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  Two old men are fishing from the end of a public pier as the round sun moves toward the gunmetal horizon of the Gulf of Mexico.


  The one from Indiana says, What I want to know, do you ever get to see that flash of green?


  The one from Michigan spits toward a floating tern. The only flash of green down here to make a wish on is the flash of money you miss out on. I bought one lot for
  six hundred, held it for five years and sold it for three thousand. I could have bought ten. Make you sick to your stomach.


  But people say theyve seen it, the minute the sun disappears.


  Now, it stands to reason, mister, any damn fool stares into the sun long enough, hell end up seeing exactly what some other damn fool tells him hes
  going to see.


  Well, Id like to see it. Just once.
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  Chapter One


  WHEN SHE HEARD the rattle of the old tin wheelbarrow, Kat Hubble knew it was after four. On Tuesdays, after he had finished up at the Lessers,
  and on Fridays, when he was through at the Cable home, Barnett Mayberry would do one extra hour of yard work at her house before getting into his stuttering old car and driving back home to Pigeon
  Town, the Negro community on the far side of Palm City.


  Before Van had been killed, Barnett had come one full day a week, and though now it added up to only one quarter of the time, he seemed to keep the place looking as neat as ever, though of
  course she had begun no new landscape projects in this past year, and she did more of the work herself.


  The arrangement with Barnett had just seemed to happen. Beginning the week after the funeral, he had stopped by to take care of things which obviously needed attention, such as clipping the side
  hedge of Australian pine, and she had given him a dollar for each after-work hour. In some mysterious way it had become a routine. It so exactly fitted her diminished purse and her needs that she
  could not help suspecting it was not entirely satisfactory to Barnett, that he had entrapped himself through some murky idea of loyalty and pride in past projects. Yet when she had at last taxed
  him with it, he had looked rigidly beyond her and shuffled his feet and said, I got a place for them dollahs, Miz Hubble. It working out good for me.


  She had always felt slightly indignant that Van should be able to get along so effortlessly with Barnett and the other Negroes who had worked for them from time to time. But, as he had reminded
  her, there was quite an environmental gap between a girlhood in Plattsburg, New York, and a boyhood in Orlando, Florida.


  She would hear Van out in the yard, laughing with Barnett, and once when he came in she said, Hee-hee-hee. Yuk, yuk, yuk. Ill bet he doesnt laugh that way when hes
  with his own people.


  Van had stared at her in honest surprise. Of course he doesnt, cutie. And he doesnt talk the same way either. He uncle-toms me a little, but without losing his
  dignity, and I pull the mahster a little on him, but not too much. Its a protocol thing, Kat, and it makes us both feel at ease because we both know so very damn well the limits of the
  relationship in which we have to operate. Hes just as respected a citizen in his neighborhood as I am in mine. If I try to push him beyond the limits he sets, hell just get slower and
  stupider until I leave him alone. And if he tries to take advantage of me, he expects to get chewed.


  But when I go out to tell him what Id like him to do, he stares into space and acts terrified.


  He probably is. He knows you dont know the rules. He knows youre a Wellesley liberal. You might ask him what he thinks of Faubus. And the next time you listen to us have an
  attack of the jollies, dear heart, you might note that I probably laugh differently and speak differently than when Im with my own people. Hes probably as wary with Burt
  Lesser as he is with you, and as comfortable with Martin Cable as he is with me.


  Since Vans death, Barnett had given her the curious impression he had been trying to put her at ease. He would make some empty remark and then laugh. Five years ago she had bought a
  little rubber tree in a pot for twenty-five cents. Now it was nearly twenty feet tall and continually covered with the upright bloody spears of new leaf growth. Heee! Barnett would
  say. Little ol two-bits tree. That was their signal for the vague social laughter. But once it had brought too clear a memory of Vance, and one laugh had become a sob and she
  had fled into the house.


  When she heard the sound of the wheelbarrow, she left the letter she was writing her sister and went out into the side yard. The lower Gulf Coast, from Tampa to the Keys, was enfolded in an
  airless July heat which was so merciless it had little flavor of tropic languor. Instead, it seemed to have a humming intensity, an expectancy, as though any moment the Gulf and the bays would be
  brought to the boiling point and all the roofs would break into flame. Each afternoon the thunderheads made their lazy, ominous, atomic symbols out over the Gulf. Sometimes there would be a riffle
  of rain-wet air turning the leaves, but all the storms moved ashore across other counties.


  Barnett had trundled the wheelbarrow over to the pile of cuttings under the punk trees. She saw that he was wearing one of Vans discarded shirts, a pale-blue Orlon knit that she had
  always liked on Van until the sun of Saturday golf had faded it unevenly and he had given it to Barnett. She tested the familiarity of that shirt upon herself, like touching and retouching
  something which might be a little too hot to hold and then finding, with a certain pride, that you can hold it after all.


  Barnett Mayberry was of an unusual muddy saffron hue, and his features seemed more Asiatic than Negroid. When Van had been annoyed with him, he would call him, never to his face, That
  damned Manchurian.


  Fixin to tote thisheer bresh over to burn, Miz Hubble.


  Thats fine, Barnett. I wanted to ask you about this thing thats growing up into the live oak.


  He followed her across the yard. I seen him, Barnett said. This here a strangle vine.


  Its growing awfully fast. Should it come out?


  Fixin to take him out. Ill cut him off low now, and next week he lets go enough up there, I pull him down easy. Take a long long time to kill that tree, we let it go. By the
  time it die, all you can see is the strangle vine aholt all over it.


