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Chapter 1
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The dockmaster at the Gulf Marina on Conch Key—Sam Peters—knew me. He knew me from ‘way back. As I brought the Jessie alongside his rickety dock he scrambled aboard for the bow line, got it, flopped back onto his dock and made it fast to a piling. I tossed him the stern line, then killed the power.

He threw an extra hitch in the stern line, then straightened and glared at me. His lean, battered face with its serried gulleys, its rough, irregular protrusions, reminded me of a brick-colored rubber bas-relief map of some embattled South Pacific island.

“No credit, Dolan,” he croaked. “Cash on the barrelhead.”

I grinned at him. “Same affable old Sam.”

“Same old Dolan,” he said. “Flubbing around in the sunshine on a beat-up tub that ain’t only an eyesore but is also a menace to navigation and which ought to be run up some crick and left to rot.”

“You’re talking about the lady I love, Sam. And what’s all this cash business? I ever take you for anything?”

“No, you ain’t. And as long as we keep things on a cash basis you won’t, neither! I can’t quite get the straight of it how a big, healthy young stud like yourself can see his way to go through life without doing an honest day’s work.”

“I’m a wealthy sportsman, Sam. I don’t have time to work.”

The gulleys and protrusions suddenly shifted and he was grinning. “You’re a wealthy sportsman, Dolan, then I’m chairman of the board of directors of the Chase National Bank!”

“Truth of it is,” I said, “I am a little short of cash. My brokers in New York have started a new investment program for me and my money’s temporarily tied up. But I’ll tell you what. I’ve still got a couple of jugs of Añejo in the locker and, to coin a salty cliché, the sun’s under the yardarm. Come aboard. We’ll lift a cork and see what happens.”

“My money’s tied up too,” he said. “Couple of my companies are merging and my fiscal position ain’t quite fluid, or some such as that.” He swung aboard.

“Steward’s day off,” I said. I went below, found a jug of rum and two reasonably clean glasses, chipped away a little of my remaining supply of ice, left room enough in the glasses for a dash of water each, gave Sam his drink and sat in the fighting chair opposite him.

I lifted my glass. “Here’s to moonlight nights and beautiful women,” I said.

He shook his head sadly. “You reach my age, Dolan, you’ll know a moonlight night’s good for one thing. Sleeping. And there ain’t but one thing interests you about a beautiful woman. Can she cook? There ain’t but so many rounds of ammunition in a magazine. You fire them, you’re done.”

“Man, you’re gloomier now than you used to be. What’s eating you this time?”

“Same thing as last time. What’s happening to these keys. Biggest mistake they ever made was when they built that overseas highway. Before they built that highway these keys belonged to us. Belonged to those of us had the guts to fight the mosquitoes and the lack of water and the hurricanes that would walk in on us without no warning and lay us flat. Now what’ve we got? A steady line of tourists. Snowbirds. Frosties. Coming through here dang near bumper to bumper. Soft-faced snowbirds in them loud Harry Truman-looking shirts and short pants pouring through here in two-tone automobiles full of squalling, rotten-spoiled brats and fat, bossy wives. And everywhere you can see, pretty near, motels and lodges with swimming pools and air-conditioning and TV sets. And in the wake of all this you got rules and regulations. Folks meddling in a man’s private business. You can’t net a snook no more because a snook is a goddam gamefish for the frosties. You can’t make a mullet strike when you’re of a mind to because mullet might be out of season. You can’t build a fish-house or throw up a commercial dock on your own property unless the zoning board tells you you can. Chambers of Commerce. Real estate salesman. Charity drives. Kick-off breakfasts!” He stamped his foot on the deck. “Can you name me one thing that’s more ridiculous than a damn kick-off breakfast? Cod Amighty! Why, I—”

“Progress, Sam,” I said. “You can’t buck progress. All you can do is run away from it.”

He took a swallow from his glass, lowered it and stared into the setting sun. “Like you’re doing, huh, Dolan?”

“Could be,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about it.

