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Her tranquilizer is wearing off, Gary thinks, when Veronica begins to tell him
about it again. He stops listening al nost i mediately, and watches the road.

"...that thin voice coming in ny ears, hour after hour. You know, he doesn't
dictate it like that. He pauses and goes out, has coffee, sees other patients,
but day after day, having that box talk to ne..."

The road is a glare, the sun straight ahead, centered in the dazzling
whi t eness of the concrete; the bay they are skirting is without a ripple, an
endl ess mirror of eye-hurting brilliance. It will be beautiful when the sun is
actually setting, he thinks, but now his eyes burn, and the dam
air-conditioning in the rented car is malfunctioning, alternately shocking
themw th random cold blasts, or leaving themsweltering in the airless
machi ne that smells of deodorizers and cleaning fl uids.

"...and they weren't people. Not after a while. They were gall bladders and
t hyroi ds and ki dney stones. | began to wonder if there were any people even
connected to them You know? Free-floating kidney stones."

A flight of birds catches his attention; they just clear the water, alnopst
touching the surface with their broad wings that |ook tattered, old, as if
t hey have been at war, are flak-torn.

"...system s supposed to help with the filing, for the conputers, or
somet hi ng. Everything by nunber, not even parts of the anatony any | onger
Just numbers and prices. Case histories of numbers."

Her voice is getting high, tight, the way it does these days. Her posture has
becorme rigid, her gaze fixed on a point straight ahead; she can stay this way
for hours, unnoving, seeing what? He can't inmagi ne what she sees. He grasps

t he steering wheel harder, wi shes she would take another damm tranquilizer and
be done with it. She will eventually. But she is afraid of themthroughout the
day until after dinner when it doesn't matter if she falls asleep. She took
two at breakfast and dozed on the flight from Chicago to Tanpa; it was a
peaceful flight.

Ahead, a squat, ugly conplex comes into view, black against the glaring sky,
his next landmark. He slows to make the turn off the highway over a bridge
onto a narrower road. Now, with the sun to his right, he can drive faster. The
i sl ands have nothing on them a few pal mtrees, sonme dunes, scrub that | ooks
like felled palmtrees, nore birds. Sea gulls, he thinks, with near triunph.

At | east he knows sea gulls. Six mles farther

H s thoughts turn to Bill Hendrix and his wife Shar. And then he is thinking
only of Shar. For a time after she and Bill noved down here she pleaded with
himto come visit. He could fake a business trip. He could neet her in

Tal | ahassee, or Mam, or sonewhere. Then no nore beggi ng, no nore anyt hing,
until the call fromBill. "If you' re going to the Bahamas, hell, man, you've
got to cone for the weekend, at |least. You can fly on from Tanpa on Nbonday. "
"W shoul d have gone straight on to G and Bahana," Veronica munbles, facing
the arrow i ke road that seens to plunge into the blue water in the distance. A
| ow dense clunp of green rises on the left. The greenery expands, becones pine
trees, motionless in the still, late afternoon. "Turn again just after the



pines," Bill's instructions went on. There is only one way to turn, left. They
enter the subdivision under construction

Unfi ni shed houses are ugly, Gary thinks, obscenely ugly, naked, no illusions
about them the land around the buildings cluttered with junk that will be
hi dden away by the bulldozers, but there, always there. The landfill is

dazzling white: sand, shells, the detritus dredged fromthe bay to create
| and, brought up |ong enough ago to have bl eached to snow white.

"W shoul d have gone straight on to G and Bahama," Veroni ca says again,

| ouder, still not |ooking at him
"I told you, | have this business with Bill. W'Il leave first thing Mnday
nor ni ng. "

They wi nd through the subdivision, follow ng instructions. A short causeway,
to the end of the street, on to the point. There is Bill's house, with a yard
fully | andscaped, green and flowering. Gary's eyes narrow as he | ooks at it.
The house is alnmost hidden fromthe street, but what shows is expensive, and
t he | andscapi ng cost a fortune.

Bill said only three houses were finished, and that one is still vacant. The
buyers will nmove in on the first of the nonth. They have not passed the other
conpl et ed houses.

"I hardly even know them " Veronica says, not quite whining although a

petul ant tone has entered her voice. Gary doesn't know what that is supposed
to nean. They were friends for nore than five years. Gary wonders if she ever
suspected Shar, if Bill ever did. He is alnost certain no one did, but still,
there is the possibility. Veronica knows there was sonmeone. She al ways knows.

