Operation Fireball
Dan J. Marlowe
	Аннотация
	Dan J. Marlowe. Operation Fireball
	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN
	CHAPTER TWELVE
	CHAPTER THIRTEEN
	CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Аннотация
It had been a year since I’d seen Hazel — six months in prison and six months running. We’d struck sparks from each other in the past. I had followed Hazel to her ranch, but now I wondered if it was over….
Finally she walked to my chair. She didn’t say anything. She took my hand and we went upstairs. Her bedroom was large and airy. She sat down and pulled off her boots.
I stood in the center of the floor and watched while she straightened up again and whisked the belt from her Levi’s. She skinned them down over her hips and kicked them to one side. Her panties followed, and from her socks to the bottom edge of her buckskin vest there was just Hazel.
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CHAPTER ONE

The car’s headlights picked up a raw-ribbed coyote slinking across the highway. It turned its head and grinned slaveringly at me as I drove past. Just beyond the lean beast I saw the route marker. The sign on the shoulder of the road indicated that California Route 395 continued straight ahead to the north. Route 190 branched off to the right, toward the northeast. I turned right.
A lighted phone booth five hundred yards along Route 190 stood out like a ship’s beacon. I pulled off the road near the booth and considered my next move. The slow disappearance of daylight had eroded my confidence proportionately. The trip that had seemed like such a good idea that morning now felt considerably less than that. An unannounced visit … and especially after the circumstances of our separation …
I leaned across the front seat and opened the glove compartment. My knuckles brushed aside the Smith & Wesson.38 special in the compartment as I dug out a small, pucker-string leather bag filled with quarters. I got out of the car and walked to the phone booth. There was a moon, expansive but not full. Atmospheric dust haze gave it a blood-red hue.
Inside the booth I found a dime in my pocket. “I’d like to place a long distance call, operator,” I told the tinny, disembodied voice that eventually came on the line. “Person-to-person to Mrs. Hazel Andrews in Ely, Nevada. I don’t know the area code or the phone number.”
“Do you have the address, sir?”
“No. It’s a ranch outside of town.”
“I’ll try Ely information, sir,” the voice said doubtfully. There were multiple clicks in my ear. Even inside the booth the night air felt thin and biting. I had just driven through Olancha. Off to the west in the reddish moonlight loomed the indistinct dark bulk of Olancha Peak. The road map listed it at 12,200 feet. On the rim of the desert where I stood all was silent.
There was another click and the tinny voice returned. “There is a Mrs. Charles Andrews, sir. Would that be her?”
“Make it your best bet of the day, operator.” Hazel was the widow of Blue Shirt Charlie Andrews, the gambler who’d bet ‘em higher than a duck could fly. She was also the widow of Lou Espada, the taciturn man of mystery who’d left her stocks, bonds, and the prospering Dixie Pig, a saloon in Hudson, Florida. I’d met Hazel at the Dixie Pig. “Let’s try it.”
A long wait followed. Then a deep voice said hello. I’d forgotten the contralto range of the voice. “I have a long distance person-to-person call for a Mrs. Hazel Andrews,” the operator announced.
“This is Hazel Andrews,” the contralto said. “Who’s—”
“That will be sixty-five cents for the first three minutes, sir,” the operator said to me.
I shook a few quarters out of the leather bag and deposited three of them in the largest receptacle in the coin box. Each quarter registered with a musical bong. “Hi,” I said when the receiver stopped chiming in my ear.
“Hi?” the contralto said on a rising note, indicating fast-gathering impatience. “What the hell do you mean, ‘hi'? Who’s calling me long distance?”
“Still the same low boiling point,” I said admiringly. “D’you have any trouble finding people to get mad at these days?”
“Who is this?” she demanded, but I could sense a dawning awareness struggling with disbelief.
“Kaiser made three in those days, Hazel.” I heard her quick intake of breath at the reference to my dog, who had had many a bite of steak from Hazel’s plate. “The name is Earl Drake,” I added before she could blurt the old name into a possibly tapped telephone.
The deep voice was almost a whisper. “It’s really you?”
“It really is.”
The voice picked up steam. “Where are you?”
“Halfway between San Diego and Ely.”
“Don’t you move,” she ordered. “You stay right there till I come get you, y’hear me? How many miles? Where are you staying? I’ll start right—”
“I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon,” I interrupted her. “I’ve always wanted to see the ranch.”
There was a second’s hesitation. “I’ve had visitors,” she said. “None recently, but—”
“They should be tired of it by now. I’m in the mood to risk it, anyway.”
“I’m in the mood for you to be careful,” the deep voice said. “Why no word all this long time, man?”
“Because I knew you’d be having visitors.” She was silent. “Hazel?”
“Yes?”
“You won’t know me.”
“I won’t — oh, because of the burns.”
“Correct.”
“You just get here and I’ll show you who knows who!”
“You’ve got a contract. Tomorrow afternoon.”
“My spread’s straight north of town about twenty miles. The Rancho Dolorosa. You’ll recognize it by the bleached-out cow skeleton at the highway gate. Just slip the wire and drive in.”
“I’ll be there,” I promised.
I hung up and went back to the car.
I felt charged up.
Really charged up.
The idea that had started me over the road from San Diego that morning seemed to be turning out every bit as good as I’d hoped it would.
* * *
It was four o’clock the next afternoon when I drove up to the bleached-out cow skeleton. I’d sacked in at midnight and slept for six hours, then got back on the road. Route 190 joined Route 95 at Beatty, and Route 95 crossed Route 6 at Tonopah. On Route 6 it was a straight shot into Ely, and twenty miles north of town I reached the turnoff into the ranch. Most of the driving during the last part of the trip had been at altitude.
I eased off the wire loop that served as a gate latch, drove inside, then closed and looped the gate again. When I climbed back inside the car, I opened the glove compartment to check on the position of the Smith & Wesson. Its reassuring solidity thumped the back of my hand. It wasn’t likely that anyone would still be paying attention to Hazel after such a long interval, but it wouldn’t do to take anything for granted.
I drove along a winding dirt road for half a mile, then topped a rise. The ranch house lay in a valley below. It was a sprawling building with an added-onto look. All its paint had not been applied at the same time. A huge barn with a cavernously empty look stood to one side of the house. On the other side was a small stable. Through the open door of the stable I could see the rear ends of a Corvette and a pickup truck.
There was no sign of life as I drove down the hill and parked near the barn. I opened the car door and got out. Then the kitchen door of the ranch house burst open and Hazel came flying down the gravel path. The gleam of her flaming red hair was like a signal rocket. Her six-foot figure was adorned in its usual uniform: tight Levis, a buckskin vest that left the smooth white skin of her big arms bare to the shoulders, and cowboy boots studded with silver conches.
“God, man, it’s good to see you,” she said huskily, slipping an arm around my waist. “You’re right, I wouldn’t have known the face.” She squeezed me. “But I’d have known you the second you got out of the car, even if you hadn’t phoned. Who else moves like a mink in a chicken house?” She tugged at my waist. “Come along into the house.”
We walked up the path arm in arm. Inside, Hazel led me directly beneath the kitchen’s overhead light. She tilted my head back and studied my features. “Oh, well, you never were a beauty,” she said philosophically. She patted my cheek. “Like I’ve missed our good times together, man. Why didn’t you get in touch after you broke out?”
“Because I knew you’d be having visitors.”
“A likely story!” she snorted. “I’ll bet you had a blonde stashed away somewhere.” She smiled at me.
I smiled back. No one knew better than Hazel that I didn’t have a blonde stashed away somewhere. Women have always been a sometime thing with me. Sometimes I make it with them, sometimes I don’t. With a metabolism like that, a man stops pushing.
When I met Hazel in Florida, I was trying to run down a crooked deputy sheriff named Blaze Franklin, who had killed my partner while trying to make him divulge the hiding place of a sack loaded with cash from a bank job in Phoenix. Hazel was running the Dixie Pig in the neighborhood. She did great things with food and she served honest drinks. We hit it off from the start, but it was she who was the sexual aggressor. Even after I stumbled at the first hurdle, she didn’t quit the team. Then we got the thing in gear, and our relationship became the best I’d ever had.
It didn’t last long. I got Franklin, but during the process I was pan-fried and charcoal-grilled when my getaway car burst into flames from a police bullet in the gas tank. My face took the worst of it. In the prison hospital I had to play vegetable until I found a clever young Pakistani plastic surgeon on the staff who made me a new face. For a price.
I was in drydock for two years. I never let Hazel come to see me. She’d had no part of my action, but I was afraid her outspokenness would get her in trouble. She’d known I wasn’t a hundred cents on the dollar as far as law and order was concerned, but she hadn’t cared. When she finally realized that I wasn’t going to let her get through to me, she packed it in. She sold the Dixie Pig and went back to her homeplace, the ranch near Ely.
It was six months after I broke out of the prison hospital before I finished paying for the face job. It was another six months before the heat died down from the way in which I acquired the cash to pay for it. I held a legitimate job for a while to stay off the skyline, then drifted to the West Coast. A few days ago I’d started thinking about Hazel again. It didn’t take too much thought to make me feel that the time was ripe to contact her again and find out if I’d forfeited the ball game.
Hazel pushed me into a chair and started bustling around the kitchen. She paused in the act of opening the refrigerator door — she had an eight-foot walk-in refrigerator like a butcher shop — to take another look at me. “I’m still having trouble matching up that familiar voice with a strange face,” she said. She went inside with a platter and came out in a moment with two steaks which overhung it. “But I have a feeling the face will grow on me,” she continued. “Like tonight. D’you mind eating early? I have plans for the balance of the evening.”
“Plans?”
“Plans.” Her smile on a man would have been called a leer. “Now you just—”
The kitchen door opened and a man’s figure loomed in it. I was halfway out of my chair when Hazel spoke again hurriedly. “Hi, Pa. I’d like you to meet a friend of mine, Earl Drake. Earl, this is my father, Gunnar Rasmussen.”
I straightened up and held out my hand. The man in the kitchen doorway had stopped at the sight of a stranger, but he shambled into the room for a handshake. He was tall but stooped. Snow-white hair surmounted a head that could have graced a Roman coin if Roman coins had featured several-times-broken noses. The old man was dressed in a plaid work shirt, bib overalls, and gum boots. The pressure his hand applied to mine belied his age. “Pleased t’ meet a friend of Hazel’s,” he rumbled, and turned to her. “I’m goin’ out t’ the feed shed and bring in some hay on the stone sledge.”
“Don’t be late,” she cautioned. “I don’t want you that far away from the house after dark.”
The old man grunted, threw me a half-wave and a smile that indicated his opinion of feminine solicitude, and went out. “You never mentioned a father,” I said.
“Did you think I sprang full-blown from the back of a bucking bronco? Actually, Gunnar was my mother’s second husband, but I’ve always called him Pa. He refuses to live in the house since Ma died. He fixed himself up a place in the barn so he can be close to the horses he raises.”
“He looks like a rugged old party.”
“He is. Or was. Even a few years ago nobody this end of the state wanted to take him on physically.” Hazel shook her head reminiscently. “The trouble is that he refuses to act his age now. He still thinks in those terms.”
“What kind of horses does he breed?”
“Not the kind you have in mind,” she said, smiling. Hazel and I shared a common background and interest in thoroughbred race horses. “These are draft horses. Blue ribbon stock. Percherons that weigh over two thousand pounds apiece. It’s a hobby with Pa. He shows them at the county fairs.”
“This is his house?”
“It was. Plus the half-section here that I was raised on. When Ma died, Gunnar deeded it all to me. Then when Charlie Andrews had his heart attack in the middle of his best winning streak ever, I took that cash and bought up all the adjoining acreage I could get. Pa is the self-appointed overseer. I keep telling him to relax, because the spread covers eighteen thousand acres now.”
I whistled. “What can you do with that kind of land?”
“Lease it for grazing, mostly. And some of the onetime wheat acreage is in the soil bank. The land itself keeps increasing in value all the time. I get offers to sell every month, but my business manager says the land is worth more than the cash.”
During the conversation Hazel had been moving swiftly about the kitchen. A tablecloth appeared upon the formica tabletop, then silverware. The steaks had been turned and home fries were sizzling in a skillet. Hazel motioned to me. “Put your feet under the table.”
“Why’d you tell the old boy you didn’t want him too far away from the house after dark?” I asked as I approached the table.
“We’ve had trouble here.” Hazel deftly forked the sputtering steaks onto platters and heaped up mounds of browned potatoes beside them. “Cities don’t have a monopoly on wild, violent kids. A couple of months ago Pa heard a horse screaming during the night. He rushed out of the barn and found a bunch of kids laughing at one of the mares who was down inside the paddock fence. They’d broken her leg in five places with an iron bar. Sheer malicious savagery.”
The aroma of good beef tantalized my nostrils as I sat down. “Pa almost caught them at it,” Hazel continued, sitting down across from me. “He did get close enough to recognize a couple of them, and he turned their names in to the sheriff. That’s when the trouble really started. Harassment. Phone calls all hours of the night threatening Pa with the same sort of thing that happened to the mare if he didn’t call off the sheriff. That just got Pa more riled. These damned kids are vicious enough, though, that I don’t want him out on the spread by himself after dark.”
Conversation lapsed while we did justice to the steaks. Over coffee and cigarettes afterward I returned to the same subject. “What kind of kids can break an animal’s leg in five places with an iron bar?”
“At least a few we have around here. Not many, but a few. God knows what they’ll graduate to from that.”
I hate cruelty to animals. A man can look after himself, up to a point, anyway, but an animal is almost helpless against deliberate sadism. “I’d like to catch them at it once.”
“So would Pa.” Hazel rose from the table. “Have another cigarette while I rinse off the dishes.”
She refilled my coffee cup while I lit up again. I leaned back in my chair and watched her rubber-gloved assault upon the dirty dishes. The only sounds in the ranch kitchen were the swish of sudsy water and the muffled clink and clatter of china and cutlery. I noticed that it was dark outside.
I watched Hazel putting the dishes away. She was a big woman, but she had the quick, lithe movements of a girl. It wasn’t at all hard to recall the good times we’d shared in her Florida cabin. We’d struck sexual sparks from each other in that isolated oasis. It had never been so good for me, and I had hated to see it end.
Not that Hazel would have let it even after I nearly burned to death, but I couldn’t let her get involved with the part of my life that she certainly suspected but about which she knew nothing factual. And it was so long before I was sure I was going to make it again as a human being that there was all the more reason for not involving her.
Hazel stripped off her rubber gloves finally and came over to my chair. She didn’t say anything. She took my hand and we went upstairs. Her bedroom was large and airy, furnished in an unfrilly, no-nonsense style. A moose head was on one wall. I’d never seen a moose head in a bedroom. Hazel sat down and pulled off her boots.
I stood in the center of the floor and watched while she straightened up again and whisked the belt from her Levis. She skinned them down over her big hips and kicked them to one side. Her panties followed, and from her socks to the bottom edge of her buckskin vest there was just Hazel. Warm-looking ivory with a bushy-red exclamation point in front. Large, sleek, and glowing amplitudes behind.
I went to her and took her in my arms. She removed my tie and unbuttoned my shirt while I filled my hands with her velvety bare flesh. She unbelted my trousers and dropped them, then stooped swiftly to unlace and remove my shoes. I nudged the trousers away from us with my foot.
I removed her vest and bra when she stood up again. She did the same for my undershirt and shorts. She traced with a curious finger the multicolored patches on my chest, back, and thighs caused by the removal of the skin grafts that had rebuilt my face. I ran my palms lightly over the silken cheeks of her big bottom, then took handfuls of sleek flesh and kneaded it.
Clad in our socks, we adjourned to the oversized bed.
I loosened the tabs above my ears and lifted up my wig. Hazel ran her palm lightly over my skull, still serrated from the transplants. “You look like Yul Brynner’s younger brother,” she whispered, then kissed me.
“Thanks for the ‘younger’ part of that remark.” I replaced the wig. Hazel rolled onto her back and pulled me down on top of her. I played with her for a moment, but I could feel her restlessness. I moved her with my hands, and she wriggled into position eagerly. Her big arms enfolded me as I sank down comfortably upon that most solid of platforms.
I didn’t have to think, plan, or worry.
It was really like coming home.
* * *
We talked later while sharing a cigarette. “What comes next, horseman?” she asked, using her pet name for me.
I knew she didn’t mean what came next in her bed that night. “I don’t know,” I answered. “I’ve been spinning my wheels in San Diego for a month. I can’t seem to get off dead center.” I thought about it for a moment. “Maybe I’ve lost my nerve. I never used to feel this way.”
“Why don’t you bunk here for a while?” she suggested. “It’s not as though you had a train to catch in San Diego, is it?”
“No, but—”
“Relax,” she urged. “You’re as bad as Pa.” Her head came up from the pillow. “That reminds me—” She slipped from the bed. I heard the pad-pad of her footsteps, and then silence. When I looked to see what she was doing, her bell-shaped bare behind was pointed right at me as she stood doubled over at the bedroom window, staring out.
“What is it?” I asked when she remained there.
“There’s no light in the barn.” Her tone was troubled. “I don’t think Pa’s come back from the feed shed yet.”
I sat up in the bed. “D’you think—?”
“I don’t know. It’s probably nothing, but—”
I swung my legs onto the floor. “Let’s take a look. You’re worried. We can replay this scene later. Blow by blow.”
We dressed hurriedly and left the bedroom.

CHAPTER TWO

Outside the house Hazel headed for the vehicles in the old stable. The night air was bracingly chilly after the heat of the bedroom. Its effect was to dash cold water upon my first reaction to Hazel’s alarm. I reached for her arm to slow her down. “Don’t you feel you’re just imagining—”
She stopped so suddenly I ran into her. We both stared at an orange glow haloing the crest of a distant hillock. The shrill neigh of a frightened horse and the thunder of pounding hooves echoed through the darkness around us. “Those damned kids have let the horses loose and set fire to the feed shed!” Hazel cried. “And Pa’s still out there!”
She started to run toward the stable. “With you in a second!” I called after her. I sprinted to my car, opened the passenger-side door and the glove compartment, took out the.38, and slipped it inside my belt. I snatched up a handful of loose cartridges from a box in the glove compartment and dropped them into my pocket. When I reached the stable, Hazel had the pickup backed out.
“Have to use this instead of the Corvette,” she said as I climbed into the front seat. “This is a cross-country run and there’s a deep gully between us and the shed.” She rammed the pickup ahead after spinning its rear wheels in the loose dirt of the yard.
The orange glow ahead of us seemed even brighter. The pickup bounded from high spot to high spot, throwing me around in the cab. “How do they get away with this kind of thing?” I asked as the headlights picked up a yawning split in the earth. Hazel dragged the wheel hard over and the straining pickup slewed as it paralleled the gully, whose bottom I couldn’t see. “These kids can’t intimidate everyone in the county, can they?”
“Nobody will testify against them.” Hazel was hunched down over the wheel. “The sheriff says the only thing he can do is catch them at it. I don’t think he tries too hard. Some of them are from influential families. Their folks take the attitude that boys will be boys.” The pickup ran across the flattened-out bottom of the gully and boomed along through what looked like the remains of an orchard. “We’ll come up behind them and do a little catching of our own.”
If we get there, I thought. Twice we just missed trees. A low-hanging branch slapped the windshield with an explosive sound like a fistful of hard-driven hail. There was no orange glow ahead of us now. I sensed that we were circling the hill I had seen from the ranch yard. Then we burst through a scattering of scrub brush, made a hard right turn onto a short straightaway, and spurted ahead toward a scene straight out of hell.
The fire wasn’t in the feed shed. It was in a pile of logs off to one side, obviously to illuminate what was taking place. The firelight and our headlights picked up the figure of a man suspended by bound wrists from a spike more than head-high on the side of the shed. A tall boy in rodeo costume stood near the bound man, apparently talking to him. Another half-dozen kids were fanned out in a loose semicircle, watching.
Hazel scattered the watchers with the pickup. She braked to a sliding stop and we piled out the doors on either side. She ran toward the limp, dangling figure, which at close range I could see was the old man. I moved a few feet closer to the shed and then stopped. Gunnar Rasmussen’s white head lolled loosely on one shoulder. From the waist down his overalls and underwear were in tatters. His welted arse hung out of the overalls like fresh-butchered beef in a freezer, marbled and veined. The gang had whipped the overalls right off him.
Our sudden appearance had frozen the action for an instant. Then the rodeo-type standing near the old man moved toward Hazel as she tried to remove the old man’s bound wrists from the spike. He was a big kid, almost good-looking. He had a manila rope in his right hand. Its end was frayed and discolored. He reached for Hazel. I started to draw the.38, but at his touch she turned and belted him with a left hook to the chest that moved him back three feet. The kid started to raise the rope-whip. “Hold it!” I rapped at him.
He turned in surprise. When he looked back at Hazel, she had eased the bound wrists from the spike and lowered the old man to the ground. It was so quiet I could hear the crackling of the burning logs. The flamboyantly dressed tall boy smiled at me. “You picked a poor night to come sightseeing,” he said. His voice was soft. Almost pleasant. “Because I think he’s dead.”
He motioned with his left arm, and the scattered semicircle began to close in on us. “So we just can’t let you walk away from here, can we?” the boy continued. His smile widened as he returned his attention to Hazel. “Nice of you to come along and make our evening complete. Eh, gang?” There was a muttered chorus from the group — whether of assent or not, I couldn’t tell.
The kid stared at the old man’s prostrate body. When he first spoke to us, there had been a touch of uncertainty in his voice, but he had regained his confidence. “He must have had a bad heart,” he said.
“How’s your heart, sonny?” I asked him.
His tone sharpened. “Take him, Van!” he barked to a bushy-haired husky. The semicircle surged toward me.
Even with the evidence of my own eyes, I guess I still didn’t believe it. I hesitated long enough before pulling the.38 that I had to duck the first charging teen-ager. I had to pull it with my left hand because I had been facing the speaker instead of Van. The second kid hit me with a fullback block that rolled me over in the dust. A pair of boots landed on my hand. I felt fingers breaking, but I didn’t lose the gun. I switched it to my right hand as I came up on my knees. The kid in the rodeo clothes was a dozen yards away. He was standing there, laughing.
I put a slug into his upper lip, right under his nose. Lip, nose, and teeth disappeared in a red blotch. He went backward into the shed wall, rebounded, spun around, and flopped on his back in the dirt. A thin scream filled the night air while his heels drummed the ground, kicking up dust.
The flat crack of the.38 had again frozen movement around me. “He — he shot Wally!” a voice said incredulously.
“Your friend can dish it out, but he doesn’t seem to be so good at taking it,” I said to the bushy-haired Van as Wally’s screams continued to furnish a high-pitched background. My left hand was throbbing, but I didn’t look at it. I was watching Van.
The sound of my voice brought him out of his state of shock. “You bastard!” he exclaimed hoarsely. “You’re for it!” He started toward me again. I put a bullet into his left shinbone. He went down as though ax-stroked. Another of the group was in motion. I snapped a shot into his right collarbone. He pitched heavily to the ground.
The four still on their feet had halted again in grotesque poses of arrested movement. I climbed erect and walked toward them, reloading as I went. The left hand hurt like hell, but I managed. For a second the clickity-click of metal on metal drowned out the crackling of the burning logs. Closest to me was a skinny, mean-faced character with a scraggly beard. “Still think your fun was worth it?” I said to him. He swallowed hard but said nothing. His eyes were on the gun. I held it out and showed it to him more plainly. “Arm or leg?” I asked him. He didn’t answer. “Arm or leg?” I repeated.
“Arm or leg what?” he asked. His voice was a rasping whisper.
“You’re going to take one in an arm or a leg. Like a souvenir of the occasion. Take your pick.”
His features contorted in frustrated fury and his voice thickened to a screech. “Fuck you, you goddamn—!”
He gasped and then shrieked as the bullet smashed his right kneecap. He crawled in the dirt, dragging the leg, his continuing screams blending with Wally’s. I turned to the next closest. “Arm or leg?”
“Arm!” he got out in a choked gasp. I ticked off his left upper biceps. He yelped and pivoted in a tight, doubled-over circle before he plunged to the ground.
The other two were running. I got the first in an ankle. The crack of the gun seemed to elevate him from a springboard. He did a one-and-one-half forward somersault before he plowed up the dirt with his face. The last one was beyond accurate placement range. I let go at his arse, and he slid on his side, wailing, both hands grabbing at his buttocks. He’d run far enough so that he ended up almost outside the perimeter of light.
I looked around. No one was going anywhere. I walked over to Hazel, who was just getting to her feet. She had been cradling the old man’s head in her lap. Her face was white. “He’s gone,” she said tonelessly. “Reload that thing again and give it to me. I’ll give each one myself.” I shook my head. “Give me the gun!”
“No gun, Hazel. You’ve got to live here.”
“The hell I’ve got to live here!” Her mood changed swiftly. “Your hand’s broken, isn’t it? It’s a good thing it wasn’t your right hand, or we’d have been dead, too. Unpleasantly.”
I didn’t say so, but it wouldn’t have made that much difference. My left-handed shooting isn’t all that bad.
Her mind was ranging ahead. “You’ve got to get away from here before the sheriff comes.”
She was right about that. Even if the kids didn’t talk, my staying around to answer police questions could open up a nasty can of worms. The gang could hardly talk without incriminating themselves, but neither could I, and not only about what had just taken place. My visit was definitely over. I went to the pickup and backed it up as close as I could to the old man’s body. Hazel and I slid him into the back of the truck, and I chained up the tail gate again.
“What about these creeps?” Hazel asked, gesturing at the battlefield. The various screams had died down to moans.
“They’ve got a car out in the brush somewhere. Let them get themselves to a hospital. What are you going to tell the sheriff?”
She flared up like a roman candle. “That I’ll see to it that he’s beaten at the next election if I’m still around here! And that’s all. He can draw his own conclusions.” She had seen me favoring my left hand when we lifted Gunnar Rasmussen’s body into the pickup. She took my hand and examined it, shook her head, removed a kerchief from her throat, and bound the fingers together. “That’s all I can do. I know something’s broken.”
“I’ll get it set,” I promised.
We got into the pickup. I took the wheel and drove back to the ranch house at a much slower pace than Hazel had set en route to the feed shed. During the first part of the return trip she spoke only once. “Where do they get the hate?” she asked quietly.
I didn’t answer because I didn’t know.
We were almost at the house when she spoke again. “I suppose this means I won’t see you again?”
I’d been thinking about that. “When things quiet down here and you’re sure they’re paying no attention to you, why don’t you come down to the city for a visit?”
“I’d like that,” she said promptly. “When?”
“I’ll call you.”
“Just be sure you do.” She was silent for a moment. “Go ahead and tell me it’s none of my business …” She hesitated, then resumed. “Earl. Damn it, I’ve got to get used to that name.” She turned to face me squarely as I parked the pickup in the ranch yard. “How are you fixed for cash?”
“Fine,” I lied.
“You know that no matter how hard I try, I’ll never be able to spend even the income from what Lou Espada left me?”
“I know. I’m saving you for my old age.”
She put her hand on my arm. “Why don’t you … retire?”
“Retire? Retire to what?”
“To a life of peace and quiet!” she said spiritedly. “Damn all men, anyway! Always running against the bit—”
I opened the pickup’s door and slid out from under the wheel. “I’ll call you,” I repeated. “Take care, now.”
“Be careful,” she called after me. I was already moving toward my car.
I drove out the ranch road to the highway.
At the gate I stopped and painfully reloaded the.38 again, then put it back into the glove compartment.
I remained in Ely only long enough to have my fingers set. Two were broken. “If you hadn’t told me you’d dropped a tire on the back of that hand, I’d have said it looked like the imprint of a bootheel,” the doctor said.
“You M.D.'s have vivid imaginations, Doc,” I told him.
I got back out on the road and headed for San Diego.

