Chapter One

Brisbane, Australia

March, 1967

 

"Hell of a night!" Vincent Carlson clutched the wheel of the Courage, his weathered 43-foot wooden sloop. Wind-churned waves vaulted the bow, flooded the deck. Heavy sheets of rain hammered Vincent’s tanned bearded face. He rubbed an arm across his eyes, squinted through the rain, and searched for the harbor’s entrance. His hand slipped off the wheel. "Damn, where’s that harbor?" He tightened his grip.

The sailboat surged forward, its headsail whipping, unleashed from brass cleats. Vincent grabbed the canvas, secured the line. Wind gusts pushed hard against his taut body, almost toppled him into the water. He clenched his jaw, shook wet hair out of his eyes. Brisbane’s lights glimmered through the downpour. "All because of you, AE" Salt water stung his lips.

The single mast of a large cutter sliced through the high waves broad on the port bow.

Vincent turned. "Who the hell?" He grabbed his binoculars, peered into the pelting rain. He’d seen that vessel before. A revenue cutter—armed to the teeth, no doubt. Only one man at the helm. Vincent let the binoculars hang on his neck. He’d beat it to port.

An hour later, Vincent coasted his sailboat into a dock on the Brisbane River, running through the city’s center, and made fast to the pier. The wind calmed but warm rain streamed from the black sky. He jumped onto the catwalk, started toward the wharf.

The cutter glided into a nearby slip. A short man, dressed in modest clothing, dark-blue stocking cap pulled tight over his head, hopped off the big craft. A cigarette dangled from his mouth. Rain blurred his facial features.

Vincent hesitated, hitched up his deck pants, then moved away from the nest of moored boats. A group of staggering sailors slurring "Waltzing Matilda" shielded him from the man with the stocking cap.

Walking tall along Queen Street, Vincent, his face chiseled handsome by the sun and water, took in the smell of simmering sausages, fresh rain, and smoky pubs. Their brick facades, pale beneath soggy red and orange bougainvillea, lined the cobbled street.

Vincent stopped in a doorway, shook the water off his thick, matted hair. A spiny sensation ran up the back of his muscular neck. He turned. The same man wove in and out of sailors plugging the narrow avenue. Vincent saw his youthful face, illuminated by blue and white neon signs. Wisps of straight black hair jutted from underneath his cap.

Japanese—he knew that face...Vincent struggled for an answer form the past. Before it came, the man ducked into an alley, melted into the night. His features remained etched in Vincent’s mind as he stared after the man.

At Jungle Wings, a tropical bar near the docks, Vincent pushed through swinging doors into the smoky room. He scanned the noisy crowd seated at scarred wooden tables, spied a space at the bar’s far end. Easing his wet body onto a rattan stool, Vincent sat with his back to the wall.

"Got any problems, mate?" The burly bartender’s large stomach slid along the countertop.

"Nothing rum won’t cure," Vincent said.

The barkeep, with closely cropped brown hair, reached for a half-filled bottle. "Comin’ up, mate."

Vincent fiddled with the wet bandana hugging his neck. Above the front doors a photo of a Lockheed Electra flying west over Oakland’s Bay Bridge caught his attention. She’d be alive now, if she’d gone that way the second time. He slapped his hand on the bar. "Hell, it’s been thirty years. She just wouldn’t ditch in the ocean."

Four couples, deep in conversation, raised their heads. Vincent ignored them, gazed at a group of sailors hunched over beers across the stuffy room. AE’s Electra diving out of control toward the water slashed through his mind. His gut tightened waiting for the crash. That plane had plenty of fuel. Something else happened.

"Who went in the ocean, mate?" The bartender handed Vincent his drink.

Vincent’s glossy eyes refocused. "...AE, Amelia Earhart, you know, the flier."

"Fair dinkum mate. Quite famous in these parts, she was."

Vincent put the glass to his lips, peered at the tapa-covered walls. "There used to be other photos of her up there."

"They’re gone." His azure eyes flashed.

"She’s why I come here. What happened?"

The bartender scratched his thick neck. "Came to work one day, found a break-in. Only things missing were a little cash and those pictures."

"Very long ago?"

"Couple months."

Vincent held his glass with both hands. "How long have you been here?"

"’bout a year." His bulging chest stretched his blue and white striped T-shirt.

"That’s when I was here last. Must’ve been just before you came." He took a swallow of rum. "Vincent’s my name."

"They call me Blue." He held out a huge right hand. "Put ‘er there, mate."

Vincent flinched at the power of his shake. "Thought I had a good grip."

Blue smiled, loosened his hold.

"My favorite picture was at Lae," Vincent said, "beside her plane, just before she took off for Howland. Her face said it all, like the hardest leg was hers."

"Must’ve been someone else’s favorite, too."

