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Come into the Sun

Copyright © 2012 Barbara McMahon

All Rights Reserved

 

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Alexis Kent sat on the cord-bound box at the edge of the long weathered pier, near the ramp leading to the sloop, her old surplus army duffel bag bulging beside her. Her denim tote rested on the pier near her small box. The sun was high in the West Indies sky; the air still; and the creaking of mooring lines, and the murmur of the small wavelets slapping against the planking of a dozen boats, a mellow background for the crying sea-gulls circling lazily in the sky. In the distance, on the commercial dock, old men were repairing their fishing nets, sitting unconcerned with the burning rays of the hot sun.

She shifted her position a little. Not fidgeting, outwardly serene and patient, only moving to gain a new view. Waiting beside the large sloop mentioned in the advertisement, she could see the entire ship. The dark-blue hull of the ocean-going vessel gleamed brightly in the harsh sunlight, freshly cleaned and shining. The low cabin amidships shown a bright white. The porthole windows sparkled. All gear was stowed away; the teak deck carried no clutter. The jib sail was folded tidily by the bow rail, the mainsail tucked neatly in its cover along the center boom.

A wander-class sloop, almost forty feet at a guess. Lexy had studied it earlier, the narrow deck surrounding the cabin, the cut-out well in the stern at the wheel, enabling the skipper to stand or sit while at the helm. She had not boarded the boat, so did not know the cabin configuration. There would be the basics, she was sure; galley, head, sofa converting to bunks, perhaps a forward cabin with bunks. She shrugged—she’d find that out soon enough if she got the job.

She’d been sitting for over an hour.  She’d called out upon arriving beside the sloop but received no answer.  She’d plopped down to await the owner's return--still holding the paper in hand. She clutched it for reference, for introduction, and as a talisman. She really wanted this job.

It was hot and she grew thirsty in the unrelenting sun.  How much longer?

Vaguely, her gaze touched on the old men working, talking among themselves; moving to watch the gulls, their circling flights, their dives. Some birds bobbed placidly on the water, resting. Was it cooler for them? She wished she could cool off in the water, not here in the harbor, but on a nice beach somewhere.

Her gaze moved to shore, diverted by the arrival of a taxi. A tall man climbed out of the cab, paid the fare, and started down the pier. She watched as he approached. Maybe he was the man she was awaiting. He was six feet tall at an estimate and solidly built. Dark brown hair, worn rather long, brushed the collar of his shirt and as he drew closer she saw his hair was flecked with gray. His eyes were a startling blue in the mahogany of his face, matching the knit shirt he wore. A square jaw and firm lips gave evidence of a determined, yet controlled individual.

As he drew closer, Lexy stood up, drawing his eyes, forcing him to really notice her for the first time. A small zephyr of air skipped by, cooling her a moment, before the hot glare of the sun resumed its boiling effect. He drew even with her and the ramp to the ocean-going sailboat.

'Mr. Frazer?' She did not quite reach his shoulder.

'Yes?' His glance was cool, registering, she knew, a small, thin woman. Her mop of short light brown hair was liberally streaked with blonde by the sun, her skin a deep honey gold, evidence of many hours in the open. She wore khakis and a sleeveless white T-shirt, her concession to appropriate attire for an interview for a job on a sailing ship.  Tennis shoes clad her feet.  She saw him flick a glance at the denim bag, which hung from her shoulder, and the old army surplus duffel at her feet. She met his gaze candidly.

'I'm Alexis Kent, Mr. Frazer. I've come about the crewman's job. Has it been filled?' She offered the square piece of paper she had pulled from the hotel board advertising the position of general crewman for an oceangoing sailing-sloop, Jack-of-all-work, experience required, apply at the Marybeth, Santa Inez Harbor.

He raised an eyebrow and glanced at the paper. 'The job hasn’t been filled, but you won't do.' He passed her and lithely crossed the short ramp to the boat, landing on the deck as softly and sure-footed as a cat.

