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Chapter 1 

I slowly became aware of a quiet but insistent knock on 

my front door. Groggy, I looked at the glowing digits on the 

nightstand alarm clock, which read, “5:11 a.m.”   

“Great,” I said aloud and exited the warm covers with 

some annoyance.  “Just a minute!” I yelled toward the living 

room and grabbed my robe.  Bare feet on cold wood floor 

wasn’t going to be pleasant. 

When I reached the door, grumbling under my breath 

with each step, I peeked out the peephole and saw a 

Hispanic teenager.  I opened the solid wood door to see 

someone vaguely familiar.  “Juan?” 

“Yes, Mister Ruger.  You remember me?”  

“Yeah …” I was still shaking off the cobwebs.  “Aren’t 

you Angel’s nephew?” 

“Yes, we met at Uncle Angel’s funeral.  You said if I 

needed help to come see you.” 

“Come in,” I said, standing aside.  Juan hesitated but 

stepped in.   I closed the door and followed the diminutive 

teen into the living room.  I’m only 5’8” but I was a good 6 

inches taller than Juan.  The room was dimly lit only from the 

light coming out of my bedroom’s open door.  Somewhat 

unsteadily I switched on a lamp next to the sofa. 
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Juan stopped and turned back toward me, not sitting 

down.  “I need help.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“It’s … I’m … Someone’s been beating me up at school, 

and no one won’t do anything about it.” 

“You don’t look beat up …” 

“Wait,” Juan said as he unbuttoned his shirt.  He lifted 

up his right arm and greenish bruising was very visible, along 

with some nasty purple contusions.  I was awake now.  He 

buttoned back up. 

 “Who’s doing this to you?” 

There are two boys on the basketball team that just 

won’t leave me alone.  I didn’t do anything to them, except 

I refused to join the team.” 

I sat down and Juan followed suit.  “Why are you here 

at 5 in the morning?” 

“I got a text before I left for school … said they were 

going to get me today …” He pulled out his phone and 

brought up the message.  

I took it from him and read, “juan gonna gt beat 2day 

cant wait.”   

“That’s from James, one of the two dudes.  I just didn’t 
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want to go to school so I jumped on a rat and came here.” 

“A what?” 

“A rat … a bus.  ‘R.T.D.’ … rat …” 

“I get it.  What about your mom?” 

“She doesn’t know.  I can’t tell her.” 

“And the school?” 

“They said to come back when they did it again.  I did 

that 3 times and they haven’t done nothing.” 

I thought for a minute.  Angel, a long-time friend, was 

shot by the FBI right in front of me.  Unbeknownst to me or 

the feds at the time, he died trying to protect his sister and 

her kids, of which Juan was one.  I couldn’t let him down. 

“What’s James’ last name?” 

Juan looked anxious and didn’t answer. 

“It’s okay, we’ll take care of him,” I tried to assure. 

“Lovell.” 

“And the other boy?” 

“Leon Jordan, he’s a brother.” 

“You mean he’s black?”  Juan nodded.  “And James is 
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white?”  He nodded again.  “Go home and tell your mom 

that you’re sick.  If she hassles you about it, have her call 

me.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

“I’m not sure, but I have an idea.  I’ll call you tonight.  

Text me your number.”   I paused to consider ramifications.  

“Can you take the bus home or should I drive you?” 

“I’ll get home okay.  Thank you, Mr. Ruger.”  He 

reached out to shake my hand. 

I took it and shook, and replied, “Call me ’Uncle Pat.’” 
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Chapter 2 

I pulled into the drive-through at Denver Coffee on the 

way into the office.  PAL Investigations was on the north side 

of town on the second floor of a 50’s-era pedestal-style 

building.  “PAL” stood for “Pat-Anna-Lola” for the three of 

us who started the company.    

I parked beneath the second floor near the base of the 

building and carried my Colombian blend to the lobby 

elevator.  I could have gone up the back stairs — I sometimes 

did — but hot coffee and a briefcase dictated a normal entry.   

No one was at the front counter and I carried my load 

back to my office.  From the counter the center aisle 

emptied into 4 large offices.  We never changed the 60-year-

old teakwood paneling or forest green carpeting, but we did 

bring in new, contemporary furnishings and updated 

computer equipment after our last big project.  I was still 

getting used to having a large, modern desk and 

workstation. 

Lola wasn’t at her desk, but I could hear Anna back in 

the breakroom and Jacob unpacking boxes into his new digs.  

Previously a freelance P.I., Jacob was interested in a steady 

paycheck and we weren’t about to turn him away.   

I popped my head in.  “Hey, Jake.  Excited?” 

He looked up from his desk drawer.  “Please, I prefer 

‘Jacob.’  Yes, sir, I’m very excited.” 
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“Jacob, then.  I’ve got a job for you.  Come to my office 

when you get done here.” 

“Will do.” 

I finished the trek to my office and got comfortable.  I 

needed to formulate a plan to handle the thugs on the 

basketball team.  I sat back, thinking, and took a big drink. I 

loved this Colombian blend.   

Anna ambled in.  She was a blond beauty who was part 

of a package deal when I first met Lola.  They were girls of 

the street when I began helping them.  In fact, I bought their 

way out of the business and they repaid me by opening this 

firm with me.  They were women of unusual skills. 

“Boss?”  Anna closed my office door and turned the 

latch to lock it.  “Can we talk for a few minutes?” 

Anna had curves and, yes, I had partaken in the past.  She 

and Lola had helped me through some tough times, but I felt 

more like a father figure than not, and we hadn’t been 

together in the biblical sense for quite a while. 

“Sure, what’s up?” 

Anna went to the corner of the full-window wall and 

twisted the control rod on the blinds, closing the louvers.   

“I’m sorry about Amanda. “  She moved to the door and 

closed those blinds.  “She was stupid to leave you here just 

for a job in New York.” 
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“The F.B.I. needed her there.  She really excels in anti-

terrorism and that’s the hub right now.  I get that and I’m 

happy for her.” 

“Yeah, I know.” Anna closed the last window blinds.  

“But it sucks for you.” 

I nodded, not sure what else to say.  

“Did Amanda really think you’d pack up and move to 

New York?” She came over to the desk and I had some idea 

what she was intending.  She sauntered over in front of me 

and sat on the edge.  Kicking off her heels, she threw her legs 

up on the desk to the right and leaned on her elbow at my 

left, lying on her side. 

“Anna, I don’t think this is a good idea.” 

Anna unbuttoned her blouse and unsnapped her bra, 

then smiled broadly.  “I do.  Let me take your mind off things 

for a while.”  She began to reach out to grab my shirt but I 

stopped her. 

“Sorry, honey.  I don’t want to do this.”  I stood up and 

started helping her re-button.  “It’s not a good time.” 

“Ah, Boss …” she whined.  A knock on the door caused 

a disappointed look to come Anna’s face, and she got up off 

the desk.   

“Just a sec!” I called out and let Anna finish gathering 

herself. 
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I walked over to the door, unlocked it and let Jacob in, 

while Anna opened up all the blinds.  He was holding a shiny 

black leather binder.  “Good timing, Jacob.  I was just going 

to call you.” 

“Thank you, sir,” he replied and sat in one of my guest 

chairs.  Jacob was husky but well-dressed and clean-shaven.  

“What can I do for you?” 

“It’s a long story …” I watched Anna throw me a sly 

smile as she left.  I knew this wasn’t over.  Back to Jacob, “I 

need some Internet footage A.S.A.P.” 

“What footage?” he asked, opening the binder and 

taking out a pen.   

“I need you to find some grainy cell phone footage of 

two teens beating up a third.  The two guys need to be a 

black guy and a white guy, and one being hit should be 

Hispanic.  It would be great if you couldn’t see their faces 

very well.” 

“I think I can find that.  There’s a lot of playground 

fights on YouTube and Instagram these days.” 

“I need about two minutes of video. Let me know as 

soon as you have it.” 

“You got it, Boss.”   

Great, I thought.  Now he was calling me ‘Boss.’ 
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Alone in my office, I sat back and contemplated the last 

few months.  My first real relationship since my wife, Ellie, 

passed away had recently come to an end. 

Amanda and I met while I was investigating a missing 

person.  She was a senior agent with the FBI when my case 

became involved in a home-grown terrorist threat.  We hit 

it off and we had a lot in common-law enforcement, love of 

fishing, love of good food and wine, lack of kids.  Amanda 

wasn’t a kid, either, but she was a very attractive, olive-

skinned, athletic, professional woman.   

I moved into her place a few months later, though I did 

keep my house in good working order.  Good thing, since our 

professional success together helped her earn a promotion 

and a move to New York City.  She told me about the job 

while we were trolling for wipers at Eleven Mile, about three 

hours’ drive from home.  I didn’t need long to think about 

whether to join her.  Me in the Big Apple?  That wasn’t 

going to happen. 

We knew when we started up that her career was of 

utmost importance to her and eventually this situation 

might arrive.  I didn’t have any regrets, but I did miss her.   

Lola interrupted my doldrums.  “Hey, Boss!”  She was 

on the speaker.  “Can you come to my desk?” 

Lola is in, I mused.  I stood and walked to the reception 

area, where she was excitedly looking at a website.  Lola had 

very dark hair and an almost perfect hourglass figure.  She 
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was short but sassy, and her Spanish accent was almost 

gone.  At my suggestion, Lola had been working with a 

speech coach, and she was certain she would be seen in a 

better light if she was accent-free.  When I thought about it, 

I sort of missed her funny-sounding Spanglish.  Always 

stylish, this morning she was wearing designer jeans and a 

purple, tight-fitting blouse with her usual cleavage. 

“What’s up?” I asked. 

“Come around here and help me fill this in.”  

I moved around the desk and saw that she was on a 

dating site, and leaned in.  “Denver Professionals Hooking 

Up” was the large tag-line across the top of the screen.  I 

was confused.  “You don’t need to find a date online … You 

just step outside and the guys line up for you.” 

“That’s sweet.  It’s not for me … You’re about 5-9?” 

“Five-eight … wait, I’m not going to go online to make a 

date.” 

“Don’t worry, Anna and I will filter out the losers.  We 

want you to find a respectable, beautiful professional 

woman to spend time with.  Five-eight ... 210?” 

“Yeah, that’s about right.”  I stood up.  “I don’t think 

I want to do it that way.” 

She sighed with a little exasperation.  “It doesn’t matter 
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how you meet her, just as long as you do.”  She typed for a 

moment and stopped to read her entry.  “How does this 

sound?  ‘Mid-50’s but active, I’m looking for a woman 

who can keep up.  I love fishing, camping, hiking, 

photography and wine.’” 

“Wait, I like beer more than wine.” 

“That’s okay, we can fib a little.  A beer-drinking woman 

is probably going to be my age …” She smiled and looked at 

me.  “Or are you lookin’ for that?” 

“No, I don’t think so.” 

“I didn’t think so, either.”  She looked back at the 

screen.  “’Looking for a fun time with the opportunity for 

more.’  I think that should do it.  I added your picture, the 

one Amanda took of you at the gun show.  It makes you look 

rugged, but cute.” 

“Couldn’t you find one where I’m wearing a hat?”  

With my reddish-brown hair having gone mostly silver, I 

didn’t feel it was my best feature. 

“No, the right girl is goin’ to LOVE your hair.” 

“Let’s not do this … I’ll be fine.” 

“You’re outvoted,” said Anna, who had just stepped in.  

“Two to one.” 

I knew enough not to argue when the two of them were 
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teamed up.  This was going to happen whether I liked it or 

not.  “I’m leaving on Saturday on my cruise, so don’t make 

any dates for me until after I get back.”  They both nodded 

and each seemed to have a twinkle in her eye.  “I mean it,” 

I added firmly. 

“We could find you a cruise-mate.”  Lola offered, 

ignoring my plea.  “I’m sure we could.” 

“No,” I stepped away from Lola’s desk, trying to look 

indignant.  “I’m not staying with a stranger for a week in a 

tiny cabin.  Besides, I’m looking forward to spending time 

with Jimmy and Erin.” 

They looked at each other for a moment and I waited for 

the verdict. 

“You could take one of us …” Lola offered with a sly 

smile. 

I thought of how to turn her down, but no words came 

to me. 

“Okay,” Anna finally replied, letting me off the hook.  

“No cruise-mate.” 
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Chapter 3 

Jacob followed me out to the parking lot and 

commented on my blue Camaro.  “Nice ride!” 

“I’ve always been into muscle cars, what can I say?” 

“What is this, a 72?” 

“Sixty-nine, before they loaded it with all those smog 

devices.  It’s got a 396 with a four-barrel carb.”  I opened 

the door and added, “We’ve been through a lot together.” 

Jacob seemed impressed and he climbed in on the 

passenger side.  “Comfy!”  He fidgeted in the seat to get the 

best feel he could, then buckled up. 

We headed east and soon pulled up in front of James’ 

parents’ house.  I stepped out of the car and up the walk 

towards the front door; Jacob scrambled to catch up.  We 

were both well-dressed in business suits to emphasize our 

occupation.  I rang the bell. 

Footsteps could be heard on the inside, coming closer, 

then the door opened.  “Can I help you?” the woman asked.  

She was of fair complexion and was in a faded yellow sun 

dress and sandals.  

“Are you Mrs. Lovell?” I asked in as serious a voice as I 

could muster. 
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“Yes, what is it?” 

“I’m Mr. Fargo and this is Mr. Atkins from the Law Firm 

of Adams and Sethmore.  Can we come in?” 

Mrs. Lovell hesitated but stepped aside so we could 

enter. 

We all sat in the dark formal living room, she on a white 

accent chair and we on a brown leather sofa.  “Mrs. Lovell, 

we have a situation with your son, James.” 

“Why? What’s wrong with James?” 

“Well, I’m sorry to have to bring this to your attention, 

but James and another boy have been beating up kids at the 

schoolyard.”  Jacob held out the laptop and I took it and 

opened the lid.  “We have video …” 

Mrs. Lovell stayed silent as we ran the crude video Jacob 

had prepared.  “This,” I said as I pointed to the white boy 

on the screen, “is James.  We already know the identity of 

the other two boys.  One of them, their victim, is our client.”  

She seemed shocked as the footage ran, showing a white 

boy and a black kid pummeling a third kid, a Hispanic.  I 

didn’t let the video play more than a minute, long enough 

to make a point but not long enough for her to scrutinize the 

scene.  I closed the laptop and waited for her to speak. 

Finally, Mrs. Lovell said, “I’m not sure what to say.  

James is a good kid, but his father is overseas.  Maybe he’s 

acting out.” 
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“That’s unfortunate for our client, isn’t it?” 

She looked down, obviously embarrassed. 

“Mrs. Lovell, our client isn’t interested in money, at 

least for now.  We did advise him to sue for medical 

reparation and mental anguish, but he would not agree.  

James isn’t 18 yet, is he?” 

“No, he’s 16.” 

“Then you and his father would be the on the hook for 

any award.” 

“If he doesn’t want money, what does he want?” 

“He wants it to stop.  This has been happening 2 or 3 

times a week for the last two months.” 

“Oh, my.”  She hesitated and appeared to have a 

difficult time speaking.  “I … I will make him stop.  I 

promise.” 

Jacob spoke up.  “That’s all well and good, but we have 

insisted on something more, to make up for the fear and 

stress, and extreme pain, our client has been facing.” 

“What are you asking for?” 

“That James and Leon turn themselves in at school and 

do twenty hours each of cleanup, like graffiti cleanup and 

trash pickup, after school.” 
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“That’s reasonable … Then you won’t sue?” 

“If they do that,” Jacob answered, “and they stop 

picking on school kids, especially our client, you have our 

word.  You’ll need to talk to Leon’s parent and get them to 

agree.” 

“I will, believe me.” 

I added, “If we hear from our client that nothing 

changed, the next time you see us it will be in court.” 

“I understand.” 

“One more thing.  The boys do pretty well on the 

basketball team, don’t they?”  Mrs. Lovell nodded.  “A 

lawsuit like this would probably prevent them from getting 

a scholarship anywhere.”  She silently nodded again. 

I felt a little bad for the lady; she was almost in tears.  But 

better this than some of the alternatives. 

Back in the car, I decided to let Jacob know I was pleased.  

“That was nice work.  Getting the after-school work really 

accentuated our point …” 

“…And maybe,” he interjected, “will do some good with 

these kids.” 

“We can hope.” 
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Chapter 4 

I stared at my screen.  I should have been feeling great.  

We had signed three new clients in the morning.  I was 

extremely satisfied that we had helped Juan the day before, 

and I would be leaving the next day with my ex-partner and 

friend, Jimmy, on a long-awaited cruise.  However, while 

Jimmy’s wife, Erin, would be joining him, Amanda wasn’t 

going to accompany me. 

A chime from the computer broke my chain of thought 

and I checked my email.  I had a new message from Amanda.   

I paused, but opened the email and read it.  “Babe, I’m 

worried about you.  Are you okay?  Please let me know 

you’re alright.  Love, Mandy.” 

My first instinct was to delete the message and ignore it, 

but that didn’t seem right.  She was important to me, and 

she deserved a reply. 

I typed, “Hi, Mandy.  I’m doing fine, no worries.  Flying 

out tomorrow for the cruise, going to be fun.  Take care, 

Patty.”  I read it back to myself and decided that short and 

sweet was good.  I hit “Send” and sat back. 

I suddenly felt a little melancholy and decided to call it a 

day.  I gathered my stuff — my camera bag, tablet and coffee 

mug — and walked out to the lobby.  “I’m heading home, 

everyone!” I shouted.  “I’ll see you when I get back from 

my vacation!”   
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Anna came from the back and hugged me, followed by 

Lola.  Both said their bon voyages and Jacob stepped 

forward to shake my hand.   

“Don’t worry, sir,” he said.  “We’ve got it covered.” 

“Thanks, guys,” I replied.  “I’m not worried about a 

thing.” 

I walked out to the elevator and didn’t look back.  By 

the time I got to my Camaro, I was already feeling better. 

In Colorado, it gets dark fairly early in February.  By the 

time I got to the house in the middle of the afternoon, dusk 

was approaching.  I flipped on the TV and sat with my Carl’s 

Jr.  burger, having stopped for fast food on the way home.  

They got the order right, I was relieved to see — no mayo, no 

onion, add mustard.  A light beer topped off the meal. 

I decided that daytime television wasn’t very 

entertaining, but it was too cold out to use my casting 

course.  I had set up several targets around my backyard in 

the form of spare tires of various sizes and distances from 

the patio.  The hours spent perfecting my spincasting skill 

and accuracy had left me a lot of time for thinking. 

So, I turned the channel to the news and lay prone on 

my old, cozy sofa.  I smiled, thinking about how Amanda 

wanted me to buy all new living room furniture, replacing 

my twenty-year-old set.  It wasn’t ragged, I had 

rationalized, just outdated, but really comfortable. 
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My groggy state was interrupted by the distant gong of 

my doorbell.  The second bell got me up to answer.  Old 

habits dictated that I look out the peephole, leaning in 

somewhat from the side.  The porch light hadn’t taken 

effect yet, but I was able to see a well-dressed black woman 

holding a container of some kind.  I unlocked and opened 

the door.  “What can I do for you?” 

“Pat?  Do you remember me?” 

I quickly looked her over.  She was tall and moderately 

slender with a short coiffeur of straightened, black hair, 

obviously professionally cut.  She had thin lips, more Angela 

Bassett than Vivica Fox.  A little too much eye makeup for 

my taste, and I noticed pretty, low-hanging earrings with 

purple stones.   Scanning downward, she wore a beige jacket 

over a leopard print blouse, showing the slight cleavage of 

her smaller bosom.  Her skirt was dark brown, matching the 

leopard spots, and showing off her beautiful calves above a 

bright red pair of sandals.  I did recognize her. 

“You work at Nadyne’s, right?”  Nadyne’s was an 

upscale restaurant and one of Amanda’s favorite eating 

spots.  In fact, our first date was there, if you could call it a 

date.  It was supposed to be a meeting, but Amanda had had 

other plans. 

“Yes, I’m Rhonda, one of Amanda’s friends.  You and I 

met at one of the retirement parties we catered for her.” 

“I remember.  Come in.”  I opened the door wide and 
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stepped aside.  She looked like she was in her mid-30’s, and 

had a classically beautiful face. 

As she entered, she handed me a glass container 

covered in foil.  “Amanda asked me to bring this over.”  I 

started opening the cover, but Rhonda stopped me.  “It’s a 

4-cheese casserole with ham.  She said it was one of your 

favorites.”  She continued in and sat on my couch, 

seemingly surprised at the softness of it. 

“I’ve already eaten, but I’ll have it for a late dinner 

tonight, for sure.”  I carried it into the kitchen and placed it 

the refrigerator.  “Something to drink?” I called out. 

“Wine would be good.” 

I pulled out a bottle of Columbia Crest chardonnay, 

inexpensive but tasty, and poured a couple of wine flutes.  

On my way back to the living room, I asked, “You’re the 

sous chef, aren’t you?”  I handed her a glass and she took 

a big sip. 

“Yes, for the last two years,” she answered.  “But I also 

lead the catering team.” 

I sat on the accent chair, took a sip myself, and set the 

glass down on the side table.  “So, Amanda sent you?” 

“Yes, she called and said to check up on you.  I was 

thrilled to do it.”  Rhonda had a gorgeous smile.  She 

finished off her chardonnay and set the empty wine glass 

down next to mine. 
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“I’m not sure why,” I said with a chuckle.  “But I won’t 

turn down good food.” 

“I figured.”  She began taking off her jacket.  “It’s a 

little warm.”   

I stood and took the jacket from her, then hung it by its 

label on a coat hook near the front door.  “Safe and sound.” 

When I sat back down I could see that the garment had 

been hiding a lovely figure.  I decided to continue with small 

talk, unsure of how to send her home politely.  “Are you a 

Denver native?” 

“No, but I’ve been here a while.  I moved here from L.A. 

to attend culinary school and stayed.”  She stood up.  

“Bathroom?” 

“Left through the hallway, first door on the right.” 

“Thanks.”   

She disappeared into the dim hallway and I was left 

alone with my thoughts.  I wondered what had prompted 

Amanda to send her friend over.  To check up on me?  To 

see if I’m miserable?  Was my email reply inadequate? 

After a few minutes, I heard the toilet flush and some 

rattling of clothing and accessories, I assumed.  I patiently 

waited. 

Ten minutes later, she still hadn’t come back out and I 
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was getting anxious.  A couple more minutes went by and I 

decided to check on her.  I quietly went to the hallway and 

noticed the bathroom door was open.  “Rhonda?” 

“In here.”  The voice came from my bedroom. 

I went to the end of the dark hallway and couldn’t see 

inside the bedroom very well.  I flipped on the light. 

“I wondered how long it would take you …” Rhonda said 

gleefully.  

I was taken aback.   She was lying on the bed, stripped 

naked.  She moved her arms up behind her head on a couple 

of pillows, increasing her delightful profile.  Though not 

overly large, her breasts were luscious and inviting, with 

half-dollar-sized areolas that were striking, nearly jet black 

against the background of her bronze skin.   

 “Who am I, James Bond?  An evil seductress lurking 

around every corner?” 

“You think I’m evil?” she asked, accompanied by a 

cunning look.  

I took a breath and sighed.  I started retrieving her 

clothes, which were scattered on the floor.  “I’m sorry, 

Rhonda,” I said with soft, calm voice.  “I’m just not ready 

for a new relationship.”  I picked up her shoes and panties 

and continued to hand her items.  
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“Wait …” She sat up with a pained look while accepting 

the garments from me.  I left the room and waited for her in 

the living room. 

When she finally emerged, mostly dressed, I thanked her 

for bringing dinner.  “I’m flattered, really.”  I handed her 

the jacket at the front door.   

She walked by and stopped on the front porch, turning 

around to face me.  “You know, I’m not looking for a 

relationship, not at all. With my schedule?”  She moved back 

towards me a half-step.  “I was so excited to be able to see 

you tonight …” 

“What about Amanda?  You think she would approve?” 

“Hell, Patty.  It was her idea.” 

“What?” 

“She asked me to have my way with you.  She knew how 

much I was attracted to you and she figured you wouldn’t 

be out making yourself available.” 

“Damn.” 

“What?” 

I reached out and grabbed her, pulling her back inside.  

We kissed with passion as I closed the door and we both 

disrobed as fast as possible.  Her curves felt wonderful as she 

held them tightly to me.  I stopped briefly and she took my 

hand, turning to head back to the bedroom. 
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“It was my idea first,” Rhonda giggled when we reached 

the back room.  She pushed me onto the bed, following 

quickly, and started French kissing me, and I could feel the 

length of her body at one time.   

Tall and slender gave way to limber and athletic.  Sex 

with Rhonda was fantastic and exhausting, even more 

strenuous than my first time with Lola.  It must have been 

the excitement of a new partner, I ultimately decided. 

When I woke up later that night, Rhonda was gone.  I 

remembered the casserole and,happily, I knew what I was 

having for dinner. 

On the kitchen counter was a note, which read, “I had a 

fabulous time.  I hope for a repeat performance when our 

schedules allow.  Call me when you get back — 720-555-

1254.  I’ll make you tilapia.”  It was signed with a faded 

lipstick imprint of her lips. 

I then realized my mood had changed.  Amanda had 

known best, again. 
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Chapter 5 

“What do you mean I can’t take my handgun on the 

cruise?”  Jimmy was upset. 

“Now, dear,” his darling wife, Erin, said, gently pulling 

him back into the booth.  We had been enjoying a pre-cruise 

dinner in the French Quarter.  “Pat looked it up.” 

Erin had auburn hair this trip.  One didn’t know from 

week to week what color she would sport.  The reddish tint 

on her small Irish frame reminded me of Maureen O’Hara, 

and Erin was just as beautiful. She looked cute in her white 

culottes and green top with gold foil scrollwork.  

By contrast, Jimmy was a large brute with the expected 

Irish-red hair, and he used his heritage to his advantage 

when he could.  He could feign ignorance and could sell it 

with his Gaelic accent. 

Jimmy Stewart — he hated for people to ask about the 

actor’s name — was my first partner after making senior 

detective in Colorado Springs.  He had just made detective 

and was attentive, loud and physically very strong.  As with 

many partners, after we saved each other a couple of times, 

we were best friends.  When I retired, he eventually gave up 

trying to get me to return to the force.  Sometime later, he 

transferred to the Denver PD. 

Jimmy was still angry.  “But I can take it on an airplane, 

why not a cruise ship?” 
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“You can only take it on a plane …” I explained, “… if you 

take it apart and pack the pieces in your checked luggage in 

separate boxes.  But once you’re on a ship, you have all your 

luggage with you.” 

“That’s the point, Patty.  I feel naked in public without 

my gun.  I don’t want to leave it behind!” 

“Jimmy … Jimmy …” I looked him in the eyes to help 

calm him down.  “How would you like to be the captain 

knowing that a third of the passengers had guns on them?  

Sometimes they have to make decisions that passengers 

don’t like.” 

“I know …” 

I pulled out my tablet.  “Let me show you what I found 

…” I brought up the cruise company’s website and searched 

for “items not permitted.”  “Here, listen to this … ‘Items 

not permitted on board:  firearms and ammunition ...’” 

“Yeah, you told me that.”  Jimmy had slipped into his 

Irish brogue, obviously irritated. 

Erin took Jimmy’s hand.  “Calm down, will you?”  She 

looked back at me.  “What else does it say?” 

I continued.  “’Firearms and ammunition, including 

realistic replicas, sharp objects, including all knives and 

scissors, illegal drugs and substances, candles, incense, 

coffee makers, clothes irons … ’  Even baseball bats and … ” 

I read down the list. “Ham radios.” 
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“Wow, shall we go naked?” 

“Listen to this:  ‘Matches and normal lighters are 

allowed onboard.  However, novelty lighters that look like 

guns are not allowed onboard.’  Oh, and they don’t allow 

handcuffs or pepper spray, either.” 

“I’m a cop.  I should be able to take those things.” 

“You’re not a cop on the ship.” 

Jimmy still wasn’t convinced.  “What if we get attacked 

by pirates?” 

“Pirates?”  Erin was incredulous.  “You’ve been 

watching too many Johnny Depp movies.” 

I answered the question.  “There haven’t been any 

pirate attacks in the Caribbean in years.  They’ve all been in 

the Indian Ocean, not here.” 

“I don’t like it.” 

Erin changed the subject.  “Pat, dear, are you taking 

anyone along?” 

“No, I’m flying solo on this trip.” 

“That’s a shame …” She tugged on Jimmy’s shoulder.  

“Why don’t we ask Judy to come?” 

“Babe,” he answered.  “Pat doesn’t want to take a 

stranger with him on a trip.” 
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I was a bit shocked at the suggestion.  First the girls and 

now Erin wanted to fix me up.  “You are correct, sir.” I said 

in my best Ed McMahon impersonation.  They probably 

didn’t even know who Ed McMahon was.  “Thanks, 

anyway, but,” I put my hand up in the ‘stop’ position, 

facing Erin.  “I’ll pass.”   

“You shouldn’t be alone.  Judy is great.  She’s 

beautiful, too.” 

Jimmy chimed in, seemingly over the previous 

argument. “Actually, Erin’s right.  She was Miss Colorado 

10 years ago … she’s gorgeous.” 

I shook my head.  “I did meet someone yesterday …” 

“Really?” Erin eagerly inquired.  “Who is it?” 

“… but it’s casual,” I continued.  “Everyone wants me 

to forget Amanda as soon as possible … I’m just not ready 

to cut and run.” 

“I can’t understand why she chose her job over you.”  

Erin consciously lowered her voice.  “You guys were terrific 

together.”  

I took her hand and covered it with both hands.  “I’ll be 

okay.  Really.”  I decided to steer the conversation away 

from my love life, and pointed to Jimmy’s arm.  “That’s the 

ugliest watch I ever saw.” 
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He unconsciously grabbed the timepiece.  “This came 

with my new cell phone.”  He touched it to wake it up and 

turned it around to face me.  “See?  I can see who is calling 

and can receive texts.  I can even reply, but the damn 

keyboard is too small to do it very good, at least for me …” 

“Well, you won’t have to worry about a pickpocket, 

that’s for sure.” 

“Very funny.” 

“You’d love Judy …” Erin was relentless.  “How about 

when we get back?  We could have you guys over for dinner 
…” 

“Okay, okay, we’ll see.”  Just like the girls, I said under 

my breath.  You can’t fight city hall.  “When we get back.” 

Erin made a smug smile, knowing she had won this small 

battle.  Jimmy shook his head silently. 

The waiter brought our steaks, which looked superb.  

“Three minutes sooner would have been perfect timing,” I 

said, and the waiter looked confused. 
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Chapter 6 

We were stopped beneath the canopy of the covered 

boarding walk while an argument ensued at the entrance.  It 

sounded like someone was trying to take aboard a dog 

without the proper paperwork.  I successfully fought the 

urge to stick my nose in and calmly let the security team 

handle their issue. 

I leaned back and whispered to Jimmy, “Who takes a 

dog on a cruise?” 

“Blind people?” was the dry reply, making me chuckle. 

After a few minutes and a half-dozen security guards 

descended on the large Irish Setter, the dog seemed to have 

won the right to board, because the line began moving.  

There were silly, forced smiles on every cruise official who 

passed us on to each new stage of boarding until we finally 

were allowed into an immense restaurant.  We weren’t 

allowed to go to our rooms until one o’clock, we were told, 

so lunch seemed appropriate.  I was curious to find out if the 

rumors were true about cruise ships — that the food was 

fabulous. 

This particular restaurant was the largest buffet I had 

ever been in, other than my last trip to Las Vegas.  I had to 

admit, it was good, really good. 

“Seven bucks for light beer?”  Jimmy was complaining 

to the server.  “This week is going to cost me big time.” 
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“It’s vacation, baby,” Erin said, trying to keep him calm.  

“You’re not gonna complain about everything this week, 

are you?” 

“Vacation, noun,” I pretended to look it up on my 

phone.  “A period of relaxation when one escapes his duties 

of work.  See ‘buffet.’”  We all laughed, including, 

thankfully, Jimmy. 

One o’clock came around and we managed to get up 

from the table, all of us stuffed from lunch.  I made some 

noises I don’t think I ever had before.  That made Jimmy 

chuckle and mention my advanced age.  I didn’t see the 

humor. 

Both of our cabins were on the ninth deck but on 

opposite ends of the corridor.  We must have been a football 

field apart.  “See you at dinner, 6:30?” 

“Yeah, we’ll come get you,” Erin called out before 

disappearing aft.   

I turned forward and passed about 40 doors before 

coming to my cabin, 9652.  I was happy to see that my 

suitcase was waiting at the door. I pushed the keycard into 

the slot and the door popped open.  I was a bit 

underwhelmed when I dragged my suitcase into the room 

and surveyed the room.  It wasn’t quite as large as the 

online photos made it look, though the balcony doors were 

glass sliders, allowing the outside view from anywhere in the 

cabin. 
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From the door, the bathroom door was on the left, the 

closet was on the right.  Beyond the closet was a built-in 

desk and cabinet and a small TV.  On the left, just past the 

bathroom was a loveseat then the queen bed, made up in 

exquisite perfection.  Beyond the bed were the balcony 

doors. 

I opened the closet and thought about moving my 

clothes into the myriad of drawers, shelves and rods, but 

decided to simply push the suitcase in and shut the closet 

door behind it.  I went to the balcony, slid open the glass 

door and stepped out.  The port wasn’t very clean, I 

noticed, and some of it was under construction, filling the 

air with the blaring, rumbling and beeping of large 

machinery, trucks, jackhammers and other shuddering 

sounds.  I stepped back in and closed out the noise.   

I dropped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling.  My 

thoughts didn’t go to Amanda, but rather my late wife, Ellie.  

Sighing, I said to myself, Ells, you would have loved this.  I 

fell asleep. 

“Patty, dear.”  It was Ellie.  She had come to me in my 

dreams before, so I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. 

“It’s been a while.  I miss you.” 

“I’m so glad Amanda took such good care of you.” 

She looked exactly like she did during our last vacation 

together, in Yosemite, with her long brunette hair pulled up 
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into a floppy straw hat, and her brown eyes made up, as 

always.  She looked so cute in jeans and short tops.  I missed 

that. 

I tried to think logically.  “Are you here to tell me 

something?”  Such were her previous visits. 

“Do you know how important a person you are?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Throughout your life, you have done important things 

for people, saved their lives, or their family members, or 

helped people change for the better, gave their lives 

meaning.  How many people can say that?” 

I didn’t know how to answer.  She was right, of course, 

and that’s one of the reasons I loved being a cop. 

She continued, “I’m sorry I made you stop being a 

detective.” 

“You didn’t …” 

“You stopped for me,” she interrupted.  “I know that 

you did.” 

“You were the most important person to me.  I 

promised you I’d quit when I hit 20 years, and I kept that 

promise.” 

“It was a mistake.  I know that now.  You need to help 

people.” 
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“Damn!” 

A voice from outside my door woke me from my dream.  

