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Communicating by shoving bits of paper through a red slot is now almost as quaint as travelling by stagecoach; snail mail has become a relic of the past. The post office on Floreana Island is even more basic, just a simple wooden box covered in a colourful array of strange adverts: ‘Halfmoon Outfitters’; ‘Aus.NAZ. Alpini’; ‘Space Cowboy’. 
	A clue to its origins is a date etched in the wood: 1792. This was when European whalers, far from home, first suggested simply dropping any communication into a box. In return, everyone was expected to browse through what was lying there, extract anything with an address close to where they lived and hand it in personally when they got back. Stamps had not been invented and delivery could vary from a few months to never, but it was better than nothing.
The centuries rolled on. Travel progressed from sailing at six knots, if winds were favourable, to steaming at maybe twenty knots, to jetting at five hundred. The Floreana Post Office remained open, roasting in the tropical sun, eventually becoming merely a tourist attraction.
Although these letters can today be forwarded in the usual way when reaching civilisation, the whole point now is to bring travellers together; to meet others with a similar interest. In that box on a Pacific beach I’d happened upon a letter with an address only five minutes from my home; the name on the envelope ‘Debbi Fingest’. This could be anyone from a teenager to someone in their nineties, but the expense of Galapagos travel can be a barrier to those of tender years, while distance deters many oldies. A mature lady was the most likely, which meant Debbi might be worth a visit. Better luck this time, because my Galapagos trip, while fabulous for the wildlife, had been a disaster for the supposedly tame life. My girlfriend, Brenda, and the local animals had swapped roles, the sea lions, iguanas and birds all vying to be best mates, while my human partner had been a wild pain in the backside. As an attempt to repair a rocky relationship, the trip had been an abject failure.
But Brenda was history and Debbi beckoned. Or so I told myself. She might be an octogenarian; or lesbian; or married to a seven-foot hulk with six children. Ladbrokes would offer odds of a hundred to one against her being an unattached person of interest. But unless you tried…
Rejecting the idea of turning up on her doorstep, I made a preliminary call, timed at 7.30pm, on the assumption she would have a job. 
The phone was answered by a female.
“Debbi Fingest?”
“Yes?” She sounded suspicious.
Most cold calls are quickly terminated, so I gabbled: “I have a letter for you from the Galapagos.”
No immediate answer, but the line remained open. Then: “From the Galapagos? Who are you?”
“My name is Tom Wells. I’ve just come back from the islands. You know that post box on Floreana…”
“Never been there.” 
Silly me. I was talking to the letter’s recipient, not the sender. But she was still listening.
“There’s a box where you can put letters, without any stamps…” I was explaining it badly, scrambling to retain her attention.
“Don’t they have a proper post office?” 
“Of course. This place is more a tourist gimmick.”
“You’re having me on…” 
“Look, I’m just Postman Pat.”
“You said your name was Tom.”
Dear God! Had this woman never heard of Postman Pat?
“My name is Tom Wells,” I said again, beginning to wish I’d never started. “On Floreana Island in the Galapagos they have this box for letters. Not a proper post office, just a bit of fun. You drop in your own letter, then see if there’s anything addressed to near where you live. I picked up this one because you happen to be just around the corner from here.”
“Hmm… I see. I think.” Now definitely curious.
“I can easily put a stamp on it, pop it in the post the usual way.”
“No, no. Sorry if I’ve been rude. You see, I’m puzzled. And anxious. My husband Harry stopped off in the Galapagos recently but has now gone all quiet. Although he can’t send wish-you-were-here cards from the wilds of the Pacific, he can communicate, and it must be ten days since I last heard from him. That letter might be a clue to what he’s up to. So don’t post it. Can you come over and bring it with you?”
“Now?”
“Unless you’re too busy.”
“No, I’ve eaten. And there’s nothing much on the telly.”
“You did say you lived nearby, so see you in five. Or however long it takes.”


TWO

The Fingest home did not encourage public scrutiny. About five years ago the original Victorian house, set in half an acre of semi-derelict scrubland, had been demolished and the plot redeveloped with a clutch of upmarket homes, surrounded by a fence, CCTV cameras and a stout gate that only opened in response to a security code.