She turned and watched him a moment, raising her voice slightly. 'I'm experienced Mr. Frazer. And . . . and I'm very strong.' 

Maybe it was her size that was off-putting, she thought hopefully. Fully aware, however, that it was her gender more than anything that kept her from the job; from even being considered for this job.

He turned at her voice as if surprised she was still there. At her assertion she was very strong a hint of amusement crept into his eyes, though his face remained sober. 'I'm sure you are, Miss . . . er. . . Kent, was it? I must confess, I thought I'd have better response to the ad.  I posted it several days ago and you're the only applicant thus far. But you still won't do.'

She stared at him, trying to come up with something that might change his opinion, to give her a chance. 

He remained watching her with a steadfast gaze that was disconcerting.

She sighed slightly in defeat and reached for her duffel bag and box. 'I'm at the Markly if..’  If what? If he should change his mind? 'If you can't get anyone else.'

The Markly was a hangout for sailors, fishermen and cargo handlers on Santa Inez Island. A wild bunch on Saturday nights, and not much better the rest of the time. The hotel was close to the docks, though, and clean and cheap, it had been on an announcement board that Lexy had seen the posted ad for the job. Posted several days ago, as he had said.  She took some satisfaction in knowing she was the only applicant thus far. 

Not that it would do any good if he wouldn’t seriously consider her for the job.  She shook her head as she walked back up the pier. It wasn't fair, just because she was a woman. She paused at the street and glanced back. Dominic Frazer had turned and was gazing out to sea, not giving her another thought. With a regretful sigh, she continued her way back towards the hotel.

Idiot, she thought angrily as the duffel bag banged rhythmically against her leg. I should not have counted on the job, just because I have experience. How silly he must think me to show up all packed and ready to go. It was stupid. I should have first made sure I obtained the position, then packed up. Blast the man anyway for not even giving me a token interview.

She stopped and let her duffel and box down slowly.  Flexing her fingers to ease the strain, she picked them up changing hands this time, and continued.

It was hot. Perspiration trickled down her back and between her breasts. The way back to the hotel seemed longer and harder than the walk to the marina. 

She was most anxious to leave Santa Inez, escape as she put it, to get as far away from the uncomfortable situation with the Culvers as she could. To get away and start anew where no one knew her or anything about her or her past life. Where people would believe whatever she had to tell them, not be prejudiced by past events, not be influenced by rumors and gossip and unfounded allegations. Especially about something that had happened so long ago. She had so been looking forward to this position.

Something else would turn up.  She just needed to be alert to opportunities and be ready to act when they arose.

 

 

Two days later, late in the afternoon, Lexy Kent wandered into the bar at the Markly Hotel, discouraged and hot, grateful to lean her arms against the cool polished wood of the bar. The room was dim, shaded and sheltered from the intense heat, a slow-moving ceiling fan swirling the air a little. Not really cool, but at least giving the impression of coolness--a welcomed relief from the broiling afternoon sun.

'Hi, Dick,' she said, greeting the man behind the bar. 'I'll have a large lemonade, plenty of ice, please.'

The dark old man behind the counter smiled sympathetically, his white teeth flashing in the faint light. 'Bad day, Lexy?' he asked as he filled her glass.

'You said it. I can't find a job anywhere! I shouldn't have left my other one until I had something else lined up. Ummm, that's great.' She tilted her head and drank deeply from the lemonade-filled glass.

'Gentleman over there asking for you,' Dick said in a low voice, nodding across the room towards a table on the far side. Lexy Kent turned slowly, her face apprehensive. It cleared at once seeing Dominic Frazer tilted back in a chair, a tall lager on the table before him. He watched her.

She took her glass and walked calmly over, her face smiling politely. 'Mr. Frazer. Dick said you were asking for me. May I?' She pulled out a chair and waited.

Dominic Frazer banged down his chair on all four legs and nodded. Lexy sat and waited—it was only a moment before he spoke, yet the time dragged by. Lexy was conscious of his appraising regard, his cool, blue eyes. She was curious as to why he was here, but tried not to show it. Calmly she met his gaze and waited for him to begin. He had asked for her after all, not the other way around, so he could begin the conversation.

