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 Chapter One 
 
    Monday, April First. April Fools’ Day. 
 
    Doctor Lori Joy, my on again off again gal pal, invited me to join her for lunch at the Lucky Dog in Venice, Florida. It was mid spring, not too hot, not too cold with barely any humidity. The kind of weather the local Chamber of Commerce likes to brag about. 
 
    Those of us living on Florida's Gulf Coast knew it wouldn't last. We knew in a few weeks it'd be summer, hot and humid, and we'd be spending most of our time indoors with the AC running. But not that day. It was a good day to be out enjoying the weather. 
 
    The place where Lori wanted to meet, the Lucky Dog, was one of those old time diners, long and narrow, built on the frame of a railroad car. Painted lime green by the previous owner, it had the kind of beachy look you expect to see in Florida. A quirky kind of casual. So much so that Lucky Dog post cards were popular with tourists. They'd send them to their friends up north with notes scribbled saying how much they were enjoying Florida while their friends were shoveling snow. 
 
    It was hard to miss the Lucky Dog if you were in Venice, Florida. Located next to the hospital and across the street from Publix, the place was a local landmark and everyone knew where it was. A lot of people ate there. The food was good, but the menu was limited. Gourmet hot dogs, burgers, and if you arrived early enough, breakfast.  
 
    Lori wanted me to meet her there at noon. We'd be too late for breakfast, so we'd be having either burgers or dogs. I wasn't much for hot dogs. It'd be a burger for me. 
 
    Being an old railroad car, the inside of the Lucky Dog was pretty tight. The grill behind the counter took up almost half of the inside space. There were a few tiny booths against the wall where you could sit and eat, but they were almost always full. 
 
    Outside there were picnic tables with bright umbrellas providing shade. That's where you wanted to be that time of year if you were eating at the Lucky Dog. You could sit in the shade and watch traffic roll down Tamiami Trail as you ate. 
 
    I'd known Lori for about two months. She's a veterinarian and her specialty is big cats—tigers, lions and panthers. There aren’t many tigers and lions in Florida, but there is a growing population of panthers and the state works hard to keep them healthy. When one gets hurt, they call in a specialist. Lori is their first choice. That's how we met. 
 
    About two months earlier, she'd been called to check on a panther that had been hit by a car in the Everglades. They'd taken it to the Oasis Ranger Station on Alligator Alley and they wanted Lori to go there to check it out. But there was a problem.  
 
    According to our mutual friend Polly, Lori was feeling a bit under the weather and didn't feel up to making the drive into the Everglades on her own. Polly called me and asked if I'd help. She knew I had a motorhome and she said it would be easier on the ailing Lori if I drove her in it to the Oasis station in it. 
 
    Lori could rest in the back bedroom and be close to the motorhome's bathroom facilities. According to Polly, being close to a toilet was vitally important due to Lori's condition. 
 
    She said it would be a quick trip. Just down and back and I'd be helping the state of Florida save an endangered animal. I wasn't busy at the time, so I agreed. Things went downhill from there. 
 
    As it turned out, Lori wasn't under the weather. In fact, she was perfectly healthy and capable of driving herself to the Oasis Ranger station. She didn't need to be close to a toilet. What she needed was a pretend boyfriend for the trip and she and Polly had decided I was perfect for the job. I was single, about Lori's age and we had a lot in common.  
 
    They didn't bother to tell me about their 'pretend boyfriend' plan and I only found out about it after we were a hundred miles down the road. By then it was too late to turn back. 
 
    I played the pretend boyfriend part and we spent three days hiking through the swamps of the Everglades, looking for panther kittens while trying to avoid alligators and skunk apes. We ran into a few crazies, camped in a Miami parking lot, and at one point, ate alligator stew. 
 
    Somehow we'd survived.  
 
    Amazingly, we were still friends when it was over. After that trip, Lori and I had been seeing each other socially whenever her schedule allowed. Unlike most vets, she doesn't keep regular office hours. She spent most of her time on the road, tending to wounded panthers and speaking at fundraisers for the big cats. 
 
    When she called and asked if I would meet her at the Lucky Dog for lunch, I agreed. Like I said, she's my age, smart, attractive, and single. No way I could turn her down. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    I'm what you would call 'semi-retired'. Some people might call me unemployed. But that's not the way I look at it. While it's true I didn’t have a job and probably should have been looking for one, I wasn't. I was pretty happy about that. 
 
    A year earlier, I was working for a Fortune 100 company. If I told you the name, you'd recognize it. I was their computer security specialist. Part of my job was to find exploits in their computer networks and report what I found. Basically, I was their paid hacker.  
 
    Companies hire people like me to test their data security. Using the same tools hackers use, I probe their networks and try to break in. If I get in, and I usually do, they pay me to show them how to keep others out. 
 
    It's a mutually beneficial arrangement. They get a more secure network and I get a paycheck. We both end up happy. But it didn't work out that way on the last job. At least not for me. 
 
    The company had several large plants where they manufacture products under different brand names. You'd know the names if I told you. At the urging of one of their executives, they decided to close one of the more profitable plants and move it to Mexico. They sent me in to close down the computer system. 
 
    While I was on-site, they let six hundred employees go. Including me. It was a surprise, but they offered me a decent severance package if I stuck around long enough to make sure the computers were secure and shipped back to company headquarters. It was a decent offer, so I agreed. 
 
    During the closing process, I discovered documents marked confidential that revealed criminal misdeeds by the executive who pushed for the plant closure. I turned them over to the corporate board. 
 
    Long story short, after they saw what I found, they said my services were no longer needed, and they sent me on my way. I suddenly found myself unemployed with no immediate job prospects and no chance of a job recommendation from the company that had let me go. 
 
    Two days before being let go, my wife had served me with divorce papers. She said she was doing me a favor. Giving me freedom to get on with my life. There were no kids involved, so it was quick and easy. She got the house and we split the other assets. A few thousand dollars between us. 
 
    Fortunately, the company that had let me go, didn't renege on the severance package. They paid me as promised, which meant I had money in the bank. I used most of it to buy a twenty-eight-foot motorhome which I moved into while I looked for a new source of income.  
 
    As it turned out, I didn't need to look for long.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Two months after being laid off, I was contacted by a law firm representing the company that had let me go. They wanted to talk. They wouldn't tell me about what, just that it was important. 
 
    My experience with corporate attorneys had never ended well, so I declined their offer. I suggested they contact my attorney, Lawyer Bob. He had handled my divorce and, even though he didn't do corporate law, I figured if he could deal with angry ex-wives, he'd have no problem dealing with a bunch of corporate ambulance-chasers.  
 
    I was right. 
 
    They set up a meeting, which I didn't attend. After it was over, Lawyer Bob called me. He said the meeting went well. Turned out, the company wanted to give me a check. A big one. 
 
    They were calling it a 'whistle blower' award. They said they were grateful I'd uncovered evidence of wrongdoing by corporate management. To show their gratitude, they wanted to pay me.  
 
    But there was a catch. 
 
    Before they'd give me the money, I had to sign a non-disclosure agreement. I'd have to swear I'd never disclose what I had learned from the documents I had given them.  
 
    That wasn't a problem. I'd already signed a non disclosure as part of work contract. I signed it when they hired me. Either their attorney's didn't know or didn't care. 
 
    Either way, lawyer Bob said, “Don't ask questions. Just take the money. Be happy they're giving it to you.”  
 
    Of course he was right. I was happy they were offering me money and I had no problem taking it. It made me happy. And Lawyer Bob too. He got ten percent and I got the rest. 
 
    I deposited my share in the bank and gave up looking for work. Instead, I loaded up the motorhome and headed to sunny Florida. I wanted to live a free and easy lifestyle near a beach. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    I had a pretty good idea why Lori wanted to meet for lunch. She'd been hinting she wanted to go to Key West. In the motorhome. With me driving. She hadn't said why she wanted to go to Key West, just that she wanted to go.  
 
    You'd think that with both of us being single and me having plenty of time on my hands, I'd jump at the chance to go to Key West with Lori. She was fun to be around and would probably be even more fun in Key West.  
 
    I'd never been there myself, but had heard it was a real party town and I wanted to check it out. I'd already decided to tell her I'd take her. But not until I found out the real reason she wanted to go.  
 
    I was pretty sure it wasn't going to be a romantic getaway just for the two of us. We'd already tried romance and discovered we were better at being friends than lovers. So there had to be another reason she was willing to leave work and spend three or four days on the road with me.  
 
    I'd learned from our previous road trip it was a good idea to find out the full story before agreeing to do anything with Lori. I hadn't bothered to do that the last time and I had paid the price. This time I was going to find out before I agreed to anything.  
 
    When she had called and invited me to meet for lunch, she said the parking lot at the Lucky Dog would probably be full and suggested I park in the Rialto lot. She'd pick me up there.  
 
    The Rialto is a fairly old shopping center about a block away from the Lucky Dog. There used to be a Walmart there, but it was long gone. The space was taken over by a Good Will store and even though the Good Will stayed pretty busy, there was always plenty of parking at the far edges of the lot. Meeting Lori there was a good idea. 
 
    As I mentioned, I live in a motorhome. I have it set up at Mango Bay, a long-established RV park in Englewood, Florida, about ten miles south of Venice. It's an easy drive to the Rialto, but I wasn't going to do it in the motorhome. Too much trouble to unhook from shore power and navigate the narrow streets of Venice Island in a motorhome. To avoid problems, I'd be driving my Jeep. 
 
    We were supposed to meet for lunch at noon and even though it was just a fifteen minute drive, I left thirty minutes early. It wasn't that I wanted to get there early; I just didn't want to be late. To get onto Venice Island, I had to cross the Intracoastal Waterway via the Circus bridge. That bridge, like the two others that connect the island to the mainland, is a drawbridge. When the drawbridge goes up, car traffic in both directions is stopped for five to ten minutes, sometimes more depending on how many boats need to pass under it. 
 
    Because the bridge openings are not on a schedule, you never know if it's going to be up when you get to it. So if you're supposed to meet someone on the island at a specific time, it helps to leave early in case the bridge is up. 
 
    That day, I was lucky. When I got to the bridge, it was down and the light was green. Traffic was rolling smoothly and I made good time. I pulled into the Rialto ten minutes ahead of schedule and parked where I knew Lori would look for me.  
 
    The last time I'd seen Lori, she was driving an old Ford Blazer. Faded green, beat up and dusty, the perfect vehicle for a vet who has to haul around sick animals and drive Florida's back road. That's what I expected to see her driving that day. 
 
    So when she pulled into the lot driving a volcanic orange Mini Cooper I was surprised. It was the S model, the one with black fender flares, wide wheels and racing stripes on the hood. From a distance it looked like a Hot Wheels car. And it looked like it'd be fun. But it wasn't the kind of car I ever imagined Lori would be driving. 
 
    When she pulled up beside me, she rolled down her window and said, “You ready for lunch?” 
 
     I pointed at the car. “Nice. Yours?” 
 
    “Yeah it's mine. You thought maybe I stole it?” 
 
    “No, it's just not what you were driving last time. It's a nice car. I approve.” 
 
    “Good. I was worried you wouldn't. Now get in.” 
 
    I locked the Jeep and climbed in on the passenger side of the little Cooper. The seats were leather and comfortable. There was more leg room than I expected and it had a new car smell. Lori was wearing a white, button up shirt with dark blue shorts. A ball cap with a Florida Panther's logo hid most of her sandy-blonde hair, which she'd pulled back into a ponytail. If she was wearing makeup, I couldn't tell. All I knew was she looked good.  
 
    She put the car in gear and headed out the back side of the Rialto lot, going the opposite direction of the Lucky Dog.  
 
    “Where're we going? I thought we were having lunch?” 
 
    She pointed over her shoulder to a bag in the back seat. “I've already picked it up. I thought we'd eat at the beach.” 
 
    I nodded and asked, “What'd you get me?” 
 
    “An Island burger, fries and a Coke. I didn't think you'd want a dog.” 
 
     She was right. I didn't want a hot dog, but I was hungry so I reached into the back seat to grab some fries. Before I could get to them, Lori swatted my arm. “No eating in this car. You'll have to wait until we get there.” 
 
    Using the paddle shifter, she dropped the Mini into a lower gear and floored it. The car took off like a rocket pushing me back into my seat. We were on Venice Island, a place where they frown on speeders. Lori knew this and as soon she hit thirty, she eased off and cruised at the speed limit until we reached the stop sign at Airport Road. 
 
    After coming to a full stop and checking for traffic, she took off again, chirping the tires through first and second gear. I looked over and saw she had a smile on her face. 
 
    “So what do you think?” she asked. “Are you impressed?” 
 
    I was impressed but I wasn't going to tell her. Instead, I pointed at the police car heading in our direction. “You might want to take it easy. You keep driving like this you're going to get a ticket.” 
 
    I then made a classic mistake. I asked the wrong question. “Aren't you a little too old to be driving this kind of thing?” 
 
    She looked over at me, daggers in her eyes. “Old! You're saying I'm old? I'm a year younger than you. If I'm old, you’re ancient.” 
 
    We were on Venice Island, where the average age is sixty-seven; being half that, she and I were considered youngsters. I didn't need to remind her of that. Instead I said, “You're not old. And you know I didn't mean it that way. It's just that seeing you hot rodding around in this little car seems a bit out of character for you.” 
 
    She tapped the steering wheel. “Maybe I'm trying to change my image.” 
 
    “Well, if you are, this car is a good start.” 
 
    That seemed to calm her down. She smiled and said, “So you like it then?” 
 
    “You mean the car? Yeah, I like it. But your new image, I'm not so sure about that.” 
 
    “Well, you better get used to it. This is the new me.” 
 
    I decided to let it go. She seemed a little on edge and I didn't want to push it. If the car made her happy, that was fine with me. It was a good car for the island. Small enough to get around and easy to park. Quick enough to get out of the way if needed.  
 
    But it would attract a lot of attention and it could get her in trouble if she drove it recklessly. Hopefully she'd figure that out on her own. 
 
    It didn't take us long to get to the beach. Lori wisely avoided the main entrance and headed to Maxine Barrett Park. Just beyond Sharky's restaurant and the Venice fishing pier, it was one of the few places that wouldn't be crowded. She pulled into the lot, parked in the shade of a palm tree and grabbed the bag of food from the back seat. She turned to me. “Grab the drinks and try to keep up, old man.” 
 
    I laughed at her “old man” joke and opened the back door to get the drinks. She headed up the sidewalk to the park's open air pavilion without waiting for me. She knew I wouldn't have any problem finding her. Other than a few walkers, we were the only people there. 
 
    The pavilion where she was headed overlooked the beach and was used mainly for family reunions, weddings and company picnics. Its twelve picnic tables were positioned to give a stunning view of the Gulf of Mexico. That day, there were no parties or weddings at the pavilion. Just us. 
 
    Lori picked the table with the best view and started unpacking our food. I placed the drinks on the table and sat across from her. With the food spread out in front of us, she asked, “So what do you think? Isn't this a great place for a picnic?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure is.” 
 
    The view from the pavilion was the kind people who dream of visiting Florida expect to find. Long views of the ocean framed by gently swaying palms with a cobalt blue sky overhead. Slow rolling waves coming in from the gulf with sea gulls darting above a white, sandy beach that stretched for miles in both directions. 
 
    Lori had planned it well. She had picked the perfect spot on the perfect day and was doing her best to get me in a good mood. She wanted everything to be right when she asked me for the favor that I knew was coming. 
 
    While we ate, she talked about the weather, pointed out dolphins playing in the surf and pretty much avoided any mention of our previous road trip. After we finished our meal, she came over, sat down beside me and took my hand. She looked into my eyes and said, “Walker, you know what this is about. I want you to take me to Key West.” 
 
    I smiled. “Really? Key West? I'm surprised you haven't mentioned it before.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand, hard. I could see she was trying to hold back, not wanting to show anger. Through clenched teeth she said, “I have mentioned it before. Like ten times. You know that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, now that you mention it, I do remember you saying something about going to Key West. But as I recall, when I asked why you wanted to go, you always changed the subject. So I'll ask again. Why do you want me to take you to Key West? ” 
 
    She smiled and licked her lips. “Isn't it enough that I want to go to Key West with you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Lori, you flatter me. But I'm not falling for it. You made it clear we're not right for each other. So just tell me the real reason you want to go to Key West. That's all I ask.” 
 
    She looked around, making sure no one was close enough to overhear what she was about to tell me. We were the only people in the park, so she was safe. She looked at me again and said, “My younger sister lives in Key West. Her name is Summer. I've been promising her for months I'd visit, but never got around to it. 
 
     “Last night she called and said she needed my help. She said there is a guy there who is giving her a hard time. He’s trying to get money from her and won’t leave her alone. She said she is afraid he might hurt her. Since she doesn’t know anyone there who can help her, she wanted to know if I knew someone who could come down and talk to the guy. 
 
    “So I told her about you. I said you could be quite persuasive.” 
 
    I smiled. “You think that? That I can be persuasive?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, that's what I think. I saw how you handled those two guys who threatened me with a knife when we were in Miami. You didn't have to touch them. You just told them what would happen if they didn't walk away. The way you said it scared them so badly they left us alone. 
 
    “You did the same with the four gang bangers on the highway. I thought they were going to shoot you. But you calmed them down, gave them a reason to leave happy. 
 
    “Polly told me about how you took care of the guy who was giving her trouble. She said you didn't hesitate; you just waded in and took care of business. 
 
    “So, yes, I know you can be persuasive. Your laid back beach bum act might fool some people, but not me. I know better. I've seen you in action. That's why I want you to go to Key West with me. To help my sister.”  
 
    I nodded. “Okay, that's a pretty good reason. But shouldn't your sister go to the police? Wouldn't that be the best way to handle it?” 
 
    Lori frowned. “That's what I told her. Go to the police. Get a restraining order. But she said, 'No.' She didn't want to get the police involved. Something about how it might cause other kinds of problems. She didn't go into detail, so I didn't ask. All I know is she wants to take care of this guy without the police.” 
 
    “Think you'd be interested in helping her out?” 
 
    “Maybe. Tell me more about your sister. Is her last name the same as yours? Is it Joy?” 
 
    “Yeah it's the same. And yes, her name really is Summer. As in Summer Joy. But it gets worse. She's known as the Wiener Girl of Key West.” 
 
    I stopped her. “Did you say Wiener Girl?” 
 
    “Yes, I said Wiener Girl. But it's not what you think. She has a food truck. It's really just a trailer. And she sells hot dogs from it. Her regular customers started calling her the Wiener Girl and she decided it would be a good name for her business. 
 
    “So she had 'Wiener Girl' painted in big letters on her signs. Now everybody in Key West knows about the Wiener Girl hot dog stand. The local tram that takes tourists around the island added it to their tour. 
 
    “Even people who don't like hot dogs visit the Wiener Girl trailer to buy a T-shirt or take a selfie. Summer said her business is doing great, except now some guy is trying to extort money from her. He says he'll ruin her business and run her off if she doesn't pay up. 
 
    “That's why she needs someone to have a talk with the guy and give him a reason to leave her alone. I'm hoping that someone will be you.” 
 
    It sounded like a good story with just enough weirdness to make it believable. But I had a few questions. “So you're telling me your sister, Summer Joy, is also the Wiener Girl of Key West? Are you sure you're not making that up?” 
 
    “Walker, it's all true. If I were going to make something up, I sure wouldn't tell you my little sister was the Wiener Girl of Key West. You know I could do better than that. Will you help her or not?” 
 
    I wasn't sure if Lori was telling me the whole story but the Wiener Girl part got my attention. If Summer Joy was a real person and if she voluntarily called herself the Wiener Girl, I definitely wanted to meet her.  
 
    “Okay Lori, I'll take you to Key West. When do you want to go?” 
 
    She smiled. “Tomorrow morning.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five  
 
    “Tomorrow? You want me to take you to Key West tomorrow? No way, I can't do that.” 
 
    “Walker, yes you can. You know you don't have anything else to do. And anyway, I told my sister we'd be there tomorrow night.” 
 
    I started to object, but Lori said, “I've got it all planned out. We'll leave in the morning around eight. We'll stop at Oasis for lunch and then we'll take the overseas highway to Key West. 
 
    “If we don't get stuck in traffic, we'll reach Uncle Leo's before dark. We'll spend the night there. You won't have to do anything except drive. Any questions?” 
 
    Yeah, I had questions. Like how did she know I'd agree to take her to Key West and who was this Uncle Leo we'd be staying with? 
 
    I already knew the answer to the first question. She knew if she told me her sister was in trouble and needed help, I wouldn't be able to say, “No.” She was right about that. 
 
    So I asked about Uncle Leo. 
 
    “Who's this Uncle Leo? One of your relatives?” 
 
    “No, not a relative. Uncle Leo's is the name of an RV park in Key West that I found on the internet. Their website says they have full hookups, level sites, and when I called, they had one site available, and I reserved it. Any other questions?” 
 
    “Yeah. If I take you to Key West, can I get a picture of you wearing a Wiener Girl T-shirt?” 
 
    Lori smiled. “If that's what it takes to get you to drive me there, then yes, you can take a picture of me wearing a Wiener Girl shirt.” 
 
    We were still sitting under the pavilion at Maxine Barritt Park, having just finished up our bag lunch. I took a sip of my drink and said, “Tell me more about your sister.” 
 
    Lori looked out over the water then back at me. “She's two years younger than me. People say we look alike, but I don't agree. She's a lot prettier. At least that's what the guys in high school thought. She was the popular one. She was the one they asked out, not me. That didn't bother me much. It was okay that she was popular. I could live with that. 
 
    “I was more of a loner so being popular wasn't my thing. I didn't mind staying home alone and studying while she was out partying. I wanted good grades so I could get into a good college. But Summer didn't worry about college. She didn't worry about anything. She just figured things would work out for her because they almost always did. 
 
    “Even then it was clear we were going in different directions in our lives. As we got older we grew apart. I went off to college and she stayed home and partied. When she graduated from high school, she left the party scene and decided she wanted to live off the land, so she found a cabin in the woods and moved into it.  
 
    “It didn't take her long to figure out living in the woods and trying to grow food was a lot harder than she’d imagined. Three months in, she decided it wasn't for her. She left the woods and started hitchhiking around the US. 
 
    “After three years of traveling, she landed in Key West. She planned to stay a week and then move on. But a week turned into a month and she didn't leave. She said Key West was filled with the kind of people she could relate to. People who didn't live by the same rules everyone else did.  
 
    “After being there for nine months, she called me. It was the first time I'd spoken to her in years. She filled me in on her life and her plans to start a small business. It all sounded good, but I figured she was calling to ask for money. To help her get started. But she didn't ask for anything. She just called to say she wanted to stay in touch. 
 
    “We've been trying to do that ever since. We talk on the phone at least once a month. And she's never asked me for anything. Until now. 
 
    “When she asked if I knew someone who could help with the guy bothering her, I knew it must be serious. She wouldn't have asked if it wasn't. So I said, 'Yes, I know someone who can help.' And I promised her I'd have him in Key West the next day. 
 
    “That's why we're leaving in the morning. Because my sister asked for help and I didn't want to turn her down. I hope you understand.” 
 
    I did understand, but only if she was telling me the truth. It did sound like the truth. Like it came from her heart. Never before had I gotten that feeling with the things she had told me. This time I did. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Okay, I'll take you to Key West and when we get there, I'll do my best to help your sister.” 
 
    She reached over and hugged me. “Walker, I really, really appreciate you doing this. It really means a lot.” 
 
    When she let go of her hug, I said, “I need to know more about this guy I'm supposed to talk to. What's his relationship to your sister? Does she owe him money? What kind of threats has he made?” 
 
    Lori shrugged. “I don't know anything about him. But tomorrow, when we get to Key West, you can ask my sister. She'll tell you everything.” 
 
    I nodded. “I'm looking forward to that, talking to Summer Joy the Wiener Girl. Maybe after she tells me about the guy who's bothering her, she can tell me a little more about you. Like why you never told me you had a sister.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “Don't get your hopes up. My sister is like me that way. We tend to keep secrets. It's something we learned to do when we were young. Maybe I'll tell you about that some time. But not today. Today you need to go back to Mango Bay and get your motorhome ready for the trip.” 
 
    She stood, bagged up what was left of our lunch and dropped it in the green trash can at the corner of the pavilion. I was still sitting at the table, finishing off the ice in my drink. From behind me I heard her jingling her car keys. I turned to see what she wanted. She just smiled and said, “You're riding with me, remember?” 
 
    I did remember. There was no way I was going to forget the ride to the beach in her new little Mini. Hopefully, she'd take it easy on trip back to the Rialto where my Jeep was parked.  
 
    I finished my drink and headed to her car. She was standing by the passenger door, keys in hand, waiting for me. She walked over and my first thought was she was going to give me the keys and let me drive. But she didn't. Instead, she put her arms around me and whispered, “Key West is where your wildest dreams might come true.” 
 
    She kissed me on the cheek, took a step back and winked. Then she got in on the driver's side and started the car. I shook my head, thinking about what she'd just said. Maybe fantasies do come true in Key West. We'd soon find out. 
 
    The ride back to the Rialto was uneventful. Lori never exceeded the speed limit, never chirped the tires, and even stopped for an elderly couple in a crosswalk. She was being a model citizen, up for a safe driver award. 
 
    Back at the Rialto, I started to get out, but she stopped me. She reached over, placed her hand on mine and said, “We're going to Key West in the morning. Me, you, and Bob. I'll be at your place at eight. Call me if anything comes up.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Back in my Jeep, I watched as Lori drove off in her Mini. She headed north, on Business 41, presumably planning to cross the middle bridge to get off the island. From there she'd follow Venice Avenue to her home. 
 
    I'd only been to her home once. That was the day I'd first met her. She hadn't invited me in then, and hadn't invited me in since. She'd spent the night in my motorhome several times, but I'd never been inside her house.  
 
    I hadn't asked why she never invited me over. Nor had she volunteered an answer. It was just one of the many mysteries of Lori. She kept secrets. Maybe that was one of the reasons I put up with her. She was a woman of mystery. 
 
    I started the Jeep, pulled out of the Rialto and headed south, back toward the Circus Bridge. As I got close, the red and white traffic gates came down, the warning bells started to sound, and the lights signaling the bridge was about to go up started flashing. The three cars in front of me slowed to a stop and I stopped behind them. Looking over to my right toward the Intracoastal waterway, I saw a tall, masted sailboat slowly moving upstream toward the bridge. 
 
    The bridge would remain open until the boat passed under. At the rate the boat was moving, it was a pretty good bet we'd be stuck for at least five minutes. I put the Jeep in first and killed the motor. 
 
    While waiting for the bridge, I thought about what Lori had asked me to do. To talk to the guy causing problems for her sister, Summer. 
 
    I don't consider myself to be a tough guy. At least I try not to give that impression. Being six foot tall and still in good shape from my days in the military, I understand I can be intimidating if need be. But I prefer to talk my way out of trouble. It's a lot easier for everyone involved. Less blood. Fewer broken bones.  
 
    But sometimes it takes more than just talk. Sometimes a few punches have to be thrown before the other guy gets the message.  
 
    Hopefully, this Key West deal wouldn't be one of those times. 
 
    I started thinking about my Jeep. The motorhome was good on long trips, but not so good in city traffic. That's why I'd bought the Jeep, to have something to drive around town. I could also tow behind the motorhome. 
 
    Maybe it would be a good idea to take it to Key West. It would give us an easy way to get around town once we got the motorhome hooked up at Uncle Leo's. I called Lori to see what she thought. 
 
    She answered on the second ring. “Walker, I didn't expect to hear from you so soon. What's up?” 
 
    “I'm stuck at the bridge and was wondering about taking the Jeep to Key West with us. I can tow it behind the motorhome and it'd give us something to drive around in once we got down there.” 
 
    Lori didn't hesitate with her answer. “No. Don't bring the Jeep. We won't need it. Just me, you, Bob and the motorhome. Any other questions?” 
 
    “No, that's it.” 
 
    “Good. Talk to you tomorrow.” 
 
    She ended the call. It sounded like she was in a hurry, which made sense. She probably had a few things to take care of before the trip. Same as me. 
 
    Up ahead, I saw that the mast of the sailboat had cleared the bridge. When the bridge came down, I headed back to Mango Bay. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
     Bob was waiting for me at the door when I got back to the motorhome. He's the three-year-old cat that lives with me. I'm not a cat person and never planned to be one, but sometimes plans change.  
 
    Eight months ago, the woman I was dating at the time asked me to take care of her cat for a few days while she moved into a new apartment. I couldn't see any reason to say, “No,” so I agreed.  
 
    A few days later, she arrived at my doorstep with Mango Bob, a large, orange, male cat with just a stub of a tail. She said he was a special breed, an American Bobtail. 
 
    I had to take her word on the breed thing because I didn't know much about cats. All I knew was the one she brought over was big, the biggest cat I'd ever seen. I was worried about his size, but she assured me he was friendly and easy to get along with. She gave me his litter box, a bag of food and said she'd be back to pick him up in a few days.  
 
    I had no reason not to believe her, so I took in the cat, expecting him to be just a temporary guest in the motorhome. No more than a few days. 
 
    But a week passed and she didn't come back for him. I was a little worried but figured she must have been busy with the move and had been delayed. I was pretty sure there was no way she would abandon her special cat, Mango Bob. 
 
    After the second week, I wasn't so sure. She hadn't come for him nor had she called. I kept expecting her to show up, apologize for leaving him so long, and take him back. 
 
    But it never happened. 
 
    What did happen was Bob went through all his food the first week and I had to go to the store to get more. Everything he ate came out the other end and landed in his litter box. The one she'd left for him was too small for such a big cat and half of what came out of him ended up on the floor.  
 
    So while at the store, I picked up the biggest litter box they had and large bag of fresh litter. In a moment of weakness, I bought him a mouse toy. I figured it would keep him busy while he waited for her return. 
 
    He seemed to appreciate the fresh litter and the toy. He dragged the little mouse around the motorhome, tossing it in the air and attacking it as it fell to the floor. Occasionally he'd bring it to me, wanting me to throw it so he could chase it around. Reluctantly, I played along. 
 
    It wasn't long until there wasn't much left of the mouse toy. Bob chewed off its little head and spread the cotton stuffing from inside on the floor. He deposited the remains on my pillow. Apparently he wanted me to know what a great hunter he was. 
 
     After the first mouse, I got him two more. I figured if they kept him entertained and helped him burn off energy as he chased them around the motorhome, it would be good for both of us. And should a real mouse ever appear, Bob would be ready. 
 
    It wasn't long after I got him the second toy mouse that Bob began seeing the motorhome as his kingdom. He saw me as a member of his royal staff, there to serve his needs. He no longer hid when I was around. Instead, as soon as I sat on the couch, he'd jump into my lap and expect me to pet him.  
 
    And I would. 
 
    I explained to Bob that this wouldn't last forever, that his person would soon return and take him away, but he didn't seem too concerned about it. He just ate and pooped and slept and played with his growing collection of cotton mice. He was living the good life in the motorhome. 
 
    Weeks passed and the woman who'd left him with me, had yet to come to get him. I tried calling but her number had been disconnected. When I called her friends, they all said the same thing. She'd moved on. No forwarding address, no phone number. 
 
    It finally dawned on me that I was stuck with Mango Bob and it was up to me to decide what to do with him. Living with a cat full time wasn't part of my plan. Even a special one like Mango Bob. But I didn't want to dump him on the side of the road nor did I want to sentence him to a cage in an animal shelter.  
 
    So I kept him and he's been with me ever since.  
 
    It could have been worse. Instead of ending up with Mango Bob, I could have ended up with the girl who left him with me. Pretty sure that wouldn't have worked out nearly as well. 
 
    As it turned out, Mango Bob really is a special cat. He's smart, easy to live with, has a large vocabulary, and seems to like living in the motorhome. His favorite places are my bed in the back, the spot next to me on the couch, and when I'm driving, the passenger seat beside me. 
 
    I'm not sure what he does when I'm not in the motorhome with him. I'm guessing he mostly sleeps. Cats do that a lot. But Bob has this special sense—he knows when I'm coming back and is almost always waiting for me at the door when I arrive. 
 
    So I wasn't surprised he was there when I got back after having lunch with Lori. I could see him inside, standing on the kitchen counter, looking out the window. 
 
    He knows he's not supposed to be up on the counter and doesn't get up there when I'm inside. But when I'm away, he has his own rules.  
 
    When I opened the door he had already moved over to the couch, and was sitting there licking his paw, acting like he hadn't been on the counter. He pretended he couldn’t care less I was back. But I knew better. He liked having company. Me being back in the motorhome pleased him. I gave him a few pets and headed to the back bedroom. 
 
    I'd already decided it might be a good idea to do some laundry before we headed to Key West. Lori would be spending a lot of time in the motorhome, so clean sheets and clean towels were a must.  
 
    I stripped the bed and used one of the pillow cases as my laundry bag. I filled it with towels from the bathroom along with the pile of dirty clothes I'd been meaning to wash. There wasn't a washer and dryer in the motorhome, which meant I'd be using the ones in the Mango Bay laundry room.  
 
    After grabbing a handful of quarters from the baggie in the junk drawer, I swung the laundry bag over my shoulder and headed out. The laundry room is in the same building as Mango Bay's office and just a short walk from my motorhome site.  
 
    With more than a hundred guests staying at Mango Bay and most of them not having washers or dryers in their RVs, the machines in the laundry room stay pretty busy. I was hoping to find one or two not in use. 
 
    As it turned out, it was my lucky day. Three of the washers were available. I dumped my laundry into two of them, poured in detergent, and pushed quarters in the coin slots. With the washers up and running, I had forty minutes before I needed to move the clothes to the dryers. 
 
    I decided to use the time to go to the office and let Polly and Buck, Mango Bay's owners, know I was going to Key West. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    When I opened the door to the office, Polly was sitting behind the counter, staring at her computer screen. Buck, her significant other, was sitting across the room in a recliner, reading a novel. 
 
    Polly looked up and said, “So, you're going to Key West.” 
 
    It wasn't a question. It was a statement of fact. 
 
    I nodded. “News travels fast around here.” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes it does. Lori called right after she talked to you. She said you were leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “We are. Around eight. We're taking the motorhome. Probably be gone two or three days. Be back on Wednesday.” 
 
    Polly looked at Buck. “Should we tell him or let it be a surprise?” 
 
    Buck put his novel down and said, “Tell him. He has a right to know.” 
 
    I looked at Polly. “Tell me what? What do I need to know?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Walker, did Lori tell you why she wanted you to go to Key West?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, she said she wanted to see her sister and wanted me to talk to a guy who’s been bothering her.” 
 
    Polly smiled. “Well, at least she told you most of the story. Did she say anything else about the guy you're supposed to talk to?” 
 
    “No. She just said some guy was causing problems for her sister and maybe if I talked to him the problem would go away.” 
 
    Polly looked at Buck and he nodded. They were in agreement about something. “Walker, you ever been to Key West?” 
 
    I hadn't. “No, never. But I'm looking forward to it.” 
 
    She smiled again. “Key West is a different kind of place. It's kind of like its own little country with its own set of rules. That's why it attracts certain kinds of people. The kind that might stand out anywhere else. In Key West, even the weirdest fit in. You'll see what I mean when you get there. 
 
    “The other thing about Key West is the police. They do it differently in Key West. For the most part, they leave the locals alone; let them solve their problems on their own. They are more concerned about the tourists. They want them to spend money, have a good time and not get hurt. As long as they do that, everyone is happy.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, so Key West is different. What does this have to do with me?” 
 
    Polly looked over at Buck and shook her head. Then she looked back at me. “Walker, you're going down there to talk to a local. Have you ever considered that the guy you're supposed to talk to might be connected? That he might be part of a bigger organization?” 
 
    “You mean like the mob? You think this guy might be connected to the mob? In Key West?” 
 
    Polly nodded. “He could be. Or he could be part of the Key Lime cartel. Or he could just be a lone wolf trying to scare up some cash. Whatever he is, you're probably going to need some help from someone who has connections in Key West, the kind it takes to get things done without involving the police. 
 
    “That's why I think you should take Buck with you.” 
 
    “Buck? Why Buck?” 
 
    “Because he knows people down there. The kind who can get things done.” 
 
    I knew about Buck's background. He'd been a famous movie star, known for a series of tough-guy-on-the-road films. He'd been a top box office draw for twenty years. But he got old and Hollywood didn't need him anymore. Neither did any of his four ex-wives. 
 
    Buck left Hollywood and returned to his roots in Florida, living in his tour bus, surviving on what was left of his movie royalties after his ex-wives got their cut. 
 
    Even though he was in his seventies, he was still pretty active. He didn't shy away from trouble, something I'd learned firsthand when he had gone with me to help recover Polly's stolen dog. 
 
    With his connections, I wouldn't mind having him along on the trip but wondered how Lori would feel about having another person living in the motorhome with us. It would definitely complicate the sleeping arrangements. 
 
    I mentioned this to Polly and she laughed. “Walker, when Lori called this morning and said you were taking her to Key West, I told her Buck knew a lot of people down there. The kind of people who could work outside of the law to get problems solved. 
 
    “She asked me if Buck would consider going along. It was her idea. She wanted me to try to talk you into taking him. She wanted you to think it was your idea, not hers. 
 
    “So, what do you think? Do you want Buck to go with you?” 
 
    I wasn't surprised Polly and Lori had already talked about it. They were pretty close and the first person Lori had called about the Key West trip was Polly. If Polly and Lori thought it was a good idea to take Buck, it was okay with me.  
 
    I turned to Buck. “You want to go to Key West?” 
 
    He smiled. “I'm already packed. I'll be at your place at eight in the morning.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    After finishing the laundry, I headed back to the motorhome. As usual, Bob was waiting for me at the door. 
 
    I greeted him by saying, “Bob we're heading out in the morning and you're going to have company. What do you think about that?” 
 
    He sniffed my pants leg then said, “Murrrfff?” 
 
    I figured he might be asking who would be going with us so I told him. 
 
    “Bob, it's your friends, Lori and Buck. You remember them, don't you? You slept on the couch with Lori when we went to the Everglades. And you napped with Buck when he was here for our kidnapper meeting.” 
 
    Bob licked at his paw and said, “Murrrrrrff.” 
 
    Either he remembered or he was losing interest in our conversation. He turned and headed to the back bedroom and I followed, carrying the bag of clean clothes, warm from the dryer. 
 
    I dumped the laundry on the bed and quickly sorted the clothes and put them away. I hung clean towels in the bath and put the extras in the top of my closet. All that was left was the sheets. 
 
    Putting clean sheets on the bed is one of Bob's favorite games. He'll stand on the side of the bed waiting for me to flap the sheets in the air to get the wrinkles out. As the sheet settles down onto the mattress, he'll jump on the bed and slip under the sheet. He'll lay there motionless until I touch the sheet, and then he attacks. 
 
    From under the sheet, he'll grab at my hand and I'll have to be quick to keep from getting scratched. Only once has he really gotten into me, and even then he retracted his claws, not wanting to hurt me too badly.  
 
    That day he played the game well. He hunkered down under the sheet and attacked as I tapped different places on the bed. We kept it up for about five minutes. After that, I tapped on the side of the mattress and Bob slid out onto the floor. 
 
    I could tell he’d enjoyed the game and wanted more. His little stub of a tail was the giveaway. It twitched from side to side as he prepared to pounce. He seemed to know I still had one more sheet to go. 
 
    When I flapped out the top sheet, the game started anew. Bob was up in the bed and under the sheet, ready to attack again. I played along, tapping at different points and letting him grab at my hand. He was fast and I had to be careful. Eventually we both grew tired and the game ended. He remained under the sheet purring loudly, certain he had won. 
 
    Leaving him to celebrate his victory, I headed back up front to see what I needed to do to get the motorhome ready for the trip. Other than putting a few things away and wiping down the kitchen counters, not much was needed. For the most part, Bob and I keep a fairly clean house.  
 
    Looking around the inside the motorhome I started thinking what it would be like to have both Buck and Lori staying with me in the small space for a few days. My twenty-eight-foot Winnebago was the perfect size for one or two people. It had a bed and bath in the back and a couch up front that folded out into a bed. It could accommodate three to four people, as long those people didn't mind sleeping two to a bed. 
 
    With Buck along, Lori and I would have to sleep together in the back bedroom, and Buck would sleep up front on the couch. I wasn't sure how Lori would feel about this arrangement. According to her, we were friends without benefits and sleeping next to me in a bed might be a problem for her.  
 
    But since it was her idea to ask Buck to go with us, she could live with the consequences. It wouldn't bother me to sleep beside her. In fact, I might enjoy it. No doubt she'd have something to say about it, but one thing was for sure. I was sleeping on the bed, not the couch. She could work out the rest. I was sure she'd want to talk to me about before we left.  
 
    Instead of worrying about it, I got out my laptop, set it on the kitchen table and powered it up. Even though I had a pretty good idea how to get to Key West, I wanted to check the directions on Google Maps to be sure.  
 
    I entered Englewood as the starting point and Key West as the final destination. I clicked “Directions” and Google filled the screen with a map showing the best driving route. The distance was three hundred sixty-four miles, with an estimated drive time of six hours and thirty-one minutes. The route showed about seventy miles of interstate highway, the rest being back roads. 
 
    According to Google, it'd be an easy one-day drive. If we left at eight in the morning, we'd be there well before dark. Getting there before dark was important because it was a lot easier to get the motorhome backed into a campsite and hooked up to shore power in the daylight. 
 
    Satisfied with the route shown by Google, I checked my email, cleared out the spam and turned off the computer. I went outside, cleaned the motorhome's windshield, checked the air in the tires and made sure everything was ready for the trip. Even after doing all this, I still needed to burn off some energy. It was like this every time I got ready for a long trip in the motorhome. For me, it's like the night before Christmas. I think about the adventure that lies just ahead and all the surprises it might bring. 
 
    To burn off some of this excitement, I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, put my phone and keys in my pocket and headed out for a walk. My plan was to get on Old Englewood Road, follow it to Dearborn Street, circle through Indian Mound Park and then head back to the motorhome. 
 
    I'd followed this route many times and it always reminded me of why I liked living in Florida. Most of the way, the dark blue waters of the Intracoastal were on my right and in the distance the white beaches of Manasota Key. Palms lining the route swayed in the breeze and provided much appreciated shade.  
 
    The houses along the way were mostly small, Key West style homes with tin roofs and colorful shutters, their yards filled with tropical plants with an occasional boat in the driveway. Every person I saw would wave, smile or say, “Hello.” In Englewood, it seemed everyone was happy. Including me. 
 
    As I walked through this little piece of paradise, I couldn't help but think about the upcoming trip to Key West. As I mentioned, every trip in the motorhome is an adventure, but, for some reason, I started feeling uneasy about this one.  
 
    Maybe the prospect of talking to the guy who was causing problems for Summer was the reason. Or maybe it was something else. I couldn't pin it down. Whatever it was, I couldn't shake the feeling that something wasn't quite right. 
 
    Later that evening, after watching the weather on channel thirteen and seeing the forecast for clear skies and no rain, I relaxed. The weather was in our favor, the roads were in good shape and the motorhome was ready for the trip. We had a campsite waiting for us in Key West and I'd be going with friends. What could be better? 
 
    After eating dinner and reading a few chapters of Laurence Shames' latest novel, I set my alarm for seven, and turned in for the night. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    At six fifteen the next morning, with the sun just peeking over the horizon, Bob jumped up onto the bed and tapped me on the ear with his paw. A light tap, just enough for me to know he was there.  
 
    I was still asleep and the touch didn't fully register. So he tapped again, this time using a bit more force. Enough to get my full attention. I rolled over, opened my eyes and saw him sitting beside my head, staring at me. His right paw was raised, ready to strike again. 
 
