
  [image: image]


  OTHER WORKS BY ROBERT F. JONES

  Blood Sport

  The Diamond Bogo

  Slade’s Glacier

  The Man-Eaters of Zamani

  Tie My Bones To Her Back

  Deadville

  The Run to Gitche Gumee

  Gone to the Dogs: My Life With My Canine Companions

  Dancers in the Sunset Sky

  The Fishing Doctor: The Essential Tackle Box Companion

  The Hunter in My Heart: A Sportsman’s Salmagundi

  African Twilight: The Story of a Hunter

  Upland Passage: A Field Dog’s Education

  Jake: A Labrador Puppy at Work and Play


  [image: images]


  Copyright © 2015 by Louise Jones

  Originally published in 1990 by The Atlantic Monthly Press.

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Anthony Morais

  Cover photo credit by ThinkStock

  Print ISBN: 978-1-63220-580-3

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63450-019-7


  For Leslie,

  who sails deeper seas


  
    On men reprieved by its disdainful mercy, the immortal sea confers in its justice the full privilege of desired unrest.

    —JOSEPH CONRAD

  


  Excerpt from The Philippine Pilot, vol. IX

  15. FLYAWAY ISLANDS

  This chapter describes the Islas Efemerales, or Flyaway Islands, marked on some charts as Dampier’s Folly. From NE to SW the group includes San Lázaro, Balbal, Moro Armado, and Perniciosa, along with some three dozen islets and atolls that are seasonally inhabited, if at all. Lying in the Sulu Sea midway between Palawan and Mindanao, some seven hundred sea miles southwest of Manila, the group is rarely visited. (See “Caution.”)

  San Lázaro, the largest island, is about twenty-seven miles long, NE to SW, and seventeen miles wide. The interior is mountainous, heavily wooded, and cut with deep ravines known locally as laberintos venenosos for the poisonous snakes, insects, plants, and Negrito headhunters inhabiting them. The highest mountain is an active volcano, Mount Haplit, with an elevation of 2,819 feet. Its smoke plume is often visible at a distance of fifty miles. Close to the coast are many seemingly fertile valleys interspersed with old lava flows and narrow strips of apparently cultivated lowland, from which the mountains rise abruptly. Beaches of red and black sand comprise the leeward shore of the island, supporting lofty, wind-tossed stands of coco palms. Attractive as they appear from the sea, the beaches are infested with hordes of disease-bearing sand fleas (pulgarenas in the local dialect) and should be avoided by visitors.

  Balbal is similarly mountainous, with 1,699-foot Cerro Corsario rising in pyramid shape from its center, and thickly forested. Formerly a base for Dyak and Tausuq sea raiders, the island is now reportedly occupied only by a small band of animist indigenes related to the “gentle Tasaday” of Mindanao. Rare mouse deer, peacock pheasants, giant carnivorous flying squirrels (the balbal for which the island is named), and the small, fierce, V-horned wild buffalo known locally as tamarau are also present in delicate balance with the aborigines. To preserve that balance, Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos in 1978 placed Balbal off limits to visiting vessels. The ban, though rarely enforced, remains in effect.

  Moro Armado is a hilly, scrub-grown, boomerang-shaped island twelve miles long by four miles wide. Surrounded by abrupt fringing reefs, its most prominent feature is a complex of salinas, or salt pans, at the S end into which the tide flows. These salinas are diked and controlled by sluice gates to permit the entry, entrapment, and evaporation of seawater, and are mined in rotation for the resulting salt. The labor was performed in the past by indentured mineros, who lived in coral-block huts the size of dog kennels. Currently the task falls to political prisoners and hostages whose plaintive cries and work chants can be heard far offshore, especially on a NE wind.

  Perniciosa, flat, corralled, and uncharted, is visited only by snake hunters and malaria researchers. A Japanese submarine refueling depot was located here during World War II but abandoned in 1944 due to disease and guerrilla raids.

  The sea bottom surrounding the Flyaways is rugged and rapidly variable. A “Dangerous Ground” of reefs, shoals, trenches, shifting sandbars, and submarine ledges (called putas in local parlance) girds and interpenetrates the main group, rendering approach hazardous even to the best-equipped vessels.

  Wrecks abound.

  History. Obscure, violent, mythic, and not yet written.

  COLREGS Demarcation Lines. International rules of the road apply.

  Vessel Traffic Management. Not applicable.

  Anchorages. Variable, dependent upon wind, tide, current, and political developments. A good weather eye and a busy leadsman in the chains afford the best assurance against grounding. All anchors should be buoyed for quick slippage and an anchor watch maintained at all times. (See “Caution.”)

  Tides. Probably semidiurnal on the South China Sea side of the group, diurnal in the Sulu Sea. Tide tables for these waters have not yet been compiled.

  Currents. Little known, though a NW current of twelve to twenty knots may set directly through the islands and their outliers, at least during certain months.

  Weather. Mild to severe, year around. The outstanding feature of the marine weather is its unpredictability. Trade winds and monsoons are frequently interrupted by cold fronts that reach the islands from as far away as Tibet and Mongolia. Gale-force winds, though unlikely, can drop with great suddenness from seemingly clear skies. These squalls are known locally as vientos azores, or “hawk winds,” for the swiftness and ferocity of their descent. Seas in the area usually run about ten feet, but have reached forty feet or more on occasion. Waterspouts are common.

  Storm-Warning Displays. These are unknown in the Flyaways.

  Pilotage. Unreliable. (See “Caution.”)

  Towage. Hazardous. (See “Caution.”)

  Quarantine. Not required. (See “Caution.”)