Like previous times, I felt empty and it took a minute to 

figure out where I was. 

“Damn!” 
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Chapter 7 

I shook off the cobwebs and went to open the cabin 

door.  A couple of rooms down, an attractive woman was 

trying her keycard again and again. 

“Dammit!” 

I felt my pocket for my own card and let the door close 

behind me.  “Can I help you with that?” 

She turned and showed a smile of relief.  “Would you?” 

I took the card from her hand and tried it.  Sure enough, 

it lit up red and didn’t unlock.  “I’m sure it’s been erased.  

Let’s go call Guest Services; I’m sure they’ll bring one up 

to you.” 

“That would be great, thanks.” 

We returned to my cabin and the woman grabbed the 

desk phone.  “Yes, my card won’t work and I need to get 

into my room, number 9645.  Yes … yes, 9652 …” She looked 

up at me for reassurance and I nodded.  “Yes, 9652 … I can 

wait … 3 o’clock?  You can’t make it sooner?  … I understand 

… thank you.” 

While she made arrangements I sized her up — 5-7, 145, 

blond hair with an auburn tint, shapely but average … She 

turned slightly and against the sun in the balcony I could tell 

she was shapelier than she first appeared.  She wore short 
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red shorts and a thin white blouse, tall sandals and matching 

purse — definitely traveling alone.  No ring, but well-

manicured.  But, something was off … I couldn’t put my 

finger on it.  Was she playing me? 

She hung up the phone and asked, “Do you mind if I wait 

here for my key?  They said they might not be able to bring 

it up until three or so.” 

No good deed ever goes unpunished, I said to myself.  

“Of course not.”  I held my hand out to shake and she 

obliged.  “I’m Pat.”   

“Stephanie.  Where are you from, Pat?” 

“Denver … This is me getting out of the cold.” 

“I’ll bet.  I live in Kansas City.  Five inches of snow 

yesterday …” 

“I think I have something to drink here …” I looked in my 

bag and managed to retrieve a well-hidden bottle of tequila.  

I held it up to the light and smiled.  “Good, they didn’t find 

it in Customs.”  

“Tequila?  Nice!”  She went into the bathroom and 

found two glasses wrapped in plastic, apparently waiting for 

this opportunity.  She peeled the wrapping off and held 

them out; I poured about two fingers in each.  “No lime?”  

She laughed and downed it like a shot. 
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I followed suit and poured a second round.  This time she 

sat on the edge of the bed and I sat in the loveseat.  “You 

here with anyone?” 

“No,” she answered.  “I was supposed to be with a 

couple of friends, all of us are divorced … They flaked on me 

at the last minute.  How about you?” 

“Kinda the same thing.  But I’m looking forward to 

some alone time.” 

“Me, too.  It’s been a rough couple of weeks …” 

I didn’t bite.  “Besides the crappy weather, how do you 

like K.C.?” 

“It’s okay … to tell you the truth, I’m pretty sick of the 

Midwest.  I was born and raised on the Oregon coast.  I miss 

it.”  She put the glass on the nightstand and stood up.  ”Be 

right back.”   

The bathroom door closed behind her and for some 

reason I took the opportunity to look in her purse.  My 

instincts were telling me to avoid this woman.   No pills … not 

much money ...  I held up her driver’s license and focused 

on it with my cell phone camera.  After a quick click, I put the 

cell in my pocket and took a quick glance at the license.  The 

likeness was fair.  ‘Stephanie Louise Moore,’ address 

‘1254 Great Oaks Blvd., Kansas City, MO,’ birthdate 

‘9/21/,’ but the year was fuzzy, like she had scraped that 

spot on the plastic cover.  She looked about 35. 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

43 

The toilet flushed with a roar and a chirp.  I quickly 

placed her wallet back in her purse, and returned it to the 

bed where she had left it. I sat down and took another sip.   

A minute later, she came back out, but she wasn’t 

wearing anything.  Her lovely body scooted past me, picking 

up her drink, and she laid facing me on the bed.  As they 

often do, her nipples were calling to me, but my suspicions 

were now on high alert.  I stayed seated as if nothing had 

happened and took another sip.  I reached out the bottle and 

asked if she wanted more, and she did.  

“Wow,” she said.  “I’m impressed.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The last time I did this, I didn’t stay alone on the bed 

for 5 seconds …” 

“Listen … Stephanie …” I thought about how to phrase 

it. 

“Hey, Pat, I like you.  I just want to show some 

appreciation.  Besides, tequila makes me horny …” 

“Oh … You look … great, but …” 

Stephanie got up and came over to me.  She turned 

around and settled in on my lap, her back facing me.  I 

noticed then a tattoo across the back of her shoulders that 

read, “The past was practice,” in black ink and a fancy scroll 
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font.  She put her feet up on the desk chair and leaned back 

into me.  “Don’t mind me, I’m just getting comfy …” 

She took my drink and set it carefully on the nightstand 

next to me, then my hands, placing them on her breasts. 

“This isn’t a good idea.” 

“What?  We’re not doing anything …” 

Her right arm came up behind my neck and her left hand 

grabbed mine and applied a little more gusto in my grope.  I 

decided to make the best of it and let myself enjoy the 

situation.  I was getting hard and her turning her head and 

French kissing me didn’t alleviate that at all.  I leaned 

forward and reached down with my free hand, finding her 

shaved and wet.   

Her nipples became rock hard as she trembled silently 

but robustly, barely able to stay on top of me.  Her breathing 

slowed as I released my hand, and she relaxed, but now I 

was uncomfortably stiff.  Stephanie turned and slithered 

down my body until she was kneeling on the floor.  She faced 

me and pulled my shorts down, releasing me from their 

bonds.  Her mouth fully covered me, and it only took a 

couple of minutes for me to finish. 

She laid back on the bed and helped herself, soon 

arching her back and shuddering, this time allowing a 

strained whimper to escape her lips.  She dropped suddenly 

and sighed, then smiled.  “That was … really good.  You know 

what you’re doing.” 
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“Funny,” I said, laughingly.  “I was going to say the same 

thing.” 

Stephanie got up gingerly and opened the bathroom 

door.  “I’ll just be a minute …” and closed the door behind 

her.  She soon returned, her clothes in hand. “All yours.” 

“I guess so,” I announced and got to my feet.  I entered 

the tiny bathroom and also closed the door. I looked in the 

mirror and scolded my reflection.  What are you thinking, I 

questioned myself.  She’s going to be your first mate on this 

cruise?   I knew better.  But, maybe a shipboard romance 

was just what I needed.   

I raised the seat and tried to use the toilet, but it was 

difficult.  I needed more recovery time.  I cleaned up and 

flushed the toilet, and was surprised by the deafening 

volume of the automated commode. 

I opened the door and began to ask Stephanie about her 

plans, but found an empty room.  My cell phone was in my 

pocket, but my wallet had been left out, and now was 

empty, except for my license.  My fake Rolex was gone, too.  

Lesson learned, the hard way. 
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Chapter 8 

“Let’s go!”  It was Jimmy on the cabin phone and he 

was finally excited about something.  “I found a game!” 

“What’s the buy-in?” 

“A dime.  I’ll spot ya if you want.” 

“No, I can …” I remembered then that my debit card was 

gone. “On second thought, I’ll take you up on that.  What 

room?” 

“3844, on the third deck.  I’ll grab some cash.” 

“You can get two grand from the ATM?” 

“You can here … Meet you there.” 

Detectives usually made poor poker players.  They 

tended try too hard to use their detective skills, often 

“detecting” patterns and tells where there weren’t any.  

Jimmy and I were different.  We let our gut feelings rule our 

playing, and more often than not, tells were slowly revealed. 

I finished getting re-dressed while absent-mindedly 

flipping the channels on the TV.  Eight of the first 10 channels 

were cruise line infomercials.  One was of particular interest 

— 45 percent off all Tag Heuer watches in the Promenade 

Shops, Sunday only.  I made a mental note and left the set 

on, grabbing my cabin keycard and letting the heavy door 
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slam as I moved forward up the corridor toward the 

elevators. 

Once on the third deck, I made my way aft and found 

cabin 3844.  For some odd reason, I tapped “shave and a 

haircut” on the cabin door, and felt a bit silly.  The door 

opened and Jimmy grabbed my arm, pulling me into a 

smoke-filled room.  

“This is a private game …” he said, somewhat under his 

breath.  

I looked at the exquisite suite we had entered, not very 

comparable to my balcony room.  It spanned about 600 

square feet, give or take, and included a kitchenette with 

granite countertops and stainless steel mini-appliances.  A 

large hexagon-shaped card table was set up in the middle of 

the room, complete with green felt top and chip trays built 

in.  There were 4 players already sitting.  One was wearing a 

formal nautical uniform.  Each had a lit cigar, like the old 

days at the squad, I remembered.  A couple of beautiful 

blonde staff members stood nearby, waiting to provide what 

was wanted, I surmised.  They wore barmaid-type uniforms 

that showed off their shapes. 

Jimmy turned towards the table.  “Gentlemen, I’m 

Jimmy and this is Pat.  Thanks for letting us join you guys.” 

We took the last two seats as introductions began. 

To my left, a husky fellow was stacking his chips neatly.  
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“I’m Sam, glad to have your money …” He smiled, only half-

kidding.  Sam was about 40 and had sandy, thinning hair.  He 

had started drinking early, as there were 3 empty glasses in 

front of him, complete with tomato juice residue climbing 

the sides.   

At 10 o’clock was the elder in the room, a white haired 

70-something whose crinkled hands were struggling to 

shuffle the deck.  “Terry, glad to meet ya.” 

A geek was sitting at midnight, straight across from me.  

With a somewhat squeaky voice, he introduced himself.  

“I’m T.J.  from Frisco.  I hope you brought some better luck 

than mine …”  I noticed his chips were fewer than around 

the table.  T.J. was wearing a purposely torn but perfectly 

clean yellow tee shirt and straw Fedora with a blue band 

above the rim.  He picked up his Oakleys from the table and 

carefully placed them on his face. 

“Don’t let him fool ya, he’s got more money than all of 

us combined.  This is his suite!”  This comment came from 

the naval suit sitting at 2:00.  Chuckling, he held out his hand 

to shake.  “Mike Perkins, I’m the entertainment manager.  

We need to hurry, I’m on stage at 8.”  Mike had a black 

beard, thick black hair combed straight back, and manicured 

nails.  He was swimming a bit in his size-40 dress white 

uniform.  His red tie was loose and white shirt unbuttoned 

at the neck. 

We obliged the shake.  “They let you smoke in the 

cabin?” 
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“Money talks,” Sam replied, accentuating the point 

with three perfect smoke rings straight across the table.  He 

looked at the geek.  “What’d this set you back, T.J., 20 

grand?” 

“Thirty … for the week …” T.J. smiled. 

Jimmy gave our money to the banker, sitting to his right, 

who exchanged them for three colors of casino chips, blue, 

brown and pink.  The blue chips were embossed with 

“$100,” brown had “$50” and the pink said “$25.”  We 

each took our stacks and placed them in front of us. 

Terry waved to one of the blonds, “Tina,” according to 

her name tag, and she brought a couple of cigars to us, along 

with lighters and cutters.  “Dominican, not Cuban, but 

they’re good,” Terry said as we accepted them. “You guys 

cops?  You look like cops.” 

Jimmy seemed to be adept at clipping and lighting up, 

while I struggled a bit, but eventually got it done.  Rusty.  

“I am, he was,” replied Jimmy.  “No jurisdiction here.” 

“What’s the game?” I asked as I put the cigar down in 

the built-in ashtray. 

“Caribbean Shuffle,” Terry replied, and he set the deck 

next to Sam, who tapped it rather than cutting.  Terry picked 

the cards back up and began dealing. 
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“Something like Texas Hold ‘em, but it’s 4 down each 

and 3 community cards up.  We bet after the fifth down and 

after each up card.” 

Terry was on his third round of down cards.  “The joker 

makes it interesting,” he said on round four and stopped 

when we had them all.   

“A wild card?” Jimmy asked, almost laughing. 

“Nope,” Terry answered.  “Not wild … dead if you have 

it.” 

“So what happens if it turns up there?”  Jimmy pointed 

to where the community cards would be. 

Terry smiled widely.  “We reshuffle.”  He paused as that 

sank in.  “The pot stays put and only those still playing that 

hand get to play the reshuffle.”   

“You mean,” I started to ask, a bit in shock.  “You mean 

I could have 4 aces and the joker pops up there and we have 

to re-deal?” 

“I think he’s got it,” commented Sam.  “You might stay 

in longer in this game, just in case that happens.  We get 

some pretty big pots going.” 

“One more thing,” added Terry.  “If you get the joker in 

your closed hand, you’re the only one who knows it won’t 

be coming up.” 
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The first hour was fairly uneventful.  We went through a 

few cigars and kept the barmaids busy.  Chips changed 

hands and changed hands again.  I think we were about even 

when the first joker appeared as the Dominican card.  

Apparently the 3 cards turned up are named for the 3 largest 

islands in the Caribbean — Cayman, Dominican and Cuban.  

None of us had yet folded when it turned up, the dealer 

gathered the cards and re-dealt, and the game continued.  

Jimmy won that hand and the larger pot that went with it. 

“Did you know,” I announced, “that Jimmy here is 

Jimmy Stewart?” 

Jimmy shot me a grimace. 

“You don’t say …” said the older gentleman. “Is it a 

wonderful life?”  Everyone laughed but Jimmy. Terry 

continued with his best Stewart impression, “S-s-say th-th-

there, do you want … do ya … do ya really want to … do you 

really want to play poker?  Let’s get … let’s get Clarence to 

play with us!” 

Another round of laughter.  He began to prattle off 

another gem when Jimmy raised his hand. 

“Okay,” he said sternly.  “My money is waitin’ here to 

lose, just like yours.  You want to win it or not?” 

“You ain’t been losing much, yet …” Sam answered. 

“Let’s see if your money’s any good.” 
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The game continued and I silently calculated the odds of 

a joker popping up in one of the 3 “up” cards.  Three 

chances in 53, roughly 6 chances in a hundred — slightly less 

than 6 percent.  That’s once every 17 deals, about once an 

hour. 

Midway through the second hour, I pulled 3 ladies and 

deuce.  I checked on the first bet and called the first hundred 

bet when it came back around.  I wanted to the pot to grow, 

and that wouldn’t happen if everyone folded. 

Amazingly, the fourth queen appeared as the Cayman 

card and I concentrated on slowly keeping the betting going, 

carefully raising each time the bet came around.  A couple 

of the others must have also had good hands, because there 

was a boatload of chips in the pot by the time someone 

called.   

The Dominican card was a 3 of hearts and betting was 

muted, making only a couple of rounds.  Everyone had bet 

what they wanted on the previous card and evidently the 3 

didn’t help anyone. 

Then came the Cuban — the joker.  Damn!  I looked 

around and there were few chips in front of anyone — they 

were all in the center of the table. “Dammit!” I said aloud.  

Everyone sat there shaking their heads incredulously. 

“Well, this’ll be a hell of a hand,” T.J. said and laughed 

while throwing his cards in.  “Deal ‘em up.” 
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I hated this game.  Know how often I pulled 4 queens in 

a poker game?  ‘Never’ came to mind.  The last time I had 

4-of-a-kind I had been dealt 4 fives and was able to grow the 

pot pretty well.  I lost to a 10-high straight flush. 

In the next deal I was given the 4 of clubs, 6 of clubs, 2 

of diamonds and 10 of hearts.  I couldn’t really fold, since 

most of my wad was in the pot.  Terry ran out of chips 

anyway, so we dealt out the hand.  Up cards were two jacks 

and the 6 of spades, giving me two pair.  T.J. stood 

triumphantly with a full house and no one had better. 

The game ended after that hand with no hard feelings 

and an invitation to return the next evening, which we 

politely declined.  Jimmy picked up a couple of T.J.’s chips 

and motioned to Tina and her partner, Tammy, to come 

over.  They did so and he slipped a chip in each of their tops.  

“This is for you,” he said to one, and, “Thanks,” to the 

other.  They both smiled, Tina kissed Jimmy on the cheek, 

and T.J. cackled again. 
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Chapter 9 

Jimmy and I left the suite and looked over the rail to the 

passing ocean.  “It wasn’t that much money …” I said and 

slapped his back. 

“I know, but … you had 4 birds?” 

“Yeah,” I sighed, still watching the sea. 

“Fellas, can you help us out?”  It was Mike, stepping out 

the suite door, straightening his white uniform.  He had a 

cell phone at his ear.  “We could use some law enforcement 

assistance.  Do you mind?” 

“Sure, but we’re not exactly sober,” Jimmy replied.  

“And Pat’s not exactly law enforcement.” 

“That’s okay,” Mike said and told the cell phone caller 

that we would be able to join him. 

We staggered behind him, not so much from inebriation 

but from the seas and wind, which had both grown worse 

during the game.  We ducked onto the outside corridor for 

a few yards, into the dusk and breeze, then back in, and then 

into a “Staff Only” double door.  We passed through the 

hectic commercial laundry room and continued forward 

until we came to an elevator, obviously not presentable for 

public use. 

Mike pressed “B”, which first made me think of 
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“Basement” but when the elevator rose, I figured out that 

it meant “Bridge.”  And there we were, in front of the 

Captain. 

“You are the detectives, yes?” 

The sun had just set and the gold and orange glow had 

not yet vanished.  The view from the bridge was spectacular. 

Jimmy answered, “Well, sir, I am a detective for the 

Denver P.D., but my friend here is retired.  He is a private 

investigator now.” 

“Very well.”  He put his tablet PC down and reached out 

his hand.  “I’m Captain Haagensen.  We have a … situation 

… you could help us with.”  The Captain was dressed much 

like Mike, in a white dress uniform, which he filled out well 

— husky, not fat.  His jacket had a large patch with golden 

scrolls listing his company, Imperial Cruise Lines.  He had salt 

and pepper unkempt hair and a gray beard, looking about 

60.  Even at that age, Haagensen was built like a tree trunk 

and looked like he could take both of us on in a fight.  His 

English had a Scandinavian accent.  

We both traded firm grips with the captain and he 

continued.  “Do you mind giving us a few hours of your 

time?  If so, we’ll pick up your travel and cruise cost for the 

week.” 

“I don’t see why not,” I said, jumping at the offer.  

“What do you need?” 
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“I do have a security officer, Fosse, who takes care of 

most minor crimes, but this …” He picked back up the tablet 

and swiped his finger across the screen, which blinked open.  

He turned it toward us — we saw a photo of a bland cabin, 

probably staff quarters, and a limp body of a blond woman 

faced down on the bed.  The victim was wearing a dark 

brown leather body suit.  Other than the body, the room 

looked in good shape. 

“Is that person dead?” Jimmy asked.  “When was she 

found?” 

“Yes, dead.  Just about 20 minutes ago.” 

“I don’t have any jurisdiction here, so I’m not sure 

what we can do.”   

“Consider yourselves consultants, just like … who is it … 

Castle?  From TV?” 

“Yes,” I replied.  “I’m game for a look-see.” 

“We need to find out what happened and, if there is an 

assailant on board, detain him for the authorities, the ones 

with jurisdiction.”  The captain leaned over and pressed a 

button next to the wheel.  “Fosse, please come to the 

bridge.” 

“Yes, sir, on my way,” was the reply from the speaker. 

“Sir, I have a show to prepare for …” We had forgotten 
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Mike was still with us.  He seemed edgy, understandable, 

considering the circumstances.  The captain waved him off 

and Mike left quickly, pausing only to throw a, “Good luck, 

gents,” on his way out. 

A few minutes later, Fosse entered almost on a dead 

run.  He stopped and became composed, then introduced 

himself.  His movements gave away that he was 

overwhelmed.  Not yet 30, Fosse had blond hair and was 

impeccably dressed in dress blues, complete with naval-

style hat, which he held in his hands.  Loss prevention was 

the probable extent of his experience, so he was definitely 

out of his league. 

“Please follow me, gentlemen.” 

The captain nodded and we joined Fosse at the elevator. 

He pressed the down button.  An awkward silence followed.  

A beep preceded the arrival and the doors opened.  We 

stepped in and Fosse hit “BL”.   

“Basement?” I asked. 

“Bottom level,” he answered, looking straight ahead as 

the doors closed. 

“What’s the ‘BB’?” 

“Double-bottom.” 

Silently, we waited for the elevator to travel a few floors 

down and open at the ‘bottom.’ 
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“This way to the infirmary,” he said and walked on 

ahead.   

Jimmy and I looked at each other with the same puzzled 

faces.  I shrugged and followed Fosse, and Jimmy stepped in 

behind me.  

 “The body is in sick bay?” Jimmy asked. 

“We call it an ‘infirmary,’” Fosse explained. “Yes, it’s 

in here.” He stopped at the large red cross and opened the 

bulkhead.  He climbed over the threshold and into the dark 

room, which automatically lit up when he entered.  I took a 

deep breath and followed Jimmy into the cabin.  He seemed 

anxious to see the body. 

There were three hospital — type beds and one was 

occupied.  A sheet covered the entire person, including the 

head, and it was dripping water to the floor.  Jimmy pulled 

back the cover to expose the face, which was puffy and 

wrinkled, and she had wet dark-blond hair. 

“We found her in a shower with the water running.  No 

telling how long she had been there.” 

I came around to the opposite side and we pulled the 

sheet all the way back.  The woman was fully clothed, 

though sopping wet.   

Jimmy grabbed some nylon gloves and I followed suit.  

He began prodding through her hair and seemed annoyed. 
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“What is it?” 

“No bullet wound that I can tell.  I expected a small 

caliber hole.”  He looked around the body a bit and began 

lifting it on his side.  “A hand?” 

I obliged and we managed to get the slim woman face 

down.  He raised up her blouse searching for wounds when 

I noticed something on her back.  “Lift that up more …” I 

said and he pulled up to her neck. 

I must have turned white when I read her tattoo, ‘The 

past was practice, in fancy scroll lettering, because Jimmy 

exclaimed, “My God, Patty.  What is it?” 

I started to fall and caught myself, then sat on the 

adjacent bed to regain my balance. 

I laughed dubiously and shook my head.  “Meet 

Stephanie Moore,” I lifted my hand up in the air as if 

introducing her to an audience.  “A scam artist I had the 

pleasure of screwing earlier today …” 
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Chapter 10 

“You what?” 

“Well, to be honest, we didn’t have intercourse.” 

“Oh, well, that makes all the difference!” 

“Hold on, let me explain.”  I started to but nothing came 

out.   

“Okay?” 

“Earlier today … she was in the hallway outside my door, 

locked out, she said.  Her keycard didn’t work.” 

“So you naturally let her use your phone …” 

“Of course, what was I supposed to do?  She called the 

service desk and they said they would send someone up 

with a new card, and in the meantime she waited in my 

cabin.” 

“She found your tequila?” 

“Well, that was my idea.” 

“Ah, so she didn’t have a gun on ya, making you share 

it …” 

I ignored the question.  “She went to bathroom and 

came out butt naked … wait!  I snapped a shot of her DL 
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when she was in the bathroom …” I grabbed my phone and 

found the gallery.  I opened the photo and there she was.  I 

gave the phone to Jimmy.  “‘Stephanie Louise Moore’ 

from Kansas City.” 

“Well, now I’m impressed … You didn’t trust her so you 

snuck a peek at her license, but then had sex with her?” 

“Not entirely, but I know what you’re getting at. I’m 

not on my game ...” My right hand instinctively went to my 

bare left wrist.  “She took my watch and a couple of 

trinkets.” 

“Your ‘Rolex’? I wondered what happened to it.” He 

handed me my phone back.  “You’ve had that watch for a 

long time.  Wasn’t it Freddy who gave that to you when you 

saved his little brother over on 53rd Street?” 

“Yeah, I don’t think he even knew it was a knock-off.” 

“Damn.” 

“The good news is that we can get some info about Miss 

Moore here and figure out who might have killed her.”  I 

jumped up off the bed and addressed Fosse.  “Your boss’ll 

cover my cell phone bill, too, right?” 

“I … I guess so.” 

“Good, cause this is going to be expensive.”  I dialed my 

favorite police operator. 
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“Janice, are you still a princess?” 

“Sho’ ‘nuff am.  What’s up, Patty?  I can hardly hear 

ya.”I raised my voice.   

“Is this better?” 

“Yeah, baby.  What’s goin’ on?  You need my help?” 

“I sure do.  I’m on a cruise ship and trying to ID a DB.  I 

have her DL, can you run it?” 

“On a cruise?  Where at?” 

“On the way to Jamaica … Hell of a way to spend a 

vacation, but here I am.” 

“I reckon.  You know I can run it, but will I?” 

“Okay, I’ll bite.  What’s it going to cost me?” 

“Well, let me think … Oh, I know!  Alabama is comin’ to 

town.  Get me a couple of good seats …” 

“Alabama is still around?” 

“Yup, just like the Stones, they practically need walkers 

on stage.” 

“Consider it done, Babe.  But I’ll have to get ‘em for 

you when I get back.” 

“They won’t be here for a couple of months … What do 

you need run?” 
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“I got a Missouri D.L. for a “‘Stephanie Louise Moore,’ 

hold on.”  I put the phone on speaker so I could read the 

photo.  “Address is ‘1254 Great Oaks Boulevard, Kansas 

City, Missouri,’ D.L. number, ‘146001278.’  The D.O.B. is 

roughed out.” 

“That’s okay, hon, I got the number … except … that 

number don’t exist … Let me try by name … There’s a 

Stephanie Louise Monroe in Kansas City, but no Stephanie 

Louise Moore. Is she a spook?” 

“I don’t think so.”  I looked at Jimmy. 

“Hey, princess, this is Jimmy.” 

“Hey, Jimbo, when you comin’ over?” 

“Soon, real soon.  Hey, try just the address and see what 

comes up.” 

We could hear typing like mad.  “That address is 

showing in the middle of a field.  I Google-Earthed it and 

there’s nuthin’ there.  Sorry, boys … but I still get my 

Alabama tickets!” 

I had to laugh.  “Yes, Janice, I’ll get you the tickets.  See 

you when we get back.”  

“Let me know if I can help with anything else.  I still got 

wants …” 
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“Okay, I will.  Bye.”  I hung up and Jimmy continued to 

look over Stephanie’s body. 

“See, here?”  He pointed to the back of her neck.  There 

was a puncture wound, barely visible.  “I think this is what 

killed her.  An ice pick or something when she wasn’t 

looking.” 

“We won’t find a murder weapon on a ship, it’s long 

been thrown overboard.”  I helped Jimmy turn the body 

back over.  “What will you be doing with her now?” 

“The freezer, I guess,” was Fosse’s reply.  “We have 

body bags for such use, just in case.”  He took a black vinyl 

package from a cupboard and unfolded it.  “Give me a 

hand.” 

“Before you do,” Jimmy interrupted.  “Let’s bag her 

hands and feet for forensics.  You have freezer bags and duct 

tape?” 

“I can get some.” 

“You do that.  We’ll wait.” 

Fosse rushed out of the room. 

“Jesus, Patty.  We coulda got ya one of those beautiful 

poker maids.” 

“This was before the game.  Besides, all I did was finger 

her and let her give me head.  Nothing else.” 
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“And she was hot?” 

“You know me, that’s not what I’m looking for.” 

“Yeah, but they seem to be looking for you, all the 

time.” 

Fosse blew back in, breathless, and gave Jimmy the 

freezer bags.  I took the duct tape and we proceeded to wrap 

each hand and foot with the bags and tape them up tight.  

Jimmy zipped up the body bag and tightly fastened the 

attached zip tie. 

“To the freezer then,” Fosse said, picking up her 

shoulders from above her head.  “A little help?” 

I let Jimmy grab her feet and held the doors open while 

they carried her to the galley.  The freezer was bigger than I 

imagined, about 4 or 5 times the size of my cabin.  In the 

back of the freezer was a chest that was about 8 feet long.  I 

lifted the lid and cleared the frozen packages out, Jimmy and 

Fosse close behind.  They dropped Stephanie in carefully and 

I closed the lid, taping it shut with some more duct tape that 

I ripped from the roll. 

As we exited the walk-in, Jimmy asked, “You guys have 

surveillance video?” 
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Chapter 11 

“This is the 21st century, right?”  I was getting 

frustrated.  “I woulda thought there’d be a camera in every 

hallway.”  Instead of the state-of-the-art security 

monitoring station I expected, there was an old computer 

workstation with a large center color monitor and two 9-

inch black-and-white screens on a shelf above it.  The large 

screen was about a 28-inch LCD and was split into quarters, 

a camera view in each corner.   

Jimmy was at the mouse, scrolling through footage.  

“One would think,” he agreed.  “How many cameras do you 

have on board?” 

Fosse looked up at the ceiling, evidently performing 

some mental math.  Finally, he replied, “About 42, no, 44 all 

together.  Most are down in the crew decks, but a few are 

scattered among the corridors and elevators.” 

“Forty-four?  That’s it?  Most K-marts have more than 

that.”  I was beginning to think we were on a wild goose 

chase. 

Jimmy’s phone rang and he seemed to be ignoring it.  

“Jimbo,” I tapped him on the shoulder.  “It’s probably Erin 

wondering where we are.” 

“Damn!  What time is it?” 

“Almost 7.” 
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He picked up and answered the call before it went to 

voice mail.  “I’m sorry, hon.  Things got away from us … 9?”  

Jimmy looked at me.  I nodded, and he continued to Erin, 

“Yeah, 9 o’clock … Yeah, we will.  See you then, babe.” 

“Sorry, Jim.  I should have paid more attention.” 

He waved me off and went back to the video.  “I’ll start 

at yesterday morning … We’ll begin at the forward elevator 

at the, what, ninth deck?” 

I nodded.  “That’s probably as good a place as any.” 

He skimmed through a few videos until he found what 

he was looking for.  “Here we go.” 

On one of the small black-and-white screens, the view 

was down into the elevator from the right rear of the ceiling, 

facing the doors.  People came and left, sometimes filling the 

screen with a crowd, sometimes individuals staggering in 

and back out.  After 20 minutes of person-after-person, 

Jimmy decided to change tactics. 

“Let’s try the hallway …” On the other small screen, he 

flipped through several views until the right one came up.  

“This looks like the ninth deck.  I recognize that door.”  He 

pointed to tropical-island-themed decorations on a cabin 

door, evidently a travel group leader’s cabin.  He started the 

video of the hallway as he had done in the elevator. 

About an hour into the replays, now with videos playing 
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on all 6 windows of the 3 monitors, Jimmy sat up to look at 

the upper-right monitor.  “Look at this.” 

On the tiny monitor, a man was pulling a woman by her 

arm down a hallway.  She was not happy, but not fighting, 

either. 

“Can you put this on the big screen?” I asked. 

“Let me …” Fosse replaced Jimmy in the console chair, 

flipped through a couple of menus, and the footage 

appeared in full color in the primary monitor, taking up the 

whole screen. 

“That’s better.”  I looked closer.  “That’s her, but who 

is that?”   

Fosse slowed down the video until the man’s face 

became visible, then paused it.  I took out my smartphone, 

moved closer and snapped a photo.  “I take it you don’t 

have facial recognition …” 

“It hasn’t been installed yet.” 

“No surprises there,” Jimmy said snidely. 

“I might be able to get something ...” I said as I called a 

certain FBI Special Agent.  

“Special Agent Sizemore,” she answered.  

A flood of memories came back when I heard her voice.  

I almost hung up the phone, but really I needed her help. 
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“Amanda?  It’s Patty.” 

There was silence, then, “Patty!  It’s you?” 

“Yeah, afraid so.  How are you doing?” 

“Great, but I miss you.  Did you get my … message?” 

“You mean the one Rhonda delivered?  Yeah, I got it.” 

“Good!  You enjoyed it, I’m guessing … She’s 

fabulous.” 

“You could say that.”  I didn’t ask how she knew that. 

“I want you to be happy, even if we can’t make it 

work.” 

I realized I did miss her sultry voice.  “I’m glad you feel 

that way.  But, I’m a big boy … How’s New York?” 

“It’s big.  But, I haven’t had much time for sightseeing.  

I haven’t even had time to unpack.  I’m just one block away 

from Central Park, and I haven’t seen it, except from my 

balcony.” 

“Listen, Mandy, I have a favor to ask.” 

“Anything … well, almost anything … What is it?” 

“I have a case, but I’m in the middle of nowhere in the 

Caribbean, on a ship.  I need to have a face recognition run.  

There’s been a murder and he’s a suspect.” 
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“Um …” She seemed to be thinking about it.  “Are you 

in international waters?” 

“Definitely.” 

“Is it possible that this suspect could be an art thief or a 

terrorist?” 

“Well,” I thought for a moment.  I saw where she was 

heading.  “Yes, there have been many thefts aboard, some 

art has gone missing.” 

“Any police authority present?” 

“None.” 

“I am offering you FBI international assistance, at least 

until the suspect can be vetted.  Send me the photo and I’ll 

run it and see who you’ve got.” 

“I knew I could count on you.” 

“Under one condition.” 

“What’s that?” I waited for the other shoe to drop. 

“Give Rhonda a chance … a real chance.” 

“Funny, I’d already planned to.” 

“Really?  I’m so glad to hear that.  She’s so nice, and 

beautiful, and smart …” 
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“Okay, okay,” I interrupted.  “Let me know when you 

have something.” 

“Sure thing.” 

“Love you, sweetie.”  Even an old habit died hard. 

“You, too.” 

I had forgotten Jimmy and Fosse were in the room.  

When I hung up, Jimmy came over and put his hand on my 

shoulder.  “Love you, sweetie.” 

“Asshole.” 
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Chapter 12 

It was difficult to enjoy dinner with a murder to solve.  In 

the old days, Jimmy and I would eat, drink and sleep a case 

like this until we broke it open or it broke us.  To take this 

one on during vacation was okay for me, but Erin wasn’t 

happy about Jimmy’s commitment.  She understood, and 

was probably used to it, but not happy about it. 

My palate was enjoying dinner, however.  The 16-ounce 

porterhouse was melting in my mouth.  I could hear Jimmy 

moaning over his prime rib, and Erin’s chicken Alfredo 

seemed to be satisfying her to the same extent.  We all had 

both white and red wine poured, but only Erin was taking 

advantage.  Old habits do die hard. 

We had a male and a female server, Marcial and Leta, 

both seemed to be Dominican or other beautiful Caribbean 

people.  The luscious brown-haired girl was younger, maybe 

mid-20’s, but it was difficult to tell.  Marcial was older, 

probably 30.  When asked what his name meant, he 

unabashedly declared, “Intelligent, powerful!” 

Leta leaned over the table to refill my red wine in such a 

way as to expose her cleavage to me, hiding it from other 

present company.  She spent a few extra moments, longer 

than necessary to pour, and asked, “What do you think my 

name means?” 

“Happy?” 
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“Close!”  She stood back up and moved to Jimmy’s 

glass, not quite bending over as far. “It means ‘joy.’”  She 

finished with his glass and switched bottles to the white for 

Erin.  She hardly leaned over at all for her. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jimmy said when Leta 

left the table.  “What is it with hot women hanging all over 

you?” 

