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  This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and other elements of the story are either the product of the author's imagination or else are used only fictitiously. Any resemblance to real characters, living or dead, or to real incidents, is entirely coincidental.


  "Vergonha é uma coisa que, quando perdido, nunca pode buscar."


  


  A sense of shame, once lost, can never be found again.


  


  Brazilian proverb
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  Two Fools in a Boat


  by Daniel Swartz


  


  Back in the grand old days of the Peace Corps, 1969, in the West African country of Sierra Leone — affectionately known as "The White Man's Grave" — we Chiefdom Development Volunteers, an elite group of alcoholic misfits, were parachuted deep into pestilential bush from where, two years later, we emerged thirty pounds lighter, with malarial complexions, tropical ulcers and fascinating intestinal guests.


  Erik Hansen was the daredevil of our group. He would launch himself into outrageously dangerous stunts and, worse, convince you to follow him. Near my village was the famous Bumbuna Waterfall — a 300-foot-tall roaring wall of white water. Erik decided to play with it. Perching himself on a rocky precipice right at the foot of the waterfall, he told me he wanted to dive twenty feet down into the midst of that seething frothing murderous maelstrom. "Dan, I'll do it first," he said. "But you have to do it after me." Erik flung himself into space and disappeared under tons of savagely rushing water and popped up a hundred yards downstream, waving his fist and screeching, "It's great! Jump!"


  What could I do? I jumped.


  Thirty miles down the Rokel River was Erik's village, Mapaki. The playground here was a jungled gorge where the river narrowed into ferociously fast white water rapids. Erik would point out a few strategic rocks for you to bounce off of. Then you let yourself be swept into the rapids behind Erik — tons of water roaring past your ears, eyeballs yanked into slits, cheeks flapping with G-forces — for ten minutes worth of adrenaline-addled terror.


  Naturally, Erik was keen on motorcycles. We could never ride our Hondas together on the twisting bush paths between villages without Erik insisting upon a full-throttle motocross race. Such tests of speed on serpentine courses ended with me crashing my bike into a banana tree, and a washed-out culvert bed, and a herd of cows. Erik lost occasionally too, but without grace. Once on a race to the Bumbuna Waterfall, Erik rounded a corner and found a coconut palm fallen across the path. The bike crunched into the trunk. Erik lay stunned, spreadeagled in the dirt. Up raced his buddy Percy Jones, laughing in triumph as he edged around the tree to take the lead. Erik arched his back and kicked Percy's bike squarely in the gas tank. This sent the bike plunging off the path and halfway down a densely wooded cliff. Percy somersaulted over the handlebars and walked funny for weeks.


  Erik's farewell stunt in Sierra Leone came just before we were to leave on a motorcycle trip across Africa. On Erik's last day in his village, Percy and I were waiting for him in Emma's Bar in Maburka, a town five miles downriver. There is a narrow two-lane bridge that spans the Rokel here and a hundred feet below you can see, amid half-submerged boulders, the rusting wrecks of a score of trucks and cars that have tumbled off the bridge.


  Erik walked into the bar with the new Peace Corps kid who was replacing him in Mapaki. Both were sopping wet. Why?


  "Well, Dan," Erik said sheepishly. "I jumped off the Maburka Bridge."


  "Erik . . . why?"


  "Well, I've always wanted to jump off the Maburka Bridge and this was my last chance, so . . ."


  "Perfect logic," Percy muttered in despair.


  "Did you jump off too?" I asked the new kid.


  "Um. Yeah. See, Erik said: 'I'll do it first—"


  "'But you have to do it after me.' I know, I know."


  "Congratulations, kid," Percy said. "You're Sierra Leone's new Idiot Supremo."


  •


  Erik had grown up in the Panama Canal Zone, handling small sailboats and hanging out at the Balboa Yacht Club. His dream — told and retold at the Bumbuna Waterfall as we sat naked in the sun and swigged Star Beer — was to sail an ocean cruiser. After our bike trip across Africa, after a bummer of a year back in the States, after re-upping in the Peace Corps and two years in the Philippines teaching Luzon hilltribes how to grow paddy rice, Erik got his chance when he met Dave Winslow at the Manila Yacht Club. Winslow, a local USAID honcho, needed crew to sail his brand new yacht from a Bangkok boatyard up to Manila harbor. Christened Quetzal, she was a thirty-foot ferro-cement gaff-rigged cutter, a double-ender built along the lines of a Norwegian lifeboat. Not much for style or speed, but ideal for crossing oceans.