'Are you still interested in the position on my boat?' he asked at last.

Her face lit up, but her reply was a rather guarded, 'I am.'

'I seem to be having trouble attracting applicants. I want to sail soon and need a second person. The sloop has been moored here on the island for the last six months. Now I'm ready to take off. My problem is my brother’s always crewed for me in the past, but he was married recently and is now working in Barbados.' Dominic Frazer shook his head impatiently. 'If I had had any idea of how difficult it would prove to hire someone here, I would have filled the position when I was in Bridgetown. Tell me, Miss Kent, why do you want the job?'

'I rather need it,' she began slowly, choosing her words carefully. 'I came here in the employ of ... of someone, and when my services were no longer required, naturally I began looking for another job. I thought I’d like something I had done before. I have been most recently working as a cook, but didn’t like it as much as I thought I would.  I like being outdoors, not stuck in a hot kitchen all the time.  I’ve sailed extensively on several different kinds of boats. There aren't many jobs going right now, yours looked suitable.' She turned her glass absently on the table before her, watching her fingers tracing patterns in the condensation. 'I’m ready to leave Santa Inez, too,' she added, shrugging off that reason.

He raised his eyebrows at this, but asked no questions. 'So you can cook?' he asked.

'Oh, yes, I'm a good cook,' she replied enthusiastically, on safe ground at last. 'I've sailed on a ketch and a seafarer-class sloop. I know a little about navigation and how to judge the currents and winds of the Caribbean. Not enough to do it on my own, though,' she added truthfully, 'where are you heading?'

He smiled at this. 'Do you care?' he asked. 'As long as it's away from here?'

She grinned impishly.  She watched his eyes move to the small dimple showing in her right cheek. For a moment she remembered another man, another time.  'Got it in one. Anywhere is fine with me.  I’m footloose and fancy free.'

He glanced at his lager, his eyes hooded, unreadable. 'I'm a writer, Miss Kent. I've been doing research the last few months and am now getting down to writing the book. I want no distractions, no interference. I plan to sail out to sea, anchor and get on with it.' He paused, glancing up to gauge her reaction. She watched him steadily.  Seemed extreme to her, but she’d always heard writers were quirky.

'I need a crewman who can pull his own weight.' He smiled tightly at this, his glance going quickly over her slight frame. 'I would also like someone to cook, keep the ship tidy, but most of all someone who can entertain himself–or in your case herself–not disturb me while I write. It’ll be a rather lonely existence, I'm afraid—no town, no bright lights, no beauty parlors.' He stopped, quirked an eyebrow in silent question, waiting for her reply.

Lexy nodded. 'Do I really look like I frequent a beauty parlor?' Her hair was tousled, cut short by the nearest barber and totally sun- streaked. She wore no make-up. Her eyelashes were dark, her skin was tanned dark brown by the sun.  She preferred healthy to artifice.

Abruptly he asked, 'Tell me, what do your parents think of your trying for such a job?'

That question caught her by surprise.  Just how old did he think she was?

'My parents are both dead, Mr. Frazer. They have been for many years,' she replied quietly.  “And if they were alive, they’d have little say on how I make a living.’ She was annoyed by his change of subject and the manner in which he asked his question as if she needed permission to do something.  But she didn’t show it. She’d learned long ago to keep her reactions to herself.

'Surely they’d be concerned with you going off for maybe months at a time?' He wouldn’t be put off.

She was surprised at this. 'Just how old do you think I am? I haven’t answered to anyone for a long time.'

'Nineteen, maybe twenty.' He replied to her question, assessing her trim figure, her clear eyes and smooth skin.

She gave him a beautiful smile, her eyes warm and friendly, her dimple showing again. She took a quick sip of lemonade. 'You’ve made my day! I'm twenty-six. I sometimes feel a hundred and six, but never nineteen!' 