  Customs. Ruinous. (See “Caution.”)

  Immigration. No passport or visa is required of anyone seeking to enter the Flyaways.

  Supplies. Bunker fuel, diesel, and gasoline are rarely available. Most fuel sold to visiting mariners has been purposely diluted with water or spiked with corrosives. Sugar is frequently added to gasoline so as to burn pistons and render visiting vessels inoperable. Fresh meat, fruit, and vegetables can be purchased, along with casks of supposedly fresh water, from local pump boats. A frequent, low-cost offering is the native rum, a potent drink called tuba asesina (see “Caution”). All such produce should be thoroughly examined, washed, strained, peeled, cooked, or otherwise tested (perhaps on the ship’s cat) before human consumption. Ice, yeast, and stationery are sometimes available in the bicycle shop above the Carniceria Cabrónes near Love Boat Wharf at Avenida Putissima.

  Repairs. The Vela Vieja Sail Loft at Narr Lagoon on Moro Armado is equipped with a deep-throat (thirty-seven-inch) sewing machine. One-Eyed Balabatchi, a shipwright on San Lázaro, does excellent if expensive work in both wood and fiberglass (ask for him at the Millikan Shipping offices opposite the mosque on Dewey Square in Lázaro City). Though all Flyaway Islanders are competent mechanics, requests from visiting mariners for engine repairs are often construed as invitations for sabotage (see “Caution”).

  Communications. Roads between principal ports and towns are poor, unpaved, rutted, and beset by bandits. Bridges over the many streams that drain the higher islands are few, flimsy, poorly maintained, and exorbitant in their toll rates. The islands have no air service. Though steamship lines from Manila, Puerto Princesa, and Zamboanga served the islands in years past, the looting and subsequent sinking of a Hong Kong cruise ship at dockside in Lázaro City in 1978 caused termination of passenger service. Only small, interisland vessels called kumpits now operate in the Flyaways (see “Caution”). Telephone, telegraph, and radio communications to the outside world have never been available, and probably never will be.

  Currency. The monetary unit is hard cash (gold or silver) in any available coinage. No credit cards are accepted. Barter is widespread (see “Caution”).

  Language. The common language of the Flyaways is a koine, an amalgam of Spanish, English, Tagalog, Dyak, Tausuq, Chinese, Annamese, and Palaweño Negrito. Most of the younger islanders speak English.

  Ornithological Note. The Flyaways’ reputation for harboring devils, reported from the logs of its earliest visitors, is probably based on the eerie cries of the Barabbas erne, or gallows bird (Haliäetus galga), which Duvoisin’s Field Guide to the Raptors of Southeast Asia describes as thirty-five inches long, dark-backed, black-capped, and hook-billed, one of the world’s rarest seabirds. They are known to inhabit only certain small islands off the SW end of Isla Perniciosa, where they come and go at night. They feed on flotsam, including the corpses of the drowned, but have been implicated in attacks on chickens, pigs, and small children. Stiff-winged, they glide low over the water. Silent by day, they are extremely noisy at night, especially when breeding or feeding. The cry is said to be a prolonged and mournful weep-weep-wak-fungouuu.

  Caution. Mariners are advised that the Flyaways have long been notorious throughout Southeast Asia and indeed the entire western Pacific not only for their myriad navigational hazards but for the ingrained and seemingly irremediable villainy of their inhabitants. The island economy is now and always has been based on piracy, smuggling, wrecking, barratry, mutiny, kidnapping, prostitution, slavery, arms manufacture, forgery, and the cultivation of controlled substances. Few vessels in Flyaway waters show running lights or observe rules of the road. Harbor vessels displaying a white letter P on their hulls are not pilot boats but pirates. Even the small, seemingly harmless outriggers of local turtlers and egg hunters should be given a wide berth: the boatmen, regardless of age, sex, or apparent degree of decrepitude, are invariably armed and dangerous.

  Local fishermen commonly mark the position of their nets and traps with plastic bleach bottles. Care should be taken to avoid contact with these floating markers as they are often mined with high explosives.

  All buoys and lights must be regarded with extreme suspicion.

  Anomalous latitude and longitude computations are common in these waters. Mariners who manage to return from the Flyaways inevitably find that all navigational equipment, from the most sophisticated modern electronics to the simplest sextant, requires calibration at the next port of call.

  Perhaps the final word of caution concerning the Flyaways should be left to William Dampier (1652–1715), the English freebooter and explorer who visited these islands nearly three centuries ago: “Avoide them at all Costes,” he wrote in his Voyages and Descriptions (1699). “Onlie a Foole or a Man of suicidall Despairation woulde ever willinglie shape his Course toward the Flyawaie Islandes.”


  
Part One

  CULDEE
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ONE
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  The Culdee place stood on a headland overlooking the fogbound sea. It was the oldest house on that bleak stretch of the northern California coast, and its timbers were even older. They had been salvaged more than a century ago from a vessel caught on the lee shore and driven aground below the bluff. From the sea, in the oddly canted light that precedes a storm, the house still resembled a ship, dismasted and hurled to destruction by conflicting currents, its bows pointing seaward, captain and crew whirled off in the storm winds and the hulk itself left derelict at the whim of the surf.

  The nautical motif was appropriate, for the Culdees were inveterate seafarers. They had captained trading schooners along the coast since the days of the gold rush, clubbed seals on the ice of the Chukchi Sea, hunted sea otters in the inshore kelp beds, and harpooned whales on the blue water from the Line Islands to the Antarctic. More than a few of them had served in the navy, and Culdee bones lay encrusted in coral off beaches where palm trees swayed. Jim Culdee, the last male of the line, had almost added his bones to the pile. Often, now that he was on the beach, he wished he were down there with his kinsmen. Instead he lived here, a derelict, alone except for his daughter, Miranda.