  A car turned into her drive and stopped. It was an old blue Plymouth station wagon. She felt a quick pleasure as she recognized it as Jimmy Wings car and saw him clambering languidly out
  from behind the wheel, grinning at her, lifting his arm in a lazy greeting. He came across the yard toward them, loose-jointed, a sandy man in his middle thirties, a man with a long narrow head, a
  thrusting, fleshy nose, a face more deeply lined than his years warranted. His hair, brows, lashes and his light-blue eyes were not as dark as the slightly yellowed tan of his face. He had a
  crooked mouth and an ugly crooked grinboth sweet and wry in an attractive simultaneity. He wore a white short-sleeved sport shirt and light-gray slacks. He had the unconscious knack of
  giving the most ordinary clothes a look of elegance. She had decided it was partly because of the lazy grace of the way he moved, partly because of his spare bony frame, partly because he was so
  consistently immaculate.


  Whenever he recalled how she had disliked him before Van had been killed, she was astonished at how blind she had been. Jimmy had been the only one of Vans close friends she had actively
  disliked.


  If its any help to you, its worse in town, Kat. How you, Barnett?


  Barnetts grin was broad, his voice emphatic. Fine, Mist Wing. Just fine.


  You get those pictures?


  I sure thank you, Mist Wing.


  She get in up there to Tuskegee?


  They said for her to come.


  Thats one fine girl, Barnett.


  Whats this all about? Kat asked.


  She found herself walking toward the house with Jimmy and knew he had effortlessly avoided explaining in front of Barnett. And she knew she had once again violated some obscure clause of the
  protocol.


  His daughter was valedictorian at their high school last month. Sandra Nan. Not much for looks, but hellish bright and energetic. Barlow got a good picture of her, so I had the darkroom
  make up three glossies and send them to the family.


  Darn it! I should have known that.


  Hes got one good boy, and one boy headed for trouble, so hes batting high in the league.


  Jimmy, do you know everything about everybody in Palm County?


  Now, if I did, honey, everybody would be paying me not to work on the paper.


  They went through the screened portion of the cage at the rear of the house. He slid a glass door open and they walked into the roofed portion of the patio.


  Well, now! he said, looking at her quizzically. Youve sissied out, Kat.


  And every time I turn the noisy thing on I remember how Van hated air conditioning, and I feel immoral and guilty. You know my tenants stayed to the middle of June, and you know it got
  hot early this year. So they wanted one and we dickered around, and we finally decided Id pay a hundred dollars against it, and if they take the house again next year, Ill cut the
  lease another hundred. Its a three-ton thing, and its sticking in the wall between the living room and the bedroom wing. What can I fix you to drink?


  Can of beer is fine, if youve got it.


  Coming up. She went to the kitchen and brought the two opened cans back to the glass-top patio table, sat across from him.


  Will the whosises want the house next season?


  The Brandts. They say so. Theyll let me know for sure by the first of November. Let me make my full confession on the air conditioner, Jimmy. I wasnt going to use it. I was
  just going to let it sit there. But you know how cold they keep the darn bank all day. When Id get out, Id just wilt. I held out until last week, wearing my prickly heat rash like a
  badge of honor or something. Then I woke up in the middle of the night and my hair was sopping wet and it was too hot to go back to sleep. So like a thief I snuck around and closed the windows and
  plugged the beast in, and slept so hard I nearly didnt hear the alarm.


  Now youre hooked.


  Ive fallen so low I even like the noise it makes.


  Jimmy stood up and walked toward the living room to stand and look the length of it. Looks just the same, he said.


  It is, and it isnt. Jean Brandt had different ideas. I suppose any woman would, really. She moved things around, and she stored things away. Ive been getting things back the
  way they were, but they wont be exactly the way they were. It looks a little different, and it feels different. Do you know? It was our house, but now I feel a little bit as if I were
  renting it toofrom the Brandts. It isnt as important to me as it was, which is very probably a good thing. Im glad you talked me out of putting it on the market.


  He came back to the table. You would have taken a whipping, Kat.


  I just didnt think I could endure living here.


  We can always stand a little more than we think we can. One thing on my mind, Kat, Ive got to drive up to Sarasota next Sunday. Borklund wants me to do a feature on their public
  beach program. Ive got about everything I need, but theres one fellow I want to talk to. And he wont take up much time. So how about you and the kids coming along?


  She studied him, wondering if it was coincidence, then saw his casualness was a little too elaborate. Thank you, dear Jimmy. I know its going to be a rough day for me. Ive
  been dreading it for weeks. But Ill manage.


  He shrugged. But if coming along with me would make it any easier . . .


  It would. Indeed it would, and Im grateful. But, you see, the neighbors have been conspiring to keep me distracted, and Ive given so many polite refusals I wouldnt
  feel right saying yes to you. Van died on July ninth. Once Im past this one, it will be over a year. I can manage it. The kids and I are going on a beach picnic by ourselves. Ill have
  a lot of July ninths to get over. This will only be the second worst. Jimmy, its nice to have you stop by. I like seeing you in the bank too, but thats when I have to keep being the
  happy hostess. Ready for another beer?


  Ill ride with this, thanks. He frowned at his big, bony, freckled fist for a few moments, then looked at her with an odd expression. I thought youd come along
  on Sunday, and it would have given me a chance to talk to you about something.


  You act as if its something unpleasant.


  It is, and I better give it to you now. Its off the record, honey. Youre still active in the S.O.B.s, arent you?


