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Kindle Author's Cut. Re-Mastered, Re-Formatted, Re-Edited, Re- Published.Key West runs
blood red as Jack Marsh is caught between a ruthless Cuban Drug Lord, known as El Condor,
that has had ten million dollars stolen from him by someone in Key West, and an aging Mafia
Don that knows who made the heist, and will kill to get it for himself. The heart-pounding race
through Old Town Key West, a storm-tossed crossing of the Florida Strait to an isolated beach
on the north shore of Cuba, then back out to a showdown in the deep waters around an old coral
Cay has Jack Marsh running against the clock as he tries to determine who is friend and who is
foe …and how to dump the money before he gets himself killed.The mystique of Key West, the
beauty of the coral reefs and cays surrounding the area, the mysterious deep waters of the
Florida Strait known as The Blue. The characters that make Key West the magnet of the Islands
all come alive in an action suspense thriller that will leave you breathless.

"The characters who inhabit Rahul Varma's play [...] are all seeking the common good. But they
are not guided by the same priorities or goals. To get what they want, they must negotiate with
each other. Each time they do, something is lost. And these losses ultimately ad up to disaster.
This play—a pitiless analysis of the stakes of globalization—explores how this happens."― Paul
LefebvreAbout the AuthorRahul Varma is a playwright, essayist, and community activist. Born in
1952 in India, he moved to Canada in 1976. In 1981, he co-founded Teesri Duniya Theatre
(Teesri Duniya means third world in Hindi), which is a professional, multicultural company that
produces socially relevant theatre examining issues of cultural representation and diversity in
Canada. Rahul became the company s artistic director in 1986. To advance the company s
mandate, he launched the theatre quarterly alt.theatre: cultural diversity and the stage in 1998.
He made his first forays into English language with a series of one-act plays that included Job
Stealer, Isolated Incident, and Equal Wages. With Land Where The Trees Talk, in 1989, he
turned his attention to the creation of full-length plays. His full-length works include No Man s
Land, the radio drama Trading Injuries, Counter Offence, and his most recent work, Bhopal.
Counter Offence has been translated into French as L Affaire Farhadi and Italian as Il Caso
Farhadi. Bhopal has been translated into French under the same title and has also been
translated into Hindi and Urdu by India s pre-eminent director Habib Tanvir under the name
Zahreeli Hawa. Rahul lives in Montreal with his wife and his daughter.
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KEY WEST SMACKDOWNA JACK MARSH ACTION THRILLERMIKE PETTITChapter 1The
trade winds blowing out of the southeast carried the smell of rain and salt that tickled the nose
and squinted the eye, leaving grit at the corner of the mouth. A big storm brewing down in the
Caribbean was headed for the Florida Keys and was predicted to bring trouble with it. Key West
sat dead-center in the bull’s-eye — waiting. The old town had been without rain for over a month
and coral dust coated everything under a white powdery film that you couldn't get away from
unless you took a day trip up to Miami to escape. Most locals sucked it up and went on about
their routines as usual, not because they didn't like Miami, but most had shit jobs where they
needed to work to pay their bills. Life in the Keys had always been tough. The only people who
ever made any big money were crooks who stayed one step ahead of the law. Key West was the
end of the line for most of the twenty-five thousand full-time residents. Most were there because
they were wanted by the law, were running or hiding from their wives or husbands up on the
mainland, or just had no other place to go after a lifetime of getting their asses kicked. Oh, sure
there were good people there too, the original "Conchs,” as they called themselves, who were
the rich and elite, riding above the fray. Then there were the ones who had made a go of it off the
backs of the losers in town, or the tourists with dollars who flocked there in giddy droves to soak
up the rum and sun. You couldn’t run any farther than Key West and still be in the U.S. Next
stop . . . the Islands. The islands down south beckon to the tourists and visitors, but have no
need for mainland losers; especially of the whitey variety. They had enough hardships just
keeping themselves alive.The local color, as the tourists called it, included every kind of bottom
feeder, loser, scammer, dodger, gambler, and thief imaginable. It was as if there was a sieve just
south of Miami that shook and separated all the country's failures, holding back the normal folk,
sending the dregs down the line. In spite of the potpourri of villains and ne'er-do-wells who
settled to the bottom of the food chain, Key West was probably one of the best places in the
tropics to vacation and visit. Tens of thousands of visitors poured through Key West every year,
taking advantage of the huge coral reef surrounding the island for diving and fishing. The Creole
atmosphere of Old Town and Duval Street was home to artists, writers, good shopping, and
excellent restaurants and bars. The annual Fantasy Fest drew over a hundred thousand people
down for a week in October for drinking, eating, and orgies, leaving behind a town hung over and
sore. If a travel agent had to describe Key West in just a few words, they would say that it was a
party version of an old Wild West town — Dodge City in flip flops.Jack Marsh owned the Sand
Bar, a watering hole on the corner of Duval and Eaton in the heart of Key West’s Old Town. Jack
had bought the place a little over four years ago and planned to stay there until he died, or his ex-
wife found out where he was. He developed the habit of looking over his shoulder often, on the
off chance that she would show up someday with either a gun or the law . . . or both. The last
time Jack had seen his wife, she was bent over a saddle rack in her daddy's stables playing hide
the jalapeño with one of the Mexican stable boys. He watched for a couple of minutes as she



squealed and squirmed in pleasure, then went back to the house, took the keys to her Mercedes
and drove off. The next stop was the bank. He closed out his account where he had stashed
side-money he had skimmed off his father-in-law’s crooked stock scams, took all of his wife’s
jewelry out of the safety deposit box they shared, along with stock and bond certificates,
dumped it all into a briefcase, and headed home. He called his wife’s father, who was a
miserable prick, and told him to shove his token job up his blue-blooded butt and that he could
have his daughter back, as of that day."What do you mean? You can't quit. I own you. I've spent a
fortune grooming you to take over the company. Get your ass back over here and tell Laura to let
you in immediately when you arrive.”"No dice, Pops. This gig is over. I've had enough of you and
your whole family. I married your daughter like you asked, I worked like a slave building up the
business and the only thing I have ever gotten in return is a backhanded insult calling me the
wise-ass punk who knocked up your daughter.""That's a lie. I've treated you like I would my own
son, Jack. I took you off the street and gave you a future," the old man screamed."Stop right
there, Ernie. If I recall, it was me who almost went to prison because of your dumb-ass scheme
to cook the books and not tell me. That little hiccup in our relationship was saved only because
you put up the cash for the legal team to save my ass. I swear if I had gone to prison because of
you, I would have killed you the same day I was paroled. Without me, it would have been just a
matter of time before you would have been on the street, or worse, in prison. So, don't give me
that crap about any fatherly affection. You’re also the one who came begging to me to let you use
The Sand Bar to wash all that cash you cheated your clients out of. Yeah, it was a good plan
using my bar, and my share was fair, so I went along with it. I was, also, poking your daughter at
the same time, so it all looked like a win-win for me. Then she pulled that phony ‘the rabbit died
bullshit’ and said it was mine. Hell, she was screwing every guy in Santa Barbara behind my
back at the time. Then after the wedding. she announces, ‘false alarm, a mix up at the clinic,
Bugs Bunny didn’t die after all.’”Jack had held his tongue over the years, but the venom came
tumbling out. He was on a roll now and breathing hard, "As we speak, your daughter is at your
house nailing the stable boy. Last week it was the mailroom kid, the week before that it was
some other guy, I don't need this . . . Ernie?" Jack heard choking and grunts, "Ernie? What's
wrong … oh crap."Jack hung up the phone and was tempted to head over to the office, but then,
why should he? The old man had a bad heart, what could he do? The only reason he had stuck
around was because it was easier staying than it would be moving on and starting over. Now
was his chance to put the past ten years behind him and disappear.That was almost five years
ago, and he never regretted leaving one bit. Sure enough, the old man had had a heart attack
and was found sprawled on his office floor, his cigar smoldering on the expensive carpet, his two-
grand tailored suit soiled, and his little hairpiece askew. Sophie, his daughter, inherited a
company that was so overextended that within a few months it was gone. She was penniless.
And from what a friend had told Jack, she was looking for him and her jewelry. Good luck.—Jack
was counting the cash drawer, making sure the till had enough small bills to cover the needed
change for the day when Arturo, his parrot, started screeching, whistling, and singing from his



perch at the end of the bar. Jack had adopted Arturo when a friend died a couple of years ago
from cancer. Jimmy made him swear that he would take the bird and care for it until it died, or
Jack died. Jack swore, and shortly after, became the proud father of the foulest mouthed, most
disgusting, dirty, moody, unfriendly, hateful . . . bird that had ever lived in the islands. The only
human Arturo liked was Coco Duvalier, Jack’s right hand woman who kept the Sand Bar out of
trouble and in the black.Coco had rolled into Key West a year after Jack, turning tricks on Duval
along with dozens of other hookers working the tourist trade. The local cops turned their heads
for a few dollars kicked back from the girls every night. Then again, on a slow night, a patrol car
would be spotted in a back alley bouncing rhythmically as one of the girls made her payment a
little more personal. Coco was tall, very light skinned, had a luscious body and emerald green
eyes that set her apart from her coworkers. She was one of those natural beauties that the
Islands produced from the different blood lines mixed over the centuries — part African, part
French, a little Spanish, and all beauty.One night the rain was coming down in sheets, with
lightning breaking across the town and thunder shaking the eaves. She asked Jack if she could
stand inside the doors out of the rain and promised not to hit on any of the customers in return.
She never left. Jack had always been a softy, so at closing time he asked if she had a place to
stay and she said no. He told her to take the storage room and use the women's room for her
private needs. The next morning, he went down to find Coco scrubbing the cold box where all
the beer and perishables were kept. The bar shined from a good waxing and the floors had been
mopped to a drill sergeant’s satisfaction. Since then, she had been there from opening to closing
time, running the day-to-day details of ordering, bill paying, buying, and banking. The only time
she ever left the place was to go to her small garage apartment off Julia Street, and once a
month she would take the bus up to Miami for an overnight stay."What do you think, Jack?
Should we put the tables out front?" Coco asked, eyeing the sky."Yeah, let’s go ahead and set
'em up. The Princess Seas docks in an hour. The harbor office reports there's twenty-two
hundred coming ashore. Let's catch what we can," Jack said.Jack was busy checking the
icemaker when Anthony Cona and his bodyguard, Junior, came in and sat at their usual place
against the far wall, close to the small bandstand."Hey. Mr. Cona, top of the morning to you,"
Jack called out, just like every morning. He could set his watch by Tony's arrival."So, Jacky,
come over here," Tony Cona said, softly motioning with his old gnarled hand.Jack dutifully
walked over, wiping his hands on a bar towel."You know what I want?""Yes sir, espresso with a
whiskey on the side," Jack said, just like every morning."Jacky, you're good, kid, You Italian?""No
sir, Irish.""Hey Junior, hear that? Jacky says he's Irish. What the fuck we doing in here? He's
going to fucking poison me, the fucking Mick!" The old man laughed loudly."Yes, sir, Mr. Cona. I'll
check the espresso. Jacky ain’t going to get us this morning, are you Jacky?" Junior said, as
they all laughed."No sir, not me. Every night when I go to bed, Mr. Cona, I pray I'll wake up Italian,
honest," Jack said, contritely.The old man held out his hand for Jack to kiss, just like every other
morning. This always seemed to mollify the old man, who immediately started mumbling and
drifting off. Junior devotedly wiped drool from the senile old Mafia Don’s face."Thanks Jack, the