CHAPTER THREE

In Dago I had a room that was just a room. I stayed in it until I got over the worst of the awkwardness in dealing with the splint on my left hand. There’s nothing like a couple of broken bones, no matter how insignificant, to make a man aware of his mortality.
I didn’t really know why I was in San Diego. I usually sign on as a tree surgeon somewhere when I’m presenting a low silhouette to the law after a job. I can cut the mustard anywhere working with an ax and a crosscut saw. Generally I keep the job two or three months. This time it had lasted almost a year. It lasted, in fact, until the interval began to tell me something about myself. My nerves weren’t the same after the botched job that had me lying low. When a man gets older, he doesn’t rebound as well.
Everything about the last job had gone well except the getaway. Well, no, I couldn’t really say that. I’d had two partners on that bank job, and one had been killed because he couldn’t keep his mind off women. The other partner and I got away with the cash.
We each had a car, but the money was in his. Then I had to stand in pouring rain on a slick hillside curve and watch a quarter million burn up in the trunk of my partner’s car that hadn’t made the curve. He died of a broken neck. If I hadn’t already mailed $10,000 to the plastic surgeon who’d made me a new face, the job would have been a total loss. It wasn’t the type of operation that bred confidence for the future.
I hadn’t known much about either partner. I’d taken them on unwillingly only because I needed quick money after my departure without benefit of clergy from the south Florida prison hospital. Then the partnership job went wrong. It left me at a low ebb, mentally and financially. Hazel had struck a nerve when she asked how I was fixed.
So with two fiascos back to back, a short bankroll, a new face, and a new name, I’d come to San Diego. There’s a waterfront bar called Curly’s, which has operated as an underworld meeting place since shortly after the time of the forty-niners. Curly’s was a good place to reestablish contact, I felt.
Before the trip to Hazel’s I’d been dropping in almost every night. Not mixing but sitting at the bar and watching the room behind me in the backbar mirror. Looking for familiar faces and not finding any. I’ve been in the business for fifteen years. After that length of time prison cells and unmarked graves claim a lot of familiar faces.
When I was able to have the lengthy wooden splint on my left hand removed and replaced with a finger cast, I started hitting Curly’s again. It was better than getting cabin fever sitting in the room and staring at four walls.
The tavern had a bulletin board in one corner of the low-ceilinged, smoky room. It was always covered with thumbtacked messages, some cryptic, some not. My first night out after the episode at the ranch I stopped as usual to look the board over. There were the usual assortment of cars for sale, apartments for rent, and GWENDOLYN, PLEASE CALL BEAUREGARD personals. And there was a new message I read three times. Or had I missed seeing it before?
IMPORTANT! said a three-by-five card lettered in red ink. WILL CHARLIE GOSGER CALL AREA CODE 815, 479-2645. IMMEDIATELY. IMPORTANT!
That was all. There was no signature or initials. I moved along to the bar and ordered a Jim Beam on the rocks. About ten years before I had used the alias Charlie Gosger for a short time. I couldn’t even remember the details. Probably I’d used it for a specific job, then dropped it. Could someone from that period be trying to contact me now? It hardly seemed likely.
I went to the phone booth and checked out Area Code 815. It was in northeast Illinois, not too far from Chicago. It told me nothing. I couldn’t even remember in which part of the country I’d been Charlie Gosger.
I went back to the bar and thought it over. A telephone call would settle it. If I didn’t like what I heard, I could hang up. But why call at all? Did I want to meet anyone from my Charlie Gosger period?
There was even a reason for not calling. I’d escaped from the prison hospital with my facial bandages still on after the plastic surgery. No one knew what my face looked like. Nobody could connect the current Earl Drake by sight at least with any previous identity of mine. No one with whom I’d ever worked previously could recognize me now even if he sat down at the bar beside me. It was a factor worth protecting.
And yet—
I was marking time, and I hadn’t much more time to mark. I had a car, not new, and a little money. Neither was going to last long. I should have been planning what came next. Instead, I was sitting in Curly’s, sipping bourbon. I kept telling myself that I had to get going, but I didn’t do it.
It’s odd how a man’s mind works. I found myself dwelling upon past jobs, how well they’d gone, and how satisfying it had been. Who was it who said that a man is over the hill when he thinks about what he’s accomplished in the past rather than what he plans to do in the future?
The hard-core realization that I was ducking the issue set me in motion. I changed a five-dollar bill into silver at the bar, then left Curly’s and went down the street to a pay phone. I didn’t trust Curly’s phones. I gave the operator the number. She asked me for $1.75 for the first three minutes. When the phone started ringing, I glanced at my watch. It was after midnight. Around Chicago it would be two A.M. I hadn’t realized it was that late.
The phone rang five times at the other end of the line. I was almost ready to hang up when the receiver was picked up and a gruff voice said hello.
“I’m calling from California,” I began. I realized that I hadn’t planned what I was going to say. “I saw your message to Charlie Gosger. If it’s your message.”
For a moment I heard only the line hum against a muted background of faint static. “Yeah?” the voice said at last. “Is this Charlie?”
“I don’t know if it is or not.” Now, that’s a fine thing to say, I thought. “I mean, I might have been once.” My feeling of irritation increased. The second remark made no more sense than the first.
But the heavy voice seemed to have no qualms about my uncertainty. “Where you callin’ from?”
I hesitated. “Down the street from Curly’s,” I said at last.
“I thought you’d make that circuit sooner or later.” There was a complacent note in the voice.
I had a sudden thought. “Was there more than one of the Charlie Gosger messages?”
“A dozen. Around the country in places like Curly’s. You still in business?”
“Wouldn’t that depend on the business you had in mind?”
“Okay, okay. You remember Slater?”
Slater? Slater. I opened my mouth and closed it again. Slater. Am image began to form. Big. Hard-nosed. Close-mouthed. Trigger-happy. Slater. Black hair. Bulldog features. Heavy voice. Yes. I remembered a Slater.
“You got it?” the voice inquired.
“If it’s the same man.”
“If you’re Charlie Gosger, you stood next to Slater in Massillon, Ohio, one mornin’ when he was directin’ traffic.”
I remembered Massillon, but that wasn’t enough. “Two cars left the square that morning,” I said. “Which way did they go?”
“One north an’ one south.”
“How many men in each car?”
“Three an’ three.” The line hummed for a moment. “Okay?”
“Okay. So far.”
“I’d like to meet with you, Charlie.”
I wasn’t ready to go that fast. “You’re Slater?”
“Right. I got a proposition for you. Biggest thing’s come along in years. Maybe ever.”
It wasn’t my method of operation. In the past I’d always drawn up the plan and put the proposition. But I had nothing going for me now. I stood there in the phone booth, trying to recall what I could of Slater’s characteristics from the Massillon job.
“You still there?” the telephone voice inquired.
“I’m here. I’m trying to make up my mind.”
“Charlie Gosger never had no trouble makin’ up his mind.”
It was true. So true that it jolted me. Was that what was the matter with me lately? One of the things? Charlie Gosger would study a situation, and if it looked right and felt right, he’d open the stops and bore in. Life had been marvelously uncomplicated in those days.
But the old days had nothing to do with my decision now. If I said yes and met this man Slater, I’d be giving away the anonymity of Earl Drake, which I’d literally gone through hell to establish. And depending upon Slater’s proposition, I could be giving it away for nothing.
But where was I headed now? Into penny ante stuff because my nerve was gone? That wasn’t right, either. It wasn’t my nerve. The affair at the ranch had proved that. It was just that I couldn’t seem to initiate a project any longer.
I took a breath and released it. “Where do you want to meet, Slater?”
“How about right in San Diego?” he came back promptly. “The Aztec Hotel. In the bar. I can be there at five tomorrow afternoon.”
It reminded me. “You won’t know me.”
“I won’t?”
“I have a new face.”
“ ‘Zat right? You been to Switzerland?”
“It was done here.”
“Remind me to get the name of the doctor. Couple pals of mine’d be interested. Now about tomorrow. I won’t be wearin’ a sign because I owe Uncle a little time, but you should know me. The Aztec bar at five, okay? An’ come thinkin’ big. You never heard nothin’ like this before.”
“I’ll be there,” I said, and hung up.
I didn’t go back to Curly’s.
I went back to my room and sat in its uncomfortable chair while I tried to figure out why I had jumped so quickly sight unseen at Slater’s unorthodox proposal for a meeting.
I gave it up finally and went to bed.
* * *
At four the next afternoon I scrawled the name of Earl Drake on an Aztec Hotel registration card and was assigned Room 304. I looked around the room after I got rid of the bellboy who had brought up my briefcase, my only piece of luggage. It was a pleasant-looking room. It seemed a shame to waste it on a meeting that might come to nothing.
No sooner thought than done. I went downstairs to the lobby pay phones. I gave the long distance operator Hazel’s number and waited while the call went through. “Hi,” I said when the familiar deep voice came on the line.
“Hi, yourself,” she returned in pleased surprise.
“Any excitement?”
“With you gone?” she asked demurely.
“What did you tell the man?”
“That I did it myself.”
“That you did it yourself?”
“Oh, he didn’t believe me.” She giggled. “If it had been done with a two-by-four or a baseball bat, he’d have believed it quick enough, but—”
“Can you fly down here?” I interrupted her.
Her voice quickened. “I certainly can.”
“Get yourself booked and call me back here and let me know what time you’ll arrive at the airport.” I gave her the number of the pay phone booth.
“I’ll call you right back,” she promised.
I sat in a lobby armchair while I waited for the call. I had left Hazel’s place thinking that if she kept her mouth shut, there would be no real follow-through on the episode with the sadistic kids. Second thought had showed me the hole in the doughnut. Hazel had had visitors before. Eventually, a copy of the sheriff’s report was going to reach someone who remembered a sharpshooting incident in south Florida. Someone who was going to put two and two together. Hazel was going to have more visitors, and I wanted to talk to her first.
Her call back to me came within ten minutes. “I can’t get there till after midnight,” she said. “One A.M. Is that too late?”
“That’s fine. Walk right through the terminal out to the cabstand.” I’d have to make sure she wasn’t being followed, although it was a little early for that. “You’ll see me.”
“Not driving a cab, I hope?”
“Are you demeaning honest labor, woman?”
She snickered. “What should I bring in the way of clothes?”
“The legal minimum.”
She snickered again. “You certainly do make it easy on a girl.”
“See you at one A.M.” I said, and hung up.
I went upstairs to the room. I opened the briefcase, which contained only two items — the.38 and a shoulder holster. I removed my jacket, strapped on the holster, and replaced the jacket. I practiced with the gun until it was drawing freely. Then I sat down and turned on the television set.
At 4:55 I took the elevator down to the lobby again and stood in the doorway of the men’s bar. Half a dozen scattered figures sat on the stools in the tranquility of the dim lighting. There were as many more at the tables.
Slater wasn’t hard to locate. He didn’t look like I remembered him, but he looked like Slater ought to look ten years later. Burly, square-jawed, dour-looking. Menacing. Definitely older-looking but still capable.
I backed away from the doorway to a battery of nearby house phones that permitted me to keep an eye on the end of the bar where Slater sat. I watched him for five minutes to make sure he wasn’t exchanging hand or eye signals with anyone else in the room. If he was, I couldn’t detect it. I picked up the phone.
“Ring the bar and have Mr. Slater paged, please,” I told the hotel operator when she came on the line.
The page call didn’t carry out to the lobby, where I was standing, but I saw Slater’s head come up when he heard it. He slid from his bar stool and walked out of my line of vision toward a phone indicated by the barman. “Yeah?” the same gruff voice as the previous night said in my ear.
“The bar is too public,” I said. “I’m upstairs in Room 529.”
“Suits me. I’ll be right there.”
Slater came back to his drink, picked it up, and drained it. His back was toward me as he set his empty glass down slowly, then walked out into the lobby without a backward glance. He passed within six feet of me on his way to the elevators, but I remained where I was and kept my eyes on the bar stool Slater had just left.
In seconds a huge blond man with walking-beam shoulders moved to the stool and sat down. The barman started in his direction, but the Viking snapped his fingers as though he’d just remembered something. He left the stool and went toward the lobby.
Before he cleared the doorway, I was walking toward the same bar stool. I didn’t even need to sit down. Boldly traced in the moisture on the bar top were the figures 529. Slater had left a message.
I made it back into the lobby in time to see the Viking step aboard an elevator. The indicator of the one alongside it marked it as being at the fifth floor. I stationed myself in front of it. Sure enough, it started downward. I glanced around. There was no one standing near me in front of the bank of elevators. When the shining bronze doors opened, I was standing directly in front of Slater. His features were flushed and angry-looking.
He started to move around me. I put both hands against his chest and pushed. He went backward into the elevator cab, his face comical in its surprise. I stepped aboard and jabbed the control button, which closed the elevator doors behind us. In the same moment I crowded Slater so he could feel the outline of the holstered gun, then stepped away so he couldn’t reach me with his hard-looking hands. “You made a mistake in not coming alone,” I told him. “Let’s hear the story fast or only one of us is going to walk off this thing.”
His expression was dangerous-looking as he eyed me. Then he decided to smile. “You’re a cute bastard,” he said. His voice was calm. “You’re right about the face. I’d never have known you.”
“Never mind the chatter. Who’s your oversized blond friend?”
“Another cute bastard. The guy who’s goin’ to get us where we need to go on this caper.”
We couldn’t stay on the elevator forever. I punched the third-floor button. When the doors opened, I motioned to Slater to leave first. “Room 304,” I said. “To the right.”
He moved down the corridor ahead of me. He had a firm, easy stride. He stood back while I unlocked the door. One hand inside my jacket, I waved him inside. He entered warily, scanning the room for possible hiding places that might conceal an accomplice. He looked into the bathroom, then into the closet. Satisfied that we were alone, he spoke up again. This time his tone was businesslike. “You should have been able to tell by lookin’ at him that he’s no cop,” he said.
That much was true. In the quick glimpse I’d had of him, the big man seemed to have none of the usual police mannerisms difficult to describe but impossible to overlook. “Where does he fit into the proposition?”
“A full partner,” Slater said without hesitation.
“How many partners?”
“There’ll be five of us all together.”
“And how big is this walnut we’re supposed to cut up?”
“Let’s get Erikson up here an’ have him tell you.”
“Erikson?”
“The man you sidetracked.”
“Is he calling the shots on the project?”
Slater started to answer me and then stopped. “Up to a point,” he said at last. He listened to the sound of his own words and seemed to approve of them. “Up to a point,” he repeated, and grinned at me. He had strong-looking teeth.
“What’s this man Erikson contributing?”
“Background and knowhow. He’s an ex-Navy type who got in the grease with the brass. He specialized in communications then.”
The blond man had the look of an ex-Navy type, but so did a lot of other men who’d never been closer to an ocean than the Mojave Desert. “So evidently we need an ex-Navy type who specialized in communications. What else do we need?”
Slater ticked them off on blunt fingers. “We need a Spanish-speakin’ type a little rigid in the nostrils. We need a guy who can navigate a forty-footer by dead reckonin'. Erikson says he has men for both slots. We need a guy who’s a specialist with locks, explosives, alarm systems, an’ the art of gettin’ cash out of places it’s not considered possible to get it out. That’s you. An’ we need a guy who knows where the cash is.” Slater grinned again. “That’s me.”
At least it sounded as though some planning had gone into the project. “A Spanish-speaking type and a boat,” I said. “Is this the place to say I’m allergic to South American prisons?”
Slater’s stare was level. “If we miss on this one, you’ll never see a prison.”
“So? A blindfold and a last cigarette?”
“Correct.”
No lace panties on that pork chop. I thought it over for a moment. “I’d need to know more about this man Erikson,” I said.
“I thought you’d think so,” Slater said comfortably. He started to raise his right arm, then paused. “I’m gonna take somethin’ out of my jacket pocket, okay?”
“Carefully,” I answered him.
In slow motion he removed a flat, foil-wrapped disc a little larger than a hockey puck. He removed the foil and showed me a reel of tape. “Call the desk an’ ask them if they have a tape recorder,” he said.
I picked up the phone. “Do you have a tape recorder I can borrow for a few minutes?” I asked the front desk clerk.
“We have a tape recorder you can rent for as long as you like,” he reproved me gently.
The marts of commerce. “That’s fine. Send it up to 304.”
“Let me call Erikson before he gets to thinkin’ I’ve run out on him,” Slater suggested. “He’s bound to get nervous when he bounces off the door of that phony room you gave us.”
He moved to the phone when I made no objection. “Our man blocked you out of the play, Karl,” he said after he had asked the operator to have Karl Erikson paged in the bar. “Give me ten minutes to tell him the proposition an’ we’ll pipe you aboard.” He listened for a moment and his mouth drew down at the corners. “You know any way you’re not gonna give me the ten minutes?” he asked softly, and hung up the phone. “Likes to think he’s in charge sixty seconds every minute,” he said to me.
There was a knock at the door. I went to it as Slater stepped into the bathroom, out of sight. I took the portable tape recorder from the bellboy and signed the receipt for it. Slater came out of the bathroom, took the recorder from me, placed it on the desk, and threaded the tape onto it with fingers that looked clumsy but weren’t. “Okay, here’s your sales pitch,” he announced, and flipped a switch.
For a second there was nothing. Then there was a scratchy sound followed by an authoritative voice. “Watch yourself inside there, Slater. Don’t forget I want to see the palms of your hands after you shake hands.” There was the squeak of a hinge, a shuffle of feet, and a solid-sounding reverberant clang of metal on metal. I could visualize a barred door closing. It’s a sound never forgotten. I’d listened to it for five years when I was a kid. I’d made up my mind then I was never going to listen to it again.
The feet shuffled again, and then there were a few seconds’ silence. “ ‘Bout time you showed up again, man,” Slater’s voice said. It was followed by a whisper, the prison whisper that pierces the ears at three feet and is inaudible at ten. “Did the screw sit you down here, Erikson? Don’t answer out loud.” There was no reply. “Beef about the light an’ let’s move,” the whisper continued.
“I can’t see here,” another voice complained in a normal tone. “Can we move to another table?” There was a renewed shuffling of feet followed by the sound of heavy bodies sinking into chairs. “You realize that all these table locations could be bugged, of course,” the same voice said softly. It had a hollow sound, as though the walls were farther removed. Where was the microphone, I wondered?
“Naaaah. They’d have to hire too many more guards just to listen in.”
“You didn’t move me the last time,” Erikson said.
“The story is that nothin’s bugged till after the third visit.”
“So we qualify.” Erikson’s tone was thoughtful.
“That’s why I figured we should move.” A note of urgency entered Slater’s voice. “What’s the word?”
“Your story holds together. The money was actually sent down there just before everything blew up. Although it was never publicized, I found out that the guarded money truck was waylaid. There’s still only your word that you were part of the hijack gang.” There was a brief pause. I could picture the two men sitting there eyeing each other. “How many men do you claim were with you?”
“Not how many men I claim were with me,” Slater’s voice rasped irritably. “We were there, damn it. Four of us. Big Al Lusky, Pancho Valdez, Digger McAllister, an’ me. Digger an’ I were the only ones who made it off the island, an’ Digger bought the farm a year later in a bar in Tangier.”
“Making you the sole survivor of the hijack.”
“How many times I gotta tell you that?”
“How many men were guarding the shipment?”
“Five,” Slater’s voice replied. “A guard with the driver, an’ three more in back with the cash. Al an’ Pancho got careless after we stopped the truck an’ the sacks were passed down. They caught it from a machine gun in the truck’s front seat. Digger lost his cool an’ lobbed a grenade into the truck. I know there were five of ‘em in the truck, although nobody stopped to count the pieces afterward.”
“And the money has never been recovered?”
“Nobody could find it.”
“But you can find it?”
“You’re damn right I can.” Slater’s tone was positive.
“You waited long enough to say anything about it.”
“Listen, at first I was gonna sweat out this jolt here an’ go back myself. Then after the trouble I had in Statesville”—there was a pause—“well, I’m not goin’ anywhere for a while.”
“Not for forty years.” Erikson’s tone was dry. “Not without outside help. It makes me wonder why with this on your mind you didn’t stay out of trouble until you were eligible for parole.”
“You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, man!” Slater’s voice hardened. “You don’t act in these places. You react. I didn’t want trouble, but I was pushed. The warden moved me over here to Joliet after I killed that joker in case his friends came lookin’ for me. By that time the friends knew better.”
“You’d never have made it back there for the cash by yourself, anyway.”
“I wasn’t goin’ by myself. I had a man in mind for the job. A good man. As far as I’m concerned, he’s still in.”
“Who’s the man?”
“His name wouldn’t mean nothin’ to you. All you need to know right now is that he’s got ability we’ll need at that end of the line, an’ for a bonus he can shoot the left teat off a female mosquito at a hundred yards.”
“I’d need to know considerably more about him than that.” Erikson’s tone was icy.
“He’ll tell you himself when I introduce you.” Slater’s voice was just as cold. ”If we ever put this thing together. Did you talk financing to your people?”
“We don’t have a deal yet. As you just pointed out. But if and when we do, there’ll be no cash thrown around. We’ll get you out of here, and we’ll take care of some of the arrangements, but there’s no intention of sending good money after bad.”
“You chintzy, chicken-livered nickel-nursers!” Slater’s voice complained bitterly. “All right, then. All the more reason you got to take my man. This job’s gonna take cash, an’ he’ll produce it.”
“Speaking of cash, how much did you say was in the hijack?” The question was slipped in smoothly.
“Who adds up bills when they’re runnin'?” Slater’s tone was suspicious. “Pancho Valdez said the take would be two million U.S., an’ he was high enough up in the treasury department there to know.”
“More than twice that was sent down there.”
There was a soft whistle. ”Four million?”
“Plus two hundred thousand.”
“Maybe Pancho was figurin’ on givin’ us a fast count,” Slater suggested. “All I know is that whatever was there is still there.”
“Did you open a sack after the hijack?”
“Sure we did.”
“What did you find?”
“Bundles of thousand-dollar bills wrapped in green bands.”
“You didn’t take even a few samples?”
“Where were we gonna spend it? It was supposed to be a temporary cache, but a week later the whole face of nature changed down there, an’ all I wanted was out. Then while I was plannin’ on how I was goin’ back I got grabbed on the phony deal that landed me in Statesville.”
“Let me ask you why—”
Slater’s voice overrode Erikson’s. “What’s all the futzin’ around about? You know I was in on the heist. You know how much cash was sent down there. You know it’s never been found or the bills would’ve been traced. Are you gonna go for this thing or aren’t you?”
“You’re sure nobody saw you hide the cash?”
“Nobody left alive.” Slater said it sullenly. “Don’t bug me, man. I’m tired of sittin’ in this stinkin’ hole. I wanna know what you’re gonna do. Just kind of keep it in mind you’re not the only fish in the ocean.”
“Just the only fish that can spring the locks on this place for you.” There was a short silence. “In that climate paper money could have rotted away in the length of time you’ve been tucked away here. I’d hate to sweat the action and find pulp.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m not.”
“Why should you worry when you’re trading your share for life on the outside?” For the first time there was an edge in Erikson’s voice.
“That’s right,” Slater agreed. His tone was unexpectedly jovial. “But don’t worry about it. The cash is okay.” His voice changed. “You don’t sound like you did the last time you were here. Don’t tell me the wheels turned you down on the project an’ you’re thinkin’ of makin’ the play yourself?”
“What makes you say that?”
“The way you’re flingin’ around expense money.” Slater’s voice dripped sarcasm.
“Let’s just say that everything is being left to me to decide.” Again there was a brief silence. “And I’ve decided. We’ll set it up for five men.”
“What the hell! Four can handle it.”
“No. We’ll use five. You and your pro with the cash. Me and a man I’ll choose. Plus a boat operator to get us out.”
“Have it your way. When do you spring me?”
“It will take a while to set it up. In the meantime, give me a lead and I’ll contact this buddy of yours for you.”
“Quickest way I know to run him underground,” Slater countered. “I’ll have a pal put out a flag for him. Sometimes he don’t surface for a good long time. Say, hadn’t you better open up that briefcase an’ make out like you’re doin’ a little lawyerin'?”
“Good idea.”
There was the sound of a clasp snapping open and then the rustle-rattle of paper. A period of silence followed before Erikson’s voice was heard again. “That’s it for now, Slater,” he said. “You’ll hear from us.”
There was a commingled shuffling of feet followed by the sound of retreating footsteps. “Let’s see those hands, Slater!” a guard’s voice barked. There was the slam of metal as a barred gate opened and closed. I pictured the detention room and Slater waiting between two locked doors for the guard to let him back into the cell block.
Then the sound died out.
Slater leaned forward and switched off the tape recorder.
“Where was the microphone?” I asked him.
“It was a minimike under my shirt collar.”
“You didn’t trust Erikson?”
“Did I have to give myself any the worst of it? Some of our talks were more complicated. I wanted to listen to him again before I decided he was the one.”
“He seems to think he was the only one.”
“That’s Erikson.”
“How could you get even a miniature recorder inside?”
“A few dollars spread around’ll get you most anything.”
“What about this Erikson? Who are these people both of you refer to? The syndicate?”
“The people who put me on the street.”
Evidently that was all I was going to hear on that subject. “Why is he ex-Navy?”
“Because he likes money. An’ when we split the take from this job, he can buy his own navy.”
The bravado was typical of Slater. I remembered. “You might as well get him up here,” I said. I didn’t see how it could do any harm to listen.
Slater went to the phone and had the bar paged again. “Room 304, Karl.” He chuckled. “Straight goods this time.”
“Introduce me as Earl Drake,” I said when he hung up.
Slater nodded. Neither of us said anything until there was a knock at the door. Slater opened it. “Karl-with-a-K Erikson, Earl Drake”—Slater made the introduction as the Viking entered the room.
Erikson and I shook hands. His hand was twice the size of mine. He had pale blue eyes, and they were itemizing me right down to the corns on my feet. Then the icy-looking blue eyes swung to Slater. “Have you told him?”
“No details.”
The eyes returned to me. “Are you aboard?”
So there it was. “If I have no reservations about where the Spanish is going to be spoken.”
“Cuba.”
“Cuba? There’s a big money touch in Cuba?”
“Big,” Slater affirmed. “Havana.”
Erikson began to speak in the manner of a man who has given a lot of thought to his subject. “Six weeks before Castro made his breakout from the Sierra Maestras, a section of the U.S. State Department sent cash to Batista. The money disappeared in the backlash of the revolutionary overthrow. With Castro in the saddle, the U.S. had no hope of recovery even if the State Department or the CIA could find out where it went. In fact, State officially disclaimed that any cash had ever been sent to Batista. Nobody wanted to be pinned with the donkey’s tail of backing a loser. Eventually the money was written off.”
Erikson jerked a thumb at Slater. “At the time, he was working in one of Meyer Lansky’s casinos in Havana. A man in Batista’s cabinet came to a Lansky underling with word of the conveniently available cash. It was hijacked while being transferred in an armored car.”
“You’re talking about what — eight or ten years ago?” I asked Erikson. “That’s a long time. Why should the cash still be there?”
“Because nobody could find it,” Slater answered for him. “If anything happens to me, the bundle will be there till the end of the world.”
“He convinced me,” Erikson said. “Or I wouldn’t be here. He also said that you would advance the stake to finance the recovery.” I didn’t say anything. “We’d assemble in Key West,” Erikson continued. “I’ll get us onto the naval base there and from the base to Guantanamo with forged orders. We’ll break out from Gitmo through the U.S. and Cuban fortifications into the interior and from there make our way to Havana. One member of our group knows a place for us to stay in Havana that he claims is safe. He also has a fast fishing cruiser and a first mate who will make the run from the Keys to the vicinity for our pickup when we have the cash.”
It didn’t sound enthralling. “We fight our way from Guantanamo to Havana through the Cuban army?”
“It should be more subtle than that.” Erikson leaned forward and helped himself to one of Slater’s cigarettes. He tapped it several times on the back of his wrist. His way of talking with his entire attitude indicated a man who had confidence in himself. “Although nobody ever said this project would be a Methodist tea. Slater vouched for you, and I’ll vouch for our fourth man. Slater will—”
“I know you think your pick is prob’ly hell on wheels,” Slater broke in, “but Drake an’ I could find us a fourth man who’d be for real.”
“No,” Erikson said. “My man already has a suitable boat, for one thing. And I’m not about to line myself up one against three on a proposition like this.”
“I still think—” Slater tried again.
“No.” Erikson cut him off with finality.
I found Erikson’s one-against-three remark interesting. I’d been thinking of myself as one against three if I took on the project. Now here was Erikson putting Slater on my side. If Slater stayed lined up permanently on any side, he’d changed from the Slater I knew.
Erikson’s hard blue eyes were upon me again. “About financing the project,” he said. “We’ll need a headquarters in Key West. A deposit on the boat. Arms. Quite a lot of arms and ammunition. Naval uniforms and gear to enable us to play the part while we’re getting to Guantanamo. Cuban uniforms to get us to Havana. A first-class shortwave receiving station in Key West and a first-class backpack transceiver to take with us. Around fifty thousand dollars in working capital, in other words. Do you have the money?”
I didn’t have $5,000. “He always has the money,” Slater answered for me before I could find out what kind of liar I was.
There were still some things I wanted settled. “We’ll be setting up the shortwave receiving station in the Key West headquarters, I take it?” I asked Erikson.
“Not necessarily. It could go in the boat.”
I was beginning to get the shape of an idea. “I’d rather see it on dry land.”
“That would mean another operator if it wasn’t the cruiser’s first mate who was monitoring the channel.”
“I’ll supply the operator.”
“No,” Erikson said. He said no in the manner of a man who has had a lot of practice saying it. “We don’t need—”
“He’s sayin’ he wants someone watchin’ his back while we’re still on the mainland,” Slater interrupted. “Right?” he said to me.
“Right.” I fixed Erikson with as hard a stare as I could manage. “I’d like to make certain that it’s not just my money that gets to Cuba.” Erikson hesitated. “Take it or leave it.”
“I might leave it,” he warned. “I see no reason—” He broke off and started over again. “Let’s sleep on it.” His voice overrode Slater’s when Slater tried to speak. “We’ll meet here again day after tomorrow.”
Slater muttered something under his breath, but I had no objection. I figured that Erikson had his own reason for the adjournment, probably a desire to check me out, if possible. I had no qualms on that score. Mr. Erikson would run into a brick wall. “Day after tomorrow it is,” I said.
“Same time,” Erikson said shortly. He made Slater leave the room first and followed five minutes later himself.
The ex-Navy man evidently didn’t want Slater and me to put our heads together again.
Among the members of the proposed group I’d met so far, the element of trust seemed to be in short supply.
I thought the whole thing over while I went downstairs to dinner.
I didn’t have the cash, and with two fast-knitting but still-broken fingers on my left hand, I had little enthusiasm for making a solo play to get it.
I didn’t have the money, but Hazel did.
I knew that she could run a boat and that she could navigate.
She could learn to operate a shortwave receiver.
With the touchy kind of project this one was apt to turn into, I’d need all the insurance I could get.
If she took any interest at all, Hazel could supply several different kinds of insurance.

