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CHAPTER ONE

WHEN my wife Arabella and I decided to take our summer vacation in Florida, I dreamed of lying under a coconut palm sipping a cool drink while Arab lovingly fanned a breeze my way. I have had dreams of that type before and something always goes wrong. Four years of being married to Arab should have taught me that. Whenever my lovely blonde wife decides to stir up a breeze for my benefit, it is time for the Coast Guard to run up two square flags, red with black centers, one flying above the other. They tell me that’s the signal for a hurricane.

Perhaps I should have listened to several of my friends in Philadelphia when they warned me not to go to Florida in the summer. Of course I would have listened if they had said I wouldn’t like screams and feet padding after me in the tropic night and the gleam of a fish spear prodding through dark water for my body. I might as well admit that I would have done more than listen; I would have gone to Maine.

But what my friends said was that I wouldn’t like Florida in summer because it would be too hot and too quiet. Quiet was just what I wanted. I had enough excitement in the war to last me a long time, and since getting out of the Army I had been working hard to re-establish my antique business in my shop on Chestnut Street in Philadelphia. The prospect of heat didn’t bother me, either. I remembered enough of my college physics to know that you have to release energy to produce heat, and I didn’t intend to release any. I had also prepared for the tropics by learning how to make a Planter’s Punch.

On our third day in Florida I was reclining in a deck chair on the lawn practicing my theories on how to live in the tropics. I was very pleased with everything. I was pleased with Fort Myers, a dreamy town on the lower Gulf Coast which had never quite recovered from Mr. Thomas A. Edison’s upsetting proposal of fifty years ago to provide it with electric lights; the town council had refused. By now, of course, Fort Myers did have electric lights, and you could often find one burning as late as midnight. I was pleased with the gracious old Georgian house that had been lent us for our vacation by an uncle of Arab’s; it was a big place with four bedrooms in the house and a couple more in the garage apartment. I was pleased by the sight of the yardman slowly following a power mower around the big lawn. I was pleased by the broad shallow river, the Caloosahatchee, lying beyond our sea wall. I liked the Caloosahatchee. I had watched it carefully and was prepared to swear that sometimes it flowed downstream and sometimes upstream, as if it saw no reason to make up its mind where to go. I believe that actually this was caused by tides coming up from the Gulf of Mexico, ten miles away. At any rate, it seemed like my kind of river. I didn’t know then what lay hidden along its banks and under its peaceful surface.

Arab was a short distance from where I sat. She wore white shorts and a halter top and looked as if she had just stepped out of a Florida Chamber of Commerce advertisement. Her skin was tanning to a pale golden shade and her shoulder-length hair flamed in the sunlight. I sighed. My skin freckles in sunlight and my sandy red hair imitates a tuft of dry grass. People would look at us and wonder more than ever what she saw in me. I wouldn’t be able to blame them, either. I often wonder too.

As usual, Arab was being active. She had a thin kind of fishing pole and was using it to throw a gadget at a handkerchief fifty feet away on the grass. I know now that I should have been impressed, because she was hitting the handkerchief three times out of five. But at the time it meant nothing to me. I merely watched and thought idly that she could have turned that handkerchief into lace five times out of five if she had used one of her shotguns; before the war, in addition to violent activities involving hockey sticks and horses, she had been runner-up in the North American Women’s Small Bore Skeet Shoot.

I turned my attention to the Planter’s Punch in my right hand. Taking a drink early in the afternoon made me feel pleasantly conscious of going to pieces like the people in plays like Rain and White Cargo. Ordinarily my drink is an old-fashioned made with exactly three drops of bitters, but an old-fashioned is a short drink and you need tall ones in the tropics. I had made this with an ounce of Persian lime juice, a teaspoonful of sugar, a slug of Jamaica rum, all shaken thoroughly in finely cracked ice and poured unstrained into a ten-ounce glass. I took a sip, lowered the glass, and looked away for a moment. When I looked back, a hideous green and yellow splotched thing about three inches long was swimming in the glass and leering up at me. I poured the drink onto the grass and decided to go back to old-fashioneds. No drink has a right to do that to me.

Behind me Arab giggled, and said, “I couldn’t do it again in a million years.”

I looked at the thing that had been swimming in my Planter’s Punch. It was not alive, after all. It was a painted wooden gadget attached to the end of Arab’s fishing line. I said accusingly, “I might have swallowed it.”

