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Chapter 1
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I CAN’T TELL YOU how to get to this island. I can’t even tell you its name. Some men have special and even somewhat erotic feelings about islands: they can be as jealous of a lovely island as they can be of a beautiful woman. I suppose the egg-heads can conjure up some sort of long-haired psychiatric pitch to explain this island-love: inability-to-face-life-on-its-own-terms, sub-conscious-yen-to-return-to-mother’s-womb sort of stuff. As far as I’m concerned this is for the birds. I just like islands. I like the idea of standing on warm, non-moving earth and seeing blue water on four sides of me. I like this particular island. I like the people who own it. And when I go back—if I ever go back—I want to find it just as it was when I was last there.

I’d been island-hopping for almost a month when I found it. Just loafing along through incredibly and beautifully clear and warm green-tinted water—skin-diving for crayfish and fat grouper when the larder ran low. I’d left a place called Key Luna six weeks earlier. Key Luna is a resort town on the west coast of Florida. Key Luna had given me a bad time—the kind of bad time that twists a man’s nerves into knots and wakes him up nights for weeks after it’s happened with an unborn scream choking his throat. 

The hot sun and the lazy loveliness of this part of the world were untangling the harsh nerve-knots and erasing the sordid memories that were my take-home pay for services rendered in Key Luna. I loafed along postponing the inevitable—the inevitable being, in this case, no more money. I’d taped a hundred dollar bill in a dark corner of the rope locker. When there wasn’t anything left but that, I’d head for the mainland, hock the Jessie if necessary, and start looking for a job. I was getting uncomfortably close to the C-note in the rope locker when I found it—the island.

First let me tell you about the Jessie. I’d first seen her squatting in scabby and paint-peeling and rusty unloveliness in a boat slip in Biscayne Bay three months earlier. A For Sale sign festooned her broad and matronly transom. I won’t be sentimental about her. She looked like hell. But she looked sturdy. And she looked cheap. I went aboard her. She was built like a pint-sized trawler—all of forty feet long and broad-beamed. She’d been used as some kind of a commercial fishing boat: there was an ice hold, winches fore and aft and the clinging vestiges of the odor of long-dead fish. I had an idea, without really knowing—or ever finding out for sure—that she had originated in the Chesapeake Bay area.

I lifted a hatch and had a look at her power plant—a Gray 155 HP that was at least years younger than her hull. I went below. There was a sagging sink, a rusting Coleman stove, two makeshift bunks complete with molding mattresses, with a head and rope locker forward.

She was a mess. And two days later—having in the meantime had her surveyed by a professional and having given myself a talking to for even considering such an impractical investment—I bought her for twenty-one hundred dollars. For another six hundred and thirty bucks—plus plenty of my own sweat and elbow grease—I transformed her from an elderly frump who’d lost all hope to a happy, middle-aged matron with a fresh hairdo, a new Easter suit and bonnet and a suitor several years her junior.

That was the Jessie. Long before we reached this particular island I’d grown to love her. I didn’t ask too much of her. I made the trip in easy stages. I was never more than a day away from fuel and repairs and I checked the weather carefully. I had no trouble.

This island I’ve mentioned was, at a distance, no different from the one I’d left several hours earlier and all the others I’d seen or visited in the last three weeks. Dense tropical foliage rose in a gentle slope from glistening white and empty beaches. The inevitable coral reef with gentle waters behind it. I’d checked my chart earlier for deep water through the reef. The check had been unnecessary, for in those clear waters you could see the channels. I chose one and headed for it. Cruising at slow speed—almost idling—I neared the beach. I didn’t know whether or not the island was inhabited, but it really didn’t matter. I wanted fresh vegetables and fruit. If there were natives here I’d buy them. If the island were uninhabited I knew I could find them: coconuts, breadfruit, soursops, mammee. You might get sick of the diet, but it would be hard to starve in that part of the world.

