

[image: ]



        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

Shark River




Richard Powell









[image: ]
a division of F+W Media, Inc.




ONE

COMING BACK FROM THE FISHING TRIP I FELT GOOD. ONE reason why was the big tarpon strapped onto the right float of my little plane, a tarpon that ought to go a hundred forty pounds. Another reason was the sixty bucks I would get for the day’s charter, because that would keep me from going broke for a little while longer. I felt as good as if a strange girl had unexpectedly smiled at me. And, as a matter of fact, a girl had smiled at me that morning while she was checking into the Seminole Club, which is the resort hotel on Redfish Key. Maybe my luck was changing. I thought about the girl and began humming “The Blue Danube.” Without thinking, I tilted the light plane in slow waltzing banks in time with the music.

“What’s the matter, Cameron?” a voice shouted in my ear. “Something wrong with the plane?”

I steadied the stick. For a moment I had forgotten Mr. Hopkins. He wasn’t the kind of guy who would understand that sometimes flying a little plane was like having a girl in your arms on a dance floor. “It’s all right now,” I said. “Air was a little bumpy.”

“I don’t like planes,” Mr. Hopkins said. “Man takes a chance every time he goes up in one. I don’t like taking chances. How’s that tarpon riding? Didn’t look to me you had it tied on tight. I don’t want to lose it before I get some pictures.”

I sighed. Mr. Hopkins had been a tough charter. He was an aggressive middle-aged man who did more squalling than a flock of terns arguing over minnows. “You want to relax about that fish,” I said. “Relax and get some fun out of it.”

“I don’t go fishing for fun,” he shouted. “I go fishing for tarpon.”

“Well, you really caught a nice one.”

“It’s a wonder I did,” he said. “You didn’t give me any help with the plane.”

Sure, I thought, next time I’ll taxi up to your tarpon and club it to death with my prop; that’s the only thing I didn’t do to help you today. Of course there probably wouldn’t be a next time. Mr. Hopkins was from Miami and had brought his own cabin cruiser around to Redfish Key, on the lower west coast of Florida. He had gone out with me merely to learn the location of some of the good fishing spots. After today he would undoubtedly use his boat to fish Shark River and Lostman’s and the other places I had taken him. It was all right with me not to get any more charters from him, even though I needed the money; I hate to see a man fish with tackle that could land a tugboat. He had certainly been right when he said he didn’t like taking chances. He didn’t take any with fish.

As we flew north, the noise of the sixty-five-horse engine drowned most the squawks coming from Mr. Hopkins, and I began to enjoy life again. The January skies were soft and blue. Waves skipped over the Gulf of Mexico like schools of silver mullet. The water was the same shimmering gray-green color as the eyes of the girl who had smiled at me. I wondered why she had. She didn’t seem like the kind of girl who smiled easily at strange men, and for my part I have never been mobbed by women wanting to tear off my shirt buttons as souvenirs. Women are more likely to want to sew buttons on me than to rip them off; I suspect that often I look pretty helpless.

I tried to picture what the girl saw, when she looked at me, that appealed to her. She had seen a tall, lanky character in sneakers and wrinkled khaki pants and shirt, his body put together with all the loose-jointed grace of an old stepladder. She had seen hair the color of new Manila rope, and just about as crinkly and hard to handle, flopping down over the character’s forehead. She had seen a mahogany tan and faded blue eyes and a slightly underfed face and an off-center grin. There was nothing in that collection to make a girl like her smile pleasantly. Maybe she meant to laugh but decided at the last moment it wasn’t polite. If that was it, I didn’t have any objections. As far as she was concerned, I was even willing to accept a scowl as a formal introduction.

After flying north for ten more minutes, the outline of Redfish Key showed just off the coast. From the air it looked like a big sting ray curling its tail up toward its mouth. The tail was a long, dry sand bar that protected the island’s mile-long harbor from Gulf storms. Originally the bar had been joined to the southern tip of the island, but the hurricane of forty-four had cut a narrow channel, Hurricane Pass, near the joint. As I slid down toward the harbor, a pelican scaled out to meet me. He was an old friend of mine. I had named him Joe Marsh in honor of the chief of police of Redfish Key; the name seemed appropriate because both Joes were always looking for a handout. As Joe approached, I slowed the plane way down by opening the slots and dropping the flaps. Then I put the plane into a slow right bank. Joe circled inside my turn, angling his scissors-shaped head to watch me.

