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WENDELL CATLEDGE SAT UP AND SQUINTED AT THE SMUDGE ON the horizon. It should not have been a surprise, he thought, but it was. The boat slid smoothly along in the light wind, and even the slight movement made it hard to focus on the shape, but it wasn’t a ship or an oil rig, and in the early morning light, it seemed to be pink. He pulled at his beard and ran a hand through his hair, which was a good six months overdue for cutting. Hell, it just might be, it just might be what he guessed it was.

He glanced at the sails, left the autopilot in charge, and climbed down the companionway ladder to the navigation station. As he slid into the chart table seat he allowed himself yet another look at his instrument array. It was all there—full Brookes & Gatehouse electronics, VHF and SSB radios, loran, Satnav, Weatherfax, a compact personal computer, and his own brainchild and namesake, the Cat One printer. That little machine had brought him all this—the yacht, the gear, and the time to sail. Cat had waked up one morning and realized that, after nearly thirty years in electronics, he was an overnight success. He gave the printer a fatherly pat and turned to his chart of the southern Caribbean.

He pushed a button on the loran and got a readout of longitude and latitude, then plotted the coordinates on his chart and confirmed his suspicion. They were south of their course from Antigua to Panama and the Canal, and the smudge on the horizon wasn’t all that far off the rhumb line. A tiny thrill ran through him. This is what it’s all about, he thought, that little thrill of discovery, pushing back the boundaries, punching through the envelope. He laughed aloud to himself, then he banged his flat palm onto the chart table.

“All hands on deck!” he shouted, grabbing the binoculars and starting for the companionway ladder. “All hands on deck!” he yelled again, pausing in the hatchway, “Come on, everybody, shake it!” There was a rustling noise from the after cabin and a loud thump from the forepeak. He raised the glasses and focused on the distant, pink smudge. It was. It was, indeed.

Katie was the first into the cockpit, rubbing her eyes. Jinx was a step or two behind, having paused long enough to find a life jacket. “What is it, Cat? What’s wrong?” his wife demanded.

“What’s going on, Daddy?” Jinx yelled, wide-eyed.

He was pleased that, in her excitement, Jinx had forgotten to call him Cat. When she addressed him as an equal, it reminded him she was growing up—had grown up. “Right over there,” he said, pointing at the smudge.

Both women squinted at the horizon, shielding their eyes from the sun, which was now just above the horizon, big and hot.

“What is it?” Jinx demanded. “I can only see sort of a smudge.”

“That’s South America, kid,” he replied. “Never let it be said your old man didn’t show you South America.”

She turned to him, a look of astonished disgust spreading over her face. “You mean you got me out of the sack for that?” She turned to her mother and shrugged, spreading her hands.

“For Christ’s sake, Cat,” his wife said, “I thought we were sinking.” Both women turned back toward the companionway.

“Hey, wait a minute, guys,” Cat said, thrusting the chart toward them, “that smudge is the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, a little mountain range that goes up to nearly nineteen thousand feet; that’s the La Guajira Peninsula of Colombia out there; just south of it is the fabled Venezuelan port of Maracaibo. Doesn’t that name send a chill right through you?”

“It sends a yawn right through me,” Jinx said, yawning.

“No, wait a minute, kitten,” Katie said to her daughter. “Look at it through the glasses. Your father didn’t bring us all this way to miss this sort of thing.”

Jinx took the binoculars and looked through them at the smudge. “Gee,” she said, flatly, “you’re right, it’s a mountain. I’ve never seen a mountain before.” She handed the glasses back to her mother.

Katie raised the glasses to her eyes. “You’re right, it’s a mountain. I’ve never seen a mountain before, either. Wow.” She handed the binoculars back to Cat. “Can we go back to bed now?”

“Aw, listen, I know it’s early, but you’ve got to get into the spirit. How would you like to have lunch in Colombia? How about that for a little unscheduled adventure?”

“I thought you were anxious to get through the Canal,” Katie replied.

“Well, what the hell? It’s not much out of the way, and we need to get that alternator fixed, you know. No more showers or microwave or hair dryer until we can charge the batteries again, and all that stuff in the freezer is going to go, too.” The alternator had been down for two days, and they didn’t have a spare. “Take a look here, both of you,” Cat said, spreading the chart on a cockpit seat. “Here’s Santa Marta, just down here. It’s a commercial port, and they’re bound to have some sort of electrical repair place there.”

“Listen, I don’t like what I hear about Colombia,” Katie said. “All I hear is pickpockets and drugs and stuff. Sounds like a pretty rough place to me.”

“Don’t believe everything you read in the papers,” Cat replied. “Hell, lots of people go there all the time. It’s just like any other place; a few of them get ripped off, sure. We’ve been in neighborhoods in Atlanta that were probably as dangerous as anything in Santa Marta.”

“I don’t know, Cat.”

“Listen, Mom,” Jinx broke in, “I don’t mind getting ripped off if I can use the shower pump again. My hair is terminally dirty.”

“Come on, Katie,” Cat cajoled, “we’ll be there in time for lunch, we’ll get the alternator fixed, and we’ll be back at sea again by dinnertime. What do you say?”

Katie shrugged. “Well, okay,” she said, reluctantly, “I guess I could use a shower, myself.”

“You’re on,” Cat said, switching off the autopilot. “Showers for everybody. Stand by to come about.” He put the helm over, tacked the boat, sheeted in the headsail, and, using his palm across the compass rose on the chart, set a rough course for Santa Marta. The women started below.

“You want some breakfast?” Katie called back.

“Well, as long as you’re up,” Cat grinned.