She saw his surprise and the look of disbelief growing on his face. Wryly she shook her head. 'The light, or lack of it in here, must flatter. I have my passport, and several letters of recommendation upstairs showing the years I’ve worked. I assure you I'm older than you think.'

'My compliments, Miss Kent, you carry your years well. That solves one complication. I'll check your references that refer to your sailing experience. Then I have a proposition to make.'

Lexy did not stiffen nor shy away from his suggestion as many women might have done with the particular word he used, but her eyes did narrow and she watched him warily. She saw with satisfaction that he noticed her change of manner, was aware of her slight withdrawal, though he made no comment on it.

'We sail tomorrow for Bridgetown. I have a few things I want to pick up there before going . . . er. . . incommunicado. I'll try you out until we reach Barbados. You can see how you like it as well. If either of us doesn’t wish to continue the association beyond Barbados, we’ll agree to part, no bad feelings.'

She considered it a moment, and nodded. 'A good plan, captain, I agree. I'll get my references. Do you need to see my passport as well, for the age and all? I really am twenty-six.' The fat would be in the fire if he said yes. She bit her lip waiting his reply, her mind whirling with excuses and explanations should he want to inspect her passport, too. She hoped he wouldn't.

He leant back, tipping his chair. 'The letters will do.'

Lexy gulped down the last of her drink in relief and left the bar. Once out of sight of Dominic Frazer she gave a hop and a jump. She had it; she just knew she had the job. She paused as a flicker of doubt assailed her. Well, maybe she had it and maybe it would be a good job. The only question—would Dominic Frazer be like so many of his brethren and expect more from his new crewman than only ship work? That thought quenched some of Lexy's enthusiasm, but she shrugged it off. It was less than a week's sail to Barbados, she could fend him off for a week if need arose. They’d do different stints at the wheel, easy enough to stay out of his way the rest of the time. She’d try it, anyway.  If it didn't work out, she’d at least be in Barbados and in a much better position to seek new employment than in tiny, out of the way Santa Inez.

Reaching her room she crossed quickly to the duffel to dig out the references. She took the treasured letter from Miles that would be the best, the one dealing with sailing experience. She hesitated over Mrs. Culver's; while not warm or inspiring, she had truthfully stated Lexy's talent in the culinary field. Yes, she would take that one down, too. The others—she shook her head, they wouldn't be any good. These two would have to do.

She turned to leave, then turned back, checking herself in her mirror. Her hair was tossed about, a warm flush on her cheeks attested to the heat of the day. She grabbed her brush, dragging it through the unruly curls. When some order had been restored, she pulled a face at herself and left. She had no wish to look too glamorous for the job, she told herself. This was strictly business, nothing more.

Lexy sat calmly at the table while Dominic perused the recommendations. The one from Miles Jackson was long and detailed, describing all her accomplishments and abilities. Dominic obviously recognized the signature, and he looked up at Lexy consideringly for a long moment. Laying that missive aside, he quickly read Mrs. Culver's much shorter letter. Folding them both along their original creases, he held them a moment, tapping them gently against the table's edge, lost in thought. Lexy wondered what he was thinking about, wondered what his decision would be.

'You'll do after all,' he said gravely, handing her back the papers. 'We'll sail on the tide, about eight tonight. Can you be ready?'

'Yes. And thank you, Mr. Frazer. I can come to the ship within an hour, if you like, or I can wait until later.'

'Come after dinner, save yourself one meal to fix. But be sure to come early enough to help make way.'

'I'll be there by seven.' She stood as he did, conscious once again of his height and size. A good man to have on your side if in difficulties. As she watched him leave she shivered. Probably a bad man to cross. She shook off her apprehension.  Why should she even think about that? Gliding happily over to the bar, she smiled at the old barman as he wiped his glasses in solitary silence. The main customers of this bar were still earning their pay. After dark it filled up rapidly.

'I've got a job, Dick, I got it just now with that man, Mr. Frazer.' She waved towards the door through which Dominic Frazer had departed.

'Well that is good news, Lexy. Does it include a place to stay? Or will you be staying with us a little longer?'

