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The little Seagull outboard engine sputtered happily at the back of the little rubber duck as I approached the dock. 

A rubber duck is what we call the inflatable dinghies so popular with people who live on sailboats. They are not elegant transportation, but a sailboat is not known for its commodious accommodations, and once you deflate a rubber duck and roll it up, it doesn’t take up a lot of space.

As handy as they are, rubber duckies are not particularly seaworthy and certainly not a luxurious way to travel. MAZU, the ketch I’d sailed from St. Anne in the Lesser Antilles to Panama, sat at anchor in a relatively remote spot called Bastimentos. 

While the anchorage was as quiet and peaceful as anyone could wish, the trip ashore took a long time in the rubber duck and it could make for a wet ride, even when the sea was flat and calm. 

My lifelong dislike of being tied to a dock in a crowded marina more than offset the inconvenience of the trip in. Being in a crowd in a marina has few advantages over going to a shopping mall on Black Friday. 

Besides, the sleek ketch was in perfect shape, and I wanted to keep her that way. When boats crowd together and are alongside, they can get dinged or scratched and I’d brought her there to sell. 

The front of the dinghy bumped gently into the dock and, as I reached out to keep her from drifting back out again, someone called my name. 

“Martin, you’ve got email.”

Holding onto a bollard, I smiled up at Jenny Orfa. She stood on the dock, her fists pressing into her hips, looking down at me. 

In her fifties, with shoulder-length, straw-like silver hair that she could never manage to tame, she was a likable lady with a nose dotted with freckles. She wore the de facto official uniform of the dockmaster: bare feet, jeans shorts, and a tee-shirt.

“That’s hardly possible, Jenny.”

“But still a fact.”

“I don’t even have an email address. How can I have email?”

She laughed. “Well, when I get an email from someone named Ugly Bill who claims to be your partner with instructions to print it out and hand it to the Luddite who goes by your name, I call that you getting email, like it or not.”

I groaned. “That sounds like Bill.”

“If I’d known that was you coming in now, I would have brought it with me.”

I patted the outboard. “Is there anything else around here that sounds remotely like a Seagull, Jen? Is there another Seagull within a hundred miles of us?”

She laughed. “It so happens I was standing next to Rory when I saw you coming in. He was sandblasting a steel hull and I couldn’t have identified a Detroit Diesel. I’ll have to get the email.”

I laughed. “You are sure insistent.”

“Ugly Bill doesn’t sound like someone I want to piss off.”

“You don’t,” I said, smiling. “But I’m sure it will keep for a little while. I’m meeting Victor for a rum and some business.”

She cocked her head. “Are you really going to sell him that lovely ketch?”

“You like her?”

“She’s a beauty. When you brought her to the fuel dock, I started thinking that this is the kind of boat that makes a girl’s heart pound as she dreams of sailing the world.”

I heard the suggestion in her voice. She wanted me to ask her to join me in circumnavigating the watery planet. 

That didn’t surprise me. Jenny was the stuff of legends — a hard-core sailor, the kind they tell stories about in the waterfront bars. That sort that is only found ashore from time to time. 

Someone like Jenny might settle down somewhere for a time, staying close to boats while she worked to earn some cash or just to get the barnacles off and to regain her shore legs, but it never took long for their appreciation for life on board to rise up again in a powerful way. 

Sooner or later, the right boat appears, or the right opportunity comes along, and they are itching to junk it all in a heartbeat. You could safely bet your last dollar that Jenny had been quite content with her job until she saw that ketch.

“She’s not mine, Jenny. We salvaged her and some friends back on St. Anne put in hard work getting her shipshape. They expect to get paid for their work. I promised to play delivery skipper.”

She sighed. “I suppose.” Then she gave a shrug and let the momentary fantasy go, as she had undoubtedly released many others before it. That, too, was part of the life. “I’ll bring that message over to you after a bit. I haven’t even printed it yet.”

“Maybe the new owner will need a crew.”

