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            On the bank at Season's ending, 
Quietly sending blushing petals, 
Blood-red clouds of gentle blossom 
Drifting down upon the winding waters, 
Sons and daughters off to who knows where. 
Changing waters, crimson flow: 
Now tranquil, slow, now rampant surge. 
Some linger in the waiting-pool, adrift, 
Then swift emerge into the tumbling falls. 
Adventure calls! "So onward, river steed, 
And speed my fallen blossoms,
To bleed upon some foreign shore."
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Foreword
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In October 1983, the Caribbean island of Grenada descended into crisis. Four years earlier, a Marxist-led coup had brought Maurice Bishop to power, aligning the new government with Cuba during a tense phase of the Cold War. On 19 October 1983, internal divisions culminated in Bishop’s arrest and execution by hardline members of his own regime. A military council imposed martial law and sealed the island.

Six days later, the United States, supported by several Caribbean states, launched Operation Urgent Fury. U.S. forces moved swiftly to secure airfields, evacuate civilians, and dismantle the revolutionary government. Within days, the regime collapsed.

The events of those days form the historical backdrop to this third novel in the Patrick Redman Series, set at a moment when private lives were irrevocably caught in the undertow of political violence and international power.
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Prologue
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Hayward

He would later claim he had been born knowing how to sail, which was nonsense—but Bermuda did its best to make it feel that way.

Hayward came into the world in 1918, on an island where the sea was never more than a short walk away and never minded its own damn business. His parents were English, practical people who believed in order and proper careers. His father was a naval architect, a man who spoke in curves and tolerances, who trusted paper more than water. Ships were things you designed, not things you dreamed about.

At least, that was his theory.

Hayward grew up under drafting tables and among half models of hulls pinned with careful notes. He learned early that boats were not artworks but compromises—negotiations between buoyancy and gravity, speed and mercy. When his father talked about ships, it was never with affection. It was with respect. That distinction lodged somewhere deep.

In 1931, when Britain decided its navy had grown old and complacent, his father was recalled home to help rebuild it. The letter arrived without ceremony and was obeyed without discussion. Trunks were packed. Papers signed. Routes plotted.

Hayward was thirteen, and he stayed behind.

The decision was framed as practicality—schooling, stability, timing—but he felt it as abandonment, clean and total. His parents sailed to Southampton without him, leaving him in a Bermudan boarding school that smelled of polish and damp stone and quiet cruelty. The sea was still visible through the windows, but now it felt farther away, a promise withdrawn rather than offered.

He did not rebel in any way that would have satisfied the masters.

Instead, he focused.

He stopped caring about lessons and began caring about hulls. He haunted boatyards, asked questions that annoyed grown men, learned which answers were lies and which were ignorance. By fifteen he was working odd jobs, saving scraps of money and scrap timber, and teaching himself joinery by getting it wrong repeatedly.

He built his first boat with more determination than competence.

She was small, clinker built, ugly in the way only handmade things can be, and she floated—after a fashion. That was enough. One morning before dawn, when the wind lay fair and nobody was paying attention, Hayward launched her and sailed south, heading for the Virgin Islands with the reckless clarity only the young possess.

It took him nearly ten days.

The boat barely managed six knots on a good reach, and sometimes much less. He slept in fragments, hove to when weather outpaced skill, learned the difference between confidence and accuracy the hard way. He missed his landfall twice, clawed along coasts he had only seen on borrowed charts, and arrived into the BVI gaunt, sunburned, half delirious—and incandescent with pride.

He wrecked the boat within hours.

The rocks were unmarked. The approach was foolish. The tide did not care. He swam ashore with torn hands and watched the little vessel grind herself to pieces, then laughed until someone came to see if he was mad.

That moment shaped him more than the voyage.

By the time he was twenty he had built another boat—better this time—and sailed most of the Lesser Antilles. He worked when he had to, disappeared when he could, and learned to read weather the way other men read faces. He accumulated lovers and children with equal lack of forward planning. When asked how many children he had, he shrugged. When asked where they were, he smiled.

