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  Chapter One




  AT THE SMALL bon voyage party at the Delmar Bay Yacht Club Kip and Selma had given Howard and Junie Prowt a little brass plaque to affix to one of the

  bulkheads of the Ho Jun. It read ‘Oh Lord, thy sea is so vast and my boat is so small!’




  Pull off the backing paper and press the gummed back of the plaque to any smooth clean surface.




  Out in the middle of the Gulf Stream, at ten o’clock on the bright morning of a windy and cloudless day in May, Howard Prowt, braced on the fly-bridge of his thirty-four-foot Owens

  cruiser, knew the precise corner of the exact drawer where he had stowed the gift and fought the absurd compulsion to go below and find it and peel it and stick it up.




  The stacks and tan cubes of Fort Lauderdale were below the horizon astern. He had plotted his course exactly as he had been taught in the Power Squadron classes, making the proper allowance for

  the northerly run of the Gulf Stream, and for standard deviation and compass deviation. He had computed his time of arrival at Bimini on the basis of 2,300 rpm on his twin 150s. They had

  left Pier 66 at 8.30 and had passed the sea buoy at fourteen minutes before nine. At eleven minutes past noon the Ho Jun should reach the channel across the bar outside Bimini harbour.




  Nobody told you how it would be. How it would feel. That was the trouble. They just said it could get a little dusty out there in the Stream. They didn’t tell you about the strangeness,

  the aloneness, the strange blue colour and the power of it. There was an indifference about it, a lack of interest in you and your little boat. It changed the way everything looked and felt.




  Howard Prowt kept trying to scan the dials, to check oil pressure, temperature, rpm’s—and to check the performance of the automatic pilot against the compass, then would find himself

  staring, mind empty, braced for the next long lift of the hull, the teeter, the crash that would send water flashing white out to either side of the bow.




  It’s a good day to cross, he told himself. They build them for this.




  The Ho Jun had felt massive, ponderous, trustworthy in all the other places he had taken her since accepting delivery last November. She had looked large tied up at their backyard dock

  on Heron Bayou, sizeable in the yacht club boat basin. He had learned exactly how she would respond in all conditions of wind and tide, priding himself on that gentle touch on the throttles which

  would ease her so close to a dock that Junie, on the bow, could step ashore with the line and put the loop over a piling. There had been several short cruises, and one long one—up to Stuart

  and through Coast to Marathon, and back home through Florida Bay and the lake and down the river to Fort Myers, then down the Gulf Biscayne Bay. He had taken her into some ugly chop in the Gulf,

  and had handled her in a tricky following sea. In his navigation he had always double-checked his course and had the pleasure of seeing the target markers, after long runs, loom out of the sea

  mist.




  But this was not the same. It made everything else seem like pretend. This was not the same sea they had watched two years ago from the recreation deck of the little Italian cruise ship which

  had taken them through the Caribbean, as far down as Curacao.




  They had stood at the rail and looked down on to that sea. This one lifted, rose, pushed itself up into great gleaming humps higher at times than his line of vision on the flying

  bridge, with one in ten foaming white against the incredible laundry-blueing blue as the wind toppled the tip of it. He tensed his stomach each time the Ho Jun seemed to hesitate before

  lifting to it. Atop those long silky bulges he could see for miles, see the random pattern of the waves breaking. Then she would tilt, smash—making a jangling and thumping and clattering

  below, and a moment of noise, vibration and cavitation from the twin screws—then glide down the far side of the hump to that point where, as she dug her nose deep and sent water slashing back

  against the pilot house windshield and the fibreglass which protected the fly bridge, he could not see more than fifty feet in any direction.




  He held fast against the motion, telling himself that this was not some deadly and dramatic shift in the weather pattern. It was just as the man at Pier 66 had predicted. ‘Wind swinging

  very slow, Mr. Prowt, be almost direct out of the east in an hour, and a couple points north of east by the time you’re clear of the Stream. Be a pretty fair swell, nothing you can’t

  take okay; but once it’s swivelled all the way out of the north, the five-day forecast says it’ll be maybe three four days before I’d want to take it across. So you go now,

  you’ll be fine. It won’t have time to build the Stream up to a chop. I’d say you’ll have a ten-knot breeze, freshening come evening. A pretty day to cross.’




  But nobody had described the absolute indifference of these swells, and the way they dwindled the Ho Jun to a silly little toy, and its owner to a foolish, childish fellow who had

  wanted to play captain.




  He had listened on the 100-watt ship-to-shore, heard nothing but nasal, casual, fishing-hunting talk on one channel, Miami marine placing phone calls on another, silence on the Coastguard

  Emergency channel.




  One of these ponderous wallowing tumbles will tear a petrol line loose and one engine will die and the spark from the other will ingnite the loose petrol in the bilge. Or a battery will shift

  and pull a cable loose and the engines will both die. Or some seam will give way in the hull, bringing in more water than the bilge pumps can handle.




  Another painful abdominal cramp made him gasp and hunch himself. Great time for food poisoning. That lobster last night?




  And, Oh God, here comes the biggest one yet!




  She lifted up and up, toppled over the crest with an uneasy corkscrewing motion, the cavitation lasting longer, glided down the blue hill and smashed her bow deep enough to send solid water

  streaming back along the side decks.




  Exactly what the hell am I doing out here?




  ‘I think, honey, that next May we’ll cruise the Bahamas. Get Kip and Selma to go along. Take a whole month pooting around. Maybe go over as far as Eleuthera. How about it?’




  When you have enough boat to get to the Bahamas, and when you live so close, and when maybe next year they’ll make you Fleet Captain of the Delmar Bay Yacht Club, then you go. Or

  they’ll think you incompetent or timid.




  So I’m timid, he thought. Outboards they bring over here. They race from Miami to Nassau when the seas are higher. Any boat has a lot of safety factor, and this one was new six months ago.

  But I came out past that sea buoy feeling like Horatio Hornblower, and right now I am one scared, retired wholesale grocer from Moline out in the middle of all this tumbling blue indifference that

  doesn’t care whether I sink, blow up or make it across.




  Always wanted a cruiser.




  God, just get me there!




  Junie, fighting for balance, clutched at his arm, startling him. She tottered away with a jolly whoop of dismay, grabbed at the pilot seat, settled into it and grinned at him. Her grin was

  uncharacteristically broad, her grey eyes not properly focused, her sandy-blonde hair matted damp with sea water, her colour so bleached under her deep tan it gave her flesh an odd saffron tone.

  Above her denim halter her skin had a plucked-chicken look, so pronounced were the goose pimples.




  He knew that she was both nauseated and terrified, and trying with a touching gallantry not to show either. But terror had to be stronger than the nausea, because she hated the increased swing

  and dip of the flying bridge, avoiding it except when it was dead calm.




  Neither of us belong here, he thought. It’s all some kind of pretend. She’s a fifty-eight-year-old housewife and mother from Moline, and since we moved down here she’s dieted

  and exercised and trimmed herself down, and baked herself brown, turned from grey to blonde, wears these play clothes, even talks in ways which would puzzle the placid Moline matron of two years

  ago. But it is all pretend for both of us—damn fools out of a yachting magazine ad, tricked finally into playing our game out here where all of a sudden it’s all turned real.




  ‘Getting rougher, darling?’ she called over the sound of wind and sea and engines.




  ‘Staying about the same. You feel better?’




  ‘A little.’ The fixed smile stayed in place, even when she stared ahead.




  Full fuel tanks, he thought. Full water tanks. And that damned couple of tons of provisions we carried aboard and stowed. Riding lower in the water than she ever has, and we have to get into

  this.




  He made a businesslike routine of reading all the gauges, wearing his seamanship frown.




  ‘Something wrong?’ she called, the smile gone, her mouth pinching tight, bloodless lips sucked in, looking suddenly like an old, old woman garbed for some vulgar ingenue role.




  ‘There’s not a damn thing wrong!’




  ‘You don’t have to shout at me, Howard. I mean—I don’t understand the engines and things. And it just seems to get—worse and worse.’




  He patted her on the shoulder. ‘Everything’s fine. Really fine.’




  ‘Will—the whole trip be like this?’




  ‘We are crossing the Gulf Str—’ He caught himself, changed his tone. ‘Honey, this is the only rough part.’




  ‘If you aren’t nervous, why do you act so cross?’




  ‘I am not nervous, I am not cross.’




  He wondered if it would be different—better—if Kip and Selma had been able to cross with them instead of flying over day after tomorrow to Bimini. Most of their gear was aboard. Kip

  had some kind of meeting at the last minute. Of course Kip didn’t know item one about seamanship, piloting and small-boat handling. Nor did Selma. But maybe four people wouldn’t get as

  . . .




  He peered ahead from the top of a crest, saw a white object far ahead, too fleetingly to determine what it was before the glide into the trough cut off his view.




  When they lifted again, he could not spot it. But the next time it was there again, and Junie said, ‘Isn’t that a little boat?’