“I don’t know, really …” 

“I know,” Erin said with a smile.  “Pheromones.  Sorry, 

honey,” she aimed at Jimmy.  “You don’t put them off any 

more, but Patty, here, obviously does.” 

“I don’t know about that,” I replied.  “But something 

weird is happening.” 

“That’s okay with me, babe,” Jimmy told his wife.  

“I’m perfectly happy with what I have.”  He leaned over 

and kissed her. 

“Nice save …” she chuckled. 

While waiting for dessert, which turned out to be a 

fabulous, flaming baked Alaska, we got the chance to talk 

shop.  We filled Erin in on what we knew and didn’t know, 

and our plan to conduct a search in the morning. 

“We won’t be getting into any ports until Monday 

morning,” I explained.  “So we have all day tomorrow and 

then all night.” 
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“We have Denver P.D. and the FBI working on it, too,” 

Jimmy added.  “We’ll get to the bottom of it soon.” 

“No murder weapon, no witnesses, no victim history … 

yeah, piece of cake.” 

“No,” I said, as dessert arrived.  “It’s Alaska.” 

Jimmy and I agreed to meet up at 7 in the morning and 

he led Erin off to make up for being missing most of the day.  

I decided to avoid all possibility of hooking up with anyone 

and went to my cabin to turn in. 

As I walked in the door, I half expected to find a hot 

woman waiting.  I sighed with relief when I found the cabin 

empty. 
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Chapter 13 

We met up with Fosse after a quick buffet breakfast.  

Before beginning our search, Jimmy asked about protection, 

namely firearms. 

“No one should have guns on board,” Fosse said.  

“Security is tight for both passengers and crew coming 

aboard.” 

“I’m not worried about perps having guns, but I 

definitely want the upper hand in an altercation,” Jimmy 

replied. 

I agreed.  “Besides, who knows what kind of contraband 

made its way here?” 

Fosse shrugged and opened a locked closet in one corner 

of the security office.  Inside were drawers stacked halfway 

up the open cabinet, and he opened the second drawer 

down.  Jimmy, right behind him, looked over his shoulder 

and reached for the .38 that was evidently calling his name. 

“I feel whole again … ammo?” 

Fosse handed me a Beretta and took one for himself, 

then closed that drawer and opened the next.  He pulled out 

a box of .38 bullets for Jimmy and a couple of 9 mil ammo 

for us.  He quickly locked up and led us out of the office. 

We discussed strategy and opted to split up, each taking 
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a printed copy of our suspect and wandering a section of the 

public areas of the ship.  It might take a while for the FBI 

computers to spit out a name, if ever, we decided.  The 

gentleman we were looking for was average height, of husky 

build, maybe 5’8”, 210.  He was in his late 30’s or early 

40’s and, at least in the photo, had brown hair.  His hand 

was exposed in the picture where he had grabbed Stephanie 

by the arm, and he had two large rings on that hand, his left. 

But, context was a problem with this type of search.  If 

he was shirtless in trunks and sandals, we might walk right 

by him and not notice.  I tried to concentrate on faces. 

I began at the center atrium, introducing myself politely 

as a consultant for the captain and showing the photo.  An 

hour went by, then another.  I wasn’t seeing anyone who 

was similar to the head shot, nor had anyone I asked.  I 

dialed Jimmy, and he had had the same experience.  It was 

very possible that our guy was staying in his cabin.  I had a 

thought, and dialed Fosse. 

“Hey, it’s Pat.  Have you shown that photo to the 

stewards?  We might be looking in the wrong places.  The 

guy might be hiding out in his room.” 

“No, I didn’t think of that.  Good idea!” 

“Get back to me after you talk to them.” 

“Will do.” 
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I approached a line of lounge chairs full of cruisers lying 

in the sun.  Rather than bothering them, I proceeded to lift 

up the photo to compare as I walked by.  Around the corner 

was another line of chairs and I continued walking around 

the deck and pool.  No good. 

The poolside bar was curved around the bartender, who 

was making cocktails with “flair,” flipping the glasses up and 

over his shoulder, plus the flask and anything else that they 

could be flipped.  Directly in front of the juggler were a few 

giggling party babes enjoying the show, immediately 

surrounded by middle-aged passengers eager to be part of 

the young crowd. 

I took the empty chair on the end, giving me a clear view 

of most of the guests crowding the bar.  Vacationing adults 

presented a bit of a problem when it came to identifying 

characteristics or clues to personality and history.  Normally 

I can size people up rather quickly.  But, in this setting, where 

walls and tensions have largely been left on the mainland, 

people can’t be read so easily.  

I ordered and received a light beer, without the flair.  I 

looked across the front of the crowd and immediately 

crossed off any hope of finding my guy.  On the opposite end 

of the bar was an older Caucasian couple, with she being a 

few years younger than he.  She had makeup on, even 

poolside, though sloppy.  Not a career woman, I thought, but 

age-sensitive. Her mate had salt-and-pepper hair and the air 

of authority, though an unwillingness to express it on 

holiday.  
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Next to them was a younger Euro gentleman with 

reddish hair and a bad sunburn.  He was hitting on the 

closest party babe, a dark-skinned beauty whom was having 

none of it.   

Between the two was a mouse of a woman with a white 

and yellow sun dress and a pool towel draped from her 

waist.  This one was out of place, obviously, but forcing 

herself to join in somehow. 

Three more babes arrived and then two college jocks the 

girls seemed interested in.  One of the guys was black, the 

other Hispanic.  They seem to be the ones buying the booze. 

Between the jocks and me were two 40-something 

gentlemen, seeming oddly above the fracas.  Both were of 

Italian descent.   

“You Ruger?” 

It came from behind me on my left.  I turned to find a 

balding, overweight gentleman in a bright red and yellow 

Hawaiian shirt, Bermuda shorts and flip-flops.  He was older 

than me, and shorter, but his clothes were obviously 

expensive. “Yeah, and you are?” 

“Bill James, from Seattle,” he held out his hand to 

shake.   

I obliged.  “What can I do for you, Mr. James?” 

“My wife told me to find you.  She has something to 

show you.” 
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Thinking this might be the first lead of the afternoon, I 

quickly accepted.  “Where to?” 

“She’s in our cabin.”  He left the pool area and headed 

for the stairs in the main atrium with me in tow. We stepped 

down to the tenth deck and walked through the noisy 

casino, past the art gallery, and continued aft when we 

arrived at the starboard corridor of suites.  The middle-aged 

man finally stopped at room 1077 and knocked 3 times, then 

unlocked the door with his keycard.  He held the door open 

for me and I entered. 

Inside was a cabin very much like mine, except this one 

had two women in it — one on the bed and one on the couch, 

both scantily clad. There were a variety of travel-sized wine 

and whiskey bottles scattered around the room.  I hesitated 

at the sight, confused. 

“Honey,” the gentleman called out from the door.   

“This is Mr. Ruger.” 

“I know!  He showed me a picture at the Jacuzzi a little 

while ago.”  She leaned over from the sofa and we shook 

hands. “I’m Leslie. Do you remember me?” 

“Yes, of course,” I fibbed, nodding and still confused. 

Leslie was younger than her husband by about 20 years, 

I figured.  She was thin and her shape gave away that her 

chest had probably been augmented.  If she also had had a 

face-lift, it was a good one.  Her hair was nearly auburn, 
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reflecting on her bright white face.  She appeared as if she 

had a professional make-up artist accompanying her, and 

perhaps that she might have won a few beauty pageants in 

her time. 

“Bill said you have something to show me?” 

“Indeed I do.”  She turned toward the bed and said, 

“Pamela?” 

The younger black-haired woman lying on the bed 

looked like she was in her late 20s, at best.  Even prone, I 

could see that Pamela had an odd shape, with a waist and 

hips that were far too small for her top, which was 

significant.  She was wearing a tight black tee and white 

bikini shorts.  On cue, she abruptly sat up and pulled up her 

tee, presenting the largest pair of breasts I’ve ever seen in 

person. 

“Want to see what double-F’s can do for you?”  She 

was pretty and had an amazing smile, reminding me of some 

of the nearly-nude models occasionally appearing on 

Facebook.  The milky-white skin of her chest contrasted with 

the dark maroon bedspread and pillow shams she was lying 

against, as if a photographer had positioned her just so.  Her 

nipples were also extra-large, with wide, light brown 

perimeters and looking especially inviting. 

Seeing the spectacle almost made me forget why I was 

there.  I was dumbfounded. 
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“Sorry, Ruger.” Bill put his hand on my shoulder.  “After 

you approached Les today, she made me invite you over.  I 

just can’t say ‘no’ to this woman …” 

“When you said she had something to show me, I was 

thinking it had to do with the dead girl we’re investigating.” 

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” Leslie said sarcastically as she 

reached over and rubbed my leg gently with her bare foot.  

“We didn’t mean it to sound like that.”  She winked and 

looked again over to Pamela.  “But as long as you’re here, 

why don’t you take a break from your investigation …” 

Pamela leaned back on the pillows and filled both hands 

with breasts, lifting them upward and massaging them, then 

finally squeezing her nipples as they fell back to her chest.  

“I would love that!” she said gleefully. 

I actually considered staying.  I didn’t know if an 

opportunity like this would ever again present itself, though 

lately it had seemly much more likely.  But, of course, I 

couldn’t take them up on this weird offer.  “I can’t.  I’m 

on a case.”  I slid past Bill in the doorway.  “Thanks, though.  

I’m flattered.” 

“Wait!” Leslie said with frustration in her voice and I 

paused.  “Bill won’t be staying; it’ll just be the three of us 

…” 

“What?” I hesitated briefly and it came to me what she 

was saying.  “No, I’m sorry …” I continued into the hallway. 
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“When the case is over,” Leslie called out after me, now 

a couple of cabins away.  “Come by and see us!” 
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Chapter 14 

I decided to visit the 14th deck to continue the search at 

the rock-climbing wall.  Just as I arrived, I heard a loud bang 

that sounded like a gunshot.  Reflexes forced me to the floor.  

I grabbed my gun and went to the far aft of the ship from 

where the sound had come.  To my surprise, a man with a 

neon red hunter jacket was standing with a shotgun.  I 

ducked down behind a deck chair. 

“Pull!” he yelled, and a few seconds later, he tracked 

something moving across a curtain and, bang!  He fired.   

I realized then, a bit sheepishly, that he was standing in 

a virtual skeet shooting booth, very realistic, I noted. 

By the time my heart rate subsided, my cell phone rang.  

“What’s up, Jimmy?” 

“I’m going to ask you again, why are you looking for 

me?” 

It wasn’t Jimmy asking, and the man’s voice was in the 

background, not talking into the phone directly. 

Jimmy answered the man, “Sorry, dude.  The captain 

asked us to find you.” 

I realized that somehow I was listening in on a 

conversation Jimmy was having with someone, and it didn’t 

sound pleasant. 
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“I don’t believe you,” the other voice said. 

“It’s true.” Jimmy answered.  “The steward is looking, 

as is the security officer.” 

“Why would the captain be looking for me?” 

“I don’t know, but the red on your green is blue, blue.” 

“What?” 

Jimmy and I had made up a code back in our Denver P.D. 

days.  Red was one, green was three and blue was four.  

Jimmy was telling me he was in cabin thirteen forty-four. 

“I’m sorry,” Jimmy continued.  “It was a long night.” 

I was armed and headed one floor down. 

“There’s no need for violence.  Just pick up the phone 

and call the captain.  I’m sure he can explain.” 

I ran forward and realized I couldn’t break down a cabin 

door.  I headed for a maid’s cart down the corridor a ways.  

The attendant was just inside a cabin, folding a towel into an 

elephant or something. 

“Hey, can you give me your security key?  I work with 

Mister Fosse.” 

“Yes, I remember Mister Fosse asking us to help you …” 

and he handed me his keycard.  I quickly thanked the 

attendant and ran forward a few rooms farther. 
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“I think we’ll go take this upstairs,” the voice was 

saying. 

I placed the keycard in the slot and pulled it up.  The 

lights flickered green and I slowly cracked open the door.  I 

paused, put my phone in my pocket, held my gun up and 

pushed open the door as quietly as I could. 

It was the husky man from the video all right, holding a 

.38 police special on Jimmy.   

“Freeze, asshole!” I yelled in the most convincing way 

possible, pointing my pistol at his head.  “I mean it, don’t 

move!” 

Surprised but unfazed, the guy held both hands up, 

including the one with the .38.  Jimmy moved in immediately 

and took the weapon, holding it on the suspect. 

My phone buzzed and I realized I hadn’t hung it up yet.  

“How did you dial me from your pocket?” 

“Remember the watch?” 

I saw that a call was coming in, and it was Amanda.  

”We’re into a little something here, Mandy.” 

“Just wanted to tell you that we have an I.D. on your 

suspect.  It’s Abe Vitale Junior, but they just call him 

‘Junior.’  He’s from the old school, a family man, you 

might say.” 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

86 

“Got it.  I’ll call you later,” I said and hung up. 

“So, Junior, why are you here?” 

“Go ahead and shoot me, I’m dead anyway.”  Junior 

sat down on the foot of his bed. 

“What do you mean?” 

“I was protection for my niece.  She got away from me.” 

Jimmy sat down in the sofa looking shocked.  “Stephanie 

was your niece?”   

Junior nodded.  “You don’t let the Boss’ 

granddaughter get killed on your watch.” 

I let my gunpoint drop away from Junior’s head.  “What 

happened?” 

“I don’t know.  She’s been screwing around with guys 

on board, first seducing them, then blackmailing them.  I 

thought I got her to stop.” 

I was hoping he didn’t know I was one of her marks.  

“Do you know who all she was messing with?” 

“No, not many, anyway.”  He nodded his head over at 

Jimmy.  “I thought the family had found me already.” 

“No,” Jimmy replied.  “We were enjoying our vacation 

when the Captain asked us to look into her mysterious 
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death.”   He reached out his hand for Junior to shake.  

“Detective Stewart, from Denver P.D., and this is an 

investigator, my friend, Pat Ruger.” 

Junior leaned over and shook Jimmy’s hand and nodded 

at me.  “You guys caught the case?  Here at sea?” 

“Cases follow us around,” I half-laughed.  “Anyway, we 

got you on video pulling Stephanie down the hall.  You were 

the last one we knew had interaction with her.” 

“I pulled her out of some dude’s cabin.  Damn, was he 

mad.” 

Our interest immediately piqued.  Jimmy asked, “Do you 

remember which cabin that was?” 

Junior paused for a moment and finally replied, “Sorry.  

I’m not sure where we was at.” 

We all sat quietly for a couple of minutes.  I was trying 

to come up with our next step. 

“You know,” Junior broke the silence, “I was looking for 

her and I wrote down the cabin number when someone told 

me they saw her.”  He rose and went to the bathroom, 

coming out while digging through the trash can.  “Here it 

is,” he said as he pulled out a crumpled piece of paper.  

“1445.” 

Jimmy stood up and we all went for the door. 
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“Wait,” I said, stopping short in front of the other two.  

“He was holding you at gunpoint 10 minutes ago and now 

we just trust him?” 

“I know his family,” Jimmy offered.  “At least by 

reputation.  He’s right, he’s a dead man if we don’t get to 

the bottom of it.  You believe him, too, don’t you?” 

I had to admit, I did.  Like it or not, we had an Italian ally. 

I decided that we should check with Fosse before visiting 

cabin 1445, and Jimmy concurred.  The three of us met him 

in the security office and explained the circumstances. 

“1445 … here we go.” Fosse was pulling up the 

passenger list.  “Joseph Daniels, traveling alone.” 

“What else does it say?”  I looked over his shoulder.  

“Where’s he from?” 

“Nashville, Tennessee.”  Fosse glanced down the screen 

and scrolled further.  “This is his third cruise with us.  He’s 

a software engineer and likes to scuba dive.” 

“Doesn’t sound like a hired gun,” Jimmy stated.  “But 

it could be he was just pissed.” 

“Yeah, I guess we should go talk to him.” 

“If he did it, he’ll be spooked.” 

Jimmy was right.  “How about we get him to come to 

us?” 
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Fosse hit some keystrokes.  “I’ve got it.  He’s booked 

for late lunch at 1:00.” 

We all looked at our watches simultaneously.  “That’s 

in 20 minutes,” I stated what we all knew. 

Fosse continued, “Let’s let him sit for lunch, then have 

him be asked to the captain’s table.  That happens sort of 

at random at every meal.” 

“Now, that is a great idea.”  I patted Fosse on the 

shoulder.  “You’ll make a good detective yet.” 

Fosse smiled. 

 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

90 

Chapter 15 

Fosse gave us security cards and the code for opening 

the detention rooms, ‘91746.’  I went to the last door on 

the left, slid the security card through the slot and punched 

in the number on the keypad.  The door clicked loudly and 

began opening slowly out into the office. 

“The door opens out?” 

“The detainees can’t hide behind the door when you 

open it,” Fosse explained.  “That’s how a lot of people 

break out.” 

“What about jumping the door when it opens and 

rushing the guard?” 

“Try it.” 

I pushed on the door as it opened and couldn’t budge it 

from its automated path and speed.  I tried 3 or 4 angles 

without success.  “I’m impressed.” 

We left Junior cooling in the detention room, and he 

seemed okay with it.  I figured he was considering it 

protective custody, though the kid we left looking after him 

was all of 19.  Even with a firearm, he would be no match for 

someone who wanted Junior dead. 

The captain was more than happy to accommodate our 

scheme.  Fosse and I were sitting at a table near Mr. 
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Daniels’ assigned seat and Jimmy sat near the captain’s 

table.  We had them place a special candle in front of his seat 

so we’d know it was him. 

Soon a slight but taller fellow sat in front of the candle.  

He had a boyish face but he was wrinkled around his eyes 

and lips.  He looked like he had a farmer’s tan and the 

brown on his arms was leathery.  His brown hair was sticking 

out around the back of his Royals cap. 

Daniels looked pleased when he was asked to join the 

captain.  He took off his baseball cap with one hand and 

reached for his comb in the other, and proceeded to try to 

get his cap hair under control.  He stood, his hat in hand, and 

followed the waiter toward the captain, who was himself 

smiling like a Cheshire cat.  Fosse and I fell in behind them.  

Before reaching the table, we steered our suspect toward 

Jimmy and we all entered the galley doorway. 

“What’s going on?” Daniels began, looking back and 

forth, but I stuck my pistol in his back and he quieted down 

and continued with us without protest. 

We ushered him down the rear galley steps to a storage 

room and closed the bulkhead door.  “Sit down, Mr. 

Daniels,” I instructed firmly.  He obliged. 

I stayed standing but Jimmy and Fosse joined him at the 

table. 

I started.  “Let me introduce your hosts.  I’m Pat Ruger, 
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hired by this cruise line to investigate a suspicious death.  

This,” I waved my hand at Jimmy, “is Police Detective James 

Stewart, also hired by the cruise line.  And this,” I pointed 

my hand to Fosse, “is the cruise line’s security officer,” I 

paused trying to think.  “Jesus, Fosse, what is your first 

name, anyway?” 

He reached out his hand to shake.  “Security officer John 

Fosse, at your service.”  I ignored the outstretched hand and 

Fosse sheepishly dropped it. 

“John Fosse, as he says,” I continued.  “Do you know 

why you’re here?” 

“I haven’t a clue.  But I’m an American, as are you, so 

you better start filling me in.” 

“Well, funny thing about that,” Jimmy cut in.  “We’re 

in international waters on a Scandinavian ship, and the 

captain has hired us as consultants to do an investigation.  

We’re not cops here but we do have the right to detain and 

question you.” 

“I got nothing to hide, what do ya want to know.” 

“Glad you see it that way,” I answered.  “First, where 

are you from, Joe … can I call you Joe?” 

“Joseph.  I live in Overland Park, Kansas.” 

“Okay, Joseph, then.  Isn’t Overland Park a suburb of 

Kansas City?” 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

93 

“Not really, it’s about 20 miles or so away.  Why?” 

“Twenty miles,” Jimmy interrupted, now in a slight 

Gaelic brogue. “That’s pert near the same neighborhood, 

wouldn’t you say, Patty boy?” 

“That’s what I was thinkin’ …” I raised my phone up.  

“Smile!”  I snapped Daniels’ pic and began emailing it to 

Amanda. 

“So, Joey,” Jimmy distracted him from what I was doing.  

“Where do you work?” 

Daniels was starting to get flustered, which was what we 

wanted.  “I’m a barber.” 

“You make a living cutting hair, enough to go on several 

cruises?” 

“I’m good at it and I have a good clientele.  Somethin’ 

wrong with that?” 

“Not at all, no sir.  It’s a respectable profession.  But 

most of the barbers I know who make a good living call 

themselves ‘hair stylists.’  Women pay the big bucks, or, 

even better, trannies. Right?” 

“Right,” Fosse answered the rhetorical question.  “The 

gays pay pretty good, too.” 

“He’s right, Joey.  How many gay dudes do you cut?” 
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“A fair share.” 

“How much you get for a cut?” 

“What’s all this about my job?”  Daniels was getting 

angry. 

“Simple,” I rejoined the conversation.  “The girl who 

was killed yesterday lived in Kansas City.  She was from a 

crime family … and here you are.” 

Daniels sat quiet, and I couldn’t really read him. 

Jimmy said, “It’s no sweat to us, Joey.  She was into 

some bad stuff.  You got swindled or blackmailed, and you 

didn’t like it.  You got even.” 

“I didn’t even know her.” 

“You were seen with her, Joe.” 

“It’s Joseph!” He slammed his palm on the table.   “It 

wasn’t me!” 

Just then my phone rang.  It was Amanda.  I stepped out 

of the room and took the call.  “Any luck?” 

“You could say that.  How’d you boys find two 

members of crime families in two days?” 

“Lucky, I guess.  Who we got?” 
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“The Thumb.” 

“Come again?” 

“The Risotto family has several enforcers.  You found 

one.” 

“He’s a hit man and his nickname is the ‘Thumb’?” 

“Yes.  I’m sure there’s a fancy story behind it.” 

“I can’t wait to hear it.  What else can you tell me?” 

“His real name is Joseph Daniel Cesaro.  Don’t mess 

with this guy, he’s bad news, a killer.” 

“Who does he work for?” 

“It’s presumed that he works directly for the head of 

the family, Giavanni Risotto.  But no one has ever been able 

to prove a connection.” 

“Until now.  I think we have some leverage.” 

“Be careful.” 

“I will be.  Thanks, hon.” 

I hung up and thought for a moment.  I opened the door 

and asked Fosse to step out, which he did. 

“Is your infirmary fully stocked?” 
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“I think so.  Should I go get the doctor?” 

“Yeah.  I need a strong sedative.  Tell him we need to 

knock out a Mafia hit man.” 

“A hit man?  Really?”  I think there was a hint of 

excitement in his voice. 

“Make sure it’s strong and bring it to me.  Knock on the 

door and I’ll come out to get it.” 

“You got it … back in 10 minutes.”  He left in a cloud of 

dust. 

I stepped back into the room, and Jimmy was laughing 

with our guest.  “Patty, you’ll never guess where Joey went 

to school … in Fort Collins, of all places.” 

Daniels was smiling, too.  “Only until I was 10, then we 

moved to Kansas City.” 

Good going, Jimmy, I thought.  We needed him friendly 

for a little while. 

“Oh, yeah?  I know a lot of people in Fort Collins.  That’s 

just an hour north of Denver, you know.” 

Daniels nodded. 

“I used to go fishing there with my best friend … in 

Horsetooth.” 
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“My dad used to take me there, when he wasn’t 

working.”   

He became sullen and Jimmy interrupted.  “Tell ‘im 

about how you almost drowned.” 

I began regaling them with the story I’d told many 

times, how my best friend Angel and I were enjoying a 

beautiful day fishing on a bass boat near an inlet of the 

Reservoir, minding our own business, when a speed boat full 

of drunken party animals slammed into us with me in mid-

cast.  I fell overboard and Angel jumped in and helped me to 

shore. 

“What happened to the guys that hit you?” Joe asked. 

“Nothing, really.” I replied.  “They learned their lesson. 

“I would have made them pay,” he said.  “Seriously.” 

A knock on the door interrupted us, as planned, and I 

stepped out.   

Fosse handed me the syringe and told me to make sure 

I used it all.  “The doc said this should put him out for about 

4 to 6 hours.” 

“That’ll do,” I said as I turned back to the room.  I hid 

the needle behind my back and went back in the door.  I 

winked to Jimmy and he got the hint. 

“So, Joey, boy, what line of work was your father in?  

Was he a computer geek, too?” 
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I stepped behind him and was ready.  

“No, he was …” 

I grabbed one arm and Jimmy grabbed the other.  I stuck 

his shoulder with the syringe, pushing the plunger all the 

way in, then popped it out and waited. Daniels fought us for 

a few seconds, but the tranquilizer worked pretty fast. 

“So, what was that about?”  Jimmy asked, seeming 

annoyed to be out of the loop on my plan. 

“This is an enforcer for the Risotto family.  You didn’t 

want to walk a killer through the ship to a holding cell, did 

you?” 

“This pipsqueak?  A killer?” 

“Don’t judge a book, James.  Don’t judge a book.” 
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Chapter 16 

Jimmy and I dragged Daniels through the dungeon of a 

lower level until we got to the security office where the 

detention rooms were, with Fosse clearing the way and 

opening doors.   There were four detention rooms, one of 

which was occupied by Junior.  The room farthest from him 

seemed prudent for Daniels.  We sat him on the cot and 

strapped his ankles to the legs of the cot, then zip-tied his 

wrists together. 

“You seem to be going to a lot of trouble,” Fosse said.  

“He’s not going to get away.” 

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” I answered.  “I 

know these guys.  Never relax around them and take all 

precautions.”   

Jimmy nodded.  “He’s right.” 

“What now?” 

“Well, we’ve got about 3 hours before he wakes up.  

It’s getting close to the early dinner seating and I didn’t 

have lunch.” 

Jimmy added, “That’s right.  I haven’t even called 

Erin.” 

“You better do that.  Have her meet us in the dining 

room in a half hour and we can wash up here.” 
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He grabbed his phone and stepped out of the office.   

I turned to Fosse.  “Can you get someone to watch the 

room?” 

“I’ll do it.  I’ll get room service to bring me 

something.” 

“Good man.  Better get Junior some dinner, too.  Don’t 

do it alone, though.  Have backup so he stays put.” 

I used the bathroom and washed up, then left the 

security office — in good hands, I hoped.  I was learning the 

maze of the lower decks and easily found my way to the 

dining room.  Erin was waiting but Jimmy was still missing.  I 

leaned over and kissed her hair, like always, and she touched 

my hand gently. 

“Where’s my bum?” 

“Jimmy left to call you and I haven’t seen him since.  Did 

he call?” 

“Yeah, he said he’d be here in a few minutes.  That was 

20 minutes ago.” 

“Maybe he’s lost in the bowels of the ship …” 

“Or in the casino …” she smirked. 

“Give him a call.” 
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Erin dialed him up and waited.  “Voice mail.” 

“I’ll go find him.”  I started to get up but she stopped 

me. 

“No, he’s a big boy.  You stay here and rest a while.  

Sounds like you’ve had a hell of a day.” 

“So far,” I agreed.  “We’ll give him a few minutes.” 

Marcial and Leta seemed very pleased we made it for 

dinner.    I enjoyed the view provided by the female half of 

the team while she served water and the rum and Coke I 

ordered.  I had to smile when Erin’s suggestion came to 

mind — pheromones.  She reached over my shoulder, boobs 

rubbing the whole way, to set down a plate of freshly baked 

bread next to my water. 

Erin chuckled when Leta left for the kitchen. 

“Don’t even say it.” 

She kept the comment to herself. 

I looked around.  Everything was nonchalant, almost 

slow motion.  So this is how vacation looks, I thought.  

Maybe I’d get to enjoy it, especially with our case nearly 

solved. 

I reached for my phone and looked for a message from 

Jimmy.  Radio silence was not the plan. 
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Erin saw my distress and tried to keep me calm.  “He’s 

fine, Patty.  I’ll bet …” 

“Ladies and gentleman!” A voice boomed from the 

atrium.   “May I have your attention, please?”  It sounded 

like Jimmy.  Sure enough, there he was, at the top of the 

stairs leading up from the open seating dining room, 

speaking into a microphone.  He began walking towards us 

and behind him was a mariachi band, also climbing the stairs 

from the lower level and following Jimmy.  “I wanted to 

announce that my beautiful wife, Erin, has agreed to re-up 

our marriage contract for another 25 years.  Today is our 

anniversary!”   

With applause erupting, Jimmy and the band reached 

our table and from behind his back a beautiful bouquet of 

white and yellow daisies appeared.  Erin stood up and 

hugged him excitedly. 

The band started playing while Jimmy stepped back and 

got on one knee.  Erin sat back down in front of him.  I sat 

back in awe as he began singing a Garth Brooks song, “The 

Dance.”  As oddly as that sounded with the Latin 

accompaniment, the crowd eagerly joined in and by the last 

“Better left to chance,” you could hardly hear Jimmy any 

more. 

At the end of the song, he dropped the mic on the 

tabletop, tipped the mariachis, and swept a gleeful Erin in 

his arms.  “You’re on your own tonight, Patty-boy,” he said 
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as he winked and kissed his wife, carrying her out of the 

dining room to a standing ovation. 

I’ve never seen him do that before, I said to myself.  

About time. 

The clapping and buzz died down and I gave Marcial my 

order, a porterhouse steak, baked potato and dark rye rolls.  

I was splurging in the absence of my good friends, who were 

making a night of it.  I was jealous.   

The meal was served by the lovely Leta, who seemed 

happy to give me her sole attention.  She practically sat at 

the table waiting to be needed for something or another.  I 

might have been imagining things, but it seemed her blouse 

was unbuttoned lower each time she returned to the table. 

I must have been hungry because my plate was clean 

when I finished.  Leta brought me an Amaretto shot after 

dinner and one for herself, and we downed them together.  

Marcial cleared the plates and said goodnight, explaining 

that he and Leta were off for the rest of the night.  Both of 

them left and I was alone in a crowded dining room. 

I drank some dark-roast coffee and contemplated my 

evening.  I could go to my cabin and watch the limited 

channel selection available, or I could relieve Fosse and 

spend the night looking after two lifelong criminals.  Neither 

was tripping my trigger.   

I wandered out and up to the aft swimming pool and hot 
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tub, entirely indoors, where only adults were allowed.  

Instead of squealing babes ogling over a talented and good-

looking male bartender doing tricks, there was a pleasant 

female barkeep and a half-dozen quietly relaxing patrons — 

much more to my liking. 

The server came over to my end of the bar. “Hi, I’m 

Sandra.  Having a good day?”  Sandra was cute for a middle-

aged woman, brunette by choice, I imagined, with her hair 

cut shorter, encircling her face. Her features seemed 

Bavarian, but she had almost no accent.  Her dark blue 

blouse showed no cleavage, I noticed. 

“Hi, Sandra.  Pat.  It’s been a productive day.” 

“Productive?  That’s no good.  You’re supposed to be 

having fun.” 

“I know, but that doesn’t seem to be in the cards for 

me.” 

“What would you like?  We have some fantastic 

tequila.” 

A soft Latin woman’s voice came from behind me.  

“He’ll have a ‘mojito y mas.’  Make it two.” 

I was surprised when Leta snuggled up next to me at the 

bar. “Joy!” I said.  She smiled and I looked her over.  The 

Dominican girl was looking young and sporty in a red 

peasant blouse she wore off of her shoulders, bright white 
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capris and some designer sandals. A white hairband could be 

partially seen holding back her dark brown hair. 

“I’m not sure about that one,” Sandra said.  “What’s 

in it?” 

“Tequila, berries, mint and cava instead of soda water,” 

Leta replied.  She looked at me and added, “You’re gonna 

like this.” 

The bartender turned around to make the mojitos.  I 

looked at Leta’s striking features and tan complexion and 

marveled.  “What are you doing here?” 

“I was lookin’ around to find some dancing and saw you 

over here.  Wanna join me?” 

“Where’s Marcial?” 

“Marcial?  He’s a pelmazo!”  She practically spit on the 

floor when she said it. 

“Pelmazo?” 

“‘Boring’ … He goes to bed at eight and wakes up at 4, 

even on the weekends.  C’mon and dance with me!” 

“I’m not much on dancing.  Besides, you don’t want to 

be hanging around an old guy … What are you, about 17?” 

“I’m 26.”  She leaned over and whispered, “We’re not 

going to do it tonight if you keep talking like that.” 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

106 

I was speechless.  I figured she said it for shock value, 

and it worked.  Fortunately, Sandra brought the drinks over.  

“I made one for me, too.  It looked too good to pass up.” 

Leta and I took hold of the cocktail glasses and sipped.  I 

held mine up to the light.  The semi-transparent, golden 

elixir glowed.  The strawberries and blueberries added the 

perfect color, and the green mint leaves floating on top 

added a great taste.  I took another drink.  “You’re right, 

this is really good.” 

“I know, it’s always good.  But mojitos depend on who 

you’re with.  That’s why these are even better.”  She 

finished hers off and lifted my glass, urging me to do the 

same.  I managed to down it and she took my arm, dragging 

me away from the bar. 

“Where’re we going?” 

“I told you, I wanna dance.” 
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Chapter 17 

A beam of sunlight slipped by my curtains, waking me 

up.  My head hurt and I couldn’t remember getting back to 

my cabin overnight.  I moved and stretched my right arm out 

and was startled to feel something on that side of the bed. 

That something moved, turning over to face me.  Leta 

showed her brilliant smile and said, “Good morning, baby.  

Last night was great.” 

It took a second before I realized what she meant.  I was 

without clothes under the covers, and so was Miss Joy.  That 

was quickly confirmed when she snuggled closely to kiss me.   

Before I could do anything, my cell phone rang.  I looked 

around and saw my phone was still on my belt, which was 

still attached to my slacks, draped across the back of the 

sofa.  I got up but didn’t grab it in time, and noticed it was 

Jimmy calling. 

“I’ve got to call Jimmy back,” I explained to Leta.  She 

nodded and turned over, crawling under the covers.  I hit the 

dial button and Jimmy answered immediately.   

“Glad you called back, Patty.” 

“What’s wrong?  Something happen to our guests in 

custody?” 

“Worse.  We’re not moving, and we’re not in port.” 
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“What?”  I went to the balcony, though still naked, and, 

sure enough, the ship was still and there was nothing but 

open sea.  “What does this mean?” 

“I’m not sure.  The captain’s not answering his phone, 

and neither is Fosse.” 

Leta joined me on the balcony, having grabbed a white 

terry robe from the bathroom.   “What’s wrong?  Where 

are we?” 

“I’m not sure,” I answered truthfully.  Back to Jimmy, I 

suggested, “Let’s meet in the atrium, fourth deck.”   

“Okay, let me …” The call cut out. 

I tried calling back, no signal.  So much for calling 

Amanda, I said to myself. 

We went back in the cabin and I started getting dressed.  