old man is getting worse. It won't be too much longer," Junior said, before bending to his task.—
Jack went back to the bar to finish scooping ice into the deep stainless chests used for chilling
bottles of Corona and Dos Equis so they would be tooth-freezing cold when the tourists started
to pour in. Jack liked the old Don and often wondered why he was there in Key West. The only
reason would be that he was banished from the crime family, or just too old to be a threat to
anyone up north. The guy who owned the place before Jack said one day the Don was having
his morning espresso and a couple of Jersey goomba's came in and had a whispered
discussion, with the Don doing all the talking. The two mutts genuflected and kissed his hand
before quickly leaving. A few minutes later, the Don went back into his stupor mode."Watch out
for that old snake, Jack. I think his fangs are still sharp," he had said in warning.Jack
remembered in the Marines when word came down that the regiment was going to Kuwait and
would be in the vanguard on the run-up against the Republican Guard. Half a dozen guys
suddenly began faking mental illnesses to get out of going. The salty old Sergeant Major told
them tough shit, and threatened to put them all on point leading into Kuwait City . . . mental
illnesses ceased. Perhaps the situation was similar with the old Don.Jack hired his kitchen help
from the Florida Prison’s Key West Work-Release House off of Roosevelt. So far, he had been
lucky, with only one case of attitude to deal with. A little short guy reported over one morning and
informed Jack that he was sent against his wishes, didn't plan to work hard and, if Jack didn't
like it, he could send him back, but first he was going to kick his ass.Jack grabbed the boy’s
throat and squeezed, pulled him into the walk-in refrigerator off the kitchen, got up in his face,
and asked, "You like pretty women?""Duh! What do you think? That's all I think about up in the
joint, is getting me some bitches when I get out. Hell yes, I like women . . . no, I l-o-v-e women,"
he spelled out while giving his crotch an exaggerated tug.Jack had to laugh at the answer and
let him go, pushing him back onto a beer keg."Listen to me, Mr. Lamont. You try that tough guy
crap with me, I’ll cut you up and hang you over in the corner on a meat hook, you understand?”
Jack said, with his war face on. “What I want you to do is keep the tables clean, clear away dirty
dishes, and make sure the customers are happy. While you're wiping, you can look at all the
women you want, but don't touch. You touch, I'll kick your ass. Can you do that?""Why, you think
I'm dumb, I can't do something that simple? Just show me where I get my white jacket. Those
tables be so clean you see yourself in 'em . . . and them bitches be calling out for Lamont to
clean 'em some more," he boasted.Lamont turned out to be one of the best busboys and all
around dependable employees Jack had. He was quite the ladies’ man too, flirting with all the
older women who came in off the ships, not to mention the big tips given to him for his
attentiveness. One night business was slow, Coco had gone home with a cold, and Lamont and
Jack were shooting the breeze. Jack asked him what he had done to get thrown into the joint.
Lamont said that he had found a wallet stuffed with credit cards and money and went on a
spending spree. By the time the cards were maxed out and the cash gone, he had spent close to
fifteen thousand dollars. The D.A. told him to plead guilty and he would talk to the judge to get a
walk on the prison time. So, he pled guilty, the judge threw a ten-year bounce on the kid, and he



was off to the big leagues. Lamont was seventeen and homeless at the time. Lesson learned.
Only the rich walk. His parole officer asked Jack if he would accept responsibility for Lamont
when his release from the halfway-house came up, and he gladly accepted. He was glad for his
decision to back the younger man. Sometimes people fell on hard luck and just need someone
to believe in them.—Lamont was in back helping with the beer delivery, pulling cases of beer
and tap kegs, when Pointman walked in. Pointman didn't actually walk like most people. He did
more like a jitter step, kind of like his body was constantly shaking and looked like one of those
windup toys that vibrate across the floor without actually moving any appendages. He vibrated
over to the bar."H . . . Hey, J . . . Jack, 'z . . . z’up man,” he stuttered, pulling out a pack of smokes
and shaking one out.Jack held a match to the cigarette and after a couple of tries; Point got his
jittering rhythm down, lit up, and inhaled deeply. Jack blew out the match and shoved the packet
across the bar."Hey Point, how they hanging this morning?" Jack asked, as he placed an ashtray
on the bar.Pointman took a deep drag and blew out forcefully, "I … I'm scared . . . Jack, I th . . .
think I stepped into some sh . . . shit last night.""Hey, you smell ok," Jack said, smiling, giving him
the once over.Point had lived on the streets and alleys of Key West for years. Some say he
showed up sometime after the Tet offensive in Vietnam back in the sixties, but no one knew for
sure. It was known that he was an outpatient at the V.A. in the Navy annex and should be living
there. But the rooms and the money were going to the younger men from Iraq and Afghanistan,
so he lived on the streets. Jack gave him a few bucks every now and then and let him sleep in
the storeroom on stormy nights. Somewhere between Pointman’s Vietnam tour and coming
home, he lost his mind and you never knew if you were talking to the stealthy Pointman on jungle
patrol or the spaced out mindless caricature he is today."Ja . . . Jack, I . . . saw a man ge . . . get
killed la . . . last night, sw . . . swear to Go . . . God!""Killed! Where?"“Ov . . . over by the bi . . . big
warehouse on Whii . . . Whii . . . off Mustin. Yo . . . you know the one b . . . by the Coast G . . .
Guard Sta . . . sta . . . Base.”“Sure, the big one that used to be part of the Navy Base, yeah I know
which one."“I was set-in fo . . . for the night, boo . . . booby traps out, ni . . . night fi . . . fire on ca . . . 
call behind a du . . . dumpster. I was ready man, Charlie hit the wire, and I was ready. Know what
I mean?”“Yeah, I’m with you.”“A . . . about two this morning, one of them pig cans pulled in and
parks ten meters to my front.”“Pig can?” Jack asked.“Yeah, one of them fed plain-wrap cars the
pigs drive around trying to fool people cause there ain't no signs on 'em,” Point said, matter-of-
factly. “They pull up and cut the m . . . motor, and I hear talking. Somebody smacked someone
and cussed him out real loud. One of them guys called the other a fart-knocker and I just about
cracked up. I ain’t heard that since I was a kid in Waco. The other guy was crying and saying he
wasn’t trying to double cross anyone. It was all a misunderstanding, and that he had the money
in a safe place.”As Jack listened, it occurred to him that Point had lost his jittery speech and was
coherent. Jack could tell Point was afraid by the way he would look over his shoulder to see if
anyone was watching or coming for him. Jack ran a draft beer for him and Point sucked it down
in two gulps, wiped his mouth, and continued, “Then, they really started screaming back and
forth. I could hear slaps and fists hitting flesh. Somebody was getting beat good. Then a shot



went off and scared the shit out of me and I lost it,” he said, eyes huge in his head. “I could see a
platoon of gooks coming through the wire and I started throwing grenades and hollering ‘Gooks
in the wire! Gooks in the wire!’ I know it was just my imagination, but it seemed so real. I didn’t
have no grenades, either. I had an old bucket filled with limes I picked over off Elizabeth Street,
and was throwing those at the pigs. I guess I must have scared them, because they dumped a
body out of that car and hauled ass.” He stopped to wipe his mouth and pointed to his empty
glass for a refill.“I got the price for it, Jack. Run me one,” he said.Jack tapped off the glass, set it
in front of Point, and was surprised when he pulled out a huge roll of money. Point peeled off a
hundred and said, “That’s the smallest I got, sorry.”“Pointman, where the hell did you get that
money, man? There must be five or six thousand bucks in that roll,” Jack said. Jack had never
seen Point with any money, except loose change that he panhandled off tourists.“I got it off the
dead man, Jack. After them shooters left, I checked on the body to see if the guy was alive. Sure
enough, he was dead, so I checked for ID and came up with this money, ain’t it beautiful?” he
beamed. "Hey, and check these out," he said, pointing to a pair of expensive hand-tooled
cowboy boots. "Ain't they beauties? And fit good too."Pointman swiveled his head around to see
if anyone was looking, “I got this too,” he said, laying a .38 automatic on the bar along with a key
on an ID chain.Jack scooped up the pistol and put it under the bar before someone saw it and
got nosey.“Point, what happened next? Did you call the law?”“The Law! Jack are you fucking
nuts? The law ain’t going to believe anything I say. Hell, naw, man. I took the dead guy’s stuff and
dee dee’ed out of there, dude,” he said in a rush. “I been on the run all night waiting to come see
you for help. I spent the night on the roof over at Sears Town. My stuff is still up there, and I ain’t
going back unless you say to. Jack, those pigs saw me, they know who I am. I’m scared,” he
said, looking over his shoulder for gunmen to come barging in.“Take it easy, Point, no one is
going to bother you here,” Jack said and drew another beer for him.Just as he took a long pull on
his glass, Arturo cut loose with a loud, “Show me your stuff. Show me your stuff,” from the other
end of the bar, causing Point to spew beer in fright all over Jack and the bar.“Jeezus, that frigging
bird scairt the pee out of me!” Point said. “Jack, that frigging parrot hates me. Every time I come
in, it smarts off to me. I never sh . . . sh … should have sh . . . shown hi . . . him nuthen’ the first
time it asked.”Coco rushed over to wipe the bar and laughed at Point’s comment about the time
Arturo had yelled out, “Show me your stuff,” and a drugged-out Point dropped his drawers and
hung it out for all the bar customers to see. Arturo went into an immediate braying of “Heehaw,
Heehaw, Heehaw!” Since then, Point hated Arturo, and vice versa.Jack threw Arturo a
maraschino cherry out of the well to shut him up. The bird caught it with one foot, and yelled
back, "Out!" Crazy damn bird. Jack was disgusted that he didn't know that parrots lived to be in
their late thirties to early forties when he had agreed to adopt him. Having the damn bird was like
living with a delinquent teenager all your life — he was always a smartass with the last
word."What should I do, Jack?" Point asked."Well, for now, go upstairs and get cleaned up. Take
a snooze, and later we'll take a cab over to get your gear off the Sears’ roof, and then we'll
see."Jack lived upstairs in a small four-room place he had tricked out to look like a scene from a



tropical catalog. Jack had always loved Key West and the island architecture, which was a mix of
all the different countries that ruled the islands at one time or another over the centuries, leaving
behind their influence in style and colors, not to mention bloodlines. Linguists have studied the
island’s Creole language for years and found word traces of almost every European nation and
African tribe there is. If you haven't grown up speaking the island language, you will never fully
understand what is being said. dialects within dialects, within slang, within tones . . .Jack led
Point upstairs after another beer to calm his nerves, laid out some old jeans and a shirt for him to
put on after a hot shower, and headed back down to the bar. "Stay out of the fridge, and don't
touch the grouper that’s marinating on the counter. That's my dinner," Jack warned, on his way
down the stairs."Hey Jack, I'm rich now. if I wanted grouper, I'd get me some, I don't need you to
feed me. Hell, I might just go over to the Raw Bar and get a couple dozen oysters later on.""No
way, we're putting that roll of cash in the locker downstairs for safe keeping. You flash that wad
around town, and you’ll be a crispy critter in no time. I'll hang on to it and you can take whatever
you need whenever you want. Just don't go flashing it or talking about it.""You're right, Jack.
You're the only one I can trust, except for Black Alice. She's always good to me when I need to
talk to somebody besides those shrinks out at the V.A. Hell, Jack, those boys out there don't
even speak English. One of those docs is Vietnamese, for Christ's sake. How is he going to
straighten me out, I ask you? The damn Congs are the ones that made me this way," Point said,
mystified at the system that he was caught up in.Jack warned Point to stay put and bounced
down the outside stairs, picking up the beat of Margaretville being belted out by the Sand Bar’s
very own Johnny Boofey. That's his name, or at least the stage name that he went by. Johnny
sounded more like Jimmy Buffett than Jimmy Buffett did, and he packed the customers in with
his act. Johnny could damn near imitate any country or rock singer who ever recorded. The real
Jimmy Buffett’s place was a couple blocks farther down, and Jack was sure that one day Jimmy
Buffett would come down with his guys armed with baseball bats and beat the crap out of
everyone in the place. Johnny worked for minimum wage, plus tips and sales of his discs, plus
all the drinks the customers bought him. By closing time every night, Johnny was hoarse from
singing and falling-down drunk. His girlfriend, Sonja, would scrape him up, pour him into a cab,
and they’d drive off in a cloud of coral dust.Jack paused for a moment out in the alley, caught by
the sight of little dervish cyclones of coral dust blowing trash into the air. The sky was darkening
with purplish bruise-colored clouds scuttling in from the southeast, pushed by the trade winds
blowing up from Puerto Rico. The smell of salt and rain lay heavy over the city, thunder rolled
way off, sounding like cannon broadsides from a long gone era in a duel to the death. He was
worried about his partner Tommy Hicks. This would not be a good night to be caught out on the
blue.Chapter 2Tommy Hicks watched the deep cobalt blue rollers, pushed by the storm, coming
up from the southeast. The Island Girl, an old forty-eight-foot dive boat converted for salvage
and commercial diving, rode the swells gracefully, rising and falling almost in tune to the slow-
motion samba rhythm blaring out of the boat’s radio tuned to Radio Havana. Tommy sat at
anchor off Screaming Woman Key, twenty miles south of Key West, with fishing line spooled out,