I leaned out of the cockpit and yelled, “A little more right rudder, Joe.”

“What’s all this nonsense?” Mr. Hopkins said.

“Giving him a flight lesson,” I said, reaching down for the pinfish I had caught for Joe. “Bird’s almost ready to be checked out. Watch your elevators, Joe!”

“Stop taking chances!” Mr. Hopkins roared. “That bird might fly into the propeller and wreck us.”

I sneaked my hand with the pinfish in it over the edge of the fuselage. “Joe,” I yelled, “you’ll go into a spin. Get that flying speed up! Watch it, Joe!” As I yelled the last word, I threw the fish. Joe dived for it. “Joe!” I shouted. “I warned you. I …” The pelican hit water the way pelicans always do, about as gracefully as an anchor. I turned to Mr. Hopkins. “He crashed,” I said mournfully. “I tried to tell him but …”

The shadowed eyes behind Mr. Hopkins’ sunglasses glared at me. “How long,” he asked, “did it take you to teach him that trick?”

“Oh, maybe twenty flying hours and a barrel of fish. I thought you might get a kick out of it.”

“Twenty flying hours to teach a trick to a bird!” he snorted. “And you might have crashed doing it. You’ll never get ahead in the world, Cameron.”

He sounded very smug about it, the way people always do when they tell me I’ll never get ahead in the world. I remembered a major using the same tone and same words when he washed me out during the fighter-pilot training. They used to send us up to make passes at each other using cameras instead of guns, and there was a beach in range of the fighter field and it seemed that too many sun-bathing girls kept showing up in my films. In the Air Corps they were very strong on that getting-ahead-in-the-world business. After that I transferred to Field Artillery and flew L-5S. The C.O. would point to a couple of rocks and a tuft of grass and say, “That’s your landing field. Don’t break too many trees taking off on account of we need them for camouflage.” He never told any of us liaison pilots we wouldn’t get ahead in the world. I guess he took for granted that we wouldn’t.

It was nice that Mr. Hopkins felt that way about me too. The more that people in Redfish Key felt that way, the better — because somebody around town was very anxious to prevent me from getting ahead in the world.

I circled the cove to pick a clear lane for landing. Redfish Key unrolled its details below me like one of those Japanese scroll pictures I saw after we reached Tokyo: silver-gray piers with toy boats dangling from them, the corrugated roof of the fish-packing plant, the dull red tiles of the Seminole Club showing through a spray of palm fronds, the single main street with its dozen stores and taprooms, the white oystershell lanes winding to the unpainted shacks of commercial fishermen, the wooden bridge connecting the mile-square island to the mainland, and beyond that the road cutting northeast to join the Tamiami Trail.

I noticed those details and a few others that most people wouldn’t have spotted: a big pile of drainage pipe caught in a spider web of vines, an overgrown clearing near the Club, a set of concrete foundations on the main street slowly sinking under a flood tide of weeds. I never saw those things without a twinge. My father meant to use the drainage pipe in setting up a sewage-disposal plant, the clearing was to have held a small modern hospital, and the foundations were for a church. Redfish Key had been my father’s hobby. But the war came along and Dad went overseas as a civilian consultant on engineering with the Persian Gulf Command, leaving a power of attorney with his lawyer in New York. Of course, a power of attorney is a dangerous thing, especially if it lets the holder sell and transfer and exchange your property at will, but my father had known the lawyer, Grayson, for years and trusted him completely. Apparently Dad didn’t know Grayson quite well enough, because one day late in 1944 Grayson finished selling all Dad’s securities and emptying Dad’s bank accounts and completed his own arrangements for disappearing.

There was a minor flaw in Grayson’s arrangements, however, because where he disappeared was not according to plan. He vanished for good under the green waters of the Gulf of Mexico just west of Redfish Key. Grayson had been a little too greedy. He couldn’t leave the Redfish Key properties alone. He came to the island, sold the properties, and then got into an argument with a small-time crook who had merely been cheating my father in a two-bit way. At the end of the argument, Grayson went off the end of a pier into a racing ebb tide, ballasted with a couple of revolver slugs in his body. The small-timer decided he wouldn’t look very good at the trial, so he broke out of Redfish Key’s old orange crate of a jail and left for a healthier climate.

