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  Introduction




  NOVELISTS CREATE HORRID SPECTACLES when they write introductions to their own books. At one extreme is the loftiness of academic arrogance, and at the

  other the scuffing of the shy foot and the “aw shucks” commentary.




  This novel was not published in hardcover in the United States. You should be told why. The reason has nothing to do with the merit of the work itself. It went into original paperback

  publication due to my own indignation at publishing policy, seasoned with a dash of greed. I wrote this novel in 1959 for publication in 1960. At that time the publishing industry was still

  insisting on having fifty percent of softcover royalties go to the hardcover house. I suspected at the time that the agents of some famous novelists were sidestepping that exercise in larceny, but

  I did not have the clout to make them break their rule.




  At that time I had been a successful freelance writer for twelve years. I had published hardcover books and paperback books. I had built up a sizable newsstand audience, readers who looked for

  my work and would buy it. My MBA from the Harvard Graduate School of Business Administration led me to believe that hardcover publishers who claimed they could not survive without tapping into

  fifty percent of my newsstand royalties, were either liars or incompetents.




  I had a fine working relationship with Fawcett Publications. They did not ask for slices of my income from any other sources, and they were willing to pay royalties on the basis of print orders

  rather than on copies sold. And so when Slam the Big Door was finished, my agent knew that it could be placed with a hardcover house or with a paperback publisher. I told him I wanted it to

  go to Fawcett.




  Perhaps I am telling you more than you care to know about publishing, but it is necessary to explain the appearance now of this book in hardcover, so long after the fact.




  There is a general feeling that publication in hardcover is necessary if a book is to have any cachet of importance. It is the class act, mollifying the snob in every writer. I do not really

  know why this should be so. Perhaps long ago the artists’ works were chiseled in stone and the hacks had to make do with papyrus. Maybe in the not so distant future the important writings

  will be distributed on germanium chips and the entertainers will have to make do with silicon. I have always believed that the package does not make that much difference. The idea should be to get

  the work out to where people can buy it or borrow it and read it. If it is published on Kleenex or forty pound rag bond is not as important as its accessibility.




  Now I have been asked if I would like to have some of the old paperback originals reissued in first class hardcover editions. Of course I would! It signals the kind of acceptance I did not have

  at the time I wrote the books. Find me a writer who resents being stroked. I am fatuously pleased by this attention.




  There have been very few years since the original Fawcett publication when Slam the Big Door has been out of print. The most recent reissue was in January of 1985. It is not difficult for

  me to remember the where and the when of it. I began it at our camp in Piseco, New York in the late summer of 1959 and brought the manuscript back to our home on Point Crisp Road on Siesta Key in

  Sarasota and finished it there a few weeks before Christmas. It was published in 1960, the year my father died, and at this writing I am but two years younger than he was when he died.




  I have just finished rereading the book. I had not read it for many years. Once I have finished the final draft of a book I have very little desire to read it again. The writer will understand

  this feeling. During the writing of a book you read it over and over and over, especially when it is not going well. It is my habit to go back and try to detect that point where a book has begun to

  go sour. This is a very subjective exercise, inhibited by my realization that my objectivity is going to be flawed no matter what I do.




  So when it is finished, there is the final draft to do, and then more corrections and then the copy editing and then the galley proofs and finally the feeling that you never want to see or hear

  those characters in the book. You do not want to go back into that artificial world you created with such great care, striving to give it the taste and the feel and the look of reality.




  And now, blushing of course, I must say some nice things about it. It is not as dated as I thought it would be. The small community of the Northerners who had moved down to West Coast Florida is

  an accurate depiction of a transplanted culture, as usable today as it was twenty-seven years ago. The politics and the politicians have changed, but the environmental problems are merely of

  smaller scale.




  What pleased me most of all was to find that it stands up both as a novel of suspense and a novel of morals and manners in a specific setting. The anti-hero, Mike Rodenska, is three

  dimensional.




  Now for the bad stuff. Some of the characters are a tad overdrawn, doubtless in too great a striving for melodrama. I did not need as much action as was inserted. And, at times, I got a little

  too cute for my own good. I might do that again, of course, but not as obviously.




  I hope that you will enjoy it and I hope that it will look as good on your shelf as it will on mine. If this experiment is successful, there are three more from the old days which I hope will be

  considered for first hardcover printing. As with this book, they are the ones which came reasonably close to what I had intended to write.




