing running around in the Everglades without your clothes on? You an alligator poacher, Malcolm?" 
 
    "No, I told you. I'm...." 
 
    "A wild man, Malcolm?" 
 
    "I crashed. In a plane." 
 
    "You escaped from jail, maybe?" 
 
    "I'm a college student. From New York." 
 
    "Oh, from New York. A college student." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You a drug runner, too, Malcolm, in your spare time?" 
 
    "No. I'm not a drug runner. I told you, I'm lost. I crashed in a plane. A long way from here. I survived, the other guy didn't." 
 
    "You crashed, huh?"  
 
    "Yeah. We crashed." 
 
    "How far from here, Malcolm?" 
 
    "Very far." 
 
    "Just how far?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "Guess." The Captain was losing his patience. 
 
    "Ah, maybe twenty-five, thirty-five miles." 
 
    "And you walked? Or did you take a taxi?" 
 
    Malcolm paused. "I couldn't find a taxi." 
 
    "And you survived but someone else died?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "And you just walked away from it all and kept on walking until you stepped into our trap, right?" 
 
    "Yes. More or less." 
 
    "And nobody came to rescue you when you crashed?" 
 
    "Well yes, they did, but..." 
 
    "But what?" 
 
    "But, ah, you see, they thought I was one of the guys who was running the drugs." The Captain's eyes averted to the three men standing behind Malcolm. "And when they found me, I heard them say I didn't have a chance. That they'd be heroes if they brought me in." 
 
    "But you don't have anything to do with drugs, right Malcolm?" Malcolm just looked up. "And you thought they wouldn't believe you, right Malcolm?" 
 
    "Damn right. I've heard of lots of cases where someone who's innocent goes to jail because the police are desperate." 
 
    "Well, that would be a shame, because you had nothing to do with the drugs, right?" 
 
    "No, I mean yes. Nothing. I had nothing to do with the drugs." 
 
    "What kind of drugs, Malcolm?" 
 
    "Black Tar Heroin." 
 
    "Black Tar Herio...I thought you said you had nothing to do with the drugs, Malcolm?" 
 
    "I didn't. I overheard these two guys talking about what they were picking up, that's all." 
 
    "Well, Malcolm. If they were picking something up, then they must have been dropping something off, right?" 
 
    Malcolm's face stammered. His eyelids fluttered. 
 
    "I, ah, I..." 
 
    "Something like...money? Dinero? Mula?" 
 
    "I dunno. I, ah, didn't hear anything about that." 
 
    The Captain took a step closer to Malcolm and looked directly into his eyes. The three men from behind stepped closer. They stood right at Malcolm's back. "Come, come now, Malcolm! Everybody knows that when you pick up drugs, you drop off money. Isn't that right, Malcolm?" Malcolm didn't answer.  
 
    "How much money, Malcolm?" Still no answer. 
 
    The Captain slowly put his hand down to his side and pulled a stainless ten-inch dagger from its sheath. It glinted in front of Malcolm's sweating face. Two of the men grabbed Malcolm's slippery shoulders from behind. One grabbed his hair and yanked his head back exposing his throbbing throat. 
 
    "I don't know!" Malcolm squeezed out the words. "I don't know! I didn't see any! Maybe it burned up in the crash, I don't know!" 
 
    "Oh, it burned up. But you didn't?" The Captain laid the flat side of the dagger blade against Malcolm's skin and slowly inserted it through the necklace of snail shells and snake tail. Malcolm inhaled, deeply scared, and pulled back in the chair. The Captain pulled the necklace taut against the razor-sharp edge of the knife. The necklace severed and fell into Malcolm’s lap. The Captain paused for a few seconds waiting for Malcolm to respond. They looked in each other's faces. But there wasn't a sound. 
 
    Then the Captain put the sharp point of the blade against the side of Malcolm's throat. Malcolm pressed further back in the chair. His shoulder's strained against the hands of his captors. 
 
    "Where's the money, Malcolm? Where are the drugs?" 
 
    Malcolm's face tightened. His whole body shuddered.  
 
    The Captain screamed in his face. "Where's the money, Malcolm?" A large drop of blood welled out of Malcolm's neck and dribbled down the steel blade of the knife right to the hilt. Malcolm saw it.  
 
    And he went wild.  
 
    He kicked the Captain solidly with both feet in the stomach, hurtling him out the door of the tent onto the dirt. The chair rocked backward on its two hind legs. The three men let it fall and pounced on Malcolm. They punched him in the face and chest. They stomped him into the floor of the tent. Others, seeing the Captain ejected from the tent ran in and wrestled with Malcolm's kicking legs. 
 
    "Don't kill him! Don't kill him!" the Captain screamed, rushing back into the tent. "Don't kill the bastard. We need him!" 
 
    Malcolm was pinned to the floor by six men. Blood ran from the corner of his mouth and from one of his eyebrows. The Captain, covered with dirt, stood over them all. He was the picture of shaking, controlled fury.  
 
    "We're going to be extra nice to Malcolm. And then Malcolm's going to be extra nice to us."  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Malcolm stood silent and soggy-limp, like a Halloween pumpkin left outside by the front door well into December. His hands were tied behind his back and he stood beneath the branches of a large tree.  
 
    He became as alert as a finch when he saw the man with the rope come to stand in front of him, uncoiling the loops with sneaky, smirking glances.  
 
    "It's not easy, is it, Malcolm?" Malcolm snapped his head slightly to the left. El Capitan was still brushing himself off about five paces away. His voice was soothing and sweet. "It's not easy to remember where the drugs are. Or where the money is."   
 
    The man with the rope threw a few coils straight up, to a high, thick bough above their heads. There was already someone there to catch the end. Malcolm looked up.  
 
    "All that walking in the sun. It fried your brain, maybe." The Captain paused for just a moment as Malcolm refocused his eyes on him. 
 
    "You had a lapse of memory, shall we say? What's the word? Amnesia." 
 
    Malcolm’s eyes looked just past the Captain. Six men formed a line from left to right behind the Captain. Each carried a black, high-powered military issue rifle. 
 
    "But there are ways of curing amnesia, I'm told. A shock, they say. Sometimes a shock or trauma can actually bring back things that we have conveniently forgotten." 
 
    Malcolm didn't know if he was going to be hung or shot. Or both. He guessed both. 
 
    There was a man in front of him who seemed to be tying a big loop at his end of the rope. The pressure had been building inside Malcolm. Now his chest began to heave. His head movements became quick. He made a false start in saying something. Then he erupted. 
 
    "Now wait a God damned minute! You can't do this to me! I am a citizen of..." 
 
    "So we're going to do you a favor, Malcolm." 
 
    "...the United States of America!" 
 
    "We're going to give you an opportunity." 
 
    "Who the hell are you?" Malcolm was screaming. The Captain was calm. 
 
    "We're going to give you an opportunity to do something good for yourself." 
 
    "Who the hell are you people, anyway?" 
 
    "...and something good for America." 
 
    "I told you I don't know a goddamned thing about any drugs or money!" 
 
    "And something good for us, too!" 
 
    "Not a fucking thing!” 
 
    "We're going to help you remember." 
 
    The man with the rope crouched behind Malcolm and tied the rope tightly around Malcolm's ankles.  
 
    The rope from high in the tree was drawn tight immediately.  Then it was yanked with a jolt and Malcolm fell over like a bowling pin. The rope groaned as it pulled taut over the bough dragging Malcolm's body along the ground, feet and legs following the rope upward. Malcolm's face was smushed against the earth. He got dirt up his nostrils and in his mouth, but he kept on screaming. "You must be crazy if you think you're gonna get away with this. You hear me? You won't get away with this!" 
 
    The Captain walked to the side of the men with the AK-47s. They cocked their weapons. The bullets entered their chambers with awful, harsh, metallic sounds.  
 
    "I'm not gonna die alone. You're gonna die, too! Every one of you stinking, slimy bastards!"  
 
    Malcolm hung like a side of beef from the tree. He had not noticed that a second rope had also been tied to his ankles when the first rope was tied. The first rope pulled Malcolm higher and higher, the second rope remained slack and looped down behind Malcolm's body and up again. 
 
    "What are you fuckers? Cubans?" 
 
    The rope pulled him higher. 
 
    "Colombians?" 
 
    The rope pulled him higher, to about twenty feet. 
 
    "Get ready!" El Capitan commanded. The soldiers locked the butts of their weapons into their armpits. 
 
    "Aim!" The soldiers held their breath. 
 
    "No!" The plea came from every pore of Malcolm's screaming, writhing body. 
 
    "Tell us what we want to know, Malcolm," the Captain said softly as if speaking to a child. Malcolm had a flashback. He remembered when he was a kid and the bullies would push him over the back of another kid. He was there again. 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    "Fire!" 
 
    The six shots rang out in sharp report from the smoking weapons. 
 
    Malcolm had squeezed his eyes closed and hunched his body as best he could. But it wasn't Malcolm they were shooting at. It was the taut rope holding Malcolm up. Five bullets missed their target. One cut through a few strands about a quarter of the rope's thickness and unraveled with a twang. Malcolm dropped about two inches and hung there, eyes bulging, his face a red balloon. The riflemen stood at ease with their weapons.  
 
    "Malcolm, you got one more chance before you get a very bad headache and you make a very large hole in the ground." 
 
    A long silence followed. 
 
    "Malcolm?" The Captain said in a mock plea. Malcolm opened his mouth, but nothing came out but air. He seemed unable to speak. 
 
    Another long pause. 
 
    "Get ready!" 
 
    "Aim!" 
 
    Yet another long pause. 
 
    "Fire!" 
 
    Six index fingers pulled with increasing pressure against six triggers. The fourteen millimeters of travel from each trigger's start point to its end point seemed interminable. In the split second of time that existed, just before the six triggers released the series of levers that in turn released the firing pins, Malcolm screamed, "I'll tell you! I'll tell you!" 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    The projectiles ripped out of their barrels on converging trajectories and rocketed toward the rope, each one leaving a telltale trail of smoke and vapor through the humid air. Malcolm dropped as if a trap door had opened under him. He dropped toward the ground with bone crushing velocity. Head first. Hands tied behind his back. He seemed certain to leave his mark on planet Earth. But when Malcolm's head was a mere six inches from the ground, the second rope pulled taut around his ankles. It stretched a couple of inches under the sudden strain. The large tree limb the rope was tied to even gave a little. And Malcolm's skeletal structure stretched out, joint-by-joint, held together only by the mass of tendons, ligaments, muscles and fat that helped hold his body together all those years. The top of Malcolm's cranium was only a fraction of an inch from looking like a smashed watermelon on the highway when his entire body jerked up away from the ground. His body came down hard again and bobbed and swayed and swung like a pendulum gone crazy. 
 
    Malcolm hung there as if dead. 
 
    "Let him down. If we're lucky, he'll be alive. If he's lucky, he'll be dead." 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Malcolm's still profile was black against a darkening sky. His eyes were closed. His mouth was slightly open. A black fly paced on his lower lip. 
 
    The sun was setting and to the west the sky was pink and gold through the trees. A camp fire was already well established in the center of the open area about fifty feet away from Malcolm. He sat awkwardly where the men had thrown him, on the floor of a makeshift jail cell, a cage made from tree limbs. It was lashed together with rope and looked sturdy enough to withstand the thrashing of a captive gorilla. 
 
    Malcolm moved his head to the side and groaned. His eyes flickered open. His body moved and he moaned in pain, his hands kneading his aching bones and muscles. He tested the tendons in his ankles and wrists. He felt the top of his head to make sure it was still there. 
 
    A small meeting was taking place by the campfire. A half-dozen men were chattering away, laughing and carrying on. The Captain walked over to the informal group. 
 
    Malcolm listened and understood about twenty-five percent of the words that were spoken. But one hundred percent of the meaning. 
 
    "The swine is awake, Captain." 
 
    "Good. Maybe we'll have some answers before dark. We can make an early start in the morning and he can lead us to the money." 
 
    "Then, you have no doubts, Captain?" 
 
    "Doubts?” 
 
    "Doubts about him hiding drug money." 
 
    "Does he look like a hunter to you, Manuel? Does he look like an Indian? Does he look like he is an agent for the CIA? He says he crashed in a small plane. Maybe he did. He said they were going to pick up drugs. You only pick up drugs when you have money. Lots of money. Money that we can use for our fight, to take back our homeland. The drugs probably came out of our country. We can make sure the money goes to the right people. The side that will win. The side that will rule." 
 
    "What if we can't make him talk, Captain?" 
 
    "Oh, we won't make him talk, Juanito. The fire will make him talk. When hot embers blister a man's toes it loosens their tongues. When burning sticks touch their pricks they sing like birds. When you light fire to their hair they talk so fast you can't understand them." 
 
    The men around him chortled with each fiery remedy the Captain suggested. "And if he doesn't talk and we don't get our money, at least we can toast marshmallows." They all guffawed with the Captain as the red-hot cinders rode currents of air toward the sky. 
 
    The bottoms of Malcolm's eyes became watery. He knew that they would kill him whether he told them where to find the money or not. And the only good thing that had ever happened to him was finding that suitcase full of money. Now it was going to kill him. With the exception of his parents, everything he touched turned against him. 
 
    Malcolm's head hung low. Then something caught his eye toward the corner of his cage. Something moving. Something slithering. A diamondback rattler was snaking its way toward his foot, guided by the information it was receiving from the heat sensitive pits below its eyes. 
 
    "Now," the Captain said, "get the, ah, John of Arc out here before I change my mind and just shoot him." 
 
    Malcolm didn't take his eyes off the reptile for an instant. Then, as fast as a snake strike itself, in a blur, Malcolm snatched it behind its head and pulled the rest of its thick body through the wooden bars. With his left hand Malcolm quickly grabbed the snakes rattle to silence it. Through the fading light of dusk, Malcolm could hear the boots of the soldier coming to get him. 
 
    Malcolm sat motionless with his feet suppressing the writhing of the angry serpent. In the hard-to-see light, Malcolm's right hand held the snake tightly behind the puffy poisonous glands at each side of its triangular head. Its mouth was fully open, its inch-and-a-half curved fangs locked into their downward, extended biting position. 
 
    The soldier, now at the chain and padlock of the cage, cradled his AK-47 across his arms and inserted a small key into the lock. Malcolm's back was turned slightly toward the young man who was now clinking the chain through the eye of the hasp.  
 
    As the slatted door swung open Malcolm lunged up and forward, sinking the fangs of the rattler deep into the forearm of his captor. The snake held on, pumping death into the man's blood. A terrifying scream came from the man as he went into immediate shock. His AK-47 fell to the ground. Malcolm snatched it up as quickly as he had snatched up the snake. The soldier did the first thing most people do when bitten by a snake. He ran like hell. With the snake still holding onto him.  
 
    The men standing around the campfire bolted to attention. They raised their rifles to their shoulders, but they didn't know what to shoot at.  
 
    Malcolm knew exactly what to do. He put the weapon to his right hip and pulled the trigger. Fiery blasts shot out of the end of the black barrel and illuminated Malcolm's hulking figure. His teeth were bared, his eyes insane. A spray of bullets sent the two dozen men to the ground. Malcolm didn't know if he had hit anyone. He didn't really care. He was only glad the gun worked and the bad guys ate dirt. Before any of them even looked up, Malcolm was gone. 
 
    Heads raised in the glow of the campfire, they listened for an instant. They could hear Malcolm crashing through the brush not far away. The Captain barked a few commands and they all leaped to their feet, fanned out and ran after the sounds in the darkening jungle. 
 
    They fired, they took cover, they waited, they advanced. Again, and again. In the enveloping blackness the fire from the weapons, even with flash suppressors, created a strange energy-storm of light. From a distance it probably looked something like twinkling Christmas tree lights. And it sounded like a Chinese New Year. 
 
    Malcolm was no military guerilla. No soldier of fortune. But he knew enough not to fire back in the darkness. He slipped into a place they'd never find him. Beneath the black water. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the dim, blue half-light of early sunrise, the surface of the water was thick and black. The thin black tube rose slowly from the water. 
 
    Then the lower half of the AK-47 rifle periscoped out of the ink. Malcolm's hand was attached to it. And his head wasn't far behind. 
 
    Malcolm's eyes, just above the surface, were the only things that moved. With his telescopic vision, his eyes pierced through the thick, entangled brush along the sides of the river. The tricks his mind played on him, his eyes corrected. The silhouette form of a soldier with a rifle changed into the leaf formation of a wild philodendron. The man with the coiled rope turned into a dead tree trunk and vines. 
 
    Without raising his head any higher, Malcolm turned in the opposite direction. With eyes just breaking the surface, head tilted back and weapon submerged, he headed up-river, alligator fashion. Causing the slightest ripple, he disappeared into the wispy early morning river fog.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The light was growing stronger now and it forced its way through the sturdy, tall cypress trees and pines. The barrel of the black rifle tilted to the horizontal and water urinated to the ground. Malcolm stood there examining the weapon in his hands. He played with the safety latch, clicking it on and off. He peered through the sights. He fingered the cocking lever. 
 
    Then seconds of shock and hours of exhausting fear began. Malcolm heard a distant sound like the cracking of a whip. In an instant the three-inch trunk of a young pine tree right next to him shattered at eye level, sending splinters of wood everywhere! The top of the tree cracked to the ground as if hit by lightning! Malcolm snapped his head away from it and put his arm up to protect his face! 
 
    The next instant, three more crack-of-the-whip sounds pierced the stillness and bullets hit the dry dirt inches in front of Malcolm's feet. He stepped back quickly, but awkwardly. He was stunned, almost paralyzed it seemed, as if he just couldn't believe the military maniacs could actually have tracked him.  
 
    Then all hell broke loose! 
 
    The trees, the leaves, the ground, all seemed to be alive! The cracking of the shots were coming machine gun fast and furious! A shower of bullets rained on the green underbrush and through the trees! Whizzes, pings, thumps and thuds were heard everywhere! Small leaves seemed to vaporize when hit! Large ones turned into pinwheels! Birds screamed and flitted like colorful projectiles themselves! 
 
    Malcolm was blasted out of his stupor. Slamming the rifle to his hip, like an insane hero from a war movie, he squeezed the trigger in a vise grip. The rapid-fire hammering of the piston-like bolt inside the weapon made his fat wriggle and jiggle. Sweat poured off his body. His teeth were like those of a rabid dog. He fired in the direction of the sounds. But the hail of bullets kept coming, somehow missing him, if ever so minutely. 
 
    Suddenly, his rifle stopped firing. In a rage, he shook it violently in front of his chest and tried again. Nothing. From nowhere a bloody streak cut through his left upper arm. His eyes and head snapped to the superficial wound. 
 
    Then a bullet, perhaps a stray, slammed into his rifle sending it spinning out of his right hand. Malcolm looked at the dead rifle on the ground.  
 
    The cracking gunfire was getting louder. He turned and fled, quickly disappearing into the brush. No one could see him. But each and every bullet that whistled through the trees and bushes tried to find him. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The fog was thick. Even the trees a few feet away seemed to stand behind wax paper. Everything else was a bright silver gray. Somewhere in the middle of the non-color, the faintest image slowly darkened as it grew larger. Malcolm moved silently and swiftly, carefully eyeing each step through the braille forest. He stopped at a tree, lightly panting. He turned his attention upwards when he heard the soft, deep, rolling thunder. It started to rain on his face. 
 
    From this limbo, he moved on into the diffusion ahead of him and faded away. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Hours later, the sun was hiding behind the blanket of dirty cotton in the sky. Rain was still falling at a moderate, consistent, long-term rate, cleansing the air of the fog it fell through. 
 
    Pond cypress, your average, everyday size versions of the giant bald cypress Malcolm had seen earlier, were scattered on the honey colored prairie of low-growing sparse sawgrass. 
 
    Malcolm’s bare and calloused feet shuffled through puddles. He was without the necklace of colorful tree snails and rattlesnake tail. Gone were the six turtle shell bowls that were his prize possessions and the rusty kitchen knife he had cherished since the hunter’s cabin. He carried nothing now but his loose-fitting work pants, shredded to peddle pusher height. And he carried the scars. Scars on his memory from the sheer horror of being snared like an animal and being terrorized and interrogated in the Captain's tent. Scars on his ankles from the thick rope that snatched him from his death-drop to the ground. Scars from the hot bullet that grazed his left arm. Scars from seeing a firing squad aim and fire, from becoming a human yo-yo, from giving his jailer an intravenous injection of venom direct from the source. From escaping, machine guns blazing, from the military campground. And from being hunted like trophy-sized game. 
 
    He also bore wounds deep inside that would add to his collection of lifelong emotional scars. Fresh open cuts of anger, intimidation, fear and weakness bled freely, drowning whatever seedlings of inner-strength, self-reliance, courage and self-esteem had germinated since the plane crash. 
 
    Malcolm trudged on through the rain and puddles. Through the soggy grayness of his spirit. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    The glass and aluminum framed door with the word NARCOTICS painted on it burst open with a force that would have broken it if it hadn't been made with safety glass. Craig Mulholland looked like he was going to go right through it. He stormed into the Narcotics Department, his tank top turquoise, his face red and his temper white-hot. 
 
    The office was already jumping with action as he blurred past eight desks on his way to McGuire's corner office. Armando Diaz was typing at one of the desks. He popped up, worrying the words, "Oh, oh!" when Mulholland streaked by. Of course, he followed as if on a tether. 
 
    Mulholland, with Diaz in his slipstream, burst into Lieutenant Tom McGuire's office without knocking. Mulholland looked around but McGuire was nowhere in sight. "Where's the son of a bitch when you want him?" Mulholland exploded. 
 
    "I'm right here, you dumb shit!" The voice came from under the desk. A hand appeared, slapping a cigarette lighter on the glass top of the desk.  
 
    "What, expecting an earthquake, Lieutenant? This is Florida, not California." 
 
    "Flipped my lighter right onto the floor, is that alright with you?" McGuire ran his hand across the top of his balding head. 
 
    "Shouldn't smoke, Tom. Tests prove smoking causes baldness in laboratory rats." With Lieutenant McGuire, Mulholland usually got away with murder. Except this time. 
 
    "Get the fuck outta here, Mulholland!" 
 
    Diaz held his temples with his fingertips as he moaned, "Oh, Jesus." 
 
    "I can’t. I got something I just can't wait to tell you!" 
 
    "Unless it's ‘I quit,’ I'm not interested." 
 
    "Oh, Jesus," Diaz moaned again. 
 
    "It's better than I quit," Mulholland said. 
 
    "It's I died?" McGuire said, sarcastically hoping. 
 
    "It's about your paisan, DiSantis." 
 
    "Come on, cut the crap. You got somethin' to say, say it! If not, go peddle your papers someplace else!" 
 
    "Yesterday, on my own time, Tom, while other people spent a nice Sunday afternoon with their families..." he looked at Diaz for an instant, "I was out on the Tamiami Trail humpin'..." 
 
    Diaz jumped in, "Yeah, and I know what you were humpin', good buddy!"  
 
    "...humpin' for this department, Tom, getting a handle on what DiSantis was doing out there for three days!" 
 
    McGuire, standing behind his desk, lit a cigar and said, "Go on." He didn’t care what the rules were about smoking in the building. In his private office, he made the rules. 
 
    "He's out there getting a militia together to get this guy, Tom!" Tom's eyes looked at him through the thick smoke. Diaz's head bobbed back. 
 
    "He's telling anybody who will listen to look for a big, fat man and get ‘em. You know those rednecks, they’ll shoot first and drag the body to the police station later. It’ll be one big lynch mob." 
 
    "Craig, how many people did you talk to?" McGuire was the picture of doubting calmness. 
 
    "He made announcements in bars, saloons, tackle shops, gas stations." 
 
    "How many people did you hear this from, Craig?" 
 
    "He offered five thousand bucks for the guy! Alive!" 
 
    "Five thousand bucks," McGuire said coolly but with raised eyebrows. 
 
    "Five thousand bucks?" Diaz said with surprise. 
 
    "Five thousand bucks," Mulholland said again, flatly. 
 
    "How many people Craig?" 
 
    "Three." 
 
    "Three?" 
 
    "Yeah, three. What, that's not enough?” 
 
    "And they, the three people, underline three, you spoke to, said, underline said, that Detective Lieutenant DiSantis, underline Detective Lieutenant, said they should get, underline get, this perp, who's probably already dead, underline dead, but they should keep him alive to get the five-thousand-dollar reward! Underline five-thousand-dollar reward!" 
 
    "That's basically it, yeah. Underline basically." 
 
    "And what did you have to do with this Harvard research project, Diaz?" McGuire wanted to know. 
 
    "No entiendo el inglés, Señor McGuire." 
 
    McGuire puffed away at his cigar for a few seconds. "So what are you trying to prove, Craig?" 
 
    "Prove? I'm trying to prove a point, Tom! That DiSantis knows more than we know and that this guy is bigger than we thought, no pun intended. This guy, this fugitive, might be the biggest bust of the decade. In the whole country. I mean, maybe he's a kingpin, I don't know. But I do know that the Chicago PD wants him bad. Bad enough to send a lieutenant down here. Bad enough to go out in the boonies and tell people to bag this guy. Bad enough to offer a five thousand-dollar reward. There's no way in hell I'm going to let some lard-ass of a lieutenant, from Chicago no less, beat me, pardon me, us, out of the biggest bust of our careers, Tom, no fuckin' way!" 
 
    "Sit down, guys." McGuire looked like a cigar smoking Pope. They all sat. McGuire held his belly behind his desk. 
 
    "I used to think you'd make a great detective any day, Craig. Now, I think you might make a great detective any year. Because a great detective works with facts, not assumptions." 
 
    "Assumptions, huh? You think I just make wild ass assumptions left and right, huh Tom?" 
 
    "You made an assumption the minute you walked in here, Craig. You assumed, I repeat, a-ssumed, I wasn't in my office. But I was. I was under my desk looking for a lighter. Then you blew your cool, shot off your mouth and looked like a schmuck!" There was a slight pause. 
 
    "Then you tell me you went out on the trail, checking up on, what sounds like a first-class experienced detective and spoke to three rednecks who said that he said they should get, nail, catch, grab, whatever, a man that looks big. Now as we all know, those rednecks out there like to shoot anything, big or small. You are right about that. You're talking about people who not only poach alligators, which are protected, but shoot bears and endangered Florida panthers, as well. Remember the chief of the Indian tribe who shot a panther for ‘religious’ reasons a few months ago? But you’re assuming that all these people, these three people, are not exaggerating one little bit. Then you assumed that the five-thousand-dollar reward is coming from the Chicago Police Department when, in fact, many rewards are offered by families, relatives and friends of people hurt or killed in crimes. It could be that this is the case here. Maybe DiSantis is getting an even bigger reward from some private source for bringing this bad dude to justice. Maybe from the rich father of some kid who overdosed, you don't know." 
 
    Mulholland kept squeezing a dimple into his chin with his right hand.  
 
    "But I'm leaving you two on this case." They were surprised. "Because if you are right about this, you'd never forgive me for ruining the biggest bust of your lives." 
 
    Then Mullholland said, "You're just afraid you'd get the axe...and I'd get your job!" 
 
    "I'm taking you both off all your other cases. You can concentrate on this one. Now get the hell outta here and do some real detective work. Fill me in every night on what's happening." 
 
    Mulholland and Diaz were smiling like little boys as they were leaving. 
 
    "And remember one thing, Mulholland," McGuire called out before they left, "the first three letters of assume spells ASS." 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The days and nights dissolved one into the other for Malcolm. Every morning, alarm clock jays would awaken him in some tree. Every day the huge sun would blaze over the flooded prairie like a heat lamp, intensifying to a fuse-blowing melting point. Every afternoon, at just about three o'clock, a moisture-laden dam in the sky would burst, sending a torrent of fresh water to the world's largest ankle-deep reflecting pool below. And every night, especially at dusk, the cacophonous symphony would play. 
 
    In the past few days, trekking across alternating geographical bands of wet sawgrass prairie, hardwood hammocks, small, shallow meandering canals and areas that could best be described as a hodge-podge of bushes, thickets, vines and palmetto, Malcolm had eaten more snails than a kid eating popcorn at a horror movie. He had chomped on so many frogs, he was turning green at the thought of another one. He had a new turtle shell helmet on his head. He was sporting a new necklace of spiraling snail shells and a rattlesnake tail. And as he trudged onward, beneath a grand sunset, he carried a sling of four new turtle shell bowls at his side. 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    By now, you’re an expert on what not to eat in the Everglades,  
 
    or anywhere: don’t eat raw snails, frogs, turtles, alligators, snakes, birds… 
 
    __________________________________ 
 
      
 
    The night came quickly. 
 
    But a glorious early morning came just as fast. 
 
    He awoke with a start from the uncomfortable branches he had placed in the tree to cradle his heavy body. He dropped to the ground like a gymnast wearing four overcoats. His skin was loose as though it were three sizes too big. His fat slathered around inside like the white fat melting off a steak on a charcoal grill. It just kind of hung there in pockets inside his bag of skin. In the more than eleven weeks since the plane crash, Malcolm had lost an astonishing one hundred and five pounds. It was like being pardoned of the burden of carrying around the weight of a small adult. At two hundred and sixty pounds, Malcolm was beginning to feel skinny.  
 
    Inside, much closer to his oversized bones, hidden by millions and millions of fat cells, Malcolm was building muscle cells. Although no one would ever know it to look at him, he was already well on his way to muscular development and strength to match his towering six-foot-five-inch height. He was getting closer to a body that would complement the reflexes of his superior brain. And forces were gathering in his nearly empty reservoir of emotional fortitude to take him wherever he wanted to go in life. 
 
    For right now, however, where he wanted to go was north by northwest. To civilization. To his dying mother. To start a new life. 
 