Wars rearranged the world. Flags changed. Islands acquired new names and old resentments. Hayward sailed on.

Boats, however, remained mortal.

He wrecked every one he owned, sooner or later. Some through error, some through weather, one through simple bad luck. He never pretended otherwise. Boats were like people: they carried you for a time, taught you something, and then failed. Expecting more was sentimentality.

By 1982 he was sixty five years old and sailing his sixth boat, a heavy wooden ketch with manners from another century. He had circled the globe more times than he could recall, mostly eastabout, sometimes not. His hair was the colour of old rope, his face permanently burned red by sun and wind, and his patience for modern conveniences close to exhaustion.

He drank too much, swore fluently, and trusted ancient gear over new ideas. Winches were laziness. Fibreglass had no soul. If a system couldn’t be understood by touch and sound, it didn’t deserve to be trusted.

Juanita sailed with him now and then.

She was Cuban, sharp eyed, skinny as a knife blade, and infinitely more watchful than her age suggested. She corrected his sail trim without apology, read the sea without drama, and treated his weathered authority with amused skepticism. Hayward accepted these corrections without resentment—which was how anyone knew she mattered.

They did not sail together often. When they did, it worked.

By the time Hayward drifts into the story that follows, he appears to be exactly what rumour suggests: an old sea gypsy with a battered boat, too many children, and no fixed allegiance.

What rumour misses is this:

Hayward has never lost the instinct forged in that first wreck—the certainty that the sea takes fools quickly, takes the careless eventually, and leaves just enough space for the prepared to interfere in other people’s disasters.

And when trouble finally finds him, as it always does, he will be ready—not because he plans for heroics, but because he has spent a lifetime practicing survival without witnesses.
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October 1983
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Chapter 1
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The distant thudding seeped into Patrick’s consciousness, dragging him out of a state that was neither sleep nor wakefulness. The sound grew louder, joined by a faint whine. Through the fog of half-sleep he grasped at its meaning, the sense that this noise mattered.

The whine rose into a turbine shriek, the thudding into a rhythmic chop-chop-chop.

It was overhead.

Patrick jolted awake.

He tore apart the reed matting and burst from the shelter, stumbling through soft sand, waving and shouting after the helicopter. He ran the wrong way—toward the lee side, toward habit—

‘Patrick, this way...’ Hanne called.

He corrected, lungs burning as he turned into the open. By the time he reached the rise, the machine was already banking away.

When it vanished he slowed, stared accusingly at the ridge where it had disappeared, and felt hope drain away with the fading clatter of blades.

His fire was out.

The realisation landed with absurd, crushing clarity: he had slept through his last chance because he had been too weak to keep flames alive through the night. There was nothing to light the beacon with — no way to call it back.

He sank to his knees in the dew-soaked sand and wept. Not quietly. His shoulders hitched and locked, breath sawing in and out as if his body were trying to expel something poisonous. Hunger clawed at him, sharp enough to make him dizzy, and as the adrenaline ebbed his muscles betrayed him, dropping him into violent, feverish shaking. 

For long moments he could not make himself stop. The island seemed unreal, tilted slightly, as if viewed through cheap glass.

‘Calm, Schatz, calm...’

When the faintness passed he hauled himself up the hill. The helicopter was already a speck over the glittering sea.

‘We missed it, Hanne. It was here, and we fucking missed it.’

Rage flared—hot, directionless. He waved, shouted, cursed: the unseen aircrew, the blind indifference of the world, himself most of all. He shouted until his throat burned, spun in fury, slipped, and crashed painfully to one knee on the rocks.

The impact knocked the breath from him. He stayed there, forehead resting against stone, waiting for the darkness to recede.

‘There, better now?’ Hanne’s voice, soothing, gentle.

The madness drained as abruptly as it had come, leaving only exhaustion and a hollowed-out calm.