    I reached out, put my hand over his paw and said, “Bob, that's enough, I'm awake.” 
 
    For Bob it was mission accomplished. He wanted to wake me and he'd gotten the job done. Somehow he understood we were leaving on a road trip and he didn't want me to oversleep. Cats are smart that way. At least Bob is. 
 
    I rolled over and sat up on the side of the bed. Morning light was starting to sneak in under the blinds. I stroked Bob's back and he leaned in, wanting more. I gave him a few more pets then said, “Bob, I've got things to do. You stay here and defend the bed while I get ready.” 
 
    He said, “Murrrph.” He liked defending the bed. 
 
    I hit the bathroom and took care of morning business. Brushed my teeth, washed my face, and ran my hand through my hair. My phone showed it to be six thirty, plenty of time to get in a run before breakfast.  
 
    I put on yesterday's T-shirt and shorts, pulled on my running shoes and headed up front. I grabbed a cold bottle of water from the fridge, took a few sips, and headed outside. It was cooler than expected. Florida can fool you that way. You always think it is going to be warm, but even in April the mornings can be cool.  
 
    I ran the same path I'd walked the day before. First to Dearborn Street then to Indian Mound Park and then a loop back to Mango Bay. An easy three miles.  
 
    I started out slow, giving my body a chance to warm up. As soon as my breathing settled into a steady rhythm, I picked up the pace. Three miles would take less than twenty minutes.  
 
    There wasn't much traffic on my chosen route. There rarely is in Englewood, especially early in the morning. Mostly pickup trucks heading to the ramp at Indian Mound Park with a boat in tow. The boaters would soon be out on the waters of Lemon Bay. The braver souls would head south on the Intracoastal, weave though the submerged trees of Stump Pass and then venture out onto the waters of the Gulf of Mexico. 
 
    If they kept going south, they'd eventually reach Key West. By boat it would take maybe two days. Longer if they were sailing. In my motorhome, I'd get there a lot quicker. If all went well, I'd be there before nightfall. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I was back from my run, doing a cool down walk around Mango Bay. Almost all the other guests were still asleep in their RVs. The only person I saw moving around was Carlos, Mango's Bay handyman. Even though there wasn't a lot for him to do that time of the year, he liked to get an early start. I waved and he waved back. 
 
     Back inside the motorhome, I stripped off my clothes and took a quick shower. After the shower, I put on clean clothes, tidied up the bathroom and headed to the kitchen where I made breakfast. A bowl of cereal, two pieces of toast with jelly and a glass of orange juice.  
 
    Bob joined me at the table. He knew better than to jump up on it while I was there, so he stayed on the floor and settled for rubbing against my ankle. I gave him a pet and told him, “Bob, your friends will be here in a few minutes. If you need to use the litter box, now would be a good time.” 
 
    He said, “Murrph.” 
 
    I'm not sure whether he understood me or not, but he headed back to the bathroom where I keep his box. He's good about using it and even better about covering up his business. He usually spends a lot of time digging in the litter making sure everything is completely covered before he leaves the box.  
 
    Because we were going to have company, I'd clean his box and add fresh litter before we hit the road. Bob and our guests would appreciate that. 
 
    After finishing breakfast, I put away the dishes, grabbed the motorhome keys and went outside. I unlocked the motorhome's rear storage locker and pulled the lever that dumped the gray and black water holding tanks. When the tanks were empty, I reeled in the sewer hose and put a cap on the end so it wouldn't drip in the locker. I topped off the fresh water holding tank and then disconnected the hose from the outside faucet.  
 
    I unplugged the heavy 50 amp cable from shore power, coiled it up and put it in the same locker with the sewer and water hoses. With everything disconnected and put away, we were ready for the road.  
 
    Using the outdoor faucet, I washed my hands and headed around to the front door. On the way there, I saw Buck walking toward the motorhome, pulling a rolling suitcase behind him. He was dressed Hollywood casual. White linen pants, powder blue silk shirt, dark blue ball cap, a look that would have been welcomed in the finest restaurants in Florida. 
 
    I felt shabby in comparison. My faded khaki cargo shorts and the slightly wrinkled white fishing shirt I was wearing were comfortable but not very stylish. Fortunately, it wasn't a style contest and I didn't feel the need to impress anyone. 
 
    Buck waved me over and I walked out to meet him. He said, “Walker, it's a good day to be on the road. You ready?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, looking forward to it. You want help with that bag?” 
 
    He let go of the handle. “If you don't mind.” 
 
    I grabbed his bag and wheeled it behind me as we walked back toward the motorhome. When we reached the door, Buck stopped and said, “Walker, I want you to know I won't be sleeping in the motorhome with you and Lori. I've made other arrangements.” 
 
    I wasn't sure I understood what he was saying. 
 
    “What do you mean? Aren't you going to go with us?” 
 
    “Yes, I'm going with you. All the way to Key West. But when we get there, I won't be staying in the motorhome. I called a friend and let her know I was going to be in town and she invited me to stay at her place. 
 
    “It's been a while since I last saw her and I'm looking forward to spending some time with her. So I'll ride with you down there, but I'm staying with her. If you and Lori need to get in touch with me once we get there, I'll be a phone call away.” 
 
    I smiled. “You're staying with a woman? Does Polly know about this?” 
 
    Polly was Buck's significant other and even though they weren't married, they had been living together as partners for the last six months. 
 
    He grinned. “She knows. I'm not sure she's happy with it but she knows. You don't have a problem with that, do you?” 
 
    “No Buck, I don't have a problem with you staying with a lady friend in Key West. That's between you and Polly. But if you change your mind and decide to stay in the motorhome, there's plenty of room.” 
 
    He nodded. “I'll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Buck was over seventy and I was pretty sure he wasn't going to be doing anything in Key West that would bother Polly or affect their relationship. But I'd be keeping my eye on him just to be sure. 
 
    We went inside the motorhome and Buck settled in on the couch. I put his bag under the kitchen table; within easy reach should he need anything from it. 
 
    When I turned back to talk to him, Bob had jumped up into his lap. They had met months earlier and got along well. Buck pointed to his bag. “There's a newspaper in the side pocket. You mind handing it to me?” 
 
    With Bob in his lap, Buck was pinned down and the paper was out of his reach. I grabbed it and handed it to him. He put it on the couch beside him and said, “It has my daily crossword. It'll give me something to do while we're on the road.” 
 
    I pointed to the fridge. “You need anything to drink? I've got water, juice and Coke.” 
 
    “No, I'm fine. Bob and I will just sit here and enjoy the view.” 
 
    A few minutes later, I heard Lori pull up outside. She was driving her bright orange Mini and it was hard to miss. I went out to meet her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Lori had a smile on her face when she stepped out of her car. She too had dressed up for the occasion. Navy blue shorts over sandals with a white, gauzy top. The combination highlighted her tan and her figure. She looked good and I told her. “You look nice.” 
 
    She smiled and pointed to her car. “I brought groceries. Help me get them inside.” 
 
    The back seat of her car was filled with six bags from Publix. “You brought groceries? You didn't think I had any food inside?” 
 
    She laughed. “Walker, your definition of food and mine are a little different. You have freezer food. Mostly TV dinners and frozen meat. That's fine for you, but I wanted something a little healthier. Salads, vegetables and fresh fruit. I'm sure you've heard of those things. 
 
    “I figured Buck might want to eat healthy too. He inside?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, he's inside. So I guess that means you knew he was coming?” 
 
    “Yes, Polly told me. That won't be a problem, will it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No problem at all.” 
 
    “Good, I was hoping you'd feel that way. He can sleep on the couch. I'll sleep in the back bed with you. But don't get your hopes up. There'll be no hanky panky.” 
 
    I smiled. “Haven't you heard? Buck will be staying with a lady friend while in Key West. He won't be sleeping in the motorhome. That means you won't have to sleep with me. You can sleep alone, on the couch.” 
 
    Lori looked up at me, clearly surprised. She whispered, “Buck is staying with a woman while we are in Key West? Does Polly know?” 
 
    I nodded. “According to Buck she does. Go in and ask him about it. See what he says.” 
 
    I didn't expect her to go in and confront Buck, at least not without grabbing a grocery bag or two. But that's what she did. She went inside empty handed, leaving me to take in everything by myself. 
 
    I grabbed four of the bags and headed toward the door. From outside I could hear Lori talking to Buck. I couldn't make out what she was saying, but I could hear Buck's laughter as the conversation ended. I figured that was a good time to go in, while they were both still in a good mood. 
 
    I pushed the door open and put the food bags on the kitchen counter. Lori looked at the bags then at me and said, “There's more in the car. Get the rest and I'll put these away.” 
 
     After I'd brought in the remaining bags and Lori had everything put away, we were almost ready to hit the road. I had locked the side door when she remembered her overnight bag and veterinary supplies were still in the car. She headed for the door and before stepping out, she said, “Walker, don't leave without me. I'll be right back.” 
 
    When she came back in she put both her bags in the overhead compartment above the couch. Then she settled down in the passenger seat up front beside me and buckled her seat belt. Buck was still on the couch, Mango Bob on his lap.  
 
    I started the motorhome and while it warmed up, I went over a mental checklist of the things that needed to be done before taking the motorhome on the road.  
 
    I'd already brought in the slide room, unhooked from shore power, dumped and disconnected the tanks, cranked down the TV antenna, and walked around the outside locking all the compartments. The day before, I'd checked the air in the tires and cleaned the windshield.  
 
    Inside, everything was stowed away, all the cabinet doors were secured and all the windows closed. We were ready for lift off. 
 
    I put the motorhome in gear and eased out onto the narrow blacktop road that circled through Mango Bay. We slowly drove past all the parked RVs then pulled onto the street. I brought the coach up to speed and we headed east on Dearborn toward River Road.  
 
    Six miles later, we reached I-75, the north south interstate highway that runs from Michigan to the southern tip of Florida. I took the southbound ramp, stayed in the right lane and set the cruise control to sixty. 
 
    I'd recently driven the same route when I'd taken Lori to the Oasis Ranger Station in the Everglades, and I had a pretty good idea what to expect on this leg of the trip. Four to six lane highway most of the way, with three major traffic areas, Port Charlotte, Fort Myers and Naples. 
 
    The dash GPS showed we'd need to cover three hundred fifty miles to get to Key West, and it'd take six and a half hours if everything went well. Figuring a stop for lunch and another to refuel, it'd probably take us eight hours. Even if traffic were heavy, we should be able to get there before dark.  
 
    Traffic was a lot lighter than it had been on our previous trip. At least in the southbound lanes. Looking across the highway I saw a lot of heading north, including many motorhomes. I asked Lori about it. “Why so many motorhomes going north?” 
 
    She'd been texting on her phone and hadn't noticed the traffic or lack of it. When she looked up, she said, “It's all the snowbirds heading back north. They usually leave the first of April. When they do, the population of Florida drops by a few million people.” 
 
    She watched the northbound traffic for about a minute then said, “It's good we're heading south. Everyone else is going the other direction. Less traffic for us.” 
 
    She was right. There wasn't nearly as much traffic on our side of the road and the little that there was seemed to be moving along at a pretty good clip. Even coming into Fort Myers, there weren't any problems. No crazy drivers, no road construction, no wrecks.  
 
    We were able to keep up a steady pace all the way to our turnoff at US twenty-nine, which took us off I-75 and into the Big Cypress Preserve. After we made the turn and got back up to speed, Lori got out of her seat and went back to check on Buck. He had moved from the couch to the back bedroom where he was napping with Bob. 
 
    When she came back up front, she handed me a bottle of cold water. “They're both back there on the bed. Bob's curled up beside Buck, sleeping like a baby.” 
 
    I nodded. “Bob likes Buck. They're quite a pair.” 
 
    Lori leaned toward me and whispered, “Do you really think Buck is staying with a woman in Key West? And if he is, does Polly know about it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “That's what he told me. Said he's staying with a lady friend. Said Polly knew about it. Personally, I don't think Polly has anything to worry about. It's not like Buck is a teenager heading to Key West to sow wild oats.” 
 
    Lori shook her head. “I don't know. Men seem to always have sex on their minds. Even at Buck's age.” 
 
    I grinned. “Sure, it's only men that think about sex. It's never the woman. Except for that time that you—” 
 
    She punched me on the shoulder. “Walker, you can forget about that. That was a one-time deal. I'm talking about Buck. Not you and me. Doesn't it bother you that Buck's spending the night with another woman?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I trust him. He's not going to do anything to mess things up with Polly.” 
 
    Lori looked over her shoulder to where Buck was napping with Bob. “I don't know. It doesn't feel right. Him staying with another woman while Polly's back home alone. I want to meet this woman he's staying with. Find out a little more about her.” 
 
    Not wanting to continue the conversation, I just nodded and concentrated on driving. 
 
    Lori pointed to a sign up ahead of us warning of panther crossings. I knew what she was thinking. The last time we'd taken this road, she had been called to check a Florida panther that had been hit by a car. 
 
    That panther survived, but not many do. Panthers and big cats are Lori's specialty and she's always on call with Florida Fish and Wildlife. That's why she'd brought her medical bag. If there was a panther incident, she'd be getting a call. Hopefully, for Lori's sake and all the panthers in Florida, it would be a long time before Florida Fish and Wildlife needed her services again. 
 
    Most of the panthers living in Florida roamed the two counties we were driving through; a fact Lori reminded me after she looked at the speedometer. I was doing the speed limit. Fifty. 
 
    “Slow down,” she said. “We're not in that much of a hurry.” 
 
    She was right. We weren't in a hurry. We'd made good time on the interstate and were almost an hour ahead of schedule. There were no cars behind so I slowed to forty and reset the cruise control. This would make it easier to avoid a panther if one crossed in front of us. 
 
    Sixteen minutes later, Highway 29 ended where it met the old Tamiami Trail, the road that had been hacked through the heart of the Everglades in the nineteen twenties. Back then, the Tamiami Trail wasn't much more than an unpaved muddy path through the Glades; the abundance of mosquitoes, alligators and other wildlife made it treacherous going for even the most prepared traveler. 
 
    Over time, the road had been improved. These days, it's a smooth, two-lane black top that provides an easy passage through the Everglades. It attracts tourists from all over the world. Most come to see the alligators sunning in the water filled ditches bordering the road. You don't have to travel far to understand why they call it alligator alley. 
 
    The last time Lori and I had come through here, I had called out the word “gator” each time I saw one. It didn't take long for Lori to get tired of hearing me do this. After about the twentieth time, she instituted her gator notification rule. She said unless we were on foot and unless a gator was in striking distance, I was not to yell out the word “gator” every time I saw one. 
 
    It was hard for me not to do this, not to point them out, especially the bigger ones sunning just off the road, but I deferred to her wishes. Instead of saying “gator” aloud, I just noted them mentally. 
 
    Watching for gators and other wildlife made time pass quickly on what would otherwise have been a boring drive on the arrow straight, two-lane road. We soon reached a sign telling us the Oasis Ranger Station was just ahead. I turned to Lori. “We stopping?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. I want to get out and stretch.” 
 
    I put my left turn signal on and when traffic cleared, pulled the motorhome across the highway into the Oasis parking lot. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Oasis Ranger Station is located about halfway down Alligator Alley, right in the heart of the Everglades. It gets lots of visitors, mainly tourists wanting to look at the gators and use the public rest rooms. Many arrive in either motorhomes or tour buses and the Oasis parking lot has a designated area for large vehicles. 
 
    Since we were in a motorhome, I pulled into the RV section, leaving an empty space between us and a long, black tour bus. The driver of the bus was standing beside it, clipboard in hand, presumably waiting for his passengers to return. 
 
    I knew the bus driver would appreciate having enough room to load his passengers safely, so I gave him plenty of room. Not everyone does. Some drivers seem intent on parking as close as possible to a bus or motorhome. Not sure why they feel they have to do this, but it happens a lot. 
 
    I've learned that when I take the motorhome on the road and need to stop, it's best to park as far away from other vehicles as possible. Still, some yahoo will almost always park close, either beside or behind me, making it difficult to get out. Sometimes they'll come up to the motorhome and peek in the windows to see what's going on inside. I wonder how they'd feel if I went to their homes and peeked in the windows?  
 
    After I got the motorhome parked, Buck came up from the back bedroom and asked, “We getting out?” 
 
    “Yeah, for about fifteen minutes. Then we're coming back here to have lunch.” 
 
    He smiled. “Sounds good. Think I'll get out and walk a bit.” 
 
    He pulled on a Rays ball cap, hitched up his pants and headed outside. Lori followed him. Before joining them, I went to the back to check on Bob. He was on the bed, asleep. It was a good place for him. He'd be safe there while we were gone. The inside of the motorhome was cool and would stay that way for at least an hour. 
 
    I went back up front, grabbed the keys and headed outside where Lori was waiting for me. She smiled and asked, “You want to go see the alligators?” 
 
    It was an inside joke. When we were here before, the very first time I'd ever been in the Everglades, we camp in the motorhome on the Oasis grounds. Late that first night, she had suggested we take a walk. I agreed and she led me out onto a wooden platform over the canal bordering the Oasis property. 
 
    Just when I started to feel good about standing on the platform holding her hand, we were interrupted by the roar of a giant alligator six feet below us. It was only then that she flicked on a flashlight and revealed we were standing above a nest of large and hungry alligators. 
 
    It was her way of introducing me to the Everglades. She thought it was funny, I didn't.  
 
    We weren't in danger from the gators that night; the platform we were on was elevated and had a steel mesh between us and the gator nest. But I didn't know that at the time. Lori had planned it out, hoping there'd be gators there. She thought it would be fun to scare me. 
 
    Looking back, I'm glad I saw that side of her. She can go from being the nicest person you'd ever want to meet to someone who you'd want to avoid on a dark night in the Everglades. 
 
    She knew what I was thinking because she asked, “Walker, you thinking about that night?” 
 
    I nodded but didn't say anything. 
 
    She reached over and took my hand. “It was mean of me to do that. But you have to admit it was kind of funny.” 
 
    I smiled and let go of her hand. “Sure, it was funny. And someday I'll get you back. Maybe sooner than you think.” 
 
    She smiled. “You go ahead and try. It'll be interesting to see what you come up with.” 
 
    She nodded toward the viewing platform. “Looks like quite a crowd over there.” 
 
    She was right. Most of the visitors had followed the “Gator Viewing” signs and were now standing on the platform looking down at the large prehistoric lizards just below their feet. 
 
     I really couldn't blame them. The viewing platform at Oasis is one of the best places in Florida to see alligators in the wild without having to pay an admission fee or having to worry about being attacked by one. 
 
    Lori took my hand and said, “Come on, let's go look at them. You know you want to.” 
 
    I did want to go look at the gators. But I didn't want her to know. So instead of leading the way, I held back and let her pull me down the path that led to the viewing platform.  
 
    Halfway there, our progress was blocked by about thirty Japanese tourists. All had arm bands with the logo we'd seen on the side of the bus we had parked next to. The way they were bunched up, I figured they were listening to the tour guide telling them about the park. 
 
    But as we got closer, I saw it wasn't the tour guide standing in front of the group. It was Buck. He was answering questions, signing autographs and posing for photos. Apparently someone in the tour group had recognized him. Word had spread that a famous Hollywood movie star was nearby and this was a chance to get his photo and autograph. 
 
    We stood behind the crowd and watched as Buck entertained his audience. He smiled and joked and posed for photos. The group would laugh when he answered a question or spoke a well-known line from one of his movies. One lady asked him to hold her baby while she shot a photo and he obliged. He smiled and waved while she and the others held their cell phones to get close-up photos and videos. 
 
    This continued for almost ten minutes until an older man wearing a blue blazer stepped up and thanked Buck for being so patient with his fans. The man turned to the group and announced the tour bus would be leaving in five minutes. 
 
    Several people applauded politely as Buck took a bow. The group then moved away, excitedly talking about him and showing each other the photos they had taken with him. 
 
    After the crowd had dispersed, Lori walked over to Buck and asked, “How about me? Can I get an autograph?” 
 
    He smiled. “Sure, but you'll have to pay. The price is a turkey sandwich.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “I can do that. Let's go back to the motorhome and I'll make one for you.” 
 
    We got to the motorhome just in time to see the tour bus slowly backing out of its space. While we watched, several passengers opened their windows and shouted, “Buck! Buck! Buck!”  
 
    He waved and they shot more photos. Since Lori and I were standing next to him, we'd probably be in some of the photos and would soon end up on Facebook pages all over the world standing next to the famous Buck Waverly. Maybe we'd get lucky and they'd edit our faces out before they posted them. 
 
    After the tour bus pulled away, we went back inside the motorhome. Lori went to the fridge and got out the things she needed to make Buck's sandwich. I went over to help but she stopped me. “Just stand back and watch,” she said. “You'll see how to make a real turkey sandwich.” 
 
    She was holding a knife so I didn't argue. I stepped back and stayed out of her way. I watched as she cut slices of bread from the loaf of fresh baked sour dough she'd bought at Publix. She spread mayonnaise then stacked on lettuce, Swiss cheese, sliced tomato, and smoked turkey. She sprinkled a dusting of black pepper on the turkey and put the sandwich on a plate. After slicing it diagonally she handed it to Buck.  
 
    She made two more, one for me and one for her. While she was doing this I grabbed two bottles of tea and a Coke and moved to the table, where we sat and ate. Buck was the first to speak. “Lori, this is the best turkey sandwich I've had in a long time. Better than what I've been getting at home.” 
 
    She smiled. “Don't you dare tell Polly that. That'll get you in trouble.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It's not her sandwiches; it's the ones I make myself. They don't hold a candle to yours.” 
 
    Lori smiled. “It's the sour dough bread that makes the difference. Try that next time, you'll see.” 
 
    After we finished lunch, I checked the GPS and it showed we were about an hour from where we would be turning south then another hundred twenty-five miles to Key West.  
 
    Assuming no traffic jams, we would reach Uncle Leo's campground around five. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Leaving Oasis behind, we got back on Alligator Alley and headed east toward Miami. Traffic wasn't bad and we made good time. As before, Lori sat up front in the passenger seat beside me, and Buck roamed in the back between the couch and the bedroom. 
 
    When we reached Krome Avenue on the outskirts of Miami, I took a right and we headed south. We had traveled two hundred miles since leaving Englewood and used about half a tank of gas. I'd read that the closer you got to Key West the more things cost, including fuel, so I wanted to stop and top off the tanks before we reached the overseas highway. 
 
    Sixteen miles down Krome Avenue, I found what I was looking for. A Walmart Super Center with a gas station. As with most Walmarts, the fueling lanes at the pumps were wide and easy to get into, important when you are driving a motorhome. 
 
    The far right lane was open and I pulled into it. I got out on the driver's side, ran my card through the pump's reader, and started filling the tanks. The price of regular was ten cents more than it was back in Englewood, but probably a lot less than it would be in Key West. 
 
    After topping off the tank and pulling the receipt, I climbed back into the motorhome. Buck had taken Lori's place in the passenger seat.  
 
    “Where's Lori?” I asked. 
 
    “She's in the back. I think on the bed.” 
 
    I nodded. She was probably going to take a nap while we drove. I started the motorhome and eased away from the pumps. When traffic cleared I pulled back out onto Dixie Highway, and headed south. 
 
    Five minutes later, just as we were leaving Homestead, my phone chimed with an incoming call. Normally I wouldn't have bothered answering while driving, but the caller ID said, “Lori Joy”. 
 
    She was in the back on the bed and I was curious as to why she might be calling on her phone instead of just walking up front to talk, so I answered. 
 
    Before I could say anything she said, “Walker, you know where I am?” 
 
    “Yeah, back in the bedroom, right?” 
 
    “No, I'm not in the bedroom. Guess again.” 
 
    “In the bathroom?” 
 
    “No Walker, I'm not in the bathroom. I'm standing in the Walmart parking lot.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You're not in the motorhome?” 
 
    “Walker, turn the motorhome around. Come back and get me. Now.” 
 
    I put the phone against my chest and looked over at Buck. “Lori's on the phone. She says she's back at Walmart. She says we left her. Would you go to the back bedroom and make sure she's not there?” 
 
    Buck unbuckled his seat belt and headed to the back. A moment later, he returned. “She's not back there. Not in the bathroom either. ” 
 
    “You checked? Everywhere? Even the shower?” 
 
    “Yes Walker, I checked, she's not in the motorhome.” 
 
    I could hear her on the phone, calling out my name. 
 
    “Walker, do you hear me? I'm in the Walmart parking lot. It's hot out here. Come back and get me. This is no joke.” 
 
    This wasn't good. Leaving Lori behind wasn't going to make her happy. I slowed the motorhome and pulled over into an empty parking lot. 
 
    “Lori, I'll be back as soon as I can get this thing turned around. But how did we miss you? I thought you were in the motorhome.” 
 
    “Walker, I don't want to talk about it now. Just come back and get me.” 
 
    As soon as traffic cleared, I pulled the motorhome across the road and headed back toward Walmart. 
 
    Buck shook his head. “You know she's going to be mad.” 
 
    “Yeah Buck, I expect she will be. But you're the one who told me she was in the bedroom.” 
 
    “I know, but you should have checked. When she gets in, you going to blame this on me?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I'm not. It's my fault. I should have checked.” 
 
    Up ahead, I could see the Walmart sign on our right. I slowed and took the exit that led me into the parking lot. Looking toward the fuel lanes I saw Lori. She waved to get my attention and I flashed the headlights so she knew I saw her. 
 
    I pulled up close, put the motorhome in park and met her at the side door. 
 
    “Lori, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to leave you behind. I thought you were in the bedroom. I wouldn't have left if I had known you weren't in here with us.” 
 
    She looked at me, shook her head and climbed into the motorhome. She grabbed a paper towel from the kitchen, wiped the sweat off her face and plopped down on the couch. 
 
    “You left me behind. And it was hot out there.” 
 
    “Lori, I'm so sorry.” 
 
    “You should be. You left me. I saw you drive away and you didn't even stop. If I hadn't called, you probably would have gone all the way to Key West without me.” 
 
    She was right, I probably would have. That would have been really bad. I needed to show her how sorry I was. “Lori, can I get you anything? A bottle of water, a towel, anything?” 
 
    She nodded. “A bottle of water would be good. And yeah, a towel to wipe away the sweat. I don't know if I mentioned it, but it was hot out there.” 
 
    I grabbed a cold water from the fridge and handed it to her. While she sipped the water, I headed to the back and grabbed a clean towel from the bathroom cabinet. When I got back up front, Buck was sitting beside her holding her hand. 
 
    She looked up at me and said, “Walker, you're off the hook. Buck told me what happened. He said you asked about me before you drove off and he told you I was in the back. You believed him so it's not totally your fault. But, next time, make sure I'm in here with you before you drive off.” 
 
    Buck had stepped up and taken the bullet. But it was still my fault. I should have checked before driving off. 
 
    “Lori, I promise I won't leave you behind again. But how did we not see you when you got out?” 
 
    She took a sip of water. “You were pumping gas on the left side of the motorhome. Buck was in the bathroom and I went out the side door on the right. Neither of you noticed. 
 
    “I went into the station to get a lottery ticket. When I came out, you were gone. If I hadn't had my phone with me, I would have really been stuck.” 
 
    “Lori, I didn't mean to leave you behind. And I promise it won't happen again.” 
 
    “It's okay, Walker. I know you didn't do it on purpose. And even if you did, you can't get rid of me that easily.” 
 
    She put her water bottle down, got up off the couch and kissed me on the cheek. “Walker, here's a new rule. When we stop, you will always check to make sure I'm in the motorhome before you drive off. Got that?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I promise. From now on, I'll always check.” 
 
    “Good. Now I'm going to go to the back to freshen up. Don't drive off until I come back up here.” 
 
    As she headed to the back, I saw Buck doing his best to keep from laughing. He was the one who told me she was in the motorhome. It was his fault that we almost left her behind. But I wasn't going to hold it against him. I should have checked. Lesson learned. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lori came back up front, smiling. She said, “I'm going call Polly and tell her that the two of you drove away and left me standing in the Walmart parking lot. She'll get a kick out of hearing that.” 
 
    She sat down on the couch, buckled in and said, “Walker, take me to Key West.” 
 
    With Lori safely in the motorhome and Buck in the passenger seat, everyone was accounted for. I put the motorhome in gear and called back to her, “We're getting ready to move. You ready?” 
 
    From behind me she said, “All set. Drive on.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    After pulling out of the Homestead Walmart the second time in less than an hour, we got back on the Dixie Highway, aka US 1, and headed south toward Key West. Buck was still in the passenger seat beside me. Lori was behind me on the couch. After the excitement of leaving her behind had worn off, Buck had been quiet. It looked like he was napping. His eyes were closed and he was breathing slowly. 
 
    Behind me, I heard Lori's phone ring. She answered and even though I didn't intend to listen in on her call, it was hard not to hear in the confined spaces of the motorhome. 
 
    It went something like this. 
 
     “Hey Polly.” 
 
    “Yeah, we're still on the road. Just left Homestead.” 
 
    “He's doing fine. He's up front in the passenger seat.” 
 
    “Yeah, he told us about that. And you're okay with him spending the night with another woman?” 
 
    I couldn't hear Polly's reply, but whatever it was it made Lori laugh. Buck heard the laugh and it brought him out of his nap. He looked back at Lori then turned to me. “They're laughing about one of us. I'm hoping it's you.” 
 
    I nodded and continued to listen in on Lori's call. She was telling Polly about being left behind at Walmart. 
 
    “I got out to get a snack and he drove off without me. They didn't even notice I was gone. I had to call them so they'd come back and get me.” 
 
    Again, Lori laughed at something Polly said. Then she reached around my seat and punched me in the arm. It wasn't a hard punch but enough to get my attention. “Polly told me to do that. Said you deserved it for leaving me behind.” 
 
    I couldn't argue with her about that. Leaving Lori behind was a mistake. One she wouldn't let me soon forget. 
 
    Keeping one hand on the wheel, I rubbed my arm where Lori had punched me. “Tell Polly I've learned my lesson. I won't be leaving anyone behind from now on.” 
 
    Lori continued her phone conversation for another minute then said, “I've got another call coming in. I've got to go.” 
 
    She ended the call with Polly and took the incoming call. As before, I could hear her side of the conversation. 
 
    “We're on our way. Just leaving Homestead. We should be there before dark.” 
 
    “Good, I'll call you when we get there.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
    “That was my sister. She invited us to dinner tonight. She wants to meet both you and Buck. Is that okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds good to me, I'm looking forward to meeting her. What about you, Buck?” 
 
    He looked over at me. “Dinner with Lori's sister? I think I can do that. As long we aren't out too late. Did she say when we were going to get together?” 
 
    From the back, Lori said, “Yeah, around seven.” 
 
    “Good, that'll work for me.” 
 
    For the next few miles we drove in silence as we made our way through the Southern Everglades. It was a peaceful drive, but I was wondering when we'd start to see water. 
 
    I didn't have to wait long. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Thirty minutes after leaving Homestead, a sign on the side of the road announced we were traveling on the Overseas Highway. Soon after that, the road started to change. Instead of being bordered by the untamed mangroves of the Everglades, we started seeing hints we would soon be crossing over water. 
 
    The first clue came as we approached a sign announcing Manatee Bay Marina. As we passed the sign, I looked off to our left and saw the marina with rows of boat slips filled with large pleasure boats. Just beyond the boats, a protected harbor with barrier islands in the distance.  
 
    A mile beyond the marina, we crossed a long causeway with expansive bay views on both sides. The causeway connected with a bridge that took us over Lake Surprise and then into Key Largo. In Key Largo, the two-lane road turned into four lanes and many of the cars behind us moved over into the left lane and passed.  
 
    I was glad they were able to get around because it looked like there weren't going to be many passing opportunities on the Overseas Highway. I didn't like holding up traffic any more than they liked being behind me. 
 
    In Key Largo, I saw lots of small mom and pop type businesses on both sides of the road. Small cafes, bars, dive shops and glass bottom boat tours; the kind of businesses you expect to find in the Keys, owned by people who moved there to escape corporate America. 
 
    But corporate America seemed to be getting a foothold. Some of the quaint old buildings had been bulldozed, the land under them flattened and blacktopped. Shiny new structures that seemed out of place in the Keys had been built. The small mom and pops were being replaced by the likes of Starbucks, Burger King, and Walgreens. If this trend continued, Key Largo would soon look and feel like a strip mall from mainland America.  
 
    It would be a shame if that happened. Hopefully the locals would fight it trying to keep the Key Largo vibe alive and well.  
 
    Leaving Key Largo behind, the four-lane road turned back into two lanes and we followed the long line of traffic heading south. Being Tuesday and not the weekend, traffic wasn't bad and most drivers seemed to understand that there was no use in getting impatient. There aren't many places to pass in the keys and you're not going to go any faster than the car in front of you. The best thing to do is just go with the flow and enjoy the view. That's what we did. 
 
    The views definitely got better the further south we went. From Key Largo, we passed through a number of smaller towns, including Plantation Key, Windley Key and Islamorada. Like Key Largo, these small towns were filled with shops offering food, drink, and entertainment.  
 
    Some of the shops looked inviting but we didn't stop. Parking was tight in front of most of these places and not a good fit for the motorhome. The motorhome did have some advantages though. Sitting up high, we had spectacular views as we crossed the bridges linking each of the keys. 
 
    Off to our right, the emerald green waters were dotted with small islands, many with white, sandy beaches. Pleasure boats cruised between the islands, while live aboard sail boats anchored just off shore. The view on our left was of the darker blue waters of the Atlantic extending out to the horizon.  
 
    As we crossed the Seven Mile Bridge just outside Marathon, I heard Lori say, “Wow, look at that view!” 
 
    Looking into my rear view mirror, I could see her sitting on the couch holding her phone near the window snapping off photos. After each one she'd say something like, “That was a good one,” or, “Wait until Polly sees this one.” 
 
    I could tell she was getting more and more excited as we got closer to Key West. It was different with Buck. He didn't have his phone out and didn't take any pictures. He seemed a little sad about how much had changed since the last time he'd been in the area. 
 
    When we went through Key Largo, he had said, “I spent a month here once. We were shooting a movie and the crew set up tents and trailers in an old fish camp.  
 
    “We'd get up every day before sunrise and if the weather was right, we'd shoot scenes until the light went away. Then we'd come back to the camp and play cards until just before sunset. Then we'd go back and shoot the evening scenes. 
 
    “The mosquitoes were so bad at night we'd build fires to smoke them out. In the morning, we'd wake up smelling like smoke and still be covered with mosquito bites. 
 
    “Most of the crew didn't have access to showers because there wasn't much fresh water. The water had to be trucked in every day and it was too valuable to waste. Only the lead roles got to take showers. The rest of the crew had to wash up in the gulf if they wanted to get clean.  
 
    “Just about everyone working on the movie smelled like wood smoke and sweat. But no one complained. We were making movies. It'd be different today.” 
 
    After he told me this, he was quiet for a while. He may have been thinking about what it was like when he was a movie star. Back then he was living in a mansion. Now he was living in a trailer park, a long way away from Hollywood. 
 
    It looked to me like he was pretty happy with the way things turned out. He had his health, his friends, his beloved Polly, and his memories. 
 
    As we continued on toward Key West, Buck would occasionally point to a place and share something about its background or history. His stories were interesting and I wished I had a way to record them. He probably wouldn't want me to, but I think they'd have made a great book. 
 
    We were making good time and it looked like we'd hit Key West around four. Lori was still on the couch shooting the occasional photo, but she was getting restless. It had been three hours since we last stopped and we all needed a break. 
 
    We had just crossed over Big Pine Key when Buck said, “When we get to mile marker fifteen, I want you to pull over. There'll be a road on your right I want you to take.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    We were about a mile away from mile marker fifteen when Buck said, “Slow down, we're almost there. It's a small road. You're going too fast, you're going to miss it.” 
 
    I eased off the gas and let the motorhome coast. Behind us, a newish Camaro was riding our bumper. The road ahead was narrow and there wasn't much of a shoulder for me to pull over onto. I still hadn't seen the road Buck wanted me to take, but needed to let traffic behind me know what I was planning to do. I hit my right turn signal and watched as the cars behind backed off. 
 
    Traffic was building up behind us and I still hadn't seen the turn Buck wanted me to take. It'd been a long time since Buck had been down this road; maybe the turn was no longer there. I was just about to give up on it when Buck said, “It's just ahead. Turn now.” 
 
    Up ahead on my right, I saw a narrow road. I hit the brakes to burn off some of the speed we were carrying and when we reached the road, I pulled over onto it. As soon as we were completely off the highway, I brought the motorhome to a full stop. I turned to Buck. “Are you sure we should go down this road in the motorhome?” 
 
    He nodded. “Shouldn't be a problem. It was okay the last time I was here.” 
 
    I should have asked him how long ago that had been. It was a mistake not to. 
 
    From behind me, Lori asked, “What are we doing? Why are we stopping? We're not there yet.” 
 
    Buck smiled. “There's something I want you to see at the end of this road. If Walker will get this thing going, we'll be there in less than three minutes.” 
 
    The road in front of us was only paved for the first three hundred yards. After that, it turned to a mixture of sand and shells. It was one lane and narrow, just barely wide enough for the motorhome to get through. If we met a car, one of us would have to back up. As it turned out, meeting a car on the road was the least of our worries. 
 
    The motorhome weighed seven tons. Taking it off road was never a good idea. On a track like the one Buck had gotten us on, where the pavement stopped and the dirt took over, the tires could sink into the sand and we'd be stuck. It would take a pretty good sized tow truck to get us out.  
 
    Even if we didn't get stuck, the sea shells covering the road presented another problem. Hit one just right and it could puncture a tire. Even if we had a spare, there was no way we could jack up the motorhome and change a tire by ourselves. The motorhome weighed six tons. The tire and wheel weighed over a hundred pounds. 
 
    Neither Buck nor Lori concerned themselves about this. They were just along for the ride. To them, the motorhome was simply transportation. An oversized car with a toilet and a place to sleep in the back.  
 
    But for me, the motorhome was my home. It was where I lived. It was the roof over my head at night. If something happened to it, I'd be homeless. 
 
    Still, Buck said we should drive to the end of the road. He said it wouldn't be a problem for the motorhome. Since we were already committed, I put the motorhome in gear and headed down the road.  
 
    Wary of the deep ruts on each side of the road, I steered toward the center and kept our speed to just above a crawl. I wanted to be able to stop quickly if I had to. Out of nervousness, I asked Buck, “Is there going to be a place to turn around at the end?” 
 
    He nodded. “There was the last time I was here. But that was thirty years ago. Things could have changed a lot since then.” 
 
    Thirty years? I wish he would have told me that earlier, before we'd committed to going down that road. The GPS on the dash apparently agreed. It kept saying, “Turn around. Wrong way.” 
 
    I was thinking the GPS was probably right. We should turn around. But it was too late. The road was too narrow. Not enough room to turn the big motorhome around. 
 
    So we kept going. 
 
    A mile in, the road narrowed even more and curved to the right. I couldn't see what was beyond the curve and it didn't help when Buck said, “I don't remember it being like this.” 
 
    His sudden uncertainty worried me. It'd been his idea to drive the road and if he wasn't sure about it anymore, neither was I. Mango Bob seemed to agree. He had left his bed in the back and came up front to join us. His repeated meows showed his concern.  
 
    Bob wasn't sure where we were or where we were going, but he didn't like the bumps or bounces that had disturbed his sleep. He continued to voice his concern until Buck patted his lap and said, “Up here, Bob.” 
 
    He recognized the invitation and jumped up into Buck's lap. He put his front paws on the dash and watched the road ahead. I looked over at him and said, “Bob, you be the lookout. If you see anything dangerous, let me know.” 
 
    He replied, “Murrrph.” It all looked dangerous to him. 
 
    Just beyond the curve, Buck pointed and said, “There it is.” 
 
    In front of us stood a black tower about forty feet tall and built entirely of wood. It looked to be an old observation tower of some sort, except there were no stairs leading up to the top.  
 
    It was supported by four narrow legs set on concrete blocks. The sides above the legs were covered in black shutters. It looked like a church steeple had grown legs and settled down on that spot of ground. But there was no church nearby. 
 
    The road we had come in on circled around the tower. The part of the circle behind the tower was overgrown with grass and appeared to have deep ruts. Off to the side of the road just to the right of the tower was a bare patch of sand. Buck pointed to it and said, “Pull over there and park.” 
 
    I wasn't sure whether the motorhome would sink in the sand or not. If it did, we'd be stuck. But it was too late to worry about that. We'd already gone too far. I pulled over onto the bare patch and my stomach dropped as I felt the tires sink in. Fortunately, they didn't sink far. Something solid below the sand supported us. 
 
    Lori had her phone out, snapping photos of the tower. She asked Buck, “What is that thing?” 
 
    He smiled. “I told you it would be worth seeing. Let's get out and take a closer look.” 
 
    Bob jumped down off of Buck's lap and headed to the back. Apparently he'd decided to let us inspect the tower without him. As soon as Bob was out of the way, Lori opened the side door and stepped outside. Buck followed. 
 
    I grabbed the motorhome keys and my phone and went out after them. Instead of following as they walked over to the tower, I checked the tires and then our surroundings. 
 
    The tires had sunk about two inches into the sand but didn't appear to be sinking any further. That was the good news. The bad news was we were at the end of a dirt road, surrounded on all sides by dense tropical undergrowth. There were no homes nearby, no cars, no signs of civilization except for the strange tower. Its blackness stood in stark contrast to the deep blue of the Florida sky behind it.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and snapped off a photo. I wanted to have something to prove the tower actually existed. After getting the photo, I walked over and joined Buck and Lori. Buck heard me coming and said, “So what do you think?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don't know. What is it? Why is it here?” 
 
    Buck pointed to it. “It's the Bat Tower. Built in the 1920's by a man named Perky. He was trying to sell land around here, but he had a problem. This area was mostly swamp back then and the mosquitoes were real bad. When potential buyers came to look at the properties Perky was trying to sell, the mosquitoes would swarm them. Most would flee the biting mosquitoes before Perky could give his sales pitch. 
 
    “Perky knew he had to do something about the mosquitoes. He had read about how bat towers were used in Europe to control flying insects. He figured one might work here, so he had one built. This is it.” 
 
    Lori looked at the tower then back at Buck. “Did it work? Did it get rid of the mosquitoes?” 
 
    Buck shook his head. “No, but it didn't matter. Right after the tower was built the stock market crashed. Perky went bankrupt and lost everything. The state now owns the land the tower sits on. 
 
    “It's amazing that more than a hundred years after it was built, the bat tower still stands. It's survived hurricanes, tropical storms, and greedy developers.” 
 
    Lori was still curious. “Did it attract bats?” 
 
    Buck shook his head again. “No, Lori. It didn't attract bats. But in the 1950's it did attract a lot of teenage kids like me who lived nearby. We'd come over here on Friday nights, drink beer, listen to music and talk about girls. 
 
    “I'm surprised it's still here. Surprised it didn't get burned down or blown away.” 
 
    We stayed another ten minutes walking around the tower taking pictures, wondering how something built of wood more than a hundred years ago could survive, especially in the Florida Keys. 
 
    While Buck and Lori talked about the tower, I walked the path that circled it. It was overgrown and looked like it had been driven on recently. The sandy soil was well packed. I was pretty sure it would hold the weight of the motorhome. It had to, because driving the circle was the only way out. 
 
    As we walked away from the tower, Lori turned to Buck. “I can't believe I've never heard about this place. We were taught a lot about Florida mosquitoes in veterinary school, but they never said anything about bat towers and they sure didn't tell us about this one.” 
 