He parks in the driveway, but before they can get out of the car, they are
suddenly chilled by a last effort of the air conditioner. He feels goose bunps
rise; Veronica's skin takes on a bluish cast. Bill and Shar are com ng out to
nmeet them

She has a beautiful tan, the sane dark gold all over her |egs, her arns, her
face. Her hair is blonder than it was before; she mght have been a little

t hi nner before, but otherwi se she | ooks exactly the same. There is a sheen on
her skin, as if she has been polished. She is tall and strong, a Viking type,
she calls herself. Nothing willow about her, nothing fat or slack. She has

| ong, snmooth nuscles in her legs; her stomach is as firmand flat as a boy's.
She wears white briefs and a halter, and rubber thongs on her feet. Bill is a
bit shorter than she is, thickly built, very powerful, with thick wists and a
thi ck neck. Size seventeen. They are both so tanned that Gary feels he and
Veroni ca nmust both ook Iike invalids.

"My God! Chosts!" Shar cries, as Gary and Veronica get out of the car. She
enbraces themwi th too nuch enthusiasmand warmh, and Gary can sense
Veronica's withdrawal . Next to Shar, Veronica appears used up, old. She is
only thirty-one, but she looks ill, as she is, and she | ooks frightened and
suspi cious, and very tired. There are circles under her eyes; he feels guilty
that he has not seen them before, that only now, contrasting her w th Shar

does he recogni ze the signs of illness, renenber that this isn't sinply a
vacati on.

"Hey, it's good to see you," Bill says, putting his armacross Gary's back
"Come on in. Adrink is what you people need. And tonmorrow we'll get out in

the sun and put some color in your cheeks."



It should be warmand friendly, but it isn't. It is like walking into a
scenari o where every line has been rehearsed, the stage sets done by art
maj ors; even the sky has been given an extra touch of the brush. It is gaudy
now wi th sunset, the anbient |ight peach colored, and out back, visible

through a wall of sliding glass doors, the bay is brilliant, touched with
gol d.
"Two hundred sixty-five thou," Bill says, waving his hand as they enter the

house where the furniture is either white or sleek, shiny black. He goes to a
bar and pours martinis already made up, and they sit down where they can watch
the lights on the bay. Between them and the gol den water are red and yel |l ow
flowering bushes, an A ynpic-size swiming pool, a terrace with enough seating
and tables to serve as a cafe. "Too nuch, isn't it?" Bill says, grinning.

"Just too goddam ruch. "

"Are you hungry?" Shar asks. "Dinner won't be until pretty late. W' re having
alittle party, buffet about ten. How about a sandw ch, sonething to tide you
over?"

"Ch, Gary," Veronica says, stricken

"No sweat," Bill says. "It's a business party. You know, people |I owe. Just
happened to coincide. Don't feel you're interrupting anything."

Still, Veronica |looks at Gary as if pleading with him he shrugs. "It'll be
all right," he says, trying to nake his inpatience sound |ike patience. "She
hasn't been feeling very well," he adds, glancing at Shar

"It won't be too nuch of a drag, | hope," Shar says lightly. "Wnd us up and

watch us entertain. Isn't that right, Bill?"

He | aughs and pours nore drinks. "You'll fit right in, Gary. Just watch how
their eyes gleamwhen |I tell themyou' re an investnment counselor." He |aughs
agai n.

* * * %

The party is little nore than an excuse to get loud and drunk, Gary admits to
hinself | ater, wandering on the terrace with a drink in his hand, tired from

t he over-long day, bored wi th people he doesn't know, doesn't want to know. He
knows their types, he thinks, watching a heavy-set man in a flowered shirt
nock- push a nearly bare-breasted woman into the pool, I|aughing, |eering,

| usting. Shar touches his arm

" Dance?"

They dance, his hand warmed by her gol den back that is alnbst too snooth to be
human. "Can | see you alone |l ater?"

She sm | es and doesn't answer.

He dances her to the end of the terrace, nore discreetly lighted than the
ot her areas, and kisses her. "Later?"

"Don't be an idiot. Wth your wife and ny husband on the scene?"

"Veronica will be knocked out with tranquilizers, and Bill's on his way to
passi ng out."