  Dogs loped along the beach in the early morning, wild dogs, skinny in the fog. From the bows of his house the old sailor could see them ghosting through the mist kicked up by the surf, pausing to sniff a clump of kelp or a slippery driftwood burl. Some mornings, especially after a storm, dead things washed up on the beach, half-buried in the clattering shingle. The dogs ripped them apart and bolted them down in angry, convulsive gulps. Heads buried themselves in a bloated belly, tails waving spastically in the fog, their salt-wet fur matted and dull in the sunrise. They emerged only to gasp for breath. Muzzles dark with blood, they ran off to bury the bones—gone till tomorrow.

  When he was younger, Culdee might have felt disgust or outrage at their behavior. Death should have its dignity. But the dogs were fierce in defending their finds, and he would have had to fight them to liberate the carcass. Once, he was almost sure, he had tried. It was the body of a young woman, the victim of a wandering iceberg, or a gale, or perhaps an enemy torpedo. He saw her awash in the surf, turning gracefully toward the rocks, her dark hair spread like a sea fan until the next wave hurled her onto the stones at the high-water mark. Something in the way she moved—the toss of a slim, bare arm, a coquettish twist of her neck—gave him a momentary hope that she might still be alive.

  He could save her yet, he thought, carry her up to the house, to the warmth of the fire, spoon brandy down her throat, watch her cold breasts slowly flush with color, her pulse quicken, her eyelids quiver and open . . .

  He raced down the stone steps, vaulted the seawall, ran in long, eager strides across the slippery strand. But the dogs were there before him. Bristling, lean, foul smelling as the rot they ate, their black leather lips drawn back from yellow teeth, they growled even louder than the sea itself. Beyond them lay the girl. Already the crabs had broken her eyes.

  It is a wild, rank place, he thought, and there is no flattery in it.

  The house, though, was snug and tight, secure against the sea’s cold indifference. In the entry hall yellow oilskins hung over ranks of sea-boots and hip boots clotted with drying marsh mud. Shotguns, rifles, and fishing tackle gleamed from pegs on the wall, dark with oil. Old duck decoys carved from swamp cedar and wayward hatch covers, austere in the flat, primary colors of house paint, lay coiled in their anchor cords—widgeon and gadwalls, shovelers and golden eyes, old-squaws, teal, a pair of harlequin drakes in their winter plumage. Crab pots and fish traps, awaiting new slats or wire, stood neatly stacked in one corner near a scarred and blunt-tined clam rake. All of these were now Miranda’s tools, for Culdee rarely went out any more.

  The floors inside the hall door were of polished pine, lustrous with wax, the walls lined with books that bore the dog-ears and ripped jackets of heavy reading. There were shelves filled with curios from many forgotten voyages—soapstone sednas from the Beaufort Sea and coral formations from the Paumotus, faded pink conch shells and the fluted calcium of giant tridacnas, medusae, abalones, a chambered nautilus. Weapons from the wars—a kris from the Sulu Sea, a yataghan from the Caspian, a nicked sword stick from the coast above Lamu on the Erythraean Sea, a Zamboangan bolo, an imperial Japanese bayonet. But the muted gleam of brightwork and pewter and delicate china on the other shelves took the edge off this cutlery. Or so it often seemed to the old sailor, who preferred not to remember how his family had come by these weapons.

  From the beamed ceilings in every room, turning slowly in random drafts from the many windows and fireplaces, hung the tiny ships that Miranda carved when she wasn’t sweeping, or dusting, or polishing, or cooking, or reading, or hunting, or fishing, or pulling the crab pots, or sailing her catboat into town for the mail. Ancient vessels, all of them, which she had found described or pictured in her sea library—nefs and cogs, shallops and gundalows, flutes, naviculas, five-masted barkentines and hermaphrodite brigs, a yard-long replica, complete to the last ratline, of Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s pinnace Squirrel, hell-bent for doom north of the Azores in 1583. At night, with the lamps turned low and the fires burned down to coals, tiny balls of Saint Elmo’s fire seemed to glow in the pinnace’s rigging, but Miranda would never say how she achieved that effect.

  Some of the models she sold, now and then, along with the surplus fish she caught, to augment their small income. Any cash left over after their meager expenses were taken care of went into a bank account she kept for some undisclosed purpose. The old sailor, as dead to matters of finance as he was to most other things, never asked her about it.

  He spent his days in a captain’s chair at the prow of the shiplike house, drinking cup after cup of coffee and watching the movements of the sea. Often—too often—the coffee was spiked with rum. When Miranda came into view, he watched her with the same dispassion he spent on the waves. She was a tall, green-eyed girl with a strong face, broken nose, and dark hair that hung clear down to her shoulders, and in the early morning, before the wild dogs appeared to feed along the sea wrack, she danced on the rocks at the base of the headland, with the sea crashing around her. She danced to some music shaped by the waves thudding and rasping on the shingle, odd rhythms of hissing sand, breaking shells, melting mud, and the cries of seabirds overhead. The fulmar fling. The gannet gavotte. The waltz of the terns and petrels. She wore a white nightgown that swirled around her as she spun and swayed, her hair swinging a beat or two behind.