'No, I have a place to stay, it's on a ship and I'm off to Barbados.' She smiled at the thought. While Barbados did not hold good memories for her, quite the opposite, in fact, she looked on the voyage as a new beginning. She was leaving Santa Inez, and this time things would be different!

'Well, sorry I will be to have you go, but it's best. You’re too much a lady to be in a place the likes of this one.'

Lexy's face sobered as she glanced around, some of her joy dimmed. 'I haven't been a lady for a long time, Dick. This place’s fine, it suited me and everybody here has been quite . . .' she hunted for the right word, 'proper.' 

She shook off her mood, 'Anyway, I'm off tonight, so must pack and have a bite to eat. I'll say goodbye now, Dick, so that I don't have to do so when all the men are about.'

She extended her small, capable hand to the barman gravely shaking his.

'All the best Lexy,' he said gruffly.

Lexy was halfway up the stairs before she realized Dominic Frazer had not mentioned salary. Oh well, she shrugged, continuing to her room, the transportation to Bridgetown would be compensation enough if there wasn't more. Should they decide to continue after that, well, time enough to discuss salary later.

 

 

Dominique swung by the grocery store near the docks.  He hadn’t wanted to wait any longer to be under way, but he still had doubts about hiring a young woman to be his crew.  If he could have made the trip alone, he would have and hired someone in Bridgetown.  

Ordering enough supplies to last for the week’s journey, and then some; he headed out to the post office.  He’d send a letter home to alert them he was on his way.  Then he’d swing by the bank and close that account.  His time on St. Inez was over.  He didn’t plan to return.

So why was Lexy Kent so interested in leaving the island, he wondered.  Money had to be tight or she could take a flight out.  As he waited at a crosswalk, he thought more about her.  She’d sure looked younger than she said she was. Maybe he should have checked her passport after all.  Yet from the references, and the time she worked, she had to be older than a teenager.  She didn’t look it.  She did look capable and determined.  Attributes he himself liked.  The shakedown cruise would show if she was as good as she said.  

He stopped at the shrimp shack near the dock and got one last shrimp po’boy sandwich, and lots of fries.  He’d miss this when he was gone.  No facilities for french fries on the ship.  The galley was small; most of the space would be filled with food.  They’d eat their way through until they reached Barbados.

When he reached the sloop, he went aboard and began to reconfigure the interior cabin.  He’d sleep on the fold down couch.  He’d move his things from the lockers in the forward cabin, to give her room for her own things.  He and his brother hadn’t minded doubling up on their things.  It would be different with someone else.  Especially a woman.  Though from what he remembered from earlier, she traveled light.

He couldn’t believe no one else on the island came about the job. He’d posted it all over.  Lexy Kent had been the only one to respond.  Maybe the economy wasn’t as bad as he thought.  Or maybe no one wanted to leave St. Inez.  

There’d be plenty of time to get to know his new crew member.  If she suited–which he doubted–he’d keep her on.  Otherwise, he’d find someone else once they reached home.  He paused a moment thinking about his home and how long it had been since it had felt like a refuge.  He planned a short visit.  Appease the family, and then take off again.   The memories would come, he had no doubt.  But he would deal with them and shake them off once sailed away.

 

 

Lexy took advantage of her few remaining hours on St. Inez to soak in a long hot bath, washing her hair and pampering herself with lotions and creams. It would be a long time before she’d be able to enjoy such comforts. A quick dip in the sea and a rinse with fresh water would probably be her bath henceforth; bathing facilities were limited on an ocean sailboat.

Clean and fresh, dressed in the inevitable khakis and T-shirt, Lexy repacked her duffel bag. She carried all she owned with her and had pared down her belongings until they fit in the one bag. No dresses, Lexy didn't go places that required dresses. A jacket, folded at the bottom this time of year, khakis, shirts, shorts and a couple of swimsuits. Her underwear the only concession to femininity, being lacy and brief. Even her sleeping attire was merely large T-shirts, which fell to just above her knees.