    In the afternoon shade of three cypress trees, Malcolm stopped dead still. He thought he heard something unusual. He put an ear in the air and closed his eyes to concentrate his senses. There was only the faintest whoosh, almost the sound of a flying insect, but different. He looked around but could identify nothing that could make that sound. He listened intently again. This time the sound was more like a jet engine fading in and out. He looked in the sky. Nothing. He listened hard now, eyes closed shut. He heard what could have been a deep wind, except the sound rose and fell quickly.  
 
    He searched with his eyes, using his telescopic vision to bring a far-distant tree into focus. He got a close-up of a great blue heron just getting airborne. And then he saw it. His eyes caught the movement. A small flash of reflected sunlight. He saw the cars and trucks on the Tamiami Trail about a mile away. He moved toward them. 
 
      
 
    The cars, trucks, vans, mobile homes and camping trailers were close now as they shuttled on the old two-lane, coast-to-coast road. On the surface of the road, rising heat lines made the world all squiggly. The tires made a sizzling sound on the ruler-straight asphalt griddle. One of the tires crushed a huge grasshopper crossing the road. One second alive, the next squished.  
 
    Close to the ground, hidden in a dark recess under the thick growth of bushes that lined the south edge of the Trail, a new pair of eyes peered out. Malcolm’s. 
 
    He was getting a feel for the rhythm of the fifty miles per hour traffic. 
 
    He had no idea what day it was, so he didn't know if the car-count was typical for weekend or weekday. He had no way of telling if it was typical for anything. Not yet anyway. 
 
    As he lay there, flat on his belly, listening to the kind of noises he hadn't heard in nearly three months, he heard other noises that had become all too familiar. The groaning and gurgling of his hungry stomach. 
 
    Slowly, he backed out of his spot under the wall of bushes and low trees. The ground fell away from the rim of the slightly elevated roadway that brazenly slashed through the vast Everglades. He stood in the clear, a mere thirty feet from day-dreaming eyes of passing motorists. His stomach sounded like a pot of boiling water. He put a soothing hand over it. He spotted something on the base of a small tree. He picked up the snail, eyed it and threw it down in disgust, "Jesus, I just can't look at another snail." His eyes crossed when he said it. 
 
    He searched the thickets and he spotted a tree frog. "If I eat another frog I'm gonna croak!"  He looked up in the air and saw a small flock of ducks flying in formation. He held out his arms like a blind man pleading for money. "Oh, God, I'd give anything for one nice, juicy bird!" 
 
    At that very moment, a small red sports car was barreling west on the Trail at much more than the normal speed. And, at that very same moment, a lovely, unsuspecting white ibis was flying at a much lower than normal altitude. 
 
    In an instant, the lovely white bird turned into a white-feathered football hurtling to its goal over the green bushes on the side of the road. 
 
    "Jesus, just one stinking, measly bird is all...." KERPLUNK! Right into the arms of Wide Receiver Malcolm, standing in precisely the right spot with arms outstretched. 
 
    Little white feathers snowed around him. Malcolm stopped in mid-sentence. He looked up to heaven and he just grinned. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    BUSSSSSSSCHPFSSSSTTT! Glug, glug, glug… 
 
    The beer can was covered with droplets of condensation as the hand placed it on the top of the short wooden post holding up the galvanized guard rail. 
 
       The man in the khaki colored fishing vest baited his hook. His pickup truck was parked about fifty feet away on the grassy shoulder of the road. He was apparently alone and there wasn't another vehicle in sight. A tiara of white feathers moved slowly past small branches and vines in the shadows. It was Malcolm, newly festooned with his ‘Prince of the Glades’ crown. The white feathers were a sharp contrast to the dark mud covering his face and body. And the whites of his eyes were as white as the feathers on his head. He moved cautiously, watching the fisherman through a small opening in the bushes. The fisherman took a sip from the wet beer can and returned it to its little table. With an over-the-shoulder flick of the wrist, he cast into the canal which ran parallel to the Tamiami Trail on its northern side for its entire 110 mile length. A mosquito buzzed in the fisherman's ear and he slapped at it. Without looking, he reached down for his beer can expecting to find it with his fingertips. His hand groped the air. His fingertips felt only the wet ring on the top of the post. 
 
    He looked down, puzzled. 
 
    He looked over the edge of the post, to the ground below. 
 
    He looked on both sides. 
 
    He looked all around the base of the post.  
 
    From the bushes, he heard a loud belch. "Burrrrruup!" 
 
    The fisherman took a half step back then stood stock-still. Only his eyes moved a little left and right as he searched for the sound. 
 
    "Buuuurrrrruuupppp!" An even louder, bigger burp came from the bushes. 
 
    Without waiting another instant, the fisherman dropped his rod and ran for his life. 
 
    As the truck peeled off down the road, all was silent back at the fishing spot. Except for the crickets that rasped, the locusts that chirred, and a burp that came from somewhere in the bushes. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    With every metallic clink of the jack, the rear of the pickup truck inched upward. The long mobile-home trailer was already unhitched and stood just behind the pickup on its own crank-down stand. 
 
    The father had removed lots of things from the back of the truck to get at the spare tire. The mother stood close by, lending technical advice and swatting mosquitoes flying around her ample bosom and her own spare tire. From where she stood she yelled out to her three hyper kids, skipping and running around on the grassy side of the road in front of the truck. 
 
    "Jason, don't you shoot any of those pretty birds with that B.B. gun. Just shoot the ugly ones," she called out to her twelve-year-old. The eight-year-old and the six-year-old watched as Jason shot at an endangered Great Blue Heron. 
 
    Way back at the rear of the trailer, the tip of a fishing rod appeared over the tops of the bushes. 
 
    "Jason! Jason don't shoot at your brother! Jay–son!" 
 
    The muddy hand reached for the aluminum handle on the door at the rear of the trailer. The door opened with a mouse-like squeak. 
 
    "Jason, why is Tommy crying? Jason!" 
 
    At the back of the trailer, Malcolm gingerly stepped into the black hole of the open door.  
 
    "Agnes...ouch! Goddamn it! I just skinned my knuckles! Agnes, get me that short pipe in the back of the trailer, it'll give me more leverage on these lug nuts. Jesus, I'm bleeding! Shit!" 
 
    Malcolm was deep inside the trailer, at least half way, and Agnes was almost to the door. 
 
    "Oh, never mind, I found it. Right in the tool box." 
 
    "Figures," Agnes said doing an about-face. "Tommy, get out of that road at this very instant. Tommy, I said now! Matthew, get your brother out of the road!" The little six-year-old ran off the road as two cars sped by. 
 
    "Now I'll just tighten these lug nuts and we'll be on the road again." The sweating father started whistling happily as he completed his task.  
 
    "Now, we'll just jack old Betsy down and we'll be on our way." 
 
    Malcolm's face appeared from the black space. He eyeballed the area like a spy from a bad movie. He was carrying two armfuls of goodies, so he carefully stepped down from the opening.  
 
    Just as his second foot hit the pavement, the three kids appeared from nowhere. They froze right in front of Malcolm. They just stood there in a row, one, two, three. Malcolm froze in front of them. They were small, smaller and smallest. He was huge. They carried a B.B. gun and one dead snake. He carried their stuff. They didn't know what the hell to make of this bearded, nearly naked giant with the white feather crown and necklace of shells and rattlesnake tails. He didn't know exactly what to make of them. So he smiled and said, "Shhhh.." 
 
    They all screamed bloody murder at the top of their lungs! Jason raised his B.B. gun to his shoulder and zapped one into Malcolm's belly. Malcolm sprang forward without dropping a thing, grabbed his fishing rod, and sprinted into the bushes. Another B.B. dug into Malcolm's ass. 
 
    As Malcolm crashed through the thickets and brush he could still hear the screeching of the three little kids.  
 
    After a twenty-minute run to the west, Malcolm stopped in a secluded, shady spot about a mile from the trail. All during the twenty minutes, he dared not stop, dared not put down the booty from his pillaging. Finally, he dropped everything as his new fishing rod whipped to the ground. The backpack landed with a thud. The loaf of whole wheat was half flattened. The red, white and blue first-aid box bounced off something. The aluminum mess kit rattled and clanked as it rolled over the pile. The heavy jar of peanut butter impressed itself into the soft earth. The box of matches fell in with the rest. The warm six-pack of soda pop cans splayed apart on top of the heap. From his clasped hand he slowly spilled a handful of coins onto a large leaf. Later he would count out two dollars and eighty-seven cents. 
 
    And somewhere from beneath the pile Malcolm extracted a beautiful Bowie-type hunting knife in a leather sheath. The steel blade glinted, even in the shadows, as he examined it before his eyes. 
 
    Then Malcolm reached for the backpack, hoping to find wonderful, useful things inside. He didn't know what to expect. He ceremoniously opened the straps, turned it upside down and dumped the contents. 
 
    Falling out around his feet he discovered one medium-sized teddy bear, which the Goliath unhappily held up for a closer look, underwear small enough for a six-year-old, a pair of sunglasses that wouldn't fit Malcolm's face, approximately fourteen toy action figures of spacemen, monsters and soldiers and a half-eaten apple. 
 
    Into the empty backpack Malcolm packed the jar of peanut butter, the loaf of bread, the mess kit, the six-pack of soda, the box of matches and the first-aid kit. Malcolm then dismantled the fishing rod into two pieces and tied it to the side of the backpack with the straps provided for just such a purpose. He scooped up the loose change deposited on the leaf and saved it in a small zippered pouch on the other side of the backpack. He untied his belt – he had to tie it because it was much too big for him now – and threaded it through the loop in the sheath of the knife. He adjusted the straps of the backpack to their largest size and, awkwardly, put just one of his big arms through the loop. Backpack on his shoulder, Malcolm was eager to move on to a safer place. 
 
    Before leaving though, he quickly scooped out a small hole in the moist dirt with a stick and his hands. Into the hole he pushed the teddy bear, the underwear, the sunglasses, and all the action figures. He put the half-eaten apple into his pocket. 
 
    He walked off with great strides, with urgent purpose, with his valuable booty. He rubbed one sore cheek of his rear-end as he walked. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHUU-SHOOOOOK! 
 
    It was the sound of a pump action shotgun. 
 
    "What the hell you think you're gonna do with that 12-gauge, Willie? You ain't gonna get close enough to that son-a-bitch to hit 'im!" 
 
    "You wouldn't, Mason. You couldn't. But I'm gonna get so close I'll be able to give him a rifle butt in the face. You see, asshole, that's what I intend to do with it. And you thought I intended to shoot this fool thing." 
 
    The two middle-aged men sat side-by-side on a swamp buggy, a huge 4-wheel drive vehicle with mammoth earthmover type tires. The vehicle left gaping, water-filled tracks through the mushy landscape. 
 
    "Hit him in the face with it, huh? Hit 'em in the knees is more like it. You heard that detective what's-his-name. This guy is supposed to be big,” then he spelled out the word, “b-i-g, and you is s-m-a-l-l!" 
 
    "Well, you got a b-i-g mouth, Mason. And a s-m-a-l-l brain. ‘Cause this here shot gun makes me as b-i-g as any man, don't it? And what are you plannin' to protect yourself with from this bigfoot guy, huh? You gonna sweet talk 'im outa breakin' your neck if he gets you before you get him? Huh?" 
 
    "I got me this here." Mason pulled an army issue .45 caliber pistol from a field bag by his feet. "This'll blow one of his legs right off. Won't run nowhere. N-O-W-A-R-E!" He gave a toothy grin but was missing a front tooth. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Carl, let me have four boxes of copper jacket thirty-aught-six, huh?" The young man in the baseball cap and short-sleeved shirt slid a fifty-dollar bill across the counter of the guns and ammo store. 
 
    "Fixin' to do yourself some serious huntin', Brad?" The shop owner kept his hands spread on the counter. 
 
    "Fixin' to do some serious trackin' and snipe-in' if I can pick up on this fugitive out there. I figure I got as much a chance as anybody." 
 
    "If you want as much a chance as anybody else, Brad, you better get what everybody else has been armin' themselves with." The shopkeeper grabbed an open box of shells from the shelf behind him and pulled a gleaming brass cartridge from the box. 
 
    "Everybody's buying these, Brad. Special load, 157 grain. It'll go farther than anything you can buy standard. Make 'em myself. Been packin’ 'em with extra grain ever since this madman's been on the loose. See here? Hollow point. Opens up on impact like a mushroom. You just aim where you want and it'll do what you want done. They're just five bucks more a box than the regulars." 
 
    The man with the fifty took out another twenty. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    "OK, honey. Just hold on for a minute." The man was painting something on the side of an old gray out-building standing next to two old rusted-out car hulks. "I want this to look really good." The man with the dark beard and balding head wore dirty, baggy jeans, pointy-toed black cowboy boots and a motorcycle emblem T-shirt with a hole under the armpit. 
 
    "You just relax now. I'll be finished here in just a minute." 
 
    With a few dabs of his brush the man finished the black silhouette of what appeared to be a seven-foot tall man. 
 
    "OK, honey..." he walked quickly away from his masterpiece, "...now you can blast away." 
 
    A small nine-year-old girl raised her long rifle. A slow-motion boom came from the gun that seemed to sustain itself, like an undying echo that spread over the entire, vast Everglades. It was as if that sound had come from all the guns that were being practice-fired throughout the Everglades that day. Similar sounds came from the rifles of men in airboats, on swamp buggies, on back porches and on foot. Great booms rang from high-powered rifles with high-powered scopes, from shotguns and from handguns. Explosions came from the weapons of old hunters, young men, even children. It was a sound that rang over the tops of the trees, and into the night all over the Glades. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The headlights of the vehicle came out of the blackness and streaked past. As soon as they did, Malcolm stepped out of the bushes, backpack on his shoulder, and continued his western march on the side of the Tamiami Trail. The only light came from the stars and an occasional vehicle. Whenever Malcolm saw headlights far in the distance, he simply waited, hidden from view. It was certainly much easier traveling this way, on the side of the road. He could cover so much more ground. The only thoughts he had now were of his dying mother. Hopefully, she was better now, at home waiting for Malcolm, knowing he'd be there no matter what.  
 
    Then, in the black ahead, Malcolm saw light spilling over the ground at the side of the road. He approached cautiously, hiding in the bushes as he got closer. He saw what looked like an outhouse about eight feet by eight feet and about ten feet tall. A very well constructed outhouse with a gabled roof. There was a flood light on the ground illuminating the little clapboard building and there was a sign over the single wooden door that read OCHOPEE – THE NATION'S SMALLEST POST OFFICE. The nation's smallest post office stood in the middle of a dirt parking area. And off to the edge of the parking area stood a lonely phone booth, obviously stationed there to make some analogous statement. It was a remnant from the past, one of the few public phones still operating, to be sure. A companion piece to the Nation’s Smallest Post Office, an unusual tourist attraction since 1933. It confirmed that things don’t change much out here in the Glades. As soon as Malcolm overcame his mild astonishment he hurried for the phone. 
 
    "Doctor Brad...Brady...what was his name? When I spoke to the nurse she said she was calling from Doctor Brady's office? Doctor Ben? Benson. Doctor Benson, that's it!" 
 
    Malcolm took the coins from the side pouch of the backpack and dropped the pack to the ground. He dialed. 
 
    "Yes, a Naples number, please. Benson. Doctor Benson." 
 
    The voice in the phone said, "Office or residence?" 
 
    "Residence, please." 
 
    “I’ll connect you.” 
 
    Malcolm dropped more coins into the phone and he could hear the Doctor's home phone ringing. "The chances of getting a doctor at home are..." Malcolm was saying aloud to himself.  
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Doctor Benson?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Is this, is this Doctor Benson?" 
 
    "Yes, this is Doctor Benson. How can I help you?" 
 
    "Doctor Benson, this is Malcolm Farmer. Ah, you don't know me, but..." 
 
    "Your mother spoke of you many times." 
 
    "What's that? What did you say, doctor?" 
 
    "I said, your mother spoke of you many times. My nurse is the one who contacted you at college." 
 
    "Oh, yes. Of course." 
 
    "When you didn't show up at the hospital, we called the college again. They said you got the message and left. We were all wondering what….” 
 
    "Doctor, my mother, how is she?"  
 
    "Malcolm, where are you? Are you back at school? In town? Where?" 
 
    "Doctor, is my mother OK?" 
 
    "No, Malcolm, she's not OK. She passed away three weeks after we called you. The cancer was just too far gone. We did all we could. As much as anyone could. I thought you would have heard by now." 
 
    Malcolm just stood there. Silent and unmoving, except for his deep breathing. His eyes were closed but tears ran down his face. His nose had already started to run, and he sniffed a little into the phone.  
 
      
 
    Behind him, on the trail, an old pickup truck drove by. Inside, the green lights of the instruments glowed on the faces of the two disheveled men drinking from cans of beer. 
 
    "Hey, you see that?" 
 
    "Huh?” the driver said. 
 
    "You see that guy in the phone booth back there? Back at the post office?" 
 
    "I didn't see nobody in no phone booth." 
 
    "Oh yeah, well I saw a big guy, but I didn't see no car, get it?" 
 
    "No, I don't get it!" 
 
    "Then you won't get no five-thousand-dollar reward, either!" he said as he yanked a rifle off the rack in the rear window of the pickup. “Turn around! Turn around, quick!" 
 
      
 
    "Your mother asked for you right up to the end. She knew you would have been there if it were at all possible." Dr. Benson sounded fatherly. 
 
    The pickup truck pulled into the dirt parking lot churning up gravel and dust behind it. One of the men was leaning out the window pointing the rifle like a big game hunter in Africa.  
 
    The headlights of the truck pulled right up to the phone booth bathing it in bright, high beam light. The two men leaned out of the open doors of the pickup.  
 
    The phone booth was empty. The handset dangled from the silver-colored cable. And a voice came from the receiver. "Malcolm? Malcolm! Are you OK? Malcolm? Are you there? Malcolm..." Click. 
 
      
 
    Malcolm hid behind thick bushes not far from the edge of the parking lot of the Nation’s Smallest Post Office. It was a dark, overcast night, so he was confident he wouldn’t be seen by the two rednecks in the pickup truck. Before they left the scene, the driver drove the truck in a slow 360, using his high-beams as searchlights. Malcolm cocked his head toward the ground so his eyes would not reflect the light and give him away. He was motionless. The lights swept by and the truck drove away slowly. Malcolm took off running down the dark highway in the opposite direction. About three hundred feet away he found a path alongside a drainage ditch angled away from the road. He ran down the path as fast as he could, and when the path petered out, so did he. He walked now, picking his way carefully through trees, bushes and thickets in the dark, not knowing what might be lurking near his feet. 
 
    Malcolm made it to a clearing littered with fallen bare trees, probably victims of a long-past storm. Drained from his near-miss with the men in the truck, muscles aching from running to safety, and totally dejected by the news of his mother’s death, Malcolm crashed his rear-end on the first sturdy fallen tree he came to. 
 
    Now, with time to think, to absorb what Dr. Benson had told him, Malcolm began to cry like a child. His eyes squinted with the pain that was taking over his mind and spirit. His face was contorted, lips stretched in a thin, tight line across his face. His eyes became wellheads of tears flowing down his cheeks in torrents.  He pictured his mother in the hospital bed, small, frail, ashen. He saw her eyes close slowly and her head tilt to the side. He wanted to be there, but this vision was as close as he could get. He tried to suppress the moans of deep sadness, but they came out in uncontrollable coughs, the sounds of grief that make anyone who hears them cry, too. His body was shaking as he held his hands to his face. 
 
    Malcolm sat there for a while sniffling, wiping his nose with his bare forearm. The sobbing finally subsided, and Malcolm took some long, deep breaths. 
 
    “I tried, Mom. I tried so hard. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Malcolm sniffled and wiped the tears and his nose again. The vision of his mother in the hospital bed repeated. 
 
    “God, couldn’t you let her live a little longer? I mean, just long enough for me to get there?” Malcolm asked the dark sky. 
 
    “I tried so hard. I could have made it.” 
 
    Malcolm got control of his body, but he couldn’t control his racing mind. He saw the little sandy-haired seven-year-old boy again, himself, as his father waved goodbye at the waiting taxi. He sobbed then, too. Even though he had no idea his father would never return. He saw himself and his mother sitting on the sofa in their living room, his mother searching for the words to tell him the bad news. She was holding his hands. The framed picture of the three of them was on the side table.  
 
    “Malcolm, my dear, sweet Malcolm,” his mother was saying, “your daddy loves you very much.” 
 
    “Mom, why are you crying, I know daddy loves me. So why are you crying. He loves you too, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Malcolm’s mother burst into tears and held Malcolm tightly. 
 
    “Yes, yes, he does.” She wiped her tears with a white handkerchief. Malcolm was puzzled. His face was yearning to know what was wrong. Sometimes people cry when they’re happy, he thought.  
 
    “Daddy is . . . daddy won’t . . . be . . . daddy got hurt and . . . honey, and he . . . he . . .” 
 
    Malcolm’s eyes searched his mother’s face frantically, looking for the answer. Waiting.  
 
    “Well, is he OK?”  
 
    “No honey, he’s not OK,” she sniffled. 
 
    “Well, is he gonna be OK? Did they call the doctor? When is he coming home, Mom?” 
 
    “He…” (sobbing) “…he’s . . . not coming home, honey. He’s . . .” 
 
    Little Malcolm’s face collapsed in horror. Tears filled his eyes. He could barely speak. 
 
    “But he has to come home. He has to come home,” he pleaded. 
 
    Maurice Farmer was buried alive by seven tons of dirt, rubble and sand at a dig site in Kuwait. He was a Geological Engineer working on an oil project for one of the oil giants connected to OPEC. They would probably never find his body. If they did, it would probably be mummified by the silica and the dessert sand and arid climate. It was an accident that happened quickly, too quickly for the dozen or so men on the site to do much except to start digging frantically with large machines. To no avail. Similar to an avalanche search and rescue operation that turns into a recovery mission. 
 
    All Malcolm was left with was a collection of family pictures on his computer and Christmas and birthday gifts that he now treasured beyond anything else. 
 
    All that Malcolm’s mother was left with was cherished wedding and honeymoon pictures, gifts from Maurice and cards and letters from when they were apart. 
 
    Malcolm’s mother decided to stay in the brownstone apartment on the Upper East Side that they rented ever since she and Maurice had married. Malcolm was doing exemplary work in private schools and she didn’t want to upset that with a move, even if she had to spend every penny of the life insurance money and settlement and bereavement money from the oil company that Maurice worked for. Even though he was an independent contractor, the company treated Maurice as family, as if he were a valued employee, perhaps to avoid an uncomfortable lawsuit against their corporate partner and the country of Kuwait. Everything went smoothly, amicably, as the company wanted. 
 
    Kathryn Farmer, small town girl from Wisconsin, did a good job keeping Maurice’s memory alive for both she and Malcolm. Except for Maurice’s physical absence, things changed little in the Farmer household. But they changed quite a bit in Malcolm’s mind and spirit. He withdrew into his own shell. He didn’t have many friends in the neighborhood or at school. His spirit was dimmed. His primary focus was how he could honor his father, make his mother proud of him, and assume the mantle of the ‘man of the house’. Not an easy task or one that is easily understood by a seven-year-old. 
 
    Malcolm inherited some noticeable characteristics from his father. One was the curse of being constantly overweight. Not just a little, but a lot. Obese in clinical terms. He also inherited his father’s height. Malcolm was quite tall for his age. And he inherited his father’s intelligence. Maurice was sought-after for his experience and his specialty in evaluating oil field potential and productivity. Maurice and Kathryn had high hopes for their only child. And they invested in the best schools and tutors to give Malcolm a good start in life. 
 
    As Malcolm grew, he did have some well-known friends. He would see them at the Metropolitan Museum of art every few weeks. They were Rembrandt, Picasso, Monet and others.  
 
    He had other friends that he played with. They were Beethoven and Mozart and Chopin. He would play along with recordings of their music on the violin his father gave him on his birthday. And he had friends named Issac Newton and Archimedes and Alan Turing, some of the greatest mathematicians of all time. You might say he became a math genius by the time he entered NYU on a full scholarship. By that time, most of the money from Maurice’s death was gone, so the scholarship was a blessing. With Malcolm in college, Kathryn retired to Naples, Florida.  
 
    At NYU, Malcolm was still pretty much of a loner, with no girlfriend or any real friends to speak of. He had grown to six-five, three hundred and sixty-five pounds and wore thick-lensed, black-framed glasses. By the time he was twenty, he had pretty much decided that this was his lot in life, and it wasn’t going to change. He couldn’t for the life of him see how it could.  
 
    As Malcolm sat there on the fallen tree, in the dark, in the middle of the Everglades, a million miles from his home, for the first time in his life he was truly alone. With his father dead for more than a decade and a half, his mother dead for two months, and his spirit to go on dead inside him, Malcolm considered the easy way out. Why continue? Why run? Why struggle? Why exhaust himself any longer? Why risk being eaten alive or dying a slow death from some parasitic disease? Worse would be to be captured and sent to prison for something he didn’t do. The thought of someone like himself in prison would be much worse than the peacefulness, the final rest of death. The question now was, how to do it. 
 
    The more Malcolm sat there contemplating giving up, the more he fell into despair. Deeper and deeper. Why go on? For what? For what purpose? No family. No relatives that he knew of. No friends, except Kyle his roommate. No future that he could see except more running, more hiding, more blazing sun, more humidity, more rain, more mosquitoes. . . more depression and despair. 
 
    He had failed. He failed at the one thing that meant more to him than anything he had ever done. Be there for his mother. He wasn’t for his father, either. He would have been for his mother, for sure. But the fact is he wasn’t. As hard as he tried, it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t enough. But now he would succeed. Now he would do what needed to be done.  
 
      
 
    It was very dark in the clearing where Malcolm sat on the fallen tree. In the night, clouds were passing overhead and every now and then the moon would appear in a space between them, illuminating the Glades in an ethereal glow. 
 
    Malcolm hadn’t moved from this spot since he ran to it after the call to Dr. Benson. It was as if a wounded animal had gone into hiding, secreting itself away until death took away the pain or some miraculous healing could take place. 
 
    Malcolm sat there for hours, floating in the darkness, a lone survivor adrift in an endless sea of despair. When everything has been taken away from you, when the last glimmer of hope is extinguished, the light inside us goes out, replaced with the cold blackness of nothingness. 
 
    Malcolm sat there, spirit gone. He nodded off into a trance-like half-sleep. With his eyes closed, he could somehow see the clearing where he sat. The clouds parted and the moon shone down on a figure standing in the light. It was himself at ten-years old, violin under his chin, bow in hand. Off-key sour notes came from the instrument as he stroked the strings. He stopped. 
 
    “I can’t do this, Mom. I’ll never make anything good come out of this.” 
 
    “You will son,” his mother insisted. “You will.” 
 
    “I can’t. I never will.” 
 
    “In life, we all try to do things we never did before. And just because it’s hard to do, it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try.” 
 
    “I am trying, but it’s not working.” 
 
    “Malcolm, that just means you have to try harder.” 
 
    The clouds moved and everything faded to darkness for a few minutes. But the upper winds blew, and the clouds moved again. The moonlight shone down on another spot in the clearing. Through his closed eyes, Malcolm saw himself at only seven years old at a computer screen. His father was next to him. 
 
    “This problem is too hard for me, Dad. I’ve been trying and trying and I just can’t figure it out.”  
 
    “You just have to keep thinking about it. Look at all the possibilities.” 
 
    “I want to give up. I can’t do it.” 
 
    “Malcolm, do you think there is an answer somewhere, somehow?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess there is, but I can’t see it.” 
 
    “If you stop searching, stop trying, you’ll never see the answer, will you?” 
 
    “No, I guess not,” little Malcolm said. 
 
    “So, what does that mean?” 
 
    “Keep trying.” 
 
    “Right. Keep trying. You’ll find the answer, Malcolm. You’ll find it. Just give yourself a chance!” 
 
    Then off to Malcolm’s left, another moonlit spot. His mother’s face came toward him. 
 
    “Never give up,” she said. 
 
    Then his father’s face. 
 
    “Never give up,” he said. 
 
    His mother again. 
 
    “Never give up.”  
 
    Malcolm opened his eyes as if hoping to see them both before him. There was nothing but blackness. Then, to his right, the light of the bright moon came down in a shaft like a warm spotlight. In its glow was a beautiful pine tree. Across it lay a broken tree that had fallen at an almost perfect horizontal. Malcolm opened his watery eyes wider. 
 
    The sign of the cross was a sign of hope. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Splashes of soft, mid-morning light gave a safe, comfortable feeling to Malcolm's hideaway under the tall cypress and shaggy pines far from the Tamiami Trail. 
 
    Birds nested and chirped in the trees, frogs churubbed in the nearby shallows, a marsh rabbit hopped through the underbrush and an armadillo ambled by beneath the spiky palmettos. 
 
    Malcolm had erected a sleeping platform in the muscular arms of a convenient tree and padded it with a fragrant mattress of pine needles. He had even fashioned a roof of large green leaves to protect himself from rain, sun, small falling acorns and anything that birds might drop on him, too. 
 
    He had already started a lunchtime cooking fire and his mess kit was laid out on a log. He had made a mat by interlacing the sword-like leaves of the palmetto. And on this mat sat his lunch. 
 
    The appetizer had scales of silver plus some brown speckles along its side. 
 
    The entree had scales of white and a dark brown chain pattern on its back. The appetizer was a large mouth bass. The entree was a diamondback rattlesnake. And dessert? Dessert would be peanut butter on one slice of whole wheat washed down with a nice, hot can of soda pop. 
 
    Malcolm picked up the dead snake by its tail, pulled his large hunting knife from its sheath and made an incision around the base of the snake's rattle. Then, stepping on the snake's head with his right foot and stretching out its body with his left hand, he peeled the skin right off the snake as if he were pulling down a zipper. It even made a zipper sound. The chef then cut the body into four-inch lengths and skewered them with a stick. 
 
