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There is the calmness of the lake when there is not a breath of wind; there is the calmness of a stagnant ditch. So it is with us. Sometimes we are clarified and calmed healthily, as we never were before in our lives, not by an opiate, but by some unconscious obedience to the all-just laws, so that we become like a still lake of purest crystal. ...

Henry David Thoreau

A Writer’s Journal



Contents

July 1966

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30



July 1966

STANDING IN FRONT OF HIS DRESSER MIRROR, the young man pointed the revolver at his reflection. He held it there until the waver in his hand had subsided. He closed his eyes, drew in a deep breath, and brought the revolver down.

After he had replaced the pistol in the tackle box, he slid it back onto the shelf and shut the closet door. He went into the bathroom, washed his face, brushed his teeth. Outside, he stood on the veranda for a moment, looking out at the ocean. A flock of pelicans glided past, a few yards above the water. He watched them till they were out of sight, then walked down the long rutted road to the highway.

He came to the highway just as the Postal Service Jeep was pulling away from the mailbox. He opened the mailbox and quickly removed the package. There was a birthday card taped to the lid of the box. He tore that open. It was an accordion card. A fisherman in a rowboat had hooked a small fish which was about to be swallowed by a bigger one, and on like that as the accordion opened until the last fish was twice as big as the fisherman’s boat. The printed message said, “Have a Whopper of a Birthday.”

There were two black-and-white photographs inside the envelope, too. In one a balding man was holding up a salmon in each hand. He was smiling. In the other a graying woman was holding a salmon bigger than either of the man’s. She smiled as well. The young man studied each of the photos for a moment, then opened the package. There were two hand-tied flies in the box: one a replica of a tiny field mouse, the brass hook curving out of its belly; the other a bright imitation of a dragonfly. “Take a shot at these,” said the note. “Happy Nineteenth from the frozen North. All our love. Wish you were here.”

It was an hour before he got a ride. He had walked almost five miles up the highway by then. The driver was a tourist from Michigan, driving a rental car. He drove with one hand while he pawed with the other through a stack of photographs. He held each one up in turn for the young man to see, then took a long look at each of them himself. The man had been charter fishing in Islamorada for the last month. He’d been after snook mostly, but he’d also gotten tarpon and permit.

The man didn’t seem to notice that the young man did not talk. The young man looked politely at each photograph, nodding the same way each time. By the time they reached the outskirts of Miami, the photographs were exhausted and the man began to concentrate on the thickening traffic.

At a light in South Miami, without any announcement, the young man got out of the car. He walked quickly down a side street until he found a phone booth.

He stepped inside it, closed the door, and brought the phone book up. He turned the pages till he came to the proper one, ran his finger down the list of names, stopped finally on the name he was after. He stared at the page for a long time, then let the phone book fall back to the end of its chain.

From his back pocket he withdrew a street map. He unfolded it and studied it for a few minutes. He peered out at the street sign near the phone booth and spent more time looking at the map. After refolding the map and putting it back in his jeans, he stepped out onto the sidewalk and began walking.

He was wearing canvas boat shoes, no socks, a dark green T-shirt. His hair was sun-scorched blond and cut in a flattop. He was an inch below six feet and gristly thin. His arms and face were deeply tanned. His dark blue eyes seemed focused on some distant point, practiced in scanning the horizon for some subtle disturbance.

With long strides he walked out of the small shopping district, across Dixie Highway, and along the perimeter of the university. Past the practice fields and parking lots into the shady neighborhoods of Coral Gables.

It was five o’clock when he reached a curvy, narrow street that ran along the edge of a golf course. The young man glanced down the street and then turned and retraced his steps for half a mile to a small park where there were a few swing sets and a long slide. He sat in the shade of a live oak, watching a black woman in a white uniform entertaining a white child. After an hour the two of them left, and he was alone as dusk came on.

At eight-thirty, as the darkness settled finally, he rose and returned to the curvy street. He cut through a vacant lot and walked along the rough of the golf course. Staying near the thick shrubbery, he made his way to a one-story white stucco house with a tiled roof. Light came from the patio doors, and there were the sounds of dishes and silverware from the open kitchen window.

The young man crouched behind an oleander shrub about ten feet from the patio and watched the lighted windows. Once a child’s voice called out the name of some pet, and an hour later the young man could hear a woman’s voice as she chatted on the phone while she paced in front of one of the back windows.

At around ten o’clock the house went dark, but the young man continued to stare at it. It was an hour and a half later when he heard a car arrive around front, and a few moments later the front door slammed. A light came on in the living room, then the kitchen. The young man stood and edged closer to the kitchen window, pressing his back against the rough side of the house.

A fat man in a dark blue suit was in the kitchen. He had black, shiny hair that was parted in the middle and a small mouth with fleshy lips. The man dropped his keys on the kitchen table, took off his suit coat, and let it fall to the floor. He poured himself a tea glass full of scotch, and before the young man could move away, the fat man lurched out of view and suddenly swung open the kitchen door and walked outside.

The young man flattened himself against the wall, and the fat man stood on the paving stones a few feet away and poured some of the scotch down. He turned away from the young man, mumbled to himself, and walked across to the patio, which was partially lit from the kitchen light. The fat man stood for a moment next to a chaise longue, then bent over and vomited into a flower box.

When he was finished, he wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his white shirt and let himself down carefully into the chaise and took another belt of the drink. The young man waited for a few minutes more until the fat man seemed to be dozing, his glass on the patio beside him.

He opened the kitchen door carefully and slid inside. He stood there and looked around the kitchen for a few moments, then picked up the man’s suit coat. Inside the breast pocket he found the fat man’s wallet. He took the man’s driver’s license out and inspected it.

After a few moments he put it back in the wallet and replaced the wallet in the coat and dropped it again on the floor. He took the keys from the kitchen table and walked back outside and walked over to the chaise.

He grabbed the fat man by the front of his shirt and hauled him upright. The man giggled. But when he was on his feet, he stiffened and drew back and peered into the young man’s face. The young man turned him and prodded him forward with one hand, gripping the fat man’s shirt collar with the other.