    Buck smiled. “It's probably a good thing they don't talk about this much. The fewer people who know about it the better. If too many learn about it, it won't be long before it's covered with graffiti or some idiot uses it for firewood.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    We brushed the sand off our feet before we got back in the motorhome. We couldn't get it all the sand off but enough to make a difference. Inside, Lori settled in on the couch and Buck sat up front in the passenger seat.  
 
    I started the motor, put it in gear and steered toward the path around the tower. About halfway around I felt the front tires sink into the sand. Rather than stop, I gave it a little gas and let the dual rear tires push us through. I held my breath until we'd made it all the way around. 
 
    After driving the circle, the narrow shell road leading back to the highway didn't look nearly as treacherous as it had on the way it. Still, I took it slow, steering to the center, trying to avoid potholes while watching for oncoming cars. 
 
    When we reached the highway, southbound traffic was heavy. There was no way for us to squeeze in, especially in a motorhome. While waiting for a lull in traffic, I checked the GPS. It showed we were just nine miles from Uncle Leo's. We'd be there soon. 
 
    Traffic finally cleared and I pulled out onto the highway and headed toward Key West. A mile ahead the road turned to four lanes and we were soon in what looked like the industrial side of town. Liquor stores, tattoo parlors, a tire shop, and used car lots. Not exactly what I expected to see in paradise, but I suppose every town needs those kinds of places.  
 
    I had hoped we'd be camping in more of the Key Westy part of town, not the industrial side, but the GPS had a different plan. It said we needed to turn left three hundred yards ahead at the stop light.  
 
    The light was red when we got to it so I coasted to a stop and checked out what was nearby. A Mexican restaurant on our left, next to it a T-shirt shop and a sandal factory. If we got a craving for tacos, T-shirts or flip-flops we'd be covered. 
 
    When the light turned green, I hung a left and followed the GPS. It took us through a neighborhood of small, old homes and to a sign reading, “Uncle Leo's RV Park.”  
 
    I pulled into the park's entrance and stopped at what looked like the office, a small, white, concrete block building. Before going in, I asked Lori, “Whose name are the reservations in?” 
 
    “Yours. Just go in and tell them you're here.” 
 
    Inside the campground office, a mature woman was sitting behind the counter. She stood and smiled when I walked in. “Welcome to Uncle Leo's. You checking in?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am, I am. Name's Walker.” 
 
    She entered my name into her computer and said, “I've got you right here. You'll be in the back, in number seven, one of our best sites. You towing anything?” 
 
    “No ma'am.” 
 
    “Good. That'll make it easier. All our sites are back in. Will you need any help?” 
 
    “No ma'am. I'll be fine.” 
 
    “Good. But if you need help, let me know. We don't mind helping.” 
 
    I nodded. “I'll keep that in mind, but I'm pretty good at backing in.” 
 
    She handed me a map. “I've circled your site. To get to it, go down lane B and turn left at the end and stop. Your site will be behind you. Just back into it. Number seven is painted on the post beside it.” 
 
    She looked at her computer screen then, using a magic marker, wrote a few numbers on a yellow card. “Your reservations are through Friday. Check out time is eleven. Put this card on your dash so we know you've checked in. If you leave the park, be sure to keep the card with you. If you have a dog, keep him leashed while in the park. Any questions?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Then you're all set. If anything comes up, we'll be here in the office until eight. After that, you can reach us by phone. The number is on the map. 
 
    “One more thing. We don't allow drugs in the park. No loud motorcycles or loud music either. If your neighbors complain, we'll ask you to leave.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds reasonable. But you won't have to worry about us. We're pretty quiet.” 
 
    She smiled and sat back down in her chair. I went out to the motorhome and climbed in. Lori had changed places with Buck and was now in the passenger seat. Buck had moved to the couch and was talking on his phone. 
 
    I handed Lori the map. “Our site is in the back. The lady said to go down this road, turn left at the end and look for number seven. We're supposed to back in. She said the sites are tight and I might need your help guiding me in.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “You get us back there and I'll guide you in.” 
 
    I put the motorhome in gear and we headed back. The drive was short and we quickly found number seven. Compared to the other sites we had passed on our way in, seven looked to be one of the best. Most of the others had no landscaping, but seven did. Palm trees on both sides and a bougainvillea bush at the back. The palms would provide shade and the bougainvillea would give us some privacy.  
 
    I pulled past the site, put the motorhome in reverse and carefully backed in. A white plastic fence behind the bougainvillea marked the boundary between Uncle Leo's and the residential neighborhood behind. I used the branches of the bougainvillea to judge how far I could back. When the branches touched the motorhome, I stopped and put it in park. 
 
    With the motor still running, I asked Lori to go back and hold Bob while I ran the slide room out. I didn't want him getting hurt while the slide was in motion. When Lori gave me the OK, I pushed the button and ran the slide out. It moved the couch back and opened up a lot more floor space. With the slide out, the place was starting to feel like home. 
 
    I went back up front and killed the motor. I pulled down the window blinds and unfolded the large silver-backed sun shade and used them to cover the windshield. I then went outside and connected up to shore power and city water. When I came back in, Lori was in the passenger seat talking to someone on the phone. Probably Polly. 
 
    Buck had ended his call and nodded at me. A nod that said, “We made it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    With the motorhome parked in its assigned space at Uncle Leo's in Key West and all the systems hooked up, I headed to the back to wash up. On my way, I checked in on Bob.  
 
    He was in the bedroom standing with his back paws on my pillow and his front on the window sill above the bed. His head was tucked down low, his ears folded back, his eyes tightly focused on the small birds flitting in and out of the bougainvillea behind the motorhome. There was a strange clicking sound coming from his throat. Bob was talking to the birds, he was saying, “Just get a little bit closer; see what happens.” 
 
    Satisfied that he was being entertained, I stepped into the bathroom and washed up. It's a good idea to always wash up after hooking up to shore power and water. You never know what the people who camped before you might have contaminated with a splash from their sewer hose while they were leaving. Better to be safe than suffer the consequences.  
 
    After washing my hands, I topped off Bob's food and water bowls and headed up front. Lori was still on the phone. It sounded like she was talking with her sister.  
 
    Buck was on the couch, reading one of the novels he'd brought with him. Both he and Lori seemed to be settled in. I was stilled keyed up from the drive. I wanted to do something, go somewhere. Burn off some energy. 
 
    I was thinking about walking over to the T-shirt shop we'd seen on the way in. Maybe get me a Key West souvenir.  
 
    I was about to ask Buck if he wanted to go with me when I heard tires crunching on the gravel outside, followed by the sound of a car door closing. It sounded like either we, or the people in the site next to us, were getting a visitor. 
 
    I figured it was going to be the people next door so I didn't bother pulling back the sunshade covering the windshield to peek outside. I probably should have. 
 
    A moment later, there was a knock on our door. With Lori still on the phone and Buck comfortable on the couch, it was up to me to see who it was. 
 
    When I opened it, a young woman, probably in her late twenties, was standing outside. Medium height, maybe five foot seven, a little on the skinny side. Auburn hair, cut short. Dark glasses hiding her eyes. She was wearing dark blue shorts and a white T-shirt with a Smith & Wesson logo. She was extraordinarily pretty. 
 
    I smiled. “Wow, didn't expect a visitor. You sure you're at the right place?” 
 
    She nodded. “You Walker?” 
 
    “Yeah, that's me. Do I know you?” 
 
    Instead of answering my question, she said, “Is Buck in there?” 
 
    “He is. Is he expecting you?” 
 
    She pointed to Buck, “Ask him. And tell him Katrina is here with the keys.” 
 
    When I turned to let Buck know he had a visitor, he was already up off the couch and heading my way. He smiled when he saw the woman standing at the door. He said,  “Katrina, my favorite Russian princess. You're looking quite lovely today.” 
 
    He walked over and gave her a hug. It was apparent they knew each other well. 
 
    “Buck, it's good to see you. How you doing?” 
 
    “Better every day. How's your mom?” 
 
    “She misses you. Said to tell you she's looking forward to seeing you.” 
 
    He smiled. “I'm looking forward to seeing her too. It's been a long time.” 
 
    Katrina held up the car keys she'd been holding. “I brought the car. You need anything else?” 
 
    Buck shook his head. “No, just the car. Give Walker the keys. He'll be driving. You need a ride home?” 
 
    Before she answered, she looked at me, then said, “No, I can take the bus.” 
 
    Buck shook his head. “I can't let you do that. No way you're riding the bus. Walker here will be happy to drive you home. He's never been to Key West and you could give him a quick tour. You okay with that?” 
 
    Buck wasn't asking me, the question was directed at Katrina. 
 
    She looked at me again, then at Lori, who was still sitting on the couch talking on the phone, and then back at Buck. Her hesitation seemed like she was trying to decide whether she'd rather ride the bus or have me drive her. When she looked back at me, I smiled and that seemed to help make up her mind. 
 
    “If Walker doesn't mind, he can drive me.” 
 
    I smiled. “I don't mind a bit. Let me get my things and we'll go.” 
 
    She hugged Buck and headed for the door. “I'll be outside waiting in the car.” 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Buck turned to me and said, “What do you think?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About her. What do you think about her?” 
 
    “She's definitely nice looking. I sure won't mind driving her around.” 
 
    “That's what I figured. She's a good person for you to know. Just stay on her good side.” 
 
    “Her good side?” 
 
    “Yeah, don't make her mad. And don't make her wait out in the car while you're in here fooling around. Get your things and go.” 
 
    That part I understood. It was hot outside and probably hotter in the car. I didn't want to make the woman wait.  
 
    I grabbed my wallet and reached for the motorhome keys. I'd learned not to leave them where Lori could get to them. Last time I did, she drove off in the motorhome without me. 
 
    When she saw me pocket the keys, she asked, “Did I hear you say, 'Wow!' when you saw that woman? You never say, 'Wow,' around me.” 
 
    Knowing I had to be careful with my answer, I said, “I don't think I said, 'Wow.' But if I did, it was for the car she was driving. Not her.” 
 
    Lori stood and tried to look outside, but her view was blocked by the sunshade over the front glass. “You couldn't see the car from where you were standing. You saw the girl and said, 'Wow.'  Admit it, you think she's cute.” 
 
    Not wanting to waste any more time, I said, “Okay, maybe I said, 'Wow.' But you have nothing to worry about. She might be cute, but she's not my type. You are.” 
 
    “So you're saying I'm not cute? Is that it?” 
 
    I knew Lori was just giving me a hard time. She wasn't really upset and I doubted she was jealous. We didn't have a romantic relationship. She'd made that perfectly clear. 
 
    Still, I wanted to keep her happy. “Lori, why don't you come with us? I'll drive and you can get to know her. I'm sure she won't mind you coming along.” 
 
    Lori sat back down. “No, I'm not going with you. You go with her and have a good time. But remember, we're having dinner with my sister tonight. You need to be back in time to take us. No later than seven. Don't be late.” 
 
    I saluted and said, “Back by seven. Got it.” 
 
    With keys in hand, I headed for the door. Outside, Katrina was sitting in the passenger seat of a white, four-door Prius. Not the kind of car you say 'wow' about. Still, it looked relatively new and its small size would make it easy to drive the narrow streets of Key West. 
 
    After I got in on the driver's side, Katrina looked over at me and asked, “You know how to drive a Prius?” 
 
    I've driven lots of vehicles. Everything from a Humvee in Afghanistan to just about every model Ford and Chevy they make. I'd driven my motorhome across the country and even in rush hour traffic in Miami. I was pretty sure about my driving skills. But I'd never driven a Prius. In fact, I'd never even sat in one. But I didn't tell Katrina that. Instead I said, “Should be easy, right? Just start it, put it in gear and go.” 
 
    She smiled. “Okay then, take me home.” 
 
    I looked at the dash, trying to find a place to insert the key. There wasn't one. Nothing on the steering column either. But to the right of the steering wheel, there was a large button labeled “Power”. 
 
    I pressed it and nothing happened. The car didn't start. 
 
    I looked over at Katrina and saw she was smiling. She knew I was lost. She said, “Put your foot on the brake. Then press the ‘Power' button. When the dash lights up, put the gear shift in drive. That's all you have to do.” 
 
    I had failed my first test with her and she knew it. 
 
    I put my foot on the brake and pressed the power button. The dash lit up like she said it would. The big screen in the middle had a graphic image of the car along with several bits of information. 
 
    She pointed to the display. “Only two things you need to worry about. Your speed and the gas gauge. Keep the speed under the limit and don't run out of gas. The tank's full, so you can go about five hundred miles before you need to fill up. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    I didn't have any. “No, I've got it from here.” 
 
    I put the car in gear but didn't hear the sound of the motor. “Is this thing running?” 
 
    Katrina looked at me like I was an idiot. She shook her head, “Yes, it's running. Step on the gas and you'll see.” 
 
    I stepped on the pedal and the little car took off. Silently at first. Then, when it reached twenty, the gas motor kicked in. I could barely hear it but felt a surge of power. “This is pretty cool. Not at all what I expected.” 
 
    She smiled. “It's a Prius. Once you get used to them, they're pretty fun to drive. Our guests like them because they don't stand out like a Porsche or a Bentley. You can drive anywhere and no one will notice you.” 
 
    I wasn't sure why not being noticed was important to her guests, but apparently it was. I decided to dig deeper. “So Katrina, what do you mean by guests? You work for a rental car company?” 
 
    She shook her head. “First, never call me Katrina. That's reserved for my parents and Buck. As far are you're concerned, my name is Kat. Not Kathy, not Katy. Just Kat.  
 
    “And second, I don't work for a rental car company. Our family has a guest house. A bed and breakfast of sorts. We cater to clients who value their privacy. Most arrive by private jet. Sometimes they need a car to drive locally. We have several they can choose from. If they need a driver, we can provide one.” 
 
    I nodded. “So is Buck staying at your guest house?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We don't give out information like that. It's one of the reasons our guests like staying with us. If you're wondering where Buck is staying, ask him.” 
 
    She changed the subject. “Up ahead, turn left at the light. That'll put you back on A1A. Then get in the right lane and stay in it.” 
 
    When we reached the light, it was red. I brought the car to a stop and the engine died. At least that's what it sounded like. Dead silence. Kat didn't act like anything was wrong so I figured it was the way the Prius worked. 
 
    When the light turned green, I stepped on the gas, expecting the car to go nowhere. But I was wrong. The little car shot out of the intersection, surprising me with how much power it had. 
 
    Kat laughed. “Be careful there, hot rod. Don't get a ticket.” 
 
    I eased back on the pedal and matched my speed with the car in front of us. I pulled into the right lane and looked at Kat for directions. 
 
    “Keep driving, sport. I'll tell you when to turn.” 
 
    We went about a half a mile then over a small bridge. That's when Kat said, “Okay, you're now officially in Key West. Stay in the right lane and when we come to the next light, go right.” 
 
    I nodded and looked over at her. Up close she was even prettier than she was from a distance. Flawless skin framed by her dark hair. Maybe Buck was right. Maybe she was a Russian princess. 
 
    I started to ask her about it, but she spoke first. “So, that woman back there in your motorhome. She your wife?” 
 
    “My wife? No, no way.” 
 
    “She's your girlfriend then?” 
 
    “No, she's not my girlfriend. I'm more like the guy she calls when she needs a favor.” 
 
    Kat thought for a moment then asked, “Are you gay?” 
 
    Her question surprised me. No one who knows me thinks I'm gay. Not that there is anything wrong with that. But I'm as straight as arrow. 
 
    “No, I'm not gay. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You're traveling with an attractive woman. Since she's not your girlfriend or wife, I figured you might be gay. A lot of people in Key West are.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I'm not gay. I definitely like women.” 
 
    She nodded in approval. “That's good to know. So this woman back there, you said she calls you when she needs a favor? What do you get in return?” 
 
    I smiled. “I get to meet interesting people like you.” 
 
    She laughed. “Good answer. So what kind of favor are you doing for her that brings you to Key West?” 
 
    I wasn't sure how much I should tell her. So I kept it to the basics. “Her sister lives here. Runs a food truck. Sells hot dogs.” 
 
    Kat looked surprised. “Her sister is the Wiener Girl?” 
 
    “You've heard of her?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know Wiener Girl. Everyone in Key West knows her. Her cart is parked in an alley in old town. Good location. She and I sometimes hang out. Funny, she never mentioned she had a sister.” 
 
    It was also funny that Kat, whom I'd known for less than ten minutes, knew the person I was coming to Key West to help and also knew Buck. That probably wasn't a coincidence. Buck had probably put me together with Kat on purpose. I didn't ask her about this, but I would talk to Buck about it later on. 
 
    “So yeah, Wiener Girl has a sister and I brought her down here so they could spend some time together.” 
 
    Kat nodded. “This sister, I want to meet her. You'll have to introduce me.” 
 
    I smiled. “I've already introduced you. Back in the motorhome. The woman who you thought was my wife. That's Wiener Girl's sister.” 
 
    Kat shook her head. “See, that's where you're wrong. Neither you nor Buck introduced us. She was sitting on the couch talking on the phone and no one bothered to introduce her to me. What'd you say her name was?” 
 
    “Lori. Her name's Lori.” 
 
    Kat nodded but didn't reply. She was thinking about something. Whatever it was, she didn't share it with me. 
 
    “So, your name is Walker? Like the Texas Ranger guy?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I'm not like him.” 
 
    “Walker your first name or last?” 
 
    “Last.” 
 
    “So what's your first name?” 
 
    “John.” 
 
    She thought for a moment then said, “John Walker. As in Johnnie Walker? Like the whiskey?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I've heard jokes about it all my life. So just call me Walker, okay?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don't think so. I think I like John Boy better. That's what I'm going to call you. John Boy.” 
 
    I didn't really care what she called me. I figured this would probably be the only time I saw her and the name she had for me wouldn't matter. 
 
    “Okay John Boy. The road splits up ahead. Stay in the right lane.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Katrina.” 
 
    I thought it was funny, calling her Katrina, but apparently she didn't agree. She reached over and punched me in the arm. She hit pretty hard for a girl. When she saw me rub the spot with my free hand, she asked, “Think you'll be able to remember my name now?” 
 
    “Yes, Kat, I think I will.” 
 
     We'd gone about two blocks past where US1 turned right, and the sign on the side of the road had said we were in Key West. So far, I wasn't impressed. There were plenty of hotels and condos bunched up close together on both sides of the street, but nothing that suggested we were on an island.  
 
    That changed as soon as we passed the Marriott Beachside Resort. The jumble of hotels and shops on our right was replaced by an expanse of open water with islands in the distance. Between the road and the water, a wide sidewalk lined with palm trees was packed with people on bikes and skates enjoying the view. It was what I was expecting to see in Key West. 
 
    The further south we went, the more Key Westy it got, scooter and bike rentals, surf shops, fishing charters and marinas; tourists, many of them like me, driving slowly, taking it all in. No one seemed to be in much of hurry, just enjoying the good life in Key West. 
 
    We had just passed the turn to Dredgers Key when Kat put her hands on the dash and shouted, “Stop!” 
 
    I hit the brakes hard. From behind, I heard a squeal of tires and an angry horn. I was stopped in the right lane; traffic was piling up behind me. I needed to get out of the road before we were rear ended. Kat was looking back over her shoulder. “Did you see that?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That little puppy back there. Being chased by a chicken.” 
 
    I laughed. “No, I didn't see a puppy being chased by a chicken. I was keeping my eyes on the road trying not to get hit. We need to get moving.” 
 
    “No, we need to save the puppy. Pull over, I'm getting out.”  
 
    Just ahead, on our right, there was a driveway under a sign that read, “Ibis Bay Waterfront Resort.” Smaller letters below it said, “Nude fish appearing daily.” 
 
    I wasn't sure what the smaller sign meant, probably some kind of Key West humor. I didn't get it. Maybe it was something locals understood. It didn't matter; I pulled in under the sign. I'd barely gotten the car stopped when Kat opened the door and jumped out. I watched as she ran up the sidewalk and disappeared into a hedgerow. 
 
    Almost immediately, a large, red rooster ran out, feathers flying. It headed down the sidewalk, away from where I was parked. A minute later, Kat stepped out of the hedge carrying what looked like a possum sized, long-haired rat. 
 
    When she walked up to the car, her face was red and she had grass stains on her shirt. But she was smiling. She said, “Look what I got.” 
 
    Shivering and clinging to her T-shirt, a small puppy. Wet and muddy, it's formerly curly, white hair was matted against its body. Deep blue eyes peeked out from under the fringe. 
 
    Kat held the puppy tightly as she got in the car. “That rooster was chasing it, pecking at its back. I was afraid it was going to run out into the street and get hit. Someone had to save it.” 
 
    “What about the rooster?” I asked. “You going to rescue it too?” 
 
    She looked up from the puppy with a flash of anger in her eyes. She stared at me for a moment then smiled. 
 
    “You don't know me, so I'll let that go. But in the future, you need to be real careful about what you say to me. The wrong thing could get you into real trouble. Right now you need to be happy that I rescued the puppy.” 
 
    I remembered what Buck had said about staying on Kat's good side. Maybe this was why. Maybe she had a hot temper. Whatever the reason, I decided that being happy about her rescuing the puppy was a good idea.  
 
    “Kat, you're right. You did a good thing rescuing that little puppy. You probably saved its life. But now what? What are we going to do with it?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The puppy was wearing a collar. Bright red, made of leather, with a small, silver buckle. It looked expensive. On the back was a silver ID tag. Kat rubbed the tag with her fingers, trying to clear the dirt off so she could read the writing. 
 
    “Give me your phone,” she said. 
 
    “My phone? Why do you need my phone?” 
 
    “Because there's a number here and I want to call it. I don't want to use my phone.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and held it in my open hand for her to take. She shook her head. “I'm holding the puppy. You have to call.” 
 
    She read the number out and I dialed. A man answered on the third ring. 
 
    “Jimbo's. This is Jim.” 
 
    I moved the phone over to Kat so she could do the talking, but again she shook her head. She pointed at me. She wanted me to talk.  
 
    “Jimbo's, this is Jim. Anyone there?” 
 
    I put the phone in speaker mode. “Hi Jim. We're in Key West and just found a puppy that has your phone number on the collar.” 
 
    Before I could say anything else, he interrupted me. “Is he alive? Tell me he's alive.” 
 
    “Yes, he's alive. A little scared, but otherwise he seems okay.” 
 
    “Thank God. My wife has been going crazy ever since little Raylan disappeared. I think she loves that dog more than she loves me. You say you're in Key West?” 
 
    “Yeah, we're in Key West. Where are you?” 
 
    “Marathon. At Jimbo's Restaurant. We're offering a five hundred dollar reward. It's yours if you bring him up here.” 
 
    I pressed mute and asked Kat, “What do you think?” 
 
    She didn't hesitate with her answer. “Tell him we'll be there in an hour.” 
 
    I unmuted the phone. “We'll bring him. Where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “Jimbo's. You know where it is?” 
 
    Kat nodded. She knew. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. How soon can you get here?” 
 
    Kat, who had been keeping quiet, spoke up, “We'll be there in about an hour.” 
 
    I ended the call and looked at the time. Ten after five. If it took us an hour to get to Jimbo's and an hour to get back, it'd be a little after seven. Lori had said I needed to be back before then and she'd told me not to be late. 
 
    I explained it to Kat. 
 
    She didn't care. “So John Boy, what's more important—getting this poor little puppy back to his people or being a few minutes late for dinner? 
 
    “If it were your dog, what would you want the people who found him to do?” 
 
    I knew the answer. If it were my dog, I'd want him back right away. I wouldn't care who was late for dinner. 
 
    That meant we were going to Marathon and Lori was going to be upset with me when I was late getting back. 
 
    When traffic cleared, I pulled the Prius across the two southbound lanes of US1 and headed north, back the way we'd come. I was tempted to call Lori and let her know I was going to be late but decided to wait until I knew how late I'd be. 
 
    The drive to Marathon was uneventful. Four-lane divided highway for the first few miles. Speed limit fifty five. Then down to two lanes, speed limit fifty and no passing. Going through the small towns the speed limit dropped to thirty-five.  
 
    Traffic moved steadily, but with slow speed zones on each key, it was going to take more than an hour to reach Marathon. As I drove, I watched the clock as the minutes ticked off, calculating in my head how late I was going to be.  
 
    It looked like I was going to be real late and Lori wasn't going to be happy about it. 
 
    But Kat and I were on a mission. We needed to get the little puppy back to his people. I looked over at her as she cradled the little dog in her arms. She was smiling, telling him what a brave puppy he was. 
 
    “So what kind of dog you think he is?” I asked. 
 
    She lifted the puppy so I could see it better. “He looks like a Maltese. Maybe three months old. Cute and loveable. If he was from a breeder, he was expensive. More than a thousand for a puppy like this.” 
 
    I was in shock. “A thousand dollars? For a dog? That's crazy. No wonder they're offering a reward.” 
 
    Kat nuzzled the puppy. “This little guy is worth every penny of that. If he were mine, I'd never let him out of my sight.” 
 
    She continued to coo and cuddle the puppy the rest of the trip, pretty much ignoring me. I wasn't bothered. I had other things on my mind. Like how I was going to tell Lori I was going to be late. 
 
    We'd been on the road for almost an hour when we reached big Pine Key. Just beyond, the Seven Mile Bridge would cross open water and take us into Marathon. As we reached the bridge, the puppy started to cry. Kat tried to calm him down, but he was insistent. He was squirming and whining, trying to get out of her arms. 
 
    She held him tight and said, “Don't worry, little puppy, we're almost home. You don't have to cry.” 
 
    As it turned out, he wasn't crying because he wanted to go home. He was crying because he needed to pee. He'd held it as long as he could and tried to get down on the floor, but Kat wouldn't let him.  
 
    She felt the wetness, looked down at her shirt and said, “He just peed on me.” 
 
    Now, most women I've known would have been pretty upset about having a puppy pee on them. But Kat wasn't. She put the puppy down on the floor mat and said, “You go ahead and finish your business down there. Are you going to poop too?” 
 
    Little Raylan didn't answer. He just peed. When it looked like he was finished, Kat picked him up and petted him. “I know, you tried to warn me but I didn't listen. It's not your fault, little Raylan.” 
 
    She'd remembered the puppy's name. Jim had called him little Raylan. And now she was calling him that too. 
 
    Looking over and seeing the pee spot on her shirt, I asked, “You want me to pull over when we get off the bridge?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it's too late for that. Might as well keep going. We're almost there anyway. About three miles ahead, you'll see Jimbo's on the left.” 
 
    Coming off the bridge it was two lanes and stayed that way until we got about a mile into Marathon. When the road widened into four lanes, I moved into the left lane and looked for Jimbo's.  
 
    About a half mile ahead, I saw the sign on the left. Big letters, Jimbo's. Below it, a short menu. Barbeque, fish tacos, pizza and beer. Pretty much everything a hungry visitor would want in the Keys.  
 
    I pulled over into the turn lane and waited for southbound traffic to clear. Jimbo's looked to be a popular place. The parking lot was almost full and it looked like I might have to go behind the building to find an empty space. Traffic cleared and I pulled into the lot. Just as I did, a car near the front door backed out of its space and I quickly pulled the Prius into it. 
 
    Almost immediately, a middle-aged man wearing a white apron came outside and headed in our direction. I got out of the car and walked over to him. “Jim?” 
 
    “Yeah, you got Raylan?” 
 
    I pointed over my shoulder. “He's in the car.”  
 
    The man went over to the passenger side and opened the door. 
 
    “Raylan, is that you?” 
 
    When the puppy heard his name, his tail went into overdrive. He struggled to get out of Kat's arms and into Jim's. Not wanting to see little Raylan get hurt, Kat handed him over then she got out of the car. 
 
    There was a big wet spot in the middle of her T-shirt, but Jim didn't notice. He was too busy with little Raylan, holding him close to his face, the little puppy licking away the tears that rolled down his cheeks. 
 
    We watched the happy reunion, saying nothing. Diners inside who were sitting near the window watched as well. A grown man reunited with his tiny puppy. Everyone was happy. 
 
    Realizing that he had an audience, Jim turned his attention back to us. “I can't thank you enough for bringing little Raylan back. Let's take him inside where he'll feel safe.” 
 
    We followed him into the restaurant. The place was packed. Almost every table taken. Lively conversation and laughter filled the air, the smell of barbeque, pizza and beer added to the happy mix.  
 
    Jim carried little Raylan as we walked through the dining area. People began to applaud. Apparently they knew little Raylan had been missing and were happy to see his safe return. Jim was all smiles as he moved through the crowd toward a set of double doors labeled “Staff Only”. Beyond those doors, we followed him down a hall to his office in the back. 
 
    Inside, still holding little Raylan close to his chest, Jim sat down behind his desk. On the floor to his right was a small doggy bed with “Raylan” embroidered on the cushion. Beside it, a water bowl and food dish.  
 
    Jim put little Raylan down on the floor, poured some kibble into the food dish, and watched as the puppy started to eat. Returning his attention to us, he said, “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    I didn't want to sit. I wanted to get back in the Prius and head to Key West. I knew I was going to be late and Lori wasn't going to like it. But Kat didn't seem to care. There were two chairs in front of Jim's desk. She sat in one and pulled me down into the other. 
 
    Jim smiled and opened the center drawer of his desk and pulled out a white envelope. He tapped it with his finger and slid over to us. “Five hundred dollars. The reward for bringing little Raylan back.” 
 
    Kat didn't reach for the money. Instead she asked, “How did you lose him? How did little Raylan end up in Key West?” 
 
    Jim shook his head. “I think one of the guys working in the kitchen took him. I caught him stealing tips and fired him. The next day, Raylan was gone.  
 
    “I can't prove the guy took him. But it's the kind of thing he'd do.” 
 
    Kat nodded. “You talk to the guy? Ask him about it?” 
 
    “Tried to. But he's gone. According to his roommate, he left town. That's a problem in this business. Hard to find reliable help who'll show up on time and won't steal.” 
 
    Jim pointed to the envelope. “Take the money, it's yours.” 
 
    Kat stood. “We don't want your money. But if you have a clean T-shirt around here that'll fit me, I'll take it.” 
 
    For the first time, Jim noticed the pee stain on Kat's T-shirt. “We've got plenty T-shirts. What size you want?” 
 
    Kat smiled. “Small for me. Large for Walker.” 
 
    He picked up his phone, punched in a number and said, “Lisa, bring me some T-shirts. Small and a large.” 
 
    He ended the call and looked at Kat. “Raylan pee on you?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, but he warned me first. I should have listened. What kind of dog is he?” 
 
    “Maltese. My wife always wanted one. When we saw this one go up for adoption, we had to have him.” 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door. Jim looked up and waved a young woman in. She was carrying a stack of T-shirts. “I didn't know what color you wanted, so I brought an assortment.” 
 
    She dropped the shirts on Jim's desk and started to leave. But then she saw the puppy. “You found him! You found my little Raylan!” 
 
    She ran over to the dog, picked him up and kissed him on the head. She held him close, telling him what a brave little puppy he had been and how much she’d missed him. Little Raylan seemed to enjoy the attention. 
 
    Jim watched as she cuddled the puppy. He turned to us. “This is my daughter, Lisa. As you can probably tell, she missed little Raylan.” 
 
    He touched her arm. “Lisa, these are the people who rescued him. I'd introduce you, but I don't know their names.” 
 
    I smiled. “I'm Walker and this is Kat.” 
 
    I stood to leave, but Kat wasn't quite ready. She thumbed through the stack of T-shirts and picked out a white one. “I'm going to the ladies’ room to change. I'll be right back. Walker, don't go anywhere.” 
 
    As soon as Kat was out of sight, Jimbo tapped the white envelope again. “Take the money. It's yours.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. You keep it.” 
 
    He looked at me and said, “Are you sure? We offered the reward in good faith. Happy to pay it. It's worth every penny to have little Raylan back.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I appreciate the offer, but we're not taking a reward for bringing a dog back.” 
 
    Jim looked puzzled. Apparently he wasn't used to people turning down money. So he offered something else. “How about a free meal then? Any time you want; anything on the menu. Bring as many people as you like.” 
 
    He pulled out a business card and wrote something on the back. “Take my card. If you come in for a meal, just show this. If you ever need anything else, call me. I owe you big time.” 
 
    I was putting the card in my wallet when Kat walked back in. She was wearing a white T-shirt with a small Jimbo's logo over the pocket. The T-shirt looked good on her. The tight fit accentuated her girly parts. She smiled, like she knew what I was thinking. 
 
    Rather than confirm her thoughts, I said, “We need to go.” 
 
    She nodded. “You're right. You've got people waiting for you.” 
 
    Jim stood, shook our hands and thanked us again for bringing Raylan back. As we were leaving he said, “Remember what I said. If you ever need anything, call me.” 
 
    Leaving Jim and Raylan behind, we headed out to the car. As soon as we stepped outside, Kat asked, “Did you take the reward money?” 
 
    “No. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I saw you putting something in your wallet.” 
 
    I opened my wallet and showed her Jim's card. “He said to call if we ever needed anything. You want it?” 
 
    “No. You keep it. But you didn't you take the money? Why not?” 
 
    “I didn't think it was right. The man lost his dog. It's not right to make him pay to get it back.” 
 
    Kat nodded but didn't say anything. 
 
    Back in the car she pointed at the digital clock on the dash. “Six thirty. Looks like we need to hurry.” 
 
    Hurrying wasn't going to do us any good. It was going to take more than an hour to get back. I was going to be late and Lori wasn't going to like it. I started the car and headed south, back toward Key West. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    “I need to call and let Lori know I'm going to be late. She said to be back by seven and there's no way I'm going to make it.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone to make the call, but Kat stopped me. “Give me your phone.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just give it to me.” 
 
    I handed it to her and she put it in her lap. 
 
    “Walker, you just drive and I'll see what I can do about you being late.” 
 
    She pulled out her own phone and started texting. I couldn't tell what she was typing, but it seemed like a long message. She sent it off then picked up my phone, punched in a number and pressed “Call”. Five seconds later, her phone rang. She didn't bother to answer. Instead, she handed my phone back to me. 
 
    I asked her about it. “You called your phone from mine?” 
 
    “Yeah. Now you have my number on your phone and I have yours. Might come in handy one of these days.” 
 
    I decided it was time to call Lori. Let her know I was going to be late. I looked down at my phone to find her number. Kat stopped me. 
 
    “Who you going to call?” 
 
    “Lori. I need to let her know I'm going to be late.” 
 
    Kat grabbed my phone and held it away from me. “It's not safe to use your phone while driving. Might be better to just wait and see if she calls you.” 
 
    That sounded like a good idea to me. The longer I could wait before I had to talk to her the better.  
 
    Five minutes later, my phone rang. I turned to Kat. “You going to give it to me so I can answer?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I'm not. We're going to let it go to voice mail. See what she has to say.” 
 
    “It's a she? It's Lori?” 
 
    “That's what the caller ID says. So yeah, it's her. We'll let it go to voice mail.” 
 
    The ringing ended and a few moments later a tone announced a new voice mail. Even though I didn't want to talk to Lori, I was curious as to what she had to say. 
 
    “You going to play the message for me?” 
 
    Kat put the phone in speaker mode and hit “Play”. 
 
    “Walker, this is Lori. Our dinner plans have changed. We've been upgraded. You don't need to get back until eight. Hope you are having fun. Talk to you later.” 
 
    The call ended. Lori sounded cheerful, which was strange. She should have been upset. But she wasn't. She sounded happy. Something about our dinner plans being 'upgraded'.  
 
    I figured the text message Kat had sent was somehow responsible. I asked her about it. 
 
    “Kat, what’d you do?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. The dinner plans, the upgrade. What'd you do?” 
 
    She smiled. “Nothing much. Just called in a favor.” 
 
    “Well, whoever you called took care of things. I guess I owe you one.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes you do. I'm sure you'll get a chance to pay me back before you leave town. But right now, just take me home.” 
 
    We drove south until we hit Key West city limits. As before, Kat had me stay on US 1 and follow it onto Palm Avenue. Palm turned into Eaton Street, and four blocks later, Kat had me turn left on Elizabeth.  
 
    “At the next corner, let me out.” 
 
    When we reached the corner, I pulled over in front of a large, two-story Key West style house. Porches all around, white picket fence in front. The largest home on the block, it looked like it covered several lots. I was impressed. 
 
    Kat didn't get out. She looked at me and asked, “You know how to get back to the campground?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “It's easy. Just stay on Elizabeth until you come to Truman. Turn left and it'll take you all the way back to Stock Island. First road to your right takes you the campground.”  
 
    She reached for the door then turned back to me. “I'm going to call you tomorrow. Be sure to answer. And forget about being called John Boy. I think I like Walker better.” 
 
    She got out of the car and walked away. I watched as she made her way through the wrought iron gate in front of the house then entered the grounds and disappeared inside. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Following Kat's directions, it took less than ten minutes to get back to Uncle Leo's. 
 
    Lori and Buck were inside the motorhome waiting for me when I arrived. They were sitting on the couch, side by side, each holding a glass of wine. 
 
    “You started the party without me?” I asked. 
 
    Lori nodded. “We did. You're going to be the designated driver, so there wasn't any reason for us to wait. And anyway, we're celebrating.” 
 
    “Celebrating? Something happen?” 
 
    “Walker, don't act so coy. We know what you did.” 
 
    “Me? What’d I do?” 
 
    She took a sip of her wine. “You somehow arranged for my sister and me to have a suite at the Ocean Key Resort for the next three days. That's what you did. 
 
    “Plus you got us reservations at the Hot Tin Roof for dinner tonight. I don't know how you did it, but I got a call telling me everything was taken care of, compliments of you. 
 
    “So yeah, we know what you did and we're celebrating. Go change clothes and be quick about it because we don't want to be late for dinner.” 
 
    I headed to the back, confused but pretty sure that Kat had arranged the room and the dinner reservations and had done it in my name. I'd have to ask her about it when she called. 
 
    I changed into clean shorts and a button up shirt. I gave Bob a pet and headed back up front. 
 
    Buck and Lori were waiting for me. Both had suitcases at their feet. Lori pointed at hers. “Walker, you and Bob are going to be the only ones sleeping in the motorhome tonight. I'll be at the Ocean Key with my sister and Buck will be staying with his lady friend. That means you're on your own.” 
 
    I smiled. “On my own in Key West? That doesn't sound so bad. I'll probably survive.” 
 
    Buck nodded. “I'm sure you will. But right now, it's time to go. You're driving.” 
 
    We went out to the car and I loaded the suitcases into the back. Surprisingly, the little Prius had a fairly large storage area under the rear hatch, more than enough room for the two suitcases. Once we were all settled in with seat belts buckled, I started the car and we headed to Key West. 
 
    Buck gave me directions. “Follow US1 to Duval Street. Turn right and follow it to the Ocean Key Resort. Pull up to the door and use their valet.” 
 
    It took ten minutes to get there. The valet took the car and arranged to have Lori's suitcase delivered to her room. Buck left his in the car. He said he'd get it later when I dropped him off at the guest house. 
 
    Lori's sister was waiting for us in the lobby. She looked to be Lori's age, maybe a bit younger. Tall and on the thin side with sun streaked, auburn hair and a deep tan. Smile lines around her green eyes suggested she spent a lot of time outdoors. 
 
    Lori introduced us. Buck first, then me.  
 
    “Walker, this is Summer, my sister.” 
 
    I smiled and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Summer.” 
 
    She smiled back. “So you're Walker? You're the one that made this happen? The suite, the dinner reservations?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I didn't do it on my own. I had help.” 
 
    “Well, whoever helped you did a good job.” 
 
    She grabbed my hand and said, “Let's go eat.” Then she led me and the others to the upstairs restaurant. 
 
    When we arrived, the host confirmed our reservations and said we'd be seated shortly. While waiting for our table, the restaurant manager came out and introduced himself.  
 
    “I'm Joseph, the manager of the Hot Tin Roof. All of us here are honored you've chosen to dine with us tonight. Knowing that you value your privacy, we have a very special table prepared for you. 
 
    “Sandra will be your personal server. If you need anything, whether it's on the menu or not, ask her and she'll make it happen. And of course, if you wish to speak with me at any time, I'll be here.  
 
    “Again, we are honored you have chosen to dine with us tonight.” 
 
    Joseph bowed and turned us over to Sandra. She greeted us with a smile and led us across the restaurant to a corner table. The long, glass wall beside the table provided a panoramic view of Key West Harbor below and the docks near Mallory Square. 
 
    “Will this be satisfactory?”  
 
    Buck nodded. “Yes, this is perfect.” 
 
    “Would you like for me to set up the privacy curtain?” 
 
    Buck shook his head. “No, I don't think that will be necessary.”  
 
    We took our seats and Sandra asked if we would like to order drinks. Lori and Summer ordered wine, Buck ordered a Manhattan. As the designated driver, I ordered a ginger ale. 
 
    Three minutes later, our drinks arrived. After they had been placed on the table, Sandra asked if we wanted to see menus. Lori said, “Yes,” and asked about the specials of the day. 
 
    According to Sandra, the specials included caramelized grouper, scallop risotto and stuffed lobster. Lori and Summer decided to go with the scallop risotto. Buck ordered a steak, and I went with the grouper. 
 
    When Sandra went to the kitchen with our orders, Lori asked, “Why are we getting special treatment? They seem to be going out of their way to make sure we're happy. What'd you tell them when you made the reservations?” 
 
    She was asking me and I didn't know the answer. I didn't make the reservations. Kat had arranged everything. Rather than tell her the truth, I said, “It's Buck. He's a celebrity. They recognized him from his movies and TV show. They're doing it because of him.” 
 
    I wasn't sure Lori believed me, but she seemed satisfied with my answer because she didn't ask any follow-up questions. I, on the other hand, wondered what Kat's friend had said when our dinner reservations were made. I would be sure to ask about it next time I saw her.  
 
    While we waited for our meals, Lori and Summer talked, mostly about how much they missed each other and what each of them had been doing in their lives. They laughed about things from their past, wondered about people they'd gone to high school with, and talked about their future plans. 
 
    For the most part, Buck and I stayed out of the conversation, letting the two sisters enjoy their reunion. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, our food arrived and the conversation went into pause mode while we ate. Between bites, Lori and Summer commented on how great the meal was and how they needed to do this more often. 
 
    After our plates had been cleared away, Sandra asked if we wanted to see the desert menu. Both Lori and Summer said, “No,” they were stuffed. I got the feeling they were in a hurry to go outside and join the growing crowd of revelers on Duval Street and Mallory Square. 
 
    When Sandra reappeared and asked if we needed anything, I asked for the check. She shook her head and said, “It's been taken care of.” 
 
    I looked at Buck and he didn't seem surprised. Apparently this was one of the perks of being a celebrity. 
 
    I left two twenties on the table, and we headed out. 
 
    Downstairs, in the hotel lobby, Lori said she and Summer were going to their room to freshen up and then they were going out for a walk. She didn't invite me to join them, but did say I needed to be back at the hotel at nine in the morning with the car to pick them up. 
 
    No mention was made of the guy who was causing problems for Summer. I figured I'd find out about him the next morning. 
 
    After Lori and Summer headed up to their room, I retrieved the car from the valet. Buck gave me directions to the guest house where he'd be staying. It was the same place I'd dropped Kat off earlier.  
 
    When we arrived, I parked in front and helped him get his suitcase out of the back. “You want help carrying that in?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Thanks, but I can handle it from here. You know the way back?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was here earlier.” 
 
    “You were with Katrina. How'd that go?” 
 
    I wasn't sure how it went, so I just said, “It was interesting.” 
 
    Buck smiled. “Good. Just don't make her mad.” 
 
    Before I could ask him why, he walked into the guest house, suitcase in hand. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    It was just after ten in the evening. I had dropped Buck off at the guest house, and Lori and Summer were doing the bars on Duval Street. I was alone. In Key West. 
 