  Recording secretary, but there hasnt been anything to record. Save Our Bays, Inc., has sort of been resting on its laurels.


  It might be a very timely idea for you to resign.


  What is that supposed to mean?


  That project of filling in Grassy Bay is going to be opened up again soon.


  You cant mean it, Jimmy! You cant be serious. Two years ago we licked it. I never worked so darned hard in my life. And Van too. All those phone calls and petitions and
  ringing doorbells and going to public meetings and taking all that abuse. We whipped them. We mobilized all the conservation groups and we got a bulkhead line established in Palm County, and nobody
  can fill beyond that line. Nobody can touch Grassy Bay. We saved it! You must be joking.


  His smile was bitter. Its going to astound a lot of other people too. Lets say you saved it for two years. Its a different deal this time. Theyve been setting
  it up quietly for almost a year. Last time, it was an outfit coming in from outside.


  Sea n Sun Development. From Lauderdale.


  This time its local.


  Local men?


  Dont look so incredulous. And the fill project is a little bigger. Eight hundred acres. They have an option on a good big piece of upland to give them access to the bay. The
  financing has been arranged for. When the county commissioners set that wonderful bulkhead line, they reserved the right to change it.


  But they have to have a public hearing.


  I know. The new syndicate will petition for a change in the bulkhead line along the bay shore of Sandy Key, to swing the line out to enclose eight hundred acres of so-called unsightly mud
  flats, and request county permission to buy the bay bottom from the State Internal Improvement Fund. The commissioners will set a date for a public hearing, at which time prominent local
  businessmen will go to the microphone, one after the other, and say what a great boon this will be to the community, a shot in the arm for the construction business and the retail stores. Captive
  experts will get up and say the fill will have no effect on fish breeding grounds or bird life, and will not change the tide pattern so as to cause beach erosion. It will be nicely timed, because a
  lot of the militant bird watchers and do-gooders will be north for the summer, and they wont give the ones who are left here much time to organize the opposition. The commissioners will
  change the bulkhead line and approve the syndicate application to purchase. The trustees of the IIF will sell the bay bottom at an estimated three hundred and fifty dollars an acre, and then the
  drag lines and dredges will move in. Its going to be a steamroller operation, Kat, and its going to run right over anybody who stands in the way.


  We cant let it happen.


  We cant stop it this time. Kat, theres a fortune sitting out there in that bay. I figure total development cost at a max of three million against a total minimum gross sales
  of lots of six and a half million. Where else along this coast is there water that shallow so close to an urban area?


  But we must stop them, Jimmy! She stared at him. Why do you think Id resign now?


  He stood up. Need another beer. Stay where you are.


  She heard the refrigerator door slam. Barnett rapped at the patio door. She got his money from her purse and took it to him. He told her hed cut the vine off close to the ground, and when
  he came next Tuesday hed trim the big pepper hedge.


  She walked, frowning, back to the table where Jimmy Wing sat. You should resign because itll be easier now than later. The new deal is called the Palmland Development Company. Your
  neighbor, Burton Lesser, is heading it up.


  Burt! But he was against . . .


  Against somebody else doing it. Leroy Shannard is in on it, handling the legal end. He handled Vans estate, I know. And the uplands they took the option on is part of the Jerome
  Cable estate, and your neighbor and employer, Martin Cable, is the executor of that estate. A good piece of the financing has been worked out through the Cable Bank and Trust Company. And this time
  the newspaper isnt going to be so scrupulously neutral.


  Ben Killian should have been on our side last time, she said indignantly.


  He wont be this time. This is home industry, kid. Its going to be patriotic to be for it, and like some unspeakable act to oppose it.


  She leaned back in her chair and stared at him in dismay. But all those men know better, Jimmy.


  And they know how much cash is sitting out there on those flats.


  Grassy Bay is one of the most unique and beautiful . . .


  You dont have to sell me, honey.


  You helped us last time.


  Not this time.


  Are you scared to, Jimmy?


  Im scared of a lot of things. This might as well be one of them. Katherine, youd better take stock. Theres one hell of a difference between being Mrs. Vance Hubble,
  wife of an architect, and Mrs. Vance Hubble, the young widow who works at the bank.


  I should keep my head down?


  Thats my message. These are men you know, but they arent going to fool around. It could get dirty, honey.


  She stood up and walked away from the table, turned and looked back toward him with a puzzled expression. So I should give up on something Van believed in? Just like that?


  I know he took a certain risk in taking the stand he did. He lost some contracts. But he got some new ones to make up for it. So you could call it a calculated risk. I can tell you this,
  Kat. If he could see the way this one is set up, he wouldnt mess into it.


  Thats a filthy thing to say!


  Why so? My God, the world is a practical place and Van was a pretty practical guy.


  But he fought for what he believed.


  Most men do, up to a point. But when they stand to lose too much, and gain too little, they think up reasons to stay out of it.


  Van wasnt like that.


  Its a point we cant argue. I just dont want you to get into any kind of . . . of a memorial campaign. The bay is gone.