The man stumbled ahead, saying nothing, wavering as he walked. The two walked around the side of the house and came to the driveway. A ’65 Buick coupe was parked there, its grille buried in the hedge. The young man gripped the man’s collar tightly and looked down at the smashed-in front right headlight on the Buick. He took a deep breath.

The young man turned the fat man around, leaning him against the passenger door.

“I don’t know you,” the fat man said, uncertainly.

The young man stepped back a step and cocked his right fist to his shoulder and slammed the fat man flush on the nose. The man sagged, and the young man held him against the car while he opened the passenger door. The fat man was perhaps twenty, thirty pounds heavier. The young man got the door open and muscled the man into the seat. He closed the door and stood still, breathing hard, listening.

He got into the driver’s seat, fumbled with the ignition key, jammed it finally into the slot. Glancing back at the house, he started the car. He backed it out the drive, hitting the power brakes too hard and making a small screech as the tires hit the pavement.

He looked again at the fat man’s house. A dark figure was standing in the shadows on the front porch. Maybe a stone statue, maybe a child, a large dog. The young man put the car in gear and carefully pulled away.

The fat man came to in about ten minutes. The car was stopped at a red light, the intersection empty, streets empty in every direction. A black man sat outside the office of an all-night gas station, listening to his radio, looking at the Buick.

The fat man blinked, stared at the young man, then across at the gas station. He had the door open and was in the street before the young man could step on the gas. The fat man was running into the gas station, waving his hands, stumbling. The black gas station attendant watched him come toward him, then rose from his chair and hurried inside the office.

The young man pushed the shift lever to park, threw open the door, and ran after the fat man. He caught up to him at the door to the gas station office. The black man had a small-caliber revolver pointed at the fat man, and sweat had broken out on the black man’s forehead.

“Come on, Dad,” the young man said as he put his arm around the shoulder of the fat man, taking a twisting grip of his underarm. He said to the black man, “One too many. Celebrating my birthday.”

“Get on out of here, the both of you,” the black man said.

“Help me,” the fat man said. “This guy’s kidnapping me.” He tried to wriggle free of the young man’s hold.

The young man shook his head at the black man. “He gets like this.”

“He surely do,” the black man said.

The fat man broke away from the young man’s grip and ran back toward the car. Halfway across the gas station lot he stumbled and fell to his knees.

The young man trotted over to him, dragged him up, and together they staggered back to the car. The fat man was breathing very hard, sweating heavily. Again the young man pushed him into the car and came around and got behind the wheel.

“Who are you?” the man said, out of breath.

The young man said, “If you try anything like that again, I’m going to kick the shit out of you. Just sit there.”

“I know,” the fat man said, tilting his head, his eyes focusing on the young man’s face. “I know who you are.”

The young man was silent, driving carefully, keeping the Buick at the speed limit.

“It’s the anniversary,” the fat man said. “I know that. You think I’d forget?”

“Shut up,” the young man said.

“You don’t think I’ve suffered, is that it? Is that what this is? You going to torture me, get even, is that it?” The man mumbled to himself. “Tell me. You’re the kid, right?”

The traffic lights were behind them now. It was just a long strip of highway with packing plants and a few motels, and then they came to Florida City and hit the rougher asphalt road running through the Everglades down to Key Largo. There were no other cars. The sky was clear. The young man kept the car at seventy.

The fat man screamed for help. He turned in the seat and yelled into the wind back toward Miami. The young man nudged the car up to seventy-five.

“I got a family,” the man yelled at him.

The young man turned his head and stared at the man.

“I can give you money. I got money. Whatever you want.”

“I want you to know,” the young man said. “Know how they felt.”

“You’ll get prison,” he said, all menace.

The young man smiled and pushed the car on. “I’ll take what’s coming to me,” he said.

“I was just your age, for chrissakes,” the man said. “It was a careless mistake. A kid’s stupid mistake.”

The car was up to eighty by the time they rounded the long curve and came up to Jewfish Creek Bridge. The car hurtled up the ramp of the bridge, left the ground briefly, and the undercarriage banged on the other side. The fat man grabbed for the door handle. Sober as hell now. Adrenaline sober. Night air, going eighty-five through the dark sober.

The young man’s foot drove deeper into the accelerator pedal, and he watched the flash of guardrails, saw Lake Surprise appear, the car slewing right, a tired slipping off the edge of the pavement, catching in the shoulder, twisting the wheel from his hands, and he didn’t try to recapture it, and the Buick rammed through the guardrail, sailing out into the water. The young man thinking, Yes, this is exactly right. Exactly as it should be. Yes.

There was the short flight, the pounding drop, the spray of glass, the sledgehammer to his chest. The warm water of Lake Surprise flooding in. And he lost consciousness.

When the young man woke, he heard the faint wail of sirens. Water was up to his shoulders. His chest ached, ribs burned. He climbed out the window, slogged around the car to see about the fat man. A wedge of glass had opened the man’s throat, and his head rested on the back of the seat. Dark syrup rose at the gash. If he wasn’t dead just then, he was about to take wing.

The young man went back to the driver’s side and leaned in and hauled the fat man across the seat, head lolling, and he wedged him behind the steering wheel. Then he swam and waded two, three hundred yards through Lake Surprise to the mangroves. And climbed into them. Wet, hurting, nothing numb, not the least in shock. Feeling every mosquito sting.

He stayed for the whole show. There was nothing dramatic about it. Just men working, figuring out. A physical problem with winch, long cable. Cops wading out with the ambulance boys. No one looking around for a passenger. Just another drunk who’d lost control.

He watched it all. And finally, an hour or so before dawn, it was over. They were gone. Lake Surprise was calm. It went from oily black to gray to green. An early-morning fisherman arrived in his skiff and began casting into the shadows along the shoreline a mile away.