Crouched like a sprinter on the blocks, Patrick fixed his gaze on a dust mote hovering above the razor-sharp horizon. He scratched his chin, filthy fingernails rasping through his matted beard, the sound oddly loud in his skull.

The speck was no longer shrinking.

A glint of sunlight flashed.

His fingers froze.

‘The blind bastard’s turning,’ he muttered.

The helicopter tracked east, climbing toward the risen sun. Patrick watched it drift for long minutes, afraid to breathe too hard, afraid even to blink. Had he imagined it growing closer? The mind could manufacture merciless precision when left alone for long enough.

It slid into the glare beneath the sun’s edge.

It didn’t reappear.

‘Where the fuck...?’

Loneliness clawed at him again, sharper now for having been briefly eased. Had it been a cruel hallucination — a waking dream born of isolation, the brain replaying old hope like a scratched record?

‘There, Patrick...’

Movement flickered at the corner of his eye.

He turned sharply north, brushing hair from his face, scanning the sky. Nothing.

Then he dropped his gaze — and saw it.

A puff of white smoke, hanging motionless above the horizon.

A ship?

Hope surged so fast it made him light-headed. He laughed once, a cracked bark that startled him with its own sound.

A distant boom followed, then a thin metallic scraping sound that rose and faded. The sequence repeated. Another puff of smoke. Another boom. Then a third.

Adjustment fire.

‘Hanne, my darling,’ he whispered, voice gone hoarse, ‘if we’re not mistaken, that’s—’

The air whooshed with sound like a charging express train.

‘Down, Hanne!’ Patrick shouted, then threw himself flat, hands locked over his head, heart hammering as instinct reclaimed him. There was no time to think—not about navies, not about flags, not about friends or enemies—only to move.

The first shell burst fifty yards to his left. Heat slammed into him as shattered stone and splintered wood scythed across his bare back. Deafened, ears ringing, he staggered up and fled downhill, footing clumsy on loose scree. The second projectile screamed in and he dived again, hitting the ground hard, this time low enough to escape the worst of the debris.

He reached the beach and crouched there, lungs burning, watching as the barrage tore his ridge apart.

His beacon took a direct hit, erupting in flaming timbers that spun through the air like Catherine wheels. The sight was both devastating and absurd, the work of months unmade in an instant. He found himself praying—not for rescue now, but for accuracy—that the gunners would hold their aim, or fall short rather than long.

Salvo after salvo pulverised the ridge. Dust and blasted granite poured down the slope in a choking cloud. When the concussion grew too heavy he forced himself into the water, swam out to the reef, and balanced there on submerged coral, breath coming in shallow gasps as he watched his island be methodically dismantled.

Suddenly, he looked about him wildly. ‘Hanne? Where are you, Hanne?’

‘I’m here, Spatz. I’m always here.’

He relaxed, trod water while his island rocked. 

When the bombardment stopped he waited, breath held, counting slowly without knowing why, afraid the silence might only be a pause.

Halfway back to shore he heard it again — the chop of rotor blades.

Treading water, calves cramping, he watched the broken ridge as the last debris drifted down.

Then it appeared.

A drab-grey angel slicing through thinning smoke, sunlight flashing from its twin windscreens.

For a moment Patrick couldn’t move.

The certainty came first, then the fear: that he would tire, that he would vanish against the cluttered shore, that they would peel away again, mission complete. His mouth opened and nothing came out. He swallowed salt and forced sound up from somewhere deep and unused.

Patrick kicked hard, lifting himself high in the water, flinging both arms skyward.

The helicopter thundered overhead, whipping the sea into white spray beneath its downdraught.

‘Hanne, we’re rescued... Hanne?’

‘I’m still here, my darling, but now it’s time for you to go.’

‘Hanne? No, Hanne, don’t leave me again...’
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Chapter 2
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Patrick studied himself in the full-length mirror.