So when Dad and I returned from overseas we were broke. That didn’t matter much to me. I had always been broke, even when Dad was sending me a lot bigger allowance at college than I needed. But it was tough on him. He was in New York trying to make a new start, but everybody knew he had lost his punch. Nobody expected me to help him, because everybody knew I never had any punch. That attitude made it easy for me to leave New York without any arguments, on the grounds that I couldn’t stand desk work and wanted to loaf around Florida and fish and try to make a living with my Army surplus plane. As far as it went, that was true. But I was also curious about one angle of the Grayson affair, an angle that a lot of detectives had looked into without any results. It involved what had happened to three hundred and thirty-six thousand four hundred and seventy-one dollars and twenty-nine cents.

That amount had been Grayson’s take from my father. It might, as the detectives thought, be waiting under a number of different names in a number of banks for the late Mr. Grayson to claim it. Or it might have gone under the green waters of the Gulf with Grayson. Or some other interesting things might have happened to it. I didn’t know. My one lame thought had been to hang around Redfish Key and see if my presence made anybody nervous.

And it had.

As a matter of fact, my presence had made at least two people nervous — the second one being me. The first guy had shown his nervousness, so far, by spreading rumors designed to run me out of town. I couldn’t find out who was starting the rumors, so I had to hang around hoping that the guy would get tough gradually and not switch without warning from rumors to a fish knife or a shark rifle. It reminded me of some of the jobs I had during the war, like drifting through the air over a hunk of Mindanao jungle trying to spot a Jap battery by teasing somebody to shoot at me. In the war, however, I could scream for attack bombers and artillery when somebody picked on me. Now all I could yell for was Joe Marsh the cop, who was not quite as bright as Joe Marsh the pelican.

About the only protection I had was the fact that undoubtedly I didn’t look very dangerous. Probably I looked like a lazy, irresponsible, slightly helpless guy who was only a bother because he might stumble over something. I wish I could say that the lazy, irresponsible, and helpless appearance was a swell camouflage job under which I concealed a will of iron, a mind like a steel trap, muscles like coiled springs, and other desirable metallic qualities, but I’m afraid I can’t. I’m afraid that, if any of my old pals had visited Redfish Key and watched me in action they would have said, “Pete, old boy, you haven’t changed a bit.” And perhaps they would have added, “How do you ever expect to get ahead in the world?”

All these things were running through my mind as I hunted for a clear lane in the harbor. I found one, took the plane down, and heard the muslin-ripping sound of the floats on water. I slowed so my wake wouldn’t rock a man fishing from a skiff, and taxied to shore. My landing stage was a fifteen-by-fifteen raft, moored at the shore end of the public pier so that the outer edge of the raft was slightly underwater. I eased up to it, got the toes of the aluminum floats up over the edge, and carefully gunned the engine until the plane jerked all the way up onto the raft.

A small crowd had gathered on the pier: a couple of charter-boat captains, a few commercial fishermen, and a half-dozen kids with bleached hair. If anybody else had brought in the big tarpon there would have been a lot of excited chattering, but no one said a word to me. The tanned faces on the pier might have been coconuts for all the expression on them. I didn’t mind about the boat captains and the commercial fishermen, but it was hard to take that blank-face stuff from the kids. I like kids. I like to have them scrambling around and shrieking questions and begging rides. That was the way they had acted the first month after I started my flying service out of Redfish Key. But lately I had been as popular with the barefoot local kids as a patch of sandspurs.

I lashed the plane securely, untied the tarpon, and rolled it onto the raft. “You didn’t bring your camera, did you?” I asked Mr. Hopkins.

“No,” he said. “Got one at the Club. I’ll go up and wash and catch a highball and get my camera and come back. Say in half an hour. Get my tarpon on the hoist. Have it ready by the time I get back. Hate a man to keep me waiting.”

He climbed up to the pier and set off at a fast, jerky pace for the Seminole Club, a couple hundred yards down the water front. I grinned a little, watching him. He could keep me waiting half an hour but I mustn’t keep him waiting a moment. Maybe I ought to write him up for Reader’s Digest as My Most Unforgettable Character.