The young man worked his way through the dense mangroves up to the highway. He was having trouble taking breaths; his hands were shaking. There was blood coming from somewhere inside his shirt. It was only a three-mile hike back to his house, but it took him two hours.
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THORN WATCHED HER STANDING at the shore, up to her ankles in Lake Surprise. The moon had laid down a wide silver path across the water, and a light breeze was blurring patches of the glassy surface. For the last few minutes Sarah Ryan had been standing there, gazing out at all of it.

Not turning around, she asked, “So what’s the ceremony?”

“There isn’t any ceremony,” Thorn said. “I just sit here, try to be quiet.”

“You don’t get in the water? You don’t do anything?”

Thorn sighed. Maybe it’d been a mistake bringing her. She’d wanted to come since he’d known her—what?—a little less than a year. Soon as she found out about his ritual, she wouldn’t leave it alone. Started hinting around that June. By the first of July she was out in the open about it. Take me along. I won’t bother you. I’ll participate, do whatever you want me to. OK, so he’d let Sarah, his lover, come along. Maybe to tell her the details, fill in blanks he’d not even revealed to Kate. He had thought they were ready.

But who showed up? This other Sarah. Sarah-the-Public-Defender, cross-examiner of cops, used to prying open clamped mouths. Intolerant of lazy emotions. Breezy and tough. And what he’d planned on saying, the confession he’d been rehearsing for weeks, had gone cold and quiet.

Still looking out across the sound, Sarah said, “Well, I’m going for a swim.”

“Look. Point is, this is my one day a year. Like going to the graveyard, flowers on the grave. Like that.”

“The overexamined life is not worth living,” she said. “Haven’t you heard of baring your soul and getting on with it?” She turned and the moon gleamed in her dark hair.

“I’ve heard of it,” said Thorn.

Sarah shook her head and said, “And then there’s the theory of swimming your way to mental health. Getting out there, exposing yourself to the waters.”

She peeled off her khaki camp shorts. No underwear for Sarah. The T-shirt next, and she was there naked in the moonlight. Full moon. Two hundred yards from U.S. 1. The cars rumbling across the grating on Jewfish Creek Bridge. She let Thorn take in her silhouette. She was tall with wide shoulders and thin limbs. And had a gawky gracefulness to her movements, like a fashion model slightly out of practice.

“Watch out for lemon sharks.” Thorn felt himself hardening for her.

“Let them watch out.” She hesitated for a moment at the shoreline, took a deep breath, and waded out into Lake Surprise, into the meadow of light from that heavy moon.

Thorn watched her float on her back. Her breasts breaking through the calm surface. Her pubic hair sparkled. Maybe this was her game. Shake him awake with a little splish-splash, some serious treading of water.

He shifted on the army blanket, dusted away a mosquito singing in his ear. The repellent was already wearing thin. He steered his eyes away from the glisten of Sarah Ryan, following that path of light across the mangrove-rimmed bay to where it veered west toward Mexico.

Would she swim so easily there if she knew the blood that water was spiked with? Thorn had shuddered when Sarah first grazed her toe across it, but he’d said nothing. He had not been able to touch that water himself for twenty years.

Twenty years he’d been coming out here on the fifth of July to sit beside the bay. Twenty years. It sounded like a jail term. Twenty to life. That was about the sentence he might’ve expected if he’d turned himself into the sheriff.

Maybe he should’ve done that. Maybe that way the guilt would be gone, and Thorn, thirty-nine years old, could walk away from all of it, back into the world, debts paid. This way was turning into a life sentence. A sentence with no period at the end.

Sarah was gliding out farther, on her back, the water bubbling quietly at her feet. It seemed that she was trying to let him have his time, his little meditation, get it over with. Or maybe she had caught the doleful vibrations of the place. The ghosts. The ghosts of Quentin and Elizabeth Thorn and one Dallas James. Fat, drunk, puke-scented Dallas James.

Thorn watched Sarah Ryan. She was still on her back, the water bubbling up from her quiet, efficient flutter kick. It glittered like silvery foam. She swam farther out into that warm bay, making a lazy circle near the spot where it had happened.

Thirty-nine years before, Quentin and Elizabeth had been driving home to Key Largo from the Homestead Hospital. Thorn was twenty hours out of the womb, still four hours left to get him back to the Keys so he’d be officially, by local custom, a Conch. To give the boy roots.

Maybe roots was wrong. Suction was a better word. This island didn’t grant much purchase. Limestone and coral just under the couple of inches of sandy dirt. It was just a long, narrow strip of reef really. And with a little melting at the North Pole, one good force five hurricane, it would be reef again. But Conchs had suction. They could hold on to places where no roots could burrow in.

The custom was important enough to Quentin and Elizabeth to steal away from that hospital after midnight against her surgeon’s warnings. She’d had a C section. Fat little Thorn, ten and a half pounds, stalled at the hatch.

There were four hours left. No hurry. The drive back down to the Keys took only half an hour. It was July 5, 1947.

Everything Thorn knew about that night had come from the Miami Herald article. Dr. Bill had saved it till Thorn had asked one too many questions about his real parents’ death. Dr. Bill had led Thorn into his study, where the newspapers were spread out on his desk. And Dr. Bill had gone outside to whack his machete at a rotted limb while Thorn, thirteen years old, read and reread. Nothing to soften it. The same clean surgical cool Dr. Bill had about everything. Read this. This is all that’s known. Outside chopping at punky wood while Thorn grappled with it.

July 5, 1947, had been a clear night. Hot like any July. Light breezes from the southeast. Oh, Thorn read everything else before letting his eyes take hold of the headline about the Thorn family. The weather. The sports, the Reds Reject the Marshall Plan. Three-cent first-class stamps. Today’s Chuckle. A story about a young couple getting married. She says, “No,” not, “I do,” at altar. Changes to “Yes,” but then he says, “No.” Thorn read that.

Finally, there was only one article left. Thorn, picturing it as he read, taking the gray neutral journalism and brightening it with detail, fixing it in his imagination forever. Whenever he recalled it after that afternoon, it came up like this. It was a clear night. Twenty miles of two-lane highway, along the bed of an old railway line. You could reach out either car window and touch mangroves, said the old-timers. Narrow and dark, an empty stretch of asphalt. Thorn was asleep in Elizabeth’s lap. Sleeping with the rhythm of her breathing and that old car humming along.