“Oh, I’m up, all right.”

“So am I,” Jinx echoed. “I’ll give you a hand with the pancakes. You do want pancakes, don’t you, Cat?”

“Need you ask?” Katie said. “He really needs to put on some weight.” They disappeared below.

Cat placed an exploratory hand on his belly. Well, maybe he was getting a little thick about the middle, but hell, he was hungry. He wasn’t sure what he weighed at the moment, but he reckoned it must be at least twenty pounds over his usual two hundred and twenty. He was a tall man, though, six-three in his bare feet; he could carry a few more pounds.

He sat back, steered the boat by hand, and tried to think if he had ever been happier. He had not. He had thought he was too old to be this happy. He’d had the boat built in Finland by Nautor and shipped to Fort Lauderdale, where he had supervised the installation of the electronics himself. Katie and Jinx had joined him, and they’d shaken the boat down, cruising down the islands as far as Antigua before reprovisioning and starting for the Canal. Once through, they would take a few days to haul the boat out, scrub the bottom, and make any last-minute repairs before pointing toward the South Pacific. After that they would have another eighteen months of his two-year leave of absence from the business to circumnavigate the world.

Jinx came up the companionway ladder with orange juice and coffee on a tray and sat beside him, bracing her feet on the cockpit seat opposite. She seemed to be wearing only a T-shirt; the girl rarely bothered with underwear, and it made Cat nervous. Never mind that he had powdered her bottom and changed her a thousand times; at eighteen, she was tall, slender, and full-breasted, just like her mother, and even more beautiful—heart-stoppingly beautiful. Cat was afraid that some movie agent was going to capture her out of a university theater production and whisk her off to be a starlet. Cat had a theory that beautiful women were at a disadvantage in the world, that once their looks opened a few doors, they would be exploited and used up while they were young and left with no better alternative than marriage to the richest and least unattractive man available. He had seen these women in bars and around hotel swimming pools, worrying about the sag of their breasts and the wrinkles at the corners of their eyes, contemplating the latest cosmetic surgery. Jinx was a smart kid, and he wanted her to have a career that would give her some independence and self-esteem. When she had graduated from high school, he’d taken her aside. She had laughed aloud at his concerns.

“Me a cheerleader, entering beauty contests? Come on, Cat, you know me better than that!”

He was glad to postpone her college for a couple of years and show her some of the world. More than that, he was glad to have her close to him for a little while longer before she flew the coop entirely. Cat didn’t know whether she was still a virgin, and he wasn’t about to ask her, but he thought the chances were good that she was. They’d always kept a tight rein on her, and she had usually accepted their judgment with good grace. Not that she had been unduly sheltered; she’d had a full social life in high school, but none of the weekend house parties with fraternity boys three and four years older, none of the drinking and drug use. She expressed contempt for all that. There was a quiet wisdom about Jinx that contrasted sharply with her line of bright patter and her extraordinary, dark beauty. There was also a naïveté—Cat thought she was still not fully aware of the effect her bun-revealing shorts and tiny bikinis had on the opposite sex, not excluding himself. For all her native intelligence, she was still very much the child-woman. These two years of sailing were going to be precious to him—the rare gift of an extension of what had always been a remarkably close father-daughter relationship.

They sailed along quietly for a couple of minutes, then, without any warning, she said, “Daddy, what about Dell?”

Cat’s stomach knotted at the sound of his son’s name. “What about him?”

“Why don’t you call him from Santa Marta and ask him to meet us in Panama? You know what a great crew he is.”

“I don’t think Dell is interested in sailing these days. Besides, he’d probably get arrested going through customs.”

“Cat, you need to patch it up with him,” she said, gravely.

“Wrong, Jinx,” Cat replied, quickly, “Dell needs to patch it up with the world. How can I possibly patch it up with him while he’s doing what he’s doing? Are we going to have big, family Sunday dinners and worry about the cops busting in on us? Am I going to take him sailing through a dozen foreign ports and have to sweat getting busted in customs every time?”

“He needs your help.”

“I’ll give him my help when he’s ready to ask me for it. It’s been rejected too many times.” God knew that was true; he had given up thinking about the number of scrapes he’d gotten the boy out of, the number of new schools and fresh starts he’d financed. In marked contrast to Jinx, Dell had always been rebellious, lazy, and surly.

Katie appeared in the companionway with two plates of pancakes and they both shut up.

Cat grinned at her. “Now I remember why I married you.”

“You want these in your lap, buster?” Katie grinned back.

Jinx patted his belly. “Yeah, you might just as well apply them directly to the paunch. Why go to the trouble of eating them?”

Three hours later, the entrance to the harbor at Santa Marta loomed ahead. The three of them stood in the cockpit and gazed at the land. To their right, a group of high-rise buildings stood behind a fringe of palms. “That’s the beach area,” Cat said. “The port is over there to the left, behind that little island. The main town is at the port.” An older, more Spanish group of buildings could be seen beyond the beach.

Suddenly Katie said, “Cat, let’s don’t go in here. I’ve got a bad feeling about this place.”

Cat didn’t speak for a moment. Katie had had bad feelings about things before, and she was usually right. “Oh, hell, Katie,” he said, finally. “We’re half an hour away from getting the alternator fixed. Showers for everybody!”

Katie said nothing.

Glancing frequently at the chart, Cat held his course for the harbor entrance.
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CAT HAD EXPECTED A MARINA OF SOME SORT, HOWEVER PRIMITIVE, but he was disappointed. There was an area to his left that berthed half a dozen modern ships, loading and unloading; there was a mixture of smaller craft around the harbor—a small coaster or two, some fishing boats, and the odd sportfisherman—and tied next to a concrete wharf were four or five sailboats, ranging from roughly twenty-five to fifty feet in length.