"What's wrong with Veronica?"



"Nerves, | guess. She flipped out at work. Tried to burn down the office or
somet hi ng. "

"Good God! Did she really?"

"She says she was only burning the files, but the whole place woul d have gone
up if it hadn't been caught when it was."

"What did they do to her?"

He is tired of tal king about Veronica, tired of thinking about her. "Hospital
Two weeks. Now a vacation, and then into analysis, | guess. She's under a
shrink's care.”

"Poor Gary," Shar says, her voice anused.

He can't see her features, but can feel the warnth of her skin, snell the

el usi ve scent that she wears, that she al ways wore. \Wen he starts to kiss her
agai n, she noves away and wal ks back toward the house. "Later," he says, this
time not asking.

She sm | es over her shoul der and stops to chat with a group of nen standing at
the sliding door to the Florida room

Finally, Gary spots Veronica at a table by a man, clutching her glass tightly,
her eyes glazed in the way they do when she drinks nore than a glass of w ne.
He curses silently and turns to see Bill approaching with another man in tow
Bill is red faced, perspiring heavily, and the grace that he displays when
sober is gone. He lunbers, stunbles into things, |oses coordination in a way
that seems to suggest that his |inbs have different reaction tinmes. He wards
off a table before he is within reach, then hits it with his thigh, and

bel atedly clutches a chair to steady hinmself. Gary noves cl oser to Veronica
and the unknown man; he doesn't want to talk to a drunken Bill

"...density ratio so fouled up that no one knows what the hell they're going
to do. Six hundred units per acre. Now | ask you, does that sound too terrible
to you, a city girl? You know Chi cago can handl e that many people, what's the
di fference?"

Veroni ca shakes her head hel plessly. "Units?"

"Yep. They're saying no nore than two fifty per acre. Two hundred fifty! What
ki nd of condo can you put up with only two fifty?"

Veroni ca | ooks al nost desperate; relief relaxes her face when Gary draws near
"Have you eaten yet?" he asks.

She stands up, nods to the man, and takes Gary's arm Her fingers dig in
convul sively. "How long will this go on?" she whispers, as they wal k toward
the buffet.

She | ooks and sounds terrible; she should go to bed. Her tension is alnost a
pal pabl e thing, electric. He feels that he could touch it, be burned by it.

Bill blocks their way, still with the tall man. "Gary, want you to neet Dw ght
Scanl on, president of the devel opnment company | was telling you about. My good
friend, Gary Ingalls, and Veronica."

"Hear you're on your way to Grand Bahama," Dwi ght Scanl on says, taking Gary's



hand. "Lovely place. W've got a hotel over there, in fact. You have your
roonms reserved? Look, cancel them why don't you? I've got this suite, nobody
init, nobody scheduled for it until June. Yours for the taking."

Before Gary can refuse, Scanlon has turned to Veronica. "Have you seen the
nmoon com ng up over that bay yet? What a sight!" He offers his arm she puts
her hand on it tentatively, and they wal k out together

Bill downs his drink and runs his hand over his face. "Gotta turn on that air
conditioner pretty soon."

The air conditioner is on, but the house is jamed with guests, and waiters
and caterers. The sliding doors to the terrace have been open all evening.
Gary wanders back outside where he sits down at a wought-iron table. H s head
i s buzzing, not unpleasantly, and there is a lightness in his |l egs and arns,

al so not unpl easant. He watches a sinuous wonman work her way through a cluster
of people to approach his table with evident purpose.

"I'"'m Audrey Scanlon," she says, and sits down after pulling a tiny chair very
close to his. "You're Gary, aren't you?"

He nods.

"Perhaps you'd like to help us |aunch our boat Sunday," she says. She does not
touch him but he has the feeling that she is all over him

"No way," Shar says coolly, suddenly at Gary's side. "He's ours until Nbonday
nmorni ng; aren't you, Gary, darling?"

Audrey stands up. "Maybe we'll see you in Grand Bahamg," she whi spers and now
she does touch him Her hand lingers a nmonent on his arm and when she noves
away, she doesn't lift it, but lets her fingers trail over his skin very

[ightly.
"Bitch," Shar says, when she is gone.

"No doubt, they just happen to have this little conpany that they would | ove
to have recomended to prospective buyers." He sounds bitter even to his ears.
Shar pats his arm Sonmeone calls her and she | eaves him

Soon Veronica returns fromthe dock; her eyes are shining. "I've been
propositioned, | think."