  She moved slowly back toward the table. When Van first brought me down here, I hated it. I missed the hills and the snow and the familiar seasons. One morning very earlyit must
  have been nine years ago, because I was pregnant with Roywe went to Hoyts Marina and went out in the boat. It was that old skiff we used to have, and hed just bought it, used,
  and fixed it up a little. There was a heavy mist. The tide was going out of Grassy Bay, flowing out through Turks Pass. It was warm and still. He stopped the old engine and we drifted across
  the flats. It was a private little world, with the mist all around us. It was a time when if you wanted to say anything, you felt like whispering. I heard the sea grass brushing the bottom of the
  boat. Sometimes wed catch and turn slowly and come free, or Van would push us off with the pole. I heard fish slap the water, and once we heard the snuffling of porpoise over in the channel
  next to the mainland shore. It grew brighter in the mist. I looked over the side and watched the sand, the mud, the grass, and a million minnows. Van told me to look up. Directly overhead the
  morning mist was so thin I could see the blue of the sky through it, and just then a flight of white pelicans went over, much lower than you usually see them. I saw them through the mist, and I
  heard a hushed creaking of their wings. It was a magic time, Jimmy, and that was the moment when I began to love this place. The rest of the mist burned away, and we were out in the middle of the
  wide blue bay. Van started the engine and we went chug-chug down to Turks Island and spent the day.


  But it didnt add a dollar to the economy. Kat, Ive told you whats going on because I dont want you to be hurt. I gave my word I wouldnt tell anyone, and
  Ive broken it.


  I appreciate it, Jimmy. And I know what youre trying to tell me.


  But?


  I just couldnt let all the work Van did go to waste. You can understand that.


  He grinned. I knew what the reaction had to be. But I had to make the attempt. At least you have some idea what youre up against. Ill be standing by, Kat. Use me for a rest
  camp, a first-aid station. He stopped smiling. But Id rather you keep this to yourself.


  I cant even do that.


  But, honey, if the leak is traced back to me, theyll put lumps on my head.


  She thought for a few moments. I was at my desk in the bank and I heard two men talking about Grassy Bay.


  That isnt likely. Theyve been very careful. I know Sally Ann Lesser is in on it, because Burt couldnt have come up with some of the basic money otherwise. So
  cant you pry it out of her?


  Now that I know what Im after, I can. Otherwise, I cant tell when shes lying.


  He looked at his watch and stood up. Thanks for the beer.


  And thank you for the advance information, Jimmy. I think I really need a project right about now.


  They walked through the house to the front door. He shook his head and said, Believe me, honey, nobody needs what youre thinking of taking on. It could break your heart.


  Again? Maybe Im sort of invulnerable.


  Theyll try to find out. You take care, hear? He stood there for a rare moment of awkwardness, then walked on out to his car. He backed out and waved to her as he drove off
  down the narrow asphalt of Pine Road, toward the exit gate of Sandy Key Estates.


  Katherine walked through the living room. She stopped at a west window. Beyond the pepper hedge the last smoke of the dying brush fire rose in a hazy column, bending slightly toward her as an
  imperceptible breeze off the Gulf shifted it.


  Too many things were moving through her mind simultaneously, immobilizing her so that she could not begin any one of them. But the considerations of strategy had to give way to the homely
  obligations. She went to the phone to call Claire Sinnat and tell her to shoo the kids home from the Sinnat pool, then decided to walk up the road and collect them. She fixed her lipstick, ran a
  hasty brush through her cropped red hair, and went outside.


  At first she thought it as stunningly hot as before, but in a little while she realized the sting had gone from the suns heat as it moved closer to the Gulf horizon. But the big black
  salt-marsh mosquitoes were out early. They whined in her hair and tickled her long legs and needled the backs of her shoulders and the small of her back between her green halter and the waistband
  of her white shorts.


  By the time she reached the Pavilion she was being driven out of her mind by them. Gus Malta, the official caretaker, was hobbling around the Pavilion on his bad leg, fogging the ground, the
  shrubbery and the low branches of the trees with the rackety gasoline fogger he carried slung over his meaty shoulder. He stopped the motor and called to her in the sudden silence.


  You come over here, he ordered. Youll get bit to death walking around like that tonight.


  She hesitated and went over toward him. She did not like the man. He adopted a pseudo-fatherly air toward all the younger matrons of Sandy Key Estates, and toward the daughters of the older
  ones, but his manner seemed to mask sly insinuations. He did yard work for some of the residents, maintained the shell roads, the community tennis court and the Pavilion. For his community efforts,
  he was paid out of the treasury of the Sandy Key Estates Association, replenished by the quarterly assessment levied against each resident, based on the size of his lot.


  Now you stand right there and Ill put a cloud of this upwind from you, and it will drift onto you. You hold your breath and turn around slow while its going by.


  But I dont want to get that stuff in my hair.


  Wont hurt your hair, he said and yanked the starter cord, and belched a cloud of bug fog toward the beach. As it enveloped her she held her breath and turned slowly,
  dutifully, vastly annoyed at herself. Now if he tells you to go roll in the sand, youll do that too, you darn ninny.


  It drifted past her and she stopped turning and began breathing. Thats better, Gus said. Now they wont mess with you, and raise all them red lumps. He
  grinned at her, exposing the ruin of his teeth. You coming to the party?


  I didnt know there was one.


  Now, when you see me fogging this place, you know somebody wants it for a party, Mrs. Hubble.


  He always seemed to know exactly how impertinent he dared be, and he altered it to fit the temperament of each target. She knew that if she acted angry, he would pretend to be hurt and
  bewildered.


  The Pavilion was the only community structure. It was open on three sides, forty by twenty, with a slab floor, steel uprights, and a thatched roof. There was a bamboo bar against the single
  wall. On the beach side was a big barbecue pit, and there were picnic tables under the Australian pines and under the coconut palms. The Pavilion was in the center of the two hundred feet of Gulf
  beach open to all the landlocked residents of the Estates.