The boat captains and fishermen and kids drifted away, without anybody offering to help me get the tarpon onto the pier and to the hoist. I took time out for a cigarette before starting my weight-lifting act. It was certainly a beautiful tarpon. Too bad Mr. Hopkins wasn’t going to have it mounted. I got out my knife and pried off some scales, on the side that wouldn’t show in pictures. They were lovely things, like chips of jeweled plastic, with a clear blue edging setting off the dull silver. I wanted a few as souvenirs.

As I finished, I happened to glance at the dock and saw a pair of feet on a level with my eyes. They were slender, high-arched feet in sling-heel pumps, just the right size to get along nicely with my elevens on a dance floor. Above the feet were coral-colored slacks. A breeze was sketching a girl’s figure against the slacks in tantalizing puffs. I hoped she would stick around until hurricane season.

A voice said, rather coldly, “I have a face, too.”

My head jerked up. Her wavy, shoulder-length hair was held back by a coral ribbon. It was black hair, with lights in it like phosphorus in water. Her face was untanned, and the skin had a kind of moonlight glow. Her black eyebrows tilted rakishly, like the wings of a hawk. Under them her eyes were a shimmering gray-green. Her lips looked soft and helpless, but her chin looked as if it could put a lot of bite in the word “no.” She had the kind of straight, patrician nose, that comes in handy both for breathing and for looking down your nose at people. She was using it both ways at the moment. She was the girl who had smiled at me that morning.

“Indeed you do have a face,” I said earnestly. “I was afraid to peek at it because usually things have to average up. By rights your face should look like something out of an aquarium. But in this case the law of averages doesn’t work out.” She stared at me calmly, without saying anything more, and I began worrying that she would walk out on me. I babbled, “Do you like fishing? Nice tarpon, huh? Ever look at these scales? Like something out of a jeweler’s, aren’t they? Care for a cigarette? I — ”

“Please don’t work so hard trying to pick me up,” she said, smiling faintly. “You’ve met me before, Mr. Peter Cameron.”

Now that she mentioned it, her face was vaguely familiar. I must have been in bad shape when I met her, though, to have such a fuzzy memory. “I know,” I said finally. “You were that Wac at Hollandia. A bunch of us had been working on some jungle juice and later on the evening turned blank. That’s why I had trouble remembering you. By the way, “I said virtuously, “I swore off drinking after that night.”

She gave me a full smile. “No,” she said. “I wasn’t the Wac.”

Of course you weren’t,” I said quickly. “Don’t know how I could have been so stupid. It was that week-end leave in Manila and you and another U.S.O. girl — you know, the Navy guy who brought the liquor that night swore it was Stateside stuff, but he was lying. If it came from the States, it came in a torpedo. When I couldn’t remember your name the next day, I swore off drinking and — ”

“Would you like to try again?” she cooed.

“Not the U.S.O. girl?”

“No, Pete.”

“Maybe it was Tokyo,” I said, without much hope. “One night we rounded up some sake — rice wine, remember? — and there was this girl war correspondent and — and …” I stopped. She was laughing at me. “Look,” I said, “I’m running out of geography.”

“That time you forgot to say you swore off drinking.”

“Matter of fact, I didn’t swear off that time. I just decided to cut down. I did, too. If I’d met you after that, I’d remember. All right. Go ahead and walk out on me. I deserve it.”

“You met me,” she said with a slight giggle, “right here on Redfish Key. About nine years ago, before the war. You came down during a spring vacation from college. My parents brought me down that year for my health. I was twelve. Now do you remember?”

I said indignantly, “That isn’t fair. No wonder I couldn’t place you. I bet you were one of those horrible little girls who used to slide across the dining room and almost knock down adults like me. Were you the one who put broken clamshells in the back seat of my car one night when I had a swell date?”

“No-o-o. If I’d thought of it, I would have used sandspurs. I despised you. I used to slide across the floor and bump into you trying to get attention and you just scowled.”

I climbed onto the dock beside her. “Can you still slide?” I asked. “I promise not to scowl. What’s your name?”

“Joan. Joan Lawrence.”

“It wasn’t very nice of you to pull that trick on me,” I said. “Now you know all about my black past, and I don’t know anything about yours.”