“Ain’t but one thing wrong with running away, Dolan. A man’s got to scrounge himself a living. Back in the old days—and not so long ago neither—we made out all right. Living wasn’t easy, but we made out all right. There weren’t many rules, and them we didn’t like we paid no mind to. We all run a little booze in from Bimini, sure. We run a few Chinamen in from Cuba, too. Carried 55-gallon oil drums aboard, all strung to a heavy line. Spot a patrol boat heading our way, we’d put them Chinamen two to an oil drum and string ‘em out over the stern. Put a man in the stern with a sharp axe. That patrol boat looked like it was going to stop us, board us, the man with that axe would cut the line. Patrol boat hailed us and boarded us, they wouldn’t find no evidence aboard. They might be oil drums full of Chinamen drifting all around the area, but if they didn’t find them aboard our boat, they couldn’t hold us.” He grinned. “All we’d have to say, if they asked us, was, ‘Well, what do you know about that? Chinamen all over the place!’ And if it was nighttime, as it usually was, the chances are they’d never even see those oil drums. In which case we’d round up them we could find, as soon as the patrol boat was gone, and head for Florida.”

“Little tough on those you couldn’t find. Right?”

He swallowed rum and water. “They took their chances. And we took ours.” He squinted his eyes at me. “Damn good rum, this Añejo. Bacardi, ain’t it?”

I nodded.

He stared at his glass. “Funny thing, you can’t hardly get Bacardi Añejo in the states. Two dollars a bottle and less all over Cuba, but you almost got to go to Cuba to get it. Ain’t that right, Dolan?”

I shot a glance at him. He didn’t show me a thing. But the conversation was getting pertinent, as I’d hoped it would. “Sure, I’ve been in Cuba, if that’s what you want to know, Sam. Varadero Beach. I picked up a charter in Miami six weeks ago. Couple of shoestring teevee producers who wanted to shoot some underwater sequences for a pilot film for a projected series. Two guys, a broad and a cameraman. They were all tickled pink with the water and the reefs down there. Only one thing went wrong with that deal. The guys went broke. I was front-runner in a fast field of bag holders.”

“Yeah?” I could tell he didn’t believe me. “How’s the revolution going down there?”

I shrugged. “Just from the outside looking in, I’d say that nobody—outside of the people in Oriente Province—seems to be taking this guy Castro very seriously. Or if anybody is, you don’t hear much about it. There are a few machinegun barricades at key spots in Havana. You go to a movie you’re frisked first for bombs, grenades or small arms. Tourist business is off, but in Havana they blame that on stateside propaganda. They claim most of it originates in the Miami papers—and it’s planted there in an effort to keep Havana-bound turistas in Miami. Of course, there might be plenty of revolutionary activity going on that nobody ever hears about—the only news the people down there get is what Batista wants them to get—but I don’t think there’s too much going on. Havana’s just like it always was, only more so. The rumbas are hotter, the girls wear tighter pants, the dirty movies are now in widescreen technicolor and the whorehouses are open twenty-four hours a day. Anything you want, Havana’s got.”

“Maybe they see the handwriting on the wall, Dolan. Maybe they don’t even know it themselves, but they can see the beginning of the end. Maybe they’re just living it up while they can.”

“Sort of a Last Days of Pompeii deal, huh, Sam? Maybe you’ve got something there.”

“I wouldn’t know nothing about that, Dolan. But one thing I do know, is this. Castro’s getting plenty arms and ammunition. Listen. This whole damn coastline, from Vero Beach south, is lousy with folks getting arms to the rebels. Some of ‘em are getting knocked off by the law, yeah. But for every smuggler knocked off, you got dozens, maybe hundreds, getting through. Lots of the stuff is going through Mexico, but more of it’s going through Florida. Gun running is big business along this coastline. Next to tourists, the biggest right now. For every ammo dump uncovered, you got plenty never found. They’re getting that stuff down there, Dolan—airplanes, small boats, even by women taking a few clips of ammo or a handgun or two in their handbags. The rebels are getting more than Batista is, now that this country’s quit sending him stuff.”

He stopped to drink. “Goddam!” he said. “This Añejo is sure a mighty fine drink!” He emptied his glass. I reached for it, took it below and made him another one just like the first. I gave him his glass and he stared at it. “You know, Dolan,” he said, “a man with a pretty good-sized small boat—say a cruiser more or less the size of the Jessie here—could turn himself a pretty good buck or two taking some of that stuff in to the rebels. A man with know-how. And guts. And a man who wasn’t too particular how he made his living.”