  Winslow and Erik two-handed the boat down the Gulf of Thailand, around South Vietnam and 2,000 miles later had reached the mouth of Manila harbor when a tropical gale tore away their mast. Shortly after being towed into the yacht basin, Winslow got even worse news. USAID had transferred him from Manila to Niamey , Niger. North of Nigeria, Niger is a half million miles of hot sand. Yes, smack plunk in the middle of the Sahara. Scant use for a sailboat.


  Undaunted, Winslow hired Erik to refit the boat for him and sail it down the South China Sea, across the Indian Ocean, around the Cape of Good Hope and up to Lagos — halfway around the world.


  Meanwhile I was in the Brazilian Amazon, wrapping up an eighteen-month agricultural job. Erik wrote to say he had a sailboat and would I care to come to Manila? As a native New Yorker, my sole maritime experience had been crossing on the Staten Island Ferry. But how could I resist acting out boyhood dreams? I signed on as Erik's crew of one.


  •


  My first view of the Quetzal came as Erik rowed me out in his dinghy amid the gleaming sloops and schooners of the Manila Yacht Club. The wealthy owners employed live-in "boat boys" whose sole job was to keep teak trim and brass fittings in perfect sparkle. Erik was the only white boat boy and the Quetzal the Yacht Club's only eyesore. Dismasted still, she squatted at her mooring, cement hull pockmarked and streaked with rust, deck cluttered with paint buckets, mops, tools, rubber tires, pots and pans, broken funnels, stray shackles. From a laundry line astern flapped Erik's tattered underwear, soccer socks and Thai fisherman's pants.


  "What do you think?" he asked doubtfully.


  "Gorgeous!"


  I meant it. She was thirty feet long, she floated, and she was ours. Below decks was a galley, a two-berth salon with fold-up table, a toilet used only for storage, a forepeak with two more berths. Plus an icebox for beer, lockers crammed with canned goods, a well-stocked paperback library. What more could anyone want?


  We passed the next six weeks making the Quetzal seaworthy. We stepped a new mast, rerigged the sails, sanded and varnished every inch of teak, chiselled out the rust in the hull, plugged the gaps with fresh cement. In our labors we were aided by the Beautiful Busty Barratella Sisters. We had met Maggie and Maria, two very rich teenage Cuban Americans, at a folksinging bar where I would occasionally pick up a guitar and cadge free beers. We lured them out to our boat and later, as martial law curfew hour loomed, taxied across town to their mansion in Makati. The family had gone to bed so we had the living room stereo to ourselves. As Dylan's new Blood on the Tracks played full bore, we were guzzling goblets of Chivas Regal and lying intertwined on the rug in an amorous heap when the door opened and there stood Mr. Barratella himself, clad in a silk bathrobe and wielding an enormous samurai sword. His eyes bulged: his virginal daughters in the filthy clutches of two long-haired bearded degenerates! I leapt to my feet and approached him in a mendicant crouch. "Mr. Barratella, sir," I squeaked. "Let me assure you that we are perfectly harmless."


  After many soothing words from the two sisters, the ogre departed. We subsided into a confused embrace again. With the Marcos military curfew, we had no choice but to spend the night — Erik with Maria, me with Maggie — sneaking out of their beds scant hours before breakfast to greet the family with beaming innocent smiles. Over the next month the Beautiful Busty Barratella Sisters slept most nights on our boat, always pleading to the father the curfew excuse.


  •


  A misty morning of March 20, 1975, we weighed anchor, hauled up the mainsail, started the small auxiliary engine and chugged out of the yacht basin, on our way to Africa. The engine gave out somewhere around Corregidor. All efforts at resuscitation failed; for the rest of the voyage the engine functioned as ballast. We had no radio, no RDF, no electricity even. We had a sextant on board but never did figure out how to use it. Pure sailing by the seat of your pants. We did have charts and a hand-held compass, and set our course for Borneo, 700 miles south. Borneo's a pretty big island and we figured it would be hard to miss.


  As evening fell, we moved into the great rolling swells of the South China Sea. Our hearty captain promptly became seasick. Mercifully, the night was clear and the wind steady and I had no problem keeping us on course till morning and Erik's revival. The operations involved in sailing the Quetzal were simplicity itself. There was the mainsail and the topsail above the gaff, and before the mast three headsails: stay, jib and flying jib. A knowledge of two hitches and a pair of callused palms were all that were needed to haul sail up or pull it down. Similarly, steering meant pushing the tiller in the direction you didn't want to go. Each of us spent twelve hours a day at the tiller. We wore only shorts, or nothing at all, and were soon tanned as dark as Malay fishermen.