waiting for Miguel Santos to arrive for their weekly rendezvous. The Girl’s radar had a vessel
coming up from the south that wasn't squawking any identification, which isn't too unusual for
watercraft coming out of Cuba, especially with a storm moving in. Santos would be there, Tommy
knew for sure. He had never missed a meet-up yet, and there was too much money in it for the
Cuban not to show. Every Wednesday for three years, the two men met out in the Florida
Straight, passing black market goods over to the Cubans in exchange for cash.It had started
simply enough, with Miguel Santos bringing his Cuban Navy patrol boat up alongside The Girl,
tying off, and making himself at home aboard her. Tommy was on the bottom, in ninety feet of
water, picking over the bones of an old cargo vessel that had sunk a few years before and was
so engrossed in his find that he didn’t even know another boat had joined him. When Tommy
came up, he found Miguel sitting in his captain’s chair, kicked back, and smoking a cigar. After a
few minutes of macho B.S. about boarding without permission outside territorial waters and CIA
spy accusations, the two backed down from name calling and threats. One thing led to another
and soon the two men were talking about things men always talk about, women, gambling,
baseball, and more women. The friendship was sealed when Carlos told Tommy he had been in
the Cuban Naval Brigade — Marine Brigade — and had fought in Angola in the late seventies as
a sergeant. Tommy told of his stint as a corporal in the Marines in Kuwait and the bond was
made, Brothers in Arms. Later, as the two relaxed on the aft deck sharing a bucket of crab claws
along with cold beer, they hatched the plan to start a black market operation where the two could
get rich, as long as they didn't get greedy or careless. It started out with auto parts — spark
plugs, distributors, generators, windshield wipers — basic stuff, all in huge demand throughout
the island. They soon expanded into electronics and appliances. Miguel's position of Squadron
Capitán for the Santa Cruz Del Norte Coastal Patrol allowed him to move freely and
unquestioned, and Tommy's salvage and dive business gave him free access to just about
anywhere he wanted to go without any hassle from the Coast Guard or suspicious DEA agents.
It was a win-win setup.The NOAA weather report on channel 16 had issued a small craft warning
hours ago and said that the tropical depression was sinking fast and could shoot up to a Cat 1
hurricane by midnight. Tommy wasn't concerned yet. he could pull the hook and be back at the
dock faster than the storm could move, but still, he didn't like taking any chances out there. It
was for this very reason that he had been able to make a living off salvage work out in the Strait.
Storms could come up very fast, catch the unprepared skipper by surprise, and take him to the
bottom. Actually, big storms were good for Tommy's business, especially leisure craft that went
down with all hands . . . usually families or partiers out having fun, and not knowing the danger
signs."Island Girl, Island Girl, this is Cuban Patrol niner nine. Come in please.""Yo, niner-nine,
this is the Girl.""Girl, my E.T.A. is ten minutes. Stand by with papers, Señor."That was the
standard line to tell Tommy that all was ok, and that Miguel was on his way. It also gave Tommy
cover with the Coast Guard if ever questioned why he was tied-up alongside a Cuban Navy
vessel.The two men were standing out of the light rain, under the canvas Biminis that stretched
over half the aft deck of The Girl. Miguel had his crew tie up alongside The Girl, and within



minutes of arriving, started shifting the contraband aboard and below decks of his vessel.
Tommy never asked about the loyalty of Miguel's crew and really didn't have any need to know.
They were Miguel's problem, but they all seemed to respect him and responded quickly to his
commands. Today's pickup was going to be Tommy's most profitable shipment to date. It
consisted of handheld GPS units, satellite cell phones, and sixty-minute phone cards. He would
clear 15K today, cash."Drugs! You're nuts, Miguel! There is no frigging way we should start
dealing in drugs. That'll have the DEA on our ass in a New York minute," Tommy said. "Thomas,
don't you see? This is a big opportunity for us. We deal in this little stuff and we stay little. We go
to drugs we will soon be millionaires, compadre," Miguel said, eyes twinkling with a larcenous
grin on his face. "I have a customer who will supply all the drugs we can deliver for him. I give you
the drugs out here on the blue and you deliver them to my friend’s Miami people dockside in Key
West. Simple, yes? They give you the money and you bring it out here with you the next
day.”"Simple, no. You’re asking for trouble, Miguel. Castro and his boys will string you up by your
cajones when they catch you.""Thomas, my friend, I am not a hero. I am a coward. Even though
you and I make good money doing our little business, most of mine goes to the big boys in
Havana to look the other way. No, my friend, these drugs are not for Cuba and the revolution,"
Miguel laughed. "They are for a friend of a friend in Cancun, a businessman with great wealth
who deals in drugs. Here, I have schedule of deliveries and drop offs," he said, pulling out a
folded piece of notebook paper.Tommy's hand shook as he read the handwritten schedule."Holy
shit, Miguel!" Tommy swore. "The first delivery is tomorrow night. No fucking way can we do this.
Even if I knew anything about the drug trade, the feds would be all over us. We need to walk
away from this and leave drug-running to the big guys. Remember, we agreed we would never
become greedy, and this kind of greed will get us dead, partner.""Thomas, I am sorry to say, but
we don't have a choice. If it were me, I would agree with you that we are doing very well with our
little business. My life is good, my wife gets fatter every day, my children do not go without, my
mother and father are comfortable compared to our fellow Cubans. No, it is not my wish. I have
been told to make this thing happen, or I will be turned over to the authorities for selling
contraband goods and will be sent before a firing squad." He paused, "And you Thomas, will be
reported to your authorities to be dealt with," Miguel said apologetically. "We must deliver on this
soon, my friend, or the hammer will fall on both of us.""Who's behind this? Just tell them we can't
do it, for Christ's sake. I swear Miguel, I don't want any part of this and I know I speak for Jack as
well. He would never go along with this. Besides, if we did run drugs for this friend of a friend,
once we do, they will own us forever and we just become mules for their wants. We'll be no better
off than a couple of dogs that obey when their master whistles.""Thomas, there is more. This
thing is already in motion. You and I are actually very small potatoes in this. The reason I was late
today is because my friend called on me and gave me instructions. He told me that I must get
you to agree with being part of this, and, if you did not agree, I was to kill you . . .”"Miguel! What
the fuck are you saying? If I say no . . . you're going to kill me?""No, no, Thomas, I am not going
to kill you . . . he said to kill you. I didn't say I would. You are my friend and business partner. How



can I kill you? We are small time businessmen, not killers. The schedule I just gave to you, I
made up. There is no schedule. I needed to see if you would go for it before I told you the
truth.”"Miguel, I just can't do it, I'm no criminal. Sure, we make a few bucks on this penny-ante
crap, but hell, it’s like humanitarian work, supplying all those poor Cubans with stuff. But drugs,
that's big league . . . count me out, I mean it.""Thomas, if I count you out, then I am killing my own
family and me. These bastards don't take no for an answer. If you say yes, and then don't come
through, they will kill my fat wife, my little girls, and me. I swear, we are fucked.""Did your friend
tell you that? Did he say he would kill you and your family if I didn't go along with it?" Tommy
asked, anguish crushing his face."Si, Hermano, mi familia está muerta — my family is dead if
you don't go along. I am sorry, Thomas. I am sorry that I have gotten you into this."Both men sat
quietly thinking of the danger they had found themselves in, and couldn't get out of."Even if I say
yes, I don't know who these Miami people are. I won’t know if I’m dealing with the druggies or the
DEA.""That is it, my friend," Miguel said, exhaling loudly, hands on knees, "We do not have to do
anything but deliver the cargo. Someone will approach you in Key West and arrange to load up
your boat with money. Then you meet me out here and I take the money and you take the drugs.
The money goes with me into Santa Cruz and it is offloaded and disappears, later arriving in Isla
Mujeres, off Cancun. That is all I know.""Oh man, this is going to be so fucking dangerous. There
is no way we can keep this a secret for long. The Coast Guard and DEA let me fly under the
radar because I am harmless, but drugs . . . oh dude, they are going to light me up. And, if the
FBI gets involved, then we are really fucked. Those guys shoot first and talk later.""It is indeed a
big risk to us, Thomas. I think we need to go along for now and see what we can do to escape
from these putas.""What are they going to pay us?""Pay? We get to live, that's our pay."Chapter
3KEY WEST SMACKDOWNA JACK MARSH ACTION THRILLERMIKE PETTITChapter 1The
trade winds blowing out of the southeast carried the smell of rain and salt that tickled the nose
and squinted the eye, leaving grit at the corner of the mouth. A big storm brewing down in the
Caribbean was headed for the Florida Keys and was predicted to bring trouble with it. Key West
sat dead-center in the bull’s-eye — waiting. The old town had been without rain for over a month
and coral dust coated everything under a white powdery film that you couldn't get away from
unless you took a day trip up to Miami to escape. Most locals sucked it up and went on about
their routines as usual, not because they didn't like Miami, but most had shit jobs where they
needed to work to pay their bills. Life in the Keys had always been tough. The only people who
ever made any big money were crooks who stayed one step ahead of the law. Key West was the
end of the line for most of the twenty-five thousand full-time residents. Most were there because
they were wanted by the law, were running or hiding from their wives or husbands up on the
mainland, or just had no other place to go after a lifetime of getting their asses kicked. Oh, sure
there were good people there too, the original "Conchs,” as they called themselves, who were
the rich and elite, riding above the fray. Then there were the ones who had made a go of it off the
backs of the losers in town, or the tourists with dollars who flocked there in giddy droves to soak
up the rum and sun. You couldn’t run any farther than Key West and still be in the U.S. Next