  Who is giving the party, Gus? she asked evenly.


  Its the Deegans and Mrs. McCall giving it, for about forty people, the way I heard it.


  Thanks for the spray job, she said and walked away from him, heading north on Gulf Lane toward the Sinnat house. The fogging machine did not start up. She resisted the impulse to
  look back, and knew she would see him standing there, watching her walk away. If she turned, he would grin placidly at her. It was a part of the mythology of the Estates that if a woman appeared in
  a swim suit in the farthest corner of the area, within ten seconds Gus Malta would find some work to be done within ten feet of her. Eloise Cable swore that she had turned quickly one evening and
  seen his face just outside the screen of her open bathroom window. It was generally agreed that if he wanted to gamble his job by risking the Peeping Tom act, Eloise Cable was the logical
  candidate. In spite of his manner, and all the work he left half done, it was agreed that he was very good with the kids.


  As she pushed open the Sinnats garden gate, she heard the concerted yapping of a dozen assorted children, and the sloshing and slapping of the water in their big pool.


  


  Chapter Two


  JAMES WARREN WING drove north along Mangrove Road, the main road which bisected Sandy Key. He wondered
  vaguely how many times, how many hundred times he had driven this same stretch of road, and how many hundred times he would drive it again.


  Once again she had afflicted him with what he had begun to call, with a sense of irony and guilt, Kat-fever. It was a restlessness, a dissatisfaction with all the familiar comforting
  routines.


  He wanted to return to his normal blandness of spirit, maintain an uninvolved equanimity, suppressing the little bulgings of guilt and barbs of conscience. He knew it would be so much easier for
  him if he could be less scrupulous with himself, less intent on definitions and emotional accuracy. Were a man able to use his own fictions and realities interchangeably, he could be much more at
  home in a muddied world. Introspection, he had decided, is being bred out of the race because it is not survival-oriented.


  So much fuss, he thought, about wanting a woman who does not even know she is wanted. Van, good buddy, rest easy. Ive just helped her in a few small ways, and thats all
  theres going to be.


  But he could hear Vans familiar response to that familiar protestation: But you keep seeing one hell of a lot of her, pal.


  Because I like her. Is there a law?


  Is she so much? Just a spare, high-pockets redhead, boy, skimpy upstairs and flat across the behinder, with angular hips and knobbly shoulders, and eyes which arent either blue or gray,
  and monkey wrinkles across her forehead. She moves well and her skin is fine, but shes a slapdash, helter-skelter woman, too smart, too ready to argue. She carried your kids, and loved you
  truly, boy, and theres nothing there for ol Jimmy.


  But it was becoming ever more difficult for him to think of her as the same woman who had been married to Van Hubble, the same tense, skeptical Yankee bride Van had brought down with so much
  pride ten years ago. They had never liked each other.


  This was a new friendship, one year old. A new friendas if Vans wife had died with him. I keep arranging to see her because I like her.


  But there was a hyena cackle in the back of his mind, a sound of knowing derision. You mean youd like to maneuver her into the sack, Wing, on any basis at all, even as a return for
  past favors, you sick son of a bitch, and you keep sucking around waiting for a break, because youre too gutless to clue her, too afraid shell say no in a very final way.


  So is it so criminal to want a woman? She came into his mind so vividly it seemed to blur his view of the bright highway, and he quickly sought escape from the impact of his lust by forcing his
  mind up into shallow, fatuous levels and keeping it bobbing there, like a childs balloon on random currents, turning his head rapidly from side to side and wearing a small strained smile as
  he inventoried the minutiae of realityOhio plates, a bird feeder, girl on a bike, gull on the wing, pink house, fat man, For Rent sign.


  When the seizure of his need was ended, he dared think of her again, resenting her because she had made so many of his assumptions about himself untenable. She had ruptured the structure of
  contentment and let the restlessness in. She had made him wish for some kind of great change in his days when he knew that no change could benefit him.


  Thus far he knew he had been objective enough to avoid the most obvious trap: the wishful belief that the very intensity of his awareness of her had somehow generated a reciprocal tension, and
  that he need only make the first hesitant move and she would fall sighing into his arms. It was a constant temptation to read too much into meaningless things, like the idiots who find codes and
  prophecies in Shakespeare. He knew well Kats relentless honesty, and knew she could not dissemble, knew she would immediately disclose any feeling she might have for him.


  A year ago he would have been hilariously incredulous had anyone tried to tell him he would become physically infatuated with Katherine Hubble. It had come about so very gradually.


  In the beginning he had helped her with all the routines, legalisms and barbarisms of sudden death. She had been stunned, heartsick and losther eyes dull, her hair lifeless, her skin
  drab, her movements slow, her voice hesitant and indistinct. Before she had the heart for any future plans, he had gone to Leroy Shannard to talk about Vans estate, and learned that
  Vans few good years had come too late, the tax had taken too much of it, and she would have to find work. He had seen her often, out of a sense of duty to Van, helping her in small ways to
  find her way back to reality. For a time he thought she might never recover, but then her pride and spirit began to show itself again.


  It all began in such a mild, unanticipated way. It seemed pleasant to be with her, a small triumph to make her smile, a great victory when he made her laugh aloud. He took a possessive interest
  in her recovery, and when he thought she was ready he scouted the town and found the job for her at the bank, and made her take it before she thought she was able, and saw it work out as he had
  hoped.