  ‘I think so.’




  He took the binoculars out of the rack, couldn’t get focused on the object on the next lift, but managed a swift glimpse on the succeeding one.




  ‘Small open boat,’ he announced.




  ‘Out in this!’




  The spoked wheel kept turning as the automatic pilot kept searching and correcting. The distant boat would appear first a little off the port bow, then off the starboard bow, and he realized it

  was dead on course. He rehearsed the procedure he would follow, lock the pilot on a new course five degrees more southerly, check the time he made the change, and then when they were opposite it,

  return to course by giving it ten degrees more north for the same elapsed time, then put it back on his plotted compass direction. Or were you supposed to correct just five degrees and then . .

  .




  He was reluctant to touch or change anything. He had tried some careful alterations in the rpm’s to see if she would ride easier, but succeeded only in alarming himself. At slower speed

  she had a tendency to fall off course. Faster, she merely made a more sickening crashing sound when she came off the crest. And he could not guess how she would react to even a minor course

  alteration. He decided to wait and see how close they might come to the smaller boat.




  Soon he could see it at every crest, an open boat, a power boat twenty feet long, or a little longer, with a sleek hull, windshield, white topsides, and a green-blue hull lighter in shade than

  the strange blue of the Stream. The high sun made bright gleams on the metal fittings, the controls, the chromed windshield frame. She appeared to be floating light and high, bow to the wind,

  moving with a carefree grace to the long steep passage of the swells.




  But it was dead in the water. With the glasses he saw it was equipped with two stern-drive units, both uptilted. He could not make out the name on the transom. The boat appeared to be empty. To

  his immediate relief, he saw that, with no course alteration, it would go by on his port at least a hundred feet away. The wind and the Stream combined to drift it north-west.




  ‘Hadn’t we ought to do something?’ Junie asked.




  ‘Do what? So it’s some drunk. He rigged a sea anchor and he’s sleeping it off. Or young lovers.’




  She reached quickly and pressed the air horn button on the control panel. That sound, so huge when he would make the turn from the yacht club basin into the channel, sounded frail out here. In

  intense annoyance, he slapped her hand away.




  ‘It’s a vessel in distress, isn’t it?’ she demanded, her face pinched into an expression of indignant anger. ‘Or a derelict? Aren’t we supposed to do

  something? What if somebody is sick, like a heart attack?’




  ‘Honey, you started the Power Squadron course. You didn’t finish the Power Squadron course. I finished the Power Squadron course. I am in command

  of this vessel.’




  ‘Oh dear Jesus, Captain Bligh. I just mean . . .’




  ‘I can see that she’s dragging some kind of bow line. I’d say it was an anchor line that maybe frayed, maybe right down at the anchor ring so she’s dragging enough so the

  line itself keeps her bow into the wind. So some careless damn fool loses his pretty little boat. So what if we try to come about? Ever think of that? Crossways on these swells, we’ll roll

  everything loose, and maybe coming about we get one of the breakers just right off the corner of the stern and we broach. Then what, baby? And do you want to be the one to try to get that line

  with a boat hook? And what if I judge it wrong and she punches a big son of a bitch of a hole in our hull? What I’ll do is report her position, and they’ll send a helicopter out of

  Lauderdale, or a cutter or something.’




  ‘That name on it, Howard! Muñequita. Out of Brownsville, Texas?’ Money-quit-ah, she pronounced it.




  ‘What about it?’




  ‘Howard, I swear I read something about that boat or heard something about that boat. Something in the news. Last week, maybe.’




  ‘For God’s sake, Junie, you always want to make some kind of a big thing out of every little thing that happens.’




  ‘An empty boat out here in the middle of the ocean? That’s such a little thing it’s practically nothing?’




  It was abeam of them and they both stared at it. She took the binoculars from the rack, braced herself with one arm hooked around the back of the pilot seat. ‘Gee, Howard, it’s a

  pretty little boat, it really is. Like new.’




  ‘I’ll go down and report it,’ he said. He went down the ladderway carefully, anticipating the now-familiar movements of the Ho Jun. In the pilot house he checked the

  chronometer, figured the distance travelled, and, with his dividers, made an exact little prick mark on the pencilled course line. He drew an X at that mark, then measured over to the chart border

  to get the exact position, latitude and longitude in degrees and minutes.




  He rehearsed exactly how he would report it on the emergency channel. But he did not want to report it. He could guess that any skipper familiar with the Stream would have taken the boat in tow

  without a second thought. This was supposed to be a good day for a crossing.




  ‘All right, Captain, why didn’t you take a look and see if anybody aboard needed help? That’s your obligation, you know.’




  ‘Well, I was having a little trouble myself.’




  ‘Indeed? What sort of trouble?’




  ‘I—I was losing a little pressure on the starboard engine. Anyway, we went close enough to it to be certain there wasn’t anybody aboard.’




  ‘Certain there was no one in the bunks below?’




  But it probably wouldn’t be like that at all. It was just a boat that had slipped its moorings somehow. And how much could they ask of you anyway?




  As he turned he saw Junie come scrabbling dangerously down the ladderway, clutching and lurching. She had the binoculars hung around her neck. He winced as he saw them swing and whack solidly

  against the hand rail. He was about to tell her exactly what they had cost when he saw the frantic expression on her face.




  ‘A hand! We’ve got to go back, darling! We’ve got to do something.’




  ‘A what? Make sense!’




  ‘I saw it with the glasses. It came up and held on to the edge and then it let go. A little hand. A child’s hand. We’ve go to do something.’




  Howard Prowt clambered heavily but swiftly up to the fly bridge. She was beside him when he took it out of automatic pilot. Try to get it around quickly, or ease it around? Maybe a little of

  both. Ease it slowly until it begins to wallow in the trough, then reverse the port engine and kick it around and gun it to get out of the way of the following wave.




  Twice he brought it almost parallel with the swells, but the alarming motion caused him to head back into the wind. He resolved to do it on the third try. He got it into the trough and when she

  heeled over farther than he would have thought possible and when he heard a thudding and crashing below, he ran it back up into the wind again.




  ‘At that distance, with both boats jumping all over the goddam ocean, you saw one hand?’




  ‘I did!’




  ‘You saw an end of a rag flap over the gunnel for a moment. Something like that?’




  ‘Can’t we turn around?’




  ‘It isn’t a case of can’t. Sure. But why crash a lot of gear around below because you’ve got that imagination of yours?’




  Suddenly she turned away from him, lurched, grabbed the rail, hunched over it and was spasmed by nausea, the sea wind whipping at her damp hair. He eased the Ho Jun back on to course

  and locked it into pilot, checked his gauges. He looked at her, at the brown hide and slender legs of his lifelong wife, at the regular pulsations of nausea which shook her body, and, to his mild

  astonishment, felt desire for her. It was an obscure and shameful pride that at a time and place so incongruous, this notion, impossible to fulfil, should come to him. Maybe it can happen from

  being scared, he thought, of thinking of yourself drowning and dying here in this big blue mess, and it’s a way of telling yourself you’re alive.




  When she was through, he went below to put his call in. In the main cabin the television set had fallen out of its brackets and lay face down on the carpeting. The radio set had shifted. He

  turned it on. It would not light up. He could not send. Then he saw where the cable had been pulled out of the chassis.




  Howard Prowt went up and told her. He looked astern, and he could not spot the drifting boat. The water was changing to a new colour, to a blue that was mixed with green and grey. To the

  south-east he saw a southbound tanker. They were out of the Gulf Stream. The motion was easing. They were on course.




  She seemed very subdued, and he glanced sidelong at her from time to time to see how angry she was. But it was a remote expression he could not read.




  ‘Junie, honey, it’s only by a freak of chance we ever came close enough to that boat to see it.’




  ‘I suppose.’




  ‘I mean, we wouldn’t be expected to see it.’




  ‘Howard, what are you driving at?’




  ‘Honey, on a thing like this, there can be a lot of red tape. I mean it could get us hung up in Bimini, or maybe even having to go back and fill out a lot of reports. You understand, if I

  was absolutely convinced you saw what you thought you saw, wild horses couldn’t have kept me from getting to that boat.’




  ‘Yes, Howard.’




  ‘And I can’t help what happened to the transmitter.’




  ‘I guess not.’




  ‘All in all, I think the wisest course is that we forget we ever saw that boat. We wouldn’t want to spoil anything, you know, like for Kip and Selma.’




  ‘We wouldn’t want to spoil anything,’ she said, and went over to begin a careful descent of the open ladderway.




  ‘Is that okay with you?’ he called.




  ‘Is what okay?’




  ‘To just forget it happened?’




  ‘Sure. Sure,’ she said and backed out of sight. A moment later her face reappeared and she said, ‘I busted the binoculars.’




  ‘Accidents will happen aboard ship. Don’t give it a second thought. I got the old ones aboard, those surplus ones.’