I needed the exercise, so walked round, approached with due humility and rang the bell for number three. I was expecting a voice, instead the gate swung silently open. A spotlight was focussed on callers and the security camera must have approved.
The sign said Bolney Close, a semicircle of eight properties, none worth less than a couple of million. The dark shadow of distant trees suggested that the gardens would be small and sunless, but today’s moneymen are not sons of the soil. What mattered were the transports in the front drives: two newly registered BMWs, a couple of black Chelsea tractors, one silver Austin-Healey and a classic Morgan.
I didn’t have to ring the house bell because my approach had been noted – the door to number three was ajar. Although warm for the time of year, it was only mid-February, so Ms Fingest was not venturing right out. She extended a welcoming hand, almost pulled me in, then closed the door so no more cold air could intrude, or hot air escape. 
I found myself standing on a brown doormat looking at a pair of fur boots, madam’s outdoor footwear. She was wearing slippers. I was about to take off my shoes when she waved away the attempt.
“No house rules,” she said. “Do as you please. I just feel more comfortable like this.” 
‘Like this’ meant a pair of lightweight jeans with more holes than cloth and a skimpy blue blouse. She was barely five foot tall, hair and skin both light brown with a hint of red. The faintest of accents hinted at an ancestry that did not come entirely from the pale cold world of Anglo-Saxons. 
She led the way into the drawing room, soft oatmeal carpet underfoot, at the far end heavy red drapes down to the floor, hiding what I assumed would be doors, which in summer might open onto a patio. 
“If we’re to talk Galapagos, I’ll need something stronger than Earl Grey,” she said. “What’s your poison?”
She’d read me correctly as a fellow non-abstainer, so I ventured a whiskey and ginger and waited as she went over to a bar in the corner to fix it. This gave me a chance to glance round the room, which was tastefully furnished in off-white seating, three seascape paintings and an upright piano. The few family photos featured either contemporaries or the parent generation, one set definitely not Anglo-Saxon. No evidence of the patter of tiny feet. The reason for my visit being an errant husband, it could mean she was rattling around this mansion on her own.
“I made it a strong one,” she said, handing me a glass alive with fizz. She had a humorous face, not noticeably affected by the problem of a missing husband. She could afford to dress for the Caribbean rather than an English winter because No. 3 Bolney Close was heated to tropical standards. 
As I handed her the Galapagos letter she said: “Let me read what Harry has to say, then we’ll talk.”
She kicked off her slippers to reveal an array of red-varnished toenails, then sat down on the settee, retracting toenails out of sight. I took a large and satisfying slurp of Scotch – it was strong – and began to wonder what I might be letting myself in for.
Harry’s message must have been short, because within thirty seconds she had put it aside, muttering a contemplative “Hmm.”
“Does it tell you anything?” I asked.
She nodded. “He said they were taking on new crew for the passage to the Marquesas. A girl called Monique.”
“Is that usual?”
“I seem to remember their third member was becoming restless: threatening to call it a day when they reached the Galapagos. Sounds like this Monique might be his replacement.”
“Do they need a third hand?”
“Depends what you mean by ‘need’. Some people are crazy enough to sail all round the world on their tod, but it’s more restful – and safer – with a small crew; two or three on a boat their size. Then you can have a proper night watch, less chance of being run down by a tanker.”
“Does that often happen? Being run down by a tanker?”
She wriggled her red-painted undercarriage further out of sight, fortified herself with more of something that was not Earl Grey and replied: “Difficult to say. The statistics for proper ships show a surprising number that actually disappear without trace. Tiddlers must fare a good deal worse. But the sailing lot tend to be free spirits, not too deterred by nasty numbers. ”
“Sounds like you’re not one of them.”
“I’m strictly fair weather. The Med or Caribbean. No more than two sea days on the trot, then moor up and head for the nearest taverna. But Harry is obsessed.”
“Which was why you declined the wide open spaces of the Pacific?”