   




  John D. MacDonald




   




  Aboard the Sagafjord




  En route to Hawaii—1986










  Chapter One




  THE BIG HOUSE—the home of Troy and Mary Jamison—was of stone and slate and glass and redwood—with contrived tiltings and flarings of

  its egret-white roof. It stood on the bay side of the north end of Riley Key, overlooking the Florida Gulf, partially screened from occasional slow traffic on the lumpy sand-and-shell road that ran

  the seven-mile length of the key by a grove of ancient live oaks, so gnarled and twisted, so picturesquely hung with fright-wigs of Spanish moss that Mike Rodenska, walking across to the Gulf Beach

  in the sunlight of an early April Sunday morning, had the pleasant fancy that the oaks had been designed by the same architect who had contributed the light and spaciousness and a certain

  indefinable self-consciousness to the Jamison home. The architect had drawn the trees and subcontracted them to an artistic oak-gnarler.




  There was a shell path leading from the sleeping house to the road edge where a big rural-delivery box, lacquered pale blue, stood solidly on a redwood post. Aluminum letters, slotted along the

  top of the box, spelled out D. Troy Jamison.




  All these years of knowing the guy, Rodenska thought, seventeen years of war and peace, and I never knew about that “D” until it popped up on a baby-blue mailbox.




  The dulled edges of the broken white shell bit into the tender soles of his feet, and he walked gingerly. He wore dark blue swim trunks with a wide white stripe down the sides, carried a big

  white beach towel, a cigar case and tarnished lighter.




  He was a sturdy man, Mike Rodenska, who couldn’t stop lying a little bit about his height, and felt disappointed in himself whenever he caught himself in the lie, because he despised all

  forms of deceit. He was half-bald, with a fleshy nose and a solid thrust of jaw. There was a wryness and a gentleness about him, particularly evident in the brown eyes, deeply set under a grizzle

  of brow. He had been Troy and Mary Jamison’s house-guest for the past five days of perfect Florida weather, and he had used the beach opposite the house with such diligence that the new deep

  red-brown tan over a natural swarthiness disguised the softness of all his years of newspaper work.




  Beyond the road there was a path through small creeping plants and taller sea oats down to the wide beach. The path curved and he started to walk across the plants, winced and hobbled back to

  the path, sat down, pulled his left foot up onto his knee and picked three sand spurs from the sole of his foot.




  A very bright man, he said to himself. You learn easy, Rodenska. Before, you wore shoes. These are the things that stuck to your socks yesterday, boy. They have a place, a destiny. They stick to

  you, they get farther from mother, then they settle down and raise baby sand spurs. Nature’s devices.




  He got up and followed the path down to the beach. The morning sun was low behind him, so the Gulf was not yet a vivid blue. It was gray and there was a silence about it, a long slow wait

  between the small lazy nibblings of immature waves against the flat wet sand left by the outgoing tide.




  A flock of short-legged sandpipers ran south along the beach, pausing to stab needle bills into the wet sand, eating things too small to be seen, their legs a comic and frantic blur—a

  batch of tiny men grabbing breakfast on the way to work.




  “Eat well,” he said. “Be my guest.”




  He spread his white towel. Nine pelicans in single file flew north, a hundred feet off the beach, beating slow wings in unison, stopping at the same moment to glide long and sure, an inch above

  the grayness of the water, full of a banker’s dignity and memories of prehistory.




  “The loan committee,” said Mike Rodenska. “Renew my note, hey?”




  The Jamison cabaña, of enduring tidewater cypress, weathered to a silver gray, stood on thick stubby pilings just above the three-foot drop where the big storms had cut into the beach far

  above the high-tide line. He could see glasses standing on the porch railing, glinting in sunlight, a few with an inch of amber in the bottom, stale forgotten liquor from last night’s

  party.




  He walked along the beach, wet sand cool on the soles of his feet, and came suddenly upon a line of footprints that led directly into the water—narrow feet with high arches. Feminine. He

  looked up and down the beach and saw no evidence of her return, and he suddenly felt very alert and apprehensive about the whole thing. Some of the ladies last night could have . . . but logic came

  quickly. Wet sand. Outgoing tide. And with the last footprint so close to the lethargic suds it had to be a recent thing. He looked up and saw a towel and beach bag on the cabaña steps, then

  he stared out and at last spotted, at an angle to the south, the tiny white dot of a swim cap over a half mile out.




  He waded in and swam, making a great splashing and snorting, losing his wind with a quickness that hurt his pride. He floated on his back, gasping, and as his breathing became easier he was

  pleasantly conscious of the almost imperceptible lift and fall of the swell. He winded himself again in a grim sprint toward the beach, and had a fit of coughing as he walked up to his towel. When

  he looked for her again he saw her about two hundred yards out, coming in, using a slow and effortless crawl, rolling on the beat for air, snaking her brown arms into the water. He took pleasure in

  watching her. She stood up and waded ashore, and he admired the width of shoulder and slenderness of waist before—as she took off her white cap and fluffed that coarse black, white-streaked

  hair—he realized it was Mary Jamison. She wore a gray sheath swim suit with some pale blue here and there, and as she walked up to him the sun touched droplets on her thighs and face and

  shoulders, turning them to mercury.