  The next two weeks were pure glamour: blue water and blue skies with only the occasional rainsquall. We had a good beam wind and as the boat stayed canted over to starboard, we learned to live atilt, using gravity and controlled falls and a few strategic hand-holds to clamber fore and aft. Dolphins often came up to frolic in our bow waves. Once, bouncing about on the bowsprit, I reached down and touched the dorsal fin of an unsuspecting dolphin who rolled over to regard me with an intelligent eye for an instant before skittering away to the depths, frisky as a pup.


  Best of all were nights alone at the tiller under a million stars, canted over and skudding along nicely, no sounds but the whoosh of water along the hull, bowsprit pointed at a star and the light of a full moon making the sails gleam like white satin. You would sing and pray and talk to yourself, unencumbered by memories or worry, alive solely for the moment.


  On the fourth morning out we raised sight of Palawan. For two hundred miles we followed its coast of mountain and jungle before heading out to open sea. Three more days and the mountains of Sabah loomed up on the horizon. We sighted Kota Kinabalu with its great shining mosque and pushed on another eighty miles to dock at Labuan where we passed the next three days in generally drunken and undignified behavior. April 10 we were off again, headed for Singapore, nine hundred miles to the west. The mountains of Borneo — so steep and wild and utterly desolate — might as well have been the Mountains of the Moon. It was no place to get shipwrecked. Which is what almost happened five days later.


  We had passed the flaming gas rigs of Brunei, gone out of sight of land for a day and then returned to the coast at night, running along with all five sails up to catch a stiff land breeze off the mountains, when the wind suddenly turned around out at sea, came roaring back and walloped us. In an instant we were knocked down.


  "Knocked down" is a yachtsman's term for what happens in a bathtub when you blow too hard on your toy sailboat: it flops flat on its side.


  A hellish racket sounded in the cabin as all our gear flew through the air and slammed against the port bulkhead. A wall of blinding rain crashed over us; water flooded the cockpit; a gale-force wind shrieked through the rigging. The boat was upended on its beam — one stiff wave would roll us over! With a flashlight jammed in my teeth I was sprawled amidships fumbling desperately with the topsail lines. Erik flew for the mast to haul down the main. In pitch darkness and freezing rain, warm seawater tugging at our knees, we worked frantically to free the tightly coiled lines. Erik got the main down and the boat lifted slightly. In an adrenaline frenzy I scurried forward for the staysail, Erik got the jib and at the end, with Erik straddling the bucking bowsprit and snatching down the flying jib while I yanked the wet nylon on to the foredeck, the boat was yawing and pitching wildly but upright — we weren't going to drown — and I spat out my flashlight in an hysterical Porky Pig imitation: "Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-that's all, folks!"


  We put down anchors fore and aft and went below into the shambles of our cabin to break open a cask of fifty-year-old Filipino rum. The storm abated and, amazingly, within an hour the sea was flat and the sky tranquil with stars. Samba music blared from the cassette player; two gibbering gringos reeled about on deck, ecstatically grateful for the gift of life. There was an eerie green phosphorescence in the water and naturally Erik had to play with it, diving off the bowsprit and hauling himself down twenty feet on the anchor chain. I joined him down there and the two of us. became flaming green figures in a world of black — a pair of incandescent astronauts out on a space walk.


  For the next few days, though, we sailed in a subdued mood. That sea out there could kill you! Cloudy nights were agonizing because you couldn't see what was coming at you and every stray gust of wind had you flinching and nervously contemplating taking down more sail. After four days of being whipsawed by squalls and drizzle, we reached the northwest point of Borneo, St. Petrus Island. We were becalmed for two more days and a night. Across four hundred miles of open sea lay Singapore.


  The wind finally picked up and we were off on the final leg. Midway to Singapore we anchored off a deserted island called Mendarik, harvested some coconuts, had a cookout on the beach and snorkeled along the coral reef where I saw, ten feet below, a sea turtle as wide as my outstretched arm. I dove down to say hello but that turtle didn't get to be that big by being stupid. One look at me and he was gone.