She didn’t rise to the bait. Working as professional crew wasn’t the fantasy. That kind of job didn’t have her chasing far horizons. 

“I doubt it.” 

Then she winked, nodding in the direction of the thatched-roof bar. “Go meet Victor and I’ll bring it. But delivery to your table will cost you a drink.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

I tied off the dinghy, climbed up a short ladder that had seen better days, and headed for the bar. 

Doing what Jenny asked didn’t even involve a change in plans. I don’t often have plans, but I was meeting Victor Marquez. Victor was a yacht broker. 

Like Jenny, he’d fallen in love with MAZU, our ketch. And that was before we fixed her up. Now I was delivering her to him. A sharp businessman, Victor had developed a harder heart than Jenny. He loved boats, but not the way a real sailor did. 

He was delighted to resell her and let someone else chase the far horizon.

Seeing him sitting at a table in the bar, a well-dressed man in his early thirties, made me chuckle. Victor looked like he was going to an office in a bank. No one else in the bar, probably not in the entire town, was wearing a tie, much less a coat. 

When he saw me approaching the table, he jumped to his feet, holding out a hand and giving me a cheerful smile. “Good to see you. How did my boat sail?”

I liked that he already saw her as his boat, even before the money changed hands and the paperwork signed and filed. I jerked a thumb seaward. 

“She loved the open sea. A lovely ride.”

“I looked for her in the marina,” he said. “I didn’t see her in the marina.”

“Because I’ve got her at anchor over in Bastimentos, just around the headland.”

That bit of information earned me an anxious look. “Is she safe there?” 

I grinned. Victor dealt with high-end clients and they were a different breed of sailor. They thought yachts belonged in a marina. Marinas and boatyards were Victor’s showrooms. For sailors like those, an anchor only came into play when you needed a lunch hook or wanted to take a short swim. Many of them didn’t even carry serious anchors that would hold in a storm. 

“She’s fine, there,” I said. “Two anchors are holding her snug as can be.” 

“I have a couple of potential buyers who are anxious to see her.” His smile was uneasy. “I’d go so far as to call them eager. And they aren’t the only ones. I’ll tell you... the pictures your amigos sent me sparked a fair amount of interest.” 

He hesitated. “Once you put the boat in the marina, I can call them and tell them they can come to see her.”

“I could take them out to see her today, if you like,” I said. 

I was teasing, but Victor didn’t catch on. He made a face. “My clients aren’t the sort to enjoy a tour that starts with a wet ride in a small rubber ducky.”

I doubted Victor would happy with that option. But I was good with doing things the way his clients wanted them. To each their own. That he loved boats made him okay in my book. 

“It can be a wet ride,” I laughed. “I’m sure your moneyed people want to keep their expensive slacks and dresses dry.”

“Exactamente,” Victor said, sounding relieved.

“I’d be happy to bring her in this afternoon and put her in a slip.”

“Perfect. I’ll arrange a slip for her,” he said. 

He looked out over the water toward the boatyard, his mind on the logistics of displaying his wares. “I have a cleaning crew working over at the boatyard right now. I’ll call and have them come over here first thing in the morning. Then my first prospects will see her looking sparkling new.”

“Then I’ll sleep on board tonight and make sure I and my gear are ashore when your crew arrives.”

“Excellent,” he said. “Shall I order us a bottle of rum?”

“That would be grand,” I said, liking this man better all the time.

A rather ditsy but pleasant local girl who pretended to be a waitress brought us the rum, glasses, and some peanuts. I asked her for a third glass and she gave me an odd look. 

“I don’t want to insult my invisible friend,” I told her.

She scowled but brought the glass. Points to her. 

“Nice to see you are eating a balanced meal,” Jenny said. 

I took in the smile she gave me as she handed me my email. I thought that staying around Bocas for a time could be a good thing. 

“A balanced meal?” Victor laughed.

She pointed at the table. “Rum and peanuts in equal measure.” 

“It’s important to take care of your health,” I said, taking the page and starting to read.