stop . . . the Islands. The islands down south beckon to the tourists and visitors, but have no
need for mainland losers; especially of the whitey variety. They had enough hardships just
keeping themselves alive.The local color, as the tourists called it, included every kind of bottom
feeder, loser, scammer, dodger, gambler, and thief imaginable. It was as if there was a sieve just
south of Miami that shook and separated all the country's failures, holding back the normal folk,
sending the dregs down the line. In spite of the potpourri of villains and ne'er-do-wells who
settled to the bottom of the food chain, Key West was probably one of the best places in the
tropics to vacation and visit. Tens of thousands of visitors poured through Key West every year,
taking advantage of the huge coral reef surrounding the island for diving and fishing. The Creole
atmosphere of Old Town and Duval Street was home to artists, writers, good shopping, and
excellent restaurants and bars. The annual Fantasy Fest drew over a hundred thousand people
down for a week in October for drinking, eating, and orgies, leaving behind a town hung over and
sore. If a travel agent had to describe Key West in just a few words, they would say that it was a
party version of an old Wild West town — Dodge City in flip flops.Jack Marsh owned the Sand
Bar, a watering hole on the corner of Duval and Eaton in the heart of Key West’s Old Town. Jack
had bought the place a little over four years ago and planned to stay there until he died, or his ex-
wife found out where he was. He developed the habit of looking over his shoulder often, on the
off chance that she would show up someday with either a gun or the law . . . or both. The last
time Jack had seen his wife, she was bent over a saddle rack in her daddy's stables playing hide
the jalapeño with one of the Mexican stable boys. He watched for a couple of minutes as she
squealed and squirmed in pleasure, then went back to the house, took the keys to her Mercedes
and drove off. The next stop was the bank. He closed out his account where he had stashed
side-money he had skimmed off his father-in-law’s crooked stock scams, took all of his wife’s
jewelry out of the safety deposit box they shared, along with stock and bond certificates,
dumped it all into a briefcase, and headed home. He called his wife’s father, who was a
miserable prick, and told him to shove his token job up his blue-blooded butt and that he could
have his daughter back, as of that day."What do you mean? You can't quit. I own you. I've spent a
fortune grooming you to take over the company. Get your ass back over here and tell Laura to let
you in immediately when you arrive.”"No dice, Pops. This gig is over. I've had enough of you and
your whole family. I married your daughter like you asked, I worked like a slave building up the
business and the only thing I have ever gotten in return is a backhanded insult calling me the
wise-ass punk who knocked up your daughter.""That's a lie. I've treated you like I would my own
son, Jack. I took you off the street and gave you a future," the old man screamed."Stop right
there, Ernie. If I recall, it was me who almost went to prison because of your dumb-ass scheme
to cook the books and not tell me. That little hiccup in our relationship was saved only because
you put up the cash for the legal team to save my ass. I swear if I had gone to prison because of
you, I would have killed you the same day I was paroled. Without me, it would have been just a
matter of time before you would have been on the street, or worse, in prison. So, don't give me
that crap about any fatherly affection. You’re also the one who came begging to me to let you use



The Sand Bar to wash all that cash you cheated your clients out of. Yeah, it was a good plan
using my bar, and my share was fair, so I went along with it. I was, also, poking your daughter at
the same time, so it all looked like a win-win for me. Then she pulled that phony ‘the rabbit died
bullshit’ and said it was mine. Hell, she was screwing every guy in Santa Barbara behind my
back at the time. Then after the wedding. she announces, ‘false alarm, a mix up at the clinic,
Bugs Bunny didn’t die after all.’”Jack had held his tongue over the years, but the venom came
tumbling out. He was on a roll now and breathing hard, "As we speak, your daughter is at your
house nailing the stable boy. Last week it was the mailroom kid, the week before that it was
some other guy, I don't need this . . . Ernie?" Jack heard choking and grunts, "Ernie? What's
wrong … oh crap."Jack hung up the phone and was tempted to head over to the office, but then,
why should he? The old man had a bad heart, what could he do? The only reason he had stuck
around was because it was easier staying than it would be moving on and starting over. Now
was his chance to put the past ten years behind him and disappear.That was almost five years
ago, and he never regretted leaving one bit. Sure enough, the old man had had a heart attack
and was found sprawled on his office floor, his cigar smoldering on the expensive carpet, his two-
grand tailored suit soiled, and his little hairpiece askew. Sophie, his daughter, inherited a
company that was so overextended that within a few months it was gone. She was penniless.
And from what a friend had told Jack, she was looking for him and her jewelry. Good luck.—Jack
was counting the cash drawer, making sure the till had enough small bills to cover the needed
change for the day when Arturo, his parrot, started screeching, whistling, and singing from his
perch at the end of the bar. Jack had adopted Arturo when a friend died a couple of years ago
from cancer. Jimmy made him swear that he would take the bird and care for it until it died, or
Jack died. Jack swore, and shortly after, became the proud father of the foulest mouthed, most
disgusting, dirty, moody, unfriendly, hateful . . . bird that had ever lived in the islands. The only
human Arturo liked was Coco Duvalier, Jack’s right hand woman who kept the Sand Bar out of
trouble and in the black.Coco had rolled into Key West a year after Jack, turning tricks on Duval
along with dozens of other hookers working the tourist trade. The local cops turned their heads
for a few dollars kicked back from the girls every night. Then again, on a slow night, a patrol car
would be spotted in a back alley bouncing rhythmically as one of the girls made her payment a
little more personal. Coco was tall, very light skinned, had a luscious body and emerald green
eyes that set her apart from her coworkers. She was one of those natural beauties that the
Islands produced from the different blood lines mixed over the centuries — part African, part
French, a little Spanish, and all beauty.One night the rain was coming down in sheets, with
lightning breaking across the town and thunder shaking the eaves. She asked Jack if she could
stand inside the doors out of the rain and promised not to hit on any of the customers in return.
She never left. Jack had always been a softy, so at closing time he asked if she had a place to
stay and she said no. He told her to take the storage room and use the women's room for her
private needs. The next morning, he went down to find Coco scrubbing the cold box where all
the beer and perishables were kept. The bar shined from a good waxing and the floors had been



mopped to a drill sergeant’s satisfaction. Since then, she had been there from opening to closing
time, running the day-to-day details of ordering, bill paying, buying, and banking. The only time
she ever left the place was to go to her small garage apartment off Julia Street, and once a
month she would take the bus up to Miami for an overnight stay."What do you think, Jack?
Should we put the tables out front?" Coco asked, eyeing the sky."Yeah, let’s go ahead and set
'em up. The Princess Seas docks in an hour. The harbor office reports there's twenty-two
hundred coming ashore. Let's catch what we can," Jack said.Jack was busy checking the
icemaker when Anthony Cona and his bodyguard, Junior, came in and sat at their usual place
against the far wall, close to the small bandstand."Hey. Mr. Cona, top of the morning to you,"
Jack called out, just like every morning. He could set his watch by Tony's arrival."So, Jacky,
come over here," Tony Cona said, softly motioning with his old gnarled hand.Jack dutifully
walked over, wiping his hands on a bar towel."You know what I want?""Yes sir, espresso with a
whiskey on the side," Jack said, just like every morning."Jacky, you're good, kid, You Italian?""No
sir, Irish.""Hey Junior, hear that? Jacky says he's Irish. What the fuck we doing in here? He's
going to fucking poison me, the fucking Mick!" The old man laughed loudly."Yes, sir, Mr. Cona. I'll
check the espresso. Jacky ain’t going to get us this morning, are you Jacky?" Junior said, as
they all laughed."No sir, not me. Every night when I go to bed, Mr. Cona, I pray I'll wake up Italian,
honest," Jack said, contritely.The old man held out his hand for Jack to kiss, just like every other
morning. This always seemed to mollify the old man, who immediately started mumbling and
drifting off. Junior devotedly wiped drool from the senile old Mafia Don’s face."Thanks Jack, the
old man is getting worse. It won't be too much longer," Junior said, before bending to his task.—
Jack went back to the bar to finish scooping ice into the deep stainless chests used for chilling
bottles of Corona and Dos Equis so they would be tooth-freezing cold when the tourists started
to pour in. Jack liked the old Don and often wondered why he was there in Key West. The only
reason would be that he was banished from the crime family, or just too old to be a threat to
anyone up north. The guy who owned the place before Jack said one day the Don was having
his morning espresso and a couple of Jersey goomba's came in and had a whispered
discussion, with the Don doing all the talking. The two mutts genuflected and kissed his hand
before quickly leaving. A few minutes later, the Don went back into his stupor mode."Watch out
for that old snake, Jack. I think his fangs are still sharp," he had said in warning.Jack
remembered in the Marines when word came down that the regiment was going to Kuwait and
would be in the vanguard on the run-up against the Republican Guard. Half a dozen guys
suddenly began faking mental illnesses to get out of going. The salty old Sergeant Major told
them tough shit, and threatened to put them all on point leading into Kuwait City . . . mental
illnesses ceased. Perhaps the situation was similar with the old Don.Jack hired his kitchen help
from the Florida Prison’s Key West Work-Release House off of Roosevelt. So far, he had been
lucky, with only one case of attitude to deal with. A little short guy reported over one morning and
informed Jack that he was sent against his wishes, didn't plan to work hard and, if Jack didn't
like it, he could send him back, but first he was going to kick his ass.Jack grabbed the boy’s



throat and squeezed, pulled him into the walk-in refrigerator off the kitchen, got up in his face,
and asked, "You like pretty women?""Duh! What do you think? That's all I think about up in the
joint, is getting me some bitches when I get out. Hell yes, I like women . . . no, I l-o-v-e women,"
he spelled out while giving his crotch an exaggerated tug.Jack had to laugh at the answer and
let him go, pushing him back onto a beer keg."Listen to me, Mr. Lamont. You try that tough guy
crap with me, I’ll cut you up and hang you over in the corner on a meat hook, you understand?”
Jack said, with his war face on. “What I want you to do is keep the tables clean, clear away dirty
dishes, and make sure the customers are happy. While you're wiping, you can look at all the
women you want, but don't touch. You touch, I'll kick your ass. Can you do that?""Why, you think
I'm dumb, I can't do something that simple? Just show me where I get my white jacket. Those
tables be so clean you see yourself in 'em . . . and them bitches be calling out for Lamont to
clean 'em some more," he boasted.Lamont turned out to be one of the best busboys and all
around dependable employees Jack had. He was quite the ladies’ man too, flirting with all the
older women who came in off the ships, not to mention the big tips given to him for his
attentiveness. One night business was slow, Coco had gone home with a cold, and Lamont and
Jack were shooting the breeze. Jack asked him what he had done to get thrown into the joint.
Lamont said that he had found a wallet stuffed with credit cards and money and went on a
spending spree. By the time the cards were maxed out and the cash gone, he had spent close to
fifteen thousand dollars. The D.A. told him to plead guilty and he would talk to the judge to get a
walk on the prison time. So, he pled guilty, the judge threw a ten-year bounce on the kid, and he
was off to the big leagues. Lamont was seventeen and homeless at the time. Lesson learned.
Only the rich walk. His parole officer asked Jack if he would accept responsibility for Lamont
when his release from the halfway-house came up, and he gladly accepted. He was glad for his
decision to back the younger man. Sometimes people fell on hard luck and just need someone
to believe in them.—Lamont was in back helping with the beer delivery, pulling cases of beer
and tap kegs, when Pointman walked in. Pointman didn't actually walk like most people. He did
more like a jitter step, kind of like his body was constantly shaking and looked like one of those
windup toys that vibrate across the floor without actually moving any appendages. He vibrated
over to the bar."H . . . Hey, J . . . Jack, 'z . . . z’up man,” he stuttered, pulling out a pack of smokes
and shaking one out.Jack held a match to the cigarette and after a couple of tries; Point got his
jittering rhythm down, lit up, and inhaled deeply. Jack blew out the match and shoved the packet
across the bar."Hey Point, how they hanging this morning?" Jack asked, as he placed an ashtray
on the bar.Pointman took a deep drag and blew out forcefully, "I … I'm scared . . . Jack, I th . . .
think I stepped into some sh . . . shit last night.""Hey, you smell ok," Jack said, smiling, giving him
the once over.Point had lived on the streets and alleys of Key West for years. Some say he
showed up sometime after the Tet offensive in Vietnam back in the sixties, but no one knew for
sure. It was known that he was an outpatient at the V.A. in the Navy annex and should be living
there. But the rooms and the money were going to the younger men from Iraq and Afghanistan,
so he lived on the streets. Jack gave him a few bucks every now and then and let him sleep in