The corded cardboard box, still bound up from her last move, contained about fifty paperback books. Lexy loved to read and gladly borrowed or exchanged whenever she could. The books changed, of course, as she found new ones and discarded old ones. A few she kept to reread, one she had for sentimental reasons, though she was loathe to admit that, even to herself. She had cut out sentimentality from her life—she had no time for it.

She put the duffel and the box by the door. She was ready. A quick dinner in the hotel's restaurant, early to miss most of the other inhabitants, and she’d head out. She’d told Dick the truth, as far as it went, everyone had been most proper around her. Still, she’d felt uncomfortable and conspicuous in the all-male gatherings at the hotel and would be glad to leave.

 

 

Dominic Frazer was on the deck of the sloop when she stepped onto the pier. He was checking lines, unsnapping sail covers and casually keeping an eye out for her.

Silhouetted by the late afternoon sun, her bag looking almost too big for her to carry, Lexy walked firmly toward the boat. She had had several spells of indecision during the afternoon, wondering if she’d done the right thing in hiring on, yet what choice did she have? She wanted to leave Santa Inez; this was the only job available. Though Barbados as a destination would not have been her first choice, it was a large enough place for her to find something more suited to her should this position not work out. She knew the places to avoid, the people not to run into, and if this didn’t work, she’d be in a much better position to find a new job. 

This had to work–at least for a week.  She would see that it did.

The recommendation by Miles Jackson, a name familiar as a leading authority in marine biology in the Caribbean, had been most explicit in all the aspects of sailing and marine navigation in which Lexy was proficient. She wasn’t worried about her abilities.  Just her interactions with her new boss.

Dominic stopped work and watched her as she carried her things along the pier.

“You’re prompt,” he said, stepping down and offering a hand to help her aboard.

'Hello,' her soft voice floated across the water. It was low, serene and pleasing.

'Welcome aboard.' He reached for her bag, but Lexy shook her head.

'I can manage, if you'll tell me where to put it.' She took the short ramp in small running steps, landing near him on the narrow deck.

'Below, forward all the way. There's a small cabin, two bunks, it's yours.'

'And where will you sleep?' She paused; surely it wasn't going to end up impossible after all.

'The sofa in the main cabin drops down and makes a bunk, I'll use that. In the past, when my brother and I sailed the Marybeth, we shared the cabin. That, of course, under the circumstances, is no longer possible.' He spoke coolly, firmly.

Lexy went below with uplifted spirits. The sloop was spacious for a sailing ship. The short ladder-stairs, four in all, led to the main cabin. A compact galley was along the port side of the ship, next to the head. The other side had the sofa-cum-dining area arrangement. Ahead was the door leading to the small forward cabin. Lexy opened it and entered. It was narrower than the main cabin, of course, with two bunks on either wall, joining in a common headboard as the bow narrowed. Forward still, on the headboard, was a hatch leading to a triangular storage compartment. There were storage compartments beneath each bunk, as well as the standard ones in the main cabin and topside. Lexy dumped her gear on the port bunk, and taking a quick peek into the compartments, she saw Dominic's clothes in the drawers beneath that bunk. The corresponding space on the starboard side was empty.

That's mine, she thought, shifting her gear to the starboard bunk. Time enough later to unpack. She straightened and headed topside, noticing in passing that while the boat was not spanking new, it was well equipped and in excellent condition. Dominic Frazer obviously did not believe in denying himself a comfortable existence when 'incommunicado'.

With Lexy's help, they cast off a few minutes before eight, taking the ship out to sea with the mainsail only, using the steady offshore breeze. Once clear of the harbor, Dominic plotted the course and locked in on the coordinates for Barbados. They were on their way!

Lexy joined Dominic at the helm.

'You’re experienced,' he commented, sitting back on the bench by the wheel, the ship steady on course. 'Did you sail a lot before working with Miles Jackson, Miss Kent?'