“Darling Jenny,” Victor said, pointing to an empty chair. “Please join us. In addition to wishing to enjoy the pleasure of your company, I need to talk a little business.”

“Darling Jenny?” I asked.

Victor smiled. “From the poem The Highwayman.” 

“By Alfred Noyes,” she added. “I like that poem.”

Victor poured her drink and handed it to her. “You made me think of it,” he said. 

“While I’ll take the drink, I won’t be plaiting a dark red love-knot into this short shiny hair anytime soon.”

“Ah, sad,” he said. “But you do know the poem.” 

“And I know business. Why I’m multi-talented.”

“On that score, we, my colleague Martin and I, require a slip today. Are any available?”

“For the beautiful ketch that you intend to sell before I get to sail her?”

“Si,” Victor said. “I’m afraid that is so.”

“She sails like a dream,” I said. “I checked out all the gear, even things I don’t use, and everything is shipshape. I topped up the fuel and water and pumped out the blackwater tanks when I arrived.”

Jenny scratched her nose. “Fifteen B is open. The crew just finished a minor repair. You’d have to pay for the whole day though.”

Victor beamed a smile. “How could I refuse such a lovely deal from a lovely lady?”

A charmer, Victor was.

“Damn,” I said.

Victor gave me an odd look. “Bad news?”

I shook the paper. “You didn’t read it?”

“It was for you.” She looked insulted.

“It’s a mayday, a distress call. A guy I knew from way back is in trouble. For reasons he didn’t go into, or Bill neglected to mention, no one but me can help him.”

“And you just got here,” Jenny said. “I was hoping you’d hang around a bit.”

“Me too,” I told her.

“Can I do anything?” Victor asked.

“If you can find a way to teleport me to Trinidad, that would be fantastic.”

Victor grimaced. “Even my substantial influence and power aren’t quite up to that task, my friend.”

“You have to leave soon?” Jenny asked.

“As soon as possible. He wants me to meet him in Port-of-Spain.”

She glanced at the clock over the bar. 

“Well, forget Trinidad for today. You’ve missed the last flight to Panama City,” she said. 

Victor laughed. “Which is to say you missed the last flight to anywhere.”

Jenny tapped her fingers on the table. “The flight to PC is under an hour and it shouldn’t be a problem to find a connection from there, maybe through Miami.”

“Whatever.”

She sighed. “I can book you on the first flight out tomorrow and then take a look at what is available that will get you to Port-of-Spain fast.” She was going to be helpful, even if she would prefer to scuttle my trip.

“You are wonderful,” I said, standing up. “I’ll run back out to the boat now. Victor, if you want to meet me at slip fifteen in about an hour, help me tie up and I’ll show her to you.”

“Then we can have dinner and drinks,” he said.

I glanced at Jenny. “Can you join us?”

She made a sour face. “I’d love to, but the owner is having a staff meeting at his house tonight and I have to be there.”

She took out her phone and focused on pushing the buttons that invoked whatever magic those tiny screens provide.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Activating my pocket travel agency,” she said. “Go get that boat. At least it will be nice to have her in sight for a time.”

Victor nodded. “If she’s what you say she is, I’ll transfer the money to your account today and you can sign her over to me with Jenny as a witness. I’ll give you your asking price plus the delivery fee I promised Jeff.”

“Can’t be any more fair than that,” I said.

Victor’s grin was amazing. “Oh, I can afford to be fair. At the price you gave me, I stand to make a bundle on this deal,” he said. “I find it easy and fun to be generous under such circumstances. If I make a friend in the bargain, what could be better? Besides, I understand you almost arrived with two boats this time.”

I laughed. The story of the boat I’d come across was making the rounds. 

“Apparently, like all good sea stories, this one improves with each telling.”

“Still, it seems reasonable that at this rate, you’ll have more to sell me in the future. I would, however, prefer one that isn’t a plague ship.”

“No plague. Not even loaded with bio-weapons.”

“I heard that version too,” Jenny said.