I dropped the hook a hundred feet from shore, swung the dinghy over the side and sculled ashore. I cased the back of-the beach for a path, found one, and followed my nose. A half mile or so from the beach the slope leveled and the path swung sharply right. I stood at the edge of an irregular but roughly rectangular shaped clearing—perhaps ten acres in all. In the middle of this clearing, surrounded by coconut palms, bougainvillaea and a welter of tropical growth was a long, low house of pink-turning-to-lavender stone. Several outbuildings were clustered behind it.

I walked toward the house. Fifty feet from the house a man stepped into the path from the shadow of a coconut palm and faced me. I pulled up to a startled halt.

“Looking for someone?” His voice was soft; American. He was slightly above average height. His eyes, pocketed in splaying sun squints, were deep blue and intelligent. His close-cropped hair and neat, military-type mustache were a sandy red. He was dressed in faded khaki shorts, canvas shoes and a clean white T-shirt. A black briar pipe was clenched in a fist. Binoculars were looped around his neck. He was, I guessed, a year or two short of fifty.

He’d surprised me. And then, too, there was something familiar about the guy; something I couldn’t identify. For a split second I would have given odds that I’d known him, somewhere, before. The sudden flash of almost-recognition died a quick death. I had trouble getting cranked up. “I—I didn’t mean to intrude.”

He didn’t smile. “No intrusion.”

“I must have startled you.”

“On the contrary, I’ve been expecting you.” His fingers touched the binoculars. “I picked you up long before you came through the reef.” He held out his hand. “Chalmers,” he said. “Richard Chalmers.” He made a semicircular sweeping motion with the hand that held the pipe. “Welcome to Greencay Estates. Or what’s left of ‘em.”

“Dolan,” I said. I took his hand. “Brad Dolan.”

It might have been my imagination: I thought I saw his eyes narrow. I followed the semicircular sweeping motion he’d made with his hand a moment ago. We were standing at approximately the middle of the island. The downward slope of the island—the whole side opposite the one I’d just climbed—was partially cleared: that is, it had at one time been cleared and now seemed to be in the process of fighting a desperate and hopeless rearguard action against the encroaching tropical growth. Halfway down the hill on that side were the crumbling stone ruins of a building. Beside it stood a sagging stone tower.

Chalmers saw me looking at these buildings. “The old mill,” he said. “Greencay was once a sugar plantation.”

“And now?”

He shrugged. “We get along.”

“We?”

“Mrs. Chalmers and I. Come in, Mr. Dolan.” He turned and started along the path toward the house. I followed him down the path, up slate steps, across a wide porch set with a profusion of deep and cool looking rattan furniture into a huge, oaken-floored living-room. The air in the living-room was heavy with the sweet, cloying scent of the huge magnolia blooms that lay in shallow vases on the low mahogany table in the center of the room. The room was furnished simply—almost sparsely—but comfortably: two king-sized davenports, three or four easy chairs that had been constructed with comfort rather than grace of line in mind, a hi-fi set that Chalmers or someone had obviously assembled with tender loving care and, on the walls, a dozen or so water colors of obviously local scenes—the windmill, the beach I’d recently come over, coconut palms set against a darkening rain cloud, and so on—that were, though not strictly professional, quite good.

Chalmers saw me looking at them.

“Like those?” he asked. He seemed anxious.

“I’m not much of an expert,” I said. “But I think they’re fine. Just fine.”

He looked pleased. “They’re Dorothy’s. Mrs. Chalmers. She’ll want to meet you. We see so few people. We’re off the beaten track here, you know.” He stared at me and his eyes, for a moment, seemed wary. “How’d you happen to come here, Mr. Dolan?”

“More or less by accident,” I said. “Just cruising around. Only real planning I do is to make sure I stay within range of fuel supply.” I stared at him. “And I like places off the beaten track. I’ll leave the tourist traps to the tourists.”

“You should have a sailboat, Mr. Dolan.”

I grinned. “Sailing a boat is something I never learned. Any fool can run a tub like the Jessie. And besides that, I’m real fond of the old girl. She’s no beauty, but she’s dependable.”

“Traveling alone, Mr. Dolan?”

I nodded my head.

“Unusual.” He wouldn’t take his eyes off me.

“I like it that way,” I said.