Before grabbing some fresh socks, the emergency 

loudspeaker came on in the hallway, loud enough to wake 

the dead, and the dead asleep.   

“Passengers, passengers, please pay attention.”  It was 

a male voice, but higher pitched, and in an accent I didn’t 

immediately recognize, perhaps Cuban or Haitian. But it 

sounded educated.    “Your captain has agreed to pay a tax 

for passage through these waters.  Please go to and stay in 

your cabins while we collect from each of you.  We have 4 

gun boats in position to sink the ship if there is trouble, and 
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the tax collectors will shoot if provoked.  Please give them 

your wallets, cell phones, jewelry, and other valuables 

without incident.  This will take a few hours, but then we will 

be on our way.  Do not provoke us.”   

We could hear a little scuffle in the background and the 

captain’s voice was next, sounding strained.  “Please do as 

they ask and no one will be harmed.  Please, no Bruce Willis, 

no Rambo.  Just cooperate and let’s get through this.”  

Some more scuffling.  “Okay, crew.  Go to emergency 

stations and stand by for orders.  Do not antagonize anyone.  

Just stay put.” 

The speaker went silent and I debated our next move.  

Jimmy and I still had our guns.  I needed to meet up with 

Jimmy while we still could. 

I told Leta to stay put and do whatever she was told.  I 

took her pink, bedazzled cell phone, pulled the battery and 

hid them both under the imitation moss of the fake potted 

flower on the desk.  “Do not get your phone out until at least 

a half hour after they’ve come and gone from the cabin.  

Then text me that you’re okay.”  She nodded, a bit scared.  

“Don’t leave until I tell you, okay?”   

She nodded again.  “Where are you going?” 

I thought about my answer and said, “I’m going to see 

if there’s anything I can do.  I’ll be alright.” 

She ran over and kissed me.  I pulled away to leave, 
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assuring her, “I promise, I’ll be okay.”  She let me leave and 

I cautiously entered the hallway outside the cabin door.  

People were running back and forth, evidently trying to get 

to their cabins.  This would help.  I started running as well, 

trying to look harried, and found the stairway.  I started 

down past a lot of panicked passengers and finally arrived at 

the fourth deck, where Jimmy was waiting. 

“Get caught in traffic?” he said dryly.   

“You might say that … what do you know?” 

“Not much.  I went to find Fosse and no go.  I think he’s 

with the captain.  The good news is that I think they’re 

leaving the lower decks alone, except for a couple of watch 

dogs.” 

“That makes sense.  There’s no valuables in the crew’s 

quarters.” 

Jimmy leaned out into the stairway and looked up and 

down briefly.  “So, what do you think?” 

“They took down the cell transmission, so we can’t get 

to any authorities.”  I thought for another moment.  “Why 

take our cell phones if there’s no signal?  We can’t call 

anyone.” 

“Cash?  Phones are big on the black market.” 

“Maybe … We have guns but need more, and we need 
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ammo.  Let’s go to the security office and resupply.” 

“We’ll have to take out the watch dogs.” 

“So be it.” 

 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

112 

Chapter 18 

The basement was guarded by two smaller brutes.  We 

knew the routine like we had run it yesterday.  Jimmy walked 

a couple of steps ahead of me, looking up at the ceiling while 

he passed the guards.  As always, one gunman said to stop 

and Jimmy acted like he didn’t hear him, still watching the 

ceiling.  Sure enough, he reached for Jimmy’s arm and 

wham, Jimmy decked him, out cold, while I grabbed the 

other guy and did the same.   

“No walkie-talkies,” I said, with relief.  “They won’t be 

missed.”  

We each grabbed our guy and dragged them down the 

hallway.  We got to the laundry room and tied their hands 

behind them with apron strings and tied towels together 

form makeshift gags. 

In the distance we heard a faint “pop-pop,” certainly 

gunfire. 

“Wait here,” Jimmy cautioned and snuck up the 

stairway to see what he could.  Coming back a few minutes 

later, he answered my questioning look.  “Couldn’t see 

much, but it sounds like a passenger got shot.  Stupid people 

…” 

“We need a plan.”  I tried to formulate one but was 

unsure where to start. 
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“We need information,” Jimmy said.  “In the security 

room we can see what cameras are working.” 

“Good idea,” I replied.  “We should use the lowest deck 

to move across the ship, fore and aft.  Then go up the stairs 

to the bottom deck.  We should be okay, but if we get 

snagged, it’s over.” 

“Agreed.” 

I led the way down to the lowest deck and we carefully 

moved aft in the dank and dimly lit corridor.  When we got 

far enough we took the nearest stairs up to the bottom deck 

and managed to get to the security office without being 

seen.  Like we thought, they were ignoring the crew’s decks, 

but I was surprised to find no one guarding our detainees.  

Jimmy had the key and got us inside.  Once inside, he 

immediately brought up the computer managing the few 

cameras the cruise line had installed, while I tried to 

barricade the door.  

“C’mon, say it.  You know you want to …” 

“What?” Jimmy asked, smiling.  “I don’t know what 

you mean.” 

“Yes, you do … Pirates.  We were boarded by pirates.” 

“I’ll gloat after we get out of this mess.” 

“Fair enough.  Whatcha got on video?” 
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Jimmy fiddled with the mouse and one of the joystick 

controllers.  “We have a view of the bridge.  That’s where 

the captain and Fosse are, along with some thugs.” 

I leaned over and looked for myself.  “Only a couple of 

them have automatics, most are single-shot rifles.  No 

communications … not very organized.  I don’t think this is 

an experienced bunch.” 

“I think you’re right.  Maybe this is their first go.” 

“They must be small-time that decided on a big 

payday.” 

Jimmy was flipping through the views from camera to 

camera.  “Maybe that’s why we haven’t heard anything 

about them before now. Wait …” He pointed to the screen.  

“Isn’t that the guy who won the poker game?”  The guy he 

was pointing to was wearing a Fedora and had both a rifle 

and handgun.  He was pointing his pistol at a group of 

passengers. 

“Damn.”  I tried to think of his name. 

“T.J.  It was his suite we played in.” 

“That’s right, the computer geek,” I recalled. “What’s 

he doing?” 

“Still gambling, looks like.  It must be a big payday for 

him.” 
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“An inside job … who woulda thought?” 

“That’s not an ‘inside job,’” Jimmy correctly pointed 

out.  “T.J. doesn’t work for the cruise line, as far as we 

know.  I guess he could be working for someone on the crew, 

but that doesn’t strike me as likely.” 

“You’re right …” I sat down in the uncomfortable office 

chair.  “They used to rob trains,” I thought out loud.  “This 

is the same concept, really.  Let’s see, if you rob 4,000 

passengers of $2,000 each, that’s only $8 million.  That’s 

not enough to take this risk.” 

“Plus, that’s a lot of stuff to carry — 4,000 wallets, 

purses, cell phones …” Jimmy replied.  “There must be 

something else.  They’ll be sharing a good chunk with T.J., 

too … Diamonds?” 

“Gotta be.  Also, why aren’t they here?  This is where 

the guns are, the security system … shouldn’t they be at 

least guarding them?” 

Jimmy nodded, then vocalized what I was thinking.  “We 

need to talk to Fosse.” 

A loud knock-knock-knock came from the locked room 

on our left.  “Anyone out there?”  It was Junior. 

“Hold on.”  I grabbed the security key and punched in 

the code.  While the door was opening, I held up my pistol 

so he would stay inside.  “It’s safer for you in there … Did 

anyone feed you this morning?” 
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“Yeah,” Junior replied.  “We got sumpthin’ a while 

ago.” 

That reminded me to check on our other guest.  “You 

have to use the bathroom?”   

“I guess I better.” 

Jimmy took him to the office’s head and waited outside 

the door while I checked on Daniels. 

I readied my gun, unlocked and opened the far 

detention room door and found Daniels asleep, and snoring.  

I waited a minute or two to see if he was faking; I could 

usually tell.  I leaned over and shook him a bit and he groggily 

sat up while I stepped back.  This was bad enough without 

me taking chances with a killer. 

“You need to use the head?” 

“No,” he answered, not quite awake.  “I’m good.  

What’s going on?” 

“You didn’t hear?” 

“I’m a pretty sound sleeper.  Always have been.” 

“Let’s just say you’ll be better off locked in this room 

than being outside.”  I stepped out of the room and looked 

back.  “I’ll check on you in a while.”  He laid back down and 

I thought he might have been snoring before I got the door 

closed. 
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Just about then, Jimmy escorted Junior back to his room 

and launched the ‘close door’ sequence without protest.  

“How do we get to Fosse?” I asked Jimmy when we got 

everyone settled. 

“They don’t know us, right?  And there’s crew all over 

the ship.” 

“Right …” I considered that implication.  “Laundry.” 

“Yup.  There’s uniforms in there.” 
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Chapter 19 

It may seem obvious, but there’s a trick to blending in 

that all spies know, and of which most cops are also aware.  

Never wear sparkling clean maintenance or mechanic’s 

uniforms when you are undercover.  Faded, dirty, partially 

wrinkled duds will usually fail to draw any attention, while 

freshly washed or new clothing will immediately look out of 

place, even if just for a moment.  You might not make it past 

that moment, so you never want it to happen. 

Jimmy and I found the dirty laundry from the crew and 

went through the bundles of navy-blue, heavy-duty 

jumpsuits, looking for the right sizes.  With so many of the 

crew diminutive in size from being younger or foreign 

(thinner than Americans), it took a while to find an adult 

large and extra-large.  Fortunately, there were no names or 

nametags sewn on.  We threw them on and looked for some 

tool bags or other paraphernalia to make us inconspicuous, 

and which would also hold our handguns.  The closet off the 

laundry room had two such bags, one was made of faded, 

orange-brown leather and the other tan canvas, both with 

tools and ready to use. 

By now we both knew the ship’s layout pretty well, 

having been throughout the vessel several times in the last 

two days. Tool bags in hand, we went up the stairs to the 

11th deck and looked around from the landing.  It seemed 

clear of passengers and “visitors.”  We entered the corridor 

and moved forward, all the way to the front-most elevator.   
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“What now?” Jimmy asked. 

“I’m thinking,” I replied. 

Just then, one of the elevator doors clanged and doors 

opened.  Jimmy and I jumped to the windows to our left and 

pretended to be fixing something, while Fosse was being 

escorted at gunpoint.  They walked towards the corridor 

from the elevator landing and I decided to take a chance. 

“Mister Fosse!  Mister Fosse!  Can I ask you something 

about the laundry room repairs?” 

They both stopped and Fosse saw who I was.  He paused, 

then said, “What do you need, Fred?” 

I started towards him animated as I could be, and Jimmy 

stepped to the other side of the two gentlemen.  “It’s just 

that the peristaltic pumps on machine three can’t be …” I 

stumbled, pistol in hand, and tools went flying all around.   

Fosse immediately stooped down to help me and Jimmy 

took the distraction to hit the escort with his piece, knocking 

him out cold.  “You’d think they’d learn to use more than 

one escort … Get his legs,” Jimmy told Fosse, who smiled 

nervously.   

I picked up the tools and followed them aft down the 

corridor, down the stairway and eventually into the security 

office.  While they held him, I started the door sequence of 

an empty detainment room and they poured the fellow onto 

the cot inside.  I closed the door. 
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“Well, quite a day,” I said as I shook Fosse’s hand. 

“You could say that …” he replied.  “What’s the plan?” 

“Don’t have one yet.” 

“I got a question,” Jimmy sat on the office chair in front 

of the monitors.  “Why aren’t there pirates here in 

security?  You’d think that’d be the first place they’d want 

to take over.” 

Fosse smiled.  “That’s sort of my fault.  I told them our 

auxiliary detention room up front was the main security 

office.” 

“You have another security office besides this one?” I 

asked.  “What about camera access?  Can they use them?” 

“No, that PC is busted, so they are blind there.” 

“We’re not dealing with the smartest pirates in the 

world, are we?”  Jimmy cracked.  “I can’t believe it.” 

“Well, they knew enough to hit us at night before going 

to port,” I replied.  “They knew to knock out 

communications and cell phone service, and Internet access.  

They have enough weapons to do the job.  They’re doing 

something right.” 

“Point taken, Patty.  I’m just glad they have holes in 

their plan.” 
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“Me, too.”  I thought for a moment.  “Where’s our 

poker buddy right now?” 

“I’ll see if he’s in view anywhere …” Jimmy flicked the 

joystick controller and the monitors came alive.  The views 

changed as he flipped through the cameras.  “Nope, not 

seeing him.” 

“T.J. has got to know what’s going on.  We need to drag 

him here.” 

“Wait, here he is!”  Jimmy pointed to an image on the 

main screen.  “He’s just gone into the dining room.” 

“Is he alone?” I asked. 

“No, he’s got 6 guys with him.” 

“Damn.” 

Fosse piped up.  “Hey, why don’t we wait for them in 

the men’s room?  They always go to the bathroom when 

they eat.” 

“Might work,” Jimmy replied.  “It’s not ideal.  There’s 

no guarantee any of them will want to take a piss.” 

“True,” I thought about our options.  “Do we have any 

of that tranquilizer left?” 

“I’ll check,” said Fosse, who left, presumably for the 

infirmary.  He returned a few minutes later with vials in 
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hand.  “We only have 4 full doses left.  We would’ve refilled 

meds in Jamaica.” 

“That’s not enough for the 7 of them,” I said.  “I was 

thinking of making a killer dessert.” 

“You know …” Fosse began, deep in thought. 

“What is it?”  

“They don’t have to be knocked out.  Tipsy should 

cover it for you guys.” 

“He’s right,” Jimmy said.  “But the problem with 

dessert is that it’s eaten slowly.  As soon as one of them 

feels it, he’ll alert the others to stop.” 

“So, it’s gotta be something they eat fast …” I sat down 

to think.  “Or, something they drink fast.  What do you drink 

fast?” 

“Shots, of course,” Jimmy replied without hesitation.  

“Tequila?” 

“What’ll tequila do mixed with sedatives?” 

“Don’t worry,” Fosse replied.  “I don’t think it’ll kill 

any of them …” 

“Just in case, let’s just give T.J. straight tequila, no 

drugs.” 
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Chapter 20 

“You know what to do?” 

Marcial looked at me incredulously.  “Sure, Mister 

Ruger.  I just shoot everyone except the Gringo.”  He smiled. 

The tray of colorful shot glasses sat around a serving tray 

on the long kitchen island.  All but the green one had been 

spiked.   

“Much as we’d like you to do that,” I replied, “I think 

serving them shots would be safer that actually shooting 

them.” 

Jimmy added, “But you gotta sell it.  Make ‘em want 

the shots.” 

“I know, Señior.  And the white guy gets the green one.  

Don’t worry, they’ll drink them.” 

Marcial picked up the tray and expertly balanced it on 

one hand, then showed off by twirling it around and under 

his elbow. 

“Careful!” I nearly panicked.  “We don’t have any 

more of that!” 

Marcial just smiled and disappeared through the curtain 

leading to the dining room.  The 3 of us got ready and 

peeked from around the corner. 
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“Gentlemen!”  We could hear Marcial’s pitch.  “On the 

house!” 

We could hear some excitement at first, then we heard 

T.J. say, somewhat firmly, “No, no drinking until the job’s 

done.” 

“It’s the best we have,” Marcial countered.  “It’s only 

a couple of ounces, not even full shots.” 

“No, thanks,” T.J. said.  “We’re working.” 

“Sixteen hundred dollars a bottle …” 

They went back and forth, but the pirates eventually 

insisted and the shots went down. 

“Wait,” Fosse cautioned.  “It’ll take 2 or 3 minutes.” 

“What’s wrong?” we heard T.J. ask and knew it was 

time.  The 3 of us rushed out and with little difficulty we 

overpowered the thugs.   

T.J. was left standing alone with his gun raised, but with 

three pointed at him.  He sighed and flipped the pistol over, 

handing it to Fosse.  “If you wanted your money back,” he 

said, “you just had to ask.” 

“Wish I’d known that,” Jimmy answered.  “We 

wouldn’t have gone to this much trouble.” 

As instructed, Fosse pulled out the handcuff ties he had 
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brought and put them on T.J. first, then each of the others. 

Once cuffed, Jimmy and Fosse grabbed each one and 

dragged them into the walk-in refrigerator while I held my 

Beretta on T.J. 

We escorted our captive through the maze of crew 

corridors back to the security office and sat him down hard 

on an office chair. 

“This is security?” T.J. asked.  “I thought the other room 

…” 

“I know.” Jimmy and I both smiled.  

“I’m going to check on our other guests,” I said and 

Jimmy moved to stand close to T.J.  I started with Junior. 

“It’s about time,” he said as he left the room and 

headed for the bathroom.  He stopped when he saw T.J.  “Is 

this one of the pirates?” 

“Something like that …” 

“Aarrgh!”  Junior growled, then he laughed at his own 

humor. 

I joined him in the restroom and waited for him to 

relieve himself, then escorted him back to the room.  The 

ritual of punching in the door code and waiting for it to close 

was getting old. 

I repeated the process with Daniels.  This time he was 

anxious to use the facilities. 
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“I almost pissed in the corner …” 

“You should have gone before.” 

“Yes, dad,” he said as he rushed by me.  I followed him 

into the bathroom and, after a few minutes, back out again. 

I locked Daniels back in his room and focused on T.J.   

“So,” I said as I moved another chair and sat down in 

front of him.  “I hear you’re a pirate.” 

“Hey, money talks,” the geek replied in his still annoying 

squeak. 

Jimmy slammed his fist on the nearby desk, startling the 

3 of us.  “Someone’s gonna get killed!  Does that talk, too?” 

T.J. sat and didn’t answer.  He pulled his arms up to 

wipe sweat from his forehead with a forearm.  His dark 

brown hair was stringy and now wringing wet. 

“Did they pay you, or are you paying them?”  Jimmy 

asked forcefully.  “Who’s in charge?” 

“I assure you, I am an innocent bystander who is trying 

to take advantage of a situation.”  T.J. paused.  “Got any 

water?” 

Fosse rifled through a cabinet and came up with a small 

bottle.  He slid it across the table to him.  “Not cold, sorry.” 
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“No problem, it’s just so damn hot in here.” 

“It doesn’t add up,” Jimmy continued.  “These guys 

aren’t prepared for an operation like this.  They don’t have 

enough people or boats … they don’t even have walkie-

talkies.” 

“There’s definitely more to this,” I added.  “What’s 

the angle?” 

“No angle, just thieves.” 

“I don’t buy it,” Jimmy replied.  He was obviously 

upset, but it made for a good “bad cop.”  He also grabbed a 

chair and came close.  “Listen, asshole, we only have so 

much time.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You think you have an unlimited time frame to get all 

that loot off the ship and disappear?  You don’t think 3 

governments haven’t sent their navies to see what 

happened to us?  What’s going to happen when they show 

up?  How many people are going to get killed in the 

gunfire?” 

T.J. sat silent and briefly smiled.  Jimmy stood up and 

grabbed him, punching him squarely in the face.  I held 

Jimmy back while Fosse helped T.J. back onto the chair. 

“That’s enough!” I yelled at Jimmy, who winked at me 

and motioned for Fosse to meet him at the door. 
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I sat back down with our guest and, after Jimmy 

whispered something to him, Fosse rushed out of the room.  

Jimmy stayed at the door, waiting with his arms crossed. 

I wasn’t sure what he had in mind, but I decided to try 

to make small talk to put T.J. off his guard.  I was the good 

cop. 

“I’m sorry, T.J.  Sometimes my old partner gets 

emotional.”  I reached over to help straighten his shirt and 

dust off his pant legs. 

“You guys are cops; you can’t do that.” 

“Well, technically, we aren’t.  I’m retired, so I’m not a 

cop at all.  And Jimmy … well, he doesn’t have any 

jurisdiction.  He’s just a U.S. citizen providing some 

assistance to the captain.” 

I softened my approach.  “Let’s start with your name … 

What does ‘T.J.’ stand for?  ‘Thomas John’?  ‘Theo 

Jackson’?” 

“Not even close,” he answered reluctantly.  “It’s 

‘Terence Joyce.”  I never liked ‘Terry’ and ‘Joyce’ is a 

horrible last name, especially growing up.” 

“I’ll bet,” Jimmy smirked from the door.   

I ignored him.  “You seem to have enough money all on 

your own,” I surmised, continuing in a more pleasant tone.  
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“Your suite set you back 30K … I assumed you were a tech 

industry entrepreneur.” 

“Something like that.”  He was relaxing. 

“So why the big robbery?  Seems like a big risk for 

someone already loaded.” 

“Maybe I was bored.  This is a rush.” 

A knock on the door interrupted us and Jimmy let Fosse 

in, who was carrying some wrapped meat and a roll of duct 

tape. 

“Bring him,” Jimmy directed at me.  “I want to show 

you something.” 

I stood up and lifted T.J. to his feet by his arm.  You could 

see the red spot on his face from Jimmy’s punch.  I pushed 

him gently forward and we fell in line behind the other two, 

out the door, to the left, aft down the corridor and into the 

crew’s stairwell.  We climbed up 3 flights and reached the 

entry plank and guard rail about 10 feet above the 

somewhat calm ocean. 

“What should I see?” the geek entrepreneur asked 

nervously. 

“You’ll see in a minute,” Jimmy answered.  T.J.’s hands 

were still bound and he could give little resistance when 

Jimmy unwrapped the largest piece of meat, a prime rib, and 
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began to duct-tape it to T.J.’s chest.  He wrapped the tape 

around the captive’s body several times, and T.J. became 

more agitated with each circle Jimmy made around him.   

 “What … what are you doing?” he asked with panic 

now in his voice. 

“You’ll see.”  Jimmy finished wrapping the meat onto 

T.J. and pulled him over to the rail.  “Now watch.” 

He grabbed a life jacket from a nearby holding tank and 

taped one of the meat packages to it.  Then he threw it 

overboard.  We watched while it floated on the water, rising 

and lowering with the light swells. 

When nothing happened, Jimmy grabbed another life 

vest and repeated the exercise.  After a couple of minutes, 

about three gray and white sharks swam by and circled back.  

The largest of the 3, about 10 feet long, grabbed the first 

meat package on his fourth swim-by and they were gone.  

Then the other two seemed to fight over the meat left 

behind, a flurry of violent splashing making way to an eerie 

silence. 

I watched T.J.’s face turn white and Jimmy had to hold 

him up.  “This … you …” 

“I’m going to ask you again,” Jimmy said in a stern 

tone.  “What are you doing here?  What is really the plan?” 

When there was no answer, Jimmy forced him up to and 

partially over the rail. 
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“Wait, wait!” 

Jimmy let him back off the rail. 

“You guys are cops, or were cops.  You can’t kill me like 

this.” 

“Wanna bet?”  Jimmy answered.  “My wife is on this 

cruise.  She could get hurt, or worse.” 

“Besides,” I added.  “No one’s ever gonna know.  

There’ll be no evidence, no body and a gang of pirates to 

blame for your disappearance.” 

Jimmy forced him up on the rail again.  

“Okay!  Okay!” 

Jimmy again relaxed his grip and T.J. stepped back from 

the edge.   

“Last chance,” I said.  “What’s the real plan?” 

“First, let me tell you it’s not my fault.” 

“What’s not?” 

“This whole thing.  You’re right, it’s not about the 

passengers’ loot.  That’s a smoke screen.” 

“What’s it about then?” 

“Compression … and corporate espionage.” 
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“Compression?” Jimmy asked.  “Like a compression 

fracture?” 

“No, computer files.” 

“Go on.”  I was getting worried about us all being out 

on deck, even though we were somewhat sheltered from 

view. 

“I own a company that does corporate 

communications.” 

“Like email?” 

“Yes, but lots more than that.  Files can be huge and 

slow to transfer, and also difficult to secure.” 

“Okay …” 

“We spent 10 million on a process to compress files 

better, shrink them down.  Only we couldn’t get it to work.  

One of our clients was the Qatari government.” 

“In the Middle East?” Jimmy interjected. 

“Yes, it’s a very wealthy country.  When we gave them 

the news, they told us that another company had not only 

succeeded in the 92 percent compression rate, but included 

a 2048 bit encryption.” 

“You’re losing me,” I said.  “You mean they could 

shrink the files and secure them, too?” 
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“Yes, exactly.  Qatar tried to have one of their 

corporations buy that company, but they wouldn’t sell.  So 

they came back to us and said to find an insider to sell us the 

algorithm ... the formula.” 

“So you bribed someone to give you their secret sauce 

and then set up all of this for the swap?”  Jimmy seemed to 

have it figured out. 

“Well, yes, to make a long story short.” 

“But, why all this?” I asked, perplexed.  “People might 

be killed.” 

“I didn’t want to, but we tried 3 times to make the 

connection and each time we were followed, both literally 

and electronically.  This way, there’s no Internet, no cell 

phones, no communication, and any losses can be blamed 

on the hijackers.” 

“So what’re you swapping, exactly?” 

“I have about $50 million in diamonds in my suite and 

we’re picking up a laptop with an EEPROM, a 

programmable chip that can’t be erased without special 

hardware, sitting inside it.” 

Jimmy asked, “The hijackers don’t know about this, do 

they?” 

He shook his head. 
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“Have you made the swap?”  I asked. 

“Not yet, I was about to when you interrupted us.” 

“So who’s the spy?” 

“It’s a couple, actually.  Bill and Leslie James …” 

“From Seattle?”   

Jimmy was startled.  “You know them?” 

“Sort of,” I answered.  “I met them when I was 

searching for Junior.  They had another gal traveling with 

them …” I tried to remember the large-breasted woman’s 

name. 

“Pamela,” T.J. reminded.  “She has … attributes,” he 

smiled.  “But she’s not part of this.  I guess they wanted a 

cover, or just to have fun on this trip, but they brought her 

on-board with them.”  

Fosse spoke up.  “Let’s get back to security before 

someone finds us here.” 

“Excellent idea,” I answered.   

I motioned for Jimmy to take the meat jacket off T.J., 

which he did and threw the prime rib over the rail.  Then we 

started back. 

“You know,” Jimmy began while we were heading down 

the first flight of stairs.  “It still doesn’t …” 
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A deafening burst of gunfire stopped us in our tracks.  

This wasn’t small gun or automatic rifle fire.  This sounded 

like cannons.  Instinct kicked in and we all hit the deck. 

I ran back up the stairs and popped my head out in time 

to see 5 small naval ships a few hundred yards away.  I 

recognized the yellow, blue and red Venezuelan flag, 

complete with an arc of stars in the middle of the center 

horizontal, royal blue stripe.  I’m not sure why that 

particular flag stuck with me all these years.  I don’t know 

anyone from Venezuela. 

I crept back down the stairwell and found the others had 

left, gone to security, I assumed.  Another “boom” and I 

hurried to join them. 

Closing the door behind me, I rushed to the surveillance 

desk where Jimmy was standing, trying to simultaneously 

hold a gun on T.J. and watch Fosse search through the 

camera views.  I relieved them of watching T.J. and Jimmy 

replaced Fosse in the chair.   

“That’s odd,” Jimmy said.  “I found an angle that 

shows the front ship and most of the men on deck don’t 

have uniforms.  This is a navy ship, probably from …” He 

paused. 

“Venezuela,” I filled in the blank.  “I recognized the 

flag.” 

“I was going to say ‘Colombia,’ but Venezuela makes 

sense.”  Jimmy frowned.  “This isn’t good.” 
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“What is it?” Fosse sounded nervous. 

“Guns.  A lot of guns.  They’re going to board.” 

“We need to …” 

A great deal of gunfire interrupted my thought.  This was 

machine gun fire, and I could hear shouts in Spanish and 

broken English between the bursts. 

“Erin,” Jimmy said.  “I’m going to find Erin.” 

“Go!” I shouted.  “Get her to stay in her cabin and keep 

your cool.”   

Jimmy peeked out of the door, then disappeared into 

the corridor, the hatch closing behind him. 

Knocking on the doors reminded me that we had guests.  

I decided to let them out and Fosse and I unlocked both the 

doors.  An eternity later, they opened and Junior and Cesaro 

cautiously exited their rooms. 

“What’s going on?” Junior asked. 

“Well, we’re in a bit of a pickle.” 

More gunfire, this time closer. 

“Pirates?” Cesaro seemed anxious for a killer. 

“No, worse.” 
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“Worse than pirates?” 

“It appears that a cartel has control of a few Venezuelan 

naval vessels and is making its way to this room.”   

Gunfire even closer. 

“You’re right,” Cesaro answered.  “That IS worse.”  He 

walked back in his room.  “Lock this room back up and don’t 

let on I’m in here.”  He looked me in the eye.  “Please.” 

I started the door sequence, but before it could edge 

closed, the main security door burst open and about 10 guys 

with machine guns rushed in.  All our hands went up and, 

thankfully, no one pulled a trigger.   

Jimmy was thrown by someone from the doorway to the 

center of the floor in front of us.  “I’m okay …” 
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Chapter 21 

With half of the armed men behind us and half in front, 

we were disarmed and marched to the lowest outside deck, 

where a mixed group of naval and civilian men were waiting.  

They lined us up along the external wall facing the walkway 

and rail — me, Jimmy, Junior, Fosse, T.J. and Cesaro — and I 

wondered what was about to happen. 

“Junior, your uncle sent us to retrieve you.”  The man 

speaking wore a quasi-military uniform and was holding a 

large revolver, waving it at one person, then another.  He 

definitely was not Venezuelan navy.  In fact, his English 

sounded more like Jersey Puerto Rican. 

Junior didn’t seem relieved.  “It wasn’t my fault, I 

swear.” 

“A tragedy.  I remember Stephanie when she was …” He 

held his hand out below his belt to signify about two feet 

tall.  “I gave her a Barbie doll when she was four.” 

“I know, Pepe.  She didn’t deserve this.” 

“Who did this cowardly thing?” 

Junior walked to Cesaro and pointed him out.  “This 

man, he killed Stephanie.” 

“Excuse me, let me explain,” I tried to calm the 

situation. “Interpol is aware of our investigation and will be 

coming to question this man. He …” 
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Shots rang out, piercing our eardrums.  When I looked 

up, wisps of smoke were coming from the outstretched 

barrel of Pepe’s revolver and Cesaro was down, blood 

pouring out on the deck from his body.  The realization hit 

that we could be next. 

“Sir,” Jimmy spoke up.  “With Junior’s help we were 

able to find this man for your family.  We were hoping to 

take him to the authorities so he would stand trial, but 

you’ve made that unnecessary.” 

Pepe waved to his men to take care of Cesaro and 3 of 

them picked him up and threw his body overboard. 

“Can I ask,” Jimmy continued, “what you’ll be doing 

with the pirates?” 

“They are gone.  They fled when our three warships 

arrived.”  He dropped the gun barrel down and seemed to 

relax.  “We’ll be leaving now, too.  Junior, you’re coming 

with us.”  He again waved to his armed men, who quickly 

grabbed Junior and escorted him off, presumably to board 

their ship. 

A loud boom came from a distance.  Then another.  The 

Venezuelans scrambled, leaving the room and Pepe in a 

hurry.  Pepe leaned over the rail and looked aft.  “Putos!” 

“What’s going on?” I asked. 

Pepe didn’t answer.  Instead he followed the sailors off 

the deck. 
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Jimmy ran over and looked for himself.  “It’s the U.S. 

Navy,” he announced, sounding relieved.  “Maybe we can 

get on with our lives now.” 

“Go check on Erin; I’ll go to the bridge.” 

“See you in a bit,” Jimmy replied and he disappeared. 

I looked back over the rail and could no longer see the 

Venezuelan ships.  That was quick, I said to myself.  Looking 

around, I summed up my surroundings.  Junior was gone, 

Jimmy was gone, Pepe and his people were gone, Cesaro 

was dead and gone.  It was just me, Fosse and T.J. and not a 

gun among us.  T.J. obviously realized this because he 

scurried away without a sound. 

“What now?” Fosse asked. 

“The bridge,” I answered.  “We have to get some 

answers.”  I thought for a moment.  “Can you restore the 

cell signal?” 

“Depends on what they did to take it down.” 

“You go try.  I’ve got a cabin to visit and then I’ll meet 

you at the bridge.” 

Fosse nodded and he left quickly.  I started my way to 

my cabin and Leta. 

When I finally arrived, I furiously knocked on my cabin 

door.  “Leta, open up!  It’s Pat!” 
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A moment later the door opened and Leta lunged into 

my arms.  Letting me loose slightly, she asked, “Are you 

okay?”  

“Pretty much,” I said as I unwound her from me and 

hurried in.  “How about you?  Did they take everything?” I 

stepped through and opened the door to the balcony. 

“Yes, everything important, but …” 

“…But not the hidden cell phone …” I said as I pulled the 

sparkling apparatus out of the flower pot.  I had to look again 

but found the battery, blew the moss and dirt off of it and 

installed it in the back of the phone.  I turned it on and 

waited the eternity it takes to boot up, but found no signal 

available yet when it was up and running. 

“Damn.” 

“What’s going on?  Are they gone?” 

“Well, the pirates are gone, the Venezuelans are gone, 

and the crime family, but the U.S. Navy is coming close.” 

“Is that a bad thing?” 

“I hope not.” 
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Chapter 22 

I left Leta in the cabin with a warning to stay put and left 

for the bridge.  Fosse was there, fiddling with one of the 

controls. 

“Try your cell now.” 

I opened the phone.   “Nope, still no signal.” 

He kept fiddling.  The captain was sitting, obviously 

affected from the ordeal.  From that vantage point, I could 

see both the U.S. Naval vessel and the Venezuelan 

battleship.  Both were eerily sitting still.  Then I noticed that 

while the U.S. guns were pointed at the Venezuelan ship, the 

Venezuelan’s were pointed at us. 

“Dammit …” 

The captain stood up to see what I was looking at. 

“What?” 

“I think we’re hostages.” 

He groped for his field glasses and peered through them, 

first at one ship, then the other.  “You may be right.  What 

would do you recommend?” 

“Captain, the passengers and crew have been through a 

lot.  Why don’t you get the dining room and kitchen going 

and get a meal started.  We’re well past lunch but I’ll bet 

most haven’t eaten today.” 
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“Already on it,” he replied.  “Dinner in an hour or so.” 

“You should get on the speakers and let them know.” 

“Then what?” 

“I need to think …” I looked at my phone and found a 

signal.  I immediately dialed Amanda.  I hoped she would 

answer, and she did. 

“Pat, is that you?” 

“Yeah, I’m here and everyone’s okay, except for the 

victim and her killer.  And I don’t think Junior is doing very 

well, either.” 

“Jimmy and Erin?” 

“Yeah, both okay, I think.”  I hadn’t really heard from 

Jimmy yet but assumed she was fine.  “What do you know?” 

“From our side it looks like a cartel hired the Venezuelan 

Navy to stop your cruise ship.  Sounds like they did that, but 

we’re not sure why.” 

“They chased off the pirates, too, so it wasn’t all bad.” 

“Pirates?  What’s been happening?” 