The cabin was too bright, the light too even. It left nowhere to hide. The man staring back at him seemed oddly distant, as if framed rather than reflected — a museum exhibit behind glass.

‘Ben Gunn,’ he said aloud, and snorted at the resemblance.

The sound of his own voice startled him. It felt unused, slightly too loud. For a moment the humour clung, brittle and forced — then drained away as he tried, yet again, to make sense of the past few hours. The abrupt return to civilisation left him dizzy with disorientation. His first encounter with other human beings had been surreal — unsettling, even intimidating.

At first he had forgotten that conversation required replies. When people spoke to him he’d stared, silent, internalising answers instead, nodding as if the words were instructions rather than questions. He remembered faces leaning in, concern shading briefly into uncertainty as the pauses stretched too long. He’d learned quickly to look away, to keep his eyes moving, as if motion itself might disguise the gap.

The mirror showed a scarecrow version of a man. His ribs stood out sharply; hips jutted, legs flamingo-thin above oversized, misshapen feet. His posture was subtly wrong — shoulders rounded forward, knees unlocked — the stance of someone accustomed to catching himself.

‘You look like a famine refugee,’ Patrick told his reflection. ‘You could run a slimming club for anorexics.’

He giggled —

— then froze.

The sound echoed oddly in the small cabin. He glanced guiltily around, half-expecting someone to be standing behind him, listening. A ripple of doubt passed through him.

Was he losing his grip already?

No. Don’t go there.

He forced his thoughts onto safer ground: food.

He fantasised about his first proper meal with a focus that bordered on devotion. On Folly he had lived like a bird, surviving on sea grapes and conch, wiping out the iguanas and stripping the reef of lobsters. The stench of conch still clung to him, embedded in skin and memory alike. He never wanted to see another one as long as he lived.

He caught a handful of the wild hair erupting from his scalp and face — bleached, fibrous, the colour of old coconut rope — and released it with distaste.

The shower was bliss.

He had to start it cold — heat burned his skin — then ease the temperature up in careful stages, breath hitching each time he turned the dial. He stood there for half an hour, letting the water scour salt, filth, and island life from his body. Brown rivulets streaked toward the drain. With them went pieces of the island — grit from the beach, flakes of dead skin, the fine white dust of coral.

He braced himself against the bulkhead and closed his eyes.

For the first time since his rescue, he felt suddenly unsteady — not physically, but in some deeper, quieter way. The water drummed on his skull like rain on canvas, and for one foolish instant he feared that if he stepped away too soon he might never quite come back.

Eventually, reluctantly, he turned it off.

Afterwards, he surrendered to the ship’s barber. Patrick spent several minutes trying to convince the slightly camp hairdresser that he normally wore his hair long and had no desire for the close-cropped naval look.

‘A ponytail?’ the man said doubtfully, peering at the snarled mass with professional scepticism. ‘How very sixties.’

In the end it was hopeless. The tangles defeated even professional optimism.

Patrick agreed to a full head-shave.

As the clippers hummed to life, he watched clumps of hair slide down the cape and hit the deck. The sensation was oddly shocking — exposed, vulnerable — like being stripped of the last careless thing he owned. When it was done, he touched his scalp tentatively, half-expecting to flinch.

He didn’t.
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The young surgeon lieutenant wrapped a BP cuff around Patrick’s arm and shook his head as he pumped it up.

‘It’s unbelievable how you survived over a year on that rock. And to think we nearly blew you to pieces.’

Patrick said nothing.

Survival didn’t feel unbelievable to him. The strange part was the rescue.

Disturbingly, he already missed the island.

The thought arrived without ceremony, uninvited and faintly shameful. Life there had been brutally simple. The anger had burned itself out; grief had dulled to a constant ache he barely noticed. Decisions shrank to the tangible: water, fire, weather, pain. 

Hanne. Always there.

Now consequences crowded in — choices, futures, responsibility — pressing close from all sides.