" Scanl on?"
She nods. She | ooks very happy.
"His wife just did the same with me. They nust be fresh in fromthe swanps."

"Don't nake it sound like that," Veronica cries. "Maybe he just found ne
attractive! Wuldn't it occur to you that soneone else mght still find ne
attractive?"

"He wants ne to list his conpany,” Gary says. "And he has as nuch finesse
about it as a hippo hunping a hippo."

"I wouldn't have done it." Her face twitches and settles into the newy
famliar rigid lines. "I wouldn't have done anything," she says woodenly. "Wy
couldn't you let me have ny little fantasy?"



"You should go to bed. You're so tired, you're ready to keel over."
She wal ks away unsteadily.

Soneone falls into the pool; within mnutes there are a nunber of rescuers in
the water. After that it seens al nbst spontaneous, although it never really
is, he knows, for others to begin shedding their clothes to junp in. Gary

swi ns naked, as do Shar and Audrey, and a dozen others. Al [|aughing and

pl ayi ng and then huddling in towels and drinking again.

Guests are leaving now, and presently there are only three or four remaining,
drinking with Bill, nostalgic about old tines, before the islands were bought.
Veroni ca has vani shed, possibly to go to bed. Gary takes Shar's hand and | eads
her to the terrace, beyond it to the velvet |lawn where he spreads his towel
and hers to nake a bed. He lowers her to the ground; she doesn't resist.

I mredi ately afterward she draws away. "l have to go in," she murrmurs. "Il can't
stay out here." She stands over him he sits up and puts his arns around her
hips, pulls her to him presses his face into her pubic hair and bites softly.
She npans and sways, but then pushes himaway. "No nmore. Not now. "

She runs, naked, gleaming in the patio lights briefly, then vanishes into one
of the roons that open to the terrace.

Gary swi ms again, but he knows he is too drunk to be in the water al one; he
clinmbs out shivering, with exhaustion as much as fromthe cold. The guest room
has an outside door, he renenbers; he finds it and goes in to shower and dry

hi nsel f and dress again. Veronica is not in the room Wen he returns to the
living room all the guests are gone. Bill has brought out chamnpagne that he,
Veroni ca, and Shar are drinking.

They drink until dawn flanes the sky and then they go to bed. It is el even
when Gary awakens with a poundi ng headache; Veronica is already up and out.

"Take this," Bill says when he enters the dining room "Don't ask questions,
just drink it." It is a juice drink, heavily spiked with bourbon. For a noment
Gary feels his stomach churn, then it settles down again. The drink is very
good.

Veroni ca | ooks awful ; her eyes are red rinmed and bl oodshot, sunken in her
face. "Wiy don't you try to sleep sone nore?" he says, too miserable to care
one way or the other.

From t he kitchen cone sounds of things being banged about. Bill wi nces.
"Caterers' clean-up crew," he says. "Let's go out to the dock until they
finish."

“I'"ll bring the cart," Shar says. "God knows we all need sonmething to eat, and
coffee, lots of coffee.”

The sun is hot, but the breeze is refreshing. The bay is about a mle wide;
there are no signs of civilization, as long as they face away fromthis
subdi vi sion. Now and again a junping fish makes ripples that undulate in the
water as the tide flows in like a river

"Twel ve feet deep here," Bill says. "It's shallow up in the fingers. Point's
the place to be." Hs boat is thirty-five feet, two-forty horsepower
West i nghouse. .

Gary gazes at the gently noving water and doesn't listen to Bill catal oguing



his treasures. Objects and wi el ders, he thinks. They all were objects and

wi el ders of objects last night. Changing roles as easily as they changed their
cl othes. Even his too-brief contact with Shar was object and w el der, and he
does not know who pl ayed which part.

Suddenly he recalls the scene when he first visited Veronica in the hospital
She was stupefied from Thorazi ne, or sonething they gave her. Her voice was
singsong. "I don't think there are any people, Gary. Nowhere. They're al
gone, and | don't know where they went. |I'mso afraid." She did not sound
afraid, only dull and drug-stupid.