“Drink, Mr. Dolan?”

“Thank you, yes.”

He finally turned away and walked toward a portable bar across the room. He turned again. “I can recommend the rum.”

“Rum would be fine.”

He packed crushed ice into short glasses, poured light rum over the ice and squeezed a sliver of lime into each drink. He crossed the room, gave me my drink and suggested we sit on the porch. I sat in a comfortable chair and he sat beside me.

He sipped his drink. “Mrs. Chalmers is down the island painting. The light’s going. She’ll be home soon.”

I hadn’t realized it was quite that late in the afternoon. From where we sat on the porch we could see, through the palms, the outer edge of the lagoon, the pinks and oranges and yellows of the coral reef beneath the translucent waters and the deep turquoise-turning-to-blue of the sea beyond the reef. Small neighboring islands were hazy in the distance, and behind and above them were the gentle pastel colorings of a beginning sunset. This was a lovely, peaceful place to be. But I had things to do.

“I’d better get back to my boat before dark,” I said. “The path’s a little uncertain if you’re not used to it.”

“Don’t hurry, Mr. Dolan. Stay for dinner.” There was a quality in his tone of voice that bothered me. Was it anxiety, I wondered? And, if so, was he anxious for me to accept or to refuse his invitation?

“Spend the night here, if you’d like.” He was blurting his words, staring at the glass clenched in his hand. “We’ve plenty of room. Or, if you’d rather not sleep here. I’ll walk you down to the beach after dinner.”

“That’s very generous of you. But my boat—”

“I watched you anchor her.” He smiled at me. “Don’t think I’m overly curious. It’s an event when a strange boat comes here. She’s in a safe spot. You couldn’t have done better. And there’s no one to bother her. There’s no one on the island other than Dorothy and me and our people—the Negroes who work for us. And I’d trust them with anything.”

I relaxed. I’d convinced myself that Chalmers hadn’t invited me just because he’d thought I’d expect it. The guy probably got lonesome for people from the outside. “I’m a little sick of cooking my own chow, at that,” I said. “And we’ll see about the—”

A woman’s voice, coming from the back of the house, interrupted me. “Honey, where are you? There’s a boat in the lagoon. I—”

“Here, Dot!” Chalmers called sharply. “I’ve seen the boat. We’ve got company.”

Chalmers and I stood as Dorothy Chalmers came through the living-room to the porch. I took a breath when I saw her and let it out slowly, inconspicuously, I hoped. I had the same sort of half-baked twinge of almost-recognition I’d had when I’d first seen Chalmers. This one fizzled out, too, before it made the grade. She was a tall girl, deeply tanned, with dark blond hair and deep blue—rather puzzled-looking—eyes. Her mouth was a bit too wide; an impulsive, expressive mouth that would be quick to laugh and as quick to cry. The sheer white cotton blouse and the gray linen Bermuda shorts she wore accentuated the litheness—but complete womanliness—of her figure. She was no child. Even in the dim light of the fading afternoon I could see thin worry lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. She was perhaps thirty-two. It was hard to tell.

“Dorothy,” Chalmers said, “this is Mr. Dolan. The boat you saw—”

I ducked my head. “A pleasure, Mrs. Chalmers,” I said.

A shadow of fear—or perhaps it was only concern—crossed her face as she looked quickly at Chalmers. His face was expressionless. She’d recovered her poise when she faced me.

“So nice to meet you, Mr. Dolan,” she said. “Please sit down, gentlemen.”

Chalmers said, “Mr. Dolan has promised to stay for dinner.”

“How nice!” She sat down in a chair facing mine. Chalmers and I sat down. She dug cigarettes from a pocket of her shorts. I flicked my lighter aflame. The tip of her cigarette, as I lighted it, trembled slightly.

“What brings you here, Mr. Dolan? To this island of ours?”

I repeated the explanation I’d given Chalmers and then, on a sudden impulse, I laced it with a quick reference to Key Luna and the bad time I’d had there. I went into no details. I simply offered the fact that I’d had a bad time in Key Luna as a partial excuse for an extended vacation.