  “Good morning, Mike.”




  “What year was it you won the Olympics?”




  “Oh, pooh! What would you expect? I could swim as soon as I could walk. That makes forty-one years of practice.”




  “You do this every morning?”




  “When it gets too cold I use the pool.”




  “You looked so alone ’way out there, Mary.”




  “That’s the good part of it,” she said, and added quickly, “How does coffee sound?”




  “Hot and black? Like a special miracle, but you shouldn’t go all the way back . . .”




  “Just to the cabaña.”




  “Oh, I keep forgetting the conveniences around here.”




  “Sugar?”




  “Maybe half a teaspoon, thanks,” he said: “Help you?”




  “Stay in the sun, Mike.”




  He watched her walk up to the cabaña. A little heaviness in hips and thighs. A little softness in upper arms and shoulders. Otherwise, a girl’s body. Make them all swim, he thought.

  For forty-one years. What if I’d had that routine? With me it would be forty. Thirty-nine, starting at one year. Rodenska—beach boy. Flat belly. Good wind. All I needed was money. Does

  swimming keep your hair? Are there any bald beach boys? In Hawaii, no.




  Troy’s letter hadn’t said much. But the inference was he had landed neatly on his feet in this marriage. “Mary and I want you to come down, Mike. We’ve got a beach place

  with plenty of room. We built it three years ago. You can stay just as long as you want.”




  And so, Mike had been prepared for a younger Mary, a second-marriage type, golden and loaded. Not this gracious woman who had greeted him with a genuine warmth when they arrived, after Troy had

  driven all the way up to Tampa in the big Chrysler to pick him up and bring him to Riley Key. She was obviously the same age as Troy or a little older, with strong features—a hawk nose, flat

  cheeks, wide mouth, dark eyes that held yours steadily, rosettes of white in her curly black hair. She had such a special poise and dignity that, after the first ten minutes with her, Mike could

  not imagine her doing any crude or unkind thing. He found himself thinking—not without a twinge of guilt for the implied disloyalty—that Troy had received better than he deserved.




  She came down from the cabaña with a tin tray, quilted in the Mexican manner, with fat white beanwagon mugs of steaming coffee, a battered pewter bowl full of Triscuits, and big soft

  paper napkins weighted down with her cigarettes and lighter. She had brushed her hair, put on lipstick and sunglasses with red frames.




  As she put the tray on the sand in front of the towel and sat beside him, she said, “I took a chance you might share one of my vices. There’s just a dash of Irish in the coffee,

  Mike.”




  He grinned at her. “I’ll force myself.”




  “What did you think of the party?”




  “I was supposed to bring it up first and say thanks. Thanks. I got names and faces all screwed up. I got sorting to do.”




  “The party was too big.”




  “No, Mary. I like a big party. You know, you get a sort of privacy in a big party. You can do more looking. I’m a people-watcher. Like a hobby. No binoculars, like with birds. I got

  an hour to kill, I sit in a bus station.”




  “Maybe I can help you do some sorting.”




  “A pink-faced joker, sixtyish, in Bermuda shorts, with a political voice. Taps you—or at least me—on the chest to make his point. Soon as he found out I was newspaper—or

  ex-newspaper, or whatever the hell I am—he cornered me and made oratory.”




  “That one is easy. Jack Connorly.” He saw her make a face.




  “No like?”




  “I guess you could say he’s trying to be Mister Republican in the county, but he’s about fifth or sixth in line, I’d say. He’s been after Troy to run for the County

  Commission.”




  “Troy!”




  She giggled. “That’s my reaction too.”




  “My God, will he?”




  “Honestly, Mike, I don’t know. He won’t say yes and he won’t say no.”




  “So that’s why Connorly was bugging me about the duty of the citizen and all that jazz. I’ll have to have a little chat with our boy.”




  “Jack’s wife is the little dark jumpy-looking one. He’s in real estate.”




  “Now how about the blonde on the aluminum crutches?”




  “Beth Jordan. She chopped herself to ribbons last year. She ran her Porsche under the back of a truck. They didn’t expect her to live, but now they think she’ll be off the

  crutches in a few more months. Did you notice the scars?”




  “It was too dark.”




  “They’ve spent thousands on plastic surgery.”