  Culdee watched her strong, bare feet grab the rock, thrust from it, grab again, and spin, sure on the wet, black granite. Sometimes she sang as she danced, old chanteys delved from her ancient sea books:

  
    Heisa, heisa

    vorsa, vorsa

    wow, wow

    one long draft

    more might, more might

    young bluid, young bluid

    more mude, more mude

    false flesh

    lie aback, lie aback

    long swack, long swack

    that, that, that, that

    there, there, there, there

    yellow hair, yellow hair

    hips bare, hips bare

    tell ’em all, tell ’em all

    gallows birds all, gallows birds all

    great and small, great and small

    one an’ all, one an’ all

    heist all, heist all . . .

  

  Down on the beach, the dogs were eating something large and gray. The old sailor did not care any more what it was. He turned his chair from the sea. The fog in his mouth tasted of sea coal.


  
TWO
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  Only at sea could Culdee come really alive. The first clank of the anchor chain through the pawls of the wildcat set his heart to singing. He loved it up on the forepeak then, hosing down the ground tackle as it came aboard, sluicing great gray globs of harbor mud off the links and flukes of the anchor and watching them fall in awkward, heavy splashes that clouded the water. He loved to hear the engine bells ringing from the bridge, a profane Angelus of the sea. The Captain’s crisp, dispassionate commands, the helmsman swinging the wheel, the first bite of the rudder when he had the wheel watch—all of these were Culdee’s sacraments. It was like taking a cathedral to sea.

  The whole ship shuddered as the wake boiled out behind them—bobbing buoys and winking lighthouses, the slowly sinking hotels and banks and spires of the receding shore, wind over the bridge, gulls wheeling and screaming, all hands to quarters for leaving port, harbor seals gaping from the stone of the breakwater and the first taste of salt as a wave blasted the prow, spray sheeting high over the gunwales, as high as the wheelhouse, wetting even the flag bags on the signal bridge, the seawall behind them falling back, sinking like the city into the sea, and only the empty ocean dead ahead . . .

  Another cup of coffee gone cold. He sipped it anyway and watched the waves slide ashore through the fog.

  Once they had run independently from Japan back to San Francisco, in fog the whole way. A great circle route that took them up to the Aleutians, then back down in a slow arc past Alaska along the Pacific coast. Only once had they seen land—a brief glimpse of Mount Logan, shining pale and solid through the seasmoke; most of the way you couldn’t see half a mile from the bridge. They passed no other ships, but in midocean whales sometimes broached and blew close at hand, the rotten-fish reek of their breath drifting through on cool, damp air. Porpoises rode the bow wave, and the ship settled into her working routine as if the fog would never break: they might be steaming in one spot forever. All day the sound of paint scrapers rasped from the steel decks, and the smell of fresh red lead washed back into the fabric of the fog. On the messdecks, they ate as though every dawn brought holiday routine—steak and eggs for breakfast (it was Kōbe beef, tender and juicy, hand-massaged by pretty little Japo farm girls with night soil between their toes; the eggs stayed fresh the whole way across). There wasn’t a single fight on deck or in the crew quarters. Not one man was haled to captain’s mast—not even tough little baby-faced Reibald, whose father had been a “chopper in the woods” in Oregon and once got his throat cut in a fight over a girl on the Pike in Long Beach but made it back to the ship so the pharmacist’s mates could stitch him up and he wouldn’t miss movement for WestPac. Even little Reibald, the signalman striker who looked like a choirboy convicted of murder, was full of the milk of human kindness on this cruise. Ed Krueger, the chief electrician and the hairiest man in the navy (except for his bald head; from his lower eyelids down, he was as shaggy as a black bear), raced up the ladder to the bridge one day, spread his arms wide, the fog misting his rimless glasses, and yelled for all to hear, “Every day in the navy’s just like Sunday on the farm!”

  Now, dead at heart in the captain’s chair, Culdee realized it had been the Sunday of his life. But that was long ago.

  Now even his tattoos were fading.


  
THREE
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  In the end it was the land that killed him, a ratty, mangrove-tangled stretch of it on the beach somewhere north of the Ben Hai River. Culdee had his own command then—a fast, hard-hitting, throaty little Swift boat that could turn thirty knots with her twin diesels two-blocked. Their job, part of Operation Market Time, was to patrol the Vietnamese coast near the DMZ, watching for junks and sampans that might be carrying enemy troops or ammo south. When they found one, it usually meant a fight. But the Swift had twin .50s mounted atop the pilothouse, another machine gun and an 81-mm mortar tube aft, and plenty of maneuverability along with her speed. She looked like a cross between an old World War II PT boat and a pilot boat, and she drew only three feet of water.

  That came in handy when they ran SEAL teams into North Vietnam, usually in the dead of night and dark of the moon. In a way, though, it was the boat’s shallow draft that lured Culdee to his death. They were running north at dusk, above Quang Tri, just idling along the ten-fathom curve and watching the coastline a thousand yards off the port beam. They were under strict radio silence, and they didn’t have to extract the SEALs until dawn the next day. There had been reports of enemy movement along the coast—maybe some NVA units infiltrating toward Con Thien was the word.

  “Something’s happening in there, Chief,” the lookout said. “Back in the mangroves. Could be Charlie.”

  Culdee looked through his glasses—they were Leitz 9 × 35s, clear and crisp. He’d won them off a West German news photographer in a poker game at Cam Ranh Bay. He focused them and saw the dusty green mangrove leaves snap sharp. There was movement beyond the web of twisted branches—darkness and light; black cloth, pale skin—like a priest dimly glimpsed through the screen of a confessional. The light was fading fast, though, and Culdee saw a string of cormorants angling along just above the tops of the mangroves and the last light shining golden-green on the coconut palms back of the beach. He spun the wheel to port and pointed the bow toward the movement.