I glanced at Chalmers. He was staring at me, his face set in hard lines. His wife was watching him, her eyes soft with compassion. I had a sudden feeling that I had no business on this island; that these people, in spite of the almost-convincing show of hospitality they were putting on, wanted me gone. Long gone.

I filled the gap with an idle question: “Do you know Key Luna?”

Chalmers’s ordinarily soft voice was harsh. “Florida resort town, isn’t it?”

I nodded.

“I’ve heard of the place,” he said.

Dorothy Chalmers got us off Key Luna. “How long will you be cruising, Mr. Dolan?”

I grinned, a little ruefully. “In a couple or three weeks the honeymoon will be over. I’ll find Jessie a good home, kiss her good-by and go back to the salt mines. I really had no business making the trip. But cruising these islands, in my own boat, was a thing I’d always dreamed of doing.”

Chalmers spoke with unexpected force. “Well, at least you had guts enough to make a dream come true.” His voice softened. “That’s more than most people have.”

I shrugged. “There’re two ways of looking at it,” I said. “Either you’ve got guts enough to do a thing you’ve always wanted to do—no matter how impractical it might be—or you haven’t got guts enough to do what you should be doing. In my case putting in a forty-hour week for somebody. Instead of spending my next-to-last buck making like a lotus-eater.”

Chalmers leaned forward in his chair. “There are so many responsibilities. And most of them phony when you examine them closely. You’ve got to succeed. You get that from the time you’re ten years old until you’re too old to be productive. Succeed, get ahead. Be a pillar of your community. Live on the right side of town. Belong to the best clubs. Drive expensive automobiles. What about man’s responsibility to himself?”

Chalmers was getting real serious about this thing. I got a vague sort of impression that he was arguing with himself rather than with me. I believed that he expected a stock answer and so I gave him one. “You might be forgetting a couple of things, Mr. Chalmers,” I said. “First of all, people like to succeed. Belong to the right clubs. Be able to buy luxury items, and so on.”

“Granted,” he said. I noticed that his wife’s hand lay gently on his forearm, her fingers caressing it. “But I wonder how many of these ‘success’-minded people have stopped to analyze success. Success should be an individual, personal word, rather than the generalization it’s come to be.” His hand covered his wife’s hand on his arm. Dorothy Chalmers leaned slightly toward him, her eyes soft. Chalmers smiled. “Maybe a man wants to sit under a tree and contemplate his navel all day. Maybe that’s his big dream. If he accomplishes that, if he makes his dream come true, then he’s a success—in spite of what people will undoubtedly think and say.” He patted his wife’s hand. “Right, sweetheart?”

She gave him a tremulous little smile. This guy, I thought, had it made. It’s a little unsettling to a single man to see a union as strong as this one seemed to be.

I grinned. “Another thing you might be forgetting, Mr. Chalmers. Money. The almighty buck. How’s a man going to sit under a tree and contemplate his navel all day without a little eating money?”

“I speak of comparative values, Dolan. Obviously a man has to have a little money to live. He has to have a certain amount of water to live, too. But that certainly doesn’t mean he’s got to drink more water than he needs, does it?” Chalmers was playing it light, but I had an idea that all this stuff: was important to him.

“I dig you, Mr. Chalmers,” I said, “up to a certain point. But please don’t try to break up my incipient affair with money before it even gets started. I’m very fond of the medium—I think. If I ever started making it in substantial quantities I’m afraid I’d become its slave. What do you think, Mrs. Chalmers?”

She thought for a moment. “Money is only what you buy. Look out there.” She turned her head toward the sunset over the water. “All that space. All that loveliness. Think of the people who never see things like that. Never! And it’s here for us always. All that—that beautiful space!”

I grinned at her. “You sound like a person who’s spent a lot of time looking at four walls, Mrs. Chalmers.”

Her face reddened, surprisingly, and her glass slipped from her fingers and shattered on the floor. She breathed deeply and the flush faded from her cheeks. “Damn!” she said. She turned to Chalmers. “Forgive my clumsiness, darling. And you too, Mr. Dolan.”