CHAPTER FOUR

I drove out to the airport at twelve thirty A.M. to pick up Hazel. I stayed in the shadows across a strip of macadam that separated the floodlighted cabstand from the parking lot. When Hazel appeared, I watched for five minutes while she strolled up and down the platform, fending off starters and cabbies. I wanted to be sure she hadn’t been followed. Then I waved to her. She spotted me in the parking lot and crossed the road to join me.
“I was beginning to wonder if I’d made the trip for nothing,” she said as I took her bag from her. She slipped her arm through mine.
“Not a chance. How are things up north?”
“Quiet, except for the sheriff. He’s getting heat from the parents of the kids, so he’s throwing some of it off. He came out to the ranch whining that he was going to send them to talk to me. I told him that if he did, I’d tell them to talk to Ned Higginbotham. Ned’s the undertaker who laid out Gunnar, and Ned had a few things to say about the condition of the body. Nobody ever showed up at the ranch.” She nudged me in the ribs. “How do you like this store-boughten outfit?”
She had on a bright green dress that somehow didn’t clash with her bright red hair. “Too much of it,” I said as I opened the car door for her. She smiled. “You’ll need an alias to use at the hotel while you’re registered.”
“How about Belinda Bigteats?”
“Very appropriate.”
“Why do I need a separate room?” she pouted.
“Because hotels don’t care what kind of an orgy is going on as long as everyone in the orgy is paying for a separate room. You may not even get to see the inside of yours.”
“That sounds better.”
Walking through the lobby of the Aztec, I paused at the entrance to the cocktail lounge. “Want a drink before we go upstairs?”
“Who needs a drink?” she retorted. Her gamin grin was both impertinent and provocative.
She registered as Belinda Mackey, dropped her key into her handbag, and we went upstairs to my room.
We undressed and went to bed.
There was nothing frantic about it.
Nothing frenzied.
It was just slow, and easy, and good.
“How come I got your telephone call so soon?” Hazel inquired sometime later while she sponged off our excesses.
“I figured it was time I put you to work.”
“You haven’t done badly for a starter, horseman.” She dropped down on the bed again, stretched lazily, then sat up and looked at me. “Could that have more than one meaning?”
I answered her question with a question. “How’d you like to shoot fifty thousand of your hard-earned money at the moon?”
“What’s the odds?”
“Ten to one or better. For our end.”
She leaned down over me until her bare breasts tickled my chest. “Money I’ve got coming out of my ears. Which leads to something I’ve wanted to say before—” She hesitated. “Why take on another job at all? We could go anywhere, live anywhere. Do anything. Sit back. Take life easy.”
“Doing what? Touring Tibet? Exploring the Antarctic? Taking a trip around the world? While I sat in cocktail lounges listening to the rust harden on me?”
“Forget I even mentioned it, horseman. When do we leave?”
I patted her arm. “It’s not set up yet, but it’s getting close.” I reached for her and pulled her closer to me. “If it works out, I’ll need someone to watch my back.”
“I’ll watch the front, too.” She was watching it now. Not only watching it but skillfully stimulating it.
“I’d want you to go to Key West and see about buying a bar. Something on the order of the Dixie Pig, only with a few rooms on the second floor.”
She paused in her endeavors. “How long would we need it?”
“Six weeks to two months at the outside.”
“I could lease it for two months. It’s common practice. It protects the new owner against too-enthusiastic reports of receipts by the old owner. But that’s too easy. What do you really want me to do?”
“That’s it. The bar will be the headquarters for the project. Key West isn’t large enough for strangers to move around unnoticed in the off season. There’ll be a shortwave receiver in the back room. You’ll be—”
“I knew there was a catch to it,” she said gloomily. “I’ll be babysitting with the shortwave set while you’re away on the job.”
“I want someone I can trust monitoring that set.” I waited for a moment before continuing. “You realize I’m giving you a fine chance to blow a fast fifty thousand dollars?”
She resumed her uninterrupted labors. “Just tote yourself back to Hazel in one piece and we’ll argue about the fifty thousand later.” Her labors having produced a natural manifestation, she slithered her long length atop me. “At least I’ll be going with you to Key West,” she murmured. She squirmed against me languidly. “Mmm-m-m! Let me be on top this time?”
I let her be on top that time.
I thought fleetingly of Erikson’s and Slater’s reactions when they learned that our land-based operative would be a woman.
It was all I could do to keep from laughing.
And I didn’t want to laugh right that minute because I was afraid I’d spoil Hazel’s rhythm.
* * *
The second meeting with Erikson and Slater started out with Slater doing most of the talking. I’d moved Hazel out into a motel down on the waterfront near the Harbor House. If the project jelled during the meeting, I could put her in motion with a phone call.
I listened to Slater, but I watched Erikson. He returned the compliment. The big blond man sat slightly to one side, continually sizing me up. If his purpose in abruptly adjoining the first meeting had been to run a check on Earl Drake, I knew it must be frustrating him that he had uncovered nothing about Drake. Or about Charlie Gosger, Slater’s onetime acquaintance.
Slater was in good voice. “This team was put together like the Los Angeles Rams front four,” he assured me. “Each guy has somethin’ special to contribute. Chico Wilson owns a boat an’ speaks Spanish. Karl”—he nodded toward Erikson—“is sharp with all kinds of radio and radar, an’ he can produce the kosher-lookin’ forged naval orders that’ll get us to Guantanamo. Plus he’s better’n a green hand in a skirmish.”
Slater grinned at the unsmiling Erikson, then continued. “You were picked because you’re a wizard with a handgun,” he said to me. “An’ because you’ve had practice gettin’ cash out of tight places.”
“A bank?” I said.
“Not a bank, but a place with a lot of the same problems.”
“If I knew something about the problems, I could be doing some planning,” I suggested.
“You’ll know in plenty of time to be doin’ your plannin',” Slater said. “What else?”
“You’ve mentioned this team concept before, but you’ve never mentioned the most important item. What about the split?” Slater looked blank. “If I’m putting up the risk money, I get a bigger slice off the top. Isn’t that elementary?”
Slater glanced at Erikson, who said nothing. The Viking hadn’t uttered a word since muttering an ungracious hello when he entered the room. “Okay,” Slater went on after his momentary hesitation. “There’s four principals, right? We’ll make it a five-way split, an’ you get two shares while the rest of us get one. You pay off the guy you’re bringin’ in from your cut, an’ we’ll all toss in a specified amount to pay off the guy runnin’ the cruiser. How does that sound?”
It sounded as though he had made it up on the spur of the moment. How could Slater and Erikson have gone that far without working out the split? Not that there was anything the matter with the proposal as such. I looked at Erikson sitting in his chair. “I want to hear him say it, too.”
He shifted position before replying. “It sounds all right.” He said it rapidly as though impatient to move on to another subject. “I’d like some assurance from you,” he said to me, “that you’re capable of cutting the mustard on a job like this.”
“I don’t see your pedigree laid out on the table here,” I told him.
“I’ll vouch for both of you to each other,” Slater volunteered. “Could you ask for anything better’n the stamp of my approval?”
His grin did nothing to dispel the tension. “What about this place in Key West?” Erikson said to me. His tone of voice was as sour as his expression. “What’s so special about it?”
I spoke in the present tense as though the lease had already been signed. “It’s a waterfront bar with rooms upstairs. We won’t want to be doing much moving around in public.”
“You own the bar?”
I stretched another point. “The party you’ll be teaching to operate the shortwave radio owns it.”
Erikson grimaced as though reminded of something unpleasant. “I still feel there’s no need to include anyone else in the—”
“That’s the way it is,” I shut him off. “I’m putting more into this than anyone except the man with the boat, and he wants a deposit on it. I want a shortwave radio in the back of the bar and an operator I can trust, or it’s no deal.”
“Let’s meet again tomorrow,” Erikson said shortly.
I could feel anger rising. “What’s going to make tomorrow any different from today?”
He didn’t answer but looked toward Slater. “One more day won’t hurt things,” Slater said, but I could see he said it reluctantly. Slater didn’t welcome the delay any more than I did. “But we can’t ask Drake to hold off indefinitely on this, Karl,” he added.
“Tomorrow is take-it-or-leave-it time,” I said firmly.
“Tomorrow it is,” Erikson said. He rose to his feet, seemingly in a hurry to leave. “Come on, Slater.” He led the way to the door.
Slater silently mouthed the word “bar” to me while Erikson’s back was turned. I nodded. “See you tomorrow,” Slater said to me with a wink as he followed Erikson from the room.
I waited ten minutes before going downstairs to the bar. With that much time to think things over, it struck me that every time we got down to a nuts-and-bolts discussion of the operation, it was Erikson who did most of the talking.
Slater was seated at a corner table. I joined him after making sure Erikson wasn’t in the bar. “Don’t get nervous about things,” Slater said as I sat down. “Everything’s gonna be all right.”
“I hear you saying so, but your partner keeps running for the door. How come he has so much to say about it? Who put the package together in the first place? You or Erikson?”
“Now, what kind of a question is that?” Slater’s tone was injured. “How could he even know there was a package to put together till I told him about the cash?”
“Why did you pick Erikson to tell?”
“Because I knew he an’ his people could put me on the street.”
“Didn’t that make headlines? How can you walk around so freely?”
“They don’t have a mug shot of me fresher’n ten years. An’ the fuss when I hit the bricks simmered down in a few days.” Slater reached for his wallet. “Like this, buried at the bottom of page nine.” He handed me a folded-over newspaper clipping.
I unfolded it. “Police admit no leads on escaped prisoner,” the small-sized headline read. “The third escapee in 43 years from Joliet continues to elude federal, state, and local dragnets,” the body of the item continued. “Both the FBI and State Police Captain Gregory Uhl gave assurances today that Winston Slater will shortly—”
I handed back the clipping. It sounded like a thousand others given out by law enforcement types when they had nothing to say but had to say something. “Isn’t it quite a risk carrying that in your wallet? What if you get picked up?”
“I’m not gettin’ picked up,” Slater said positively. “Unless they fold my hands on my chest.”
I came back to the main issue. “How did you know Erikson to approach him?”
“I didn’t. I had a lawyer, a jerk appointed by the court. He was supposed to be seein’ if he could get detainers lifted that were listed against me after I completed my original stretch. Then I had a little trouble inside. I wound up with an extra slug of time that made the original bit look like a jog across the prison compound. So when I knew I wasn’t never gonna make it out on my own, I told the lawyer I had somethin’ to sell an’ for him to find me a buyer. I didn’t even talk to the first two guys he sent in to see me. Then he found Erikson.”
“What made him the man?”
“His connections.”
“I don’t understand that, either. He doesn’t look like a rackets type.”
Slater offered me a cigarette and lit one for himself when I refused. “That’s why he makes them a good man. He can pass anywhere. He’s an ex-lieutenant commander in the Navy who caught it in the neck from Washington when the admiral whose staff he was on in Vietnam was gigged for losin’ a few million gallons of jet fuel.” Slater stopped as a waitress belatedly appeared at our table. “Budweiser for me,” he said.
“Jim Beam on the rocks,” I told the girl.
“You’ve heard how the brass lives in Saigon,” Slater resumed when the waitress went to the bar. “Erikson got a pretty good taste of high livin’ an’ decided he liked it. In the U.S. of A., that takes big money. So here we are, ready to ease into the trenches.”
“It still makes him an amateur on a job like this.”
“This boy is no amateur. Definitely. Positively.”
“Since he came back from Saigon, you mean? What’s his track record?”
“Would you like me to answer as many questions about you that he’s asked me an’ will be askin’ me again?” Slater inquired. “Don’t forget, I’m puttin’ myself in the boat with you guys. Can’t I get through to you that I think you both got it or I wouldn’t do it?”
The waitress brought the drinks to the table. Slater took a pull at his beer but looked wistfully at my Jim Beam. “Seems to me I remember you drinking the hard stuff,” I said.
“Not since I’ve had Erikson livin’ in my hip pocket.” Slater said it with some bitterness. “Oh, he’s probably right—” He sat staring down into his glass.
I shifted ground again. “Why did Erikson postpone a decision until tomorrow?”
“I thought he was ready to pull the trigger,” Slater admitted. “Could be he’s hopin’ another twenty-four hours will give him a handle to use on you.” He rubbed his chin. “You run pretty low to the ground, and from a couple of things he’s said I know it’s corked him that he hasn’t been able to get a real line on you.” He glanced at his watch. “He’s goin’ to be wonderin’ where I am.”
“Then, let’s rack it up.”
He rose to his feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t get shook about Erikson. He wants that big bundle as bad as we do. It’s just that until fairly recently he hasn’t been spendin’ much time with guys sayin’ no to him like you an’ I do. He’s spoiled from all the ‘aye, aye, sirs’ he used to get in the Navy.”
I watched Slater leave.
I still had unanswered questions, but they didn’t seem as important now. I was beginning to get the feeling that the project was ready for launch.
* * *
The meeting the next day took less than ten minutes.
“Do you have the fifty thousand?” Erikson said to me after a preliminary hello.
“I’ll have it a week after the light turns green.”
Erikson glanced at Slater standing with his hands thrust nonchalantly into his pockets, then looked at me. “It just turned. We’ll meet here a week from today and split it up as expenses dictate.”
Split up Hazel’s $50,000? With two almost-strangers? I decided I’d cross that particular rope bridge when I came to it. “The cash will be here a week from today.”
“Then, we’re set,” Slater announced. He sounded exuberant. “We ought to have a drink on it. Call Room Service, Drake.”
“No drink,” Erikson said immediately. “And you and I”—he was looking at Slater—“will stay away from the Aztec until a week from today. The less we’re seen together, the better.”
I wondered if that meant he’d had a report about Slater and me meeting in the Aztec bar. From Slater’s expression, the “no drink” portion of Erikson’s statement didn’t sit well, but he didn’t say anything.
“You’ll be staying here?” Erikson asked. “In case I need to call you about anything?”
I hadn’t intended to, but there was really no reason why I shouldn’t. “I’ll be here.”
“You leave first,” Erikson said to Slater.
Slater looked unhappy again when he left the room. He wasn’t the type who responded well to orders. “I’ll expect to see the whole fifty thousand next week,” Erikson said. “In cash. No stories.”
“You just be ready to hold up your end when the time comes,” I told him. I didn’t want him thinking he was in charge.
He went out the hotel room door, unsmiling.
It struck me that during our conversations I’d never seen him smile.
* * *
I called Hazel from the phone in the lobby. I never like to use a telephone that goes through a switchboard. “You can take off for the southland like a big bird,” I told her.
“With ‘big’ the operative word, sir?”
“I told my partners the money would be ready in a week.”
“That’s easy,” she said in her deep voice. “I’ll get the conversion process started in the morning before I fly south. It shouldn’t take me more than two or three days down there if anything decent is available. The cash will be at the ranch when I get back there, and I’ll wire it to you.”
“Not wire it,” I said. “Bundle it up and send it registered mail. I don’t want to be standing with people looking over my shoulder while that kind of cash is counted over a counter.”
“I should have thought of that myself.” A short pause. “That takes care of tomorrow. I do have some free time tonight.”
I was tempted, but resisted. If Erikson was having me watched, I didn’t want to lead the watcher to Hazel. “Let’s save it for the land of the pomegranate trees.”
“Can I call you to let you know how things are going?”
“If you stay away from specifics.”
“I’ll be on the first plane in the morning. Bye, now.”
“Bye, now,” I echoed, and listened to the phone hum emptily at the other end of the line.
I went into the bar and had a drink.
I should have been feeling all pepped up now that the project was actually on wheels.
That’s the trouble with experience: it sharpens the apprehension while it dulls the enthusiasm.

CHAPTER FIVE

Hazel called me two nights later.
“I’m flying back tomorrow or the day after,” she announced. “Everything’s all set. I found a place on Margaret Street within whistling distance of the shrimp boat fleet. That’s the clientele at this time of the year. It’s a tourist shop later in the season. I insisted on a paint job inside before I signed the lease.”
“It sounds good.”
“You’ll like it,” she said confidently. “I’m having the air conditioning beefed up, too. You wouldn’t believe how hot it is down here.”
“You sound as if you’re planning to stay for fifty years. You should be able to stand a little heat for the length of time we’ll be there.”
“Heat like this I can’t stand for fifteen minutes without some relief. You won’t be able to, either. I feel like a sponge just standing in this phone booth.”
I let it go. “How many rooms?”
“Six. There were two permanents, clerks at nearby motels, but I rousted them.”
“Fine. Having the place painted will give you an excuse to keep it empty until we get there. After you come back to the ranch, how long will it take you to wind things up and get back to Key West?”
“A week. Maybe less. Does that fit the schedule?”
“It does. We’ll begin arriving the second week.”
“Will you be a stranger? Act like one, I mean?”
“Only in public.”
I could hear her snicker. “It sounds like a better deal all the time. Except”—she hesitated—“you really don’t have to stick your head in the lion’s mouth, you know. The living is good without the heroic exploit complex.”
“There’s no heroic exploit complex.”
“You could just—”
“We’ve been through that,” I cut her off.
“Yes, we have,” she sighed. “Well, shouldn’t you arrive in Key West first, since I won’t know the others?”
“I’m planning on it.”
“I’ve already given the orders for the redecoration of one room,” she said complacently.
“Painting, air conditioning, redecorating. You’re supposed to be leasing the place, remember?”
“I can’t stand having things cruddy. Even if I’m only here a month. I guess that’s all I have to say for now. Unless there’s a last-minute hitch in the morning, I’ll drive my rental car back to Miami and catch a plane to Vegas.”
“Good night, big stuff.”
“Good night. See you soonest.”
“Hey! I almost forgot. What’s the name of the place?”
“The Castaways,” she said. My silence must have echoed along 3,500 miles of telephone line. “You’re not superstitious about the name?”
“We could always change it.”
“Except that it has about two thousand dollars’ worth of neon out in front spelling it out. Does it really bother you?”
“If it does when I get there, I’ll shoot out the neon some dark night,” I promised. “Take care, now.”
The Castaways, I thought as I hung up the phone.
The place might be all that Hazel claimed for it, but the name itself gritted on my teeth like unwashed spinach.
So I had time to kill while I waited for the arrival of the registered package of money from Hazel.
I killed a lot of it at Curly’s. I half-expected to run into Slater there, but he didn’t show. Either he was staying out of sight voluntarily or Erikson was keeping him out of sight. It looked, in fact, as though Erikson was calling most of the shots for the pair.
Not that I minded. Even as little as I knew about Erikson, I had no reason to prefer Slater’s judgment to Erikson’s. I preferred my own to either, for that matter. Erikson’s seeming dominance of Slater, though, was so different from the Slater I remembered that it didn’t ring true. When I could manage another tête-à-tête with Slater, it was worth probing.
I returned to the Aztec from Curly’s one night about two thirty A.M. I let myself into my room with my key and turned on the light. Two steps inside the door I stopped short. A mounded-up heap of bedclothes shocked me into the realization that someone was in my bed.
I wasn’t wearing my gun. I took a quick step in the direction of the bureau under which it was taped. Then the bedclothes heaved to one side and Hazel sat up in the bed, yawning and stretching. “ ‘S about time you came home, horseman,” she complained drowsily. “Thought I’d had my little trip for nothing.”
I went over and sat down beside her on the edge of the bed. I couldn’t think of anything to say for a moment while confronted with this fresh evidence that people simply will not do what you expect them to do. Or what they should do. “Did you come to the hotel directly from the ranch?”
“Sure did. Soon’s I picked up the cash. Decided to fly down and s’prise you.”
“How’d you get into the room?”
She chuckled sleepily. “I found a young-looking assistant manager and laid a bill on him. Told him I was your best girl and wanted to s’prise you.”
He must have been young, I thought. I stared at Hazel in the off-center slip that was her only garment. A hotel old-timer would never have gone for her story, bill or no bill. A veteran would have suspected a private detective with a photographer in tow trying to get evidence in a divorce case.
What bothered me was that if there had been time enough for the sheriff’s report on the shooting affair at the ranch to reach certain interested parties, there could have been a tail waiting at the ranch to pick Hazel up upon her return from her trip south. If so, she had led the tail directly to the Aztec. That was bad, but to make things worse, her story to an impressionable young assistant manager called attention to both herself and me. If confronted with a badge, he wouldn’t need much persuasion to talk about us.
Even half-asleep, Hazel could see that my reaction wasn’t what she expected. “You’re not glad to see me,” she said in an injured tone.
“It’s a nice surprise, but—” I didn’t finish it. Nothing would come of her indiscretion, probably, so why spoil her pleasure? She should have stuck to the script and mailed me the cash, but I could hardly expect her to act like someone who hadn’t made a move in twenty years without considering every possible consequence. “Okay,” I conceded. “Move over and make room.”
She did so with alacrity. I shed clothing and joined her in the bed. “That’s more like it, horseman,” she breathed in my ear. “For a minute there you had me thinking you’d thrown a shoe.”
I tipped her onto her back and wrestled the slip up out of the way. She grunted inelegantly as I plunged the coupling pin into its slot. Her hands cradled my shoulders firmly as I set out to make it last as long as possible. She was a noisy partner. Even in three-quarter time, her breath came in hissing jets.
Her legs crept up and tightened around me. “Whooo-EEEE!” she gasped. Her excitement fed my own. I reached beneath her when the bugles sounded the charge, filled my hands, and pulled her tightly against me. She yipped encouragingly until like a boxer’s one-two punch the double explosion threw us sideways on the bed.
“Was it a good one?” she murmured after several silent moments.
“You know it was.”
A short time later we showered together in the bathroom’s ceramic-tile cubicle. My ribs were discolored from the pressure of her thighs, while she had sets of fingerprint impressions in her buttocks. We soaped and rinsed each other several times while clouds of steam billowed around the bathroom. In a previous incarnation we must have been whales together. A lot of our Florida good times were embedded in my memory in connection with shower rooms.
Back in the bedroom, Hazel padded naked to her handbag on the bureau and removed from it a wrapped- and-tied package that she handed to me. “It’s in fifties,” she said. “I was afraid anything smaller would be too bulky.”
I hefted the package on my palm. “Quite a stud fee,” I said. “Maybe I should get myself syndicated?”
“Why, you egotistical—!” She aimed a punch at me. I blocked it and slapped her firmly in her bare belly. She went “Whuff!!” and staggered to the bed and sat down.
I put the package into the top bureau drawer. “You should get back to the ranch in the morning and then get down to Key West as soon as you can,” I told her.
“See?” she pouted. “Already he wants to get rid of me.” I went to the phone and placed a six A.M. awakening call with the front desk. When I returned to Hazel, she was smiling. “Any impressions of life in California you’d like me to take to Florida with me?” she asked archly.
I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but I produced a few fresh impressions for Hazel to take along on her trip.
“See you in a week, horseman,” was the last thing I remembered hearing her say before sleep moved in relentlessly.

CHAPTER SIX

Twenty minutes before Erikson and Slater were due to arrive in the morning, I called downstairs to the bell captain’s desk and had a card table sent up to my room. When it came, I set it up in the center of the room so that it would be the first thing visible to anyone entering the room.
Then I went to the bureau drawer and took out the wrapped package of Hazel’s money. I stripped off twine and paper, fanned the thousand fifty-dollar bills out in a crisp semicircle, and placed the fan on the card table so that the corner of each bill could be seen individually.
When their knock came at the door I let them in, Slater eyed the display greedily, Erikson impassively. The blond man extracted a bill from the center of the fan, held it up to the light and examined it, crackled it sharply several times, then returned it to the pile. “Afraid of counterfeit?” I asked Erikson.
“That’s right,” he said. “Counterfeit would have been a complication we couldn’t use on this job.”
“Pretty pictures,” Slater said approvingly. He was still eyeing the bills. “Pretty, pretty pictures. Well, I guess that’s the last hurdle.” He glanced at Erikson who nodded in confirmation. “Where we meetin’ in Key West, Drake?”
“At a bar called The Castaways. It’s on Margaret Street, near the docks. It has rooms on the second floor we’ll take over so we can stay out of sight.”
“We should travel to Key West separately,” Erikson said. Nobody disagreed. “So I suggest that the money be split in half. I’ll buy the components of the shortwave radio and other electronic gear we’ll need. I’ll buy it in different places and assemble it in Key West. I’ll also put up the deposit on the fishing cruiser as soon as I get there and check it out.” He looked at me. “You can finance Slater’s expenses to Key West.”
“One correction,” I countered. “We’ll all check out the cruiser when the time comes, and I’ll put up the deposit. That way you won’t need to burden yourself with half the cash.” Erikson started to say something, but I pitched my voice above his. “I told you before I want to make sure it’s not only my money that gets to Cuba.” I separated forty fifty-dollar bills from one end of the semicircle on the table and stacked them together. “Can you spend more than two thousand on the radio?”
Erikson was holding his temper with difficulty. “I’ll need sophisticated calibration and testing equipment,” he said after a moment in which he had plainly considered saying something else.
I added twenty more bills to the stack, then handed it to him. “Will that get you to Key West with the gear?”
He nodded again, but his lips were a thin line. He wasn’t used to having his decisions questioned. “I still think—”
“See you at The Castaways,” I interrupted him. I separated ten more bills from the half moon and handed them to Slater. “You, too. Never mind planning on hitchhiking to save the cash.”
“Never crossed my mind,” he protested. He thumbed the bills before placing them carefully in his wallet. “Damn near forgot how that size denomination feels. Well, we all set?”
Erikson spoke before I could. “Don’t get carried away,” he said to Slater. His tone was dry. “Keep thinking of the bill-size denomination you’ll be feeling in Havana.”
“No problem,” Slater said. “See you both in Key West.” He cocked an eyebrow. “When?”
“No later than a week from today,” I said. I intended to be there sooner than that myself.
“A week it is.” Slater started for the door. “Confusion to the enemy, boys.”
“Keep your nose clean!” Erikson called after him. It was delivered in a quarterdeck type of voice.
The door closed behind Slater with no further word from him. “There’s a problem?” I asked Erikson, who wouldn’t be leaving the room until Slater had a five-minute start.
“He drinks. Not when I’m around, though.”
“Plan on being around,” I invited him. “That kind of situation we don’t need.”
There was a moment’s silence while Erikson debated his next words. I felt I knew what was coming. “Granted that you’re taking a financial risk none of the rest of us are, Drake,” he began smoothly; “you’ll get your share along with the rest of us. Distrust will get us nowhere. The project needs a leader whose decisions should be unquestioned.”
“And you should be the leader?”
“Yes.” It was said without hesitation.
“I don’t see it that way,” I replied. “Slater and the fishing boat captain may be under your thumb, but I do my own thinking. You can lead in the areas where you’re qualified, like communications. Otherwise, don’t crowd me.”
He didn’t like it, but he didn’t have a ready answer to it. Now that I’d made my point, I didn’t want him any madder than necessary. “How about a drink to the success of the expedition?” I proposed.
For a second I thought he was going to refuse. Then he must have decided that it would look too ungracious. “A small one,” he said.
I went to the bureau and removed a three-quarters-filled bottle of bourbon from a drawer. Bent over the drawer, I could feel the impression of my holstered revolver against my rib cage. I’d put the holster on before I spread the $50,000 on the card table. I took two glasses from the plastic tray on the bureau top, splashed booze liberally into them, then carried them into the bathroom to add tap water.
Above the sound of the running water I heard a knock at the corridor door. Slater’s come back to try to talk me out of a little more cash, I thought. Then I realized that Slater would have double-checked to make sure that Erikson had left. I turned off the water and listened.
In the same second I heard the sound of the door opening I had a mental image of fifty-dollar bills spread out on the card table. I put down the glasses and moved quickly to the partly closed bathroom door behind which I was concealed. I peered out through the crack near the hinged side. A pillow was lying carelessly atop the card table, concealing the money. Score one for Erikson, I thought. “Yes?” he was saying at the outer door. I couldn’t see who was standing in the corridor.
“I’m lookin’ for Earl Drake,” a western voice drawled. “I’m Deppity Sheriff Ed Calkins of White Pine County.”
I reached across my chest and drew the Smith & Wesson.
“I’m Drake,” Erikson said. He opened the door wider. “Come in.”
Before I could react either to Erikson’s claiming to be me or the invitation to come inside, a lanky individual in a tightfitting business suit and carrying a dun-colored Stetson in his left hand moved into the room. “What can I do for you, Sheriff Calkins?” Erikson continued.
“Answer a few questions,” the deputy said. He had weather-beaten features and a capable look.
“Questions?” Erikson’s tone changed. “Is this an official visit? Should you be informing me of my legal rights?”
“I thought we could keep it friendlier’n that.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Erikson said. His tone was freezing.
Through the crack in the door, I could see Calkins sizing him up. Whatever the deputy had expected to find, it plainly hadn’t included the impressive-looking, six-foot-four-inch blond Viking confronting him. Calkins’ manner was wary and his tone conciliatory. “We had a little ruckus up our way a bit ago, Mr. Drake,” he said. “On the ranch of a woman named Hazel Andrews who lives north of Ely.” He waited, but Erikson said nothing. “Do you know Hazel Andrews?”
“I’ll reserve my answer to that until I know the purpose of your question.”
A touch of steel came back into the deputy’s voice. “It was the type of ruckus that don’t get into the papers much, but the kind the law can’t turn its back on. A bunch of snotty-nosed kids got way out of line and like to killed a man. Maybe they did — there’s still wranglin’ goin’ on about the autopsy — but the point is the kids collected a load of lead from someone who caught ‘em at the job. Maybe they had it comin', Mr. Drake, but we don’t hold with vigilantes in White Pine County.”
“The kids were killed, too?”
“No. This unknown party dealt ‘em a bullet apiece slick as you please. By the time we were called in on it, there was no one at the ranch but Mrs. Andrews. It was her stepfather who was killed, an’ she climbed my boss an’ turned him every way but loose. She can handle a gun but not like that. Besides, we got a description from the kids of the man who did the job.”
“And I fit the description?”
“Not by six inches an’ fifty pounds.”
“Then, why are you wasting my time?”
“Because I followed Mrs. Andrews from her ranch right straight to this hotel,” Calkins said doggedly. “She came in, but she didn’t register. I did some nosin’ around an’ I found out she talked an assistant manager into lettin’ her into your room here, Mr. Drake.”
“So it seems I’m not unacquainted with Hazel Andrews,” Erikson said. “But I don’t fit the description—”
“You might know who does.” Erikson was silent. “Mr. Drake, do you know a man five-ten, a hundred seventy pounds, ruddy complexion, who’s capable of goin’ up to Mrs. Andrews’ ranch an’ puttin’ on a turkey shoot like Bill Cody never saw in his Wild West days?”
“Why didn’t your boss tell you to ask Mrs. Andrews that question, Deputy Calkins?”
“Mrs. Andrews is the biggest taxpayer in the county, Mr. Drake, an’ my boss is plannin’ for reelection next year. He’s got to do what’s right, but he don’t figure he’s got to stick his neck in the wringer to do it.”
Erikson’s attitude turned crisp. “I’ll state categorically that I didn’t do the shooting in White Pine County. When was it, did you say?”
“A month ago. Lackin’ a day.”
Erikson looked at his calendar wristwatch. “Then, if I were to prove to you that a month ago lacking a day I wasn’t within two thousand miles of White Pine County, wouldn’t that conclude your conversation?”
“Unless maybe you might want to be helpful,” Calkins conceded.
“My topcoat is in the cloakroom in the lobby,” Erikson said. “I ran upstairs to take a long-distance call. Let’s go down and I’ll show you evidence that will take me out of the picture entirely.”
“You could still know—”
“I don’t. But let’s go downstairs. I want to relieve your mind of its last lingering doubt about me.”
Erikson shepherded Calkins through the doorway. The instant it closed behind them, I bolted into action. I reholstered the.38, dashed into the bedroom, grabbed my overnight bag from the closet, dumped the remainder of the $50,000 into it, threw in my clothes on top, and walked out the door carrying the bag with my coat slung over it.
I had the good luck to find a bellboy on the elevator. “Here,” I said, thrusting bag and coat at him. “Hold these at the bell captain’s desk for me. I’ll pick them up in half an hour.” I gave him two dollars.
He handed me a thin metal disc and I watched while he attached its counterpart to my bag. The boy got off in the lobby, carrying my things. I rode the cab down to the basement and walked back up the stairs. At the lobby level again, I walked directly into the bar and selected a stool that gave me a full view of both the lobby’s cloakroom entrance and the bell captain’s desk. There was an element of risk in leaving the money in the unlocked bag, but I wouldn’t be out of sight of the bag.
I sat and watched the cloakroom door. Erikson could have got rid of Calkins already, or they could still be inside. Erikson had gone up a couple of notches in my estimation. If I’d been him, I don’t know if I’d have had the wit to claim to be Drake. It had taken the sword right out of Calkins’ hands when the two descriptions failed to match. It irked me, though, that I had had to be rescued by Erikson, the amateur. And it had been a rescue. Without him, I might easily have had to shoot my way out of that hotel room.
Five minutes went by and I was beginning to think they had left already. Then Erikson and Calkins emerged together from the cloakroom. Calkins went directly to the front entrance and walked outside to the street. I was too far away to see his expression, but he could hardly have been happy with the result of his investigation.
Erikson came into the bar. Without breaking stride he continued on to the men’s room. I gave it two minutes and followed him. There was one other man inside. I washed my hands until he left. Then Erikson and I stood with Erikson halfway into one of the private toilets so he could step inside and close the door if anyone else happened to enter.
Now that I was rid of Calkins, I really had only one other thing on my mind. After having his nose rubbed in the subject of Hazel Andrews just now, and in circumstances that left neither Hazel nor me looking particularly bright, what was Erikson’s reaction going to be when he found Hazel behind the stick at The Castaways?
Erikson spoke first. “The deputy is satisfied that he’s run into a stone wall. He’s not as unhappy about it as you might expect. He let it slip that he felt the sheriff had given him a job to do that the sheriff had felt it politically inexpedient to take upon himself.” Erikson was studying me. “From the sound of things, you ought to get yourself a less conspicuous woman. Calkins spoke of her size, her looks, her money, and her temper. It was hard to tell which impressed him most.”
He said it almost jovially. I couldn’t understand it. Then it came to me. Just as it had been a relief to me to find that Erikson could handle himself capably in an emergency, he must be feeling the same way about me after learning from the deputy the details of what had taken place at the ranch. Before, he’d been taking me strictly on Slater’s word.
I ignored the remarks about Hazel. “Before you leave the hotel right now, Mr. Drake,” I said to Erikson, “I’d appreciate your stopping at the front desk and checking out.” I handed him two one-hundred-dollar bills from my thin reserve fund. I didn’t want him to think I had been dependent upon the $50,000 now that he might have a different idea about where it came from.
“In case someone has Calkins watching the desk, you mean?” I nodded. “I don’t believe he has, but it’s not a bad move. What about your things?”
“I cleaned out the room.”
“So where to now?”
“Key West.”
“There’s something you can do for me first if you will. One of the items we’re going to need on the cruiser is a combination scanner-transmitter to raise hob with the Cuban radar. There’s a place in San Francisco where components can be bought — some of this material is still classified — but I don’t want to appear there personally. I’ll write out for you what we need, and I’d appreciate it if you’d pick it up and bring it to Key West with you.”
“Okay.” It seemed little enough to do.
“See you soon.” Erikson smiled — I realized it was the first smile I’d seen from him — and left the men’s room.
Two minutes later I picked up my bag at the bell captain’s desk and left the Hotel Aztec and San Diego.
The first thing I noticed about Key West was the heat.
At Miami after the flight from San Francisco the temperature had been 82°. At Key West International Airport it was 87°, and it was a humidity-boosted increase. I could feel my clothes beginning to stick to me during the short walk from the terminal to the cabstand.
The September-afternoon flight from Miami to Key West in an elderly DC-3 was picturesque. The color alone would have sent an artist to an LSD pill in an effort to duplicate it. A thousand variations of blues and greens tinted the waters of the Atlantic and the Gulf on either side of the scimitar-shaped line of tiny islands extending down to the tip of the Keys.
The majority of the key islands seen from the air were covered with a dense growth of pine trees and fringed at the water’s edge with a brief skirt of white sand. Many keys appeared uninhabited, but occasionally a glimpse of a white house amid the pines or a boat at a dock could be seen. The overall impression was one of silent isolation.
“Take me into the center of town,” I told the cabbie, a yachting-capped native with a Spanish cast to his features. I didn’t want to make my first appearance at The Castaways in a cab. The air coming through the cab windows was warm, damp air. There was no hint of a breeze. The landscape was flat as a pool table. Trees grew in profusion in backyards and in parklike areas. I saw Australian pine, date palm, banyan, jacaranda, and tamarind.
The driver took me to the La Concha Motor Inn on Duval Street. The lobby had a deserted, off-season look. My footsteps echoed hollowly on tile as I approached the front desk. As I registered, I had the feeling I could have any room in the house. “Sorry our restaurant is closed, sir,” the clerk apologized. “The Mermaid Tavern adjoining is open, though.”
A boy took my bag aboard the elevator. He stopped at the second floor and we picked our way around a welter of beams and braces extending into the corridor. A second elevator shaft was being sunk beside the first. The boy turned on the air-conditioner in my room. The resulting blast of frigid air all but stiffened my wilted collar. I fiddled with the adjustment after the boy accepted my tip and left the room, then stretched out on the bed and breathed lightly until I stopped dripping.
I didn’t intend to, but I fell asleep. I’d lost an extra day in San Francisco while I waited for the electronics warehouse to chase down some obscure part on Erikson’s list. I hadn’t spent the time with my hands folded, and I’d flown out too soon afterward for my system to have a chance to recover.
When I awoke, it was almost dark. I showered, but even after a cold rinse my skin felt clammy. I had only long-sleeved white shirts in my bag. I rolled the sleeves, dispensed with tie and jacket, checked the set of my wig in the mirror, and walked down the single flight of stairs to the lobby.
No one was in sight, not even the clerk or the bellman. I went to the front entrance, opened the glass door, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The first breath was like being hit in the face with a steamy dishrag. The humidity must have been at least ninety. I could feel my skin prickling as moisture built up subcutaneously.
I walked west on Duval Street, toward the docks. While studying a map of Key West I had been surprised to find how compact it was. Within the business district everything was within walking distance. Flowering trees overhung the sidewalk. I recognized cereus and frangipani. They would have been bushes or shrubs anywhere except in this tropical atmosphere. Foliage was junglelike in its density and in the riot of color given off by outsized blossoms.
I had dinner at the New England Restaurant, which was on the waterfront with a view of the Key West Bight. When I left the restaurant, I had my course charted. I backtracked a block on Front Street, turned left on Ann, crossed Green, and turned left on Caroline. I passed Peacock Lane and William Street before coming to Margaret. From the intersection I could see the glitter of neon announcing THE CASTAWAYS.
I walked the half block and turned into its entrance which I was amazed to see had no door. The humid night air drifted inside to mingle with the air conditioning. Hazel was behind the bar. She had on her usual sleeveless buckskin vest. I couldn’t see the rest of her, but I was sure she would be wearing her working uniform of Levis and silver-conched cowboy boots.
She looked up at my entrance but gave no sign of recognition. There were fewer than a dozen customers in the room, from their looks commercial fishermen. A flight of stairs led up to a second floor, and at its foot a battered table held an open journal that evidently functioned as a guest registry.
“Jim Beam,” I said to Hazel as I sat down on a bar stool. She served it to me on the rocks, at the same time cutting her eyes toward the end of the bar. After a sip of my drink I looked down that way. A wiry-looking man in khakis was sitting on the end stool with his back to the wall so he could watch the entire room.
His skin was dark, whether naturally or from the sun I couldn’t tell. He had black hair, shiny with oil. He was handsome in the pretty-boy style that can still look dangerous. There is a type in the Keys, native to the area, known as a conch. Part-Spanish, part-Indian, part-everything-else, they’re great watermen, raised on the channels and inlets. This man looked the part. He had a half-filled glass with a liquid dark enough to be rum, but his eyes were doing the drinking. He was focused on nothing except Hazel’s movements behind the bar.
The conversations in the room were so quiet I could hear the drone of the air conditioning. On the walls I could see the fresh paint that Hazel had ordered. She stooped swiftly beneath a hinged flap on the bar top, which permitted her to reach the main floor area near the stairway. She ran upstairs lightly and disappeared around a corner that concealed the second floor landing.
I slid from the bar stool, crossed the room, and climbed the stairs. Hazel was waiting at the top. I patted her back as she hugged me. “What about the piratical-looking type at the end of the bar?” I asked her.
“He’s one of ours.” She kept her voice low.
I glanced at the closed doors of the rooms leading off the second floor corridor. “Anyone up here?”
“No. Sound carries downstairs.”
“How do you know he’s one of ours?”
“Erikson told me.”
“Erikson is here already?” I hadn’t intended that Erikson would beat me to The Castaways. I had a mental image of Karl Erikson sizing up Hazel behind the bar. “Did he give you a hard time?”
“Not at all. The one downstairs is Chico Wilson. He’s the boat owner. He’s drinking a hundred-fifty-four-proof Demarara rum. Straight.” Hazel smiled. “Drinking and trying to make me.” She was looking down the stairwell behind me. “Here he comes.” Her voice rose. “Watch it! He has—”
She placed a palm in my chest and shoved. I staggered backward until my shoulders hit the wall behind me. I could see the Latin-looking type from the bar moving noiselessly up the last few stairs. In his right hand was a curved fishing knife.
“Take care thish one f’ you, doll,” he assured Hazel. I thought it was funny until I saw his eyes. They were glazed.
“Now, listen, Chico—” Hazel tried to bar his progress. He moved right through her as if she weren’t there. Considering her size, it was quite a trick.
“Teach ‘m not horn in ‘f not invited,” he muttered, confronting me in the narrow space.
“Does the name Erikson mean anything to you?” I said.
It slowed him, but it didn’t stop him. His thinking processes were submerged under a quart of rum. He continued to herd me into a corner, where I couldn’t escape his knife. I wasn’t wearing my gun, since with only a shirt on it would have been impossible to conceal the outline of the holster. I was lining up a spot on his anatomy to plant my heel when Hazel came up behind him and rabbit-punched him. She really let him have a bunch of knuckles at the end of a full-armed swing.
It would have floored an ordinary man. All it did to him was spin him around in her direction. “Th’ hell you doin', doll?” he growled at her. The hand with the knife in it massaged the back of his neck.
“That’s my fella you’re fixing on carving,” Hazel informed him. “He’s one of us.”
He blinked at her several times. I couldn’t tell if it was from the rabbit punch or the news. He turned full around to examine me for a deliberate moment. Plainly he wasn’t impressed by what he saw. He turned back to Hazel again. “Your fella o’ny because you haven’t known me long,” he told her. The knife disappeared in some sleight-of-hand too rapid for me to follow. I couldn’t even tell if it went into his shirt or his pants. “Shorry. Buy drink for ‘s all, okay?”
“Okay,” Hazel agreed. She shepherded him toward the stairs. “Come on, Earl,” she said to me.
“Pleased t’ meetcha, Earl,” Wilson said over his shoulder from the middle of the stairs.
“We shouldn’t be seen in the bar together,” I reminded Hazel.
Wilson turned around and started back up the stairs. “You refusin’ to drink with me?” he demanded belligerently.
“I’ll bring the drinks upstairs,” Hazel said hastily. “Go into the first room there.” She motioned to the door on the left.
“Okay,” Wilson said with a drunk’s sudden change of direction. The first thing he did upon entering the pleasantly furnished room was to turn off the air conditioning. “Too cold,” he said. I sat and sweltered for twenty minutes while Wilson drank rum and talked to Hazel during the intervals when she wasn’t running downstairs to take care of the bar customers. Wilson crossed me off his list as soon as he found out I didn’t know anything about boats. Hazel, though, he liked. “Me’n you’s gonna get real friendly,” he said to her. “I’m gonna screw you till your belly button turns red, white, an’ purple.”
Hazel smiled. Wilson stood up and went into the bathroom. For all the rum, he was still walking in a straight line. “If you’re waiting for him to pass out, forget it,” Hazel said to me. “I’ve seen his type before. He can go for three days and stay as sharp physically as a razorback hog.”
“Don’t underestimate the slob,” I warned her. “I’ve seen his type, too. They’re like rattlesnakes. If you cut them in two, the end with the head gets stronger. You sure you’re all right?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“Then, I’ll leave. I’ll be back in the morning to stay.” Wilson came out of the bathroom. “Good night, everyone.”
He accompanied me to the door, the most genial of hosts, but he remained in the room while Hazel and I went downstairs. I pointed to the absence of a door at the front entrance. “Are you trying to air-condition all of the keys?”
“It’s the custom of the country,” she replied. “Like New Orleans. No doors. We put a grill up for closing.”
“Is Erikson staying here tonight?”
“He said he had something to do but that he would be back tomorrow.”
“Right. See you then. Keep an eye and a half on friend Chico.”
“If he flashes that knife again, I have a powder for his rum,” she said. “But I won’t need it. He’ll concentrate now on waiting for me to beg him to take me to bed.”
She gave me her big smile, and I went out the doorway.
During the walk back to the La Concha Motor Inn, I came to two decisions.
The first was to try to find out what Karl Erikson’s business was in Key West that kept him away from The Castaways that night.
The second was not to appear in the handsome Chico’s presence again without having my.38 available.