the storeroom on stormy nights. Somewhere between Pointman’s Vietnam tour and coming
home, he lost his mind and you never knew if you were talking to the stealthy Pointman on jungle
patrol or the spaced out mindless caricature he is today."Ja . . . Jack, I . . . saw a man ge . . . get
killed la . . . last night, sw . . . swear to Go . . . God!""Killed! Where?"“Ov . . . over by the bi . . . big
warehouse on Whii . . . Whii . . . off Mustin. Yo . . . you know the one b . . . by the Coast G . . .
Guard Sta . . . sta . . . Base.”“Sure, the big one that used to be part of the Navy Base, yeah I know
which one."“I was set-in fo . . . for the night, boo . . . booby traps out, ni . . . night fi . . . fire on ca . . . 
call behind a du . . . dumpster. I was ready man, Charlie hit the wire, and I was ready. Know what
I mean?”“Yeah, I’m with you.”“A . . . about two this morning, one of them pig cans pulled in and
parks ten meters to my front.”“Pig can?” Jack asked.“Yeah, one of them fed plain-wrap cars the
pigs drive around trying to fool people cause there ain't no signs on 'em,” Point said, matter-of-
factly. “They pull up and cut the m . . . motor, and I hear talking. Somebody smacked someone
and cussed him out real loud. One of them guys called the other a fart-knocker and I just about
cracked up. I ain’t heard that since I was a kid in Waco. The other guy was crying and saying he
wasn’t trying to double cross anyone. It was all a misunderstanding, and that he had the money
in a safe place.”As Jack listened, it occurred to him that Point had lost his jittery speech and was
coherent. Jack could tell Point was afraid by the way he would look over his shoulder to see if
anyone was watching or coming for him. Jack ran a draft beer for him and Point sucked it down
in two gulps, wiped his mouth, and continued, “Then, they really started screaming back and
forth. I could hear slaps and fists hitting flesh. Somebody was getting beat good. Then a shot
went off and scared the shit out of me and I lost it,” he said, eyes huge in his head. “I could see a
platoon of gooks coming through the wire and I started throwing grenades and hollering ‘Gooks
in the wire! Gooks in the wire!’ I know it was just my imagination, but it seemed so real. I didn’t
have no grenades, either. I had an old bucket filled with limes I picked over off Elizabeth Street,
and was throwing those at the pigs. I guess I must have scared them, because they dumped a
body out of that car and hauled ass.” He stopped to wipe his mouth and pointed to his empty
glass for a refill.“I got the price for it, Jack. Run me one,” he said.Jack tapped off the glass, set it
in front of Point, and was surprised when he pulled out a huge roll of money. Point peeled off a
hundred and said, “That’s the smallest I got, sorry.”“Pointman, where the hell did you get that
money, man? There must be five or six thousand bucks in that roll,” Jack said. Jack had never
seen Point with any money, except loose change that he panhandled off tourists.“I got it off the
dead man, Jack. After them shooters left, I checked on the body to see if the guy was alive. Sure
enough, he was dead, so I checked for ID and came up with this money, ain’t it beautiful?” he
beamed. "Hey, and check these out," he said, pointing to a pair of expensive hand-tooled
cowboy boots. "Ain't they beauties? And fit good too."Pointman swiveled his head around to see
if anyone was looking, “I got this too,” he said, laying a .38 automatic on the bar along with a key
on an ID chain.Jack scooped up the pistol and put it under the bar before someone saw it and
got nosey.“Point, what happened next? Did you call the law?”“The Law! Jack are you fucking
nuts? The law ain’t going to believe anything I say. Hell, naw, man. I took the dead guy’s stuff and



dee dee’ed out of there, dude,” he said in a rush. “I been on the run all night waiting to come see
you for help. I spent the night on the roof over at Sears Town. My stuff is still up there, and I ain’t
going back unless you say to. Jack, those pigs saw me, they know who I am. I’m scared,” he
said, looking over his shoulder for gunmen to come barging in.“Take it easy, Point, no one is
going to bother you here,” Jack said and drew another beer for him.Just as he took a long pull on
his glass, Arturo cut loose with a loud, “Show me your stuff. Show me your stuff,” from the other
end of the bar, causing Point to spew beer in fright all over Jack and the bar.“Jeezus, that frigging
bird scairt the pee out of me!” Point said. “Jack, that frigging parrot hates me. Every time I come
in, it smarts off to me. I never sh . . . sh … should have sh . . . shown hi . . . him nuthen’ the first
time it asked.”Coco rushed over to wipe the bar and laughed at Point’s comment about the time
Arturo had yelled out, “Show me your stuff,” and a drugged-out Point dropped his drawers and
hung it out for all the bar customers to see. Arturo went into an immediate braying of “Heehaw,
Heehaw, Heehaw!” Since then, Point hated Arturo, and vice versa.Jack threw Arturo a
maraschino cherry out of the well to shut him up. The bird caught it with one foot, and yelled
back, "Out!" Crazy damn bird. Jack was disgusted that he didn't know that parrots lived to be in
their late thirties to early forties when he had agreed to adopt him. Having the damn bird was like
living with a delinquent teenager all your life — he was always a smartass with the last
word."What should I do, Jack?" Point asked."Well, for now, go upstairs and get cleaned up. Take
a snooze, and later we'll take a cab over to get your gear off the Sears’ roof, and then we'll
see."Jack lived upstairs in a small four-room place he had tricked out to look like a scene from a
tropical catalog. Jack had always loved Key West and the island architecture, which was a mix of
all the different countries that ruled the islands at one time or another over the centuries, leaving
behind their influence in style and colors, not to mention bloodlines. Linguists have studied the
island’s Creole language for years and found word traces of almost every European nation and
African tribe there is. If you haven't grown up speaking the island language, you will never fully
understand what is being said. dialects within dialects, within slang, within tones . . .Jack led
Point upstairs after another beer to calm his nerves, laid out some old jeans and a shirt for him to
put on after a hot shower, and headed back down to the bar. "Stay out of the fridge, and don't
touch the grouper that’s marinating on the counter. That's my dinner," Jack warned, on his way
down the stairs."Hey Jack, I'm rich now. if I wanted grouper, I'd get me some, I don't need you to
feed me. Hell, I might just go over to the Raw Bar and get a couple dozen oysters later on.""No
way, we're putting that roll of cash in the locker downstairs for safe keeping. You flash that wad
around town, and you’ll be a crispy critter in no time. I'll hang on to it and you can take whatever
you need whenever you want. Just don't go flashing it or talking about it.""You're right, Jack.
You're the only one I can trust, except for Black Alice. She's always good to me when I need to
talk to somebody besides those shrinks out at the V.A. Hell, Jack, those boys out there don't
even speak English. One of those docs is Vietnamese, for Christ's sake. How is he going to
straighten me out, I ask you? The damn Congs are the ones that made me this way," Point said,
mystified at the system that he was caught up in.Jack warned Point to stay put and bounced



down the outside stairs, picking up the beat of Margaretville being belted out by the Sand Bar’s
very own Johnny Boofey. That's his name, or at least the stage name that he went by. Johnny
sounded more like Jimmy Buffett than Jimmy Buffett did, and he packed the customers in with
his act. Johnny could damn near imitate any country or rock singer who ever recorded. The real
Jimmy Buffett’s place was a couple blocks farther down, and Jack was sure that one day Jimmy
Buffett would come down with his guys armed with baseball bats and beat the crap out of
everyone in the place. Johnny worked for minimum wage, plus tips and sales of his discs, plus
all the drinks the customers bought him. By closing time every night, Johnny was hoarse from
singing and falling-down drunk. His girlfriend, Sonja, would scrape him up, pour him into a cab,
and they’d drive off in a cloud of coral dust.Jack paused for a moment out in the alley, caught by
the sight of little dervish cyclones of coral dust blowing trash into the air. The sky was darkening
with purplish bruise-colored clouds scuttling in from the southeast, pushed by the trade winds
blowing up from Puerto Rico. The smell of salt and rain lay heavy over the city, thunder rolled
way off, sounding like cannon broadsides from a long gone era in a duel to the death. He was
worried about his partner Tommy Hicks. This would not be a good night to be caught out on the
blue.Chapter 2Tommy Hicks watched the deep cobalt blue rollers, pushed by the storm, coming
up from the southeast. The Island Girl, an old forty-eight-foot dive boat converted for salvage
and commercial diving, rode the swells gracefully, rising and falling almost in tune to the slow-
motion samba rhythm blaring out of the boat’s radio tuned to Radio Havana. Tommy sat at
anchor off Screaming Woman Key, twenty miles south of Key West, with fishing line spooled out,
waiting for Miguel Santos to arrive for their weekly rendezvous. The Girl’s radar had a vessel
coming up from the south that wasn't squawking any identification, which isn't too unusual for
watercraft coming out of Cuba, especially with a storm moving in. Santos would be there, Tommy
knew for sure. He had never missed a meet-up yet, and there was too much money in it for the
Cuban not to show. Every Wednesday for three years, the two men met out in the Florida
Straight, passing black market goods over to the Cubans in exchange for cash.It had started
simply enough, with Miguel Santos bringing his Cuban Navy patrol boat up alongside The Girl,
tying off, and making himself at home aboard her. Tommy was on the bottom, in ninety feet of
water, picking over the bones of an old cargo vessel that had sunk a few years before and was
so engrossed in his find that he didn’t even know another boat had joined him. When Tommy
came up, he found Miguel sitting in his captain’s chair, kicked back, and smoking a cigar. After a
few minutes of macho B.S. about boarding without permission outside territorial waters and CIA
spy accusations, the two backed down from name calling and threats. One thing led to another
and soon the two men were talking about things men always talk about, women, gambling,
baseball, and more women. The friendship was sealed when Carlos told Tommy he had been in
the Cuban Naval Brigade — Marine Brigade — and had fought in Angola in the late seventies as
a sergeant. Tommy told of his stint as a corporal in the Marines in Kuwait and the bond was
made, Brothers in Arms. Later, as the two relaxed on the aft deck sharing a bucket of crab claws
along with cold beer, they hatched the plan to start a black market operation where the two could



get rich, as long as they didn't get greedy or careless. It started out with auto parts — spark
plugs, distributors, generators, windshield wipers — basic stuff, all in huge demand throughout
the island. They soon expanded into electronics and appliances. Miguel's position of Squadron
Capitán for the Santa Cruz Del Norte Coastal Patrol allowed him to move freely and
unquestioned, and Tommy's salvage and dive business gave him free access to just about
anywhere he wanted to go without any hassle from the Coast Guard or suspicious DEA agents.
It was a win-win setup.The NOAA weather report on channel 16 had issued a small craft warning
hours ago and said that the tropical depression was sinking fast and could shoot up to a Cat 1
hurricane by midnight. Tommy wasn't concerned yet. he could pull the hook and be back at the
dock faster than the storm could move, but still, he didn't like taking any chances out there. It
was for this very reason that he had been able to make a living off salvage work out in the Strait.
Storms could come up very fast, catch the unprepared skipper by surprise, and take him to the
bottom. Actually, big storms were good for Tommy's business, especially leisure craft that went
down with all hands . . . usually families or partiers out having fun, and not knowing the danger
signs."Island Girl, Island Girl, this is Cuban Patrol niner nine. Come in please.""Yo, niner-nine,
this is the Girl.""Girl, my E.T.A. is ten minutes. Stand by with papers, Señor."That was the
standard line to tell Tommy that all was ok, and that Miguel was on his way. It also gave Tommy
cover with the Coast Guard if ever questioned why he was tied-up alongside a Cuban Navy
vessel.The two men were standing out of the light rain, under the canvas Biminis that stretched
over half the aft deck of The Girl. Miguel had his crew tie up alongside The Girl, and within
minutes of arriving, started shifting the contraband aboard and below decks of his vessel.
Tommy never asked about the loyalty of Miguel's crew and really didn't have any need to know.
They were Miguel's problem, but they all seemed to respect him and responded quickly to his
commands. Today's pickup was going to be Tommy's most profitable shipment to date. It
consisted of handheld GPS units, satellite cell phones, and sixty-minute phone cards. He would
clear 15K today, cash."Drugs! You're nuts, Miguel! There is no frigging way we should start
dealing in drugs. That'll have the DEA on our ass in a New York minute," Tommy said. "Thomas,
don't you see? This is a big opportunity for us. We deal in this little stuff and we stay little. We go
to drugs we will soon be millionaires, compadre," Miguel said, eyes twinkling with a larcenous
grin on his face. "I have a customer who will supply all the drugs we can deliver for him. I give you
the drugs out here on the blue and you deliver them to my friend’s Miami people dockside in Key
West. Simple, yes? They give you the money and you bring it out here with you the next
day.”"Simple, no. You’re asking for trouble, Miguel. Castro and his boys will string you up by your
cajones when they catch you.""Thomas, my friend, I am not a hero. I am a coward. Even though
you and I make good money doing our little business, most of mine goes to the big boys in
Havana to look the other way. No, my friend, these drugs are not for Cuba and the revolution,"
Miguel laughed. "They are for a friend of a friend in Cancun, a businessman with great wealth
who deals in drugs. Here, I have schedule of deliveries and drop offs," he said, pulling out a
folded piece of notebook paper.Tommy's hand shook as he read the handwritten schedule."Holy



