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Chapter 1

Catastrophe

In the early morning darkness, the vintage pleasure boat juddered to 
a stop, startling Ridge awake. He wiped the sleep from his eyes and 
sat upright in bed. His fiancée Mira eyed him lazily. He screwed up 
his angular face into a look of great concentration, waiting … Christ 
almighty. A resounding shriek of fiberglass confirmed his suspicions. 
Something had definitely struck the boat, or more likely, the boat—no 
longer secured—had run into something, caroming around the South 
Pacific like a pinball among the sandbars, coral reefs and atolls. He slid 
off the bed and hastily pulled on the gray slacks he’d worn the night 
before.

Brushing her straight black hair from her face, Mira whispered, 
“Did something run into us?”

“I don’t know,” Ridge said. “Maybe we’re drifting. I’ll be right back.” 
On the way out of the room, he tried the lights. Nothing. Great. “Just 
stay here,” he cautioned Mira before slipping into the hallway.

On the stairway off the main salon, Ridge spotted Aaron about to 
enter the engine room. The two of them, sons of southern privilege, 
were the only ones aboard with yachting experience. They were old 
boarding school buddies, both Princeton Class of 1989. Aaron car-
ried a flashlight and a diving mask. He was a stout bear of a man with 
squinty eyes too small for his round head. The soft moonlight stream-
ing through the salon gave him a dim supernatural glow. “Aaron,” 
Ridge called. There was a barely discernible Georgia lilt to his voice. 
Schooling in the north had stifled his accent.

Aaron paused in the foyer leading to the engine compartment, 
pointing the flashlight’s beam at the carpet. “I’d say this is a red alert, 
Ridge.” He stamped the damp loop pile carpet like a drum corps leader.

Oh, no. Oh, Christ. We’re taking on water! Ridge rushed down the 
stairs.

Aaron put a big doughy hand on the door to the engine room. 
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“Ready?” he asked, and without waiting for an answer, pushed it open, 
releasing a gush of cold seawater into the foyer. He swore under his 
breath as the water rushed over his bare feet. Then he stepped into the 
engine room in his navy silk boxers. The water was almost knee-deep. 
The twin diesel Caterpillar engines were flooding with the silent alac-
rity of a bathtub filled with a garden hose.

Ridge looked at Aaron in open-mouthed disbelief then rushed into 
the room after him. Un-goddamn-believable. One night on the open wa-
ter and … blam! Total disaster.

“Check the bilge pump,” Aaron suggested.
“I am,” Ridge said. His mind riffled through the possibilities. “The 

non-return valve’s shut. All this water, it has to be a breach in the hull.” 
He splashed his way back to the foyer. Just what the hell happened? 
The anchor must have come loose. He recalled a vague warning about 
those old fisherman anchors. He should have known better. If only 
things hadn’t gotten so out of hand the night before, earlier this morn-
ing—whenever it was they’d finally settled in—this would never have 
happened.

“Yep,” Aaron said, holding up a long pointed shard of fiberglass. 
“This looks promising.”

Aaron may as well have plunged the fragment into Ridge’s heart. 
What was he going to tell the Senator? Ridge had assured him and 
everyone else that he could handle the boat, secure it for the night. He 
could already picture the Senator listening patiently to his excuses: a 
slow nod of the head, a sage pitying look. The Senator wouldn’t rebuke 
him; no, he’d only blame himself, say how sorry he was that he’d dis-
appointed everyone. But the others would know who he really meant. 

“Check around. Look at the hull fittings and the intake hose on the 
cooling system and whatever else you can think of. I’m going to run to 
the pilot house and see where the hell we are.”

Mira followed him, tying a cotton robe around her waist. A stiff 
ocean breeze scarcely diminished the tropical humidity. “What’s going 
on?”

“I don’t know yet,” Ridge said, looking at the blanked radar. “Is ev-
eryone up?”

“I heard Kenny and Paige talking. I don’t know about the Senator.”
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Ridge hurriedly manipulated the radar’s trackball to change its 
scanning range. C’mon, c’mon. Where are we? Since the 58-foot cruis-
ing yacht had been anchored in open water, he’d left the radar on 
long-range scanning overnight. The radar worked by sending out 
short-duration radio bursts then calculating the boat’s distance from 
surrounding land masses based on the time it took for the signals to 
return. Sometimes in long-range mode, however, the pulses were too 
long for the radar to calculate accurately. In those cases, the return-
ing pulses interfered with the ones being sent out, rendering targets 
invisible. Ridge controlled for the duration of the pulse by re-setting 
the radar’s range. Within seconds, an extensive array of green dots ap-
peared on-screen.

“Looks like a barrier reef,” Ridge announced. “Either that or a shal-
low.” With the flip of a switch, he laid a navigational chart over the 
current image and studied the results. “No. It’s a reef.”

“But we were anchored, right?” Mira asked.
Was she questioning his abilities? Didn’t she know he’d done every-

thing he could? “It must have slipped loose.” He tried again to recall the 
warning about fisherman anchors … Something about the way they’re 
shaped … He would just have to embellish. “These old fisherman an-
chors—sometimes if the yacht swings with the tide or the wind, well, 
you know that both arms don’t hook in, right? Sometimes then the line 
gets wrapped around the unburied arm and yanks the whole thing out.” 
He wasn’t sure that was the design flaw exactly, but it sounded reason-
able. He pounded the air with his fist. “Goddamn it.”