Later, Bill will make his pitch, Gary knows. Hit alittle snag, old buddy.
You know how it goes_. He knows. He drinks the strong bl ack coffee, thinking
how di stant his head has becone, throbbing Iike druns not quite heard, but
felt as pressure. Across the bay the |land has not been devel oped yet and shows
a low green, irregular skyline, a fitting place for the drunms to originate
from He watches a boat sail up the channel, nearly all the way across the
bay.

"We' |l just rest up this afternoon,” Bill says. "Take life easy, that's the
nmotto down here. Not |ike your big city, eh?"

No one replies. Veronica is nibbling on a piece of toast; some color has cone
back to her face, but it is probably only the begi nning of a sunburn. Shar's
gaze nmeets Gary's and she lets her eyes close slightly, a very faint smle on
her mout h.

"And tonorrow, bright and early, we'll take the boat out," Bill says. "Do a
little fishing out in the gulf." He pours nore coffee and lights a cigarette.

"What's that?" Veronica says suddenly, sitting upright. She points. "A shark
or sonething."

They all | ook as a dark form breaks the snoboth surface of the water, arches
up, and vani shes again. It is on their side of the channel, several hundred
yards out.

"I'"l'l be damed," Bill says. "One of those whales. | thought they all died."
He wat ches and when it breaks the water again, he nods in satisfaction. "It's
a false killer whale."

"Killer whal e? Here?" Gary asks.

_False_ killer whale. Harm ess, just looks like the real thing. Listen, |et
me tell you what | saw a few weeks ago. Dammedest thing | ever sawin ny life.

Over near Fort Myers. | was driving along, heard this report on the car radio
about whal es beaching thensel ves. So | thought, what the hell, I'd go have a

| ook. Beach was crowded with people by the tine | got there, but nothing was

happeni ng. | keep binoculars in the car, you know? So | got them out, and

wat ched. There was a line of those animals out there in the water, quarter of
a mle offshore, just laying there in the water. Not nmpving a rmuscle. No surf,
no wind, as calmas that bay is right now | kept watching, beginning to get
bored with the whol e thing, you know? They weren't doing a damm thing. Just

| ayi ng there. Then, by God, they started to nove in. Al at once, al

toget her, like a goddam chorus line. And they kept comi ng, and kept com ng
until they were in water too shallowto swmin and they began to roll. People
were junping in fromeverywhere, yanking on them trying to get themturned
around, headed back out. Some peopl e had rowboats, a couple of notorboats,
people in the water up to their necks, just trying to get those things back
out to sea. And while they're working with this bunch, another bunch was



starting in, the femal es and young. They'd been waiting half a nile offshore
for sone kind of a damm signal, or sonething, and now they were coming in.
Peopl e kept getting the first ones turned around, and those whal es woul d j ust
sort of swerve a couple of feet to one side or the other and back they'd cone
into shore. It went on for hours. Sone of the boats towed a couple of the big
mal es out to sea again, | guess hoping that the others would follow them They
didn't."

Hs voice is low, awed, his gaze following the novenents of the whale in the
bay. "They got a lot of themout to sea again, but a dozen of themmade it in.
They died on the beach. Mass suicide. The dammedest thing | ever saw. "

No one speaks for several nmoments, then Veronica says, "Wiy?" Her voice is
tight and high. "Were they sick?"

"Marine biologists couldn't find anything wong. No sharks in the water. No
stornms to mix themup, and it was too deliberate to think they just nade a
nm st ake, mi sjudged the depth of the water. No one knows why."

"That's crazy!" Veronica cries, junping up. "There has to be a reason. There's
al ways a reason!" The shrillness of her voice is startling. She clanmps her
lips and runs up the dock, back inside the house.

"God, I'msorry," Bill says, his big face contrite. "I shouldn't have told
that story. It... it haunts ne."

"Forget it," Gary says. "What happened to the rest of the whal es? You thought
they all died?"

"That's the worst part," Bill says soberly. "The next day they found t hem down
in the Keys. Beached on one of the islands down there.™

Shar stands up. "I'll go do something about |unch. The caterers must be gone
by now. "

The whal e continues to swimin great circles out in the bay, close in, then
farther out again. Bill begins to tell Gary about the financial problens his
conpany has encountered, through no fault of their own. Gary prom ses not hing.
He will study the financial statements, the local restrictions, and so on

Bill understands. He lays his hand on Gary's arm and assures himthat he
under st ands.