Coming from the other direction, in his old man’s Studebaker, barreling home from Key West, was twenty-one-year-old Dallas James. A couple of his friends in the backseat. Everybody giddy from bourbon and Coke. A girl at Dallas James’s side. A nice girl from his university graduating class who didn’t know the ride was going to involve Key West and back to Miami in one day, and all that drinking and hooting. She was Doris Jean Parish. All of it was in the paper. She was the one blew the whistle. Next day she blurted it out to her daddy. Good Catholic girl, couldn’t survive overnight with all that guilt.

That night Dallas had been telling a story, a long one, and he was looking back over his shoulder for reactions. Bourbon and Coke, a long joke, caring more about the laughs, impressing the two in the backseat and Doris Jean than about whose headlights he was straying into.

Quentin Thorn swerved off the shoulder, over the low bank, and out into Lake Surprise. No choice. Into those headlights and the tons of steel behind them or into the moonlit water of Lake Surprise. Surprise, surprise. There’d been only four feet of water at that hour. Tide was out. But with heads flattening against that steel dashboard, a birdbath would’ve done fine.

Thorn had bounced around in there, coming finally to lodge atop his mother’s suitcases in the backseat. And as the black, warm water of Lake Surprise seeped into the car, Thorn squawked probably, the water rising to cover his parents’ faces, peaking finally a few inches from where he squirmed.

Dallas James stopped his car, got out, looked over the situation, gave his morals a quick workout, and got everybody back in the car and drove off.

In the second clipping, from a few weeks later on, Dallas had had his moment in court. His story was that this other car was weaving, Dallas honked, veered to avoid it, and the new father, new mother, and their infant of their own free will sailed into that lake. The judge allowed as how there had been enough tragedy already and, seeing how Dallas was from a good family and all, was inclined to give him nothing more than a stern look.

Not Thorn. It had simmered in him for six years, but he had finally done it. And now he was here, serving his indeterminate sentence, his hard time out among the innocent. Very cruel, very unusual. And this was visiting day at the penitentiary. Mr. Thorn to visit Mr. Thorn.

Sarah was coming ashore. Thorn watched her wake arrive before her, stirring among the mangrove roots. As she waded up to the bank, the moon glazed her body.

“You done?” she asked, the gold water falling from her, standing a couple of yards away.

“I guess so,” Thorn said.

“What were you thinking about just now?” She stooped and pulled her towel from her large straw bag, began patting herself dry.

“Your hair.”

“Before that?”

“Your skin,” he said.

“Oh, come on, you know what I mean.”

“About this place,” Thorn said. “Lake Surprise, dark, serious things.”

“But you’re not going to tell me about them.” She spread her towel out beside him and lowered herself onto it, leaned back, propped on her elbows. Moon tanning.

“My voice is failing me at the moment.”

She said, “Maybe I should get dressed, help you get it back.”

A transfer truck rumbled from the highway, heading south with supplies. In the Keys everything had to be shipped in; even freshwater was piped down. The only natural resources were fish and balminess.

“Maybe you should,” Thorn said.

“Am I being sacrilegious, naked in the graveyard?” She smiled at him and moistened her upper lip.

“Yeah,” Thorn said, “but I like it.”

“We could swim,” Sarah said, the smartass gone from her voice now. A regretful tone that almost matched his mood. “It did me a world of good.”

“No, thanks,” Thorn said.

“I hear it’s good in the water, all that buoyancy.”

“No,” he said. “I just want to stay a little longer. Like this. Nothing fancy.”

“I’ll shut up.”

“Yeah.” Thorn let himself look at her again. “And there’s nothing wrong with the buoyancy at my place, is there?”

“No,” she said. “Nothing at all.”
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IT WAS A TWO-FOOT SEA, overcast. Noon on Sunday. Time to start thinking about Monday, the week. Sarah was rocking easily with the light chop on the second level of the tuna tower, alongside Kate Truman. Sarah’s long black hair snapping, skin not feeling yet the sunburn she knew she’d gotten. It had something to do with the blue-eyed Irish in her, bred for gloomy skies, layers of clothes, a heavy gray mist on the moor.

Sarah leaned forward toward Kate and half shouted into the wind, “I’m running out of company names.”

“Wait a minute!” Kate unrolled the plastic windshield for the tower platform. The two of them snapped it in place. Now, with the breeze cut off, Sarah felt it, the prickle on her cheek, a puffiness beginning.

“I’m running out of names,” she said. “I come up with one, it’s on the computer already. It’s a janitorial service or a shop sells popcorn. Crazy things.”

“How about Wood Rat Enterprises?”

“Not businesslike. It should sound like it’s for real.”

“Well, you’ll think of something. What’s the big worry about corporate names anyway? You worry about the oddest things.”

“I’m worried about all of it. But the only parts I can focus on, you know, are the small parts.”

They were only a mile offshore, the fiber glass twenty-footers were all around them, Aquasports, Makos full of Miami snorkelers headed out to the reef, chopping up the quiet water.

“I know,” said Kate. “I know what you’re going through.”

“This Port Allamanda thing. It’s not like the others, all this cash. And you can bet Grayson is going to be damned curious to know who beat him out. I want to shield you better than I’ve been doing.”

“Well, you’re the expert on that.”

“Kate, I keep telling you. I’m no expert. On any of this.”

“You’re doing a hell of a job. You worry too much. It’s going to give you something.”

Captain Kate lined up on the wind sock rigged up on her dock, that and Carysfort light seven miles out. One hundred and twenty degrees took her into her own channel. Two degrees off either way and you’d be walking ashore across limestone beds and the backs of stingrays.

Kate cut back to half throttle; their wake caught up with them and rocked the boat lightly. In the narrow homemade channel, a hundred yards offshore.

“I’ll get the lines,” Sarah said, moving toward the ladder.

“Whoa. Let the lines rest.” Kate backed off another notch, took off her dark fishing glasses, examined Sarah.