CHAPTER SEVEN

By ten o’clock the next morning I was installed in a room at The Castaways. Hazel sat on the bed and watched me unpack. “What comes next?” she wanted to know.
“I’m not sure. When we all get here—” I stopped as footsteps sounded on the stairway leading up from the first floor. I looked at Hazel. “Our friend Chico?”
“I doubt it. He should still be sleeping it off.”
I eased myself to the door, cracked it, and looked out. Karl Erikson’s blond head appeared above the level of the landing. As all of him came into view I could see that he was loaded down with packages. I opened the door wider, crossed the corridor, and threw open the door of the room across from mine.
Erikson nodded to me as he went inside and dropped his brown-paper-wrapped packages on the bed. They were tied with heavy twine, and the bed bounced from the weight suddenly deposited upon it. The blond man had walked upstairs with the load as easily as if he were carrying a loaf of bread.
I went back to Hazel’s and my room, and Erikson followed a moment later. “Where’s Slater?” I asked him.
“He’ll be along tomorrow.” Erikson and Hazel exchanged good mornings. I wondered why he didn’t say something to me about Hazel’s presence at The Castaways. “I think we can get going—”
We both turned at a sound from the doorway. Chico Wilson was standing there in a pair of white underwear shorts that contrasted sharply with the deep tan of his torso and legs. He yawned, stretching his arms akimbo. He had the smooth skin of a girl, but I could see the hard ripple of muscle beneath. “Hi, Karl,” he said. His eyes were clear. There was no outward indication of the load of booze he’d taken on the day before. “Hi”—he snapped his fingers while looking in my direction—“Whatever-your-name-is.”
“Earl,” I said.
“Earl,” he repeated. He grinned at Hazel on the bed. “Hi, doll.”
“You’ve met, then?” Erikson said to me.
“We’ve met.” I said it with no particular inflection, but I could see Erikson studying me. He didn’t pursue the subject, but I could visualize him putting it away in a file-now-and-come-back-to-later compartment of his orderly mind.
“Can we take a cruise on the boat, Chico?” Erikson asked.
“Anytime,” Wilson affirmed. He grinned at Hazel again. “You’re invited, doll.”
I waited for Erikson to object. When he didn’t, I thought I knew why. A woman aboard the fishing cruiser would give a touristy appearance to the expedition.
“We’ll meet at the boat in an hour,” Erikson ruled. “Separately.” Whether he realized it or not, his tone had all the flavor of an order from the quarterdeck. “Chico, stop off at this address”—Erikson handed him a slip of paper—“and take what they have for you aboard. There’ll be another load later to be brought here.”
Wilson was again smiling at Hazel. “It’ll be a pleasure to welcome you aboard the Calypso, doll,” he said. He yawned again, then stretched exaggeratedly in a manner that effectively displayed shoulder muscles. A jagged ridge of knotted scar tissue across his otherwise smooth abdomen indicated that at least once Wilson had been talking when he should have been listening. He left the room after a final look at Hazel to note her reaction.
“Not exactly my idea of an undercover man,” I said to Erikson. “He draws the eye like a drum major.”
“He comes well recommended,” Erikson replied. “And so does his cruiser. See you in an hour.”
“I wish I understood that man,” I said as the door closed behind him.
“What’s to understand?” Hazel asked. “I’d say that the body-beautiful Chico is a much more complicated animal.”
“No. I’ve met a hundred Chicos. I’m not sure I’ve ever met an Erikson.”
“Well, how does he come through to you?”
I hesitated. “I’m not sure. He doesn’t seem to fit, somehow. Or maybe I’m imagining things.” I went over and sat down beside her. “Maybe it’s because he had the handicap of a college education. He’s an ex-Navy type embittered at authority after getting scorched, you know.”
“Well”—she snuggled closer to me—“he said we had an hour.”
“He might not even have been doing anything wrong himself. When the Navy decides to blitz an offending admiral, they usually burn down all the surrounding scenery so they won’t have any skeletons in the closet in the future.”
“An hour,” Hazel said pointedly. She wriggled still closer.
“It would be a shame to waste it,” I agreed.
There followed a mutual laying-on of hands. When it developed that we were wearing too many clothes for that form of exercise, we got rid of the clothes. The room’s air conditioning felt moist upon my bare flesh.
“Move your knee out of the way,” I said to Hazel.
“Out of the way of what?” she murmured.
“Out of the way of the machinery. That’s it. There.”
“Mmmmmmmmmmm!”
“Over the waves, baby. Over the waves.”
* * *
Within the given hour we stood on the dock looking down at the 38-foot length of the Calypso. I had trouble locating it at first amid the cluster of hulls and the forest of masts. When Hazel and I arrived at the dock, a five-minute walk from The Castaways, my glance ran up and down the maze of boats tied up in straggling rows until I came to a break in the ranks of white hulls. I stared for a moment before I realized I was looking at the Calypso. Its hull was dark blue and the superstructure was dark grey. The boat blended with the water while the other hulls stood out. I didn’t know Chico Wilson’s usual business, but if it was what I had a hunch it was, the sea-blending nonvisibility of his cruiser made a lot of sense.
We walked out on the stringpiece nearest the cruiser. “She doesn’t look fast,” Hazel observed. Hazel was in white minishorts and a bright-colored blouse. I was wearing wash slacks and a loud sport shirt she’d bought for me. Beneath the loose-fitting sport shirt I had on my shoulder holster.
The Calypso looked squat and heavy as it lay low in the water. “This test run is to make sure of its speed,” I said. “Although Erikson said the cruiser came well recommended.”
Chico Wilson popped his head out the pilothouse door and waved to us. “Jump aboard,” he called, eyeing Hazel’s shorts greedily. I could see Erikson in the pilot house with him.
I leaped down onto the weather-beaten fantail, then helped Hazel down. We walked over worn wooden planking to the forward cabin door. Wilson and Erikson met us there. “Chico’s going to give us a quick tour,” Erikson said.
I could see Hazel eyeing grease on the planking and chips out of the paint as she followed Wilson into the cabin. I had already noticed peeling deck paint and green, oxidized brasswork. Inside, the carpeting was threadbare and there were damp curls of dust in the corners. There was the musty odor of moldy cushions, and oil and gasoline fumes were thick enough to almost form a haze.
Erikson’s mouth was screwed up in distaste as he glanced around. Wilson saw it, too. “Don’t worry,” he said grinning. “She’s clean where it counts, the hull an’ the engine compartment.”
“Let’s see the engine,” Erikson said shortly. Wilson led the way amidships and pried up a double door in the flooring. Buried in the Calypso’s midsection were two brutish-looking in-line engines. “What horsepower?” Erikson asked.
“Three twenty each,” Wilson replied. “Jammed into the same space I pulled a single two-hundred-fifty-horsepower engine off its bed. Hell of a job, but it was worth it. When I cut these babies loose, the Coast Guard don’t know which way the old girl went.”
“What’s your cruising range?”
Wilson showed his white teeth again. “Well, it’s not Europe. Tank capacity’s four hundred eighty gallons, but when these two engines get to suckin’ juice at forty knots, this sweet bitch uses gasoline faster’n you can throw it overboard in five-gallon cans.”
“Forty knots,” Erikson repeated. He looked slightly mollified. “All right, take her outside and wring her out.”
I saw the back of Wilson’s hand trail across Hazel’s bare thigh as he passed her. She didn’t change expression. Up on the flying bridge I picked out a slightly less dirty seat cushion and sat down. Above my head I could see the corroded metal of the aluminum tuna tower.
Wilson started up the engines, which rumbled dutifully in a double-basso duet. He ran fore and aft like a monkey, casting off lines while Erikson fended us off the stringpiece with a boathook. Wilson sprinted back to the wheel and backed the Calypso away from the slip in a graceful arc, then threaded his way through the turns in the wharfage until he reached the channel leading to open water.
“How many in your crew?” Erikson raised his voice above the sound of the engines.
“Two reg’lar. My mate, Donnie Redmond, who can handle her as good as I can, an’ a kid to handle the bait for fishin’ parties.”
Outside the bight there was a pronounced swell. Wilson increased the speed, and the chest tones in the Calypso’s mechanical voice deepened. The boat seemed to climb a bit higher in the water as it surged smoothly through the waves rather than over them. Erikson stood at arm’s length from Wilson near the wheel; his body relaxed with the swaying motion in the manner of a man who has experienced several thousand hours in like circumstances.
Hazel remained on her feet, too, a half-dozen paces to the rear of the pair at the wheel. I noticed that her eyes were fixed on the huge maritime compass swung overhead so that it confronted the wheelsman without the necessity for his turning his head. I remembered again that Hazel had handled powerboats during her years on Florida’s Gulf Coast.
Erikson said something to Wilson that I couldn’t hear in the freshening breeze. Our speed increased, then increased again sharply. Sheets of water surged past the bridge at eye level, thrown off from the bow wave as the Calypso bored through the swell. The engines roared like monsters in travail as the swaying motion quickened to a plunging motion. The new gyrations of the Calypso reminded me forcefully that I was a land animal.
My sensations must have showed in my expression. Wilson glanced over at me, and a corner of his mouth curled. His gaze passed on to Hazel, who was balancing easily against the boat’s motion, her red hair flying. Wilson’s white teeth gleamed in the provocative grin I was coming to dislike. He patted the steering wheel invitingly, in dumb show inviting Hazel to take over.
She looked at Erikson, waiting for a veto. When he provided none, she stepped up and took the wheel. The wind flattened her blouse to her body, delineating her large breasts. Wilson watched her hands on the wheel for a moment, then stepped aside to give her room. He saw her glance up at the compass, and his grin widened. “Nor’ by nor’west!” he bawled.
I could see Hazel’s lips move, but I couldn’t hear her voice in the whistling windstream. She must have repeated the direction, because the Calypso changed course gradually, then settled down to throwing water again. “By God, she can set a course!” Wilson roared in delight. “We’ve got us a sailor aboard!”
In a few moments Erikson tapped Hazel on the shoulder and motioned for her to give way at the wheel. He took over himself and began conning the boat in a series of sweeping turns, testing its maneuverability. Hazel came over and sat down beside me. Before she left the wheel, Hazel stooped and picked up something which she showed me as she sat down. It was a length of a lead pipe with a wooden handle.
Wilson sat down beside us, closer to Hazel than he needed to be. “That’s to repel boarders,” he informed us when he saw what Hazel held in her hand. “Lots of pirates in these waters.” He slipped an arm around Hazel’s waist. In seconds his hand had circumnavigated her body and the fingers at the end of the hand were cupping her breast.
Hazel twisted on the seat cushion, raised the lead pipe, and smashed it down upon the railing within inches of Wilson’s encircling arm. The pipe made a noticeable dent in the hard wood of the railing.
Wilson didn’t flinch. His fingers were no longer at Hazel’s breast, but he didn’t remove his arm. “You want to be a little bit careful with that thing,” he said.
“I was careful,” Hazel informed him sweetly. “That time.”
“I like it when they have a little spirit,” Wilson said to no one and everyone.
At the wheel Erikson raised his arm. Wilson started to get to his feet, but the blond man waved him off. He beckoned, and Hazel went to him and took the wheel. I couldn’t tell if Erikson had seen the byplay with the lead pipe or not. He sat down between Wilson and me.
“I want this cruiser cleaned,” he said to Wilson without preliminary. “And I mean cleaned thoroughly. If we had the time, I’d want it painted, inside and out. I want the bilge kept bone-dry, and I want extra vent holes bored and extra cutouts made along the floor near the gratings to permit air to reach all parts of the hull and bilge. Right this minute this boat is nothing but a floating gasoline tank.”
“You’re the doctor.” Wilson shrugged. “When we takin’ off for real?”
“Just as soon as I can get all the necessary gear together. I’d say no later than two weeks from today. If we string it out beyond that, we risk running into the early hurricane season. When we get back to The Castaways, I’ll give you another list of supplies I want brought aboard.”
“We goin’ in now?”
“Yes.”
Wilson returned to the wheel to relieve Hazel. “Why did you let Slater so far out of your sight on his way down here?” I asked Erikson. “After the problem you mentioned?”
“I think he’s settled down,” Erikson said absently. “He had a lot of accumulated steam to blow off.” The big man’s pale blue eyes were fixed upon a big patch of corrosion on a stanchion. I knew the unkempt condition of the Calypso must gripe his neat ex-Navy soul. “Actually, it’s Slater’s physical condition that makes me want to keep him off the shellac,” he continued. “We’re facing some hard, hard going down in the interior, and after years of disuse, I don’t know if his musculature will stand up to it.”
The Calypso slowed in its forward drive. Erikson stood up and looked forward. When I followed suit, I saw that we were approaching the Key West waterfront. I sat down again as Erikson rejoined Wilson at the wheel. I had felt chilled during our high-speed run on open water, but now the land heat rolled over the boat in a muggy tide. I could feel the perspiration starting again.
Hazel joined me, sat down, and slipped her hand into mine. “D’you think your boy Chico got your message?” I asked her.
“If he didn’t, the next one’ll cost him bridgework,” she promised. Her expression was concerned as she studied my face. “Let me handle him, okay?”
I said nothing as Wilson expertly conned the Calypso back into its slip.
* * *
Slater was waiting for us at The Castaways.
The Mexican boy Hazel had left on duty behind the bar leaned across it and said something to Slater as we entered. The burly man left his half-finished glass of beer and approached us. I was savoring the feel of the air conditioning. “The boy says you’re the one to see about gettin’ a room,” Slater said to Hazel.
She waited for a negative reaction from me. “No women above the first floor,” she said when I gave no sign. “That’s ironclad.”
“Suits me,” Slater shrugged. Money was changing hands between them when Erikson came through the front door. He walked directly to the stairway and went upstairs. He didn’t look at Slater, nor Slater at him. I stayed downstairs while Hazel took Slater up to get him settled. I’d have plenty of time to talk to him later. I wondered where Wilson was. Probably out picking up Erikson’s supplies.
Hazel came back downstairs and told the bartender that he could go. “It’s quite a crew you’ve put together,” she said to me quietly when she was sure no one could overhear.
I didn’t feel that I’d put it together, but I let it go. “Did you give friend Chico the same pitch about no women above the first floor when you roomed him?”
“I certainly did.”
“What did he say?”
“You won’t get mad?”
“No madder than I am already.”
She smiled reminiscently. “He said ‘Do you stay above the first floor?’ and when I said yes he said ‘Then I won’t need no other women up there.’ ”
“It sounds like him.”
“He’s funny, if you could only see it that way.” I said nothing, and she put her hand on my arm. “Let me handle him,” she said for the second time.
Erikson came downstairs and sat at the other end of the bar. When Hazel served him, he downed a beer in two gulps, said something to her, and went out the front door. I waited while she swished a bar rag along the mahogany bar top until she was opposite me. “He wants you to go down to the basement and give Wilson a hand unloading supplies from Wilson’s truck,” she murmured.
Rather than use the basement door inside the room in back of the bar, I went outside and walked down the alley. Some of the fishermen-faces in The Castaways were beginning to look familiar to me, and if the reverse were true, I didn’t want to call attention to myself by letting anyone see me make too familiar use of the lower floor.
It was twilight outside. Margaret Street looked deserted as I turned into the alley. Slanting outside doors led down a short flight of steps at the rear of the building into The Castaways’ basement. A mud-covered, rust-spotted pickup was parked there. It didn’t need Wilson’s name on it to proclaim its ownership. It was sister-under-the-skin to the Calypso.
Wilson emerged from the basement. “I was beginnin’ to think you was afraid to get your hands dirty,” he started in on me. “Stack this stuff inside.” He climbed into the body of the pickup.
We had a lot of chiefs and damn few Indians on this project, I reflected. I kept my mouth shut, though. I went back and forth to the basement with armloads of blue naval uniforms, khaki uniforms, rubber ponchos, and duffle bags crammed with weighty items. Inside the basement the air was musty and smelled of beer, but it was cooler than outside.
Next came several open boxes of what looked like radio equipment. When there was nothing left in the pickup except two small wooden crates, Wilson jumped down and carried one into the basement. I carried the other. For their size, they were deceptively heavy. Stenciled boldly on all sides of the crates was the single word CLASSIFIED. “What’s in these?” I asked Wilson as he closed the outer basement doors.
“You can read, can’t you?” he grunted.
I started to heat up until I realized that he didn’t know, either. He got into the pickup and drove off down the alley. I walked around to the front and went inside. I wanted a shower.
Hazel was busy at the tables. I climbed the stairs to our room. “Hey, Drake!” Slater called to me as I passed his open door. I went into his room. He seemed more tense than he had in San Diego. “Who’s the redhead at the bar?” he wanted to know.
“My girl.”
“Your girl! How’d you round up that bit of catnip?”
I decided that the truth couldn’t hurt anything. “She’s the moneyman.” I unbuttoned my sweat-soaked shirt and slipped out of it.
Slater cocked a heavy eyebrow. “All that and money, too,” he said admiringly. “What did Captain Bligh have to say?”
I knew he meant Erikson. “Nothing. Yet.” And now that I thought of it, it was strange that he hadn’t.
Slater’s gaze was on my chest where some of the scars from the plastic surgery transplants partly showed above my undershirt. “Somebody didn’t like you a whole lot one time, hmm?” he remarked.
I didn’t correct him. If he didn’t make the connection between the multicolored scars and my new face, it was all right with me. “Erikson said there was a load of stuff in the basement we’d move upstairs tonight after closin’ time,” Slater continued. “What d’you think of our boat captain?”
“I’ll let you meet him first.”
“You don’t like him?”
“I don’t have to like him if he gets the job done. On the water he seems capable enough.”
“He’s not gonna be on the water when we jump the fence at Gitmo,” Slater objected.
“Maybe he has hidden talent,” I said, and went into my room for my shower.
* * *
The following night I knocked on Erikson’s door. I could hear the tap-tap-tapping of a typewriter inside. Down the corridor I could hear Slater’s full-throated snores. I had no idea where Wilson was.
Erikson’s door opened silently with the blond man shielded behind it until he saw who it was. He closed the door behind me when I entered. Piled in corners were the articles Wilson and I had unloaded from Wilson’s pickup the previous night.
Erikson went back to the typewriter. A bulldog pipe was in an ashtray on the desk and blue tobacco smoke eddied in the air conditioning. “We have work to do,” Erikson said as he sat down.
“Tonight?”
“Tonight. Are you handy with tools?”
“I’m no master mechanic, but I get by.”
“Good. You can help.” There was a five-second pause. “The deputy from White Pine County mentioned that you were handy with a gun.”
“What brought that up on your radar?”
He swiveled on his chair to look me in the eye. “You and Wilson,” he said bluntly.
“Forget it,” I said. “Hazel will hand him his head.”
“I believe that,” he answered. “I just hope that you do, too. By the way, can she sew?”
“Sew?” Erikson made a series of stitching motions. “Oh. Damned if I know. I’ll ask her. Why?”
He glanced at the piles of clothing and equipment. “There’s sleeve insignia to be sewed onto these uniforms.”
“Okay, I’ll find out. What’s the job tonight?”
“Installing the transceiver in the storeroom behind the bar. We can’t erect the antenna tonight because the lights on the roof would attract too much attention. We’ll put up the antenna at sundown tomorrow when it will look to anyone watching as if we’re adjusting the TV antenna.”
I had moved in behind him until I was looking over his shoulder. A stencil was in the typewriter. In widely spaced letters at the top of the stencil it said CONFIDENTIAL. Below that it said HEADQUARTERS, CINC ATLANTIC FLEET, UNITED STATES NAVY, NEWPORT NEWS, VA.
The small neat type of Erikson’s typewriter had filled in most of the stencil. Beneath the heading it read:
1. The following named officers and enlisted ranks, organizations indicated, (Expense and Account Code: 4181303), will proceed on or about 1 September from Charleston, West Virginia, to Key West, Florida, and Guantanamo Naval Station on TDY for approximately 25 days to accomplish an administrative mission, and upon completion will return to proper organization and station for duty. Travel by military aircraft and/or surface vessel authorized. Commercial air, rail, and/or bus transportation authorized for that portion of travel from Charleston, West Virginia, to Key West, Florida.
Travel by private conveyance authorized. 100 lbs. baggage including excess authorized. Classified crated equipment and documents totaling no more than 260 lbs. authorized for transport via surface vessel as hold baggage. UTNOTREQ TDN: 5803400 074-5020 P458 S668300 0211 0212; 4 4 074 4580 668300. NFM 173-30 and JTR apply. Disbursing Officer making payment on this order …
It went on for another half-page, but I stopped reading. “What’s all that?”
“It’s the master stencil of our supposed orders getting us onto the Naval Station here and to Guantanamo by destroyer.” Erikson picked up his pipe and set it down again. “Let’s get that transceiver set up.”
“Right.”
He sorted out a pile of equipment from the array in the corners of the room. “You carry this,” he said, handing me a rectangular, boxy-looking object. It was a double armful. From the looks of the dials, switches, and knobs on the front of the panel, it looked like we were planning to set up communications with the next space flight.
I watched as Erikson filled an empty box with smaller pieces of electronic gear. “Looks like you’ve been spending money as if it came out of the Pentagon budget,” I said.
“If this set doesn’t work properly, money won’t do us much good where we’ll be,” he replied.
There wasn’t any answer to that. Erikson balanced the loaded box on his right shoulder, picked up a gunmetal gray tool kit in his left hand, and led the way out of his room. Downstairs I raised the flap in the bar so he could walk behind it en route to the storeroom. The bar’s night light made it possible to see in the bar proper, but inside the storeroom it was dark except for a square of comparative light from the single window.
“Grab a couple of tablecloths from the linen closet and black out that window,” Erikson told me. He handed me a card of thumbtacks to do the job. He waited until I had the window covered before he removed a mechanic’s light from the toolbox and plugged it in. Then he laid out an array of wrenches, pliers, and screwdrivers like a doctor getting ready to perform an operation.
He turned to the transceiver, which I’d set down upon a counter, and rapidly added several components to it from the box he’d brought downstairs. He took a thick coil of antenna wire and fitted one end of it to the side of the radio, using finger-tightened set screws. His huge hands had a surprising delicacy of touch. He tossed the coil of antenna wire under the counter and began to put his tools back in the kit. “Tomorrow we’ll run this up the back wall onto the roof,” he said. “That’s all we can do tonight.”
We hadn’t been together ten minutes, and I had contributed zilch. “What the hell,” I protested. “You didn’t need me.”
“I had a reason for bringing you down here,” Erikson said. He had turned out his mechanic’s light and I couldn’t see his face.
“What’s the reason?”
“I want to say it again. I want no trouble between you and Wilson.”
“I’m not taking my eye off the target.”
“I can’t expect him to use judgment, so I have to tell you.” He sounded like a schoolteacher with a backward pupil. “It won’t be easy on either of you if the project is jeopardized.” He handed me the box with the diminished load of electronic equipment and started from the storeroom. Outside, he set down his tool kit while he swiftly bolted a hasp-and-hinge arrangement to the storeroom door. He slipped a shiny-looking padlock through it, snapped it shut, and handed me the key. “Give that to Hazel.”
In view of what he’d been saying about possible conflict between Wilson and me, I’d been half-expecting him to tell me to get rid of Hazel. Not that I was about to do it anyway, but now here he was handing me a key to give to her as though her presence were perfectly all right.
I followed him upstairs with no more being said.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Fifteen hours later I found myself climbing the slippery rungs of an aluminum ladder in Erikson’s wake. We climbed it to the almost flat roof of The Castaways. It was only forty-five minutes to twilight, but the sun’s rays were still so strong I was squinting despite my dark glasses. During the day the roof had absorbed heat until it felt like the bottom of a roasting oven.
Erikson didn’t seem to mind the heat. He set down his toolbox and the coil of antenna wire he’d carried up the ladder, then removed his outer shirt. He set to work rapidly, paying no attention to the discomfort I knew he must be feeling. In seconds the white T-shirt covering his broad back was dark with perspiration.
“This will be a lash-up installation, so don’t judge its effectiveness by how it looks,” he said over his shoulder. “The important thing is to get the antenna oriented so it will pick up our signal strongly. I’ve already cut it to a harmonic of the frequency we’ll use to bring it in with all the zip possible.”
I didn’t bother telling him I didn’t know a harmonic from a hernia. The heat was getting to me. The sweat ran off my chin in rivulets, and I wasn’t doing anything. Erikson moved busily around the roof, checking a hand compass, unreeling and threading wire, then snipping off excess ends. There was nothing I could do except hand him tools, friction tape, and more wire as he called for them.
He stepped back to survey his work. His eyes were narrowed to slits as the low-lying sun reflecting from the burnished copper wire turned it into a thread of flame. “That should do it,” Erikson said. “All we need now is to anchor down the lead-in and we’ll be ready to hook up tonight and test it.”
With deft movements he mated the wire from the end of the wooden spool with the antenna. When it was secure, he stepped to the edge of the roof and tossed the spool of wire to the ground behind the building. He fed the lead wire through an insulator, and with two apparently effortless blows from a mallet-headed hammer, he anchored the wire at the roof’s edge.
He tossed me the hammer in an underhand motion, and I dropped it into the toolbox with the other tools I had collected. Erikson picked up the kit and swung himself onto the ladder, which descended to the alley in the rear of the building. I went over the edge after him. The tall, vertical neon sign spelling out THE CASTAWAYS was glowing steadily. I hadn’t noticed it, but it had grown almost dark.
It was cooler behind the building. Erikson secured the lead wire into another insulator, which he placed on the frame of the storeroom window. By the time I removed the ladder and put it in the basement, he had disappeared. I walked around to the front and went inside. The air conditioning hit me like a blow in the chest.
Hazel’s always-smiling Mexican boy was behind the bar. Wilson was installed on the end stool with a runty-looking type I hadn’t seen before. Slater was hunched over a bottle of beer at a table. Even when all five of us were upstairs, Slater and Wilson acted like two strange dogs. I had figured them to hit it off. So far it hadn’t taken.
Hazel was just ready to leave our room when I reached it. She had rented a sewing machine and attached the insignia to the uniforms. A single rainstorm would make hand-sewn insignia look tacky, she’d insisted. “Is that Wilson’s first mate with him at the bar? I hope he’s more capable than he looks,” I said.
“Should I discourage you by saying that he’s even less attractive at close range?”
“All he’s got to do is run the boat,” I said hopefully. “What about Slater? He’s down there with a big thirst.”
“Erikson said for every two beers he orders I should give him one, and no wild moose milk,” she said on her way to the door.
I shed damp clothing en route to the shower, then soaked in hot water and luxuriated in the quick chill of a cold rinse. I wondered what Cuba was going to be like without The Castaways’ soothing showers. I stretched out on the bed and decided to rest my eyes for a moment.
A touch on the shoulder brought me bolt upright in a sitting position in the bed as my right hand darted to the.38 under the pillow. “It’s me.” Hazel’s voice penetrated the mist of sleep. I felt sheepish as I withdrew my hand. “Erikson called and said one of the prongs on a cable connector is pitted and he wants you to bring a spare down to the Calypso. He took Wilson and Redmond, the mate, with him when he went. Don’t stay too long. I’m thinking of closing up early tonight.”
When I focused on them, her eyes promised volumes. “If you have any trouble moving the customers out, start pouring the mickeys and I’ll be back to help you stack them in the alley.”
She smiled and went back downstairs. I dressed and crossed the hall to Erikson’s room. I rummaged through boxes until I found one with three coiled-up cables with connectors on each. There were a couple of spare connectors rolling around the bottom of the box, so to be sure I wouldn’t have the trip for nothing I took the whole box with me.
It was a clear night with a three-quarter moon. A five-minute walk took me to the Calypso’s anchorage. The salty air was seasoned with the odor of dried seaweed and dead marine life. There was an offshore breeze.
Before I reached the Calypso’s berth, I heard the sound of metal on metal. Two dark figures peered down at me from the flybridge atop the deckhouse. “You come down to give us a hand?” Chico Wilson’s voice called to me.
“I have a job helping Erikson,” I lied.
“That goddamn Swede,” Wilson cursed. “Tells me I’ve gotta take down my tuna tower, but he don’t give a shit how much work it takes. Gettin’ those corroded nuts an’ bolts loose is like tearin’ apart a weld. An’ in the dark, too.”
I had no sympathy to spare for Wilson. “Where’s Erikson?”
“Fo’ard at the rope locker.”
I jumped down to the deck and walked forward to the cabin door. There was less of an odor of gasoline aboard the Calypso. I turned sideways to go down three narrow steps, then stopped under the open, overhead hatch. Erikson had rigged up an oscillating fan, but it was stifling in the close confines of the small cabin. His bulk was squeezed between the space in the bow where two bunks came to a “V.” He blocked most of the light provided by the extension lamp in front of him.
He turned around when I rattled the contents of the connector box to attract his attention. His blond hair was streaked with perspiration and grease. There was a band of dirt across his forehead where he’d swiped at himself with an unclean hand. He looked as if he had a single heavy, continuous eyebrow.
“Good,” he said when he saw the box. “I’d have sent Wilson after them, but I want that tower down tonight and he’s been dogging it enough. You saw them, didn’t you? Are they working at it?”
“Yes. Not that I mind seeing Wilson do a little work, but why take down the tower? You can’t see those tubular struts far.”
“That much metal perched that high above the water would make a radar echo that could be picked up an extra twenty-mile distance,” Erikson replied. He began attaching the new cable I’d brought as he talked. “I’d tear off the flying bridge, too, except that it would look too suspicious. Radar doesn’t bend over the horizon, so the lower the silhouette, the closer the target has to get before radar will pick it up.”
He glanced down at me standing below him. “It might make for a rough trip, but we should wish for a good sea running. Big waves at the radar horizon will hide the boat intermittently. This little black box here, though, will do more for us than any forces of nature.” He patted the top of a square container into which he was plugging the cable.
He had the box anchored to the shelf wall inside the rope locker, and I could hardly see it around his shoulders. “What is it?”
“Miniaturized electronic equipment.” He took off the cover plate and shined his wire-enclosed work light on the exposed mass of complex-looking components. “About half of this conglomeration of transistors, capacitors, and printed circuits is a scanner. It listens for radar signal transmissions, moving up and down a wide frequency range normally used by radar. When it finds a frequency in use, it ‘locks on.’ It stops at that frequency and automatically tunes this other part, which is a transmitter, to the same frequency. The transmitter sends out a strong signal right on the frequency of the search radar.”
“I thought the idea was to avoid the radar.”
“Yes, up to the point where it’s impossible, and then this takes over.” Erikson snipped off a trailing edge of wire. “The idea is to send back such a strong signal that the whole radar tube at the lookout station is flooded with bright light, concealing any one target echo.”
“And it works?”
“Sure it works. It’s the same principle used in jamming radio signals. If you’ve ever listened to shortwave, every once in a while you run across a singsong noise, which is all you can hear. That’s a jamming signal used to cover the regular transmission.”
“Suppose a radar station has more than one frequency to use for sending out detection beams?”
“That’s the beauty of our little beast. Even while the transmitter is sending out the radar jamming signal, the frequency scanner continues to work. It searches the radar spectrum constantly, and if one signal stops and another starts, it retunes the transmitter and starts blanketing the new signal.”
“Sounds as if it could be a busy piece of equipment.”
“Right.” Erikson snapped the cover back on. “And it’s all automatic.” He picked up a black wire and bounced it in his broad palm. “This leads to a flip switch on the flybridge and there’ll be another by the controls in the deckhouse. When the Calypso gets within range, the scanner will be turned on to do its job.” He dropped down to the floor beside me from his cramped position up in the bow.
“Are you going to test it?”
“Not the way you think.” He squeezed past me and went into the deckhouse. The two huge engines rumbled into life. The sound brought Wilson down from the tuna tower on the run.
“What the hell’s going on?” he demanded.
“Keep your shirt on,” Erikson said. “I can’t put our black box on the air, so I’ll have to test it by running complete circuit checks.” He stared pointedly at Wilson. “Is the tower dismantled yet?”
Wilson took the hint and shuffled back to work. “I think I’ll get back to The Castaways,” I said.
“We’ll finish wiring up the transceiver at closing time and then give Hazel a lesson in operating it,” Erikson said.
“Okay.”
I left the boat and climbed up onto the dock. At the top of the stairs leading to the street I turned to look back. Even at that short range the dark bulk of the Calypso was difficult to make out.
I felt better about the whole operation than at any time since leaving San Diego.
Erikson, Hazel, and I went down to the darkened bar after closing. Hazel unlocked the padlock on the storeroom door and we went inside. Erikson opened the window wide enough to pull in the wire trailing down the side of the building from the antenna on the roof. He clipped the lead to the proper length and fitted it to the side of the transceiver.
“Now let’s try a bit of eavesdropping,” he said. He flipped an ON-OFF switch. Needle-thin pointers sprang off pegs and quivered to a halt at various places on the now-illuminated dials. Erikson read them, then adjusted tuning knobs to bring the pointers to desired levels. The small loudspeaker began to hum. There was background noise, static, and squealing. With a delicate touch belying the strength in his hands, Erikson made corrections and backed off the volume control. The noise from the speaker settled down to a steady hiss, overridden by a series of “dits” and “dahs.”
Erikson frowned. “I might have to add another filter to eliminate that. Although it will be tough to mask it all.”
“Eliminate what?” Hazel asked.
“Those Morse code signals. The transmitters at the naval station here have so damned much power they blanket the whole frequency spectrum when we’re this close to them. If you had the right-sized fillings in your teeth, you’d be pouring drinks to a Morse code rhythm. Maybe the pretuned crystals will stop it.”
His blunt fingertip depressed one of a row of clear plastic buttons running vertically on the panel. The button he pushed remained locked in place, lit from behind to show that it was engaged. The fast-paced code signals faded measurably. I had to strain to hear them. Erikson nodded in satisfaction and pushed another button. A Spanish-speaking voice blotted out the background noise entirely.
“Right on it,” Erikson said with the broadest smile I’d ever seen from him. He worked the buttons from top to bottom, bringing in other Spanish-speaking voices on all but two of the eight frequencies. Those two hummed steadily, indicating that the channels were open.
He returned to one of these, turning up the speaker volume until the power hum was almost painful. He backed off the volume control then and listened to the silence for a good three minutes. “Is anything wrong?” I asked finally.
“We’d be in trouble if that frequency were in use,” he answered. “It’s the one I’ve set up for the rendezvous signal, and we need to have it clear. We’ll monitor it for a few days to make sure it stays open, especially during the hours we’ll want to use it ourselves. We’ll probably transmit the recall signal around two in the morning to give the Calypso time to make the run and be laying offshore at the pickup point before dawn.”
He looked at Hazel. “It’s going to be boring for you, listening to silent airwaves each night starting at midnight.”
“I’ll bring a crossword puzzle,” she said.
“This is all you have to do,” he said. Hazel moved up beside him. Erikson demonstrated how to turn on and tune the transceiver. “Try it,” he said.
For ten minutes they went through the routine. I thought Erikson was a little rough with his brusque instructions. Knowing Hazel’s quick temper, I was a little surprised she didn’t sound off at him. “Fine,” he said at last. “One more thing. There’s no point in inviting possible attention to what you’re doing here.”
He pulled a box from under a bench, ripped it open, and took out a headset with large, foam-rubber-cushioned cups covering the earphones. He plugged the jack into a receptacle on the receiver panel and moved a two-way switch next to it from speaker to phone position. The room became quiet.
Hazel put on the headset, adjusted the earphones for comfort, and depressed a channel button. She tilted her head slightly, then reached forward and turned a control knob. She took off the headset and handed it to me. When I held it to one ear, liquid-sounding Spanish syllables crackled clearly.
“Fine,” Erikson repeated after he had also listened for a moment. “That’s all for tonight,” he added to Hazel. “We’ll be upstairs in a little bit.”
In the instant Erikson leaned forward to turn off the radio, Hazel made a face to me to indicate her opinion of her abrupt dismissal, but she left the storeroom. “We’ll all go out on the Calypso in the morning, except Hazel. Wilson will take us to a quiet area where we can practice boarding from rubber life rafts. Now let’s go up to. my room. I want to give you all copies of a Navy Training Pamphlet called “The Bluejacket’s Manual.” And I want you all to study it. You’ll have to act like white hats aboard the destroyer that takes us to Guantanamo. I also want to show you a detailed map of Cuba and mark a point where I feel—”
There was a loud thump above our heads, followed by scuffling noises. Another thump sounded. Erikson and I jammed together in the storeroom doorway trying to get through it at the same time. We wriggled free, ran for the stairs, and sprinted up them. Erikson beat me to the door of Hazel’s and my room. He stopped inside it, his bulk blocking my vision partly, but I could see the essentials.
Chico Wilson had returned from the Calypso. He was struggling to get to his feet, a look of incredulous disbelief on his handsome features. Hazel stood to one side. The print of her knuckles stood out starkly on Wilson’s tanned jawline. “You bitch!” he rasped as he bounded to his feet. He started toward her. Erikson moved forward like a big cat, but Hazel was quicker. She took two steps and then planted the toe of her cowboy boot squarely in Wilson’s shin like Jan Stenerud kicking a fifty-yard field goal. Wilson’s head flew back until he was staring at the ceiling, his face screwed up in pain. He collapsed slowly upon himself until he ended up sitting on the floor with both hands clasping the wounded shin.
“Wassamatter?” a husky voice said from behind me. I turned. Slater was standing there in his underwear, glassy-eyed. In his right hand he held the biggest pistol I’d ever seen. Both hand and pistol were shaking. “Cops?” he demanded.
Inside the room, Erikson leaned down and took hold of Wilson by one arm. He jerked him to his feet and thrust him at the door. Slater and I barely cleared the entrance in time for Wilson to be propelled through it. He didn’t even look around. He kept right on going to his own room.
“Oh, it’s jus’ lover boy,” Slater said. He attempted to put the pistol into his belt, realized he had no belt, stared at the pistol for a moment, and then clamped it under his armpit. His hand continued to shake. “ ‘Night,” he said with an attempt at jauntiness, and went down the corridor.
I was looking at Wilson’s door when Erikson came out into the hall. “Stay away from him,” Erikson ordered.
Some of my inarticulate rage transferred itself to the big blond man. Who the hell did he think he was? “Don’t try to tell—”
“Simmer down,” his hard voice overrode mine. “There’s too much at stake.”
When I could think, I couldn’t argue with the statement.
Neither Hazel nor I referred to the incident while we undressed and went to bed. While I waited for her to fall asleep, I remade a resolution I had made previously and done nothing about. When everything was quiet, I eased out of bed and went over to the bureau. I laid out my loosest-fitting sport shirt for the morning, and under it I placed my shoulder holster and.38.
The next time Chico Wilson got that far out of line around me, I intended to be in a position to do something about it.
* * *
It was a silent crew that boarded the Calypso in the morning. As usual, we went aboard at intervals. Wilson took the Calypso to a deserted spit of land and anchored. For two hours in the broiling sun we practiced boarding the cruiser from collapsible rubber life rafts. It was hot, tedious, exhausting work. Everyone had the disposition of a snapping turtle by the time we began the run back to Key West.
Erikson took the wheel. Wilson slumped down upon a coil of rope. Slater brushed against me as he attempted to move past. He turned his head, and I knew he had felt the outline of the holster and.38 under my sport shirt. He went to an iced-down chest, opened it, and took out a can of beer.
He drained the can in one long swallow, held out the empty can in my direction, and looked at me quizzically. “Come on, Wild Bill,” he said. “Show us how you used to do it when the buffalo was a-stampedin’ across the plains.” He lobbed the empty beer can over the side in a long, lazy arc. “What’s the matter?” he said when I made no move. “Savin’ ammunition?”
He took out another can of beer. It took him two swallows for that one. He held it out toward me wordlessly, then feinted throwing it. The ocean was flat calm and there wasn’t another boat in sight. I moved up to the rail, unbuttoned the top two buttons on my shirt, and drew the.38.
Slater grinned. He threw the can in the same rainbow trajectory. The third slug from the.38 bounced the can skyward. Slater threw a full can. That one almost reached the water before my last bullet drove it downward into the top of a wave. I reloaded while Slater picked up another can. When he threw it, the first bullet jerked the can sideways while it was still on its way up.
I reholstered the Smith & Wesson and stepped back from the rail. Chico Wilson was staring at the stretch of ocean where the beer cans had disappeared. At the wheel Erikson displayed no emotion on his rugged features. Slater chuckled aloud as he opened another can of beer. “Ol’ Wild Bill has still got it,” he pronounced, and held the beer can aloft in a salute.
The Calypso knifed steadily through the blue-green water.
Showboating isn’t my style, but I had a feeling that Hazel wouldn’t have as much trouble with Wilson again.