For the first time in months his thoughts turned properly to Hannelore. The real one, not the ethereal being who’d helped him survive.

Was he still the same man she’d known?

He didn’t know.

The medical officer nodded, satisfied, and loosened the cuff. Patrick rubbed at his chin and cheeks, startled again by the unfamiliar smoothness, then explored the naked curve of his scalp.

Hanne would laugh herself sick.

The thought warmed him — then tightened, just a little. He let it go.

His food fantasies were promptly crushed. Until his system stabilised, solids were forbidden. The staff fed him thin soup and milkshakes, promising something real in the morning. He could have demolished a New York strip with a baked potato and all the trimmings. The restraint required to sip slowly felt almost obscene.

A knock at the door, it opened and a face appeared. Then the man stepped in, young, fresh-faced, green flying suit.

‘Hi, Patrick. How ya doing?’

Now he recognised him. ‘You were the winchman.’

The crewman grinned. ‘Hey, well remembered. You were pretty delirious when we were winching up. Doc tells me you’re going to be okay. I just wanted to ask, who’s Annie?’

‘Annie?’

‘Yeah, you were calling “Annie” when they pulled us into the chopper. You seemed pretty anxious. We thought there was maybe somebody else down there. Skip did a few circuits, but we didn’t see jack. You don’t remember?’

Suddenly light dawned. ‘Ah, Hanne. Just my imaginary friend.’ Patrick pulled a sheepish grin through the pain—the memory crushed him.

More visitors drifted through — the pilot who’d lifted him out, a few other curious officers peering in. Smiles were offered, questions half-asked. Knowing warships, Patrick realised he was already the wardroom’s favourite story and mess-deck legend.

He endured it politely, saying little. The attention skimmed off him without landing.

His future remained opaque. He had told the Exec a little of his tale; otherwise the information flowed one way. The ship was on operations, that much was clear. There would be a delay before he could be put ashore.

He wasn’t in a hurry.

He had too much thinking to do.

That evening the Captain appeared in the sickbay doorway.

‘Is this a good time, Mr Redman, or do you need more rest?’

Patrick managed an incoherent assent. Words felt oddly foreign, as though his mouth had to remember how they fit together.

‘Sorry I couldn’t come earlier,’ the Captain said, pulling up a chair. ‘We’ve got a lot going on.’

Patrick nodded, silent.

‘I should also apologise that we can’t put you ashore just yet. You’ve caught us at an awkward moment.’

Patrick nearly laughed at the understatement but caught himself.

‘I understand, sir. Operational reasons,’ he said, just stopping himself from a knowing gesture.

‘Quite. But I can share the broad outline,’ the Captain added pointedly. ‘By morning it’ll be common knowledge.’

Patrick felt detached, yet curious.

Don’t tell me we’re back to Cuba and nuclear missiles again, Sir?

The Captain chuckled. ‘Nothing quite that apocalyptic. We’re not heading into World War Three.’

Patrick felt abruptly dragged back into the real world — dates, times, acronyms, all in someone else’s frame of reference. Thirteen months was a long time; anything could have happened.

‘Tomorrow morning,’ the Captain said, ‘Operation Urgent Fury. U.S. and OECS forces will land in Grenada to oppose Cuban troops and Marxist militias.’

The name Grenada slammed into Patrick.

Reality rushed in behind it.

He remembered a conversation with a loud Bostonian, a throwaway warning he’d dismissed. Grenada was Commonwealth — an invasion would complicate relations, surely.

The memory fractured, replaced by another.

Hannelore.

Her face as they locked eyes. The enclosed crack of the gunshot. The bloom of red against the wall. Her body folding, light as falling leaves.

Grief hit him like a wave.

‘Patrick?’

He blinked, dragged himself back, realised the Captain had read his expression all wrong. He cleared his throat and forced a smile.

‘Sorry, Sir. Really tired, now.’

When the Captain left, the medic dimmed the lights.