“There isn’t much to tell. I’ve been at school and college up North. I was supposed to graduate next June. But there didn’t seem to be enough money, and I decided to go to work. I saw an ad in one of the New York papers for a college girl to act as hostess here at the Seminole Club during the season, and I answered it and got the job. You know the sort of thing, introducing people, getting up bridge games, spreading sunshine …”

“Do, uh, guys who can’t afford twenty-buck-a-day rooms at the Club rate any of that sunshine?”

“Didn’t you get enough sunshine from the Wac in Hollandia and the U.S.O. girl in Manila and the gal correspondent in Tokyo and all the others there must have been since then? You look positively sunburned.”

“That’s not sunburn,” I said glumly. “That’s you giving me a red face.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I’m still a horrible child. Have you time to take me for a walk along the sea wall? I haven’t had a chance to look around since I got in this morning.”

“Swell. But I have to get back in fifteen minutes to string up that tarpon for pictures. After that my feet are yours.”

We sauntered off the pier and began following the narrow beach that curved toward Hurricane Pass. Joan said, “I was awfully upset to hear about your father losing the Club and everything. I didn’t know about it until this morning. After I saw you, I said something to Mr. Todd at the Club about you being the son of the owner. He said no, he was the owner now. Then he told me something of what had happened.”

“It was rough on Dad,” I muttered. “He loved this place.”

“He was sweet,” Joan said. “He actually danced with me once when I was here before. I was in a twelve-year-old sulk because there weren’t any boys my age who could dance, and he whirled me out on the floor and it was like being turned into a princess. It makes me so mad to think how he was cheated! I think I startled Mr. Todd, the way I acted when he told me. He couldn’t seem to understand why I was so upset and why I asked so many questions. I tried to explain to him, but I don’t believe Mr. Todd has ever been so nice to a twelve-year-old girl that she was willing to die for him. So he didn’t realize how I felt.”

“Logan Todd,” I said, “isn’t nice to girls until they get a wee bit older than twelve.”

“I gathered that. I don’t think I like Mr. Todd. Why didn’t he get suspicious when that lawyer of your father’s came here and offered to sell him the properties?”

“I don’t know why he should have suspected anything. Grayson had a power of attorney that gave him the right to sell or exchange real estate. Anyway, Dad was in Iran and I was in the Pacific and there was no way to make a fast check. Grayson merely came here, saw Logan Todd, and said my father wanted to get rid of the Redfish Key stuff, and Logan got a bank loan and bought everything.”

Joan said angrily. “Mr. Todd should have known better!”

“Don’t look now,” I said, “but that’s your boss you’re talking about.”

“I don’t care! And I said just about that much right to his face this morning. I asked him if that man Grayson didn’t have a guilty or furtive expression or something, and Mr. Todd said no. Then I asked him what kind of an expression the man did have on his face, and what he looked like, and Mr. Todd had the nerve to say he couldn’t really remember. What do you think of that!”

I laughed. I wouldn’t have put it past Logan Todd to be nearsighted if it was to his advantage, but in this case he had a good excuse. “The funny thing about Grayson,” I said, “was that nobody ever remembered much about him. Oh, I can give you the vital statistics — he was five feet seven, weighed a hundred and thirty-five, fifty-two years old, had gray hair and brown eyes — but that didn’t describe him. The guy was completely colorless. I met him a few times in New York and hanged if I could have described him afterward.”

“Maybe,” Joan said, “you saw him in a couple of those bad moments of yours when you decide to stop drinking.”

“I’m serious about this,” I said. “I’ll tell you about Grayson and then let’s see if you could describe him. He had a low, toneless, flat voice. He didn’t talk much, never smiled or laughed, never shouted, didn’t gesture or frown. He just sat at his desk like a gray blur.”

“There must have been something that would catch a person’s attention!”

“Well, his only mannerism was that now and then he did a little soft, tuneless whistling as he thought about things. I don’t really mean tuneless. If you listened closely you got the tune, because it was always the same one: ‘Comin’ Through the Rye.’ He did it off key. It was the one thing about him that irritated Dad. Well, of course that doesn’t describe him, does it? The best way I can give you a picture is say that you forgot the guy even while you were talking to him. He only came down to Redfish Key that one time, and I don’t wonder Logan Todd can’t remember much about him.”