  Later, in calm water, he called her up to the flying bridge. When she stood beside him, he said, ‘Land Ho, and right on the button. Look at that range marker on shore. By God, we could

  damn near run that channel without taking her out of pilot.’




  ‘Very good, dear.’




  ‘Look at all the crazy colours in that water off the bar there.’




  ‘It’s beautiful.’




  Her lean hand rested atop the instrument panel. He covered it with his and said, ‘That’s Bimini, old lady. And bank on this—the Prowts and the Heaters are going to have one

  hell of a month of fun.’




  For a long time she did not answer. She slowly withdrew her hand. ‘It’s going to be a ball,’ she said without smile or inflection. ‘Tell me when you want me to take a

  line forward.’ She climbed back down to the cockpit deck.




  Howard Prowt cut off the pilot and took over manual control, cutting his speed another increment as he headed for the channel. Always, coming into harbour after a good job of navigation, he had

  that Horatio Hornblower feeling, grizzled and sea-tough and with a look of far places.




  He reached for that feeling, and for an anticipation of all the courses he would run, all the expertise he would bring back to Delmar Bay one month hence, but he could find neither.




  He merely felt old. And his legs felt tired. And his gut felt uneasy. And he wished he were back sitting on the bank of Heron Bayou with a cold beer in his hand, and the Ho Jun tied to

  his own dock in that tricky way he had devised all by himself.




  Damn her anyway.










  Chapter Two




  STANIKER, on an everlasting afternoon, fought off the dreams and the visions. There was some kind of a Thing, some tantalizing entity which kept

  launching them at him to see how he’d make out. That time in South America when they’d gone after those lunker trout in the mountain lake, those Indios had those light nets they could

  throw, float them out very pretty.




  Dreams came like the nets, something throwing them at him, floating down to lay like cobwebs across his mind. So then each time he had to pluck off every strand. There was a way to do it. You

  focused on some real thing, close at hand. The sheath knife, rusting with an astonishing speed. Could you measure the days by the way the rust grew? Think of the knife and you could pluck away one

  strand. Look at the pile of empty shells of the sea-things you had eaten, had pried off the ragged black rocks at low tide, smashed with stones, trying to save the juice to suck before eating the

  creature. Look at the crude sticks and poles some forgotten Bahamian fisherman had assembled long ago for rough shelter on this empty island, and at your own additions, poles above and a clumsy

  thatch for shade from each day’s interminable passage of the sun. Roll over, wincing at the pain of it, and lift your head and look out across the hot white glare of the sand flats of South

  Joulter Cay, where you had tried to stamp the big arrow and the H E L P, because all the Nassau-Miami flights passed over here, just a little bit south, not too far south. But the white dry loose

  sand would not take a message, and when you put it in the packed wet sand, the tide would take it away. Look out towards the channel and remember that this was a popular place for the private boats

  which came flocking over from Florida in May, listed attractively in the Cruising Guide, and it was just one of those weird coincidences that not one had come by. Look over where those brackish

  pools are, and remember the oily and stagnant taste of the water, and wonder if the fever and the dreams came from the water or from the burns. Look at the outside of the right arm and shoulder, at

  the outside of the right thigh and calf where the deeply tanned skin had blistered, cracked, sloughed loose, and now suppurated and stank.




  The pain of movement was a reality, as was the dull ache of the over-burdened kidneys.




  These were realities, and the way he could find his way out of the bright and senseless shifting of the dreams which kept moving him to places he had been, with people who had never been there

  with him, people from other places who said all the ugly things from childhood. Static reality was something he could brace against, but the changing things, the birds, the aeroplanes, the quick

  lizards, he could not tell if they were part of here or part of the cobwebs.




  When his teeth began to chatter, Staniker would hunch himself out into the sunlight. And then, brain aboil, pull himself back into the shade. Time would slip and the sun would jump three

  diameters west and sometimes he would become aware of a voice and listen and hear himself talking to Crissy, talking loudly because he was sitting on the edge of her dock and she was swimming slow

  lengths with her face closed against all listening, all explanations.




  Several times there was Mary Jane’s voice in that tired, whining, scolding, hopeless sound; but of course she was three sea miles away and a half a mile deep, her mouth at rest at last,

  down in the black-green of the Tongue of the Ocean.




  The dreams came oftener, and most of the time he did not mind it, merely let them happen, and watched the colours and the changes. But then he would fight free of the strands, and find panic

  again, the awareness that everything had gone wrong, was continuing to go wrong, could end in a death that would make all the other parts of it meaningless.




  When the sun was low, while he was in restless sleep, a Chris-Craft out of Jacksonville came cautiously in over the harbour bar, threading the unmarked channel, a vacationing dentist leaning

  over the bow rail, reading the channel by the colour of the water, using hand signals to guide his friend, a plumbing contractor, owner of the boat, who had the helm. It was an hour or so past low

  tide. The wheels boiled up sand in the slow wake. The hull was skegged for this kind of shallow-water exploration. In the gentle chop, at the shallowest point, they bumped twice against the packed

  sand of the bottom, then moved on into the deeper water of the natural channel close to the key, towing the little glass dinghy astern. They came around the point into still water. The engines

  droned. The chattering wives were aft, fixing the cocktail snacks. The men were studying the chart, inspecting the water, discussing where to anchor. One of the wives turned a transistor radio to

  music from a Miami station.




  These sounds awakened Staniker, and on hands and knees he crawled and looked around the edge of his shelter and saw the cruiser moving past, a hundred yards away. He pulled himself up, using his

  right arm in spite of the pain it caused him, and cawed at them as loudly as he could. The cruiser moved on.




  The shelter was at a high point, perhaps twenty feet above the water. He tottered down the narrow winding path, terribly afraid that if he should fall, he might not be able to get up. He came

  down to the narrow band of sandy beach which was covered at high tide, cupped his hands around his mouth and cawed again, his voice cracking to a contralto scream.




  He saw them staring at him. The cruiser slowed, and the man at the helm gave it a single burst from both engines in reverse to lay it dead in the water. The dinghy came up and thumped the

  transom. The engines were turned off. Staniker went down on to one knee and rested his fists against the sand at the water’s edge.




  ‘What do you want?’ a man called across the stillness.




  ‘Staniker,’ he replied. ‘Off the Muneca. Burned. Sick. Help me.’




  He heard their excited jabbering, and he let his head sag and closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Soon he heard the familiar snoring sound of a Sea Gull outboard, looked up and saw the dinghy

  coming towards him with one man aboard. The man, making clucking sounds of dismay at his condition, helped him aboard and took him out to the cruiser. In helping him aboard, they hurt him so badly

  he screeched and the world tilted into greyness but came slowly back. With many instructions to each other, they helped him below and got him into a bunk.




  Time slipped again, and in the next instant he could feel the movement of the hull, hear the engines at cruising speed, identify the hull motion as a deep-water motion with a following sea off

  the port quarter. The cabin lights were on. A thin leathery man in his fifties, wearing steel rimmed glasses was staring appraisingly at him. Behind him, in the shadows, was a tall woman standing

  braced against the motion of the boat.




  ‘Can you hear me, Captain?’ the man asked.




  ‘Yes, yes sir.’




  ‘Swallow these. For fever and pain.’




  The water was in a tall dark-blue plastic glass, with ice. He had never tasted anything as delicious.




  The man took the empty glass and said, ‘I am not a medical doctor, Staniker. I’m a dentist. We have to know a certain amount of medicine. I’ve dressed your burns with what we

  could improvise. Your fever is running a hundred and three and a half. It was probably higher in the afternoon. We’re making a night run to Nassau. My name is Barth, by the way. Bert Hilger,

  my friend who owns this boat, couldn’t raise anything on the damned radio after we found you. So we’re running you in where you can get hospital attention. Do you understand, Captain?’




  ‘How—how bad off am I, Doctor?’




  ‘How long were you alone there on South Joulter?’




  ‘What day is it?’




  ‘Today? Friday, the—uh—’




  ‘Twentieth,’ the woman said.




  ‘We—we blew up and burned last Friday night.’




  ‘You are a superb physical specimen, Captain. If you don’t get pneumonia, I suspect you’ll snap back quickly with proper care. Can you answer some questions? In case

  you’re not conscious when we dock at Nassau.’




  ‘Yes sir.’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘It was—about nine o’clock. They were all below. They would have been topsides, it was such a nice night, except they were having dinner. They always ate late. Moonlight night,

  and we were heading for the Joulters. I was running her from the flying bridge, on pilot, and I’d turned the depth-finder on. When it began to pick up any bottom at all, I was going to cut

  down, take over, and find the passage I’ve been through before, place where there’s no coral heads to bother you. On that Muñeca, you’ve got—you had every

  control duplicated up on the fly bridge. I remembered how one bank of batteries was pretty well down, and from the running time I didn’t think we’d gotten the other bank charged full

  yet. Any boat I’m operating, I like to keep the batteries up. That would mean running the auxiliary generator after we anchored. And no reason at all why I couldn’t run it while we were

  under way. Spoils a quiet anchorage when you have to run it at night, like of course you have to when they wanted the air-conditioning on. I remember every once in a while I could just barely hear

  Bix—Mr. Kayd—laugh. He had a loud laugh. So I switched the auxiliary generator to the spare bank, and I pressed the button wondering if it would catch right off—it was a little

  cranky sometimes—and there was a big flash and a whoomp, and the next thing I know I’m in the water, choking and strangling and thrashing around, with a funny orange light on the water

  and the back of my neck hot. I guess I was knocked out for a little while and the water brought me out of it. When I got turned around, she was fire from bow to stern, and burning to the waterline.