“It’s a long story … I’ll fill you in later.  Here, the U.S. 

and Venezuelan ships seemed to be in a stand-off.  What’s 

going on?” 
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“I don’t know yet.  It appears there’s a security breech 

on the U.S. ship and they’re under radio silence … Just a sec 

…” There was some typing in the background before 

Amanda came back on the line.  “Yes, the code for radio 

silence was transmitted about an hour ago.” 

“Something’s happening.  The Venezuelan guns are 

pointed at us.  I’m guessing we’re hostages at this point.” 

“I’ll see what I can find out and call you back.” 

I turned back to Captain Haagensen and asked, “The 

U.S. Navy is on radio silence.  Can you communicate with 

them?” 

“Doubtful.  If they have their radios off, they’re only 

listening.  It would be a one-way communication.” 

“Cell phone?” 

“No, that would be shut down, too.  Even satellite 

phones would be off.” 

Jimmy entered the bridge looking relieved.  “Let’s get 

this show on the road!  Why aren’t we moving?” 

“How’s Erin.  Everything okay?” 

“Yeah, she’s fine.  You know her … she was more angry 

than scared.” 

“That’s Erin, all right.  Well, it seems we are part of a 
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Venezuelan standoff.   They have their cannons pointed at 

us and the U.S. Navy won’t fire on them as long as they do.” 

“Why don’t we just leave?” 

Haagensen answered, “Out of the question.  I can’t put 

these lives at risk.” 

“Call the Navy and have them run interference.”  Jimmy 

sounded frustrated. 

“No go — radio silence, for some reason.” 

“What?  Why?” 

“Don’t know … a ‘security breach’ of some kind.  We 

have to figure out how to get in touch with them.”  My 

stomach growled loudly, reminding me that we hadn’t 

eaten. 

“Ladies and gentleman,” Fosse said over the 

loudspeakers.  “We know that you haven’t eaten in a while.  

We will serve dinner in one hour, at approximately 4:00.  We 

will be serving everyone buffet-style, so you don’t have to 

wait for seating schedules.  Please be patient and be orderly.  

Thank you from your cruise staff.”  In another moment, he 

added, “All crew, please report to your stations.” 

I sat down in a lounge chair reserved, I supposed, for the 

captain.  “Go get Erin and eat,” I told my partner.  “I need 

to think.” 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

146 

Chapter 23 

The next few hours went by very slowly.  I had 3 

conversations with Amanda and her FBI cohorts, but really 

nothing new to reveal.  We were still staring at the 

Venezuelan ship’s gun barrels, and the U.S. vessel wasn’t 

doing anything about it, as far as we could tell.   

No word from T.J., either.  He wasn’t in his suite and no 

one had seen him. 

I had retired to my cabin, not in any mood to fool around 

with Leta.  Jimmy and Erin were spending the evening 

together, which I encouraged.  I decided to find the captain 

and went to the bridge.  He wasn’t there, but I was told he 

was in the formal dining room with his VIP guests. 

The view hadn’t changed much since I was there earlier, 

except now it was getting dark, so, like the cruise ship, both 

battleships’ lights had begun to shine.  There had to be a 

way to contact the U.S. 

I sat back down in “my” lounge chair.  As I was staring 

at the ceiling, my eyes found the bull-horn loudspeaker 

through the window just outside the bridge, and I had a 

thought. 

I got up and figured out the way to the dining room.  I 

saw both Haagensen and Fosse dressed up and entertaining 

passengers at a long table draped in white linens and 

adorned with large flowered centerpieces.  Jazz was playing 

lightly in the background.  It was as if nothing were wrong. 
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I approached Haagensen, bent over to whisper and said, 

“Captain, can I see you and Mr. Fosse in private?” 

Haagensen seemed irritated but nodded, and he and 

Fosse excused themselves, following me to the kitchen. 

“What can I do for you?” the captain asked, almost 

nonchalantly.   

“We need to talk to the American Navy, and I have an 

idea.” 

“I really think this will play out overnight all by itself.  We 

should be on our way by mid-day tomorrow.” 

“Why do you say that?”  I was perplexed. 

“Listen, there is an unspoken rule among the navies of 

the world.  No matter what happens, even in wartime, 

passengers on a cruise ship are left alone as long as there’s 

nothing provoking action.  We’re not going to do that.” 

“I think we can launch a lifeboat and get to the U.S. 

ship.” 

“No, that’s risky.  Their sonar would pick you up almost 

immediately.” 

I turned to Fosse.  “What if we took one of those 

loudspeakers and ran it below the surface … in the water?” 

“Well,” Fosse replied.  I could see the wheels turning 
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and he said, “That could work.  We could play some rock 

music under water, which would mask any sonar-detectable 

engine sounds.” 

“Exactly!  We could play it for a couple of hours and then 

launch on the side facing away from the Venezuelans, and 

head on over in the dark.” 

“No!” the captain said emphatically.  “Too much could 

go wrong,” he continued, his Scandinavian accent becoming 

more apparent.  “They could take the rock music as being … 

defiant.  They might still hear, or see, the lifeboat.  Anything 

we do can make us a target.” 

“We’re already a target,” I argued.  “The longer we’re 

here, the more chance they’ll fire one of those guns.” 

We seemed to be at an impasse.  There was silence for 

a minute or two, then Haagensen said, “I’m responsible for 

the passengers and crew.  You will do nothing.”  The stout 

officer marched away and I noticed the smile return to his 

face as he reached his guests.  Fosse stayed behind. 

“I’m afraid something’s going to happen while we’re 

waiting,” Fosse admitted.  “What if the U.S. does 

something?” 

“Wait,” I said.  “The loudspeaker will work under 

water?” 

“Yes, I believe so.” 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

149 

“Can you wire one up to a microphone?” 

“It’s already set up that way, for announcements.” 

“I know, but under water.” 

“Sure.  But the captain said to do nothing.” 

“I promise he won’t mind what I’m going to do.  Let’s 

set one up.” 

Fosse was hesitant but did join me on my way to the 

comm room off the bridge.  “What’s the plan?” 

“The ships are too far away to hear our speakers from 

here, but they are both listening on sonar.” 

“So, we can send a message.  What will we send?” 

“Easy, my girlfriend’s phone number.” 
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Chapter 24 

Fosse finished wiring up a speaker he had yanked from a 

corridor’s ceiling and bundled up the loose wire in a spool-

like fashion.  He went to the rail and threw the speaker 

overboard, allowing the wire to flow freely from his arms 

until it was exhausted.  We both looked over the rail in time 

to see the speaker slowly sink out of sight under water. 

“Hope this works …” he said nervously. 

“It will.” 

We climbed back up to the bridge and pressed a few 

buttons on the communications panel.  “When you’re 

ready, press this button,” he paused to point it out, “and 

speak here.”  He pointed to the microphone in the panel.  

“Say it twice with a pause between and after, then let go of 

the button.” 

I complied with his instructions, saying “This is Pat 

Ruger, a passenger on …” I couldn’t think of the name of 

the ship.  I gave Fosse a puzzled look. 

“Artistry of the Seas … let me start you over.”  He 

pushed a couple of buttons and said, “Go.” 

“This is Pat Ruger, a passenger on ‘The Artistry of the 

Seas’ cruise ship.  Please call me at … damn.” 

“What?” 
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“I forgot to look up the phone number on this thing.” I 

looked down and was able to find the settings that had the 

number.  “Good, it’s an American phone number.  Let’s try 

it again?” 

“Sure thing.” Fosse started me up again. 

“This is Pat Ruger, a passenger on the ‘Artistry of the 

Seas’ cruise ship.  Please call me at 1, 5-0-4, 5-4-5, 3-8-1-7.  

That’s 1, 5-0-4, 5-4-5, 3-8-1-7.  We need to talk.” 

Fosse gave me a hand signal, a quick circle with his index 

finger to remind me to repeat the message, and I did.  He 

pressed a few more buttons and a final long push.  “It’s 

running on a loop until we press this red button, here.” He 

pointed to a button on the console. 

“I don’t hear anything.” 

“You wouldn’t, not up here.” 

“Okay, then, now we wait.” 

“I’m going to go eat something,” Fosse said as he left 

the bridge.   

That sounded good to me, but I wanted to check on 

Jimmy and Erin, and also Leta.  I looked again at the cell 

phone, as if the Navy was going to call right away, but that 

was wishful thinking.  I thought about calling Amanda but 

wanted to leave the line free. 
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I figured Jimmy was having dinner in the dining room 

and headed there.  I wasn’t hungry but thought I probably 

should eat something.  Long lines at the buffet tables 

changed my mind, but I reached in and grabbed a couple of 

freshly-baked rolls to tide me over. 

I wandered the dining rooms one-by-one and finally did 

see Jimmy and Erin sitting at a small table by themselves.  I 

moved an empty chair from a nearby table and joined them. 

“Hey, Patty, what’s new?”  Jimmy was in good spirits. 

 “Well, we’re not going anywhere for a while …” 

“Still?” Erin asked.  “I would have thought you’d have 

that all figured out by now.”  She smiled. 

”Oh, Patty’ll think of something.” 

“I hope you’re right.  We’re trying something to get a 

hold of the Navy — maybe that will pan out.” 

“Have a bite, buddy,” Jimmy suggested.  “Man can’t 

live on love alone.” 

“You know something I don’t know?” 

“Not a thing … seriously, you should eat.” 

“The roast beef is really good,” Erin added.   

“Maybe I will …” I stood up and headed for the buffet 
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line.  It did look good and I hadn’t eaten for a while.  I waited 

my turn and eventually grabbed two plates and loaded them 

both with a variety of meats, potatoes.  I left the vegetables 

alone.  I returned to the table and settled in to enjoy my 

meal.   

“Let me get you a beer,” Erin offered, and she left for 

the bar.   

I must have been hungry because it didn’t take long to 

finish both plates and I was ready for another. Better not, I 

thought. 

Erin returned with 3 beers and we all relaxed.  “Do you 

think we’re in danger?” she asked. 

“No, I don’t think so,” I told her.  I didn’t want to scare 

her.  “If we can contact the U.S. I think we’ll be fine.  I just 

don’t know how long they’ll be under radio silence.” 

“Radio silence … that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever 

heard.  They’re the U.S. Navy for God’s sake.” 

“Protocol,” Jimmy chimed in.  “They love their 

protocol.” 

We talked for a while. I kept looking at the cell phone as 

if to will it to ring.   

“Hey, Patty, have you seen Mike, the entertainment 

guy, remember, from the card game?” 
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“No, come to think of it, I haven’t seen him anywhere 

…” That made me contemplate whether Mike might have 

had some hand in the stalemate.  “You think that means 

something?” 

“Don’t know,” Jimmy replied.  “I just realized he 

hasn’t been around.” 

“I’ll ask Fosse about him.  That wuss is probably hiding 

in his cabin.” 

“Probably.”  Looking back at the cell phone, I said, 

“Well, kiddies, I’m going to go to my room and wait for a 

phone call.” 

I stood up and Erin reached up and pulled me over to 

her.  She kissed my cheek and, barely above a whisper, she 

said, “Thanks for keeping us safe, Pat.  I don’t know what 

we would have done if you weren’t here.” 

“Hey,” Jimmy responded.  “I’m right here!” 

“You know what I mean,” she said, half laughing and 

starting to blush. 

“No worries,” I replied, stood back up and started to 

leave the table.  “See you guys in a bit.” 

I felt bushed and decided to look Fosse up later.  I was 

sure Leta would be working, so my cabin was the 

destination.  Eventually I got to my floor and weaved in and 
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out around the belongings strung throughout the corridor.  

You’d think people would have cleaned their stuff up by 

now, I thought.  I let myself in and crashed on the bed, 

Leta’s cell phone firmly clenched in one hand and held close 

to my ear. 

As I lay there, my mind wandered to the women in my 

life — my late wife Ellie, ex-girlfriend Amanda, partners Lola 

and Anna, and Leta.  I had been so lucky to have them.  In 

the biblical sense, I joked in my head. 

Sometime after I fell asleep, Ellie saw fit to visit.  This 

time we were at the beach, reminding me of the last time 

we were in California.  Her brunette hair flowed freely in the 

ocean breeze and her one-piece suit showed off her girlish 

figure. 

“Ells, I sure miss you.” 

“I know, honey.  I’m happy you are having fun again.  

Don’t give up on Amanda, but don’t wait around for her 

either.” 

“I’m won’t, I promise.” 

“You remember when we were here last?  They told us 

not to miss Venice Beach and we spent the whole afternoon 

people-watching?” 

“Yeah, that whole vacation was great — my favorite!” 
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“I guess the cruise isn’t working out, but at least 

you’ve met someone smoking hot.” 

“Well, she’s way too young for me … Why are all these 

young women going for me all of a sudden?  I can’t go 

anywhere without one falling over me.” 

“It’s simple, really.  First, mentally, you’re finally 

available. Second, you’re handsome for your age.  And most 

important, you’re vulnerable.  These girls want to take care 

of you.” 

“I’m not looking for a mother …” 

“But they’re looking for a daddy!” 

“Maybe, but it’s starting to get annoying.”  I reached 

out and pulled her closer.  I kissed her like the old days and 

held her for quite a while. 

“Don’t worry, when you find the right one, like when 

you were with Amanda, you won’t put out the ‘I’m 

available’ vibe.” 

“I was thinking about us, how we spent time together 

over the years.” 

“You mean our sex lives?” 

“That, and our younger days,” I said sheepishly.   

I smile came over her face.  “Where was that field in the 

mountains we had a picnic among the Manzanita shrubs?” 
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 “That was up on Guanella Pass, I think.  We went to find 

an easy hiking trail so we could have a nice lunch and found 

the Manzanitas. As I recall, we found a clearing off the trail 

between the bushes and you decided no one could see us 

when we were laying on the ground.” 

“We were 50 yards from the trail … That was exciting, 

wasn’t it?”  She sounded gleeful. 

“I was sure nervous someone would come upon us, two 

naked people on a blanket.”  I thought for a moment and 

laughed as the memories came back.  “That was the only 

time I’ve ever had sex in the outdoors.” 

“Well, maybe you should do that with the future Mrs. 

Ruger.” 

“Maybe, whoever that might be.”  Other recollections 

came to mind.  “You remember when we turned down that 

football player and his wife who wanted to swap?” 

“How could I forget? He was fine …” 

“She was hot, too.  We were tempted, weren’t we?” 

“Yeah, we were.  Most swingers aren’t beautiful 

people, are they?  But these two definitely were …” 

“Tom and Judy, wasn’t it?  I’m glad we turned them 

down,” I said, realizing it as I said it.  “They divorced about 

two years later.  That might have been us, too.” 
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“So, no regrets?”  She kissed me as I shook my head.  

“You need to answer the door …” 

“What?” 

“Answer the door, silly.” 

I awoke hearing a light knock, knock, knock.  Groggy 

from my dream, I sat up and the knocks sounded again.  The 

sun was now brightly shining in through the balcony door 

and I realized it must be morning.  I got up and grabbed a t-

shirt to throw on — I still had on my old khaki-colored cargo 

shorts.  I opened the door.  It was Leta. 

“Hey, I was hoping I’d find you here,” she said with a 

little too much happiness in her voice. She pushed past me 

and headed for my dismantled bedcovers.  “I got plans …” 

She threw herself on the bed and kicked off her shoes, next 

reaching for her stockings. 

“Leta …” I began.  The crisis wasn’t over, but I didn’t 

know how to explain it. 

“It’s okay for us to enjoy life, isn’t it?  Just you and me 

for a couple of hours?” She tossed the stockings on the floor 

and pulled her blouse off over her head, showing her 

abundant cleavage between her bra cups. “You got 

something better to do?” 

“Wait … yes, we can enjoy ourselves, except …” 
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I was interrupted by music.  It was the B-52’s singing 

“Love Shack.” 

“That’s my phone,” Leta said and she tried to find 

where it was coming from. 

I lunged on the bed and grabbed it before she did.  “It’s 

the Navy!  I’ve been waiting for them to call.”  I sat up, 

pressed the green button and spoke into the cell.  “Hello?” 

“Señor Ruger?” 
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Chapter 25 

The Hispanic accent really threw me.  “Yes, this is Pat 

Ruger.  Who am I speaking to?” 

“This is Andres Rafael Blanco, Capitan de Navio of the 

Bolivarian Navy of Venezuela.  Mister Ruger, what is it you 

want?” 

I sat down on my sofa and thought for a moment.  I 

never even considered that the Venezuelan Navy would be 

calling. 

“Captain Blanco, we seem to be at an impasse.  There 

are several hundred passengers here who have been 

terrorized by pirates and now by you.  What must we do to 

be able to leave?” 

“I do understand your predicament, Mister Ruger, but 

we also have a predicament.  We were promised a 

substantial reward by a certain party and we must pay a 

portion to … another certain party.” 

“Your English is excellent, sir.” 

“Thank you, I attended U.C.L.A. for three years and 

learned the language during that time.” 

“How can I help resolve this situation?  We’ve got a lot 

of scared people on board.” 
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“We need to collect a substantial amount.  We can’t let 

you leave until we do.” 

“Who are you dealing with here?  This is the first I’ve 

heard it.” 

“Your captain.  We’ve been waiting for his return call.” 

“How much did you ask him for?” 

“25 million.” 

“Dollars?” 

“Yes, 25 million U.S. dollars.” 

“With all due respect, what about the U.S. Navy?  

Won’t they have something to say about it?” 

There was a pause and Captain Blanco sounded a bit 

more defensive when he answered.  “As long as we have 

our guns pointed at your ship, the Americans will do 

nothing.” 

“Twenty-five million … I might be able to swing that.”  

My mind was racing but I had an idea. 

“Excellent.  How much time do you need?” 

That was something you didn’t often hear from a perp.   

“I’m not sure, but I do have to let the U.S. know what’s 

going on.  They’re on radio silence, so we’ll have to take a 
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lifeboat over.  Otherwise, they might not let us make the 

payment to you.” 

“Understood,” Blanco replied.  “Two people only, in 

the next two hours.  Then I’ll call and you will need to be 

ready.” 

“Thank you, Captain Blanco.  I’ll talk to you in a couple 

of hours, then.” 

I hung up the phone and noticed Leta was now naked 

and sitting back, leaning on her arms.  “I’ve got to go,” I 

said.   

She frowned and flopped back down with a sigh. 

I had to find Jimmy, then the Captain, our captain.  He 

had some explaining to do. 

I went to Jimmy’s cabin and knocked.  “Yo, partner!  

You in there?”  I knocked again. 

I heard the door unlock and it opened up.  Jimmy was 

dressed and looking refreshed. 

“What is this, your second honeymoon?”  It was good 

to see him happy. 

“Sort of, I guess.  What’s happening?  We haven’t 

moved yet.” 

“Well, there’s a snag.  I’ll fill you in on the way to find 

the Captain.” 
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“Maybe you should change clothes.  You look like you 

slept in those …” 

“You’re right; I wasn’t thinking.  I’ll go change and 

meet you on the bridge in ten minutes. 

I decided I could use a quick shower and was thankful to 

find my cabin empty.  No time for fooling around, I told 

myself.  I disrobed, spent two minutes in the shower, dried 

off and got dressed in a fresh pair of blue jeans and a gray 

Polo shirt.   

Jimmy was waiting for me outside the bridge and we 

went in together. 

“Captain Haagensen, may we have a word?” I asked, 

making him look up from his video controls. 

“Certainly,” he relied. “What can I do for you?” 

“You’ve been speaking with the Venezuelans,” Jimmy 

asserted.  “Where are we with negotiations?” 

“Nowhere, for the moment.  They’re asking for $20 

million and the cruise line won’t pay it.” 

“Twenty million?”  I wasn’t too surprised.  “Captain 

Blanco told me 25.” 

“So you’ve been talking to them?” 

“Yes,” I replied.  “I was able to get him to call me.  



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

164 

Captain, I may have a way to get that ransom paid.  Do you 

have any objections?” 

“I should say not.  I’ve been quietly working with many 

groups to try to come up with it.  How will you get it?” 

“Never mind that.  We need to talk to the American 

Navy.  The only way to do that is if we take a lifeboat over.  

Blanco gave us two hours to get there.” 

“I’ll have a boat readied.  Give us about 25 minutes.” 

“Aye-aye,” Jimmy retorted and we left the bridge. 

“What now?” Jimmy asked me. 

“Well, it’s time to find T.J.” 
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Chapter 26 

The last time we were in T.J.’s cabin, we were losing our 

shirts in a card game that pretty much summed up our trip.  

Jimmy banged on the door and listened close to it for signs 

of life.  I repeated the exercise, to no avail. 

“T.J.!  Open up!” I yelled and Jimmy pounded again. 

“He’s not here,” Jimmy decided.  “What do you want 

to do?” 

“Let’s break it down.” 

I reared back to get a good jump at the door, but Jimmy 

stopped me.   

“Wait, don’t you have your master keycard?” 

Embarrassed, I went looking for the card and found it in 

my back pocket.  “I forgot all about that …” 

I swiped the card in the slot and the door popped open.  

I went into the dim suite first and Jimmy followed.  Jimmy 

found a light switch and flipped them on, making the room 

much brighter.  There wasn’t any card table set up, nor a 

stocked bar.  I guessed that they were rented just for our 

game. 

“Diamonds, right?” Jimmy asked.  He motioned with his 

hands about a one-foot square.  “A case about this big?” 
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“Maybe … not sure.  It depends on the quality of the 

stones.” 

We both went searching, Jimmy in the main living area 

and me in the bedroom.  No drawer or cupboard was left 

untouched. 

I saw in one dresser drawer something I wasn’t 

expecting.  “Crap!”  

“What?” Jimmy asked, having scurried to the bedroom. 

“Look,” I replied, standing aside to let Jimmy see the 

laptop I had found, obviously taken apart. 

“This is the laptop I saw in the James’ room.  T.J. said 

the chip they were smuggling was in there.” 

“And now here it is, in pieces.  You know what that 

means.” 

“Yeah.  The son of a bitch lied to us.  They’ve already 

made the swap.” 

We quickly left and locked the suite to head to Bill and 

Leslie’s cabin.  I was angry and Jimmy had trouble keeping 

up with me.  By the time I reached cabin 1077, I had 

recovered some of my composure. 

I banged on the door and called out, “Mr. James!  Bill!  

It’s Pat Ruger!”  I banged it again. 
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The door opened abruptly and a smiling Leslie James 

greeted us.  “And who is this young man?” 

“I’m Detective Stewart, ma’am.  Can we come in?” 

“Certainly, come right in.”  She stepped aside yelling 

back in the room, “Pam, get decent …” 

“Is Bill here?” I asked. 

“He’s not.  He’s down in the dining room right now.  

What do you need?” 

“You can save the ship from this Mexican stand-off, 

Misses James,” Jimmy answered.  “We need to pay a 

ransom.” 

Leslie looked at me with a questioning look.  “I don’t 

know how I can help with that …” 

“Leslie, I know about the diamonds and the laptop,” I 

said.   “We need the diamonds.  I know you made the swap 

with T.J.  We don’t care about the espionage, but we need 

the diamonds.” 

“I don’t know what you mean.” 

“Give it to them, Les.”  It was Pamela from the bed.  

“We can get out of this death trap.” 

“Pam, you don’t know what you’re saying …” 
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“Yes, she does,” I interrupted.  “If we don’t pay the 

ransom, this isn’t going to go well.  They might just sink us.” 

“I assure you,” Jimmy added.  “There will be no 

repercussions from us regarding the deal.  You would 

actually be rewarded.” 

“Rewarded?  How much?” 

“About a hundred-thousand in cash, no strings, all 

legal.” 

She looked over at Pamela, who nodded. 

“Two-hundred-thousand and we’ll give you the 

diamonds.” 

“Deal,” I said without a second thought. 

Pamela went to the balcony and dragged in a set of golf 

clubs.  She leaned the case over on its side and unsnapped 

about four hidden buttons on a lower section and tugged 

hard.  The bottom fell off and a large terry cloth bag rolled 

out.  “The pirates went out on the balcony and were going 

to look over the clubs.  I had to do something so I showed 

‘em my tits.” She stood tall and flashed us with the forty-

fours.   “That seemed to do the trick.”  She winked at Jimmy 

and was smiling proudly.  I had seen them and wasn’t fazed, 

but I think Jimmy wasn’t quite prepared. 

“I’ll bet,” he said, gulping.  
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“Gorgeous and smart,” Leslie added. 

I took the bag of diamonds from Pamela, much heavier 

than I thought.  “How is this bag worth fifty million?  It 

doesn’t seem possible.” 

Leslie answered, “These are Canary Island stones, the 

best.  It only takes about two-hundred-and-fifty carats to be 

worth that amount.” 

“They don’t seem so special,” Jimmy commented.  

“Not pink or blue, or what’s new, chocolate?” 

“Some of the most expensive diamonds in the world are 

colorless,” Pam answered.  “These are perfect.” 

“Okay, I guess they’ll do …” I said and started to leave.   

Leslie stepped in our way and asked, “When will we see 

the two hundred grand?” 

“As soon as we get back to port, I promise.”  Jimmy said 

and reached past her, grabbed the door knob.  Leslie 

relented and stepped aside.    

“Wait,” I paused to think.  “You said these rocks are 

worth about a hundred grand each?” 

“Yeah, I think that’s about right.” 

I reached in the bag and took two out.  “Will this cover 

it?” 
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“I’ll need to fence them … make it four and we’ll call it 

good.” 

I grabbed a third stone and handed her all three.  “Split 

the difference.”  She seemed very pleased.  Once in the 

hallway, we started aft.   

“Where to now?” Jimmy asked. 

“The shoppers’ mall.  I need to stop at the duty-free 

jewelry store.” 

“Okay … whatcha got in mind?” 

“I’m gonna buy some diamonds.” 

“You have a boatload of diamonds already …” 

I didn’t answer, but let him follow me to the mall.  But, 

the jewelry store was closed, with piles of busted glass 

scattered all around.  “Damn.”  I stepped in the broken-out 

door and say the glass counter was also smashed and empty 

of what was most likely watches, earrings and other fast-

moving jewelry.  

“What do you want to do?” Jimmy asked after he had 

followed me into the store. 

“Let’s find a ship phone and call Fosse.”  I looked 

around, then up and down the corridor without seeing a 

phone.  A bit further toward the elevators was a sitting area 

and a white ship phone was sitting on a side table.  I picked 
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it up and asked for Security, and soon Fosse answered.  “Can 

you open up the jewelry store for us?  It’s extremely 

important.” 

“Okay, but it’s a private store, so if you don’t mind, I’ll 

bring the operator over, too.” 

“That works for me.  They’ll want to see the damage, if 

they haven’t already.”  

We waited for about 10 minutes and Fosse and a cute 

blonde arrived, keys in hand, wearing a short, lipstick-red 

dress and matching high heels.  Her clothes were expensive, 

that much I could tell. 

“Gentlemen, this is Miss Carlson.  She and her parents 

own this store.” 

Miss Carlson struggled to unlock the door but eventually 

got it open.  I guessed she didn’t want to catch her clothing 

on the broken edges of the door. 

She looked around and sighed.  “What do you need?” 

I handed my bag of diamonds to Jimmy.  “Cubic zirconia, 

large stones, about two hundred or so.  You make jewelry, 

don’t you?” 

”Certainly.”   

“Then you probably have the stones … if the pirates 

didn’t get them first.”   
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“No, they’re here in the safe.”  She knelt down to open 

it up. 

When she came back up with the cubics, I pulled out my 

wallet and removed my VISA card.  “You can put it on this.” 

“That’s a lot of rocks,” Jimmy quipped.  “You have that 

kind of money?  I shoulda got you to pay for our card game.” 

“The agency is doing okay … Besides, it’s not more than 

a couple grand or so.”   

“Thirty-two-hundred, to be exact,” the blonde 

shopkeeper stated matter-of-factly. 

When Carlson bent over to choose the right size cloth 

bag for the order, I definitely noticed her shapely derrière, 

especially in her tight-fitting dress.  I didn’t want to, but I 

did.  Unfortunately, she looked back and saw me notice, 

flashing me a sly smile and not seeming a bit morose. 

She bagged the stones and pushed the wired credit card 

kiosk toward me across the wooden portion of the 

countertop.  I swiped my card and put it away, pushing the 

kiosk back from the counter’s edge.   

“I’m glad we got Internet back …” she said and she 

pushed the receipt towards me to sign.  After I did so, she 

grabbed my pen, wrote on the slip and handed them both 

to me.  “This is my private number.  Please call me if you 

need … anything.  Of course, you’ll have to wait until I get a 

replacement phone.  You on Skype?” 

http://www.thesaurus.com/browse/derri%C3%A8re
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“Occasionally, why?” 

“In the meantime, Skype me at this address …” She 

pulled the pen and receipt back from my hand and wrote on 

it, then handed them back. 

“I’ll do that,” I replied and saw Jimmy shaking his head 

to himself with a partially hidden smirk.   

“Wait, you’ll need this …” she said and reached under 

the counter.  She brought up a pad of forms and managed 

to find her own pen.  After filling out several spaces, she tore 

the form off the pad and folded it neatly.  “This is for 

Customs, for duty …” She handed me the paper.  “It’ll save 

you about five hundred dollars.” 

“Thanks, Miss Carlson, I appreciate it.”  I took the cloth 

jewelry bag.  “There is one other thing, do you mind?”  I 

took out one of the expensive diamonds out and handed it 

to her.  “Can you tell me what this is worth?” 

“I can do that unofficially, unless you want a written 

estimate.” 

“Nothing in writing, just your best guess …” 

She brought out a gray plastic bin from under the 

counter that had several gadgets in it, then took out a 

notepad.  She took out an electronic scale and placed the 

stone on it.  After a moment, she wrote down a number on 

the pad.  Then she took out a measuring tool that looked like 
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tweezers and took readings in several directions, writing 

each one down. 

“Don’t you need to look at it through a jeweler’s 

scope, or whatever you call it?” I asked, definitely interested 

in the process. 

“It’s called a ‘loupe’ … I’ll get to that,” Carlson 

answered, putting away the tweezers and getting out what 

appeared to be a small, handheld blacklight.  Shining the 

light over the stone, she peered closely and wrote 

something else on her list.  She put away the light and got 

out a device that looked like an electronic pen with a digital 

readout on the top.  She applied the tip on the pen to the 

stone and after a few seconds, she pressed a button on it 

and looked at the reading. 

“There it is,” I said when she finally pulled out the 

loupe. 

She smiled and peered at the diamond for several 

minutes through the eyepiece. 

“Anything wrong?”  I was starting to get worried. 

“No, nothing … In fact, this is the finest diamond I’ve 

ever examined.  It’s not a Blood Diamond … Is it from the 

Caymans or Madagascar?” 

“From the Canary Islands, I’m told …” 
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“Ah.”  She picked up the pad and looked over her 

scribbling. 

“What’s the word?” Jimmy asked. 

“Well, I’d put the value of this stone at between ninety 

thousand and a hundred-and-fifteen-thousand, probably 

closer to the higher number.” 

“Well, I’m impressed,” I said.  “Definitely what I 

wanted to hear.” 

“If you’ve got some of these, what do you need with 

cee-zee’s?” 

“It’s a long story … Thanks for the appraisal.”  I put the 

loose Canary Island diamond back with the others and made 

double sure I had the bag of cubics. 

She nodded and we left the shop, carefully stepping over 

the shards, Fosse promising to catch up with us.  I told him 

we’d be in my cabin. 
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Chapter 27 

“You were going to tell me the plan …” Jimmy sounded 

insistent. 

“Indeed.” 

I looked through my luggage, considering the size and 

shape of each bag.  I found my small nylon computer case 

and removed the 10-inch tablet, tossing it in my main 

suitcase.  “This should do …” 

“What are you doing?” 

“Getting the diamonds ready.” 

I reached for the cubic zirconia stones in the jewelry bag, 

took a handful out and threw them on the dresser.  I picked 

up one of the genuine diamonds from its bag, placed it 

between two fingers and held it up to the light.  With my 

other hand, I grabbed one of the fakes and held it up.  “I 

think this is going to work …” 

Jimmy still looked puzzled.  

“I’m going to hedge my bet, so to speak.”  I poured the 

zirconia stones back in the case.  “I think we can get away 

with just half …” 

“Half of what?”  He still wasn’t getting it. 

I poured the good stones on the bed and spilt the pile in 
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two with the edges of my hands, starting in the center and 

spreading them outward.  Looking closer, I moved stones 

back and forth between the piles until they looked about 

equal.  Then I scooped up one of the piles and poured them 

into the case on top of the cheap stones.  They fit 

comfortably.  I zipped up the case and held it up.  “Here we 

have about $25 million.” 

“Except we don’t … I see what you’re doing.  They’ll 

want to examine some of the diamonds, make sure they’re 

the real thing.  You have to have enough to make pretty sure 

that the ones they choose will most likely be the expensive 

ones.” 

“And we have the rest for backup, if needed.  Otherwise, 

we won’t have any leverage if things go bad.” 

Jimmy smiled broadly.  “Patty, boy, you’ve still got 

some chutzpa in you, don’t you!” 

“Maybe I do.  Let’s not tell Fosse or anyone else so 

they’ll act like it’s 25 mil.  They won’t give anything away 

if they don’t know.” 

“Where you gonna put our stash?” 

I grabbed the cubic stones on dresser and threw them in 

the change pocket my jeans.  “These are going here …” I 

looked around the room and had an idea.  “Help me with 

the T.V …” We laid it over on its glass front and Jimmy held 

it there while I searched for my multi-tool.  I found it in one 
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of the zippered pockets inside my second suitcase and 

flipped out the Phillips screwdriver.  It took removing 12 

screws to get the backing off the LCD screen and I placed the 

jewelry bag in a spot that fit, avoiding the power supply 

module — I didn’t want to risk a fire.  I replaced the screws 

and we set the TV back on its base. 

“Perfect!” Jimmy exclaimed, obviously excited with my 

plan so far. 

“Let’s go, we don’t have a lot of time left.” 

“Shouldn’t you call Amanda and let her know what 

we’re doing?” 

I stopped and thought for a moment.  “Nah, I better 

not,” I said, slightly shaking my head.  “Sometimes it’s 

better to ask for forgiveness than permission.” 

“Good point.” 

A knock on the door caused us some consternation but 

Fosse immediately called out, “It’s me!” 

Jimmy opened the door and we joined the security 

officer in the corridor.  I checked that the cabin door locked 

behind us, then we headed for the third level, where the 

lifeboats were.  Fosse led us to where a couple of hands had 

the boat in the water and were holding onto the rope ladder 

down to it.   
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I noticed this was the second boat space, the first 

lifeboat was missing.  “Who’s got that boat?” I asked, 

pointing to the empty berth. 

“Not sure,” Fosse replied.  “It had to be crew members 

… I don’t think passengers can get one out unless it in 

emergency mode.”  He held the ladder on one side firm and 

a crewman held the other side.  “Here you go.” 

“Aren’t you going?” Jimmy asked. 

“Not this time,” Fosse answered.  “The captain wants 

me to stay put.” 