  Drake, the gunner’s mate, was already hunkered behind the twin .50s. Culdee heard him work the retracting handle back; he heard a click, then the second pull to seat the round. He looked astern. Earhart, the young engineman, was at the aft gun mount. The diesels grumbled and farted at low revs, and small waves slapped the fifty-foot hull. They were heading straight into the last of the sunset, and the light on the water couldn’t be worse. There was coral all along the coast that could tear your heart out. Culdee kept a sharp eye out for the quick, shy swirls that broke over reefs and niggerheads. The water was shoaling fast.

  Then he saw something awash, right in close to the mangroves. At first it looked like the body of a man. Then it looked a lot bigger.

  “Could be a crate or something,” the lookout said. He was using the twelve-power glasses. “Maybe wrapped in a tarp?” he added.

  There was no more movement in the trees, but that didn’t mean anything. They were about three hundred yards off the beach now, and it was getting dark fast. There is no twilight in the tropics.

  “Hey, Guns,” Culdee yelled topside. “Cut me down some of them mangroves.”

  “Aye, sir!”

  The .50s slammed; great white flocks of egrets lurched screaming into the dusk. Leaves flew, big chunks of purple and white wood went soaring off crazily, whole stands of trees slowly toppled. There was no answering fire.

  “Maybe it was just water buffalo,” the lookout said doubtfully. But buffalo would have run, or at least bellowed.

  Culdee dropped the engines into neutral. The crate, or whatever it was, still lay sloshing in the shallows.

  “Put a couple of rounds into that thing,” Culdee told the lookout.

  There was an M16 racked on the port wing of the bridge. The lookout snapped the selector lever to semi and popped the crate twice, then a third time for good measure. Nothing screamed. Nothing blew up.

  “Okay,” Culdee said. “I’m going to bring her in so you can grab that thing with the boat hook. Use the handle like a sounding pole, up there in the bow, and yell the depth back to me. Remember, we draw three feet.”

  The hell of it was they had only the old French charts to go by up here in the North. Even the most recent of them was fourteen years old, and some dated back to the 1930s. A lot of typhoons had blown through since then, a lot of sand had shifted from one spot to another. In waters like these, whole reefs could die and be born again in a new place while your back was turned. It was worse in the delta. Down there, where the alligator navy lived, each monsoon season laid a new grid of channels and shoals over the mouth of the Mekong. They ran PBRs in the delta that drew only a foot and a half of water. Glass-hulled thirty-two-footers that could go like stink once they got up on the step. But they ran on those damned jet motors—Jacuzzis, the white hats called them—and the impellers were constantly jamming with water hyacinth. Up here, at least, the water was clean and clear. In good light you could read a beer-can label on the bottom in ten fathoms. Count your blessings . . .

  But Culdee knew he was evading the main issue. He smelled a rat, and the rat’s name was Charlie. It could be a setup. Sucker you in to check out whatever Charlie had left in the water, then cut loose with everything they’ve got. On the other hand, maybe the Swift’s appearance had interrupted a resupply mission. Maybe there was a sampan, courtesy of Uncle Ho, tucked away behind the mangroves, in one of the thousands of invisible inlets that notched the coast. He had his orders. If he didn’t go in and check it out, he’d be facing the green banana for sure. It he did go in and it was a setup, the only banana he’d face would be the one Charlie’d left for him to skid on. After that, he wouldn’t have to face anything.

  They eased up toward the shore. The only sounds were the burble of the exhaust, rising now and then to a peevish blat, the croak of a night heron on the hunt, and the whine of mosquitoes, piercing as a dentist’s drill. The light was becoming subaquatic.

  “Almost four feet,” the lookout said. The bottom of the boat-hook pole looked black in the dusk, like a dipstick pulled from a sump of dirty oil.

  “Three and a half.

  Nothing moved in the mangroves. All the birds seemed to have flown.

  “A touch over three . . . I think I can reach it now.”

  He extended the pole, leaning far out over the bow. A silver comma winked in the gloom—the hook.

  “Got it.”

  As he pulled back on the pole, the crate rolled slightly, sucking in the easy wash. Then the hook slipped. There was something dangling over it—pallid, snaky, angling back into the mangrove roots. Det cord . . .

  Oh, fuck! In his mind’s eye, Culdee saw Charlie hunkered back in the swamp, the ends of the wires scraped bare, one in each hand. Charlie brought the ends together . . .

  “Hey!” the lookout yelled, his voice cracking like a teenager’s. “It’s a fucking wi—”

  Flash.

  Culdee was in the water, warm as blood, red as blood. It was blood, blood full of twitching meat. A severed hand sunk through it. A tattoo on the back of the hand—Culdee checked numbly: he still had both of his. The tattoo, he suddenly saw, was a tiger head, fangs dripping blood. Underneath the blood, VUNG TAU ’66. The hand turned over as it sank; small fish darted and ripped at the flanges that fanned from the wrist. Drake’s hand—he had a tattoo like that . . .

  The Swift was down by the bow. There was no bow. Big chunks of it continued to splatter down all around Culdee when he lay in the water far away. No, quite close, actually. No, pretty far away. Lights winked in the mangroves like giant fireflies. It was gunfire, but Culdee couldn’t hear it. The roar in his ears was too loud. The stern of the Swift was cocked high against the sky. Culdee saw the muzzle flash of the aft .50 caliber still pumping strings of fire into the mangroves—Earhart. But then the .50 went dark, too. They got him.

  Culdee floated. He couldn’t move enough even to dog-paddle away into the dark. Something eased out of the solid wall of mangrove roots—a sampan. Low voices chattered in dink. Guys were poling at the high-curved stern. There was a glint of weapons—AKs. A dink up on the bow was leaning on a long, skinny pole . . . with a hook at the end.