Veroni ca doesn't come out for lunch, and after the others eat, Shar and Bill
withdraw to nap. Gary puts on his trunks and swins in the pool, then stretches
out under a cluster of palmtrees, something _Reclinatus_, Bill said. You can
transplant full-grown palmtrees, instant garden, Gary thinks, listening to
the wind in the fronds, a soothing rainlike sound. You dredge up the bay
bottom snmooth it out, cover it with a carpet of sod, plants trees, flowers,
shrubs, plant a house, plant people. Instant paradise. And there are no
insects in the ground. Barren, pseudodirt. Not real

Veroni ca said, after her hospitalization, "Sonetines | wonder, if | reach out
to touch you when you're not |ooking, not thinking about ne, not concentrating
on being you, will my hand go through you?"

" Meani ng?"
"I don't know. Nothing you do is real. You work with noney -- bits of paper

t hat have no meaning. You don't even see the noney. It isn't real, just
figures on paper, synbols in the computer. You don't mmke anything, or fix



anything. After you finish for the day, does the office |lose its shape, nelt
down to nothing until you get back and give it a pseudoreality again?"

"Veroni cal For heaven's sake!" He reached for her and she drew away sharply,
in recoil alnost.

"No! That isn't real either. A touch, a kiss, a fuck. Pseudoreal."

"I don't know what the hell you're tal king about."

"You can tell if it's real. You can tell. If it's there years later. If you
can go to it and find it years later." Her voice becane a whi sper, her gaze on

somet hing he could not see. "Mney becones figures on paper. Patients becone
organs that become nunbers in the conmputer. Pseudoreal ."

After she is well again, they will separate. He has already decided. She is
young, pretty until she became ill. She will marry again, maybe even have
children. She wants children; he said later, after we're established, a little
nmoney saved. Later. And he will find sonmeone new, someone with gaiety in her
 augh, who isn't sick. Someone who will bring fun into his Iife again.

He dozes in the shade and awakens to find that the sun is burning his |egs.
The di stant throbbing has entered his head; it is his head, but there is
anot her noi se, screeching and screani ng

"Hey, old buddy, you want a gin and tonic?" Bill calls fromthe doorway.

"I sure as hell want sonething,
nor ni ng.

Gary says. He feels worse than he did that

Bill steps out to the terrace, shielding his eyes with his hand, |ooking at
gull's screaming, diving, shrieking, just off the end of the dock. "Mist be a
school running," he says, and starts to walk toward the comoti on

Gary follows himslowy. They stop hal fway up the dock. The whal e is al ongside
the structure, the entire animal clearly visible in the quiet water. Blood is
flowing fromunder it. The gulls wheel and scream overhead; now and then one
of themdips to the surface of the water, darts up again.

"I will be God damed!" Bill says in wonder. "She's going to give birth. For
Christ's sake!"

The whal e pays no attention to the nmen on the dock. Now and then a | ong
shudder passes through her, rippling fromher great black head down to her
tail. She is gleanm ng black, nine feet |ong, sleek; her bl owhol e opens and

cl oses convul sively. She shudders; her body twi sts. She sinks, surfaces again.

"She's in trouble," Gary says.
Bill |ooks at himblankly.
"It shouldn't take nbre than a minute or so. | read that somewhere. And she's

bl eedi ng too much. "

The stain rises in the water, spreads like a cloud. It seenms to rise |like
snoke signals.

"There nust be sonmeone who knows what to do,"
hel pl ess animal. "The university?"

Gary says, staring at the



"It's after five, Saturday," Bill says. "The Coast Guard. 1'll call them
Soneone there will know "

Gary stands on the dock, his hands cl enched, watching the animal and the

di stress signals dispersing through the water. He doesn't hear the others
until Shar says, "Ch, my CGod!" He turns to see her and Veronica staring at the
whal e.

"They'll find someone to send," Bill says, hurrying across the yard. "It m ght
take a while, though."

The ani mal doesn't have a while, Gary knows. He doesn't say it. They continue
to watch in horrified fascination as the ripples that are pain reactions
spread throughout the animal regularly.

Suddenly Shar draws her breath in. "Ch, no!" she cries. She is staring out at
t he bay. "Sharks!"

Gary sees them two fins noving through the water alnost leisurely, as if they
know there is no need to hurry. Bill turns and runs to the house. He cones
back nonents later with a rifle. He puts a handful of shells on the dock and

| oads a clip.