Ridge rushed down to the engine room to confer with Aaron. The 
water came to mid-thigh now.

“There’s water in the engine, Ridge,” Aaron said in a voice made na-
sally by a diving mask. His curly auburn hair was wet, matted to his 
head. “Just look at the crankcase.”

“Have you found the leak?”
“Oh, yeah.” Aaron handed him the diving mask and an underwater 

flashlight and pointed to an area behind the engines. “Bigger than a 
tractor tire.”

Ridge slid the mask over his head, crouched down and eased his 
face into the water. The flashlight revealed a low jagged cavity along 
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the wall. The sea beyond was Bible black. He felt so exposed. There was 
nothing between him and the endless sea. Nothing. Ridge assumed his 
full height, stripped the mask away. “Christ, are we in trouble.”

“Yeah, I’d say this is Salem Express serious.” Aware his natural tone 
had a mocking inflection, Aaron scowled to emphasize the sincerity 
behind the sentiment. The Salem Express was a Saudi ferry involved in 
a horrific accident two years earlier. The vessel had struck a reef in the 
Red Sea and sunk within ten minutes. Almost one-third of its 1,600 
passengers were lost, most of them pilgrims returning from Mecca.

“We need to radio the nearest port right now.”
“Where’s the closest one?”
“I don’t know,” Ridge said. Why hadn’t he checked earlier? Reflex-

ively, he started spewing what he did know: “There’s an atoll about a 
half-mile away. What about the bilge pump?”

“No good.”
Ridge’s heart felt increasingly heavy. There was no easy solution. 

“This is unbelievable. We’re out here one day and … Christ.”
“You think we should get in the life raft?”
“Abandon a half-million-dollar yacht? And the Senator … One of 

his high muckety-muck supporters owned it for Chrissake. But what 
else could they do? The radar indicated there wasn’t even a sandbar or 
coral promontory where he could safely run the boat aground. “Guess 
I don’t see a choice, do you? If we can’t get the engine started, the boat’s 
a lost cause.”

“What the fuck?” shouted Kenny, the Senator’s chief of staff, as he 
barreled down the stairs, stopping short of the bottommost steps al-
ready underwater. “Hey, Ridge, are you in there?” With his thick South 
Georgia drawl, the words came out: you in theah.

Ridge and Aaron exchanged exasperated looks. Ridge said, “Yeah, 
I’m here.”

“What happened?” Kenny demanded.
Ridge stepped into the foyer, followed by Aaron. “I don’t know ex-

actly, but somehow the boat got loose and we hit a reef.”
“We can repair this, right?” Kenny asked, standing on the stairwell 

in his Armani slacks and tuxedo jacket.
The question was meant to be an order. Kenny was an accomplished 
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order-giver. He had a pinched face, mottled-pink skin and in his own 
words “an old soul” by which Ridge figured he meant wisdom beyond 
his years. What he exhibited most often, though, was an indomitable 
cunning. Politics was bloodsport for Kenny. Ridge sighed. “Look, it’s 
complicated and right now we’ve got to radio for help.”

“I’ll do it,” Aaron volunteered and started to squeeze past Kenny.
“Oh, no,” Kenny said, holding up his hand. “This is Philip Loudon’s 

boat. You know how much he’s contributed to the Senator over the 
years? Just imagine the Senator telling him he lost the guy’s prized 
yacht. I mean, y’all gotta do something to save the situation.”

Ridge locked eyes with him. “Kenny, the engine’s down, the bilge 
pump’s down, the boat’s powerless and who knows how far we are 
from the nearest port. The only thing we can do is radio for help, 
get in the life raft and wait for someone to pick us up. If the engines 
were working, I could run it aground somewhere, but the way things 
are … There’s just no other way.”

The eerie tap-tap-tap of the boat against the reef momentarily 
drowned out the conversation. The noise echoed menacingly in the 
still air below decks.

“You don’t think anyone can get here in time?” Kenny pulled his 
charcoal blue jacket tighter across his naked chest.

“We screwed up, all right?” Ridge said. There, he admitted it. “We 
shouldn’t have been out here in the first place. All of us got carried 
away celebrating and we just got stuck. Navigating these reefs and shal-
lows at night would’ve been suicidal. Once it got dark, there’s nothing 
we could’ve done but wait. I feel responsible, I really do. But right now, 
we don’t have time for this. We’ve got to get everybody ready and get 
out of here.”

Aaron asked, “How much time do you think we have? An hour? 
Less?”

“I don’t know,” Ridge said. “But we should plan for less.”
“Once I get off the radio, I’ll get some gear together in plastic bags or 

whatever we have.” Aaron disappeared up the stairs.
“Just how did this happen?” Kenny demanded again.
Ridge brushed by him on his way out. “Why don’t you get the Sena-

tor packed up? If we’re lucky, we can indulge in recriminations later.”