  At first Culdee thought it was the lookout’s boat hook, blown back into the mangroves by the blast of C4 that blew off the bow of the Swift, and the men along with it. But it was a gaff. Culdee’d seen them on the fishing boats he’d interdicted—hand-forged, rusty, spangled with scales and encrusted with dry fish slime, but honed to a bright point at the recurved tip. He thrashed weakly, like a played-out pompano.

  The dink leaned over through the darkness and gaffed him through the shoulder.


  
FOUR
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  That was the end of the good life. For the next six years, like it or not, Culdee pulled shore duty. And he hated shore duty. It was the essence of that quarter of the planet called the Beach—stability, salutes, red tape, mortgages, shopping malls, cars, banks, credit cards, telephones, restaurants. It was shore duty, among other things, that had led to and finally disrupted his marriage. Culdee was stationed at Key West then, soon after Korea wound down. The girl worked in a bank on Duval Street. Her name was Vivian, and she was lovely—dark-haired, blue-eyed, with a wide, white-flashing smile that seemed, in those days at least, as fresh as the sea breeze on Mallory Dock.

  Weekends he borrowed a boat from the naval base—a heavy carvel-built double-ender—and they sailed out to the Marquesas, sometimes even as far as the Dry Tortugas. She’d grown up in the Keys and knew boats. They fished for permit and mutton snapper over the wreck at the west end of The Quicksands—“Mutton’s better ’n nuttin’,” Viv always said. They trolled over Isaac and Rebecca shoals on their way out to the Tortugas. If there were boats tied up at the wharves on Garden Key, they angled over to Bird Key and dropped the hook there. From a distance, wreathed in terns, Fort Jefferson looked as final as the sunset—solid, fierce, its red brick walls the ultimate meaning of shore duty.

  But it was in the fresh wash of sunrise, on the parapets of one of those broken walls, that Culdee asked Viv to marry him. They had climbed the rotting stairways in the dark, bringing a blanket and a thermos of orange juice spiked with Cuban rum, to watch the dawn break.

  “Keep your eyes peeled for the flash of red,” Culdee told the girl.

  “The what?”

  “You’ve heard of the green flash at sundown—hell, you’ve seen it, from Mallory Dock. But there’s a sunrise flash, too.”

  “And it’s red?”

  “Sure. The green one’s the ocean’s starboard running light. The red one’s on the port side.”

  She looked down at the cutter, where it rolled at its moorings beside the wharf.

  “That means the sea runs south,” she said. “And the sun at noon is the masthead light.”

  “You’ve got it,” he said. They laughed, and he kissed her. Terns circled overhead as they made love, watching curiously with bright black eyes. Viv saw the terns. Culdee, looking down from the parapet, saw a barracuda chasing baitfish in the shallows. Then he proposed to her.

  Sadly, for both of them, she accepted.

  The joy soon faded. Viv hated being a “dependant”—the official navy designation for wives and children. Still dutiful, though, still loving, she followed him from home port to home port—Norfolk, Boston, Virginia Beach, San Diego, Newport, Long Beach, Treasure Island, even Vallejo, when one of his ships was in the yard at Mare Island. There were no jobs for her in these towns—at least none that counted for anything. No one wanted to hire a navy wife. Her husband might be transferred any minute. She longed to be back at the bank in Key West. Any bank. Any decent job with a chance for advancement, where she was treated as a human being, not a “dependant.”

  “Why don’t they just call us appendages and be done with it?” she said.

  She took to badgering him, cautiously, obliquely at first, to quit the navy, or least to change his rating to something that would justify more shore duty—he was smart enough to learn electronics, say, or perhaps become an Airdale; he was maybe even smart enough to enter OCS and become a supply designator. That way they could be together more, rather than him being off at sea half the time, three quarters of the time! And if he learned electronics, he could cut loose from the navy and get something that paid real money—maybe his own TV repair business—some day, at least.

  So Culdee grew slowly sullen. That’s when the drinking started in earnest, and the bar fighting. He began looking forward to long tours at sea—Operational Readiness Training, offshore work as a target ship for submarines honing their torpedo marksmanship, complex landing and minesweeping exercises, especially the nine-month rotations to WestPac. An old navy tradition had it that all marriage vows were null and void once a man had crossed the international date line. At first he resisted. Then he said, Fuck it. And did.

  On one of those tours the baby was born. Miranda—he loved her, a bouncing, brown little thing that ran around naked in the backyard of their cracker-box house in Seal Beach, splashing in and out of the small blue plastic wading pool they’d bought her. A savage, feral little rug rat, quick to talk and fight. He called her his cookie crook, his house ape—while Viv bit her tongue in her own sullen silence. Miranda’s eyes were green like his, specked with motes of brown—sea eyes, he called them, with islands scattered here and there. She was ten the last time he saw her, just before he left for Vietnam, and he loved her more than the sea. But it wasn’t enough.

  On another of those WestPac tours Viv went back to school. She studied computers and banking. She was an admirably vital woman, energetic, committed, a ball of fire as they say—a human dynamo. Everyone said so. To housekeeping and child rearing, full-time occupations for most women in those days, she added one activity after another—cooking classes, Planned Parenthood meetings, yoga, modern dance, a history course at a community college, where women gathered at night to drink bitter tea and rewrite the texts that described the nature of their sex. Then she took part in a sit-in. They were back on the East Coast by then—Culdee was in a frigate out of Newport—and Viv went down to the sub base at Groton for an antinuclear demonstration. Culdee’s CO called him on the carpet for that.