Chalmers stood. “I’ll fix you another. You too, Dolan?”

I gave him my glass. “Thanks,” I said.

“I’d better tell Marie about dinner,” Dorothy Chalmers said. She stood. I got to my feet. She met Chalmers halfway across the porch and took her drink from him. Chalmers brought fresh drinks for both of us and sat down. We drank silently for a moment.

“You know, Dolan,” Chalmers finally said, “when I started buying this place, three years ago, I wasn’t quite sure, in my own mind, that my wife would take to it the way she has. She’d seen it, of course, and she’d raved about it. Said she could spend the rest of her life painting it.” He shrugged. “But I didn’t know. There’d never been anything in her life to prepare her for living like this.” He stared at his glass. “She—she’s a good deal younger than I. I’d thought she’d be bored with all this. I’d prepared myself to sell out and move on. But she’s in love with this island, Dolan. Really in love with it. Somehow it’s given her a feeling of permanence, an independence of spirit, perhaps, that she’s never been able to find anywhere else.” He stared at me. His eyes, for a moment, were cold. “I’d hate to have anything interfere with the happiness she’s found here, Dolan.”

I stared at my drink. “How about you, Mr. Chalmers?”

“I was a little restless at first. The adjustment took time, I’ll admit. I won’t bore you with the details of my life before I came here, but it was rough. The kind of a life—existence is a better word—that brings on coronary occlusions when you think you’re just reaching your prime. There comes a time in every man’s life—every thinking man’s life—when he sits down and balances his books. A time of decision. He weighs the statistical years left him against what he wants out of life. He compares his responsibilities with the pressures against him. He charts a course of action—in my case a clean break. Clean as surgery. All the way. But I was young enough to be restless at first.”

He grinned at me. “I spent a few sleepless nights worrying about things. I’ll admit it—in spite of the soap-boxing I was doing a while ago. But a place like this has a way of getting to you, Dolan. The sailing, the fishing, the swimming, the feel of the air and the water, the brilliance of the colors. And the peace, the blessed peace. Now I feel that I lived my whole life—before I came here—without letting the living soak in, if you follow me. I’d been in too much of a hurry. Not that I don’t manage to keep busy now. There’s always something, something that I enjoy doing. For instance, Dorothy’s teaching me to paint. I’m no good at it; nothing lives when I paint it. I suppose I lack imagination. But I enjoy trying. Dorothy’s very patient.”

“Do you mind if I say something, Mr. Chalmers? It might sound a little adolescent.”

“Go ahead.”

“I—Oh, hell, let’s skip it, shall we? I—” I couldn’t get the words out. For the past three or four minutes I’d felt a chill coming on. Now my hand started shaking so much that rum and water from melted ice slopped into my lap. I knew the blood had drained from my face and I could feel cold sweat popping out on my forehead. I tried to put the drink on the table beside me. I couldn’t make it. The glass slipped from my trembling hand and shattered on the floor. My teeth started chattering.

“Dolan, for God’s sake, man—” Chalmers stood. “Dot!” he shouted. “Dot!”

I tried to get to my feet. I couldn’t make it. I slumped back in my chair. “I—I’m sorry,” I managed to say. “Quinine. Atrabine. Either one. You have either one?”

Dorothy Chalmers’s figure was distorted as she appeared on the front porch. “Quinine or Atabrine,” Chalmers said to her. “Do we have them?”

She shook her head slowly, staring at Chalmers.

“Malaria,” I muttered. “Nuisance. Damn nuisance.”

My mind whirled. Atabrine. The pills in the Number Ten can at the head of the mess line and the directive from Corps saying that every man must take one pill before every meal and the way you took them, you all took them, for a while. And then the skin turning yellow and the stories you never really believed, but couldn’t help listening to and remembering, about what the pills would do to you as a man. And then you’d take one once in a while and finally none at all. And then the malaria. The icy chills and the dark spiral of raging fever and delirium and what they’d said to you after your last attack, that time at Walter Reed. Dolan, they’d said, the chances are you’re clean but you never know you never know and stay clear of malarial belts and if it ever hits you again it’ll hit you hard and it’ll hit you quick. I tried to stand. The fever was coming on now, sweeping my body, raging, burning my mouth, searing my eyes. Somebody rushed for me, tried to catch me before I fell but they were too late.