“All right,” she grumbled. “But at least you have to admit one person down here had enough sense to be suspicious. I mean your father’s manager. What about that?”

I scowled. Every time I thought of Jeff Hawkes it made me mad. My father picked him out of a New Jersey town years ago, when Jeff was just through high school, gave him a job in New York, and finally brought him to Redfish Key as manager. Jeff didn’t have much in the way of relatives when Dad met him — a baby sister, and an aunt and uncle he lived with in Jersey — and Dad treated him like a son. Jeff had probably been chiseling for years, but it didn’t come out until after the murder, when accountants went over the books.

“The best answer to why Jeff Hawkes was suspicious,” I muttered; “is that a crook is more likely to suspect things than an honest man is. And of course Dad used to write him regularly, too, and he must have known from the letters that Dad had no intention of selling.”

Joan said, “I wonder why that crooked lawyer asked Mr. Todd to buy the properties instead of trying first to sell them to your father’s manager? Mr. Hawkes could have borrowed from a bank, too, couldn’t he? It makes me think that lawyer had some tricky reason for going to one man and not the other.”

“You,” I said, “are going to last a very short time as an employee of Logan Todd. I think you’d be nice to have around, so please think of Mr. Todd as a dear, good gentleman who would never think of doing anything worse than buying a haul of mullet in closed season.”

“I want to know,” she insisted. “I didn’t like the way he acted this morning. And I don’t want to work for a man I can’t respect.”

“Well, heck, I’ll give you my opinion. In the first place, Dad’s lawyer knew Todd better than he knew Jeff Hawkes. You see, Jeff went in the Army a little before Pearl Harbor, and got a medical discharge in forty-four. Logan Todd was temporary manager while Jeff was gone. The Club and most of the stores were closed, on account of no tourists, and that just left the fish-packing plant. Logan could handle that because he ran a string of commercial fishing boats and knew the business. So Logan had a lot of contact by mail with Dad’s lawyer for a couple of years. Jeff Hawkes had only been back six months when everything blew up. So Dad’s lawyer knew Logan better, only by mail, of course. Besides that, Logan Todd had some dough of his own from running his fishing boats, and Jeff Hawkes didn’t have any real cash. Does that explain things?”

“I suppose so,” she sighed. ‘Then what happened when things blew up? Mr. Todd only told me that Mr. Hawkes shot the lawyer and then skipped town.”

“They got into a fight right out there,” I said, pointing to an old pier at the far end of the cove. “That’s the pier where the commercial fishing boats used to land their catch. That building at the end was an icehouse and packing shed and office. It isn’t used now because the hurricane of forty-four cut a new pass through that tongue of land beyond the pier, and the tide comes in and out too fast to make it easy to handle boats. They were getting ready to abandon the pier at the time of the fight, but Jeff was still using the office. I imagine that Jeff got Grayson out there to accuse him of crossing Dad and to yell for his cut, but of course nobody really knows. Anyway, Grayson came running out of the office and Jeff pulled a gun and shot him twice and Grayson dropped off the pier. There was a fast ebb tide going out through Hurricane Pass, and they never found his body.”

“Didn’t they even try?”

“Jeff Hawkes did. He ran back down the pier and got his boat. It was moored near shore. But it was getting dark, and in an hour he came back and said there was no trace of the body.”

“You don’t sound as if you believe that.”

“Well, there was a funny thing. Jeff went out with a new anchor in his boat, one he’d bought the day before. When they checked his boat that night there wasn’t any anchor. He clammed up when they went to the jail and asked him about it. And that night he escaped.”

“I don’t see what the anchor proves.”

“Maybe it doesn’t prove anything. Or maybe it proves that Jeff didn’t know his law very well. Maybe it proves he thought you can’t make a murder charge stick without a body. Maybe he got upset in jail when they told him they didn’t need a body. All you need to prove murder in most states is enough witnesses, and half a dozen people saw and heard everything. It’s like pushing somebody into a volcano. The State can’t produce a body, but if enough people saw the guy who did the pushing he’ll be sorry.”

Joan nodded slowly. “I understand it all now,” she said. “Except for one thing.”

“Yeah?”

“What happened to all the money the lawyer stole?”