“Oh, there aren’t any hooks on it,” she said, as if that made it all right to swallow. “Wasn’t it a wonderful cast? I was thirty feet away from you. I could never do it again.”

I said, shuddering, “I hope not. What is it?”

“Haven’t you ever seen a plug before? Usually it has a set of three gang hooks linked to its tail and another set under its tummy. I took off the hooks so they wouldn’t catch in the grass while I practiced. You cast a plug in places where fish ought to be and reel it back jerkily so it wriggles through the water, and fish snap at it.”

“They ought to have better sense.”

“They think it’s good to eat. Well, let’s go fishing.”

“Fishing?” I said casually. “I don’t like fishing.”

“You … don’t … like … fishing?”

She was looking at me as if I had confessed stealing fifty thousand bucks and spending it on other women. “That’s right,” I said uneasily. “I don’t like fishing. Is that bad?”

“You didn’t tell me that before we were married.”

“You didn’t tell me a lot of things, either. You didn’t tell me you liked to sleep with your cold feet against my back.”

“But I didn’t know that. How could I with you being so proper?”

“You mean,” I said, “if I had actually suggested, before we were married, that we — ”

“You wouldn’t have, though,” she sighed. “I had to do all the suggesting.”

“Well, anyway, you knew you had icy feet. You knew I had a back. You could have deduced what would happen.”

“You’re just trying to confuse the issue. Have you ever really tried fishing?”

“Maybe a few times as a kid.”

“Then how do you know you don’t like fishing when you haven’t really tried it?”

“I have never tried malaria, but I don’t like it.”

“How can you possibly make a statement like that! There isn’t any comparison.”

“Yes there is. I don’t like what I have heard of the symptoms of fishing and the symptoms of malaria. With malaria you have chills, fever, and aches. With fishing you have sunburn, colds, heat exhaustion, sunstroke, aching muscles — ”

“You have one symptom right now. Laziness.”

“I like that one.”

“But, Andy, you don’t plan just to sit around all vacation, do you?”

“Well, no. Part of the time I plan to lie down.”

“If you sit around and lie around much longer,” she said, with a hint of tears in her voice, “that bougainvillaea vine beside the house will come out here and start climbing over you. Sometimes I wonder if I married a man or a trellis.”

I arose slowly and sadly. Arab is the only person of my acquaintance who has apparently never wondered why she married me, and I can’t afford to let her start. As far as I can see, the only point in my favor when she married me was that I loved her. But there I had a lot of competition, because Arab was the top Main Line deb of her year, and she used to turn tough stag lines into herds of bleating fawns. And the other guys who wanted her had money and good looks and prospects, while I ran a little antique shop and had been voted Most Unlikely to Succeed by my class at Old Nassau. With Arab lighting fires under me, I’ve been quite a bit more successful than I ever hoped to be, but I still wouldn’t want her to try to set down the advantages of being Mrs. Andrew Blake. I wouldn’t really be alive without Arab. Of course, considering her skill at getting us into trouble, sometimes it’s difficult to stay alive with her.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll go fishing with you. But only as your cheering section.”

“You’ll get interested, darling. Before we leave I bet you’ll be fishing as if your life depended on it.”

I merely shrugged. I had no suspicion that her words would come literally true.

We debated whether or not to take her uncle’s motorboat, which was moored at the small dock projecting from the sea wall, but Arab had heard about a place near the mouth of the river where you could rent boats and get quickly to a good fishing area, and she wanted to try it. I pointed out that fish were jumping right off our sea wall — silvery fish about a foot long that squirted out of the water like watermelon seeds squeezed between your fingers — but Arab said scornfully that they were mullet and didn’t take hooks. So we got out our old green coupé and started downriver on McGregor Boulevard.

For a while there were stiff files of royal palms beside the road, the smooth gray trunks looking as if they had come out of concrete forms. Then the royals gave way to groves and fields and finally to raw land bristling with palmettos, and on Arab’s instructions I turned right onto a shell road that wound back toward the river. The road became worse and worse. Just as it was becoming merely a couple of ruts in the sand, we saw an unpainted frame house and the glint of water. A sign proclaimed: “Jake’s. Rowboats, kicker boats, inboards.” We drove around to the front of the house, which faced the water. There was a dock teetering on piles, like a kid learning to walk on stilts, and a dozen boats and a cove around which huge mangrove bushes were creeping into the shallows on roots like the legs of red centipedes.