Sleep refused to come. The mattress was too soft, the sheets too clean, his mind too crowded. The ship’s subtle movements felt wrong — muted, restrained, no longer speaking directly to his bones.

Eventually the medic returned with a small beaker.

Patrick drank it.

Within minutes, the world dissolved into darkness.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


Two hours before H-Hour the following morning, Patrick was moved into a spare cabin in Officer Country to clear the sickbay for combat casualties.

The corridor buzzed with restrained urgency. Doors were shut, voices lowered. Even without understanding the details, Patrick felt the mood shift around him — the easy curiosity of yesterday replaced by something taut and professional. He wondered, briefly, whether they’d already forgotten about him.

Dressed in crisp new khaki shorts and a shirt that felt faintly theatrical, he accepted an invitation to breakfast in the wardroom. The smell hit him first — fried egg, browned butter, coffee — rich to the point of aggression. His stomach tightened and he reminded himself to eat slowly, to chew properly, to behave.

The two lieutenants at his table were hungry for his story. Between mouthfuls of fried egg, pancakes and an indecipherable mound of sauerkraut, he answered politely, keeping his replies short and non-committal. Where he’d come from. How long he’d been there. What he’d eaten. How he’d survived.

How he had come to be on the island, and why, he skirted carefully.

He could feel them watching him as he ate — not rudely, not quite — but with the open fascination reserved for curiosities and cautionary tales. He became aware of his cutlery, his posture, the way he held his glass. The attention was not hostile, just... persistent.

After a while the questions began to grate. Patrick wiped his fingers on his napkin and steered the conversation toward safer ground.

‘I thought Maurice Bishop was one of the good guys,’ he said, mopping the last of the grease and yolk from his plate with a hunk of bread.

‘Bishop?’ said a boyish-looking lieutenant with Clements stitched above his pocket. ‘He was the guy they killed, right?’

‘Yeah,’ said the third man at the table — a big Marine in camouflage fatigues who until now had been quietly shovelling food with grim efficiency. He wiped his mouth with a napkin. ‘The fuckin’ commie bastard that started all the shit here. Austin’s runnin’ the show now, and he’s even worse.’

He grinned and thrust a broad hand across the table. ‘Rick Paul. Captain, U.S. Marine Corps.’

‘Patrick Redman. Pleased to meet you.’

Rick’s handshake was brief but solid. No curiosity in it. No evaluation. Patrick filed that away without quite knowing why.

A voice further down the table chimed in. ‘Hey man, every sailor on this ship — probably the whole freekin’ task group — knows your name. You’re famous. A Brit version of Robinson Crusoe.’

‘He was a Brit too, numb-brain,’ someone else added, to a scatter of uncertain laughter.

Patrick ignored the banter and looked back to Rick. ‘So what happened to Bishop? I’ve been out of touch for a while.’

That got another laugh.

‘Executed a week ago,’ Rick said. ‘Him and his whole damn cabinet. You’re right though — Reagan thought Bishop might be workable. Devil you know. But this asshole Austin? Way past the pale. That’s why we’re here — to kick his ass and his Cuban mercenaries out.’ He looked thoughtful for a moment, then, ‘I guess you know about your guys heading down south last year and evicting the Argentine squatters from the Falklands?’

Patrick nodded, then felt himself reddening. ‘We heard about it while we were transiting the Med.’ 

He could have said more, a lot more, but he left it alone. The irony was, Patrick had had enough of practicing for a war that was never going to happen. Seventeen years he’d served, and never a shot fired in anger. His disillusionment was the impetus for behaviour that resulted in his dishonourable discharge. Within six months, war came, just not in the expected theatre.

‘We’re doing the same thing here,’ said Rick. ‘Evicting invaders, only we call ‘em insurgents.’

‘And rescuing the med students,’ Clements put in brightly.

Rick snorted and leaned toward him, voice lowered. ‘You don’t know jack shit, Clements. Those students are just cover.’