With Jinx and Katie standing by with lines at bow and stem, their regular drill, Cat eased the yacht into a vacant spot at the wharf. Jinx had changed into a bikini, and he could almost hear the eyeballs click on the boats around them and on the quay as she hopped ashore and secured her line.

Cat slipped the binoculars from around his neck, deposited them on a cockpit seat, and stepped onto the deck. “Get some clothes on, kid,” he said as he brushed past Jinx. “We’re in a strange place; there might be some strange people.” She rolled her eyes, sighed, and jumped back aboard. Cat climbed a rusty steel ladder and came onto an area containing some buildings that appeared to be warehouses. Nothing like any small-boat repair facility. A couple of hundred yards away, traffic bustled through downtown Santa Marta, an orderly collection of white stucco buildings dotted with palms and other tropical vegetation. He could see the spires of a small cathedral over the red-tiled roofs. He turned to see a soldier approaching, bearing an old American .30-caliber carbine, the sort he himself had carried as a Marine officer.

“Hasta la vista,” Cat said to the soldier, exhausting his Spanish.

The soldier asked something in Spanish.

“Speak English?” Cat asked, hopefully. It was going to be tough if nobody spoke English.

“No, señor,” the soldier said, shrugging.

Over the man’s shoulder, Cat saw somebody less Latin-looking coming toward them.

“American?” the fellow asked.

Cat looked at him hopefully. Small, deeply tanned, tousled sun-bleached hair, a little on the long side—faded cutoff jeans, worn Topsiders, and a tennis shirt that had seen better days. Somewhere in his twenties. Cat knew in a moment he had found his man. The kid had Boat Bum written all over him. “Sure am,” Cat smiled.

“Where from?”

“Atlanta.”

The kid stuck out his hand. “My name’s Denny. San Diego.”

Cat took the hand; it was rough and hard. The boy had hauled a few ropes in his time. “Cat Catledge, Denny. Glad to meet you. You don’t know how glad, in fact. My Spanish is nonexistent. Could you say to the soldier, here, that I just want to get my alternator fixed, then shove off?”

Denny spoke in rapid Spanish to the soldier, who replied more briefly. “He says you’ll have to come to the port captain’s office and check in, then you’ll have to clear customs, but the port captain and the customs officer are both at lunch, so it might be awhile before you’re legal.”

Jinx joined them. She had slipped a T-shirt over the bikini, but it wasn’t long enough. Her creamy buns protruded from the bottom. “What’s happening, Cat?”

Cat raised a hand to quiet her. “Just getting some information from our friend, the soldier, here. This is Denny, he’s an American.”

“Hi, Denny, I’m Jinx.” She fixed him with a dazzling smile.

Denny looked vaguely stunned. It wasn’t the first time Cat had seen this sort of reaction to Jinx. The young man looked around him. “Listen, you’re just here to fix your alternator, right?”

“Right,” Cat replied.

“Well, if you don’t want to hang around any longer than that takes, I can probably fix it with this guy for a few bucks, and you can avoid the formalities.”

“How much?”

“Ten bucks American, maybe twenty.”

“You’re on, Denny,” he said to the kid.

Denny spoke to the soldier again and got a sly look and a nod. “Give him ten,” he said to Cat.

Jinx spoke up. “Cat, are you bribing somebody? You want to get us all arrested?”

“Jinx, clam up,” Cat said. “We’re going to get out of here as quickly as possible.”

Cat handed the money to the soldier, who turned away without another word.

“Thanks,” Cat said to the kid. “I really do just want to get our repairs done. I’m off a Swan 43 back there, name of Catbird. You know anybody around here can lay hands on a sick alternator?”

“Sure,” the boy replied. “There’s a guy up in the town. Let’s pull it off and I’ll run it up there for you. You’ll have to stay inside the fenced compound here, unless you want to start messing with customs.”

“You work here?” Cat asked as they climbed down the ladder to the yacht.

Denny grinned, exposing a set of good teeth. “Nobody works much around here,” he replied. “I work the sport boats, hire out when somebody hauls a boat, clean a bottom now and then.” They were walking toward the boat, Jinx ahead of them. Denny couldn’t take his eyes off her. Cat felt almost sorry for him.

They reached the boat, and Katie stuck her head through the hatch. “Katie, this is Denny; he’s going to give us a hand with the alternator. Denny, this is my wife, Katie.”

“Hello, Denny,” Katie said.

“Hi, Mrs. Catledge,” Denny said, shooting her an infectious grin. Katie waved and went back below.

They climbed aboard, and Cat led the way down the companionway. He lifted the ladder and unlatched the engine cover.

“Beautiful boat,” Denny said, admiringly, looking around the saloon. “I haven’t seen a Swan around here for a long time. She looks new.”

“Brand-new, nearly,” Cat replied. “We shook her down from Lauderdale to Antigua, now we’re headed for the Canal and the South Pacific. Gonna take a couple of years. Right after we get this alternator up and running.”

“Bet it’s the diode,” Denny said, kneeling to the engine. “Got a wrench?”

Cat handed him a wrench set rolled in canvas and watched as Denny quickly unbolted the alternator. He seemed to know his way around engines, something Cat admired. He, himself, was something of a genius in electronics, but unlike most other technical types, he didn’t much like mechanical things.