Jake was an old guy with a face as shiny and brown as a dry coconut husk. Most of the boats, he told us, were merely parked with him by the owners, but he had several of his own for rent. We decided to take a skiff with a small inboard motor, and I carried Arab’s pole and tackle box to it.

“I almost thought we wouldn’t get here before the road quit,” I said.

“Oh, it goes on a little way more,” Jake told me. “Some feller had a grove up there some years back but let it slide.”

“Looked as though an auto went up there recently.”

“That so? Could be. I’m around to the front here, and I guess I wouldn’t hear a car. You want any live bait? I got some shiners.”

Arab said, “I’m just going to troll and cast with artificial lures.”

“You only got one rod,” Jake said. “I could rent you another.”

“Not for me,” I said. “I don’t like fishing.”

Jake had his back to me as I spoke. He turned around and said, chuckling, “Know what I thought you said? I thought you said you didn’t like fishing.”

“That’s what I did say.”

He looked at me as though afraid I might start gibbering and trying to swing from trees at any moment.

“You … don’t … like … fishing?” he asked.

“Do I have to go through this again?” I said impatiently. “I don’t like fishing. No, I’ve never really tried it. But I’ve never tried malaria either and — ”

“Please, darling,” my wife said. She told Jake, in a whisper that I overheard, “He was in the Army. I think it’s battle fatigue.”

I growled, “I wasn’t in any battles.”

“It’s all right, son,” Jake said kindly. “You fish or don’t fish as you want.”

He watched carefully as I started the engine of the skiff, as if expecting me to do something queer, but I used to play around with boats in Barnegat Bay on the Jersey coast, so I didn’t do anything to give him more worries. But he was still watching, and shaking his head, when we chugged out of sight around the point of the cove.

“Andy,” my wife said, “you’ll have to be more careful about saying you don’t like fishing.”

“Me be careful? What about that battle fatigue stuff?”

“I have to explain you some way, darling. You must remember that everybody here is crazy about fishing. Why, during the Civil War a Union force landed at Fort Myers and couldn’t find the Confederate garrison and asked an old man where they were and he said, ‘Where are they? Right where they always are. Out fishing.’ ”

“No wonder they lost the war,” I grumbled.

Arab looked at me and sighed. She began getting her fishing equipment ready. She tied a feathered hook onto her line, dropped it overboard, and let some line run out. We trolled the feathered bait slowly toward the Gulf. I did not like this part of the river. Upstream eight miles, at our house, the river was placid and civilized; sea walls held it in stiff corsets and coconut palms waved like dancers in a minuet and friendly red roofs showed through the foliage. Here the river was untamed. It had widened so that the opposite bank looked like a shadow on the horizon. There were no houses. Nothing broke the walls of writhing mangroves except the dark, still mouths of bayous. The water looked sluggish, but here and there the muscles of the tide rippled over sand bars. Not far away the water of a tiny cove foamed like egg white as a huge fish slashed the surface. Just off our bow the glassy water exploded and a big flapping thing, like a card table with one leg trailing, sailed through the air and crashed back out of sight.

“Sting ray,” Arab said happily.

“What was the thing churning up that little cove?”

“Maybe a porpoise. Or a big tarpon or shark. Cutting up a school of bait fish.”

I stared at her fishing equipment. “What happens,” I asked, “if one of those things takes your hook? That pole of yours would make a good toothpick for them.”

“I suppose I’d lose him.”

“I certainly hope you would. And quick.”

“By the way, Andy, you ought to call this a rod. It’s a light casting rod. Never call it a pole.”

We trolled down the river about a mile to a couple of islands called Big and Little Shell, where the river narrowed just before reaching San Carlos Bay, and then came back upstream past the entrance to Jake’s cove. Nothing had happened at the end of Arab’s line, although she tried a spoon and did some plug casting. I was pleased. If Arab didn’t catch any fish maybe she would get discouraged. She explained to me that the tide wasn’t right, the breeze was from the wrong direction, there was too much weed in the water, it was the wrong time of day, barometric pressure was too low, and the moon was not in the proper relation to the sun. It seemed to me that the fish would starve waiting for the one right combination of conditions, but thinking about it apparently consoled Arab.