CHAPTER NINE

Slater called me into his room that night.
On the boat that morning he had seemed more relaxed, but I had seen him earlier in the evening downstairs at The Castaways, staring down into his glass of beer. “Ever get the feelin’ you’re losin’ your nerve?” he began abruptly.
“I’ve had the feeling.”
He hadn’t expected an answer. He was wrapped in his own feelings. “This last bit did somethin’ to me, Drake. I can’t seem to get myself screwed down. Or geared up, or whatever you want to call it. I don’t seem to want to—” He didn’t finish.
“It wears off,” I said, trying to soothe him.
“It had better.” His tone was savage. “I don’t like the way I feel right now. When I laid this job out to Erikson, I thought it would be a piece of cake. Now—”
Again he left the thought dangling. He lit a cigarette, studied its burning end, and changed position in his chair. “I been wantin’ to talk to you, anyway,” he resumed. “About our little project.”
“Yes?”
“A four-way split plus a percentage to Redmond, the cruiser first mate, really thins out the gravy.” He waited to be sure that I had taken in what he said. “A two-way split’d be a lot better, wouldn’t it?”
I wondered if he had made the same proposition already to Chico Wilson. They hadn’t seemed friendly, but they were certainly birds that flocked together naturally. “You mean you and I?”
“That’s what I mean.”
“How?”
He waved a hand. “Long as we understand each other, it shouldn’t be hard to work out,” he said vaguely. “Accidents happen.” He grinned, displaying his strong-looking teeth. “Think it over.”
“I will.”
“An’ don’t stop at thinkin'. We could—”
There was a knock at the door. After a moment it opened and Erikson thrust in his head. “Meeting in my room right away,” he said, and disappeared again.
“King of the mountain,” Slater snorted, but he got to his feet.
We went down the hall together. Wilson and Erikson were already in the room. “The destroyer sails tomorrow at seventeen hundred hours,” Erikson said when I closed the door. “That’s five P.M. to you.” He was looking at Slater. “Although I suppose you’ve been studying your ‘Bluejacket’s Manual.’ ”
Slater kept quiet and Erikson went on to make a quick run-through of our schedule. He didn’t say anything he hadn’t said before, but this time it had an air of immediacy. Afterward he and Wilson got into a technical discussion I couldn’t follow. The handsome Chico seemed recovered from his previous subdued demeanor.
A weather map was pinned on a wall. “It may be early for the hurricane season,” Wilson argued, “but this pressure system makin’ up down here looks like trouble.” His finger was on the map at a point three or four hundred miles south of Bermuda. “What do we do if it develops into a real storm?”
“Tell your man Redmond we’ll wait in Havana for the right conditions,” Erikson said. “He won’t have to risk the Calypso or himself. We know now that the radio channel is clear, so we won’t have any difficulty in getting the shortwave signal to Hazel. Put your name in your room here and tell him not to get too far away from it. Depending upon conditions, we might signal for him in three days or it could be seven or eight. Any questions?”
There were none, and the meeting broke up.
I went across the hall, undressed, and stretched out on the bed. It was about an hour before Hazel came upstairs after putting in her trick at the shortwave radio set. “The balloon goes up tomorrow,” I told her when she entered our bedroom.
“He told me,” she said. She sat down on the bed beside me. “Up to now it seemed as if we were playing a game.”
“Up to tomorrow,” I corrected her.
She didn’t reply.
She smoked a cigarette, took a shower, and came to bed.
It seemed to me she held me more tightly that night than during all our previous lovemaking at The Castaways.
* * *
We were ready at four thirty the next afternoon. Hazel and I had said our good-byes previously. Erikson had spent the afternoon packing and repacking the gear in our seabags. When the time came to leave in the summoned taxi, he handed me the bag with the Navy fatigues and Cuban uniforms. We were in whites. Wilson and Slater had heavier seabags, plus each had one of the small crates to carry.
It was only an eight-block ride to the front gate of the Key West Naval Station. We piled out of the cab with Erikson in the lead. He returned the Marine guard’s salute, then disappeared into the building housing the Officer of the Day. We waited on the sidewalk.
In five minutes he came out again. Two minutes later we boarded a gray bus that used the main gate as a turnaround point. It made a circuitous route through the base. We stopped at the commissary, ship’s store, CPO Club, hospital, and three barracks. I was surprised at the number of navy wives and civilians.
The bus finally made a straight run along a line of warehouses and entered the dock area. Erikson again showed the forged naval orders, this time to a guard manning the gate. He received a spit-and-polish salute and stepped smartly down the wharf with the rest of us in trail. I could see that Slater was making heavy weather of it with his seabag in his left hand and a crate cocked awkwardly on his right shoulder. Wilson moved easily under the same load. I brought up the rear, perspiring in the tight-fitting dress whites. No one paid any attention to us.
We boarded the destroyer, going up the sloping gangplank in Erikson’s wake. Although I’d read and practiced the protocol, I didn’t feel too confident in employing it. I remembered to keep my thumb in and my elbow out when I saluted the O.D. standing next to the rail. I made a quarter-turn to repeat the salute to the flag hanging limply at the stern. I was surprised at how impressive the brief ceremony was.
Erikson had warned us that he had to confine most of his activity to officers’ quarters and that he couldn’t be with us. Amidships in the narrow waist of the destroyer he turned us over to a rating, who led us below to the crew’s quarters. Vibrations rippled through the steel ladder we descended as the ship’s engines turned over.
It had been hot abovedecks. It was hotter below. The neat bunks against the steel walls in the cramped space of the quarters reminded me too much of the prison hospital in Florida. From the expression on Slater’s face, he had his own memories. Underfoot, the vibrations in the steel deck increased. A bobbing and yawing motion indicated that we were under way.
We were alone when the rating left us. Every member of the crew evidently had a job to do while the destroyer was getting under way. Slater kicked his bulging seabag to one side and sat down on a bunk. There was a clatter on the sloping steel ladder leading down to our level, and I turned to see a pair of highly polished black shoes descending it. Legs thickened into heavy thighs followed by a rotund torso encased in a jacket with three rows of multicolored ribbons over the left chest pocket.
The stripes around the sleeve cuff that would indicate that our visitor was an officer were missing, but one sleeve between wrist and elbow carried a slanting row of gold service stripes. “Chief petty officer!” Wilson hissed. “Don’t salute!” He kicked Slater on the leg, motioning for him to stand. Slater responded but slowly. His lethargic reaction wasn’t missed by the small, dark eyes in the CPO’s weather-beaten face.
“So you’re the sandbaggers we’re ferrying down to Gitmo,” the CPO said. His tone indicated that he felt no enthusiasm for the chore. He reached for Slater’s arm and took hold of it, turning the wrist. “If you’re going to report in these whites, you’d better stow them before you look like grease monkeys.” He pointed to a smudge of dirt on Slater’s jumper sleeve. “Break out your work clothes.”
“Aye, aye, Chief,” Wilson said quickly before Slater could reply.
“And don’t get underfoot,” the chief continued. He went down the passageway and disappeared through a bulkhead at the far end.
Slater glared after him. “What’s the matter with him?” he growled. He transferred his attention to Wilson. “ ‘Aye, aye, Chief,’ “ he mimicked.
“Shape up,” Wilson warned. “Our travel orders list us as technical personnel, and old line Navy chiefs don’t think too much of ratings who haven’t earned their rank on sea duty.” He opened his white canvas seabag and pulled out the dungarees Erikson had rolled up for us in neat Navy style.
We all changed. “I’m goin’ on deck,” Slater declared when he had stowed his whites. “This place gives me the gallopin’ jumps.”
I was glad when Wilson raised no objection. The cell-like confinement in the crew’s quarters raised my own hackles. I followed Slater and Wilson topside. I thought the decks would be crowded with sailors, but they were bare. I realized that each crew member undoubtedly had a duty station during the initial getting-under-way maneuvers.
I looked back over the stern. Key West was only a blue blur on the horizon. The sky had a brassy look. There was an oily-looking swell, but the destroyer knifed through it with only a slight increase in the yawing motion. Wilson moved to the rail and stood staring out over the water toward the descending sun. Slater selected a loading hatch amidships and seated himself on the gray-painted canvas cover. The cool sea breeze felt welcome on my perspiring features.
I wondered what lay ahead of us on Guantanamo. Although Erikson had been specific about most other aspects of the job, he had shrugged off questions about the naval base. “Just do as you’re told when we get there,” was the sum total of his replies. I hoped he wasn’t playing it by ear. Everything I’d read about Guantanamo indicated that it was a fortress, and it wouldn’t make much difference that we were trying to get out rather than in.
A movement by Slater caught my eye. He had drawn a flat, pint bottle from the waistband of his fatigues. The bottle’s contents glinted amber. Slater glanced up and down the deck, then tilted the bottle quickly. He swallowed twice before recapping it and shoving it back inside his waistband.
I sidled over to him. “That’s stupid, Slater. You want to blow the whole bit?”
His frown drove his heavy brows into a shallow V. “Bug off,” he warned. As if to show me he meant business, he jerked the bottle out again, slipped the cap, and let half a dozen ounces gurgle down his throat. I moved closer, trying to shield him.
“SLATER!!” It was a full-throated roar from above us in Erikson’s brass-bellow. Both our heads swiveled upward. Erikson was standing against the rail on an upper deck just below the bridge, staring down at us. He disappeared only to show up seconds later right beside us. “Give me that!” he demanded peremptorily. “And get on your feet when an officer addresses you!”
“Stuff it!” Slater rasped. His eyes were bloodshot, and I wondered how long he’d been sucking on the bottle before I noticed him.
Erikson grabbed for the bottle, which was partially concealed in Slater’s hand. Slater wrenched his hand away. All we needed was for the booze to smash on the deck. Then Slater’s seabag would be turned inside out, and liquor would be the least of the incriminating evidence found.
Erikson snatched the bottle from Slater on his second lunge. He handed it to me just as the same chief who had dressed us down below appeared. “Trouble, sir?” the chief asked Erikson.
“No trouble, Chief,” Erikson said. “Except that this man isn’t feeling well. I think he ought to go below and remain in his bunk.”
“Yes, sir,” the CPO said blandly. “He’s one of your detachment, isn’t he, sir? If you like, I can arrange to have him admitted to sick bay.”
Slater hadn’t seen where the bottle went. He thought Erikson still had it. While talking to the chief, Erikson had positioned himself so that his body shielded Slater from the chief’s eyes. Slater seized Erikson’s arm and spun him into the chief. “You give that back to me!” he shouted. “Goddamn it, I’ll—”
“Watch your language when you’re speaking to an officer!” The chief’s foghorn voice drowned out Slater’s. I held my breath as I saw Slater gather himself. The chief saw it, too. “Ten-shun!” he barked.
Slater left-hooked the chief at the beltline. The stocky CPO sank slowly to his knees. His bulging eyes expressed incredulity that a rating with as many years service as Slater presumably had could react in such a manner.
It seemed to me that the chief’s knees no sooner hit the deck than we were surrounded by young sailors. Bursting through them came a slender officer with two stripes on his sleeve and a blue band around his upper arm with the white initials O.D. on it. “Break it up!” he ordered the sailors briskly. “Back to duty stations!” They melted away. “I’ll handle this, Commander,” the officer continued to Erikson. He raised a hand, and two burly-looking sailors appeared out of nowhere. They each took an arm of Slater and unceremoniously dragged him away. I was relieved to see that he wasn’t fighting them much. Evidently the shock of what he’d done had finally reached his liquor-fired brain.
While Erikson was helping the chief to his feet with the assistance of the O.D., I edged to the rail and dropped the almost empty pint bottle over the side. “Either one of you can prefer charges,” the O.D. was saying crisply. “The simplest way would be for me to take a statement from Chief McMillan here and have it sent to the provost marshal at the base for further action.”
“I’m sorry this incident occurred, Lieutenant,” Erikson apologized. “Especially since this man is in my charge. He was assigned to me only a week ago, and I didn’t realize he was so unstable. You can be sure that I’ll follow up with the proper course of action.”
The O.D. saluted smartly and went back amidships. The chief walked away, still slightly doubled over but ignoring proffered assistance from Erikson. Chico Wilson had been hovering unobtrusively in the background, and Erikson motioned for him to join us. I had never seen Wilson look so upset. “You think it’s smart to stand out here an’ talk?” he asked.
I had almost asked the same question myself. I felt as though a hundred pairs of unseen eyes were upon us, all disapproving.
“It would look more odd if I didn’t speak to you after what happened,” Erikson said tightly. “You men are under my jurisdiction, and for the next five minutes anyone watching us will naturally assume I’m giving you the rules of the road regarding your future conduct aboard ship. So look alert. Pull back those shoulders.”
We both straightened self-consciously. “What’s gonna happen to ol’ Slater now?” Wilson asked uneasily.
“If he weren’t absolutely necessary to us, I’d let him rot in the Gitmo brig,” Erikson said angrily. “The chief gunner’s mate handles disciplinary problems on a ship this size. Those were two of his men, muscled-up ammunition handlers, probably, who lugged Slater away. They’ll throw him into the food locker, since the destroyer has no brig as such, and if he gives them a hard time, they’ll handcuff him to a stanchion.”
Erikson looked at me. “Getting rid of that bottle really helped. If they figure Slater as blowing his stack rather than liquored up, there’s less chance his seabag will be confiscated. The Cuban uniforms aren’t in his bag, but there’s enough of an unexplainable nature to keep us answering questions for the next forty-five years.”
“What do we do now?” I asked.
“Slater will be confined in the food locker for the balance of this cruise,” Erikson said in the tone of a man thinking out loud. “And I don’t want either of you to try to see him. Let him sweat it out. Under normal procedure, he’ll be transferred from the ship to the Gitmo brig under armed guard. The trouble is that once he’s in custody on the base, only a military court can move him out.”
Erikson frowned, considering. “If he’d taken a swing at me, I could elect not to press charges. The minute he laid a hand on the chief, though, he scuttled himself. What I believe I’ll do is ask the chief to let me be the accuser. I’ll agree to press charges, but if this destroyer doesn’t remain more than overnight at Gitmo, I can always change my mind and decide to drop the charges after it sails. Then I might be able to get Slater released to my custody.”
“Goddamn that knothead,” Wilson muttered. “Four million bucks may be down the drain over a swig of rotgut whiskey.”
“There’s one good thing that will come of this,” Erikson added. “No one will bother you two now. No ship’s personnel is going to become too chummy with a couple of sailors whose buddy clobbered their chief.”
It turned out that Erikson was right about that.
Wilson and I could have been a pair of rivets in a bulkhead for all the attention we received from the crew. Even at mess we sat alone at one end of a long table. It was as though we had a disease. It might have been my nerves, but the hearty meal tasted like different shapes and colors of pablum.
All except the coffee.
It’s true what they say about Navy coffee.
It was the best I’d had in years.
* * *
We went back to the crew’s quarters after the meal and I stretched out on a bunk. Wilson took the one above mine. The compartment was dimly lighted by only a couple of bare bulbs protected by heavy-gauge wire. I had heard the crew talking about going to watch a movie on another part of the ship. There were just a couple of sailors in the sleeping quarters with us, and they paid no attention.
I couldn’t sleep, although I felt tired. The movement of the sea had picked up after dark. The gentle rocking at sunset had increased to a constant undulation. I was trying to shake off my queasy stomach and make a serious effort at sacking out when there were footsteps on the ladder and a flashlight shined in my face. “Commander wants to see you,” the messenger announced.
He prodded Wilson with the flashlight and roused him with the same words. Chico had been sleeping soundly, and he hit the steel deck sleepily. “What’s it about?” he asked.
“How long have you swabs been out of boot camp?” the sailor sneered. “Follow me.” I remembered one of Erikson’s dictums. In the military don’t ask questions.
We climbed the ladder with the sailor in the lead. On deck the wind hit me in the face. It was blowing hard enough to force its way down my throat. The ship’s motion was much more pronounced on deck, and I had to hold on to a handrail as I made my way along the deck behind the messenger. The wind carried to us the hissing sound of the knifelike bow of the destroyer ramming its way through the running sea. Where the moon should have been there was only an obscure light behind heavy cloud cover.
The guide tugged open a heavy steel door and we went down a narrow passage until he stopped in front of a wooden cabin door. He knocked sharply twice. “Come in!” Erikson’s voice said.
I was relieved to hear that it was Erikson. When the messenger said “commander,” I thought he meant the ship’s commander. Wilson and I entered the cabin. The messenger remained outside. With the cabin door closed, there was barely enough room for us to stand in front of a small desk behind which Erikson sat. “At ease, men!” he said in a strong voice. I realized that it was pitched to carry out into the passageway. If Wilson had been any more at ease, he’d have fallen over sideways. We both should have been standing at ramrod-stiff attention.
“I’m supposed to be questioning you about the fracas on deck with Slater,” Erikson said quietly. “Making up my mind whether I want to press charges. An investigating officer has to be appointed, so if I, as a lieutenant commander, want to instigate proceedings, it will have to be a man of higher rank than if Chief McMillan puts the bee on Slater.”
Wilson hitched a leg onto a corner of Erikson’s desk. “Don’t you think—” he began, then became aware that Erikson was glaring at the leg. Wilson slowly removed it. Erikson was playing the game for all it was worth, but after what had happened, I could hardly blame him. “It’d be good if you’re the one to gig Slater,” Wilson began over again. “That way it’ll give you a chance to drop the charges later an’ have Slater released to you.”
“There are two problems,” Erikson answered. “First, I have to convince the chief to let me press the charges. I don’t think that will be too difficult. McMillan is burned up enough at Slater for making him look foolish in front of the crew that he wants the book thrown at him. The chief is apt to think I’m better able to lower the boom.”
“You said there were two problems,” I mentioned.
Erikson grimaced. “The plan would work if the destroyer were going to tie up at Gitmo only overnight. At dinner tonight, though, the skipper told me they’ll be anchored there for a week.”
There was a short silence.
“So?” Wilson said at last.
“So I’m playing it by ear.”
I don’t know how much sleep Wilson got the balance of the night in the narrow bunk of the rolling, pitching destroyer, but I didn’t get much.