Denny stood up. “Give me an hour or so,” he said, “if it’s the diode and my guy has the part. If he doesn’t, I’ll have to scrounge around some. Suppose he has to order it from Bogotá? That would take a couple of days, even if it’s airfreighted.”

“Cat . . .” Katie said, worriedly.

Cat shook his head. “In that case, just bring it back. I don’t want to hang around here. We’ll get it fixed in Panama.”

“Right,” Denny said.

Jinx spoke up. “Say, Mom and I want to get cleaned up. Is there a shower around here?”

“Yep, over behind that building there. No hot water, but around here the water doesn’t get very cold. Lock the door, it’s coed.”

“Maybe I’d better go with you,” Cat said. “What do you think, Denny?”

“It’s okay,” Denny replied. “Safe enough; I wouldn’t worry.” He climbed into the cockpit with the alternator.

Cat followed him up and glanced around the cockpit. “Katie,” he called below, “did you take the binoculars down with you?”

“Nope,” she called back. “They were in the cockpit a few minutes ago.”

Cat looked around the cockpit and on deck in vain.

Denny stood by, nodding slowly. “Welcome to Colombia, Mr. Catledge,” he said sorrowfully. “First thing you have to learn is never leave anything lying around. Tell me, did you used to have a spinnaker pole?”

Cat looked at the foredeck and was greeted by the sight of empty chocks. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “I wasn’t gone five minutes and Katie was on the boat the whole time.”

“You’ll be lucky if you’ve still got an anchor and warp,” Denny said.

Cat ran forward and opened the anchor well. “It’s still here,” he said with relief.

“Just one guy then, and he had his hands full,” Denny said. “I’d take it below now, and your winch handles, too. Make sure your cockpit lockers are secured, or you won’t have any sails, either.”

Cat nodded dumbly and started getting the anchor out.

“Be back in an hour or so,” Denny said, hopping onto the catwalk and starting for the ladder. “Depending.”

Cat waved him off and struggled aft with the heavy anchor and chain. Then he stopped. Jesus, he’d had his binoculars and spinnaker pole stolen, and now he’d just let a perfect stranger walk off with his alternator. He’d been a little slow in adjusting to the local climate.

The women were leaving the boat with soap, shampoo, and towels. “We’ll be back after a while,” Katie said.

“You’re not taking any money or anything valuable with you, are you?” Cat called to them.

Katie took off her wristwatch and handed it to him with her wallet. “You’re right, and believe me, we won’t linger in the shower.”

“Maybe I’d better come with you,” Cat said. Having a thief on board in broad daylight had rattled him.

“No,” Jinx said, “if you do, when we get back the boat might not be here. Don’t worry, we’ll take care of ourselves, and we can scream real loud if we have to.”

“I guess you’re right,” Cat said. “Somebody had better stay here with the boat.” They left and he went below to the chart table. He grabbed the chart, a pencil, and a plotter and headed back for the cockpit, checking to make sure his shotgun was still secured in its hidden cupboard behind the clever flap that concealed it. He’d had that done in Fort Lauderdale, and he felt better knowing they had some sort of protection aboard in this part of the world. He’d heard the horror stories, and he meant to be careful. He climbed into the cockpit and started planning his passage to the Canal. Ordinarily, he would have done it at the chart table, but now he wanted to be where he could see who came and went.

•   •   •

Four hours later he looked at his watch and then at Katie. They had all showered and had lunch. He had done his passage planning and a couple of odd jobs on the boat. The kid, Denny, was nowhere to be seen. “Well, I guess I did the wrong thing,” he said.

“Cat, let’s get out of here,” Katie said. “This place gives me the willies.”

Cat nodded; he didn’t like it much, either. “There’s probably enough juice left in the engine battery, but I want to save it for when we get to Panama, and I don’t think I want to try to sail her out of here,” he said, glancing around the area. “Too confined. We’ll inflate the dinghy and tow us out with the outboard. When we get to the Canal, we can radio for a tow. I can make a radiotelephone call to the builders on the way, and we can probably have a new alternator and spinnaker pole waiting for us in Panama.”

“That seems like the sensible thing,” Jinx chimed in. “I’m really surprised about Denny, though; I liked him.”

“So did I, until now,” Cat replied. “Let’s get moving. I’ll get the anchor back in the well; you two get the dinghy out of the aft locker and connect it to the pump. We’ll be gone in five minutes.”

As they spilled into the cockpit, there was a shout from above. “Hey, give me a hand, will you?”

They looked up to find Denny standing on the key, a cardboard box under one arm and Catbird’s spinnaker pole under the other.

Three broad smiles greeted him. “Where’d you find the pole?” Cat called.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Denny yelled, tossing down the pole, then carefully handing down the cardboard box. He hopped down onto the deck. “Sorry about the binoculars, but I had an idea about the pole and thought I ought to pursue it; it just took me longer than I figured.”

“What luck with the alternator?” Cat asked.

“Good news and bad news,” Denny replied. “There isn’t a diode anywhere in Santa Marta, but I found a new, identical alternator. The guy wanted a hundred and fifty bucks for the exchange. I know that sounds steep, but around here, it’s not bad, and I knew you wanted to get out of here.”

“That’s just great, Denny,” Cat grinned. “I’d have paid more.”

Shortly, Denny had the new alternator in place. Cat switched to the engine battery he’d been saving, started the engine, and they checked the ammeter. “Charging just fine,” Denny proclaimed. “You’re in business.”

Cat followed him into the cockpit. “You’ve been just great, Denny, I can’t thank you enough.” He pulled some bills from Katie’s wallet. “That was a hundred and fifty for the alternator, and here’s another hundred for your help. Is that okay?”