    There were plenty of places I could go. Lots of bars were open, lots of people on the street. I could park and wander around, walk among the crowds, maybe get something to drink. Probably find a way to get into trouble. 
 
    But it'd been a long day. I didn't really feel like partying so I just headed back to the motorhome. 
 
    When I pulled into Uncle Leo's, many of the guests were outside sitting around campfires, drinking and having a good time with friends. Most had music playing in the background, not so loud as to break the quiet hours rules, but loud enough that it could be heard from my site. 
 
    The music didn't bother me. I was glad my neighbors were having a good time. That's why they'd come to Key West, to have a good time. I wasn't going to begrudge them that. Just because I wasn't in a partying mood didn't mean they shouldn't be. 
 
    Bob was on the couch grooming himself when I opened the door. He didn't seem too concerned about me being gone most of the evening or about the partying outside. He just looked up at me and grunted. I grunted back. “Hey Bob, what's up?” 
 
    He opened his mouth and yawned. Then he went back to grooming, licking his front paw and using it to clean his ears. Life was pretty simple for Bob. Eat, sleep, poop and groom. 
 
    I checked the fridge and found a half empty bottle of wine. Pouring myself a glass, I pulled out my laptop and set it on the kitchen table. Even though I was tired, I wanted to check my email to see if I'd gotten anything important. I had recently taken on a client who wanted me to test the security of their corporate network. I'd already started the testing and had found a few problems. I had emailed the client a preliminary report showing what I'd found and was expecting to hear back from him. 
 
    So far nothing. That's the way it works in the corporate world. The report would have to reviewed, sent to a committee, get management approval and then they might get back to me. It could take weeks. In the meantime, any entry level hacker would have no problem getting into their network and doing a world of damage. I'd told them so in my report. It was up to them to decide what to do next. 
 
    Scanning through my email, I only found one message worth reading. It was from Lawyer Bob, the attorney who had handled my divorce and arranged the non-disclosure payment I'd received from my former employer. 
 
    His message was short and to the point. “Walker, we need to talk. Call me.” 
 
    Like many attorneys, he was careful not to say anything in emails that might compromise his or his client's privacy. Better safe than sorry, but it meant that, other than telling me to call him, I had no idea what he wanted to talk about. 
 
    Lawyer Bob didn't have my current phone number so there was no way he could call me and talk about whatever he felt we needed to talk about. It was no accident he didn't have the number, it was something we had agreed on. If he didn't have the number, he couldn't be forced to give it to anyone else. 
 
    It wasn't that I had anything to hide, just that there weren't too many people from my past I wanted to talk to. My new life in Florida didn't involve them. I'd dumped my old phone and gotten a new one with a new number and kept it private. I figured the fewer people who knew it the less chance they'd share it with others. 
 
    Lawyer Bob and I had agreed to only communicate via short email messages. He'd send me one saying I needed to call him and I'd call him back on a burner phone—one that couldn't be traced to me or my location. I usually carried one in the motorhome and wouldn't activate it until I needed it. But on this trip, I didn't have one, which meant I needed to buy one before I could call Lawyer Bob back. 
 
     To help me remember to get a burner, I starred his email in my in-box. Then I went through the rest of the emails, deleted the spam and powered down the computer. I finished off my wine while listening to an acoustic guitar solo from the partiers outside.  
 
    Whoever was playing was pretty good. I listened to a few more of their songs then decided it was time to hit the sack. After I locked up the motorhome and filled Bob's food and water bowls, I headed to the back bedroom. 
 
    The combination of the long drive, the big meal and the wine meant I didn't have any trouble getting to sleep. 
 
    The next morning, Bob nudged me awake. He was using his head to push against mine, purring loudly into my ear. I reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “Bob, I'm awake. Give me a minute, I'll get up.” 
 
    But I didn't. Instead, I went back to sleep. Bob helped. He curled up beside me, his warm body tight against my ribs, purring loudly until he dozed off. At some point, I dozed off too. 
 
    The chiming of my phone woke us both. At the first chime, Bob was up and out of the bed, leaving me behind. 
 
    I grabbed the phone and checked the caller ID. It showed “Lori”. I answered. 
 
    “Morning Lori, you have a good night?” 
 
    “Yeah, we did. Stayed out past midnight. Listened to a lot of music, met some fun people. What about you?” 
 
    “I had a good night too. So what's the plan today?” 
 
    “You know the plan. You're supposed to come pick us up and take us to Summer's cart. She's going to give you a tour and tell you about the guy who's bothering her. 
 
    “You were supposed to be here at nine this morning, but it looks like you're running late. Think you'll get here any time soon?” 
 
    The clock on the phone showed nine fifteen. I'd overslept, but I didn't tell Lori this. “I'll be there soon. About thirty minutes. Will that work?” 
 
    I could hear her talking to someone in the background, probably to Summer. “Yeah, thirty minutes will work. We'll be outside waiting for you. Don't be late.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
    I took a quick shower, pulled on clean clothes and grabbed a breakfast bar on the way out the door. 
 
    Exactly thirty minutes after her call, I pulled up in front of the Ocean Key Resort. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Lori and Summer were waiting for me. Both looked happy. Smiles on their faces. No signs of a hangover. Lori got in the back seat and Summer got in up front with me. I didn't know how to get to the food truck so she gave me directions. 
 
    “Stay on Duval until you reach Caroline. Turn left there and keep going until you see the big parking lot. Pull in the lot and park near the back.” 
 
    I nodded and we headed out. Two blocks later, I turned left on Caroline and four blocks after that we reached the parking lot. I pulled in, grabbed a time stamped ticket from the booth and headed to the back. Halfway there, Summer said, “Park over there, by the Fish Wagon.” 
 
    The Fish Wagon wasn't a wagon. It was ramshackle, metal roofed building in the back left corner of the parking lot. The blue tarp stretched over the side of the building suggested the roof probably leaked. Sea shells hung haphazardly along the leaning fence that separated the Fish Wagon from the parking lot. A hand painted sign identified the jumble of wood as the 'Fish Wagon'.  
 
    Summer pointed to an empty space near it and said, “Park there.” 
 
    I coasted into the space and killed the motor. Summer got out and opened the back door for Lori. I waited until they were both out then locked the car and joined them. “It's over there,” Summer said while pointing across the street. “Follow me.” 
 
    She stepped into the street, dodging a young girl on a scooter. Three more scooters followed close behind and we waited until they were clear before we crossed. On the other side of the street, Summer led us to a white, double axle cargo trailer tucked in an alleyway between Pepe's Cafe and a two-story building that looked like it would collapse with a strong wind. 
 
    “This is the place. Give me a minute and I'll open it up so you can see what it looks like.” 
 
    So far, it looked like a plain, white cargo trailer wedged between two buildings. The tongue of the trailer was facing the street. The back side, where the door was, was facing the back of the alley. A small sign on the front of the trailer said, “Wiener Girl.” 
 
    Summer disappeared down the alley, unlocked the trailer's door and went in. A few moments later, she pushed open a panel that had been covering the street side front window. She used a pulley to pull the panel vertical so it stood against the top of the trailer.  
 
    The panel now facing the street had the words “Wiener Girl” painted in large, red letters. Underneath were the words, “Key West Hot Dogs to Go” 
 
    With the panel open, daylight streamed into the trailer and we could see Summer working inside. She reached above her head and pulled down on a rope to open the long side panel. Instead of pulling the panel all the way up, she stopped it at a ninety degree angle. This created an awning over a long, stainless steel counter where customers could place orders and be in the shade. The overhead panel would also keep the inside of the trailer dry should a rain storm come up. 
 
    It had taken Summer less than ten minutes to get the panels open and secure. After that, she fooled around another minute, then came out carrying two white boards, both with handwritten menus on them. She hung one on the front of the trailer and the other on the side. 
 
    She went back inside and came out with four brightly colored T-shirts, each with the Wiener Girl logo printed on the front. She hung these on the front side of the trailer so they could be seen from the street. 
 
    When done, she turned to us and said, “Come on in. I want to show you how it works.” 
 
    Lori went in first and I followed. The trailer was narrow and had a prep station on one side, a counter on the other. With the three of us inside, it was tight fit. I stayed near the door, trying to stay out of the way of the two girls. 
 
    Summer pointed at three slow cookers on the prep station. “This is where I cook the hot dogs. Beef wieners go into the blue one, sausages in the red one, and veggie dogs in the green one. I've labeled each cooker to make it easy to remember.” 
 
    She opened a small fridge under the counter and pulled out a plastic bag filled with raw wieners. She carefully counted out fifty and dropped them in the cooker labeled “All Beef.” She put the bag back in the fridge and repeated the process with the sausages and veggie dogs.  
 
    “We sell about a hundred hot dogs a day. Most people order beef or sausage. But a few go for the veggie dogs so I always have some ready.” 
 
    Sliding open a stainless steel cabinet, she pulled out a bag of hot dog buns. “These are potato rolls. They look like hot dog buns but are gluten free, sugar and egg free and taste great. 
 
    “When a customer places an order, I steam a bun, pull out the right wiener, put it in the bun and add condiments. I wrap it in foil, find out what the customer wants to drink, and get paid.” 
 
    She pointed to a cash register on the counter below the serving window. “Everything is easy to ring up because it's all priced the same. Five dollars for a dog, drink and chips.” 
 
    She pointed to another stainless steel cabinet. “Drinks are in the cooler. Bottled water, Coke, diet Coke and Sprite. Dollar fifty if they just want a drink. Most people go for the full combo.” 
 
    “The T-shirts are fifteen dollars each. We sell a lot of them. Sometimes thirty a day.” 
 
    She pointed to the ceiling. “We have air conditioning in here and it's a lifesaver. It gets hot in the afternoon and without it I'd be miserable. Fortunately, we get power from the building next door. I have to pay them for it, but it's worth it. 
 
    “On a good day, I'll sell about hundred hot dogs and thirty T-shirts. But if it's raining or stormy, I won't do nearly as well.” 
 
    She looked at me. “Walker, come over here. Let me show you how to fill an order.” 
 
    I should have said, “No,” but I didn't. Like a fool I walked over to the counter and let Summer show me how to take an order, prepare a hot dog, and ring it up. 
 
    “See, it's easy. You won't have any trouble at all.” 
 
    “Trouble? What do you mean?” 
 
    She looked at Lori and then back at me. “Didn't Lori tell you? We're going to take the car and do a little shopping. While we're out, you're going to stay here and sell hot dogs.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, that won't work. If you're not going to be here, you should close the stand. You don't want me trying to run it for you.” 
 
    Summer frowned. “Walker, I've got to keep the stand open so I can pay my bills. If you won't cover for me, I can't spend any time with my sister. I'll be stuck here all day.” 
 
    She was using the same frown Lori used when she wanted me to do things for her. It worked for Lori and it probably was going to work for Summer. 
 
    Before I could say anything, Lori joined in. “Walker, it's been years since I've had a chance to see my sister. Surely you can understand why we'd want some time together. All we're asking is for you stay and sell hot dogs while we're gone. Please. ” 
 
    They were double teaming me. They knew they had a winning argument. But they weren't done. They had more. 
 
    Summer looked at Lori. Then back at me. “The guy who's been bothering me, his name is Eugene. He said he's coming by today and I'm supposed to give him five hundred dollars. 
 
    “He says it's insurance. He said people who don't pay have unfortunate accidents. Little mishaps like broken windows, cut power lines or unexplained fires. The kind of things that can put a person out of business.  
 
    “I don't want to pay him. I know that if I do, he'll want more. But he scares me and I don't want to have to talk to him. That's why I want you here today. To deal with him when he shows up. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. I didn't want to sell hot dogs. But I did want to talk to guy who was bothering her. That was the main reason we'd come to Key West. If talking to him meant I needed to run the stand while they were away, that's what I'd do. 
 
    “So this guy who wants money, you think he's going to show up today?” 
 
    Summer smiled. “Yes, he said he was coming to get his money. Said if I didn't pay him, there'd be trouble.” 
 
    Before I could ask another question, a customer walked up and asked, “How much for a T-shirt?” 
 
    I looked at Summer and she nodded at me. She wanted me to handle the sale.  
 
    “Fifteen dollars.” 
 
    “You have them in extra-large?” 
 
    “I think so. How many you want?” 
 
    “Just one. White.” 
 
    The man slid a twenty across the counter and I took it. I looked in the cabinet where Summer kept the T-shirts and found them arranged by size. I pulled a white one from the stack labeled “Extra-large.” The man saw it and nodded. “Yeah, that's the one I want.” 
 
    I rang up the sale and gave him his change. 
 
    He smiled. “You're the Wiener Girl today?” 
 
    “Yeah, it looks that way.” 
 
    When he walked away, I turned to Lori and Summer. They were both smiling. 
 
    Lori came over and hugged me. She whispered, “Thanks.” 
 
    Before they took off, Summer went over everything again. She showed me how to run the steamer, where to find the trays of condiments and how to turn the air conditioning on and off. She said if there were any problems, call her. If things got out of hand, just shut everything down and lock it up. 
 
    As she was leaving, she said, “Walker, two things you'll want to know. First, there's a bathroom at the back of the alley. If you need to use it, close up and go back there. 
 
    “And second, you need to wear a Wiener Girl apron and a paper hat. Health department rules. No way around it.” 
 
    She handed me a freshly starched apron and a hat. “Go ahead, put them on.” 
 
    I looked at Lori and shook my head. She just smiled. “Put them on. I want to see.” 
 
    Since I'd already agreed to stay and run the place while they were gone, I was committed. I pulled on the apron and put on the hat. I turned to Lori. “Go ahead, laugh. I dare you.” 
 
    She smiled but didn't laugh. She held out her hand. “Car keys, please.” 
 
    I tossed her the keys to the Prius and they left. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Ten minutes later, my first real customer showed up. A woman in her late twenties wearing a red tank top and jean shorts. She put a five on the counter and said, “Give me a sausage dog, corn chips and a diet Coke.” 
 
    I left the five on the counter and turned to fill her order. Remembering how Summer had done it, I used tongs to put a potato bun in the steamer then used the same tongs to fish out a sausage dog from the cooker. I put the sausage in the bun, put the bun on the wrapper and wrapped it tight. 
 
    I pulled a can of diet Coke from the cooler and put it along with the hot dog on the counter in front of the woman. I grabbed a bag of corn chips and slid it all over to her.  
 
    “There you go. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, what about mustard and relish?” 
 
    I'd forgotten about them. I looked at the condiment bins and decided that customers should dress the dogs themselves. I moved the squeeze bottle of mustard and the container of relish over onto the stainless steel counter so the woman could get to them. 
 
    She said, “Thanks. You the Wiener Girl today?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. That's me. The Wiener Girl.” 
 
    Over the next hour, I gave that same answer to thirty different customers. All wanted to know if I was the Wiener Girl.  
 
    Many took selfies standing in front of the Wiener Girl trailer. A few asked me to pose in my Wiener Girl apron and paper hat. I felt a little foolish about it, but since everyone seemed to be having a good time, I played along. 
 
    Around noon, customers started coming in faster than I could keep up. It was taking me about three minutes to put together an order, and with eight people in line, the people at the end were looking at a ten to fifteen minute wait. 
 
    Fortunately, the alley where the trailer was parked was mostly in the shade and the people in line weren't in the hot sun. Only a few left without placing orders and after the noon rush things slowed back down. 
 
    I was able to use the free time after the rush to clean up the mess I'd made while trying to fill orders. While I was doing this, a male voice asked, “Where's the Wiener Girl?” 
 
    I turned to see a skinny white guy. Greasy hair, sleeveless T-shirt, fraying jean shorts. Looked to be in his early twenties. Looked like a heroin addict. 
 
    “She's not here. Can I get you something?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can get me my money. There should be five hundred dollars for me somewhere in there.” 
 
    “You Eugene?” 
 
    “Yeah, that's me. She told you to pay me, right?” 
 
    There weren't any other customers so I motioned for him to come to the back of the trailer. He walked around and I met him at the door. 
 
    “Eugene, she told me you might show up. She wanted me to talk to you.  
 
    “So here's the deal. The Wiener Girl is not going to give you any money, not today, not ever. You're not to come back and bother her. Is that understood?” 
 
    At first, Eugene didn't say anything. Then he said, “You got it wrong. She pays me or bad things happen. Give me the money.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Eugene, there’s no money. Not today. Not ever.” 
 
    He dug into his pants pocket and retrieved a flick blade knife. He waved it in a figure eight and said, “I'm not leaving without the money. Either you pay me or you get cut. Your choice.” 
 
    I stepped back in the trailer and grabbed the squeeze bottle of ketchup. Keeping the bottle behind me, I stepped out to face Eugene. 
 
    He held the knife in front of him, holding the handle with his fist, blade down. 
 
    I looked at him and smiled. “Eugene, you ever been in a knife fight?” 
 
    He didn't answer. 
 
    “I didn't think so. Let me show you what you're doing wrong. When you hold the knife that way in your fist with the blade pointing down, all I have to do is hit the top of your hand and your arm will swing down and you'll stab yourself either in your leg or your groin. It's going to hurt like hell.” 
 
    He looked at the knife, moved his hand up and down and realized I was right. He quickly changed the way he was holding the knife. This time the blade was sticking straight out in my direction. 
 
    I smiled again. “That's better. But to cut me, you have to move toward me. When you do, I'll smack the bottom of your arm and the blade will come up and hit you in the face. Or maybe your eye.” 
 
    Eugene looked down at his hand, moved his arm up slightly and saw how if I hit it, it would arc the blade into his face. He stepped back. 
 
    “What if I throw the knife at you? What are you going to do then?”  
 
    I stretched my shoulders and Eugene flinched. I knew then I had spooked him. I took a deep breath and said, “If you throw the knife at me, I'm going to move out of the way then hammer you in the gut. When you bend over to catch your breath, I'll break your nose with my knee. There'll be a lot of blood. It'll look like this.” 
 
    I brought the plastic ketchup bottle up from behind me and squeezed it hard, sending a stream of bright red ketchup into his face. The move caught him off guard. He wasn't sure whether I'd hit him or not. All he knew was a heavy liquid covered his face and was dripping down on his shirt.  
 
    He looked down and saw that it was red. 
 
    “You cut me! I'm bleeding.” 
 
    He dropped the knife and moved back until he was up against the alley wall. He slumped against it and started crying. 
 
    I walked over to him and held the ketchup bottle so he could see it. “Eugene, it's not blood. It's just ketchup. Sit down. Catch your breath.” 
 
    He sat and I crouched down in front of him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    “Taste it. You'll see. It's just ketchup. It's not blood.” 
 
    Eugene touched the red liquid on his cheek then put his finger in his mouth and tasted it. A wave of relief spread across his face. “It's ketchup. I thought it was blood. I thought you cut me.” 
 
    I nodded. “Eugene, I could have easily taken the knife from you and cut you with it. But I didn't. And you're right, it's not blood. It's ketchup.” 
 
    We were still in the alley behind the hot dog trailer, hidden from passersby. Eugene was a mess. Ketchup still covered his face and shirt, and to the casual observer, he looked like he was covered in blood. 
 
    From behind me a voice asked, “Is the hot dog stand open?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'll be right there.” 
 
    I turned to Eugene. “Just sit here and relax. We'll talk about your money when I get back.” 
 
    He nodded. He didn't seem to be in a hurry to go anywhere. 
 
    I went inside the trailer and took the man's order. Two sausage dog combos. I heated up the buns and got the order out in record time. After the customer left, I went back to check on Eugene.  
 
    He was still crouched against the wall. His head in his hands. Sobbing. 
 
    I squatted down in front of him and patted his shoulder. “Eugene, it'll be okay.” 
 
    “No, it won't. Freddie's going to kill me. Freddie said I needed to get money from this girl or else. This was my last chance.” 
 
    “Freddie? He your boss?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was Freddie's idea to hit up the Wiener Girl. Said it'd be easy. He said just scare her and she'd pay. But so far, she hasn't. And Freddie said it's my fault. He said I haven't been trying hard enough.” 
 
    I nodded. “Eugene, I think Freddie's wrong. You tried plenty hard. The problem might be with Freddie's plan. Maybe trying to collect money from a hot dog stand isn't a very good idea.” 
 
    Eugene looked up with hope in his eyes. “You think I did a good job?” 
 
    “Eugene, you did your best and that's what's important. A lot of bosses would appreciate that. Apparently Freddie doesn't. How many other guys does he have working for him? How many in his crew?” 
 
    Eugene shook his head. “I shouldn't be telling you this. But I guess it don’t matter. Right now, it's just the three of us. Me, Freddie and Vincent. Freddie says that's enough. Easier to split the money that way.” 
 
    I nodded. “How long you been with Freddie?” 
 
    “Six weeks. I came to Key West looking for a job. Couldn't find anything. Didn't have any money or a place to sleep. Freddie found me sleeping under a bench and offered me a job. Collections he called it. Said I'd make plenty. 
 
    “But it hasn't panned out that way. I haven't made any money. If I had any, I leave this place and head north.” 
 
    “Where would you go?” 
 
    “Any place I could find a job. I want to make enough to buy food and rent a room. Right now I'm eating at the soup kitchen and sleeping in alleys.” 
 
    Behind me I heard another customer. I said, “Eugene, don't go anywhere. I might be able to help you out.” 
 
    This time there were three of them, two women and a man. The man was older, the women in their mid-twenties. The girls looked like they had too much to drink. The man was standing between them, their arms over his shoulders for support. He put a twenty on the counter. “Three hot dog combos and three Cokes, sport.” 
 
    I didn't like being called sport. Another time, another place I might have corrected him. But not today. I just turned and put together his order. Behind me, I could hear the girls laughing, chanting the words, “Wiener Girl, Wiener Girl, Wiener Girl.”  
 
    When I turned around, the taller girl laughed and said, “You're not Wiener Girl. You're a man. You want to come party with us?” 
 
    I smiled and put their order on the counter. I looked at the guy and asked, “Can I get you anything else?” 
 
    He shook his head and gave each of the girls a hot dog and a drink. They stumbled away, chanting, “Wiener Girl, Wiener Girl, Wiener Girl.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to Eugene, expecting him to be where I left him, leaning against the wall behind the trailer. But he wasn't there. He was gone. 
 
    I checked to see if maybe he had moved to another wall but didn't find him. Thinking that maybe he decided to clean up in the bathroom at the end of the alley, I checked there. Again, no Eugene. He was gone. 
 
    It shouldn't have bothered me, but I was worried about Eugene. I felt sorry for him. He was in way over his head, running with the wrong crowd. What his boss Freddie was trying to get him to do, to extort money from food truck operators like Wiener Girl, could get him hurt. Or killed. 
 
    I was thinking about this when I heard another customer behind me. I turned to see what they wanted and was surprised to see Kat.  
 
    She smiled. “So, they've got you selling wieners today. How'd that happen?” 
 
    She was dressed in shorts, a tight NRA T-shirt and running shoes. Key West casual. She looked good. Better than good. I answered her question. “They ganged up on me. Told me a story about how they needed to spend time together. Said I'd only have to do it for an hour or two. And I fell for it. 
 
    “They've been gone five hours. I've been stuck here selling hot dogs. Customers calling me 'Wiener Girl' all day. Speaking of hot dogs, you want one?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, not if you're fixing it.” 
 
    I laughed. “You don't think I can put together a hot dog? Let me show you.” 
 
    “Don't bother. I'm not hungry. I was running an errand when I saw you over here. I decided I better check it out. How's business?” 
 
    “Good. I've sold a lot hot dogs today. You sure you don't want one?” 
 
    “No, I don't want one. But if you want to take me to dinner, I might let you do that. It'd have to be tomorrow night. I've got plans for tonight. So tomorrow, does that work for you?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Sure.” 
 
    “Good. Dinner. Me and you. I'll be at your place around seven.” 
 
    She started to walk away but stopped and came back. 
 
    “Walker, there is something else I need to talk to you about.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    I was standing inside the Wiener Girl trailer, Kat was standing outside. She'd just asked me to dinner and I agreed. Then she said she had something else she wanted to talk about. 
 
    “Walker, Buck said you're some kind of computer expert. He said you did cyber security for big corporations. Is that true?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I used to do that.” 
 
    “That's what Buck said. He also said you were fired from your last job. Why?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why she wanted to know or why Buck would be telling her about any of this, but I guessed it didn't matter. 
 
    “Technically, I was laid off. Not fired. The company closed one of their plants, and decided I needed to go.” 
 
    “Really? I thought they let you go because of what you found.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not sure where you heard that. But it's not something I can talk about. They made me sign a NDA.” 
 
    Kat nodded. “So you found something you weren't supposed to see. And they fired you?” 
 
    I smiled. “Like I said, I was laid off. Wasn't fired. That's all I can say about it.” 
 
    She nodded again. “I understand. You're not supposed to talk about it. You've been unemployed ever since? No job? No income? Living in a motorhome?” 
 
    I nodded. “That pretty much covers it.” 
 
    “How do you support yourself?” 
 
    I shook my head. “That's not really any of your business.” 
 
    She smiled. “If you don't want to tell me, it’s okay. But I have one more question. When it comes to breaking into computers, you're pretty good, right?”  
 
    “Yeah, I'm good. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Kat looked around like she was checking to make sure no one was listening in on our conversation. She stepped closer and said, “I have an associate who has a computer problem. I'd like you to talk to him, as a favor to me.” 
 
    When Kat had taken care of my 'being late for Lori' problem, she'd said I'd get the chance to pay her back before I left the island. I guessed this was that chance. 
 
    “Kat, I'd be happy to talk to your friend. But just so we're clear, I'm not going to do anything illegal. If he wants me to break into someone else's computer, count me out.” 
 
    She nodded. “I understand. I just want you to talk to this man, see if you can help him. He's done some favors for me and I wanted to repay him if I could. That's all. If you don't want to help, just say so.” 
 
    She seemed to be big on repaying favors. Maybe that was the way things worked in her circle of friends. Since it looked like she was including me in that circle, it was time for me for to step up. 
 
    “When do you want me to meet with him?” 
 
    She pulled out her phone and punched in a number. Someone answered and she said, “He said, 'Yes.' When do you want to meet?” 
 
    She nodded. “That'll work. I'll bring him in then.” 
 
    She ended the call. “Tomorrow morning, ten thirty. Have your phone turned on. I'm going to call you then. Where do you think you'll be?” 
 
    I was pretty sure I wouldn't be working the hot dog stand. One day was enough for me. The girls could work it while I did a little sightseeing. My plan was to visit Mel Fisher's Treasure Museum. I wanted to see and touch the gold bars they'd brought up from the Atocha. The museum was just a few blocks away from Wiener Girl. Close enough for me to get back in a hurry if Eugene or Freddie showed up. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning after ten? I'll probably be around here. Maybe at Mel Fisher’s.” 
 
    Kat nodded. “Good. I'll be in the neighborhood. And Walker, just so you know, we'll be dealing with someone who doesn't like to be disappointed. Keep your phone charged and answer it when I call. And don't forget about dinner tomorrow night.” 
 
    She leaned in, kissed me on the cheek, and walked away. Before I could say anything she was gone. 
 
    Our conversation had lasted less than ten minutes. During that time, there had been no customers. This had given us a chance to talk without interruptions.  
 
    After she left, I had time to think about what she had asked me to do. She'd talked about computer hacking, breaking into computer systems, and wanted me to meet a man who needed help. A man who she said didn't like to be disappointed. 
 
    I wondered who I'd be meeting and what they wanted me to do. I also wondered what would happen if I disappointed them. 
 
    With no customers in line and Lori and Summer still missing in action, I busied myself cleaning things up. I checked the hot dog inventory and was surprised to see I had sold most of the all-beef dogs and more than half of the sausage dogs.  
 
    By my count, the day's take would be close to six hundred dollars in food and another one fifty in T-shirt sales. About seven fifty total. If this was Kat's daily average, it could mean she was bringing in twenty thousand a month. Not bad for a one-person hot dog stand.  
 
    I didn't know how much she paid in rent, utilities or insurance and I didn't know what her food costs were. But with time on my hands, I tried to figure it out.  
 
    The sodas probably cost forty cents each if she bought them by the case at Sam’s.  Same for the hot dogs and buns. At Sam’s, they'd cost her less than a dollar each. The chips would be forty cents a bag, maybe less. Total food costs for each order would be under two dollars. 
 
    That'd mean three dollars profit for each combo sold. If she averaged a hundred sales a day, thirty days a month, her net would be nine thousand dollars. Add in three thousand for T-shirt sales and she'd be making twelve grand. Subtract two thousand for rent and utilities, and she'd have more than nine thousand a month left over. All cash. 
 
    If she was making that kind of money, I could see why Freddie would target her. If he did the math like I did, he'd figure she'd be flush. With all that cash on hand, he'd know she'd be able to pay him without feeling any pain. 
 
    The problem was she said she wasn't going to pay.  
 
    Freddie wasn't going to be happy about that. He'd keep trying to get the money. The longer she held out the more he'd want it. Sooner or later he'd decide to follow her home and take it from her. When that happened, she could get hurt. 
 
    That's why someone needed to do something about Freddie. 
 
   


  
 

  Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Lori and Summer showed up around four. They'd been gone for most of the day leaving me to work the food truck and deal with the likes of Eugene. 
 
    The first thing Summer asked was, “How’d you do?” 
 
    I smiled. “Pretty good. Sold a lot of hot dogs and fifteen shirts. Did an inventory and saw you're running low on water, buns, and drinks. And I had a talk with Eugene.” 
 
    “Eugene? He came by? What’d you tell him?” 
 
    “I told him you weren't going to pay. He didn't like my answer and pulled a knife.” 
 
    “He pulled a knife? Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “No, I didn't get hurt and neither did he. I took the knife away and we had a talk. But not before I spilled a little ketchup on his shirt. He thought it was blood and freaked out. But I got him calmed down.” 
 
    “So what happened? Is he coming back? Does he still want money?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Eugene probably won't be coming back, but someone else from his crew might. And they might be worse than Eugene. So until we get this settled, you need to be careful. Stay at the hotel tonight with Joy and when you're out, watch your back.” 
 
    “Are you trying to scare me? Is there something I need to know?” 
 
    “No Summer, I'm not trying to scare you. I just want you to understand that there are other people working with Eugene and they plan to take money from you. I'm not worried too much about him. He seems harmless. But I don't know about the other two guys he works with. They might be trouble.” 
 
    Summer shook her head. “Maybe I should just pay them. Maybe they'll leave me alone then.” 
 
    “No, don't pay them. At least not yet. I'm going to see if I can find Eugene's boss, a guy named Freddie. If I can find him, I'll do my best to persuade him to leave you alone. In the meantime, be careful.” 
 
    Lori spoke. “Don't worry. We'll be careful. As soon as Summer closes up today, you can take us to the hotel. Tomorrow Summer and I will work the stand while you look for Eugene or Freddie or whoever.” 
 
    She reached into her purse and pulled out a small canister. “I've got my bear spray with me. If anyone bothers us, I'll use it.” 
 
    I'd forgotten about the highly concentrated form of pepper spray Lori carried with her. As a veterinarian working with wild animals, she always had it close by, just in case. 
 
    A quick shot to the face was supposed to stop a grizzly bear in its tracks. If it could do that, it could probably stop a human—as long as Lori could get it out of her purse in time. 
 
    “Maybe you should get some of that spray for Summer. She might need it more than you.” 
 
    “Good idea. I'll give her mine and order some more when we get back home. Now get out of the way so Summer can close out Wiener Girl for the day.” 
 
    I stepped out of the trailer and stood outside by Lori as we watched Summer work. She started by dumping the unsold hot dogs into a plastic bag. Then she cleaned the slow cookers and put them away. After that, she wiped down all counters and cleaned the utensils. 
 
    With the food taken care of and the counters clean, she closed out the cash register, counted the money, and wrote out a deposit slip. She put the money and the deposit slip in a small bank bag and zipped it up. 
 
    With everything taken care of inside the trailer, she closed and locked the panels that covered the front and side windows. She came out the back door and locked it behind her. In one hand she had the plastic bag of unsold hot dogs, in the other the bank bag. 
 
    “What are you going to do with the hot dogs?” I asked. 
 
    “They go to the food pantry. They'll be serving these tonight.” 
 
    “What about the bank bag? You carry that with you after you close?” 
 
    “Yeah, I take it over to the night deposit drawer at the bank.” 
 
    “You walk there? Alone?” 
 
    “Yeah, it's just a few blocks. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It might be dangerous to walk around with all that money. If anyone from Freddie's gang sees you leaving Wiener Girl carrying a bank bag, they might come after you.” 
 
    Summer looked around then stuffed the bag under her T-shirt. “Is this better?” 
 
    “Yeah, that's better. Don't let anyone see the bag while you're carrying it. Stay on streets where there are lots of people. If someone tries to take the bag from you, don't fight. Just give it to them. When they run off, use your phone to shoot a photo and call the police.” 
 
    Summer wasn't smiling. “You're telling me to give them my hard-earned money? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No, I'm not crazy. If you try to fight them, you'll probably get hurt. Eugene pulled a knife on me today. Freddie told him to use it to get the money. If one of his men pulls a knife on you, just give him the money.” 
 
    She shook her head. She didn't like my advice. I hoped she would follow it if someone tried to take the bank bag. The money wasn't worth getting hurt over. 
 
    With the Wiener Girl trailer locked up, we went across the street and piled into the Prius. Summer and Lori got in the front and I got in the back. Summer said it would be best if she drove, since she knew the way to the food pantry and the night deposit at the bank. 
 
    The bank was closest so we went there first. Summer pulled up to the curb, jumped out and dropped the deposit bag into the heavy steel drawer. After putting it in, she opened and closed the drawer twice, making sure the bag had dropped safely into the bank's vault. 
 
    After the bank, we went to the food pantry. It was in a nondescript, one-story, white block building on Stock Island. Next to the food pantry was an animal shelter, behind it, a metal roofed Quonset hut, the kind you see on military bases. Several men stood outside the front of it, smoking cigarettes and talking. 
 
    A narrow driveway led to a door at the food pantry with a sign that read, “Drop Off Food Here.”  
 
    Summer pulled up the door and a white-haired woman pushing a cart came out to greet her. “Summer, good to see you again. What do you have for us today?” 
 
    Summer held up the bag filled with the unsold hot dogs. “Hot dogs and sausages. Still warm from the cooker.” 
 
    The white-haired woman put the bags on her cart and smiled. “Just what we needed. We were planning on just beans, but now we can have beanie weenie. We're always thankful for everything you bring us. Have a blessed day.” 
 
    She waved to me in the back seat and turned to go inside. As she was closing the door behind her, we heard her say, “Look what just came in. Wieners!” 
 
    Summer smiled. She felt good about her food donation. We all did.  
 
    Before she pulled away from the food pantry building, I pointed to the Quonset hut. “Is that a homeless shelter back there?” 
 
    Summer nodded. “Yeah, kind of. They have a hundred cots where the homeless can sleep. But they don't let them stay there during the day. The shelter opens up at seven each evening, and the beds are offered first come first served. In the morning, everyone has to leave. 
 
    “Most of the homeless try to get here in time to eat an evening meal at the pantry then they go over and grab a cot for the night at the shelter. The next day, they're back out on the street. 
 
    “A lot of these people aren't really homeless. They have jobs they go to every day. But rent is so high around here that they can't afford a place. So they sleep at the shelter.” 
 
    I nodded. “Rent's that high?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. A one-bedroom studio will go for two thousand a month. A run down mobile home with sagging floors and a leaky roof will go for $1,800 a month—and there'll be people standing in line to get it. 
 
    “That's one of the problems about living in the Keys. Everything is expensive. Especially housing.” 
 
    We left the food pantry and headed back to Old Town Key West. I was still thinking about the homeless shelter and the expensive rents in the Keys. Lori had something else on her mind. “Walker, Summer and I are thinking about hitting some of the bars on Duval Street tonight. We're going to do some drinking and dancing. You want to join us?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    I didn't want to join them. What I wanted to do was go back to the motorhome, take a long shower and wash off the smell of hot dogs. 
 
    After the shower, I wanted to go a quiet restaurant, one that didn't have wieners on the menu, and have a nice meal. I wanted to avoid loud music, large crowds and drunks—not easy to do in Key West after dark. 
 
    Rather than tell the girls, I just said, “I'm not much of a drinker or dancer, so I think I'll just go back to the motorhome tonight. You girls go out and have fun. But keep your phones with you just in case you need me to come rescue you.” 
 
    Lori laughed. “It'll be the guys we meet that'll need rescuing. Not us.” 
 
    I dropped them off at the Ocean Key Resort and headed back to the motorhome. It was still daylight, just after five, and the partying in the campground was just getting started. I parked the Prius in front of the motorhome and went inside. 
 
    Bob was waiting for me on the couch. He looked up and yawned, then jumped down and walked over to me. He showed his affection by rubbing his body against my ankles. Then he stopped and sniffed my leg. He looked up at me wondering what the new smell was. 
 
    “Yeah Bob, I know, I smell like a hot dog factory. I'm going to go take a shower and see if that will get rid of it.” 
 
    I headed back to the bathroom and Bob followed. When we reached his food bowl, he stopped and bumped it with his nose. It made a scraping sound against the floor, his way of telling me his bowl was nearly empty. 
 
    I poured him some food, then took a shower, being careful to wash the hot dog smell out of my hair. After the shower I changed into clean clothes and started thinking about dinner. 
 
    There are a lot of places to eat in Key West. Even on Stock Island, where Uncle Leo's was, there's no shortage of restaurants. I wouldn't need a map to find food. I could just get in the Prius and drive until I saw a place that looked good. 
 
    I gave Bob a pet and told him I'd be back later, and headed out. 
 
    Leaving the campground and driving back to Key West, I thought about the food pantry and the homeless shelter. The lady there had said they started serving food around six. It wouldn't be the place I'd want to eat that night, but maybe Eugene would be there. 
 
    He had said something about eating at the soup kitchen. Maybe he was talking about the food pantry. If he was, there was a chance I could find him there and maybe learn more from him about Freddie. 
 
    I turned the Prius around and headed back toward the food pantry. 
 
    When I got there, I figured the safest place to park would be the vacant lot across the street. There were a lot of people milling around the pantry's front door, but no one going in. I tried to see if I could pick out Eugene in the crowd, but didn't have any luck. 
 
    I decided to go inside and talk to the lady we'd dropped the food off with earlier. As I made my way to the front door, one of the men standing near it said, “They don't start serving till six. The line starts at the back.” 
 
    I smiled and said, “I'm not here to eat,” and kept going. 
 
    When I reached the door, I knocked, trying to get the attention of someone inside. After knocking a second time, the same white-haired lady who I saw when we dropped off the food came out. She started to say, “We don't serve until…” but then she recognized me. 
 
    “You were here earlier, right? With Summer. And the hot dogs?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah ma'am, that was me. You have a good memory for faces. Maybe you could help me find someone.” 
 
    She smiled. “Please, come in.” 
 
    I stepped inside and noticed the large hall was lined with long, wooden tables. All were painted white and had benches in front of them. 
 
    Against the back wall was a food serving line. Plastic trays stacked up at the front of the line, stainless steel runners to move the trays along. Behind the glass sneeze guards were large, stainless steel pans filled with steaming vegetables. 
 
    “So, you're looking for someone? Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes, his name is Eugene and he might be eating here tonight. I thought maybe I could hang around, see if he shows up.” 
 
    The lady smiled. “We have a rule about that. We want people who come here to feel safe. We want them to know they won't be bothered by anyone. For that reason, the only people we let in are those who come to eat or those who come to work. 
 
    “If you want to eat here tonight, you're welcome to. We're having beanie weenie.” 
 
    I'd already had my fill of wieners for the day so eating at the food pantry was not high on my list. 
 
    “No thanks, I'm not hungry.” 
 
    “Good. That means you'll be helping us put the food out.” 
 
    She pointed to a shelf behind her. “You'll need to wear a hat and an apron. Put those on and meet me over there. By the way, my name's Nora. What's yours?” 
 
    Before I answered, I thought about what I was getting into. I'd already worked the food truck all day selling hot dogs, and if I stayed here at the pantry, I'd be slinging hash for another few hours. But if that's what it took to find Eugene then that's what I was going to do. 
 
    I told Nora my name and put on the white paper hat and matching apron. I joined her behind the serving line. She introduced me to the three other people who were already there. Jean, Sally and Rob. 
 
     Jean and Sally looked like church volunteers. Clean, well dressed, all smiles. Rob, on the other hand, looked a lot like some of the people waiting outside. Unshaven, wrinkled clothes, and a frown on his face. I would later learn he was a retired stock broker who had moved to Key West. He volunteered at the food pantry as a form of penance for the things he'd done while selling stocks.  
 
    When Nora introduced me, she said, “Walker here will be joining us tonight. He's one of Summer's friends. She's the one who brings us the hot dogs. 
 
    “Since he's new at this, we'll start him out easy. Food prep.” 
 
    The two ladies, Jean and Sally, groaned at the words “food prep”. I soon found out why. 
 
    Nora led me to the food prep area and had me wash up. She explained the rules. “Keep your hands clean. Don't touch any food unless you're wearing gloves. Don't touch your hair, don't smoke, don't hassle the guests, and don't eat unless you go on a break. If you do eat, sit out there with our guests.” 
 
    She handed me a knife and pointed to a tray filled with the hot dogs Summer had dropped off earlier. “I need you to cut them up into quarter inch slices. After you finish, take them over to Jean. She'll tell you what to do next. 
 
    “We're going to start serving in fifteen minutes, so you need to work fast.” 
 
    She walked away, leaving me standing in front of a pan of wieners with a sharp knife in my hand. I pulled on the plastic gloves she'd given me and started cutting the wieners into quarter inch slices, being careful not to cut myself in the process. 
 
    The job was easy but boring. Pull a wiener out of the pan and put it on the cutting board. Hold it steady with one hand, then cut it into several small pieces. Dump the pieces into a second pan and start on the next wiener. 
 
    Five minutes after she'd left, Nora came back to check on me. She looked at the wieners I'd cut and patted me on the back. “You're doing a good job. You just need to do it faster. We're opening the doors in a few minutes and the wieners need to be ready.” 
 
    I'd already gone through more than half of them and felt pretty good about my progress, but if the doors were opening soon for the hungry crowd outside, I needed to speed things up.  
 
    To do that, I started cutting wieners two at a time. I lined them up side by side and started slicing. Doing it that way doubled my output and I was soon finished. I proudly took me pan over to Jean. She scooped out an even number of wieners from mine into the three pans of beans on the serving line. 
 
    When she was done she handed me a food ladle. “Now you move up the serving line. Your job is to make sure each person gets one helping of beanie weenie. They'll slide their plate under the sneeze guard and you'll put a scoop of wieners and beans on it. 
 
    “While you're serving them, smile and don't take offense at anything they might say. Some of them lead a hard life and may be lacking in social skills. 
 
    “Nora said you were looking for someone who might be eating here tonight. If you see them, don't say anything to them while you're working the line. After the food service ends and after you help us clean up, you can go outside and talk to them. But not until then. Understand?” 
 
    I did. Being on the serving line meant I'd see every person who passed through. If Eugene was among them, I could have a word with him after the meal, but only if he wanted to talk. 
 
    After I took my position at the beanie weenie station, I looked up to see Nora smiling. She nodded at me and then rang the old-fashioned school bell she was holding. “Food service starts in one minute. Please take your stations.” 
 
    I wasn't prepared for what happened next. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    When the doors opened, I expected a rush of people, all trying to be first in line. But that wasn't what happened. 
 
    The crowd waited patiently outside while women with children came in first. The women, some carrying babies, walked up to the serving line, filled their plates and found seats near the side wall. 
 