Sarah tried a smile, said, “I’m just paranoid. It’s just a phase.” She gestured down at the cockpit. “It gets to me sometimes.”

Most of the fifty bales of marijuana were stored inside the cabin below, but four were in ice chests out in the sunny cockpit.

“Hell if it doesn’t get to me, too. It’d be damned strange if it didn’t. And my granddaddy smuggled rum most his life, and my daddy made his share of midnight runs. I keep telling myself it’s my heritage, but that doesn’t seem to help much.” Kate rubbed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose, smoothed her forehead upward.

Kate said, “But we’ve gone over this. Again and again. Ends and means, the higher good. I can’t see anything new to talk about. If there’s something else, some way of doing something, change things around, anything you can think of that would take the pressure off, say the word and we’ll do it. Buy the land some other way. Sell melons along the road. I don’t care what, rob a Brink’s truck. You come up with something better, tell me.

“No,” Sarah said, suddenly sleepy and sheening again with sweat now that the breeze had stopped. “I just feel guilty, getting you involved in this.”

“Hey, now.” Kate smiled at her, leaned against the seat. “I got you involved. It may be your contact, but it’s my fight.”

“Let’s don’t bullshit each other,” Sarah said. “I come to your meetings, like the stuff I hear, offer my legal services, and two months later I’m talking you into running dope.”

Kate looked off at a passing dive boat headed for Grecian Rocks. “You didn’t hypnotize me, hon. I’m a big girl. You think I hadn’t thought of bringing in some bales before you showed up? Only reason I hadn’t tried it before was if I went in with anybody down here, the whole island would know the next morning. As it is now, the gossip is we’re a couple of sweethearts. Spending nights together on the boat.”

Sarah laughed.

“I swear to the Lord above,” Kate said. “Sweethearts, that’s the word going around.”

Sarah shook her head, grinning her thanks.

“We’ll make it,” Kate said. She winked at Sarah. “Two more fifty-bale trips. There’s the million. And that’s it. Walk away. Use the rest of our lives earning forgiveness.” She took hold of Sarah’s shoulders and straightened her up, looked up into her face. “But listen, this is my passion, my fight. You can drop this in a second and I’ll sure understand. Think about it.”

A rumble came from the south, growing quickly thunderous.

Kate pushed the throttle forward, making for the dock. Sarah scuttled down the ladder, cursing.

“Too late,” Kate called to her as the roaring mosquito plane passed above them, twenty feet, clipping the mangrove tips, its contrail of blue diesel smoke and Malathion settling down, drifting into the mangrove shoots along the shoreline.

Sarah fanned the fog from in front of her, holding on to the chrome railing as she worked her way forward. Kate reversed and cut the wheel hard so the starboard side nudged up to the dock.

They set the spring lines. Sarah got her straw bag from the cabin, took her spinning rod from the rod holder behind the fighting chair, and jumped across.

“He flew right over us.”

“He’ll be back in about five minutes, fifty yards east. The bugs have been brutal lately. All this rain.”

“Could he see anything?”

“What? Ice chests? That’s Jerome Billings. I know his daddy. Known the boy all his life. He’s a friend of Thorn’s from high school. That boy must see more goings-on than God Himself. I never heard a peep of gossip out of him either. What’s he going to see?”

The Sabrosa Seafood truck was parked under the gumbo-limbo beside Kate’s back porch. Sarah hated this part. Her Spanish wasn’t up to anything subtle, anything going wrong, the wrong amounts, a canceled deal. But it was Armando, good-looking in his orange tank top, who’d been the pickup the last two months. His English was better than Sarah’s Spanish.

The mosquito plane was on its next pass, so Sarah waited under the thick tamarind tree until the poison had broken up. Armando joined her and nodded hello, both of them fanning for good air.

“How you live here with poison gas?” Their first personal conversation. She didn’t want to prolong this, encourage anything more than just official exchanges. But she feared being abrupt.

“I live in Miami, but this is awful, no?” Her Spanglish.

“Oh,” he said, checking her out now, lingering at the open throat of her work shirt, a flash of cleavage perhaps.

She said, “In Miami we put out enough poison at ground level.”

“OK,” he said. “That’s OK.”

“You listo a pesar?”

“Sí.”

“Well, vamanos.”

Armando carried the first bale inside the Styrofoam cooler. He dumped it in the back of the seafood truck and waited around for a minute or two in the shade, making eyes at her. Then back to the boat with the empty cooler, loaded the next one, and brought it ashore. The process was slow, but to any passing boat it would appear that someone was merely unloading a hefty catch.

Sarah hated it. The exposure was so great. Down the hundred-foot dock, thirty yards up the terrace to the canopy of trees, Armando making the trip fifty times. She stood in the shade during the whole ordeal, her eyes panning the horizon, her hearing fine-tuned for any passing plane. Their only concealment was their brazenness.

After showers she and Kate sat on the front porch, the Atlantic spread before them. Rum and Coke. Sarah’s face coated with a layer of aloe jelly, fresh from Kate’s yard. Just snap a leaf in half and smear it on. She rested her hands cautiously in her lap. Everything stung. Already the itch. Every time, no matter how thick the sunblock.

“Going to see Thorn?”

“Thought I would.”

“This is his special weekend.”

“Yeah, I know,” Sarah said. “He took me along Friday night.”

“He did?” Kate took a sip of her drink, eyeing Sarah.

“I asked him, and he said yes, and took me along.”

“I’m amazed.” She set her glass on the wicker table. “So, tell me about it. The ceremony.”

Sarah smiled. “That’s what I thought. But it wasn’t anything very special. Sit out beside Lake Surprise, swat mosquitoes, pee in the shrubs, rewire the central nervous system. Just a lot of quiet. Staring at the dark.”

“Not very sympathetic.”

“I hear sad songs all week. I guess I don’t have as much sympathy as I should.”

Kate said, “Well, the boy’s gotten better about it. Was a time his going out there every year made me mad, like he just couldn’t let it go. Mournful, mopey.”