    The bass was next. Malcolm cut moist white filets. Then he stabbed the point of the chrome-plated knife into the log. He skewered the fish and the snake with long twigs and placed both upon the fire. Except for the shapes, it was hard to tell which was fish and which was snake. But when it came to taste, the difference was obvious. 
 
    For the first time in months, Malcolm ate cooked food. A feast of it! He stuffed himself, like a pagan king on a remote island in the South Pacific. He ate everything at once. Or tried to. He couldn't finish it all. There was a time when he'd have had no trouble polishing off twice this much food, but all that had changed. Because Malcolm had changed. Even he didn't yet realize just how much. 
 
    Malcolm was very tired. Almost drunk from his feast. He went to his sleeping platform, curled up like a big panda and nodded off. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The shadows of the trees moved only a few feet in the hours that Malcolm slept on this tranquil day. The sun had already reached its closest point to the Earth and had begun its descent marking a time after noon. 
 
    Malcolm awoke peacefully. Lying on his back, he stared up toward the tops of the trees where the sun was flashing starbursts of light through the silhouetted tips of branches. 
 
    Malcolm yawned, stretched and sat up simultaneously. And when he did, he saw a three-ring circus around his smoldering lunchtime fire. A dozen birds of all colors and kinds were battling over the scraps of peanut buttered bread he had left. A family of squirrels was tearing apart the loaf of whole wheat. And three raccoons were stuffing themselves with the remaining fish and rattlesnake meat. The backpack lay empty, with almost everything scattered. 
 
    Malcolm leaped off his sleeping platform with surprising finesse for someone that large. He swung on the strong limb of the tree, rather gracefully, albeit forcefully, down into the mayhem. He screeched and flailed his arms much the same as an orangutan would under similar circumstances. The unruly crowd wasn't easy to disperse. Only after Malcolm thrashed the ground with a large stick, and only after he pitched the stinking fish and rattlesnake meat away, and disposed of the bread, did his uninvited dinner guests leave. 
 
    As Malcolm knelt in front of the log, tossing the last remaining scraps of unsalvageable bread away, he saw something that turned his actions into slow-motion. 
 
    He saw himself. He saw his reflection in the polished surface of the huge-bladed Bowie knife. He leaned forward and then back to make the image of his body fill the blade. He leaned forward to look at his face. His hair was getting longer. And blonder. Not just the hair on his head but the hair under his nose, too. His beard and moustache were full. He had cheekbones now. And a beach-lover's tan that made his eyes seem bright and his teeth look white. 
 
    He leaned back a little, so his chest and arms were visible in the blade. He was hunched over a bit, but as he straightened out his back, as his posture became more erect, his body actually looked better and better. Not a body of bulging muscles, but a fat man's body that had slimmed tremendously and was beginning to show some early signs of muscular definition.  
 
    Malcolm yanked the big knife from the log and stood up. He held it like a woman's compact and eyed himself in the steel. He made a weight-lifter's pose with his right arm and assessed the bicep. "Not Bad!" He sucked in his flabby gut so his ribs stuck out and he pinched a few inches of fat on his belly. His face said, Oh boy! Got some work to do there! 
 
    He held the knife a distance away from his face and looked into the blade. He looked deeply into his own eyes. Searching for his own soul. He looked a long time, eyes penetrating into the metal. He stared deeply, as if trying to communicate with a hidden part of himself. Trying to find identity. Trying to find something that he sensed was in there. He felt that a new self could emerge if he could just get rid of his old self. 
 
    He threw the knife down at the log and it stuck in as it had before. He stood there, looking down at his body, examining it. Appraising it. Estimating what he had weighed months ago and what he weighed now. 
 
    He held out his arms and looked them over as if he were thinking about buying them. He felt the contours of his chest and still abundant abdomen. He pulled up his baggy pant leg and craned his neck to see the sides of his legs and backs of his calves and ankles. He felt his neck and head and face as if he were blind, then something, some idea, struck him. 
 
    Malcolm dove at the ground and started, attempted, to do pushups. He tried furiously, at near hernia level. And he did rather well. His face was as red as a tomato. The veins in his neck were like ropes. His perspiration was like precipitation. 
 
    When he couldn't do anymore, he did some more. Until the only thing he could lift off the dirt were his elbows. 
 
    Then he rolled over, leaves and dirt sticking to his wet belly and chest, and he started, attempted, to do sit-ups. Much to his surprise, he could actually do one. It was a struggle, but he did one. His face showed his delight as his body agonizingly rose from the supine. He let himself back down with only a little help from his arms. Then he did another one. And another. And lots more. Each one with increasing agony. But each one a step closer to the spirit, the soul, the determination that was hidden, locked so deep inside him. 
 
    He did deep knee bends. 
 
    He touched his toes over and over. 
 
    He did painful chin-ups on the limb of a tree. 
 
    He ran around and around the campfire, then ran in a larger circle, around and around his little compound. He ran in an ever-widening circle through the woods. Until he ran back to his encampment and fell in a overheated heap on the ground. 
 
    He breathed in great gasps, his chest rising and falling like a storm tide. The large veins in his neck were pulsing rapidly. The sweat streamed off his body. He had given it his all. He thought he was going to die. But he had been through far worse and he hadn't died yet. Lying there, he crooked his right arm and made a muscle. It wasn't very impressive. 
 
    Before his body was even cooled, before his breathing was completely back to normal, Malcolm rolled over and started his rudimentary exercise routine all over again. He did push-ups with Herculean effort. He did sit-ups with a gargoyle's grimace. He did more deep knee bends, and toe-touches, and chin-ups and he jogged looking as though he were constipated. 
 
    Then he collapsed in the same spot. For the first time in his life, he saw potential. He saw promise. He saw a beginning.  
 
    But it was like a crippled man trying to walk, he reasoned. Like an alcoholic going cold turkey. Like a drug addict kicking the habit. “I’m going to do this,” he said aloud. He'd be more of a man than he ever was. He'd take the opportunity that this whole freak accident had presented to him, or he'd die trying. It was as simple as that. Death would be better than going back to what I was. He bent his right arm and squeezed up another paltry muscle. 
 
    Malcolm rolled over. And the replay started from the top. The straining of his arms, the shaking of his cheeks were all repeated. Until he lay once again in his resting spot. Again, he checked his meager biceps. 
 
    Then he rolled over, slower than previously, and he went through the ritual all over again. 
 
    And again, through a pretty sunset. 
 
    And yet again, right through dusk. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Malcolm's nighttime fire reflected brightly on his face. The licking of the flames made oscillating shadows under his nose and eyes. He sat there, trance-like, Indian style. He was totally detached, alone, isolated from the world. He was physically exhausted from his muscle building. But in his mind was an endless stream of images somehow projected into the flickering flames. Malcolm saw, not a fire, but his thoughts, his fears, his dreams. Mirrored in his eyes were not flames, but the past, and the present, and the future. 
 
    He saw his dying mother once again. “I know he’ll be here. I know he will.” 
 
    Malcolm’s watery eyes were ablaze. He saw himself as a boy of ten being teased by his classmates in the schoolyard.  
 
    The flames of the fire flared in his outraged eyes as a sound something like a siren played in his ears. The small plane was headed almost straight down toward the mangroves. 
 
    The flames of the campfire danced in Malcolm's eyes as his mind continued to project images into the inferno. 
 
    He saw the mammoth gator at the bottom of the black pond, still clenching his arm, waiting for him to drown.                
 
    Malcolm's face was like a stone in the brilliant, pulsing orange light of the roaring fire. His eyes once again had the gleam of discovering the four and a half million dollars locked inside the shiny case. 
 
    His eyes darkened at the memory of being snared like an animal, having a dagger held to his bleeding throat, being shot at and dropped to the ground at the end of a rope. 
 
    Malcolm closed his eyes as the purifying flames seemed to invade his brain. He was organizing. Sorting out. Evaluating. Looking for answers to questions that had puzzled him all his life. "Why has all of this happened?" he said aloud.  
 
    Why was he brought to the brink of death over and over again in the past few months? He could have died in the plane crash. He should have. But he didn't. He was given another chance. 
 
    He was almost captured by the Police Rescue Team in the chopper. He could have been sent to jail, a fate worse than death. But he wasn't. He could have been murdered by his rescuers. But he escaped. He was given another chance. 
 
    He almost died of starvation, dysentery, dehydration, infection, rapid weight loss, intense physical exertion, heat stroke and traumatic emotional stress. But he didn't. He was given another chance.  
 
    He was nearly eaten by an alligator, bitten by a rattlesnake and shot dead by Central American guerillas. But he wasn't. He was given another chance. 
 
    He had survived. Amazingly. And he had changed. Dramatically. Miracles had been taking place in the Everglades and right inside Malcolm. The miracles that were taking place in Malcolm's body and soul and mind could not have happened in a more sanctified tabernacle of natural order. 
 
    The miracle was that Malcolm Raymond Farmer, the overweight computer and math genius nerd, barely existed anymore. Perhaps he died a little at a time since the call at college about his mother, a little with the plane crash, a little with the shock of the alligator attack, a little with each terrifying event that took place over the past few months. Maybe he died little-by-little all his life, with each sneer and snicker, with each humiliating whisper, with each painful joke. 
 
    The old Malcolm was nearly dead.  
 
    The big six-foot, five-inch, three-hundred-and-sixty-five-pound young man that gorged himself on junk food while his emotions and desires were starved was all but gone now. 
 
    The hard disk in his brain was nearly blank now, too. Erased by the spikes, the surges, the blackouts, the emotional and physical crashes of his life. He was almost ready for reprogramming.  
 
    Only a few persistent remnants of the old Malcolm remained. But the sterilizing flames of the fire would soon kill the last deadly bacteria of guilt, intimidation, fear and self-negativity. 
 
    The old Malcolm was dying. And he knew it. Without getting up, Malcolm took two sticks and formed a crucifix. With a rock, he hammered the cross into the earth in front of him. He closed his eyes. And he blessed himself with the sign of the cross. 
 
    "Dear God, Malcolm Raymond Farmer is almost dead. What takes his place on this Earth is in your hands. Take this weak, abused body and create new strength. Take this trampled soul and breathe in new spirit. Bury what is bad and reincarnate the little that is good."  
 
    Malcolm was silent for a long time as the fire popped and crackled. His eyes moved behind his closed lids. His body relaxed. His head tilted to the side. And slowly, as if air were escaping from a balloon of a man, Malcolm fell over on his side in front of the wooden cross. 
 
    With the dying of the fire in front of him, Malcolm Raymond Farmer would die, too. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The faintest wisps of smoke rose from the ashes of the campfire in the early morning. The crucifix of sticks still stood next to the smoldering black patch and lorded over the crumpled body in front of it. 
 
    A finger twitched first. Then an arm. He rolled over on his back and slowly opened his eyes. He paused a few moments studying the tops of the trees and a small piece of blue sky. Then he stood up and looked down at the primitive grave marker. 
 
    He spoke haltingly in a soft, low monotone voice, his throat raspy with the dampness of the night. "Malcolm Raymond Farmer is finally dead. May he rest in peace." He drew in a heavy breath. 
 
    "I’ve been given another chance. A final chance…to make myself into a new person. A new man.” 
 
    He thought for a moment. 
 
    “And a new man needs a new name.” 
 
    His eyes searched the trees. They scanned the sky. 
 
    “What name? What name?” 
 
    He looked at the crucifix by the smoldering fire. 
 
    “What name fits me? My new life? What have I been given for the past year and a half?” 
 
    He looked for a name in the vast prairie stretching far away. In the cypress domes in the distance. 
 
    “I’ve been given lots of chances to live, that’s for sure.” 
 
    He thought deeply, searching. 
 
    “And what do I have now!” 
 
    “A chance. Another chance.” 
 
    He looked up at the sky. He found a name. His name. 
 
    “Chance!” 
 
    “My name is Chance.” 
 
    “It’s what everyone needs.” 
 
    “It’s what this man has.” 
 
    He pondered. 
 
    “Yes,” he concluded. 
 
    “Chance!” 
 
    “My name is Chance,” he said resolutely, his face lifting up toward the sky. 
 
    "I am Chance!" He threw his arms to the sky, feeling victorious. 
 
    He yelled it out now. "I am Chance!" 
 
    Then a hush. 
 
    The birth was complete. The announcement had been made. Although he didn’t look like it now, this was the beginning of a remarkable man. A man finally born after twenty-two years of gestation. Purely by chance. A man with superior, computer-like intelligence, deep compassion, and understanding. A man who would develop physical strength and animal-like reflexes, and a commanding appearance. A man who, through some miracle, possessed the unique ability to see like a hawk, breathe like an amphibian, run like a deer and think like a fox. 
 
    There was much to learn, much to do this morning. 
 
    With his lips practically kissing the ground, the straining push-ups began. 
 
    With his elbows nearly touching his knees, he struggled through sit-ups. 
 
    With his chin not quite clearing the branch, he counted the pull-ups.  
 
    He hoisted a fallen, man-sized tree trunk overhead like a weight lifter, only to have it fall heavily behind him.  
 
    He brachiated from bending branch to bending bough like a monkey, but only for three or four branches. 
 
    He ran and leaped and bounded through the woods, but more like a steer than a gazelle. 
 
    But this was only the beginning. Chance would go through his exercise regimen, almost continually throughout the day, every day. For weeks.  For months. Always increasing the speed, the repetition, the strain. 
 
    He was to become a tracker and a hunter. But first he became a weapons maker. He manufactured wooden spears, sharpened against rough limestone outcroppings. He made an archer’s bow from a springy tree limb and strung it with multiple lengths of fishing line.  
 
    He made arrows from straight, hardwood branches. He wove a throwing sling to hurl baseball-size rocks – a bola of stones and braided vines. 
 
    He practiced with his arsenal endlessly and quickly developed impressive proficiency. Two things helped him. His lightning fast mathematical brain that made time/distance/trajectory analysis child's play, and telescopic vision to bring tiny objects into great detail. 
 
    He cut his torn and tattered gray pants to shorts and he ran for agonizing miles. He leaped clumsily over twisty palmettos, falling half the time. As he ran, he ducked under low branches, sometimes banging his head to near unconsciousness. He sprinted over open prairies, tiring to a ponderous gait. 
 
    He blasted his way through bushes and vines, only to become tangled like a fish in a net.  
 
    He'd have to do a lot more of this before he got good at it. He'd have to analyze deeper. Practice harder. Exercise longer. Over and over and over again. 
 
    He knew he had to do it. 
 
    This was his…chance. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Tell me, Mr. Shlumsky, exactly what did he steal?" Lieutenant DiSantis directed his question at the fatherly but meek-looking man in front of him. But the large, buxom, sergeant-looking wife answered, ranting. "The brand-new hunting knife me and the kids bought for Henry for this trip! $29! They saved up their allowance and chipped in! It's disgusting. I'll kill the bastard if I ever find him!" 
 
    "Agnes, Agnes!" the mild husband pleaded. "She doesn't mean it, Lieutenant, she's just very angry." 
 
    "You're damn right I'm mad. Mad as hell. And I do mean it. That maniac could have slit our throats with that knife!" 
 
    "If you do see him again, Mrs. Shlumsky, don't kill him. That wouldn't do anyone much good. Detain him somehow and you'll get a five-thousand-dollar reward." Three little boys of various ages simultaneously exclaimed, "Wow! Five thousand dollars!" Everyone was standing at the rear door of the mobile-home-trailer. 
 
    "We could buy a lot of knives with that, huh boys?" the kind father said.  
 
    "Yeah, and B.B. guns!"  
 
    "He stole our first-aid kit, too," the serious mother rattled. "What if we had an emergency, God forbid! And he stole food. Peanut butter, bread, soda….” 
 
    "And my Scout mess kit!" young Jason said. Then he ran off with the other boys. 
 
    "Now, I'd like a complete description, every detail of this person, from whoever saw him." The aluminum siding of the trailer made a plink, plonk, plunk sound.  
 
    "Jay-son! Stop with that B.B. gun and get over here this instant!" 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The reflection of a man in a baseball cap was in both lenses of Detective DiSantis’ mirrored sunglasses. Both men stood near the wide drainage canal next to the Tamiami Trail. 
 
    "So you never saw him at all?" DiSantis asked. 
 
    "Nope. Never saw a thing. Put my beer can right there on that spot and then it was gone." 
 
    "And all you heard was a burp?" 
 
    "Two burps. Just two burps. Like "Burrrrruupppp", sort of. That was the first burp. The second burp was kinda like "Burraauuuuppahh!" 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The Ochopee Post Office stood like a stubby monolith in the middle of the sun-bleached gravel parking lot. 
 
    "He was almost as big as that there Post Office, I swear!" 
 
    "Was he anywhere near the Post Office?" DiSantis asked. 
 
    "Well, no. Like I said, he was just over at that telephone booth, is all. Makin' a call, I reckon." 
 
    "Or lookin' for money," the southern man's sidekick offered. 
 
    "And you say you saw him two days ago? That would have been July 1st, is that right?" 
 
    "I reckon that's right. Yeah, July 1st." 
 
    "OK, gentlemen. If you think of anything, give me a call in Chicago, collect. I'll be there the day after tomorrow. If you see him again, catch him, don't kill him!" 
 
    "Gotcha covered, Sarge," the quiet one ventured. The talkative one elbowed the other in the gut. 
 
    "Lieutenant, dildo, Lieutenant!" 
 
    "Gotcha covered, Lieutenant dildo!" 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky was dark with a slight purplish glow at the horizon. The sign on the fire truck said WELCOME ALL - JULY 4th FIREWORKS CELEBRATION. The truck was parked next to the South Miami Elementary School athletic field. The spit-and-polished firemen, with required Dalmatian, were stationed next to their truck. The field was full of seated and reclining silhouettes when the first of the fireworks lit the faces on the ground like old-time photographic flash powder. A firework whistled into the black sky pulling a sparkling red tail behind it. It burst into a near perfect circle of red, white and blue, to the “Oohs” and “Ahhs” of the crowd below. 
 
    And somewhere in the black sky over the Everglades, sparks and red-hot cinders rose up from a campfire. Chance was having his own celebration. The campfire lit his face in an orange glow as his upper body rose up into blackness. He counted his sit-ups, “…110…” he disappeared and reappeared, “…111…” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The young steer broke from its stall, kicking up dust with its four hooves. The cowboy on the horse was galloping right behind, swinging his lasso above his head. The crowd cheered in the grandstands. The tinny voice echoed across the oval field from large speakers on light poles. "The South Florida August Rodeo Roundup welcomes a new cowboy this year, roping for his first time."  
 
    This very day, at this very moment, there was a new cowboy in the Everglades, too. Chance, the wrangler, spun his bola above his head. He released it and it spun through the air, wrapping itself around the hind legs of a running deer, bringing the animal down with a thud. 
 
    In the rodeo arena, the crowd went wild.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The Diaz family was gathered around three joined tables that spanned the dining room and living room. The tables were laden with casserole dishes of every size and description, surrounding a huge golden turkey. The feast was about to begin. Everyone was there…Grandparents, kids, brothers, sisters…each bowed and prayed as Armando led them in Spanish. “We thank the Lord on this Thanksgiving Day for your generosity and the food to nourish each of us.” 
 
    Chance was having his own Thanksgiving celebration that day. With a mighty thrust, his spear found the breast of a wild Everglades turkey taking its normal Thursday stroll through the brush. “Thank the Lord,” Chance said, not knowing what day it was. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    "We wish you a Merry Christmas, we wish you a Merry Christmas, we wish you a Merry Christmas....and a Happy New Year!" 
 
    The music blared out of a loudspeaker hung from a tent pole. Under the large red and white striped tent were Balsam, Douglas Fir and Scotch Pine Christmas trees. 
 
    "That one is lopsided, don't you think, Gina?" Camille DiSantis' breath was visible in the cold air. They were bundled up. 
 
    "Yeah, it's missing a branch on the bottom." 
 
    "Try that one over there, Anthony." 
 
    Anthony DiSantis, Jr. wrestled another tree to an upright position and did his best to rotate it for his mother’s and sister's inspection. 
 
    At that very moment, in a place that was seventy degrees warmer, Chance's eyes studied the dead, yet standing, tree before him. His eyes, like theirs, started at the top and gradually moved downward. 
 
    "That one looks good, huh Gina?” 
 
    "Yeah, Mom. That's the one. OK, Paul Bunyan, wrap it up!"  
 
    Anthony didn't seem afraid of sticky sap or sticking needles. He grappled with the green giant as any young, Italian man would for his momma. 
 
    And in the Everglades, Chance was stubbornly pushing against the perpendicular strength of the dead tree. He pulled. He pushed. He hammered it with his increasingly strong, muscular shoulder.  
 
    Anthony managed somehow to get the tree up on his shoulder. Mother and sister hurried through slush and snow to his aid. One grabbed a handful of green at the front and the other lent support at the rear. 
 
    Chance's tree was now horizontal, too. It was not adorned by green boughs, but it was massive and long. And well balanced, with Chance at the center of its weight. 
 
    Chance pressed the heavy log toward the sky. Then let it back down to his shoulders. Then again, toward the sky. And again. The muscles in his back were becoming well defined and strong. It was amazing what lifting trees could do for a guy. 
 
    "We wish you a Merry Christmas, we wish you a Merry Christmas, we wish you a Merry Christmas....and a Happy New Year!” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The sign in the flower shop window said MOTHER’S DAY SPECIAL DOZ. ROSES $19.95. Parked in front, Craig Mulholland and Armando Diaz were stuffing juicy take-out hamburgers into their talking mouths. The smell of onions and pickles came out with their words. 
 
    "Ten freakin' months!" Mulholland said, trying not to spit out the masticated meat. "Ten freakin' months and not a sign of 'im!" 
 
    "I'll bet you a dinner he's dead!" Diaz bit the words. 
 
    "Dinner? If it's a dinner like this one, no deal, big spender!" 
 
    "How about Casa Blanca?" Diaz offered. 
 
    “Been there too many times." 
 
    "Well, I'm not bettin' any higher than that, amigo. I'm not that sure he's dead either." 
 
    Mulholland said, "Every once-in-a-while I find myself thinking, Jesus, he must be dead. Nobody could make it that far alive. But I bet he made it. No. He's not dead.” 
 
    "Yeah, you're probably right,” Diaz agreed. He's probably long gone. He would have found a way to get into some vehicle on the Trail and either threaten or sneak his way to Naples or Miami." 
 
    "Yep,” Mulholland said, “he could be a block away from us right now." 
 
    "If he is alive, he could even be a part of this other deal we're workin' on right now." 
 
    "That's what I’ve been trying to tell you. I think you should buy me that dinner just because you know I'm right." 
 
    "I'll tell you what, gringo. I know we'll never find his body if he is dead. And I know we won't find him if he's alive. So we'll go to dinner at some nice place and I'll buy for you..." 
 
    "All…right!" Mulholland said with a ketchupy grin. 
 
    "...and you buy for me." Diaz thought he was cute. 
 
    "There is one advantage to this guy dropping out for ten months," Mulholland said. 
 
    "What’s that?" 
 
    "Let's hope DiSantis has dropped out, too!" 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    "Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you..." Tony DiSantis looked pleased, but embarrassed. He sat there, feeling like he was thirteen. How could they do this for a man about to enter his sixties? They must love me very much, he thought. And they did. Camille, in regulation apron, Gina, the immaculate young daughter, Anthony, Jr., the Italian-stallion son, a few cousins and piasans, all sat around Tony, smiling and singing their love and respect. Camille beamed at the one man to whom she gave her life. 
 
    "Make a wish first, make a wish first!" most of them said. 
 
    "And what do you wish, Camille?" Tony DiSantis asked his sweet wife. 
 
    "Oh, I already got my wish, Tony. It's been almost a year since you gave up on that drug bum you were running after and now, you're gonna take it easy 'til you retire. I got my wish, now you make yours!" 
 
    Tony thought for a minute, his eyes far away. 
 
    Then he blew hard across the candles. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    A gust of wind blew leaves across the ground at the edge of Chance's camp. The trees fluttered and whispered. Shafts of golden light shone through blue holes in the clouded sky. Warm fingers from the heavens. 
 
    It had been a year and a half since the plane crash near Lost Man’s Bay. A year since Chance began his bone-crushing, muscle-cramping, body building campaign. A lot had changed since the day he left Manhattan. Any resemblance to Malcolm Farmer had vanished forever in the burning embers of his symbolic death. From those ashes, a new man had emerged. 
 
    Chance was standing in a clearing in the middle of a tall pine forest looking in the direction of the growing wind. One of the illuminating shafts of light from the heavens spotlighted him as if he were on stage. After a year of agonizing, non-stop bodybuilding, he went through an incredible transformation. He was now what some might call…an Adonis. Tall. Muscular. Tan. Blond. Naked, except for an Indian-style deerskin breechcloth, his Bowie knife at his side and a necklace of shells, rattlesnake tails and feathers. His hair was long, wavy, bleached by the sun and moving lightly in the wind. His beard and moustache were blond too, but slightly darker than his hair. His eyes were bright, clear and penetrating. They were probing and quick, like an animal’s. They were also deep and sensitive. And they were as blue-green as a tropical ocean.  
 
    He had grown into an impressive example of human physical excellence. Blood pulsed strongly through his body. Skin stretched tightly over muscles, bursting for more room to expand, as if there were no limit to their potential. 
 
    His encampment had been a haven. He had fashioned relative comfort here; sleeping platform with a leafy canopy roof, an ersatz chair, a tripod for hanging game, crude body-building equipment, even a make-shift outhouse. It was a safe hideaway where his intensive development took place. His year there had gone quickly. And his metamorphosis from what he was, to what he had now become, was nothing less than miraculous. He was a physical manifestation of incredible determination and intense emotional defiance against overwhelming odds.  
 
    He couldn’t help but feel that he had been in a twenty-two-year gestation period. How many others, he thought, women and men, are living every day in the same embryonic state from which he escaped. How many normal people are living like a Joey in a pouch. The pouch of a society that encourages dependence. Most people have always had someone to take care of them, from infancy to childhood to college to a corporate culture. How many people out there in cities, in suburbia, in ghettos, have never really grown up? Never had to survive on their own. Are they undeveloped humans? Societal fetuses themselves? 
 
    As he stood there, face to the wind, he wondered about things he had never considered before. Like a child seeing the world, and himself, for the first time. 
 
    There were so many new concepts he would ponder in his future. And his past would help him. 
 
    Standing there in the bright shaft of light, his face and body lit like a Greek statue in a museum, he reminisced. He looked back into his memory. He saw himself a year earlier standing by the smoldering fire, looking down at the primitive grave marker of sticks he had made. 
 
    A vision of Malcolm’s face appeared. "Malcolm Raymond Farmer is finally dead. May he rest in peace,” Chance said out loud. 
 
    "I am now…Chance." And the picture of Malcolm's face dissolved into Chance's. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ropes slapped against the aluminum mast of the sailboat docked at a marina in Miami as the portable radio on deck blared out its late summer message. The reporter’s urgent voice said: "We thought we'd get away with it this year, but apparently, no such luck. Hurricane Clyde is at our doorstep. If you haven’t evacuated yet, the Governor urges you to shelter in place." 
 
    The sky on the watery horizon was black. The wind was picking up in the marina. It started to rain. Hard. 
 
    The wind was starting to howl in the Everglades, too. 
 
    The large fallen tree seemed to be moving by itself in the pouring rain. But at the splintered end of it was Chance, hefting it with all his might. He looked like Hercules hauling a Corinthian column on his shoulder. His body was slick in the downpour. Chance couldn’t hear the radio and TV reports in Miami at this very moment.  WXMS reported the following: “Hurricane Clyde has just been upgraded to a category 4 just before making landfall. You are advised by the National Hurricane Center to take immediate steps to protect yourself and your family.” WSKS reported: “…all boats should be brought to safe harbor as soon as…” WTBJ reported: “The storm is moving directly northwest with winds up to 145 miles per hour, just four miles offshore of Miami.” 
 
    Smaller trees were bending now to the growing force of Hurricane Clyde. Leaves and twigs were moving through the air horizontally. The sky was greenish-black and a sound like a distant jet plane could be heard. 
 
    Chance laid the piece of timber next to five others. It was the last in a series, each perpendicular to two thicker ones below. He had constructed a shallow bunker, its ceiling about eighteen inches off the ground, open on two sides, so he could slide under for protection from the fury of the wind and the falling trees. He didn’t need a weatherman to tell him something big was coming his way. 
 
    The sky boomed with thunder and the wind increased as if in reaction to the sound. Even holding on, it was difficult for Chance to stand in the fading light. Suddenly, a crack was heard above his head and the top ten feet of a tree crashed to the ground fifteen feet away. 
 
    Chance got down on his back and slid under his crude bunker like a mechanic working under a car. As soon as he did, a fast-moving rivulet of water moved toward his life-saving shelter.  
 
    Large drops of rain hit the protective logs as if they were bullets. Larger trees were bending in the gale. Tops of trees were crashing to the flooded ground everywhere. The wet soil had disappeared beneath rising water. Smaller trees were being plucked from the earth now, their exposed root systems looking like the nude branches of underground treetops. They tumbled through the air like gymnasts, a one-and-a-half here, a handspring there. Unbelievably, the wind intensified. An air-generated siren had gone off in the frightening sky. Large trees were now falling to the ground, their roots fanning high up into the storm. Mud, dirt, water, limbs and bushes were moving through a world turned on its end. Rising water was now flowing over Chance's chest. His nose was snorkeling for air through the irregular separation between the shelter's log roof. He was safe for now. But for how long? The water flooded over his chest, above his ears, almost to his nostrils. He could survive underwater, but he didn’t know for how long. He forced his fingers between the top logs and attempted to separate them. He pushed and pulled and tugged with all his strength. He took a deep breath, then put his head completely underwater. Prying the logs apart as hard as he could, they began to move. Little-by-little at first, then finally, they slid to a wider opening. Chance's head came up through the opening like a jack-in-the-box. Directly behind him, a massive tree had yielded to the wind and rain and was falling toward his head. He inhaled deeply. Blinking rapidly in the pelting rain, he glimpsed the mass coming down. 
 