    After the women and children were served, those needing help walking came in and took their place in line. In some cases, able-bodied helpers carried the trays for those that needed help, making sure they got the food selections they wanted and a good place to sit. 
 
    The decision to let women with children and the disabled go to the head of the line seemed to have been decided by the crowd outside. As far as I could tell, the pantry staff didn't make or enforce the “who gets fed first” rule. I'd expected a free-for-all when the doors opened but saw order and human kindness instead. 
 
    As the line progressed, I noticed the people who passed in front of me were, for the most part, clean and polite and seemed to be happy to be getting a warm meal. There were a few who grumbled about the beanie weenie selection or the size of the serving, but most had no complaints. 
 
    As the guests passed by, I saw from their plates that, in addition to the beanie weenie I was serving, the food choices included stewed tomatoes, corn bread, brown rice and mac and cheese. At the far end of the serving line, I could see pans of red and green jello. While the selections wouldn't match the menu at the Waldorf, they weren't bad. 
 
    For the next hour, I stayed at my station and dished out beans and wieners. After emptying two of the large serving pans and starting on the third and last, I was worried we might run out of food before everyone in line was served.  
 
    I kept checking to see how many people were left and to see if any of them were Eugene, the person I had come looking for. As the line neared the end, there were a few servings of beanie weenie left but no Eugene. 
 
    After the last person with a plate passed by, Nora rang the school bell three times. She announced the serving line was closed. She followed that announcement by saying the doors would be closed in thirty minutes and breakfast would served in the morning starting at six thirty. 
 
    After her announcement, she came behind the serving line and spoke to each of us individually. I was thinking she was going to thank us for doing a good job, but I was wrong. She was explaining how it was our duty to carry the pans and utensils we had served from to the dishwasher in the back. When we were done, we were free to go. 
 
    I carried my three pans and helped the woman who had been serving stewed tomatoes carry hers. After that, I washed up, took off my hat and apron and went outside to see if I could find Eugene. 
 
    Most of those who had eaten had moved behind the food pantry and were standing in the parking lot in front of the homeless shelter. The shelter wouldn't open for another thirty minutes and because it was first come first serve, those who wanted to spend the night stayed close to the front door. 
 
    I stood at the back, trying to see if I could find Eugene in the crowd of about a hundred men and women. Many seemed to know each other and were huddled in small groups. Some were smoking, some were laughing, and others were telling stories. 
 
    I didn't know any of the people there and didn't want to push my way into their little groups so I held back and just watched, hoping to see Eugene. Thirty minutes later, the doors to the homeless shelter opened and most of the people standing outside made their way in. 
 
    One man didn't go in with the others. Instead he made his way over to me. He looked to be about sixty. Short and bald and missing his front teeth. He walked up to me and said, “You worked at the Wiener Girl today, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. I have a message for you.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “Don't know. He just said tell you I had a message. He said you'd give me five dollars for it.” 
 
    I smiled. “You sure he said I'd give you five dollars? You're not making that part up?” 
 
    The man looked at the doors of the homeless shelter. “I need to get in there before it fills up. You want the message or not?” 
 
    I didn't know if I was being played, but if the message was from Eugene, it would be worth five dollars to get it.  
 
    I pulled out my wallet and found a fiver. I held it up so the man could see. “Tell me the message and I'll give you the money.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing to tell. He just gave me this slip of paper. Give me the money and you can have it.”  
 
    I handed the man the five and he handed me the paper. He quickly walked away, smiling as he put the five dollar bill in his pocket. 
 
    I unfolded the paper and read the message. It said, “It wasn't me who did it. E.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Since the message was signed 'E', I had to assume it was from Eugene. I hadn't seen him in the food line, but I could have easily missed him. He could have come through while I was changing out the beanie pans. Or maybe he had cleaned up and changed clothes and I hadn't recognized him. 
 
    It didn't matter. If the message was from Eugene, it was apparently important enough to him that he took the time to write it out and have someone deliver it to me. But I wasn't sure what it meant. 
 
    “It wasn't me who did it,” didn't tell me much. It just sounded like Eugene wanted me to know that it wasn't him who had done something. But he didn't say what had been done or who had done it. That would be something I'd have to figure out on my own 
 
    It was after eight and even though I'd spent most of my day serving food, first at Wiener Girl and then at the food pantry, I hadn't taken the time to eat. 
 
    I put Eugene's message in my pocket, got in the Prius and started driving back to Uncle Leo's. I figured on the way I'd see plenty of places to eat and I'd stop at one of them. 
 
    The first place I saw was a pizza parlor. It looked inviting but I was too hungry to wait to have a pizza made. Just beyond the pizza place was Chico's Cantina. It didn't look too crowded so I pulled in and parked. Inside, the place was clean and the service was quick. I ordered two shredded chicken tacos to go. The server brought me chips and salsa while I waited. 
 
    I munched on the chips and thought about Eugene's message and the meeting Kat had set up for me the next morning. She had said the man had a computer problem. She didn't say what kind. She'd also said the man didn't like to be disappointed. I'm not sure what she meant by that, but it probably wasn't good. 
 
    I'd almost finished the chips and salsa when the waitress brought out my to-go order. I paid the bill, put a few dollars on the table as a tip, and headed back to the motorhome. As usual, Bob was waiting for me at the door. I gave him a pet and put the food bag on the table. He hopped up and gave it a few sniffs, then jumped down and walked away. 
 
    Apparently he wasn't a fan of Mexican food. 
 
    Turn out, it was actually pretty good. Much better than I expected. I made a mental note that if I had to stay in town much longer, I'd eat there again. 
 
    After eating, I cleaned off the table and got out my laptop. I checked email to see if the client I was doing security work for had replied. They hadn't. But there was another email from Lawyer Bob. Like the earlier one, it just said, “Call me.” 
 
    It'd been almost six months since I last talked to him. Getting two emails in a row from him telling me to call meant something was up. It wouldn't be a social call. They never are with lawyers. I still hadn't picked a burner phone so I wouldn't be calling him back until I did. 
 
    The meeting Kat had set up was still on my mind. I wasn't sure what kind of computer problem her contact had, but I wanted to be prepared. Back when I was doing cyber security full time, I had assembled a collection of software I used to analyze and break into computer networks.  
 
    Usually, it was all I needed to get the job done. I still had the collection on my laptop and figured it would be a good idea to take the computer with me to the meeting Kat had set up. I powered it down, then plugged it into the wall to charge it up. 
 
    It was getting late but I wasn't ready to go to sleep just yet. I decided to see if could catch some news on TV. They didn't have cable hookup at Uncle Leo's. The only channels I could get were the three local over the air stations.  
 
    Two of them had nothing but video clips from local bars and restaurants. The host of one these shows seemed to be drinking a lot. At every bar he visited, he'd down their special drink and talk about how good it was. He was totally off script and slurred a lot. It was entertaining, but not what I was looking for. 
 
    The third station did have news. Mostly local. The lead story was about a rash of scooter crashes involving underage drivers. That was followed by a story about the high demand for retail space and zoning problems in Key West's old town. What Summer had said about high residential rents seemed to apply to commercial properties as well. 
 
    I'd had enough for the day so I turned off the TV and got ready for bed. My plan was to get up around eight the next morning, catch breakfast at a drive-thru and meet the girls at the hot dog stand around nine thirty.  
 
    I set the alarm on my phone, turned off the lights and hit the sack. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    An incoming call on my phone woke me. At first, I thought it was the alarm going off, but it wasn't the alarm. It was a call from Lori. I answered. 
 
    “Lori, what's up?” 
 
    In a squeaky, panicky voice she said, “They killed Little. You need to come down here now. Bring your gun.” 
 
    “Lori, what are you talking about? Are you drunk?” 
 
    “No Walker, I'm not drunk and this is serious. Someone messed with the hot dog stand. They killed Little. There's blood everywhere. You need to get down here, now.” 
 
    The tone in her voice told me she was serious. I could hear Summer sobbing in the background. Something bad had happened. 
 
    “Lori, don't touch anything. Call the police. You and Summer go across the street. Wait for me there in the parking lot.” 
 
    She said she would and ended the call. 
 
     I had a gun in the motorhome. I'd had it a long time. A 357 Smith & Wesson. It was one of the few things that stayed with me throughout the years. The last time I'd shot it was when I was visiting a friend's farm in rural Arkansas. They had a rabid skunk problem. The skunk had chased his wife and almost bit her. The 357 solved the problem. 
 
    I kept it locked up in a safe hidden under the bed in my motorhome. I wasn't licensed to carry in Florida, but because the motorhome was considered my home, I could legally keep it inside. 
 
    Even though Lori had told me to bring a gun, I wasn't going to. Carrying a gun in public, especially at a crime scene, could create problems. Instead of getting the gun out, I slipped on the clothes I'd worn the day before, grabbed the Prius keys and headed out. 
 
    Traffic was light and it took me less than ten minutes to reach the parking lot across from Wiener Girl. I expected to see police cars and an ambulance in front of the hot dog stand. I was surprised that there were none there. Surely cops and ambulances could get there quicker than I could from Uncle Leo's. The only explanation was they hadn't been called.  
 
    I'd asked Lori to call 9-1-1 and to get away from the crime scene. She and Summer were supposed to meet me in the parking lot across the street from the hot dog stand, but they weren't there. 
 
    I got out of the Prius and looked toward Wiener Girl. From a distance, everything looked normal. The window panels were closed and the trailer locked up. There didn't seem to be anyone inside, but as I got closer, I could hear Lori's voice. Behind her someone was crying. 
 
    As I walked toward their voices I started to see blood on the ground. Bright red, fresh. More and more of it as I got closer to the back of the trailer. The trail of blood ended in a large puddle at the trailer's back door. There was no body, but the words 'U R Next' were painted in blood on the trailer door. 
 
    Lori and Summer were standing further back in the alley, their backs to me. Lori had her arm around Summer and was speaking to her softly. Neither of them noticed me. 
 
    “Lori, I'm here. Tell me what's going on.” 
 
    At the sound of my voice, she turned in my direction and shook her head. She walked over and pointed at a bloody puddle in front of the trailer door. “They killed Little.” 
 
    I nodded. “Where's the body?” 
 
    She pointed over her shoulder to a bloodstained Wiener Girl T-shirt covering a small lump on the ground. 
 
    “Over there. Go look for yourself.” 
 
    I didn't want to touch the shirt. If this was a crime scene, we needed to back away, call the police and let them process it. 
 
    “Did you call 9-1-1?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, it won't do any good.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and started to dial. She stopped me. “Don't call.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Look at the body and you'll understand.” 
 
    I didn't want to disturb the crime scene any more than Summer and Lori already had, but I needed to see why she didn't want me to call the police.  
 
    I walked over to the bloody T-shirt and gently lifted it. I was surprised that underneath was a headless chicken, its white feathers covered in blood. 
 
    Summer sobbed. “That's Little.” 
 
    It slowly dawned on me that the victim was a chicken. One of the wild ones that roam much of Key West. Apparently this one was named “Little”, as in “Chicken Little”. 
 
    I was relieved that neither Summer nor Lori had been hurt and that the only death was that of a chicken. I was also relieved I hadn't called 9-1-1 to report the murder of a fowl. 
 
    “So tell me what happened.” 
 
    Lori wiped the tears from her eyes and softly spoke. “Summer decided she wanted to get up early and come over here to get her food order in. The people who deliver usually show up before ten and she wanted to be here when they arrived. 
 
    “When we got here, we went to the back of the trailer and saw the blood. Someone had cut off the chicken's head and tied its body around the door handle. They wrote 'You're Next' in blood on the door. 
 
    “Summer freaked out. She wanted to get a gun and go after Eugene, but I calmed her down. We moved Little's body away from the trailer and covered it. We don't know what to do with it now.” 
 
    I looked at the words painted in blood on the trailer door then over at the T-shirt covering the chicken's body.  
 
    “We need to clean this mess up. Take Summer for a walk and I'll take care of it. She'll probably want to bury Little, so see if you can find a box. 
 
    “When you get back, we'll talk about how we're going to deal with this.” 
 
    Lori went over to Summer and said something to her. Summer looked at me and shook her head. Her body language said she wasn't happy. She came over and pressed her finger into my chest. “You were supposed to solve the problem. But you made it worse. They killed Little. She didn't have anything to do with this, but they killed her anyway.” 
 
    She pulled her finger back and wiped the tears from her eyes. “They think they're going to scare me by doing this? By killing Little? They think this will make me pay? They're wrong. They've made me mad. They're going to be sorry they did this.” 
 
    I nodded. “Summer, I agree with you. They've gone too far. I'm going to find out who did this and we're going to shut them down. ” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don't bother trying to find them. I already know who did it. Eugene. Next time he shows up here, I'm going to gut him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Summer, it wasn't Eugene. He didn't do this.” 
 
    She looked up at me. “How do you know?” 
 
    I decided to tell her about the note. “I went looking for Eugene last night. Found him at the homeless shelter. I didn't get to talk to him, but he gave me a message.” 
 
    I reached in my pocket and pulled out the note and handed it to her. 
 
    She read it. “Eugene gave you this? When?” 
 
    “Last night. Around eight. At the shelter.” 
 
    “You talked to Eugene last night?” 
 
    “No, I was working the serving line at the food pantry when he came through. I didn't get to talk to him but he left me this note. 
 
    “I think he knew something was going to happen and wanted me to know he didn't have anything to do with it. He probably knows who did it.” 
 
    Summer looked up at me. “You worked at the food pantry last night? You went back there after working here all day?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was hoping to find Eugene. I figured he might show up there. Nora put me to work on the serving line.” 
 
    A smile crept across Summer's face. “Nora put you to work? That sounds like something she would do. I wish I could have been there to see it.” 
 
    She looked around. “They're not going to scare me off. They're not going to put me out of business. I'm going to open up today like I normally would. But we need to clean up this mess first.” 
 
    I was glad to hear that. The shock of her seeing the blood and finding Little's body was wearing off.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and shot photos of the blood trail, the message on the trailer door, and Little's body. I wanted to have evidence in case things escalated. 
 
    We spent the next hour cleaning up. Summer got a hose from the restaurant next door and we used it to wash down the trailer door and wash away the bloody trail. 
 
    She found a sturdy cardboard box and placed Little's body in it. I offered to take the box and bury it, but she said, “No, you can't bury anything in Key West. The ground is mostly coral. Too hard to dig a hole. I'll take care of this. Give me the car keys.” 
 
    I gave her the keys, and she took off, leaving Lori and me to guard the trailer.  
 
    “Think she'll be okay?” I asked. 
 
    Lori nodded. “I think so. It's just that seeing all the blood and the dead chicken was such a shock for her. This hot dog stand is her livelihood and she felt violated when she saw what was done. She'll get over it, but not until we take care of the Eugene problem. I'm hoping you can do that, but if you can't, we'll figure something out. Either way, I'm staying in Key West until we get this mess resolved. If you want to take the motorhome and go back to Englewood, you can, but I'm staying here with my sister until this is settled.” 
 
    I nodded. “Lori, I'm staying too. We came down here to help your sister and that's what we're going to do. We're not leaving until this problem is taken care of.” 
 
    She nodded in agreement and we got back to work cleaning things up. After a few minutes, she said, “You could live in Key West if you wanted to. There's nothing really keeping you in Englewood. You could be down here full time, living the Key West lifestyle.” 
 
    I nodded. “I guess I could. But I think all the tourists would drive me crazy. If I lived here, I'd want it to be like it was fifty years ago. When Buck lived around here. When fishing and treasure hunting were the only reasons people came. Not like now, when people come to Key West mainly to get drunk and party.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Speaking of Buck, have you talked to him lately? I haven't seen him since we had dinner two nights ago. I figured he'd at least drop by and get a hot dog or two.” 
 
    “I haven't seen him either. He's probably just hanging out with old friends. But if you want, I can call and check up on him.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Might be a good idea to call him. Let him know what happened. He supposedly knows people in Key West who can help solve problems when you don't want to get the police involved. This might be one of those times.” 
 
    I nodded. “You're right. Buck will want to know about this. I'll call him tonight.” 
 
    Lori changed the subject and started telling me about the clubs they had gone to the night before. Being a local, Summer knew places only the locals knew about, and those were the places they went to. Lori was telling me about one of these places when I looked up and saw Summer heading our way. She had changed into clean clothes and had a smile on her face. 
 
    When she got closer, she asked, “You ready to sell some hot dogs?” 
 
    I was hoping she wasn't asking me. I'd already done my time being the Wiener Girl. Today was Lori's turn.  
 
    I was about to tell her that when my phone rang. The caller ID said, “Kat.” I walked a few steps away and answered. 
 
    “Hey Kat, what's going on?” 
 
    “Walker, where are you?” 
 
    “At Wiener Girl.” 
 
    “Good, stay there. I'll pick you up at the curb in three minutes.” 
 
    I ended the call and turned to Lori and Summer. They were both smiling.  
 
    Lori spoke first. “So Walker, who was that?” 
 
    “Kat. She's picking me up.” 
 
    “Where's she taking you? Is it a date?” 
 
    “No, it's not a date. It's business.” 
 
    “Business huh? Funny business?” 
 
    Before I could answer, Kat pulled up and double parked at the curb in front of Wiener Girl. She beeped her horn and waved for me to join her. 
 
    I waved back and turned to Lori. “I'm going to be gone for a couple of hours. Summer has the keys to the Prius. If you two need to go anywhere, take it. If Eugene or anyone else comes by and creates a problem, call me immediately.” 
 
    Instead of waiting for them to ask questions, I walked to the curb and got into the white Prius Kat was driving. As soon as I closed the door, she said, “You've got blood on your shirt. What happened?” 
 
    “Someone messed with the hot dog stand last night. Killed a chicken. I helped Summer clean it up. Nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    “They messed with Wiener Girl? Is Summer okay?” 
 
    “She's fine. She wasn't there when it happened. But she saw the blood and read the message. It scared her.” 
 
    “They left a message? What'd it say?” 
 
    “Don't worry about it. It's something I plan to take care of later.” 
 
    Kat wasn't going to let it go. “Walker, listen to me. If someone is messing with Wiener Girl and you're involved then it involves me. Tell me what the message said.” 
 
    I hesitated, not sure whether I sure tell Kat or not. But she seemed worried about Summer, so I told her. “You're next. They wrote it in blood on the trailer door. You're next.” 
 
    Kat shook her head. “That's doesn't sound good. You'll have to tell me more about this later. Right now, I'm taking you to meet a very important man and I don't want you to walk in with blood on your shirt. You have clean clothes in your motorhome?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good, that's where we're going. When we get there, change as fast as you can. We can't afford to be late for this meeting.” 
 
    I nodded. I was happy we were going back to the motorhome. I needed to pick up my laptop. It had the software tools I might need to solve the man's computer problem. In the rush to leave after Lori's call, I'd forgotten to take the laptop with me. 
 
    Ten minutes later, we pulled up in front of the motorhome. I figured Kat would wait in the car while I went inside to change clothes, but she didn't. She followed me in; all the way to the back bedroom. 
 
    “You going to watch me change?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am. You have a problem with that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    She walked over to my closet, sorted through the shirts and picked out a light blue one. “Wear this.” 
 
    While I was putting on the shirt, she continued to look through my closet. 
 
    “You have any belts?” 
 
    “Yeah, top row, far right.” 
 
    I could hear her sliding hangers across the clothes rod until she found the belt. 
 
    “This the only one?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Put it on. Then we're leaving.” 
 
    After I put the belt on, we headed for the door. On the way out, I grabbed a bottle of water and the laptop. I locked the motorhome behind me. Kat got in on the driver's side and I got in on the passenger. 
 
    She pointed at the clock on the dash. “We've got ten minutes. Buckle up and hold on.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Pulling out of Uncle Leo's, I expected Kat to turn left and head back to Key West. But instead, she turned right and headed north. 
 
    “Where we going?” 
 
    “Mango Key. Ten minutes up the road. When we get there, we'll go through the gate and then up to the house. Leave your phone in the car. 
 
    “The man we're meeting is my father. In his presence, you will refer to me as Katrina. Never as Kat. Show him respect and don't ask questions about his business. Got it?” 
 
    I nodded. “So we're going to meet your father? Does he know about us?” 
 
    Kat shook her head. “See, that kind of joking will get you in trouble. There is no 'us'. Don't even pretend there is when you're around him. Be respectful and be careful what you say. Understand?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I understand. No joking around. No questions and be careful what I say.” 
 
    “Good. Do that and you just might live through this.” 
 
    When we pulled up to the gate house at Mango Key, Kat rolled down her window and smiled at the guard. He looked in the car and saw me. “One guest today, Miss Katrina?” 
 
    “Yes, Tony. Just one. He'll be leaving when I leave.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    The guard stepped back into the gate house, entered a few keys on his computer and the gate slowly rolled open. 
 
    Kat pulled through the open gate and followed the road as it wound past several large homes, most set far off the road. Unlike the homes in Key West, the ones on Mango Key were on estate sized lots, spaced far apart and looked new and very expensive.  
 
    We continued on until the road ended at a circular drive. At the back of the circle stood a heavy, wrought iron gate, painted black and bolted to concrete pillars on either side. A tall stone wall extended in both directions away from the gate blocking the view of the property beyond. A surveillance camera mounted on top of one of the pillars pointed in our direction. Whoever built this place valued their privacy. 
 
    Kat pulled up to the gate, pulled out a remote and entered a six digit code. A tiny light on the top of the gate flickered red then turned green. The gate slowly began to open. When it was wide enough for the Prius, Kat pulled through and stopped on the other side. She turned to me and said, “Walker, from here on in, be on your best behavior.” 
 
    Without waiting for my reply, she punched the gas and we headed down a narrow road. Tightly spaced palms and palmettos lined both sides of the road blocking the view of what lay beyond. The road continued for a hundred yards and then curved to the right where it opened onto expansive resort like grounds.  
 
    In the center of the property stood a large, three-story, Mediterranean style home. Its white walls starkly contrasted with its blood red, barrel tile roof. To the left of the main house was a smaller home, presumably the guest house. To the right a seven car garage. Behind the main house lay the emerald green waters of the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean.  
 
    Three cars were parked in front of the garage. A white Lexus LX470, a white Mercedes Sprinter Van, and a white Prius like the one we were in. Kat pulled up next to the Prius and parked. She turned to me. “Leave your phone and computer here. We're going down to the boathouse. Try to behave.” 
 
    She got out of the car and I followed as she led me along a path that skirted the main house, through a garden area and down to the water and a boathouse. Docked next to it was a fifty-foot Hatteras.  
 
    The boathouse, painted white with the same kind of blood red tile roof as the main house, was impressive. It was larger than many of the homes we'd seen in Key West and looked to be more solidly built. Lights inside suggested someone was waiting for us. 
 
    As we made our way down, a man stepped out to greet us. Well dressed, clean shaven, close cut, gray hair. He looked to be about sixty and in excellent health. He smiled when he saw Kat and welcomed her with open arms. 
 
    “Katrina, I'm so glad you made it. Your mother will be happy to see you. Before you go talk to her, please introduce your guest.” 
 
    The man was polite, but he was sending Kat away. 
 
    She turned to me. “Father, this Walker. He's the computer guy I told you about. Walker, this is my father, Boris Chesnokov.” 
 
    “Mr. Chesnokov, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “And you as well. But please, call me Boris. All my friends do. Including Buck, who I think you know. He's inside waiting for us.” 
 
    When Boris turned to go into the boathouse, Kat smiled at me and mouthed the words, “Be careful,” then she turned and walked away. She was leaving me with her father and presumably Buck, who was already inside. 
 
    I followed Boris in. Buck was sitting in a leather recliner, drink in hand. He smiled. “Walker, good to see you again. How's Key West treating you?” 
 
    “Pretty good so far. You doing okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “I am. Thanks to Boris' hospitality. I couldn't ask for better accommodations. How about Lori? How's she doing?” 
 
    I hesitated, not sure how to answer. With Boris in the room, I didn't want to talk about the problem at Wiener Girl. So I said, “She and her sister are having a great time. Yesterday they had me run the hot dog stand while they went out shopping. Last night, they went out dancing.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “They did run into a problem this morning, something you'll want to know about. I'll fill you in later.” 
 
    I turned my attention to Boris, who had taken a seat behind a large, mahogany desk in the center of the room. Behind him, a picture window looked out over the water. There were islands in the distance with a few small boats anchored around them. 
 
    “So Boris, how can I help you?” 
 
    He pointed to a chair in front of his desk indicating he wanted me to sit. I took the hint and found the chair quite comfortable. 
 
    “Walker, before we get started I want you to know that everything I tell you today is confidential. It doesn't leave this room. You will share this with no one. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes, I understand. Whatever you tell me stays between us.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He slid a manila envelope across his desk. 
 
     “Look inside.” 
 
    I picked up the envelope and opened it. There were three sheets of paper inside. The first had a printed list of computer files with file name, creation date and file size. 
 
    The second was an ink-jet photo of Boris sitting at his desk in the boathouse.  
 
    The third was an email message. It said:  
 
    
     
If you want these files to stay secret, send $3,374 in cash to PO Box 2744, Noxapater, MS within ten days. 
 
     If money not received, files will be made public. 
  
 
   
 
    The email was unsigned. 
 
    I looked up at Boris. “Is this for real? Because it sure looks like a prank. I mean what kind of hacker asks you to send money to a P.O. box in Mississippi?” 
 
    Boris wasn't smiling. “It's real. The list of files? They're from my computer. That photo of me sitting at my desk? That's real too. And recent. 
 
    “The address in Mississippi? I had an associate check it out. It's a mail drop. Mail sent there is forwarded to another address. We're working on finding out where it goes, but so far no luck. So, yes, it's real.” 
 
    I nodded. “The files on the list? Are they on more than one computer?” 
 
    Boris shook his head. “No. They're only on my laptop. Nowhere else.” 
 
    “Where's your laptop now?” 
 
    “It's here. In this desk. I haven't turned it on since this email came in.” 
 
    “Good. Do you have internet out here in the boathouse?” 
 
    He nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “Is it wireless? Can you connect to it without having to hook up a cable to your computer?” 
 
    He nodded again. “Yes. It's wireless. Same as in the house, the guest house and the garage.” 
 
    “What about anti-virus? You have virus protection on your computers?” 
 
    “Yes. All of them. It's supposed to be the best.”  
 
    “How about security cameras? I saw one at the gate. Any others and are they connected wirelessly? 
 
    Boris pointed to the wall behind me. I turned and saw a small camera in the corner mounted near the ceiling.  
 
    “We've got a camera in here, one at the gate, another one in the garage, and two in the main house. They're wired into our network. I can watch them on my computer, my phone and TV.” 
 
    I tapped the page with the list of computer files. “Let's assume this is not a prank. To get this list of files, someone either planted a virus on your computer or hacked into your network. If it were just the file list, I'd say it was a virus. But this photo, to get that, they'd have to tap into your security camera. That means they've gained access to your network.  
 
    I tapped the file list again. “Tell me about the files on this list. Are they important?” 
 
    Boris shook his head. “No, not really. I'd rather they not be made public, but there is nothing there that will hurt me. That's not the point. Someone was able to break into my computer, get my files and take private photos of me. They may even have photos of my wife and daughter. That can't be allowed.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand. When someone breaks into your network, it can be a big problem. Once they get in, they can take control of your computers, security cameras, house alarm, even your phones. 
 
    “You mentioned you have other computers. Anything important on them?” 
 
    “No. We use the one in the house mostly to buy things from Amazon and watch YouTube videos. We don't keep any of our important records on computer.” 
 
    “Good. So let me ask you this. You want me to lock down your network, clean up your computers, and keep hackers from getting in. Is that what you want me to do?” 
 
    Boris shook his head. “No. What I want you to do is find out who did this. I want to know their name. Then I want you to delete all traces of my files from their computer. Then I want you to make it so that no one else can ever do this to me again. Think you can do that?” 
 
    Before I answered, I thought about what Kat had said. She had warned me not to disappoint this man. She said he didn't take disappointment well. I didn't want to find out what she meant by that, so I thought carefully before I answered. 
 
     Clearly it was illegal for someone to tap into Boris' computer network. It was also illegal for that person to take files from him and hold the files for ransom. These were serious crimes and if Boris wanted to, he could get Homeland Security or the FBI involved.  
 
    But I doubted he wanted to do that. I didn't know what kind of business he was in, but I got the feeling it was something he would rather keep private. That was why he had sought out someone like me. A private contractor who could get things done without involving the authorities.  
 
    Legally, I could lock down Boris' network to keep hackers out. I could also legally try to figure out who they were. If I could tap into their computer, there were ways I could remove Boris' files from them. It might not be totally legal but it could be done. 
 
    I was still thinking about this when Boris said, “So Walker, can you do it? Can you find out who did this and get my files back?” 
 
    I nodded. “I can try.” 
 
    “Good. Tell me what you need to get started.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    I'd agreed to help Boris with his computer problem. He'd asked what I needed to get started. 
 
    “I'll need to see your laptop computer. I want to examine the email you got, see if I can figure out who sent it. Then I need to check the settings on your wireless router. Then I'll check your security camera controller. Those things will help me figure out what I'll need to do next. 
 
    “But first I need to see your laptop and I need a quiet place to work.” 
 
    Boris stood. “You can work here at my desk. But before you start, I want to make sure you understand that anything you see or find on my computer stays private. Nothing leaves here. You can't talk to anyone about what you see. Is that understood?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Buck says I can trust you. He says you're a standup guy. He says I have nothing to worry about with you. As long as that's the case, we'll get along just fine.” 
 
    He reached under his desk and pulled out his laptop. “The password is mangokey171.” 
 
    I pointed to the security camera behind me. “Until we get this resolved, be careful about what you say around the cameras. Someone could be listening in. Let's unplug the one in here while I'm working. Don't want the bad guys to see what I'm doing.” 
 
    He said, “Go ahead. Do it.” 
 
    I pulled a chair close to the camera and pulled the power cord. After a few seconds, the little red light on the camera went dark. With the camera out of service, I told Boris I needed to go to the car to get my laptop and I needed to check the incoming internet connection in the main house. 
 
    He smiled. “You need to go the house? Good. I'll go with you. You can meet Katrina’s mother. Buck, you coming with us?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, I think I'll stay here. Walker said something about a problem at the hot dog stand. I want to hear about it when he gets back.” 
 
    Boris and I left the boathouse and headed up the walk to where the Prius was parked. I reached inside and grabbed my laptop and phone. From there we went over to the main house. As impressive as it was from the outside, it didn't hold a candle to what was within. 
 
    The furnishings were sparse, but high end. The artwork on the walls looked expensive as did the rugs on the floor. There was a two-story wall of glass overlooking the blue-green waters of the gulf. An infinity pool just outside the glass gave the illusion that dolphins would have no problem swimming up to the house. 
 
    As I was taking all this in, Kat walked into the room with an older woman. Both smiled when they saw me. 
 
    Kat introduced us. “Walker, this is my mother, Marissa.” 
 
    The woman's resemblance to Kat was striking; so much so that it would be easy to think they were sisters.  
 
    I smiled and took her hand. “Very pleased to meet you. I'm sure you've heard this before, but you and Katrina could pass for sisters.” 
 
    Marissa smiled and turned to Kat. “I like him. Try not to run this one off.” 
 
    I started to ask what she meant, but Kat shook her head. She was signaling me not to ask questions. So I didn't. 
 
    Marissa asked if I would like to stay for dinner, but Katrina said we had other plans. Her mother smiled approvingly. 
 
    After the introductions were over, I set about checking the incoming internet and the wireless router settings. It took me less than ten minutes to discover the problem. The router still used the default passwords set by the cable company. 
 
    This meant that anyone who intercepted the wireless signal could use the default passwords to add themselves to the network. Once on the network, it would be easy to gain access to all the computers and files.  
 
    I showed Boris what I'd found. 
 
    “See this password? It's the default one for this router. Every hacker knows it. The person who installed this is supposed to change it. But they didn't, making it easy to break into your network. With just a laptop and a signal amplifier, a person could pull up to your gate, tap your wireless signal and log in.” 
 
    Boris nodded. He seemed to understand what I was saying. “So the problem is with the passwords? You're going to change them, right?” 
 
    “I am. But not yet. If we change the password, the hacker will know we're on to him. We don't want that. We want him to think he can still get in and do some damage. 
 
    “As long as he continues to log in, we have a chance of finding out who he is. To increase those chances, I'll create a little surprise for him. Something so interesting he won't be able to resist downloading it. Once he does, we'll be able to find out who he is.” 
 
    “You can do that? You can put something on his computer from here?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I can't do that. That would be illegal and we don't want to break any laws. But what we can do is let him take something from us. A little program I create. If he takes it from us, we haven't done anything wrong. It's not our fault if what he steals from us gives us control of his computer. We didn't make him take it.” 
 
    Boris smiled. “I like it. How soon can you do this?” 
 
    “I can start right now. I need to go back to the boathouse and set things up. It'll take me about an hour to get everything ready. I'll put the bait out and we'll wait for the guy to take it.” 
 
    “What happens then? What happens if he takes it?” 
 
    “That's when the fun starts. Our bait file will launch a small program on his computer that'll snap a photo using his webcam. Every thirty seconds it'll capture a new image and route it to my laptop. The photos should show who the hacker is. 
 
    “But if they don't, we can use my program to turn on his computer microphone. That'll let us monitor his conversations. 
 
    “As long as he's connected to the web, whether he's connected to your network or not, my program will continue to send us photos and let us hear what he's saying. 
 
    “To keep us out of trouble, my program has a kill switch. If we have to, we can tell it to delete itself from his computer. We can also tell it to delete other files as well.” 
 
    Boris seemed impressed. “You can really do all this? Without him knowing about it?” 
 
    I nodded. “I can. It'll take me about an hour to get it done.” 
 
     “Good. Go do it. And Walker, when this is over, you and I need to spend some time together. I want to find out what else you can do.” 
 
    I said goodbye to Kat's mom, got my laptop and returned to the boathouse. Buck was waiting there for me. 
 
    As soon as I walked in, he said, “Tell me what happened with Lori. You said there was a problem.” 
 
    He knew Lori had wanted me to come to Key West to talk to the guy hassling her sister. But he didn't know I'd found him and already talked to him. He also didn't know that overnight someone had killed a chicken and left a message in blood on the hot dog stand's back door.  
 
    I filled him in. 
 
    “You're telling me that someone left a message in blood on the hot dog cart last night? And you left the two girls there alone today? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Buck, calm down. Lori's got pepper spray. She said they'd be okay. She said she'd call me if they ran into any problems.” 
 
    Buck shook his head. “Call her now. I want to talk to her.” 
 
    I picked up my phone and punched in her number. When she answered, I said, “Lori, is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah Walker, no problems. How's it going with you?” 
 
    “Fine. I'm here with Buck. He wants to talk to you.” 
 
    I handed him the phone. 
 
    He took it and said, “Lori, tell me about the chicken.” 
 
    I couldn't hear what she was telling him, but I could see the concerned look on his face. When she finished talking, he said, “Be careful. If anything comes up, call Walker. As soon as he's done here we'll be coming over there to see if we can straighten things out.” 
 
    Buck ended the call and looked at me. “This Wiener Girl thing has gotten out of hand. We need to find out who's behind it and get it taken care of.” 
 
    I nodded. “You're right. As soon as I get done here, we'll go over there and start chasing it down.” 
 
    Buck headed for the door. “I'll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    I watched as he walked to the main house then I started working on Boris' computer problem. 
 
    The first thing I did was to power up his laptop and open his email program. I clicked on the last message received, the one shown in the printout Boris had given me. 
 
    The “to” and “from” addresses were the same. Both showed Boris' email address. It was standard hacker stuff. Spoof the “from” and “to” address so it looked like you were getting email from yourself. 
 
    I dug a little further and checked the hidden headers. They would provide information about the path the email followed before it reached its final destination. 
 
    The headers on Boris' message showed the email was sent and received from the same originating server. This meant the hacker either spoofed the headers or the message was sent from within Boris' home network. That would be possible if the hacker had been able to log into Boris' network. As far as hacking went, it was pretty easy to do. Just get in range of the Wi-Fi signal and enter the right password and you'd be in. 
 
    Assuming the hacker had gotten in that way, they probably had everything they needed to get back in any time they wanted. With that in mind, I wanted to create something they couldn't resist downloading the next time they got in.  
 
    Back when I was working cyber security in the corporate world, I'd often create programs to show management how easy it was to infiltrate their supposedly secure networks. 
 
    After I got approval to run a demonstration, I'd send an email to one of their corporate employees. It would have a subject line like “past due” or “interested in buying” or “help needed” and it would have a PDF or JPG file attachment.  
 
    When the email was read and the attachment opened, the email would install a small program that would give me access to all the computers on the network. I'd use the program to snoop though the network and print out files I'd find. 
 
    I'd take them to corporate management to show what I had been able to accomplish. In most cases, after seeing how easy for me to gain access to their private files, they'd hire me to improve their network security. 
 
    I planned to do the reverse with Boris' hacker. Because I didn't know his email address I couldn't send him my hidden program. But I could embed the program in a file on Boris' computer and give it a name that would make it irresistible to the hacker. 
 
    I created a dummy file, added in my program and saved it under several file names including “masterpass.txt”, “bankinfo.dat”, “contacts.txt”, and “private.pdf”. 
 
    After putting the files on Boris' laptop, I connected it to the internet. I changed the sleep mode to 'never' so the laptop would stay powered up and online until I turned it off.  
 
    The next time the hacker logged onto Boris' computer, he would find new files with the kind of file names that hackers looked for. If he downloaded the files and opened any of them, my hidden program would launch and start sending me photos from his webcam. My cell phone would notify me immediately when my program launched. 
 
    Until then, all we could do was sit back and wait for the hacker to take the bait. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    I was still in the boathouse packing up my laptop when Buck returned. He had a serious look on his face. “Walker, you ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don't have a car. Kat drove me. We'll have to get her to drive us back.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, we won't. She gave me the keys to the spare Prius. She said to remind you about tonight. Said she'd be at your place around seven.  
 
    “You and her have something going on?” 
 
    “Just dinner. That's all.” 
 
    Buck shook his head. “Be careful around her. Her daddy is very protective. Treat her nice and don't make her mad.” 
 
    I laughed. “Buck, you keep telling me not to make her mad. I think that's the way it works with all women. Treat them nice and don't make them mad. Wouldn't you agree?” 
 
    He didn't answer. He just shook his head and headed for the door. I grabbed my laptop and followed him up to the garage. There were two Prii parked in front of it. Both were white. “Which one we taking?” I asked. 
 
    Buck pressed the remote in his hand and the Prius closest to us beeped. 
 
    “That one. You're driving.” 
 
    He didn't say much on the way back to Key West. But after we went over the Stock Island Bridge, he said, “So tell me about this Eugene guy you talked to. You think he's dangerous?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Buck. I don't. What I think is he fell in with the wrong crowd and is in over his head. I think he wants out.” 
 
    “Good to know. Was it Eugene who painted the message?” 
 
    Again I shook my head. “No, I don't think it was him. He left me a note saying he didn't do it. I think he knows who did do it though. That's why we need to find him.” 
 
    Buck nodded. “I'm with you there. We start by finding Eugene. Where do we look?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “We'll start at Wiener Girl. Maybe he'll show up. If he does, we'll grab him. But if he doesn't, we can hang around the homeless shelter tonight. He was there last night and might come back tonight.” 
 
    Buck nodded. “Sounds good, but there's a problem.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” 
 
    “A Katrina problem. Your date tonight. You can't be at the homeless shelter when Katrina expects you to be waiting for her at your motorhome. You don't want to stand her up. That'd be real bad.” 
 
    Buck was right. “I guess I need to call her and cancel.” 
 
    “No, don't do that. That's the last thing you want to do. You don't want to make her mad.  
 
    “You keep your date. I'll go to the shelter and look for Eugene. But that creates another problem. I've never seen him. How will I recognize him if he shows up?” 
 
    He was right again. Only Summer and I knew what Eugene looked like. “Let me think about it.” 
 
    We had reached the parking lot across from Wiener Girl and I pulled into the same space I'd parked in before. Buck pointed across the street at the line of people standing in front of the hot dog stand. “Looks like they're staying busy. That's good.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. You going over there?” 
 
    “I think I will. Maybe I'll try one of their hot dogs. How about you?” 
 
    “No, I'm not hungry. I think I'll check the neighborhood. See if I can find Eugene. If he shows up at the hot dog stand, give me a call. I'll be back in thirty minutes.” 
 
    I took off down the sidewalk, heading toward Duval Street. My plan was to check places where a homeless person like Eugene might hang out during the day. 
 
    After a hundred steps I realized my plan wasn't going to work. The sidewalks and benches were full of tourists. Most of them were dressed down for their Key West adventure, baggy shorts, sleeveless tees and flip-flops. It was going to be hard to tell by the way people were dressed whether they were homeless or not. 
 
    I decided that rather than stay on the main streets, I should concentrate my search in the alleys behind the buildings. I started on Caroline Street and ducked into every alley looking for Eugene.  
 
    I quickly found several cats, none of whom seemed lost, two drunks, and a man and a woman having what looked like sex, but no Eugene. At the end of Caroline Street where it met the Truman White House Annex, I turned back and took the sidewalk to Front Street. Along the way, I checked the benches and cubby holes where a homeless person might hang out. It became quite clear there was no shortage of people that looked homeless in Key West, but I hadn't had any luck in finding Eugene.  
 
    Instead of giving up, I decided to check the large parking garage across from the Truman Annex. I figured with all the concrete it'd be cooler inside and be a good place for Eugene to hang out unnoticed during the day. 
 
    I ducked under the gate and went in. After a few steps I could feel the temperature difference. Definitely cooler inside than out. Also darker. The low ceiling with the soft fluorescent lights made it a little hard to see much detail, but it looked like most of the parking spaces on the ground floor had cars in them. 
 
    Near the back, where the parking spots were tighter and harder to get into, there were a few empty spaces. I walked past all of them looking for Eugene but didn't see him. If he was on the ground floor, he was well hidden. The garage had two more floors and I checked them both. Same as before, no Eugene. 
 
    I'd been gone about thirty minutes and decided to head back to Wiener Girl. Leaving the parking garage, I stayed on Front Street until I reached Mel Fisher's Treasure Museum. I wanted to go in, but today wasn't the day. 
 
    Across the street, I noticed a cruise ship unloading passengers. I was pretty sure Eugene wouldn't be one of them, but he might be panhandling near the unloading area. I headed in that direction. 
 
    As I got closer, I could see the cruise ship was much larger than I originally thought. Instead of unloading a few hundred people, it was unloading thousands. A quick look around showed the area to be devoid of homeless people. The presence of six private security officers in uniform probably kept them at bay. 
 
    Disappointed at not finding Eugene, I decided to go back to the hot dog stand and see if he had shown up there. The sidewalks were crowded with cruise passengers, which meant the walk back took longer than it should have.  
 
    When I go to the parking lot where we'd left the Prius, I could see the line of people waiting to place orders at Wiener Girl was longer than it had been before. Buck was standing off to the side and it looked like he was signing autographs and posing for photos. 
 
    The crowd he had attracted seemed to be helping Wiener Girl's business. The people who weren't buying hot dogs were buying T-shirts. Everyone seemed to be having a good time. Rather than break up the festivities, I decided to stay in the parking lot near the Prius. 
 
    From there I could watch people on the sidewalk near Wiener Girl and if Eugene showed up, I could get to him quickly. As it turned out, I didn't have to watch for long. 
 
    Eugene did show up. In fact, he walked right up to me and said, “I didn't do it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    He was wearing the same shirt he had on the day before. The red ketchup stain was still visible. 
 