He’d been a long time leading up to it. But he had finally made the grade. I knew Sam pretty well. He was cagey. It pleased him to run in circles. He didn’t mind leaving a trail but he liked to make a game of it. I’d play along with him.

I stood. “Finish your drink, Sam—and help yourself to more if you want it. I’m going to get cleaned up and go ashore. I feel like a few drinks and a steak in some place that jumps a little. A place where I might meet some interesting people. Got any place like that in mind?”

He threw his next lines away. But he was careful not to throw them too far.

“Well, there’s the Bonefish Club. New place since you was last here. Walking distance, a half mile north. Good drinks, good chow. And you’ll more than likely meet some interesting people there.” He stared at a spot beyond my shoulder. “As a matter of fact I can pretty near guarantee it. You want a little action later, ask Henry, the bartender. Tell him I sent you.”

“Why don’t you come with me?”

He finished his drink and stood. “Listen, Dolan, I got an old lady’d tear me to shreds if I spent an evening in a place like that without her. And it wouldn’t be no fun if I took her. I’m obliged for the drinks. Don’t forget that bartender’s name. Henry. And don’t worry none about not meeting those interesting people. They’ll be looking for you.”

He swung onto the dock. “And what I said about credit when you first pulled in here, you can forget all that. You need anything at all, you let me know. Anything. Gas enough for say a trip to Cuba and back—anything. You just let me know.”

I grinned at him. “Yeah. Thanks, Sam. I’ll let you know.”
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Now that I was tied up at a dock I didn’t have to worry about conserving fresh water. I blew myself to a lengthy shower, scraped three days’ stubble off my face and climbed into clean linen slacks, a fresh sport shirt and loafers.

In spite of the fact that Sam hadn’t bought my story about Varadero Beach, it had been substantially true. But it hadn’t been a total loss for me. I’d chartered the boat and my services for five bills a week and had been foresighted enough to demand two weeks in advance. I unlocked the cabinet I kept my money in, lifted it out of its tin box and counted it. Five hundred and ninety-four bucks—plus some chicken feed—were left.

And that was it. That was all there was between me and some honest nine-to-five job—with two weeks off in the summertime. 

I shuddered to think of it.

I stuck a hundred-dollar bill in my wallet, put the rest of the cash away and swung over the side.

The bar at the Bonefish Club was like ten thousand other South Florida bars: sailfish, tuna, permit, tarpon mounted on paneled walls, an inevitable female lush or two, fat executive-types with loud voices and peeling noses and a sprinkling of morose fishing guides drinking up the day’s profits. I found an empty stool at the end of the bar between one of the executive-types and one of the lady lushes. I knew there wouldn’t be any Añejo. I ordered Three Daggers rum over ice.

The bartender, a heavyset, sweating man with a red face, brought the drink. He stared at me. “You wouldn’t be Mr. Dolan, would you?” he asked.

“That’s right. Dolan. You’re Henry?”

He grinned at me, wiped a fat hand on his apron and shoved it at me. “Yeah,” he said. “Henry. Sam Peters called. Said you’d be around. Any friend of Sam Peters is a friend of ours here. Anything you need, you just ask me. Henry. I’m right here till the joint closes.”

“Okay. And thanks, Henry.”

The broad on my left stared at me through her martini haze. Her voice was a little thick. “Gee,” she said. “You must be somebody special, Mr. Dolan. I’ve been staying in this air-conditioned flea trap for five days now, spending my own money at this bar, and nobody ever said, ‘anything you need, you just ask me,’ to me! Especially not this fat bastard behind the bar, here!”

Henry gave her a fat, wet grin. “Maybe you just ain’t got what it takes, kid!” he said.

“I got what it takes! I got it in spades, fat boy!” She turned to me. “I’ll leave it to Dolan, here. He looks like a man who’s been around. Tell me, Dolan, have I got what it takes?”

The other lush said, “Shhh, Marge. You’re drunk!”

Marge turned on her. “I’m drunk! Honey, one more belt and they’ll be scraping you off the floor!” She turned to me again. “What about it, Dolan? Would you say I’ve got what it takes?”