shit, Miguel!" Tommy swore. "The first delivery is tomorrow night. No fucking way can we do this.
Even if I knew anything about the drug trade, the feds would be all over us. We need to walk
away from this and leave drug-running to the big guys. Remember, we agreed we would never
become greedy, and this kind of greed will get us dead, partner.""Thomas, I am sorry to say, but
we don't have a choice. If it were me, I would agree with you that we are doing very well with our
little business. My life is good, my wife gets fatter every day, my children do not go without, my
mother and father are comfortable compared to our fellow Cubans. No, it is not my wish. I have
been told to make this thing happen, or I will be turned over to the authorities for selling
contraband goods and will be sent before a firing squad." He paused, "And you Thomas, will be
reported to your authorities to be dealt with," Miguel said apologetically. "We must deliver on this
soon, my friend, or the hammer will fall on both of us.""Who's behind this? Just tell them we can't
do it, for Christ's sake. I swear Miguel, I don't want any part of this and I know I speak for Jack as
well. He would never go along with this. Besides, if we did run drugs for this friend of a friend,
once we do, they will own us forever and we just become mules for their wants. We'll be no better
off than a couple of dogs that obey when their master whistles.""Thomas, there is more. This
thing is already in motion. You and I are actually very small potatoes in this. The reason I was late
today is because my friend called on me and gave me instructions. He told me that I must get
you to agree with being part of this, and, if you did not agree, I was to kill you . . .”"Miguel! What
the fuck are you saying? If I say no . . . you're going to kill me?""No, no, Thomas, I am not going
to kill you . . . he said to kill you. I didn't say I would. You are my friend and business partner. How
can I kill you? We are small time businessmen, not killers. The schedule I just gave to you, I
made up. There is no schedule. I needed to see if you would go for it before I told you the
truth.”"Miguel, I just can't do it, I'm no criminal. Sure, we make a few bucks on this penny-ante
crap, but hell, it’s like humanitarian work, supplying all those poor Cubans with stuff. But drugs,
that's big league . . . count me out, I mean it.""Thomas, if I count you out, then I am killing my own
family and me. These bastards don't take no for an answer. If you say yes, and then don't come
through, they will kill my fat wife, my little girls, and me. I swear, we are fucked.""Did your friend
tell you that? Did he say he would kill you and your family if I didn't go along with it?" Tommy
asked, anguish crushing his face."Si, Hermano, mi familia está muerta — my family is dead if
you don't go along. I am sorry, Thomas. I am sorry that I have gotten you into this."Both men sat
quietly thinking of the danger they had found themselves in, and couldn't get out of."Even if I say
yes, I don't know who these Miami people are. I won’t know if I’m dealing with the druggies or the
DEA.""That is it, my friend," Miguel said, exhaling loudly, hands on knees, "We do not have to do
anything but deliver the cargo. Someone will approach you in Key West and arrange to load up
your boat with money. Then you meet me out here and I take the money and you take the drugs.
The money goes with me into Santa Cruz and it is offloaded and disappears, later arriving in Isla
Mujeres, off Cancun. That is all I know.""Oh man, this is going to be so fucking dangerous. There
is no way we can keep this a secret for long. The Coast Guard and DEA let me fly under the
radar because I am harmless, but drugs . . . oh dude, they are going to light me up. And, if the



FBI gets involved, then we are really fucked. Those guys shoot first and talk later.""It is indeed a
big risk to us, Thomas. I think we need to go along for now and see what we can do to escape
from these putas.""What are they going to pay us?""Pay? We get to live, that's our pay."Chapter
3KEY WEST SMACKDOWNA JACK MARSH ACTION THRILLERMIKE PETTITChapter 1The
trade winds blowing out of the southeast carried the smell of rain and salt that tickled the nose
and squinted the eye, leaving grit at the corner of the mouth. A big storm brewing down in the
Caribbean was headed for the Florida Keys and was predicted to bring trouble with it. Key West
sat dead-center in the bull’s-eye — waiting. The old town had been without rain for over a month
and coral dust coated everything under a white powdery film that you couldn't get away from
unless you took a day trip up to Miami to escape. Most locals sucked it up and went on about
their routines as usual, not because they didn't like Miami, but most had shit jobs where they
needed to work to pay their bills. Life in the Keys had always been tough. The only people who
ever made any big money were crooks who stayed one step ahead of the law. Key West was the
end of the line for most of the twenty-five thousand full-time residents. Most were there because
they were wanted by the law, were running or hiding from their wives or husbands up on the
mainland, or just had no other place to go after a lifetime of getting their asses kicked. Oh, sure
there were good people there too, the original "Conchs,” as they called themselves, who were
the rich and elite, riding above the fray. Then there were the ones who had made a go of it off the
backs of the losers in town, or the tourists with dollars who flocked there in giddy droves to soak
up the rum and sun. You couldn’t run any farther than Key West and still be in the U.S. Next
stop . . . the Islands. The islands down south beckon to the tourists and visitors, but have no
need for mainland losers; especially of the whitey variety. They had enough hardships just
keeping themselves alive.The local color, as the tourists called it, included every kind of bottom
feeder, loser, scammer, dodger, gambler, and thief imaginable. It was as if there was a sieve just
south of Miami that shook and separated all the country's failures, holding back the normal folk,
sending the dregs down the line. In spite of the potpourri of villains and ne'er-do-wells who
settled to the bottom of the food chain, Key West was probably one of the best places in the
tropics to vacation and visit. Tens of thousands of visitors poured through Key West every year,
taking advantage of the huge coral reef surrounding the island for diving and fishing. The Creole
atmosphere of Old Town and Duval Street was home to artists, writers, good shopping, and
excellent restaurants and bars. The annual Fantasy Fest drew over a hundred thousand people
down for a week in October for drinking, eating, and orgies, leaving behind a town hung over and
sore. If a travel agent had to describe Key West in just a few words, they would say that it was a
party version of an old Wild West town — Dodge City in flip flops.Jack Marsh owned the Sand
Bar, a watering hole on the corner of Duval and Eaton in the heart of Key West’s Old Town. Jack
had bought the place a little over four years ago and planned to stay there until he died, or his ex-
wife found out where he was. He developed the habit of looking over his shoulder often, on the
off chance that she would show up someday with either a gun or the law . . . or both. The last
time Jack had seen his wife, she was bent over a saddle rack in her daddy's stables playing hide



the jalapeño with one of the Mexican stable boys. He watched for a couple of minutes as she
squealed and squirmed in pleasure, then went back to the house, took the keys to her Mercedes
and drove off. The next stop was the bank. He closed out his account where he had stashed
side-money he had skimmed off his father-in-law’s crooked stock scams, took all of his wife’s
jewelry out of the safety deposit box they shared, along with stock and bond certificates,
dumped it all into a briefcase, and headed home. He called his wife’s father, who was a
miserable prick, and told him to shove his token job up his blue-blooded butt and that he could
have his daughter back, as of that day."What do you mean? You can't quit. I own you. I've spent a
fortune grooming you to take over the company. Get your ass back over here and tell Laura to let
you in immediately when you arrive.”"No dice, Pops. This gig is over. I've had enough of you and
your whole family. I married your daughter like you asked, I worked like a slave building up the
business and the only thing I have ever gotten in return is a backhanded insult calling me the
wise-ass punk who knocked up your daughter.""That's a lie. I've treated you like I would my own
son, Jack. I took you off the street and gave you a future," the old man screamed."Stop right
there, Ernie. If I recall, it was me who almost went to prison because of your dumb-ass scheme
to cook the books and not tell me. That little hiccup in our relationship was saved only because
you put up the cash for the legal team to save my ass. I swear if I had gone to prison because of
you, I would have killed you the same day I was paroled. Without me, it would have been just a
matter of time before you would have been on the street, or worse, in prison. So, don't give me
that crap about any fatherly affection. You’re also the one who came begging to me to let you use
The Sand Bar to wash all that cash you cheated your clients out of. Yeah, it was a good plan
using my bar, and my share was fair, so I went along with it. I was, also, poking your daughter at
the same time, so it all looked like a win-win for me. Then she pulled that phony ‘the rabbit died
bullshit’ and said it was mine. Hell, she was screwing every guy in Santa Barbara behind my
back at the time. Then after the wedding. she announces, ‘false alarm, a mix up at the clinic,
Bugs Bunny didn’t die after all.’”Jack had held his tongue over the years, but the venom came
tumbling out. He was on a roll now and breathing hard, "As we speak, your daughter is at your
house nailing the stable boy. Last week it was the mailroom kid, the week before that it was
some other guy, I don't need this . . . Ernie?" Jack heard choking and grunts, "Ernie? What's
wrong … oh crap."Jack hung up the phone and was tempted to head over to the office, but then,
why should he? The old man had a bad heart, what could he do? The only reason he had stuck
around was because it was easier staying than it would be moving on and starting over. Now
was his chance to put the past ten years behind him and disappear.That was almost five years
ago, and he never regretted leaving one bit. Sure enough, the old man had had a heart attack
and was found sprawled on his office floor, his cigar smoldering on the expensive carpet, his two-
grand tailored suit soiled, and his little hairpiece askew. Sophie, his daughter, inherited a
company that was so overextended that within a few months it was gone. She was penniless.
And from what a friend had told Jack, she was looking for him and her jewelry. Good luck.—Jack
was counting the cash drawer, making sure the till had enough small bills to cover the needed