    I smiled and said, “Eugene. I'm glad you're here. We need to talk.” 
 
    He stepped back. “You're not going to hit me, are you?” 
 
    “No, not unless you pull a knife like you did yesterday. You planning on doing that again?” 
 
    “No. That was a mistake.” 
 
    “Good. Let's talk. Tell me about your note. What'd you mean by it wasn't you who did it?” 
 
    Eugene looked around to see if anyone was listening. Satisfied that no one was near, he said, “I think Vincent did it.” 
 
    “Vincent? Who's Vincent?” 
 
    “He's the other guy in our crew. I don't know him too well, but he looks like trouble. He was there when I told Freddie I wasn't able to get the money from Wiener Girl. Freddie grabbed me and started to pound on me but Vincent stopped him. He told Freddie to leave me alone. He said he'd take care of Wiener Girl. 
 
    “Freddie told Vincent to give her a real scare. He said he should do something that would get her attention. Vincent said he would and he left. 
 
    “After he was gone, Freddie said Vincent was dangerous. Said he had beat up people in the past and to stay away from him. I didn't know what Vincent planned to do to Wiener Girl, but I wanted to warn her. When I went by to tell her, she'd already closed up. That's why I sent you the note.” 
 
    I nodded. “How come I didn't see you in the food line? Everybody who ate last night walked by my station.” 
 
    Eugene looked down at his feet. “I was afraid you'd mess me up again. I didn't want you to see me so I gave my friend the note and left.” 
 
    “You didn't eat last night?” 
 
    “No, I didn't.” 
 
    “What about today? Have you eaten?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “You hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah, why you asking?” 
 
    “Because I'm hungry and was thinking about going to get something to eat. You want to go?” 
 
    Eugene looked around. “Is this some kind of trick? You going to take me somewhere and hurt me?” 
 
    “No Eugene. It's not a trick. I'm going to go get a burger. You want one?” 
 
    “Sure, as long as you're buying.” 
 
    We got in the Prius and threaded our way through the crowd of tourists walking in the streets. Many were texting and shooting photos and not watching for cars. It was slow going until we got to US 1.  
 
    Six minutes later, I pulled into a Burger King parking lot. Given Eugene's dirty clothes and lack of hygiene, Burger King was a better choice than most of the sit down restaurants nearby. 
 
    I parked and we both went inside. I ordered a burger and fries and told Eugene to get whatever he wanted. He ordered a Whopper, onion rings, a chocolate shake and a fried apple pie. 
 
    While waiting for our order, Eugene said he needed to go to the bathroom to wash up. He didn't need my permission and with free food on the way, I figured he wouldn't run off. “Yeah, go ahead. I'll wait here.” 
 
    He wasn't gone long. Maybe he was worried about me leaving with the food. Or maybe he was just hungry. Whatever his reason, he made it back just as our order came out. The girl behind the counter put it on two trays. Eugene grabbed the one with his onion rings and I grabbed the other. 
 
    We found an empty table near the front window, far away from other diners. I wanted to talk to Eugene and didn't want anyone listening in. It didn't look like that was going to be a problem. The blood-red ketchup stain on the front of his shirt, his unshaven face, wild hair and body odor gave other diners a reason to sit as far away from us as they could. 
 
    Once we were at our table I expected Eugene to gulp down his food, but he didn't. He seemed to be waiting for me to take the first bite. Almost like he needed permission to start eating. 
 
    “Aren't you hungry?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn't want to be rude. You paid for this; you should get the first bite.” 
 
    I smiled, picked up my burger and took a bite. “Eat up, Eugene.” 
 
    That's all it took. He started eating and didn't stop until he had finished everything on the tray. When his food was gone, I asked him, “You full? You want something else?” 
 
    “No, not now. Maybe when we leave. I know you brought me here because you want something from me. Tell me what it is.” 
 
    I smiled. “Eugene you're a smart guy. I don't know why you're hanging around Freddie and doing his bad deeds. You're better than that.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You don't know me. Maybe I'm just like Freddie.” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe you are. But I don't think so. I think you're a good guy who's had some tough breaks. I think things will get better for you as soon as you get away from Freddie. I want to help you do that.” 
 
    Eugene cocked his head, suspicion in his eyes. “Why do you want to help me? What's in it for you?” 
 
    I smiled. “Eugene, that's a good question. Here's my answer. Wiener Girl is my friend. I don't want to see her get hurt. If my helping you will keep her safe then I'm going to help you. But first you have to help me by telling me where I can find Freddie.”  
 
    Eugene looked around, worried someone might see him talking to me. When he was sure no one was listening, he asked, “Why do you want to find Freddie?” 
 
    “I want to talk him. I want to give him a reason not to bother Wiener Girl. That's all.” 
 
    Eugene used one of the paper napkins on his tray to wipe his face. “I appreciate this meal and all, but I don't know if I can rat out Freddie. He's been helping me survive here in Key West. If it weren't for him, I would have starved. 
 
    I nodded. “So is Freddie feeding you? Has he found you a place to live? Is he paying you anything?” 
 
    Eugene shook his head. “No, not yet. But he says the money will come if I keep working for him.” 
 
    I nodded. “So do you like working for Freddie? Is that what you really want to do? Work for him?” 
 
    He shook his head again. “I only came to Key West because I was looking for a job. But there aren't any jobs here for me. I'd leave if I could. But I don't have enough money for a bus ticket.” 
 
    I nodded, wanting him to know I sympathized with him. Then I asked, “Eugene, what kind of job you looking for?” 
 
    He pointed at the register where the girl was taking orders. “Restaurant work. I've done it before. Everything from dishwasher to fry cook. That's what I'm looking for, something in a restaurant.” 
 
    His mention of restaurant work reminded me of the business card I had in my wallet, the one Jimbo had given me. “Eugene, what if I found you a job washing dishes? Would you take it?” 
 
    He smiled. “In a heartbeat. But I don't think anyone is going to hire me. Look at me. I'm wearing the only clothes I own, they're ragged and dirty. I smell and need a haircut. I look like a criminal. Who's going to hire me?”  
 
    I pulled out my phone. “Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    Jimbo's number was in my recent call list. On the third ring, he answered. “Jimbo's, this is Jim.” 
 
    “Hey Jim. I don't know if you remember me or not, but I'm the guy who brought your puppy back. Name's Walker.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember you. You changed your mind about the reward money?” 
 
    “No, I haven't. But I need a favor. I have a guy here who is looking for a job. He has restaurant experience and says he likes kitchen work. You have any openings?” 
 
    There was a pause then, “Yeah, we need a dishwasher. Will your guy do that?” 
 
    “He says he will. When can he start?” 
 
    “Today if he wants. I need someone right away. Working night shift.” 
 
    “That'll work. My guy says he'll do it. There's a small problem though. He doesn't have a place to live. You know of anything? It doesn't need to be much, it's just him. Can't be expensive though.” 
 
    Jimbo took a deep breath then said, “Hold on, let me ask around.” 
 
    While waiting for him to get back on the line I told Eugene about the job. “I've found you a job. Washing dishes up in Marathon. You can start tonight. You interested?” 
 
    Eugene smiled. “Yeah I'm interested. I don't care what it pays, I'll take it.” 
 
    From my phone I heard Jimbo ask, “You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm here.” 
 
    “Good. I talked to the guys in the kitchen and one of them is looking for a roommate. You get your man up here by six tonight and he's got the job. I'll pay his rent for the first month. If he's a good worker, he'll make enough to cover it from then on. Think you can get him here by six?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    We ended the call. 
 
    I shared the news with Eugene. 
 
    “You now have a job and a place to live. I'm going to take you up there, but first we need to get you cleaned up. You ready?” 
 
    “You betcha.” 
 
    Before we left Burger King I called Buck and told him I'd found Eugene. I let him know I'd be bringing him by Wiener Girl in about an hour and for him to make sure the girls were still there. He wanted to know more, but I told him I needed to take care of a few things first. 
 
    We left Burger King and headed north on US 1. Half a mile down the road, I pulled into the parking lot of a Bealls Outlet. “Eugene, I want you to go in there and pick out five white T-shirts, five pairs of short pants, five pairs of socks and underwear, and a pair of new tennis shoes. Get a back pack to put everything in. 
 
    “I'm going in with you and I'm going to pay, but you're going to pick everything out. We're on a tight schedule. We can spend twenty minutes in there, no more. Got it?” 
 
    Eugene nodded. “Yeah, but why you doing this? Why you being so nice?” 
 
    “Because I think you're a good guy. I figure if I help you get started with a new job, you might help me find Freddie. Think about it while we're inside.” 
 
    We went into Bealls and Eugene started picking out his new clothes. He was worried about me spending too much money. I told him that Bealls had pretty good prices and I wanted him to look good for his new job. 
 
    Even though I told him to get what he wanted, he stuck to the sales items. He was careful not to go overboard. At the checkout, the total for everything was just under a hundred and thirty dollars. A lot of money, but a bargain if it helped Eugene turn his life around.  
 
    After Bealls, we headed to the grocery store next door. I helped Eugene pick out shampoo, shaving cream, razors and soap. Back in the car, I asked, “You know a place around here where you can clean up? Maybe take a shower?” 
 
    “Yeah, Higgs Beach. They have public rest rooms and outdoor showers. Take me there.” 
 
    Like most places in Key West, Higgs Beach was close. It only took us a few minutes to get there. Eugene showed me where to park, in the shade near the rest rooms. “They'll run me off if I spend too much time in there. So I'm going to shave first, come back to the car, and then shower. You coming in with me?” 
 
    “No Eugene, I don't want to watch you shave. You go ahead. If I see cops headed your way, I'll let you know.” 
 
    He grabbed the razor and shaving cream we'd just bought and headed into the bath house. Five minutes later, he returned to the car, cleanly shaved. His face was red from razor burn but he was starting to look civilized. He grabbed the shampoo and headed back to the bath house. 
 
    The showers were outside, shielded from the beach by a six foot high wooden partition. They were intended to be used by beach goers who wanted to wash off salt and sand before returning to their cars. No one was using them, so Eugene didn't have to wait. 
 
    He quickly stripped off his shirt and pants, and showered in his underwear. Anywhere else, a man showering in his underwear in public might draw attention, but in Key West it didn't raise any eyebrows. 
 
    When he was done, he dried off using his old shirt, and came back to the car in his underwear. He went through the bags of new clothes, pulled out what he needed, and went back to the bath house to change. 
 
    When he came out, he looked like a new man. Cleanly shaven, combed hair, clean clothes. He was standing taller, no longer hunched over like he was trying to hide from the world. On the way back to the car, he tossed his old clothes into the nearby trash bin and wiped his hands. He had a smile on his face when he climbed into the passenger seat beside me. 
 
    He turned and said, “Sunset Marina. That's where you'll find Freddie. I meet him there every day at six. Vincent shows up every other day. He was there yesterday so he probably won't be there today. But Freddie will be there. 
 
    “The marina is right behind KOTs, the homeless shelter. Freddie has one of those rubber boats. It has yellow pontoons and has the words “Marine Sat” painted in blue on the cabin. If you're at the dock around six, you'll see him come in. Tell him you want to do business with him. He'll talk to you.” 
 
    “What kind of business is he in?” 
 
    “Something to do with installing satellite systems on boats.” 
 
    I nodded. “Eugene, I appreciate you telling me this. It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    The clock on the Prius dash showed it was already two thirty. I had to meet Kat at my trailer at seven. If I left for Marathon, I'd be back in plenty of time. But I needed to do something else first. 
 
    “Eugene, I'm going to ask you a favor. I hope you say yes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    “I want you to talk to Summer. She's the woman who works behind the counter at Wiener Girl. I want you to tell her you won't be bothering her any more. Would you do that for me?” 
 
    Eugene took a deep breath. “Look, I feel real bad about causing her trouble. But if you take me over there, I don't know if I can talk to her. I'm kinda embarrassed about the way I acted around her.” 
 
    I nodded. “I understand it'll be hard for you to face her. But if you do and if you tell her you're sorry and won't be bothering her again, it'll make her feel better and it'll make you feel better. What do you say? Let's give it a try.” 
 
    Eugene thought about it for a moment then said, “Okay, take me over there. I can't promise I'll say the right thing, but I'll try.” 
 
    We drove back down US 1, turned right on White Street and made our way over to the parking lot across from Wiener Girl. The hot dog stand was still open, but there was no longer a line of people waiting to get served. I could see Lori and Summer inside. Buck was sitting in the shade near the back of the trailer in one of the folding chairs Summer had put out for customers. 
 
    I turned to Eugene. “You ready?” 
 
    “No, not really. I don't know what to say. I'm afraid I'll mess things up.” 
 
    “Don't worry about it, Eugene. I'll go over there and introduce you. You just tell her you're sorry and you won't be bothering her again. That's all you have to do.” 
 
    Eugene nodded. “I'll try.” 
 
    We got out of the car and crossed the street. Lori looked up and saw us coming. She tapped Summer on the shoulder and pointed in our direction. 
 
    Summer saw me and smiled. I don't think she recognized Eugene. She continued to smile as we got closer. 
 
    I walked up and made the introductions. “Summer, this is Eugene. He has something he wants to say to you.” 
 
    Eugene was standing behind me until I introduced him. When he heard his name, he stepped forward and cleared his throat. Then he said, “I'm sorry. It wasn't my idea to come over here and ask you for money. I shouldn't have done it no matter what. I'm not that kind of person and I apologize. I promise I won't be coming back to bother you again.” 
 
    Summer listened to the apology then looked at me. “Who is this guy? Why is he apologizing?” 
 
    I smiled. “Summer, this is Eugene. He's the one who's been coming around asking you for money. Don't you recognize him?” 
 
    She looked at him. This time more closely. “He looks different. Kind of normal looking. You sure it's the same guy?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it's the same guy. He's cleaned up his act. He got a job up in Marathon and before he moved up there he wanted to come by and tell you he was sorry for bothering you. Do you accept his apology?” 
 
    Summer shook her head. “Is he the one who killed Little and left the message in blood?” 
 
    “No, it wasn't him. But he did tell me who did it and I'm going to deal with him next. 
 
    “Right now, I need to take him to Marathon for his new job. Anything you want to say to him before we leave?” 
 
    She pointed directly at him. “If you ever come back here, it better be to buy one of my hot dogs. You understand?” 
 
    Eugene nodded. “Yes and thanks.” 
 
    Summer smiled and used her finger to signal me to come closer to her. She whispered, “Thanks for bringing him by. I feel a little better now. What about the others? Is it over yet?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, not yet. But I'm working on it. In the meantime be careful.” 
 
    I went over to Buck and explained what was going on. “We won't have to look for Eugene after all. That's him over there. He's helping me find the other two guys in the crew. I'm going to take him to Marathon. I'll call you on the way back.” 
 
    Buck looked at Eugene. “He give you any trouble?” 
 
    “No, none at all. Will you be okay staying here with the girls or do you want me to take you back to Boris' guest house?” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. “I'm pretty comfortable right here. I think I'll just stay with the girls. If anything comes up, I'll let you know. And Walker, don't forget your date tonight. You don't want to give Katrina a reason to be mad at you.” 
 
    I had no plans to give Kat a reason to be mad at me, but I was wondering why Buck kept warning me about it. I guess I'd find out if I made her mad. 
 
    Eugene and I left Wiener Girl and walked back to the car. When we got in, he said, “You were right. I do feel better. I'm glad you made me do it.” 
 
    I started the car and we made our way back onto US 1 and headed north to Marathon. On the way, Eugene asked me questions about his new job, the restaurant where he'd be working and whether I thought the people there would like him. 
 
    I told him not to worry. As long as he showed up on time, didn't steal and did whatever they asked, he'd be fine. He seemed satisfied with my answer and we rode in silence the rest of the way. He didn't speak again until I pulled into Jimbo's parking lot. 
 
    “I'll be working here? This is a nice place. A lot nicer than I was expecting. Are you sure they'll hire me?” 
 
    “Eugene, calm down. I've talked to the owner and the job is yours. Let's go inside and meet him. Leave your new clothes in the car. We'll get them later.” 
 
    He followed me in. I told the greeter we were there to see Jim and she took us back to his office. His door was open and he was sitting at his desk. When he saw me, he waved us in. 
 
    “Walker, glad you made it. This the guy you told me about?” 
 
    “Yeah, this is Eugene. He's looking for work.” 
 
    “Good, we can use him.” 
 
    He turned to Eugene. “You'll be starting as our night dishwasher. We'll want you here from six in the evening until closing. Be on time, don't show up drunk or on drugs and don't steal from us. If after six weeks you're still with us, you'll get a pay raise. Any questions?” 
 
    Eugene smiled. “Only one. When do I start?” 
 
    Jim looked at his watch. “We'd like for you to start today. If that works for you, we'll assign you a locker, give you an apron and hat and show you how to run the dishwasher. Your shift begins in an hour. Have you eaten?” 
 
    Eugene nodded. “I have, but I might be able to eat a bit more.” 
 
    “Good. I'll have our kitchen manager set you up with a meal and get you ready for your shift. Walker said you might need a place to stay. We've got a guy in the kitchen looking for a roommate. The kitchen manager will introduce you and make sure you have a place to sleep tonight. Anything else?” 
 
    Eugene shook his head. “No. I think you've covered it.” 
 
    Jim stood and reached out for Eugene's hand. “Welcome's to Jimbo's. I hope you like your job here and stay with us a long time. Now, go get your things and I'll introduce you to the kitchen staff.” 
 
    When Eugene left to go to the car, Jim asked, “This guy have any problems? Drugs, alcohol? Running from the law?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Good. Hope it works out. Now, if you don't mind, I need to get back to work. Got to get ready for the evening rush.” 
 
    I left Jim's office and headed back to the car. On the way out, I met Eugene coming back in carrying his backpack filled with his new clothes. I wished him luck and he thanked me for my help. He said, “I'm not going to mess this up. You'll see. I'm going to make you proud.” 
 
    For his sake, I hoped he would. Not many people get a second chance like the one he was getting. 
 
    When I got back in the car, the clock showed five after five. That gave me a little under an hour to get back to Key West and try to find Freddie when he docked his rubber boat at Sunset Marina at six.  
 
    If I got to the marina in time and if Freddie actually showed up, I was going to do whatever it took to get him to shut down his part of the Wiener Girl extortion plan. That'd only leave me one person to deal with. Vincent. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    I called Buck to let him know about my plans. He answered on the third ring. 
 
    “Walker, you still among the living?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am. I took care of Eugene. He won't be bothering Summer any more. He told me I could find Freddie, their ringleader, at Sunset Marina if I got there around six, so that's where I'm headed now.” 
 
    “You still with the girls?” 
 
    “Yeah. We closed down Wiener Girl about an hour ago, did the bank deposit and right now we're sitting on the deck at the hotel, sipping tea. I plan to stay with them until you come get me.” 
 
    “Good. I'll call you after I talk to Freddie.” 
 
    I ended the call and started thinking about how to approach Freddie. He wouldn't know who I was or what I wanted. If I went straight at him, he might deny everything or might pull a weapon. 
 
    But if, as Eugene had said, he was in the business of installing satellite systems on boats, maybe I could use that to my advantage. I could tell him I wanted him to install one for me. Get him talking about what it cost and how long it took. 
 
    If that worked and he dropped his guard, I could let him know what I really wanted from him. As long as he listened to reason, we might be able to settle the Wiener Girl problem without resorting to violence. But if violence was what it took, I was ready. 
 
    I programmed the marina's address into the GPS before leaving Marathon. It showed I only needed to make one turn off of US 1 to get there. I drove for almost an hour before GPS said the turn was just ahead, a right on College Road. I stayed on College until I reached the Sunset Marina parking lot. 
 
    The marina had two sets of boat docks, one on each side of the main marina building. Each had four walkways with boat slips on either side. Not knowing which of these Freddie would use, I walked to the farthest dock, the one every boat coming into the marina would pass as they entered from open water. 
 
    I found a shady place to sit and waited. If Freddie was coming in, I'd see him long before he docked his boat. My phone showed it to be six. He should be arriving soon. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I wasn't so sure. He hadn't shown. Either I'd missed him or he wasn't coming. It was possible Eugene hadn't told me the truth. I was about to give up and walk back to the car when I heard the putt putt of a small outboard coming in from open water. From where I was standing I couldn't tell much about the boat it was powering except it had a yellow hull.  
 
    As it got closer, I could see it had yellow pontoons and the words “Marine Sat” in large letters on the cabin. The boat matched the description Eugene had given me. 
 
    I watched as it motored into the marina and pulled into one of the empty slips. The lone occupant, a tall, thin, white male with graying hair, came out of the cabin to dock the boat. He was wearing a white T-shirt with the words “Marine Sat” on the back.  
 
    Looking more like a high school science teacher than a crime boss, the man started moving empty boxes from the bow of the boat onto the dock. Each box was white, about two foot by two foot. All had the words “Marine Sat” printed on them. 
 
    When he had moved all the boxes, the man I presumed to be Freddie stepped down onto the dock and started breaking the boxes down. While he was doing this, I walked over to him and asked, “You the guy who installs satellite systems?” 
 
    He looked up at me. “Yeah, that's me.” 
 
    “Good. I want one on my boat. What do you charge?” 
 
    “It depends. You want one for TV or one for TV and internet?” 
 
    “I want one that does everything. I've got a thirty-six-foot houseboat. Plenty of room on the upper deck for a satellite dish. What'll it cost me to get a system installed?” 
 
    The man smiled and introduced himself. “Freddie Tuttle at your service.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to me. 
 
    “For TV and internet, prices start around fifty-five hundred. A basic system will work well close to the coast, but won't work out in the open ocean. That what you want? A basic system?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that's what I want. Can we go over to my car and talk about it?” 
 
    Freddie looked at his watch and then up toward the marina parking lot. “I wish I could, but I'm meeting another client in a few minutes about another install. Give me your number and I'll call and schedule an appointment.” 
 
    I smiled. “Maybe I could stay and listen in to what you tell your other client. That way, you'd wouldn't have to repeat it for me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Sorry, that won't work with these people. They like to keep things private.” 
 
    He looked at his watch again. “They're probably up in the parking lot waiting for me now. Give me your number and I'll call you later.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I'm not going to give you my number. But I'll give you a tip. If you're waiting for Eugene, he's not going to show. In fact, you're never going to see him again. And from what I hear, Vincent's not going to show up either. So it's just going to be you and me.” 
 
    Freddie looked at me, surprise in his face. “You a cop?” 
 
    I smiled. “No Freddie, I'm not a cop. What I am is the person who's going to stop you from trying to extort money from people in Key West. It stops today. Understand?” 
 
    Freddie didn't answer. So I decided to tell him more. 
 
    “Freddie, Eugene is gone. You'll never see him again. No one will. Vincent will be next. Then you. Unless you agree never to extort money again, you're going to be disappeared. You understand?” 
 
    This time Freddie understood. He said, “You got the wrong guy. I don't know what you're talking about. I don't know a Eugene or Vincent. All I do is install satellite systems on boats. ” 
 
    He started to walk away. I stopped him by grabbing the front of his shirt. “Freddie, what about Wiener Girl?” 
 
    The flash of recognition in his eyes told me all I needed to know. Still holding his shirt, I said, “Freddie, think before you answer. If you lie to me, you'll need an ambulance to leave this parking lot. 
 
    “So here's my question. Why are you bothering the woman who runs Wiener Girl?” 
 
    He looked around. Like he was hoping someone would come rescue him. But there was no help coming. Just me. 
 
    When he realized I wasn't going to let him go until I got my answer, he said, “It wasn't my idea. Vincent was the one who put this together. I never wanted to do it. But Vincent said he'd hurt my kids if I didn't help him. He wanted it to look like I was the boss, but he was the one calling the shots. Not me.” 
 
    He slumped to his knees. “I feel sick. I might throw up.” 
 
    I held on to his shirt and said, “Freddie, don't throw up. Not yet. Tell me more about Vincent. Where can I find him?” 
 
    Freddie looked up at me. “I'll tell you, but I gotta sit down.” 
 
    I released his shirt and he sat on a deck box near his boat.  
 
    “Like I said, it wasn't my idea. It was Vincent's. He's bad news. I met him here on the docks. I was unloading my boat and he came up and said he'd pay me to take him out to a boat in the bay. It looked like easy money so I took him. 
 
    “Everything was normal on the way out, but when we got to the boat, he pulled out a gun and told me not to leave. He went aboard the big boat and after some shouting, came back carrying a suitcase. He pointed his gun at me and told me to take him back to shore.  
 
    “When we got back to the dock, he said if I told anyone what he did, he'd hurt me and my kids. That's how it started. Since then, he's been making me do things for him. He threatened to kill me if I don't do what he says.” 
 
    I nodded. “So you're telling me Vincent is the real boss. Why didn't Eugene know this?” 
 
    “Because Vincent didn't want anyone thinking he was in charge. He has warrants and there are people looking for him. People who pull guns and kill. He wanted it to look like I was in charge in case we were found out. He figured I'd take the fall and he could slip away. I swear this is the truth.” 
 
    Freddie looked like he was relieved to be able to tell someone about Vincent. I stared at him, giving him time to say more if he wanted to. But he wasn't talking. He just sat there looking down at his feet. Like a kid who got caught with his hand in the cookie jar.  
 
    “You mentioned you had kids? Where are they?” 
 
    “They're here. Living with me. Two girls. Twelve and fourteen. We plan to go back up north when I raise enough money.” 
 
    I nodded. “Does Vincent know where you live? Can he find the girls if he wants to?” 
 
    “No, not unless he gets a boat and follows me when I leave the docks. We live in a bus I've got hidden away down a dirt road on one of the keys. He doesn't know anything about it.” 
 
    “Good. Where can I find Vincent?” 
 
    “I don't know. The only time I see him is when he shows up here at the dock and wants something from me. He was here last night, but I don't know if he's coming back. I told him to leave the hot dog girl alone and got pretty mad. He pushed me to the ground, said he was done with me and took off. I haven't seen him since.” 
 
    “You say he shows up here? What's he drive?” 
 
    “A minivan. Can you believe it? Guy tries to act tough but he shows up in a minivan.” 
 
    “What color?” 
 
    “Black. With blacked out windows. I think he lives in it.” 
 
    “Where does he park it at night?” 
 
    “Don't know. I only see him here at the marina. After we meet, he leaves. Never seen his van here overnight.” 
 
    “He ever talk to you about places he hangs out? Clubs? Beaches? Somewhere I might find him?” 
 
    Freddie shook his head. “No. He doesn’t talk about that kind of stuff. He just talks about how we need to make money for him. His big plan is to cash in with the hot dog girl. Maybe if you hang out around her, you'll find him.” 
 
    “What does he look like?” 
 
    “You ever see the movie Pulp Fiction? The one with Travolta?” 
 
    “Yeah, I've seen it.” 
 
    “Well, Vincent tries to look like the character Travolta plays, his name is Vincent, too. You remember how he looked in the movie, long, greasy dark hair parted in the middle. Silver earring in his left ear. Wears a white, button up shirt and a black suit jacket. Even in this heat, he wears a black suit jacket. 
 
    “I've only seen him once without his jacket. He had a sleeveless shirt on. Tattoo of Travolta on one arm. On the other, a tattoo of the black guy who played Travolta's partner. Has the words 'Say what again' under it. 
 
    “He's all ate up with Pulp Fiction. Always quoting lines from the movie. You see it? The movie?” 
 
    “Yeah Freddie, I saw the movie. Vincent's partner's name was Jules. Samuel L. Jackson played him. Now give me your phone.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I said so. Give me your phone.” 
 
    Freddie reached into his front pants pocket and pulled out a phone. “I need the phone for my business. All my contacts on it. Please don't take it.” 
 
    I took it and punched in my number. When my phone rang, I answered and hung up. “Freddie, my number is now on your call log. If you see Vincent, call me. If I find out you saw him and didn't tell me, I'm going to come back here and hurt you. If you're lying about what you've told me, I'm going to come back and hurt you even worse. Understand?” 
 
    Freddie nodded. “I understand. I swear I'm not lying. I'll call you if I hear from Vincent, I promise. Like I said, I didn't want to have anything to do with him. He scares me.” 
 
    “Freddie, I don't care whether he scares you or not. You better call me if you hear from him.”  
 
    I turned and walked back to the car. Two crooks down. One to go. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Back in the car I called Buck. He answered on the third ring. “Hey Walker, any luck?” 
 
    “Yeah, I found Freddie and talked to him. He won't be bothering Summer anymore. That's the good news. The bad news is there's still one guy we have to deal with. Name is Vincent. Freddie says he's dangerous and he plans to go after Summer. 
 
    “So Buck, what's the weather forecast for tomorrow?” 
 
    “Weather forecast? What's that got to do with anything? It doesn't matter what the weather is, we need to go after this Vincent guy.” 
 
    “Buck, just tell me it's going to rain tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, Walker, that's what they're saying. Rain tomorrow. Why does it matter?” 
 
    “It matters because Summer said when it rained she didn't get many customers at the hot dog stand. So if rain is in the forecast, tomorrow would be a good day for her not to open Wiener Girl. If she's not there, it'll give me some time to look for this Vincent guy and not have to worry about her getting hurt while I'm looking for him. 
 
    “If she's at the hot dog stand, she won't be safe until we get Vincent. So here's what you need to do. Convince Summer and Lori not to open Wiener Girl tomorrow. Give them a good reason to spend the day with you, somewhere safe. Think you can do that?” 
 
    He thought for a moment then said, “Yeah, I can do that. I'll get Boris to take us out on his boat. The girls won't be able to pass that up. A day on the water on Boris' yacht. They'll have a good time and they'll be safe with him around.” 
 
    “Good idea. Get them out on the boat and I'll track down Vincent. In the meantime, don't let them go near Wiener Girl.” 
 
    “Walker, what are you going to do if you find Vincent?” 
 
    “I'll try to talk to him. Give him a good reason to forget his Wiener Girl plans.” 
 
    “That might work. But it might be better to break his legs first.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, right. Problem is I don't have much experience breaking legs.” 
 
    What Buck said next surprised me. “You don't need to do it yourself. You're going out on a date tonight with a woman who can get it done for you.” 
 
    Before I could ask him what he meant by that, my phone chimed with an incoming call. The caller ID showed “Marine Sat.” 
 
    “Buck, I need to take this. I'll get back to you later.” 
 
    I ended the call with Buck and answered the incoming one. 
 
    “This is Walker.” 
 
    “Um, yeah, this is Freddie. I just talked to you at the dock.” 
 
    “Yeah Freddie. Vinnie show up?” 
 
    “No, but I remembered something. It might help.” 
 
    “Okay, tell me.” 
 
    “Vincent's minivan. It has a vanity plate. It spells out VINCENT. Does that help?” 
 
    “Maybe. Is the plate on the front or back?” 
 
    “It's on the back. It's not a Florida plate. I think it's from Mississippi. Or maybe Alabama. One of those Dixie states.” 
 
    “Good. That'll help. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah, Vincent is always talking about things he sees on the internet, so he's using a computer somewhere. He doesn't own one, I think he uses one at the library.” 
 
    “Good to know. Anything else?” 
 
    “Not right now, but if I think of something, I'll call.” 
 
    “You do that.” 
 
    I ended the call. 
 
    It was six forty-five. I was supposed to meet Kat at the motorhome at seven. I'd been warned not to be late. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    When I got to Uncle Leo's, Kat was waiting for me.  
 
    “You're late.” 
 
    I looked at my phone. It was still a few minutes before seven. I wasn't late. But I wasn't going to argue. “Sorry. You been waiting long?” 
 
    “No, I just got here. Found this on your door.” 
 
    She handed me a yellow sheet of paper. In blue ink it said: 
 
    Just a reminder.  
 
    Check out time is 11:00AM tomorrow morning.  
 
    We hope you enjoyed your stay at Uncle Leo's and will visit us again in the future. 
 
    I read the note and shook my head. Lori had made the reservations and I'd forgotten we needed to be out Friday morning. I'd need to check with the office to see if I could stay a couple extra days. 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “Maybe. You read the note?” 
 
    “Yeah. It says you have to leave in the morning. You have a place to go?” 
 
    “Not yet. But I'll figure out something.” 
 
    “Good luck with that. Tomorrow is Friday and most places in Key West are going to be full.” 
 
    “Like I said, I'll figure out something.” 
 
    I unlocked the door and invited Kat in. She'd been inside before when she'd brought the Prius over for Buck and again when she'd picked out a shirt for me to wear to the meeting with her father, but she hadn't stayed very long either time. 
 
    “You live in this? Full time?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “No. I have a cat. You'll see him in a minute. His name is Bob.” 
 
    When he heard me say his name, Bob came out of the back bedroom to see what was going on. He walked up to me, rubbed against my ankles and I bent down to give him a pet. 
 
    Kat moved over to the couch and sat. She patted the space beside her and said, “Up here, Bob.” 
 
    Without hesitation Bob jumped up on the couch and checked her out. He sniffed her pants then moved over onto her lap. Instinctively, Kat started petting him. 
 
    I smiled. “Looks like you've made a friend. Mind if I go in the back and clean up while you stay up here with him?” 
 
    “Go ahead, but don't be long. We've got dinner reservations for seven thirty.” 
 
    Ten minutes later I was back up front. I'd washed up, changed into a clean shirt and filled Bob's food and water bowls. Kat was still on the couch, Bob in her lap. She had a phone in her hand. Mine. 
 
    “You got a call when you were back there. Guy named Freddie said to tell you Vincent showed up. He said he didn't stay long, but said Vincent was going to be back tomorrow. He wanted to make sure I gave you the message.” 
 
    She handed me the phone. The call log showed Freddie had called nine minutes earlier. I called him back. 
 
    “Freddie. I got the message. So Vincent showed up?” 
 
    “Yeah. He was here. Wanted me to take him out in the boat but I told him, 'No.' Couldn't do it. Told him I'd do it tomorrow around noon. He said he'd be back then. That work for you?” 
 
    “Yeah. You did good. I'll get there tomorrow before he does. If he shows up early, don't leave without me.” 
 
    I ended the call.  
 
    Kat had heard everything. “So who's Freddie?” 
 
    “A guy at the marina.” 
 
    “What about Vincent? I heard you mention his name. Who's he?” 
 
    “Just another guy. You ready for dinner?” 
 
    She lifted Bob off her lap and gently put him on the floor. “So you're not going to tell me about Freddie or Vincent?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I'm not. It's a private matter.” 
 
    “Does it have anything to do with what happened at Wiener Girl this morning? With the dead chicken?” 
 
    “What do you know about that?” 
 
    She smiled. “Probably more than you do. You're looking for the guy who did it. I don't know his name, but I'm guessing it's either Vincent or Freddie.” 
 
    She'd guessed right. She must have spoken to Summer and gotten the story from her.  
 
    “What else did Summer tell you?” 
 
    Kat smiled. “A lot more. If you're nice, I might tell you over dinner.” 
 
    She headed to the door. “It's time to go. We don't want to be late.” 
 
    She stepped outside and I followed. There were two white Prii waiting for us, the one I'd been driving and the one Kat had arrived in. 
 
    “Which one we taking?” 
 
    She smiled and said, “Both. We're going to drop one at the guest house in Old Town. Follow me and try to keep up.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    It took us ten minutes to reach the guest house. When we got there, Kat pulled over to the curb and I pulled in behind her. Almost immediately, my phone chimed an incoming call. The caller ID said “Kat.” 
 
    I answered and she said, “Wait here. I'll be right back.”  
 
    She ended the call and I watched as she pulled away from the curb, drove a short distance and turned right onto a narrow drive that led up behind the guest house. 
 
    Three minutes later, she walked up and tapped on my window. “Get out. I'm driving.” 
 
    I started to say, “No,” but figured, since she knew the streets of Key West better than I did and she knew where we were going for dinner and I didn't, it made sense for her to drive. I got out and moved over to the passenger seat. Kat took the driver’s side and as soon as I was buckled in, she took off.  
 
    We didn't go far. Four blocks south then a right onto Caroline Street. Kat slowed as we passed Wiener Girl then pulled into the parking lot across the street. She killed the motor and said, “We're here.” 
 
    “We eating at Wiener Girl?” 
 
    “No, they're closed. We're getting takeout from the Fish Wagon. You OK with that?” 
 
    “Yeah, sounds good to me.” 
 
    I didn't mind eating at the Fish Wagon instead of some upscale restaurant. At the Fish Wagon, it wouldn't matter how I was dressed or whether or not I knew which fork to use. 
 
    Still in the car, Kat picked up her phone and made a call. “Yeah, this is Kat. I want a to-go order. Two grouper sandwiches, two orders of fries, two sides of coleslaw and two large teas. I'm outside in the parking lot. Call me when it's ready.” 
 
    She ended the call and turned to me. “I ordered for both of us. I figured it'd be easier that way. They have great food, but it gets crowded in there this time of night, and I'm not much for crowds.” 
 
    I wasn't either. I was perfectly happy to sit in the car and have the food brought out to us. 
 
    Kat looked around to make sure no one could hear us then said, “Summer said you 'took care' of two of the guys who've been bothering her. Exactly what does that mean? Took care of? Are they still breathing?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, they're still breathing. Or at least they were when I left them. No telling what's happened since.” 
 
    Summer nodded. “What about the third guy? His name is Vincent, right? What are you going to do about him?” 
 
    “Don't know yet. Depends on how he acts when I find him.” 
 
    The truth was I didn't know how I was going to deal with Vincent. If he was a hardened criminal who fantasized about being the hit man from Pulp Fiction, I needed to be careful. I needed to find out more about him before I got too close. Rather than talk about this with Kat, I changed the subject.  
 
    “When's the food going to be ready?” 
 
    She smiled. “Soon. You want to get out and walk some?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I opened my door and got out. The night air felt good. It was warm, heavy with humidity and smelled of the nearby marina. If it were ten degrees warmer, it would have been uncomfortable, but that night it was perfect. A tropical paradise. 
 
    The sidewalk leading to the Fish Wagon was crowded with people, many with drinks in hand, all in a party mood. This was Key West and we were in the party district. We were parked just a few blocks from Duval and Front Streets where crowds packed into Sloppy Joe's, Hog's Breath Saloon and other famous bars.  
 
    I had a feeling that Kat wanted to avoid those places as much as I did. 
 
    She grabbed my hand and led me away from the crowd toward the middle of the parking lot. When we stopped it felt like she was about to tell me something, maybe about Vincent or Freddie. She knew a lot of people in Key West and maybe she knew them or someone else who did. 
 
    I was waiting for her to say something when her phone chimed. She answered, “Okay, I'll be right there.” 
 
    She ended the call and said, “Meet me at the car.” 
 
    She walked away and I watched as she pushed through the crowd standing outside the Fish Wagon and went inside. Two minutes later, she came back out carrying a large bag of food. She handed it to me and pointed across the street. “We're going over there. To Wiener Girl.” 
 
    The hot dog stand was closed. The awnings were rolled in and the alley behind it looked empty. That didn't bother Kat. She walked around to the trailer's back door and knocked twice. 
 
    After a moment, it opened. 
 
    Buck stood inside, bottle of water in hand, a smile on his face. “Katrina, good to see you. You too, Walker. Will you be dining with us tonight?” 
 
    I looked inside to see who else might be in there, but it was just Buck. No one else. Behind him, a folding chair facing a small TV. Beside the TV, a police issue stun gun. 
 
    I knew about stun guns. We'd trained with them when I was in boot camp. I'd seen how a fully charged one could take down an adult quicker than a bullet without the nasty side effects. The one on the counter wouldn't kill but would definitely slow anyone it was used on. 
 
    If Kat saw the gun she didn't say anything about it. She didn't ask what it was, how to use it or where it came from. I had the distinct feeling she already knew what it was and how to use it. She probably also knew where it came from. 
 
    She spoke to Buck. “Walker and I will take it from here. We dropped your car off at the guest house. You want Walker to drive you over there or you feel like walking?” 
 
    Buck stepped outside and looked up at the sky. “It's a nice night. Feels good out here. I think I'll walk. By the way, the girls are over at the resort and won't be hitting the bars tonight. Tomorrow we're going out on Boris' boat.” 
 
    He turned to me. “You going out with us?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably not. I've got a few things I need to take care of.” 
 
    “Well, if you change your mind, give me a call so I can give Boris a head's up.” 
 
    He turned to Kat. “You need anything before I leave?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, looks like we're covered. I'll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Buck turned and winked at me. “You kids have fun.” 
 
    After he had gone, I asked Kat, “What was he doing here and why are we here?” 
 
    She pointed inside the trailer. “See that little TV in there? It's hooked up to four security cameras. We had them installed today. If someone messes with the trailer tonight, we'll have them on video. 
 
    “Buck was on watch until we got here. You and I will be on watch for the next three hours. After that, one of my security people will take over.” 
 
    She pointed at the bag of food. “You ready to eat?” 
 
    I was. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
     Kat dragged two folding chairs from underneath the trailer and set them in the alley so we could enjoy the weather but still be able to see the security monitor.  
 
    After she divvied up the food, we ate. My grouper sandwich was good. The fries were a little soggy and probably would have been better if we'd eaten them right away instead of letting them cool in the bag. I wasn't complaining. Not much to complain about when dining under the moonlight in Key West with a beautiful woman. 
 
    After we'd eaten, Kat pulled her chair close to mine and said, “So tell me about this project you're working on for my father.” 
 
    Boris had told me not to tell anyone and I figured this included his daughter. “Kat, you remember when we first met I asked you if Buck was staying in your guest house? Remember what you said? You told me your clients valued their privacy and you never reveal any information about them. You remember that? The same goes for me. My clients value their privacy and I never reveal anything about what I'm doing for them.” 
 
    She smiled. “Glad to hear it. But if you're working for my father, you are, by extension, working for me. So tell me what he's got you doing.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I'm not telling you anything. If you want to know, ask your father.” 
 
    She stood and stepped into the trailer. She came back out holding the stun gun. Pointing it at me, she asked, “You sure you don't want to tell me?” 
 
    I smiled. “I've never had a woman pull a gun on me on the first date. Maybe on the second, but never on the first. Truth is I'd rather you not use that thing on me, but I'm not telling you what your father and I talked about.” 
 
    She pushed the “Charge” button on the gun. I could hear the capacitor inside buzz as it began building up a charge. She moved the business end of the gun closer to me and pushed its two silver electrodes against my chest. “You sure you don't want to tell me about it?” 
 
    Her finger danced over the trigger, waiting for my answer. 
 
    I waited a moment then said, “Kat, I promised your father I wouldn't tell. I'm a man of my word.” 
 
    When she pushed the gun against my chest I tensed up, expecting to feel the electric shock burn through my body. 
 
    But it never happened. Instead, she pulled the devil stick away, hit the discharge button and put it on the ground beside her. 
 
    Using a paper napkin, she wiped off her hands and looked at me. “Walker, I'm impressed. Not many people can keep secrets. Especially when facing pain. ”  
 
     She reached out and put her hand on my knee. “Let me ask you a question. Does your meeting with my father have anything to do with the robbery on his boat?” 
 
    It was an interesting question. Boris hadn't mentioned anything about a robbery. But Freddie had. I wanted to know more, to see if it somehow connected Freddie and Boris. 
 
    I smiled. “Tell me what you know about the robbery and if it matches what I talked about with your father, I'll tell you what he's got me doing.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay, it's a deal. As my father probably told you, about two months ago he and some of his business associates took his boat out for a private meeting. While they were out on the water, another boat pulled up next to them. A man climbed out of it and onto my father's. The man pulled a gun and stole something very valuable. 
 
    “As you might imagine, my father and his associates were pretty upset about being robbed. The meeting was supposed to be secret and no one outside those who attended knew about it. Some of the men think my father set them up. He says he didn't have anything to do with it and I believe him.  
 