We were upriver about a half mile from Jake’s cove when a fish decided he didn’t give a hang for the tide and breeze and weed and time of day and barometric pressure and phases of the moon. It hit the spoon on the end of Arab’s line like a safety man nailing a ball carrier. I heard Arab scream and saw her jerk back hard. The pole — I mean the rod — whipped almost double like a hairpin and the line hissed sideways through the water, throwing up a tiny spray. I figured it could only end one way, and fast, but Arab had different ideas. She smiled as she barked her shins scrambling around the boat, giggled when she broke a fingernail on the reel handle, and uttered happy cries when the reel spool burned her left thumb. If the fish had dislocated her arm, she would probably have laughed herself sick. The fight went on and on. Now and then a big curved back and flashing tail broke the surface. Arab lost line and inched it painfully back and lost it again and regained it and finally brought a silver- and copper-colored fish alongside the boat and I heaved it in. When I saw it flopping on the bottom of the boat I almost decided to get out and walk so that we wouldn’t be crowded.

“A redfish,” Arab gasped. “A big red. It ought to go twenty pounds. Give me a cigarette.”

I gave her one and moved as far away from the fish as possible and looked around. I had turned off the engine after the fish hit, and the fight had taken us into a tiny cove almost hidden from the river by mangroves. Moored to the shore was a houseboat, the only human habitation we had seen since leaving Jake’s. Beyond the houseboat a patch of mangroves had been cut down, and I saw a rutted sand road, apparently the same one that passed Jake’s house. The houseboat was painted a dark, shiny green that matched the mangroves, and it only had one tiny window, no more than four inches square, on each side of the cabin. A couple of bamboo poles rested on nails along one side of the cabin, and fish nets drooped over racks ashore. Nobody seemed to be around. I happened to glance at Arab and noticed that she had lost interest in her fish. She was staring at the houseboat.

“Paddle us a little closer, Andy,” she said.

“What for? We shouldn’t prowl around the guy’s boat.”

“I would hardly call it prowling. Can’t I show a little neighborly interest?”

“I don’t like the kind of neighbors who interest you,” I grumbled. “Usually your interest is shared by the cops.”

As I spoke, however, I was getting out an oar and paddling to the houseboat. It didn’t seem important enough to justify a big argument that would end with me getting out an oar and paddling to the houseboat. I worked the skiff around the houseboat on three sides and watched Arab’s eyebrows tilt politely, as if she had spotted a hole in another girl’s stocking or a gun in a guy’s hip pocket. I hoped this was a hole in a stocking.

“All right,” I said, “out with it. You saw where a samurai sword had been used to jimmy a window, and you heard a drip-drip-drip that could only be blood, because houseboats don’t have running water.”

“Phooey on you, Andrew Blake,” she said. “I hope you go mad about fishing and only catch eels. I won’t tell you.”

“Good. Let’s go home quick.”

“Well, then, if you insist. I see a houseboat hidden so it can’t be spotted from the river.”

I said promptly, “I see one tucked in here out of the way of squalls.”

“I see a houseboat painted dark green to blend with the mangroves.”

“I see mangroves painted dark green to blend with the houseboat.”

“Oh stop it, Andy! I see a fish net with rotten mesh, minus half its floats and sinkers.”

“The guy decided to run a fishing-tackle shop and let Yankee tourists catch the fish and pay him for the privilege.”

“I see two cane fishing poles — ”

“You told me to say rods.”

“A plain, unworked piece of bamboo or wood, without guides or reel, is a pole. The leader wire on those cane poles is badly rusted. A little mangrove snapper could break it.”

“Ditto about the tackle shop.”

“And,” Arab whispered, “I saw a face at that tiny stern window.”

I don’t know why there should have been anything about a face at a window to make me uneasy. Millions of faces look through millions of windows every day. I peeked at the window. It was empty.

Arab said, “The window was too small for me to see her whole face, but she wasn’t bad looking.”

This time I stared at the window. I was not uneasy any more. The window was still empty. “She is the wife of the ex-fisherman,” I said. “She sits here beside the old fishing hole pining, like a sensible girl, for a night club.”

“A fine detective you’d make! They’d send you out to bring in a love-nest murderess, and you’d deduce that the body was a guy sleeping off a drunk and that the blood was red ink. And then you’d go out on a date with the murderess.”

“Only,” I said, “if she was a blonde.”