  On April 30, nearly six weeks out of Manila, we entered Singapore Straits and passed the Horseborough Light. Twenty-five miles ahead we could see the glow from downtown Singapore. Monster supertankers lumbered all around us; we bobbed like a cork in their wakes. After a becalmed afternoon, an evening wind and current swept us through a maze of anchored shipping and right into the city. We anchored off Clifford Pier. Next morning when we went ashore we learned that Saigon had just fallen.


  In mid June we set sail for Jakarta, planning to use the Sunda Straits for our passage to the Indian Ocean.


  Our first night out, Erik was asleep below decks and I was at the tiller. A dim light shone ahead but then flickered out and I thought nothing of it till a massed line of wooden pilings loomed over the bow: a fishing trap made of what appeared to be redwood tree trunks. "Eeeerrriiik!" I screamed and he was just blundering up from the cabin when we slammed into the pilings. The bowsprit splintered off like a matchstick; the two jibs came crashing down on deck in a welter of nylon and lines. The current slammed the hull against the pilings and for the next hour we frantically positioned rubber tires to cushion the impact. We were stranded till dawn when a Malay fishing boat towed us away.


  Rather than return to port, we decided to rig the jib to the stump of bowsprit and bash on regardless. We steered directly down to Jakarta but the southeast monsoon was kicking up and after a few days of fighting headwinds we chose to cross back to Borneo instead, then make our way south. The second day on our new course, we were engulfed in a shrieking horrific monster storm. For two days and three nights we ran under bare poles. Huge green watery mountains towered astern, threatening to crash over on us. Gale-force winds ripped foam from wave tops as, wet and shivering, we clung to the tiller, kept the killer waves astern, surfed madly down great yawning chasms of water. We had no idea where we were, only that we were being relentlessly pushed north toward Vietnam.


  "Hey, they like Americans up there," Erik said.


  "Sure, we can spend the next ten years Building Socialism."


  Then, in one of those mysterious and totally undeserved marks of God's favor, the wind switched from south to north and when we awoke the third morning, St. Petrus Island was off our port beam. We were back in Borneo!


  We steered south down the coast in rough seas and gusting wind. The tiller weighed a ton. The only way to manage that damn log was to jam it behind your shoulders, brace your feet on the edge of the cockpit and lunge backward. This would head the bow into the wind till you overpassed the edge and needed to bring it down again. You would have to duck your head, let the tiller swing over you, then grab it and haul it back up to your chest. Sort of like performing a hundred pound bench press horizontally. Try twelve hours of this and sailing loses some of its romance.


  Our charts showed a town named Pontianak two hundred miles down the coast. One lucky midnight we snaked twenty miles up a river, running before a storm, and tied up at the Pontianak pier where we were welcomed by a delegation of the local goats. We woke up a policeman on duty. He recommended a hotel where we could get hot food and cold beer. The yawning proprietor unlocked the kitchen, told us to help ourselves and come back tomorrow for the bill.


  Pontianak is the sort of place where a white man is a Major Event. We were constantly followed by small crowds. When we pushed off a week later, having repaired the bowsprit, the dock was lined with a hundred loafers waving farewell. It was the 4th of July and we bawled patriotic songs. The dock exploded with applause.


  Over the next two weeks we threaded south through the Karimata islands and into the Java Sea. It was sometime during this period, while idly watching dhows and lateen-sailed outriggers pass by, that I asked myself: What were you doing ten years ago today? In 1965 I was an 18-year-old civil rights volunteer in Birmingham, Alabama. In the hours of solitude at the tiller I could see and hear, with eerie clarity, people I had known then. I resolved to write a novel about them.


  Had I known it would take five years and six drafts, I might have gone on with Erik to Africa, but in my fool's confidence I figured I could wrap it up in a few months.


  After landing in Jakarta, Erik and I devoted a week to strenuous partying. Then I flew to Singapore and began the novel, later moving to Malacca, and eventually settling in Songkhla, this sleepy fishing town in the far south of Thailand. Erik soloed the Quetzal across the Indian Ocean, reaching the island of Mauritius in 55 days. "A record for slowness," he wrote later. On Mauritius he took on a Chinese shipmate who could not swim and 1,200 miles later was caught up in one of those legendary Cape of Good Hope storms and shipwrecked north of Durban. The Quetzal eventually washed ashore but it was pretty well totaled. Erik got a job driving a bulldozer for a road construction crew in South Africa, then moved back to Manila to help build a ferro-cement whaler for an American couple who planned to charter it to scuba divers in the Marianas. They had promised Erik the captain's berth, but at the last moment anointed their son instead and gave Erik a plane ticket home. Feeling he had been used, Erik cashed the ticket and made his way south by tramp steamer through Mindanao and the Sulu Sea to Celebes where he came down with hepatitis. Six months later, celebrating his cure with his first glass of beer, he wrote me a letter from Perth, Australia. He'd found a job in a flour mill and was looking around for a new boat.