    “But the others aren't so sure. To prove his innocence, he's had his security team looking for the guy who robbed them. If he can find him, he'll be able to find out who on the inside set it up. 
 
    “So far, the security team hasn't had any luck. So my father put the word out that he's offering a five thousand dollar reward for information about the robber. 
 
    “I'm guessing he got an anonymous email from someone who wants the reward and he's asked you to track down the person who sent it. Am I right?” 
 
    I smiled. “That's an interesting story. But it has nothing to do with what I'm working on for your father.” 
 
    She picked up the stun gun and pointed it me again. “I should shoot you with this. You said you'd share.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I said I would tell you what I was working on, if what you told me matched what your father had me doing. It doesn't. So there's nothing for me to tell.” 
 
    She still had the stun gun pointed in my direction, her finger on the charge button. “You sure you don't want to tell me?” 
 
    “Kat, I promised your father I wouldn't tell. If you want to know, ask him yourself.” 
 
    In the distance we heard the rumble of thunder. Kat pointed the stun gun toward the sky. “It's supposed to rain tomorrow. Good day for Wiener Girl to be closed.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, Summer said business falls off when it rains.” 
 
    I changed the subject. “So Kat, tell me what else Summer told you about the guy who's been bothering her.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope. You won't tell me anything about my father so I'm not going to tell you anything I learned from Summer.” 
 
    I smiled. “Fair enough.” 
 
    This time, she changed the subject. “So, you're losing your camping spot at Uncle Leo's. You leaving town?” 
 
    “No, I still have work to do here. I'll check with Leo's in the morning to see if they have any vacancies. If they do, I'll stay there. If they don't, I'll call around and see if I can find a spot somewhere else.  
 
    “If all else fails, I'll just drive around until I find an empty parking lot, pull the motorhome in and spend the night there.” 
 
    Kat smiled. “Good luck with that. The police will write you a ticket and impound your motorhome if you try to park overnight in Key West. They're pretty strict about that kind of thing. You need to come up with a better plan.” 
 
    She ran her hand through her hair. “I hear they have plenty of RV sites up in Miami. You could go there.” 
 
    Miami was the last place I wanted to go. I'd been there before in the motorhome and it wasn't a pleasant experience. Too much traffic, too many people, too few places for me to park. “I'm not driving back to Miami. I'll find something here.”  
 
    She smiled. “Well, if you don't, give me a call. Maybe I can help you find a place.”  
 
    I started to say something about her finding me a place, but behind her I saw a large man step into the alley. He was wearing a black T-shirt, black shorts and carrying an eighteen inch mag light. I reached for the stun gun that was still in Kat's lap. She stopped me. She looked over her shoulder at the man and turned back to me. “He's one of ours.” 
 
    When he got closer, Kat and I stood and she introduced me. “Walker, this is Anton. He's part of our security team.” 
 
    I reached out to shake his hand. He nodded but said nothing. Kat took him inside the trailer and showed him the TV monitor and the stun gun. I could hear her giving him instructions. “You know what happened here last night. If someone tries to do something like that again, stop and detain them.  
 
    “Be careful not to bother the drunks and tourists. They'll come into this alley to pee or make out. When they do, send them away. Don't hurt them, just send them away. Any questions?” 
 
    Anton spoke for the first time. “No. I've got it.” 
 
    “Good. There's water inside the trailer. Be sure to lock up when you leave.” 
 
    Kat came out and said, “Walker, we're done here. Let's go.” 
 
    Without waiting, she headed across the street to the parking lot where the Prius was parked. She got in on the driver's side and I got in on the passenger. “Where we going next?” 
 
    She looked at me. “I'm taking you home. That okay with you?” 
 
    “Sure. I guess that means the date is over. Will I be getting a good night kiss?” 
 
    “Not from me you won't.” 
 
    She was still upset I hadn't told her what I was working on for her father. I couldn't blame her for that, but I'd rather have her mad at me than her father. 
 
    When we got back to my motorhome at Uncle Leo's, she didn't bother getting out. She just said, “Call me tomorrow if you don't find another place to park it.” 
 
    She didn't wait for my reply. She just drove off. 
 
    Inside Bob was waiting for me. He ran over and said, “Meeeeeeeow.” 
 
    The long meow from Bob usually meant something was wrong with his food or water. I went back to check and he followed. His food bowl was about half full, enough to last the rest of the day. But that was cutting it too close for Bob. He wanted the assurances of a plentiful supply of food, especially if I was going to be gone for a few hours at a time. 
 
    I grabbed his food bag and poured enough kibble to top off the bowl. I was checking his water when my phone chimed with an incoming message. Thinking that maybe Kat had a change of heart and was coming back for a good night kiss, I checked the phone. The message wasn't from her. It was an alert from the program I had installed on Boris' laptop. It was notifying me that the program I had installed had been downloaded and activated. It would soon be sending images from the computer's webcam. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    After getting the alert that images would be coming in, I got my laptop and set it up on the kitchen table. I powered it up and while waiting for it to connect, I went back to my bedroom and grabbed the ink jet printer I kept stored in the closet.  
 
    I hooked the printer up to the laptop and waited for the first image to arrive. The Wi-Fi connection at Uncle Leo's was slow, mostly due to the number of campers connecting to watch online movies in their RVs. For some reason, when campers are offered free Wi-Fi, they want to stream movies and use up a lot of bandwidth. This slows the internet for everyone using it, making even simple things like downloading a photo painfully slow. 
 
    It took almost a minute for the first photo from the hacker's webcam to fully download. As it starting scrolling down the screen, I wasn't sure what I was seeing. Instead of seeing the typical hacker, the photo showed two young girls smiling as they looked into the computer screen. 
 
    When the second photo came, it showed the same thing. Two young girls looking at the computer screen. Both were fully clothed. The oldest appeared to be in her early teens, the other a few years younger.  
 
    If these were the hackers, they were skilled for their age.  
 
    Every thirty seconds after the first photo a new one started downloading. Each showed the same two girls sitting in front of a computer. In some, the older girl was typing on the keyboard or moving a mouse. The younger one was always watching, never touching the computer. There were no adults in the images, just the two girls.  
 
    The program I had loaded on Boris' computer was designed to start capturing images as soon as it was downloaded and activated. If someone other than these two had downloaded the program, they would show up in the first few images. But they didn't. The first image and all the rest were of the two girls. This meant they were the ones who had downloaded the program from Boris' computer. Most likely, they were the hackers. 
 
    After getting thirty images of the same two girls, I focused on what was behind them, trying to figure out where they were. 
 
    In the photos, the room appeared to be small and narrow. No doorway behind them, just a white wall. The wall was unusual in that it curved up toward the ceiling. The walls to the left and right of the girls were also unusual. Each had a row of evenly spaced rectangular windows. The windows had been blacked out; no way to tell what was outside. 
 
    I tried to figure out what kind of room it was. Narrow, probably less than ten feet wide, with walls that curved up into the ceiling, and with rows of rectangular windows. The curved ceiling meant it probably wasn't in a stick built house. Probably wasn't in a condo or motel room either. Maybe a boat. 
 
    In Key West, there are a lot of boats, big and small. Judging by the size of the room in the photos, it would have to be a fairly large boat. Maybe a live aboard. But the row of rectangular windows down the sides didn't make sense. On most boats, the windows would be oval, not rectangular. 
 
    I continued to scan the images, looking for anything that would help me figure out who these two girls were and where they were located.  
 
    After the sixtieth image, the background changed. A third person had entered the room. The webcam only caught the person's mid-section, but it looked like an adult male. On the next image, the girls had turned away from the screen to look at the man.  
 
    In the next three images, the girls were still turned away from the screen, looking at the man in the room. He may have been saying something to them but I couldn't hear because, to save bandwidth, I hadn't turned on the audio section of the webcam.  
 
    I clicked to turn it on, but it was too late. The images quit coming. The computer had been turned off. In the very last image, the girls were again facing the screen, the adult male behind them leaving the room. The older girl had her hand on the mouse, a frown on her face. 
 
    The heads of the girls mostly blocked the image of the man as he was leaving, but in the final photo I could make out a few letters on the back of his T-shirt. 
 
    The letters were “ine Sat.” 
 
    I'd seen the letters before. Earlier that day, while at the marina. 
 
    I picked up my phone and hit redial. Even though it was after eleven, I expected the man to answer. After seven rings, he did. “Marine Sat. Can I help you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    “Yeah, you can help me. I'm going to text you a photo. Tell me if you recognize the people in it.” 
 
    The voice on the other end of the phone asked, “Who is this? Why are you calling so late?” 
 
    “Freddie, you know who this is. I talked to you today, down at the marina. About Vincent. Remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember. Look it's late. Can't this wait till tomorrow?” 
 
    “No. It can't. I want you look at the photo I'm sending you. Tell me if you recognize the people in it.” 
 
    I texted him a photo of the two girls. Then I waited. 
 
    It took less than a minute for the photo to reach him. I could hear his reaction when he saw it. “What the hell? Where'd you get this?” 
 
    Surprise and anger in his voice. 
 
    “Freddie, I take it you recognize the girls?” 
 
    “I do. They're my daughters. Tell me where you got the photo. If my daughters are in danger, I need to know.” 
 
    He sounded sincere. Like he didn't have a clue what his daughters were up to. 
 
    “Freddie, your daughters are not in danger. At least not yet. But they might be soon. It all depends on how you answer my questions. It's important you tell me the truth. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes, I'll do anything to keep my daughters safe.” 
 
    “Good. I just want honest answers. That's all.  
 
    “First question. Do you share a computer with your daughters?” 
 
    Instead of answering with a simple yes or no, he answered with a question. “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Freddie, just answer the question. Do you share a computer with your daughters?” 
 
    “No, I don't. They have their own laptop. I don't use their computer and they don't use mine.” 
 
    “Okay, good answer. Next question. You mentioned you live in a bus. How do you get internet in the bus?” 
 
    This time, instead of answering with a question, Freddie answered with details. 
 
    “We look for open networks. Usually homes near where we are parked. We piggy back off them. We're doing that now.” 
 
    “Do the people in the homes know what you're doing?” 
 
    He hesitated, then, “No. Not usually.” 
 
    “Okay, third question. Where exactly is your bus parked right now?” 
 
    He hesitated again. This time he took longer to answer. Finally he said, “I'd rather not tell you. I don't want Vincent to find out where the girls are.” 
 
    I could understand that. He had told me that Vincent had threatened his girls. He sure wouldn't want Vincent to know where they slept. But it was something I needed to know. So I asked him again. 
 
    “Freddie, don't worry about Vincent. I'm not going to tell him where you are. But it's important you tell me where your bus is parked right now. The girls’ safety depends on it. You said you were across the street from a house. What's the street name and the house number?” 
 
    He didn't answer immediately. Finally, he said, “We're on Sand Piper Key, parked behind an empty house on Aquamarine drive. I don't know the house number.” 
 
    I brought up the street on Google Maps. Sand Piper Key was directly across from Mango Key, where Boris' lived. If Freddie was parked at the end of Aquamarine, Boris' Wi-Fi signal would be within range. 
 
    “Okay Freddie, you're doing good so far. Here's another question. Do you have a signal amplifier in your bus? Something you use to grab weak Wi-Fi?” 
 
    He didn't hesitate with his answer. “We do. Why?” 
 
    “I'll tell you in a minute. But right now, I have another question. Would your oldest girl know how to hack into a wireless network?” 
 
    There was a pause then Freddie said, “Is this what this is about? Did she hack into someone's network again?” 
 
    I smiled. That was the answer I was looking for. “Yes, Freddie, she did. She hacked into my client's network. She downloaded some of his files and sent him an email demanding money.” 
 
    “She did what? Please tell me this is a joke.” 
 
    “No Freddie. It's not a joke. Your daughter hacked a private network, downloaded files, and demanded money to keep the files safe. The person whose computer she hacked isn't too happy about it. He hired me to find out who did it. 
 
    “He's expecting me to tell him who the hackers are. When I do, he's going to go after them. He's going to make sure they never mess with him or anyone else again. It won't be pretty. It'll probably involve broken bones.” 
 
    “You're kidding. They're just kids. They were just messing around. Surely he won't go after my girls.” 
 
    “Freddie, I'd rather not talk about what he might do on the phone. Might not be safe for either of us. Tell you what. I'm going to hang up and call you back in about five minutes. Don't go anywhere. Don't touch your daughter's computer and don't tell them what's happening. Got it?” 
 
    “No, don't hang up! I don't want you calling your client. Let's work something out, just you and me.” 
 
    “Freddie, I'm not going to call my client. Not yet. I'll call you back in five minutes.” 
 
    I ended the call. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    After I'd found out who had hacked into Boris' computer, I had a problem. If I told him who did it and showed him the photos he'd want to take action against Freddie and his daughters. That probably wouldn't end well for Freddie or the girls. 
 
    But if I lied to Boris and told him I hadn't been able to find who had hacked his computer, he'd probably hire someone else and the trail would still lead to Freddie's daughters. I needed to figure a way to keep them out of trouble while at the same time assuring Boris the hackers had been dealt with. 
 
    Remembering what Freddie had told me earlier about Vincent, I came up with a plan. If it worked, it would make Boris happy and keep Freddie and the girls safe. If it failed, not only would Freddie and his girls be in danger, but so would I.  
 
    Still, I needed to give it a try. 
 
    I called Freddie back. He answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Please tell me my daughters are going to be safe.” 
 
    “Freddie, I'm going to try to keep them out of it, but it means you're going to have to do what I tell you to do. No questions asked. Understand? ” 
 
    “Yes, I understand. I'll do anything you want. As long as my daughters stay out of it.” 
 
    “Good. First thing, go into your daughters’ room and get the laptop. Get the power cord, case and everything that goes with it. Don't tell them why you're doing it. Just do it now. I'll stay on the phone until you get back.” 
 
    Freddie put his phone down and I could hear his footsteps as he walked away. Two minutes later, he returned. “I've got the laptop. What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    “Turn it on. Don't do anything else. Just turn it on. Let me know when it's powered up.” 
 
    Thirty seconds later, Freddie said, “Okay, it's on.” 
 
    “Good. Now connect to the internet.” 
 
    While I waited for him to connect, I fired up the admin section of the program his daughters had unknowingly installed on their laptop. 
 
    It would show me when the laptop was connected and give me master control. As I watched the screen, I saw the laptop come on line. 
 
    “Freddie, is there anything on the girls’ laptop that you want to save? Photos, email, anything like that?” 
 
    “No. There's nothing worth saving.” 
 
    “Good. Don't touch the keyboard.” 
 
    Using the admin program, I remotely deleted all the personal user files on the computer, including the ones taken from Boris. I didn't delete my admin program, nor did I delete any part of the operating system. 
 
    When that was done, I got back to Freddie. 
 
    “Okay, here's the deal. The girls can never use that computer again. You'll have to tell them what they did was wrong and the penalty is loss of the laptop. Any problem doing that?” 
 
    “No, I'm happy to do it. They've lost their computing privileges.” 
 
    “Good. But here's where it gets tricky. I need you to give the laptop to Vincent and make sure he uses it while it's connected to the internet. The best time to do that will be during the meeting you have with him tomorrow. Do they have Wi-Fi at the marina? 
 
    “Yes, I used it before.” 
 
    “Good. Tomorrow, when Vincent arrives, come up with a good excuse to give him the laptop. Take him to one of the tables outside of the marina and show him how to connect to the internet. Make sure he's sitting in front of the computer and using the keyboard.  
 
    “Keep him on the computer for at least ten minutes. Think you can do that?” 
 
    “I'll find a way. Then what?” 
 
    “Give him the laptop. Make sure he takes it with him when he leaves. After he's gone, you pack up and take the girls far away from Key West. You don't want to be around with what's going to happen next.” 
 
    “We have to leave town? Why?” 
 
    “Because we're going to make it look like Vincent was the hacker. When my client goes after him, Vincent will claim you set him up. He'll say it was your computer and you were the hacker. He'll try to make you the fall guy. That's why you don't want to be around when Vincent gets picked up. Understand?” 
 
    “I guess so. I'll start making plans to leave tonight.” 
 
    “Good. One more thing. I want you to know I'm sticking my neck out for you. If you don't show up at the marina tomorrow and don't give Vincent the laptop, I won't be able to keep your daughters safe. Understand?” 
 
    He didn't reply immediately. I didn't know if he had heard me or not. But finally he said, “Yes, I understand. I'll make sure Vincent leaves with the laptop.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I ended the call. 
 
    After waiting a few minutes, I checked the remote admin program on my laptop. It showed Freddie was doing a directory search on the girls' computer, checking to see what files were on it. He searched the downloads, images, email and program data files. After seeing that all the personal information had been deleted, he logged off. 
 
    If he logged back in, my program would alert me and start sending photos again. As long as he stayed off the laptop until his meeting with Vincent, things just might work out. 
 
    I turned off my computer and headed to bed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    The next morning, when I woke, Bob was sitting beside me on the bed with a lizard in his mouth. Dark green, about six inches long, it looked recently deceased. Lizards are quite common in Florida; you see them just about everywhere. But we don't get many inside the motorhome. 
 
    When we do, they don't last long because of Bob. He'll hunt them down and play with them until they're all played out. Then he'll bring what's left to me to show what a great hunter he is.  
 
    That morning, he was particularly proud of his catch and wanted me to see it. With him sitting on the bed, his mouth with the lizard in it just inches from my head, there was no way for me not to see it. 
 
    I reached out and rubbed him on his head. “Good job, Bob. That's a nice lizard you got there. Did you have any trouble catching him?” 
 
    He didn't answer. Instead, he jumped off the bed, lizard in mouth, and headed for the kitchen. He knew that as soon as I took care of my morning bathroom duties, the kitchen was where I'd be heading next. 
 
    He was still waiting for me when I came in to make breakfast. The lizard was on the floor in front of him. He tapped it gently with his paw, trying to get it to move. No luck. He tapped it again and when it still didn't move, he looked up at me at let out a short meow.  
 
    He was saying, “Fix it for me.”  
 
     Unfortunately, the lizard was beyond fixing. I gave him the bad news. “Bob, I think he's played out. He's gone to lizard heaven.” 
 
    He tapped him again, just to be sure. The lizard didn't move. He was definitely played out. Bob wasn't happy about it. He wanted to play some more.  
 
    “Bob, you're just going to have to find another one. Think you can do that?” 
 
    He didn't answer. Instead, he just lay down in front of his dead lizard and huffed out a short breath. He was sad.  
 
    While he mourned the lizard, I fixed breakfast. Nothing fancy, just cold cereal and toast. Breakfast of champions. 
 
    After eating, I got dressed and headed over to the campground office. They'd left me a note saying I needed to be out by eleven. I still had things to take care of in Key West, so I wanted to see if there were any other sites available. 
 
    As soon as I walked into the office, the woman behind the counter looked up and said, “Site number seven. Have you enjoyed your stay?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am, I have. In fact, I'd like to stay another two days if possible.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Sorry, we're booked solid. Everyone's coming in for the weekend. We don't have anything and have ten people on the waiting list. Want me to add your name?” 
 
    “Sure, put me on the list. What about other parks nearby? Think any of them have vacancies?” 
 
    She shook her head again. “No, not likely. There are only four RV parks in Key West and we all fill up on weekends. Two of the others called me this morning asking if I could take their overflow. We couldn't. There's just nothing available.” 
 
    Then she said the words I didn't want to hear. 
 
    “If you want a site for tonight, you may have to go to Miami to find one.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sure don't want to do that. You'll call me if something opens up?” 
 
    “I will. But don't get your hopes up. We don't get many cancellations on weekends.” 
 
    I thanked her and left the office. 
 
    Back to the motorhome, I didn't bother going inside. Since I was having to vacate the site, I went ahead and unhooked from shore power and water. I coiled up the cables and hoses, stowed them in the utility compartment and locked it up. Inside, I cranked down the TV antenna, opened all the curtains and let Bob know we were getting ready to leave. 
 
    He didn't seem to care. He was busy looking for a lizard to replace the one he'd worn out earlier. But as soon I started the motor, he abandoned his lizard hunt and came up front to join me. He hopped up on the passenger seat, put his front paws on the dash and said, “Murrf,” which I interpreted as, “Let's get this show on the road.” 
 
    I carefully guided the motorhome out of my site at Uncle Leo's and headed back to the light at US1. The light was red when we got there, which gave me time to think about which way we should go. I could turn left toward Key West and go to Smather's beach parking lot. I wouldn't be able to camp there overnight but would be able to park during the day while I came up with other options. Or I could turn right, go north on US1 and head to Miami. 
 
    When the light turned green, I turned right. I wasn't going to Miami. I was going to the marina where Freddie would be meeting with Vincent. I knew from my previous visit, the parking spaces at the marina were large enough for the motorhome. The lot was designed for people towing boats and the parking lot was wide and had plenty of open space. 
 
    I figured I could park on the far side, away from the marina's main building, and I wouldn't be in anyone's way. If a security guard came up and wanted to know what I was doing, I could tell him I was waiting for a friend in a boat, which was partly true. 
 
    As it turned out, there were no security guards at the marina. There was a sign that said, “No overnight camping allowed,” but the sign didn't say anything about not parking a camper during the day. I figured I was in the clear. 
 
    I scoped out the lot and found a place to park where I'd be out of the way and still have a clear view of the marina store and the picnic tables in front. The tables were in the shade and protected from the elements by an awning, they'd be where Freddie and Vincent would have their meeting.  
 
    The forecast had called for rain and the morning's sunny skies were giving way to low clouds. If the weatherman were right, it would be raining within the hour. The rain wouldn't bother me inside the motorhome and I hoped it wouldn't give either Vincent or Freddie a reason not to show up for their meeting. 
 
    With the motorhome parked, I lowered all the shades except the one over the window that gave me a view of the picnic tables. I turned on the overhead fan and settled in on the couch. It would be two hours before Freddie was supposed to show up and I used the extra time to try to find a camping site for the night. 
 
     Before starting the search, I checked my phone for messages. There were two, one from Kat and one from Lori. I listened to Kat's first. 
 
    “Walker, just called to let you know we're all going out on Boris' boat today. If you want to go, give me a call. I'll come get you. Bye.” 
 
    I listened to Lori's message next. “Walker, Summer and I are going out on a boat with Buck. You should come with us. It'll be fun. Call me if you need a ride.” 
 
    Yeah it would be fun. Kat, Lori, Summer and me on a boat in the Keys. A picnic lunch and a few bottles of wine. It could get real interesting. I hated to miss out, but had other things I had to take care of. Maybe there'd be a next time. 
 
    I pulled out my laptop and searched Google for RV parks near Key West. There were only four. I already knew Uncle's was full so didn't bother calling them, but I called the other three. They all told me the same thing. They were full and had a waiting list. As far as they knew, there weren't any empty RV sites anywhere close to Key West. 
 
    This was not what I wanted to hear. It meant I wouldn't be sleeping in an RV park tonight. At least not one anywhere near Key West.  
 
    Normally, not finding a site at an RV park wouldn't be a problem. My motorhome is fully self-contained. Everything can be powered by the battery bank, propane or on-board generator. I didn't need electric or water hookups. Give me thirty feet of semi level space and I was good to go. 
 
    But I knew better than to just pull over and park for the night. A lot of places have ordinances against that kind of thing. According to Kat, Key West was one of them. I decided to check Google. I started by searching for 'boondocking near Key West'. Several pages showed up in the results. Most advised against overnight parking in the Keys except in RV parks. Several included this warning: 
 
    “Key West city ordinances forbid overnight parking on city streets, parks and beaches.  
 
    RVs in excess of 20 feet in length or seven feet in width are not permitted to park on city streets. RVs may park in designated parking lots, but not overnight.  
 
    Police actively enforce the overnight parking rules and violators are subject to stiff fines, vehicle impounds and expensive towing fees.” 
 
    There were several firsthand reports from people who had ignored the warning. All had been caught and paid the price. Usually an expensive tow and high dollar ticket. 
 
    Because my motorhome fit the city's description of an oversized vehicle and because it wouldn't be easy to hide, parking on a side street and hoping not to get caught was probably just wishful thinking. But I wasn't going to give up my search nor was I going to drive all the way back to Miami just to find an RV site, so I continued my Google boondocking search. 
 
    After scanning about a hundred pages of results, I found one that looked promising. A mention of a place called Pirate's Cove. Hidden down a dirt road, it was just outside Key West city limits and supposedly outside of police jurisdiction. 
 
    According to someone who camped there, the place had five primitive campsites. All free, available on a first come, first served basis. The campsites were well hidden, surrounded by tropical palms and close to the water.  
 
    It sounded pretty good, at least until I read the part about the dirt road. The posting said the road leading to the sites was narrow, had overhanging trees and would be a problem for tall or wide vehicles. My motorhome was both tall and wide, which meant Pirate's Cove might be hard for me to get into. But it might be my only choice so I entered the coordinates into my GPS and hoped I wouldn't need them. 
 
    In the year that I'd owned my motorhome, I'd camped all over the southern United States and had always been able to find a place to spend the night. Most of the time it had been in RV parks. But when those weren't available, I'd camped in casino parking lots, Walmarts, and once in a hospital lot.  
 
    When none of the above were available, I'd look for an empty church parking lot. Local police know that itinerant pastors often travel in motorhomes and park at churches overnight. So they rarely bother RVers who are parked in church lots.  
 
    If I couldn't get into Pirate's Cove, I'd look for a church lot. The Google Earth satellite view of Key West showed three just outside of city limits. If it came down to it, I'd take a chance and spend the night in one of those. 
 
    When I'd spoken to Freddie, I hadn't told him I was living in a motorhome; there was no need for him to know. Because I hadn't told him, he wouldn't suspect anything when saw my motorhome in the marina parking lot. He'd just assume it belonged to someone else. 
 
    The marina had free Wi-Fi and I had been able to connect to it. Freddie would be using this same connection when he fired up the laptop he had taken from his daughters. As soon as he turned it on and connected to the internet, my program would notify me and start capturing photos from his webcam. 
 
    If all went as planned, I'd soon have photos of Vincent using the computer. But only if both he and Freddie showed up. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    Freddie arrived an hour before he was supposed to. He came in the same rubber sided boat he'd been in the day before. I figured he'd have a car, but maybe he didn't. Maybe the boat was his only means of transportation. It really didn't matter. What mattered was he showed up.  
 
    Like the day before, his boat was stacked high with white cardboard boxes, all with the words “Marine Sat” spelled out in blue. These weren't the same boxes. I'd seen him crush those. These were new. He left them in the boat. 
 
    He stepped onto the dock carrying what I presumed was his daughters’ laptop. He looked around then made his way up to the marina store and went inside. Two minutes later, he came out with a cold drink in one hand and the laptop in the other. 
 
    He walked over to the nearest picnic table and sat. After taking a couple of sips from his drink, he opened the laptop, turned it on and connected to the internet. As soon as he did, my laptop beeped, telling me he was online and my program was monitoring his activity. Thirty seconds later, it began sending snapshots from his webcam. 
 
    For the next ten minutes, Freddie surfed the web. He checked the NOAA marine weather site, Craigslist, eBay and Fox40 Now—the Fox news channel from Jackson Mississippi. After that, he went to YouTube and watched videos. 
 
    Five minutes after eleven, almost an hour earlier than scheduled, Vincent showed up. He was driving an older Pontiac minivan that looked like someone had used a can of black spray paint to give it the murdered out look. They hadn't bothered to tape anything off and had sprayed everything except the windshield and headlights. The bumpers, the doors, the side mirrors—all were painted black. Not the kind of car you'd want someone who was dating your daughter to drive up in. 
 
    After he parked, Vincent stepped out of the van. About five foot ten, stocky build with straight, black hair down to his shoulders. Wearing a tattered black sport jacket over a white dress shirt. His slick black pants didn't hide the heavy work boots on his feet. 
 
    Before walking to the marina, he scanned the parking lot, apparently looking for Freddie. When he saw my motorhome, he stopped and stared at it. I was afraid he somehow knew I was waiting and watching, maybe Freddie gave him a heads-up. But Freddie didn't know I was in a motorhome, and it was unlikely Vincent would know. 
 
    Perhaps he was just admiring it, thinking maybe he should get one like it. That happens a lot. Strangers often come up and want to talk about what it's like to have a motorhome. I hoped Vincent wouldn't be so bold. 
 
    As it turned out, he wasn't. He hitched up his pants, turned back toward the marina and walked away. Freddie whistled to get his attention. Vincent looked up, saw Freddie and nodded.  
 
    He walked over to the table and took a seat across from Freddie. I was too far away to hear what they were saying but wanted to know. Freddie's laptop was still connected to the internet; the program I had installed on it could send me audio through the computer's internal microphone.  
 
    I turned it on and started listening. 
 
    Freddie's voice came through the clearest. 
 
    “Vincent, we got a problem. There's a guy snooping around. He's asking me questions about you.” 
 
    “Me? Why is asking about me? I haven't done anything.” 
 
    “He thinks it was you who robbed the boat and messed with the hot dog stand.” 
 
    Vincent's reply surprised me. 
 
    “I didn't do any of that. You did. You're the one who’s been messing with the hot dog stand. You're the one who robbed that boat. I wasn't even in Key West when it was robbed. What makes him think I did it?” 
 
    Freddie answered with a lie. “I don't know. But it sounds like he's out to get you. He even thinks you're the one who kidnapped the girls.” 
 
    Vincent shook his head. “Now wait a minute. I didn't have anything to do with those girls. They're your daughters. You snatched them from your ex-wife. If he's looking for the girls, he should be looking for you, not me.” 
 
    “You're right. He should be looking for me, but he's not. He's looking for you.” 
 
    “What about Marine Sat? Does he know what you're doing out there on your boat? Or is he blaming me for that too?” 
 
    “He doesn't know anything about that and we sure don't need him finding out. We've got to do something about this guy. For your sake.” 
 
    Vincent looked around then leaned in closer to Freddie. This brought him nearer to the computer's microphone and his voice came through loud and clear. “Freddie, you're the boss. Tell me how you plan to deal with him.” 
 
    Freddie nodded toward his boat. “I'm going to take him for a ride. Like I did with the other guy. I'll get him in the boat, take him out about twelve miles and see if he can swim back.” 
 
    Vincent nodded. “Yeah, that might work. But how you going to get him in the boat?” 
 
    Freddie looked around again, checking to see if anyone was listening. “I already got it figured out. The guy is trying to find you, so I'll help him. I'll tell him you're hiding out on Bush Key and the only way to get there is by boat. He'll ask me to take him, and I'll agree. 
 
    “Once I get him out in deep water, I'll stop the boat and ask him to help me with the anchor. When he leans over the side, I'll give him a little push. Then I'll leave him there. No way he'll make it back in.” 
 
    Vincent thought about Freddie's plan then asked, “You sure you want to do this. Kill another one? What if he's working with someone? Shouldn't you find out before you get rid of him? Maybe your ex-wife hired him. Or maybe the feds figured out what you do out there on your boat.” 
 
    Freddie shook his head. “He's not working for my ex. She's still up in Mississippi and there’s no way she could afford to hire someone to look for me. And the feds haven't got a clue. Like I said, the guy's looking for you, not me.” 
 
    Vincent didn't seem convinced. “I don't know why he wants me. That don't seem right at all. You're the one he should be looking for.” 
 
    Freddie smiled. “Vincent, I can't help it if he's looking for the wrong guy. I thought I was doing you a favor by telling you about him. But if you want me to let him keep looking for you, I can. Just say the word.” 
 
    Vincent shook his head. “I know better than that. You're not going to let this guy go. You're going to get rid of him. So when you going to do it?” 
 
    Freddie turned to look at his boat then turned back to Vincent. “I can't do it today. Got deliveries to make. But tomorrow I got nothing. I'll get him down here in the morning, before it gets too hot. You want to join us?” 
 
    Vincent shook his head. “No, I'm not going out on that boat with you. Afraid I won't make it back.” 
 
    The laptop was still on the table between them, the screen facing Freddie. Every thirty seconds the webcam was sending me a photo. I had plenty of Freddie but I needed some of Vincent. I had asked Freddie to make sure Vincent sat in front of the computer, but I hadn't told him why. It looked like Freddie had forgotten or changed the plan.  
 
    Figuring the meeting was over, Vincent started to get up, but Freddie stopped him. “What you going to be doing the rest of the day?” 
 
    Vincent shook his head. “I don't know. Maybe I'll go over to Smathers, check out the girls on the beach. If it gets too hot, I'll go over to the library, use their computers.” 
 
    “Vincent, don't use the computers down at the library. Too many people around.” 
 
     Freddie slid the laptop he had been using over to him. “Take this one. I don't need it anymore.” 
 
    Vincent looked at the laptop then at Freddie. “You're giving me your computer?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am. It belonged to my girls. I didn't like what they were doing with it so I took it from them. Now it's yours.” 
 
    Vincent smiled. “If you're giving it away, I'll take it.” 
 
    Freddie pointed to the screen. “They got free internet here at the marina. If you want to, you can sit here in the shade and surf the web all day.” 
 
    Vincent nodded. “Maybe I'll do that.” 
 
    Freddie stood. “I gotta go. Still got to make three deliveries before dark. I'll call you if anything comes up.” 
 
    Freddie walked down to his boat, started it and motored away. As soon as Freddie was gone, Vincent closed the cover on the laptop, tucked it under his arm and headed back to his minivan. He threw the laptop onto the passenger seat, got in on the driver's side and drove off. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    I'd learned a lot from Freddie and Vincent's meeting. Most importantly, I’d learned that Freddie had lied to me. Just about everything he had told me was untrue. 
 
    He had said that Vincent was the boss. That Vincent was the one who had robbed the boat. That Vincent was the one who had splashed blood on the hot dog stand.  
 
    None of it was true.  
 
    Freddie had been calling the shots. He was the boss of the crew and the one who'd vandalized the hot dog stand and robbed the boat. He'd admitted killing the last person who had come around asking questions and he was planning to kill me.  
 
    He was the bad guy. He was the one I had to worry about. And it sounded like his daughters needed to worry about him too. 
 
    He'd said they'd been kidnapped, and it sounded like he was the one who had taken them. I wasn't sure if that meant he took them from his ex-wife or if he took them from someone else. Either way, that, along with his admission of killing the last person who'd come around asking questions, put his daughters at risk. 
 
    He had said his ex-wife was still in Mississippi. Too poor to hire someone to go looking for the girls. The girls had sent an email to Boris, trying to get him to send money to a Mississippi address. Maybe they were trying to get money to their mother so she could come looking for them. 
 
    If the girls had been kidnapped, I needed to make sure they were safe before I went further with Freddie. I decided to call the Sheriff’s Office in Jackson, Mississippi. Maybe they'd had a report of two missing girls. 
 
    I looked up the number and gave them a call. A woman with a deep southern accent answered the phone. “Jackson Sheriff's Office. How can I help you?” 
 
    I told her what I knew. 
 
    “I'm in Florida and heard a man talking about two young girls he had taken from Mississippi. He'd said something about kidnapping them. Wondered if you knew anything about two missing girls?” 
 
    While I was talking, I could hear her typing on a keyboard. When I finished, she said, “Let me transfer you to Detective Lee. He handles those kinds of cases.”  
 
    The phone clicked and after seven rings a man answered. “Detective Lee. How can I help?” 
 
    I told him about the two girls and the man they were with and mentioned I had photos of the man and the two girls. 
 
    He sounded interested. “What's the man's name?” 
 
    “First name is Freddie. Last name is Tuttle. That's what it says on his business card.” 
 
    “What about the girls? You know their names?” 
 
    “No, don't know their names. But I do know they have people in Noxapater, Mississippi. Maybe their mother lives there?” 
 
    “Noxapater, huh? Hold on, let me look it up.” 
 
    The detective put me on hold. Noxapater was mentioned in the email they'd sent to Boris. I figured it was connection to them and the detective might find a link if he searched his crime database. It should have been a quick search. But it wasn't. 
 
    Five minutes later, I was still on hold. I was starting to think maybe something had come up and he had forgotten me. I was about to hang up when he returned. 
 
    “Thanks for holding. I didn't get your name. How do you spell it?” 
 
    I haven't given my name and wasn't sure why he needed it. But I had nothing to hide, so I told him. “Name's Walker. John Walker.” 
 
    “Okay. Mr. Walker, can I reach you at the number you called in on? Will you be available for the next hour or so?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'll be at this number. Did you find anything?” 
 
    He didn't answer my question. Instead he said, “Someone will be calling you back within an hour.” Then he hung up. 
 
    I wasn't sure what to make of the call. I'd given him plenty of information but hadn't learned anything about the girls. Maybe he'd be able to tell me something when he called back. 
 
    While I waited for his call, I had another call I needed to worry about. The one from Freddie. He had told Vincent he was going to call and try to get me to go out on his boat with him. His plan was to take me twelve miles out, push me overboard and leave me for the sharks. 
 
    Not wanting to be shark bait, I needed to come up with an alternate plan. One where I didn't have to swim twelve miles back to shore. 
 
    While I was thinking about this, my phone rang. No caller ID. Normally the kind of calls I send to voice mail. But not this time. The detective in Mississippi had said someone would be calling me back and I figured it was him. I answered.  
 
    “This is Walker.” 
 
    “Mr. Walker, this is agent Hull with the FBI. We need to talk.” 
 
    I recognized the voice. It was Vincent's.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
    The caller identified himself as an FBI agent, but the voice belonged to Vincent.  
 
    I decided to play along. See what he had to say. 
 
    “How can I help you, Agent Hull?” 
 
    “You can start by telling me where you are. What city?” 
 
    “I'm in Key West. Why do you need to know?” 
 
    “Just for our records, that's all. When you called to report the kidnapping, you told the detective in Mississippi you had a photo of the man involved as well as the two girls. When were the photos taken?” 
 
    “Yesterday and today.” 
 
    “I see. So, you've seen the man in question. Have you talked to him?” 
 
    “Yes I have” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    Before I answered, I thought about the question. If the man with Vincent's voice was really with the FBI, I didn't want to say anything that might get me in trouble. I sure didn't want to say anything about Boris or Wiener Girl or the laptop. 
 
    I gave him an answer that was 'truth adjacent'. 
 
    “I've been looking for a boat like his and asked him a few questions about it. We talked for a bit then I left.” 
 
    “What about the picture of the girls? How did you get it?” 
 
    Again, I had to be careful with my answer. I didn't want to tell an FBI agent I had placed a remote image capture program on Freddie's laptop, especially now that the laptop was in the agent's possession. I decided to lie. 
 
    “I saw it on their Facebook page.” 
 
    “Facebook huh? You sure about that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm sure. Facebook.” 
 
    I didn't think he believed me because he said, “Hold on,” and put me on hold.  
 
    I figured he was going to check Facebook to see if the girls had posted photos. I was hoping that, with the hundreds of millions of accounts on Facebook, he wouldn't know how to find the one the two girls had, assuming they had one. But if he did find it and the photos weren't there, he'd know I was lying. 
 
    While I was waiting for him to get back to me, my laptop beeped. A message on the screen indicated Freddie's laptop, which was now in Vincent's possession, had just connected to the internet. It started sending me photos from its webcam. 
 
    The first showed Vincent, aka Agent Hull, phone in hand, sitting at a desk. Behind him, a file cabinet against a wall, a cork bulletin board with notes pinned to it and three small photos showing a woman, a child and a dog. 
 
    The webcam was sending a second photo when Agent Hull came back on the phone. “You still there, Mr. Walker?” 
 
    “Yes, I'm here.” 
 
    “Good. If the man you saw is the same man we've been looking for, we could really use your help finding the girls. Any photos you have along with your recollection of your meeting could really help us. Think you could come by and talk to us? Maybe later on today?” 
 
    Before I answered, I checked the photo that had just come in from the webcam. It showed Agent Hull/Vincent sitting at his desk, phone to his ear. The office behind him looked real. Like what you'd expect an FBI office to look like. I was starting to believe that maybe he really was FBI but decided to test him to find out for sure. 
 
    With him still waiting for me to answer his question, I said, “Agent Hull, would you do me a favor? If you have an FBI ID, would you get it out and hold it up near your face.” 
 
    There was a pause, then, “You want me to do what?” 
 
    “Get out your FBI ID and hold it up near your face. Will you do that for me?” 
 
    “Why? You can't see me. You won't know whether I'm doing it or not. Why should I?” 
 
    “Because I'm asking you to, that's why. If you're really FBI, you should have an ID and it shouldn't be a problem for you to hold it up next to your face. Either do it or I'm not going to meet with you.” 
 
    “This is crazy. But if that's what it takes to get you to meet with me, I'll do it. Hold on while I get my ID out.” 
 
    A few seconds later, my laptop pinged with another incoming image from the webcam. This one showed Vincent holding an FBI ID up near his face. I zoomed into the image to get a closer look. The ID looked legit. 
 
    On the phone I heard Agent Hull say, “I'm holding it up by my face. Now what?” 
 
    “You can put it away, but I'll want to see it in person when we meet. When and where?” 
 
    I could hear his voice relax. “How about two this afternoon? Our offices are in the same building as the Monroe County Sheriff on Sunset Marina Road. You know where that is?” 
 
    “No, tell me.” 
 
    “You know where Sunset Marina is?” 
 
    I didn't know too many places in Key West, but I knew where the Sunset Marina was, as I was parked in its lot. I didn't tell Hull this, I just said, “Yeah, I know where it is.” 
 
    “Good. We're directly across the street. Go in the front door and let the receptionist know you have a meeting with me. I'll be expecting you at two. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, I'll be there.” 
 
    I ended the call. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, the webcam sent me another image. This one showed Hull getting up from his desk still dressed as Vincent. I wondered if he would change clothes before our meeting. 
 
    Because the building where I was supposed to meet Hull was directly across from where I was parked, I wouldn't need to move the motorhome. I could just walk over. It was raining, but it wouldn't bother me to get wet. 
 
    This would be the second time I had met with federal agents since moving to Florida. The first time was with Homeland Security. They'd picked me up because I'd stumbled into one of their investigations. It looked like I might have done it again. 
 
    I learned from that first meeting it's best not to go in alone. It was a good idea to go in with a witness. Someone who could be relied on to call out the troops if the feds decided to hide you away in a dark cell. 
 
    Last time, Buck had gone in with me and had saved the day. I figured having him go in with me again would be a good idea. I decided to give him a call to see if he was interested in a repeat performance. 
 
    After six rings he answered.  
 
    “Buck, it's me, Walker. You still out on the boat?” 
 
    “No, it started to get rough, so we came in. Had a great time though. You should have come with us.” 
 
    “I wish I could have, but I had things to do.” 
 
    “Yeah I remember. How'd it go?” 
 
    “Not the way I expected. Everything we thought we knew was wrong. And the FBI is involved.” 
 
    “The FBI? You telling me the FBI is investigating the trouble down at Wiener Girl?” 
 
    “I don't know if they're investigating Wiener Girl or not. All I know is the FBI is involved and I've got a meeting with them in an hour. I was wondering if you'd like to come along?” 
 
    Buck didn't hesitate with his answer. “Yeah, I want to be there. When and where?” 
 
    “Meet me at Sunset Marina parking lot at one forty-five. You know where that is? ” 
 
    “No, but Kat does. I'll get her to drive. I'll be there in twenty minutes.” 
 
    We ended the call. 
 
    I was glad Buck was going to join me for the meeting with Agent Hull but wasn't so sure it was a good idea to get Kat involved. If the FBI were investigating Freddie and if he had robbed Boris' boat, their investigation might be focused on Boris' business dealings. 
 