“Nonsense. I remember that redhead in Washington — what was her name? Oh yes, Kit Hawley. When we were looking into that business of the English coach pistol. I used to find her draped around you like a necktie. And there was that sweet little brown-haired Joan Westley who planted the Renaissance pendant on you.”

“Neither of them,” I said stiffly, “was a killer.”

“No, darling. All they wanted to murder was a marriage. Something about you brings out the worst in some women. I don’t know whether it’s the sort of hopeless way you grin, or the way you duck your head and wrinkle your brow and peek up appealingly at them or — sometimes I could throw things at you when you do it!”

“Brings out the worst in you too, hmm?”

“It — shhh!”

Her sharp warning made me jump as if a locomotive had let off steam beside me. I turned and heard footsteps and looked up at the houseboat to see a girl inching along the narrow strip of deck beside the port wall of the cabin. From Arab’s description I would have expected something rather breath-taking, but this was a thin dark-haired girl twelve or thirteen years old. She had big, tired eyes and a wistful smile.

She came to the afterdeck and said, “Hello.”

I said, “Hello,” and Arab said, “I hope you don’t mind us looking at your houseboat.”

“Oh no,” the child said. “It’s all right.” She twisted one leg around the other. “I saw you catch that fish,” she said. “It’s big.”

“Would you like to have it?” Arab asked. “It’s too big for us.”

“Oh no, thank you.” Her right foot scratched her left knee. “Did you come up from Jake’s place?”

Arab said, “Yes, we rented the boat there.”

“If you’re going back,” the child said, “maybe you’d let me go with you. I have to go to Fort Myers to get some things for my uncle. He’s out fishing now.”

“We’ll be glad to,” Arab said, “but how will you get back here?”

“Oh, I can get a bus or something and walk the rest of the way.”

“In the dark?” Arab asked. “It’s three miles from the main road.”

“I don’t mind the dark.”

Arab said, “Your uncle must have better fishing equipment than what I saw here. That leader wire on the cane poles is badly rusted, and the net needs mending and new cord and sinkers and floats.”

“That’s why I’m going to the store,” the girl said.

I chuckled and said, “My wife was worrying about the leader wire and the net.” I was going to enjoy teasing Arab about this.

Arab asked, “Does your uncle catch many fish?”

“Oh yes.”

“What kind does he catch?”

The girl said, “Oh, some like yours and some shad.”

“Oh yes,” Arab said. “If you’re ready we can start any time.”

“Just a minute,” the girl said, and edged back alongside the cabin toward the door near the bow.

I grinned at Arab and said, “Hello, detective.” She said nothing. I said, “As a mystery this doesn’t quite have the punch of ‘Who Killed Cock Robin.’“ Arab didn’t reply. Something about her expression bothered me. She looked as satisfied as if she had just met an old girl friend who had put on weight.

I didn’t have a chance to ask her any questions because the kid returned just then and climbed into our boat and we started back to Jake’s place. Arab tried to talk to our passenger on the way, but the girl seemed to be very shy, and flushed and stammered even when asked what grade she would be in when she returned to school. Her first name was Sherry, and apparently she didn’t want to tell her last name to a pair of curious Yankees. We landed at the dock, and Jake admired the redfish and looked wonderingly at Sherry.

“We’re giving her a lift to Fort Myers for some shopping,” I explained. “She lives in a houseboat upriver a little way. I think this road of yours goes past it.”

“Whose houseboat is it, sister?” Jake asked the kid. “Is it Harry Fink’s? I see him towing a houseboat upriver a few days ago.”

Sherry shook her head wordlessly, and Jake shrugged and dropped the matter. Arab and Sherry and I climbed into our car and drove back to town. Along the way Sherry acted as if she had been told that anything she said might be used against her. The only time she volunteered a comment was when Arab pointed out our place on the river. Sherry looked at it in awe and said that we must have a very big family to need two houses. Arab explained that the smaller building on the property was not actually a house but an apartment over a garage, and that there were only two of us and we only used part of the main house and didn’t use the garage apartment at all. Sherry looked as if she thought that was very wasteful, but said nothing. We drove along First Street in Fort Myers and stopped at a tackle shop that Sherry pointed out. She thanked us politely and went in the store. I put the car in gear.

Arab reached across me, switched off the ignition, and said, “Let’s wait a few minutes.”

“Wait? What for?”

“To see what Sherry does.”

“What she does? She’s going to buy leader wire and cord for her uncle’s fish net and sinkers and floats.”