“Just the two of us then,” I said and stepped over the 

edge onto the rope rung.   

It was a bit of a climb down.  When I reached the 

lifeboat, I held the bottom of the ladder so that Jimmy’s 

descent would be somewhat steadier than mine.  He 

reached the boat and we pushed it away from the mammoth 

ship. 

“When you come back,” Fosse yelled to us, “pull up at 

the gangplank entrance!”  He was pointing toward the front 

of the ship. 

I gave him a thumbs up and Jimmy sat in the pilot’s seat.  

The lifeboat had a thin rail all the way around and a flat, 

horizontal cabinet with a lid that looked like it lifted up on 

hinges.  I guessed this craft would hold between 20 and 30 
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passengers.  I was impressed that it had a motor, although I 

don’t know what I was expecting — a dozen long oars? 

Jimmy started the engine, which was of the small 

inboard variety, and he gave it some gas, pointing us 

northwest toward the Navy ship in the distance.  I kept my 

eyes on the Venezuelan ship to the northeast. 

It was slow going.  When we got about halfway, Jimmy 

pointed at a boat in the distance, probably due west.  Since 

it looked like another lifeboat, and one was missing, I told 

Jimmy to steer towards it. 

In about fifteen long minutes, we came along side and 

Jimmy cut the engine.  I gripped the rail of the other lifeboat, 

holding it close to ours while Jimmy hopped across.  “This 

isn’t good,” he said. 

I saw what Jimmy was looking at — two bodies under a 

tarp lying on the floor of the craft.   

“Oh, man, one of them is T.J.; he’s been shot several 

times.” Jimmy reached down to the man’s neck.  “No pulse 

…” He moved over to the other body.  “This one’s 

breathing.”  He flipped the man over and stood back up.  

“It’s Mike, the entertainment officer.  It looks pretty bad — 

three in the chest.” 

“Can he make it to the Navy ship?” 

“Maybe … let’s tow them in.”  He hurriedly opened the 
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hatch of the flat cabinet and pulled out a rope while I 

arranged the two boats by hand so that our bow was behind 

their stern.  Jimmy tied them together at that point and 

returned to Mike, who was still unconscious.  He sat him up 

against the bench, I assumed to help his breathing.  Then he 

hopped back to our boat, sat down in front of the wheel and 

gunned it. 

While we were hopping over small swells, I kept an eye 

on the trailing craft and tried to make sense of it all.  My 

conjectures led me to think that the pirates weren’t too 

keen on getting their payday interrupted.  When T.J. and 

Mike tried to meet up with them, they paid the price for 

their miscalculation.  But what was the relationship between 

Mike and T.J.? 

We passed the bow of the massive Navy ship and we saw 

the name of the ship in large, dark gray lettering, “USS 

Naperville.”  Jimmy steered us toward an area in the rear 

where rope ladders were being dropped.  He pulled us up 

and a seaman rode the ropes down to us.   

“This one needs surgery,” I said, pointing to Mike sitting 

in the boat behind us.  “Can you drop a stretcher?” 

“Sure thing,” the sailor answered and he hurried back 

to the ladder. He was back a minute later and a stretcher 

cage soon followed.  “Can you help me?” 

I joined him in the other boat and we managed to get 

Mike into the stretcher.  The seaman strapped him in and 
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waved to the group up on deck.  The stretcher started up 

while he held onto a guide rope and kept it taut. 

When Mike was secured above, the sailor turned to us, 

offering the ladder.  “Gentlemen?” 

“You, first,” Jimmy told me.  “Age before beauty …” 

“Funny,” I said and pulled the ladder toward me.  I 

stepped up and immediately fell sideways.  It took a minute, 

but I finally got the hang of it and climbed upward.  It was 

about thirty feet to travel, one rope rung at a time, and the 

crew helped me onto the deck.  Jimmy didn’t seem to take 

as long. 

When we were both on the deck, they dropped the 

basket back over. 

“The other one is dead, shot up pretty good,” Jimmy 

informed them.  

“Thanks, but we’ve got this,” one of the crew 

answered. 

Once everything was secured and the ladder pulled up, 

the crew stepped aside as a woman officer arrived.  She 

extended her hand.  “I’m Commander Roberts, the X.O. on 

this ship.  Who the hell are you?” 

Jimmy shook hands and answered, “Detective Stewart 

from Denver P.D. and this is a consultant, Pat Ruger.” 
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I reached out and she shook my hand with a firm, almost 

manly, grip.  “Pleased to meet you.  I’m sorry if we 

disturbed you with our approach.  We tried to reach you by 

radio.” 

“Yes, that would make sense.”  The Commander was 

tall and brawn, not exactly attractive like movies would have 

you expect.  A mature woman, she had dark brown hair 

tucked up under her blue, flat-top naval cap, which matched 

the rest of her uniform. She carried her stiff posture with 

ease, as if it was a natural pose.  “Are you from the cruise 

ship?” 

“Yes, ma’am … Commander …” 

“’Roberts’ will suffice.  Why are you here?” 

“No offense, Roberts,” Jimmy answered.  “But we 

probably need to see the Captain.” 

“That’s the plan.  I just need to assess the situation 

first.” 

“It’s okay, Jimmy,” I patted him on the shoulder.  “Fill 

her in.” 

He was silent for a minute, seemingly struggling to find 

the words.  I started it off.  “We were passengers, minding 

our own business …” 

“Until a murder happened,” Jimmy cut in.  
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“The man we just brought up?” 

“No, someone else, a young woman.  The Captain of the 

cruise ship found out who we were and asked us to help 

investigate … and to make sure more dead bodies wouldn’t 

show up.” 

“Keep it simple, Jimmy,” I said under my breath, but 

loud enough for him to hear. 

“Right.  Pirates showed up and were collecting 

everyone’s valuables, but they were chased away by you 

and the Venezuelans.  The dead man there, Terence Joyce, 

T.J., he was the mastermind of the job.” 

“So how did the ‘mastermind’ end up dead?” 

“It’s the risk you take when you run with pirates.” I was 

stating the obvious. 

“Continue.” 

Jimmy picked it back up.  “The Venezuelans pointed 

their guns at us, you pointed your guns at them, a standoff 

with us in the middle.” 

“We couldn’t contact you,” I added.  “What’s going 

on?” 

“That’s need to know.  It sounds like you’re leaving a 

lot out.” 
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“Well,” I sighed out loud.  “We didn’t mention the 

corporate espionage, the inside man, the family hit, the 

killer we caught, the mob’s payback hit, or the ransom the 

Venezuelans are collecting for a cartel … ” 

“Time to see the captain.” 

“Thought so.” 
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Chapter 28 

‘High-tech’ would be an understatement.  Think Star 

Trek meets ‘Hunt for Red October.’  We were escorted 

through the bridge to a large control desk, where we stood 

and waited to be acknowledged.  There were at least 5 

consoles being manned by crewmen and crew women, all 

oblivious to our presence.  Eventually the officer looked up. 

“You the cruise ship guys?” the somewhat older 

gentleman snarled.  His silver crew cut made him look more 

like a retired Marine than a sailor.  “One of you ‘Ruger’?” 

“That’s me,” I answered.  “How did you know?” 

“That damned recording you idiots broadcast.  Did you 

think we would just call you like a love-sick schoolgirl?” 

I felt a bit defensive.  “I wouldn’t have had to do that if 

you hadn’t gone silent.  How should we have gotten word 

to you?” 

“You didn’t need to.  You could have just stayed put 

and let us do our job.” 

“Captain,” Jimmy interrupted gruffly. “I’m Detective 

Stewart from the Denver Police Department.  My wife is on 

that cruise, and we have kids at home.  We had to do 

something.  We had just been harassed at gunpoint by a 

bunch of thugs and then we were in the middle of your 

stand-off …” 
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“Okay, okay, I get it.  I’m Captain Higgs and this is my 

boat.”  He waved his hand around in the air.  “What do you 

need from me?” 

“Well, for one thing,” I replied, “We wanted you to 

know what’s going on.  We’ve made a deal with the 

Venezuelans.” 

“What?  Why?” 

“Because they wanted to deal.”  I stepped to the center 

of the large center window and looked out.  “And we had 

something they would take.  We’re going to give it to them 

and watch them leave.” 

“You think they’re going to go away quietly?” 

“Yes, they have no reason not to.” 

“Think about it, Son.  They have leverage, even with us 

here.  I know these sons of bitches.  If there’s still money to 

wrangle out of you, that’s what they’re going to do.” 

I hadn’t really thought that far ahead.  I turned to face 

the Captain.  “What do you suggest?” 

“Let us handle it.  We can board their ship in seconds 

and disable their weapons.” 

Jimmy spoke up.  “And if you struggle with the op?  

Won’t they fire at the cruise ship?” 
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“We won’t struggle.  We do this for a living.” 

“No, thanks.  That’s not a risk worth taking.” 

I thought for a minute.  “Captain, what was the reason 

for your radio silence?” 

“We had a breach of communication.” 

“Someone here was communicating illicitly?” 

“Yes, sir, that’s exactly what happened.  We discovered 

the signal and traced it to its source.  One of our comm 

specialists was transmitting rogue.  He’s in the brig.” 

I thought about the situation, about T.J., about Mike, the 

pirates, the Navy ship, and something hit me.  “Captain, 

have you found out who he was communicating with?” 

“We assume with an enemy combatant of some kind.  It 

was a sat phone, no memory, so it could have been 

anyone.” 

“What if we could get that answer for you?  What would 

that be worth to you?” 

He seemed to consider the offer.  Finally, he asked, 

“What would you want?” 

“If we get to the bottom of it, you back our play.  You 

can be ready to come aboard the Venezuelan ship if things 

go bad, but you let us make the payoff.” 
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“How will you ‘get to the bottom of it’?” 

“Relax,” Jimmy said, smiling.  “We do this for a living.” 

“Deal.  X.O., please escort these gentlemen to the 

security room and bring the prisoner to them to 

interrogate.” 

“Aye, Captain,” Roberts answered. 

“X.O.” 

“Yes, Captain?” 

“Record the interview.” 

“Aye, Captain.  Gentlemen, this way, please.” 

We quietly followed Roberts out of the bridge on down 

about 4 steep sets of stairs.  I might have even called them 

‘ladders.’  We ducked through a hatch and followed a 

corridor aft for nearly the length of the ship.  She punched 

in a code at an entry lock and the door popped inward.  We 

followed her in and she motioned to a 10-foot-long table 

with four heavy chairs sitting nearby.  We pulled 3 of the 

chairs up around the table and sat. 

“Just like home,” Jimmy commented.  “They’ll be 

sitting behind that mirror …” His head motioned to the large 

mirror behind us. 

Other than the table and chairs, the room was mostly 
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empty.  It had very pale green walls covered in what looked 

like dozens of coats of paint.  The lighting was bright, 

recessed in the ceiling, and there was an old loudspeaker 

hanging in the corner.  I looked for a web-cam and 

microphones but didn’t find them. 

The door opened again and a crewman was ushered in 

by a couple of large M.P.’s.  He sat down in the remaining 

chair and the M.P.’s left and locked the door.   

“Who are you guys?” 

The prisoner didn’t really look like one.  He was in a 

clean but disheveled white uniform, minus any 

accoutrements.  His accent was Virginian, or West Virginian, 

southeastern, in any case. 

I replied, “We’re the guys that are going to save your 

life.” 

“My life?  What do you mean?” 

“Murder with exigent circumstances.  That’s the death 

penalty, isn’t it, Jimmy?” 

“It sure is …” 

“Murder?  I didn’t murder anyone.” 

I couldn’t begin to count how many times we got a 

confession in this manner.  In my prime, we didn’t even 

need the facts. 
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“Oh, but you did,” I continued.  “You committed a 

felony that not only resulted in two of your partners being 

shot and killed, but over 2,000 innocent passengers on a 

pleasure cruise being held at gunpoint, robbed and, in some 

cases, injured.  And all that in international waters where the 

American justice system can’t protect you.  Pity …” 

“What?  Who was killed?” 

“Mr. Joyce … you might know him as T.J., and Mike 

Perkins, one of the cruise ship’s officers.  Both shot by the 

same thugs who terrorized the ship.” 

“I … I don’t know them.  I want my lawyer.” 

I turned my chair toward Jimmy and I addressed him as 

if ignoring the perp.  “You know what’s interesting?” 

“Well, a couple of things …” he answered.  “First,” 

Jimmy turned back to the other guy.  “What’s your name 

again?” 

“Smithee, Seaman Gerald Smithee.” 

“Gerry …” He turned back to me.  “Gerry, here, is in 

serious, serious trouble and he doesn’t even know it.  Two 

of his partners have been killed and he never even thought 

about his own mortality.” 

“You’re right.  You know what else?  He doesn’t get a 

lawyer.” 
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“I’m an American and in the Navy,” Smithee stated, 

standing up.  “I damn well DO get a lawyer.” He slammed 

his hand on the table. 

Jimmy grabbed his hand and placed it quickly in our 

favorite hold, the hand tuck.  We had both learned the hand 

tuck in the academy and thugs always seemed to be caught 

by surprise when we employed it.  We had each performed 

the maneuver hundreds of times.  

With one hand, Jimmy lifted Smithee’s hand up and he 

yelped in pain.   

“Okay!  Okay!  I give!  I give!”   

I’m sure Jimmy was enjoying himself, but he released 

his grip anyway and Smithee fell back into the chair.   

Jimmy and I sat back down and continued.  “As we were 

saying, you DON’T get a lawyer and I’ll tell you why.” 

Smithee stayed seated, still in pain and still rubbing his 

wrist. 

“Do you know what they call holding up a passenger 

ship with automatic weapons and threatening other acts 

violence?”  He waited for a moment to let the question sink 

in.  “That’s right, I think you know.” 

“Terrorism,” he said, getting our point. 

“Terrorism.  Can you say Guantanamo Bay?” 
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“No way.  I’m not going down for murder.  And I’m not 

a terrorist.  I’m not!” 

“Well, we don’t have any jurisdiction here, but your 

Naval code of ethics compels you to tell the truth.  In return 

for your honesty and cooperation, the Navy will take the 

death penalty off the table.” 

Smithee sat silent, looking down at the table.  They 

always did when thinking about the extreme consequences. 

“Let me tell you one thing, Gerry,” I said in a fatherly 

tone.  He looked up at me.  “Mike confessed before he died.  

We already know everything.  Luckily for you, we need 

corroboration.” 

“You know,” Jimmy interrupted.  “We might not need 

it, really.  He made a dying declaration.  That holds a lot of 

weight …” 

“You’re right,” I agreed, standing up.  I knocked on the 

window and yelled, “We’re done here!” 

Jimmy stood and said, “Sorry, kid.  We tried to help.”   

We took a couple of steps toward the door and it 

popped open. 

“Wait!” 

We stopped and Jimmy winked at me before we turned 

around. 
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We didn’t sit right back down but stood at the door to 

wait him out.  Smithee was still struggling with it, so we 

turned again to the door. 

“Okay, I’ll tell you what you need to know.” 

Roberts joined us and sat down in my chair.  I remained 

standing, allowing Jimmy to close the deal. 

“Go for it,” Jimmy prodded. 

“Mike’s uncle knows my cousin.  They’d been looking 

for a backup plan in case …” 

“In case of what?” 

“In case things went sideways.  Mike’s uncle knew 

about me from my cousin, Marty, and they knew we were 

the only Navy ship in the area.  They paid him 50 grand to 

get me to contact Mike if we were going to show up.”  He 

paused. 

“Go on,” Roberts instructed. 

“I told them no, but my cousin already spent the money 

— gambling, I think.  They were holding him somewhere and 

told me they’d kill him if I didn’t go along.  I didn’t have 

any choice.” 

“You could have told somebody.” 

“Marty and I, we’re close.  I couldn’t risk it.  They 

would’ve killed him, I knew it.” 
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“How did you know it?” 

“Because the uncle killed a drug dealer once.” 

“So, what happened?” I thought I knew the answer. 

“When I heard the call come in about the cruise ship, I 

radioed Mike as we agreed.  He had a receiver and they had 

told me which frequency to broadcast on.  About an hour 

later, M.P.’s had me in handcuffs.” 

“So where’s your cousin now?” I asked. 

“I don’t know.  You think they let him go?” 

“I can find out.” 

Roberts slapped a notepad and pen down on the table.  

“Write down his name and address, and anything else that 

would help find him.” 

We waited a couple of minutes for him to finish and then 

left him in the room.   

Jimmy was smiling.  “That felt good.  How’d you know 

Mike was working with him?” 

“It came to me when we were towing them over.”  I 

turned to address Roberts.  “We have a deal, right?” 

“That’s up to the Captain.” 
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“Then let’s go see him. But first, let me write down a 

number for you.”  She handed me the pad and pen and I 

jotted down Amanda’s name and number.  “Give my friend 

a call at the F.B.I.  Let her know what’s going on and let her 

try to locate Smithee’s cousin.” 

“That’s reasonable,” Roberts said as she took back the 

paper.  “I’ll call her as soon as we get done here.” 

We followed her back to the bridge.  “Sir,” she 

addressed Higgs.  “They got the confession.  Smithee was 

working with the victims they brought over.” 

“Did they, now?  I hear the one in surgery’s going to 

make it.  That should help the case.” 

“Sir,” I said.  “We upheld our end ...” 

“And I intend to honor our agreement.  What can we do 

for you?” 

“Well, we could use three sat phones.” 

Higgs nodded to Roberts, who walked to a cabinet near 

the floor and grabbed the phones.  As she handed them to 

me, she asked, “Do you know how these work.” 

“Yes, thanks.  This button here is power, this one is talk 

and end call. Pretty much like a cell phone.” 

“They don’t work well below deck …” 
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“But,” I added, “they work better than cell phones out 

here.” 

“To call us on any of these, just hold down the nine key.  

It’ll speed-dial us here.” 

“One more thing, can we borrow a couple of Kevlar 

vests?” 

“We can pick them up on the way to your boat.” 

Jimmy leaned over and quietly reminded, “We have to 

get back.  The Venezuelans will be calling.” 

“I agree.  Captain Higgs, thanks for your hospitality.  We 

better be leaving.” 

Again, Higgs nodded to Roberts.  “Just one thing, if I can 

make a suggestion.” 

“Please.” 

“Have the cruise ship move over behind us when you 

have them busy with your payoff.  We can protect them 

better there.” 

“That’s a good idea, Captain.  We’ll be in touch.” 
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Chapter 29 

Jimmy and I had no trouble getting back to the cruise 

ship, and the vests fit nicely.  Before going to the Venezuelan 

ship, we had to retrieve the diamonds and talk to 

Haagensen.  Something Higgs said was bothering me — they 

might not let us go after we make the payment.  There had 

to be something we could do. 

Our first stop was the bridge.  We handed the captain 

one of the sat phones and explained how to use them, 

including speed-dialing the Naperville. 

“Captain, we were told you should move this ship over 

to the other side of the Naperville.  Is that something you 

can do while we have them distracted?” 

“Not without making noise.  We have to raise the 

anchor first, before we can do anything.” 

“Did you ever see the movie, ‘Loophole’?” 

“No,” he replied. “What’s that got to do with this?” 

“Well, there was this new, high-tech safe installed at a 

bank that was fool-proof.  There were vibration sensors, 

light beams, heat sensors and even air pressure sensors.  No 

one could get into the safe from any direction without 

setting off alarms.” 

“So?” 
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“You know what the thieves did?  They set off the 

alarms, on purpose, several times a day with no indication 

of breaking in.  In other words, they cried, ‘wolf.’  Then, 

when they actually did break in, no one believed the alarms 

and they got away with the heist.” 

“So, what do you suggest?” 

“Well, how about you raise and lower your anchor a 

little bit over the next hour or so?” 

“When they see that nothing is happening, they’ll think 

there’s something wrong with the electronics … I get it.” 

Jimmy spoke up, “Do you think you can start that 

soon?” 

“Sure.  What else?” 

Jimmy continued, “As soon as we get to the Venezuelan 

ship, lift your anchor completely and start moving the ship.  

If anything happens, use the sat phone to call Captain 

Higgs.” 

“And,” I interjected, “don’t wait for us.” 

Haagensen nodded and we left the bridge, Fosse in tow.   

“I can go with you,” he offered. 

I needed to let him down easy.  “That would be great, 

but we need you here to protect our friends and family.  
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We’ve been working deals like this for a long time.  We’d 

be better off without you.” 

Jimmy put his hand on Fosse’s shoulder.  “I’m counting 

on you, John.  My wife is on board.” 

Fosse seemed dejected, but he straightened up and 

replied, “You guys be careful.  I don’t trust them.” 

“We need a few things,” I said.  “Duct tape, a pair of 

walkie-talkies and about a dozen emergency flares.  Can you 

get them?” 

“I … I think so ...  Yes, yes, I’ll meet you at the lifeboat.”  

He left us in a hurry. 

My cell phone rang, or rather, Leta’s cell phone.  I 

reached for it and answered, “Hello?” 

“Señor Ruger, we’ve been calling.” 

“Yes, Captain, we’ve been out of cell range and we 

were held up at the Naperville.  We rescued a man who was 

shot and left at sea …” 

“No more delays, Ruger.  Bring the payment now.”  He 

hung up. 

“I’m not sure, but I think he’s ticked …” 

Jimmy laughed.  “He must know that eventually more 

Navy ships will be showing up.  Maybe we should just wait it 

out?” 
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“I thought of that.  I just don’t know what this guy’s 

going to do when the Navy makes a move.  I wouldn’t put 

it past them to sink us just to be on the world news.” 

“I know … I wish I was sure about what we’re doing.” 

“There’s no guarantee.” 

“I’d better go tell Erin what’s going on.” 

“Good idea … I’ll get ready and see you when you’re 

done.  Meet me at my cabin.” 

“Will do,” Jimmy said and he was gone. 

I looked through the viewing glass to the light blue ocean 

and noticed how calm it was.  The calm before the storm?  I 

started for my room so I could get the diamonds and finalize 

plans with Jimmy. 

I got to my door in just a few minutes and entered my 

cabin.  Nothing was amiss, so I relaxed and sat on the sofa 

waiting for Jimmy, while also mentally preparing for the 

ordeal ahead, sort of like the old days waiting to bash in the 

door of a crack house.   I wondered again whether I was 

doing the right thing.  I thought about going alone, but I’d 

have a lot better chance if my old partner was with me.  We 

still made a great team.  I missed that. 

For some reason I decided to call the office.  Anna 

answered, “Hello, boss!  Are you okay?” 
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“Yeah, safe for now.” 

“And the pirates?” 

“You know about that?” 

“Of course, Amanda was nice enough to call.  We 

assumed that you were alright, but it’s really nice to hear 

your voice.” 

“The pirates left when the Navy showed up but we’ve 

got another little problem to resolve before we can leave.” 

“How can we help you?” 

“Nothing much you can do … How’s the office?  You and 

Lola behaving?” 

“Not really, but we are having fun making Jake do all 

sorts of things.  He’s fun to embarrass, too …” 

“He prefers ‘Jacob’.” 

“I know,” she giggled.  “We’ve been flashing him and 

making him run to the market for lady products … all sorts of 

fun.  I think he’s enjoying himself, finally.” 

“Please don’t make him want to quit,” I pleaded.  “I 

like Jacob.  I want him to stick around.”  

“We won’t go that far, I promise.  We want him to stay, 

too.” 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

203 

“And, don’t have sex with the hired help!” 

“No way, we wouldn’t do that.” 

“Good to hear.  Anything else going on?” 

“I signed up three new clients … two are surveillance of 

cheating husbands and one is a bogus insurance claim to 

investigate.  Lola’s working one of those right now.” 

“Good work.  I knew I could trust you guys with the 

business while I’m away.” 

“You bet your ass you can!  Are you sure you’re okay?” 

“Yeah, we’re fine.  Gotta go, babe.  I’ll call you when 

we are heading home.” 

“Okay, boss.  See you soon!” 

I hung up and felt a bit empty, wishing I was back at work 

dealing with the exasperating antics of the girls.  They did 

make my life interesting. 

A knock on the door and a “Patty-boy” from the hallway 

announced Jimmy was back.  I let him in and got him to help 

me open the LCD TV to retrieve the bag of stones.  We closed 

the cover back up and lifted the set back on the dresser. 

“Ready?” I asked. 

“As I’ll ever be.” 
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I double-checked the stones in my change pocket and 

looked again in the bag of diamonds, seeing if I could tell that 

there were cubics underneath.  I couldn’t tell anything.  I 

closed the bag back up and we were on our way to the 

lifeboat. 

Fosse was waiting.  “Whatcha need with these?”  He 

was holding a box of flares and a few other things I’d asked 

for. 

“You’ll see …” I took the duct tape from under his arm 

and knelt down.  I rolled out about three feet of tape on the 

deck, sticky side up, then again alongside the first strip, then 

added 3 more.  I pointed to the box of flares and Jimmy 

grabbed them from Fosse and set it next to me.  One by one 

I took about a dozen flares from the box and set each one 

vertically against the horizontal set of strips of tape, side by 

side from the center out.  Then I placed a few pieces across 

the flares to hold them together. 

I stood up and adjusted by Kevlar vest.  “Wrap that 

around me here,” I said, patting my chest.  

“Ah, just like that fake suicide bomber case we had a 

while back,” Jimmy said.  “I knew this looked familiar.” 

“You got it.” 

He and Fosse each took an end of the flare strip and 

attached it around my vest, flares up front.  It wasn’t as 

heavy as I thought it would be.  Jimmy picked up the roll of 
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tape and wrapped it around me over the flares about three 

times and bit the tape, tearing it off the roll. 

“Grab one of the walkie-talkies,” I directed and Fosse 

handed it to me.  I placed it on the vest next to the end of 

the row of flares.  Jimmy attached it with tape, leaving 

enough showing so that you could tell what it was. 

Satisfied it was going to stay together, I asked for a jacket 

to cover the ensemble.  Fosse left for a moment and came 

back with a large, fluffy, yellow waterproof jacket.   

“That should work,” I said and put it on.  I grabbed the 

other walkie-talkie and pushed it into one of the coat 

pockets.  “Can you get Jimmy one of these?”  I pulled on the 

jacket’s outer skin.  “It’ll look off if I’m the only one 

wearing one.” 

Like before, Fosse darted out and came back with the big 

yellow jacket, handing it to Jimmy. 

“Let’s go.”  I started down to the lifeboat with the 

ransom bag and waited for Jimmy. 

We didn’t say much moving across towards the 

Venezuelan ship, when Jimmy broke the silence about half-

way there. 

“We’re going to survive this, right?” 

I hadn’t seen Jimmy afraid in a long time.  “Of course,” 
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I replied, deciding to keep it simple.  “We make the 

payment, we head back and they leave.  Everyone is okay.” 

“I wished I believed that.” 

“Relax.  Remember, I once drove a van loaded with a 

bomb several miles and into a field just before it blew.  I 

think we can handle a simple ransom drop.”   
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Chapter 30 

The docking station on the South American ship was 

nearly at water level, with just 3 steps to climb to board her.  

Jimmy went first, then I stepped up.  Surprisingly, no one 

searched us for weapons.  I suspected it was either poor 

training or overconfidence.  What were we going to do with 

all those armed sailors nearby? 

The welcoming committee of about 10 men escorted us 

to the bridge and we were in the company of Capitan de 

Navio Andres Rafael Blanco. 

“Gentlemen!” Blanco joyfully greeted us.  “Please, you 

have the payment?” 

I held out the bag.  “Twenty-five-million in Canary Island 

diamonds.” 

One of the officers took the bag from me and opened it 

up.  He looked at Blanco, who nodded.  He took a few stones 

out and held them up, one at a time, then moved the whole 

bag to a desk off to one side.  Quietly, he opened a cabinet 

door nearby, pulled out a plastic bin and propped it next to 

the bag. 

I recognized some of the testing paraphernalia from the 

jewelry store.  He went through most of the same gyrations 

Miss Carlson went through, testing about a half-dozen 

genuine diamonds, each time writing figures down in a 

notepad.  When he seemed to be finished testing, he threw 
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the bag on a scale and pulled over a calculator.  We waited 

for the approval that we knew would come, and finally the 

officer threw the stones back in the bag and nodded back to 

the captain.  “Veintese ismillones cuatro cientos mil.” 

Jimmy spoke up.  “Sir, may we go now?  You have your 

payment.” 

“I’m afraid there is a misunderstanding,” Blanco 

replied.  “I asked for 35 million and you only brought us 26.  

Pity.” 

“No,” I argued.  “I promised 25 million and I brought 

you 26.” 

“Regardless, you’ll be staying with us a while.”  

He motioned to one of the guards nearby, who then 

stepped toward us.  I stepped back, unzipping my jacket and 

allowing some of my faux-explosives to show.  The guard’s 

face went white.   

I held up the walkie-talkie and acted like it was a dead 

man’s switch.  “Tengo … um … tengo una bomba!” 

A few of the crew fled the bridge and the rest froze.   

“Captain, I think you should reconsider,” I said calmly.  

“If I let go, this thing’s going to make a mess.” 

“And you would blow yourself up, is that what I am to 

believe?” 
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“He’ll do it,” Jimmy added. “My wife and his girlfriend 

are on board the cruise ship.  We’ll do anything to keep 

them safe.” 

After a moment of silence, I decided we should make a 

move and we stepped backward towards the door. 

“Señor Ruger, I don’t think so.”   

He let out a belly laugh and I figured out he didn’t buy 

it.  But I needed more time.  I held up the walkie-talkie even 

more forcefully.  “Captain, don’t make me blow this 

thing!” 

“The farce is over …” 

“Capitan! El crucero está moviendo!”  The guard 

pointed toward the cruise ship, which was halfway to the 

Navy ship. 

Jimmy took the distraction to grab a sidearm from one 

of the guards behind us and I followed with another.  We 

both pointed our weapons at Blanco’s head. 

“If you shoot,” he said, “you wouldn’t last 10 seconds.  

Half a dozen of my men would shoot you where you stand.”  

He looked back at the cruise ship.  “Besides, you got what 

you wanted.  Well played.” 

About 10 more guards entered the bridge, each with 

automatic rifles, and each pointing at us. 
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“The jig is up, Patty boy.”  Jimmy held up his gun, 

hanging it on one finger by the trigger guard.  After noticing 

that the cruise ship was well behind the Naperville, I did the 

same.  The armed men took the weapons from us, stripped 

me of my “bomb,” the walkie-talkies and the satellite 

phone, took our yellow jackets and led us away.   

There were guards ahead of us and behind us, and the 

ones behind were not shy about shoving us forward with 

their rifle barrels, throwing around what were probably 

nasty epithets along the way.  I assumed Venezuelans spoke 

Spanish — at least that’s what it sounded like.  I don’t know 

much Spanish, but I’ve learned a few words since I met Lola.  

Not enough, though, to negotiate with these thugs.     

Three or four levels down and about mid-ship, we 

apparently arrived, because we were stopped and placed 

facing the corridor wall.  I heard the clang of a metal door 

opening and we were thrown in a room and the door shut 

loudly behind us.   

The door had about a two by two-and-a-half foot 

window with vertical metal bars placed closely together.  

From the inside, I noticed, there was no lock to pick.  I looked 

around the room, which was bare of furniture, or anything 

else — just 4 bare gray walls, a hard metal floor and an 8 foot 

solid ceiling.  

“Nice accommodations, I see,” Jimmy said snidely.  

“My back is gonna hurt.” 
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“Don’t be a baby,” I replied.  “Try it when you’re my 

age.” 

“I told you your ‘bomb’ was dumb …” 

“You never said that …” 

“Well, I thought it loudly.” 

“But it did give Haagensen a few minutes to get his ship 

to safety.” 

“Yeah, I’m grateful for that.”  He tried looking down 

the hall through the window bars.  “How’re we going to get 

out of here?” 

“Not exactly sure … yet. Any ideas?” 

“Nope.  What do you think they’ve got in mind?” 

“Just more ransom, I’m sure.  Since they don’t have a 

clear shot at the cruise ship, we’re all they have to bargain 

with.” 

“Won’t more U.S. ships show up?” 

“Yeah, but that probably won’t help us.  Blanco will 

threaten to kill us before anyone can board.  But that’s also 

good news.” 

“Good news?  Oh, you mean he won’t kill his 

leverage?” 



Pat Ruger: Caribbean Shuffle 

212 

“Exactly.” 

“This is a situation we’ve never been in before … and 

we’ve been through a lot.” 

“Well,” I said, after pondering the thought.  “We won’t 

be able to say that again, will we?”  We both smiled.    

I went to the door and yelled, “Agua!  Por favor!  Agua!”  

I waited and yelled again, ”Por favor! Agua!”   

“Esperar!” someone yelled back from down the hall.  A 

few minutes later a younger sailor showed up and handed 

us each a cup of water through the bars. 

“Speak English?” I asked before he left. 

“No, no hablar.” 

“Damn.” 

The Venezuelan was gone and it was quiet.  A few 

minutes later, another couple of sailors wandered by. 

“English?” I asked again.  “We have something for you 

…” 

They kept going without acknowledging us.  This was 

repeated a half-dozen times before I gave up and sat down 

on the hard floor. 

A rumbling came from below the floor and the ship 

lurched a few inches. 
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“Great.” 

“What?” Jimmy asked with some concern. 

“I think we’re moving.” 

“Moving? As in ‘leaving’?” 

“That’s what it sounds like.” 

Jimmy echoed my sentiment.  “Damn.”  He sat down 

across from me. 

A while later, the door was unlocked and we quickly got 

to our feet.  I realized then that it was getting dark outside 

and wondered where the time went.  The lead guard had a 

couple of plates of food while two others had rifles pointed 

into the room. 

We each took a plate from the guard.  “English?” I tried 

again.  “Do you speak English?” 

“Si, I speak Inglés.”  

I pointed at the others.  “Them?” 

“No, they don’t speak it.  What do you want?” 

“I want to make you rich.” 

His eyes lit up.  “You have money?” 

“Better.  But let’s talk later when we’re alone.” 
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“Si.” 

He left with the armed guards and we sat back down to 

eat.  The plates each had three small fish-stuffed 

empanadas, very tasty, at least mine were, and no utensils 

were necessary. 

“Don’t they have beef in Venezuela?”  Jimmy sounded 

disgusted.  “I swear, I can only get fish in South America.” 

“You’ve been in South America before?” 

“Twice,” he answered.  “I went to a seminar in Peru 

about international investigative methods, and Erin and I 

went to Carnival in Rio a few years back.  I couldn’t get a 

steak or a hamburger in either place.” 

“You guys went to Carnival?” 

“Yeah, sort of a second honeymoon.  It was fantastic, 

beautiful.  It was … Rio.” 

“They have cattle in Brazil …” 

“Well, maybe it was out of season, but I couldn’t seem 

to order it anywhere.” 

“Well, this …” I held up the last empanada. “This is 

really good.” 

We finished up and laid back.  It was going to be a long 

night on this floor.  I put my hands behind my head to 
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cushion it from this hard surface.  It didn’t take long for my 

back to hurt across my hips.  Jimmy didn’t follow — he 

stayed seated with his back against the wall. 