  I was sick to my stomach from swallowing water. I saw something in the water and I managed to swim to it. It was one of those styrofoam sort of surf-board looking things with a glass place to look

  through. Miss Stella had brought it aboard in Key West, and she liked to use it to float around over the coral reefs, looking down at the fish. She wasn’t a good swimmer on account of her

  leg. The board was scorched and melted along one edge, but when I pulled myself on to it, it held me all right. And about then, the Muñeca—that means doll in

  Spanish—went down like a rock, with a lot of hissing when the flames went underwater, and some bubbling and boiling on the surface for just a few seconds. Then it was quiet. When I could stop

  coughing, I started calling them. I guess I was out of my head. Maybe the only one I was calling was my wife, Mary Jane. But no answer at all.’




  ‘But wasn’t the Muñeca diesel powered?’ the dentist asked.




  ‘Yes sir. But the auxiliary generator was petrol powered, and my guess is that petrol leaked into the bilge from its fuel tank or one of the tins stowed down there to fuel it with. The

  spark, when I tried to start it, blew the boat up, and the heat of the explosion was greater than the flash-point of the diesel fuel. Maybe I goofed. My God, sir, I’d never start petrol

  marine engines without running the blowers first. But with an auxiliary, you don’t think of that so easy. And maybe Bix—Mr. Kayd—goofed too, not having a sniffer installed when

  he had the petrol auxiliary put below decks. Using a blower is something you think of when you’re tied up, not running along at cruising speed.’




  ‘No other survivors, Captain?’




  ‘No sir. When I knew I was alone out there, I remembered the Muñequita. That means little doll in Spanish. It was the boat Bix picked up in Miami because the

  Muñeca was too big for fishing, with too much draught for some of the places they wanted to explore. She towed just fine on a long line. Snub her closer and she’d wallow and

  swing, but way back she rode like a church. I thought I spotted her quite a way off. I kept paddling until my arms ached, but if it was the Muñequita, she was moving as fast as I

  was. It’s possible. With those twin outdrive Volvo units tilted up, she draws fifteen inches, and she has about an average three feet of freeboard for the wind to catch.’ He closed his

  eyes.




  ‘Isn’t this tiring him too much, Bill?’ the woman asked softly.




  ‘I’m okay,’ Staniker said.




  ‘There’s been a big search,’ Barth said. ‘Air and sea. I guess it started when Kayd didn’t radio Nassau Marine last Saturday morning for traffic, and there were

  some calls in for him, and the marine operator couldn’t raise him. The search has been tapering off. The focus was up around the Berry Islands.’




  ‘That was where we were headed when we left Nassau. We got into nice dolphin a few miles out. Spent a lot of time. Everybody had fun. Mrs. Kayd had been reading the Guide. She wanted to

  see the Joulters, and kept teasing Bix until he had me lay out a new course. He said we’d cruise from there to the Berrys Saturday afternoon.’




  ‘And on that float board you made it to South Joulter, eh?’




  ‘I knew about where we were when—it happened. I got a rough estimate of my direction of drift from the stars, and it was too northerly and I was afraid it would make me miss the

  Joulters and take me out north-west on to the Bahama Banks. I paddled due south to compensate. Paddled and rested. Maybe I passed out once or twice. At dawn I came to the bar. I let the board drift

  away. I walked until it got deep again, then swam ashore. Every day—I waited for somebody to come—felt worse—kept thinking about the Muñeca. . . .’




  ‘Now there,’ a gentle, crooning, comforting woman-voice said. ‘It’s all right. You’ll be all right.’ He felt her dabbing gently at his face with some cool,

  scented, astringent lotion on a cloth.




  He opened his eyes and saw her leaning over him in the lights of the cabin, saw it was the tall brunette, the better looking of the two, but at this closeness she was older than he had

  estimated.




  ‘Do you know where you are and who I am, Captain?’




  ‘Is it—Mrs. Barth?’




  ‘Then you do know. But I’m Mrs. Hilger. A while ago you thought I was someone else. Somebody named Crissy. Or Christy. You scared me a little, you were holding my arm so

  tightly.’




  He lay very still. He breathed slowly. ‘What did I say?’




  ‘I don’t know, actually. You seemed to be trying to make Crissy or Christy understand something. You said something about it not being your fault. Pleading with her, or him.’

  Her laugh was nervous. ‘You got quite wild this time.’




  ‘This time?’




  ‘You just moaned and mumbled the other times. This time you rose right up and shouted. We should be tied up in another twenty minutes, Captain. Bert got through to Nassau Marine a little

  while ago. There’ll be an ambulance waiting.’




  He closed his eyes. It was unfair that fever should make you talk and not know you were talking. Somebody might hear enough of the fever words to make their guesses about all of it.




  You could not will yourself to be silent when the fever carried you off. But if you could make certain all they would hear would be a thickened mumbling . . .




  He shoved his tongue into his right cheek, between the strong molars. He bit tentatively at first, measuring the pain. Then, body rigid, snuffling and grunting with agony and effort, he began

  chewing his tongue, mashing the sensitive flesh, tasting the coppery flavour of his blood.




  From far away he could hear the woman shouting at him, and then she ran out and called the others. When he felt them leaning over him he pretended to be asleep. God help us, Crissy. God help us.

  It went wrong. I tried, but it went wrong.










  Chapter Three




  The thirty-eight hundred pounds of the Muñequita dipped and danced on into the Atlantic dusk. Little Doll. Under considerably more power this same T-Craft

  hull design had won some savage ocean races. Fibreglass, teak, aluminium, stainless steel, plastic, perhaps ten thousand dollars for such a special plaything. With the twin Chrysler-Volvo inboard,

  outboards, 120 horsepower each, she could scat at forty-seven miles an hour, the deep Vee hull slicing through the chop, the wake flat.




  With her fuel capacity increased by the two saddle tanks to over eighty gallons, at her cruising speed of thirty-two miles per hour the engines turning at 4,500 rpm, her maximum range was

  almost three hundred miles, without safety factor.




  From the forward lift-ring a hundred feet of half-inch nylon line trailed upwind. She had been bought on whim and loaded with extras—convertible top, now folded and snapped

  into the boot, searchlight, rod holders, windshield wipers, bow rails, anchor chocks, electric horn, screens, a transistorized Pearce-Simpson ship-to-shore radio tucked under the Teleflex

  instrument panel, pedestal helmsman’s seats, two bunks and a head fitted into the small area forward.




  Salt had crusted on her, and had then been rinsed away when she had drifted through the rain squalls. At times when the wind and the chop were at odds and the waves broke, she would falter

  in a moment of awkwardness, take water, then shake herself free with almost an air of apology for such flawed grace. The automatic bilge pump had been turned on when she was rigged for towing, and

  when the rain and the chop brought enough water aboard, the pump would drone, working off the batteries, until the bilge was again empty.




  The graceful hull was a medium Nassau blue, her topsides white with just enough trace of smoke blue to cut the sun-glare.




  She had lifted and dipped and danced her way with an agile grace which matched her name. Muñequita. Little Doll. The outdrive stern units were uptilted and locked in place.

  The long line trailing from the bow steadied her, keeping her bow facing into the wind. Yet now movement was less graceful because the north-east wind was freshening, lifting the Gulf Stream into a

  chop. In that balance of forces the Muñequita moved due west, stern first, into night-time.




  Even in that posture, she seemed to anticipate and avoid the uglier motions, almost as if she were aware of the look of death aboard, aware of the naked body of the girl, face down on the

  cockpit decking, responding, slack as a pudding, to each variation of that long and lonely dance across an empty sea.




  The boat drifted into the path of a brief hard shower that moved swiftly, dimpling the swells, then spattering against the topsides and against the sun-raw, blistered back of the girl. It

  soaked her hair and when it ran across her parted lips she made the smallest of sounds, licked with a slow tongue, moved one hand slightly.




  The rain ended. The bilge pump started up, droned for two minutes and clicked off.




  By midnight the boat had reached the western edge of the Stream where current and chop were diminished. The Muñequita’s motion eased. She began to drift in a more

  south-westerly direction.










  Chapter Four




  ON SUNDAY MORNING, the fifteenth of May, just before noon, Sam Boylston sat in a booth by the tinted plate-glass windows of a

  roadside restaurant on the outskirts of Corpus Christ, looked across at the sombre, pretty and intent face of Lydia Jean, his estranged wife, and knew that all the things he had said—all so

  carefully planned—had been the wrong things after all.