Denny held up a hand. “Listen, Mr. Catledge, I was glad to help, but instead of the money, there’s something that would be a lot more important to me.”

“If I’ve got it, you can have it,” Cat said.

“Look, I’m a good hand. I grew up on boats. I’ve done two races from San Diego to Hawaii on a Class One boat; I’ve sailed a Southern Ocean Racing Conference series on a maxi-rater; I’ve spent a year as mate on a ninety-foot gaffer—that’s how I got to Colombia. I know engines, and I can even cook. There’s hardly anything I can’t do on a boat.”

Cat nodded. “Yeah, go on.”

“Mr. Catledge, I want to get out of Colombia. This is a crazy place, full of thieves and drugs and people who’d just as soon cut your throat as look at you. My folks sent me the money, once, but I blew it, I was stupid. If you’ll give me a ride as far as the Canal, well, from there I should be able to hitch a ride up the west coast of Mexico and home to California. I know you don’t know me or anything, but I come from good people, my dad’s a dentist at home. I just sort of got off track down here, and I’d like to get back on again. I don’t have much gear, and I don’t take up much room. I promise you I’ll work my tail off for you. You won’t regret taking me.”

Cat looked at the boy; he seemed practically in tears. He thought about the young man at home he hadn’t been able to help, who wouldn’t take his help. He glanced over Denny’s shoulder at Katie and Jinx. They both nodded. He turned back, took the boy by the wrist, and slapped the money into his palm. “You’ll need the money when you get to Panama, Denny, and you’ve got yourself a berth.”

Denny let out a shout. “I’ll send the money up to the alternator guy—my gear’s up in the shed. I won’t be thirty seconds!” He leapt from the boat and ran down the catwalk.

“Stand by to cast off,” Cat called out, and the women stood by their warps. Denny was back on board almost immediately, clutching a single duffel. Cat put the engine in gear. When they were clear of the wharf, he started a tight turn to bring the yacht back into open water. “Toss your gear in the starboard pilot berth in the saloon,” he said to Denny, and the boy dived below with his duffel bag.

As they came out of the turn, they passed close by a boat of about their size moored at the other end of the quay. Cat heard a muffled shout from below on the other boat, and a man’s head popped up through the companionway. They were no more than twenty feet away. “Christ,” the man called to his wife, who was sunning herself in the cockpit, “now they’ve stolen our goddamned spare alternator. What next, the mast?”

Cat winced. Katie and Jinx, untying the mainsail, burst into helpless laughter. Denny was still below. Cat hesitated for just a moment, then kept going. “Hoist the mainsail!” he laughed.
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BY THE TIME THEY HAD BEEN AN HOUR UNDER SAIL, TO CAT’S relief, Denny had integrated himself smoothly into the running of the boat. Cat had enjoyed giving him an extensive tour of Catbird, showing off the details of his careful planning and superior electronics layout. Denny had been particularly interested in the small touches Cat had installed, like the large chart cabinet and the “gun deck”—the stainless steel, light shotgun in its hidden compartment. Denny had proved his worth with his expert handling of sail, sheet, winch, and helm, and Cat was already feeling relaxed and confident with his presence on the boat. Katie and Jinx had grown highly competent with the yacht, but it was good to have another man’s strength and expertise available in the event of some emergency.

Denny seemed to have grown somewhat more reticent, less ebullient, since their sailing, and Cat attributed this to the young man’s realization that he was, at last, on his way home. Cat wondered whether Denny’s reunion with his family, who, no doubt, disapproved of him, would be accomplished with more success than his own attempts to achieve some reconciliation with his own son, Dell. A scab never seemed to fully form over that wound, and Cat wondered, wearily, if it ever would.

Denny insisted on taking the eight-to-midnight watch so that the family could dine together. Cat would always remember that dinner—rare, because before Denny, the three of them could never sit down at the saloon table for dinner together. Their talk at that dinner seemed a summary of all the good things in their relationship. Over a bottle of a good California cabernet, they had fallen to reminiscing, Cat and Katie about their early married years, when Dell was small and Jinx tiny, and Cat was a struggling young engineer; Jinx about her memories of them in those days. They had laughed about the time when Jinx, three, had climbed high into a tree, then fallen asleep in the crotch of two limbs. They had been afraid to wake her for fear she would fall, and it had only been with some difficulty that Cat had finally managed to reach her. They had never been able to figure out how a three-year-old could have made such a climb. Cat thought of the incident as an early sign of the determination Jinx had always shown. He felt a pride and pleasure in her intelligence, beauty, and good sense that helped to make up for his disappointment in his son.

By midnight Katie was asleep and Jinx was nodding. “You’d better hit the sack, kid,” he said, reaching across the table and placing a hand on her warm cheek.

She crawled over next to him, ducked under his arm, and laid her head on his shoulder. “I think I’ll sleep right here,” she said, snuggling close.

“You used to go to sleep there all the time,” he said, stroking her thick, luxuriant hair. “I’d put you to bed when my arm got numb.”

“I remember,” she replied. “I wasn’t always asleep, you know.”

“I didn’t know.”

“I just liked it when you carried me to my bedroom and tucked me in.”

“I liked it, too.”

“I’m glad I didn’t go to college yet,” she murmured. “I’m glad I came with you and Mother on Catbird. I didn’t want to leave you, not yet.”

Cat wanted to reply, but his throat had tightened. Her head rolled a bit, and she was asleep. He gathered her in his arms and took her to the forecabin, tucking a sheet around her.