  It was during this time of reconstruction that he began to find pleasure in looking at her, at the shape of her hands, the line of her throat, the way she moved and turned, the bold
  configuration of her mouth. He had never found her as attractive while Van was alive. Perhaps then he had been more aware of flaws than of virtues, because that was the time when they had not liked
  each other particularly.


  The pleasure of looking at her changed, little by little, into an oddly humid speculation. Over the years he had noted small clues to the probability that she and Van had a devotedly lusty
  marriage, and he wondered just what she had been like with him.


  At first his conjecturing was a small game to play, but the game suddenly turned into compulsion and was out of control. He began to imagine her as the insatiable witch of all legend, and felt a
  revulsion toward himself that his imagination should have led him into such a pattern. It offended his own sense of personal dignity to have become a victim of such a fever. He told himself it was
  like a recurrence of adolescence. No woman could be so uniquely desirable. It was a delusion which would be vanquished were he ever to have her. He diagnosed it as a disease of immaturity, the
  imagination festering, and prescribed for himself dosages of some convenient and amiable women he knew who sought amusement as opposed to involvement, yet rose from these encounters with an
  undiminished thirst.


  As his compulsion had become more established, he bemused himself with an ethical equation, analyzing every act to test its plausibility, to make certain he did nothing which could not be
  explained on some other basis than infatuation. Until this day all his relations with Kat had passed this test, but now he was at a new place in the relationship. He could not bend the requirements
  of plausibility far enough to permit him to have told Kat about the Grassy Bay plan. Elmo Bliss had told him to mention it to no one. But he had run with it to Kat, almost immediately, like the
  pebble placed at the feet of the she-penguin.


  Now that it was done, he could see clearly his own attempts at self-deceit. He had told himself it was his duty to warn her, but he had known all the time she would accept the challenge as an
  emotional obligation. What he had done was make yet another claim upon her gratitude, and had, at the same time, established a basis for their future proximity. He had, in effect, offered to be her
  spy in the enemy camp.


  He prided himself on having been able to avoid thus far that most despicable rationalization of all, that of terming it love, thus giving a noble reason for the most furtive acts.


  Love, he knew, was the ever-handy refuge of the scoundrel. And it did heavy duty as the lyrical justification for a million illicit scrabblings each night, on beaches, on back seats, under
  bushes and on the useful high-density foam rubber of forty thousand motels. Love was that jungly place reeking of Gloria, of death, of madness, with no escape except to the desert beyond the
  jungle, where, in relative peace, you could allow the bitter sun to bake your skull and toast your heart to an enduring little muffin. Not love, please.


  The other rationalization to be avoided most carefully was that philosophical devaluation which asks who will give a damn a hundred years from now. That is the good old kosmic view of
  kopulation. Tomorrow, baby, they drop the bomb, so live tonight. It is an empty wind sighing through an empty place, and it works equally well for rape, theft and murder.


  When he denied his motive the benefit of any ornamentation, it came down to a stark and almost Biblical lust. I want the woman. I want her in spite of all my sickly little requirements of
  maintaining my good opinion of myself. Unhampered by this tottering ethical structure, I could run faster and score sooner.


  He could not think of desire as being a part of any plan, any enduring program. He could not see beyond the first time of taking her. It was a primitive need and a primitive act, and should it
  ever happen, he did not know what the world would be like until he was beyond her and could see what it was like on that far side.


  For a long time he had comforted himself by telling himself that no matter how increasingly strong the compulsion might become, he was safely beyond those puppy years when he might have let it
  disrupt those other aspects of his life, those reassuring routines and relationships, which he had erected around himself like one of those insect towers of sand and spit which, in time, turn into
  protective stone.


  Yet he had blithely told her of the Grassy Bay project. And that was like kicking the stone to see how solid it had become.


  He drove by the small area of commercial development on Sandy Key adjacent to the causeway, and when he was beyond it he looked south along the blue reach of Grassy Bay. The bay was narrowest
  near the causeway, widening out toward the south. As he crossed the causeway he saw a small white cruiser setting out from Hoyts Marina, with a stocky brown woman on the bow, coiling a line.
  Further down the bay he saw a pattern of flashing white on the water and saw the birds circling and diving in agitation. Maybe mackerel, he thought, in from the Gulf. More likely a school of jacks
  chopping the bait fish. Two outboards were converging on the roiled area.


  When he came off the causeway he was stopped by the traffic light at the intersection of Mangrove Road and Bay Highway. After the May and June hiatus, the summer tourist season was gathering a
  rather shabby momentum. In the winter months the biggest contingent came from the central states, and there were so many of them that at last, to the residents of Palm County, they seemed to become
  but one elderly couple, endlessly repeated, driving a bulbous blue car with Ohio plates (at wandering unpredictable speeds), the man in Bermudas, the woman with a big straw purse, questing through
  all the towns of the shallow-water coast, bemused, slightly indignant, frequently bored, like people charged with some mission who had lost their sealed orders before they had a chance to open
  them.


  As was so solemnly and frequently stated by all public officials and all Chamber of Commerce executives, the winter flow of this endlessly duplicated couple was the backbone of the economy, and
  it often seemed that the supply was inexhaustible, yet Jimmy Wing had noted among the businessmen of Palm City an anxious and almost superstitious attitude toward the continuity of the flow. They
  heartened themselves with every evidence of repeat business, no matter how questionable the source of the statistics. They fretted about the accessibility of the Caribbean islands. But at the heart
  of their unrest was the never-spoken conviction that there was really nothing to keep them coming down. It was a fine place to live, and a poor place to visit. They could not quite see how any sane
  reasonable person would willingly permit himself to be processed through that long junk strip of Tamiami, exchanging his vacation money for overpriced lodgings, indifferent food,
  admission to fish tanks, snake farms and shell factories.