change for the day when Arturo, his parrot, started screeching, whistling, and singing from his
perch at the end of the bar. Jack had adopted Arturo when a friend died a couple of years ago
from cancer. Jimmy made him swear that he would take the bird and care for it until it died, or
Jack died. Jack swore, and shortly after, became the proud father of the foulest mouthed, most
disgusting, dirty, moody, unfriendly, hateful . . . bird that had ever lived in the islands. The only
human Arturo liked was Coco Duvalier, Jack’s right hand woman who kept the Sand Bar out of
trouble and in the black.Coco had rolled into Key West a year after Jack, turning tricks on Duval
along with dozens of other hookers working the tourist trade. The local cops turned their heads
for a few dollars kicked back from the girls every night. Then again, on a slow night, a patrol car
would be spotted in a back alley bouncing rhythmically as one of the girls made her payment a
little more personal. Coco was tall, very light skinned, had a luscious body and emerald green
eyes that set her apart from her coworkers. She was one of those natural beauties that the
Islands produced from the different blood lines mixed over the centuries — part African, part
French, a little Spanish, and all beauty.One night the rain was coming down in sheets, with
lightning breaking across the town and thunder shaking the eaves. She asked Jack if she could
stand inside the doors out of the rain and promised not to hit on any of the customers in return.
She never left. Jack had always been a softy, so at closing time he asked if she had a place to
stay and she said no. He told her to take the storage room and use the women's room for her
private needs. The next morning, he went down to find Coco scrubbing the cold box where all
the beer and perishables were kept. The bar shined from a good waxing and the floors had been
mopped to a drill sergeant’s satisfaction. Since then, she had been there from opening to closing
time, running the day-to-day details of ordering, bill paying, buying, and banking. The only time
she ever left the place was to go to her small garage apartment off Julia Street, and once a
month she would take the bus up to Miami for an overnight stay."What do you think, Jack?
Should we put the tables out front?" Coco asked, eyeing the sky."Yeah, let’s go ahead and set
'em up. The Princess Seas docks in an hour. The harbor office reports there's twenty-two
hundred coming ashore. Let's catch what we can," Jack said.Jack was busy checking the
icemaker when Anthony Cona and his bodyguard, Junior, came in and sat at their usual place
against the far wall, close to the small bandstand."Hey. Mr. Cona, top of the morning to you,"
Jack called out, just like every morning. He could set his watch by Tony's arrival."So, Jacky,
come over here," Tony Cona said, softly motioning with his old gnarled hand.Jack dutifully
walked over, wiping his hands on a bar towel."You know what I want?""Yes sir, espresso with a
whiskey on the side," Jack said, just like every morning."Jacky, you're good, kid, You Italian?""No
sir, Irish.""Hey Junior, hear that? Jacky says he's Irish. What the fuck we doing in here? He's
going to fucking poison me, the fucking Mick!" The old man laughed loudly."Yes, sir, Mr. Cona. I'll
check the espresso. Jacky ain’t going to get us this morning, are you Jacky?" Junior said, as
they all laughed."No sir, not me. Every night when I go to bed, Mr. Cona, I pray I'll wake up Italian,
honest," Jack said, contritely.The old man held out his hand for Jack to kiss, just like every other
morning. This always seemed to mollify the old man, who immediately started mumbling and



drifting off. Junior devotedly wiped drool from the senile old Mafia Don’s face."Thanks Jack, the
old man is getting worse. It won't be too much longer," Junior said, before bending to his task.—
Jack went back to the bar to finish scooping ice into the deep stainless chests used for chilling
bottles of Corona and Dos Equis so they would be tooth-freezing cold when the tourists started
to pour in. Jack liked the old Don and often wondered why he was there in Key West. The only
reason would be that he was banished from the crime family, or just too old to be a threat to
anyone up north. The guy who owned the place before Jack said one day the Don was having
his morning espresso and a couple of Jersey goomba's came in and had a whispered
discussion, with the Don doing all the talking. The two mutts genuflected and kissed his hand
before quickly leaving. A few minutes later, the Don went back into his stupor mode."Watch out
for that old snake, Jack. I think his fangs are still sharp," he had said in warning.Jack
remembered in the Marines when word came down that the regiment was going to Kuwait and
would be in the vanguard on the run-up against the Republican Guard. Half a dozen guys
suddenly began faking mental illnesses to get out of going. The salty old Sergeant Major told
them tough shit, and threatened to put them all on point leading into Kuwait City . . . mental
illnesses ceased. Perhaps the situation was similar with the old Don.Jack hired his kitchen help
from the Florida Prison’s Key West Work-Release House off of Roosevelt. So far, he had been
lucky, with only one case of attitude to deal with. A little short guy reported over one morning and
informed Jack that he was sent against his wishes, didn't plan to work hard and, if Jack didn't
like it, he could send him back, but first he was going to kick his ass.Jack grabbed the boy’s
throat and squeezed, pulled him into the walk-in refrigerator off the kitchen, got up in his face,
and asked, "You like pretty women?""Duh! What do you think? That's all I think about up in the
joint, is getting me some bitches when I get out. Hell yes, I like women . . . no, I l-o-v-e women,"
he spelled out while giving his crotch an exaggerated tug.Jack had to laugh at the answer and
let him go, pushing him back onto a beer keg."Listen to me, Mr. Lamont. You try that tough guy
crap with me, I’ll cut you up and hang you over in the corner on a meat hook, you understand?”
Jack said, with his war face on. “What I want you to do is keep the tables clean, clear away dirty
dishes, and make sure the customers are happy. While you're wiping, you can look at all the
women you want, but don't touch. You touch, I'll kick your ass. Can you do that?""Why, you think
I'm dumb, I can't do something that simple? Just show me where I get my white jacket. Those
tables be so clean you see yourself in 'em . . . and them bitches be calling out for Lamont to
clean 'em some more," he boasted.Lamont turned out to be one of the best busboys and all
around dependable employees Jack had. He was quite the ladies’ man too, flirting with all the
older women who came in off the ships, not to mention the big tips given to him for his
attentiveness. One night business was slow, Coco had gone home with a cold, and Lamont and
Jack were shooting the breeze. Jack asked him what he had done to get thrown into the joint.
Lamont said that he had found a wallet stuffed with credit cards and money and went on a
spending spree. By the time the cards were maxed out and the cash gone, he had spent close to
fifteen thousand dollars. The D.A. told him to plead guilty and he would talk to the judge to get a



walk on the prison time. So, he pled guilty, the judge threw a ten-year bounce on the kid, and he
was off to the big leagues. Lamont was seventeen and homeless at the time. Lesson learned.
Only the rich walk. His parole officer asked Jack if he would accept responsibility for Lamont
when his release from the halfway-house came up, and he gladly accepted. He was glad for his
decision to back the younger man. Sometimes people fell on hard luck and just need someone
to believe in them.—Lamont was in back helping with the beer delivery, pulling cases of beer
and tap kegs, when Pointman walked in. Pointman didn't actually walk like most people. He did
more like a jitter step, kind of like his body was constantly shaking and looked like one of those
windup toys that vibrate across the floor without actually moving any appendages. He vibrated
over to the bar."H . . . Hey, J . . . Jack, 'z . . . z’up man,” he stuttered, pulling out a pack of smokes
and shaking one out.Jack held a match to the cigarette and after a couple of tries; Point got his
jittering rhythm down, lit up, and inhaled deeply. Jack blew out the match and shoved the packet
across the bar."Hey Point, how they hanging this morning?" Jack asked, as he placed an ashtray
on the bar.Pointman took a deep drag and blew out forcefully, "I … I'm scared . . . Jack, I th . . .
think I stepped into some sh . . . shit last night.""Hey, you smell ok," Jack said, smiling, giving him
the once over.Point had lived on the streets and alleys of Key West for years. Some say he
showed up sometime after the Tet offensive in Vietnam back in the sixties, but no one knew for
sure. It was known that he was an outpatient at the V.A. in the Navy annex and should be living
there. But the rooms and the money were going to the younger men from Iraq and Afghanistan,
so he lived on the streets. Jack gave him a few bucks every now and then and let him sleep in
the storeroom on stormy nights. Somewhere between Pointman’s Vietnam tour and coming
home, he lost his mind and you never knew if you were talking to the stealthy Pointman on jungle
patrol or the spaced out mindless caricature he is today."Ja . . . Jack, I . . . saw a man ge . . . get
killed la . . . last night, sw . . . swear to Go . . . God!""Killed! Where?"“Ov . . . over by the bi . . . big
warehouse on Whii . . . Whii . . . off Mustin. Yo . . . you know the one b . . . by the Coast G . . .
Guard Sta . . . sta . . . Base.”“Sure, the big one that used to be part of the Navy Base, yeah I know
which one."“I was set-in fo . . . for the night, boo . . . booby traps out, ni . . . night fi . . . fire on ca . . . 
call behind a du . . . dumpster. I was ready man, Charlie hit the wire, and I was ready. Know what
I mean?”“Yeah, I’m with you.”“A . . . about two this morning, one of them pig cans pulled in and
parks ten meters to my front.”“Pig can?” Jack asked.“Yeah, one of them fed plain-wrap cars the
pigs drive around trying to fool people cause there ain't no signs on 'em,” Point said, matter-of-
factly. “They pull up and cut the m . . . motor, and I hear talking. Somebody smacked someone
and cussed him out real loud. One of them guys called the other a fart-knocker and I just about
cracked up. I ain’t heard that since I was a kid in Waco. The other guy was crying and saying he
wasn’t trying to double cross anyone. It was all a misunderstanding, and that he had the money
in a safe place.”As Jack listened, it occurred to him that Point had lost his jittery speech and was
coherent. Jack could tell Point was afraid by the way he would look over his shoulder to see if
anyone was watching or coming for him. Jack ran a draft beer for him and Point sucked it down
in two gulps, wiped his mouth, and continued, “Then, they really started screaming back and



forth. I could hear slaps and fists hitting flesh. Somebody was getting beat good. Then a shot
went off and scared the shit out of me and I lost it,” he said, eyes huge in his head. “I could see a
platoon of gooks coming through the wire and I started throwing grenades and hollering ‘Gooks
in the wire! Gooks in the wire!’ I know it was just my imagination, but it seemed so real. I didn’t
have no grenades, either. I had an old bucket filled with limes I picked over off Elizabeth Street,
and was throwing those at the pigs. I guess I must have scared them, because they dumped a
body out of that car and hauled ass.” He stopped to wipe his mouth and pointed to his empty
glass for a refill.“I got the price for it, Jack. Run me one,” he said.Jack tapped off the glass, set it
in front of Point, and was surprised when he pulled out a huge roll of money. Point peeled off a
hundred and said, “That’s the smallest I got, sorry.”“Pointman, where the hell did you get that
money, man? There must be five or six thousand bucks in that roll,” Jack said. Jack had never
seen Point with any money, except loose change that he panhandled off tourists.“I got it off the
dead man, Jack. After them shooters left, I checked on the body to see if the guy was alive. Sure
enough, he was dead, so I checked for ID and came up with this money, ain’t it beautiful?” he
beamed. "Hey, and check these out," he said, pointing to a pair of expensive hand-tooled
cowboy boots. "Ain't they beauties? And fit good too."Pointman swiveled his head around to see
if anyone was looking, “I got this too,” he said, laying a .38 automatic on the bar along with a key
on an ID chain.Jack scooped up the pistol and put it under the bar before someone saw it and
got nosey.“Point, what happened next? Did you call the law?”“The Law! Jack are you fucking
nuts? The law ain’t going to believe anything I say. Hell, naw, man. I took the dead guy’s stuff and
dee dee’ed out of there, dude,” he said in a rush. “I been on the run all night waiting to come see
you for help. I spent the night on the roof over at Sears Town. My stuff is still up there, and I ain’t
going back unless you say to. Jack, those pigs saw me, they know who I am. I’m scared,” he
said, looking over his shoulder for gunmen to come barging in.“Take it easy, Point, no one is
going to bother you here,” Jack said and drew another beer for him.Just as he took a long pull on
his glass, Arturo cut loose with a loud, “Show me your stuff. Show me your stuff,” from the other
end of the bar, causing Point to spew beer in fright all over Jack and the bar.“Jeezus, that frigging
bird scairt the pee out of me!” Point said. “Jack, that frigging parrot hates me. Every time I come
in, it smarts off to me. I never sh . . . sh … should have sh . . . shown hi . . . him nuthen’ the first
time it asked.”Coco rushed over to wipe the bar and laughed at Point’s comment about the time
Arturo had yelled out, “Show me your stuff,” and a drugged-out Point dropped his drawers and
hung it out for all the bar customers to see. Arturo went into an immediate braying of “Heehaw,
Heehaw, Heehaw!” Since then, Point hated Arturo, and vice versa.Jack threw Arturo a
maraschino cherry out of the well to shut him up. The bird caught it with one foot, and yelled
back, "Out!" Crazy damn bird. Jack was disgusted that he didn't know that parrots lived to be in
their late thirties to early forties when he had agreed to adopt him. Having the damn bird was like
living with a delinquent teenager all your life — he was always a smartass with the last
word."What should I do, Jack?" Point asked."Well, for now, go upstairs and get cleaned up. Take
a snooze, and later we'll take a cab over to get your gear off the Sears’ roof, and then we'll