  “Just one more for now, Mary. The kid with your daughter.”




  “With Debbie Ann? Oh, that was Rob Raines, a local lawyer. They practically grew up together.”




  “You notice lawyers get younger every year? Doctors too. You want old guys, full of dignity and wisdom. So you get a kid looks like a bat boy, and how can he have had time to learn enough?

  There was one guy who treated Buttons . . .”




  A familiar bitter twisting of his heart stopped him, and he sipped the coffee, chewed savagely on a Triscuit, and outstared an optimistic gull who was walking back and forth ten feet away with

  all the assurance of a city pigeon, staring at him with alternate eyes.




  “You try to be casual and it doesn’t work,” she said gently.




  He could not look at her. “Also,” he said, “you don’t expect anybody to understand at all. And when they do, just a little, you resent them, maybe. The special arrogance

  of grief, Mary. You know, I hurt worse than anybody ever did.”




  “Mike, I wanted you to come down, very much. Troy and I talked it over. There was never any question. But I don’t want you to think that I expect that you have to . . . sing for your

  supper by talking about private things. But if you ever want to talk . . .”




  He overrode her with a heavy insistence. “I was talking about the one guy that treated her. A kid, you would think. But old around the eyes in the special way the good ones have. And he

  leveled with me. I appreciated that. None of that mighty-mystery-of-medicine jazz. He gave me time to brace myself by saying—no hope. And I never could lie to her and get away with it, so she

  got the message too, and had time to brace herself, so toward the end in that hospital—well, like a big airline terminal where the flight is a couple weeks late and you got time for ways to

  say good-bye in all the little ways, and nobody is too surprised when they announce the flight.”




  “Mike,” she said.




  He could look at her then, and see tears standing in her fine dark eyes and manufacture a fake Hemingway grin and say, “Knock it off, lady.”




  “Mike, it fades. It really does. Oh, it always comes back, but not as sharp.”




  “They keep telling me that. How long ago was it for you?”




  “Seven years. 1952. I was thirty-five and Debbie Ann was sixteen. Haven’t you got a boy about that age?”




  “Close. Micky is seventeen and Tommy is fifteen. And three years later you married Troy?”




  “Yes. And we’ve had four wonderful years.”




  He stared at her until her chin came up a little, in a small motion of pride and defiance, and then he said, “Until when?”




  “I don’t know what you mean.”




  “Mary, Mary. I know the guy. Five years I didn’t see him. Does he turn into somebody else? I’m not so wrapped up in my own sorrow I suddenly get dense about people.”




  “It has nothing to do with you. Excuse me, but it has nothing to do with you. You’re here because you’re Troy’s best friend. And because it’s good for you to be

  here at this time.”




  “You said to me if I ever want to talk . . . Okay, I give you the same deal.”




  She looked angry for a moment, then suddenly smiled. “All right, Mike.” Just then an old car came clanking and chattering up the key from the south and turned into the Jamison drive.

  Mary stood up and shaded her eyes against the sun. “That’s Durelda already. Oscar brings her. She works a half day on Sunday. I should go up and get her straightened away on the food.

  Sunday is a vague day around here, Mike. People come and go, and pick their own indoor and outdoor sports. I do absolutely no hostessing. The only standard item is a big brunch-lunch-buffet deal by

  the patio pool, from noon to three. Eat when you please and make your own drinks. Introduce yourself to anybody who looks interesting. When you’re finished would you put the tray in the

  cottage?”




  “Sure.”




  She walked toward the house, pausing to pick up her towel and beach bag from the cabaña steps.




  Mike was left alone in the morning sun, thinking about Troy’s second wife, and Troy’s first wife, and how you always knew when the flavor of marriage was not just right. This one was

  not just right, and it could be permanent wrong or temporary wrong. He hoped it was temporary. They can’t fool you. Not with the love words and the affectionate gestures, because

  there’s always that bitter aura, that little stink of coldness, the tension-edge of love gone awry.




  A hundred feet offshore a black monster, flat as a plate, burst high out of the water, seemed to pause at the top of the leap, then fell back with a resonant crack of leathery wings against the

  water. Taken completely by surprise, Mike’s first thought was, I’ll tell Buttons about that.




  And he knew immediately that Buttons had been in the ground since the second day of March. Something happened inside him that was like tumbling down stairs, and he caught up a fistful of sand

  and squeezed it until his knuckles popped.




  Who do you tell?




  The coffee was gone. He carried the tray into the cabaña and placed it on the countertop beside the sink and rinsed the cups.




  He went out and swam again, then lay prone in the sun on the white towel, his eyes clenched against the dazzle, while he walked back through the corridors of memory to the time when he had first

  met Troy Jamison.