  Within a year Erik was foreman of the mill. He bought a 29-foot racing sloop, rechristened her Isatu after an old African girlfriend, and planned to convert her into an ocean cruiser.


  By now I was teaching at the university in Songkhla and one day a telegram arrived from Perth informing me that Erik Hansen had been killed in a motorcycle accident. By the cruelest of ironies, a letter from Erik arrived a few days later. His new boat was ready and he planned to leave Perth shortly. He had charts for the Gulf of Thailand, the winds and currents were favorable, and he asked whether I could find him a teaching job in Songkhla.


  The friend who had sent the telegram followed with a letter of his own. Erik had downed a few beers in Perth and was speeding home on his 750 Kawasaki when he went off the road and hit a utility pole. He died instantly. The flour mill where he worked closed down for his funeral. Afterwards, his former co-workers gathered at the local pub for an all-day booze-up and billiard tournament. "I don't know if you understand Australian character," the friend wrote. "But that was the highest tribute they could give."


  One of the most common dreams I have is Erik Hansen arriving in Songkhla aboard a magnificent clipper ship. No, he assures me, he never died. He's heading for Africa and do I want to come along?


  1 - Voyage West



  

  Asquat on the kitchen floor, Mother was stirring a pot of rice porridge and in the glow from the charcoal brazier her eyes took on a strange glitter. Embarrassed, Linh looked away. Her older sister, Van, always the outspoken one, asked: "Are you crying?"


  "No. Smoke in my eyes. Get the bowls and spoons."


  They ate the porridge slowly, savoring chunks of pork, their first since Christmas, nine months ago.


  Then Mother was checking their parcels again. She handed each a plastic rosary and a tin Miraculous Medal. At the door she grabbed their necks and pressed their faces to her flat breasts. "Go quietly. Don't look back."


  The door shut behind Linh with a soft click but it struck with the finality of a gunshot. Beside her sister, she picked her way down the muddy alley. Mother was behind the door and she was ten paces away now. Mother was alone in the kitchen and she was halfway down the alley. Step by step she would travel till she was halfway around the world and she would never see Mother's face again. Tears stung her eyes, her breath came in shallow choking gasps, her steps faltered; she was about to turn, run back, fling open the door, when she felt her sister grip her upper arm, the thumb digging painfully into muscle.


  "Walk, idiot. And you cry, I'll slap your face."


  "Shut up. I hate you." She snatched her arm back and quickened her pace, feeling shame at her weakness, anger at her sister, and some pride too, because her words had come out so firmly, and by the time she reached the end of the alley she had blinked away her tears.


  •


  The southbound bus was already crowded but the sisters found seats together. People soon crammed the aisle, perched on baskets and bundles — farmers talking in the sing-song drawl of the Mekhong Delta. Mother had warned them to stay silent lest their city accents betray them but the excitement of leaving Saigon — the sight of ripening rice fields, lumbering water buffalo, the rice plain stretching away to the horizon, so much space and light, the highway wide and straight now, the bus picking up speed, passing over bridges spanning sluggish brown water — became too much for Van who began babbling happily about the time she had gone to the seashore at Vung Tau, when Father had been free and drove a red Citroen; she remembered the blue sea, the taste of Coca Cola and chocolate ice cream, sitting with Father under an umbrellaed table by the beach. "But you're too young. You don't remember anything but the city."


  Linh nodded, still too timid to speak.


  Van smiled at her. "You'll be seeing the sea soon."


  •


  Police checks, a flat front tire, ferry crossings of the Mekhong at Hung Thuan and Can Tho — the bus took nine hours to reach Rach Gia. The sisters were met by the buck-toothed woman who had sat in Mother's kitchen a month ago and, after much haggling, accepted five gold taels for their passage.


  "Ten minutes more," the woman muttered irritably. "I'd have let you sleep in the station."


  They trudged after her down streets meandering away from the town center. Then they halted under a mango tree where a bullock stood hitched to a high-wheeled cart. From a nearby noodle shop, wiping his lips, limped a thin old man in tattered shorts and singlet. "Get in the cart, little sisters," he murmured, giving them a toothless smile. "And keep your mouths shut."