    He pulled his head into his shell as quick as a turtle. The big tree pounded on the exact spot like a pile driver, hard enough to make every log in his sturdy shelter jump six inches. 
 
    Chance didn't stick his head out again. 
 
    In his dark stockade, the wind sounded like a freight train. Certainly nothing would be left standing the next morning. It seemed like nothing would be alive. 
 
    The thick heavy limbs protecting him shook like the shutters on an old house. A furious whirlwind was picking up everything in its path and flinging it far away. It had the fury of a thousand tornadoes. The sound of hell come to Earth. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The darkness finally faded to an overcast dim light. The sound inside the chopper was loud, but you could hear the reporter’s voice over the whirling blades and engine and the rushing air. He was yelling at the young cameraman practically hanging out the open door. “Holy shit, look at this! Get a shot, get a shot of that, right over there!”  
 
    Below was an awesome sight of destruction. House after house was blown apart as if they were made of toothpicks. As if they exploded from within. Block after block, entire roofs of warehouses were collapsed inward. Entire sides of apartment buildings had not merely fallen, they had actually disappeared. Hundreds of boats appeared to be driving down streets and were strewn everywhere close to the water’s edge. A ninety-foot freighter was marooned on dry land in someone’s backyard. Miami was a war zone of devastation. 
 
    Clyde left a path of destruction from winds over 150 miles per hour and a storm surge from the ocean of nearly twelve feet. 20,000 homes were destroyed, 140,000 were left homeless in a few hours.  
 
    After punching Miami’s lights out, Clyde blitzkrieged westward across the Everglades, where it had passed directly over Chance. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Smoke appeared to be coming out of the mouthpiece of the telephone, but it was actually coming from the mouth of Tony DiSantis, bellowing into it. “Marv, I want it now. Now, Marv!” 
 
    The tall, thin, fifty-one-year-old man with the shock of pure white hair and cheap polyester shirt who was grimacing on the other end of the phone was Detective Marv Klempner. Over the years, Tony DiSantis depended on mild-mannered Marv for almost everything. 
 
    The receiver found its target and so did Tony’s cigarette. In the ashtray. 
 
    It said HURRICANE PLOTTING CHART on the map that Tony unfolded and spread out on his crowded desk. 
 
    Marv Klempner bumped the closed door hard in his haste to open it and get into Tony’s office. Marv was a bumbling, absent-minded sort, but loveable. 
 
    “What took so freakin’ long, I asked for these numbers yesterday, Marv?” 
 
    “I…don’t know. I guess I… I don’t know. Anyway, we’ve got ‘em now.” 
 
    Another voice chimed in, “Did I hear you say you got ‘em now?” It was Stan Goldman, the fastidious staff psychologist who tried to keep everyone’s head on straight but couldn’t keep his own head out of Tony’s office. 
 
    “You finally got Bigfoot, Tony?” Stan said intruding into Tony’s office. 
 
    “We didn’t get Bigfoot, but maybe Clyde got Bigfoot,” Tony said. “Marv just got the coordinates and info on what the storm did over the part of the Everglades where he might be.” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” Stan replied knowingly, “Mother Nature does often have a way in meting out just rewards.” Stan looked intelligent in his bow tie, wing tip uniform. 
 
    “The storm hit right here,” Marv said, pointing at the chart. “And it moved westward between 25.4 and 25.6 latitude, with gusts around the eye at about 100 to 130 miles per hour. This is where he was spotted,” Marv added.  
 
    “Yeah,” DiSantis said, “but that was months ago.” DiSantis looked up from the map and stared at Klempner for a few seconds. “Don’t you have more recent information than that, Marv?” Tony looked puzzled. “Something seems to be telling me that …” Tony was looking down, pointing to the map now, “…that there may be some indication of him being in this area. Around here.” 
 
    Marv was gone. 
 
    “Guess he had to take a piss,” DiSantis mumbled. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Stan offered. “You’ve known Klempner for a long time, haven’t you Tony?” 
 
    “About twenty-five years. Longer than I’ve been married. He was even my partner for a few years. Why do you ask, doin’ another evaluation to justify your salary?” 
 
    “No, I was just wondering about something, that’s all.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Well, I could swear I heard him taking that information you wanted, you know, the last reported sighting of this guy, over the phone just this morning.” 
 
    Tony looked worried. “Well, that may not be the worst of it.” DiSantis continued. “I didn’t want to tell you this, but I had to use Marv’s phone yesterday and I spotted a note stuck on the side of his blotter. It was dated two weeks ago. It was a call in from somebody who saw a column of smoke from a fire out in the middle of nowhere and they decided to call it in. Marv never mentioned it to me.” 
 
    “So that’s the reason for your sudden revival of interest in the case?” Stan said. 
 
    “Of course. What do you think, I’m crazy?” 
 
    “Well, that had crossed my mind, yes.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, worry about Marv.” 
 
    “Maybe the stress of losing his wife eighteen months ago is still getting to him.” 
 
    “You know, you shrinks are always lookin’ for an angle.” 
 
    “There always is one.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the Everglades, everything was still in the early morning haze. Trees dripped. Frogs opened their eyelids as if from a long sleep. A small bird shook droplets from its ruffled feathers. Debris on the surface of the water floated back in the direction from which it came. 
 
    Chance's shelter was now a mound of branches, fallen limbs, wind-blown brush and a few dead birds. Chance's water-logged body slithered out from its den much like the alligators that had survived here for millions of years.  
 
    A turtle that had found refuge in the tangle on the top of Chance's storm shelter turned its head and looked at him, too tired to run. It moved off slowly. 
 
    "Go on! Get out of here, before I turn you into a fruit bowl!" 
 
    Chance's camp had been destroyed. Half the logs of the sleeping platform were missing, and most of those remaining hung down at angles. Its leafy roof had exploded in the first blasts from the storm. His carefully constructed cooking area had been flattened and the other primitively constructed comforts and conveniences of the camp – his crude body-building equipment, his hurdles, his make-shift toilet, a chair, a tripod for hanging and skinning animals – had now gone back to just being sticks. 
 
    Chance searched for his prized possessions. Only the bright tip of the fishing rod stuck up from the mud. Chance fished it out. Pieces of the mess kit glinted from the bushes and from under sticks. He retrieved them. His valuable set of turtle shell bowls, still on their woven rope, was dangling from a tree limb. The backpack was sopping wet and flat against the ooze that was everywhere.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Sticking one arm out of the soft mud, as if waving to be rescued, was a child’s doll. The tiny hand looked almost real as Armando Diaz pulled it form the wet earth. 
 
    Armando’s wife, Margarita, stood beside him holding her face in the middle of the rubble. Their home, at the northern edge of the Sunset Acres development, was still standing. A miracle, since seventy-percent of the houses in the area had been literally blown apart. 
 
    They poked and kicked at the mess in front of their severely damaged home, seeing what they could salvage from the piles of clothes, furniture, toys and tools. They could see that half their roof was missing as an Army helicopter flew relief supplies overhead. 
 
    Margarita’s parents were huddled nearby with the children, six-year-old Enrique and four-year-old Pilar. 
 
    Across the street, at a home that was only forty-percent destroyed, a makeshift sign said LOOTERS WILL EAT BULLETS. A framed picture of Jesus was just below it. The homeowners were already nailing blue tarps to the roof to stop the rain that would undoubtedly fall from the foreboding gray clouds. 
 
    A priest was making the rounds, leading one family, with no house left at all, in an impromptu prayer in the middle of endless litter of roof trusses and cherished possessions. 
 
    A National Guard Medical truck drove by slowly, looking for the ill or injured.               
 
    Craig Mulholland was already out of his car striding toward Diaz. They hugged warmly, but briefly, as did Mulholland and Margarita. 
 
    “Thank God you’re all OK.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Diaz said, his eyes moist. 
 
    “Thank God,” Margarita said, making the sign of the cross. 
 
    “You didn’t stay here, did you?” 
 
    “Oh no, no. We wouldn’t’ be alive now, none of us. We went to my cousin’s house in Sweetwater. We just made it. It wasn’t too bad there. Bad, but not like this.” 
 
    “Hey, whatever you need, anything, you got it. You need a place to stay, you come and live on South Beach with me. Not big, but we can squeeze. You need food, a hot shower, phone...I mean, whatever I’ve got, you’ve got!” 
 
    “Thanks man, thanks, but I think we’ll be OK. You see that man over there?” There was a small white car parked nearby surrounded by twenty people. It said STATEWIDE INSURANCE on the side. “He just gave me a five-thousand-dollar check and he said that’s just to get me started. We’ll be staying with relatives for a few months, but thanks anyway. There is one thing you could help me with though. What you can do is help us look for the pictures of when the kids were born, you know, the ones we took in the delivery room. More than anything else, those are the most important things in this pile of crap. No insurance money, nothing, can ever replace them. Everything else we can get…” Tears welled up in Armando Diaz’s eyes now. “Those pictures….” he found it hard to speak, so Mulholland finished for him “…are probably right next to the ones of you and me graduating from the Academy.” 
 
    Diaz smiled courageously. 
 
    “I’m glad you came to my rescue, partner.” 
 
    They put their arms over each other’s shoulder and waded through the family’s possessions, which were now not much more than trash. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Possessions collected and flung over his shoulder, Chance took one parting look at his destroyed camp-home. He paused longer now than he had when he left his prior hideaway homes. Perhaps this one meant more. Then he turned and walked away, not looking back.  
 
    A small songbird on a branch wished him good luck. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The little bird sang a pretty song. It was a yellow canary in a small white cage hanging on a white metal stand in a darkened apartment. The bird seemed excited as soon as it heard Marv Klempner unlocking the door. There was a mezuzah on the frame of the door, a decorative symbol of the Dead Sea scrolls which indicated that the Jews living here lived under the rules of God. Marv nailed it to the door jamb years ago and now forgot it was even there. 
 
    As Marv walked in, he did what he did every day. He slipped his jacket off and hung it up in the hall closet. He unbuckled his old brown leather shoulder holster, holding his trusty blued .38 Detective Special, and hung it on a hook. It mattered little that he had been issued two more modern guns since he got this one. He walked over to the dark oak dining room buffet and picked up the picture of his deceased wife, Myra. He kissed the likeness of her and wiped the glass with his hand. He unhooked the water and food cups from the front of the bird’s cage and replenished them. 
 
    “Pretty Henrietta, how are you today? Were you lonely? I should get a mate for you. A nice young and handsome boy to keep you company. It’s not fair for you to listen to all those birds outside is it?” Marv never knew that it’s the male canaries that sing, not the females. 
 
    The canary cocked its head side-to-side and looked at Marv, confused. It chirped at him, as if to say, “What the hell are you talking about, you old fool.” Funny, that’s just what Marv’s wife would have said. 
 
    Marv went into the small kitchen and started cutting carrots on a white acrylic cutting board. 
 
    The knife clicked against it with each cut. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chip! Smack! Chip! Smack!  
 
    About once a second, Chance struck a basketball-sized limestone rock with a smaller, fist-sized one.  The dull rhythmic sounds commingled with the chirps, twitters and buzzing of insects everywhere in the tall trees and thick brush. Chance was sculpting jagged spikes all around the large rock making it look like an underwater mine, or a limestone copy of Sputnik. Sweat and natural oils covered his impressively muscular body as he worked, blacksmith-like, in the heat. He eyed his creation, imitating an artist. Then he hefted it to his shoulder and strode, heavy-footed, through the jungle. 
 
    About three hundred feet away, at the edge of a very still, black-water canal, Chance set the stone on top of two other similar ones he had already made. 
 
    His fishing rod was there, too. Chance took the medium-sized bird he had killed earlier and tied the end of the fishing line around its legs. Chance cast the bird-bait to the middle of the canal, where it floated like a bloody water lily.  
 
    Chance stood there motionless. His unflinching blue-green eyes drilled past the bird and a long black shape on the opposite bank came into sharp focus. It slid off the muck and sank into the water, causing barely a ripple. 
 
    Chance's eyes bore down on the floating bird. He didn't even blink. He just waited, hands tensing on the rod. Chance sang to himself, "Come on, baby, dinner time. Come and get it." He pulled the monofilament taut and it rose up from the surface of the water, silver droplets hanging like clothes on a line. Then, slightly, ever so slightly, the soft feathery form of the bird rose up on the most subtle of swells. Chance's eyes tightened. His grip tightened. The line tightened. And as the alligator's massive jaws rose in a splashing, misty froth from beneath its prey, Chance jerked the dead bird twenty feet closer and reeled in the slack. The alligator's jaws snapped shut on air and water.  
 
    Again, the gator submerged. And again, Chance waited. Frozen. Intent. Chance thought, Come on, you mother, go for it! It's really yummy!  
 
    In a heartbeat, gnashing, white teeth rose up from the black water, and just as quick, Chance jerked the meal to the edge of the embankment. This time the gator settled back beneath the surface a little slower, eyeballing Chance as it descended. 
 
    Chance could see the eleven-foot length glide slowly into the shallows near the dead bird, not ten feet from where he stood. The gator's eyes periscoped through the surface. Its protective nictitating membranes rolled like window shades revealing the same kind of satanic eyes Chance had come so horrifically close to once before.  
 
    The gator floated there, the front edge of its mouth at the water's edge, its body balanced on its short arms barely touching the shallow, mucky bottom. The dead, bloody, muddy bird was four inches away from its snout. Don't give up now, big baby. It's so close. And you ain't scared of me, are you? 
 
    The gator didn't blink. Chance didn't blink. The bird definitely didn't blink. Insects darted and buzzed around the gator's head, around Chance's face, and, of course, around the dead bird. 
 
    In a blur, the gator lunged forward, tilted its head and bit at the mud where the bird was just before Chance snatched it away. The soggy bird, wings splayed out awkwardly, lay at Chance's feet.  
 
    The gator, its mouth half open, its eyes transfixed on Chance, let out a long hiss. You could almost see its breath.  
 
    Chance squished his face. Jesus, try a little mouthwash next ti...before Chance could finish his thought, the eleven-foot demon thrust itself out of the shallows in a splashing fury, propelled by its muscular tail. Its short legs were in four-wheel drive. Its mouth was enormously agape, all fleshy pink with white killer whale size teeth everywhere. It raced right for Chance. 
 
    Chance threw the fishing rod to the side. The gator was before him astonishingly fast. The dragon-like creature was unstoppable. 
 
    In a moment, it would tear Chance to pieces before it ever got him into the water. Chance wasn't much faster than the gator, but just enough faster to pick up one of the spiky rocks he had chiseled. And just enough faster to heave it into the wide-open mouth of the gator. The jagged rock went deep into the reptile's gullet. A horrible gurgling, hissing, burping sound came from the beast. The gator couldn't close its mouth, the rock was too large. It was choking.  
 
    Chance picked up another spiked rock, this one even bigger, and hurled it into the gator's open mouth, hitting the other rock farther in. The gurgling and choking became even more murderous. 
 
    The gator thrashed wildly and rolled over and over, splashing water high into the air. One of the rocks rolled from the gator's mouth. On its way out, the gator bit down on it so hard that one of its front teeth was forced to stick out at a funny, cocked angle. The gator, on its back, revealed its white belly to Chance. Chance leaped on the heaving demon like a cowboy leaping on a horse in an old-time western movie. The cold steel blade of the Bowie knife made a menacing sound as Chance pulled it from its sheath. 
 
    Chance clenched the knife in a killer’s grip high above his head. The mirrored sides of the huge blade glinted against the blue sky. He thrust it downward. "This is for your cousin, who tried to bite my head off!" Chance yelled with revenge. 
 
    When the blade was against blue sky once again, it was colored with red, dripping blood. 
 
    "And this is for you, for almost biting my balls off!" Chance yelled again. 
 
    The blade ran heavy with blood. 
 
    "And this is for anything or anyone who ever tries to take away my life or my freedom again!" 
 
    The hand thrust downward. The blue sky was pretty. Everything was quiet. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The gator's head moved through the thickets, bushes and trees quite easily. This particular gator had an odd tooth sticking out from its mouth at a funny angle. It looked...comical, actually.  
 
    This particular alligator's tail moved in a straightforward direction, too, not side-to-side like most alligator's tails. This was obviously not a swishy alligator. 
 
    And this particular alligator stood erect, on two legs, as it meandered through the Glades singing, "Allouetta, jaunte allouetta, allouetta, jaunte plumere". 
 
    Chance wore the alligator head and full skin like a costume. A kind of remnant ritual from ancient times when tribal royalty would display their conquest over foes. It also gave him a break from the pesky mosquitos. Chance threw the alligator's hollowed-out head back over his own and opened up the white belly like an overcoat. He fanned the two flaps of skin to let some fresh air in. 
 
    "Whew, this guy needed more than mouthwash!” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The country music from the radio ricocheted off the corrugated tin roof and bleated out the screen door of the clapboard tavern.  
 
    The neon beer sign in the window illuminated the pick-up trucks and jalopies parked outside in the blackness. It was a humid, but abnormally cool night in the Glades. 
 
    The long spring on the screen door made a rackety "e-e-e-e" sound as the lanky, loveable old-timer belched and stumbled his way to his trusty, rusty '61 Chevy – the one with the big curved horizontal fins in the back. It looked eerie, like some kind of red-glowing mechanical manta ray, as it backed up into the mist that hung over the warm road. Its smoky, rotted exhaust added quite nicely to the already macabre ambiance of the foggy gloom. The dash lights cast a greenish, ghoulish glow over the face of the old man with warts on his face and wisps of hair on his head. 
 
    The spooky surroundings didn't faze the old man though. He was an old swamp cracker from way back, raised on the tales and folklore of the Glades. And right now, he was feelin’ the spirits he imbibed at the bar. As he drove through the misty murk, he caterwauled at the top of his lungs, "Oh baby...I need your love tonight (hiccup)." 
 
    The old man’s headlights came around a curve in the Tamiami Trail a mile away from where a five-foot alligator had just crawled up from the canal and paused at the edge of the road. 
 
    Why was the alligator about to cross the road? Perhaps because the road, after a day in the sun, gave warm comfort on a relatively cool evening.  
 
    The gator took a robot step forward, sticking out its neck in primitive ignorant bliss, unable to distinguish headlight from moonlight.  
 
    "Oh, baby..." 
 
    The gator took another step into death row. The gator was hard to see against the road at night  its color matched the asphalt. 
 
    "...I need your love tonight (hiccup)." 
 
    In front of the old man's car, one loose headlight was pointed too low and it made a shaking hot spot close to the centerline, the other pointed too far to the right. 
 
    "Oh baby..." 
 
    The alligator was in the lethal lane now, striding like a wind-up toy. 
 
    "...I need your lovee 'ta...holy shiiiit!" 
 
    The gator froze. The old man braced himself. The gator's eyes turned red. The old man's eyes opened wide. The car skidded and screeched. The car hit the gator like a fighter punching a bag. 
 
    The old man bounced up and down in his seat like a rag doll. He banged his head on the tympani top as the jalopy with the worn-out shocks roller-coastered over the black hulk in the road. Then the Chevy did a slight tailspin to the right and then a counter rotation three-sixty. The car screamed all the way as if it were being murdered. It came to rest on the crest of a berm at the side of the road. Its occupant was lying on the seat. The green dash lights were still on.  
 
    The old man looked like he was dead. But he opened his eyes when he heard something outside. It sounded like someone running down the road toward him from the passenger side of the car. He propped himself up on an elbow and looked up through the open window. He saw nothing, but he heard some rustling. He cocked his head and looked with more curiosity. Rising into the window was the head of a large alligator. An alligator with a big tooth that stuck out from its mouth at a funny angle.  
 
    The old man shot bolt upright, as if he had a spring under his seat. His back was pressed against the driver’s door. An electric shock went through his body. His eyes bugged out, his sparse hair stood up on his head and his false teeth fell halfway out of his mouth.  
 
    "You alright?" the alligator asked. 
 
    "Eahhhhhh!" the old man yelled, louder than he had ever sung "Oh baby..."   
 
    "Ea...Ea...Eahhhhhhh!" he screamed. The driver’s door opened as if by itself. The old man spilled out onto the ground. The alligator stuck his head into the passenger’s window for a better look. But all he could see was the old man running down the road, through the mist, into the blackness. 
 
    "Eeeeaaaaaahhhhhhhhh! Eeeeaaaaaahhhhhhhhh!"  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Through the open door of the '61 Chevy, still at the side of the road, the view down the road went from black night to early morning light very quickly. And just as quickly, heat lines began to rise from the road and insects buzzed and rasped in the bushes. 
 
    A car approached fast through the heat, and as it sped past the Chevy atop the berm at the side of the road, all you could hear was the frying of the tires on the pavement. It zipped down the road.  
 
    The big, copper-colored 70s something station wagon was low in the back. It wallowed over the irregularities in the surface of the road. It had decals and stickers from different states all over the back window. It had a bumper sticker with the words I (heart) NUEVA YORK.  A couple of old suitcases and two yellow folding chairs were tied with rope to the roof rack. Inside, the air conditioner blew furiously. The white-noise of the blower provided a bed for the salsa beat changa-changa-ing out of the dash speakers. 
 
    On the front passenger seat was the venerable Grandfather, Raimondo. On his knee sat six-year-old Julio. In the middle was fifteen-year-old Juanito. And driving was the boy's father, Juan, son-in-law of Raimondo. In the back were the two wives and two more children. The Grandmother, Consuelo, sat behind her husband. And bouncing on her knee was fourteen-month-old Ana. Ten-year-old Ada was on the hump. The girl’s mother, Marta, reached across Ada, squeezed the baby's cheeks and did gitchy-goos with a Hispanic accent. To top it off, a Chihuahua sat on the lap of the mother, whimpering and shaking nervously.  
 
    Thick blue smoke from Juan’s cigar drifted toward the baby. The mother, annoyed, fanned the air. Juan, paying no attention, continued to puff on his cigar and beat on the steering wheel to the rhythm of the music.  
 
    It was tranquil in the spot where Chance stood. In front of him was a still, reflective body of water. Clouds and blue sky floated on its surface. All around him were billowy bushes and puffy trees. Birds sang and dragonflies swooped. As he walked into the shallow edge of the water, the many defined muscles in his back moved and flexed from his wide shoulders to his narrow waist, to the Indian-style deer hide breechcloth that covered and protected sensitive parts. The four-inch wide scar along the length of his spine, the result of the plane crash, was still visible, but not ugly. The muscles in his legs were long and taut. 
 
    Like so many times before, Chance reached into the bottom, scooped up some sand and began to gently scour his body clean.  
 
    In the station wagon, the Latino grandfather, Raimondo, was pointing out alligators and birds to the boys as they sped alongside the canal that paralleled the road. The mother was waving a magazine in the air now and yelling at Juan in Spanish about the smoke. 
 
    "What's wrong with you? Kill yourself, not the baby!" 
 
    The Chihuahua was barking his annoyance at Juan also. 
 
    Juan took the last few deep drags from his cigar and pushed the button for the electric window. It whirred open about five inches. Outside air blasted in. 
 
    "Jesus, Mary and Joseph!" Juan said, "I'll give up cigars and take up drinking! Or worse! How's that?" 
 
    Through the windshield, they could all see a 40-foot tractor-trailer whooshing along in the opposite, on-coming lane. All of them, that is, except Juan, who was blinded by his anger. As he flicked the cigar from his fingers, the big truck blew past them. The cigar reversed direction and flew back in Juan's face. Into his left eye, to be precise. Juan jumped and yelled and swatted at his face! The burning cigar fell to the seat between his legs! He was wearing red shorts. Juan rose up in the seat and groped for the cigar. Everyone in the station wagon shrieked at once. The Chihuahua yelped. When Juan looked up, he was doing seventy in the wrong lane. A car was headed right for them. His face became all eyes and teeth. The car swerved around them on the wrong side. There were more cars coming. Juan's foot mashed the brake pedal! All four wheels locked leaving black streaks on the road! The car was totally out of control, as if on ice! It slid off the right side of the road in a place where the sandy shoulder had widened to about fifty feet. For years, locals had used this two-mile stretch for cane pole fishing in the canal. They now turned their attention to the copper blur plowing its way toward the water. A dust storm seemed to propel the missile toward them. They dropped their poles and ran like soldiers hearing “In-coming!" 
 
    It was pandemonium inside the car! Juan fought violently with the steering wheel!  
 
    Everyone screamed and grabbed each other! The little dog howled! The car hit a big bump at the edge of the canal and it became airborne. The eyes of every person watching widened. Mouths opened. Somewhere about midway over the canal, the copper-clad capsule lost velocity. It also lost altitude. It smacked the water with a thunderous slap. 
 
    The air was thick with "Ohs!" and "Land sakes!" and "Holy shits!" It was also filled with dust, steam and gurgling water. The car was sinking fast. The people along the bank could see Juan fighting with something on the inside of his door. He frantically fumbled. The window opened about two inches. Then stopped. Water was slopping into the opening. 
 
    Chance was rinsing the sand off his shoulder when he heard the loud SPLAT not a quarter mile away. He looked down the length of the water in which he bathed. It flowed into the roadside canal. Over the tops of the trees, dust and steam rose in the air. He also heard horrified, muffled screams. He dashed from the water to a higher spot, trying to see what had happened. He was straining his eyes toward the steam in the air, pacing, trying to find a window through the trees. Finally, his eyes locked in.  
 
    He focused his eyes and the scene came into sharp detail. He saw the roof of the station wagon, suitcases and chairs still on top, disappearing into the water. He also saw the terrified eyes of a baby and grandmother peering through the window as the water rose up. 
 
    Chance bolted like a deer through the woods. A primitive man in a primitive quest for survival – the survival of every person in the car. He sprang over low, twisted palmettos and fallen trees. He ducked under low branches. He leaped over snakes like a gazelle. He ran like a stallion, blond mane flowing in the airstream he was creating. His arms hammered in front of him like the arms that drive the wheels of a locomotive. He breathed heavily into his nostrils and out his mouth, a continuous respiratory flow. The superlative human power plant was at work. Finally, the result of incalculable hours of bodybuilding were being put to the best use possible. 
 
    The edge of the canal was approaching fast. Without stopping, Chance sprang off the edge. He dove far out, in a flat arc over the rippling water. The crowd of fishing people stood still, watching, waiting for some miracle. Their wait was over. A near-naked Olympic diver had appeared from the jungle to save the innocent men, women and children. And a dog. 
 
    A few of the bystanders pointed at Chance as he turned himself into a javelin. They were still pointing and muttering as he stroked through the water toward the bubbles.  
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
    A surface dive, and Chance disappeared. 
 
    One whole minute went by. 
 
    Lots of bubbles came up. 
 
    Some people looked at their watches. "Jesus Christ!" some of them said. 
 
    Nothing happened. A little old black man blessed himself with the sign of the cross and mumbled something. 
 
    Suddenly, a froth of sizzling bubbles. And from the middle of them, popping to the surface like a cork, was six-year-old Julio. 
 
    The growing crowd was joyous. They reached out to the boy with their fishing poles. Some of them waded into the water’s edge and helped him to shore. They watched the bubbles again. 
 
    About ten seconds later, fifteen-year-old Juanito coughed and flailed his way to safety. 
 
    Fifteen seconds later, Grandpa Raimondo and Juan popped to the surface simultaneously, the younger man helping the older. 
 
    Ten seconds later, ten-year-old Ada was up and breathing fresh air.  
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
    A few seconds later, Marta, the mother emerged, gasping from the bubbles.  Then the grandmother, Consuelo. The crowd cheered louder with each person saved. Each had their choice of ten lifesaver-fishing poles or three ropes now tossed into the water. 
 
    But then there was a long pause. The mother, now standing with the others began screaming, "Ana! Ana! Mi nina, Ana!" 
 
    Juan started for the water, but the crowd stopped him. 
 
    There were only a few bubbles now. 
 
    They waited. 
 
    "Ana, Ana! Save my Ana!" 
 
    The number of bubbles increased now. And the crowd watched, muttered, prayed and pleaded to the sky above. 
 
    Suddenly, the little Chihuahua popped to the surface, did a 360 and doggy-paddled over to the group. The mother was screaming through her tears. The father tried to break free for the water but again the group held him back. 
 
    They watched the spot with intensity, worry in the faces of everyone. Tears filled the eyes of all the women and some of the men. There were no bubbles now. The mother was hyperventilating. She let out a haunting yell, "Ana! Mi Ana!" 
 
    Like a geyser, Chance burst to the surface. He held fourteen-month-old Ana in his hands above his head. The crowd cheered and raised their arms in celebration.  
 
    But only for a moment, because the baby appeared lifeless. Chance had already begun mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. The mother put her hands to her face. Many blessed themselves and prayed. Some rushed to help Chance, but when he stood and walked up on the embankment, they were in awe of him. 
 
    Chance quickly laid the baby down on the ground and, kneeling over her, continued to gently breathe air into the baby’s lungs. 
 
    No one said a word. The mother wept. One-by-one, each person descended to his or her knees and bowed their heads. 
 
    All you could hear was the breathing of Chance. Then… little Ana coughed. She began to breathe. And then cry. 
 
    The crowd went wild with delight. The family hugged each other. The little Chihuahua yipped and jumped. 
 
    Chance stood up, well above the heads of the people gathered there. 
 
    Water still streamed off Chance's body. Tears streamed down the faces of the family in front of him. 
 
    A middle-aged man in the group, still trying to comprehend what had just taken place there, looked at Chance and simply said, "Wow!" 
 