He straightened and looked back at Patrick. ‘Regime change. That’s what this mission’s really about. Trust me.’

The lie — or blunt truth — landed softly, almost casually. Patrick wondered how often Rick said things like that, and to whom.

Rick pushed back his chair and stood, lifting his tray. ‘If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen — I’ve got some Marines to find.’

As he walked away, Patrick became uncomfortably aware of how closely the rest of the table was watching him now. The story wasn’t over — it had simply been paused.
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Patrick ran into Rick again later that morning.

The Executive Officer — who seemed to have inherited responsibility for Patrick’s welfare as well as his security — had given him freedom of the ship with a single caveat:

‘No entry to any compartment marked Restricted Access without permission. And you wear this badge outside Officer Country.’

The badge read Authorised Visitor.

A young sailor with a soft southern drawl had pressed a baseball cap into his hands to protect his newly bare scalp. The sailor looked faintly awed. USS Charles Walther arced across the cap’s front in white stitching.

Patrick made his way up to the main weatherdeck and stood at the guardrail, watching a massive aircraft carrier pacing them abeam. Jets were launching at nearly one a minute, exhaust plumes snapping away into the sky. The sight stirred old memories — procedural reflexes he hadn’t realised were still intact.

‘That’s USS Independence,’ a voice said behind him.

Rick joined him at the rail. ‘She’s the reason we’re here. Carrier escort. Those A-Sixes are backing up our Rangers at Point Salines.’

Patrick followed Rick’s gesture astern.

About four miles away he recognised the thin spit of land where he and Hannelore had first made landfall in Spirit of Carriacou after crossing the Atlantic more than a year earlier. Now the headland was shrouded in thick grey smoke. Though he couldn’t hear gunfire over the racket of engines and steel, he could see flashes and rising plumes of fresh explosions.

For a moment it was hard to reconcile the two images — the quiet beach where they’d dragged the dinghy up by hand, and this distant violence tearing at the same geography.

‘So what are Marines doing on a carrier group destroyer?’ Patrick shouted.

‘Small-boat interdiction,’ Rick yelled back. ‘Once the Rangers are done, we’ll be patrolling the coasts for PRA militias and commie insurgents.’

People’s Revolutionary Army, Patrick translated silently, remembering the discussion at breakfast. Bishop’s muscle.

‘How long before I can get ashore?’

Rick shrugged. ‘Who knows? A week. A month. Depends how long the Cubans feel like bleeding.’

As the last aircraft banked away toward land, the sudden drop in noise felt almost unreal — like a pressure change inside his skull.

Rick glanced sideways at him. ‘What’s your hurry, Patrick? You’ve been stranded alone for over a year. Now you’ve got front-row seats to history. Relax. Enjoy the show.’

‘I’ve got something I need to do,’ Patrick said.

Rick leaned on the rail. ‘Wanna tell me about it?’

They watched the carrier’s wake tear straight and white across the water, a fenced-in line of turbulence amid the vast blue. Patrick weighed his silence. He had learned on the island that some truths could be survived only by keeping them contained.

He needed to tell someone.

And he liked Rick — solid, direct, the sort of man who listened without trying to fix things.

Rick broke the pause. ‘This about why you ended up alone on that island?’

Patrick nodded.

Decision made, he began to talk.

They walked slowly aft as he spoke, down the waist toward the flight deck. Rick listened without interruption, the big Marine stooping slightly as if to catch every word, his bulk instinctively shielding them from passing crew.

They passed the helicopter that had plucked Patrick off the island, its blades lashed and folded, deck crew wiping salt away with slow, methodical care. The sweet familiar stink of water-repellent chemical reminded him of his lost connection with naval aviation. Patrick felt his voice tighten for a moment as he spoke past it.

At the stern rail they stopped.

The destroyer’s wake stretched away behind them — a straight white highway trailing into a restless blue sea.