She wasn’t a bad-looking broad. A little on the hard side, but sober, with some of that booze bloat pared away, she’d be a passably good-looking blonde. But I had things on my mind. And they didn’t include hard-drinking blondes. But I still didn’t want to hurt her feelings. I shrugged. “Who knows, baby? A trout stream can look good. But you never know till you’ve fished it.”

She stared at me. She wet her lips with the pink tip of her tongue. Her voice was husky. “You know what, Dolan? You’re so right. You never know till you’ve fished it.”

“Marge!” the other one said.

“Drop dead, honey,” Marge told her.

“What are you drinking?” I said. “You and your buddy?”

“Thanks, Dolan. You don’t have to.”

I grinned at her. “I’m a big spender, baby. A real wheeler-dealer. I break a five-dollar bill, it might be gone in an evening! But that’s the way I am. I just can’t help it.”

“Okay, big wheeler-dealer. I’ll have a small martini. What she needs is a cup of coffee. But she’ll have another martini anyway, so you might as well order it for her.”

I ordered two martinis and another rum over ice. I paid my bill, left a buck for Henry and stood. “Nice talking to you,” I told the blonde. “If you’re here for a while, I’ll see you around.” I took my drink and started away.

“But, Dolan—”

“Don’t fish any strange streams, baby,” I said. “See you.”

I wandered across the room and out onto a patio. I looked back toward the bar. The executive-type who’d been sitting next to me had moved onto the stool I’d vacated. I’d broken the ice for him and he’d decided to make the plunge. I sipped my drink and silently wished him luck.

I looked around the patio. The sun had gone but the area was dimly lighted. I moved across the patio toward the railing on the water side. I’d thought I had the place to myself but now I saw a dark, stocky man in a noisy sports jacket with too-wide shoulders leaning against the railing. The man turned toward me. He had a dark, brutal jaw and fat-rimmed pig eyes. He spoke in a surprisingly high voice. “Nice spot here, huh?”

“Yeah. It’s all right.”

“Down for some fishing?”

“Just cruising around, taking it easy.”

“Oh, you got your own boat then, huh? Must be a real kick, owning your own boat. Expensive plaything though, huh? Only with you maybe it ain’t exactly a plaything. Right?” His jaw split in an ugly, mirthless grin.

This was a very nosy character, with all the personal charm of a Mongolian idiot with a head cold. If he was the contact Sam had in mind when he’d steered me to this joint, I didn’t think I was going to like it. But I’d play along until I got the pitch. With five hundred and ninety-some-odd bucks in the kitty and two Graymarine 225 HP motors to feed premium gas to at forty cents or more a gallon, a man can’t be too particular about the people with whom he does business. I wasn’t going to play easy to get, though.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got my own boat. And it’s not exactly a plaything. If it’s anything to you, that is.”

His jaw tightened. “Don’t get feisty with me, Dolan!”

So he knew my name. Henry, I supposed. And he must be the contact. And if he wanted somebody he could push around he’d have to find himself another boy. 

“Look, Buster. To people to whom I haven’t been introduced, my name is Mister Dolan. I came out here to enjoy a quiet drink and think a couple of long thoughts. I didn’t come out here for a lot of idle conversation. I’m going back inside now and I’m going to have dinner. Alone. After dinner I’ll be around for a while. If you’ve got anything to say to me, see me then. Start all over again, and this time do it right. Call me Mister Dolan and introduce yourself and ask me if I mind talking with you. Got it?”

“You’re a pretty hard man, ain’t you, Dolan? Real tough!”

“Try me,” I said.

“Why, you two-bit—” He choked it off. He glared at me, his face red. For a moment I thought he’d swing at me. My arms and shoulders tensed as I waited. Suddenly he wheeled and stalked across the patio and into the bar.

I leaned against the railing and sipped my rum. I shrugged. All right, I thought. So maybe I’ve muffed my chances of laying my hot hands on a badly needed couple of grand or so. But then on the other hand this ugly bastard now knew that I didn’t come cheap. And that I wouldn’t be leaned on. Gun running is a tricky, dirty business. The State Department was making it easy on the Cubans caught in the racket: Two hundred and fifty bucks and their freedom. But it was a different story with the Americans. U. S. citizens knocked over by the Feds or the various sheriffs’ offices were drawing, I’d read, from five to ten years.

If I was going to run arms to Cuba I was going to call the shots, make the rules.