  At sunset they were bouncing down a red dirt road between a paddy field and a stand of coconut palms when they saw, up ahead, an orange sun setting over a placid green sea. But even this sight was not enough to keep them awake for long. When they were roused and helped down from the cart, the night was damp and cool and pitch black. Behind the old man's flashlight they stumbled silently down a sandy path bordered by banana trees till they reached an attap hut on stilts. Inside, dimly lit by a single kerosene lamp, a dozen families sat bunched around their bundles. A few people turned to stare at the sisters. Embarrassed, they crouched together near the doorway. The old man scuttled over, holding out two bowls of rice topped with boiled cabbage and nan ngoc. The sisters rapidly shoveled rice into their mouths, having eaten nothing but sugar candy since Saigon. The old man hunkered companionably beside them and lit a corn-husk cigarette. "You leave tonight. Or maybe tomorrow."


  •


  They were the last to leave.


  On a muddy bank amid a cloud of mosquitoes they squatted together and watched the old man pole away a crowded sampan. He slid to the edge of the channel and soon disappeared into the shadow of the mangroves, his movement reflected only by a moonlit glimmer of ripples from the sampan's wake.


  "Why won't you tell me your name?" the boy whispered again. In his mid-teens, with big ears and a bristly crewcut, he had volunteered to keep the sisters company.


  "I've told you I'm Nguyen Xuan Tong," the boy persisted. "Why are you being rude?"


  "Le Thuy Van."


  Giggling, Linh poked Van with an elbow for being so bold.


  "And your little sister's name?"


  "Ask her yourself."


  "Your name, little sister?"


  Linh giggled louder.


  "Quiet!" Van hissed. "Her name is Linh."


  "From Saigon?"


  "Yes."


  "Only you two? Where are your parents?"


  "Father is in prison camp. He was a colonel."


  "Lieutenant colonel," Linh corrected.


  "Quiet."


  The boy clucked his tongue sympathetically. "Majors and colonels are getting sprung now. Maybe they'll let your father go too."


  Van shook her head. "Before, when he was near Hue, the camp chief wanted twelve taels for the papers. But now he's in the North. Mother took a train three days to see him. He could only talk at the gate for ten minutes. He says he'll die soon and wants us to go to America."


  "Any family there?"


  "No."


  "I have two uncles in Texas. Come stay with me."


  Van smiled, covering her teeth with her hand. "Foolish boy."


  •


  The sampan glided slowly into open water, wavelets slapping the bow. Linh saw a black hull take shape in the light from a quarter moon, then faces in the windows of a tall wheelhouse astern, a mass of dark bodies lining the upswept bow. The sampan slid alongside the hull; men reached down and helped Linh, Van and Tong climb up to the deck.


  "It's too small," Van whispered when they were settled on the fish hatch. The boat was no longer than ten meters. Forty men, women and children squatted haunch to haunch, jammed to the gunnels between wheelhouse and bow. "That woman promised we'd have a big boat."


  "But it floats, right?" Tong said. "Some people pay gold and get nothing. This is my second try." Tong's face — crewcut, pimpled cheeks, grinning teeth — was suddenly illuminated by the beam of a powerful flashlight. He threw a hand over his eyes. The light swept closer over the water. A low moan of fear rose from the crowd on deck. The light went out. From the darkness came a low hoarse cry: "Dinh! Dinh! Nguyen Chu Dinh."


  "Who is it?" growled a voice up in the wheelhouse.


  "Huyan Anh!"


  "Motherfucker."


  "I'm coming with you. With twenty boys from Tan Hoi."


  "No!"


  "There's no room!" a woman cried.


  A long river skiff darted out of the darkness and pulled alongside. Young men clambered over the rail, stumbling over the people huddled on deck. Others tossed up rice bags and plastic water jugs.


  "Off my boat!" roared the man in the wheelhouse.


  "We come too, Dinh!" called a thin man at the helm of the skiff. "We don't come, we tell the police."


  "Motherfucker."


  More young men were scrambling aboard, cursing, laughing, smelling of homemade whiskey. They forced themselves over the hatch, shoved aside the Saigon people, squirmed and elbowed themselves into place. Tong, Van and Linh were pushed far up the bow. Scampering barefoot along the rail, the thin man approached the wheelhouse. "Dinh! Keep a cool heart, brother! We've brought ten liters of diesel."