  “Look, sir,” Culdee told him, “she’s her own woman.”

  “It doesn’t look good, Boats,” the skipper said. “I mean, a navy wife—”

  “She’s a better navy wife than many, sir,” Culdee said. “She’s no lush, she doesn’t fool around, she runs a taut ship at home. I mean, hell, sir, she keeps a lot of balls in the air.”

  The skipper stared at him. “Yeah,” he said. “Yours among them.”

  There was a long pause.

  “Sir,” Culdee said. He could feel himself shaking.

  The skipper looked away and blushed.

  “I’m sorry, Boats,” he said. “That was out of line—way out of line. I’m sorry. But please try to talk to her, would you? It was the goddamn FBI blew the whistle on her.”

  So Viv got a job, at one of the new electronics companies on Route 128 up in Boston. Within a year she was earning double what Culdee made as an E7. When he was transferred back to California in 1963, she stayed in the East. It was better that way. They both agreed. Oh, sure, when he pulled leave, he’d come back to Boston if he could deadhead on some navy or air force plane going that way, and once they rendezvoused in Pensacola and spent two weeks sailing and fishing in the Gulf. Miranda was with them, and already she was a good man in a boat.

  “Just like your mommy,” Culdee told her.

  “And my daddy,” she added solemnly.

  But it wasn’t the same. The marriage was in limbo. They both knew it.

  “Why don’t you put in for retirement?” Viv asked one night as they lay at anchor off Cedar Key. “We’ve got plenty of money in the bank. You could get something in Boston, or even out on Cape Cod. Something to do with boats and the sea.”

  A night heron croaked, hunting along the mangroves of the shore.

  “I’ve still got four years to go on my twenty,” Culdee said at last. “And now with this thing in the Tonkin Gulf, the navy might really need me.”

  “Goddamn the navy,” she said. “At least ask for shore duty.”

  And this was shore duty with a vengeance.

  Culdee came to know it—its geography, language, customs, nuances—better than he knew his own homeland. From Dogpatch up near the Chinese border to the cluster of camps in and around Hanoi—Alcatraz, the Zoo, the Plantation House, Skidrow, the Rock-pile, Farnsworth, and Camp Hope. He knew the floor plan of the Fiery Furnance—Hoa Lo in Vietnamese, the Hanoi Hilton to the POWs—as well as he knew that of any house or ship he’d ever lived in. Hoa Lo had all the amenities. It was an old French prison from colonial days. Many times he took a sauna and massage in Room 18, more familiarly known to paying guests as the Meathook Room. Many days and nights (indistinguishable from one another) he spent in meditation in the austere decor of the Black Room or the Knobby Room.

  He came to know the staff with an intimacy formerly reserved for family members, and not just by face or name, but by the very tread of their sandals and the jangle of their keys. He could not fault them for attentiveness. Often he wished he could. Manager of the entire chain was Major Bui—the Cat to those on conversational terms with the man—slim, soft-spoken, tall for a Vietnamese, well educated, fluent in both French and English. A busy fellow, the Cat, assiduous, serious, totally dedicated to his profession, the consummate military hotelier. Unfortunately, though, he was addicted to quiz shows. A malaise of the times, no doubt. His favorite was a Tonkinese variation on Truth or Consequences. If you didn’t do well on the questions, Beulah the Buzzer rang, and in came the consequences—Pigeye, Vegetable Vic, Hocus Pocus, or the one they called Puddles. These men were conjurers of great art, adept with leg irons, handcuffs, and the Southeast Asian rope trick. In the wink of an eye they could turn a white man’s hands and feet black with dead blood. They were marvels at the vanishing thumbnail gag. In a matter of mere hours they could cause shiny bright scars to encircle a man’s arms—“Hanoi bracelets,” which were a great rarity Stateside.

  The highest-paid masseurs and bone crackers of the Western world had nothing on these practitioners when it came to limbering a man up. By tying his arms—tightly, in Manila rope—behind his back so that the elbows touched, they imparted remarkable elasticity to the rib cage and chest muscles. They were expert as well at tenderizing tough meat. Their skill at evoking a sincere primal scream was unequaled in therapeutic circles.

  Puddles in particular seemed fond of his work. At the height of the treatment, with his client enjoying (perhaps for the first time in his life) a total aspiration of the lungs and maximum vibration of the vocal cords, Puddles was wont to step back thoughtfully, a dreamy smile playing about his lips, and perform an act of manual self-therapy—selfish but uncontrollable—the culmination of which earned him his nickname. Or, as Culdee once relayed it in tap code through the camp: “Under the spreading chestnut tree, the village slope-head sat, amusing himself by abusing himself and squirting the juice in his hat.”

  Most of the prisoners in the Hanoi camps were fly-boys—either brown-shoe navy or air force. Culdee had little in common with them. Now and then, though, a blue-water sailor would fall into the hands of the V, men like Culdee with no state-of-the-art technological or tactical knowledge. He thought at first that because of his ignorance of the big picture he would be spared the quizzes and beatings afforded his superiors—the talking walls reported nightly on these sessions. But the V weren’t really after military information. They wanted to break your spirit. They wanted propaganda. They were out to break you, whoever you were, to get you singing the full-dress blues regardless of rank or service. If they could get you talking once, they could teach you how to sing. Writing was even better.