  So secretly disturbed were these businessmen about the proliferating shoddiness of the coast that they were constantly taking random and somewhat contradictory action. The more the beach eroded
  away, or disappeared into private ownership, the more bravely the huge highway signs proclaimed the availability of miles of white-sand beaches. As the shallow-water fishing decreased geometrically
  under the attrition of dredging, filling, sewage and too many outboard motors, they paid to have the superb fishing advertised, and backed contests which would further decimate the dwindling fish
  population. As the quiet and primitive mystery of the broad tidal bays disappeared, as the mangroves and the rookeries and the oak hammocks were uprooted with such industriousness the morning sound
  of construction equipment became more familiar than the sound of the mockingbird, the businessmen substituted the delights of pageants, parades and beauty contests. (See the Grandmaw America
  Contest, with evening gown, talent and bathing suit eliminations.)


  So quietly uneasy were the business interests that the few tourist attractions of any dignity or legitimacy whatsoever were pointed to with more pride than they merited. (Weeki Wachee, Bok
  Tower, Ringling Museumsand The Last Supper duplicated in genuine ceramic tile.)


  One motel operator on Cable Key had expressed the hidden fear to Jimmy Wing one quiet September afternoon. Some season well get all ready for them. Well fix up all the signs
  and raise the rates and hire all the waitresses and piano players and pick the trash off the beaches and clean the swimming pools and stock up on all the picture postcards and sun glasses and straw
  slippers and cement pelicans like we always have, and well set back and wait, and they wont show up. Not a single damn one. He had peered at Jimmy in the air-conditioned gloom
  of the bar, and laughed with a quiet hysteria. No one at all.


  And this hidden fear, Jimmy realized, was one of the reasonsperhaps the most pertinent reasonfor the Grassy Bay project. Once you had consistently eliminated most of the
  environmental features which had initially attracted a large tourist trade, the unalterable climate still made it a good place to live. New permanent residents would bolster the economy. And so, up
  and down the coast, the locals leaned over backward to make everything as easy and profitable as possible for the speculative land developers. Arvida went into Sarasota. General Development went
  into Port Charlotte. And a hundred other operators converged on the sun coast, platting the swamps and sloughs, clearing the palmetto scrub lands, laying out and constructing the
  suburban slums of the future.


  In the Palm City area it had not worked the way the downtown businessmen had hoped it would. Buck Flake had developed Palm Highlands, and Earl Ganson had set up Lakeview Village, and Pete Bender
  had made a good thing out of Lemon Ridge Estates, but just as fast as the population density in the newly developed areas warranted it, the big new shopping centers went in.


  Grassy Bay would be an entirely different kind of proposition. It was a lot closer to downtown than the scrub-land housing. The waterfront lots would be more expensive, the houses bigger, the
  future residents a little fatter in the purse than the retireds who bought their budget tract houses back in the piny flats where the cattle had once grazed.


  Ahead of Jimmy Wing as he waited for the light was a typical summer tourist vehicle, an old green Hudson from Tennessee, the fenders rusting, the back seat full of kids, a
  luggage rack on top piled high and covered with a frayed tarp. A car in the traffic headed out onto Sandy Key honked and somebody called his name, but he did not turn quickly enough to see who it
  was. Two cars later he recognized Eloise Cable alone in her white Karmann Ghia with the top down. The yellow scarf tied around her black hair made her face and shoulders look exceptionally brown.
  She grasped the wheel high and held her chin high, looking arrogant, impatient and behind schedule.


  When the light changed he turned left on Bay Boulevard and drove on into the middle of the city, turned left on Center Street and drove out over City Bridge onto Cable Key. He drove a mile and a
  half south, past all the motels and the beach shops, the bars and the concession stands, and turned right into the long narrow sand driveway that led to his rented cottage on the bay side of Cable
  Key.


  It was an old frame cottage of cypress and hard pine, with one bedroom, a small screened porch facing the bay. The neighbors on either side were close, but he had let the brush grow up so
  thickly along the property line he could not see them.


  The interior of the cottage was orderly, in a cheerless, barren way. Except for a shelf of books and a rack of records, it looked as if it had been put in order to be inspected by a prospective
  tenant, in a semifurnished category. When the infrequent guest would comment on how it looked as if no one lived there, Jimmy Wing would be mildly surprised, but he would look around and see the
  justice of the accusation. When he had sold the house in town and moved out to the cottage on Cable Key two years ago, the habits he had established had been, perhaps, a reaction to the dirt,
  clutter and endless confusion and turmoil of those last few years of Gloria. But once he had satisfied his need for a severe order around him, the pattern had been fixed, and he had no particular
  reason to change it.


  Breakfast was the only meal he ate at home. He was usually out of the house by ten in the morning. The four housekeeping cottages were owned by Joe Parmitter, who also owned the Princess Motel
  over on the Gulf side, across Ocean Road from the cottages. One of the motel maids, Loella, had a spare key to Jimmys cottage, and every morning after finishing up the motel rooms, she would
  come over and clean the cottage and make the bed.


  Jimmy Wing had been for several years a reporter on the Palm City Record-Journal, the morning newspaper Ben Killian had inherited. He covered the courthouse and the city hall, the
  police beat, special news breaks, and did feature stories of his own devising rather than on assignment. Nearly all his work was by-lined, and his copy was clean enough and safe enough to escape
  rewrite. He had a desk assigned to him in the newsroom, but he did not use it very often, preferring to hammer out his copy on the old standard Underwood on the table by a living room window in the
  cottage. The paper went to bed at midnight, and it was the only paper in town, so the pressure was seldom noticeable.