I looked at her with respect and a twinge of anxiety. Apparently she used her head for something more than a hitching post for a finger wave. “I don’t know,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Probably it’s lying unclaimed in banks somewhere, under whatever fake names Grayson planned to use. Look, I have to get back and string up my tarpon. Come on and watch me fall on my face trying to boost it to the dock.”

As we walked toward the public dock, she wanted to know what had brought me back to Redfish Key. I told her part of the truth. I told her how hard it was to sit at a desk in New York when you keep thinking about how a tarpon rattles his gills when he leaps and how the black tidal rivers curl into the hush of the Everglades and the way the wind sings off Cape Sable at the tip of Florida and how on a hot day cumulus clouds hang like a white-coral necklace over the islands that arch down to Key West. I didn’t tell her that it was my father who spent his time thinking about those things. I didn’t tell her that the only thing on my mind was the urge to nail a crook.

We reached the public dock and suddenly Joan gasped and said. “Where’s the tarpon?”

I blinked. The only gleam on the raft was from the aluminum floats of the plane. The big silver fish was gone. Nothing was left but a few of the scales I had pried off and a wet oval where the fish had rested on the planks. I looked around. Not far away on the pier a barefoot kid was fishing with fiddler crabs for the sheepshead that collect around pilings. As I looked at him, the tip of his cane pole twitched slightly. The kid didn’t jerk back. He wasn’t paying much attention to his fishing. He was very carefully not paying attention to anything. Just beyond him a Greek was hanging out wash on his sponge boat. He seemed to find the distant sky worth staring at. Farther along, at the end of the pier, a charter-boat captain named Coley Fenwick was terribly busy polishing brasswork on his big white boat. Everybody was much too uninterested in me. It was all a part of the silence that greeted me when I docked and the fact that the kids didn’t ask for rides any more.

I walked over to the kid and said softly, “What happened to my tarpon, Eddie?”

Eddie looked up. His face was pale under the tan, and his freckles stood out like a splatter of molasses. “I don’t know,” he said. “I been fishing.”

I tilted his cane pole until the hook came out of water. It was bare. “Yeah,” I said, “I see you have.”

Without saying anything, the kid took a fiddler from the rusty can and hooked it and let the bait down. In the clear green water I saw a sheepshead sidle up to it almost immediately, squeeze the tiny crab in his jaws, and back off again, leaving nothing but empty shell. Eddie didn’t notice. I said in a low voice, “We used to be pals, Eddie. What happened to mv tarpon?”

Eddie’s jaw set hard. “My pa was stop-netting a pass up the coast a ways last month,” he said grimly. “You circled over him. Next day that State guy outta Fort Myers caught him at it. All right, they’s a law agin stop-netting. But Pa’s got six of us to feed. What did that State guy give you for the tip, five bucks?”

“I didn’t turn your father in.”

“They said you did.”

“Who said so?”

The kid was silent.

I stuck a hand in my pocket and found my last ten-dollar bill. I crumpled it small. “Eddie,” I muttered, “I have ten bucks in my hand. All you do is mention a name, and I drop the money in your bait can and walk away. I’ll talk to a lot of other people before I do anything, so nobody will know you told.”

The boy trembled. Ten bucks was a lot of money to him. Then he snatched in his pole, scrambled to his feet, and ran off the dock. I felt bad. I shouldn’t have tried to bribe him, but I was getting desperate. The whispers about me had been buzzing around lately like a swarm of Everglades mosquitoes, and I couldn’t find out where they were breeding.

I had forgotten Joan, and I almost bumped into her as I started to walk to the Greek sponge boat. She stared at me and said, “Pete, you don’t go around spying on these poor fishermen for a few dollars, do you?”

I said roughly, “What do you think?”

“You don’t. I know you don’t.”

“Thanks. You don’t want to trail around with me now, Joan. How about me taking you to dinner at the Club tonight? If that’s okay, I could meet you in the lobby at six-thirty.”

“Why don’t you want me around now?”

“It’s kind of a mess, and I don’t want you in it.”

“Maybe I can help.”

“Hang it, I don’t want you around!”

“Oh, really? It’s a public dock, isn’t it?”

I shrugged and walked to the Greek sponge boat and climbed aboard, with Joan following. The young guy hanging out the wash had a clean, pleasant face, I said, “Did you happen to see anybody fooling around the tarpon I brought in?”
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