    A sixteen-year-old boy, amazed at his new real-life hero, looked up at Chance and said, "Wow!" 
 
    A short, rotund, sixty-eight-year-old black woman in a purple paisley mu-mu, looked Chance up and down and said, "Wow!" 
 
    Chance turned quickly and jogged to the edge of the canal. 
 
    "Wait! Wait!" the mother of the baby said. "What can we give you? How can we thank you?" 
 
    Chance thought for a moment. He spoke over his shoulder. 
 
    "Just remember what I did here today."  
 
    "But, but...who are you? What is your name?" 
 
    "My name is...Chance." 
 
    He turned and dove in. They all watched. But they never saw him again. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    "Was it a seven-foot Sasquatch? A benevolent man-of-the-swamps? A real-life Hollywood hero?” The mature man in the gray suit sat at a long, light blue desk. It said CHANNEL 9 EYE ON THE NEWS on the wall behind him.  It said John Hamilton under his face. 
 
    "Maybe you can figure it out. Here with a live eyewitness report is Emily Ross, on the scene." 
 
    "He came from nowhere..." The reporter was standing beside the canal, microphone in hand, looking into the camera as the station wagon was being pulled from the canal. "He wore almost nothing!  He saved the lives of eight people! And a dog! But who was he? This is where it happened, about two hours ago, about fifty miles from Miami, in the canal that parallels the Tamiami Trail. A car carrying the Ramirez family lost control and skidded off..." 
 
    About fifteen yards away, another on-the-spot reporter was giving his report: "Awesome! A giant-like Hercules, seven feet tall is the way one person described the man who called himself ‘Chance’ just before diving into the water after rescuing an entire family. `Impossible!' is what another person said. Yet, in spite of his good deeds, police are here, along with lots of spectators, combing the area. Police helicopters are searching the surrounding Everglades for that same person, they say, could be an escaped drug trafficker.” 
 
    Somewhere near Little Havana, there was a living room full of people watching the TV news report. They all spoke Spanish and they all spoke at once. It was almost like a crowd at a Mexican cockfight. Except that there were kids running back and forth, round ‘n round, with Armando Diaz in the middle of it all passionately extolling in Spanish, “Jesus Christ! It can’t be!” 
 
    Craig Mulholland sat up naked on the bed. A naked young woman sat behind him with her arms around him. He ignored her, staring at the TV set, dumbfounded. “I just don’t freakin’ believe it! I mean, I just don’t freakin’ believe it.” 
 
    The news reporter standing next to the canal continued, “In any case, the man who calls himself Chance, is wanted for questioning. Police are ignoring suggestions that Chance could still be underwater.” 
 
    Another fifteen yards away, yet another newsman was in front of a camera. This time, interviewing a young woman holding a baby. Ana's mother spoke into the microphone. "We were all trying to breathe the air trapped inside the car, but there was only a little of it, maybe two inches, at the top of the roof. You couldn't see nothing. I could only try to feel for my baby and try to put her nose up to the ceiling for air. We were all trying to breathe. All of us kicking and moving our hands. Ana got knocked away from me. It wasn't anybody's fault. We all panicked. This...man, who saved us, he never came inside the car. He stayed outside. I thought, maybe he was a skin diver or something, but people tell me he never came up for air. Not once. I don't know how he did it, but he did do it! Thank God! And now, the police are looking for him. If they find him the should give him a medal!"  
 
    The crowd behind Ana's mother cheered their approval. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    On the screen of a television set, a man was giving a description to an off-camera interviewer. "He was about seven feet tall, no kidding. He had long blond hair, a dirty blond beard about this long," he indicated with his hands, "and blue, no, no, green eyes. Oh, yeah, he had a reddish scar down his back, kinda from..." the man stopped speaking suddenly and the picture froze. Then the DVD player rewound. "...blue, no, no, green eyes. Oh, yeah, he had a reddish scar down his back..." the picture froze and rewound again. "Oh, yeah, he had a reddish scar down his back, kinda from the back of his neck to about here, about six inches wide..." the picture froze. Chicago Detective Tony DiSantis put the remote control down on the table next to a copy of the Naples Florida Rescue Squad Medical Report and an open map of Florida. He lit a cigarette. An ash blew into his left eye. 
 
    “How’d you get this DVD, Marv?” 
 
    “I just kept checking with the TV stations down there, like you told me. They sent these, too.” Klempner added. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Five blank lottery ticket entry forms. I told ‘em how you like to play the lottery ‘n all. Fill ’em out ‘n send ‘em with your money, a buck a piece, by Friday. Do it soon, it’s up to three-hundred and sixteen million this week.” 
 
    “Here, I’ll fill it out right now,” Tony said. “I always use the same numbers. My house number 11240. So that’s one and twelve and forty. Gina’s age, 20. And Anthony’s age, 22. Then Camille’s age, 56. It makes it easy.  
 
    Marv, I don’t know where to send these, do you mind sending them back for me with a thank you note and my five bucks? Here.” DiSantis took a five-dollar bill out of his wallet and gave it to Klempner. 
 
    “No, not at all Tony.” All those years, Marv was always nice to Tony. 
 
    “But I don’t know why I even bother. You know what the odds are?” 
 
    “Never thought about it.” 
 
    “About fourteen million to one.” 
 
    “That’s funny.” 
 
    “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “That’s about the same chance you have of catchin’ this monkey in the Everglades.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    He looked like a bum sitting on a curb eating something he had just picked out of a garbage can. His long hair was greasy and messy. His beard was getting long too. And it stuck out in all the wrong places. His head hung low between his shoulders as he sat there nibbling at something in his hands. He pulled back the skin of the snake like the wrapper on a candy bar and took another bite of the white flesh. Chance looked tired, but his eyes were alert. If something moved in front of him, he would see it. If something moved behind him, he would hear it. 
 
    He stopped chewing. He stayed perfectly still. His nostrils flared. He sniffed the air. 
 
    Chance put the mutilated snake down beside him and followed his nose in the direction of the smell. He walked through the woods for a least a half mile. And there it sat in the early evening light.  
 
    A small, run-down, wooden two-story house with nothing but woods all around it. There was a dirt driveway leading off somewhere. And a rusted metal swing set. 
 
    Chance stayed well back and hidden in the woods, but he saw something fantastically enticing through one of the screened windows on the first floor. A large aluminum pot steaming on a stove. And a frying pan with flavors he could almost see swirling up from it. Rich, sweet, irresistible flavors he could smell from a million miles away. 
 
    Then Chance saw something even more enticing. The women causing all the heat in the kitchen. She had long blonde hair tied in a ponytail. She had a narrow waist. And she had a nice rear. But that's all Chance could see of her. How he yearned to taste what was cooking. How he hungered to see more. 
 
    A little orange and green biplane flew past the woman's back. The toy plane was held way up in the air by a little six-year-old arm. It dove and looped around the kitchen complete with sound effects. Then it disappeared. The plane burst out of the screen door and the little boy shuffled across the porch and down four steps to the yard. 
 
    "Cody!" She was at the door. "Cody, come back, dinner's ready right now!" She was a woman in her mid-thirties who would be considered attractive by most men. In Chance's eyes, she was a knockout. Her sleeveless shirt was full of womanly qualities. The legs that stuck out of her white shorts were proportioned perfection. Her voice was from a fairytale. 
 
    Cody was a good little boy. He did a barrel roll and a loop-de-loop and headed for home base. The woman went back inside. Chance's eyes flashed to the window. In it he saw a beer can. And a beer belly. Papa Bear was sniffing at the frying pan. When the woman got back, she dished up the food and they all disappeared. 
 
    The early evening light faded quickly, and the little house was now barely visible in the starlight. A bluish light lit one of the rooms downstairs, a pinkish light lit one of the rooms upstairs. 
 
    Chance watched from the dark edge of the treeline. 
 
    The bluish light and the sound of the TV clicked off. A minute later, the blonde woman stood with her back to the upstairs window. Within moments, her blouse slipped off her soft looking shoulders and a wide, white bra strap was visible across her back. She reached behind to undo the strap. It was like second-nature, she had done it so many times. Chance's eyes became much more attentive. He focused on nothing but that spot.  
 
    His superpower vision targeted like a computer-driven telescopic surveillance system. As if inches away, he saw deft fingers, with long red nails, unsnap one, two, three clasps. As she did, she moved away from the window. A naked beer belly passed by the opening. And the pinkish light turned to black. 
 
    Chance blinked once. Long and hard. 
 
    He sat there a long time. The zillions of insects, ever present, chirred and buzzed and rasped even louder. An owl was somewhere in the darkness. The wings of a bat flapped rapidly as it darted in the humid air. There were sounds everywhere. Even the sound of snoring could be heard in the upstairs room. But the bare feet of Chance were silent as he walked toward the house. He climbed the four steps to the porch two at a time but with great care. He opened the screen door very, very slowly as the spring on it made little, ip, ip, ips. He placed a rock in front of it to hold it open. He palmed the round door handle and turned it as if it were connected to a bomb. To his amazement, the door opened. His mouth and eyes opened a little wider. A sigh came from his lungs. He looked up and listened. The snoring continued. At least one person was still asleep. 
 
    Chance's face was suddenly lit by a flood of white light. His head was like an elevator as it went up and down, examining every shelf in the refrigerator. 
 
    He guzzled a half-gallon of milk right from the container. Milk ran down his cheeks and hairy chin. He extracted something wrapped in foil. Two chicken legs. He removed a dish holding three quarters of a white coconut cake. Then the refrigerator door swung, and everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The squirrel vibrated its tail in the bright morning light as if to shake the sleep out of it. It hopped along the ground and picked up a piece of bread. Another piece landed next to the furry animal. Cody stood there in nothing but a pirate pajama top and underpants reaching into the package of bread. He talked to the squirrel as if it were his baby brother. 
 
    Upstairs, Cody's Mom rolled from her back to her side and opened her eyes. She noticed that her husband was not beside her. He was already up.  Her bare feet landed softly on the floor. 
 
    Cody hadn't heard her walk up behind him. Still in her bathrobe, she wiped the sleep out of her eyes. Halfway through a yawn, she said, "Cody!" She picked up a dish from the ground. "The whole cake?" She looked down at the boy. He looked up at her mischievously. Then she noticed something else. She picked up a chicken bone and held it in front of her face. "Chicken, too?" She wrinkled her face.  
 
    "Get in the house!"  
 
    "But Mom!"  
 
    "Get in the house this instant!"  
 
    "But Mom!"  
 
    "I didn't bake a cake so you could feed it to the squirrels!" She shooed him into the house. "And I didn't make a nice dinner so you could throw it away!" 
 
    "But Mom!" 
 
    "No more bread for those squirrels!" Chance's eyes watched, his ears listened, in the safety of the bushes not far away. "Your father works too hard for you to be wasting food. We don't have much of it to begin with. I don't know what to do with you young man. Maybe you need..." Her voice faded out as they walked inside. 
 
    Chance heard something but couldn’t pinpoint the sound. It was a distant sound. A vehicle. A truck possibly. High revs and slow speed. It drove up to the house and parked by the back door. It was a beat-up pickup truck with two rifles in a rack across the back window. There were four pit bulls in the truck bed, snarling at each other. With the engine running, Chance couldn't hear as well as he could at night. All he heard was mumbling and parts of sentences. But he knew exactly what was happening. Papa Bear with the beer belly was going hunting with his two beer belly buddies. From the porch, Papa Bear threw a duffel bag to one of the guys, then carried two rifles to the vehicle. Little Cody carried a six-pack of beer for daddy. And mommy carried a heavy, army-surplus ammo box.  
 
    The hunters helped to load a cooler in the bed of the pickup, then they took turns looking through the new scope on one of the high-powered rifles. They pointed it off into the woods, at the swing set, anywhere. Then one of them pointed it right at Chance. The view through the scope was blurry, out of focus, but the hunter saw something move. "What was that?" he said with mild curiosity. "Something's out there." The hunter drew a bead, as if he were going to shoot. He turned the focusing wheel with his thumb. Chance ducked down. Inside the scope, a squirrel jumped from one side of the crosshairs to the other. "Nope. Just a silly squirrel," the one with the rifle lisped.  
 
    "Don't shoot Nutsy! Don't shoot Nutsy!" 
 
    "We won't shoot Nutsy, Cody. Don't worry. We're after something a little bigger," his father said. One of his sniveling good-old-boy sidekicks added, 
 
    “Yeah, and with only two legs.”  
 
    The men loaded up and big daddy kissed the Mrs. and the kid goodbye. “See ‘ya in a few days. Lock the door while I’m gone. ‘N load the shot gun. And you mind your mother.” Then the hunters were off. Before the dust even blew out of the yard, the blonde woman was inside, and Cody was on the swing. He swung higher and higher, as the rusty chain clinked. The woman was in the kitchen again looking out the window, sipping a cup of coffee. Chance didn't take his eyes off her. In fact, he used his remarkable vision to drift in closer and closer on her as she sat there looking at her son. Cody swung past Chance's vision of her, first forward, then back. Then forward, then back. Blurring past the ever-enlarging picture of a fantasy in the middle of nowhere whose husband had just left home. 
 
    Cody swung. 
 
    The chain clinked. 
 
    The pretty woman sipped. 
 
    And Chance's mind wandered. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Night fell quickly. The pinkish light was the only one on in the house at this hour. The TV had already been turned off. And the insect orchestra had begun tuning up. 
 
    The blonde-haired woman stepped into the window again, as if standing on her mark in her own nightly performance. 
 
    Her blouse was already off. She reached behind her back to unsnap her bra. 
 
    Chance's eyes almost made an audible motorized sound as he dialed them in on the target once again.  
 
    He didn't blink. He bit the side of his lip. 
 
    The pretty woman snapped her fingers. The three clasps parted one, two, three.  The single, white line became two and the bra fell off the front of her. Still with her back to the window, she reached up to undo her ponytail. Chance's focus widened a little.  
 
    He bit the other side of his lip. Even from the back, he could see the unmistakable bulge of her left breast. He bit his entire lower lip. 
 
    Her natural blonde hair fell across her back in a splash. She turned off the light, and the show was over. 
 
    At least for tonight. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The white light blasted across Chance's face and body. This time he reached for a half gallon of orange juice and a couple of eggs. He hooked his teeth into a red apple and grabbed a platter of roasted ham. 
 
    The refrigerator door closed, and everything went black. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    In the early morning light, everything seemed quiet and peaceful. But from outside the house you could hear, "That's it young man, I've had it!" WHAACK! "Wahhhh!" Cody cried. "Now you've had it!!" WHAACK! WHAACK! "Waaahhhhhh!"  
 
    Chance was sitting like an Indian in the bushes. A full, satisfying belch-bubble formed in his stomach and erupted from his lips. He smiled. 
 
    WHAAACK!  “Waaahhhhhh!” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    A full moon sat on the tips of the pine trees like a Christmas ornament illuminating the dark. The little old house looked peaceful. 
 
    The blue light downstairs clicked off earlier than normal on the second night of the husband's hunting trip. Chance heard the dead bolt in the door lock slide into its protective position. A sound he hadn’t heard the night before. A minute later, the pinkish light glowed in the upstairs window. Chance stood up this night, the light reflecting in his eyes.  He looked like a wolfman there in the shadows. Long full hair covered his head and most of his face. His eyes were deep and haunting. From the looks of him one would think his mouth surely must contain fangs, his mind, the unstoppable calling to satisfy a centuries-old curse, his soul, a desire for bloody death. Anyone who happened upon Chance this night would surely be driven to insanity by the mere sight of him. 
 
    Chance was still. His eyes unblinking. 
 
    There she was. The window framed her. She stood on her mark, her back to the window. She pulled the T-shirt up over her head and her ponytail flopped like a horse prancing. 
 
    She reached behind herself, but before she unsnapped her bra, she turned around and faced the window. 
 
    The irises of Chance's eyes dilated open like the lens of a camera. 
 
    Her bra fell off her breasts. They were large. Full. Round. Deep creases were under them. Her pink nipples, flat at first, were now blossoming. 
 
    Chance's eyes rapidly focused on them. 
 
    She reached up behind her head to undo her ponytail. Her breasts heaved magnificently. They were graceful, fascinating orbs that danced by themselves with her slightest movement. 
 
    She walked toward the window as she reached up to take her earrings out. Her arms squeezed her breasts like balloons. 
 
    Chance groaned. 
 
    She placed her earrings on the windowsill.  
 
    Chance moaned. 
 
    She turned and walked to the center of the room. Chance could just barely see a little below her waist. She appeared to undo her shorts and let them fall to the floor. She walked from his view and the room went dark. 
 
    As if Chance had been holding his breath the entire time she was visible, he gave a deep, deep sigh.  
 
    He closed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Chance pulled a corner of the screening away from the window frame and plunged his arm deep into the opening. His massive hand groped around the inside wall. He strained to reach the latch for the dead bolt. The window sash was in his armpit. His fingertips just made it to the latch. Pushing, straining, the tip of his middle finger managed to push one end of the latch and it pivoted with a CLANK. His lungs deflated and he paused. 
 
    The light from the open door of the refrigerator was like a beacon in the dark kitchen. Chance knelt before the opening as if it were a shrine. 
 
    Milk, eggs, a head of lettuce…Chance gathered up these things and more to take with him. He spied something in the very back of the refrigerator that caught his fancy. He reached all the way in and the white light blared in his face. Chance stood up, his arms laden. His big toe guided the door closed. The door shut with a quiet slap. 
 
    But somehow, the room was still lit. 
 
    His head didn't move, but his eyes looked left. He saw a toaster. He looked right. He saw a rack of big knives. He slowly pivoted where he stood. In the bright florescent lights of the kitchen, he looked like he had just come home from the supermarket. The blonde lady with the shotgun looked like she was about to kill him. 
 
    She pushed the slide of the pump action shotgun forward and back with an unmistakable CHU-CHUNK. 
 
    Chance's arms went limp. His groceries went crashing to the floor. Milk flooded the linoleum, broken eggs slimed over Swiss cheese, strawberry jelly bled from the glass jar. 
 
    Chance pressed back against the refrigerator, waiting for the blast that would add his guts to the ooze on the floor. 
 
    He didn't move. 
 
    She didn't move. 
 
    He spoke. "I....I just wanted some food. I didn't come here to hurt you." 
 
    "Well, I'll hurt you. I'll blow your head off!" She spoke slowly, afraid, but trying not to show it. "You've been coming in here every night stealin' food the past two nights." 
 
    "That...that should prove I'm not here to hurt you." 
 
    "Yeah, right, sure! First the food, then what?" 
 
    "If I wanted to hurt any of you, I would have before you hurt me. I wouldn't have taken a chance." There was pleading in his voice. 
 
    She looked at his chest. It was massive. She looked at his arms. They were thick and muscular and lined with a few heavy veins. His waist was relatively small. As was his deerskin breechcloth. Strong, muscular thighs descended into iron-like calves. He could see her eyes searching over his body. 
 
    He glanced at the cleavage at the top of her bathrobe. He eyed the lovely leg she had thrust forward for balance. 
 
    "You the guy who saved those people in the canal?" 
 
    "Yes, I am." 
 
    "What's your name?" 
 
    "Chance." 
 
    “Chance. Yeah, that's what they said on TV. Unusual name." 
 
    She looked up at this hairy face now. She held the shotgun at her hip and aimed it at his chest. 
 
    "You look awful." 
 
    A slight smile came to Chance's face. "You look…terrific." His left eyebrow went up. Her left eyebrow went up. She thought for a few seconds. "Oh, yeah? Well, clean up my floor while I decide what to do with you." She threw him a roll of paper towels. "Try anything, anything at all, and you'll be hamburger, understand?" 
 
    She kicked the plastic garbage pail at him. Chance got down on all fours and began to clean up the mess. She stood over him, shotgun at the ready, like the foreman of a one-man chain gang. 
 
    She couldn't help but notice the muscles in his shoulders and back as they rippled, the muscles in his arms as they flexed. He was like a tiger, almost, a leopard from the jungle. Some kind of enormous man-cat. 
 
    He couldn't help but notice her legs. He tried hard not to be obvious, to make her afraid, but he couldn't help an occasional glance. 
 
    "How long were you gonna keep stealin' my family's food, until you ate us out of house and home?" 
 
    "I was going to leave after tonight." 
 
    "Oh, sure, you're like a bear, once people start feeding you, they can't get rid of you.” 
 
    "I guess that remains to be seen." 
 
    She thought for a few moments. "Why are the police after you? You into drugs?" 
 
    "No, I'm not into drugs. I don't even take aspirins." 
 
    "Yeah, but you sell drugs, is that it?" 
 
    "I wouldn't even know who to sell drugs to!" 
 
    "Then why are they after you? And why are you running? And why did you take a chance to save that family?" 
 
    "I'd try to save anyone who needed help." 
 
    She thought for a few moments again. "Well, if you saved eight lives, you can't be all bad." 
 
    He finished cleaning up the mess on the floor and stood up. His head wasn't too far away from the ceiling. He towered over her. He wiped the slop off his hands with a paper towel and threw it into the pail. He clasped and unclasped his hands a few times. "Sticky," he said. 
 
    "It's the eggs," she said. 
 
    "When's the last time you had a regular meal?" 
 
    "More than a year, no, almost a year and a half ago." 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. "You've been running around out in the Glades all that time?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "How did you survive?" 
 
    "It's a long story." 
 
    She didn't say anything for a few moments. She just pondered. She thought about her next move. Or his. 
 
    "It wasn't easy," Chance said, "living off whatever food I could find or catch. Getting drenched by rain, burned by the sun, running from people and alligators that wanted to see me dead. Never feeling really clean." 
 
    "I'll tell you what. I'm gonna let you go. I probably shouldn't, but you did save the lives of those other people. I'll save yours. Just don't hurt us and don't ever come back here, understand?" 
 
    "Understood. Thanks. And don't worry, I won't hurt you. Why would I save their lives and take yours? There is just one thing I'd like to do before I go." She looked at him with skepticism. 
 
    "And what might that be?" 
 
    "I'd just like to get cleaned up with some real soap and clean water." She still had the shotgun pointed at him. She hesitated. "OK, fine. Right in there," she motioned with her head. "But I'm not putting down this shotgun for a minute. You'll find fresh towels under the sink." 
 
    She kept the shotgun pointed at him as he walked into the hall bath. Her eyes followed his rear end as it disappeared behind the door. 
 
    "And don't get any ideas," she shouted to him, "if you know what I mean!" 
 
    She heard the water in the shower. Then the shower curtain. Then manly sighs and watery splashes.  
 
    She simply stood there for a few minutes, gun pointed at the door but sagging lower and lower. Finally, she turned the rifle upright and walked away. 
 
    Chance's head and face were a clump of foamy white lather. He scrubbed furiously. He dug in deep with his fingernails. The water pelted his back with stinging dots. He reached down and soaped parts that were always too soft to rub with sand. The soap bubbles ran down his legs and swirled around his feet. The sound of the shower was loud in his ears. 
 
    The steak in the pan sizzled like the sound of the shower. Steam rose up in swirls. A pot of vegetables boiled on the back burner. Biscuits browned in the toaster oven. 
 
    The lithe blonde captor was watching over the stove as something caught her eye. She grabbed the shotgun which was leaning against the cabinets and swung it around. 
 
    Chance stood in the doorway. The top of his hair was actually higher than the door jamb. His body filled the opening completely, except for around his legs. 
 
    His blond hair was parted and combed back. His beard and moustache were gone. His clean-shaven face was strong. His eyes were piercing yet gentle. His body was magnificent. Muscular. Tan. Clean. 
 
    He wore nothing but a towel and a smile. He held up his wet breechcloth. "No point in washing me and not washing this." 
 
    Her mouth dropped a little. Her left eyebrow went up a little. The shotgun drooped a little. 
 
    "Would you…like to eat?" she said as she turned off the burners on the stove. 
 
    Chance didn’t answer. Something told him he didn’t have to right then. It was all instinct now. They just looked at each other’s eyes. Trying to read them. To look inside. Taking a chance, risking it all, Chance's hand moved very, very slowly toward her. Finally, his fingertips touched feather soft on her cheek. She didn’t move. She appeared to be frozen. But not from fear. It was from something else, and Chance knew it. Something primitive and deep was in control now. And neither one of them could stop it. 
 
    His hand traveled down, slowly, following the contour of her body. It reached her breast and stopped. 
 
    Everything was in slow-motion. 
 
    Everything was bathed in soft pinkish light. 
 
    His strong shoulder descended from its towering height to just below her face. She looked at him in awe. 
 
    He buried his face in her neck and kissed her passionately, wetly, open mouthed from her ear to her shoulder. She melted against him, her body warming to his heat. Her bare leg rose gently between his bent legs as he kissed her lightly, then very deeply. Their mouths opened. Their tongues touched. They tasted sweet, overwhelming sensations. They began a feast neither of them had ever experienced. 
 
    Her small, feminine hands kneaded the large muscles of his upper arms. Her red fingernails left crescent impressions in his skin. 
 
    His large hands swept slowly down her back. 
 
    Her left hand caressed his side and moved downward. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The tips of her long blonde hair touched the pillow first. Then the rest of the pretty strands followed, making a golden nest for her head. Her profile was perfect against the pink lamp behind her. Chance's profile descended to meet hers. 
 
    His corrugated abdomen came to rest upon her soft, supple tummy. She raised her knees on the side of his hips. 
 
    She tilted her head back, leaving a hollow spot under her neck. His hands held her breasts and his head lowered into them. 
 
    She moved her head to one side, losing herself in the pleasure radiating through her body. Chance cradled her ankle in his hand and kissed her leg again and again in different places, moving ecstatically, slowly upward. 
 
    She combed her fingers through his hair. 
 
    She arched her back against the mattress. 
 
    Her mouth opened. And her wet tongue moved side to side. She was high with the natural pleasure-drug that was being dispensed by her brain. 
 
    Chance was rolling over on his back. She rolled with him, on top of him. 
 
    She had her hands on his chest, pushing herself down his body.  
 
    His head turned to one side. 
 
    His mouth opened with a sigh. 
 
    Her breasts hung down between her arms, swaying to the rhythm of hot, sweating passion. He was drunk with intoxicating sexual desire. They were both breathing deeply. Moaning. Drugged with the narcotic of primitive sexual drive. She moved off of him and placed herself on all fours next to him. He knew instinctively what to do behind her. He was high above her. Stroking her back, waist and hips. He grabbed a handful of her long blonde hair and gently pulled it back, like the reins of a horse. 
 
    She was under him now. Her knees up to her shoulders. His arms behind her knees. Sweat dripped from the creases in their skin. It rolled off their faces. Saliva dripped from the corners of their mouths. They pulsed together to a primitive rhythm to which their bodies were enslaved. Hot blood rocketed through their veins. Their hearts were bursting from their chests. The rhythm accelerated. The song of lust intensified. The passion deepened. Every cell in their bodies was alive. Screaming. Pumping. Thrusting every ounce of energy into the piston-driven sex-engine that was nearing redline and about to explode. Suddenly heads went back and bodies arched. Shock waves coursed through their bodies simultaneously. They quivered together, the spasms gradually subsiding. The heavy breathing slowly quieting. Bodies suctioned against each other. The rapid beating hearts slowed. The euphoria still glowed radiantly. The natural sexual drug had been released throughout their bodies. They were high. Drunk with total physical pleasure. Total satisfaction of the mind. Total rejuvenation of the soul. 
 
    They looked into each other’s faces. They seemed to study the moment and each other. They each laughed a little. Relieved. And pleased. 
 
    She opened her eyes wide and said, “You’re an animal!” 
 
    Chance playfully bit her neck and snarled. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    They must have fallen off to sleep. Early morning light was seeping into the window. She sat up quickly and gasped. 
 
    “Shhh!” They were frozen. 
 
    She bolted up to cautiously peer out the corner of the window. By this time Chance could hear the engine of the truck coming down the dirt drive. 
 
    Chance had never seen anyone get dressed so fast. “When I get my shorts on, if you’re still standin’ there, I’m grabbin the gun,” she nodded to the rifle rack on the wall behind her, “and shootin’ you dead! I don’t have a choice!” 
 
    As Chance scooped up his breechcloth from the floor and rapidly slipped it on, she let out a scream that would have woken dead civil war soldiers at Gettysburg! Cody, who was still asleep in his bedroom, started screaming, too, “Mom! Mom! Mom!” 
 
    Chance ran to an open window opposite the driveway, punched out the screen and jumped, without hesitation, the two floors to the ground. As his head just cleared the bottom of the window, a shotgun blast pulverized a branch of leaves on the tree outside. 
 
    Another blood-curdling scream!  
 
    “Linda!  Linda! I’m comin’, baby!” The door of the pickup had already flung open and the men were locking a round in the chambers of their bolt-action rifles. 
 
    Linda leaned the upper part her body, now clothed, out the window and yelled down to the men. “It’s that big guy everybody’s been lookin’ for. He took a runnin’” 
 
    “You alright, babe? You hurt? Does he have a gun? Does he have a gun!?” The questions came fast. 
 
    “No, no gun. He’s not armed. Nothin’. I’m not hurt. He didn’t do nothin’. Just stole some food, is all.” 
 
    “We’ll get ‘em, babe. I’ll kill the motherfucker!” 
 
    Linda said quietly, “Well, you got that right.” 
 
    Three of the pit bulls were already on the way, like torpedoes thrashing through a leafy, bushy green ocean. Once released, they would sooner self-destruct than give up tracking, catching and tearing their prey limb-from-limb. The three hunters, with the fourth pit bull on a leash to track the other three, were right behind calling out encouragement to their Robo-dogs, like Romans in the Coliseum feeding Christians to lions. 
 
    As Linda turned the shower on, she heard rifle blasts in the distance. 
 