“Mmm,” she said as he brushed her hair away from her face. Cat kissed her on both eyes, the way he had done when she was a little girl, then he walked aft and started to shut the door to her cabin.

“G’night, Cat,” she said.

He laughed, then got into a safety harness, poured himself a cup of coffee to fortify himself against the wine, then climbed into the cockpit to relieve Denny at the helm. The wind was holding nicely, and the boat seemed to race through the waves. The sensation of speed was greatly increased at night, Cat reflected, especially on a dark night like this one.

“No thanks, Mr. Catledge,” Denny said in the darkness. “I’m happy to go all night, if that’s all right with you.”

“I don’t believe in all-nighters,” Cat said. “No need to wear yourself out your first twenty-four hours at sea by pulling two watches. Save your strength; you might need it later.” He slid behind the wheel and took it from the younger man. “Besides, this is my favorite watch, midnight to four. I’m too stingy to let you have it.”

“Well, if you insist,” Denny replied, rising reluctantly from the helmsman’s seat.

“I insist,” Cat laughed.

Denny climbed onto the deck from the cockpit. “I’ll just have a look forward, make sure everything’s shipshape.”

“Good idea,” Cat said, tossing him a safety harness from a cockpit locker and retrieving one for himself. “Ship’s law is nobody goes on deck at night without a harness. I’d prefer it if you wore one even at the helm. It’s a nuisance to have to come about and recover bodies from the sea.”

Denny got into the harness, clipped onto a jackstay, and worked his way forward. He spent a good ten minutes there, most of it behind the headsail, where he couldn’t be seen. Just enjoying the night, Cat thought.

When Denny had gone below, Cat experienced a tiny moment of regret. It seemed, with the warm Caribbean breeze blowing across his face, that he had reached some sort of peak, that things couldn’t get better than this, so they would have to get worse. Then, he remembered that, after the Panama Canal, the South Pacific lay before them, that there would be many more nights as lovely, many more days of tropical sunshine with his wife and daughter as crew and friends. He passed his watch in a haze of bliss.

•   •   •

At a quarter to four the galley light went on, and Cat knew that Katie was awake and brewing her tea. But shortly before four, Denny appeared in the companionway, holding a mug. “I was awake,” he said, “so I thought I’d let Mrs. Catledge sleep. I’d like the watch, if that’s okay.”

Cat shrugged. “If you’re sure you don’t need the rest.” He slid from behind the wheel and relinquished the helm.

“I’d rather pull the watch,” Denny replied. “Sleep well.”

Below, Cat got out of his harness, shucked off his jeans and T-shirt, and crawled into the double berth with Katie. She stirred as he snuggled close. “My watch?” she asked, sleepily.

“Denny’s taking it,” Cat said, cupping a breast in his hand.

“Oh, good,” she said, turning toward him. “I get you in the middle of the night, for a change.”

He kissed her, then they made love, gently, slowly, lying facing each other, coming quietly after a few minutes, together, as they usually did. Years of practice, Cat thought. Then he fell asleep.

•   •   •

A change in the motion of the yacht woke him. There was light against the curtains in the after cabin. Cat glanced at the gold-and-steel Rolex wristwatch Katie and Jinx had given him as a launching present: not quite 6 A.M. Why had the motion changed? Then the yacht, which had been heeled to port, rolled to starboard and seemed to settle. They were hove to; stopped. Then came a muffled, slithering sound and the thumps of footsteps on deck. The mainsail was coming down. Why? Had something broken? A halyard, maybe. The actions on deck seemed to fit that scenario. The main halyard had broken, and Denny had, quite properly, put the boat on the opposite tack, with the headsail backed while he got the mainsail in hand.

Cat rolled out of the berth, naked, got into his jeans, and felt for his Topsiders with his feet. He didn’t like to go on deck barefooted; he had once nearly broken a toe, tripping on a deck fitting. He moved slowly, sleepily into the saloon; there didn’t seem to be any great urgency; Denny was not calling for him. He climbed halfway up the companionway ladder and stopped, puzzled. The wheel was locked; Denny was standing on the stern of the boat, looking aft, shielding his eyes from a rising, red ball of a sun.

“What’s up, Denny?” Cat called out. “We got a problem?”

Denny turned and looked at him, silhouetted against the rising sun; Cat could not see his face.

“No, no problem,” Denny called back, then turned and looked astern again.

Cat climbed into the cockpit, raising a hand to shade his eyes. “Why are we stopped? What’s going on?”

Denny did not reply but continued to stare astern.

Now Cat heard an engine. He started aft toward Denny, staggering a bit with sleep and the gentle rolling of the yacht. He made the stem and climbed up beside Denny, holding on to the backstay for support as the hove-to boat rolled with the swell. “What is it?” he asked again.

“I don’t know,” Denny said, dully.

The young man seemed to be breathing rapidly, Cat thought. He looked out astern, the sun hurting his eyes, and, for the first time, saw a white shape that had to be a boat a few hundred yards out, coming toward them. The sound of an engine was distinct now, borne on the light breeze. Cat looked around the cockpit for the binoculars, then remembered that they had been stolen in Santa Marta. He squinted at the boat, trying to judge its shape and size. It seemed to be a sportfisherman, he thought, something on the order of thirty feet. It came on, steadily, toward Catbird.

“Why did you stop the boat, Denny?” Cat asked again.

The younger man stepped down from the stern and stood in the cockpit, still watching the approaching boat, now only a hundred yards away.

“Nothing’s wrong, Mr. Catledge,” Denny said. “Everything’s okay.”

Cat was wide awake now, and becoming irritated at the lack of an answer to his question.