CHAPTER TEN

We disembarked at Guantanamo in the dark and in a driving rainstorm. The lights of the base were almost obliterated in the sheets of tropical rain. “They don’t get too much rain here as a rule,” Erikson observed before we left the destroyer. “The hills usually divert even the hurricanes.”
“Just our luck to catch a good one,” Wilson groused.
The transient barracks chief was unhappy to see us. Grumbling, he slipped on his poncho and led us to a two-story temporary building. From his remarks we learned that he had been up before during the night bedding down a load of replacements who had made it to the base in a four-engine Navy transport from Parris Island just before the bad weather closed down the airfield.
“Grab any unoccupied bunk,” the chief told us. “And fall in with the replacements in the A.M. when they’re called to chow.”
He went off and left us. From where we stood inside the entrance, I could see forty-odd sailors and marines sacked in while they awaited assignment to permanent quarters. “Let’s try the second deck,” Wilson suggested. “Might be less traffic.” When we climbed the stairs, we found out it was true. We staked out a corner at the far end of the building to avoid as much contact as possible.
Erikson had told us to get some rest because it would be late afternoon before he could get back to us. I slept most of the morning, skipping breakfast when the mess call came. After lunch the time really dragged. Wilson pulled out a deck of cards and we played gin rummy for a quarter a game. Chico had no card sense and lost consistently. Then he began to cheat flagrantly with no improvement in his results. I called off the game finally.
When four o’clock arrived with no sign of Erikson, I began to get edgy. Outside, the storm was worse. Thick, low-hanging clouds pressed close to the ground and all but blotted out the rocky hills. The constant drumming of the rain on the roof just above our heads was getting to me. By five o’clock I could see lights burning all over the base through the rain-streaked windows.
Wilson had just laid down on his bunk when a raucous voice thundered up the stair well. “All you swabbies up there on the second deck — fall out for work detail! Report down here in fatigues and ponchos in two minutes! On the double!”
“We’d better go,” Wilson said after momentary indecision. He rolled off the bunk. “If that joker checks and finds us here, we’d have to answer too many questions.”
“But how will Erikson find us?”
Wilson shrugged. “You’re in the Navy now,” he said with a fine edge of sarcasm in his voice.
I followed him, since I could see no way to avoid it. We reached the lower floor while a loud-voiced Marine sergeant was forming the transients into a ragged line stretching down the barracks aisle. We fell in at the far end. “Get aboard the trucks outside!” the sergeant shouted. “You’ll be taken to Warehouse number seven to load sandbags. File out and load. MOVE!”
“Somethin’ must’ve busted loose,” Wilson observed. The ranks ahead of us began to bottleneck at the door as the first departures flinched in the face of the storm. The sergeant’s bull voice got them moving again. A surging mass of rain-slicked backs went up over the tail gates of the tarpaulined 6x6 trucks as if prodded by hot irons. The headlights of an approaching pickup spotlighted the red-faced sergeant just as Wilson and I ran out into the salt-seasoned rain.
“These two belong to me, Sergeant!” Erikson’s welcome voice boomed from the pickup. The Marine took in the visor-peaked cap with rain protector beneath which could be seen the commissioned officer’s insignia. He saluted and turned to the trucks. Wilson and I started to pile into the pickup. “Go back and get your gear,” Erikson instructed us. “And step on it.”
We were back in minutes. Erikson drove while Wilson and I dripped water on the floor of the cab beside him. It was crowded because we had taken the seabags inside with us to keep them out of the rain. “Isn’t this weather a blinder?” Wilson asked.
“It could be a break for us,” Erikson answered. “Or it could have been if that fool Slater hadn’t fouled up.” He scowled. “I liberated this pickup from the motor pool and picked up our crates from the holding warehouse. They’re in the back. I’d have been along sooner, but I stopped off at the combat intelligence center to check out the current defense and security situation. We don’t want to be poking around the perimeter in the dark completely out of touch as to installations.”
The metronomic slap-slap of the windshield wipers punctuated his words. “The whole station is on hurricane alert, which means everyone’s going to be too busy to pay much attention to us. From the way this thing is making up, I’d say it won’t be long before everyone is hanging onto something solid to keep from being blown away.”
“It’s a hurricane?” Wilson asked.
“Not yet. I checked at the met office. Wind is now up to force seven and predicted for force nine. That would mean gusts up to seventy miles an hour. It’s a good time for us to move out.”
“But what about Slater?”
“We’re going after him now. Drake, this is going to be your bag. Whatever it takes to do it, we’ve got to get Slater out.” I opened my seabag, took out my.38, and stuffed it into my waistband beneath my poncho. Erikson saw the movement. “I don’t want anyone killed!” he said sharply.
That didn’t jibe very well with the remark about whatever it took to get Slater out, but I didn’t say anything. Erikson slowed the truck to a crawl near a low, T-shaped building on our right. It sat in the center of a circular plot of ground outlined by a curving road that surrounded it like a moat. “That’s the brig?” I asked.
“That’s it.”
“Drive around it.” Erikson circled the drive. The front portion of the building was wooden frame structure and the el in back was concrete block. Barred and wire-mesh-covered windows marked it as the cell block. The building was a tin can. I doubted that there were even reinforcing rods in the cinder block. “Not even a fence,” I said.
“Superfluous,” Erikson replied. “The base has two fences around it with a well-guarded area in between. Castro provides another guarded area beyond that. No prisoner is going anywhere.”
“I’ve seen all I need to out here. How about the inside?”
“Play it straight from my cues when we go in,” Erikson said.
He parked the pickup and led the way in. There were three people in the outer office, a Marine corporal with a holstered.45 at his side, a buxom, auburn-haired Wave in a blue uniform, and a three-chevroned sergeant behind a desk with a nameplate saying SERGEANT OF THE GUARD.
“You three are the only ones on duty?” Erikson asked.
“Yes, sir,” the sergeant answered after springing to his feet at sight of Erikson’s insignia. “Plus Corporal Gates on cell duty inside.”
“I’m Commander Erikson. You’re holding a man named Slater on charges?”
The sergeant glanced at the Wave who had the crossed quills of a yeoman embroidered on her sleeve. Her young face had a wide mouth. She was smirking at Wilson who was staring boldly at her well-filled tunic. She had overlapping incisors, which gave her a minx-like look. She realized belatedly that the sergeant was looking in her direction. “Yes, sir,” she said hurriedly. “We do.”
“I’m detailed to investigate the case,” Erikson said. “Can you provide space for me to interrogate these witnesses?”
“Yes, sir,” the sergeant said. “You can use the O.D.'s office right there.” He pointed. “He was called out on some trouble down at the motor pool.”
Like a liberated pickup truck, I thought. “In there, you two,” Erikson said to Wilson and me. I pointed to an electric water cooler at the far end of the room next to the barred outer doors leading to the concrete section of the building. Erikson nodded permission. I walked down to the cooler and let the cold, slightly brackish water rinse out my mouth while I studied the barred doors. From where I was standing I could see another set of barred steel doors inside a narrow corridor beyond the first set.
“Well?” Erikson said to me when we were all in the O.D.'s office. The half-glass partition let us look outside into the larger room, where the three on-duty personnel were seated.
“Nothing doing from the inside,” I reported. “The two sets of doors are electronically operated. The sergeant has a key, and the corporal inside the cell block has a key. Both would be needed to open the doors, and at a quick look they’re operated from separate control boxes.”
Chico Wilson had been smiling at the Wave through the glass partition. The girl was watching him and doing no work. She looked like a rabbit fascinated by a snake. Wilson turned his head to look at us. “So let’s take these three out here an’ crush out of the place,” he said.
Neither Erikson nor I said anything. We both knew it was impossible because of the timing involved. Even if we immobilized the sergeant, the armed guard, and the Wave, the corporal inside could button himself up and thumb his nose at us. “What about asking to have Slater brought out here so you can question him?” I asked Erikson.
“Normally the sergeant wouldn’t have the authority without the say-so of the O.D.,” Erikson said doubtfully. “We’ve nothing to lose, though. Try it.”
I went outside to the sergeant’s desk. “The commander wants to question the prisoner now,” I said.
“You know I can’t bring him out here without the O.D.'s okay, sailor,” he answered.
“Maybe you’d like to try telling the commander that?” I tried to bluff him.
“You tell the commander,” he passed the buck to me.
I started back to the partitioned office. Chico Wilson was seated on a corner of the Wave’s desk, speaking to her in a low tone. She was smiling and reapplying pale pastel lipstick. When I passed her desk, the large-breasted girl was snickering. “Just like you figured,” I told Erikson. “He says he can’t do it. Do we have the plastic explosives that I put on your original ‘want’ list?”
“Yes. They’re in the smaller crate on the pickup. Why?”
“I can shape a charge and peel off half the back wall of the cell block with no more fuss than a taffy pull. It wouldn’t even rattle their coffee cups inside here.”
Erikson’s eyes narrowed as he stared at me. “What about the guard inside?”
“He’d be in between the two sets of locked doors. No problem. Even Slater would only get an earache. I can muffle the blast so nobody can hear it a hundred yards away in this storm. That doesn’t go for the people in the office here. They’d have to be tied up while we siphoned Slater out of the back end and took off.”
Nobody ever said Erikson couldn’t make up his mind. “Wilson!” he called.
Chico Wilson left the simpering Wave and strolled into the office. He was smiling. “Guess what?” he said.
“Wilson, go out to the pickup and open the smaller crate—”
“Guess what?” Wilson said again, interrupting in unmilitary fashion. “Slater isn’t here.”
“Isn’t here?” Erikson echoed.
“I told the chick Slater was in for doin’ what I wanted to do to her, an’ after she got through sayin’ ‘Oh, you!', she mentioned that an officer an’ two guards took all the prisoners out on a work detail.”
“But the sergeant said—”
“She said in the rush nobody entered it in the log. The sergeant doesn’t know. An’ she said the work detail is supposed to be takin’ down the outdoor movie screens on the base.”
“You earned your dollar today, Wilson,” Erikson said. We left the office. “I’ll be back to speak to the O.D. later, Sergeant,” Erikson said on his way out the door.
“Are we any better off having to look for Slater all over the base?” I asked Erikson as we climbed into the pickup again.
“You’re not thinking like a military man, Drake,” Erikson said as he shot the pickup down the road. “If any movie screen is going to be saved, you can damn well bet the very first one will be the screen at the officers’ quarters.”
The pickup plowed through the buffeting rain. We passed the White Hats Club and the CPO Club before we came to the Officers’ Open Mess. It was a low, rambling building with a large swimming pool lashed by the rain. Just beyond it was a sloping, fan-shaped concrete slab covered with form-fitting plastic theater seats. A dozen men were wrestling with wrenches, pliers, and a block- and-tackle, attempting to ease down the wide, cinemascope screen whose upper edge fluttered and vibrated in the steadily increasing wind. An officer and two noncoms bawled conflicting instructions at the rain-soaked men.
“Looks like a Chinese fire drill,” I said as Erikson parked the pickup.
“You two stay here out of sight,” Erikson ordered as he opened the door. It blew out of his hand. “Or you’ll find yourselves hijacked into another work detail.” He recaptured the door, slammed it, and ran toward the melee at the front of the theater apron.
Wilson and I scrunched down in the cab. The pickup rocked in the wind gusts. “What a night!” Wilson muttered. “An’ we got to go a good ways on foot.”
His remark reminded me of a personal problem. I looked out at the wind-driven rain, then took off my white cap. I unfastened the tabs on my wig and removed it, rolled it tightly, pulled up my shirt, and inserted the wig in the pouch of my money belt. Then I replaced the white cap on my nude skull. A wet wig is a dead giveaway.
Wilson watched the performance. “Man, you look like a different — hey, bulls-eye! Here they are!”
Erikson and a panting Slater appeared beside the pickup. Slater looked pale, tired, and unhappy. He had a nasty-looking, bleeding gash on his left thumb. “Outside and into the back, Wilson,” Erikson directed when he opened the door. “Climb in there with him, Slater.”
Wilson started to argue, then slid sullenly from the cab. He had to help Slater into the back of the pickup. “We don’t have Slater’s seabag,” I said to Erikson as he got under the wheel again.
“We won’t have it, period,” Erikson said. “It’s impounded with his personal belongings. I’ve been trying to remember what I packed in it. Fortunately I duplicated sensitive items. I’m afraid we’re going to be short on some things. Ammunition, for one.”
My tension must have showed more than I realized. Erikson glanced over at me and smiled. He seemed in high good humor. “Relax,” he said. “We’ve got better than a five-mile ride to the northeast gate. It’s the last driving we’ll get to do on U.S. soil for a while, so you might as well enjoy it.” He glanced at his watch as the pickup bored through the rainy night.
It seemed to me that we’d gone more than five miles before he spoke again. “This is the perimeter road,” he said. I noticed that he spent almost as much time looking at the floodlighted chain link fence topped with four strands of barbed wire as he did watching the rain-swept road. We proceeded along the fence for what seemed to me a long time.
At one point Erikson’s split attention almost cost us. Headlights loomed up ahead, tracking down the center of the road. Erikson jammed the heel of his hand on the horn ring and swerved hard right. The oncoming vehicle darted sideways at the last instant, and we passed with barely a foot separating the front fenders.
“There they are,” Erikson breathed. He glanced at his watch again as I completed a breath that had stuck halfway. “That’s the motorized patrol that guards this section of fence. They’ll backtrack this way in twelve minutes, and that’s when we start moving out.” He swung the pickup off the road, doused the headlights, and scrambled from the cab.
I joined him at the rear of the pickup. We climbed into the body of the truck with Slater and Wilson, who looked as though they’d just emerged from a plunge into the bay. In the first few minutes I was out of the truck cab, I became completely soaked.
Erikson ripped off the top of the smaller wooden crate and handed me a lantern-type flashlight. “Hold it so I can see what I’m doing,” he directed. I beamed the light into the interior of the crate. It was amazing the amount of equipment that Erikson had neatly packed. Half of it I couldn’t identify, but there was enough that I was familiar with to judge we’d be in good shape for an assault upon a bank vault.
I noticed two pairs of short-handled wire cutters. I picked one up and hefted it, then looked again at the formidable-appearing chain link fence. “You’ve got the wrong kind of cutters, Karl. These will only take care of barbed wire.”
“That’s all they’re supposed to do.” Erikson was dragging material out of the crate hand over hand. “If any of us touched any part of that lower fence, the show would be over. It’s equipped with an antiintrusion device, electronically activated, so it sends an alarm to the defense center and to the guard posts if there’s any tampering with the fence.”
He lifted out a curved piece of metal that looked like a cut-out section of a steel oil drum. Wires hung down from the back of it. When he turned it over, I could see that it was layered with a substance sandwiched between the metal back plate and the inch-thick serrated steel on the front. Chico Wilson whistled. “A Claymore mine!” he exclaimed.
“Correct,” Erikson said.
I don’t know much about mines, but I do about fences. “If you think that we’re going to blow a hole in that fence with this mine, we might as well go at it with the wire cutters.”
“No sweat,” Erikson replied. He dashed a handful of rain from his face and picked up a package of what looked like flat, metal noodles. He began taping the bundle of narrow foil strips to the face of the mine. “This is called chaff or window. It gives off thousands of radar echoes, blinding alarm systems like we’re up against here.”
Wilson caught the significance before I did. “So this is a diversion? We go over the fence somewhere else?”
“Correct,” Erikson said again. He held up the end of what looked like a length of small-diameter garden hose and began hooking it into the mine. “This is a pressure-activated trigger. We’ll stretch it across the road, and when the perimeter patrol truck runs over it, off goes the mine. A two-minute timing device prevents it from being triggered earlier by unexpected traffic.”
He started toward the tail gate of the truck, carrying the mine. “The charge will be directed at the fence, and the explosion will shower it with metal strips like a tinseled Christmas tree. That will set off the alarm and keep it going until they cut off the power. Then the antiintrusion apparatus will be out for at least a couple of hours. It’ll take them at least that long to remove all these strips by hand.”
“An’ where will we be while all this is goin’ on?” Slater demanded. It was the first time I’d heard him speak since Erikson retrieved him. His voice was hoarse.
“Going over the fence a half mile down the road,” Erikson said coolly. He climbed out of the truck carefully, hugging the mine. He ran back and forth across the road for three minutes, making his dispositions. I ran with him, carrying hand tools, coils of wire, and friction tape. He employed them all with expert ease. “The Claymore is an antipersonnel mine that explodes lethal pellets in a low arc over a wide area,” he said when we were back at the mine. “It will do the same thing with the chaff.”
He stood up from his kneeling position and looked around. “Drop the tools here,” he said. He kicked them closer to the mine when I complied. “We’re going to have to travel lighter from here on. Get your seabag.”
I removed it from the truck cab and handed it to him. In turn he swung it into the back of the truck where Slater and Wilson were huddled. “Get into the Cuban uniforms and put your ponchos back on over them,” he ordered. We got into the pickup again and Erikson drove it down the road.
In four minutes he parked it ten yards off the asphalt ribbon behind a clump of jacaranda trees. I was amazed that Wilson and Slater didn’t look much different in their Cuban field uniforms. The ponchos covered most of the coarse khaki, of course. Only the peaked cloth caps with the buttonlike insignia of Castro’s guerrilla army gave outward evidence of the change.
Erikson and I changed into the Cuban uniforms while standing at the back of the pickup. Erikson passed out hand guns to Slater and Wilson, then gave each a bulging, prepacked haversack. There was a haversack for me, too. Wilson and Slater then hooked themselves into web belts with ammunition pouches, first aid kits, and canteens. Erikson laid the backpack radio and its power pack aside for himself. Against it he leaned an M-16 rifle. I knew his load totaled much more than any of ours.
Satisfied that we were outfitted properly, he handed me one pair of wire cutters and kept the other himself. He reached into the truck again and pulled a tarp away from the area near the now-empty crates. Beneath it was a two-section aluminum ladder. He handed a section each to Slater and Wilson. “When we get to the fence, join the sections together and settle it firmly,” he instructed them. “Try it. You won’t have much time.”
They practiced. Wilson looked more cheerful than at any time since the night Hazel put him on his back. The episode had done something to his machismo that only the adrenalin-paced action of the moment had restored. Slater still looked tired. Evidently he hadn’t slept much either in the destroyer’s food locker or at the Gitmo brig.
Erikson kept looking at his watch and then down the road. Suddenly he raised his hand in caution. The headlights of the truck patrolling the perimeter, diffused and yellow-glaring in the rain, passed our position in its swing around the fence. “Three minutes now,” Erikson said calmly. He gathered together his equipment.
I expected to hear the mine go off despite the distance. When the floodlights illuminating the fence went off suddenly, I was caught flatfooted. The contrasting darkness seemed overwhelming. “Run to the fence!” Erikson ordered. There was a ring in his voice. He took off like a sprinter.
I couldn’t run while juggling the load on my back and the equipment in my hands, but I kept up with Slater and Wilson, who had the same problem. Erikson was waiting for us at the foot of the fence. My eyes were beginning to adjust to the blackness. Wilson and Slater slapped the two sections of the aluminum ladder together and jammed it against the fence as though in some previous incarnation they had been foot soldiers scaling the walls of Constantinople.
“You first, Drake,” Erikson said. “Cut the barbed wire right next to an anchor point, then drop down to the other side. The other two will be right behind you. I’ll move the ladder to the other end of this fence section and cut the barbed wire again at that point as I go over so it will fall on the Cuban side of the fence. In this weather it might be a while before the missing section is noticed. Over you go!”
The top rung of the ladder reached to the lowest of the four ugly-looking barbed wire strands. I started up the ladder, balancing carefully, wire cutters in hand. Halfway up I was blinded. The floodlights had come back on, blasting away the darkness, leaving us totally exposed. I had never felt so naked in any sexual exercise.
“That’s just the auxiliary power cutting the lights in,” Erikson shouted. “The fence alarm is on another circuit. Get up that ladder, Drake!”
I went up it with a rush. The sharp blades of the wire cutter sliced through the strands of wire like so much wet spaghetti. The cut wire rasped against the metal of the fence as it fell away. The light was so intense at the top of the fence that I couldn’t see the ground below. I launched myself into the black pit, and my heavy haversack drove me to my knees when my boots hit sand. I scrambled desperately to one side and had barely made room when Wilson landed in my tracks. It took Slater longer.
Ten feet down the fence Erikson had reset the ladder. He went up it so fast his feet hardly seemed to touch the rungs. He snipped through the four strands of dangling wire in what seemed a single motion. Still standing on the ladder, he threw the wirecutters over our heads into the darkness beyond the immediate floodlit area.
Then he stepped up onto the tubular steel fence rail with both feet. He balanced for an instant, M-16 rifle in his left hand, before he squatted swiftly and with his right hand pulled up the ladder. He passed it across his body and dropped it on our side of the fence. It was an incredible feat of strength and balance. “Get rid of that;” he called before he jumped down to join us. Wilson grabbed the ladder and ran into the dark area with it.
“Single file now!” Erikson ordered when Wilson reappeared. He set out at a pace that none of us could match. He had to slow down almost at once. I brought up the rear. As much as I was laboring myself, I was constantly running up on Slater’s heels. Slater’s wheezing sounded as if he were close to exhaustion. My own mouth was full of cotton before Erikson stopped in a shallow depression.
“Everything’s fine,” he told us as we huddled close to him to hear his voice above the storm. “We’re in an area called the defensive zone. We won’t reach a Cuban outpost for almost a mile.”
“This is no-man’s land?” Wilson asked.
“No. It’s guarded by a regimental combat team of the second Marine Division from Lejeune, and they’re tough boys. The hubbub inside the fence should keep them tied down, though. Remember that everyone is looking the other way. No one’s supposed to be moving away from the fence. The system isn’t set up for it. If we clear this area within the next half hour, we’re in good shape.”
Slater was staring around into the blustery darkness. “I can’t see anything except the shapes of a few hills,” he complained.
“Nothing to see except troops manning static defensive positions,” Erikson said.
“Machine gun posts?”
“Yes, but the mine fields are more dangerous.”
Mine fields.
It was like a left hook to the solar plexus.
Erikson realized he had made a mistake. “They’re inert until activated during a full red alert,” he added hastily.
“Let’s hope we rate only a small pink alert,” Wilson rasped.
“We’ll keep on a track halfway between the high ground and the low,” Erikson went on. “Let’s move out.”
We pressed on for another ten minutes. Erikson set a circuitous course across the rocky hills sparsely covered with scrubby, soggy cactus and guinea grass. It was tiring walking with one foot lower on the hillside than the other all the time. I kept bumping into Slater. He not only was slowing down physically but he was trying to watch too carefully where he put his feet down.
My boots were soaked and I was just as wet under my poncho from free-flowing perspiration. “No talkin’ from this point.” The word came down the line. Slater’s relay to me consisted of breathless grunts.
Erikson led us higher up the slopes. The haversack on my back seemed twice as heavy as when I’d first slipped into its straps. We advanced steadily for what seemed twice as long as the first interval but probably wasn’t. When our snakelike progress stopped suddenly, Slater sank to his knees.
Erikson came back down the line and put his lips to my ear. “Don’t let them panic. I’m going to reconnoiter.” He looked at his watch, deposited the backpack radio at my feet, and slithered away.
I thought I’d get questions that I wouldn’t have been able to answer, but even Wilson seemed satisfied just to rest. When Erikson returned after the longest quarter-hour I ever remember, Slater was up off his knees, but his color was pasty. “We’re about a hundred yards from the Maximum Leader’s happy hunting ground,” Erikson whispered. “Right in front of us there’s a fence of concertina, large-looped barbed wire pulled out like an accordion across the ground. I’ve found a place where we can get underneath it. That’s our gateway to Cuba. Quietly now.”
We started off again. The ground underfoot had changed from sandy soil to sandy clay. Great gobs of it clung to my boots. Erikson proceeded more and more cautiously. The slight rest had hindered me almost as much as it had helped. My breathing had improved, but my muscles had started to tighten up.
Erikson dropped to his hands and knees. We all followed suit. Even above the whistling of the wind I could hear the sound of water rushing down a hillside. The sound grew louder as we crawled forward, and then one by one we drew up alongside Erikson and stared down a slippery-looking bank at a creek bubbling alongside a dark mass. Erikson took my right hand and extended it. I touched cold, wet, barbed wire. Beneath it the storm-swollen creek had eroded a crater.
Erikson flattened out on his stomach, slid down the slope, and wriggled under the wire. It was a tight fit with his backpack, but he made it. From the way he went at it I could see that he had done it before to try the passage. Wilson followed him, then a laboring Slater, then me. I hadn’t thought it possible to feel any wetter. I was wrong.
When I regained my feet after scraping my belly button on the muddy creek bottom slithering under the wire, Chico Wilson was staring at the ground. Two figures were prostrate in the mud. Wilson turned one over with his foot. Even in the semiblackness it was possible to make out the dark-skinned, bearded face and wide, glassy eyes. The movement of the body showed that it had a broken neck.
“They stumbled onto me in the dark,” Erikson said. “It might be a break for us. If we’re challenged, Chico, sound off in Spanish and we might pass for this patrol.”
“Wouldn’t there be a password?” Slater asked. He was still staring down at the bodies.
“Fake it,” Erikson said crisply. “All we’ll need is a few seconds to get the jump on them. Weapons at the ready from here on. Safeties on, though. An accidental shot after a slip in this gumbo could unshoe the mare.”
Once more he started off into the windy rain, again angling toward higher ground.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Our advance for the next fifteen minutes was much slower. The group made frequent pauses while Erikson reconnoitered out in front. I welcomed the rest intervals so much myself that I doubted if Slater could have continued without them.
“Cement trench,” Wilson grunted in my ear as we took evasive action after one of Erikson’s scouting trips. I saved my breath for the increasingly difficult task of slogging ahead on the slippery turf and runny clay of the hillsides.
Near the crest of a low hill Erikson motioned us to the ground again. He disappeared into the darkness. I stretched out in the ooze and tried to ignore a stitch in my side. Even above the sound of the pelting rain I could hear Slater’s heavy breathing.
“Only good thing about this kind of weather is that patrol dogs aren’t worth a damn,” Wilson observed. “Wind and rain keeps ‘em from pickin’ up a scent.” He sounded almost cheerful. “I really got to hand it to the Swede. So far it’s uncanny the way he’s led us past observation posts, trip wires, mine fields, machine gun positions, an’ God-knows-what-else. If our luck just holds …” He was silent for a moment. “Wish I had a cigarette. I—”
The words withered in his throat as a blinding light split the darkness to our left. It seemed to be just yards away. When I raised my head slightly, the brilliant beam was making a slow sweep of the area through which we had come. Fortunately it was moving away from our hill.
I had seen searchlights at carnivals but never up so close. It was huge, and so high in the air I suspected it was mounted on a truck. Faint wisps of what I thought were steam rose from the monstrous lens. Then I realized that what I thought was steam was the pyre of hundreds of night insects flying against the light even in the rain and cremating themselves.
Erikson appeared beside us. “It’s only taking in a forty-five-degree arc toward the U.S. fence,” he said. “It’s on the top of the next hill, so we’ll keep this one between us and it.” He started off.
“Good job we’re almost past it,” Wilson said fervently.
We circled the hill, paused while Erikson waited for another pass of the light to move beyond us, then pushed forward hard to get beyond its perimeter before it returned again. Slater cursed monotonously as we plunged over the uneven ground. I wondered why he didn’t save his breath.
The next thirty minutes I’d just as soon forget. Erikson drove us hard. There was only one rest period. We crashed through brush and waded through creeks. From the bold manner in which Erikson favored speed over evasion now I judged that we were at last beyond the Cuban fortifications.
“The highway is just ahead of us,” Erikson said when he finally gave us another breather. “Wilson, it’s your ball game from here. Let’s hear the game plan.”
“We go up on the road an’ grab ourselves a hunk of transportation,” Chico said in a confident tone. “Then we set sail for Havana. There’s a ten-mile unpaved stretch of road a few miles into the interior. We got to expect a checkpoint there.
“Beyond it we’ll take the fork of the road that goes inland, away from Santiago de Cuba on the coast,” he continued. “We’ll pick up a better highway at Bayamo, an’ a better one still at Holguin. From Holguin to Havana I been over the road a dozen times. A bus from Holguin makin’ local stops gets to Havana in fourteen hours. We ought to shave time from that.”
“You mean we could be on the highway for more than twenty-four hours?” Slater asked.
“Unless we get a break,” Wilson affirmed. “There’ll be some of Castro’s favorites, movable checkpoints, although the weather could keep the guards inside the pillboxes.”
“We should be so lucky,” Slater said sardonically.
“We’ll pair off two an’ two up on the road, on either side of it,” Wilson went on. “Drake, you stay with me. If whatever I flag down doesn’t stop, you’re gonna have to shoot the driver off the stagecoach. If it does stop, we’ll board it from both sides.”
“Anything else?” Erikson asked.
“Yeah. Remember, we got no friends. Ever since the Playa Giron, Castro has every—”
“The Playa Giron?”
“The Bay of Pigs invasion. Castro has not only the alzados but every citizen in the country watchin’ for CIA agents. The least little thing out of line an’ the people holler for the militia. The only exception is the place I’m takin’ you in Havana. Well, are we set?”
Everyone stood up and resettled equipment items against sodden uniforms, trying to find unchafed areas of flesh. Wilson led the way through the steamy humidity. Occasionally as we brushed against a bush the fragrance of night-blooming cereus perfumed the rain.
We reached the macadamed highway in minutes, and Wilson disposed us in pairs in the ditches on either side. “If whatever I flag down stops, pour on the coal gettin’ to it.”
“We gonna have to wait long?” Slater wanted to know.
“Who the hell knows? Especially on a night like this.”
Wilson led me fifteen yards up the ditch beyond the position he had selected for himself. “I’ll have to jump if the driver don’t hit the brakes,” he told me. “So you be high enough up the bank to pick him off with no further word from me. Shuck all your gear so you can move faster when we go for the wheels.”
He moved away from me. I took my.38 from under my jacket and inserted it loosely in my belt. A good ten minutes went by before a soft whistle drifted down from Wilson’s station. Up the highway were the hazy lights of an oncoming vehicle. From the way the lights bobbed about I judged that the pavement was badly rutted. I drew the.38, scrambled up the bank, and waited.
The lights approached us rapidly. Even above the storm I could hear grinding engine noises. The headlights suddenly picked up Wilson in the center of the road, flapping his arms like a barnyard rooster. The instant I heard the protesting shriek of worn brakes, I scrambled up on the roadway and began to run toward the slewed-sideways vehicle.
It was a long, boxy-looking unit, high off the road. I saw a Red Cross insignia on the hood. Wilson had stopped an ambulance. The action was well under way by the time I arrived. Wilson had been palavering with the furious-sounding uniformed man at the wheel. Slater loomed up, reached inside, and ripped the driver away from the wheel. He slugged the man with a gun butt before climbing into the ambulance’s front seat.
I ran to the rear. Double doors hinged at the outer edges had locking handles in the center. Another Red Cross was painted over everything except small, cracked windows. I seized a handle and jerked open a creaking door. The floor of the ambulance was three feet above ground level. I leaned inside for a look in the weak overhead light, 38 in hand. There were four stretchers, double-decked two to a side, each with an ominously still burden. There was no one else in the body of the ambulance.
A voice yelling at me brought my head around. The driver had crawled to the rear of the ambulance. On his knees, he was waving me away from the opened door while a molten-lava torrent of Spanish erupted from him. I could see sergeant’s stripes and what looked like a Schmeisser machine pistol.
At that range I thought the best I could get was a draw. I was cursing Slater for not having made sure of his man when there was the roar of a gun. A heavy slug took the sergeant in the forehead and emerged from his right ear. Erikson came into my line of vision from the other side of the ambulance.
“Why didn’t he shoot without talking?” I wondered.
“The uniforms,” Erikson said. “Chico told him we just wanted to get out of the rain.” He was flashing his light on the worn body of the ambulance. It lingered on the tires, which were large but cracked and with the remnants of heavy cleats. “Field ambulance. A real dog. A ‘49 or ‘50 Dodge all-metal panel job.”
Wilson appeared, seized the body by the heels, then dragged it across the road and tumbled it into the ditch. He joined us in time to hear Erikson’s remarks. “Four-wheel drive,” Chico added. “In this country, it’s almost a modern set of wheels. It’ll get us out’ve here.”
Erikson’s light beamed along the roof of the ambulance, where a long whip antenna was bent backward in an arc. “There must be a radio inside. That could be a plus.”
“If it’s working,” Wilson said.
“Let’s see why the sergeant was so anxious to keep you out of the back,” Erikson said to me. We climbed inside. Erikson’s light rested for a moment on the front of the ambulance behind the driver’s seat, where a rusty-looking radio was bolted to a side panel. Then his light moved onto the stretchers.
Their occupants shared a number of things in common. They were all young, they all wore Cuban Army field uniforms, and all their dead features were contorted from the hangman’s noose, whose deep-ridged marks could be seen on their throats. “Looks like the Maximum Leader is having army problems, too,” Erikson said. “The sergeant didn’t want you to see this because it would be bad for morale.” He snapped off the light. “I’m going to look at the radio, but you two get up front with Slater and let’s get moving.”
Wilson and I walked up to the cab, whose doors were high off the ground with handles at shoulder height and a running board to step up on. We swung ourselves aboard and settled down on the wide front seat. Slater was staring morosely at the dashboard while he tentatively manipulated the stick shift. “How’s the gas?” Wilson asked him.
“Three-quarters full. Man, is this thing for real?”
“Roll it an’ let’s find out.”
We started down the highway, slowly at first, then faster as Slater gained confidence. It was a rough-riding vehicle. “Shocks are gone,” Wilson observed.
“In a field ambulance, springs and shocks are designed as much for the preservation of the vehicle as for the comfort of the casualties,” Erikson said from three feet behind the front seat. “Stop at the first bridge over running water, Slater.”
I turned to look at the radio Erikson was examining. There was a small four-inch speaker behind an almost rusted-out wire-mesh aperture. Erikson moved a switch, but nothing happened. “I can see this unit needs first-echelon field maintenance,” he said, and slammed his fist into the side of the radio. There was a squawk, and as Erikson turned up the volume rapid-sounding but distorted Spanish flooded the ambulance. “Can you hear that, Chico?”
“Yeah. He’s talkin’ about the storm. The voice sounds kinda fuzzy, though.”
“The speaker diaphragm is probably cracked. Better get back here and monitor—”
“Here’s a bridge,” Wilson announced.
The ambulance shuddered to a stop. We all got out into the rain. Beneath the low stone walls of the bridge I could hear the sound of rushing water. Erikson opened the ambulance’s rear doors. He lifted a stretcher’s iron feet out of the indents in the floor that held it in place, then slid it out the opened doors. I took the front end and we carried the stretcher to the bridge.
“One, two, three!” Erikson counted. We swung the stretcher in a high arc, and a dark figure floated over the parapet and disappeared into the water below. Wilson and Slater with a stretcher suspended between them were waiting for us to step aside. The wind seemed to be blowing harder, slanting the rain in gusts. When we returned the stretcher to the ambulance, I noticed that its olive drab canvas was mottled with blood and urine stains.
Slater took the wheel again after we had disposed of the second pair of bodies. “These seat springs sag so bad my ass is right down on the frame,” he grumbled. He listened to the tattoo of the rain on the roof before he started up the engine. Both sounds were amplified by the metal shell of the ambulance. “Might as well be ridin’ inside a drum,” Slater complained.
I was in the front seat with him as we started down the road again. Rain sluiced the windshield as the Dodge thumped and banged its way from pothole to pothole. Erikson and Wilson knelt on a haversack behind the cab seat and fiddled with the radio. Our once-burdensome load of baggage had leaned itself down to the backpack radio and three haversacks. A good deal of Hazel’s money was scattered behind us in Oriente Province in the form of abandoned equipment. The remainder was still in my money belt.
“Only three channels in use on preset frequencies,” Erikson said from behind the front seat. “One strong and two weak. The strong one must be at the nearby checkpoint.”
“What’re they sayin'?” Slater asked over his shoulder.
I could understand his curiosity. Spanish is a language that sounds excited whether anything exciting is being done or not.
“The storm is causin’ some floodin',” Wilson said. He was silent for a moment. “Civilian as well as military vehicles are bein’ called in to assist. Hey! This could help.” He paused again while the cracked Spanish voice blared cadenced sentences. “All storm vehicles are to be marked with a red diamond on the windshield to assist them through difficult areas. If we had a red diamond to put on the windshield—”
“That’s easy,” Erikson responded at once. “Hand me that first aid kit on your belt, Chico.”
I turned on the seat to watch him. He used a knife to cut adhesive deftly and shape it into a good-sized diamond by using other tape as backing. Then he took a small bottle of Mercurochrome from the first aid kit. He covered the adhesive with it, working it in with a fingertip, studied it for a moment, and added another coat. He handed me the diamond with a roll of Scotch tape. “Tape it to the windshield,” he said.
“That might do it,” Wilson approved. “That’s a red diamond, right enough. It sure—”
The ambulance lurched sickeningly as it dropped off the macadam surface onto greasy mud. Slater swore luridly as he tamped the brake repeatedly to keep us from turning broadside. “Here’s your damn stretch of bad road!” he called sourly to Wilson.
“We’ll be hittin’ the checkpoint in a few miles,” Chico predicted. “When we see the lights, I’ll get outside on the runnin’ board to do the talkin'. Karl, you an’ Drake get in back on the stretchers. You don’t look Cubana enough. If they ask what’s in back, I’m gonna tell ‘em two cases of typhoid.”
We rearranged ourselves. Erikson laid his gun on his chest. I drew my.38. Erikson raised himself on an elbow to look across at me. “When we reach Havana, Wilson will take you—”
“Lights!” Slater sang out. The ambulance slowed, then stopped. Wilson jumped down into the road, circled the front, and climbed up on the running board on Slater’s side. Chico’s body shielded Slater from full view.
The ambulance inched forward again. Two pillboxes narrowed the road to one-vehicle width. A strong light from the nearer pillbox beamed outward and played on the ambulance’s windshield. It picked up the red diamond there, then shifted to Chico on the running board as Slater braked at the checkpoint.
I held my breath as a pillbox window went up and there was a rapid exchange in Spanish. Then the ambulance moved forward again. A hundred yards down the road Slater stopped and Wilson ran around the front of the cab and climbed into the front seat again. “Nothin’ to it!” he proclaimed jubilantly. “I’d have given odds those guards weren’t gonna get their asses wet.”
After that the ride was just monotonously uncomfortable. The cracked voice on the radio echoed metallically with only an occasional silence. Even on the stretcher I couldn’t get used to the constant jolting caused by worn-out shock absorbers.
“Hey, listen!” Wilson exclaimed. Erikson and I sat up on our stretchers. A new note had entered the radio’s monolog. The torrent of wordage poured forth in a higher decibel content. “He’s sayin’ that the U.S. Navy notified Havana that three sailors broke out of Gitmo takin’ an officer along as a hostage,” Wilson translated. He listened again. “But the Cubans are sayin’ they found two of their men dead inside Cuban lines an’ that the U.S. story is a cover for a CIA sabotage team dropped into the interior.”
“What does it mean to us?” Slater asked.
“That Castro is invitin’ the populace, if it catches us before the military does, to tie us hand an’ foot to four horses goin’ in different directions.”
That ended the questions. Through the windshield I could see dirty gray daylight. The rain had slackened considerably. I didn’t think it was possible for me to fall asleep, but I must have. It was Slater’s voice that wakened me.
“When we gonna skoff?” he was asking.
“When we get to Havana,” Erikson replied. “Pull in your belt.”
“Where are we?” I asked him in a low tone.
“Almost to Holguin. That should be the last checkpoint.”
“We’re making good time?”
“Almost too good.” He raised his voice. “Remember that we don’t want to reach Havana until after dark, Chico.”
I saw that Slater and Wilson had changed places and that Chico was driving. I crawled up to the front of the ambulance and tapped the dozing Slater on the shoulder. “Want to try the stretcher for a while?” I asked him.
“I’d give a hundred-dollar bill for a beer,” he said morosely as he climbed over the seat. He had dark circles under his eyes.
I reversed Slater’s route and sat down beside Wilson. Through the windshield the highway looked to be in better condition. We were on a desolate-looking stretch of road with trees growing down to its edge and only an occasional shabby hut to be seen. The rain had slowed to a heavy mist. “We’re gonna have to gas this buggy up pretty soon,” Wilson announced. “See if there’s a gas requisition pad in the tray there.”
“What does it look like?”
“A blue pad. Squarish in shape.”
I found a blue pad and a white one. “The blue one,” Wilson repeated. “The white one’s for a private car. Castro likes to know who’s doin’ the drivin’ in this country, so all gas has to be signed for. Civilians pay, but the military runs a tab.”
The gas stop was made without incident. If Cuban civilians have any curiosity about military activities, they keep it to themselves. There was a pillbox checkpoint between Holguin and Camaguey, but it was unmanned. “They must’ve pulled the boys into the interior to help out with flood relief,” Wilson deduced. “Never saw this road with so little traffic on it.”
In the late afternoon he pulled the Dodge onto a side road. A hundred yards along it he bounced us across a field into a grove of trees. “Sack time,” he said. “We’re ahead of schedule.”
He turned off the radio, and for two hours there was uneasy silence in our steel domicile. A freshening breeze whistled through rusted-out holes in the ambulance shell. From my observation, Wilson was the only one of us who slept.
He woke just when I was beginning to wonder when Erikson was going to wake him. He turned on the radio, listened for five minutes, then maneuvered the ambulance back onto the highway. “Home stretch now,” was his only comment. It wasn’t raining, but there was cloud cover enough to bring an early twilight.
Three more hours brought us to the outskirts of Havana. It was full dark. Only an occasional streetlight relieved the blackness. Wilson drove confidently. “I made a lot of dough smugglin’ into this town,” he told us. “We’re comin’ in on the airport road. The water on the left is the Almendares River.”
The cleated tires of the ambulance whined on the city streets. The storefronts were dark. The ambulance made a gradual left-hand turn onto a two-lane street. “Carlos Manuel de Cespe Avenue,” Wilson volunteered. “We’re gettin’ close.”
Erikson and I stacked the gear at the rear doors. We made a sweeping left-hand turn. “Zapata Avenue,” Wilson said like a tour guide. “Soon as we cross Paseo in the Vedado section — an’ here it is — we turn right”—the ambulance wheeled into a dimly lit street with houses closing in on both sides and pulled into the curb—“an’ abandon ship. From here we walk.”
“How far?” Slater demanded.
“Four blocks. Don’t leave nothin’ because we won’t be comin’ back to this limousine.” He climbed out and ran around to the back to open the doors. “Load up an’ let’s go,” he urged.
We set out along sidewalks littered with trash. Our boots echoed loudly in the empty, silent streets. “Where is everybody?” Slater asked uneasily.
“Curfew. You better have business to be on the street at night. Patrols pick pedestrians up on suspicion. If we get stopped, I’ll have to do my best talkin’ of the trip.” At each intersection he moved ahead of the group and checked left and right on the cross street. “Second doorway, next block,” he said at last. “If there’s anyone in sight, walk past an’ make another pass at it comin’ back.”
We hadn’t passed a parked car in the four blocks, nor had I seen one driving by. The quiet was a brooding quiet. Ahead of me, the group disappeared one by one from the cracked sidewalk into a narrow doorway. When I followed, we were crowded into a small hallway that smelled of chili and garlic. Peeling paint hung in tatters from the walls. Wilson palavered with a fat woman whose beady eyes took in the appearance of our group. He turned away from her in my direction. “Money,” he said.
I pulled out my khaki tunic, wrinkle-dried from the hours of rain. I unzipped the pouch in my money belt, took out a handful of fifty-dollar bills, which I handed to Wilson, and zipped up again. He separated six of the bills and gave them to the woman. Her greedy little eyes were not upon the money in her hand but upon the remainder, which disappeared into Wilson’s mud-stained khakis.
She buried the bills somewhere in the front of her dress, then led the way through a long corridor along which the odor of garlic-flavored chili first waxed and then waned. She tapped in a quick rhythm upon a door with a see-through window with wire mesh imbedded in heavy glass. Wilson entered first when the door opened.
Erikson tapped the door with a questioning finger as he moved through it ahead of me. “Steel-plated,” he whispered. “Both sides.” I was looking at the two men standing just inside the door to whom Wilson was passing out more fifty-dollar bills. Both had swarthy, piratical-looking faces. One even had a Pancho Villa mustache. The man nearest the door threw over a lever that forced massive bolt-arms into matching sockets at top and bottom of the door.
The mustached man was looking at the loads we were carrying. He said something to Wilson and pointed to Erikson’s backpack radio in its concealing haversack. More fifty-dollar bills changed hands, and the man shrugged and turned away.
Slater was staring around the room. Its decor was in such contrast to the scurfy hallway through which we had passed as to seem almost incredible. It was a large reception room. The floor was thickly carpeted and gilt-framed mirrors decorated the walls. The furniture was heavy, old-fashioned-looking, and its upholstery ran to velvet and plush. There was an indefinable odor in the air, sweetish but not perfumy. It had almost a medicinal base.
“What the hell kind of joint is this?” Slater asked.
“A whorehouse,” Wilson answered.
“A whore — you’re kiddin'!”
“No, I’m not. This has been my layover half a dozen times after smuggling runs. It’s the safest place in Havana. Whorehouses are illegal since Castro, but you know how that is. So these people are undercover an’ can’t lead anyone to us without leadin’ him to themselves.”
“Where are the women?”
“Upstairs. You’ll see them.”
From Erikson’s silence I gathered that the news concerning the life-style of our hideout was no news to him. The man who had levered the reinforcing bars across the door beckoned to Wilson. We followed him through another large room with murals and tapestries on the walls. A grand piano with a single sheet of music on the rack stood in a corner. Both piano and music looked as though they hadn’t been touched since 1870.
Beyond the second room we came to a carpeted stairway. A curve in the stairs led us back toward the front of the house. At the top was another steel-reinforced, barred door. “Hi, Ramirez!” Wilson said eagerly to the thick-shouldered, pockmarked man who opened the door. “Is Melia still here?”
Slater was staring down a long hallway with cubicles on either side. There were no doors on the cubicles. At each doorway stood a girl in a transparent short shirt beneath which was just girl. The coloration ranged from café-au-lait to chocolate and the breast size from pear to grapefruit.
“Hi, girls,” Wilson said expansively, smiling and waving. Several of the girls waved back.
The pockmarked Ramirez shepherded us past the array of skin tones to a good-sized room at the front of the house. I noticed that several of the girls retreated from their doorways at Ramirez’ approach, and from the expressions on their faces the feeling they had for him was not adoration.
The room to which he led us had drawn curtains. Six bunks were scattered about, and the remainder of the furniture was similarly spartan. Erikson stepped to a curtained window and drew it back slightly. Over his shoulder I could see the street on which we had approached the house. There was an overhang at our level so that the sidewalk and even the doorway through which we had entered could be seen.
Slater kept looking back at the hallway through which we had passed. “What about all those rooms with no doors?” he asked Wilson. “Doesn’t a guy get any privacy for his money?”
“What’s private about what goes on in the rooms?” Wilson returned. “The no-doors policy is to keep the girls from holdin’ out on the house if there’s any tips.”
Ramirez said something to Wilson and left us. “He said we have the run of this floor,” Wilson explained.
“You mean—?” Slater cocked an eyebrow toward the hallway.
“Correct,” Wilson said with a grin. “Take your pick by size, shape, color, or spark plug gap.”
“Listen, you two hot sparks,” Erikson interjected. “Tomorrow we have work to do and sleep tonight would be helpful.”
“Helpful but not crucial,” Wilson said. Slater laughed. They started to leave the room together.
“Before you leave, let’s all get out of these uniforms and have them laundered, Wilson,” Erikson said, bowing to the inevitable.
Slater and Wilson departed in their underwear with a pile of uniforms on Wilson’s arm. When we were alone, I asked Erikson a question that had been bothering me. “What’s Wilson telling these people to account for the Cuban uniforms and American dollars?”
“We’re supposed to be a group infiltrating from Miami. Chico says everyone in the house is anti-Castro because they have to live underground since his decree outlawing brothels. Most have also had a relative chewed up in the People’s Republic machinery.”
He crawled into a bunk and I followed suit.
I flaked out almost before I had eased stiff, sore muscles into a semicomfortable position.