    Her shorts dropped to the floor. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Chance was almost a blur as he hurtled through the tangle of thickets, vines, thorn bushes, fallen trees and arrow-shaped fronds that let-blood on his bare skin. The three pit bulls were also a blur but had less foliage to deal with. And each had four-leg drive. 
 
    Where Chance’s racing bare feet left an impression in muck, the dogs sped over before it even filled with water. They could see the soles of his feet always before them, practically slapping them in their noses, as they all ran furiously. They could already taste his blood. His body odor, plus the smell of recent sex, made them berserk. Each one was armed with a war head of bone crushing teeth and jaws. Semi-domesticated hyenas, Chance thought. If three hyenas in Africa could bring down a two-thousand-pound water buffalo, what could these three do to him? Like the hyenas, would they go for his genitals first and eat him rump to shoulders? The mental images made Chance generate energy like a nuclear power station. The fuel for the reactor was pure fear of being ripped to shreds and eaten before he died. 
 
    Chance was running frantically. His arms and legs were pistons and connecting rods of some humanoid machine revving so fast it would destroy itself. 
 
    A thin branch whipped him in the face and left a welt across his cheek. Another ripped a small bloody cut at the corner of his mouth. A thorn bush left a dozen horizontal red lines across his abdomen. And salty sweat poured into his wounds. 
 
    He didn’t even wince. 
 
    The dog’s tongues were hanging long. Dripping. Their eyes were wild. Non-blinking. Their sturdy legs and paws churned up the soft earth as they sprinted non-stop. Their visual and olfactory guidance systems were locked. But Chance had managed to somehow gain a little ground. He was now, maybe, a dozen strides ahead of them. Obviously, this was a race of endurance. 
 
    But what about intelligence? Climb a tree? The hunters would shoot him like a squirrel. Use a stick as a weapon? Not against all of them. There were too many. Turn and kick them like footballs? Maybe one, but not three. Zig-zag and spread them out? They could turn a lot faster than he could, they had a lower center of gravity. 
 
    No, this seemed to be a straight-line race to the finish. Wherever the finish happened to be. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Branch after branch, each thick with leaves, came at him fast, as if a hundred batters were swinging at him from both sides. He had to run hurdles over fallen branches while the demon dogs ran underneath. He had to duck under heavy limbs at head height. He had to slip and slide through muck and mud. 
 
    Suddenly, the dense branches and leaves battering his bloody face flew open like saloon doors. 
 
    “Thank God!” There was a canal right before him. He sprang off the bank, without stopping, his body straightening like a spear aimed at the other side. 
 
    His body was still in mid-air when the K-9 Kamikazes skidded to a halt at the canal. One pulled in his dripping tongue and gulped. One eyed Chance’s trajectory and growled with a sharp-toothed grimace. One tore up the dirt with his front paws. As if communicating telepathically, they all leaped into the canal in death defying pursuit. Their eight seconds of hesitation gave Chance an eight-second advantage. The fact that dogs, even these dogs, just couldn’t swim as fast as Chance, gave him even more of an advantage. 
 
    When the muscular pit bulls reached the other-side they were up and out and gone. They disappeared into the jungle like missiles. Only the sounds of snarling, growling and gnashing of teeth could be heard. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Chance’s shadow was directly beneath him and the sun directly overhead. He trotted now, stooped over, legs shuffling in a stiff gait. His body, bloodied by the torturous whipping of branches during his flight for life, slowed. He stopped, grasping his legs just above the knees in a bent over position. Drool hung from his mouth in long, elastic strands. The air was burning hot in his throat as he breathed open-mouthed. He sucked the humid air in as if he had nearly drowned on land. His eyes moved slightly faster than his body and he looked into the wilds he had just run through. He cut the tendril of saliva from his mouth with a slash of his forearm. He held his breath now and listened.  
 
    He closed his eyes and concentrated with his ears. 
 
    He heard nothing. 
 
    He drew in a deep satisfying breath and exhaled completely. He closed his eyes as if to rest them. 
 
    Then he heard it. A very faint snarl. A far-away growl. The slightest snap of a branch. 
 
    One more deep breath and the marathon continued. This time, about half-speed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was one hour away from setting as Chance, exhausted, dehydrated, famished, walked on bloody feet toward survival. 
 
    He didn’t know where he was. He didn’t care. As long as it was nowhere near the canine killing machines. 
 
    He hadn’t heard them in more than three hours. Yet he still stopped and listened. 
 
    Feeling safe now, he turned, zombie-like, and begged his body to go just a little farther. 
 
    The sun was dropping as he inched forward with little baby steps, his body listing left and then right. He had never felt this exhausted. This depleted of energy. If any mishap were to befall him now, any emergency situation, any threat at all, he would succumb to it. 
 
    The light around him brightened a little. He had entered a clearing. A small body of black water lay ahead, then meandered off somewhere. At the edge of it were the skeletal remains of a structure, what appeared to be an old house or building of some kind. Even in the fading light he could see that it was made of log posts. 
 
    As Chance approached, he could see a raised floor of boards about thirty inches off the ground. It was only part of a floor, but big enough for what he wanted. What he needed. What he yearned for. 
 
    “Just five minutes,” he said as he lay down. “Just five minutes to straighten out my back.” He moaned as his aching body eased itself backward, almost collapsing. 
 
    “Just five minutes and I’ll feel like a new man.” 
 
    “Maybe ten.” 
 
    Fatigue and darkness overtook him. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    At daybreak, the twelve-year-old Indian boy, in a kaleidoscopic-colored-shirt, carried his fishing pole, a just-caught six-pound bass and a proud smile. He carried his catch high and his quick walk said he could hardly wait to show his mom and dad. 
 
    But wait. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    It’s a man laying down in the new chickee hut his brother and uncle had been building. It’s a white man. A big white man. Sleeping. 
 
    The boy ran off. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Chance’s body lay as if dead. Like a fallen soldier, but in the garb, however brief, of an Indian. His breechcloth was hardly common Indian dress today, but about one hundred years ago, it was. The dried bloody markings all over his body were like war paint. How ironic, yet appropriate, to present such an image while genuine Indians gathered over him, waiting for the right moment to awaken the resting spirit. 
 
    As if electrically shocked, Chance rose up on the heels of his hands, then crab walked backwards on the platform, never taking his eyes off the colorful group before him. 
 
    After a few crab steps backward, he stopped, right at the edge of the short deck. He looked around urgently. There was an unbroken circle of them. 
 
    No one said a word, the only sound was Chance’s deep breathing. 
 
    Then two men stepped forward and stood at the edge of the platform. One was about thirty-years-old. One was about ninety. 
 
    The younger man was dressed in blue jeans, a straw cowboy hat with a feathered band and a long-sleeved shirt made of fabric designed something like a quilt. The older man’s costume was much more ornate. On his head was a faded red cotton turban. He wore iridescent earrings and four or five beaded necklaces. His shirt was a mixed-up pattern of triangles, T-shapes, lines, boxes and zigzags of yellows, reds, blue, black and white. It was very long and cinched in the middle by a beaded belt from which hung a number of leather pouches. His short-bowed legs were sheathed in deerskin leggings, tied with thongs at the back. His face was brown and wrinkled like an old apple. 
 
    “Are you the man the police have been looking for?” the younger man asked softly, but firmly, in perfect English.  
 
    Chance paused. “I, I imagine the police are looking for a lot of men.” 
 
    The man blinked once and stared. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m the one who everybody’s been after,” Chance conceded. 
 
    “Are you the one who saved the family that drove into the canal?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The man looked confused. “Why did you save them? Weren’t you worried about being caught?” 
 
    “I didn’t think about being caught. I only thought about helping them. And saving their lives if I could.” 
 
    “At the cost of your own?” 
 
    “Yes,” Chance answered without hesitation.  
 
    The younger man turned and spoke to the old man in a language that was foreign to Chance. 
 
    “How did you survive in the Glades?” the younger man questioned. 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “What did you eat?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    “Snakes?” 
 
    “Yes, lots of snakes.” 
 
    The old man recognized the word even in English, and he began to chatter to the younger man. The old man spoke continuously and grew louder and louder. The younger man finally turned to Chance. 
 
    “We are Indians of the Miccosukee Tribe.” 
 
    “You’re not the Seminoles that I’ve read about?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but… it’s a long story.” The younger Indian half smiled. “This is our Shaman, you might call him a medicine man,” he said, motioning to the old man still speaking. 
 
    “You still believe in medicine men?” Chance asked, incredulously, wondering what was going to happen to him next. 
 
    “We are probably the last remaining sect or clan of Seminoles or Miccosukee. Some call us the Tamiami or Trail Indians, we hold fast to our traditions, folklore customs and legends. We are the last Indians to make peace with the white man and adopt some of his ways. Some of us have and some of us,” his head tilted toward the old man, “haven’t. We respect our elders and their teachings. And the taboos. One of our individual tribe’s taboos is eating snakes.” 
 
    “Eating snakes?” 
 
    “Eating snakes. We don’t eat snakes,” the man confirmed. 
 
    “A taboo?” 
 
    “A big no - no,” the young Indian said resolutely. 
 
    “So what’s this got to do with my food preferences?” 
 
    “You put nature out of balance. And it is the Shaman’s responsibility to correct that mistake. You are not pure.” 
 
    “Hey, why don’t you just let me go?” Chance said, tiring of this conversation. 
 
    “We can’t. You must be purified first. Then we’ll decide what should be done with you. You can’t remain with us unless you are purified. And if you don’t stay with us, you stay with the police. The Shaman cannot let you go back to the world our creators gave us because you are poisoned with bad behavior.” 
 
    “So how do you purify me, rip my guts out?” Chance said, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Ready?” the young Indian asked. 
 
    The old man never stopped speaking. Not for a minute. And now his words became a chant as Chance slowly and cautiously climbed over the sawn logs of the decking and into the grasp of a dozen young Indian men more than a foot shorter than he was. 
 
    The group of thirty or so men, women and children of all ages, followed behind in an impromptu procession. Only one man lingered behind, watching the last person leave the site. A mid-thirties man with greasy black hair who appeared to have a limp as he turned. He had a week’s worth of stubble on his brown, craggy face. And, after he took a swig from a small whiskey flask. Two missing teeth were noticeable in his alcoholic’s grimace. He slid the flask into his back pocket and took something out of his shirt pocket. 
 
    The business card made a snapping sound as he fingered it.  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The colorful throng surrounded Chance as they walked. And in only a minute or two they stood before what looked like a small igloo made of sticks and mud. It could not be meant for more than one human, he decided. And that human was decidedly him. At least there were not big black boiling kettles. However, he did spot smoke rising from a fire near the small round structure, which was only a dozen feet from a black water canal. 
 
    Chance eyed the water, longing to make a break for it and escape beneath the surface. His eyes moved to the rifles a number of the men held in front of them, almost as a dare. Then to the old silver-colored western revolver one of them used to scratch an itch. 
 
    Chance glanced at his possible escape route once again. Then the rawhide and bone handles of big knives caught his attention. In his mind he measured the distance to the canal. He counted the guns he could see. He guessed the seconds of flight. The wondrous mathematical mind of a genius was at work. So was the calculating savvy mind of the Indian spokesman. He was now in Chance’s face, or rather, in his neck looking up at him. 
 
    “Let me give you some neighborly advice. Maybe you could hide from others, but we’ve lived here for hundreds of years. There’s nothing we don’t see, there’s nothing we don’t hear, there’s nothing we don’t smell, there’s nothing we can’t track, there’s nothing we can’t kill. And nobody asks us nothin’.” He paused to let his little speech sink in. He drew a breath, “You could run. You could. But you can’t hide. Not from us. Now, do you think you can sit still for one hour so you can be purified?” 
 
    “In there?” 
 
    “In there.” 
 
    “What are you gonna put in there with me, snakes, rats, spiders, what?” 
 
    “You’ll be the only living thing in there.” 
 
    “Will I be a living thing when I come out?” 
 
    “Everyone has been so far.” 
 
    “No sweat,” Chance said with confidence. 
 
    “Remember you said that.” 
 
    Chance walked to the small opening and crawled inside. Someone covered the opening with wet cloths and troweled on a mud covering. Others took long sticks and, shuffleboard-fashion, pushed very hot stones out of the nearby fire and slid them through holes at the bottom edge of the sweathouse. One of the Indians dribbled water from a bucket on the stones to see if every one steamed and sizzled. 
 
    This was probably the only one-man sauna in the entire State of Florida, Chance thought, sweat running from every pore in is body as he sat there in the dark. How exclusive. How lucky. How intensely hot. 
 
    He sat there forever, it seemed, his body flooding the earth he sat on. He was convinced his body would be reduced to mere fiber and flakes if he sat there any longer. 
 
    He was just slumped like soft mashed potatoes in the blackness. 
 
    Then there was a loud cracking sound. Like a flash, bright white light washed over Chance. His body, basted in its own juices, was glistening and unmoving. The oven had sapped his energy. Slowly, Chance crawled out of the sweathouse and into the light. He struggled to his feet with help from no one as the crowd stood around him watching. Without warning, four buckets of cold water poured on him from different directions. He shivered in the heat. 
 
    The Shaman was once again chanting, but now he poured a small quantity of herbs from one of his pouches into a vessel of clear glass creating a black potion. He stirred it with a hunting knife and offered it to Chance, who looked dazed and confused. 
 
    The younger man took the clear glass cup. “Drink this.” Chance looked at him as if it were poison. 
 
    “It won’t kill you. It’s part of the ritual.” There was a pause. “It might even do you some good. But you must drink it all at once.” 
 
    Chance stood there, dripping, feeling off-kilter. 
 
    The crowd stood there. Waiting. 
 
    Chance reached for the cup and wrapped his fingers around it. He licked his lips as his eyes moved from the cup to the man and back again. 
 
    “Drink it,” the man said. Then a few Indians chimed in. “Drink it,” they said. Then a few more voices chorused in, “Drink it,” they intoned. They grew louder, “Drink it!” urging him to do it. 
 
    Chance moved the cup closer to his lips and in one quick movement drained the black contents into his mouth. Liquid ran from the corners of his lips. He gulped loudly as it went down.               
 
    By the time Chance had removed the cup from his mouth, the crowd had moved away from him, giving him plenty of room. He could have easily escaped into the canal. That is, if he had the energy. Standing there, he started retching violently. His diaphragm was like a bellows. His body was heaving in spasms. His face was the color of algae and he began vomiting as if he were in an upchuck contest. The emetic worked like a charm, which in a sense, it was. 
 
    The Indian audience laughed ‘til they cried as Chance did his gagging dance. 
 
    Soon all would be right with the world. Just as the creator had intended. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Everything was blurry, out of focus. All Chance could see was a fuzzy silhouette of a human against the vague edge of a thatched roof. His eyes rolled around in their sockets and he blinked trying to identify who was in front of him. 
 
    “Here, this will help.” It was a woman’s soft voice that he heard. Sweet and friendly. She had something in the palm of her hand that she wafted under his nose. It smelled bitter and stringent. 
 
    His head wobbled to the right to evade the stink and there was another human shape. 
 
    “That would wake the dead, don’t get it near me.” It sounded like a teenage boy was speaking to the girl. 
 
    Chance’s head wobbled back the other way again and the picture before him became clearer and clearer. She was beautiful. And each time he blinked she became more so. Her ink-black hair was parted in the middle and it fell away forever, down past her waist. Delicate beaded strands of turquoise, orange and white collected it loosely and held it off her face. A face that was perfection. Flawless. Soft. Creamy and smooth. The color of copper or bronze. Earrings of amber and jade echoed her brilliant hazel eyes. Her lips were luscious and full, the color of not-yet-ripe cherries. But Chance was becoming more and more sure they were as sweet as the reddest ones. 
 
    For some reason she couldn’t hold back a smile. Perhaps she was a little embarrassed over Chance’s obvious hypnotic enslavement. 
 
    Her smile was warm, vibrant and glowing.  
 
    Chance struggled to get the words out, “I, I feel so…purified.” She smiled bigger, but shyly.  
 
    Chance was sitting in a low chair, sort of a beach-type chair but made of sticks and leather. The girl, not more than twenty-one years old, and the boy were kneeling. 
 
    “Are you feeling better now?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I think there’s definitely potential for that happening.” 
 
    “You must be really thirsty,” the boy said. “How about something cold? A beer maybe?” 
 
    “This is too good to be true.” 
 
    The boy swung around on the balls of his feet and opened the door of a very old, rusty refrigerator, right there inside the open-sided thatched hut. Chance had his bottle of beer in seconds, a gassy mist still smoking from its top. 
 
    “Hey, where am I? I mean, what’s going on? Why are you being nice to me? And how do you have a working refrigerator out in the middle of nowhere? Is this a dream?” He took a solid slug from the wet brown bottle. 
 
    “So many questions from someone who just woke up,” she murmured as the boy chuckled. 
 
    “You’re just keeping me busy ‘til the police get here, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Your safe for now. That was the decision reached by the elders. And all your questions will be answered, if you have the patience to hear the answers. But first, you must be very hungry.” 
 
    “I could eat a horse,” he knew he had made a mistake. “I, I don’t mean that literally. I, I wouldn’t want to eat anything that’s taboo. God, or rather, the creator of the natural world, forbid,” he was thinking again. “I say that with all due respect.” He appeared to be begging. Where was Chance getting all this charm? 
 
    “We’re in the cooking and dining chickee. We knew you’d be hungry, so we brought you here after your purification ritual.” 
 
    Chance looked around at the chickee. It was perhaps fifteen feet by thirty. The thatched roof was held up by six stout cypress logs that rose from the packed dirt. You could see sticks and dried palm fronds on the inside as well as the outside. It was open on all four sides. It was remarkably cool in the shade of the chickee. There were other chickees that Chance could see, too, and the sight of them imbued the whole scene with a primitive, yet peaceful Tahiti or Fiji Island ambiance. It was a good feeling, he thought, looking around. 
 
    At one end of the dining chickee was a plump woman in a colorful, crazy-pattern dress sitting on a portable stump. She, apparently, was the cook. She sat before three enormous frying pans, bottoms as black as coal, which began to sizzle and spit furiously when she tossed things into them. A wood fire burned obligingly beneath them in a raised earthen hearth to protect the fire from potential flooding from heavy rains. Logs radiated out from the center of the fire, like spokes. As the logs burned, they were pushed further into the center. Everything above the fire was black from soot. Even the roof, where the smoke filtered through. Pots were already steaming, too. She checked them, and soon had her hands in a large mixing bowl. A whitish powder flew up in clouds. An old 55-gallon oil drum was the garbage can and a rough-built wooden countertop served as the food prep area. All-in-all, pretty nice. And it started to smell fantastic! 
 
    The cook delivered a bowl to Chance. 
 
    “This is…” she was saying. 
 
    “Don’t tell me!” Chance cut in. 
 
    She giggled lightly, “Beef Stew,” she answered. 
 
    “You mean regular beef stew?” 
 
    “Well, yes. We’ll save the turtle, alligator and deer for another time.” 
 
    “Can I ask,” Chance hesitated, “what’s your name?”  
 
    “My name is Addie Mae,” she answered politely.  
 
    She then handed Chance a plate holding a very fat pancake or biscuit. 
 
    “This is fry bread. It’s just what the name says it is.” 
 
    Chance broke off a piece and sampled it. He nodded in silent approval. He was tentative on the stew, at first. Then he gobbled it up. “That’s really good, Addie Mae. Thanks!” 
 
    “And no meal would be complete without Sofki,” she added. The young boy handed him a glass of yellowish, milk-thick liquid. “It’s made by boiling mashed corn. Sometimes we add other things…” 
 
    Chance raised his eyebrows as he held the glass in front of his eyes, afraid of what they might have added.  
 
    “…like tomatoes, squash or pumpkin. But this is the pure stuff. Straight,” Addie Mae said. 
 
    Chance tasted a bit of it. Then he put the glass down. “If you don’t mind, I’ll stick to this for now.” He held up his half-empty beer bottle. 
 
    By this time the young boy had been distracted by a pet dog and had gone off to play. They watched him toss a stick for his canine friend. 
 
    When Chance had finished eating, the pretty Indian girl spoke softly. 
 
    “Now, if you have enough energy to stand up, I’ll show you the middle-of-nowhere.”  She stood up gracefully, her colorful native-dress draped flatteringly over her supple body. 
 
    Chance took a long time to stand up. Even though she was fairly tall for a woman, five- eight, Chance’s extra nine inches made a huge difference. He followed her obediently, looking a little sheepish, as they walked through the camp. 
 
    “That’s the sleeping chickee there. It has canvas sides that can be lowered to block the sun and the rain.” They walked a little farther. “You might call that chickee over there the living room. Some of us gather there in the evening to talk.” 
 
    “Come on. This way.” She led him way off to the left, down a short path. They walked next to a six-foot-tall wooden privacy fence for a short distance, and he saw what appeared to be a gate. She opened it and they walked through. On the other side of it was a whole different world. 
 
    Civilization. 
 
    There, about three-hundred feet away, was the Tamiami Trail. Cars whizzed by. 
 
    “Come on. Don’t be afraid, we’ll only be a minute,” she urged him. They walked another sixty or so feet into a big parking lot. He turned around and saw what she wanted him to see painted on the side of the brown fence. 
 
    AUTHENTIC INDIAN VILLAGE • GUIDED TOURS • AIR BOATS 
 
    ALLIGATOR WRESTLING • FLORIDA PANTHER 
 
    GIFTS • BASKETS • CARVINGS • INDIAN CLOTHING • INDIAN COOKING 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    Chance thought for a minute. 
 
    “Feels like…home.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The apartment was dim and quiet, except for the ticking of the clock on the buffet. Then the sound of the key in the lock. Marv Klempner walked in, tired as usual. He dutifully hung his jacket and service revolver in the closet. He walked away from it leaving the door open.  
 
    He listened to the voicemail on his cell phone: 
 
    “Hey Marv. Got somethin’ big. Lions 3, Tigers 300. Tomorrow.” 
 
    Marv was scribbling on a notepad. He left it next to the phone. He turned and walked past the picture of his wife without looking. He walked past the yellow canary in the white cage. He didn’t notice that it was dead on the bottom of the cage, and that the food and water cups were empty. 
 
    Marv walked into the bathroom, put a stopper in the drain and turned both hot and cold-water faucets on in the tub. Then he walked into the bedroom, removed his clothes, turned down his bed, climbed in and went to sleep. In fifteen minutes the tub overflowed and began running across the floor. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Esposito, please.” 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Mr. Murrey.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Murrey, Mr. Esposito is expecting you. Right this way.” 
 
    Tony DiSantis followed the maitre d’ past the pink draped tables set with fresh flowers and empty water goblets. The lighting was romantic and soft music played through hidden speakers. DiSantis was led to a large, comfy, red-leather banquette. The expensive-looking restaurant was empty except for a few bus boys setting up. Even Mr. Esposito was not at his seat. 
 
    “Mr. Esposito will be with you in a minute. Would you care for something to drink, Mr. Murrey?” 
 
    “Iced tea, please.” 
 
    “Right away.” 
 
    Within twenty seconds, a waiter appeared and set the iced tea and a small dish of sliced lemons in front of Tony DiSantis. He also set a large goblet of red wine where Mr. Esposito was about to sit. 
 
    “Tony.” 
 
    “Joey.” 
 
    They shook hands, of course. This was a given. Then Joey Esposito, impeccably dressed in a dark blue business suit, starched white shirt and red tie, slid into position. 
 
    “Salud.” Esposito raised his glass. 
 
    “Salud.” Tony raised his. 
 
    “So how’s the family? Kids getting big, huh, Tony? Camille? She’s OK?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, everybody’s fine, Joey. Everybody’s fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Good, good. God bless ‘em.” 
 
    “God bless us all,” Tony added, as if it needed to be said. 
 
    “You look good. Pressure’s not gettin’ to ‘ya, huh?” 
 
    “Not yet. But I’m getting close. I don’t need this agida when I’m so close to retiring. It’s not like the old days.” 
 
    “The old days. Don’t even talk about it. Growin’ up in that shit hole. And Mother Cabrini was a better neighborhood then than it is now, that’s the sad part. Used to be all Italians. Now…”  
 
    “Like I said, Joey, it’s not like the old days.” 
 
    “You know, Tony, all those years growin’ up together, takin’ our lumps together, I never asked you for nothin’. Never once, a favor.” 
 
    Tony braced himself for what was to come. Esposito continued. “You went your way, I went mine. You never got in my way and I never got in your way. No reason for that to change now. But now, at this time, I got no choice but to impose on you for your help, Tony. Like I told you on the phone, I gotta get this money back soon. Very, very soon.” 
 
    “Look, Joey,” Tony was losing his patience, “I don’t know much more than I told you before.” 
 
    “Please, please don’t insult my intelligence, Tony. I came to you ‘cause you got a network that I don’t. You gotta make me look good, Tony. Not bad, cabish?” 
 
    “A few days ago some redneck took some shots at him. He was in this guy’s house stealing food. They had some hunting dogs tracking him, but they lost him.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me ‘til now? Why didn’t you tell me this a few days ago, when you found out?” 
 
    “I’m tellin’ you now. What do you think I’m here for?” 
 
    “Good, good, I need to know this stuff. God forbid the boss finds out and I don’t know. I end up with my dick in my mouth. He’s not a patient man. And he doesn’t lose four and a half mil every day and let it slide. He even complains about the interest he’s losin’ on his money.” 
 
    “And what about your interest, Joey? Maybe you want this money more than Gambelli. Maybe you want it for yourself.” 
 
    “Me? I want it for myself? What are you fuckin’ nuts? What’s more like it, is that you, Tony, want it for yourself. And you don’t got no Gambelli on your ass!” 
 
    DiSantis sipped his iced tea. Esposito gulped his wine.  
 
    Joey just barely managed to keep his cool as he continued. “And why aren’t you down there right now, with a huge net over the whole area where this happened?” 
 
    “You know I’ve been down there doing everything I can. It’s nearly impossible. I just have to wait until he comes out again. He’s making mistakes now, he’ll make more. I got a lot of people down there looking for him. When they spot him, I get the call.” 
 
    “What if they spot him like they already did and he disappears again? What, is it always hide and seek? You gotta nail this guy. Alive. If you don’t, Tony, it’s very bad for me. And then, I hate to put it this way, it’s very bad for you, cabish, Tony?” 
 
    “I don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to you, Joey. And I don’t care about myself, but…” DiSantis was losing his cool. 
 
    “Hey, hey, Goombah,” Esposito cautioned, “don’t get all agitated. Nothin’s gonna happen to nobody. Including you or me. ‘Cause you’re gonna get this four-and-a-half mil and everybody lives happily ever after.” 
 
    Esposito took a breath. 
 
    “Now, I’m gonna give you something to make it all a little easier,” Esposito continued but was cut off by DiSantis. 
 
    “Like I told you before, Joey, if it’s money you’re talkin’ about, take your money and stick it up your ass. I’m not going along with this for money. It’s not about money, Joey.” 
 
    “Time out, Chooch,” (Italian slang for jackass), “I’m not givin’ you money. I’m giving you something much more valuable.” 
 
    Esposito slid a note across the table to DiSantis. 
 
    “Call this guy. Go see him. He’s in Detroit. He’s got something for you that’ll make your job a lot easier. Then get your ass down there and find this guy. Get the money from him, it’s gotta be there somewhere. Then do whatcha’ gotta do, so we don’t have problems down the road.” 
 
    You could see the hatred in Tony DiSantis’ face. The seething rage in his eyes. His mouth quivered as he drew in his breath to spit out venomous words. 
 
    Esposito read DiSantis like a tachometer. He hurried his response to DiSantis’ yet unspoken words. “This is the first and last thing I’ll ever ask you to do, Tony. On my mother.” Esposito blessed himself with the sign of the cross. 
 
    Tony DiSantis pushed himself out of the banquette and stood up, anxious to get out of there. He chewed on each word he spoke to Esposito. 
 
    “There’s three reasons I’m doing this, Joey. And no matter how this comes out, if anybody ever hurts any one of them, I swear on my mother and my father, I’ll…” 
 
    “Tony, Tony, hey, relax. Just do whatcha gotta do. And remember, it’s nothin’ personal. Know what I mean? Nothin’ personal.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The planks of the old wooden footbridge creaked as they walked across. Even though she was wearing beaded moccasins and he was barefoot. 
 
    Below the Indian girl and Chance was a large pond bordered by cattails, arrowhead plants, swamp cabbage and a half dozen alligators of medium size. 
 
    “They love marshmallows,” she said looking down. 
 
    “And fingers and toes, I bet.” 
 
    “Not really. But puppies can disappear quickly. Come, I’ll show you the rest before the tourists get here. It’s Sunday and we open at ten.” 
 
    Two cars pulled into the parking lot with the sound that tires make on gravel. A tour bus was right behind. 
 
    “If we don’t hurry,” she said, “you’ll be one of the attractions.”  
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The wooden sign hanging from the ceiling of the Indian Village Gift Shop said GUIDED TOURS and it was cut like an arrow. It pointed to a counter behind which sat the Indian spokesman who questioned Chance upon being discovered. “That’s where I’m supposed to be right now,” the Indian girl said to Chance, “but Jay can cover for me until 10:30,” Jay nodded and smiled. 
 
    The Indian girl and Chance turned to look over the gift shop. 
 
    “As you can see, we sell many items. Most of them we make right here or purchase from other villages. Sometimes we trade them what we make for what they make. Indian dolls, baskets, clothing, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I never thought of Indians as being in the tourism business,” Chance said.  
 
    “As long ago as the early 1800s, when the settlers were moving west, some Indians served as guides, even though the white man massacred so many Indians and forced all of them from their lands. In the 1920’s, after World War I, there was a big land boom in Florida and some of the Indians north of here began to realize that they were a curiosity to the newcomers. The tourism business for Indians on reservations started around that time. Now there are so many more villages on reservations and off.” 
 