see."Jack lived upstairs in a small four-room place he had tricked out to look like a scene from a
tropical catalog. Jack had always loved Key West and the island architecture, which was a mix of
all the different countries that ruled the islands at one time or another over the centuries, leaving
behind their influence in style and colors, not to mention bloodlines. Linguists have studied the
island’s Creole language for years and found word traces of almost every European nation and
African tribe there is. If you haven't grown up speaking the island language, you will never fully
understand what is being said. dialects within dialects, within slang, within tones . . .Jack led
Point upstairs after another beer to calm his nerves, laid out some old jeans and a shirt for him to
put on after a hot shower, and headed back down to the bar. "Stay out of the fridge, and don't
touch the grouper that’s marinating on the counter. That's my dinner," Jack warned, on his way
down the stairs."Hey Jack, I'm rich now. if I wanted grouper, I'd get me some, I don't need you to
feed me. Hell, I might just go over to the Raw Bar and get a couple dozen oysters later on.""No
way, we're putting that roll of cash in the locker downstairs for safe keeping. You flash that wad
around town, and you’ll be a crispy critter in no time. I'll hang on to it and you can take whatever
you need whenever you want. Just don't go flashing it or talking about it.""You're right, Jack.
You're the only one I can trust, except for Black Alice. She's always good to me when I need to
talk to somebody besides those shrinks out at the V.A. Hell, Jack, those boys out there don't
even speak English. One of those docs is Vietnamese, for Christ's sake. How is he going to
straighten me out, I ask you? The damn Congs are the ones that made me this way," Point said,
mystified at the system that he was caught up in.Jack warned Point to stay put and bounced
down the outside stairs, picking up the beat of Margaretville being belted out by the Sand Bar’s
very own Johnny Boofey. That's his name, or at least the stage name that he went by. Johnny
sounded more like Jimmy Buffett than Jimmy Buffett did, and he packed the customers in with
his act. Johnny could damn near imitate any country or rock singer who ever recorded. The real
Jimmy Buffett’s place was a couple blocks farther down, and Jack was sure that one day Jimmy
Buffett would come down with his guys armed with baseball bats and beat the crap out of
everyone in the place. Johnny worked for minimum wage, plus tips and sales of his discs, plus
all the drinks the customers bought him. By closing time every night, Johnny was hoarse from
singing and falling-down drunk. His girlfriend, Sonja, would scrape him up, pour him into a cab,
and they’d drive off in a cloud of coral dust.Jack paused for a moment out in the alley, caught by
the sight of little dervish cyclones of coral dust blowing trash into the air. The sky was darkening
with purplish bruise-colored clouds scuttling in from the southeast, pushed by the trade winds
blowing up from Puerto Rico. The smell of salt and rain lay heavy over the city, thunder rolled
way off, sounding like cannon broadsides from a long gone era in a duel to the death. He was
worried about his partner Tommy Hicks. This would not be a good night to be caught out on the
blue.Chapter 2Tommy Hicks watched the deep cobalt blue rollers, pushed by the storm, coming
up from the southeast. The Island Girl, an old forty-eight-foot dive boat converted for salvage
and commercial diving, rode the swells gracefully, rising and falling almost in tune to the slow-
motion samba rhythm blaring out of the boat’s radio tuned to Radio Havana. Tommy sat at



anchor off Screaming Woman Key, twenty miles south of Key West, with fishing line spooled out,
waiting for Miguel Santos to arrive for their weekly rendezvous. The Girl’s radar had a vessel
coming up from the south that wasn't squawking any identification, which isn't too unusual for
watercraft coming out of Cuba, especially with a storm moving in. Santos would be there, Tommy
knew for sure. He had never missed a meet-up yet, and there was too much money in it for the
Cuban not to show. Every Wednesday for three years, the two men met out in the Florida
Straight, passing black market goods over to the Cubans in exchange for cash.It had started
simply enough, with Miguel Santos bringing his Cuban Navy patrol boat up alongside The Girl,
tying off, and making himself at home aboard her. Tommy was on the bottom, in ninety feet of
water, picking over the bones of an old cargo vessel that had sunk a few years before and was
so engrossed in his find that he didn’t even know another boat had joined him. When Tommy
came up, he found Miguel sitting in his captain’s chair, kicked back, and smoking a cigar. After a
few minutes of macho B.S. about boarding without permission outside territorial waters and CIA
spy accusations, the two backed down from name calling and threats. One thing led to another
and soon the two men were talking about things men always talk about, women, gambling,
baseball, and more women. The friendship was sealed when Carlos told Tommy he had been in
the Cuban Naval Brigade — Marine Brigade — and had fought in Angola in the late seventies as
a sergeant. Tommy told of his stint as a corporal in the Marines in Kuwait and the bond was
made, Brothers in Arms. Later, as the two relaxed on the aft deck sharing a bucket of crab claws
along with cold beer, they hatched the plan to start a black market operation where the two could
get rich, as long as they didn't get greedy or careless. It started out with auto parts — spark
plugs, distributors, generators, windshield wipers — basic stuff, all in huge demand throughout
the island. They soon expanded into electronics and appliances. Miguel's position of Squadron
Capitán for the Santa Cruz Del Norte Coastal Patrol allowed him to move freely and
unquestioned, and Tommy's salvage and dive business gave him free access to just about
anywhere he wanted to go without any hassle from the Coast Guard or suspicious DEA agents.
It was a win-win setup.The NOAA weather report on channel 16 had issued a small craft warning
hours ago and said that the tropical depression was sinking fast and could shoot up to a Cat 1
hurricane by midnight. Tommy wasn't concerned yet. he could pull the hook and be back at the
dock faster than the storm could move, but still, he didn't like taking any chances out there. It
was for this very reason that he had been able to make a living off salvage work out in the Strait.
Storms could come up very fast, catch the unprepared skipper by surprise, and take him to the
bottom. Actually, big storms were good for Tommy's business, especially leisure craft that went
down with all hands . . . usually families or partiers out having fun, and not knowing the danger
signs."Island Girl, Island Girl, this is Cuban Patrol niner nine. Come in please.""Yo, niner-nine,
this is the Girl.""Girl, my E.T.A. is ten minutes. Stand by with papers, Señor."That was the
standard line to tell Tommy that all was ok, and that Miguel was on his way. It also gave Tommy
cover with the Coast Guard if ever questioned why he was tied-up alongside a Cuban Navy
vessel.The two men were standing out of the light rain, under the canvas Biminis that stretched



over half the aft deck of The Girl. Miguel had his crew tie up alongside The Girl, and within
minutes of arriving, started shifting the contraband aboard and below decks of his vessel.
Tommy never asked about the loyalty of Miguel's crew and really didn't have any need to know.
They were Miguel's problem, but they all seemed to respect him and responded quickly to his
commands. Today's pickup was going to be Tommy's most profitable shipment to date. It
consisted of handheld GPS units, satellite cell phones, and sixty-minute phone cards. He would
clear 15K today, cash."Drugs! You're nuts, Miguel! There is no frigging way we should start
dealing in drugs. That'll have the DEA on our ass in a New York minute," Tommy said. "Thomas,
don't you see? This is a big opportunity for us. We deal in this little stuff and we stay little. We go
to drugs we will soon be millionaires, compadre," Miguel said, eyes twinkling with a larcenous
grin on his face. "I have a customer who will supply all the drugs we can deliver for him. I give you
the drugs out here on the blue and you deliver them to my friend’s Miami people dockside in Key
West. Simple, yes? They give you the money and you bring it out here with you the next
day.”"Simple, no. You’re asking for trouble, Miguel. Castro and his boys will string you up by your
cajones when they catch you.""Thomas, my friend, I am not a hero. I am a coward. Even though
you and I make good money doing our little business, most of mine goes to the big boys in
Havana to look the other way. No, my friend, these drugs are not for Cuba and the revolution,"
Miguel laughed. "They are for a friend of a friend in Cancun, a businessman with great wealth
who deals in drugs. Here, I have schedule of deliveries and drop offs," he said, pulling out a
folded piece of notebook paper.Tommy's hand shook as he read the handwritten schedule."Holy
shit, Miguel!" Tommy swore. "The first delivery is tomorrow night. No fucking way can we do this.
Even if I knew anything about the drug trade, the feds would be all over us. We need to walk
away from this and leave drug-running to the big guys. Remember, we agreed we would never
become greedy, and this kind of greed will get us dead, partner.""Thomas, I am sorry to say, but
we don't have a choice. If it were me, I would agree with you that we are doing very well with our
little business. My life is good, my wife gets fatter every day, my children do not go without, my
mother and father are comfortable compared to our fellow Cubans. No, it is not my wish. I have
been told to make this thing happen, or I will be turned over to the authorities for selling
contraband goods and will be sent before a firing squad." He paused, "And you Thomas, will be
reported to your authorities to be dealt with," Miguel said apologetically. "We must deliver on this
soon, my friend, or the hammer will fall on both of us.""Who's behind this? Just tell them we can't
do it, for Christ's sake. I swear Miguel, I don't want any part of this and I know I speak for Jack as
well. He would never go along with this. Besides, if we did run drugs for this friend of a friend,
once we do, they will own us forever and we just become mules for their wants. We'll be no better
off than a couple of dogs that obey when their master whistles.""Thomas, there is more. This
thing is already in motion. You and I are actually very small potatoes in this. The reason I was late
today is because my friend called on me and gave me instructions. He told me that I must get
you to agree with being part of this, and, if you did not agree, I was to kill you . . .”"Miguel! What
the fuck are you saying? If I say no . . . you're going to kill me?""No, no, Thomas, I am not going



to kill you . . . he said to kill you. I didn't say I would. You are my friend and business partner. How
can I kill you? We are small time businessmen, not killers. The schedule I just gave to you, I
made up. There is no schedule. I needed to see if you would go for it before I told you the
truth.”"Miguel, I just can't do it, I'm no criminal. Sure, we make a few bucks on this penny-ante
crap, but hell, it’s like humanitarian work, supplying all those poor Cubans with stuff. But drugs,
that's big league . . . count me out, I mean it.""Thomas, if I count you out, then I am killing my own
family and me. These bastards don't take no for an answer. If you say yes, and then don't come
through, they will kill my fat wife, my little girls, and me. I swear, we are fucked.""Did your friend
tell you that? Did he say he would kill you and your family if I didn't go along with it?" Tommy
asked, anguish crushing his face."Si, Hermano, mi familia está muerta — my family is dead if
you don't go along. I am sorry, Thomas. I am sorry that I have gotten you into this."Both men sat
quietly thinking of the danger they had found themselves in, and couldn't get out of."Even if I say
yes, I don't know who these Miami people are. I won’t know if I’m dealing with the druggies or the
DEA.""That is it, my friend," Miguel said, exhaling loudly, hands on knees, "We do not have to do
anything but deliver the cargo. Someone will approach you in Key West and arrange to load up
your boat with money. Then you meet me out here and I take the money and you take the drugs.
The money goes with me into Santa Cruz and it is offloaded and disappears, later arriving in Isla
Mujeres, off Cancun. That is all I know.""Oh man, this is going to be so fucking dangerous. There
is no way we can keep this a secret for long. The Coast Guard and DEA let me fly under the
radar because I am harmless, but drugs . . . oh dude, they are going to light me up. And, if the
FBI gets involved, then we are really fucked. Those guys shoot first and talk later.""It is indeed a
big risk to us, Thomas. I think we need to go along for now and see what we can do to escape
from these putas.""What are they going to pay us?""Pay? We get to live, that's our pay."Chapter 3
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