  He had learned long ago that if he spent too much time in the newspaper offices in the old pseudo-Moorish building on Bayou Street, J. J. Borklund, Ben Killians managing editor, would
  rope him into any kind of dog work available, from obits to Little League. Borklund had a double-entry approach to journalism. You squeeze every dime out of advertising and circulation, and you put
  the minimum back into wire services, syndicated features and operating staff. And you take an editorial stand in favor of the flag, motherhood, education, liberty and tourism, offending no one. And
  so the Record-Journal, on a county-wide circulation of 23,000 returned a pleasant and substantial profit each year.


  Borklund had long since given up trying to make Jimmy Wing conform to his idea of proper diligence. He had given up after two disastrous weeks during which Jimmy, in order to prove his point,
  had reported to the newsroom every day at nine and quit at five, and had done exactly what Borklund had told him to do.


  Jimmy Wing knew that the paper could not hope to acquire a man as perfectly suited to the job as he was. He had grown up in Palm City. He had an encyclopedic memory for past relationships and
  pertinent detail. He could transpose rough notes into solid and entertaining copy with a speed which dismayed the other reporters. When anything had to be ferreted out, he knew exactly whom to
  talk to. And he was able to report about 20 per cent of what he learned.


  But, as Jimmy Wing knew, and Ben Killian knew, and presumably J. J. Borklund knew, it wasnt the way he had planned it. For a time it had gone according to plan. He had worked for the
  paper during the summers while he was at Gainesville. After graduation he went onto the paper full time, knowing he could use two or three years of that highly practical experience before moving
  along to a bigger city, a bigger paper. Gloria had agreed. And during those first two years he had begun to place minor articles with secondary magazines. That, too, was part of the master
  plan.


  In fact, he had actually resigned and had worked for seven weeks on the Atlanta Journal before Gloria had that first time of strangeness and the doctor in Atlanta had said she would be
  better off in the more familiar environment of Palm City. Ben Killian had been glad to get him back.


  During the bad years he had resigned himself to this smaller and less demanding arena than the one he had trained himself for. When the necessity to stay had been ended, he had remained. The
  strain of the bad years had somehow leached away his eagerness for a greater challenge. Now he could adjust his effort to the extent that it filled his days, amiably enough, with enough mild
  pressure to keep him from thinking about anything which might make him feel uneasy.


  He went into the cottage, took the wad of folded copy paper out of his hip pocket and tossed it onto the table beside the typewriter as he walked through the living room. He took off his shirt
  and slacks, threw them on the bed, went to the kitchen and took the last cold beer out of the refrigerator. He scrawled beer on his shopping list, carried the cold can out onto the
  screened porch off the kitchen and sat in a canvas sling chair. A blue heron stalked through the shallows near his narrow crooked dock with attentive caution. Forty feet beyond the end of the dock
  a mullet made its three leaps.


  He sipped the beer and looked out across the bay and thought about Kat, drifting from reality to erotic fantasy until finally he felt disgusted with himself. He went in and phoned the paper and
  asked for the city desk extension. Borklund had gone home. He would be back in at ten. Brian Haas was on the desk.


  Whatll you break down and give us, lover? Brian asked. As always, old Jumping J. Jesus wants me to make it up so he can tear it down and make it up his
  way.


  Let me see. About twelve inches on the Zoning Board of Appeals turning thumbs down on Gansons trailer park.


  Boxed on page one?


  Depends on what else youve got.


  What else Ive got is practically nothing so far.


  And I wont be much help. Ill puff what Ive got. So make it six inches on the Sheriffs car thief being wanted by Pennsylvania, six inches on the FHA squabble
  over Lakeview Village, four inches on opening the new parking lot behind Plummer Park and . . . one, two, three . . . five little filler-inners, five bits of lint from the public navel. Dont
  forget I left off all the County Commission stuff at two oclock, Bri. Am I supposed to fill the whole sheet?


  But your prose style has such an aching beauty, Wingo.


  I know. It sings. He looked at his watch. Youll have this stuff by eight.


  After he hung up, he turned the floor fan on, got his cigarettes and lighter, rolled paper into the machine, spread his notes out beside him on the scarred table and hammered the news stories
  out with four-finger efficiency, pausing very rarely to hunt for word or phrase, taking a familiar excusable pride in his competence.


  When he was showering, his phone rang. It was Elmo Bliss.


  Jim boy, we got ourselves interrupted this morning before I finished all I had to say.


  I got most of the message, Elmo.


  But I never did get around to telling you where you fit in so good.


  Or where you fit in, Elmo.


  There was a momentary silence on the line. Jimmy felt a quick apprehension, and was annoyed at himself for feeling alarm. He had a continuing compulsion to irritate Elmo Bliss, like a small
  boys urge to stand too close to the lion cage. Though he could think of no ways in which Elmo could do him any serious harm, there was a flavor of wildness under control about the man which
  could cause alarm on a visceral rather than a rational basis.


  Bliss chuckled. You say things right out, Jim boy. Better you should wait until you know, and then say nothing. You come on out here to the place this evening, and we can finish talking.
  Therell be some folks around like always, but a better place to talk than the courthouse.


  I cant promise any particular time, Elmo.


  This will keep going until you get here, boy.
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