Patrick kept talking, his mind now thirteen months earlier, his gaze unfocused as the memory took hold.
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[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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I scrambled out of the companionway into a night of screaming wind and driven spray.

The yacht had broached in the heavy seas and now wallowed with her leeward rail buried under water — as close to her beam-ends as I ever wanted to see. Every roll felt like a decision the sea hadn’t quite made up its mind about.

Hanne had the starboard lazarette open, flinging out fenders and mooring lines, their bright colours flashing briefly before being swallowed again by spray.

‘Steering gone,’ she called, as ever calm.

I clipped on my harness and held the lid while she dug for the emergency tiller. I grabbed a second to assess the mess — loose lines, half-submerged boom, the boat’s motion jerky and ugly.

‘What about the autohelm?’

She leaned in close so I could hear her over the wind. ‘Perhaps. But there is a risk of further damage. We must get her head to wind first — then I will look.’

I left her to ship the tiller and wrestled the headsail in before it flogged itself to rags, then released the preventer holding the half-submerged boom. The sail came in grudgingly, canvas snapping and thrumming like something alive and offended.

It took both of us on the tiller bar to drag her up to windward. Every wave tried to throw us back. My shoulders burned, legs braced wide, boots sliding on soaked teak. At last the boom lifted clear of the sea. As she came head-to-wind I hauled in the slack on the mainsheet.

‘Quickly — the washboards!’

I dropped them into place just as a solid wall of water slopped into the cockpit, cold and heavy enough to knock the breath from me. Now we were pitching into enormous seas, still shipping water over the bow, but safe. Safer. Hanne throttled back the engine until there was just enough power to hold our nose up.

‘Take over,’ she said. ‘I will go below.’

She slid the hatch forward, planted her hands on the coach roof, timed the motion perfectly, and vaulted over and down the ladder — unhesitating, economical. Watching her move was oddly reassuring.

Holding the boat head-to-wind on the emergency tiller was brutal work. The reversed action scrambled my instincts and my arms burned as she fought me. The sea found every weakness in my stance. I was just starting to find the balance — that fragile truce between force and anticipation — when the hatch slid back and Hanne’s head appeared.

‘Try the autohelm.’

I aligned ship’s head, pressed Auto, and held my breath.

The servo groaned below — a wounded, reluctant sound. Then the tiller twitched against my hand as the motor took over.

I sagged back onto the bench, suddenly aware of how hard I was breathing. Hanne popped out of the hatch, dogged it shut, and dropped beside me, face slick with spray.

‘Well, Skipper?’

‘Steering chain’s broken,’ she said, utterly unconcerned. ‘Lying in the bilge.’

She spun the useless wheel to demonstrate, letting it rattle freely. Then she smiled. ‘But only a link’s gone. It can be repaired.’

Which was just as well. At sea, with the autohelm running, repairing it would be like fixing a bicycle chain while someone jigged the wheel. Worse, the autohelm was only a stopgap — run it continuously and we’d start to flatten the batteries the moment we shut the engine down. Steering with that bastard tiller for twelve days didn’t bear thinking about.

She watched all of this click into place on my face and now held out a hand, palm up, waiting for my conclusion.

‘We don’t have the fuel to motor all the way to Grenada,’ I said. ‘So we fix it ourselves.’

‘Exactly. But not tonight. Not in this.’ She sounded drained now — the last four hours had taken their toll.

‘Want me to take the watch early?’

She gave me that imperious look and ignored the suggestion entirely. ‘We will bear away. You handle the genoa — I’ll take the helm and main.’

Once we were running free again I went below and made drinks: tea for me, coffee for her. The kettle rattled violently against its gimbals. I passed the mugs up and joined her opposite in the cockpit.

She sipped and smiled. ‘Thank you, darling. And well done.’

With her face poking from her hood, lifejacket collar cupping her damp cheeks, she suddenly looked vulnerable — a fleeting thing, like a faultline momentarily exposed. I wedged my
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