"Where are they?" His voice is hoarse, the words slurred. Shar points. He
doesn't raise the rifle. "Too far," he says in his strange voice

It is excitement, Gary realizes; his own mouth is dry and he feels prickly
wi th sweat and goose bunps, as if something | oathsone has touched him

"It won't do any good," Veronica says, and her voice is different, too, high
and clear, but steady. "As soon as the baby is born, she'll want to go out to
sea, won't she? They'll be waiting for her."

She is | ooking out at the channel. There are nore fins. A pack then. They nust
have followed the trail of blood fromout in the gulf. Veronica appears
transfixed, as if in a trance.

"You' d better go inside," he says. She does not give any sign that she heard
him He touches her armand she twitches with a convul sive shudder, like the
whal e' s. She does not ook at him "Get inside, damm it!" H's hand falls from
her arm and he turns away. She wants to see the bl ood fest, he realizes,

si ckened. The near rapture on her face makes her | ook |like a transcendent Joan
at the nonent when the torch touches the faggots. He takes a few |l ong steps
away from her, but then cones back; he can't |eave, neither can he stand stil
and watch. He hunches his shoul ders and paces back and forth, back and forth.

Suddenly the rifle goes off and the sound is a shock that hurts. It rolls over
t he water, echoing.

"You can't kill themfromhere!" Shar cries.
"Only wanted to nick one," Bill says, aimng again. "They'll turn on one
that's wounded, maybe | eave her alone." The sharks nove in a great semicircle,

not coming directly toward the dock. They are swinmming faster. He fires again.

"The bastards! The bastards!" Bill says over and over, nearly sobbing. "The
bastards!"

Wthout warning the false killer whale noves away fromthe dock. She swins for
about ten feet and rolls to her side. A cloud of blood spreads over the water.



The gulls screech in a frenzy. They swoop down on the water, hiding the whale
fromview She jerks and nakes a great splash; they rise, screaning

The baby is being expelled. Gary can see the body, the curled tail already
strai ghtening, and now the head is free. Wth what nust have been an agony of
effort the nother whale rolls suddenly, away fromthe infant, making a
conplete turn in the water in one swift, sharp novenment. She has broken the
cord. As she finishes the turn she cones up under the infant and nudges it to
the surface. It rolls to one side and does not nove. It is white underneath,
three feet long, and it is dead. It starts to sink and again the nother whale
nudges it to the surface of the water. And again. And again. Gary turns away.

He hears Shar being sick over the rail of the dock
"They're comi ng!" Veronica screans.

Gary swings around in time to see Veronica snatch the rifle fromBill's linp
hands; Bill is staring at the whale as if in a daze. Veronica points the rifle
and begins to fire very fast, not at the sharks, but downward. The sl eek bl ack
whal e thrashes in the water, she tries to junp, but doesn't clear the surface,
and then a paroxysm of jerks overtake her; finally she rolls over. The sharks
begin to hit her.

Veronica turns toward the house; the rifle in her hands is pointed directly at
Gary. He does not nove. Her face is closed and hard, a stranger's face. She
opens her hands and the rifle falls, clatters on the shells still on the dock
She wal ks past himw t hout another glance at the sharks, at him at anyone.

The water churns and froths; it is all red. Shar staggers away fromthe rail.
She reaches for Gary's armto steady herself and he jerks away involuntarily.
Her hand woul d go through him he thinks; she begins to run toward the house.

"She's afraid your wife will burn it down," Bill says in a thick, dull voice.
For a nonent his face is naked; he knows. "I might burn it down nyself one
day. Just might do that." He wal ks away, his shoul ders bowed, his head

| ower ed.

The frenzied gulls, the boiling water, the heat of the sun, all that's real
Gary thinks. Veronica firing the rifle, that was real. He remains on the dock
until the Coast Quard cutter conmes into sight, speeding toward the dock. The
water is calmagain; there is nothing for themto see, nothing for themto do.
He doesn't even bother to wave to them One of the nen is standing in the boat
scanning the water, and suddenly he points. The sharks are still in the
channel . The boat veers, makes waves as it swi ngs around and heads out away
fromthe dock.

They didn't even see him Gary knows. He is not surprised. Slowy he lifts his
hands and | ooks at them and then lets themdrop to his sides. In his nindis
an image of a raging inferno.

The End