And I believed I’d given my friend with the underslung jaw that impression. If he still wanted to talk business with me I’d listen. And if he didn’t, to hell with him. There were other contacts.

I checked my watch. 8:35. I never bothered much about food when I was at sea in the Jessie. I’d had little to eat since the night before in Varadero and I could feel the beginning pangs of hunger. The dining room was beyond the bar. My friend with the jaw sat there, hunched into that ridiculous jacket, glowering into a drink in front of him. The blonde lush was deep in conversation with the executive-type. If he didn’t fall off that stool and break a leg he was, I figured, a cinch to make the grade.

I headed for the dining room.

A little less than an hour later I was working alternately on a cup of black coffee and a pony of cognac. I’d had a really first-rate sirloin, very rare, a baked potato with sour cream sauce and a green salad. I was rested and well fed and in the mood for a little excitement.

Sam had said I’d find a little action in the back room.

And I felt lucky.

I went back to the bar. By this time there was a new set of customers. I got Henry’s eye and nodded him over.

“I’ve got a couple of restless bucks on my hip, Henry. Sam told me to speak to you.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Dolan.” He reached under the bar for a buzzer. “Door on the left.” He nodded his head toward the opposite side of the room.

I thanked him and crossed the room. I opened the door and stood in a small foyer. Across this room was another door. As I started for it the door opened. A young man with a pasty grin waved me in.

The room was small and smoky. A half dozen slot machines were on one wall. Three or four men—my friend with the jaw among them—were in a blackjack game in one corner. On one side of the room eight or ten men and women were clustered around a roulette game. Opposite this was the craps table. There were maybe a dozen players there.

A cashier was in a cubicle at the far end of the room. He reluctantly tore himself away from his racing form and swapped me fifteen five-dollar chips and fifteen ones for the ninety bucks I gave him. I headed for the craps table.

“New shooter, and a good one,” the stickman droned as I squeezed into an empty space at the table. I followed the dozen or so dice as the stickman herded them across the table. I watched a long-fingered, scarlet-nailed hand as it plucked two dice from the group. I raised my eyes then and just as I did the girl with the dice glanced at me. Our eyes met and held for a split second and I felt my pulse pounding. This kid had it. She had it all. She had it to spare. Hair the color of honey, eyes a deep, Gulfstream blue. A bridge of freckles across her nose, the high, accentuated cheekbones of a fashion model, a full, generous mouth. She wore a plain but expensive-looking blouse that did little to conceal the firm, youthful thrust of her breasts. She was tall. Taller than the man on her right and as tall as the one on her left. I couldn’t see the rest of her—the table was in the way—but I’d have laid long odds that the rest was good, too. It had to be. Nature wouldn’t be cruel enough to start a thing like that and then louse it up.

“New point coming out,” the stickman chanted.

The girl shoved five blue chips—fifty dollars—on the line. Bets went down around the table. She threw the dice down the table. They banked against the rim, spun and died with the five and the two showing. She let the hundred ride. I watched her. The deep blue of her eyes was shot with tiny, sparkling glints of excitement. She banked the dice again and threw a six and a two. She tossed a blue chip across the table and asked, in a husky voice, for the hard-way eight. On the fifth roll the two fours showed. The stickman covered her line bet, stacked nine blue chips beside her hard-way bet and shoved the chips across the table to her. She dragged all her chips but two. She threw a five and two rolls later she sevened out.

I refused the dice the first time around. When they got back to the girl I bet twenty dollars with her and she crapped out. I went with her again and she threw a four. I didn’t like that and I covered with a twenty-dollar come bet. She threw a nine. Then she sevened out and I hadn’t even had a run for my money.

I fussed around with the big eight and the big six and a few field bets until the dice came to me. I went to the line with two five-dollar chips, threw a ten and sweated it out till I’d made it. I let the twenty ride. I threw a six. Any fool, I thought, can throw a six. I threw them hard and stared at the four and the three. My ninety bucks had shrunk to a measly thirty some-odd in an alarmingly short time.

For a while I took it easy, placing dollar bets—losing a little, winning a little, hanging onto my thirty or so. I went with the girl again the next time she got the dice. She won for me three times. I started to drag then but changed my mind at the last minute and lost. When the dice were mine I made five passes in a row and was more or less back where I started.
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