“Losing parents like that. It couldn’t be easy.”

Kate gave her a curious look and said, “He never knew them. Dr. Bill and I took him in, he was only two weeks old. Oh, I don’t know. I always thought he’d made it all into more than it should be. Let his grief steal him away. Like he was glorifying them too much.”

“They weren’t worth glorifying?”

“They were good people. Normal people.”

“But they were his parents,” said Sarah. “It doesn’t matter if they were good or normal or what.”

“Now you’re sympathetic.”

“I am. And I’m not.”

“He tell you how it happened?”

“He hinted around,” Sarah said. “But no, not much.”

“His folks, coming home from the delivery room, a drunk kid ran them into the bay. They drowned, Thorn got bruised up pretty bad, and the kid went free.”

Sarah swirled the ice in her drink, shifted in her chair.

“And Thorn? How old was he when he found out the details, the drunk getting off?”

“Just thirteen, fourteen.”

Sarah nodded, considering it.

In a moment she said, “How’d he react? What’d he do?”

“Nothing,” Kate said, her eyes on the horizon. “Oh, maybe he got a little more quiet after that. But he was always quiet.”

“If somebody killed my parents, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“What could you do?” Kate said. “Dr. Bill and I, we were angry for a while. I think the doctor stayed angry for years. We even talked to a lawyer about it. But there was nothing to do.”

“I’d want justice. Somehow. I would’ve located the guy, confronted him, camped on his lawn, done something.”

“No,” Kate said, bringing up a hazy smile. “You think you would, but you wouldn’t. My God, you and I are having trouble justifying smuggling that grass.”

“I don’t see it,” said Sarah, “just letting something like that go.”

“Thorn did,” Kate said. “Goodness, is this a public defender I’m listening to?”

Sarah said, “You defend enough of them, you get cynical, you develop an appreciation for vigilantes.”

Kate leaned away from Sarah and appraised her. “What in the world are we arguing about?”

“Nothing,” Sarah said. She repeated it, almost a whisper.

Kate said, “I don’t see you two, you know. I have trouble putting the two of you together. In the same room. Talking. Or anything.”

Sarah swallowed some of her rum and Coke, raised her eyebrows. Smiling, she said, “I’m not right for your boy?”

“You’re a city girl. I like you, but you come around here and I feel the screens vibrate. The Geiger counters all go berserk. Something’s always humming ninety miles an hour with you. Maybe you act like Miss Placid, but there’re those little pulsing arteries running up into your temples. Like it’s all you can do to keep from screaming out something.”

“The arteries, those are to keep the brain going,” she said. “Occupational hazard.”

Kate took a sip of her drink, carefully as though it might burn her lips.

“On the other hand,” she said, “you seem to be helping Thorn come back to earth.”

Sarah was silent, looking out at a brown pelican coasting low across the smooth Atlantic, its belly nearly skimming the surface.

She said, “I’m not sure I want that responsibility.”

“He’d slunk off,” said Kate. She stared down into her drink. “What’s it called? Burned out?”

Sarah swung her head around. “Thorn! Burned out?”

“Well?”

“Look at me. Look at my face.” Sarah let her expression go slack. “This is burnout. You get burned out from working too hard. Not from sitting around.” Sarah smiled again, shook her head. “Thorn’s something else. Stoned on silence. I don’t know what, but it’s not burned out.”

Kate said, “Whatever it is, you seem to be having some effect. He’s been coming around a lot lately. Talking. Got a haircut last week. First time since I can’t remember when. And you won’t believe this. He’s coming to the public hearing Thursday night.”

“Well, that is something,” said Sarah. “At least that’ll make three of us against the project.”

“I wouldn’t count on him cheering or stomping his feet. One step at a time.” Kate fanned a mosquito away from her face. “But he does seem ... I don’t know what it is. Energized.”

“He might be coming down with something,” Sarah said.

“Yes,” Kate said, a faint smile forming, “it looks as if he is. And he’s very concerned about his looks all of a sudden. What do you suppose that could be?”

Kate held out her glass for a toast. Sarah clinked hers to it.

Sarah said, “You still don’t want to bring him into this? Tell him what we’re doing. Have him help with the dope.”

“We’re managing.”

“You don’t think he’d approve,” Sarah said. “What? He’s too moral?”

“No,” Kate said, “he’d help. But it would be for the wrong reason. You do something like this, take these risks, get your hands dirty, it should be for the right reason. Because it’s worth doing whatever it takes to protect your home.”

“You mean if he helped, it’d be because he loved you, wanted to protect you? Like that?”

“Yes,” said Kate.

Sarah said, “That seems like a pretty good reason to do something to me. ’Cause you loved somebody.”

Kate, watching the pelican make another pass, said, “I think of him as something of an artist. Those flies he makes.” She took another sip. “They’re not like anybody else’s. I know that may not mean much to you, but, well, he’s got something. A vision. Something.” Kate watched a mosquito hover over her arm. She let it land and set its drill. With her fingernail she nudged the mosquito back into flight.

She said, “I’m just full of jabber today. Sound like a proud mama. It’s this rum. You made these too strong again.”

Sarah said, “So, tell me.” She settled back into her chair. “Thorn says there aren’t any other women in his life. I find that hard to believe.”

“Oh, my,” Kate said. “This is serious.”
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SARAH WAS WEARING one of Thorn’s T-shirts, a long gray one that came to her thighs. She had pulled a loaf of rye bread out of his refrigerator, put it under her arm, and was still poking around in there. She tore off a handful of grapes and popped them one by one into her mouth. While she chewed, she let the refrigerator door shut, opened the bread, and took out the top slices.

Thorn watched her, liking it all, liking her in that shirt, her hunger, the way her hair had not recovered from their lovemaking. Her skin, chapped by the sun. Most of all, he liked the way she seemed to be at home here in his one-room house.

“You don’t have a toaster?” She didn’t look back at him but seemed to know he was watching, seemed to bask in it.

“I’m not much of a toast eater.”

“I guess not.” Sarah fiddled with the dial for the oven.