  "How did you find out?"


  "Dinh! Dinh!" the thin man laughed. "Who can hide from my spies?"


  •


  The bow would smack into a surging wave and cold seaspray drench the people packed on the foredeck. Some yelped in shock; others laughed shyly. Along the rail some Saigon people were being sick but on the hatch the Tan Hoi boys, fishermen and farmers, were swapping bawdy jokes and laughing loudly. Astern, the mangroves were a low smudge on the horizon. The sun burned overhead in a cloudless sky and the water was clear blue and those Saigonese not seasick conversed softly among themselves, smiling in the cheerful realization that they were out of Vietnam for good now. Three hundred miles west lay the coast of Thailand.


  Tong kept his arm around Linh to shield her from the spray. In his other hand he cupped an American Marlboro. As insurance against the police, he had kept three packs, worth 120 dong on the black market — a cop's monthly salary. He had given the sisters Dramamine pills and some dried mango and now they called him "em gai", older brother. He couldn't help liking Linh, such a nice, cute, dumb kid. And Van was a beauty: tall, smooth-cheeked, plump-lipped, pale skin reddening in the sun now, broad cheekbones tapering to a delicate chin, eyes set wide beneath unplucked brows and thick black bangs. Her breasts jutted high and round under a coarse blue-cotton farmer's blouse and Tong struggled to keep his eyes politely averted. Van spoke with formal pronouns and an appealing reserve, as befitted an upper class virgin, but laughed quickly enough at his stories of Saigon streetlife.


  "The medicine game's not bad but you need a steady supply from America. Penicillin, tetracycline, paregoric, sulfanilamides. I managed to trade up a bit of stock in Cholon but it was all small scale. The thing is to lay up a fat supply and hustle it out in the countryside. Hicks never see so much as an aspirin and they'll even trade duck and chicken. That's where the real money is, back in Saigon. Later a Chinese kid got me into rubber sandals. His grandfather's got a factory, pays off the cops and party cadre, sends kids selling on the street. I moved quick from selling to making sandals, first piecework, then on contract with kids working for me. I can always make sandals in Texas but my uncles wrote me that I don't have to work at all, the Americans give you money to go to school. I had to quit school when I was twelve."


  Curled up beside Linh, her chin resting on forearms folded on the rail, Van asked, "How old are you now?"


  "Sixteen."


  "Me too. I had to quit school too. They were always giving us trouble because of Father. Teachers called us 'class enemies'. Sundays they made us dig all day in the school garden. They like to punish us, make fun of us. Police are always coming to our house. Mother was a nurse at Central but after '75 she was fired, so now—"


  "When do we get to Thailand?" Linh interrupted.


  "Three days," Tong said. "There's a camp on the beach with plenty of food and a school to learn English. The Americans take everyone out and fly them to California. Don't you listen to the radio? They tell you everything on the BBC."


  "We don't have a radio," Van said. "Mother is afraid of the police."


  "Still, there are other ways. All those stories about Thai fishermen. People on the street talk."


  "Mother doesn't like us talking to people. She's afraid."


  Tong knew the type. After '75 some people struggled back — a newspaper editor selling pens on the street now, a police captain mending bicycle tires — but others hid in their homes, or the room or two still allotted to them, and slowly parcelled away hoarded dollars and jewelry and gold. Ripe targets for thieves, they were even more afraid of the police.


  "I don't understand," Linh said. "What do people say about Thai fishermen?"


  Tong shrugged and pursed his lips. How stupid can you be?


  "Nothing. You meet them at sea. Sometimes they ask you for money."


  •


  By sundown Nguyen Chu Dinh had been at the helm for fourteen hours. He had steered a course 240° from Rach Gia, passing south of the islands of Rai and Nam Du, staying far out of the range of the big island further north, Phu Quoc, with its seaplanes and patrol boats. He was nearing Hon Tho Chau now. Another half hour and it would be dark and he would take a bearing off the island's four beacons and set course for Thailand. His brother could take over the helm then, there being nothing ahead but open sea. Next morning they would be out of Vietnamese waters.


  Crowded into the wheelhouse were Dinh's wife and four children, his two brothers, their wives and children, and Huyan Anh, his skinny, shifty-eyed, worthless cousin from Tan Hoi. The women and children slept on the wide shelf behind the bench where his younger brothers were stretched out, dozing lightly. In the doorway stood Huyan Anh, smoking cigarettes and boasting slyly of the money he had made from the Tan Hoi boys.