  Culdee first caught on to this at a temporary camp near Haiphong Harbor called Brigadune. He’d been out at a place they called Upper Slobbovia, near the Laotian border—the camp must have been used by Russians at one point, because the walls of the huts were plastered with pinups of enormously fat ladies, the Fanny Fullenwiders of the Slavic world—and was suddenly awakened in the night, told to grab his tin cup, bamboo mat, blanket, and spare pajamas and di-di-mau. He di-di’ed as mau as he could after two years of jungle soup, cold rice, sour brussels sprouts, weevily bread, and an occasional piece of pigskin with the hair still on it. The truck bumped and rattled for hours, then they were at Brigadune.

  It looked like a navy camp, and you could smell the sea. There were sand flies and mangroves and mosquitoes as loud as A6 Intruders. The commandant was a fat little lieutenant commander of the North Vietnamese Navy with a weedy cookie-duster on his apelike upper lip. The My—the Americans—nicknamed him Wimpy. His henchman were Bluto and Swee’pea. The assistant commandant was a two-striper who played good cop to Wimpy’s bad cop. This man was known as Olive Oyl.

  Culdee spent his first two weeks at Brigadune in solitary, in a stifling, mildewed, ten-by-ten cell called the Chain Locker. His only companions were spiders as big as teacups. In the haste of departure from Upper Slobbovia, he had lost his mosquito net. No replacement was issued. The room, windowless, was lighted by the world’s weakest light bulb. Culdee figured it at about fifteen or twenty watts. The diet was nautical—hardtack, nuoc mam, smoked shark, the occasional hunk of boiled catfish, but more often, its whiskery head. And rice, of course. But at least there was plenty. No two ways about it. Brigadune was a feeder.

  Or at least until the quizzes began. A Quiz:

  WIMPY. Cuddy, you tell. What you do U.S. Navy?

  CULDEE. Toi khong hieu. [I don’t understand.]

  W. What your job—your rating—in American navy?

  C. Oh, I thought you were talking Vietnamese.

  (Silence, only the sound of buzzing mosquitoes.)

  W. Cuddy, You tell! I wait! What you rating? (He is angry now, mustache twitching.)

  C. You know that already. Deck Ape.

  W. (Calmer now). Cuddy, what is deck ape? Same bosum mate, hein?

  C. Yeah.

  W. (Getting to the point.) What equipment you use bosum mate, Cuddy?

  (Silence. This is stupid, Culdee thinks, his balls contracting. This shit heel knows damn well what a boatswain does—same fucking thing he does in any navy. He just wants to break me. Again. If I don’t talk—if I follow the code . . .)

  W. You tell, Cuddy, or you receive resolute and severe punish.

  (There it is, Culdee thinks, the operative phrase. They use it at every camp.)

  W. Cuddy, you have bad attitude. You tell!

  C. Well, I can’t tell you without violating the code of conduct I swore to uphold.

  W. You have bad attitude, Cuddy. (He gestures to BLUTO and SWEE’PEA.)

  (Later.)

  C. (Hoarsely). I use the same gear as these guys. (He looks up at BLUTO and SWEE’PEA.)

  W. (Looks over at the torturers, shocked, perhaps a bit fearful.) What equipment, Cuddy?

  C. Ropes. Hooks. Blocks and tackles. Fids—

  W. What is fid, Cuddy? (He pushes over pen, ink, and paper.) You write down.

  C. Well, no. I can’t. I can’t write it down.

  W. Cuddy, you have bad attitude. You will receive reso—

  C. Okay, okay, I’ll write it down. (He reaches for the pen and knocks over the inkwell, splattering the soggy gray writing paper. Patiently, WIMPY takes more paper from a desk drawer and hands it to CULDEE. CULDEE forces his fat, black fingers around the pen, dips it weakly in the ink, writes: “Fid: A long, pointed wooden spike used in the splicing of rope.”)

  W. Cuddy, now you have good attitude. Now you do for camp! (He smiles beneath that ratty cookie-duster. WIMPY’S got his hamburger at last.)

  That night Olive Oyl dropped by Culdee’s cell, armed with a Flit gun. He slunk around, spraying delicately, casting fervid, sidelong glances at the prisoner. He smiled gently. He checked that the guards weren’t watching and then reached into his pocket. He handed Culdee a piece of fudge. The fudge had lint on it, and what looked like a curl of pubic hair.

  “You are good man, Cuddy,” he whispered as he left. “Tomorrow you get roommate.”

  When the cell door closed, Culdee dropped the piece of fudge into his honey bucket. It sank out of sight in the day’s excrement.


  
FIVE
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  He was moved to a new cell the following morning. Compared with the Chain Locker it was spacious—ten paces wide by five deep. It had a big, iron-barred window that opened onto the beach. There were sou trees outside and a few tattered palms, and beyond them he could see the blue water of the Tonkin Gulf. The breeze tasted sweet after his long confinement. The window even had a screen in it to keep out mosquitoes.

  There were no leg irons at the foot of the long, wide bunks that stood one over the other on the starboard bulkhead. The bunks were built of hardwood, well joined and smoothly sanded. In the lower bunk lay his new roommate. A blond guy, tall but not cadaverous, and freshly shaved. He grinned and got up with an outstretched hand.

  “Hi, Chief. I’m Tim Turner.”

  Culdee took his hand. No fat fingers on Turner, all fingernails present and accounted for. He had a strong grip for a POW.

  “Culdee,” he said. “Chief boatswain.” He looked around the cell in wonder. “Where’s the complimentary basket of fruit and wine?”

  Turner laughed. “Hey!” he said. “As a matter of fact I do have something for you.” He rummaged in his gear, folded neatly at the foot of the lower bunk, and came up with a square of fudge. For a moment Culdee wondered if it was the same piece he’d shit-canned the previous night. He took it anyway.
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