  They kept their voices low. A group of idle waitresses prattled and snickered twenty feet away.




  ‘What it all adds up to, Lyd—check me if I’m wrong—you’re still in love with me in a kind of sad dramatic way . . . but we haven’t got a chance in the world

  because I am the kind of a person I am.’




  She frowned. ‘You sum things up so they sound so neat and complete and final. But it’s sort of a trick. It’s argumentation, really. If you could understand what it is about you

  that made things wrong, and if you could—see yourself doing it, and if you could understand why you do it then maybe you could . . . Now you have that terribly patient and

  tolerant look.’




  ‘You think I need help?’




  ‘I don’t know what you need.’




  ‘I need you. I need Boy-Sam. I need the home we had five months ago, Lyd.’




  She shook her head in a puzzled way. ‘I wish I could explain it. I really do. You crowd people. You use them up, and the nearer and dearer they are to you, the more mercilessly

  you spend them.’




  ‘Overbearing monster, huh?’




  ‘You are a very civilized man, dear. You are polite. You are considerate. You are thoughtful. But you demand of yourself an absolute, clarity, total performance, complete dedication. There

  is something almost inhuman about it, really. What is lacking, I think, is the tolerance to accept—the inadequacies of others.’




  ‘Lyd, be fair. Did I ever tell you you weren’t meeting some kind of standard?’




  She was silent as she refilled her empty coffee-pot and warmed his cup from the Thermos pitcher. ‘I’ve thought about it a lot. I think it was because you were so young when your

  parents were killed in that accident, and you felt responsible for Leila, and your father had left everything in such a dreadful foolish muddle.’




  ‘Oh, come on!’




  ‘No, really. Try to understand. You are only thirty years old, Sam. What did we get married on when you got out of law school? That old car. And barely a hundred dollars. That was only

  seven years ago! You are worth a lot of money.’




  ‘Simple ruthless greed, darling.’




  ‘Don’t make jokes, please, when I’m trying to explain something. It’s because you have this terrible impatience with carelessness and muddy thinking and laziness. You

  drive yourself so hard. It isn’t money hunger. You just seem to want to go around neatening up the world. It exasperates you to see somebody operating in a sloppy way. For goodness’

  sake, just look at Gil and that car-wash thing. He came to you as a client. Nearly bankrupt. Patent suits, wasn’t it?’




  ‘Mostly. Offered me a one-third interest if I could salvage it and get it back on its feet, help arrange refinancing.’




  ‘Now he has scores of those coin things all over the south-west, and what is your interest worth, Sam?’




  ‘Considerable. So?’




  ‘You neatened it up like a compulsive housekeeper. And what you demanded of me, dear, was that I be the loveliest, smartest, most charming young housewife and matron and hostess in all

  Texas. You were perfectly sure that because you love me, and because I had to be willing to give a hundred and ten per cent to the programme, I would be just that. Boy-Sam had to be the smartest,

  merriest, happiest, gutsiest little kid in the world, because he was yours and all he’d have to do would be live up to his potential. You demand just as much of your sister, Leila, in another

  way. But, right up until recently, she’s had the spirit and the toughness to ignore the pressure. Boy-Sam and I, we just weren’t strong enough. We had to get out.’




  ‘Pressure on the kid?’




  ‘He adores you. He strained every nerve and muscle to please you, to do what he thought you wanted him to do. But he’s just a little guy. He’s only five years old. Oh, you

  wouldn’t criticize. But when he’d fall short of what you expected of him, you’d give him a little pat and say, “Well, kid, you gave it a try,” and walk away. He is

  sensitive to every nuance of your voice. You never glanced back and saw his eyes filling with tears because he felt he’d failed to measure up to the impossible standards you set him. You set

  impossible standards for yourself, and then you meet them, God knows how. You expect it of yourself. You take your own total performance for granted. I tell you, it discourages the hell out of us

  fallible types.’




  ‘You are everything I want you to be, Lyd.’




  ‘When I was little we had an old brown dog. He smiled at you. He’d get in a chair with you and when he was asleep he’d start to push. Just a little bit. He’d take up all

  the slack he could get. When you shoved back, he’d wake up and smile at you and go back to sleep and start pushing again. And finally it was his chair and you had no more room in it, so you

  moved.’




  ‘Maybe he liked closeness.’




  ‘Believe me, I could have endured. I could have kept striving to achieve perfection, kept falling short, kept seeing that puzzled yearning behind your polite smile, dear. But he’s my

  only chick. What right have I to let him grow up with the feeling that nothing he can do is quite good enough? By eighteen he would have been a crashing neurotic, full of despair and self-hate. I

  hug him a lot, Sam. I give him extravagant compliments. And I don’t tell him I love him because he can do this or do that. I tell him I love him because he is Boy-Sam.’




  ‘What’s so damned unnatural about a father wanting his son to excel, Lydia Jean?’




  She made a face, and a gesture of resignation and despair. ‘Why do I keep trying to get through to you?’ She leaned forward. ‘Here is a perfect example of what I mean, dear.

  Your sister is nineteen. Leila knows her own mind. She has been going with Jonathan Dye for a long time. He is twenty-one, a fine, sensitive, dedicated boy. His teaching job in Uruguay begins in

  September, and I think he will be a very good teacher. They want to be married and honeymoon on the ship to Montevideo. So big brother comes onto the scene, demanding they prove it’s

  the real thing by spending months apart, and you finally wore them down, dear. Congratulations! So there is Leila batting around the Bahamas on Bix Kayd’s yacht, and Jonathan working as a

  hired hand on the ranch of some friend of yours. To make a man of him? What are you trying to prove, pushing those kids around?’




  ‘Easy to get sentimental about young love. I insisted for her good, Lyd. The boy is an idealist, sort of permanently out of touch with reality.’




  ‘With your version of reality.’




  ‘Give me a chance. You asked me to explain. Leila is impressionable and imaginative. She’s been absorbing the boy’s do-good philosophy for a long time. They were going to spend

  the summer in Mexico on one of the Friends’ Service Committee things, in some village, painting huts, digging latrines, teaching English, all that stuff. Okay, so it’s a valid

  programme. So is teaching in a backwoods school in Uruguay. But if that kind of life is not what Leila really believes in, if she only thinks she believes in it, then she could wake up one

  day and find herself trapped in a kind of—sacrificial existence, a flavour of charity and penance and austerity. If she has some time away from him, a chance to see another kind of life,

  maybe she’ll discover she’s victimised herself with a romantic vision of a life of good works. If it doesn’t work that way, then she’s probably genuine about it. But

  what’s the harm in making sure?’




  ‘She’s humouring you, you know. Quite a cruise for her. Bix Kayd, and that truly poisonous second wife of his, Carolyn. And poor ineffectual Roger Kayd. But there is a kind of

  sweetness about Stella. I guess you did the Kayd family a favour, at least. Carolyn won’t lean so hard on her step-children with Leila along. So you think the yacht clubs and marinas and the

  drinks around the pool are going to make Leila sceptical of Uruguay? It’s all going to make her ache to get back to Jonathan, dear. You see, what you are doing is not permitting them to live

  up to their own image of themselves. You are asking that they live up to your image of them. And when they marry, and after they spend a year doing what Jonathan wants to do with his life, I will

  bet you a dollar to a dime you’ll tell them that now they’ve gotten the nonsense out of their systems, you have a great opportunity for them.’




  ‘Does she really know what she wants? That’s the question, isn’t it?’




  She studied him, chin on her fist. ‘Sam, darling, when you suddenly look around you and see that—life itself is the basic magic, the real miracle, then we might have a chance. You

  are trying to impose your sense of order and fitness on the randomness of people and the illogic of fate. You want to refute the basic textures, the crazy mixture of life, and neaten it all up.

  Boy-Sam and I are refugees from that pattern, dear.’




  ‘I wish I could understand what you’re driving at.’




  ‘So do I, dear. So do I, believe me.’




  She had to get back. He paid the cheque and they walked out to the parking lot, in the dry white heat of mid-May, walked to her red Mustang, his present to her on her twenty-seventh birthday,

  three weeks before she packed and left him.




  When she grasped the door handle, he put his hand on the door to make her wait a moment. She turned towards him.




  He said, ‘Remember, on that four-day honeymoon up there in the Hill Country, that day we walked up those hills beyond Ingram and you could see the Guadeloupe River?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said flatly.




  ‘I bought a forty-acre piece of hillside. I had Seddon and Garvey draw me up plans for a hideaway lodge. They started construction three weeks ago. I can take some time off early in July.

  I’ll phone you. I can pick you up at your mother’s here, and we can go up there and really talk this out. I love you, Lyd. I need you. We can patch it up if we can get away together for

  a week, just the two of us, believe me. It will be beautiful up there then.’




  He put his hands on her arms just above the elbows, gave her a little shake, drew her close. ‘Please, Lyd.’