“Denny, I asked you why you stopped the boat. Answer me.”

“Uh, there was a problem with the mainsail. I thought it ought to come down.”

It was as Cat had suspected, then. But what about the approaching boat? It was less than fifty yards away, and Cat could clearly make out a man and a woman on the flying bridge. There was a name visible on her bows, too: Santa Maria. The boat had slowed markedly, and her skipper was clearly bent on coming alongside. Cat could make out her crew’s features now. The woman, who seemed quite young, disappeared below. The man was in his mid-thirties, bearded, and rough-looking. Cat thought that all he needed was an eyepatch, and he’d look like a storybook pirate. Pirate. The word echoed in his head. He turned. “Denny,” he called back, evenly and distinctly, “please go below and hand me up the shotgun. Do it right now.”

“Yessir,” Denny said, immediately, and turned for the companionway ladder.

Cat turned back to the approaching boat, which had stopped perhaps ten yards off his port quarter. “What do you want?” he called to her skipper, who was leaning on the helm staring at Cat, keeping the throttle at idle. The man grinned broadly, exposing some gold teeth, but did not reply. Cat thought he must not speak English. He was trying to think of something else to say when he heard Denny’s footfall behind him. He turned to see the young man approaching, the shotgun in his hands. Katie was right behind him, coming up the ladder.

“What’s happening, Cat?” she was calling.

Cat reached out for the shotgun, and to his astonishment saw Denny step back and raise the weapon, pointing it directly at him.

“No fooling around, Denny,” Cat barked, alarmed. “I need that right now.”

Denny did not reply, nor did his expression change.

Cat stepped down from the stern and started toward Denny. He heard Katie call his name, and then a flat, heavy object seemed to strike his chest, propelling him backward. As his head struck the yacht’s wheel, a terrible roar filled his head, and he had just time to know that he had been shot before the noise spilled over into his vision, turning everything red, pressing him down, down into a dark place from which he knew he would never rise again. He tried to call out to those above him—Katie! Jinx! But he could only make a rattling noise as his breath left him and he sank into the darkness.



4

CAT DREAMED. HE DREAMED HEAVY FEET ON DECK, DREAMED shouts, struggle, screams, strange laughter. Gunshots. In his dream there was light, but he could see nothing. Finally, the sounds went away. He retreated again into dark silence.

There was something cool, then he coughed, strangled, and came awake with the pain. He tried not to breathe; breathing hurt terribly. Then the strangling and coughing came again. There was a salty taste. Was he strangling on his own blood? Then he could see something, a word, sideways. Fuses. He knew that word, had written that word. Sideways. He hadn’t written it sideways.

His chest was a garden of pain, and he was swimming in and out of sharp consciousness. The bottom drawer under the chart table was marked “Fuses.” Salt water ran into his mouth, and he spat it out. He could not bear to cough again. Gingerly, he pulled an arm under him and lifted his head up and away from the water. A wave of nausea swept over him, but he kept pushing until his head and shoulder were propped against something and he could rest. He fought to remain conscious and orient himself. If he could see the drawers under the chart table, he was in the galley, his cheek pressed against the cupboard that supported the sink. There was an inch of water lapping at the bottom of the cupboard. That offended Cat. This boat had never had water over the floorboards, had never leaked a drop.

Where was Katie? Where was Jinx? The boat rocked gently, was silent; he felt absolutely alone. There was something he must do, he knew, if he could only remember. His eyes wandered over the navigation station a few feet away; their focus softened, then came back. Something orange. That was what he wanted. He struggled to think, then the orange thing came into his vision. Fastened to the cockpit bulkhead, just next to the companionway ladder. EPIRB. That was the word. What did those letters mean? He could never rattle them off, he always had to try hard to remember them.

Never mind. Don’t remember. Just get hold of the goddamned thing. He experimented with moving in ways that might not hurt. There weren’t any, as it turned out. He would have to move and hurt, too. He struggled until his back was against the cupboard, his knees pulled up. The trouble with moving was that it made him want to breathe, and breathing hurt.

Directly in front of him was the oilskin locker, and a yellow slicker dangled toward him. Why did it dangle toward him? It should hang straight down. The boat was listing forward, down by her bows, that was why. He got hold of the slicker with both hands. He would be able to do this only once, he was sure of that. Slowly, biting off groans, he pulled himself until his feet were under him, legs straight, knees locked. Then, for the first time, he saw the blood on his body. His chest was bright red, and his jeans soaked dark. Don’t think about that. Not now. First, EPIRB. What did those letters mean?

He could nearly reach out and touch it, two, three feet away, uphill. He would have to pull again. He didn’t want to pull anymore. He pulled on the slicker until he could rest against the oilskin locker, knees still locked, keeping him erect. He got an arm over the top rung of the companionway ladder and dragged himself sideways. He couldn’t hold on with his hands, couldn’t make a fist.

Now he could reach the EPIRB. He got a hand on it, but it was fastened into place by a steel band with a quick release clip. His fingers didn’t want to undo it. First, the switch. On. He could do that. He did. Now the clip. He pushed a finger under it. Like the pop top on a soft-drink can, he thought. He always had trouble with those. He pushed harder. God, it hurt, but it was almost a relief to have pain somewhere besides his chest. The clip moved, then suddenly released, letting the orange thing fall.

He was astonished that he caught it. He brought it close to his mouth, got the end of the tube thing in his mouth. What was the word? Didn’t matter. Pull, or it was all over. He couldn’t last much longer, he knew that. He bit the metal and straightened his arm. The chrome tube extended easily. Switch on, tube thing out. That was it. Very carefully, he reached up, over the companionway threshold, and set the EPIRB on the cockpit floor. There, done.