CHAPTER TWELVE

The sound of voices woke me.
When I opened my eyes, I could see daylight around the edges of the drawn curtains. Erikson was seated on his cot in his underwear, drinking coffee. On the next cot sat a girl with high-cheekboned, Indian features and long black hair that streamed down her back. She wore the single garment that seemed to be the uniform of the establishment.
Chico Wilson came bounding into the room, his handsome face flushed. “There you are, Melia!” he exclaimed. He took the girl by the arm. “Come on. I’ve been looking for you.”
I thought the girl hesitated for a second, but she rose and accompanied him. “I will send coffee,” she said in English to me.
“Where did she learn the language?” I asked Erikson as the pair disappeared down the corridor.
“In convent school. Melia was working as an airline receptionist until her father joined one of the anti-Castro factions and got caught at it. She had an aunt who got caught in the wringer, too. Castro’s militarists took over the old city prison at Twenty-ninth and C streets, just eight blocks from here. The aunt had an apartment a block from the prison in which one window overlooked part of the outside prison yard where the drum-head court martials took place. Melia says that oftentimes her aunt’s reports were all the knowledge they had of what had happened to some of their people.”
Erikson began to dress. For the first time I noticed that our freshly laundered uniforms were spread out on a cot. “Then the aunt got caught at it, and Castro has been systematically hunting down all branches of the girl’s family ever since. This is the only place in Cuba where she’d be safe.”
“Why here?”
“The men running this brothel pay off a couple of top Castroites. The military rank-and-file are told to close their eyes. It’s one of the few places in Havana where everyone doesn’t have to show papers to military types a dozen times a day.” He looked at me. “Get dressed and round up the others. Your turn at bat is coming up now.”
I found Slater three rooms down the hall. He was seated on a chair, naked. His hirsute bulk overflowed it. His glazed eyes were on the bed where three nude girls were entangled in a fleshy mass. Their average age appeared to be about fifteen. Slater didn’t hear me come in. I tapped him on the shoulder. “Time for business,” I told him.
He removed his gaze from the bed. “Yeah,” he agreed. He rose and looked for his underwear. He reached out and gave a fatherly pat to a blocky-looking bare behind as it rose momentarily above the forest of entwined limbs. “How d’you like these squirmers?”
“Very acrobatic,” I said. “Let’s go.”
Wilson and Ramirez were arguing beside a bed on which Melia was sprawled on her back. The girl’s dark eyes expressed such sheer malevolence that I took a second look at her. Wilson flung away angrily from the powerful-looking Cuban. “He wants more money, goddamn him,” he exclaimed. “He knows I go for her.”
“Council of war,” I said. “Right now.”
Wilson accompanied us reluctantly. We sat down in close order on the cots. “Where’s the money, Slater?” Erikson asked.
“In the National Museum,” Slater said, as though he had been expecting the question. “In the basement packed in jars of earth. There was a Pan American celebration once in which Spanish-speakin’ countries contributed soil from their own land to the museum. The jars used to be on display in the main hall of the museum, but even before my time in Havana they’d been moved out of the limelight into the basement. Nobody’s thought about ‘em for years. That’s where we buried the cash.”
“The National Museum,” Erikson said thoughtfully. He looked at me. “As bad as a bank?”
“It could be. I’ll have to look it over.”
“How far away is it?” Erikson asked Wilson.
“Fifteen, eighteen blocks. Walkin’ distance. Maybe tomorrow we can—”
“This afternoon,” Erikson cut him off. “If Drake says he can handle it, we’ll go for it tonight.”
“What the hell’s the rush?” Wilson protested.
“Because I say there’s a rush,” Erikson bit off. “If we—”
He stopped as Melia entered the room carrying a tray. On it were two steaming tureens, a stack of plastic bowls, and a few plastic spoons. The girl swiftly ladled the contents of the tureens into the bowls. One contained a creamed rice with tiny bits of meat, the other a thick bean soup, fiery against the palate. Melia sat down with us, closest to Erikson. Wilson glared at her.
“What about the National Museum, Melia?” Erikson asked her.
“You are hardly in a position to be turistas,“ she said, smiling. “Besides, the regime opens it now only from one to three P.M. They don’t wish to encourage time lost from the cane fields.”
“Make arrangements with our landlords for you and Drake to go out for a couple of hours,” Erikson directed Wilson when Melia departed with the dirty dishes.
I was ready when Wilson returned. We negotiated the two sets of steel-plated doors and stepped out onto the street. Wilson set a brisk pace. His mood seemed a sullen one. The few automobiles in sight looked like a U.S. antique car rally. The majority of the militarized vehicles seemed only slightly better preserved. Soldiers were everywhere, strolling idly. Most wore sidearms.
“There you are,” Wilson said at the end of a twenty-minute walk. I looked across the street. We had moved out of the area of jammed-together apartments. The five- or six-story sandstone building covered a whole block. The lawn had been allowed to turn brown.
We circled the block. The ground-floor windows had heavy grills and window bars. On the back side, on the street with the least traffic, a row of tamarind trees that reached almost to the second floor ran the length of the building.
We continued around the building to the front entrance. We met no one on the broad entrance walk, which had a marble mosaic of the Cuban seal in its center. Inside the front door there was a heavy grill in a track that enabled it to be moved in front of the entrance after closing hours. There were only two guards visible, both elderly men. It figured when I thought about it. Castro would have the young ones in the fields working as macheteros.
Only a middle-aged man and woman were looking at the pictures on the ground floor. I sent Wilson to talk to the guards while I looked at the entrance more closely. I cheered up a little when I saw that the alarm system was of U.S. make. I cheered up a lot when I noticed the badly peeling window foil and corroded elements, which had obviously made the alarm system inoperative. Lack of maintenance had had no effect on the grills, unfortunately.
“The basement is off limits,” Wilson reported when he left the guards. “There’s only two of ‘em on duty nights, too.”
That was accommodating of the People’s Republic. I moved in for a closer look at the locks on the inside of the barred windows, then backed away. “I’ve seen enough,” I said.
Wilson looked surprised. Out on the street we made another circuit of the building while I took a second look at the rear of it. Evidences of neglect were everywhere. Two cornices looked ready to crumble. “All right,” I said at last, and Wilson set our course for the whorehouse. The only military thing I saw en route, aside from the ever-present uniforms, was an array of dull-gray tanks in a parklike area behind high-strung barbed wire.
Portal to portal, the round trip took us seventy minutes. Once again we were passed through the reinforced doors. When we emerged into the second-floor hallway, the noise surprised me. There was the babbling sound of many high-pitched conversations. “This is the businessman’s shift, their real moneymaker here,” Wilson explained. Passing the doorless rooms, I had opportunity to observe that the Cuban businessman was an uninhibited type.
I heard a man’s and a woman’s laughter blended in our room. Erikson and Melia were sitting together on one of the cots. Empty coffee cups rested on a nearby hassock. I had never heard Erikson laugh before. Wilson, behind me, pushed forward when he saw the pair. His face was scarlet. “You can goddamm well leave her alone!” he snapped at Erikson. He reached for the girl’s wrist and jerked her to her feet. His expression softened as he stared at her. “Come on,” he said in an abrupt change of mood. “I’ll buy you that dinner I promised you.”
“It is too dangerous for me on the street,” Melia said.
The opposition refueled Wilson’s anger. “Don’t say no to me, you whore!” He dragged the girl toward the door.
“Stay off the street unless it’s necessary, Wilson!” Erikson called after them.
Only an unintelligible growl answered him. “What did you find out?” Erikson asked. He had already dismissed the incident.
“The museum is a piece of cake.”
“It can’t be,” Erikson said flatly.
I explained about the inoperative alarm system. “Besides my own kit, all we need is a sign painter’s ladder.”
“That might not be too easy,” Erikson frowned. “Although a little money — what’s the exact setup?”
I told him about the shielding tamarind trees at the rear of the building. “The second-floor windows have no grills, and I’ve had a good look at their locks. We’ll go up the ladder, get inside, intercept the guards, slip down to the basement, retrieve the cash, and take off.”
Erikson sat in silence. “We’re going at this too fast,” he said finally. “If we had time to study the guards’ movements — but we can’t take the time.”
“We should have cords and gags for the guards.”
Erikson nodded. “Now give it to me again step by step how it will go.”
Slater wandered in, yawning sleepily. He stretched out on a cot. Erikson and I were still at it twenty minutes later when Melia rushed into the room. She had on a street dress and her features were pale. “Wilson is in trouble on the street!” she said with her words running together. “At the corner!”
I hurried to the window. “Easy!” Erikson said as I started to pull the shade to one side.
“He insisted that I go out with him,” Melia continued in a dull tone. “And I–I am not allowed to refuse. We passed a squad of soldiers — there were remarks — then an argument — he told me to run—”
Erikson was crowded in beside me as we stared out through the slitted shade. Slater had left his cot and his chin was pressing on my shoulder on the other side. There was no difficulty in seeing Wilson. He was half a block away, trying to walk toward us at the same time he argued nose-to-nose with a chunky man in uniform. There was much gesticulating. Half a dozen more uniformed men partly encircled Wilson.
Slater drew in his breath in a quick sucking sound as Wilson suddenly punched the chunky man, broke through the group, and ran for the doorway below us. The pack took up the chase. Two outdistanced the others. Wilson actually had his hand on the outside door when they collared him. They spun him back up the sidewalk, where he was engulfed by the second wave.
A knife appeared in Wilson’s hand. He slashed left, then right, and arcs of blood sprang up on the faces of the men closest to him. A soldier jumped on his back, bearing him to the sidewalk, and the rest piled on. For ninety seconds the sidewalk beneath us was a seething, writhing mass of humanity before movement ceased.
“He’s brought ‘em right to the door!” Slater said hoarsely.
It was like watching a silent movie. Wilson was hauled to his feet. Half his uniform was gone and one side of his face was streaming blood. Two men held his arms. His knife was on the sidewalk. One of the slashed men picked it up and tried to get at Wilson with it. The chunky man who seemed to be the leader of the squad stopped him. “They want him alive,” Erikson said softly. “If they suspect he’s American—”
The leader turned to look suspiciously at the door Wilson almost reached. He said something to Chico, who glared at him defiantly. The leader took two quick steps and struck him heavily in the face. Wilson bridged himself in the grasp of those who held him and tried to kick the leader in the throat. He was at once clubbed to the sidewalk. The leader made an encircling gesture to indicate the squad, then pointed to the doorway.
“That does it,” Erikson said calmly. “Melia, how do we get out of here except by the front entrance?” He picked up the backpack radio and slipped his arms through the straps.
“The doors will stop them for a little while,” she said. “But if Wilson admits he is American, the Elite Guard will appear.”
“What will our money buy us then?”
“Nothing. They are fanatics. These animals here will sell you to protect themselves.”
Slater cursed.
“So we’ll move first.” Erikson’s voice had a hard edge. “Slater, check the street.”
He went to the window again. “There’s two of ‘em posted in front of the door,” he reported gloomily.
“There is a door on this floor that leads into the next building, which is empty,” Melia said quietly. “That beast Ramirez has the key.”
Erikson studied her. “What about you if we make it out of here?”
“I would not like to be found here.” Her high-cheek-boned features spoke eloquently of how much she would not like to be found there. “No one has lived in my aunt’s apartment since she was taken away. I can hide you there if you take me with you.”
“You’ve got a deal.” Erikson started toward the door. “Get me close to Ramirez,” he told Melia.
She moved into the corridor ahead of him. I jerked my arms into my haversack straps and followed Erikson. I could hear Slater’s footsteps right behind me. I had my.38 under my shirt with the shirt button above my belt unbuttoned. “Ramirez,” I heard Melia say in a honeyed tone at the reinforced door.
The pockmarked guard turned from peering down the stairway through the small window in the door. A puzzled expression on his dark features gave way to anger when he saw Erikson with the radio on his back. He shook his head and pointed back up the corridor. Erikson closed with him, but the fireplug build of the guard made him a formidable adversary. They wrestled in a tight circle for a moment, then lunged in unison against the steel door.
There was a crunching sound as Erikson’s back collided with the door. He rebounded from it and hit Ramirez so hard that the pockmarked man did a full half-turn before he collapsed upon the carpeting. Slater dropped to his knees and began going through his pockets rapidly. “It is a flat silver key,” Melia directed him.
I was watching Erikson. He had slipped out of the straps supporting the backpack radio and was looking at the unit. The combined weight of the two men had smashed the radio like a two-dollar watch. Erikson started to drop the mangled remains on the floor, then changed his mind.
The sound of Ramirez’ body hitting the floor had brought a wave of big-eyed, transparent-shirted girls into their open doorways. I raised an arm threateningly and the girls scattered like crows at sight of a shotgun. Slater rose to his feet and handed Erikson a key. Erikson gave it to Melia. The girl moved around him, placed her high-heeled shoe upon Ramirez’ upturned face, put her considerable weight on the shoe and face, and made a 180-degree turn. Slater grunted as blood spurted from under the shoe.
Melia moved along the corridor without a backward glance at the man whose face she had destroyed. She inserted the key into an almost invisible lock in a wallpapered panel that gave no sign of being a door. She motioned us through it and, when we were inside, threw over a barred arm, which would block pursuit for a time.
We were standing in a rough-framed passageway that had obviously been built for the sole purpose of providing a bridge to the next building. Melia again took the lead. Despite the semidarkness between the walls, I could see tiny dots of red left by her heel on the planking.
She used the key again on a door at the end of the bridge. We entered an apartment damp with the humidity of disuse. “Down these stairs to the alley,” Melia said. “But carefully. They may have posted a guard behind the other building, and he would hear us.”
Ahead of me, Erikson quietly lowered the shortwave radio into a corner and went on without it. It confirmed my worst fears. Slater didn’t notice. “Listen!” the girl said. A dull pounding echoed from the bridge behind us. “We must go. They will not follow us out onto the street.”
“Go ahead, Melia,” Erikson ordered.
At the bottom of the stairs the girl paused with her hand on another door. “There is thirty feet of alley, then an open space to cross,” she whispered. “That is the danger. Beyond the open space we will be safe from those in the house.”
Erikson moved her to one side and opened the door an inch at a time. He stepped down onto a cobblestoned alley whose bricks were damp with moisture. We followed him as he crept along the side of the building until he came to the open space. “I’ll go first,” he breathed when we joined him. “Melia next, then Slater, then you, Drake.”
He crouched low and was gone into the shadows. No sunlight ever penetrated the dankness of the alley. Melia slipped out of her shoes, picked up her skirt, and flitted across the cobblestones like a long-legged ghost. Slater hesitated before he started. Halfway across he skidded on a wet spot and almost went down. His boots sounded noisily as he righted himself and finished the crossing at a dead run. “¿Que pasa?” a voice inquired to my left.
There was the sound of more running feet. A soldier dashed into the open space, between me and safety. His rifle was held out in front of him, poised to swing in any direction. “¿Que pasa?” he repeated, trying to penetrate the shadows. I lined up the.38 on his throat to quench his scream when the bullet hit him. A pistol shot in the dark is directionless. A scream is not.
Before I could pull the trigger, there was a thunking sound. The soldier’s knees sagged, and he started to pitch forward. Karl Erikson’s big hand shot out and captured the falling rifle before it could clatter to the cobblestones. Erikson had come back from the safe area to take out the soldier. I knew damned well that Slater wouldn’t have done it.
We pulled the body out of the open area before abandoning it. We left the rifle farther up the alley. Slater and Melia were a hundred feet away when we emerged onto a sidewalk a block away from the whorehouse. “Please,” the girl was pleading as we caught up to them. “More slowly. A patrol jeep might investigate on suspicion anyone in too much of a hurry.”
Erikson grabbed the back of Slater’s belt, bringing him to a sudden halt. Slater snarled and spun around. Erikson froze him with an icy stare. “Do it right, Slater,” Erikson said in a coarse, sandpaper tone. “Or I’ll leave you here in the gutter.”
Slater’s eyes fell before the big man’s glare. He began to walk at a slower pace. “Only eight blocks,” Melia said. She was still carrying her shoes in her hand. She walked inside us, so that we shielded her somewhat from passing traffic. “But I have just remembered that my aunt’s apartment is locked and I have no key.”
“No problem,” I said.
“Drake will open it,” Erikson explained to her. He was staring across the street at an open space in the ranks of buildings fronting the sidewalks in each block. “What’s that place?”
“That is where they keep the Russian tanks,” Melia replied. “No one goes near it.”
“Wilson and I passed it on the way back from the museum,” I said.
“A tank park,” Erikson said thoughtfully.
“In two blocks we come to the old city prison,” Melia said. “Then we turn left and the apartment is in the next block.”
“Is that where Wilson is now?” Slater demanded.
“Probably.” The way she said it indicated she didn’t think he would be in any prison for very long. We made a left turn as the dark bulk of what looked like a fortress loomed up across the street from us. Before I expected it, the girl turned into a doorway.
The building had seen better days. The floor had been polished tile but was now cracked and chipped. The walls had been scribbled on by generations of toddlers. “Fifth floor,” Melia said. “There is no elevator.”
I pulled out my shirt as we climbed and removed a thin steel pick from my money belt. Slater was puffing when we reached the fifth-floor landing. Melia silently indicated a door with a red star pasted on it. I settled the pick into the lock and opened the door in ten seconds.
“Why the red star?” Erikson asked as we entered.
“To show it is proscribed,” Melia said soberly. “No one can live here now. We cannot risk lights, and we cannot stay long.”
“A day will do it,” Erikson said.
The musty odor in the place was overpowering as I lowered my haversack to the dusty floor.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“Get the flashlight from your pack,” Erikson said to me.
I took out the square-faced battery lantern and handed it to him. He set it on the floor, beamed away from the windows, and turned it on. Its pale light disclosed that the apartment had two rooms, a bedroom and a sitting room with a curtained alcove beneath which could be seen the enameled legs of a stove. Drawers stood open with household belongings tumbled out of cabinets and closets as they had remained since the aunt was taken away.
“I will go to a friend’s and bring back food,” Melia said.
“Is it safe?” Slater asked.
“When is it ever safe?” she returned. “But they will give me food. Shelter is another matter.”
I gave her money. Slater walked into the bedroom and flopped on his back in the bed. Even in the poor light I could see dust fly in all directions.
“We need a truck and a driver for tomorrow night,” Erikson said to Melia. I unzipped my money belt again, separated half the bills in it by guess, and gave them to Erikson. He handed them to the girl. “A house painter’s truck, if possible. One with a ladder. And a driver who speaks a little English.”
“I will try,” the girl said. “If I do not return in an hour, you had better not remain here.”
“I’m glad to see you’re not curling up after losing the radio, but how are we going to signal Hazel?” I asked Erikson after Melia had left and he had bolted the apartment door again.
“We’ll slip into that tank park we saw. There’s bound to be a command tank with a liaison radio I can set on the frequency that Hazel’s monitoring.”
He said it as though he were talking about a walk to the corner drugstore. “With guards all around? And if we had to pack a special radio with us, why will a tank radio reach Key West?”
“It will. If you have a better suggestion, I’m listening.”
I had no better suggestion. “What about the girl when we leave here?” I continued. “What happens to her?”
“She’s no angel-child. That job she did on Ramirez was worthy of a professional. Don’t get sentimental on me, Drake. We’re here to recover the money. That and nothing else.”
He had turned out the lantern when Melia left, so I couldn’t see his face. We sat in darkness and in silence until there was a quiet tap-tap at the door. I drew the.38 while Erikson opened the door. Melia entered carrying a small package. “I could get only a few tacos and beans,” she apologized. “Food is a problem. And the stove is not connected, so we will have to eat them cold.”
“What about a truck?” Erikson asked.
“My cousin took me to a window washer who has a truck with a ladder. He agreed to meet us tomorrow night at first dark. I showed him the money, but I did not leave it with him. That way he will be sure to meet us. I have bad news of Wilson.” In the next room I heard the creak of the bed as Slater sat up. “The People’s Republic Radio is announcing the capture of a Yankee spy. They promise a quick military trial.”
“If he talks—” Slater exclaimed from the bedroom.
“The only thing he can talk about that can hurt us is the museum,” I said. “And one swing around it tomorrow night should let us know if there’s extra guards.”
The bed springs creaked again and Slater’s bulk appeared in the doorway. “You damn fools think I’m gonna stick my head in that rattrap? Screw the money. I’m savin’ my ass.”
Erikson crossed the room in two strides and picked up Slater by his shirtfront. I heard Slater’s grunt as Erikson pinned him to the wall. “You’re in this with the rest of us,” Erikson told him coldly. “And the first sign I see of your cutting out, I’ll personally see to it your ass goes nowhere.” He released his hold, and Slater slid halfway to the floor. He went back into the bedroom rubbing his chest.
“Let’s get some sleep,” Erikson said. “We’ll save the food for the morning.”
No one joined Slater in the bedroom.
Erikson, Melia, and I stretched out on the floor using the compactly packed one-man life rafts for pillows. I laid the.38 on the floor beside me.
It was a long time before I closed my eyes.
* * *
I had my hand on the Smith & Wesson before I realized that something had wakened me.
Melia was bending over Erikson, whispering to him. Erikson followed her to a window at the edges of which I could see both daylight and sunshine. I rose quickly and joined them. Erikson gave me one quick glance, then moved to one side.
I could see why Melia’s aunt had found the apartment an ideal location for spying on unannounced Fidelista activity. The window looked down over the high prison walls into a part of the compound. In one corner, a squad of soldiers stood with rifles at the ready. Across the way, two more soldiers half-led, half-dragged a limping figure to a post against a scarred wall. They tied him roughly to the post.
I knew, but I had to ask. “Wilson?” I said.
“Yes.” Erikson spit it out as he continued to stare down into the prison yard. His face was set in harsh lines. An officer stepped up behind Wilson and tried to blindfold him. Wilson jerked his head from side to side until the officer stopped trying. He moved to one side and made a downward sweep of his arm.
Puffs of smoke rose unevenly from the leveled rifles. Although it was only a block away, some freak of acoustics kept the sound from being heard. Wilson jerked left, then right as the ragged volley struck him. The officer walked in close again, placed a revolver against Wilson’s head, and fired.
The whole thing hadn’t taken three minutes.
It took only another thirty seconds for the same two soldiers to cut Wilson’s body loose from the post and drag it away.
Erikson put his hand on my arm. “Nothing about this to Slater,” he said.
I didn’t answer him. We all moved away from the window. Melia had made no comment from start to finish.
I settled down to wait out what I knew was going to be a long day.
Chico Wilson had not been an easy man to like, but the callousness of his death made me ask myself what I was doing there.
In view of what I’d just witnessed, there was no sensible answer.
* * *
Erikson repacked the haversacks in the late afternoon. Once again he discarded all but the essentials. These consisted mainly of the one-man life rafts, the plastic explosives, personal gear, and a small, oilskin-wrapped item about the size of a hand compass which I had watched Erikson stow carefully during each of the previous repackings. Melia sat on the floor as motionless as an Indian idol. Her dark eyes were fixed broodingly upon space.
Slater came out of the bedroom once to complain about the lack of food. Erikson shut him up brusquely, and Slater returned to the bedroom grumbling under his breath. For once I sympathized with him. I was hungry myself, and once on the street, I knew we couldn’t risk a food stop.
At sundown Erikson rousted Slater and checked the appearance of Slater’s uniform. Melia had found a shapeless black dress of her aunt’s in a closet. She changed into it, leaving behind the more conspicuous dress in which she had escaped from the brothel with us. Erikson and I took five minutes to run through the action we’d planned when we reached the museum.
Then we waited for darkness.
There was the same conspicuous absence of pedestrians when Melia led us from the apartment. In the second block the girl turned into a passageway between two buildings. It was far too confined to be called an alley. On the next street, an ancient, rust-pocked truck was parked. Ladders on its roof overhung both front and rear. Melia spoke familiarly to a man standing just inside the edge of the passageway.
He replied volubly in a staccato burst of language. “What’s his beef?” Erikson demanded, interpreting the tone as I had.
“He says that after what happened this morning you have not offered enough money,” Melia replied.
I saw Erikson’s right shoulder drop. “Hold it,” I said. I knew he intended to leave a body in the passageway and take over the panel truck. “We need someone who knows the city better than we do.” I pulled up my shirt, unzipped the money belt, and cleaned it out. I turned up the pouch to show that it was empty, then gave the bills in my hand to Melia. “You can get that from her when the job is done,” I told him. “Understand?”
“Si,” he grunted. “I unnerstan'.” His pig eyes rested greedily on the money disappearing into the front of Melia’s dress.
“Good luck,” she said to me.
“Good luck yourself,” I returned.
She was walking back through the passageway even before we boarded the truck. Slater got in beside the driver. Erikson and I rode in the back with a collection of dented buckets and dirty sponges. There were small windows in each side panel. The night sky had a luminosity that made it by far the brightest night since we had been on the island.
The ladders on the roof creaked as the truck started with a jerk. “Where are you taking us?” I asked the driver.
“She said the National Museum, no?” he said in surprise.
“Yes. Just checking. Circle it when we get there.”
“Now,” he said a few moments later. I looked out a side panel window at the museum’s stone massivity. Two night-lights burned steadily inside the front entrance. There was no light in the rear.
“Drive up on the sidewalk and across the lawn behind the tamarind trees,” I told the driver. “Put out your lights.”