  Her mouth softened, and her eyelids drooped with a sensual heaviness, and she took a deep slow breath. Then abruptly she pulled away, pushed her dark hair back with the back of her hand.




  ‘No, Sam. We tried to solve too many things just that way. And I want you that way. You know that. But the other has to be talked out, and I have to know that you know what I mean. Thank

  God you are too honest to fake it, to pretend to understand, and throw my words back at me. Why don’t you just— think about what we’ve said, and phone me in a month and

  we’ll meet—in another place like this one.’




  He opened the car door, and she got behind the wheel and looked up at him. He said, ‘I’m sending you enough?’




  ‘More than enough. You know that. It makes my pay for the part-time library job look—ludicrous. Well—do try to get some rest, dear. You have to understand that I

  had to do this.’




  ‘I’m taking your word for it, Lyd. You’re acting like a kook. But I know you’re not a kook. So I’m just missing the key somewhere. Take care of yourself,

  Lydia Jean.’




  ‘You too, dear.’




  ‘Give Boy-Sam a hug.’




  He watched her wait for traffic, then move into the tempo of it, heading towards the city. It seemed a saucy little car, unsuitable for someone who wasn’t having much fun lately.




  He walked to his car, a dusty white Pontiac sedan with the maximum power option, heavy-duty tyres, springs, shocks, load levellers. He went west on Forty-Four, and by the time he turned south on

  Seventy-Seven, towards the valley, Harlingen, and home, he had turned the air-conditioner back to low. There had been other talks during the five months. And now, as after the other times, the

  flavour of plausibility of the things she said faded quickly away, and it all became nonsense, a neurotic and inexplicable and corroding rejection by the woman he thought he had known so well.




  Below Kingsville, recalling the many things said, he kept thinking of better responses. His attitude had been wrong. She was having some kind of girlish tizzy and the right approach would have

  been to tell her that he had humoured her long enough. Tell her firmly and pleasantly that fantasy time was over, there was the wife-job to do, the one she had contracted for, so let’s go get

  the kid and the suitcases and take you home where you belong. But being with her made him feel uncertain, an unfamiliar and unpleasant state of mind, wanting to confess to crimes he could not

  comprehend.




  He felt a tremor in the steering wheel and glanced at the speedometer and saw it resting at just under a hundred miles an hour. It irritated him to have been unaware of such high speed, and even

  as he accepted the need to drop down to eighty, he pushed the accelerator to the floor, hands locked on the wheel. At a hundred and fifteen the slight tremor smoothed out. But at a hundred and

  twenty-five the heavy car began to feel light, buoyant, floating slightly on the irregularities in the paving, no longer under his total control. Sam Boylston felt an angry exaltation, a pleasure

  in an unnamed defiance. The speedometer moved upward a bit more, but so reluctantly he knew the car was at its limit. If any one of several variables went astray now, the car would stop only as

  smoking junk far off the right of way, and the damned woman could wonder the rest of her life how much her stupid intractability had contributed to the death of the husband.




  Something attracted his eye, and when he glanced in the rear vision mirror he saw, far behind him on the long straight stretch, bleached by sunlight, the pulsing of the chase-light atop the roof

  of the patrol car in pursuit.




  He took his foot off the accelerator at once. An asinine performance. Erratic and juvenile. Sober man indulging in the kind of dramatics usually reserved for the drunk or the disturbed.




  But, he thought, damn Lyn anyway. I kept everything in order, kept everything moving along very nicely for three months. But for the past two the world has been going out of focus. Sudden

  irritability with people who haven’t deserved it. Appointments forgotten. Some very sour decisions—in small matters, fortunately. A drink or two too many at the club. That curious

  impulse to smack Bern Wallader in the mouth last week. And, too, that sweatiness and sense of sick anticipation when I stopped at the light in Brownsville and that little chippy in her short tight

  skirt, rolling her hips, walked so impudently across in front of the car, glanced, half smiled and glanced again, Indio blood showing in the breadth of her face, tilt of dark eyes, stepped up on

  the kerb, stopped there to give me the chance, turning with a certain hauteur, arching herself in display. All I had to do was reach over and swing the door open. Came damned close to it. Not over

  sixteen, I’d guess, more probably fifteen. Disaster in a prematurely ripe package. But the car behind me honked, the light was green, and I went on, with the palms of my hands cold and

  slippery on the wheel.




  ‘What are you trying to do to me?’ he said aloud, striking the top of the wheel with the heel of his right hand.




  His speed was down to fifty. The patrol car was on his bumper and the siren gave an imperative growl. He braked and steered over onto the shoulder and stopped. The patrol car passed him and cut

  in and stopped directly in front of him, chase-light still revolving. The husky trooper got out quickly and as he approached, Sam was mildly surprised to see that he had the revolver ready in his

  hand.




  Sam rolled the window down, and the man said, ‘Keep your hands where I can see them and get out slowly when I open— Oh! Hey, Mr. Boylston. I thought you were a flyer.’




  Sam looked at the weather-brown face, went back through mental files, came up with the name. Shugg. He’d given official testimony two years ago when the son of a county judge had been

  killed on this same stretch of highway.




  As Shugg quickly holstered the weapon, Sam looked at his sleeve markings and got out of the coolness into the highway heat, and said, ‘How are you making it, Corporal Shugg?’




  ‘Not too bad, I guess.’




  ‘You thought I was a what?’




  ‘A flyer. A kid who gets hold of something with a lot of horses, the old man’s, or he steals it, and looks for a long stretch where he can put it right down on the floor and keep it

  there. When I saw I wasn’t going to gain on you worth a damn, I radioed ahead for a road block, and then I cancelled when you eased off.’




  Sam, by an effort of will, kept his hands steady as he lit a cigarette. ‘Damn fool procedure, I guess. I’ve got a little front-end vibration at high speed, and I thought if I could

  pinpoint where it smooths out again, it would help them find out what it is.’




  Shugg looked puzzled, ‘I was just going to apologize for holding you up and tell you I know you got a good reason for hustling back to Harlingen, but nobody has a reason good enough for

  what you were doing.’




  ‘Reason?’




  ‘You didn’t hear it on the news, then?’




  ‘Hear what?’




  ‘There’s a big search going on for Mr. Kayd’s boat over there in the Bahamas. He didn’t make a radio check yesterday morning like he did every morning, and then he

  didn’t get to where he was supposed to be headed, and didn’t make radio contact this morning either, so they started an air search and can’t find a thing, not so far. Seven people

  aboard. The Kayd family and the hired captain and his wife and your sister Leila. I just guessed that was why you were in—a big hurry, Mr. Boylston.’




  He went directly to the offices of Boylston and Worth, Attorneys at Law. He hurried through the silence and emptiness of Sunday afternoon back to his large corner office, turned

  the Sunday setting of the thermostat down ten degrees, made certain his phone was on the night plug and alive, then looked up the number of the newspaper, asked if Tom Insley was there, got him on

  the line immediately.




  ‘Tom? Sam. I heard the three o’clock news on the car radio. Have you got anything new on the situation?’




  ‘Not a thing, Sam. Hell of a note. I know how upset you must be. But as long as I’ve got you on the line, do you want to make any kind of a statement?’




  ‘No harm in that, I guess. Let’s see now. Bixby Kayd’s cruiser, the Muñeca, is a custom-built boat, diesel powered, very solidly constructed, with all customary

  safety devices and navigation aids. I understand that the weather has been clear the past two days and the seas calm. I have every confidence that Bix would employ a captain over there who knows

  the waters and is totally qualified. I have two guesses. One is that they had some kind of electrical failure affecting the engines and have drifted out of the area now being searched. Or, they

  changed their announced destination, and Bix would have so indicated when he called the Nassau Marine Operator yesterday morning, but the electrical failure kept him from so doing, and again they

  would be outside the search area. I have—I have every confidence they’ll be spotted today, or no later than tomorrow, and we’ll have an explanation of what happened. Okay?’




  There was too long a delay, too much hesitation before Tom Insley answered. Sam Boylston felt a prickling sensation at the nape of his neck, that most basic and primitive warning.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ he demanded.




  ‘I guess we have a more complete report than you heard on the radio news, Sam. Bix bought another boat in Florida, a little over twenty feet, and took it in tow. It would get into places

  too shallow for the Muñeca. Thing is, it was equipped with a transistorised ship-to-shore. Thirty watts. And a good sea boat, fast, lots of power, the same kind of hull they use in

  those Miami-to-Nassau races. Look, I don’t want to upset you any more than you are, but the Bahamas are full of pleasure boats in May. There’s no news of any contact by any of them with

  either of Bix’s boats. I can’t see a simultaneous electrical failure.’




  ‘Then you better say that I am optimistic about them being found.’




  ‘Are you?’




  ‘The reason has to be off the record, Tom.’




  ‘Too many things are, but go ahead.’