I lost all sense of time. I lay on sweat-soaked sheets. For a while I was in Korea and suddenly I would be on Leyte or Okinawa but I was never really quite sure exactly where and sometimes I could hear myself shouting and it would seem to me that the shouting was coming from somewhere away from me but close to me and my body would writhe painfully as I would twist and try and see myself. And then I was on Key Luna. Mostly I was on Key Luna. . . .
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I HAVE A ROTTEN HABIT of waking up at daybreak—no matter what time I may have gone to bed. That particular morning I had waked up groaning. My eyeballs needed oiling. The back of my mouth tasted like bilge water. Butterflies lambasted the trembling walls of my stomach with angry wings. My tongue seemed to have been built for a larger man. I sprawled there in my bunk in the Jessie’s two-by-four cabin and for a miserable few seconds I couldn’t remember where I was. I shook my head. It hurt like hell but the gears started grinding. I was tied up at the municipal dock at Key Luna, Key Luna—the settlement itself—is a small and very fancy Florida West Coast resort for well-heeled snowbirds—plus the year-round residence of several of the wealthier and more substantial citizens of Fort Rasso—across the bridge to the mainland and eight miles away. Fort Rasso claims twenty-two thousand and some-odd citizens. It is the county seat of Dolphin County.

They could have Fort Rasso. They could have Key Luna. They could have the Green Elephant, a pastel-green colored juke a hundred yards behind the dock. And they could have a long-legged, high-breasted, moody-eyed girl named Dinah Martin. Most especially they could have Dinah.

I fought myself to my feet, lurched across the Jessie’s cabin to the Coleman stove and started water heating for coffee. Then I stumbled into gray early-morning mist and onto the dew-slippery, deserted dock. A hose was coiled where I’d left it the afternoon before—when I’d first made the mistake of stopping over at Key Luna. I turned on the water, took the full force of it in my face for a long minute, then pointed it at the top of my head and let it run down my back and neck. By the time I’d brushed my teeth I began to feel as if I were an odds-on favorite to live through the day.

I glanced across the shell road behind the dock at the Green Elephant. The night before I had found it a charming place. Now it was just another dreary and bilious-hued juke. I’d had the Green Elephant and she had had me. Her hair was stringy when down and the beginning creases of age and dissolute living were showing beneath her smeared makeup; her breasts sagged when naked and I wondered what I’d seen in her the night before. And I didn’t want to see her again.

I went below and got into clean shorts. The water for my coffee was beginning to boil. I put an oversized portion of instant coffee into an oversized mug, poured hot water over it and started drinking it, straight. I dropped two eggs into the rest of the boiling water and left them there just short of two minutes. I cracked the very soft eggs into another cup, splashed them with a liberal portion of Worcestershire sauce and gulped them down. By then I was strong enough to light a cigarette. By the time I flipped the cigarette over the side, I was feeling almost normal again.

I cranked the Gray and listened to her purr for a couple of minutes. I scrambled forward and cast off my bow line. The tide was high and just beginning to ebb. I cast off my stern line, swung into the stream and headed down the channel to the pass. I felt a momentary pang of regret at leaving without seeing Dinah Martin again. But I wouldn’t hang around and wag my tail and lick her hand. I’d asked her for some of her time the evening before. With whisky-swollen confidence I’d been sure she’d show before the night was over. And this memory, in the damp, salt-smelling air of early morning, embarrassed me. I was embarrassed by my own naïveté. I’ve been around long enough to know that you can’t count on them when they look like Dinah. There’s nothing more unpredictable than a beautiful woman.

The pass was choppy and it belonged to the screaming gulls and to me. The sun was well up and generating a little God-given hotness by the time the Jessie got her nose into open water. I pointed her at Mexico for a mile or so, then headed due north along the coast line. The little town of Fernando was thirty miles
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