Arab smiled. “Uh-huh. So her uncle can catch shad.”

“That’s right. I remember her mentioning shad.”

“If he’s going to catch shad,” Arab cooed, “he’ll have to be able to cast about four hundred miles. They don’t come this far south. Peek in the store and see what she’s doing.”

I grumbled about spying on a kid, but I got out and looked into the store. She wasn’t there. I went in and asked a salesman if he had seen a dark-haired girl of twelve or thirteen come in a few moments ago. He said she had wandered through the store and out the side entrance without stopping. I went back to the car and told Arab.

“Get in, quickly,” she said. “Drive around the corner. She can’t be far.”

“I don’t understand,” I muttered, getting in the car and starting it. “What is she up to? Why — ”

“She isn’t up to anything. Someone else is. She’s in trouble, Andy. Did you see her wrists?”

“No.”

“She tried to keep them tucked out of sight. They had marks on them as if she’d been tied up.”

I grumbled, “Probably she’d been wearing a couple of dime-store bracelets, the link kind, and had them too tight.”

I swung the car around the corner and we saw Sherry halfway up the block, edging quietly from the doorway of one store to the doorway of the next. I stopped near her, and Arab called softly. For a moment I thought Sherry was going to run, but there were people on the sidewalk who might have grabbed her if we shouted, and apparently she changed her mind. She came to our car, scuffing her feet on the pavement and hanging her head.

“Get in, Sherry,” Arab said gently. When the girl obeyed, Arab said, “You don’t know much about fish, do you, child? There are no shad in southern Florida.”

“I — I didn’t know that,” Sherry said, gulping.

Arab touched the girl’s wrists and then bent to pull down her socks. There were deep red creases on her ankles as well as her wrists. They were thin and sharp, the kind of marks fishline would make. “If you’re in trouble we want to help you,” Arab said. “What’s the right story?”

Sherry’s big, tired eyes got shiny with tears. “I just thought it would be easier if I said that about buying something,” she sniffled. “I haven’t lived here long. I wanted to get away from my uncle. He … he was awful! My aunt left him a couple of weeks ago because he was so awful and came here with me, but my uncle sneaked into the house two nights ago when she was away and took me back and was holding me as … as a sort of hostage. He left a note saying if my aunt didn’t come back to him she would never see me again, and if she called the police something terrible would happen to me. When you came by this afternoon, I had just wriggled out of the fishline he tied me with, and I was going to walk here if you said you couldn’t take me.”

Arab patted her hand. “And now you’re going to your aunt’s?”

“Yes. You aren’t mad at me for telling a lie?”

“Of course not,” Arab said.

Sherry blinked twice, and suddenly the tears were gone and she looked as if she had just finished a chocolate marshmallow nut sundae. She began directing us to the place where her aunt lived. She didn’t remember the address, and we cruised up and down several streets, in a residential section between the business district and the Tamiami Trail, looking for the house. Finally we saw a woman taking in wash from a line in her back yard, and Sherry screamed happily that it was her aunt. I stopped the car, and Sherry ran joyfully toward the back of the house, while Arab and I sauntered after her. We reached the back yard and saw the woman, with a clothespin in her mouth and a puzzled frown on her face, staring at a small citrus grove that started where her yard ended. Sherry was not in sight.

Arab said, “Where is she?”

The woman turned to us and said, “Whissh ish phooh?” Then she remembered to remove the clothespin and said, “Where is who? That girl?”

“Yes,” Arab said. “Aren’t you her aunt?”

“I never was so surprised in my born days,” the woman said. “I heard someone calling ‘Aunty, Aunty’ and I thought it was one of my nieces and I turned and she was running toward me but she kept right on running past me into that grove.”

I cleared my throat. “And of course,” I said glumly, “you had never seen her before in your life.”

“Of course not,” the woman said.

“Let’s go,” I told Arab.

We went into the grove and searched it thoroughly, and then asked at near-by houses without any results, and finally took the car and drove along every street in the neighborhood. We spent a couple of hours at the job, and it was becoming dark when we quit. There was no trace of Sherry.

“Well,” I said, “we can try to find her aunt, although it’ll be tough without knowing her name.”

Arab said calmly, “There is no aunt.”

“But Sherry said — ”

“Darling, Sherry can tell fibs almost faster than I can listen to them. The hostage business is another shad story.”

“What about the marks on her wrists and ankles?”