  It had been late in 1942, and he could well remember the completeness of the miracle of being clean, of being between coarse white sheets in a hospital bed, and hearing the voices of women after

  too many lifetimes on the island. He was twenty-three and he had all his hair, a permanent ring of quinine in his ears (they had atabrine but in limited supply), the gray pallor of island warfare

  (as opposed to the cinema bronze of Errol Flynn in Burma), some ugly ulcers on his legs, and a peach-sized piece of meat missing from his left thigh—high and on the outside, not affecting

  important mechanical parts—but bitching up the muscle just enough so the slight limp lasted three years.




  He was twenty-three, and he had felt he couldn’t ever get any older or any wiser, and Micky had been in the world almost a month but the news hadn’t caught up. And he couldn’t

  seem to get enough sleep.




  As one of the combat correspondents assigned to the First Marines, Rodenska had rated officer accommodations in the hospital just outside Melbourne, one bed in a twenty-bed ward, with windows to

  let in morning sun. It seemed appropriate that near the end of the year it was spring in south Australia. The whole world was screwed up that year.




  There were all kinds in the ward, and some of them were very bad off, and on the third day when the major on his left died of his head injury without ever regaining consciousness, Second

  Lieutenant Troy Jamison was put in that bed. Nobody felt conversational. It was a kind of wariness. The dialogue, what there was of it, was inadvertent Hemingway. You really didn’t want

  anybody to detect how perfectly, wonderfully, overwhelmingly, goddamn glad you were to get off that island.




  But when they were awake at the same time they picked up the essential information about each other. They were both twenty-three. Jamison was with the First. He’d got his field commission

  on the island. He felt uneasy about being an officer. He’d graduated from Syracuse University, and he’d been working in an advertising agency in Rochester when the war came along. He

  had a smashed shoulder. He was a big underweight blend, sallow skin pulled tight across high hard cheekbones, green eyes set slanty in his head.




  Mike couldn’t remember seeing him on the island, but he had spent twelve days with Baker company of Jamison’s battalion, and that made a link. And he had spent six months on the

  Times-Union, so that made him familiar enough with Rochester to make a second link.




  But Troy didn’t warm to him. Mike found he liked Jamison, and he knew the reason for the reserve. He knew he could break it down, but he didn’t want to sound like a horse’s ass

  while doing so. Finally, when he had his chance, he said, “I belong to the club, Lieutenant.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “I didn’t drop a typewriter on my foot. I had seventy-one days on that island, and the morning banzai meant work for everybody.”




  So Troy had studied him and then given him a slow grin and said, “That’s against the Geneva Convention, boy.”




  “They didn’t give me a copy written in Jap. You’re not trade school anyhow. At heart you’re a crummy copy writer.”




  So Troy had loosened up some and a little later, when Captain Irely arrived with a foot missing, and full of noisy lies about Fearless Rodenska, the poor man’s Pegler, Troy loosened up the

  rest of the way.




  By the time they were permitted to draw a vehicle from the hospital pool for visits to Melbourne, they had become very close. They had both spent too much time with brave men who, if you tried

  to talk about a play, a book, a painting or a philosophy, would look at you with utter blankness which would crystallize to contempt. They told each other how many times they had come close to

  cracking. It took a little time before they could talk about the island. They got steaming drunk on Australian ale. Mike told Troy all about Buttons and how he met her and how she got her name.

  “It was kid stuff. Bring your hobby to school. She was maybe eight, and she collected buttons and brought them, hundreds of them, in a box to school and the bottom fell out of the box.

  Buttons all over hell. And the name stuck.” Troy admired the pictures of big-eyed Buttons and seemed to take almost as much pleasure in the pictures of Micky as Mike did.




  Troy had a girl in Rochester. Her name was Bonita Chandler, called Bunny. They wrote faithfully. Troy said he was going to marry her, and he called himself a damn fool for not marrying her

  before he left, in spite of her parents’ opposition.




  They talked about women in wartime, and how being unfaithful to girl or wife was so damn easy it was really a unique accomplishment to be true. Certainly unique in the Corps. But all that talk

  of virtue was before running into Marty and Liz. They were hearty, wholesome sisters of twenty-five and twenty-seven, with the typical buoyancy and easy laughter and sturdy bodies and bad teeth of

  most young Australian women. They were both from Broken Hill, and their men were in the African desert, and their kids—one belonging to Marty and two to Liz—were in Broken Hill with

  their parents while the girls did war work in Melbourne, clerical work connected with the port. They lived in a small apartment, and, on one Sunday afternoon, on their way to a date, they were

  energetically annoyed by two tipsy Marines in a small park. Troy put the fear of God into the Marines, and then the four of them sat in the park for a little while and talked, and then the

  Henderson sisters decided not to show up for their date and they all went back to the apartment.