  ‘Bix Kayd never took a hundred per cent pleasure trip in his life. I guess you know I did some law work for him. I resigned. We’re still reasonably friendly. There were too many

  surprises. You can’t do your best job for a client unless you know the whole picture, know everything he’s fiddling around with. Bix is a promoter. He likes to stay behind the scenes.

  He’s more secretive than he has to be because I guess he gets a boot out of it. Nobody but Bix and his personal tax accountants know the whole structure. This disappearance has the smell of

  one of his little games.’




  ‘How could it do him any good?’




  ‘Think it through, Tom. Some of the things he’s known to be behind could take quite a slide when the exchanges open tomorrow. Through a plausible dummy he could have set up to sell

  short, buy back at the bottom, and show up wearing a broad smile about Wednesday.’




  ‘Until the S.E.C. digs into it?’




  ‘The way he moves, he doesn’t leave many tracks. And there’s quite a swarm of congressmen who keep coming back to his place for barbecue and bourbon.’




  ‘So you’ll just wait and see?’




  ‘A little more than that. I have some sources. I’ll nose around and see if I can get some kind of a hint about what kind of business he was combining with pleasure this

  time.’




  ‘Will you let me know? Off the record, of course.’




  ‘That’s going to depend on what it is.’




  After he hung up, Sam Boylston got up and walked over and stood with his hands shoved into his hip pockets, looking out the window wall, across at the empty asphalt acres of the Northway

  Shopping Plaza, and the new Valley Citizens Trust building beyond. He realized that he was staring at another by-product of what Lyd called his compulsion to neaten up the world. With the increase

  in the size of their practice and the need for a larger staff and larger quarters, he and his partner, Taylor Worth, had started looking around.




  They had found Bern Wallader sitting on this big tract, planning an eventual shopping centre, fretting over traffic counts, moving all too slowly and conservatively, and planning too small. At

  that time Sam had just become a director of Valley Citizens and had known of the bank’s need to find a new site. After a long talk with the bank president, and a confidential talk with the

  appropriate people in local government, and another with some people in Houston specializing in the planning and construction of surburban shopping complexes, he had boosted Bern Wallader into

  nervous and apprehensive action, finally getting him to move only by putting up collateral and signing notes in return for a piece of the action. Now in addition to twice the number of retail

  outlets Bern had thought feasible, there was the bank, the professional office building, and acres of new housing going on on the rearward land which Sam had optioned the day he began to believe

  Bern Wallader could be persuaded to begin taking risks.




  And it had started merely because they had needed more space and hadn’t been able to find anything suitable and had wondered if anyone would build to their requirements. It was a strange

  knack for commercial serendipity. Or perhaps, he thought, it was merely a trick of objectivity. You saw what was quite logical and necessary, and wondered why people dragged their feet, complained

  of digestive pains, worried about reducing their obligations before starting something new and, when they had something feasible, had this strange compulsion to dwarf their own concepts. With a

  geometrically increasing increment of nearly three hundred thousand new souls in the Republic each and every month, only the most visionary projects could hope to keep pace. Most minds were dim and

  dingy places, and most thinking a slow and muddied flow, full of unidentified emotional debris, obsolete concepts, frightened rites and superstitions.




  When things did not move, you checked until you found that point where the minimum leverage would create the maximum motion. It took time, certainly. And a cold and lasting attention to both the

  details and the total objective. You had to conceal your impatience with those associates who could not keep pace, and take practical advantage of those on the other side of the table with the same

  defects.




  And why should Lyd disapprove of that? Wasn’t it the essential stuff of survival. Did she want softness, apathy, amiable sloth?




  You had to hold on tight, or it could all go wrong. That was something Lydia Jean didn’t comprehend. He looked back across the years to the way it had all gone bad, so quickly. He had been

  taking Moon Lad, his big grey, across open country at a full run and the left foreleg had gone deep into the unseen hole, big bones cracking like a tree branch, and as he had rolled over and over

  across the turf he’d heard the strange, breathy screaming of the big, beloved horse. It kept trying to get up and could not, but stopped the terrible noise and lay watching him as if

  confident he could fix any bad thing. He had taken off his T-shirt and fashioned a blindfold for the horse, patting him, talking to him, because he could not use the carbine from the saddle sheath

  with those eyes looking at him and at the gun. He placed the slug perfectly, walking through a swimming landscape and was cried out before he got back to get the hands and the jeep with the dozer

  blade and the shovels and go back and bury Moon Lad before the zopilotes got to him.




  Two weeks later, he lost the first set, but took the second and third to eliminate Rooster Hines and thus get into the finals of the tennis championship, where he would face Bill Cupp, whom he

  knew he could take readily. He showered and joined the group of his friends at the pool and got into a spirited game of tag. Avoiding a tag he had run and taken a flat racing dive into the pool,

  only to have the hefty Indrigan girl surface directly in front of him. He had put his hands palm outward, hit her massive shoulder, felt the pain like hot knives in his right wrist, and knew even

  as he sat on the pool apron and saw the puffing begin that Bill Cupp had the trophy by default.




  And the following week the parents who would have applauded and celebrated victory were both dead.




  There was a kind of infection about disasters, both large and small. They were linked somehow. Most importantly, they did not strike with total randomness. It had been careless to run Moon Lad

  across that kind of country. It had been foolish to play the tag game when the pool was that crowded. Ask for two, and they give you the third free.




  He knew that it was not logical, and knew that superstition was a weakness. But long ago, after the world had gone wrong, he had vowed he would tighten down, that he would not let any first

  wedge be driven in, and if there was a small disaster not of his making, then he would be double careful to keep chance at arm’s length long enough for the infection to heal itself.




  But now he could sense a new darkness. Lyd’s voluntary defection was a disaster which was making his days ever more bleak. The idiocy with the car was another disaster trying to happen.

  And it had some tenuous link with Leila, with Bix, with the Muñeca.




  He hunched his shoulders slightly and turned away from the window. He was a slender man of middle height, sandy hair, grey eyes, a face just round enough to give him a deceptive boyishness. He

  was slight enough so that in repose, had he not had the weathered pigmentation of the range lands, the sun-squint furrows near his eyes, he might have had a somewhat frail look. But in all movement

  he had a wiry precision, a taut and springy economy and swiftness of those with the inherited musculature and reflexes of the athlete. This was his vanity, its outward expression the excellent fit

  of custom shirts, tailored business suits, and the expensive informal clothes and sports clothes.




  He sat and stared at the phone and reviewed all the hints and rumours of Bix’s activities he could remember hearing during the past months. He narrowed the possible sources of information

  down to the two most likely—old Judge Billy Alwerd down in Brownsville, and big Tom Dorra who owned all those groves and had his home place over near McAllen. He knew that they had hitchhiked

  in a small way on some of Kayd’s previous operations, and he knew they had been seen together before the Muñeca had embarked from Brownsville for the trip up around the Gulf

  Coast and down around the Florida keys.




  He picked up the phone before it completed the first ring. Person-to-person to Mr. Samuel Boylston.




  ‘This is Jonathan, sir. Is Leila okay?’




  ‘I probably don’t know any more than you do. Just what’s on the news.’




  ‘I began to worry before there was anything on the news. You see, sir, yesterday was my birthday. She was going to phone me. You know how she is. She wouldn’t forget. And she’d

  make a real effort.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘What are you going to do?’




  ‘I guess the only thing we can do is wait.’




  ‘I think, sir—I’ll go over there.’




  ‘What can you do that isn’t being done?’




  ‘I don’t know. But neither of us liked this thing right from the start. We didn’t have a good feeling about it. And—I’d just feel better if I wasn’t so far

  away from where the trouble is. Maybe it’s stupid. But we haven’t done too well being sensible, it seems like.’




  ‘When did you last hear from her Jonathan?’




  ‘I got an airmail postcard Friday. She mailed it in Nassau. She said she was going to try to get the call through to me between seven and ten yesterday night, my time, so that’s when

  I should stay near the phone here.’




  ‘Anything else?’




  ‘The rest was just personal.’




  ‘I can’t stop you from flying over.’




  ‘I know. I haven’t made up my mind for sure, sir. I think I’ll see if there’s anything on the news tomorrow morning and then decide. I talked to Mr. Wing about it.

  He’s been very nice about it. He said to tell you he hopes everything works out okay about Leila.’




  ‘Bud Wing gave me a good report on you, Jonathan.’




  After a silence Jonathan Dye said, ‘I guess the nice thing to do would be to act pleased or something. But I’m not in the mood for it. I never could get it across to you I’ve

  been doing any kind of work I could get since I was fourteen years old. I’ve done easier work than this, and I’ve done harder work than this. And nobody has ever given me any bad

  reports on how I do. I like Mr. Wing. But he gets an hour of work for every hour of pay. Sir, I guess we could leave it this way. If there’s nothing new tomorrow morning, you’ll know

  I’m going over there, and when I know where I’ll be, I’ll wire you.’




  ‘Fine. And—good luck.’




  After a few moments he began looking up Billy Alwerd’s home phone number.