“The truth is that I came across a boat that seemed abandoned. I came alongside to find out what was going on. I boarded her and found the couple that owned her belowdecks, passed out cold.”

“Thus, the plague story.”

“They’d had good luck fishing and caught themselves a huge barracuda and decided it was time for a barbecue. Unfortunately, it made them both violently ill.”

“Newbies,” Jenny said sourly.

“By the time I showed up, they were completely dehydrated and could barely move. I had some saline drips on board and that brought them around. But they were still pretty weak, so I towed them in.”

“And now you are running off to rescue someone else?”

I cringed. That was exactly Ugly Bill’s complaint. “Friends, you know.”

“And strangers,” Jenny said. “But that’s life,” she said with a sad grin.

“I really appreciate the help,” I told her.

She winked. “I’m being diabolical. Helping out is my way of making sure you’ll want to return one day. Come back and stay longer.”

“Works for me. I’ll go get the boat.”

“And don’t scratch my shiny paint on her ratty finger docks,” Victor said.

“I think I can manage to do avoid that.”

It was good to be closing the deal. But, as often happened in my life, I wasn’t as pleased with the circumstances. I never liked feeling pressured by events. 

A week or two hanging out in Bocas would have been nice  —  much nicer than going off to, as Bill put it: “to tilt at windmills again.”
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I cleared customs and immigration at Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, and found Fargo Rush waiting for me at baggage claim. 

After dealing with his overly enthusiastic and hearty hug, he took a look at me. 

“Damn, I’m glad to see you,” he told me. “Thanks, mate.” 

“Your message sounded important.”

Fargo was a big man. He was several dozen pounds overweight and sported a red face that told me he either had problems with his blood pressure or alcohol. Given that he was the high-paid skipper of a mega-yacht, it was probably a combination of the two. 

While it sounds like a cool job, Captain is pretty much an upper-middle management position. You manage employees (the crew) and have the responsibility for an expensive boat. 

That gives you a lot of stress without much in the way of exercise or physical activity.

“Want to tell me what was so urgent that I had to drop everything and get my ass here?” I asked. 

I was as out of sorts as that sounded. “I had to rush closing the deal on a sweet ketch and I have to hope the paperwork is right.”

“Sorry, and I appreciate you coming. The story is too complicated to spit out right here. Come with me, I’ll get you settled in, then we can go have a good meal. I know airline food ain’t much these days. Over dinner and drinks, I’ll tell you the whole story.”

Before I could agree to disagree, he grabbed up my bag and headed out the door with it. Following in his wake, I noted his determined pace as he strode to a beater car  —  an ugly brown Ford Escort sitting in the open parking lot. 

He tossed my bag in the back and we got in and headed off. 

“I’ve got Rapunzel in drydock over in Chaguaramas,” he said. 

That was where the boatyards and commercial anchorage were. 

“I moved back on board yesterday," he said, "but the other staterooms aren’t quite ready. I got you a room at the guest house I was staying in while all the noisy work was going on.”

“Rapunzel?”

He made the dutiful face a person puts on when they have to tell you a silly story that they’ve told repeatedly and didn’t enjoy telling the first time. 

“The original owner, the guy who had her built, made his money writing fantasy stories. That was one he loved.”

“He didn’t name it after one of his own characters?”

“He didn’t like his characters.”

There is always a story behind the names. Once in a while, the story is one you want to hear. Not usually.

“The new owner believes the superstition that it’s bad luck to change a boat’s name.”

“I’m still wondering what’s going on, Fargo.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why I’m here. It isn’t like we know each other that well. You need my help... fair enough. But I’ve been wracking my brain to think what I can do that you can’t. I’m a freighter captain. With the job you have, I know you have a lot more money than I do, so that isn’t the problem, and I’m willing to bet that if you called in your markers, you’d have more and better connections, too. With this gig, you must rub shoulders with influential people.”

“Those things aren’t the issue,” he said, focusing hard on the road. “Hold on a bit. I’ll explain it all.”