“That was one reason. We also have a business to run. Although our staff are excellent, one of us needs to be at the helm here in England.”
“If I’m not being too nosey, what sort of business?”
She smiled. “If you knew Harry’s family you wouldn’t need to ask. They only have one interest: boats.”
I hazarded a guess: “On the Hamble?” 
She nodded. “Fingest Yachts…”
“I seem to remember reading about… What was his name again? Frank Fingest? Died a couple of years ago?”
“Frank was the classic entrepreneur. Built up the company from nothing. We now have branches in Monaco, Antigua and Fort Lauderdale. He passed away far too young.”
“His son is your husband?”
She nodded. “In many ways Harry is a chip off the old block. Loves boats, like his dad. But he’s no businessman.”
“A common second-generation problem,” I said. “Founding father is followed by playboy son.” No sooner were the words out of my mouth than I regretted them. Calling her vanished husband a playboy! I needed my head examined.
“Harry’s no playboy,” she said, understandably bridling. “Not into nightclubs, drugs or women. He just prefers messing about in boats to sitting in an office organising them.”
“With Frank having sailed through the Pearly Gates, who runs Fingest Yachts now?” I asked.
A shy smile: “I do. Well, it’s a team effort, but certainly not Harry.”
“Who’s somewhere in the wide blue yonder and not been heard of for a while. Is that a worry?”
“These days boats have instant communication with the outside world. If they’d run into trouble, he’d have said. If they’d been hit by a freak wave and capsized – most unlikely but it can happen – their emergency beacon would automatically have sent out a distress signal. But there’s been nothing.”
“Pirates?” I suggested.
She shrugged. “They’re not in pirate country. Anyway, pirates are in it for the loot and Harry’s boat is not a galleon full of gold. The hull and equipment may be worth a hundred thousand or so, but it can’t be easily turned into cash. Not worth the average villain’s attention.” 
“Have you tried to contact him?”
“Of course. There’s quite a community out there, sailing the Pacific. Includes families with kids, doing their homework at sea. They chat on the Pacific Seafarers’ SSB Net, like suburbia out in the oggin.”
“And no one has heard from him?”
“During the first few days out of the Galapagos, Harry was part of the crowd, but recently… nothing. It’s a worry.”
“I assume they can’t have got lost,” I said.
“Course not! Sextants have long since been pensioned off. Now we have satellites that can nail you to the nearest inch.” 
“So they must be out there somewhere,” I said. “How long before they make landfall at the other end?”
“The Pacific is a very big place. After the Galapagos there’s zilch for about three thousand miles. Not a rock, nothing. Just water and more water. The nearest land heading west is the Marquesas of French Polynesia. Most of this yachtie migration seems to head for the southernmost island of Fatu-Hiva, but Harry said he was making straight for the Marquesas capital of Taiohae. On the biggest island of Nuku Hiva.”
“Three thousand miles between the Galapagos and Marquesas,” I said. “You’ll be better at marine maths than me, so when do you reckon they should reach civilisation?”
“The passage can take over a month, depending on wind, weather and currents, but some manage it in three weeks. Right now they should be about halfway.”
“Harry is obviously an experienced sailor,” I said, trying to inject some cheer. “What about his crew?”
“Gerry is an old boating buddy. When not afloat, seems to spend his life in marinas. Like Harry. As for Monique, all I have is a name; sounds like she’s some stray they picked up to lighten the workload for what was going to be a long sea passage.”
“I’m sure there’s an obvious explanation,” I said. “The magic boxes we rely on can go wrong, so I’m putting my money on a duff radio. They’ll turn up safe and sound, just you see.”
Whether either of us was convinced, I don’t know, but there was little we could do. We skated briefly over the yachting scene, but Debbi seemed distrait, her heart not in casual chat. Eventually she excused herself with ‘work to catch up on’ and I found myself leaving the tropics of No. 3 Bolney Close for an English winter. I made the usual offer of “Don’t hesitate to call me, if you want any help”, without much expectation she would take me up on it, then walked back to my modest semi.

				