"Seems that way. It was the last photo of her."

"Mystery ever solved, mate?" Blue wiped the bar.

Vincent shook his head, gulped down the rest of his drink. "I’ll unlock it. She’s haunted me long enough. Certain things are bound to fall into place."

"Yesterday" played on a timeworn jukebox at the opposite end of the barroom. Vincent placed both elbows on the teak counter, ran his fingers through his long, graying hair.

"Here ya go, mate." Blue set down a second rum.

Vincent drained it. "Never should’ve left Lockheed—I built that damn plane." He gripped his glass tighter.

Just inside the swinging doors a petite woman shook the water off her long, black hair. Vincent saw her young amber face. He stared for a moment then his gaze shifted to her small breasts jutting through her rain-soaked dress. She paused, looked the place over, and started toward his end of the bar.

Vincent eased back on his stool. What was she doing in this kind of place?

She moved straight through the crowd like she knew exactly where she was going and stopped in front of him. "Is this seat taken?" She pointed to the stool next to him.

Vincent bent close to her, drawn to her startling dark eyes.

"May I sit down?" Her soft voice barely cleared the background noise.

He started to stand but she put a smooth hand on his shoulder. "Sure, go ahead. I’m Vincent." Her face was wet and fresh from the storm. The warmth of her presence and her wild beauty coursed his body. "Here." He fumbled for the ragged scarf around his neck. "Dry off a little."

"Thanks." She patted her delicately carved face with the damp scarf. "Sure is raining." She waved the cloth like a fan.

"Hi, darlin’," the bartender said. "Welcome back."

"Blue!" She leaned over the bar, kissed him, squeezed his thick forearm. "Same old Blue. Sure missed you and Brissy."

"This place has been quite ugly without you, love." He brushed a callused hand across her cheek. "Know just what you need." He reached under the counter and fixed a tall drink topped with three red cherries.

She smiled, saluted him with her glass. "Thank you."

"How’d it go?" He touched her hand.

She set her drink on the bar without tasting it. "Not so good."

"Time will cure it, love." Blue patted her wrist.

"If it hadn’t been for Harry, I never would’ve made it." She dabbed her eyes with Vincent’s scarf.

Vincent saw her anguish. What happened? Who was Harry?

"Harry called," Blue said, "wanted to know if you made it back okay. Never did like that guy."

"He’s a good friend."

"Maybe so, but the couple times I’ve seen him and his old man something didn’t smell right."

"Oh, Blue, you’re still biased against the Japanese."

Another customer called. Blue moved away. She stared after him.

Vincent turned on his stool. "This is quite a bar, huh?"

She did not respond, just took a sip from her glass.

"Atmosphere—lots better than the pubs."

She looked around the tropical room decorated with planes and air heroes from the thirties and forties. "Sometimes, I don’t know why I come here."

"You don’t like this place?" He took a deep breath. "Couldn’t believe I found it. An honest-to-God bar. Rum in the air, bamboo, history." What an idiot—here he was, making small talk to the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. God, he’d been away from the world too long.

"Yes, I do like it here." She leaned back, swiveled on her stool. "Even the muggy rain—goes with the tropics."

"Yeah, storm snagged me too."

She focused on him for the first time. "Nice beard."

He touched the scruffy beard. What was she thinking? The full power of her beauty hit him, warmed his loins. "How…how about another drink?" Without looking away from her, he waved. "Blue, two more of the same."

"Thanks, I could use another." She turned, faced the bar.

"You don’t sound Australian. Live here in Brisbane?"

"I’m attending graduate school."

He peered at her reflection in the mirror. Man, she was young.

Blue delivered the drinks, saw Vincent staring at her.

"I’m from Saipan." She pushed a wayward strand of black hair from her face. "Just got back. Vincent-- did you say? My name’s Amelia."

Vincent choked on his rum. "Amelia? You’re kidding!"

"You don’t like my name?" She stirred her drink. "Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Amelia—can’t believe this. Do you know about this bar?"

"Know about it?" she said. "I can give you the history. Original owner was an aviation nut—collected all sorts of stuff on early fliers. Amelia Earhart even came here once. My dad’s the world expert on AE. I’m named after her."

Vincent downed all his rum. "I knew AE, thirty years ago. I worked for Lockheed."

She leaned toward him, intense, eyes alive. "Did you know my dad, Stan Adams?"

"Stan is your old man? We worked together in Burbank. He was our chief mechanic. We were buddies, used to really hang some on. How is old Stan?"

She went blank. Her eyes moist, her face stunned. Vincent backed away.

"My father’s dead." The tears came now.

"Not Stan—I’m really sorry, Amelia. What happened?"

"They say it was an accident."

"What do you mean ‘they say’?"

She focused on Vincent’s eyes. "I think he was murdered."