Katie and Jinx. They must be on deck. Oh, God, he could never make it into the cockpit; no strength left. Still, he must. Just like pulling on the slicker, he had to do it all at once. He did it, and his body vomited, to show its disapproval. He lay on the cockpit floor, in the thick puddle of his last night’s dinner, and tried not to pant, because panting hurt so much.

Soon, to his surprise, he was able to push himself into a sitting position. Something hurt his back, and he moved it. The EPIRB. He placed it on a cockpit seat and watched the little red light flash on and off for a while. He had to look on deck for Katie and Jinx, so he managed to get to his knees, facing the companionway. They were not on deck. Gone. Those people had taken them. Why? He sagged back on his heels and gazed stupidly into the cabin.

First, he saw the water, and there was more than an inch of it. Catbird was sinking by the bows, and the forepeak was already flooded.

What he saw next he saw only for an instant, less than a second, before he clamped his eyes shut, willing the sight to leave his memory. He turned away and curled into a fetal ball on the cockpit sole, making whimpering noises, trying to erase just that one, brief glimpse of a scene that would haunt him forever. He could not forget. His brain projected the image onto the inside of his eyelids, burned it permanently into place where he could not ignore it. Katie, lying on her back on the port settee, her nightshirt pushed up around her shoulders, her breasts bared. Her head jammed against the forward bulkhead at an odd angle, and her mouth open. Her face streaked with blood from her mouth that streamed in dried clots down the bulkhead until it met the rising water. There was not the slightest hope in his heart that she was not dead.

Jinx, facedown, naked, on the saloon table, her feet toward him, her face, thank God, turned away. The back of her head pulp. Her legs open, blood in her crotch and on the backs of her thighs. On her left buttock, clearly imprinted on skin kept white by bikinis, a large handprint. Not hers, the angle was wrong. Handprint of someone standing behind her. Handprint in her blood.

He stared up at the sky, wanting unconsciousness, but it would not come, not yet. His mind groped for something else to think about, something to blot out what he had seen.

EPIRB. What did those goddamned letters mean? Let’s see, yes, almost; got it! Emergency Position Indicator Radio Beacon!

But what did the words mean? He could not think anymore. He gave himself, gratefully, to the rising red and blackness.
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CAT WOKE GENTLY, AS FROM A DEEP SLEEP. IT WAS AMAZINGLY cool, he thought, for such a hot climate. There was a lot of whiteness around him. Everything was white.

He felt a rush of panic and tried to sit up but could not. He was too weak. What was happening? He tried to calm himself; he looked around the room, wanting a clue to his whereabouts. A hospital, obviously. There were three other beds in the room, all empty and unmade. A stand beside his bed held a container of clear liquid, which was attached to a needle in his arm. Had he hallucinated? Had all of it been a horrible dream? He placed a hand on his chest and found thick bandages. He pressed slightly, and was greeted with a stab of pain. No dream. It had happened, and to his great sorrow, he was having no trouble remembering all of it.

He found a buzzer hanging near his head and pressed it. A moment later a Latin woman in a nurse’s uniform rushed into the room. “You are awake,” she said, rather stupidly, Cat thought.

He tried to speak, but his throat and tongue were as dry as paper. Nothing would work. The nurse seemed to understand and poured him a glass of water from a bedside thermos, stuck a glass straw in it, and offered it to him. He drank some cool water, then flushed his mouth until the paper feeling went away.

“Where?” he managed to say.

“You are in Cuba,” the woman replied. Her accent was only slight.

“My family,” he said. He had to know if it had been real.

Her face twitched. “I’ll get somebody,” she said, and left the room.

A couple of minutes passed, then the nurse returned with a young man in a white jacket over what looked like naval uniform trousers. “I’m Dr. Caldwell,” he said to Cat, reaching for his pulse. “How are you feeling?”

Cat merely nodded. “My wife and daughter are dead,” Cat said. He stated it as a fact; he didn’t want to give the man an opportunity to lie to him.

The young man nodded. “I’m afraid so,” he said. “You remember, then.”

Cat nodded. “Are you Cuban?”

The doctor looked puzzled for a moment. “Oh, no,” he said, finally. “You’re at Gantánamo Naval Base, not on Cuban soil. A Coast Guard search and rescue chopper brought you in here two days ago.”

“How badly am I hurt?”

“Well, you weren’t in very good shape when you arrived. We spent a couple of hours picking birdshot out of you. What was it, a .410-gauge?”

Cat nodded. “My own.”

“Be glad it wasn’t a twelve-gauge and buckshot. You’re in no danger, as far as I can tell. In fact, I’m surprised it took you so long to come around. It was almost as if you didn’t want to wake up.”

“The boat?”

“There’s an investigating officer here; I’ve sent for him. He’ll fill you in.”

As if on cue, another officer, a lieutenant, entered the room. “Hello, Mr. Catledge,” he said. “Welcome back.”

Cat nodded. “Thanks.”

“You feel up to a chat?”

“Okay.” He pointed at the bed. “Can you crank this thing up?”

The officer raised the bed until Cat was nearly sitting.

“The boat?” Cat asked again. He wanted to ask about bodies.

“My name is Lieutenant Frank Adams, call me Frank. I’m a military police officer. Is your name Wendell Catledge?”

Cat nodded.

Adams looked relieved. “I ran your fingerprints,” he said, “and we got the registration on your boat. You didn’t have any identification.”
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