'No, but his Sea Tiger was not unlike this sloop, we used it a great deal for gathering data. Later he got a ketch and we used that.' She paused a moment, but Dominic did not pursue the topic. Lexy gave a silent sigh of relief. While her experience working with Miles had been an enjoyable period in her life, the reasons she’d had to leave were not.

'Mr. Frazer, since we will be together for several days, if not longer, would you like to drop Miss Kent and call me Lexy? It's my nickname and I like it better than Miss Kent.'

'Certainly, if you like.' He gave her a quick glance, but was apparently satisfied by what he saw. 'Call me Dominic.'

She nodded briefly, then turned her attention to the course laid in and the sea ahead. It was quiet, away from the land, almost silent –except for the slap of waves against the bow as they skimmed across the water.  The sun dropped lower and lower in the sky, changing the color of the clouds on the distant horizon from bright pink to palest mauve. The trade winds were steady and strong enough to fill the sail. Long, slow swells were crossed easily by the running sloop. Behind them, Santa Inez island grew smaller and smaller, a dark mound diminishing in the evening sea, its sparkling lights growing dimmer until she could no longer see any.

'Who is she named for?' Lexy asked, curious about the ship.

'Who?' he asked, glancing at her.

'The ship.'

'She's the Marybeth, named for my wife,' he answered.

Lexy felt a small twinge of relief. He was married, well and good. She hoped he loved his wife and would constantly consider her, Lexy, as only a fellow sailor.

Still, she knew from Mr. Culver that having a wife did not stop a man with a wandering eye.

She threw a quick look in Dominic's direction. His own gaze was distant. His profile outlined against the setting sun; strong chin, aquiline nose, his hair moving a little in the breeze. She looked away, watching the prow rise and fall slightly. It wasn't surprising he was married. He was not very young, in his middle thirties she’d guess, obviously wealthy with a boat like this. She wondered briefly why his wife didn't accompany him. Perhaps she was too distracting when he was trying to write.

They sailed in silence, a peaceful, contented enjoyment of the quiet twilight, each lost in their own thoughts. Lexy jumped a little when Dominic switched on the running lights. She hadn’t realized the sun was gone. Would he sail all night? Want her to take a watch? It would speed up their journey.

'You’re a restful person, Lexy,' Dominic said in the growing darkness. 'You don't jabber all the time.'

She smiled at this, aware he couldn't see her. 'No, I guess I don't.' She turned to him. 'How do you want to work the watches tonight? Shall I sail her a bit while you sleep, do you want first watch, or what?'

'You go and sleep if you can. I'll sail till two or so, then you can take over.'

'Fine. See you then.' She rose and descended into the cabin. Before she turned on the light she stuck her head back out, 'Can I fix you coffee or something?'

'No, I'm fine. Goodnight.'

In the forward cabin Lexy took a few minutes to unpack her bag, utilizing the space beneath her bunk. Leaving her box of books for later, she slipped on her sleep shirt and crawled into the bunk. She set her watch for two and tried to sleep. She was alert to the chime of her watch, its soft insistence the only thing needed to bring her wide-awake. When she’d worked with Miles Jackson, they had usually worked different shifts and long hours, and she had developed the ability to drop off almost upon command. While it had been over two years since she had needed to, Lexy hadn't forgotten how, and she slept immediately. The small slapping sounds of the waves against the bow a monotonous soothing background, quiet and steady.

At two she awoke on the first note of her alarm. Quickly dressing, slipping on a heavy sweater for the cool tropic night, she stopped in the main cabin only long enough to fix herself a quick cup of instant coffee, before presenting herself topside.

'Lexy?'

'Hi, I've come to relieve you. Everything okay?'

'Everything’s fine. I've marked our course, just checked the compass; the wind's steady. It's all yours.'

She looked over his chart, illuminated by a small red light, double-checked the compass and sat where he had been. 'Sleep well,' she said softly, gripping the wheel with her free hand.

When Dominic went below, she gave a sigh of pure delight as she sipped the coffee. She loved sailing and clear beautiful nights were her favorite. The moon was quartered and low on the horizon. The stars were plentiful, seeming so close Lexy wanted to reach out to try to touch one. The sea was a gray mysterious carpet, looking smooth, yet sending a thousand sparkling reflections back as it mirrored the stars, or made a shimmering path to the low moon.