  They were two good-tempered healthy women lonely for their men, and they were two lonely men with more islands in their future. The arrangement lasted through the remainder of the hospital time,

  and through the rest of camp time, right up until they returned to duty, Mike first and, as he found out later, Troy two weeks later.




  It was an indication of their special rapport that after the involvement with Marty and Liz had begun they did not talk with each other about either faithfulness or guilt. They accepted the

  situation. Troy had more time with the girls. Mike was by then writing color pieces on the Melbourne scene and wangling them through censorship, while Troy jeered at him, calling him a beaver.




  On the night before Mike was returned to duty Marty’s tears dropped hot on his throat in the bedroom darkness, but not many and not for long. She cried without making a sound. He was back

  in Melbourne eight months later, but somebody else was in the apartment. They knew the girls had gone back to Broken Hill. The husband of one of them had been killed, but the couple in the

  apartment did not know which one.




  In 1943, Mike got back to the States for three weeks, and when Tommy was born he was back in the islands, but that was 1944 and it was a different kind of war because by then you knew how it

  would end. You couldn’t be certain you’d live to see the end of it, but you did know how it would end. He knew he’d very probably see the end of it, barring some air-transport

  foulup, because it was no longer necessary for him to prove to himself the things it had been important to prove in the beginning. He had learned that he could react adequately, though not

  brilliantly, to utter and desperate emergency. He had been to the well. And there was always a sameness about the well. And so he was able, without feeling any self-contempt, to start taking better

  care of the pitcher. And he had long since gotten over the juvenile affectation of trying to look like a combat type despite the correspondent insignia. It was the newcomers who had something to

  prove—more to themselves than to others. So he could prop up a bar, as neat as if he were on Pentagon duty, and be mildly and not unkindly amused by the hairy affectations of the new

  ones.




  But he could not keep himself from taking childish pleasure in moments of inadvertent revelation.




  Like at Naha, a couple of weeks before Hiroshima. He’d been at the officers’-club bar talking with two of them. He’d listened while they were being very profound about

  kamikazis and island warfare. One was from a little string of Texas papers, the other from a slick magazine.




  “You been out here long, son?” the fat one asked him.




  “Quite a while.”




  The thin one looked him over and said, “You’ll learn it’s a hell of a lot different than Stateside.”




  “I guess it is,” Mike said. They wore helmet liners, canteens and trench knives.




  And just then Colonel Billy Brice, the Corps artillery specialist, wearing only the important bits of fruit salad, came barreling up, scowling like thunder, and gave Mike a punishing smack on

  the biceps and said, “If I’d known what you were going to send off Saipan, you son of a bitch, I’d have shot you myself.”




  “Always a pleasure to write up one of my heroes, Colonel, sir.”




  Brice gave him a tight grin. “Or maybe you could have saved me the trouble on the Canal, zigging instead of zagging. Say, I got an old drinking buddy of yours on my staff. Jamison. I took

  him off the line three months ago. He’d had his share.”




  “Where is he?”




  “Stick around. He should show.” Brice strode off.




  “Isn’t that Billy Brice?” the fat one said.




  “Yes.”




  “I don’t think I caught your name,” the thin one said hesitantly.




  “Mike Rodenska.”




  “Bell Syndicate?”




  “Yes.”




  “Jesus Christ!” the fat one said. “I thought you’d be older. You been out here since the Crusades. Was I telling you all about island warfare? Jesus Christ.”




  It was one of the pleasurable moments in a long war.




  Captain Troy Jamison arrived about twenty minutes later. By then the club had gotten too noisy for coherent conversation. They walked down and sat on the docks in the chilly night, with a bottle

  to keep the chill off. They talked half the night. Troy had seen more than his share. He was no longer ill at ease about being an officer. He had lost a lot of his people. It had rarely been his

  fault. And he had protected and saved a lot of his people, and that had always been his design, within the range of his orders.




  It was, Mike thought, a narrow maturity, an encapsulated and forced version which left the eyes old and the mouth still young. He had seen a lot of it, and seen it in death when the eyes were

  merely empty, and the mouth forever young.




  “One last island,” Troy said in the night, “the biggest one of all, and that ends it. I feel so goddamn remote. Once upon a time I wrote a hell of a lot of copy about a new

  shopping center. And kissed a girl named Bunny. Hell, Mike, I’ve got to go back into that and it’s got to become important again. That’s the deal. Is it going to become

  important?”