“Oven doesn’t work either,” Thorn said. “Just the back left burner.”

“How quaint.”

Thorn propped himself up on his elbows to give her a look. She smiled over at him, a somewhat drowsy one. In the fluttering light from the two hurricane lanterns her skin seemed coppery. A trick of light, for her skin was pearl white. A refreshing change for Thorn, even slightly exotic in this land of tans. He liked to watch his sunburned hands move across her white flesh. An eerie arousal.

Thorn asked, “How many burners do you have?”

“Four,” she said. “And all of them work.”

“Yeah, I can vouch.”

“No, you can’t, Thorn. Don’t get carried away with yourself.”

He let it pass. No reason to square off. Maybe she was right; they were cooking on less than maximum heat. Still, it was hotter than anything Thorn had ever known.

He said, “You are free in direct proportion to the number of burners you can do without.”

“Well, if you want women to keep making house calls, you’re going to have to upgrade your appliances.”

“I thought you-all came for the view.” Thorn rolled out of bed, came across to her.

A skeptical tilt of head, she said, “Withered, shriveled view that it is.”

“It has its moments,” said Thorn as he reached out and pulled her into an embrace, his skin still damp.

“Hmmmm.” She hugged him hard, cartilage in his spine popping.

“Want to smoke another one?” He spoke into her shoulder, pressing his thigh into the subtle parting of her legs.

Stepping out of the embrace, she said, “I don’t like people who smoke dope anymore.”

“Me either,” Thorn said. “But you couldn’t call what we do smoking dope. Not exactly.”

Sarah said, “I only smoke it with you. I thought you liked it.”

“I like it OK. Take it or leave it. I thought you liked it,” Thorn said. “Till you showed up, I hadn’t smoked any for years. I still got a half a lid from 1978.”

They smoked a joint out on his balcony, looking off at Blackwater Sound at the metronome blink of a channel marker for the intracoastal. A jet headed into Miami, also blinking, timing its beat to the channel marker. Thorn felt himself warming inside, the loosening of some clenched part of himself.

“For someone who doesn’t smoke it, you always have the best shit,” Thorn said, letting the smoke out gradually as he spoke.

She leaned forward in the oak rocker and took the joint back. Before she took her turn, she said, “One of the perks of working at the courthouse. The only perk, come to think.”

“Hell of a perk. Perks me right up. Better than having all four burners going at once.”

“It’s good,” she said, “but it’s not that good.”

“Do all the public defenders do drugs?”

“Ex-hippies. Every one of them. The state’s attorneys are the worst. Judges, too. I know a couple of judges, they’ll pitch a fit if you’re prosecuting somebody for inferior dope. They sniff the stuff, shake their heads. They laugh prosecutors out of their office. Tell them to bring in some serious dope if they want a conviction. They do all this in chambers, and in court they’ll just drop the case soon as a PD moves to dismiss.”

Thorn smiled to himself. Out here in the night air, talking about things from the larger world. Not tides, not the migration of fish or the latest hot spot. A conversation, like he supposed normal people had.

Sarah said, “I can understand that. Got to draw the line somewhere. They got their pick of so many cases a day, why not just burn the guys bringing in the potent shit?”

“Hard to believe. Hard to believe,” Thorn said. He paused, watched the marker light blink. Said, “I got to get you and my friend Sugarman together. I told you about him. Only black cop in the Keys? Well, this is his. Know how you can tell which ones are the drug dealers on the highway?”

She shook her head.

“They’re the only ones doing the speed limit.”

Sarah smiled, said, “Guys at work’ll like that one.”

“And Sugarman calls it the Veranda Act. The act that keeps you waiting out on the veranda while they flush all the dope down the johns. Funny guy, but he has no idea. Got no sense of humor. Everybody’s always laughing at what he comes out with, and he’s there saying, ‘Huh, what, what’s the joke?’ ”

“I like him.”

Thorn said, “He’d like you,” and slid his hand lightly down her shoulder, collarbone, ran his hands across the sides of her breasts, barely a touch at all. The worn cotton of the T-shirt was silky against his palms.

Sarah said, “He the one with wife troubles?”

“She’s young,” Thorn said. “And she’s white. High school cheerleader marries all-county fullback. I don’t think she even knew he was black till the summer after they were married.”

Sarah told him that what he was doing felt good. Thorn’s hands beneath the T-shirt, fingertips dialing her nipples, listening for the fall of tumblers.

Her eyes closed, she said, “You make these chairs?”

“No, Dr. Bill.” He kept his fingers there, hovering, feeling her nipples rising against his palms.

“You called him that? Doctor?”

“Yeah. Everyone did.”

“And Kate, what do you call her?”

“Always so many questions,” Thorn said.

“It’s a bad habit,” she said. “My job.”

She handed the joint back, and Thorn took his hands away from her, sat back in the chair, and drew in a harsh, deep drag and held it tight.

He let it out and handed her the roach. He was starting another surge. Blackwater Sound shimmered like licorice Jell-O. He felt seventeen. Foolish, on the edge of a panicky laugh.

“Well,” Sarah said. “Dr. Bill made nice chairs. Nice chairs for a heart surgeon. The Cadillac of Cardiologists is what Kate calls him.”

The dope didn’t seem to be hitting her. Thorn heard her voice seem to come from out in the mangroves, out toward the channel marker. It sounded so cool, saying all the syllables, a radio voice, enunciating. It troubled him a little. He wanted her where he was.

He jumped as her hand touched his arm and lit up a welt of gooseflesh there.

“You perking, Thorn? You off somewhere?”

“I’m here,” he said, hanging on, gripping the cypress armrest, his toes curling down for a hold on the porch.

“We could stay out here.”

Thorn couldn’t muster more than a nod. She stood up and sat down astraddle him. She crossed her arms in front of her, took hold of the T-shirt, and pulled it off. His face suddenly in the cool hollow between her large breasts. Thin-armed Sarah with heavyweight breasts. You never noticed because of the drapey styles she wore. But there they were. And there was Thorn, wondering who she was, who this beautiful, smart woman was, devoting so much time to him.