    Chance’s questions tumbled out. “Are we on a reservation now? How do you know so much about the past, did you learn all of this in school? And you never even told me your name? What is your name, anyway?” 
 
    “I see newcomers are still curious. My name is Kim. What’s yours?” 
 
    “My name is Chance.” 
 
    “That’s unusual, I’ve never met anyone named Chance. Sounds like it comes from the Old West.” 
 
    “Your name doesn’t sound Indian at all. I thought it would be something like Anika, or Shanora. Something really exotic.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s only in the movies. Let’s go,” she said, “the village will be opening soon and I’m sure you don’t want to feel like you’re on display. Follow me.” 
 
    Anywhere! Chance thought to himself. 
 
    Chance and Kim walked out of the gift shop door to a raised deck just outside. It was just high enough to give an overview of the four connected ponds that were excavated years ago in a gently curving imaginary line from one end of the village to the other. 
 
    “The essential backbone of the village are these four ponds. Without them, we couldn’t do what we do here.” 
 
    “They provide your drinking water?” 
 
    “Oh, no, we have cisterns for that,” she motioned to the large water tank above the gift shop. “We have a number of them. They collect rainwater for drinking, cooking and bathing. The ponds have different uses. Let’s take a walk and I’ll show you.” 
 
    It was a beautiful day for a stroll, Chance thought. And no vines to trip over. He could get used to this. 
 
    “This is First Pond. It’s the pond that is the first to get water from the slough. It trickles in very, very slowly. That’s why we need all four ponds. First Pond is used for irrigation of our vegetables, fruit trees, our other crops and animals,” she spoke as they walked. 
 
    “This is Second Pond. This is used for our water birds. They like it better than the next pond. You’ll see why in a minute!” They walked without wasting time. 
 
    “This is Third Pond.” 
 
    “I see! More alligators.” 
 
    “And those are only the alligators you see. There are lots more you don’t see.” 
 
    “I’ll remember not to go swimming here!” They walked a little further, to the very end of the village. 
 
    “This is Fourth Pond, the largest of the four. Our emergency water supply for the first three ponds. Just in case. The other ponds flow into it, and the excess water flows out through a big culvert pipe and that big valve over there and into the Glades.” 
 
    Chance looked at the big water valve Kim had pointed to. It was the kind that had a turning wheel at the top as big as a truck’s steering wheel. 
 
    “Wow! That’s quite a valve. Wouldn’t you say that that’s overkill?” 
 
    “During the rainy season the ponds can get filled up fast. It would overflow and ruin everything. So we got some help from the Army Corps of Engineers. It might be a little oversized, but the price was right.” 
 
    “Come on, we don’t have much time to see the rest.” 
 
    They stood before an open area that had a wooden wall about four feet tall around its perimeter. Looking over the wall to the inside, Chance could see six alligators of medium size, ranging from four to eight feet in length. There was a muscular Indian man inside the pen with them, leaning forward, slapping one of the gators on the snout. The gator hissed at him and opened its mouth slightly. 
 
    “This is where we wrestle alligators.” she said. 
 
    “Who wins?” 
 
    “You see that man in there? He knows exactly what he’s doing. So far, he’s won every time for twelve years now.” 
 
    “An old Indian custom, no doubt?” 
 
    “Actually, it isn’t. Indians have always played with alligators and teased them, and eaten them, and sold their hides, but wrestling alligators came about as a way of attracting tourists. Now it seems like a way of life, at least for the villages. You see,” she said pointing to the man in the pen who had already grabbed a five-footer by the snout, “an alligator has all his strength biting down and hardly any strength opening. So, if you can grab those jaws before he opens, you're half way there.” 
 
    “I wish I had known that a long time ago.” 
 
    “Then you flip the gator over on his back, stroke his belly,” the man in the pen was doing just that, “and he goes to sleep.” 
 
    Chance thought for a second and quipped, “You know, the same thing happens to me.” 
 
    She ignored his corny comment. “Let’s go. I don’t have much more time.” 
 
    They walked past a couple of pens and cages to a large cage that had a fence in front to keep people back at more than arm’s distance. The homemade cage was constructed rather simply from ordinary chain-link fencing, but it appeared strong enough to contain the four-hundred-pound black bear, that paced inside. 
 
    “You may have seen these out there,” she said. 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t, thank God. I didn’t know they were out there.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, plenty of them. And sometimes they can cause us a problem right here in the village.” The bear paced back and forth in the cage and stunk to high-heaven. “But we’ve learned to control them pretty well,” she added. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We just shoot them.” 
 
    She walked away. Chance followed to the next cage. Standing in front of it Chance said, “I knew about these. Supposed to be only about two hundred left in the wild. I’m glad I didn’t run into one.” The full-grown Florida panther, Felinas Caloris, moved gracefully across the large cage.  
 
    “If you had, they probably wouldn’t do anything to you anyway. They’re very shy and secretive. One or two of them probably knew you were out there. They may have even tracked you, but you’d never know it. And there are probably more out there than people realize. If a panther wanted to kill you, they would. But you’re still here.” 
 
    “Do you kill these, too?” 
 
    “We don’t. An Indian killed a panther a few years ago and everybody came down pretty hard on him. Even other Indians. He said he did it for religious reasons, but we all knew better. The white man wanted to string him up for that.” 
 
    “What finally happened?” 
 
    “He promised to never do it again. A committee of Indians convinced him it was wrong and wasteful. It’s such a beautiful animal. Perhaps the most beautiful of any in the Everglades.” 
 
    The large tawny cat moved like silk. Silently, stealthily, head hung low. And then it stopped. Chance’s telescopic vision focused on the panther’s eyes. The panther stared back. The panther’s golden eyes penetrated through Chance intently. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stone stare of Panthera Leo, a mature full-maned African lion, bore into him. Yet Marv Klempner was unaware of it. He sat on the bench in front of the cage-less African lion exhibit at the Brookfield zoo, just a fifteen-minute drive from the station house, oblivious to the magnificent animal on the other side of the protective moat.  
 
    He extracted a small piece of paper from his trench coat pocket. It read LIONS 3, TIGERS 300. 
 
    He checked his watch. It was 3:12 PM. He reached into his other pocket and withdrew folded money. He thumbed it and verified that it was three one-hundred-dollar bills. He replaced it carefully. He looked left and right. There weren’t many people there on this cool, blustery day. Then he looked at the lion. The animal sat there with his head on his paws, like a dozing house cat. 
 
    Klempner checked his watch again and looked around. Still nothing. He just sat there like one of those bronze statutes of ordinary citizens that some cities have been putting on park benches and calling “art”. 
 
    A grayish figure approached from the periphery. He shuffled rather than walked. He was stooped a little from poor posture. He wore an old fabric overcoat of very small black and white checks that make it look gray from a distance. It was unbuttoned and the collar was up. The man had tousled black hair and a generous nose. He had two days of growth on his face. All of this, plus his crooked-toothed hesitant smile, gave him an unattractive yet engaging caricature kind of appearance. When he spoke, his voice was raspy and his accent was definitely Brooklynese.  
 
    “Starvin Marvin,” the raspy voice said to Klempner’s silhouette. 
 
    “Mikey Mooch. What the hell took you so long? You think I’ve got all day for Christ’s sake? It’s almost three thirty.” 
 
    “Hey, I said tree a clock. So it’s tree turdy. Big fuckin’ deal. I don’t gotta punch no clock fa you. Besides, da bride always keeps da groom waitin’. Specially when da groom wants what da bride’s got, hey Marvin?” Mikey Mooch sniveled more than laughed, and his smile flashed across his unshaven face in nervous spasms, like a neon sign, a crooked neon sign, going on the blink. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve got what I want, but whatever it is, the police department of Chicago doesn’t want to give you three hundred dollars to find out.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah! Wanna bet, Starvin Marvin? Wanna bet? I should get more than tree hundrid, so don’t get uppity on me. Udder wise, you don’t get what you want, ‘n I don’t get what I want.” 
 
    “What do you have, Mooch?” 
 
    “I got whatcha been askin’ me for, dats what I got.” 
 
    “It took you long enough.” 
 
    “I had to tink about it, alright? Hey, for a guy who just takes care a de old man’s cars ‘n sweeps da grounds, I tink I did pretty good. Unless you got information from somebody else, I’m your only way of knowin’ de identity of da guy in dat plane. Da guy who left de old man’s house wit four and a half mil, drove it to Miami, ‘n crashed in dat plane in da swamps.” 
 
    “You expect me to pay you three hundred dollars for a description of some guy who you say is the guy? That’s only worth one hundred, Mooch.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? I got da pitchas to prove it. Dat’s worth tree hundrid. You buyin’?” 
 
    “I’m buyin’.” 
 
    From his breast pocket, Mooch pulled out a cell phone and poked it with his stubby dirty finger. “I had to install an extra gas tank in da trunk a dis limo so da guys wouldn’t have to stop as much. See? Dis was a sudden kinda ting, so I worked on it all night, I didn’t finish til just before da guys left for Miami in da mornin’. I did such a good job, I took some pictures so I could show da boss. Maybe get a little bonus. But, what the fuck, he didn’t give me da time a day!” Mikey Mooch pointed to the pictures he was showing Detective Klempner. “See, inside de open trunk?” Klempner squinted. 
 
    “And ya see dis one?” Mikey Mooch poked again. “See des two guys standin’ on da side?” Klempner took the cell phone in his hands. 
 
    “Dis is Galvo, he flew da plane. And dis is Sal. Sal Giaccamo. Tells everybody his name is Steel. Dis is da guy” 
 
    There he was, the man who stabbed Galvo with a hypodermic syringe of curare poison. The man Galvo punched and kicked out of the plane minutes before the crash. He was all of about five-feet-five and bald. The aluminum case of money was in his hands. 
 
    Klempner drew in a breath and spoke. 
 
    “You did good, Mooch. You did good.” Mikey Mooch grabbed the cell phone out of Klempner’s hands. 
 
    “What a’ya doin’, Mooch? I need the phone.” 
 
    “Then I need a tousand dollas.” 
 
    “Whadda ya mean, a thousand? You said three hundred.” 
 
    “Yeah, tree hundrid for da pitcha, not da phone.” 
 
    “Here,” Mikey Mooch took a folded piece of paper out of his coat pocket. He handed it to Klempner. “It’s a print out a da pitcha.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you knew anything about computers, Mooch.” 
 
    “I don’t. My seven-year-old son printed it out fa me. Kid’s a genius. Nothin like his old man, tank Gawd.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mooch.” 
 
    “Your boss, DiSantis, he’s gonna kiss your ass fa dis Marvin. He’s gonna kiss your ass.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Mooch.” 
 
    “Why, cause a da tree hundrid?” 
 
    “No. He thinks it’s a different guy.” There was a pause. “He’s after a different guy.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The yellow taxi pulled up in front of an innocuous white concrete building in the industrial part of downtown Detroit. Tony DiSantis got out, walked up the four steps and opened a door with a sign that read MACKINAC TOOL & DIE. The reception room was small, dim, cheap looking and quiet. No one was there. The only sound was the buzzer that stopped as soon as DiSantis closed the door. A few moments later, a tall man with graying hair, mustache and goatee was in front of him. 
 
    “Tony DiSantis?” 
 
    “Yes.” They shook hands. 
 
    “Come in. This way.” The man never offered his name. DiSantis didn’t ask. The place was a typical tool and die shop with industrial type flourescent lights hanging above and milling machines, metal lathes, vertical drills and hydraulic presses all over the shop floor. They walked to a long white Formica-topped counter that was cluttered with all kinds of small tools, gauges and devices, except for a clean spot about four feet wide. The tall engineer-looking man flicked on a switch and a bright light illuminated the area. He took some keys out of his pocket, bent down and unlocked a steel cabinet beneath the counter. With both hands, he took something out and placed it on the counter. It was a long black plastic carrying case, the kind that very expensive high-power rifles come in. With another key, he unlocked the two locks on the case, opened the three latches and raised the lid of the case. 
 
    “There she is,” he said. 
 
    DiSantis didn’t know exactly what to say as he looked into the case. He finally said the only words he could think of. “What is it?” 
 
    It looked like a rifle. Sort of.  It was completely stainless steel, except for the stock. It had a long barrel attached to a square box, which was attached to a black hollow-framed plastic stock and butt plate. On top was a long stainless scope with white knurled knobs on its sides and top. Nestled in the box, below the rifle-like object, in spaces made just for them, were six stainless darts, each about three inches long. Each dart was about as thick as a pencil, had two thick stainless steel fins at the back and a hinged point at the front, the kind of hinged barb you see on the spears that spear fisherman use. 
 
    Mr. Engineer took the weapon out of the case and held it up like an ordinary rifle. 
 
    “It’s a targeting, tranquilizing, tracking device all in one. Here’s how it works.” 
 
    He took one of the darts out of the case and held it up for DiSantis to see. 
 
    “You shoot this into your target. These two barbs…” he opened them up with a screwdriver point. There were two barbs, not one, as DiSantis had thought… “open pneumatically in the target so the dart can’t fall out or be extracted. The only way to remove it would be through surgery, field or otherwise.” DiSantis already looked impressed. 
 
    “This tube contains tranquilizer,” he was pointing with the screwdriver at the section behind the point. “These small holes in the needle,” DiSantis could see them now, “force the tranquilizer, under pressure, into the bloodstream.” Now he pointed to the thick metal fins at the back. “This is a radio transmitter. It stays outside the target, sending signals up to eleven miles.” 
 
    The genius next to DiSantis now inserted the dart into the barrel. “You’ll notice that the barrel is slotted to accept the transmitter fins.” He pulled the dart by one of the fins until it clicked into position about halfway down the barrel. “You slide this small switch, this way, to arm the piece. It turns on the GPS, the infrared, laser-point fifty-power scope, and the receiver which is right here.” The screwdriver pointed to a gauge on an angled part of the box section of the gun. “The lights tell you to walk left…” he demonstrated, “walk right, or straight ahead. It also tells you how far ahead your…prey is.” 
 
    DiSantis seemed dumbfounded. “Can this thing kill him?” 
 
    “The darts were designed deliberately short in an attempt to avoid that. But if you hit a lung, break a rib, penetrate a vital organ, an artery or large vein…yes, it could, and probably would kill. So aim for non-lethal areas in meaty parts of the body, upper arms, shoulders, legs, ass.” 
 
    “A dream come true,” DiSantis said with a big Italian smile. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” he reached into the case and pulled out a metal container that DiSantis hadn’t noticed before. He opened its lid. Inside was a hypodermic syringe. “This is the antidote to the tranquilizer. If it’s not administered quickly enough, the…subject could expire. If you don’t want that to happen, I strongly suggest you secure the subject and inject the antidote. That’s it.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    “How do I thank you…a…Mr…ahh…?” 
 
    “How about…you tell people who ask that you found this at an antique shop in Singapore?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mildred was wearing her typical Granny half-glasses with the rhinestone chain that looped around her neck. She looked up from her desk outside Tony DiSantis’ office at the voice that was already speaking to her. 
 
    “Morning Mildred. I understand Marv Klempner wants to talk to me.” It was Stan Goldman, the psychologist the city had contracted annually to identify and remedy subsurface emotional weaknesses and provide a sounding board to an overworked staff dealing with one of the most stressful environments in the turbulent city. 
 
    “I don’t think Klempner really wants to talk to you, but somebody upstairs thinks you should be talking to him.” 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” 
 
    “He brought some pimp in for questioning this morning, around ten o’clock, and put him in a holding cell. I guess he had to get some paperwork or something. But then he forgot about him for six hours. The guy didn’t have lunch, he didn’t go to the bathroom, he didn’t say a peep to anybody. If Jerry hadn’t asked him what he was doing there, he’d still be there.” 
 
    “Where’s the pimp now?” 
 
    “They let him go, Marv couldn’t find the paperwork and couldn’t remember why he was there.” 
 
    “Where’s Marv now?” 
 
    “He said he was embarrassed to sit at his desk, so he’s waiting in the interrogation room. It’s the only place I could put him that was private right now.” 
 
    “Well, let me get in there and see what’s going on. Thanks Mildred.” 
 
    As Stan walked toward the room where Marv was waiting, Mildred couldn’t help but think that Stan was a pretty nice guy. A shame, she thought, that he never got married. He sure looked cute in the wing tips and bow tie. 
 
    As Stan entered the room, Marv turned toward him in his seat. He looked a little sheepish but managed an attempt at bravado. 
 
    “Everybody thinks they have all the answers. All of a sudden, everybody’s an expert. There’s nothing wrong with me, Stan. Nothing that a little rest won’t fix.” His words were strong, but his eyes looked doubtful. 
 
    “Hold on, Marv. No one has you judged and sentenced here.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Well, I gotta tell you, sitting here in this room makes you feel like a goddamned criminal. And I ain’t done a thing wrong. Not a thing.” 
 
    “Nobody said you did, Marv. The people you work with, the people you know and trust, are just concerned that you’re working under too much stress. At times, it gets to all of us. Nothing to be ashamed of or hide from. If we all didn’t know it exists, I wouldn’t have a job and I wouldn’t be talking to you right now.” 
 
    Stan decided to pause for a few moments to let his words sink in. Marv’s shoulders relaxed and he adjusted himself more comfortably in his chair. He sighed and looked down at the yellow pencil he had just picked up to keep his hands busy. 
 
    “Now, Marv, what happened with the man you brought in for questioning? Did you forget you put him in a holding cell?” 
 
    “I just got distracted, that’s all. Too many things to do. Too many cases, that’s the problem. That’s all.” 
 
    “And what about the paperwork you couldn’t find? Did you ever have the paperwork?” 
 
    “Yes, of course I had it! You know these cleaning people. If you leave something in the wrong spot, it goes in the trash. Gone!” 
 
    “But Marv, wouldn’t this have been in a file folder. Kind of important isn’t it?” 
 
    “It could have been scooped up with the files going to the dead file. I don’t know. A lot of things could have happened to that file. Who cares anyway, the guy would have walked anyway.” 
 
    Stan was quietly thinking now, with his hand up to his mouth, as if to clench his lips from speaking. He made some notations on a yellow pad. The room was silent. 
 
    “So, there,” Marv said almost flippantly, “You see. There’s a simple answer to everything.” 
 
    Stan let Marv’s comments go by. He just thought for a few moments. Then said, “Marv, you see the picture on the wall behind me?” It was a color picture of the current President of the United States, Donald J. Trump. 
 
    “Who is that a picture of, Marv?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Stan! Don’t insult me! I mean, that’s ridiculous. What are you doing that for? I mean, come on.” 
 
    “No, Marv, I need an answer. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You need an answer,” Marv said, as if he just didn’t believe it. 
 
    “Yes, Marv. I’m sorry, but I need an answer.” 
 
    “Any idiot knows that’s JFK.” 
 
    Stan didn’t change his expression. 
 
    “You know!” Marv exclaimed, “John F. Kennedy, for Christ’s sake!” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Stan was saying “JFK, John F. Kennedy.” But it was Detective Tony DiSantis he was talking to. “That’s exactly what he said, Tony.” 
 
    “So, what is it, Stan? Stress?” 
 
    “I did some more tests after that little episode. I’m afraid to say, I think it’s Alzheimer’s.” 
 
    “Alzheimer’s? Oh, brother! What a shame, after all these years with the Department… losing his wife…he’s got no one, Stan.” 
 
    “It happens.” 
 
    “Retirement can’t be far away for Marv. I don’t want to see him get reduced benefits or have a problem with his pension or anything else, Stan. Is it that bad? Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “You could keep him on desk duty. Then keep an eye on him. See if it gets any worse. Let him get to retirement that way.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s what we’ll do then. We’ll take care of him one way or another. Stan, I want you to take this one a step further. Five steps further. Please look after him, Stan. Give it all you’ve got.” 
 
    “I promise, I will, Tony. I’ll look after him. Whatever it takes. Hey, by the way, Tony, are you OK? I heard you were out sick yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh, ah, sure, just a, a dentist appointment, but a lot of pain, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, man, I hate the dentist. Glad you’re OK.” 
 
    The phone rang loudly on DiSantis’ desk. 
 
    “OK, Tony. I’ll let you get back to work.” Tony motioned a goodbye wave and picked up the phone at the same time. 
 
    “DiSantis.” 
 
    “Ah, Lieutenant DiSantis?” 
 
    “Yes, this is DiSantis, what can I do for you?” 
 
    On the other end of the phone was a middle-aged man with black greasy hair and a face full of stubble. He had a business card in his hand. He took a quick swig from a small flask and spoke into the phone. 
 
    “Come ‘n get ‘im.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The strong afternoon light streaming in the windows behind Detective Marv Klempner’s desk made his abundant white hair stand out even more against the dark, old wood furnishings. 
 
    Although there was activity in the room, his little corner of the office seemed to be rather peaceful at the moment. He took his time opening his mail, slicing each envelope open with a letter opener as if he had done it a million times. From one envelope, he removed a folded letter. Out of it fell a lottery ticket and a five-dollar bill. 
 
    Since he was a kid, Marv had a habit of moving his lips when he read to himself aloud. 
 
    “You missed the three-hundred and sixteen million deadline…no winner….rolled over to three-hundred and eighty million and growing…your five dollars back…didn’t feel right about keeping…my father was a police officer too…lost his life in the line of duty…please accept this lottery ticket for next drawing…I entered your numbers for you….ticket is enclosed…hope you win…Good luck. Yours truly…” 
 
    Marv looked mildly surprised and a little touched by the letter, but he disposed of it in the wastebasket. Then he took the five-dollar bill and put it on top of the lottery ticket. He noticed something on the right side of his desk, peeking out from the side-bolster of his blotter. He pulled out the folded piece of paper and saw two men in front of the maroon limo. One of them held a silver colored metal suitcase. He looked very closely, as if searching for something. He puckered his lips as he rummaged through the filing cabinet in his brain. He scratched his head. Then he folded the paper and put the picture under the lottery ticket and stuck the paper sandwich under the side-bolster where the picture had been. Only the light green edge of the five-dollar bill stuck out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hand pushed the twenty-dollar bill across the worn-out wooden counter and two tourists walked through the open door that said INDIAN VILLAGE THIS WAY. There were more tourists behind them in the Gift Shop. Eager on-lookers were already gathering at the side of animal enclosures anticipating the alligator wrestling show. 
 
    Away from the mainstream of activity, Chance was handing armfuls of palm fronds up to a man on the skeletal roof structure of a new chickee hut. The man was placing the fronds like shingles that would shed rain. The young man on the ribbed roof said, “You make my work easy. Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “No problem,” Chance said, “I have to earn my keep somehow.” 
 
    “Good morning, Chance.” It was Kim, the pretty Indian girl who was smitten with the fugitive before her. 
 
    “It is a good morning, isn’t it, Kim?” 
 
    “Well, yes. And no. Can we talk for a while?” Her eyes flashed to the man on the roof. He quickly looked away, acting busy. 
 
    “Sure. Where’s good?” 
 
    “How about Fourth Pond. It’s quiet there.” They walked side-by-side, never touching, away from the noisy tourist-concentrated part of the village. 
 
    Their words were soft in the peacefulness at the edge of the wild Glades. There was no need for a fence here at the very back edge of the village. It was one of the most scenic spots within the Village. Big pond, big sky, big Glades.  
 
    “You’re looking good,” she said. “Apparently our food agrees with you.” 
 
    “It’s not just the food. It’s…” he searched for the right words, “…it’s everything.” 
 
    “It’s not much, but it’s ours.” 
 
    “Not much? Compared to what I got used to out there, this is definitely Heaven.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’ve been here for almost a week,” Kim said. 
 
    “I know. It feels like I just got here.” 
 
    “You’ve been such a big help cleaning up after the visitors leave, feeding the animals, helping to finish the new chickee.” 
 
    “Gotta pay for my room and board somehow.” 
 
    “Chance, there’s something I need to…”  
 
    A masculine voice intruded. “I’m sorry to cut in.” It was Jay. He was pleasant, but oddly business-like. “It’s important that I deliver this message direct, Chance, to make sure there is no misunderstanding.” Chance’s eyes moved to Kim for an instant, then locked on Jay. 
 
    “Chance, we have no quarrel with you. We believe a man is measured by things the white man will never understand. And we don’t expect them to. The things you say, the way you act, the way your spirit cannot be taken from you, makes us believe in you.” Chance blinked, not knowing if there was more to be said. 
 
    “But we have concerns about what could happen here if we are accused of harboring, hiding, helping. You understand,” Jay said in an almost fatherly way. 
 
    “You’ll have to leave, Chance. Tomorrow. We will all bid you farewell then.” 
 
    Message delivered, Jay simply turned and walked the way he had come. Chance turned to Kim. 
 
    She said “I wanted to tell you first, but I took too long getting the words out. I’m so sorry.” Chance looked at the ground for a word here or a word there. He couldn’t help but feel as though this was another blow. No, he thought, another challenge. Yet another freakin’ challenge. He dug deep for some courage. 
 
    “Hey, it’s OK. This was an unexpected pleasure. In more ways than one. It gave me a chance to catch my breath. Maybe it saved my life, who knows. I feel blessed. And it’s time to move on. Jay’s right. I’ll leave tomorrow.” 
 
    “Well, at least we have tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to call him, you call him.” It was Craig Mulholland talking to, yelling at, Armando Diaz. 
 
    “McGuire told you to call DiSantis, not me.” 
 
    “I’m not calling that prick. You call!” 
 
    “It’s your phone sittin’ right there, pick it up and just call. Get it over with.” 
 
    Mulholland just sat there sulking.  
 
    “Look,” Diaz continued, “make it short and sweet, just tell him that Mr. Bigfoot just broke into a house out in the boonies, stole some food and got away.”  
 
    Muholland picked up the phone and dialed the number on the card in front of him. 
 
    A husky woman’s voice answered, sounding more like a man’s. 
 
    “Lieutenant DiSantis’ office.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, is Lieutenant DiSantis there?” 
 
    “No, he isn’t. Would you like to leave a message?” Mildred’s voice was that of a woman who smoked three packs of cigarettes a day for two hundred years. 
 
    "It’s really important that we reach him. This is Detective Armando Diaz,” Mulholland said, “from the Miami P.D.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Detective, he left yesterday and said something about a short vacation.” There was a pause, as Mulholland’s eyebrows went up. 
 
    “Do you have any information at all as to where he went?” 
 
    Mildred looked exasperated. “Just a minute, I’ll look on his desk. Maybe I can find something.” Mildred put the phone on hold and went to DiSantis’ desk. She scanned a dozen slips of paper. She put her half-glasses on her nose, pushed the line button and picked up the phone. “I don’t think this will help much.” 
 
    “I’ll take anything you’ve got.” 
 
    “It says Schnitzel’s Deli, Second Street.” 
 
    “Ah, no, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “How about this one?” she strained her eyes, “Indian Village, sixty-eight miles.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “I told you it wasn’t much. Why don’t you just call his cell phone? Got a piece of paper? I’ll give you the number.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The view out of the windshield of the moving car was the old two-lane section of the Tamiami Trail. The canal paralleled the road from one end of the Everglades to the other. Anhingas spread their wings in trees to dry their feathers after diving for fish. The sky was impossibly blue with clumps of pure white scattered clouds. Alligators sunned themselves on the muddy banks. And airboats, here and there, carried paying tourists on half-hour Glades adventures. 
 
    Detective Tony DiSantis looked the part of a tourist today as he drove the light blue rental car west. He wore a shirt with the word FLORIDA written this way and that all over it, each word in a different color. His briefcase was on the seat next to him. He took a pair of sunglasses from his breast pocket, ripped the price tag off, and put them on. 
 
    The cell phone rang. He looked at it as if it were not supposed to do that. It rang again. He picked it up and read the number of the caller. Then he pushed another button and tossed the phone on the passenger seat with a look of disgust. “I don’t need those two assholes anymore.” 
 
    Craig Mulholland hung up the phone on his desk. 
 
    “Didn’t pick up.” 
 
    “Probably out of range,” Diaz said. 
 
    “Probably, or just didn’t want to talk to us.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where we goin’?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. We’ll figure it out on the way.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Dappled sunlight was dancing on the floor of the chickee hut. Chance still lay curled up in the fetal position in a woven hammock. Soon a hand was touching Chance’s shoulder, gently arousing him from his slumber. Chance turned with a sleepy smile, envisioning Kim beckoning him. But it wasn’t Kim. It was Addie Mae, the XL sized native cook who had fixed Chance his meal after his sweat lodge purification. Chance opened his eyes as his internal motor slowly picked-up speed. 
 
    “Wake up, sleepy head. It’s already late. What were you doing last night that you can’t get up this morning?” 
 
    Chance attempted a smile. “I, ah, I, ah…what time is it anyway?” 
 
    “Like I told you. Late! Now you better get yourself together. I have a special breakfast for you before you go.” 
 
    Chance yawned the words “Oh, thank you Addie Mae, that’s exactly what I need. I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Marv Klempner’s empty office chair was pulled away from his desk at an angle. The large double-hung sash window behind Marv’s desk was all the way up. It was a warm, pleasant day. Even the pigeon walking on the ledge outside the window thought so. 
 
    A breeze came through the open window and blew a couple of notes from Marv’s desk onto the floor. Marv, just back to his desk with a fresh cup of coffee, closed the window nearly all the way. 
 
    When Marv sat down at his desk, he noticed something sticking out from the side-bolster of the desk blotter. It was a five-dollar bill. And a lottery ticket. And a photo. He splayed them out on his desk. 
 
    Marv thought for a few seconds. He took the five-dollar bill and the lottery ticket and put them in his wallet. He eyed the photo on his desk. He picked it up and held it with both hands, his fingers pinching the lower corners. He held it in front of his eyes for at least thirty seconds. He closed his eyes for another ten seconds. He closed them tighter for another five seconds. His lips moved without speaking. 
 