  “For nearly everybody.”




  Troy offered the bottle, then killed it and hurled it into Naha Bay. “I wanted a lot. But in a dreamy half-assed way. Now I’m going to want a lot—more than my share. And one

  damn way or another, I’m going to get it. What do you want?”




  “I didn’t have the same war you did, Cap.”




  “What the hell do you want?”




  “Mom’s apple pie.”




  “Screw you, Rodenska.”




  “Twice on Tuesdays. I’m a newspaper bum. All I want is my byline. And Buttons. And beer. Alliteration.”




  “Now without drama, Mike. Listen. Some of the guys I had, they’ll never even begin to find their way back. And there are some who’ll have no trouble at all. I can see them, but

  I can’t see me. I’d just like to know how I’m going to be.”




  “You’re going to be fine.”




  They were on the same dock with another bottle early in the evening when word came that it was over. Within a half hour the six hundred ships in the area and most of the shore installations were

  hurling bright hardware into the sky. By then they had a bottle apiece and they crawled under a Navy warehouse. Twenty-one men died that night when the fragments of celebration fell out of the sky

  and down on their joyous heads. They were a million men on the island, all suddenly technologically unemployed.




  “You seem to be breathing,” the girl said. Mike, startled, rolled up onto one elbow and stared at her. She sat cross-legged in the sand beside his towel, wearing a

  yellow swim suit. He had been so far away it took him several sun-bleared moments to remember where he was and identify her as Debbie Ann, Mary’s pretty daughter.




  “Hello. Slow reaction time. I was fighting an old war.”




  “That’s where you and Troy got to know each other?”




  “That’s right.” He could not avoid an instinctive wariness where Debbie Ann was concerned. He knew she was twenty-three, but she managed to look fifteen. Her voice was thin and

  high and childish, and he suspected that the effect was intentional. She had been Deborah Ann Dow, and then she had, without adequate warning to her mother or stepfather, left Wellesley to become

  Mrs. Dacey Hunter of Clewiston, Virginia, for two years. Troy had told Mike about her on the drive down from Tampa. Debbie Ann had her own money from Bernard Dow’s estate. Last August she had

  come back to stay with them and, six months later, in accordance with the Florida divorce laws, she had become Mrs. Deborah Dow Hunter.




  But she looked fifteen, and she was very pretty, and she looked like trouble. She was a little girl, with rusty-blonde hair and delicate, rather pointed features. She had a flavor of wanton

  mockery about her, of sexual cynicism. She gave an erroneous impression of plumpness, despite her obvious—at a glance—slenderness.




  On the way back from Tampa, Troy had said, “I don’t know how long she’ll stay, but Mary is happy to have her home again. The two of them stopped off with us for a week in

  fifty-seven when they were on a four-month honeymoon. Mary was sick about it. Hunter was about thirty-five then. Big red-faced man. Called up friends all over the country. Gave Debbie Ann a belt

  across the fanny every time she got within reach. Then he took her back to his horse farm to live.”




  “Why did they break up?”




  “She never said. I’d guess that after sex wore a little thin, he bored her. She gets good alimony until she marries again. The closest she came to telling us why it went sour was

  when she said she got sick of being cooped up in the old homestead with a lot of Hunter women around clucking over her narrow pelvis while Dacey went galloping cross country tipping over all his

  old girlfriends in box stalls.”




  Debbie Ann slowly scratched a bug welt on a perfect shin and said, frowningly, “I get the scoop that Daddy Troy was on the heroic side. Or is that a new family legend?”




  “He was good. He had a squad and then a platoon and then a company, and he earned it every time.”




  “Somehow it doesn’t fit.”




  “He was twenty-three when I met him, Debbie Ann.”




  “Oh, I don’t mean age. I’m not stupid, Mike. Anyhow, after my own father, Troy seems more like my generation. It made Mary a little jumpy at first, marrying Troy, worrying

  about what her friends would think, I guess. Daddy’d been dead two years, and he was nearly sixty when he died. More like my grandfather, I guess. I never did get to know him real

  well.”




  “I didn’t know there was such a big difference in Mary’s age and your own father’s age.”




  “He married her when she was eighteen, and she had me when she was nineteen. He was a business associate of my grandfather. And he fell in love with Mary. He’d never been married.

  There was a lot of opposition. But it worked out. It was a good marriage, and Mother told me once she didn’t really fall in love with him until after she had me. Anyway, I wasn’t

  thinking about age, talking about Troy.”




  “About what, then?”




  “Skip it. I can’t explain it. How long did the party go on after I left with Rob? You met him, didn’t you? Rob Raines, the earnest attorney. I’ve known him

  forever.”