He half turned to look at me. “Por favor, señor. It is agains’ the law”—he stopped as the ridiculousness of what he had been about to say became apparent to him. The truck bumped over street and sidewalk curbs and rolled across the burned-out grass to the shelter of the trees, which hid us from the street.
We piled out of the truck. The driver and Slater wrestled an extension ladder from the roof. Its ratchets clicked loudly in the stillness as they ran it up the side of the building almost to the top of a second-story window. “When I get inside, you two come up the ladder,” I told Erikson and Slater.
I swarmed up the ladder rungs and came to a stop head-high with the window. Once more I pulled up my shirt and unzipped my money belt. I removed the last item it contained, my compact tool kit with no item in it longer than eight inches.
With a roll of adhesive I taped a square on the window glass, mitering the corners. I took a pencil-shaped, diamond-tipped glass cutter and traced the outline of the tape. When I punched the square of glass, it fell inward, prevented from falling to the floor and shattering by the restraining tape.
I took from the kit what looked like a large fountain pen. It was a miniature torch good for a three-minute burn. I burned off the window lock, shielding the glow from the street with my body. I tried to raise the bottom section of the window, but it was frozen in its tracks from disuse. I reached in through the cut-out square of glass, took hold of the bottom edge of the upper section, and pulled it down. It made only a faint squeaking noise.
I joggled the top of the ladder along the face of the building to clear a space at the window, then put my head inside and waited until my eyes adjusted to the different kind of darkness. A well of dim light came up from below. The second floor was a mezzanine which looked down on the first floor.
I climbed higher on the ladder and inched my way inside through the open top section of window. When I lowered myself gently to the floor and looked out, a dark figure was already moving up the ladder. Slater dropped down beside me with a disturbingly loud grunt, followed in a few seconds by the catlike Erikson.
“We’ll pick the guards off inside the front entrance,” I whispered. I put the beam of a pencil flashlight on the floor so we wouldn’t stumble over anything, then led the way to the balcony railing. We could see about two-thirds of the ground-floor lobby. A whitehaired man was drinking a cup of coffee. Another man was sitting in a booth that contained two chairs and a coffeemaker on a burner.
I led the way along the mezzanine, aiming the thin beam of light in quick blips. I found the fire door, and we crept down the iron stairway, passed through another fire door, and emerged into the lobby. Erikson moved toward the guard post, circling the lobby to take advantage of the deepest shadow. I followed behind him.
Both guards were outside the booth, talking. Erikson was within ten feet of them before one man saw him. The guard’s eyes widened, and he tugged wordlessly at his colleague’s sleeve. Erikson’s big hands clamped down on him, then passed him back to me while he aborted an attempt by the second guard to run back inside the guard post.
There was no fight in either old man. We tied them like cordwood and dumped them inside the booth. Erikson paused in the act of gagging his man. “Where’s Slater?” he asked. We both looked around the deserted lobby. “Where the money is,” Erikson answered his own question grimly. He sprinted across the floor.
I finished the gagging and hurried to the basement fire door. My flashlight’s thin beam failed to illuminate much of the airless blackness on the stairs. I came to another metal door, which I opened cautiously. Lights and voices were evident inside. Slater’s voice was raised angrily. I picked my way through a jungle of crated and uncrated pictures and statuary to the source of light. Erikson’s lantern was shining upon a shelf in a niche in the basement wall containing a number of large jars discolored by humidity-drippings. Three of the jars were at Slater’s feet. One had been dumped so that loose earth was scattered on the floor.
Slater was pulling packages of cellophane-wrapped bills from his uniform and slapping them resentfully into Erikson’s outstretched hand. “Goddamnit, Karl,” Slater complained, “you don’t need—”
“Shut up!” Erikson ordered. “Dump the other jars.” He took Slater’s haversack and began to pack the money in it.
I watched as Slater kicked through the clotted dirt of the second and third jars to disclose more wrapped bundles of money. “Is that all?” I asked. “It doesn’t look like enough.”
“It’s not bulky in thousand-dollar bills,” Erikson replied. He hefted the haversack. “There’s about four hundred fifty bills to the pound.”
“Each of us ought to carry some of that, Karl,” Slater tried again. “Suppose somethin’ happens to you?”
“If it’s fatal, help yourself,” Erikson said curtly.
He slipped his arms into the haversack straps and led the way from the basement. We returned to the opened window on the mezzanine, swarmed down the ladder, and returned to the truck after collapsing the extension. The driver’s hands were shaking as he took the ladder from us and relodged it on the truck roof. Once on the ground, Erikson never let Slater get behind him.
Erikson and I got into the back of the truck again. The driver waited while the headlights of a patrol jeep lazily moving through the area disappeared. Then the truck lurched forward, rolled across the grass, and bounced down onto the roadway with a rasp of ancient springs. The driver put the lights on. “Drive out the airport road,” Erikson ordered him. “We’ll—”
Behind us a siren screamed and a searchlight bounced off the truck, illuminating even the interior. “A Fidelista patrol,” the driver breathed. His voice was a prayer.
“They had us staked out,” Erikson said without emotion. “Wilson talked under torture.” He drew his gun.
I took the butt of mine and knocked out the glass on the street side of the panel. We were racing wide open up a broad boulevard, swaying from side to side, but the jeep gained rapidly on the old truck. The siren sounded again as it came alongside. I put my arm out the window and tried to line up the driver’s head. I had to thread a needle to get the bullet past a soldier standing up on the front seat. Just as I squeezed off the trigger a long burst from a machine gun in the hands of the standing soldier hosed down the front of the truck.
I turned my head in time to see the driver slump down over the wheel with the top of his skull gone. Puffs of dust hemstitched Slater’s uniform shirt from shoulder blade to shoulder blade. Erikson lunged over the back of the seat to grab for the steering wheel. The searchlight disappeared, and I looked out the window. The jeep was careening in a wide arc across the boulevard. It smashed head-on into a building wall and disintegrated.
Erikson had forced himself into the front seat beside the driver’s body while keeping the truck under control. He opened the door and the body dropped out onto the road. The truck’s motor was coughing and spitting. “Took a piece of lead somewhere,” Erikson said, and steered into an alley.
When he saw it was a dead end, he tried to back out again, but the engine quit altogether. He went to the front of the truck and threw up the hood. I got out and opened the door on Slater’s side. He was huddled together with his arms wrapped around himself, and his eyes were already glazing. “No … damn … luck,” he got out painfully. “You’ll have … to kill him … like I planned. He’s … Treasury agent.”
I thought he was delirious. “Who’s a Treasury agent?”
“Karl … Erikson.” Slater swallowed with difficulty. A tiny bubble of blood appeared at one corner of his mouth. “Government … got me … out of Joliet … not prison … break. How … you think … we got through … U.S. part … Gitmo … so easy?”
I thought of Erikson’s continual checking of his watch as though he’d been running on a schedule. I thought of his insistence that no U.S. personnel be killed. And I thought of how easily he had gotten rid of the White Pine County deputy in San Diego.
Blood was dripping down Slater’s chin. “Newspaper … clipping … faked,” he gasped. “Like … tape recording. Treasury … want recover … money … or destroy.” His voice rose a notch. “Gettin’ … dark—”
I drew my.38 again and walked around to the front of the truck. Erikson was listening to the motor, which he had running again after a fashion. “Hello, Mr. Treasury Agent,” I said.
The stare he turned upon me was the iciest I had ever encountered. “Would it make any difference if I were a Chinese Maoist so far as our getting off this island alive is concerned?”
I argued with myself for a long moment before I put the.38 away. When I went back to Slater, he was dead. We took the body from the truck and laid it alongside a building. Erikson got under the wheel, backed out of the alley, and the truck limped along the highway at twenty miles an hour.
“The tank park’s next,” Erikson said. “If we don’t find a command tank with a radio—” he didn’t finish.
I had lost my bearings during the chase, but Erikson knew where he was going. “We’re a block away,” he said finally, parking the truck. “A lot is going to depend on how well this place is guarded. They shouldn’t be worried about anyone stealing tanks, though. Including us.”
“You think the jeep had time to put out a description on this truck?”
“I doubt it. That was a fast bit of action.” He glanced at me. “Wasn’t it convenient that the driver caught it so you didn’t have to eliminate him to make sure Melia got to keep that last bit of money you gave her?” I didn’t answer him.
We came up on the open area I had seen with Wilson that first afternoon. My heart sank at the sight of it. There was a well-lit front gate with a soldier carrying a carbine standing to one side of it. In the fringes of the gate floodlights I could see the barbed wire extending in both directions.
“Rough,” I said. “In the daylight it looked deserted.”
“That wire isn’t meant to stop anyone,” Erikson said. “The strands must be a foot apart. It’s just a deterrent to Cuban civilians.” He turned the corner and drove along a darker street. “We’re lucky this is a tank storage area and not a full-fledged motor park with gas pumps, a repair garage, and a motor maintenance office. That would be really well-guarded.”
From the side street the interior of the open area was dimly lit by bare bulbs under coolie-hat reflectors atop wide-spaced telephone poles. Another corner turned brought us to the rear of the park, which was darker yet. “There they are,” Erikson said. I stared at a dozen low, bulky silhouettes.
Erikson parked a hundred yards away on another side street. “We’ve got to conserve gas,” he explained. “Although there’s got to be at least one more guard inside and I’d like to circle again and try to spot him. Can’t do it, though.”
“So what now?”
“We walk back and slip inside the rear area through the wire. Look for a tank with a pennant flying from its antenna. That means a liaison radio inside.”
It reminded me of something that had been disturbing me. “I asked you this before. What makes you think one of these tank radios can push the signal that far?”
“I’ll change my answer. It may not, but friends of mine will be listening for the signal, too. If it sounds weak, they’ll amplify it so Hazel can’t miss it.”
“Lovely. I suppose your friends are on a battleship a few miles offshore?”
“Not a battleship.”
His coolness riled me. “Why don’t you just have an LST run up on the beach and pick us up?”
“The U.S. Government is not involved in this matter in any way that can be traced, Drake. We’re wasting time here.”
We walked back to the tank storage area. Erikson scanned the interior of the park and the streets on either side. “Go!” he said at last. I crossed the street with a rush, dived between the lowest strands of barbed wire, and rolled beneath the nearest tank treads. I listened for an alarm, but there was nothing.
I had no idea a tank was so big. The treads must have been twelve feet apart. I could see that on the next tank in the lineup the huge metal carcass was at least ten feet tall. Protruding from its front was a barrel-like muzzle brake on a cannon fully fifteen feet long. There wasn’t much headroom underneath. A tank is designed to hug the ground.
There was a thud, and Erikson rolled under the tank with me. “This is an old T-34 Russian model,” he said when he regained his breath. “The radio will be one of three or four types.” He handed me a small wrench. “I won’t need this inside. If you want me to come out in a hurry, tap the bottom of the tank. When I’m ready to come out, I’ll tap. You tap back only if you want me to hold off for any reason. Got it?”
“Got it.”
He wriggled forward on his belly and disappeared. I heard the scrape of leather on metal as he scaled the side of the tank. There was a dull metallic sound that I assumed was Erikson disposing of the hatch cover. After that there was silence.
I had time to think for the first time since the dying Slater’s revelation that Erikson was a government agent. How in the hell had I ever wound up in such a jackpot? Slater had been the perfect bridge, of course. He had wanted out of prison so badly that he agreed to anything Erikson wanted done. Ordinarily I would have firmly resolved to shed Mr. Erikson permanently somewhere along the way, and soon. It hadn’t been a one-way street, though. Twice — first at the time we took over the ambulance and again in the alley behind the brothel — he had saved my life. He had needed me, of course. Still …
Two ringing taps above my head aborted my thinking. The metal-on-metal clangor sounded as though it would carry for three miles. I wormed my way out from beneath the tank as Erikson dropped to the ground. “That should do it,” he said. We covered each other crossing the street on our way back to the truck.
Erikson drove steadily for forty-five minutes. The truck wheezed along at a top of 25 mph. There was an increasing tang of salt in the air. When we neared our remote seashore rendezvous point, we abandoned the truck and walked the final mile through pine trees. Shifting sand underfoot made the walking arduous.
We stopped within sound of the surf while we were still in the pines. We unpacked the clumsy one-man life rafts and spread them out. I saw Erikson take from the haversack the piece of equipment about the size of a cigarette lighter that I had seen him repacking carefully so many times before. “What is that?”
“A frequency probe.” He held it out to me. “Quite a piece of miniaturization. It has a selector switch for various frequencies that can be preset. The small bulb at the bottom lights up whenever a transmitter in the area sends out a signal on the frequency selected. Ours is homed in on the Calpyso’s frequency, of course. This unit has a built-in amplitude sensor so the bulb will glow more brightly when pointed directly at the source of the signal. When we’re in the rafts, it will guide us to the cruiser.”
“And right now?”
“We wait.”
I stretched out at the base of a pine tree and tried to relax. The sudden inactivity reminded me how infrequently I had eaten in the past forty-eight hours. My stomach complained audibly.
My thoughts returned to Karl Erikson, Treasury agent. The snow job to which I succumbed in San Diego had been a monumental performance. Even in hindsight, it was hard to see what I might have done differently to avoid being ensnared in a game in which I couldn’t win unless I disposed of Karl Erikson.
After an hour Erikson made frequent trips from the shelter of the trees to the water’s edge, where he made sweeping left-to-right casts along the horizon with his frequency probe. “If that first mate, Redmond, doesn’t make it soon, we’re going to be caught by daylight,” he said quietly after one of these fruitless trips.
On his next try, though, he called me from the shore. “I’m getting a flicker,” he said when I joined him. “Bring the rafts, but don’t inflate them till I’m sure.”
By the time I had lugged the twenty-pound rafts to the edge of the sand, I could see for myself on the frequency probe that the Calypso was out there. The tiny bulb flickered weakly when held left and right of our position. Slightly left of center, it glowed steadily.
“Inflate,” Erikson said after another pass with the sensor. I walked knee-deep into the low surge and turned the knobs on a CO2 cylinder on each raft. They inflated rapidly. I wasn’t looking forward to what came next, because when we practiced in Key West, the rafts had proved ungainly. They were primarily survival gear, and the only locomotion was provided by paddles strapped to the forearm by elastic bands.
Erikson joined me in the surf. He fastened the rafts together with a length of nylon line. “So we don’t get separated in the dark,” he said. He placed on his raft the oilskin-wrapped package that had never been separated from him since he had acquired it in the basement of the museum. We waded out waist-deep, pushing the rafts ahead of us, then climbed aboard the precariously balanced affairs. I knelt carefully on the thin fabric bottom and strapped on my paddle.
Erikson was much better at it than I was. He kept the nylon line between the rafts taut most of the time. Paddling and trying to keep the raft from spinning around was exhausting work. Once or twice I caught a glow from the sensor Erikson still carried as he aimed us at the steadiest source of light. It was much darker on the water without the beach sand to reflect the luminescence.
Oddly, I saw the Calypso before Erikson did. I had been staring at a darker bulk low on the water without realizing what it was. It took me another moment to assimilate the half-seen, half-sensed outline. “There it is!” I called at the same moment white water foamed out from behind the Calypso as the previously idling engines speeded up. The pilot had seen us.
Erikson practically towed me the final hundred yards to the cruiser. Even alongside it, the Calypso‘s dark paint made it hard to see. Erikson stood up on his bobbing raft and pitched his oilskin-wrapped package up onto the Calypso‘s deck. Then he swarmed up the side with the aid of a hand extended down to him.
I banged a shoulder against the Calypso‘s side as raft and cruiser came together when I reached up for the helping hand. A strong pull and my own scrambling effort landed me aboard. “Welcome aboard, horseman,” Hazel greeted me. The helping hand had been her hand.
“What the hell—?” I began as the engines roared and the Calypso began a sweeping turn. Erikson was at the wheel.
“Redmond chickened out when word came over the radio from Havana about the firing squad execution of the American spy,” Hazel explained. “He said he wasn’t putting his neck into a noose on a Cuban beach. I had to lay him out to keep him from taking off with the Calypso. Where’s Slater?”
“He didn’t make it.”
She went to Erikson at the wheel. “That’s not the reverse course,” she said after a look at the compass, which was on due north.
“It’s just the right course, that’s all. We’ll make the intercept just outside the twelve-mile limit.”
“Will they escort us or will we go aboard the Navy ship?”
“They’ll escort us.”
It took me a moment to digest it. Then I walked over to them. “We’re meeting a Navy ship and you knew it?” I said to Hazel. “You knew this man was a government agent?”
“Wasn’t it nice of him to guarantee my fifty thousand dollars?” she said with a smile. She put her hand on my arm. “He came to see me at the ranch after Calkins, the deputy sheriff, found you. He explained things to me.”
“But you know perfectly well I never would have—”
“You wanted something to do and you got it, didn’t you?”
“Take the wheel,” Erikson said to her.
He removed a pair of binoculars from a locker and began to scan the sea both ahead of and behind us. I found a deck chair and sat down. I thought back to The Castaways and Hazel’s acceptance of Erikson’s orders when I had half-expected temper flareups from her. Erikson had undermined me in the area it counted most. Naturally Hazel would prefer to see a government umbrella over part of the project. I knew now why she’d never put up much argument after the single time in San Diego.
The deck was pitched to about 30 degrees as the twin screws dug into the water. I was looking upward at quite an angle past Hazel’s head at the wheel. A widening pink coral color in the eastern sky heralded an explosive Cuban sunrise. At first I thought I was looking at a pair of seagulls that came slanting downward from the rapidly brightening sky, but they were moving too fast and too straight to be birds. “Planes!” I yelled.
Erikson swung his glasses in the direction I was pointing. “Mig-17's!” he shouted above the roar of the engines. The two blunt-nosed, swept-wing fighter craft with their stubby bodies and sloping tails were almost upon us. They smoothed out their dives and leveled out to cross our bow at 100-foot altitude no more than 200 yards ahead of us. A stream of machine gun bullets roiled the water directly ahead of the Calypso, and then the planes pulled up into a steep climbing turn.
Erikson pushed Hazel away from the wheel. “Break out the life preservers, then get below!” he roared at her above the noise of the planes. “The next pass means business!”
Hazel opened a locker and I helped her pitch life vests onto the deck. Erikson snatched up the oilskinned packet of cash and lashed it to a life vest. I lost sight of the planes for a moment until I looked over our stern. They were coming straight at us in a shallow dive. One instant they were dark spots against the horizon and then full-grown aircraft the next. Winking spots of fire appeared from ports on either side of the round orifice of the engine air intake. Evenly spaced tracer bullets looked like incandescent perforations of the blue-black sky.
Before I could open my mouth to yell, pieces of the woodwork and the deck and the fantail began to fly in all directions. The cruiser shuddered under hammer blows as the deadly hail chewed at her stern. “Over here, Drake!” Erikson bellowed at me. He thrust a pair of binoculars at me as the planes surged past. “There should be a boat heading toward us! We’re in international waters, and I’m damned if I’m going to be herded back to Cuba because Castro’s pilots don’t respect it!”
I scanned the blue-green water ahead of us even while I felt a chill between my shoulder blades as I anticipated the planes’ next assault. The first sweep of the binoculars disclosed nothing. Then I saw a huge V-wave flung to either side of a knifelike bow proceeding directly toward us. I seized Erikson’s arm and pointed. “Finally!” he exclaimed, and braced himself at the wheel to hold course.
The cruiser staggered suddenly as the bow looked as though it was being gnawed by invisible jaws. I hadn’t even seen the direction from which the planes came. Erikson spun the wheel furiously but the Calypso plainly had been knocked off course. “They’ve holed the hull!” Erikson shouted. “Grab the life vests and prepare to abandon!”
I snatched up two life vests and ran aft. I led Hazel from the cabin onto the fantail while we buckled ourselves into the vests. The cruiser began to shudder again. Glass and wood flew as phosphorescent bullets almost cut the boat in two amidships. Erikson jumped down to the fantail to join us in the midst of the deadly hail. He landed on his knees, clasping his left arm. He struggled upright at once, dragging the lashed-in cash in the life vest in his good hand while he stuffed another vest under his armpit.
“Over the side!” he gritted hoarsely. A wood splinter the size of a railroad spike was imbedded in his upper arm. Blood was soaking his right trouser leg from the middle of his thigh. “Be … smaller targets … in the water! Stay … afloat! We’ll be … picked up!”
I pushed Hazel over the railing, waited until I saw Erikson jump, then leaped over myself. We became separated in the water. I wondered if the blood streaming from Erikson would attract sharks. When I found them, Erikson was trying to support Hazel with his good arm while she helped him into his life vest.
A giant hand seemed to push us deeper into the water. There was a dull whump from the Calypso, now almost dead in the water. Planking flew like popcorn as the forward deck heaved upward and a cone of blue flame flared upward from the ignited interior. The Calypso stood up on her nose, then slowly began to disappear.
“Look!” Hazel cried out.
I struggled to turn. The first thing I saw was the gray bulk of a Navy ship with a rapidly diminishing bow wave as she slowed for us. The second thing was Erikson inclined face forward with his head under water despite his life vest. I swam to him and held his head up as we bobbed up and down in two-foot waves. I tried frantically to locate the planes. The next pass would pick us off like Halloweeners ducking for apples. Then I saw two dark dots streaking for the Cuban shoreline. The planes didn’t dare tangle with a U.S. ship in international waters.
My heart stopped beating for an instant as I saw two sleek black figures coursing through the water toward us. Then I saw that they were wet-suited frogmen. “We’ve got him!” the first one said to me, taking Erikson from me and lifting him higher in the water.
“Boat behind you!” the second frogman added.
When I turned, Hazel was being hauled over the side of a Navy gig. A uniformed man in the bow was leaning down toward me. He seized me under the armpits and lifted, and I landed with a thump in the bottom of the boat. I saw that Erikson was being lifted over the other side.
The man who had dragged me aboard was swabbing off his dripping chest. “Man, you folks do get around!” he said.
I found myself staring upward into the rugged features of Chief Petty Officer McMillan, the man Slater had slugged on the destroyer trip to Guantanamo that now seemed to have taken place a hundred years ago.
The gig’s engine purred as the boat headed in a wide arc toward the destroyer.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Hazel and I walked up the broad, shrub-lined walk of the Bethesda Medical Center Hospital. We took the elevator to the fourth floor and found Karl Erikson’s room.
The big man was propped up in a cranked-up hospital bed. His left arm was in a sling, but he had a portable typewriter on his lap. He looked the same except for a slight loss in his usual high color. “Bienvenidos, amigos,” he greeted us. He glanced at his typewriter. “Each report seems to breed two more.”
“I hope you’re impressing your bosses by letting them know you have your own personal destroyer caddying for you,” I needled him.
“That wasn’t in the script,” he said. “Someone was supposed to be there, of course, but I had no idea the assignment would go to the same destroyer that ferried us to Gitmo.” He smiled at Hazel. “Has he forgiven you yet for holding out on him on the subject of who his employer was on this little deal?”
“No, he hasn’t,” I said emphatically before Hazel could reply. “She’s got some lumps coming for letting me stick my head into the mouth of that alligator when she knew I couldn’t make a dime out of it.”
“He’ll get over it,” Hazel said calmly to Erikson.
“About the time your bruises start fading,” I told her. “I still don’t see why you let me go ahead when you knew this character here was—”
“I’ll tell you why,” she interrupted me. “You said it yourself when you came to see me at the ranch. You were losing your balls. You weren’t doing anything. I wanted you like you were in Florida. Sure, it was dangerous, but not as dangerous as anything you might have got into by yourself.”
“How was he in Florida?” Erikson interposed.
Hazel smiled. “Tigerish.” She glanced at me mischievously before returning her attention to Erikson. “How’s the convalescence?”
He shrugged. “The doctor tells me I’d have been better off with a drumload of nice clean incendiary bullets in me instead of that paint-soaked chunk of wood, but it’s coming.” He looked at me. “You could have let me drown before the boat from the destroyer reached us.”
“Like you could have left me alone with the soldier in the alley behind the whorehouse.”
“What’s this about a whorehouse?” Hazel wanted to know.
“It’s a Spanish word meaning cathedral,” Erikson said blandly. His eyes were still upon me. “Based on the million you were counting on for your end of the retrieval, your check is going to come up about nine hundred ninety-eight thousand short. The cash is Uncle Sammie’s, but I’ve had you on the department’s thirty-two-dollar per diem since the outset. Hazel’s fifty thousand advance to me will be handled separately.”
“Tell the department I hope they can spare it,” I said. “They didn’t risk a goddamn—”
“You can mail us our checks at the Rancho Dolorosa, Ely, Nevada,” Hazel cut in. “And why don’t you come out for a visit while you’re recuperating?”
Erikson nodded slowly. “I might do that. I just might.”
“Anytime,” Hazel said. She gave Erikson her big, Hazel smile. “Come on, horseman. Before you get into an argument with the government.”
“I’m not so sure about the ranch,” I demurred. “The White Pine county sheriff might still be taking an interest in me.”
“No, he won’t,” Erikson said. “Uncle Sammie may come up short on the cash, but his umbrella has no holes in it.”
“Now, isn’t that nice to know?” Hazel said to me sweetly. She tugged at my arm. “Come on. A girl has to have some privacy while she’s getting her lumps.”
Karl Erikson and I exchanged half-salutes, and Hazel and I walked back down the hospital corridor to the elevator.
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