    In a flash, he opened his eyes wide! 
 
    He drew in a breath. “Now I remember,” he whispered. His hand darted for his phone. He punched the number. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Tony DiSantis was still driving west on the Tamiami Trail, now following a recreational vehicle with bicycles on the back. 
 
    Once again, his cell phone rang. As before, he picked it up, pressed a button and he could see the phone number of the caller. He put the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Hey, Marv.” 
 
    “Hey, Tony, how ya doin’?” 
 
    “I’m fine. But, how are you?” 
 
    “OK, great, I’m good.” 
 
    “So what’s up, Marv?” 
 
    Marv picked up the picture again and held it before him. He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Marv? Are you there, Marv?” 
 
    Klempner was looking at the picture as if the people in the photo had disappeared. His forehead was wrinkled. “Marv?” DiSantis looked at his phone to see if he had lost the signal. 
 
    “Marv?” 
 
    “Yeah, Tony. I’m here.” 
 
    “Well, so what is it, Marv?” 
 
    “I, ah, just called to see if you needed anything, that’s all.” Marv had his eyes closed, but he still held the picture in front of him. 
 
    “Oh,” Tony said in slight surprise, “No, Marv, I’m fine. But thanks.” 
 
    “OK, Tony.” Marv said, deflated. 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Marv.” 
 
    DiSantis hung up and put the phone down. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The large wooden bowl was just below Chance’s chin. He was shoveling Addie Mae’s special Indian breakfast into his mouth as if it were his last meal. His eyes were as big as the forkfuls. 
 
    “And when you finish that…” Addie Mae was almost singing the words “…we have a lot more where that came from. She ladled another heaping spoonful into the bowl right under Chance’s nose. Chance just kept shoveling. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The gravel parking lot of the Indian Village already had a few cars parking, brake lights coming on and people getting out. 
 
    A light blue car pulled in slowly, looking for a good spot and parked at the extreme edge of the lot, close to the exit. DiSantis took his time. He studied the lot, the road, the building and the surroundings as he got out of the car. 
 
    People were walking up to the gift shop while DiSantis walked to the back of the car and opened the trunk. A few minutes later DiSantis closed the trunk, and in front of him was a medical walker, the kind convalescing patients use to get themselves around. The walker had a small basket at the front of it, where DiSantis placed a small box of tissues. The walker also had a canvas-carrying pouch attached to the front. A fairly large, long pouch. 
 
    Before DiSantis started his aided walk from the car, his cell phone rang again. He picked up the phone. He eyed the caller number again. 
 
    “Yes, Marv?” DiSantis said, almost annoyed. DiSantis listened hard to incomplete, broken sentences.  
 
    “I couldn’t…I remember now, I…it came back to me when…it’s not…i…ee……per….ta….ni….”  BEEEEP.  The phone went dead. The signal was lost. 
 
    DiSantis shut the power off and tossed it on the seat of the car. He closed the door and started his walk. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Marv Klempner sat with his elbows on his desk, fingertips pressing against his forehead. He sensed someone watching him. Mildred, looking down at him, raised both her eyebrows as if to say, And what’s wrong today, Marv? 
 
    “I ah, I’m trying to get a hold of Tony, but I lost the signal. I don’t even know where he is.” 
 
    “Try Miami.” 
 
    “Miami? What makes you think he’s in Miami?” 
 
    “After thirty-one years of working around detectives, I’ve learned a thing or two.” 
 
    “Miami. Thanks, but that doesn’t help me much.” 
 
    “Try a detective. . .” Mildred thought for a second, “… Diaz at Dade County PD. He just called looking for Tony. Maybe he knows where Tony is.” 
 
    “Diaz. Can’t be too many Detective Diaz’s at the PD down there I wouldn’t think.” Klempner said. 
 
    “Yeah. Only about 800 of ‘em.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The nondescript sedan was moving at a good clip headed west on the Tamiami Trail. It breezed past a sign on the right side of the road, next to the canal bordered by overgrown weeds and a tangle of bushes. The sign said AUTHENTIC INDIAN VILLAGE 30 MILES AHEAD. Mulholland was at the wheel, Diaz next to him. 
 
    The cell phone rang and Diaz answered. “Detective Diaz.” 
 
    There was a pause. Diaz was listening.  
 
    “Yes, Detective Klempner,” Diaz said, “I, ah…” Diaz looked at Mulholland with an irritated glance… “I did call for Detective DiSantis this morning.” Another pause. “Yes, that was me. How can I help you?” 
 
    There was a long silence from Diaz, but his eyes darted to Mulholland and then at the road in front of him. His ear pressed harder into the small phone. 
 
    In Chicago, Marv Klempner held up a picture. 
 
    In the car Diaz looked at Mulholland as he said “Thank you Detective Klempner. We’ll get the message to Tony.” He put the phone down and said, 
 
    “Step on it.” 
 
    “Why? What are we doing?” 
 
    “Saving an innocent man.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    On this beautiful, peaceful morning, the tribe had gathered to bid farewell to Chance. Jay was dressed much the same as he was when Chance first met him. His colorful shirt was even more colorful now, it seemed. Beside Jay was the old medicine man. He was dressed exactly as he was when Chance first met him. And he seemed to be saying the same unintelligible Indian words, in prayer-like tones. 
 
    “Chance, our tribe would not feel right if we sent you off without something to ward off the evil spirits out there. So we would like you to have this.” Jay presented Chance with a beautiful leather backpack. 
 
    “It is filled with food, maps and…medicine.” Jay motioned to the old medicine man whose prayers rose a little louder. 
 
    “It is from all of us here at the village,” Jay said. 
 
    Chance was touched by the gift. “I don’t think I know how to say the words that express what I feel inside.” 
 
    “You just have. And one more thing…” 
 
    As these gifts and good-byes were taking place outside the dining chickee, tourists were filtering into the village. All shapes and sizes and kinds of tourists. Including one with a bright colored shirt. And a walker. 
 
    Kim stepped toward Chance. She looked like an Indian angel as she looked up to him. “Chance, our time was too short, but long enough for me to know that I’d like you to have this.” It was a necklace of small black and green stones and bright metal. Chance bent his head and Kim put it around his neck. “It was mine. Now it’s yours.” Kim’s eyes filled a little. Chance was speechless. “I…I…I guess it’s time for me to go.” They all nodded. The old medicine man stopped his prayers and just watched. Chance swung his backpack over one shoulder, raised his hand in goodbye and started to walk along the side of First Pond. “I’ll just see you to the edge of the village,” Kim said. She walked with Chance. 
 
    A large group of tourists had gathered in front of the alligator-wrestling pen. There was a lot of chatter in the group. As the show was just beginning, one of the group, the man with the walker, appeared to be looking for a long lost friend. He strained and craned his neck this way and that, eyes hunting everywhere. 
 
    Kim and Chance were now walking on the opposite side of the attraction which was now taking place in the wrestling pen. Chance looked, for the last time, at the Indian man about to grab the five-foot alligator in the pen. All eyes were on the same Indian. All eyes except those of someone in the back of the throng of captivated tourists. One man couldn’t take his eyes off Chance. 
 
    Chance’s eyes focused past the alligator wrestler to the sunglasses of Detective DiSantis, whose head was now moving behind the heads of the onlookers, moving in the same direction Chance and Kim were walking. DiSantis started to move faster now, carrying the walker off the ground in front of him. Chance didn’t take his eyes off DiSantis as he picked up his stride. So did DiSantis, moving quickly now behind the enthralled group. Chance said something to Kim and she looked in the direction of the hunter. Her face told DiSantis to press the start button. 
 
    DiSantis lunged for the long pouch at the front of the walker. The irises in Chance’s eyes ratcheted down to telescopic power. Between people’s heads, he caught a glimpse of a stainless steel riflescope. 
 
    “Stay back!” Chance yelled to Kim, “Stay back!” Chance stretched out his leg to begin to run. 
 
    DiSantis bellowed at the hypnotized people, “Get out of the way! Police! Outta the way.” They snapped out of their trance and parted into two groups, screaming and running when they saw the rifle. DiSantis snapped the rifle to his shoulder and sighted through the scope. He could see Chance sprinting in the round lens. 
 
    Chance glanced back for an instant, his new backpack fell to the ground, he turned away to run like the devil.  DiSantis was statue still, but the pupil in his one eye dilated to a pinpoint against the lens of the riflescope. His trigger finger waited, poised, vibrated with anticipation – then squeezed. The dart hurtled at Chance like a heat-seeking missile. It plunged into his left leg about four inches below the left cheek of his rear end. Chance’s left hand involuntarily moved to the location of the dart. He tried to pull it out as he continued running, but he couldn’t. DiSantis was already building up speed, running after Chance toward the Third Pond. Chance’s body seemed to produce one-hundred gallons of adrenaline in seconds. He ran like a football player for the touchdown. Like a football player running with a severe limp. 
 
    Kim was running too, but far back, not knowing exactly what to do next. 
 
    DiSantis was running fast, carrying the rifle in both hands, never losing sight of Chance. 
 
    Chance looked back for an instant. DiSantis was still a good distance away, trying to overtake Chance’s handicapped speed. Chance was awkwardly racing toward Fourth Pond, the metal fin of the dart sticking out of his leg, wagging up and down as he ran.  
 
    DiSantis now appeared to be closer to Chance. On the run, DiSantis loaded another dart in the rifle.  
 
    Chance was breathing hard now. He was approaching Fourth Pond. Instead of running around the back edge of the pond, Chance headed right for it and dove in leaving almost no wake on the surface. DiSantis was there in seconds, his feet barely stopping him at the grassy edge. 
 
    Everything was eerily quiet, except for a few birds that flapped away. 
 
    DiSantis scanned the surface rapidly. He saw nothing. He held the rifle in front of him, his eyes anxious to view the direction finder built into the rifle. Every light was flashing in unison – the left, the right, the middle. The distance meter displayed zeros. DiSantis put the rifle to his armpit and sighted through the scope, trying to see beneath the surface. 
 
    His face looked disgusted, frustrated.  
 
    From beneath the surface, Chance looked up through three feet of water and saw the shimmering image of Kim standing at the edge. She was trying to use her peripheral vision so she wouldn’t tip-off DiSantis. Kim thought she saw Chance pointing to his left. Kim could see that DiSantis was looking straight at her. She fidgeted, shuffled her feet, uncomfortable in the hunter’s gaze. 
 
    Then she saw Jay take a standing position about ten feet to her left at the edge of the pond. And then Addie Mae, ten feet from Jay. And then another Indian, another ten feet. And another Indian. More and more Indians came, each taking a position all around the pond. 
 
    With what he was witnessing, DiSantis let the rifle droop down in front of him. He pivoted to his right, taking in the sight of the living statues. His attention was diverted. Not for long, but just long enough. He scanned the surface of the pond again, but there wasn’t a ripple. His eyes roamed to the left, and there was Kim spinning the wheel of the valve as if she were driving a bus out of control. It even made a screeching noise and stopped. 
 
    About six-feet below the valve, Chance was like a torpedo entering the drainage culvert. He left a stream of small bubbles in his slipstream as he shot through to freedom on the other side. 
 
    DiSantis actually took a baby step back in shock, his mouth opening slightly. Then he was off and running, the single hound after the fox. 
 
    Chance fell out of the tube in the middle of large trees and thickets. Water was gushing out of the large tube. It was hard for DiSantis to see anything. He stopped and stood perfectly still, listening for anything.  
 
    Chance was on his feet, making his way through the brush. But he staggered every few yards. 
 
    DiSantis looked down at the direction finder that would not work when Chance was under water. Now the left indicator was the only light blinking. The distance-measuring meter indicated 2,219 feet. DiSantis, thrilled to see the meters working, moved quickly. 
 
    Chance was moving fast, but not as fast as before. He was stooped over now and limping much more severely. The large powerful muscle of his left leg had a big chunk of steel in it. The hinged points were cutting deeper and deeper. 
 
    DiSantis was fighting his way through the tight-knit branches and vines. But he had dogged determination. He pressed on. The meters now indicated a direction to the right at 1,804 feet. 
 
    Chance was swaying now, pushing his way through, rather than running his way through the brush. He had slowed down to less than half his speed. His breathing was heavy. Saliva dribbled from the side of his mouth. Mucus ran from his nose. He stumbled into a sapling and it bumped him in the other direction. 
 
    DiSantis was pushing saplings aside with one arm, holding the rifle with the other. Straight-ahead, 603 feet. 
 
    Chance was moving slowly. His head hung low. The tranquilizer was now taking its toll. The miracle of adrenaline could only keep him going to a point. And the point was here. Chance fell. Like a wounded animal, he lay there on the ground, eyes moving slowly as if drunk, pulse weak, energy spent. He heard the crunching steps coming toward him. He rolled over on his back to face the hunter. 
 
    The crunching sounds grew louder and DiSantis was there. He loomed over Chance sprawled out at his feet. 
 
    “Finally,” DiSantis said, tired himself. Chance grabbed at what little strength he had left. His words were an effort in themselves. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. I just…” 
 
    “Just tell me where the money is. That’s all I want. Then I’ll give you the antidote, you’ll wake up and you’ll be on your way.”  
 
    Chance was trying desperately to use his brain. In his weary stupor, he managed a few more words. “I’ll…I’ll…” DiSantis was hanging on every word, waiting. 
 
    There was a whirling wind sound over the trees behind them. It was a helicopter facing them dead on. It quickly descended and landed in a clearing not sixty feet away. DiSantis was pissed. “Goddamn it! Mulholland and Diaz have to fuck things up right at the end!” 
 
    From the chopper, a man in a dark blue suit ducked down and ran over to DiSantis. It was Joey Esposito. 
 
    DiSantis looked like he saw a ghost. The two men faced each other. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” DiSantis exclaimed. 
 
    “I thought you needed some company, Tony, some assistance.” 
 
    “How did you find me out here?” Tony said in utter disbelief that Esposito just dropped out of the sky. 
 
    “You see that dart gun in your hands there, Tony? You see that receiver built in, that tells you how to track this dumb shit on the ground? It’s not just a receiver. It’s also a transmitter that lets me track you!” 
 
    DiSantis’ eyes could kill. 
 
    Joey continued. “And all these years you always thought you were the smart one, Tony. You thought you were smart enough to get my money. Tell me somethin’, Tony. The truth now. You were gonna keep that money for yourself, weren’t you?” 
 
    “What if I was? You don’t think I deserved it? All those years turnin’ my head the other way, ignoring the shit you guys pulled, watching millions go your way. You guys got away with murder, and what did I get? Hardly enough to retire on. That’s what I got, Joey.” 
 
    “Hey, tough shit, Tony. That was your decision, way back in the old days.” 
 
    “Now what?” DiSantis spit the words at Esposito.  
 
    “Now what?” Esposito said in disbelief, “Now what? You know as well as I know! Now what! Now, I don’t need you to find this swamp guy. Now I don’t need you to find the money. I got him.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Joey!” DiSantis remembered that he had loaded a second tranquilizer dart in the rifle. He swung it around from his hip and pulled the trigger. Esposito moved quickly and the dart flew into the chest of the helicopter pilot standing behind Esposito. The pilot went down. In a flash, Esposito pulled out a pistol from inside his jacket and shot DiSantis in his shoulder. A bloody blot oozed onto DiSantis’ Florida shirt. DiSantis’ face was shock and rage together. 
 
    “I coulda given you somethin’, Tony. A finder’s fee maybe. But now, you know what you’re gettin’?” DiSantis took a short step back as Esposito raised his big black pistol at him. His finger began to apply pressure to the trigger.  
 
    A gun blast went off!  
 
    The sound boomed like a cannon!  
 
    But it was not from Esposito’s gun. Joey Esposito’s wrist and hand spouted blood. His gun flew away from his hand and flipped to the ground. Craig Mulholland and Armando Diaz stood near the chopper, pistols at the ends of their extended arms. Kim and Jay stood behind them. 
 
    Mulholland took command. “Don’t move, don’t breathe, anybody. That includes you, DiSantis.” 
 
    “I can explain every…” It was DiSantis, almost pleading. 
 
    “Save it!” Mulholland said, “If these Indians didn’t know how to hunt in these woods without making a sound, we never would have heard every word, DiSantis.” 
 
    While Diaz put handcuffs on Esposito, Mulholland frisked DiSantis. He found the hypodermic antidote. “What’s this, a new hobby? You into drugs too, DiSantis?” 
 
    “It’s the tranquilizer antidote for him,” DiSantis motioned with his head, “He’ll die if he doesn’t get it.”  
 
    “You almost made it, DiSantis,” Mulholland was saying, “but you just weren’t good enough.” 
 
    DiSantis shrugged it off and said, “I’m sick of it. I just can’t do this job anymore.” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” Mulholland had a disgusted look on his face as he handcuffed DiSantis. “Watch these two, Diaz.” 
 
    Mulholland went to where Chance was on the ground. He quickly administered the antidote. In a few minutes Chance was sitting up, breathing easier. “You alright?” Mulholland asked, concerned.  
 
    Chance nodded and said, “I think I’ll survive.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will. You have so far.”  
 
    Chance smiled weakly. 
 
    “Now, I have to ask you something. I’m required to.” There was a pause, “Do you know where the money is?”  
 
    Chance shifted his eyes left, then right. Then he turned his head toward the open Glades. You could see for miles. He answered slowly. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s out there somewhere. And that’s a whole lotta somewhere.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The flashbulbs from a dozen cameras were going off in Chance’s face. 
 
    A woman news anchor was standing next to Chance with a microphone at the ready, waiting for a cue to start. They were standing in front of a gorgeous sunset overlooking a magnificent panoramic shot of the Everglades. Chance was clean-shaven, groomed and looked like four and a half million bucks. He wore only his breechcloth and necklace of snail shells, rattlesnake tails and stones of black and green. 
 
    “You’re on!” the voice off-camera said. 
 
    The attractive woman news anchor spoke to the camera. “I’m with the modern-day super-hero we’ve all been hearing so much about these past few days. A man who calls himself Chance.” Chance exuded equal amounts of modesty and pride. 
 
    “I understand that you’ve suddenly become quite a celebrity and incredible things are happening for you. We’ve heard that the Miami Police Department has asked for your help in apprehending slippery drug traffickers…” Off-camera, McGuire, Mulholland and Diaz gave Chance a thumbs-up sign. The woman continued, “…the Governor of Florida has asked you to work on special projects…secret ops.” The Governor of Florida, standing next to the detectives, gave Chance a military salute. “…you already have a movie offer…” Kim gave Chance a big smile and blew him a kiss. “…and, in a rare move, the State and Federal Governments agreed to let you build a home in the Everglades and act as some kind of environmental guardian. What do you say to all of this?” 
 
    Chance thought for a moment, trying hard to give the best answer possible. He looked to the sky for the right words.  
 
    Finally, he said… 
 
    “I thought all my adventures were behind me. But it looks like my biggest adventures are just ahead.” 
 
    The crowd cheered.  
 
    Chance smiled.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sign on the desk said ASSISTANT PROFESSOR KYLE JOHNSTON. Behind it sat a small young man with curly black hair. He opened an envelope with a letter opener. 
 
    Kyle: 
 
    Long time, no see. 
 
    Remember that $75 you let me borrow? 
 
    Well, I’m paying back. 
 
    With a little interest. 
 
    The check was for $5,075. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The beautiful naked black girl walked across the ocean-view room and got into a big bed of pure white sheets and a puffy comforter. Next to her was none other than Craig Mulholland. He looked like the cat that just ate the canary. She looked like a confection. 
 
    “You’re so bad,” she said with a sly smile. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Two other luscious creatures – Galvo’s girls minus Lynn from Chicago – paraded into the room and got into the big bed, too. 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Through the windows of the old clapboard house in the Glades, an attractive blonde-haired woman was typing, hunt and peck fashion, on an old manual typewriter. You could hear her husband’s voice in the background, “Writin’ a book. You got nothin’ to write about!” 
 
    “It’s just a girl thing,” she said. “Just a girl thing.” 
 
      
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    The blue and white Rolls-Royce convertible drove slowly, top down, along Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills on this gorgeous afternoon. The two elderly men in the front seats wore dark sunglasses and big toothy smiles. The one driving was festooned with a bright yellow bow tie with purple polka dots. The other wore a T-Shirt with the words: LOST & FOUND across the chest. 
 
    “I’m sure glad you held onto that lottery ticket, Klempner.” 
 
    “Me too, Stan. Me too!” 
 
    •  •  • 
 
      
 
    Looking down from high above, the peaceful turquoise waters sparkled. The palm trees hung over the shoreline of white sand in this remote paradise. From here, the lush Everglades spread out forever in the distance. In a shady hollow overlooking the vast Gulf of Mexico was a beautiful low-slung home of glass, natural wood and stone. At the water’s edge was a 42-foot sport fishing boat, a seaplane and a tall muscular blond man looking out over the shimmering water. He was dressed only in a breechcloth. The breeze rustled his hair as he looked toward the vast horizon. 
 
    “My biggest adventures are yet to come,” he thought to himself. 
 
    “My biggest adventures are yet to come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



The Journey… 
 
    For me, every book is a journey. This book’s journey started when I was just a boy growing up in New York City. Back then, Staten Island was called “the forgotten borough”. And that was fine with me. It was rural, with lots of parks, woods and farms. I would catch dozens of snakes to study, observe baby birds in their nests, see bats hanging in hedges, sneak up and grab turtles sunning on logs in lakes and catch a ‘possum or two. I even had two adorable pet skunks. 
 
    In my twenties, I joined the Herp Club at the Bronx Zoo and was part of monthly meetings there. I went on snake hunting expeditions in the Pine Barrens of New Jersey with professional herpetologists. And on vacation in Florida, I caught tortoises and large snakes, all released back into the wild or donated to an appreciative zoo. 
 
    When I ran my advertising agency in Miami, I biked and hiked in the Everglades often. One of my clients was The Flamingo Outpost and Resort at the southern tip of Everglades National Park. 
 
    Some years later, I went on safari to Kenya. What an eye-opening, magical trip that was. Full of vivid memories including being charged by a massive bull elephant and a huge male baboon. 
 
    I’ve had many thrilling experiences, and I’ve spent many hours doing research for this novel, but there are many fascinating things that could not be included on the pages of this story. Here are a few that you may find interesting.

• Florida Was Part of Africa
There was a time when Florida was attached to northwestern Africa. To put it simply, about 530 million years ago, there was a supercontinent called Gondwana that later merged with Laurasia to form Pangea. And that later split into what is now Africa and South America. What is now called Florida is a remnant of that split.
 
 
    • Florida Was Just an Underwater Shelf
When the glaciers melted during The Great Ice Age, Florida was under 100 feet of water. It was a home to shellfish, mollusks and coral. When the waters receded, dropping as much as 100 feet, the exposed land was much larger. The coastline reached out as much as 100 miles more than what it is now.

• The Appalachian Mountains Are on Top of Florida
When the supercontinent of Pangea split apart, the upheaval created a “bump” that became the Appalachian Mountains. When the glaciers melted during The Great Ice Age, a lot of the clay and sand from those mountains washed down over the coral and limestone base of Florida. So, you could say, when you’re in Florida you’re walking on the Appalachian Mountains!

• The Most Dangerous Animal in The World
The American Alligator may be the most dangerous animal in the Everglades (tied with the American Crocodile, found in certain salt water habitats), but the animal that causes the most deaths worldwide is a lot smaller. It’s the tiny mosquito. Killing an estimated 750,000 people a year.

• Gator vs. Croc
The Everglades is the only place in the world where the alligator and the crocodile co-exist in the wild. 

• Do NOT Lick a Toad
One of the poisonous animals in the Everglades is the Bufo Toad. Two elongated glands, right behind the eyes, contain Bufotoxin, a known hallucinogen. In Miami, it is well-known that the large, chunky, warty creature likes to sit in the water bowls of pet dogs. Many a dog has been paralyzed or even killed because of this. And, shockingly, many human “dope heads” have discovered the psycho hallucinogenic effects and have actually been licking these toads. Amazing what some people will do in search of a “good time”. Needless to say, possessing these toads is illegal in some States.

• Pick Your Poison
There are about 50 species of snakes in all of Florida. But there are only four species of poisonous snakes in the Everglades - the Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake (the largest snake in North America), the little Pygmy Rattlesnake, the Coral Snake (drop for drop, venom as deadly as cobra venom) and the aggressive Cottonmouth Moccasin.

• Piles of Pythons 
During Hurricane Andrew, in 1992, pet pythons escaped from homes and breeding centers in and around Miami. Today, those escapees have reproduced and invaded areas as far west as Naples, as far north as Cape Coral, and a few have even been spotted in Jacksonville. Even though they are not poisonous, they are virtually wiping out many animals in their path, such as racoons and birds.

• Only 230 Florida Panthers in The Wild
In the 70s, the estimated number of Florida panthers was at about 20. Thankfully, that number is up to about 230 today. Obviously, the Florida panther is an endangered species. Males can weigh up to 160 pounds and prowl within a range over 200 square miles. The panther is almost identical to the Mountain Lion, except the Florida panther has a peculiar “crooked” tail and a whorl of hair on its back, as well as being a bit smaller in size and weight. It is extremely stealthy and solitary. Seldom seen. Except by its prey.

• Sowing Seeds Around the World
There are 110 species of mangrove trees in 118 countries around the world. Perhaps they are found in so many countries because their cigar shaped seed pods can float for as long as a year, until they can anchor themselves along coastal areas and start their land-building process. 

• How Big, How Wet, How Deep
1,542,526 acres. That’s how big the Everglades is. 100 miles long and 60 miles wide. Average elevation is about six feet. Average annual rainfall is about 60 inches. That adds up to an average water depth of four to five feet. The deepest water is about nine feet. That’s a lot of water when you consider the vast area this river covers. Yes, river. That’s what the Everglades is. Not a swamp, but a very slow-moving shallow river that flows constantly from around Lake Okeechobee to the Gulf of Mexico. 

The Everglades is one of the most unusual, fascinating, naturally wild locations on Earth. That’s why it has been designated a World Heritage Site and an International Biosphere Reserve. If you enjoyed this book, you will probably enjoy learning more about the incredible Everglades. I urge you to go online, visit the Everglades yourself, and experience this wonderful American treasure for yourself. 

Thanks for reading Saving an Innocent Man. 
Please go to RobertWrightThrillers.com for highlights of my current books and novels to come. 
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    Let the thrills continue!
 
 
    SAVING NEW YORK  
 
    Who is this man called Chance.
And why is the Mayor of New York willing to pay him almost anything?  
 
      
 
    Edward Wertz, Mayor of New York City, has a deadly problem on his hands. A serial killer - an expert sniper - is assassinating police on the streets. One a week…two a week…three a week. There seems to be no end in sight. 
The NYPD can't even get close to this obsessed maniac. Is he one of them? The FBI can't find him. Or her. Are they the next target? 
Fear and desperation grip the city. Families of policemen urge them to stay home - let someone else die today. Rioting and looting run rampant and unstopped. The National Guard is all but powerless to control the chaos.  
A local TV reporter has a wild idea — and a phone call is made to a man most people have never heard of. A man who can track anything that breathes… who can see what others can't see…who can process information as fast as a computer. A man forged as tough as steel in the steaming cauldron of the Everglades…with the strength to fight the strongest enemy. His name is Chance. His fee: ten million. His deadline: one week. 
The TV reporter is Nicole Jensen. Smart, tenacious and beautiful. She saw the elusive Chance years ago, but briefly. This time, she's hell-bent on putting herself in the middle of the action, even with life-threatening danger all around her. Never mind! She wants the scoop and a big anchor desk in the worst way. She also wants Chance. Will she get between Chance and a bullet? Or will Chance get between a bullet and Nicole Jensen?
From crime-ridden tenements to luxurious, historic Gracie Mansion… from the rat-infested sewer system to the majestic Statue of Liberty…Chance is on the hunt. And being hunted.
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    Let the thrills continue! 
 
    SAVING KENYA 
 
    Who is this man called Chance?
And why is the President of Kenya desperate for his help?
 
 
    Newly-elected President of Kenya, Victor Mutuma, is at the pinnacle of his life. It wasn't easy getting to the top. Now it’s up to Mutuma to take his country to the next level. To take his hard-won success and create a legacy of achievement that would last a century. 
But something is in his way. The explosive increase in the poaching of Kenya's treasure trove of wildlife. The animals millions of tourists come to Kenya to see. A single rhinoceros horn can bring $340,000 on the Black Market. A leopard pelt, $35,000. A Cape buffalo head, $30,000. Ounce-for-ounce, poached parts sell for more than cocaine or heroine. It's a nineteen billion dollar-a-year-business of ruthless international crime syndicates equipped with night vision scopes, high-tech weapons, drones, helicopters and armies of savage killers. They're not just slaughtering endangered species and tens of thousands of animals, they're murdering hundreds of rangers trying to protect the animals. They're killing the tourism industry of Kenya. And they’ll kill anyone who tries to stop them. 
Mutuma declares war on the poachers.
The syndicate declares war on him. 
They’ll stop at nothing. Not assassination. Not the kidnapping of his son. And not the man Mutuma brings in to fight them. 
A man called Chance. 
Chance revels in the nature of Kenya. It reminds him of his beloved Everglades. Bucolic in a way. But the upheaval is about to start. 
Chance has never seen a woman like Nefertari Mahmoud, obvious mistress of President Mutuma. And she has never seen a man like Chance.
Chance has his hands full in more ways than one.
From the squalid poacher tent camps in the African bush to a sex-nest penthouse in Dubai…from a billionaire’s luxury yacht moored in the Persian Gulf to the filthy smuggler ships steaming to China and Asia…Chance is climbing on top of dead bodies, both human and animal.
To save a boy.
To save a country.  
 
    To save a continent. 
 
    Will he have to sacrifice his own life to do it? 
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