What seemed like a couple of hours later, the door was 

unlocked and two thin mattresses were thrown in, along 

with a couple of bottles of water.  Without saying a word, 

the door closed and was locked.  I stood and started to rush 

the door before it closed, but it was too late. 

We were glad to have the mattresses to sleep on, far 

better than the steel floor.  The next morning, we were 

awakened by a crowd of noisy sailors walking by.  Eventually, 

one reached through the window and dropped a couple of 

bags of food — burritos, it turned out — into the room along 

with some more water.  They never opened the door.   

We never saw or heard anyone in the hallway for many 

hours.  Sometime in the early evening, more food was 

delivered, more empanadas this time.   

“Bathroom!”  I yelled.  The Venezuelan sailor just 

laughed.  “Baños!” I repeated. 

“Good thing we have the empty bottles to piss in,” 

Jimmy smirked.  “I’d hate to mess up these nice 

accommodations.” 

We ate up and I used another bottle.  I went to the 

window and threw the bottle of yellow liquid down the 

hallway, somewhat breaking the tension.  We both laughed. 
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Later that evening, the English-speaking guard returned, 

speaking to us through the window.  Jimmy and I stood up 

and moved to the door. 

“So you gringos have something better than money?” 

“Yes, I think I do.”  I reached in my jeans pocket and 

pulled out one of the cubic zirconia stones and held it up.  

“This is worth about a hundred-thousand U.S. dollars.” 

“Let me see that.”  He reached out his hand and tried 

to grab it. 

“Not so fast … what’s your name?” 

“Diego.” 

“Diego, I don’t think I’m going to hand you this 

diamond.  I don’t think I would see you again.” 

Diego unlocked and opened the door.  He had a pistol.  

“Give me the diamond.” 

I quickly put it in my mouth.  “You want me to swallow 

it?  You won’t ever see it again if I do.” 

Diego uncocked his gun and stepped back.  “Okay, okay!  

What do you want me to do?” 

I spoke with the cubic still in my mouth.  “We need a 

small boat or raft, some food and water, and my sat phone.  

Get it all ready and lead us to it.  Then I’ll give you the 

diamond.” 
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“Si, si, I’ll get them ready.”  He closed the door and 

hurried away. 

“You think he’s going for reinforcements to get that 

fake diamond from you?” 

“Shh.  I don’t want anyone to hear that …” I spit the 

cubic into my hand and put it back in my pocket.  “No, I think 

I’ve figured out one thing, just like some of the drug dealers 

we used to deal with.” 

“What’s that?  You can’t trust them?” 

“Don’t underestimate their greed.” 

“You’re probably right.” 

“You know what else?  They’re not that bright.” 

Jimmy burst out laughing. 
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Chapter 31 

It seemed like a couple of hours, but Diego returned and 

opened up the door.  He motioned with the handgun for us 

to leave with him.  The corridor was dimly lit and through 

portholes on different walls, you could see that it was night.   

He stopped at the end of the corridor and said, “The 

diamond.  Let’s have it.” 

“No,” I replied.  “Not until we’re safe in the boat.” 

It looked like Diego was going to argue but then thought 

better of it.  He sighed and nodded, and we were moving 

again. 

We ducked into the galley and unfortunately there were 

about a half-dozen sailors sitting and eating.  They saw who 

we were and all stood at once.  It was clear they weren’t 

going to let us through. 

As I reached into my pocket to pull out another cubic, 

Jimmy rushed by me towards the biggest swabbie of the 

bunch and gave him a haymaker.  The sailor went down, out 

cold, and the others pounced on Jimmy.  I pulled one of 

them off him and received a punch in the face for my effort.  

I fought back and we traded punches.  Finally, I was able to 

drop the guy once and for all.  He didn’t get up. 

As I looked up to see who else I could help with, a brute 

hit the wall next to me, bouncing off and onto the floor.  He 
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didn’t get up.  Looking around, I saw that all the other 

Venezuelans were down on the floor.  Jimmy was hunched 

over one of them, but stood back up when he must have 

realized the guy was not going to fight back.  He was 

breathing hard but had an odd smile on his face as he rubbed 

his right hand with his left.  “It’s been a while since I had 

this much fun.”   

I had seen him singlehandedly handle a gang of bad guys 

a few times, and I’ve never seen him lose a fight, so I 

wasn’t really surprised at this outcome. I half expected to 

hear an alarm or something, but it was quiet except for the 

engine noise.  I didn’t see Diego anywhere.  What I did see 

was a galley floor filled with overturned and broken 

benches, tables and coffeemakers, along with a few 

unconscious Venezuelan sailors. 

Diego crawled out from one of the overturned tables.  

“We better hurry …” 

We followed him out of the galley and into another 

corridor, finally making it to the boat.  It was about twenty 

feet long, made of wood, hanging from a boom, its bow 

bouncing in the waves.  The ship was still moving at about 

ten knots. 

“How are we supposed to get into that?” Jimmy asked, 

pointing at the precarious craft. 

“Easy,” Diego answered.  “Climb out on the boom and 

drop in.” 
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I was skeptical.  “Where’s the stuff we asked for?” 

“Where’s the diamond?” 

I reached in and pulled it out.  “Right here, but we need 

to be on that boat and in the water before you can have it.” 

“Be my guest …” He pointed to the bouncing boat. 

We stared at the boat.  “So, where’s the stuff?” 

“In the boat.” 

Jimmy started up the rail toward the boom.  “Let’s get 

this over with.”  He hopped into the boat and waved me 

over. 

I hesitated, then willed myself up onto the rail.  Once in 

the craft, I tried to find the food and water despite the 

bouncing.  I stood up and rode the waves like on a surf 

board, and saw a canvas bag.   

“I put in 4 canteens of water,” Diego shouted.  “And a 

few empanadas for your trip.  How about my diamond?” 

I pulled out and threw him the stone.  He looked at it, 

pocketed it and pulled out a knife.  In an instant the rope 

holding the boat to the boom was cut and the stern of the 

dinghy slammed onto the water, knocking both of us down 

on the hull.  We were in the small boat and free of the ship. 

I looked over the rail of the boat and was able to see the 
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Venezuelan ship shrinking in the dark of night, its lights 

fading.  We were slowing to a crawl and it was powering 

away.   

I laid back down and noticed the stars brilliantly 

blanketing the night sky.  It reminded me of the time I went 

camping in the Rockies.  That was the first time I ever saw 

the Milky Way.  It never got old. 

“That was some ride,” Jimmy said.  “What now?” 

“We call for help.  Do you have the sat phone?” 

“No, I didn’t see it.”  We both felt around and I looked 

in the bag of goodies.  No phone.   

“Dammit.  Dammit.”  I tried to think of something, but 

nothing came to mind.  We both laid back down and 

watched the sky, and I fell asleep. 

The daylight woke me gradually, not at all like my alarm 

clock.  There was no swaying or waves lapping on the hull.  I 

sat up and found that Jimmy was already awake.  The ocean 

was perfectly calm and there was a damp coolness in the air.  

“Mornin’.” 

“Yeah,” Jimmy said.  “It’s morning.” 

“Been up long?” 

“A while.  Pretty sunrise.” 
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I reached out and he handed me a canteen.  I took a long 

drink.  “You know, Erin’s safe.” 

“I know.” 

“I don’t see a motor.” 

“Oars.”  He pointed at a set tied up under the rail on the 

left side.  “I figured we’d take turns, once we decided 

where to row.” 

“The way I see it, we row west, away from the morning 

sun, and north.  We’re bound to be picked up by a merchant 

ship or fishing boat.” 

“Hopefully not one filled with pirates.” 

“Okay, I owe you that.  Go ahead and get it off your 

chest.” 

“I told you so.” 

“Yes, you did.” 

I untied the oars and placed the oarlocks in their holes, 

one on each side of the boat.  Jimmy moved forward so I 

could sit on the single raised seat across the middle, located 

in the right spot for rowing.  The boat was about 4 feet wide 

and 15 feet long, and the oars were somewhat cumbersome 

and heavy.  But I managed to get a rhythm, pointing us away 

from the sun.  That put the sun in my eyes as I rowed. 
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“You know, Erin deserves you at home,” I said, 

squinting to see Jimmy.   “Not out risking your life every day.  

That’s why I retired when I did.  Ellie deserved better.” 

“I can’t afford to retire for a few more years.” 

“What if you could?” 

“I’d consider it, for sure.  What did you have in mind?” 

“Not sure.”  I stopped to look at my watch but it wasn’t 

there.  “Okay, we need to figure out a schedule.  Can you 

count hands from the horizon to the sun?” 

Jimmy put his palms out at arms’ length, sideways, 

fingers parallel to the horizon.  One palm over the other he 

counted to three.  “Three and a half.” 

“Keep measuring every once in a while.  When it hits 

five, we’ll swap.” 

“That sounds right.  I’ll keep my eyes open for a ship.” 

After a while my back muscles complained that I was out 

of shape.  I hadn’t thought I was. While rowing, I tried to 

figure out what to do.  We could actually die at sea, but I was 

pretty confident we would be in some sort of trading zone.  

We would see a ship, I was sure of it.  But would they be 

friendly? 

After a bit, Jimmy laughed out loud. 
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“What?” I asked between strokes. 

“I was just thinking about the captain when they find 

out half of his loot is fake.” 

“Yeah, I’m glad we won’t be there.” 

“Someone’s gonna be pissed.”  After another moment, 

he asked, “Do you think we should have stayed on board?  

We might have been fine.” 

“Believe me, I’ve thought a lot about that.  I just keep 

thinking about how cartels and other groups are now trading 

and selling hostages to each other.  As Americans, we 

might’ve ended up in the Middle East somewhere.” 

“Yeah, you’re probably right.  Last thing we want to be 

are hostages of al-Qa’ida or the Islamic Jihad Union.” 

“We especially don’t want to be on some Islamic 

channel …” 

“Okay, you convinced me … Better to be stranded here 

in the middle of the ocean ... alive …” 

“We’ll get picked up; we’ll be okay.” 

I quietly settled back into my steady rowing rhythm.  

Soon, it was Jimmy’s turn at the oars and I gladly gave them 

up.  “When the sun is straight overhead,” I suggested, 

“we’ll stop and eat.” 
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“Good idea,” Jimmy said, and he started his own 

cadence, which was stronger than mine.  The boat was 

actually making a small wake. 

By the third day at sea, we were both conserving our 

strength, rowing only for about an hour at a time and resting 

for a couple hours between turns.  We didn’t exert 

ourselves at all after dark.  We had run out of empanadas 

early on the second day and water was gone by that night. 

My muscles stopped hurting, or I was numb to the pain, 

as long as I kept the stroke slow and easy.  When I stopped 

my shift, I laid down and fell asleep.   

“You probably should let Jimmy take a couple more 

shifts than you.”  It was Ellie, sitting across from me on the 

floor of the dinghy.  She was dressed in her jogging outfit, 

light gray top and pants, both with bright pink seams, and 

her white Nike running shoes.  “He wants to, you know, and 

he’s younger and stronger than you.” 

“I know, babe, but it’s not fair.” 

“You have to do what will keep you alive, not what’s 

fair.  He knows that.” 

“Okay, I’ll let him have the oars a few extra shifts.” 

“He will appreciate it, trust me.” 

“How’d you get to be so smart?” 
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“I guess death becomes me …” She smiled.  “You guys 

need some water.” 

“A steak dinner wouldn’t be so bad, either.” 

“Water is coming.  So is a fishing boat.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, dear.  Don’t give up hope.” 

I was awakened by a wonderful rain.  It was hard and 

steady, without a wisp of breeze.  I looked over to where 

Ellie had been sitting and felt sad.  I wished she wasn’t gone.  

Jimmy stopped rowing and looked straight up, opening his 

mouth to take in a good mouthful of water.  I did the same. 

I could feel my strength returning almost immediately 

and wondered if it actually was or if it was psychological.  

“Ellie said water was coming and here it is.” 

“Is she still visiting you in your dreams?” 

“Yeah.  I know it’s probably my subconscious doing 

that, but I don’t care.  She seems real to me, at least for a 

few minutes.” 

“I’m glad for you, buddy.  I really am.  What else did she 

say?” 

“That a boat will be coming to pick us up.” 
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“Well, I sure hope that’s true.” 

We both looked at the horizon, but no silhouettes of any 

kind could be seen.  I noticed that the boat was accumulating 

water on the floor.  I wondered how much we could take on 

before it would become dangerous. 

I cupped both my palms together and dipped them in 

the growing puddle.  I guided them to my mouth and tried 

taking a big drink, only half succeeding.  Jimmy followed suit. 

The water level grew higher and the boat began sinking 

lower in the sea.  I started bailing water out of the boat with 

my hands. 

“Good idea, Patty-boy,” Jimmy said, and he joined me 

until about a third of the water was out, but the rain 

continued to pour in. 

I looked out at the rainstorm and noticed an area in the 

distance devoid of rain, but it looked reachable.  I pointed to 

it and Jimmy picked up the oars and began rowing like crazy.  

In about 15 minutes the rain stopped.  I wasn’t sure if we 

reached the dry spot of if the dry spot reached us, but I was 

glad that we weren’t going to be swamped.  That would 

have been ironic — us without fresh water and then being 

engulfed by it. 

“This water,” Jimmy said, nodding his head towards it, 

“should last us a while.” 
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“Good point,” I replied.  “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

“You know,” Jimmy continued, “I saw on the Discover 

Channel that healthy men can go without food for up to 8 

weeks, as long as they have water to drink.  Remember all 

the hunger strikes in the 80’s?” 

“Eight weeks?  I hope we don’t have to wait that long.” 

“Me neither, but at least we have fresh water.” 

“Yeah, we’ll have to sleep in it, but we have it.” 

“Good point,” Jimmy echoed.  “At least it’s warm here 

in the sunlight.” 

Evidently reinvigorated, Jimmy was back to making a 

wake with his strong rowing.  I let him. 

Another day, another few rounds of rowing northwest.  

We slept through the night uncomfortably sitting in our 

stash of life-preserving water.  We were both awakened by 

the sound of an engine.  Jumping up excitedly, we saw a 

large fishing boat that was approaching.  We waved our 

arms and a crewman on board waved back.  We sat on our 

bench seat, relieved. 

The gray-and-brown-stained fishing boat pulled up 

alongside us and dropped anchor.  The large, faded white 

letters of its name, “Buscador de Peces,” overlooked our 

small vessel as its crew gathered above us.  They threw a 

rope down and I started up, and they grabbed my arms and 

shirt as I reached their rail.  Then Jimmy was helped aboard. 
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Chapter 32 

Finally in dry clothes, we sat in the crowded galley of the 

fishing vessel at the picnic-style dinner table, and the captain 

joined us.   

“Americans?” he asked. 

“Yes, we’re Americans.  I’m Pat Ruger,” I said, patting 

my chest,“ and this is Jimmy Stewart.  I patted Jimmy’s arm.  

“Do you speak English?” 

“No, no hablar Ingles, arrepentido.”  He patted his own 

chest.  “Capitan Garcia … Colombian.” 

Jimmy shook his head.  “Nothing’s easy, is it?” 

I held out my hand and punched imaginary buttons on it 

like a cell phone, then held my hand to my ear with a 

questioning look. 

Garcia shook his head, pulling his tiny cell phone from 

his pants pocket.  Still shaking his head, he pointed the 

phone to the sky.  “No señal cellular … ”  When I didn’t 

quite understand, he pointed up with his index finger on his 

other hand and swirled it upward in a circle.  “No señal…” 

“Oh!” Jimmy seemed to understand.  “No cell signal 

here!” 

“Oh … right.”  I nodded and he dropped his phone back 

down.   
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The captain stood up and again held up his index finger.  

“Bogota … uno … days.”  He, then pointed to the old, rusted 

refrigerator.   

I nodded once again and said “Gracias.”  He left the 

galley. 

“Bogata.  I’m told Colombia has changed,” Jimmy said.  

“They don’t hate Americans anymore.  In fact, there’s a 

pretty large American ex-pat community there.” 

“I hope you’re right.  The ‘policia’ are still corrupt, so 

we’ll have to be careful.” 

The food wasn’t bad, and we were very hungry, so it 

didn’t matter.  I never thought I’d ever enjoy a cold fish 

sandwich, but I did.  Jimmy had two.  We washed them down 

with some warm Colombian beer.  They seemed to have 

plenty, with extra cases stored under the fridge in an open 

cabinet with part of its door broken off. 

We slept well that afternoon and straight through the 

night in a couple of crew bunks.  The mattresses might not 

have been thick, but it was padding and I was grateful.  

Jimmy got up first and said he’ll meet me in the kitchen.  I 

fell back to sleep but woke up again and didn’t stay in bed 

much longer. 

I staggered into the galley and a couple of crewmen 

were sitting with Jimmy.  One had a cell phone and was 

talking on it.  “Can I use that?” I asked, pointing to the 

phone. 
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“Si, gracias,” the crewman said into the flip phone and 

closed it.  He handed it over with a smile and I smiled back. 

I immediately dialed Amanda.  “Hey, babe,” I said 

nonchalantly. 

“Pat? Is that you?  Where are you?” 

“On a fishing boat heading for Columbia … Where in 

Columbia I couldn’t tell you.  No one speaks English on this 

tub.” 

“Let me check your cell coordinates …” I heard some 

keyboard clicks.  “Let’s see, looks like you are … outside of 

Riohacha, a port city on the northeast coast … Are you guys 

okay?” 

“Yeah, touch and go for a while, but we’re both good.  

How do we get home from here?” 

“Get to the American Embassy in Maracaibo.  That’s 

about a 130 miles from you.” 

“Isn’t that in Venezuela?” 

“Yes, it is.” 

“I’d rather not go to Venezuela, all things considered.” 

“I understand, but the only other options are to go to 

Bogota, which is about 600 miles away, or wait for us in 

Riohacha.  The problem with that is that it could be a while 

before we could get there.” 
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“Sounds like Maracaibo is the best bet … damn.” 

“I’ll send a helicopter for you.  Be careful … I’ve been 

so worried.” 

“Me, too, believe me.  I can’t wait to be home.  I need 

to let Jimmy call Erin.” 

“Okay, Patty.  She’s waiting for you guys in New 

Orleans, but I don’t think she has a phone yet.  I’ll call the 

cruise line and give her the number you’re using.  She can 

call you from the office.” 

“That’s a good idea.  I’ll call back when we dock and 

decide what to do.” 

“Okay, talk to you soon, then.” 

I hung up and handed the phone to Jimmy.  “Erin’s in 

New Orleans … She’s going to be calling you in a few 

minutes.  Amanda thinks we should go to Maracaibo.” 

“I thought that’s what I heard you say.” 

“What do you think?  Six hundred miles and stay in 

Colombia or 130 miles and head into Venezuela?  Or should 

we just sit tight somewhere and wait for help?” 

“The faster the better, as far as I’m concerned.” 

“That would mean crossing the border into a fascist 

country … without passports … and avoiding the cartel 

that’s probably looking for us.” 
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“Well, they’re probably looking for us in Colombia, too.  

A lot can happen in 600 miles.” 

“True.  I guess the last place I wanted to go was the 

country of the ship we just jumped from.  It makes the most 

sense, though.” 

We both stopped talking and considered our options.  A 

few minutes later, the phone rang and Jimmy answered it.  I 

went out on deck and watched while we moved into a slip in 

the marina.  After several minutes Jimmy came out and 

handed me back the phone. 

“So, it’s Maracaibo, then?” I asked. 

“Think so.” 

“Okay, I’ll let Amanda know.”  I dialed her back up.  

“Hey, babe, I guess we’re going to Maracaibo …” 

“There’s been a development.  Can you do us a favor?” 

“What kind of favor?” 

“The kind that only you can do …” 

“Why?  What’s going on?” 

“Okay, here’s the thing.  I just got a call from the State 

Department.  I’ve been keeping them informed of your 

goings on, since I might’ve needed their help.” 
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“Makes sense.” 

“As you know, Venezuela isn’t exactly friendly to the 

U.S.” 

“No kidding.” 

“Well, the government has been holding a physicist that 

wants to defect.  He escaped and needs help getting to the 

Consulate …” 

“And our mission, should we choose to accept it …” 

“Funny.  Yes, they are asking for your assistance.  

They’ll pay you, like the F.B.I. did before.” 

“We’re consultants, not spies.” 

“Yes, consultants with street smarts and a long history 

of helping your country.  It turns out that Venezuela has 

been trying to develop a nuclear-material bomb, a dirty 

bomb, and they’ve stepped up their efforts since Russia 

stopped giving them aid and Cuba reopened ties with the 

U.S.  They’re very unstable politically, and this is one of the 

scientists they need to finish the project.” 

“We’re back to the Cold War?  Why don’t you have the 

C.I.A. or someone do this?” 

“We lost our C.I.A. contacts earlier this year when they 

were outted by Snowden.  They had to leave the country in 

a hurry and there hasn’t been enough time to replace them 

in the field.” 
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“What do we have to do?” 

“Meet up with the guy …” she paused, “um … it’s ... 

Chavez, Enrique Chavez.  He’s holed up in a motel in La 

Concepcion, southwest of Maricaibo.  Do you have 

something to write down an address?” 

“Not really.  I’ll remember, what is it?” 

“It’s the Intercontinental Motel de La Concepcion, 

three Calle Mendoza.  He’s in one twelve.” 

“Enrique Chavez, the Intercontinental Motel de La 

Concepcion, 3 Calle Mendoza, 112.  Got it.” 

“We had him toss his cell phone so he couldn’t be 

tracked.  He’ll be expecting someone, but he won’t know 

who.” 

“Is he armed?” 

“Yes, a couple of handguns he bought on the street.” 

“At least there’s that.” 

“I didn’t want you to do it, but there’s no one else.” 

“How lucky for us … I hope this ends well, after all we’ve 

been through.  Any way we can get some documents, visas 

or anything?” 

“Sorry, there’s no time.  State doesn’t have any 

resources in that part of Colombia.” 
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“Figures.  I’ll fill Jimmy in and we’ll get a hold of you 

when we close in on Chavez.” 

“Please be careful.  I miss you.” 

“You, too.  Bye.”  I hung up and Jimmy had a concerned 

look on his face.  “Did you catch any of that?” 

“Enough.” 

“You in?” 

He looked down and shook his head.  Then he looked up, 

smiled and said, “Why the hell not?” 

I went below and gave the crewman back his phone.  

Once docked, we tried to keep a low profile and walked 

down a residential street.  At the end of the block, there was 

a small store and I noticed some English signs on its 

windows, “Cigarettes,” Groceries,” and a couple of others 

mixed in with the Spanish decals.  We went in. 

“Excuse me,” I said to the woman behind the counter.  

She was tanned, older, I guessed about my age, but was thin, 

and she had some dark wrinkles under her eyes and at the 

corners of her mouth.  “Do you speak English?” 

“Si, yes, Señor?  What do you need?” 

“A cell phone, some water and some snacks.  Also, some 

cash.” 
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A worried look came over her.  “You rob me?” 

“No! I’m sorry … I wasn’t thinking.”  I reached in and 

pulled out a cubic from my pocket and placed it on the 

counter.  “Now, this isn’t a real diamond, but it’s still 

worth something.  What do you think?” 

She picked it up and held it front of a small lamp on a 

desk nearby.  Then she held it up in toward the ceiling lights.  

“It’s very good …” She placed it back on the counter.  “I 

give you 500,000 pesos.” 

“What’s that in dollars?” Jimmy asked. 

She stepped back to her desk and punched in some 

numbers on an ancient adding machine, pulling the lever 

back several times.  “About $300, give or take.” 

“That seems fair.” I shot a questioning look to Jimmy, 

who nodded.  “You have the cash?” 

“Pesos, not dollars.” 

“We’ll take it.” 

Jimmy went to find some food and bottled water, and 

brought them back up to the counter.  The woman grabbed 

a shrink-wrapped cell phone from under the counter, 

bagged the groceries and gave us a small stack of brown, 

blue and green bills.  Jimmy separated the wad of cash into 

two piles and we each pocketed one stack. 
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“Make it two phones, por favor.” 

She seemed irritated but reached back under for 

another phone. 

“Gracias,” I said. 

“De nada,” she replied.  “Just one thing, seniors.  Be 

careful with your money.  It’s not safe here.” 

I stopped short of the door and turned back to her.  “Do 

you know anyone who can give us a ride to Maracaibo?” 

“You pay?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“You got another one of those diamonds?” 

“Maybe.” 

“You’ll need it.”  She pulled out a piece of paper and 

pencil and wrote something on it.  She handed it to me.  

“Pedro is always waiting here.” She pointed to the address.  

“He’ll be in a blue car with a torn black top.  Give him this 

and he’ll take you there.  Give me the diamond.” 

“Are you sure?”  I reached in and pulled out another 

stone, leaving only one in my pocket. 

“If he wants to come home, he will.”  She smiled.  

“He’s mi hermano … my brother.” 
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Chapter 33 

“Maybe we should have waited for help,” Jimmy yelled 

over the sound of the old Camaro’s engine and the 

apparent lack of a good muffler. 

“We’re doing the right thing, Jimbo,” I yelled back.  We 

had been in the car for about an hour or so, both in the back 

seat.  The roads were getting to look, and feel, less traveled.   

We both unwrapped our cell phones, installed their 

batteries and checked them out.  Thankfully, they both came 

on and seemed to work fine.  We put each other’s phone 

numbers into our directories and I called Amanda to give her 

the numbers.  There was no change in plans. 

Eventually we came upon a checkpoint, which I guessed 

was the Venezuelan border.  Our driver and guide was a 

heavy-set, jolly Colombian whose dark features seemed 

counter to his personality. Perhaps that’s why he wore a 

bright yellow and red Hawaiian shirt. 

A few hundred yards from the border, Pedro stopped 

and turned to us.  “Pesos?” 

I pulled out my wad and opened it up to him.  He looked 

through it and pulled out two 10,000-peso bills, then turned 

back to drive.  I put the money away and nervously waited 

as we approached the checkpoint. 

Pedro’s window was down.  “Ola! Miguel! Cómo está 

tu familia?” 
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Miguel’s greenish gray uniform made him look more 

military than police.  He had a big smile as he handed Pedro 

a newspaper folded in half.  “Que son una maravilla, y 

usted?” 

“Bueno!”  Pedro put the newspaper on his lap, did 

something to it, folded it back up and handed it back to 

Miguel.  This all happened in about 15 seconds. 

“Disfrutar de suvisita! Enjoy your visit!”  He waved to us 

in the back seat and lifted the gate.  Pedro drove on through 

and we slowly left the crossing behind us. 

I sighed with relief and relaxed.  I tried to remember the 

address we were heading to.  “Intercontinental Motel de La 

Concepcion, three Calle Mendoza,” I said aloud. 

“Si, La Concepcion,” Pedro repeated. 

The road wasn’t paved on the Venezuelan side of the 

border and it was lined with boulders and large puddles on 

either side.  Pedro stayed in the center when he didn’t have 

anyone coming the other direction, and we felt pretty safe, 

despite the higher speed. 

We entered a larger town, at least by comparison to the 

villages we had been passing through in the countryside.  

“La Concepcion?”  I asked. 

“Si.” 
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It was about the size of Colorado Springs, but several 

decades in the past.  Even Tijuana was more modern, it 

seemed to me.  But, we were on a paved road again, and it 

was relatively pothole-free.  Motor scooters passed in both 

directions and some of them had 2 or 3 passengers holding 

on for dear life.  There was a center line, but it seemed more 

of a suggestion than a requirement to follow.   

We turned on a side street, turned again, then pulled up 

into a motel’s parking lot.  I noticed then the yellow-aged 

sign that said “Intercontinental Motel.”   

“Señors?” 

Jimmy and I got out and I motioned with both palms 

down to stay here.  The parking lot had 3 cars, older model 

Dodges and a Chevy, and all were dilapidated.  The motel 

was painted mauve and white and had 3 stories.  All the 

rooms had outside doors and windows facing the lot. 

“112,” Jimmy said and we both spotted the room in 

front of us.  It was on the first floor in the middle of the 

building. 

We both walked over and I knocked. 

“Que?” was the answer from inside the room. 

I tried not to have too loud of a voice, but did lift it 

somewhat.  “It’s Ruger and Stewart from America.  They 

sent us to help you.” 
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There was a moment of silence, but then we could hear 

the door being unlocked from the inside.  It creaked open 

slowly and stopped part way, and we slid in the narrow 

opening. 

“Are you Enrique?” I asked.  The room was dark but we 

could see that Chavez was a very heavy set man, reeking of 

cigar smoke.  I guessed he was 6’2”, 350 pounds.  Most of 

the weight was around his middle, and I realized now why 

he needed help. 

“Si … yes.  We want to defect.  Are you going to help 

us?” 

“Us?” 

“Si.  Little Ricky … come out here.” 

A young boy of about 10 or 12 came out of the 

bathroom, dressed in dusty long pants and blue and white 

striped tee.  My immediate thought was that Ricky was going 

to make this job much more difficult.  At least he had tennis 

shoes on.  “Little Ricky?” 

“I’m Big Ricky, my nephew here is Little Ricky, you 

see?” 

“I’m not sure we should …” 

The squeal of wheels in the parking lot interrupted our 

conversation and I looked out the window through the 
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opening in the curtains in time to see our ride peel off.  

Another car left in the same direction and it looked like 

Pedro had a tail. 

“Great …” I said.  “Thirty miles from Maracaibo and we 

lose our ride.” 

“We have to leave now,” Jimmy said.  “If they know 

we’re here, they’ll have us surrounded in a couple of 

minutes.” 

“Do you have any guns?” I asked Chavez. 

“Yes, these two …” He handed them to me.  One was an 

older Beretta and I didn’t recognize the other.  Then he 

handed me a couple of extra clips and a box of ammo.  

“You’ll need these.” 

“I’m sure you’re right.”  I gave the non-branded pistol 

to Jimmy.  “Can you figure this one out?” 

“Yeah, I think I’ve used one similar to this …” He flipped 

his little finger and caught the clip as it popped out.  He 

popped it back in, cocked the barrel and flipped the safety 

on and off.  “Yeah, I got it.” 

I did the same with the Beretta and we were satisfied for 

the moment.  “Let’s move out behind the building and 

head towards town.” 

“Big Ricky’s not going to blend in much.” 
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“If we wait here, it won’t be good.  Maybe the boy will 

help.” 

Jimmy seemed exasperated.  “How did they know we 

were here?” 

 “I’m sure our friendly border crossing officer was 

playing both sides.  He probably made a call as soon as we 

were through.” 

We checked the parking lot and it seemed clear, so we 

hurried out and around to the back of the motel.  There was 

a side street nearby and we headed for it.  Just before 

reaching the gravel street, we heard two gunshots and we 

scampered into the back yard of one of the homes closest to 

us.  We didn’t wait to see if we were the targets of the 

gunfire. 

I knew that Maracaibo was southeast of us and that we 

were currently heading west.  Jimmy pointed to a church 

down the alleyway and I nodded.  Keeping together, we 

strolled to the large adobe building, whose sign was faded 

but read “Iglesia de San José,” and found our way in.  The 

stained glass windows were impressive, each showing a 

saint or the Virgin Mary, and about 8 feet tall.   

“The Saint Jose Church is nicer than it looked from the 

outside,” Jimmy remarked. 

“Saint Joseph’s Church,” Enrique corrected. “’San 

Jose’ is ‘Saint Joseph’ in Spanish.” 
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“I wonder where the priest is …” I pondered out loud. 

“He’s probably in the rectory, in the back,” Enrique 

answered.  “Through there …” he pointed to a large wooden 

door next to the altar. 

We walked down the center aisle past a couple of dozen 

rows of pews, turned right in front of the altar and Jimmy 

carefully opened the door.  He stuck his head out, looked 

both ways and turned back to nod to us.  We exited the 

church and found a small courtyard, scantily but nicely 

landscaped, with small trees and shrubs lining the walls and 

grass growing between bricks on the ground.  Across the 

courtyard was a much smaller adobe building with a sign 

over its door, “Rectoría.” 

“This must be the place …” I knocked on the door and 

waited, then knocked again. 

“Father Julio!” Enrique called out.  “Father, let us in!” 

The door opened and a short, slight man in the expected 

black attire and white collar motioned for us to enter.  “Por 

favor, come in, mi children,” he said in a thick Colombian 

accent. 

“Father, we need your help,” I said.  

“Usted … you are the Yankees the government is looking 

for?” 
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“Yes, Father.  Mister Chavez has asked to defect and 

your government doesn’t want him to.” 

“And the boy?” 

“My nephew,” Enrique answered.  “He lost his papa a 

few weeks ago in a train wreck and doesn’t have anyone.  

He’s been staying with me.” 

“So, what ees your plan?  Maracaibo?” 

“Exactly.” I was impressed with his assessment.  “Any 

ideas on how we could get there?” 

He thought for a minute and sat down on an old sofa 

covered loosely with a green sheet.  “I have a car.  You take 

it.” 

“I’m not sure …” 

“But,” he interrupted.  “Not ze boy.  He stays with me 

until I can take him to the Consulate.” 

“That’s not a bad idea,” Jimmy commented.  “It’s 

going to be a dangerous run to the Embassy — much safer 

for him here.” 

“I think I agree,” I said.  “But, they’ll be waiting for us 

between here and there.” 

Father Julio opened a drawer next to the sofa and pulled 

out an antique-looking map.  He stood up and unfolded it, 
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walking over to a dinette table on the other side of the room.  

Jimmy and I followed.  He laid it flat and pointed to a road 

labeled, “Avenida Maracaibo.”   

“This is where they will be waiting.”  He pointed to a 

parallel road named, “Avanida 17.”  “This one is better.”  

He put down the map and turned back to Enrique.  “You 

know it?” 

“Si, Father,” came the reply. 

The short man, who wasn’t much taller than Little 

Rickie, stretched to reach a key hook, but managed to 

retrieve it.  “Hurry, you have no time to waste.” 

“Gracias, Father.  How can we repay you?” 

“Get my friend to America safely.  Now, go.”  He 

ushered us out a back door and through a gate where a 

rusted Chevelle, circa 1967, was parked.  After Enrique gave 

Little Rickie a bear hug, the three of us got in, with Jimmy in 

the driver’s seat and Chavez in the back.  I rode shotgun. 

The Chevy started right up and it purred.  “Nice,” he 

said, and he put into reverse.  We saw no one around as we 

backed out onto a side street and slowly left the 

neighborhood.  

Enrique pointed to the right and Jimmy followed the 

suggestion.  Then the big man pulled out a cigar from 

somewhere and proceeded to light it up with a specialty 

lighter he apparently had in one of his pockets. 
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I turned to face the back seat.  “Whoa!  What are you 

doing?” 

“What?” 

“I get headaches from cigar smoke.  You mind putting it 

out?” 

“I can roll down the window …” and he proceeded to do 

so and he puffed away. 

I turned back to face front and said to Jimmy, “I’m too 

old for this.” 

Enrique pointed to the left.  “There!  There’s our 

street!” 