  Chapter Five




  CRISTEN HARKINSON crawled forward in the little Dutchman, feeling the sailboat right itself as the boy, Oliver, pulled the last

  of the mainsail down out of the push of the wind off Biscayne Bay. He had managed it, as always, at precisely the right moment, so that the momentum carried them through the slot and into the

  protected private boat basin south of Crissy’s house, just around the point on which the house had been built, where the basin was sheltered from winds out of any northerly quarter.




  With the last of its momentum, it glided at an angle towards the dock. She stood, reached, caught the sun-warm planking, fended the boat to a stop near a mooring cleat, pulled the dock line down

  and made it fast to the bow ring. Oliver pulled the stern in and made it fast. He had another half hour of work, hosing her down, stowing the gear, buttoning the sailboat up, then mooring her

  across the angle of the dock where she would ride without rubbing.




  Crissy climbed up onto the dock and turned and looked down at the nineteen-year-old boy. He had begun his work, keeping his solemn face turned away from her. With each motion he made, the big

  muscles bunched and slid under the hide of his broad back. The hair on his long brown legs was sunbleached to a powder white, making a strange halo against the orange light of the evening sun.




  Standing there, Crissy had a sense of how they would look from the proper dramatic angle. The elegant figure of the tall woman on the dock, hair tousled, salty, bleached several shades of blonde

  white by all the sailing. Pale blue bikini. Black-hued wrap-around sun glasses. Ratsey bag, red and white, swinging from a crooked finger. The body, youthful and taut enough for the bikini, sunned

  to a gold tinged now with the bronze red of the day on the water, contrasting with the leather brown of the pale-eyed, white-toothed, sailboat boy.




  She stood well, remembering the lessons. Grass green, thinking the lessons would aim you right at the cover of Harper’s Bazaar, but you ended up doing your turns and pirouettes in

  those schlock outfits, pirated designs, in front of the buyers who’d stroke the fabric and call you Crissy-baby, and ordered in hundred dozen lots for little chains nobody ever heard of. At a

  hundred yards, old buddies, the figure is still twenty years old. But put a hard-focus close-up on the face in the cruel sunlight and it will read thirty, which is just as much a triumph because

  that is still a half dozen and better years off the truth.




  ‘Oliver?’




  ‘Ma’am?’




  He still did not look up at her standing there above him on the dock. ‘Now don’t you go running off, hear? I owe you for the last two days, so you come to the house when

  you’re through here.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am.’




  She went slowly and lazily up the long curve of the stone stairway—wide shallow steps hewn out of coquina rock and set into the slope of the lawn. Halfway up she made a mental wager with

  herself, turned her head quickly and caught him motionless, hunkered there, sail cover in hand, staring at her. He looked down quickly. Smiling to herself she climbed the last step and crossed the

  patio to the roofed terrace, walked to the far end of it, rolled the glass door back and went into her bedroom. It was a few minutes before six. She opened the panel in the wall of the lounge

  portion of the bedroom and turned the television set on. Local news at six on Saturday night.




  She opened the door to the bedroom wing corridor and bawled, ‘Francisca! Francisca, damn it!’




  In moments her little Cuban housemaid came scurrying in, eyes wide in mock alarm.




  ‘Damn it, you had to see us come in!’




  ‘I’m not watch. Honest to Jesus, Miss Creesy.’




  Local news had begun. ‘Hold it a minute,’ Crissy said. She moved over to the television set.




  After a report of a drowning and a bloody automobile accident on the Tamiami Trail and an averted strike, he said, ‘As yet the large-scale air and sea search in the Bahamas for the missing

  yacht, the Mu—’




  Crissy clicked it off and said, ‘Did they come and fix that damned pump?’




  ‘Si! Yes. What was in it?’ The girl frowned, wrinkling most of her delicate face. She held forefingers a few inches apart. ‘Una lagartija. Eh?’




  ‘A what?’




  ‘How is it a snake, but has feets?’




  ‘A lizard. You mean a lizard got into the pump?’




  Francisca’s smile was full of joy. ‘Damn well told.’ She wore a bright red skirt, white blouse, gold sandals.




  ‘Got a guest, have you?’




  ‘Some friend only, I think.’




  Crissy stripped off the two bikini halves, balled them, tossed them to the girl. ‘Now for once in your life get your mind off your friend and see if you can do three things right.

  I’m only going to tell you once.’




  Francisca gave her deft imitation of nervous, humble fright. We’re trapped in this act of ours, Crissy thought, the cruel mistress and the terrorized servant. But an act makes it easier.

  You know where you are.




  ‘First, go get that green ice bucket, fill it halfway with ice and bring it here and put it on the bar over there. Next, hang around the terrace until the sailboat boy comes after his

  money, and then bring him here—not through the place, but by way of the terrace. Third thing, I’ll be going out to eat. So go do as you please until you bring me my coffee tomorrow

  morning.’




  Her cowed repetition of the orders was marred by the little knowledgeable gleam in her chocolate eyes.




  As she hurried out, Crissy stared after her, thinking: Better you don’t laugh, you sexy little spook. Don’t tell your friend any funnies about Mees Creesy and the sailboat

  muchacho. Don’t smirk a smirk, sweetie, because everything has to add up just so, just exactly so, in a game where you don’t dare take a single chance.




  She went into her gold and white bath and took a very quick shower. Her body radiated the sun-heat of the sailing day, prickling to the spray of the water. She towelled her cropped hair with

  muscular energy, brushed it semi-dry, painted her mouth, touched her body with perfume, pulled on a Lilli Pulitzer shift, a coarse heavy weave in a vertical pattern of wide orange and white

  stripes, lined with silk. It was short, almost to mid-thigh. At the shoe rack she hesitated, decided to stay barefoot.




  She turned on the overhead light in her largest closet, went to the back of it, opened the hinged panel and, biting at her lower lip, dialled the combination on the barrel safe. She opened the

  cash box, took out two twenties for the boy for the two days of sailing lessons, then took an additional amount to replenish her household and walk-around money. The amount left was dangerously

  thin. She did not want to count it nor to guess how much might be there.




  But it was no longer something to start up the little itchings of desperation, the feeling of bleakness and dread. Instead it gave her a feeling of excitement and tension and hope. This time it

  would work. It had to work. She would make it work. And it would be an end to any need to scramble, ever again.




  ‘Bless you, Bixby,’ she whispered, ‘you big jolly Santy Claus. You ripe juicy pigeon.’ She closed the safe, tweaked the dial, closed the panel and turned off the closet

  light as she left.




  When Francisca cat-scratched at the screen panel, Crissy was carefully adding the measured ingredients for two Planters Punches in the tall glasses.




  ‘Come right in, please, Oliver,’ she called, then heard the panel slide open, slide shut, heard Francisca’s sandal-slap fading swiftly along the terrace stone.




  Without turning from the task, she said, ‘Do sit down, Oliver. Anywhere, please. I want to know why I keep getting into such foul trouble when I try to come about when we’re really

  dusting along.’




  ‘Ma’am, I guess it’s on account of the Dutchman, it’s a real tender boat, and you’ve got it in your head you can keep her on the plane coming about, so you try to

  slam her around too fast. You have to ease her, haul her pretty short when you bring her up to point, then feed it to her as fast as she’ll take it and she’ll get back planing. You

  can’t yank her around. But—you’re getting better at it.’




  She took the two tall glasses up, turned and walked towards him, saying, ‘Thank you, dear Oliver.’ The carpeting, in a pale tone of cinnamon, was laid over foam-rubber sheets, and

  the pliancy of it under her bare feet accentuated her awareness of herself, oiled sockets of hip and knee, the shift in alternating diagonal stress lines pulling the softness of lining against the

  sunheated flesh, of the stronger odour of her perfume vaporized in her private warmths, of the ice-cold glasses in her hands, of the slippery lining of her underlip where her tongue-tip touched it,

  even of the slight heaviness and dampness of a sun-white curl bobbing against her temple in the cadence of her walk towards the boy. No western light could enter this room, but a reflected

  orange-golden light came in, partly from the coconut fronds tall enough to reach into the sunlight and turn to copper. Beyond the brown boy she could see the homing boats of Saturday, a few of

  them, dots on the broad bay, heading northerly to Dinner Key and to the city. In the strange, fading light she felt leonine, softly powerful.




  She held a drink to him and said, ‘I hate these when they’re made too sweet.’




  ‘Please—I got to leave, I really got to leave.’




  He stood awkwardly in the shorts and white T-shirt, one shoulder higher than the other, eyes moving swiftly from side to side, his vision moving across her at throat level, his throat bulging in

  an effortful, dry swallow, his hand reaching aimlessly behind him for the catch that would free the sliding panel.




  He had a bony face, and not quite enough chin. His ears stuck out, and his upper lip was lugubriously long, and even at nineteen there were the beginning signs of how the brown-dark hair would

  recede. Poor lamb, she thought as she put the drinks on the near-by table.
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