“I don’t have the right answers, Andy. I just know which ones are wrong.”

I thought for a minute, and said, “If you know that story is a phony now, you knew it was a phony when she told it.”

“I only wanted to see what she would do next. She is in trouble.”

“Uh-huh. And we’re breaking our necks trying to join her. Why did you know it was a phony?”

“Oh, just intuition, I guess.”

I looked grimly at her, and she tried to be very busy with her powder compact and lipstick. “You,” I said, “can tell fibs faster than I can listen to them. Intuition is what you use in buying new hats, and most of your hats are terrible. You’re holding out something on me. Come clean.”

“Only a couple of little things,” she said humbly. “I told you I saw a face at the window of the houseboat. Well, it wasn’t Sherry’s face. It was a woman and she was sort of pretty. And there was a car parked down the road, almost hidden. I saw sunlight on a patch of windshield and hood.”

“A couple of little things!” I cried. “You’d hide a murder weapon and tell yourself it was just a little old gun with a couple of empty chambers. You knew Sherry couldn’t be a prisoner, or she wouldn’t be walking around at liberty with someone else in the houseboat. You knew there was a car that could take her to town. You knew the shad story was a fake. Then why did you let us get involved?”

She said sweetly, “So that you would have to figure out why she wanted to go with us.”

“My next wife,” I muttered, “won’t even look up from her knitting if the neighbors spray each other with tommy guns. Now listen, will you promise not to hold out anything more on me?”

“Oh yes, Andy. I promise. Cross my heart and hope to die.”

“Okay,” I said. I didn’t know that I was going to hear cross-my-heart-and-hope-to-die a lot, and that each time it was going to be associated with a whale of a fib.

We went home, and Arab prepared supper while I cleaned her fish. It was a most unpleasant fish. It had scales like chain armor, a couple of daggers hidden in its fins, and eyes like a chief of police sizing up a hot suspect. Maybe I would be gazing into eyes like that before long. For all I knew, we had bought ourselves a piece of a racket. And the worst thing about it was that at least three people could tie us in with Sherry: Jake, the salesman at the tackle store, and the woman who had been taking in laundry.

At supper I had about as much appetite as a fish chewing on a gang hook. There was a plan behind what had happened that afternoon. We had been played for suckers, but I couldn’t figure out how or why. And yet there ought to be enough facts lying around to make sense, if I could put them in proper order. Sherry had wanted to get from the houseboat to Fort Myers, that was clear enough. Whoever had been with her in the houseboat had wanted the same thing. But why hadn’t she walked, or why hadn’t the other person driven her in the car? Maybe she hadn’t wanted to walk three miles to the main highway, where she could get a lift. But that didn’t explain why the car hadn’t been used. Of course, it might have been out of gas or might have broken down. But then why hadn’t Sherry told a straight story and said that her family’s car wasn’t running? Obviously because she didn’t want us to know about the car and because she didn’t dare tell us the truth.

That got me a little further. There was something to hide in connection with her trip to Fort Myers. But if it was important to hide it from us, why not hide it perfectly by avoiding us? Why not walk to the highway and get a lift, or even walk all the way to town? Because she didn’t want to be seen going to Fort Myers? Heck, she was seen with us. Furthermore, she knew she would be seen with us, because she knew we had to take the boat back to Jake’s place. There had been a reason for going with us and the reason wasn’t merely transportation. There had been an advantage that outweighed the possibility that we might ask awkward questions.

I kicked that idea around for a while. Maybe she wanted an alibi of some kind. But if that had been the case, she and the older person in the houseboat would have cooked up a much better explanation for her trip to town — one that would stand up not only with us but after she left us. As witnesses for her we were liabilities, not assets. So that was out. Our importance ended after she reached Fort Myers. So long, sucker. I put my brain through the wringer several more times and felt it come out limp and flat. I put it through again, and finally an idea trickled from it. A nice simple idea.

I lunged at Arab with my dessert spoon and cried, “She wanted to be seen with us!”

“Who?” Arab gasped. “What are you talking about?”

“Sherry, of course,” I said, and explained my reasoning.

“I know we’re awfully nice people,” Arab murmured, “but why would it do her good to be seen with us?”

“Because she didn’t want to be seen with somebody else. I don’t mean with just anybody else, but a particular somebody, the older girl in the houseboat, for example.”