“I’d like to meet your parents sometime,” Thorn said.

“OK.” Nothing showing in her voice.

“I mean it,” Thorn said. “I’d like to meet them. I’d like to see where you live. Visit you at work. Take you to lunch, pick you up after work, take you home. Everything.”

“All right,” she said. “Sometime soon. I’ll give you the grand tour. Show you my turf.” She smiled.

“Soon would be nice,” Thorn said.

She massaged his scalp with her fingertips, his neck, a light touch, then a deep rub into the shoulder muscles. Thorn wasn’t feeling seventeen anymore, much younger than that, younger than he’d ever been.

She drew parallel lines down either side of his spine, then under the wings of his shoulder bones, both hands into his armpits. Coiling the damp underarm hair into a single strand, drawing it into a tight spike, doing one armpit then the other. Thorn cooperated, his hands behind his head, exposing that hair for her. He felt himself reviving, rising into her darkness.

“I like you,” he said.

“You should,” she said. “I’m likable.”

It rose, and neither of them had to guide it into her. She made a small adjustment of hips to let it into the liquid flesh. He watched the channel marker across her shoulder, brought his rhythm closer and closer to it. Syncopation.

They were kissing. No borders. The channel marker still guiding his beat, even with his eyes closed. They were comfortable chairs. Accepting all the contours of his squirms. Her strong hands held his face, guided his mouth onto hers. Drew him against her mouth, tilted his head to an angle where their lips meshed perfectly. Thorn had never kissed this way before, such a sinking away, such a disappearance. His tongue becoming hers.

He had always been awake before. Alert behind closed lids. But this, the way her mouth seemed to draw him out of himself, this was kissing. This was why people kissed.

She was coaxing him deeper, drawing him upward. His hands still gripped behind his neck, holding himself in his own full nelson, her nipples now dragging across his cheeks and mouth, left, then right. A growl rising from him, the biting pain as he asked, and some gland within him grudgingly complied, to release for the third time that evening. And she beginning to whip her hair across her face. Arching back, and he hugged her, hugged his face into that damp hollow between her breasts, holding hard and letting go.

Afterward she looked down at his head as he buried his face between her breasts. She was not smiling anymore. Nothing in her face at all. She stared into his sun-bleached hair for a few moments, then lifted her eyes to the night sky. Her right arm still hugging him to her, keeping his face hidden against her chest, while she bit at a flake of cuticle on her left hand. Eyes roaming through the bright stars.

“You could open a practice down here.” Thorn finished lacing his boat shoes. Looked at Sarah sitting at the table, plucking grapes. She’d finished her pan-fried toast already. The dawn was casting a bright wedge across the wood floor.

“Thorn,” she said, a patient warning.

“There’s plenty of sleaze down here need defending.”

“And what?” she asked him, holding her coffee cup just below her face. “Live here at Walden Pond. Cook on one burner?”

“I’d consider a microwave, you move down here.”

“You’re just letting your androgen do your thinking. You know you don’t want a woman living here. You’re the Gandhi of Key Largo, a loincloth and sandals and one burner. Introduce a blow dryer into this monastery and you’d freak.”

“I’ve been considering the virtues of blowing dry.”

“It’s better visiting you.”

Thorn said, “Who am I, your once-a-month stud? Fish and screw and get back to the city?”

“I wouldn’t call you a stud exactly,” Sarah said, smiling. “Thorn, Thorn. Let’s just go with it, step at a time.”

He said, “What’s Kate been telling you about me anyway? That I’m some hermit? Don’t get involved with me?”

“She tells me you’re a guy who’s made himself a paradise out here, making lures for the best bonefishermen in the world, and you’re happy for the first time in your life.”

“I’ve been happy lately.” Thorn smiled at her. “It’s an interesting feeling. Grows on you.”

She stood up from the table, brushed crumbs of toast from the lap of her dress. “Well, I’d be happy to hear more. I want to know you. You know that. I’d like to hear the unexpurgated saga of Thorn.” An awkward smile.

“That’s nice. I like that.”

“I’m interested,” she said.

“That’s nice,” Thorn said. “I like it when you’re interested. You turn me on when you’re interested.”

“Not now,” she said. “I’m cutting it close as it is.”

Thorn watched her gather her clothes. Roosters were waking in his woods. The air was already changing from balmy to muggy. He watched her pack her things in her oversize straw purse.

Thorn said, “Maybe this is it. What if this is as unexpurgated as I get?”

“There’s more to you. I know there is.”

“OK, I’ll work on it, come up with something spicy.”

“The truth’ll do fine,” she said.

“I don’t know,” said Thorn. He moved over to the doorway, stood there, his eyes straying to the bay. “Maybe anonymous is better. You stir things up, go dredging around, things can get murky.”

“We’re at the point,” Sarah said. “Either we get to know each other better, or we stall out, start sliding away from each other.”

“Yeah,” Thorn said. “I guess we are.” He scratched at his beard, looked at her there on the edge of his bed, the straw purse in her lap. “There’s a couple of things I could tell you,” he said. “It’d help you know me better.”

“Yeah?” Her hands laced in her lap, as if she were about to lift them to her face and pray.

“I don’t want us. to stall out,” he said.

“Me either.”

“OK,” he said, nodding his head. “Next time. I show you mine, you show me yours.”

She released her breath, stood, and came across to him. “Now you’re all serious again,” she said. With a finger at each corner of his mouth, she drew his lips into a smile. She put a quick, dry kiss on his cheek. “I’ll see you Thursday night, the wood rat meeting.”

He backed away a step, said with a grin, “When you and Kate are finished saving all the wood rats, what then? Buy them all little leisure suits?”

“Oh, God,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Not you, too.”

He followed her outside and stood out on the porch and watched her walk downstairs and get into her Trans Am. That car bothered him. It didn’t suit her. Too flashy, too powerful. He waved to her as she swung the car around and started out. He listened to the V-eight rumble down his road and kept listening until he lost it in the general highway noise.
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