  “I remember meeting him. When I folded at one, the party was still going on.”




  “Rob brought me back about three. I was afraid he woke you up, the fuss he made. Did he?”




  “Didn’t hear a thing.”




  She sighed. “We left here and went to a damn beach party. A couple of miles down the key. I used to adore them when I was young and gaudy. But I’ve outgrown them, I guess. Charred

  meat and drinks that taste of paper cup, and a zillion bugs and somebody who can’t quite play a guitar, and dirty songs and somebody throwing up and then the inevitable routine—a

  prolonged interval of skinny-dipping in the romantical moonlight. I feel all over fingerprints. I swear to God I thought at one point Rob was making a sincere effort to drown me, but all he had on

  his mind was some sort of amphibious love-making. He was a good kid, but he certainly has turned out pretty self-important and dull.”




  “Mary says you practically grew up with him.”




  “Now there’s an apt phrase,” she said, and smirked. He could see that she did resemble her mother, but in some strange way the character and passion and strength in

  Mary’s face became weakness and self-love and indulgence in the girl’s. “Want to hear about my reckless past?”




  “Not so much I’m panting,” he said.




  She moistened her lips. “I like you, Mike. Here’s how it was with me and Robert Raines. I was fifteen and he was nineteen, and he had a dandy little Thistle named Dizzy and I crewed

  on her in the yacht-club races. We necked when we had a chance, and that was all. And one summer day—that was while Daddy was dying—it took him a long time to die—we snitched a

  bottle of white rum and bought two fried chickens and took Dizzy down the bay and out through Horseshoe Pass and down the outside—this key wasn’t built up the way it is now—and

  beached Dizzy in a very deserted place and had a picnic which turned into necking and, with some help from the rum, I suddenly found myself right in the middle of a fate worse than death. It scared

  hell out of both of us. I kept him handy until the calendar let me off the hook, and then I called him up and told him I never wanted to see him again. I was squeamish about boys for a year. Yes,

  we practically grew up together. And now he’s the promising young attorney and he can’t understand why I’m not in a fever to jump back into the sack with him. He hasn’t got

  marriage on his mind and neither, may I add, have I, and I can also add that I’m not what you’d call dead set against fun and games from time to time, but damn if I’m going to let

  him get away with assuming all he has to do is snap his fingers, just because he was the very first. He was actually indignant about my not letting him into our cozy little guest wing last night.

  And when he left he roared off like a jet, wheels spinning and gravel flying.”




  “I dimly remember that kind of a sound.”




  She rose lithely to her feet and smiled down at him. “The first dramatic chapter in the life of Deborah Ann, Girl Failure. Be good and I’ll tell you more.”




  “The script will never sell.”




  “Why not, sir?”




  “I got the feeling it would be monotonous, I mean hearing all of it.”




  Her eyes narrowed for a moment before she regained her composure and made a face at him. She walked down toward the water. He watched the swing of her hips, the honey-brown of her shoulders, the

  narrowness of waist, the flex of calves. Sensing that she would look back at him when she reached the water’s edge, he lay back to deny her the satisfaction.




  A bald old guy, he thought. But it doesn’t matter to her. It’s her kind of narrowness. There are businessmen and doctors and such—very dull guys who have no interest at all

  outside their work. So with her it’s sex. Vocation, avocation and hobby. Intentional and unintentional provocation. I wear pants so I’m an audience. Legitimate. Somebody to practice on.

  The girlish confession was provocation. So is the way she leaves the guest bath we share. Full of steam and perfume and soppy towels. Poor Rob. She’s a bad type, Rodenska. Don’t

  sleepwalk. Don’t get too hungry. And subtle rebuffs aren’t going to work, because she is really pretty stupid.




  He thought of a way to give her a message. He liked it. So he got up, picked up towel, cigar case and lighter and, without a glance toward the Gulf, trudged back to the guest wing for his

  shower.










  Chapter Two




  THE LARGE PATIO ON THE BAY SIDE of the Jamison house was half-roofed and completely screened. A small swimming pool, about eighteen feet by thirty, took

  up a third of the available space. There was a lushness about the inevitable planting areas, tree ferns, jasmine, Jetropha. A big broad-leaf Monstera dreamed in a fat cedar tub, nursing its fibrous

  fruit. Part of the floor area was of compacted concrete block stained dark blue, and there were other areas of slab concrete broken by cypress strips into random rectangles, with broken beach shell

  set into the cement to give a pleasing texture. There was deck furniture of redwood with wide arms, chairs of tubular bronze, and small, unmatched, glass-top tables.
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