“But, Andy, she could have hidden somewhere and walked here at night if she didn’t want to be seen. Or, if the car was working, she could hide in the back seat.”

“Look. If I come home and find my razor very dull, I’ll automatically think you sharpened pencils with it or lost your potato knife or something. You’re automatically guilty, unless there’s evidence maybe that a couple of small boys were playing with it. See? The particular somebody in this case would automatically be suspected of untying Sherry and taking her away, unless someone else was seen doing it.”

“That’s wonderful!” Arab cried.

“Yeah, isn’t it,” I said. “It’s called kidnaping.” I got up slowly, creakily, like a faithful old rabbit dog being called from the fireside to hunt wolves. “Let’s go,” I said gloomily.

Arab jumped up happily. “To the houseboat?” she asked. “Swell! I wondered how long it would take you to see we had to do that.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Now that we’ve swallowed the hook, let’s see if we can fool the guy with the rod by swimming toward his boat.”

We drove again down the palm-lined boulevard and the shell road. It was very dark. A couple of lighted windows showed as we passed Jake’s place, but they looked as lost as matches glowing far away in a cave. Beyond his house the two white sandy ruts of the road squirmed forward through blackness. The headlights made a tunnel ahead of us down which moths swam slowly and bugs came in a pattering rain. High grass between the ruts hissed steadily under the car. When the ruts turned and the headlights swung right or left, we saw a sandy waste where palmettos crouched like bristling green animals and small lean pines stood about like scarecrows.

The speedometer registered five-tenths of a mile from Jake’s place when the end of the road came into sight. Ahead was an abandoned citrus grove, with grass wild and high where fertilizer had once been spread and the citrus trees gray-white with rotten wood. It didn’t look like a grove now, but like a cemetery of unburied trees. Slightly ahead and to the left was the spot where the tiny cove came close to the road and mangroves had been cut down. I swung the car into the small clearing, and our headlights drew black gleams from the water on which we had floated that afternoon. Beside me, Arab gasped.

The houseboat was gone.

I switched off the motor. At once our headlights paled to a sickly yellow that seemed to blunt itself on the darkness beyond the shore. I listened, although I don’t know what I expected to hear. For a while there was nothing but the hollow metallic tapping of my heart, like the sound of a boat’s exhaust. Then gradually I began to hear small noises: the keening of insects, the mutter of wavelets among mangrove roots, the watery rustle of a fish striking in the cove.

“What do we do now?” Arab whispered.

“I don’t know. I never played at being a fish before. Maybe we claim that we’re not legal size and demand to be thrown back.” I started the car, backed to the rutted sand, parked facing downriver toward Jake’s place, and switched off the lights. “I’ll take a look around,” I said. “Uh, the battery seems a little weak. I think I’ll leave the motor running to charge it. You stay here.”

I dug a flashlight from the glove compartment and walked toward the cove. Probably Arab suspected that I left the motor running to have the car ready for a fast getaway, but knowing my real reason wouldn’t make her nervous. It would probably give her a pleased thrill. I’m the one who brings home all the nervousness for the family, and if I do say so myself I’m a good provider. I reached the water’s edge and sprayed the flashlight beam around. The houseboat was gone. The fishing nets were gone. The drying racks were gone. There were not even any footprints or keel marks on the sand, although they might have been erased by the tide. Nothing showed that people had been there recently except the narrow slash in the mangroves and the faint marks of tires in sand.

The flashlight was useless in probing out over the water. It showed me the near-by mangroves, sneaking into the water on their red roots as if going tiptoe, but over the cove the light diluted like water dripping into ink. I couldn’t have seen the houseboat if it had been anchored only ten yards offshore. It was not in the cove, though. I didn’t have to see the emptiness to know that. Nobody would take the trouble to remove even the racks for the fish nets while leaving the houseboat where it could be spotted. I stood on the shore with the water chuckling among the mangroves and tried to figure out an answer. The whole business was maddeningly obscure. My thoughts went fuzzy in its obscurity the way light blunted against the blackness in front of me. My heart was still making that hollow metallic tapping like the exhaust of a slow-moving boat. It was somewhat louder than when I had first noticed it, back in the car. I pressed the fingers of my left hand to the ribs over my heart to try to calm it. A steady thud came through to my fingers. It was odd, I thought stupidly. Very odd. The rhythm of my heart and the rhythm of the hollow metallic tapping did not match.
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