Alexis loved sailing in the night, alone, but not lonely.

At peace with everybody and with herself. Forgetting all the hurts and pain of the last few years, feeling very much as a child again, loved, cosseted, sheltered. She loved sailing alone with only her thoughts and slowly the hours passed as the ship glided on the gray sea.

Dominic appeared on deck again shortly after seven, refreshed from his sleep, already washed and shaved. He scanned the sky, then wandered over to Lexy, checking the compass and looking at her.

'All right?' he asked.

She nodded. 'You want breakfast now?' as he sat beside her, enjoying the early morning coolness, the sun already warming the air.

'In a little while. Listen up so you don’t get the wrong impression. I used the port bunk last night. I saw you had used the other. Since you were up here for the rest of the night, I used the bunk rather than making up the sofa bed. I won't use it when we are both sleeping at the same time—in port or at anchor. But I didn't want you to get the wrong idea if you noticed the bunk had been slept in.'

She nodded.  It made sense, as long as he didn’t think they would share the forward compartment. It was his boat.  He could do what he wanted.

They ran up the jib, catching all the wind they could, increasing the speed of the sloop.  She stood braced against the slight swells and scanned the horizon.  A clear beautiful day ahead.  She grabbed her long-empty cup and went to fix their breakfast.  Just as she was dishing up Dominic joined her in the cabin, shrinking the space, filling it with his presence.

'I'll eat here,' he said, sitting on the forward bench by the table. 'I've lashed the wheel and the wind seems steady.'

'Good.' Lexy placed their plates on the table and sat on the opposite bench, they both began eating.  She kept her eyes on her food, not wanting to initiate conversation.

'As long as the wind holds and we stay course, there’s no need for us to stay at the wheel all the time. Robin and I used to lock the wheel, then check the course every half-hour or so. You can feel if the wind changes or if the ship falters. At night, same thing, only we didn't sleep on watch in case we slept through the check time,' he said.

Lexy nodded, understanding. It would be advantageous to have a little more freedom, to let the locked wheel do its job and only check it to correct errors. She looked up to find Dominic staring at her, his blue eyes constantly surprising in the dark tan of his face.

'Do I have something on my face?' she asked, self-conscious from his regard.

'No. It wasn't the dim light in the bar, though. You still look like a teenager.'

She blushed very faintly and resumed eating, unsure of how to reply.

Dominic smiled faintly then glanced out of the porthole. 'I'll start preliminary outlines this morning as soon as the breakfast things are cleared away, if you'll take the watch. I'll come up this afternoon to take over.'

'Fine. It won't take me long to clean up.'

In less than half an hour Lexy finished eating, cleaned the cabin and changed into a bikini to wear topside. It was white, and brief. Her honey skin was evenly tanned all over, the bikini revealing her curves and valleys. The softly swelling breasts filling out the top, the brief pants rode low on her hips, smooth thighs tapering into slim calves. While not tall, her legs were long in proportion and nicely shaped. She took her sunscreen and sunglasses, then hesitated, wanting a book, but was disinclined to open her box if they would be parting company in Bridgetown. She shrugged, maybe Dominic would have something she could read.

Entering the main cabin, she found Dominic already in the midst of a pile of papers, jotting notes as he sorted through the data spread out before him, hunting for an elusive fact. Totally engrossed in what he was doing, he didn’t notice Lexy by the edge of the table until she cleared her throat.

He looked up, scowling at the interruption. 'I said I wanted to work undisturbed,' he snapped.

She raised surprised eyebrows at his tone, contritely apologizing. 'I only wanted to see if you had a book I could read. I'm really sorry. I won't interrupt again.'

He frowned again, glancing at her attire, then turned back to his papers. 'In the compartment beneath the sofa, some books there. I'll call you when I want lunch.' He dismissed her and returned to his work.
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