    I had no idea what kind of business Boris was in, but I was pretty sure he wouldn't want the FBI looking into it. If they were, it'd be a mistake to take Kat into the meeting with us or even let her know what it was about. If they found out she was Boris' daughter, things could go downhill quickly. 
 
    I decided I'd try to convince Kat to stay in the motorhome and watch Bob while Buck and I were in the meeting. I'd tell her we didn't know how long it would last and I didn't want anyone towing the motorhome for being illegally parked with Bob inside. It sounded like a reasonable request to me. I hoped she would agree. 
 
    While waiting for Buck and Kat to arrive, I hooked up a color printer and printed out a few of the photos I'd gotten from Freddie's laptop. Agent Hull said he wanted to see the photos and I was going to oblige him. I printed out one of the girls, one of Freddie sitting at the marina, and one of Vincent right after Freddie gave him the laptop. I figured Agent Hull, aka Vincent, could frame that one. He could show his friends what he looked like while on the job. 
 
    Just as the third photo was printing, I heard a car pull up outside. It was one of the white Prii from Boris' stable. Kat got out on the driver's side and helped Buck out on the passenger. 
 
    I opened the motorhome's side door and waved them in. Buck headed for the couch and sat while Kat went to the fridge and opened it. “You got anything to drink in here?” 
 
    “Yeah. Water, juice, and wine. Take your pick.” 
 
    She grabbed a bottle of water, took a sip and said, “Tell me about this FBI meeting.” 
 
    I wasn't sure what I should tell her, but I figured I might as well go with the truth. 
 
    “Freddie and Vincent, the two guys harassing Wiener Girl, had a nice talk this morning. I learned that Freddie is the brains of the operation. He's the one calling the shots. Vincent is just a lackey. 
 
    “Freddie said something about two young girls he's holding. He mentioned the word 'kidnapped' and it got my attention. After the meeting was over, I called around and found a detective in Mississippi who thought the two girls might be from there.  
 
    “That's when the FBI got involved. They wanted me to come in and talk about it. At least that's what they told me. Or it could be about Freddie's plan to kill me.” 
 
    Kat sat up. “Freddie's planning to kill you? Is that what you just said?” 
 
    “Yeah, he's planning to kill me. Tomorrow. He's going to take me out on his boat and dump me in the ocean.” 
 
    Kat smiled. “Tomorrow, huh? If he kills you, you won't have any use for this motorhome. Be okay if I take it?” 
 
    She was joking. Or at least I hoped she was. 
 
    Buck decided he wanted in. “If she gets the motorhome, I get Bob.” 
 
    Apparently, they weren't too concerned about my impending doom. The truth was neither was I. I had no plans to go out on a boat with Freddie. I was more worried about the meeting with the FBI. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
    It didn't take much to convince Kat to stay in the motorhome while Buck and I met with agent Hull. She said, “I don't need to get anywhere near an FBI agent. You two go ahead, I'll stay in the motorhome. But leave me the keys in case you don't make it back.” 
 
    Normally, I wouldn't want to give up the keys. The motorhome is my home and I didn't want to risk Kat driving off in it. But she didn't seem like the type to take off, at least not without a good reason. And anyway, if a security guard asked her to move it, she'd need the keys. So I gave them to her. 
 
    It was still raining when it came time for the meeting. Buck didn't want to get wet, so we decided to take Kat's Prius. It would be a short drive, just across the parking lot. As soon as we got in the car, Buck asked, “So what's the real story? I know you didn't call me over here for a meeting about two missing girls. Tell me the truth. What's going on?” 
 
    He was right; there was more to it than the missing girls. So I told him what I knew. 
 
    “Buck, I didn't want to say anything in front of Kat, but the guy Freddie met with, Vincent? He's an undercover FBI agent. And Freddie? He's the one who robbed Boris' boat. I think the FBI is investigating him, probably for more than just kidnapping his own daughters.” 
 
    Buck thought about it then said, “If Boris' name comes up, don't say anything about Kat being his daughter, and don't say anything about his computer being hacked. In fact, if Boris' name comes up, we leave. Got it?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, if they mention Boris, we get up and go.” 
 
    At the Sheriff’s Office, we went up to the front desk. A woman in uniform sat behind the counter. She looked up and asked, “How can I help you?” 
 
    I smiled. “I have a meeting with Agent Hull.” 
 
    She nodded. “Your name?” 
 
    “Walker.” 
 
     She checked her computer then turned to a phone console and punched in a number. She whispered something into her headset, then turned back to me. “He'll be right out.” 
 
    Three minutes later, Agent Hull, aka 'Vincent', dressed in black slacks, a clean, white shirt and a thin, blue tie, pushed open a door on our right and joined us. At first I wasn't sure this was the same man I'd seen meeting with Freddie. The clothes were different; the hair was different; his entire demeanor had changed. 
 
    But when he spoke, his voice gave him away. 
 
    He looked at me, then Buck. “Which one of you is Walker?” 
 
     I smiled. “I am.” 
 
    “Good, follow me.” 
 
    He stepped back through the doorway and I followed through. Buck tried to follow as well, but Hull stopped him. “I only need to talk to Walker. You can wait out here for him.” 
 
    Buck shook his head. “No, that's not the way it works. I'm going where Walker goes. If I don't go, he doesn't either.” 
 
    Hull looked at Buck. “You look familiar. Do I know you?” 
 
    Buck smiled. He was used to this. Millions of people had seen his movies and were familiar with his face. But that was back when he was young. Now that he was older, people had a hard time placing him. That didn't bother him. Oftentimes it worked in his favor. While people were trying to figure out who he was, they'd be careful about what they said or did for fear of offending if he turned out to be someone important. 
 
    Buck was hoping it would be that way with Agent Hull. He smiled and said, “You probably know who I am. It'll come to you in a minute.” 
 
    Buck stepped past him into the hallway where I was waiting. This time, Hull didn't stop him. He probably figured it wasn't worth his time arguing about whether Buck could join in the meeting or not. 
 
    He turned and led us down a long hallway. Pictures of current and past sheriffs lined the wall. At the end of the hall, we took a left and entered a small office. It was tight, just barely enough room for a government issue gray metal desk, two file cabinets and three chairs. One behind the desk and two in front. 
 
    Hull took his seat behind the desk, Buck and I took the seats in front of it. They weren't very comfortable. 
 
    “OK, tell me again. Which one of you is Walker?” 
 
    I raised my hand. 
 
    “And this guy with you, who's he?” 
 
    Buck smiled. “You still don't recognize me, do you? I'll give you a hint. You ever see the movie Bobby and the Bandito?” 
 
    Hull thought for a moment then a look of recognition spread across his face. “I know who you are. You're famous. You were in all those car movies. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Smiling, Buck said, “My good friend Walker here thought it might be a good idea to have me listen in on your conversation. That way, there'd be no confusion about what was said. You don't mind me being here, do you?” 
 
    Hull shook his head. “No, I don't mind. We're just going to talk, that's all.” 
 
    “Good. What do you want to talk to Walker about?” 
 
    Hull pointed to me. “He says he has photos of two female kidnap victims. And a photo of the guy who might have taken them. I'd like to see them.” 
 
    Buck looked at me and nodded. He was giving me the go ahead to show the photos. 
 
    I pulled the printouts from underneath my shirt and handed Hull the two that showed Freddie and the girls. After looking at them, he asked, “When were these taken?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yesterday and today.” 
 
    “Today? When?” 
 
    I reached under my shirt and pulled out the third printout, the one showing Vincent, aka Agent Hull. I slid it across the desk to him. “I took these this morning. When you met with Freddie. When he told you about his plan to kill me. You do remember that, don't you?” 
 
    Hull looked at the photo then back at me. “Why are you taking photos of me and Freddie? You a Fed?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I'm not a federal agent. I'm just a regular guy trying to find the people harassing the owner of the Wiener Girl food truck. That led me to Freddie. He told me you're the one causing the trouble. I did a little more research and overheard you and Freddie talking about two girls that were kidnapped. I also heard you and him plotting to kill me.  
 
    “I recorded the conversation if you want to hear them. But honestly, hearing the two of you talking about killing me kind of makes me feel bad. How's it make you feel? The talk about killing me?” 
 
    Hull didn't answer. Instead, he picked up his phone, punched in a number and said, “We have a problem with the case.” 
 
    Two minutes later, an older man with close cut salt and pepper hair, dressed in black pants, white shirt and black tie, stepped into Hull's office. He looked at me then at Buck then at Agent Hull. “How bad is it?” 
 
    Hull pointed at me. “This guy overheard me and Freddie this morning. He has an audio recording of our meeting and photos. He knows I'm FBI working undercover. I don't know if he's told Freddie or not, but if he has or does, everything we've been working on for the past six months is going to blow up.” 
 
    The older agent nodded. “We don't want that to happen. Find out if they'd told him and tell them what happens if they mess up our case. Then either lock them up or let them go. Your decision.” 
 
    He left the room. 
 
    “Okay guys, here's what I need to know. What have you told Freddie? Does he know I'm working undercover or that the FBI is investigating him?” 
 
    He was looking at me, so I answered his question. “I haven't told him anything. I only met him yesterday and we only talked Wiener Girl. I didn't know about you until we walked in here a few minutes ago. If he knows anything about the investigation, he didn't learn it from me or Buck.” 
 
    Hull seemed satisfied with my answer. He picked up a thick folder and dropped it on his desk. 
 
    “We've been working on this for six months now, and we've almost got it wrapped up. The person you know as Freddie is part of our investigation. A small but key part. We don't want to lose him, but obviously we can't let him kill you.  
 
    “So when he calls you about meeting him at the marina tomorrow, tell him you'll be there. But don't show up. In fact, don't go anywhere near the marina or Freddie. Don't call Freddie. Don't talk to him, don't meet him anywhere and don't talk to his friends. If you do, we'll arrest you for interfering with a federal investigation and you don't want us to do that.  
 
    “I repeat. Stay away from Freddie. The only time you talk to him is when he calls about meeting him at the marina for the boat ride. Tell him you'll be there and then end the call. Don't tell him anything else. And just so you know, we're monitoring his calls so we'll know what you say. 
 
    “Keep in mind, this is a Federal investigation. If you tip him off or do anything to interfere, you'll spend a few years behind bars. Don't worry about his daughters. Our people are watching them and will return them to their mother later on this week. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    I looked at Buck. He shook his head. Neither of us had questions. We just wanted to get out of there. 
 
    “Good. So we have an understanding. You're not going to say or do anything to interfere with our investigation. If you do, you'll both go to jail.” 
 
    He stood and pointed at the door. “Leave.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty 
 
    Outside, it was still raining. There were puddles in the parking lot and we dodged them as we ran for the Prius. It wasn't raining hard but enough to get us wet. 
 
    Inside the car, Buck spoke first. “I'm surprised they let us go. I figured they'd want to keep us overnight to make sure you didn't say anything to Freddie.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. Having you there helped. If I'd gone in there alone, they probably would have kept me. But with you as a witness they had to be careful.” 
 
    Buck grunted. I figured he was agreeing with me. 
 
    I started the Prius and headed back to the marina where we'd left the motorhome. It was a short drive. Less than three hundred yards. Being that it was raining, not many people were visiting the marina and the parking lot was nearly empty, including the spot where we'd left the motorhome. 
 
    Buck looked at me. “Isn't this where it was parked?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and punched in Kat's number. After seven rings she answered. She didn't say hello or ask why I was calling. She just said, “Can't talk now. I'll call you right back.” 
 
    She ended the call.  
 
    Her voice sounded panicky; I could hear the rumble of the motorhome's motor in the background. She was definitely driving it. 
 
    “What'd she say?” 
 
    “She said she was driving and would call right back.” 
 
    “Did she say where she was?” 
 
    “No, she just said she was driving.” 
 
    My phone chimed with an incoming call. Caller ID showed Kat. 
 
    “Kat, what's going on? Why'd you take the motorhome?” 
 
    She was breathing hard, like she'd been running. She caught her breath and said, “I got bored. Decided to go pick up Summer and Lori. On the way I saw a white school bus heading north, towing the Wiener Girl trailer. Summer hadn't said anything about moving her trailer, so I decided to follow, see where it was going. 
 
    “I was going the other way so I had to turn the motorhome around. It wasn't easy, but I did it. I tried to catch up with the trailer but there was a bunch of cars in front of me and no way I could get around. Sitting up high in the motorhome I could see the bus over the tops of the cars.” 
 
    She took a breath. “I stayed with them until they turned off at Bat Tower Road. It's a dead end, so I didn't follow. I kept going and pulled into the first parking lot I saw. At Sugar Loaf Resort. That's where I am now.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was the Wiener Girl trailer? Not another one that looked like it?” 
 
    “I'm sure. It had the Wiener Girl logo on the front.” 
 
    “Did you call Summer and tell her?” 
 
    “Not yet. I was driving your motorhome in the rain, both hands on the wheel, trying to keep it on the road. I haven't had a chance to call anyone but you. As soon as you hang up, I'm calling her.” 
 
    “Do that. But don't go anywhere in the motorhome. We're heading that way; we'll be there in five minutes.” 
 
    I ended the call and told Buck what she'd said. 
 
    He shook his head. “It doesn't make sense. Why would anyone steal a hot dog trailer? Can't be worth much and wouldn't be easy to hide. Did Kat say they were towing it with a school bus?” 
 
    “Yeah. A white one. Like the one Freddie said he's living in.” 
 
    My phone chimed with another incoming call. The caller ID showed “Marine Sat.” 
 
    I answered, remembering what Agent Hull had told me.  
 
    “This is Walker.” 
 
    “Yeah, this is Freddie. You still want to talk to Vincent?” 
 
    “I do. You know where I can find him?” 
 
    “He's living on a boat, just offshore. If you want, I can take you out there in the morning. ” 
 
    So this was Freddie's plan to get me out on his boat. I needed to play along. 
 
    “You'll take me out there to meet him? In your boat?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'll take you out there in my boat.” 
 
    “Good. When and where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “Ten in the morning. At the marina.” 
 
    “I'll be there.” 
 
    I ended the call and turned to Buck. 
 
    “That was Freddie. You heard what I said?” 
 
    “I heard. The feds should be pleased.” 
 
    My phone chimed again. Caller ID said “Kat.” 
 
    I answered. “What'd Summer say?” 
 
    “She said no one is supposed to move her trailer. It's part of her lease. The trailer is grandfathered in at that location. If it's moved and gone for more than twenty-four hours, she can't legally move it back. Her lease expires and someone else gets the space. She said we have to get it back before someone alerts the city zoning office. If they check and it's not there, she loses her business.” 
 
    Summer had never said anything about her lease or how she'd been able to get such a prime location in Key West. Maybe this was what the harassment had been about all along. It wasn't her money they were after, it was the little bit of land her trailer was sitting on. In Key West, where rents are sky high, that little piece of land could be quite valuable. 
 
    Apparently, someone wanted Wiener Girl gone so they could take over her space. It might be Freddie or someone he worked for. Right now, it didn't matter. What mattered was getting the trailer back in its spot before the zoning commissioners realized it was gone. If we couldn't do that, Summer would be out of luck. 
 
    It took us less than five minutes to reach the Sugar Loaf parking lot. When we pulled in, I was happy to see the motorhome was there and in one piece. We parked and went in using the side door. Kat was sitting in the driver's seat, phone to her ear. She motioned for us to be quiet, like she didn't want whoever was on the other end to know we were there. 
 
    The person on the other end was doing most of the talking. Kat just listened and nodded. Finally, she said, “Okay, I'll let her know.”  
 
    When the call ended, she turned to us and said, “That was our head of security. He said they had been told to watch the Wiener Girl trailer, but only at night. They weren't supposed to be there during the day. When they left this morning, the trailer was still there. 
 
    “Apparently someone took it after they were gone. The security cameras would have recorded everything, except we can't get the footage because the recorder is inside the trailer. We won't be able to view the video and see who took it until we get the trailer back. Any idea how we're going to do that?” 
 
    She was looking at me when she asked the question. She knew we needed to get the trailer back and knew we needed to do it quickly. She just wondered how we were going to do it. 
 
    Bat Tower road was a dead end. Only one way in and one way out. First thing we needed to do was make sure the only way the trailer left Bat Tower road was with us. 
 
    “To get the trailer, we need something to tow it with. The motorhome could do it but not in the rain. It's too heavy. It'd get stuck back there in the mud and we wouldn't be able move it or the trailer.  
 
    “We've got the Prius, it can't tow anything, but we can use it to block the road. I can take it in there and put it sideways in the road, and if he tries to leave with the trailer, it'll stop him.  
 
    “But we still need to find someone who has a big truck with a trailer hitch. Kat, you're local, you know anybody?”  
 
    She smiled. “I do. Let me make a call.” 
 
    She punched a number into her phone and when it connected she said, “Dad, can I borrow your truck?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need it now. Good. I'll be right over.” 
 
    She ended the call. 
 
    “Dad has a truck he uses in one of his businesses. It's a one-ton dually with a heavy duty hitch. They've been using it to pull big boats around, so it shouldn't have any problem towing the trailer. I'm going to go get it now.” 
 
    We were still inside the motorhome, parked in the Sugar Loaf lot. Kat started for the door but I stopped her. “What are you going to drive? You can't take the Prius. I need it to block the road. ” 
 
    She smiled. “No problem. I'll take the motorhome. I still have the keys.” 
 
    She reached into her purse. “You need a gun?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I don't need a gun. The Prius is all I need. I'm leaving.” 
 
    I headed for the door but Buck stopped me. 
 
    “I'm going with you.” 
 
    “No, you're not. You stay with Kat. Make sure she doesn't crash the motorhome or run off with Bob.” 
 
    The truth was I wasn't worried about the motorhome or Bob. I was worried about Buck. He was over seventy and even though he was in great shape for his age, I didn't want to put him in a situation where he might get hurt. The chances were good we'd meet up with Freddie on Bat Tower Road and if he pulled a gun and Buck got shot or worse, it'd be my fault. I didn't want that. 
 
    Buck wasn't having any of it. He said, “Walker, we're wasting time standing here talking. I'm going with you and that's that.” 
 
    He stepped out of the motorhome, walked over to the Prius and got in on the passenger side. He closed the door and tapped the horn, telling me to join him. He knew I had no choice. He knew that every minute we wasted not blocking Bat Tower Road gave Freddie a chance to escape. With that in mind, I joined him in the car and we headed out. 
 
    It took us three minutes to reach Bat Tower Road. I'd been down it before in the motorhome and knew what to expect. The first half mile was paved, after that it was dirt and potholes all the way to the bat tower.  
 
    When we reached the dirt part, I slowed the Prius, expecting to see tracks or ruts left in the wet sand by the heavy bus that Freddie had been driving. But there weren't any.  
 
    “Buck, there are no tracks. Kat said she saw the bus come down this road. There should be tracks.” 
 
    “You're right. There should be tracks. Maybe the bus didn't come this way.” 
 
    He looked back over his shoulder. “There was a turn off back there. On our left. He could have taken it. We need to go check.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, turned the Prius around and headed back the way we'd come, driving slowly so I wouldn't miss the turn Buck had mentioned.  
 
    He saw it first. 
 
    “Up there, just beyond the bushes, take a right.” 
 
    It was easy to miss, especially if you weren't looking for it. A gap in the bushes that opened up to a narrow, one-lane road just barely wide enough for a car. When we reached it, the tracks suggested something heavy had just traveled down it. We followed, hoping they'd lead us to Freddie's Bus. 
 
    About a hundred yards down the road, a small sign on our left said, “Skydive Key West.” Just beyond the sign, a steel cable had been unlocked and placed on the ground. The wet tire tracks passed over the cable.  
 
    Just beyond, the road curved to the right and overgrown bushes blocked our view. Not knowing what was ahead or how close we were to Freddie's bus, I decided it was a good time to stop and put the Prius in stealth mode. This was something Kat had shown me when she was telling me how to drive the car. By pressing the EV button on the dash, the Prius would turn off the gas motor and run on full battery power. We wouldn't be able to travel very fast or very far in EV mode, but we'd be able to travel in total silence. This might give us an edge should someone be waiting for us just ahead.  
 
    I enabled stealth mode and we slowly crept down the road, craning our necks trying to see what was beyond the curve. When the road finally straightened out, there was a small airstrip directly in front of us. To the right of the airstrip sat a camping trailer with a sign saying, “Office.”  
 
    Next to the office stood a twin engine aircraft— just beyond it, parked on a patch of gravel, a white school bus with the Wiener Girl trailer in tow. It looked to be in good shape, pretty much the way it had looked back in the alley in Key West. 
 
    All we had to do was to get it back there. But first we needed to figure out what we were seeing. Near the office, we could see Freddie talking to a middle-aged man wearing cut off shorts and a tie dyed T-shirt. A little further away, near the front of the school bus were two young girls. They didn't look happy. 
 
    Freddie and the man he was talking to hadn't seen us and I figured it would be wise to stay out of their line of sight until we had a better idea of what was going on. I put the Prius in reverse and backed up until we were hidden by the bushes on the side of the road. If we leaned forward, we could still see Freddie, but I didn't think he could see us. 
 
    We watched as he talked with the man who we assumed was the owner of the small plane. At first, the man was shaking his head no. Whatever Freddie was asking him to do he wanted no part of it. 
 
    Freddie reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. He peeled off several bills and handed them to the man. The man took the cash and nodded yes. He shook hands with Freddie and walked over to the plane. He removed the cover from the windshield and pulled the blocks away from the wheels.  
 
    I turned to Buck. “It looks like they're getting ready to go somewhere.” 
 
    Buck nodded. “Yeah, it looks like Freddie is running. If I was him, that's what I'd do. The feds probably won't be happy about it if he flies off. I wonder if they know what he's up to?” 
 
    Hull had warned us not to talk to Freddie or do anything that would interfere with their ongoing investigation. He said they'd been working on it for months and they didn't want to lose him. If they were doing their jobs, they'd know he was at the airstrip. But if they weren't monitoring him and didn't know he was about to fly away, they'd probably want to know. 
 
    I pulled out my phone, found the number Agent Hull had called me from earlier in the day and hit redial. After six rings, he answered. 
 
    “This is Hull.” 
 
    “Yeah. This is Walker. You talked to me today about Freddie. Said not to contact him.” 
 
    “So you haven't, right?” 
 
    “Right, I haven't talked to him. But figured you might want to know he is at the airport with his two daughters. Looks like they're about to fly off. You know about that, right?” 
 
     Apparently he didn't. “Freddie shouldn't be anywhere near an airport. You sure it's him?” 
 
    “Yeah I'm sure. I'm looking at him right now. He's got his two daughters and they're about to board a private plane. Looks like they're going to be taking off in a few minutes.” 
 
    “That can't be. We've got people at the Key West airport. They'd know if he was there.” 
 
    “He's not at the Key West airport, he's at a private field.” 
 
    “A private airport? Where?” 
 
    “Sky Dive Key West on Bat Tower Road. They've got a private airstrip here and the pilot has just made a deal with Freddie. Looks like they're getting the plane ready for takeoff. You want me to try to stop them?” 
 
    “No. Don't do anything. I'll get back to you.” 
 
    He hung up. 
 
    I turned to Buck. “You hear any of that?” 
 
    “He said not to do anything, right?” 
 
    “That's what he said. You okay with that?” 
 
    Buck shrugged. “Suits me. But if Freddie comes back this way hauling the trailer, we're going to stop him.” 
 
    I nodded. Yeah, we would. 
 
    Two minutes later, my phone chimed. Agent Hull returning my call. 
 
    “Walker, Freddie isn't supposed to be flying. We're sending agents to stop him. But if he gets off the ground before we get there, we'll probably lose him. Officially, I can't ask you to do anything. But unofficially, if he gets on that plane, I want you to stop it. Don't let it take off. Do whatever you have to do as long as the girls don't get hurt.” 
 
    “So, you're giving me permission to intervene?” 
 
    “No, not officially. But unofficially the FBI and your nation would be very pleased if something or someone prevented that plane from taking off. As long as no one gets hurt. Understand?”  
 
    “I do. How long before your agents get here?” 
 
    “Ten minutes. Don't let the plane leave the ground.” 
 
    “We'll try.” 
 
    I ended the call and told Buck what Hull had said. 
 
    He smiled. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let's do it.” 
 
    I put the Prius in drive and eased forward a few feet so we'd have a clearer view of Freddie and the plane. At this stage in the game it didn't matter whether they saw us or not.  
 
    From our new vantage point we could see the man who we assumed to be the pilot had started the motors and moved the plane onto the runway. It was facing away from us and would be taking off into the wind. If we were to stop it, we needed to get in front of the plane. But not until it started rolling down the runway. Hopefully Hull and his agents would arrive before then. 
 
    We continued to watch as they made their preparations. Freddie stepped out of the school bus dragging two duffel bags. They looked heavy and he struggled as he pulled them across the runway toward the plane. His daughters were nowhere in sight. 
 
    When Freddie reached the plane, the pilot slid open the side door and helped him with the first bag. The pilot had Freddie's two daughters, who were already on the plane, move to the front to make room for the second bag.  
 
    “Buck, did you see that? The girls are already on the plane. The pilot has the engines spooled up and when he gets that second bag loaded, they'll probably leave. We need to stop them.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-One 
 
    We had been told by agent Hull not to let the plane take off. He said his agents were on the way, but they hadn't arrived. It looked like it was going to be up to us to keep the plane from flying. 
 
    I turned to Buck. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, let's do it.” 
 
    Being a private airstrip, there was no fence between the runway and the road. Just a patch of grass, maybe a hundred yards wide. I put the Prius in gear, floored it and headed across. The grass was still wet from the morning's rain and when we hit it, the front tires started to spin. I could see the plane had started rolling down the runway and I wanted to catch it. But first I needed to get across the wet grass. 
 
    I eased off the power giving the tires a chance to gain traction. It was tough to watch the plane leave us behind as the Prius struggled to cross the wet grass, but finally we reached the tarmac. The plane was a hundred yards in front of us and pulling away. 
 
    Buck pointed. “You got to catch it.” 
 
    I floored the Prius and it took off, but not nearly as fast as it should have. Something was wrong. I looked down and saw that we were still in EV mode, all electric. In that mode, the car's top speed was limited. I quickly pushed the “Power mode” button, and the car accelerated. With the pedal to floor, both the gas and electric motors were working to give us maximum power and for a moment it looked like we might be able to catch up with the plane. 
 
    I kept the Prius floored and watched as the distance between us and the plane closed. The Prius was actually catching up. But even if we caught up with the plane, the runway wasn't wide enough for us to get in front of it. All we could do was follow it down the runway until it took off. 
 
    Our only hope was to get the pilot's attention. If he saw us running close behind him, maybe he'd abort. Unfortunately, he was focused on his instruments and the runway ahead. He wasn't looking behind. To get his attention, I switched on the car's emergency flashers and laid on the horn. 
 
    For such a small car, it had a loud horn, but not nearly loud enough to be heard over the plane’s two engines. With all the noise inside the plane, it was unlikely either the pilot or his passengers would hear us. 
 
    But the little Prius continued to accelerate and we were able to get closer to the plane. Almost close enough to touch it. I didn't want to crash it, but I wanted to get the pilot's attention, so I pulled the car as close as I dared to the plane's right wing. 
 
    We were doing eighty and the prop wash from the plane was keeping us from going much faster. The wash was affecting the Prius's handling, pushing the little the car dangerously close to the fuselage. At one point, we were close enough to see the girls. They were sitting in the back, holding on to each other, eyes closed. They didn't see us. 
 
    The pilot hadn't heard our horn or seen our emergency flashers; the plane was starting to pull away. The Prius had tried valiantly but simply couldn't keep up. 
 
    Seeing we were in a losing battle, I steered out of the prop wash and let the plane pass us by. When the tail section cleared, I steered directly behind the plane and again laid on the horn hoping to get the pilot's attention.  
 
    From behind, I could see the pilot operating the controls, his eyes focused on the runway ahead. I figured it was a losing cause, but I kept the Prius close, flashing the headlights, trying to get his attention. 
 
    About halfway down the runway, I saw the pilot look over his shoulder. The expression in eyes showed surprise followed by anger. He waved at us to get out of the way then he throttled back. He was aborting the takeoff.  
 
    When the plane slowed, Freddie looked behind, saw us, and started shouting at the pilot. Probably telling him not to stop, to go ahead and take off. But the pilot was shaking his head; he wasn't flying until he found out why two crazy guys in a Prius were chasing him down the runway. 
 
    The plane slowed and rolled to a stop. The pilot was the first one out. He ran over and shouted, “What the hell were you thinking? You could have killed us. This is a private runway. You are not authorized to be here. I'm calling the police.” 
 
    Buck and I didn't get out of the car. It was safer to stay in. The pilot was mad and I couldn't blame him. We'd put his life and the life of his passengers in danger. Not to mention the damage we could have caused to his plane had we hit it. 
 
    The pilot was in the process of calling the police when four black SUVs with sirens blaring raced onto the runway and headed in our direction. The cavalry had arrived. 
 
    Twelve men, most with guns in hand, poured out of the SUVs. The pilot, not knowing what was going on, raised his hands and went to his knees. An agent ran up and cuffed him. Six agents went to the plane. We stayed in the Prius and watched as they removed and handcuffed Freddie. Two helped his daughters out and comforted them as they watched their father being led away. 
 
    They put Freddie in one of the SUVs and the girls in another. After uncuffing the pilot, they put him in the third SUV. The agents retrieved Freddie's bags and three of the four SUVs left the airfield. 
 
    Agent Hull stayed behind. He walked over to the Prius and ordered Buck and me to get out. He moved us over to the front of the SUV he had arrived in, and had us stand with our backs against the hood.  
 
    “So tell me what happened. How'd you know Freddie was here and why were you following him?” 
 
    I explained. “We weren't following Freddie. We were following the Wiener Girl trailer. It was stolen earlier in the day and we followed it here. We had no idea Freddie was involved until we saw the trailer hooked up to his bus. When it looked like he was going to fly out, I called and let you know.” 
 
    I wasn't sure Agent Hull believed my story but I was pretty sure he was glad that Freddie didn't get away. He didn't arrest us but did say we'd have to go to his office and make a statement. 
 
    “Come by tomorrow morning. Make sure you both tell the same story. Don't talk to anyone about this, especially people from the media.” 
 
    After he left, Kat arrived driving her father's one-ton dually pickup. Lori and Summer were with her. They asked about the black SUVs they'd seen leaving the airport and I told them we didn't know anything about them. Not sure they believed me, but they were happy to see the Wiener Girl trailer sitting unharmed. 
 
    It took us half an hour to get the trailer unhooked from Freddie's school bus and hitched to Kat's truck, then another half hour to get it back to Key West. Once there, we had to stop traffic on Caroline Street so Kat could get the trailer backed into the narrow alley where it belonged.  
 
    A crowd of tourists had gathered and watched as Kat maneuvered the trailer into the tight space. When she finally got it in, the crowd rewarded her with a round of applause. 
 
    After Summer checked and was satisfied the trailer hadn't been damaged in the move, we all headed back to Kat's father's place on Mango Key. On the way there, I learned that Lori and Summer had checked out of their room at the Ocean Key and had moved into Boris' guest house. 
 
    I also learned that when Kat went to get the truck, she left my motorhome parked in front of the garage at her father's place. She said she liked driving the motorhome and wanted one of her own. She also said they had full hookups at her father's and I could spend the night there in the motorhome. 
 
    Boris was outside waiting for us when we arrived. He spoke to Kat and then came over to speak to me. I wasn't sure he'd be in a good mood, considering I had just gotten his daughter involved in an FBI operation. 
 
    His first words were, “Walker, I think you and I need to have a private conversation. Wouldn't you agree?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
    While Kat, Summer, Lori and Buck waited in the big house, Boris and I went to the boathouse. I was still wearing the same clothes I had on earlier and had the photos of Freddie and his girls folded up in my pocket. 
 
    I pulled Freddie's photo out and showed it to Boris. “You recognize this guy?” 
 
    He looked at the photo then back at me. “Yeah, he's the one who robbed our boat. What's his name and where do I find him?” 
 
    I'd hit pay day with the photo. Boris was impressed. 
 
    “His name is Freddie Tuttle, and right now he's being held by the FBI. Chances are good they're going to be holding on to him for a long time.” 
 
    Boris' smile disappeared. 
 
    “The FBI? You got the FBI involved in this?” 
 
    “No, I didn't. The FBI has been investigating Freddie for months. Something to do with picking up shipments and making deliveries using his boat.” 
 
    “So they're not investigating me?” 
 
    “No, not unless you're doing business with the same people Freddie is.” 
 
    Boris thought for a moment then smiled. “No, I'm not doing business with them.” 
 
    “What about my computer? You know who hacked it?” 
 
    I nodded. “I do.”  
 
    I pulled out the photo of the two girls, Freddie's daughters, and handed it to Boris. 
 
    “Here are your hackers.” 
 
    He looked at the photo then back at me. “These are the hackers? These two kids did it?” 
 
    “Yep, they're the ones.” 
 
    “Why? And why they'd ask for money?” 
 
    “I don't know the full story, but here's what I think. Freddie kidnapped the girls from his ex-wife. He told the girls their mother was broke and she didn't want the girls around. I don't think that was true. He and the girls lived in his converted school bus. He had it parked on Sandpiper Key, which is close enough to tap into your Wi-Fi connection. The girls didn't have a phone so they used your internet connection to try to contact their mother. But they couldn't reach her. Thinking she needed money, they tried to get you to send it to her in Mississippi. They pretended they were hackers when, in reality, they were just girls who wanted to get back to their mother.” 
 
    Boris nodded. “Okay, so they were just kids. But do they still have my files on their computer?” 
 
    “No, I deleted them. The files are gone forever.” 
 
    “Good. One more question. Why did Freddie rob our boat? How did he know we had a meeting that day and how did he know there would be money there?” 
 
    “I don't know. What was the meeting about?” 
 
    “Politics. Some of my associates were deciding who we wanted on the Key West zoning board. We were raising money for his campaign. We'd each kicked in five thousand cash. Thirty thousand in all. The guy who robbed us took it all. 
 
    “We were out in open water and only the six of us knew about the meeting. It had to be an inside job.” 
 
    “Probably was. The person who hired Freddie, that's who you need to find.” 
 
    Boris reached into his desk and pulled out a thick envelope. He slid it over to me. “There was a reward for finding out who robbed my boat. Looks like you earned it.” 
 
    I didn't know what was in the envelope, but it looked like a stack of cash. I didn't pick it up. “How about you give it to the homeless shelter? They need it more than I do.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You take it. If you want to give it to the homeless, you do it. I don't care. Just take it.” 
 
    I didn't want to offend him, so I took the money. 
 
    He smiled and said, “Katrina is somewhat taken with your motorhome. You want to sell it?” 
 
    His question caught me by surprise. When I didn't immediately answer, he said, “Katrina says you're spending the night here, so think about it. Let me know your price in the morning.” 
 
    He stood and pointed to the door. “The others are up in the big house. We should join them.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
    That evening, after spending some time in Boris' home listening to Buck talk about our airport adventure, I retired to my motorhome and checked on Bob. 
 
    Kat had said that while she was waiting for us at the marina, she'd made sure he had plenty of food and water. She'd also said that when she took off in the motorhome, he'd come up front and sat in the passenger seat beside her. She thought that was nice. 
 
    She said she liked the way the motorhome handled and thought she might like to have one of her own. I didn't say anything about her father asking me if I wanted to sell mine.  
 
    Buck, Lori and Summer slept in separate bedrooms in the guest house. Kat slept in her childhood bedroom in the main house and I slept out in the motorhome. Before going to bed, I logged into Boris' network and changed the security settings so that outsiders couldn't get in. 
 
    The next morning, Buck and I paid a visit to agent Hull at the sheriff’s annex building. When we arrived, we were separated and taken to different interrogation rooms. Hull went with me while an older agent went with Buck. 
 
    After getting my permission to record the interview, Hull asked a series of questions, all of which I answered honestly. There really wasn't anything to hide. Buck and I weren't involved with Freddie's business and it was only by chance that we met him.  
 
    Hull seemed satisfied with my statement. He had me sign an affidavit claiming everything I'd said was truthful and he advised me not to discuss the case with others. He told me to be available in the event I was needed as a witness when the case went to court. 
 
    After an hour, Hull escorted me to the main lobby where Buck was waiting. He was surrounded by agents and sheriff's deputies who were listening as he told stories about his life in Hollywood. 
 
    When he saw me, Buck thanked the agents for their service and we left. 
 
    In the car on the way back to Boris', I asked Buck, “How'd it go?” 
 
    “It went well. They asked a few questions, had me sign an affidavit, and then let me go. What about you? Any problems?” 
 
    “No, it went pretty much the same way.” 
 
    Buck nodded. “Did you hear about Freddie? About what he told them?” 
 
    “No. No one told me anything. They told you?” 
 
    “Yeah, a little. They said that when Freddie showed up at the airstrip, he told the pilot he wanted to fly his girls to the Bahamas for the weekend. He offered to double the pilot's standard rate if he could leave the bus and hot dog stand at the airstrip until he got back. 
 
    “He had the passports he needed and the pilot didn't think anything was wrong and agreed to take him. 
 
    “When the FBI searched Freddie's bags, they found half a million in cash, a hundred thousand in gold coins and a USB drive filled with records showing the deliveries he had been making under the cover of his Marine Sat boat. They wouldn't tell me more, just that his Sat business had something to do with encrypted satellite feeds.  
 
    “When Freddie was shown the overwhelming evidence against him, he agreed to cooperate in return for a chance to enter witness protection. 
 
    “When they asked him why he'd been harassing Wiener Girl, he said he was being paid by a man in Key West's zoning office to get her to move out the alley. The FBI was going to follow up on that.”  
 
    On the way back to Boris', I made a quick stop at the food pantry. Buck waited in the car while I went inside. It took me a few minutes to find Nora, the woman who had been in charge the night I worked the serving line. 
 
    She smiled when she saw me. “Ah, the mysterious Walker. Back here to help with tonight's food service?” 
 
    I shook my head and reached into my pocket. I pulled out the thick envelope Boris had given me the night before. “No, I'm not going to work the food line tonight, but I thought I'd make a small donation to help the cause.” 
 
    I handed her the envelope. 
 
    “What's this?” 
 
    “A gift. Use it as you see fit.” 
 
    I walked away and could hear her gasp when she saw what was inside. As I opened the door to go out, she shouted, “God bless you.” 
 
    Back in the car, Buck asked, “You give her the money?” 
 
    “Yeah. How'd you know?” 
 
    “Boris told me. You ever look in the envelope? See how much it was?” 
 
    “No, didn't want to be tempted.” 
 
    “Probably good you didn't look.” 
 
    Neither Buck nor I mentioned the money again. 
 
    When we got back to Boris' place, Lori was ready to head home. She had her suitcase packed and on the ground next to the motorhome. She and her sister Summer had already said their goodbyes earlier in day. Summer had asked Lori to thank me for coming down and helping her and said I'd have a lifetime free pass at Wiener Girl. She'd already gone back to Key West to get the hot dog stand open for the day. 
 
    After telling me this, I helped Lori get her bag into the motorhome, then I went back outside to wait for Buck who had gone over to the guest house to get his bag. While I was waiting, Boris came over and handed me another white envelope. “This is for the work you did on the computers. I hope it's enough.” 
 
    Not wanting to offend him, I took the envelope. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “What about your motorhome? You want to sell it?” 
 
    “No, not really. I think I'll keep it.” 
 
    He nodded. “That's what I thought you'd say. So how about this? Since you won't sell me yours, I'll pay you to help Katrina find one. Your job will be to go with her to the dealers, help her pick one out, and then teach her to drive it. I'll cover all your expenses. Would you do that? As a favor for me?” 
 
    I nodded. “I'd be happy to help her, but I'm going back to Englewood today. With her being here and me being there, it's going to be hard to look at motorhomes together.” 
 
    Boris smiled. “That won't be a problem. Katrina is going back with you. Buck said she can stay in his bus while she's there. He's not living in it right now and his place is close to yours. 
 
    “Her being around you. That won't be a problem, will it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Problem? No, not at all.” 
 
    “Good. Just treat her nice. Don't make her mad.” 
 
    He shook my hand and went back to the main house. When he reached the door, Kat came out, lugging her suitcase behind her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
    The trip back to Englewood was uneventful. Buck rode up front with me with Bob in his lap most of the way. 
 
    Lori and Kat spent most of the trip sitting side by side on the couch. They talked a lot and seemed to like each other. 
 
    We stopped for gas when we reached Alligator Alley just outside of Miami. The station had prepaid phones and I bought one so I could call Lawyer Bob when I got home. After getting back in the motorhome, I checked to make sure all my passengers were on board. Didn't want to leave one behind like I had on the way down. 
 
    Four hours later, we pulled into Mango Bay. Buck's significant other, Polly, came over to welcome us back. Buck gave her a big hug and introduced Kat. “She's the daughter of an old friend. He asked Walker to help her find a motorhome and he said he'd do it. Since no one's living in my old bus, I figured she could stay there. That okay with you?” 
 
    Polly wasn't bothered by this arrangement. Buck was living with Polly in her Airstream and his 'old' bus was empty. His “old bus” as he called it, was actually an expensive Prevost motorhome, suitable for a king. It had been sitting empty since Buck and Polly had moved in together and it would be good to have someone living in it for a while. 
 
    After everyone had unloaded their suitcases and had said their goodbyes, Bob and I had the motorhome to ourselves. After the long drive, I decided a shower and clean clothes were in order.  
 
    But first I needed to call Lawyer Bob, see what he wanted. He'd sent me four emails asking me to call him. I entered his number in the burner phone. He answered on the fourth ring. “Bobby Poole at your service. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Bobby, this is Walker. You said to call.” 
 
    “Walker, where have you been? I've been trying to reach you for a week.” 
 
    “I've been in Key West. Not able to get to a phone. So what's up?” 
 
    I could hear Bobby shuffling papers, then, “You're not driving, are you?” 
 
    “No, I'm sitting here doing nothing.” 
 
    “Good, I've got some good news. 
 
    “Remember back when you were married and your wife gave you ten shares of the company she and her father owned?” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember that. The shares were worthless. His company was pretty much broke. All they had was a few plots of land that nobody wanted. Is that why you called me? About that worthless stock?” 
 
    “Yeah that's why I called. You know there was only a hundred ownership shares issued and you have ten of them. Or at least you did until two weeks ago. That's when a real estate trust out of Colorado bought all the shares and paid six million dollars for them. So now, instead of you having ten shares in a company you thought was worthless, you have a check for six hundred thousand dollars. It's on my desk. What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    Before I could answer him, there was a knock on the door. From outside, I heard Kat say, “Walker, I'm hungry. There's no food in Buck's bus. You need to take me to dinner.” 
 
    Her plea gave me an idea. 
 
    “Bobby, pay the taxes on the money and put the rest in my bank account. Send my ex-wife a dozen red roses with a card that says, 'Thanks,' and then send me a list of food banks in the area.” 
 
    I ended the call and went to meet Kat at the door. 
 
    She was standing outside, a frown on her face. 
 
    “I'm hungry and there's no food.” 
 
    I smiled. “That's a problem I can solve.” 
 
    We jumped into my jeep and headed into town. Food was just one stop away. 
 
   


  
 

 The adventure continues . . . 
 
    If you liked Mango Key, please post a review at Amazon and let your friends know about the Mango Bob series. 
 
    Other books in the Mango Bob series include: 
 
    Mango Bob 
 
    Mango Lucky 
 
    Mango Bay 
 
    Mango Glades 
 
    Mango Blues 
 
    You can find photos, maps, and more from the Mango Bob adventures at http://www.mangobob.com 
 
    Stay in touch with Mango Bob and Walker on Facebook at: www.facebook.com/MangoBob  
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