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John Phillips

Paul was strolling through the lush countryside on a warm summer’s day.  The sweet scent of the flowering frangipani trees stopped him in his tracks.  Plucking one of the flowers, he held it against his nose.  Suddenly, everything became darker and heavier as a thick fog rolled in, blanketing them in an unnatural silence.  This scene disappeared and peering through the haze, Paul could see his familiar comrades lying near him.

Gasping, he jolted fully awake, dismayed it had only been a lovely dream.  As his eyes opened he also felt the usual sticky hot weather, but there was a disgusting smell he hadn’t experienced before.

Paul turned over, and asked Shruti, “What’s that awful smell?”

Shruti replied, “It rained heavily overnight, some of the dirt and garbage they keep leaving outside has turned into slimy mud.  As usual, they will make us clean it up.”

In reality, they’d been held captive by Somali pirates for over a year.  Kept in a large corrugated tin shed, with no amenities, no bedding, just the bare earth in a remote, scrubland area.  Despite the isolation, many huts were scattered around, giving the area the appearance of a sprawling slum.

When ransom negotiations with the ship owners and their government did not meet expectations, the pirates plundered the shipping containers and scuttled the ship.  What started as a demand for a couple of million dollars dwindled to about two hundred thousand.  The hostages’ nationality wasn’t valuable enough to negotiate higher, whereas western crews usually have things settled within weeks.  Despite many discussions on how to get their government or the ship owners to prioritise their release, they couldn’t get any progress.  It was a Kafkaesque nightmare, a bureaucratic endless loop with no solution in sight.

Neither the ship owners nor their government made any effort to ensure safety.  No security guards, no effective weapons, and no reliable communications.  In contrast, western vessels were often backed by warships never very far from the Somali coast.  When they first came alongside, the pirates fought their way up the ship, unaffected by the water cannons, which were operating at reduced strength from disrepair and disuse.

Going back to the day before they departed the port, there was a lot of talk about pirates.

The first officer said, “As the top railing of the ship is made of wood we can run a wire nailed along the top rail.  Then connect that to the ship’s generator via a switch.”

Everyone agreed it was a great idea.

He went to a dock warehouse where he knew there were rolls of barbed wire.  He said, “This will also make it more intimidating.”

The work stringing the wire took up the first couple of days of sailing.

The pirates easily thwarted their defences by tossing a heavy blanket over the electrified wires.  Paul watched in horror as the pirates swarmed aboard, their precautions rendered useless.  As the pirates climbed over the railings, there was a bitter sense of abandonment.  They knew western ships had fleets on standby, yet they were armed with nothing more than barbed wire.
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Back to the present.

The hostages discovered a stash of books in English, tucked away in the rear of a shelf.  Shruti and Paul could read them fluently.  The pirates were pleased that the hostages were distracted and were glad to have them preoccupied.  It meant they were less of an irritation.

Before the kidnapping, Paul had heard of, but not known Shruti, who stayed in a guest stateroom, whilst he was in the crew quarters deep in the ship’s bowels.  But on one rare occasion, when no one was around, Shruti removed her beret and men’s outer clothing, shaking out a mane of dark hair that cascaded over her shoulders.  He quickly realised what was hidden beneath the disguise.  She was beautiful and the graceful curves he had only vaguely noticed before, now made sense.

Shruti said, “I did that for my own safety.”

As will be seen later, that would turn out to be very wise.

Shruti and Paul grew close, but they had to keep that bond hidden from everyone including the pirates.  They had witnessed them torturing some of the crew and the last thing they wanted was to draw their attention, especially that way.  Their situation was precarious, and they lived in constant fear that something unbearable might happen to either of them.  This fear kept them from getting too close to someone, even to each other, because if others found out, getting hurt emotionally would be probable.

Paul could not believe how nice she was to him, in so many ways.  He was amazed she was interested in a lowly twenty five year old deckhand while she was a journalist working on a story for an international shipping magazine.  The closest they got to each other was sleeping side by side crammed in with all the other hostages.  Basically, a romance fantasised dreamily in their minds alone.

The pirates saw them reading the stack of books they had found and began demanding English lessons.  Paul pushed back, insisting that if they were to teach them, they’d have to improve their conditions in return.  They refused at first, maintaining a harsh stance, but it didn’t take long for them to relent.

To their relief, the lessons began to soften the pirates’ demeanour.  They began cracking jokes and asking about their Southeast Asian culture, so things were becoming more bearable.  The food improved, their bedding got better with a little more space between each other.  Daily life became more comfortable.

However, Paul noticed a couple of the hostages were getting very friendly with the pirates.  It seemed to him they were on the brink of slipping into a sort of ‘Stockholm Syndrome’.

The hostages were losing hope and their minds started to fray.  Captivity became a slow, relentless grind where every day merged into the next.  The oppressive heat and constant uncertainty meant hope began to dissolve, leaving a hollow, disorienting void.  Their senses were being slowly eroded by boredom and monotony.  Long stretches of silence left them teetering on the edge of madness.  Having Shruti, for Paul, was a great comfort.  She made it obvious the feelings were mutual.

On the day the pirates first came aboard, the radio operator managed to hear a critical piece of information.  A ship had picked up their distress signal.  It wasn’t much, just a fragment of a garbled transmission before the pirates wrecked the communications equipment.  But it was enough to spark as flicker of hope as he managed to scrawl a number from the ship’s brief contact with the outside world.  There was no way of calling as the pirates immediately confiscated all phones for their own use.  During all this time, he held onto the slip of paper.

Paul said, “Why on earth did you keep that secret for so long?  It could have been our salvation.”

The radio operator replied, “I was too scared.”
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That number was all it took to set the wheels of escape in motion.

As often happened, the pirates got their hands on alcohol and late one night, after a particularly wild celebration, they passed out, bottles scattered across the compound.  It was also the first time they forgot to post a sentry to watch over them.  As the pirates snored loudly, it was easy for Paul to crawl under some tables to their satellite phone.  It was lucky there was no password so he nervously and quickly dialled the number on the slip of paper.
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