Watching him, I thought about when we’d met. It was at a school. We were both taking a class to get a Master’s ticket. It was a small class. We all got to know each other well, and he and I hit it off. 

We went out for drinks and had some good times. We even went down the Keys for a few days of drunk and disorderly fun. 

After graduation, I joined the Navy, he took a job on a yacht, and we lost touch.

Years later, I ran into him in Trinidad. I was glad to see him, and we had some drinks. 

Since then, we’d see each other in various Caribbean ports from time to time, but we traveled in different circles. I ran a small dry cargo ship called Irreparable Harm. Fargo found a high-paying job as a skipper for a private mega yacht.

His call for help had come out of the blue and from Ugly Bill’s perspective, my willingness to do things like this, to run off on a moment’s notice to help someone I barely knew, defined certain serious character flaws, failings in my makeup.

“You, my friend,” he said, “are what they call a sucker.”

Not that Bill wouldn’t help someone. He had a huge heart. He just preferred not to get involved in other peoples’ dramas if it was humanly possible. 

At moments like this, sitting in a Ford Escort, rattling across Trinidad, waiting to learn why I was the superhero who had to save someone I knew casually, I was convinced that he was wise in the ways of the world. 

But I couldn’t seem to stop.

The room Fargo had reserved for me was a decent one in a small guest house run by a fierce looking, 50-something landlady named Mrs. Barnes. She gave me a looking over, let me stash my bag, told me that breakfast was at seven in the morning, and pointed out that she didn’t allow no monkey business in her place. 

I assured her I had no monkey business planned or scheduled. That seemed to appease her, at least for the moment.

We didn’t exactly hit it off, but for the moment, she was going to tolerate me.

“You in the mood for fancy French or Indian street food?” he asked.

“Indian,” I said, not missing a beat.

I used to like Port-of-Spain, but that was before someone, or many someones, decided it needed to be a modern city, a hub of finance and commerce. 

Whenever that happens, the place loses its identity and most of its character. The local identity gives way to that of the egomaniacs that design skyscrapers and they seem to be rather interchangeable. 

Eventually, all cities are the same, with only superficial differences, such as the height of the glass towers, as bragging rights.

Fortunately, a few dark corners that hid remnants of the past I mourned hung on, and Fargo knew them. Wise in the ways of good food, he took me to a family-run restaurant in little India. 

It had been a long time since I’d eaten Indian food and this was either very good, or I was more desperate for good curry than I’d thought. 

“The thing is,” Fargo said, chewing on a large hunk of nan that he’d used to wipe up the vestiges of an amazing vindaloo, “I need your help because I messed up. I mean, I seriously messed up.”

“And got caught,” I said. No one complains about screwing up unless they got caught. 

He nodded. “Did indeed. And then, as it turns out, I learned I was set up.”

The plot of his story stunk already. “Start with the misdeed in question. What did you do?”

“It’s the boat parts game. Well, what I did wrong in the first place was gamble. And even the gambling was all right... it was the losing that did me in.”

“That’s always the bad part.” I let him say it, wanting to hear his take.

“That meant I needed money. A lot of money.”

“You gambled more than you had.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“I don’t gamble for money,” I said. 

Saying I didn’t gamble wouldn’t be accurate. I gambled all the time. But it was a fact that I disliked and avoided games of chance. I enjoyed the gambles my life offered.

“At any rate, there I was, in debt to bad people. Why is it always bad people who loan you money for gambling?”

“Because the nice ones don’t get it back and they go out of business. The bad people do what it takes to see they do get a return on their investment.”

Judging by his bouncing eyebrows, that seemed to be an interesting and novel thought for Fargo to consider. 

“Anyway, we had a chitchat, and they grudgingly gave me some time to raise it. Not nearly enough, but some.”

“And then, in an amazing coincidence, you met a guy who had a scheme.”

“Just like that,” he said with a grimace. “And, at the time, it did seem to be a coincidence. This guy was a businessman. He owns chandleries on several islands and knew a lot of yachties and people who worked on yachts. We are talking people with expensive boats... not
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