I noticed a street sign that indeed said, “Avenido 17,” 

and felt somewhat relieved, especially when we didn’t see 

anyone looking for us, at least as far as we could tell.  The 

road was a mixture of gravel and pavement, on again and off 

again, but there was a long straightaway in front of us.   

I decided it would be prudent to let the Embassy know 

we were coming and dialed Amanda on my cell.  “Hey, 

babe.” 

“Hi, Patty.  How are you guys doing?” 

“So far, so good, but the government is trying to keep 

Mr. Chavez from reaching the Embassy.  We’re on the road 

right now.” 
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“Anything I can do?” 

“Well, you might let the Consulate know we’re coming, 

and to keep the gate open in case we’re in a hurry.” 

“That’s probably wise.  I’ll have the M.S.G. ready, too.  

You’d have to make it to the grounds before they could 

help.” 

“M.S.G.?” 

“Marine Security Guard.  They provide security and 

protection at Embassies.” 

“Ah.  So, they’re armed?” 

“Definitely.   Call me when you are there safely.” 

“Okay, I’ve got to go, talk to you soon.” 

“Bye, honey.” 

I let Jimmy and Enrique know what was going on and we 

continued on our way without much conversation. 

“Maybe I should retire,” Jimmy said, out of the blue.  

“Got any openings in your agency?” 

“You bet!  In a heartbeat!  Why now?” 

“Just thinking of Erin, I guess, and why you retired.  Like 

you said, you sort of owed it to Ellie.  I owe it to Erin, too.  
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Look what we’ve been through on ‘vacation.’”  He made 

an air quote with his right hand.  “This isn’t even as 

dangerous as my everyday job …” 

“I would love you to join us.  It might be a bit boring for 

you …” 

“Boring sounds pretty good about now.” 

“I know what you mean.” 

Again we had silence for a while, but soon Jimmy had to 

slow down, then stop.  I looked up and saw why — a washed 

out road and a detour. 

“What do we do?” asked Enrique.  He was finally 

finished with his cigar but still smelled lousy. 

“Take the detour,” Jimmy answered.  “What choice do 

we have?” 

“I don’t want to stay here,” I said.  I turned to Enrique.  

“Is there another way to Maracaibo?” 

“No, Señor.  No other way.” 

“Well, then we’ll take our chances,” Jimmy said. 

He turned left as the signs directed, drove about two 

miles north, then obeyed the detour arrows and turned right 

onto Avenida Maracaibo — just the street we wanted to 

avoid. 
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“I’ve got a bad feeling about this …” Jimmy definitely 

sounded nervous. 

The way was clear for the mile or so we could see ahead.  

I decided on a distraction.   

“So, Enrique, how did you end up a nuclear physicist 

here in Venezuela?” 

“Growing up, I was a whiz at math.  I don’t know why, 

but I just was.  I went to an advanced school sponsored by 

the government and by the time I was fourteen, I was more 

advanced than the school could teach me.” 

“Wow, what did you do?” 

“My handlers — they have handlers for gifted students 

here — my handlers decided I should go to college in 

America.  I attended Stanford from the time I was sixteen 

until I was twenty, then went into physics and atomic 

energy.” 

“Impressive,” Jimmy cut in.  “You didn’t want to stay 

in the U.S.?” 

“I did, but the Venezuelan science committee convinced 

me that my country needed me here.  I was flattered they 

thought that much of me, and I didn’t know what they 

wanted me to do.” 

“What’s going on?” Jimmy said, pointing ahead.  He 
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had stopped behind a long line of cars being inspected at a 

road block.  It was slow going, but it was obvious that it was 

the police and other military personnel manning the 

blockade. 

“I don’t know if we want to try going through,” I said.  

“What else can we do?” 

“I’m not sure, but we’ll surely attract attention if we 

break out of line and head west.” 

“We’ll attract more attention when we arrive at the 

inspection point.” 

“Should I run it?” 

“I’m not sure,” I replied.  I looked around us.  There 

were only store fronts on the left, side-by-side, with no 

driveways along the stretch.  On the right was a cleared field 

closest to the road and a corn field about a half mile behind 

it.  Closer to the road block were a more shops lining the 

street.  They picked a good location for the stop.  “We could 

wait until we get up there and then go through …” 

“Who’s that?  The man over there, standing on his 

car?” 

Jimmy was right.  We were now close enough to see a 

man on the other side of the road block with his car door 

open and he was standing on the step, waving like crazy with 

both hands.  It was a blue car, and it struck me who it was. 
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“That’s Pedro!”  I opened the door and stood tall to see 

him better.  I waved back and Pedro pointed with both arms 

to our right.  He waved again and repeated the motion to 

the right.  “He wants us to go through the corn field …” 

“Maybe he can keep the cops busy …” Enrique said.  

“Go slow, maybe they won’t notice us.” 

“I’ll try ...” Jimmy moved to the right past the unofficial 

right lane of traffic and over the dilapidated curb.  We slowly 

entered the field and headed for the corn field. 

“I don’t think they’re following.  Let’s get through this 

field.” 

We entered the field and began mowing down corn at 

about 30 miles an hour.  Jimmy went about a quarter mile 

into the crop and made a slight left turn.  “Hopefully, 

there’s a road this way.” 

Several yards later, the corn cleared away and there was 

a deep ditch immediately in front of us, too wide for us to 

cross.  Jimmy slammed on the brakes and we slid forward, 

right down the bank and into the mud. 
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Chapter 34 

“Perhaps we could avoid the irrigation ditch …” 

“Very funny,” Jimmy replied dryly.  “Everyone okay?” 

“Seat belts would’ve been good to have, but I think I’m 

alright.  Enrique?  You okay?” 

“Si, I’m fine.  We shouldn’t stay here very long.” 

“You’re right.”  I tried my door, which wouldn’t open 

in the mud.  I rolled down my window and climbed out.  

Jimmy did the same.  The problem was Enrique, who 

wouldn’t fit through the opening. 

I looked around the car, fairly stuck but the mud was 

shallow.  “Try moving the car so we can open his door.” 

Jimmy climbed back in and started it up.  He put it in gear 

and the rear wheels spun in place.  He tried rocking the trans 

— putting it in reverse, then drive, then back to reverse — but 

that didn’t work either. 

“Hold on,” I said and managed to climb up the 

embankment.  I picked up several corn stalks from our path 

through the field, about a dozen, and threw them down into 

the ditch.  I slid back down the gully wall and proceeded to 

pack the stalks end first against the tire tread behind the 

rear wheels.  
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“Slowly, in reverse,” I instructed and stood next to the 

back door of the car. 

Jimmy accommodated and the car crept up the stalks, 

slid back down, then up the stalks again.  About the third 

time up, the wheels caught and the car lifted enough for me 

to open the door.  Enrique jumped out and almost knocked 

me down in the mud. 

“Sorry, I’m a bit claustrophobic.” 

“No worries,” I replied.  “Let’s get out of here while we 

can.” 

Jimmy climbed out of the car and then up the far side of 

the ditch.  “Give me your hand,” he said to Enrique.  “Pat, 

you push from down there.” 

“Thanks, buddy,” I said.  

“Anytime.” 

Enrique barely reached Jimmy but they were able to 

clench hands.  When the big man couldn’t be pulled up, I 

gave a shove from behind and he was able to get a toe hold 

halfway up, then Jimmy finished the pull.  They both fell 

over, but he was out of the ditch.  I tossed my gun and the 

bag of ammo up to Enrique.  Jimmy then reached for me and 

helped me up as well. 

A shot rang out and we ducked down.  There were a 

couple of cars in the corn field pathway we had made, and a 
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few men were on foot, all with guns out.  I retrieved my 

pistol and ammo from Chavez and we made a run for it as 

bullets hit the ground behind and next to us.   

“Ah-h-h, damn!”  Jimmy was down and in pain.   

I motioned for Enrique to keep going and went back to 

Jimmy.  Kneeling down, I asked, “Where are you hit?” 

Jimmy sat back up, holding his shoulder, which had some 

blood flowing through his short sleeve on both the front and 

the back.  I looked at the wound and he added, “All these 

years on the force and never got shot …” 

“Relax, I think it’s through and through.”  I ripped a 

piece off the bottom of his shirt and wadded it up.  Putting 

the cloth on the wound in the front of his shoulder, I said, 

“Hold this here and let’s go.” 

He nodded and got up.  I helped him run toward Enrique.  

The police must have been crossing the ditch because the 

shooting stopped momentarily.  We finally caught up to 

Enrique and we reached a dirt and gravel covered street.  

Before we could think, a blue Camaro pulled up fast and slid 

to a stop next to us. 

Pedro leaned over and opened the passenger door from 

the inside and yelled, “Get in!” 

We didn’t waste a moment and I climbed in the open 

door.  Before the back doors closed, he was already pulling 

away. 
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“Can you get to the Embassy?” I asked. 

“I hope so,” he replied.  “Otherwise …” He didn’t finish 

the thought.   

Pedro drove the beat-up Camaro down side-street after 

side-street, but I knew we’d have to come out on the main 

thoroughfare at some point.  It reminded me of a few times 

back home when I was chased through the back streets in 

my own blue Camaro. 

“Are you lost?” Jimmy yelled out.  You could still hear 

the pain in his voice, and I’m sure the bumpy roads weren’t 

helping much. 

“No, Señor.  We’re almost there.” 

As we made the next turn, we were bumped by a car and 

slid to the sidewalk, but kept moving.  When I looked up, I 

could see it was an unmarked car with policemen inside.  

Momentum had pushed it into a fence in front of 

someone’s house.  It backed up and continued the chase.  

As it approached again on my right, I rolled down the 

window and drew my handgun.  Taking aim, I shot and hit 

their front tire.  The car slid and spun out as I rolled my 

window back up and we sped away. 

Another car blocked the next street and we turned left.  

A right turn at the next road put us back out on Avenida 

Maracaibo, far beyond the road block, but now there were 

a baker’s dozen of old, heavy, rusted vehicles behind us.  

More shots rang out and the back window shattered. 
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I could see the Embassy approaching fast and was 

relieved.  “Into the driveway,” I said pointing to the wide-

open gate.  I could see 10 or 12 Marines just inside the fence, 

still on the grounds.   

Just before we slid into the turn, a black police car 

topped with 60’s-style red lights cut us off, blocking our 

way, and we slammed into it.  While the driver and 

passengers were still dazed, Pedro punched the gas and our 

wheels spun until they smoked.  Eventually the other car 

started to slide and we pushed it out of the way. 

As soon as we were able, Pedro turned into the open 

gate of the Embassy and the Marines lined up behind us.  

They closed the gates just as several cars slid to a stop on 

the highway in front of the compound. 

We sat in the car for a minute and I was able to breathe 

again.  I opened my door and the others followed suit.  

Climbing out, I noticed we were about 20 yards from the 

gate.  I shook my head and sighed with relief. 

“That’s some pretty decent driving, Pedro,” I 

commended.  “You were a life-saver.” 

Pedro beamed.   

“What made you come for us?” 

“I don’ know, just had a feeling you might need my 

help.” 
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“Well, I’m sure glad you did.” 

“Gracias.  Can I come to America?”  He was nodding and 

smiling. 

I put my hand on his shoulder.  “I think something can 

be arranged.” 

There were cars starting to gather at the Embassy’s 

entrance.  Several uniformed men were yelling into the 

compound.  The Security force held steady at the gate. 

“Damn, this hurts!”  Jimmy yelped as he got out of his 

door.  I had forgotten that he needed medical attention.  The 

Marines helped him out of the car and rushed him into the 

Embassy.  We followed. 
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Chapter 35 

We spent the night in the relative luxury of the Embassy.  

My sleep was interrupted by the sounds of shouting from 

outside.  I peeked out the window of my second story 

bedroom and saw a crowd was growing.  The clock said it 

was 5:30 — I had slept for 11 hours. 

When I spoke to Amanda, she said a helicopter was 

going to pick us up in the morning.  Suddenly I was hoping it 

was soon. 

A rock hit my window.  It didn’t break, I assumed 

because the glass was bullet-proof, but it was disturbing.  I 

got dressed in the clothing I still had from the fishing boat 

and went to find Jimmy.  He was up, immediately answering 

his door when I knocked. 

“This doesn’t look good, Patty.  How soon are we 

leaving?” 

“Sometime this morning.  A Navy helicopter is coming 

for us.” 

“Are we in danger?” 

I didn’t know how to answer that.  “Let’s go find the 

Ambassador.” 

We went downstairs and Pedro and Enrique were 

already up and eating in the kitchen.  There were a couple 
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of young women with them, as well as a Marine officer and 

a male chef, who was cooking away.  The Marine was 

standing at attention near the back door. 

“I don’t think there’s anything to worry about,” one 

of the women was saying.  “I haven’t heard any gunfire.” 

“That’s not very reassuring,” I said as we entered the 

room. 

“Good morning, Mr. Ruger, Mr. Stewart,” the woman 

said.  “Did you sleep well?” 

“Pretty well, yes,” Jimmy answered.  “You are?” 

The woman came over and reached out her hand.  “I’m 

Sally, one of the Ambassador’s aides.”   

Jimmy shook her hand.  “Call me Jimmy.  Who is the 

Ambassador?” 

Sally chuckled.  “Mr. James Cargill is the American 

Ambassador to Venezuela.  He likes to be called “Jimmy,’ 

too.”  Sally was about 25, nearly my height, a plus size 

brunette and pretty.  Enrique made her look downright thin.  

She extended her hand to me and said, “Mister Ruger.” 

I also shook hands with her.  “Please, it’s Pat.”  She 

chuckled again.   

Enrique spoke up.  “You gotta try this food, it’s good!” 
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I noticed he was sitting at quite a spread — bacon, 

sausage, pancakes, scrambled eggs, toast and muffins.  

Instead of sitting down at the table, I went to the kitchen 

window.  It was difficult to see much beyond the wall 

bordering the grounds. 

“They only have rocks and bottles today …” The other 

aide joined me at the window.  “I’m Nina.” She held out 

her hand about 6 inches from her body, since she was close 

to me.  Nina was a light-skinned Hispanic girl, also in her 

20’s, with short black hair and a bit too much makeup.  

I shook hands and replied, “No assault weapons then?  

No grenades?” 

“Not yet.  I think we would have seen them by now.”  

She didn’t have a Spanish accent at all. 

“Like I said, not very reassuring.” 

The young aide leaned into me and I realized she had a 

very nice figure and she smelled nice.  She pointed to an 

open space at the wall towards the back yard.  “See that 

opening in the hedge?” 

“Yeah …” 

“That’s the emergency exit.  There’s a tunnel entrance 

just past that opening in case there’s a breach.  It goes to a 

private warehouse about a half-mile away.” 
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“How often have you had to use that?” 

“Never, at least since I’ve been here.  But we do 

evacuation drills once a month.” 

Another rock hit a window, then another.  I was nervous. 

“Well, you seem to have attracted a crowd, I see.”  We 

all turned to see an older gentleman enter the kitchen.  He 

was impeccably dressed in a gray suit, yellow tie and shiny 

black shoes. 

“Good morning, Ambassador,” Sally said cheerfully.  It 

was odd to me how cheerful these people were, considering 

the circumstances. 

“Good morning, Sally, Nina, Corporal …” He sat at the 

table.  “How’s cookin’, Bobby?” 

The chef smiled.  “With gas, Mr. Cargill.  With gas.” 

“Excellent!” 

“Mr. Cargill,” I addressed the Ambassador.  “I’m Pat 

Ruger.  That crowd out there is making me nervous.” 

“Don’t be nervous, Pat.  We’re safe.  And by the way, 

thank you for your help yesterday.  I know it was dangerous.  

I’m glad everyone is safe.” 

“Everyone but me,” Jimmy added. 
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“Mr. Stewart.  Yes, I’m sorry.  I’m glad your injury 

wasn’t life threatening.” 

“No worries.” 

“Our facility is rock solid,” the Ambassador continued.  

“My understanding is that your transportation is on the 

way.” 

“That’s good news,” I said.  “Maybe I will have 

breakfast.” 

“Please do, Pat.” 

I started to the table of food.  “Pedro, you’re awfully 

quiet.” 

Pedro was chewing and stopped to smile.  “Good food 

…” was all he could manage, and took another bite of bacon. 

I sat down and built a nice plate of scrambled eggs, 

sausage and wheat toast.  I poured a large glass of orange 

juice and took a big drink.  It tasted freshly squeezed. 

A large amount of gunfire erupted, sounding like it was 

coming from the roof.   

“Sounds like your ride is here,” Cargill announced as a 

big thud shuddered the ceiling.  “You boys better get up 

there.” 

“Thanks for everything,” I told him and I took a big bite 

of toast and sausage.  
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“Follow me,” said Nina, who was standing at the 

kitchen doorway.  She waited for us to gather near her and 

led us to a stairwell hidden behind a tall bookcase.  I helped 

open the cabinet enough for our big man to fit and we 

followed her up to the roof, where our military helicopter 

was waiting.   

Gunfire was heard from the street and was returned by 

the gun crew as we scurried to board.  A bullet hit the wall 

right next to me and I hit the deck.   

“Go, go, go,” someone was shouting and I felt the 

aircraft lift.  In a few seconds we were out of range and 

heading north.   

Jimmy slapped me on the back.  “We’re finally going 

home!” 

“Home,” I repeated, and fell back into my bench seat 

and buckled up. 
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Chapter 36 

New Orleans wasn’t my choice for our destination, but 

here we were.  The chopper landed in the wide open tarmac 

outside of the cruise ship’s dock, near the cruise line’s 

entry buildings.  It was odd to be here without a ship in port. 

I saw two black SUV’s parked nearby and two business 

women standing on the edge of the asphalt tarmac, 

obviously waiting for us.  We all exited the helicopter, 

instinctively bowing over as we moved out from under the 

rotating blades.  The 4 of us walked toward the women and 

the chopper lifted and flew out over the bay. 

Both of the women were wearing business attire, one in 

a pant suit and the other in a skirt and jacket, both in royal 

blue with white cotton tops. The one in the skirt had bright 

red hair; the other was brunette with blond highlights.  Both 

were made up like flight attendants and had the cruise 

line’s logo embroidered on their lapels.  They met us with 

handshakes all around and introduced themselves as Cruise 

line staff, asking us if we needed anything. 

The SUV’s drove over to us and stopped, and Amanda 

got out of the rear passenger side of the first one.  She ran 

over and we hugged and kissed, and it really hit home how 

much I had missed her.  She didn’t say anything for a few 

minutes and when we stopped embracing, I saw she had 

begun to cry.  She wiped away the moisture with her hands. 

She looked back at the SUV and Erin stepped out of the 
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back door.  Erin grabbed Jimmy and they also hugged for 

quite a few minutes. 

“Gentlemen,” Amanda said as she began her official 

duties.  “It is wonderful to see you all.  Mister Chavez and 

Mister …” 

“Alameda.  Pedro Alameda.” 

“Mister Alameda.  Will you join these officers?  They will 

take you to the State Department for processing.” 

“Ma’am, what about my nephew, Rickie?  We left him 

in Colombia.” 

“We are picking him up, Mister Chavez.  I promise you’ll 

see him soon.” 

“Gracias, Señora. Gracias.” 

She smiled and stepped aside so the two men could 

climb into one of the SUV’s.  She closed the door behind 

them and it left.  “Patty, Jimmy, the cruise line would like to 

do a presentation for you.  Do you mind going inside?” 

“As long as there’s a bathroom … they didn’t let me 

pee off the door in the chopper,” Jimmy quipped and tried 

to laugh, which was cut short by a painful whimper.  That 

was funnier than the joke and we all broke up. 

After returning from the restroom, Jimmy joined us in a 

large office where a cameraman and his hardware were 

waiting.   
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“What’s all this?” I asked. 

“I hope you’ll let us record the presentation,” 

answered the redhead.  “It will be good P.R. for you and for 

us.” 

“I’m not sure …” 

“Go ahead, Patty,” said Erin.  “I think it will be good.” 

Jimmy and I relented and joined the staff in the front of 

the room, while Erin and Amanda stayed in the back. 

“You can go anytime,” instructed the cameraman, and 

the brunette began. 

“I’m Megan Williams and this is Angela Smith, at the 

New Orleans offices of Imperial Cruise Lines.  We have here 

the heroes from the Artistry of the Seas cruise that was 

abruptly interrupted almost 3 weeks ago, Patrick Ruger and 

James Stewart.”  She paused to let the camera pan to them 

and back.  Angela handed her two large certificates.  “These 

are certificates of appreciation from our C.E.O., Bob 

Almstedt, and they state: 

‘Imperial Cruise Lines wishes to bestow its ultimate 

appreciation for your assistance in the incidents aboard the 

Artistry of the Seas, including resolving criminal activities, 

helping stop a pirate invasion, putting your own lives at risk 

while allowing the Artistry to safely escape the guns of a 

foreign navy.  Please accept our sincere thanks.’” 
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“You’re very welcome,” I replied. 

Megan smiled.  “There’s more: 

‘This appreciation includes a free lifetime pass for up to 

4 passengers and up to 21 days per year on any ship of the 

cruise line and to any destination on our calendar.’” 

“Well, we’re quite grateful, thank you.”  

She gave us our certificates and kissed us each on the 

cheek.  “Just one more thing.”  Angela handed her two 

envelopes.  “These are checks for $100,000 each as a 

reward for your services and bravery.” 

This was quite unexpected.  After a moment of silence, I 

said, ”This is very generous, but I would like to donate my 

check to Saint Joseph’s Church in La Concepcion, 

Venezuela.  Father Julio there is trying to help orphans and 

troubled kids and I want to help.” 

“Me, too,” Jimmy added.  “Send all of it to Father 

Julio.” 

Megan seemed taken aback.  “Well, I don’t see why we 

couldn’t do that … It’s very generous of you, gentlemen.” 

“Not at all, he deserves it,” I replied.  “Thanks again …” 

I stepped away from the staff and I heard the cameraman 

tell Angela not to worry about it, he’d fix the clip.   

Jimmy joined me and Amanda in the back of the room. 
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“Can we go home now?”  He wrapped his arm around his 

wife.  “We have some time to make up for.” 

“After he gets checked out at the hospital,” she added.  

“At home,” he insisted. 

“Yes,” I agreed.  “Let’s go home. Amanda, will you be 

joining us to Denver?” 

“I’m afraid not,” she replied.  “I’ll visit you soon, I 

promise.” 

My heart sank.  “What about our luggage?” 

“It’s been sent to your homes,” answered Angela.  

“It’ll be waiting for you there.” 

“Everything?  Even what was in my safe?” 

“As far as I know.” 

“I hope so.” 

“Oh!” Jimmy interrupted, and reached in his pocket, 

pulling out a microchip.  He handed it to Amanda.  “I think 

you’re going to want this.” 

“This is what came of the espionage we spoke about,” I 

said.  “Evidently, it has a private compression algorithm, 

whatever that is.” 
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She took it from him.  “I’ll take care of this.  There’s a 

lot to clear up from your vacation, isn’t there?” 

“I guess so.” 
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Chapter 37 

I was dropped off by a taxi at my house in the early 

evening.  I saw a note on my front door and wondered who 

was wanting me this time.  The paper said, “I’ve got your 

stuff.  –Margaret (next door)” 

I sighed.  Nothing was easy, it seemed.  I walked across 

the driveway and the neighbor’s yard, and knocked on the 

door.  Margaret answered.  She was an older woman, what 

we used to call a spinster — she had never married.  

Margaret was nice enough, but pretty much kept to herself. 

“Just a minute, Pat,” she said when she saw me.  She 

disappeared and returned with one of my bags.  “There’s 3 

more …” 

While she went for the other bags, I pulled the first one 

out the door onto the porch.  The others followed and I 

thanked her for her thoughtfulness. 

I dragged the luggage home and into my bedroom.  I had 

a thought and opened each one.  Sure enough, there was 

the gem bag full of Canary Island diamonds. 

I called Amanda with the new smartphone she gave me 

before she left.  “Babe, I have a little problem.” 

“What’s that?” 

“I have about $13 million in of diamonds here in my 

luggage.” 
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“Nice problem to have.” 

“What do I do with it?” 

“I forgot to tell you I had a talk with the I.R.S.  According 

to them, as long as you claim the total value of the diamonds 

and pay the taxes, you can keep them.” 

“I can’t afford that …” 

“I thought of that.  I asked what you can do, since you 

don’t have the cash for the taxes, and they said to let a 

certified jeweler hold them while they are being appraised 

and sold.  They’ll withhold the taxes and you’ll get the 

difference.  I’ll send you list of jewelers they sent me.” 

“They’re not my jewels,” I protested.  “It doesn’t 

seem right.” 

“Whose are they?” 

“Well, I guess I don’t know that.” 

“I would consider them found.  That’s perfectly legal.” 

“Okay, I’ll figure something out.” 

“I know, honey.  What do you want me to do with the 

payment from the State Department?” 

“What payment?” 
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“Remember,” she reminded.  “I said they would pay 

you for your assistance with Mister Chavez?” 

“I forgot … how much we talking?” 

“Eighty thousand.” 

“Put it in Jimmy’s name and send it to him.  He can use 

it, now that he’s going to retire.” 

“Jimmy’s retiring?” 

“Well, he hasn’t yet, but I thinks he’s going to join us 

at the firm.” 

“That’s wonderful!  The girls will love him … Have you 

talked to them yet?” 

“Not yet, thanks for reminding me.” 

“Love you, Patty.  Stay safe.” 

“Love you, too.” 

We hung up and I felt empty again.  I dialed Lola and said, 

“Hello?  Is this my business partner?” 

“Boss!  Are you home?” 

“Yeah, finally.” 

“I’m going to call Anna and we’re going to party with 

you tonight!” 
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“No, please, I hope you don’t mind.  I’m really tired.  I 

want everyone in the office tomorrow.  I have an 

announcement, someone’s joining us.” 

“Who?” 

“I’ll tell you in the morning.  Will you call everyone?” 

“Of course!  It’s so nice to have you home!” 

“I know … sleep well, I know I will …” 

She laughed.  “Okay, Boss, see you in the morning.” 

I hung up and somehow fell sound asleep in my own bed.  

I woke up early, still dressed in those damned fishing boat 

rags.  I called Jimmy and asked him to meet me at my office 

at 9, and he said he would. 

I tore off my clothing and walked into the shower.  It 

might have been the best shower I’d ever experienced.  I 

dried off, shaved and put on the first clean clothes I’d worn 

in weeks, at least my own clothes.  I looked at myself in the 

mirror and knew I’d made the right decision. 

I placed the bag of diamonds in my floor safe and 

covered the floor with an extra-large area rug from the other 

room, making sure it didn’t look out of place.  Then I went 

to my blue Camaro and started it up.  I revved the engine, 

feeling the familiar vibrations up through the gas pedal and 

seat cover, and it felt good.  I drove to the office. 
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Entering the building, it felt familiar but odd.  The girls 

were there and came over to hug me, practically squealing.  

When they finally released me, I walked over and shook 

Jacob’s hand.  “Thanks for watching over our girls, Jake.” 

“It was them watching over me and you know it,” Jacob 

replied, sheepishly.   

“I figured as much,” I said, laughing. 

Jimmy strolled in looking like a new man, though his 

shoulder was bandaged up pretty good.  “Hi, guys.” 

“What happened to you?” asked Anna. 

“A little scrape your partner got me into …” he laughed. 

“Is that who’s joining us?” Lola asked excitedly. 

“If he wants to …” I replied to Lola, then said to Jimmy, 

“Let’s go talk in my office.” 

He followed me in and beat me to my chair.  “I like this 

…” He said, swiveling it back and forth. 

I laughed because he didn’t know what I was offering.  

“Remember the diamonds that I kept?” 

“The real ones?  Yeah.” 

“Well it turns out we can keep them.  We just have to 

pay income taxes on their value.  Half are yours.” 
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“What?”  He seemed shocked.  “Those were all yours, 

buddy … all your idea.  I just went along with it.” 

“We risked our lives together … hell, you even got shot.  

You said you’d retire if you could swing it financially.  I’ve 

got five million reasons for you to do just that.  Come run 

the office here for me.” 

“Run it for you?  Where are you going to be?” 

“New York.  I don’t want to live without her.” 

“I understand, Patty boy.  Believe me.” 
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About Me 

I was born in Southern California but as of this printing I 

now reside in Colorado with my wife, Nadyne, and our Cairn 

Terrier, Lucy.  Hopefully you’ll feel like I do that I have found 

a niche in the detective/mystery/crime/thriller genres with 

several of my Pat Ruger Mystery Series novels now released. 

I also have several books of poetry and photography on 

the market and have been a Staff Writer for Poetic Monthly 

Magazine.  My first poems were published when I was just 

10 years old when two pieces submitted by a teacher were 

accepted by a literary magazine.  I have since enjoyed 

writing poetry throughout my writing career. 

Being able to weave mysteries was unexpected but 

understandable, considering my influences growing up.  I 

have always had a penchant for telling stories and I really 

admired this quality in my uncle, Pat Wombacher.  No, Pat 

Ruger was not modeled after my uncle... 
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Excerpt from “Pat Ruger: Native Species”: 

I was interrupted by a knock on the lavatory door.  Rude, 

I thought to myself.  “Just a minute,” I answered back and 

quickly finished my business.    

I opened up the door and began to exit the airliner’s 

bathroom when I was pushed back into the room by a mid-

40’s brunette.  She crowded against me, which wasn’t 

difficult, since I’m 5’8”, 210 pounds and we were occupying 

a miniscule space.  The woman wasn’t particularly pretty, 

somewhat overweight and about half-a-foot shorter than 

me.  She was wearing a low cut, white blouse showing a 

crack of cleavage and she had a small, faded tat of a flower 

on her neck.  A tight pair of blue jeans, long, silver earrings 

and a thin pink stripe in her hair rounded out her ensemble.    

“You up for the mile-high club?” she asked softly as she 

latched the door behind her and put her arms around my 

neck.  “It’s on my bucket list.” 

We hit a mild air pocket and the plane smoothed back 

out.  I reached up and unclasped her hands.  “I’m sorry, do I 

know you?” 

“Sarah.  You up for it?” 

“No,” I replied sternly.  “I don’t think my fiancé would 

approve.” 

“Come on, I saw you were alone.  I won’t tell ... and I got 

rubbers.” 

“Thanks, but no thanks.  It’s not on my bucket list.” 
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She pouted.  “You’re turning down awesome sex at 

35,000 feet with no strings?” 

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.” I reached behind her 

and turned the doorknob.  Though I doubt very much the sex 

would be awesome, I said to myself.  The door popped open 

into the aisle and Sarah stumbled back.  

She turned and stomped back up the aisle to her seat.  I 

did the same, sans the stomping, and buckled my seat belt.  

I shook my head in astonishment and silently chuckled.  I 

pushed the button and leaned my chair back.  I still had 

about 90 minutes until we landed at La Guardia, and I 

wanted to catch a nap.  

Soon I was dreaming.  I was back in Denver, watching TV 

with Ellie.  We were sitting together on our old loveseat 

having wine and a new low-cal dessert she had made.  I had 

to look at her.  Her long brunette hair was pulled back in a 

bun and she was made up, as always.  It had been a few 

years since she passed and I wasn’t going to waste my time 

now, even though I knew I was dreaming.    

“This is really good,” I said, taking another bite of the 

strawberry concoction.  

Ellie smiled and said, “You’re just saying that, but I’ll 

take it.”  Her smile was captivating.  “I hope you don’t get a 

call tonight.  I’d like to actually spend an evening with my 

husband for a change.” 

“I’m sorry about that,” I replied.  “I won’t be on the 

force much longer.  My retirement papers went through.” 
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“I know, but they seem to be making you work every 

night until you leave …” 

“Indian Hills.” 

“What?” 

She smiled again.  “Indian Hills.  For some reason, that 

came to me just now.  Does that mean anything to you?” 

I racked my brain but couldn’t think of anything related.   

“No, I don’t know what it means.” 

“Oh, well,” she sighed.  “It probably isn’t important.” 

We watched “Friends” for a while.  After a bit, Ellie said, 

“You know, Amanda’s a lucky woman to have you fly across 

the country to be with her.” 

“Amanda?” 

“Yes, dear.  She’s the best thing that’s happened to you 

since … well … me.” 

“I think I love her, Ells.  I was almost killed in my last 

investigation; Jimmy even got shot.  I could only think of you 

and her.” 

“Well, that’s got to mean something, doesn’t it?” 

“That’s why I’m flying to her.  I need to get back with 

her, whatever it takes.” 

A loud male voice startled me awake.  A man was 

shouting,  

“And the Lord will smite us down, all of us sinners …” 
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When my eyes cleared up from the fog of my nap, I could 

see a man dressed in black standing in the aisle near the 

front of the plane.  

“Blessed is the one who does not walk in step with the 

wicked,” he continued.  “Or stand in the way that sinners 

take or sit in the company of mockers …” We hit another 

bump and he paused, then started back up.  “But whose 

delight is in the law of the Lord, and who meditates on his 

law day and night.” 

After some gasping and a few comments, someone 

stood up and told the guy to shut up and sit down.  That 

didn’t stop him.  

“That person is like a tree planted by streams of water, 

which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not 

wither— whatever they do prospers.” 

“Hey, old man,” a college jock shouted.  “You ain’t 

gonna blow us up, are you?” 

“Make him stop,” a woman yelled to her husband.  “He’s 

gonna blow up the plane!” 

The religious man just continued his sermon undeterred.  

“The ungodly are not so, but are like the chaff which the 

wind drives away.” 

“Hey, mister, sit down,” came one shout.    

A flight attendant got on the loudspeaker.  “Sir, please 

take your seat.  You are frightening the passengers.  Sir!” 
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Unfazed, he continued, “Therefore the ungodly shall not 

stand in the judgment, nor sinners in the congregation of the 

righteous.  For the Lord knows the way of the righteous, but 

the way of the ungodly shall perish.” 

“He’s got a bomb!” 

This one got my attention.  I sprang to my feet and ran 

up the aisle to the gentleman.  I practically tackled him, amid 

cheers in the background, and checked him over for 

explosives or any remote triggers.  Nothing.  

“He’s harmless,” I said, standing up.  “I need some 

neckties.” 

It didn’t take long for a dozen ties of all colors to make 

their way to me.  I sat the now-silent preacher in a nearby 

empty seat and tied him in, his hands behind the seat and 

one as a loose gag.  

“If you move or make more noise, these all get 

tightened.  Do you understand?” 

He nodded, seemingly resigned to his situation.  The 

flight attendant thanked me and as I walked back down the 

aisle to my chair, there was applause and several people 

shook my hand.  “Let’s get to New York safely, shall we?” I 

said and sat down.    

Too much adrenaline to get back to my nap, so I stared 

across the aisle and out the window opposite my row.  A 

couple of passengers walked in front of me and I realized 

who it was -- Sarah was dragging a twenty-something boy 
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back to the lavatory.  In they went and I heard the door slam 

closed and the lock latch.  

 

To continue reading “Native Species,” go to: 
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