  They had all made money from this trip — the Saigon organizers had laid out 35 taels — but Dinh was wondering if anyone would live to spend it. Crammed over every surface, from wheelhouse roof to bow, were thirty men, eighteen women, twenty children. The boat was riding low in the water but the engine was good, a Noda 113, larger than necessary for such a small boat, and if 310 liters of diesel oil held out and the weather . . . the clouds ahead had better break or those people on deck were in for a long wet night.


  Dinh, 37, the oldest man aboard, had begun as a boy in long-tailed skiffs purse seining trash fish along the coast and became, at nineteen, partners with his brothers in a small stern-winch trawler, chasing the shrimp schools, and then his pride ten years later, an 18 meter otterboard trawler which would sweep for weeks across the Gulf and the South China Sea till his holds were stuffed with bluewater fish: tuna, mackerel, bonito, sea bass, snapper . . . He had been smart enough to sell his big trawler a month before "Liberation Day", figuring that the new government would let him keep his ten-meter stern-winch. What he had not reckoned on was the price of diesel shooting up to ten dong a liter. You could always buy diesel at the government dock at two dong but then you had to sell your catch back to them at 600 percent below the black market price. The trick, of course, was to buy government diesel and then dump the bulk of your catch on the black market. If you were caught you'd lose your boat or go to jail or get slapped with a bribe that would break you just as easily. And the cadre on the government dock kept trying to convince him to sign over his boat and work for a salary. He evaded them as politely as possible, but someday they would grow weary of persuasion and simply confiscate his boat. Then generously offer him a job as captain.


  Which wouldn't be all that bad. Though you could never feed a family on a government salary, you could deal more comfortably on the black market as a charter member of the bribery chain. But they would also station an armed seaman on board to ensure that he did not forget to return to port. Friends of his were playing host to a government "guest" whenever they shipped out. It was only a matter of time . . . So best of all: turn everything into gold and go to America and buy a new boat. Three Rach Gia men had sent letters from Louisiana with photos of their boats and houses and cars. All you had to do was get across three hundred miles of the Gulf of Thailand and not drown.


  "There's a boat behind us," Huyan Anh said softly.


  "What?" Dinh dropped the wheel and bulled through the doorway, shoving aside Huyan Anh. It was growing dark to the east and it took Dinh a few moments to spot a black bow and wheelhouse rise on a wave crest 500 meters away.


  "Motherfucker."


  "They got an AK-47, we're in trouble. They might settle for gold."


  "But if they're Navy and Northerners and greedy, they might want the boat."


  "So?"


  "Our engine's bigger and if they've got a full load in their hold . . ." Dinh opened the throttle full bore. The new engine rhythm instantly roused his two brothers.


  "What's happening?"


  "Trawler astern, might be after us. I'm bearing away. See if they follow." Dinh swung his boat forty degrees southeast.


  Minutes later: "They're following."


  "Motherfucker."


  "Half hour it'll be dark. They can't chase us then."


  "If we can keep ahead."


  Ranked along the western horizon were red-orange cloud turrets, their upper reaches dimming to ochre and purple. The boat was slanting crossways into an oncoming sea; waves slapped the port bow and a burst of seaspray fell on the foredeck, waking those who had dozed off. Someone shouted and pointed toward starboard and everyone could see now, silhouetted against the cloudbank, a black trawler, red yellow-starred flag flapping atop the wheelhouse, and a man at the bow waving a rifle over his head.


  "They're riding high. Not much in their hold."


  "They got antenna too."


  "Probably radioing Phu Quoc."


  Dinh kept maneuvering westward. The black trawler moved parallel, still 300 meters away, barely visible in the gathering darkness.


  "They'll never close now. They'll have to give up."


  "If they don't have a spotlight—"


  "They don't. They'd have flashed it by now."


  "Ai!" Huyan Anh yelped happily. "Bye bye, Vietnam!"


  Dinh pulled the wheel another twenty degrees, due west now, away from Hon Tho Chau, exposing his starboard flank. He turned and saw the trawler rise on the crest of a wave and then two flashes of light from its bow, followed by two sharp pops, then a burst of popping sounds like a string of firecrackers.


  "Get down!"


  "Don't stop! Don't stop!"


  The men crouched down in the wheelhouse; wives and children cowered deeper against the stern bulkhead. Out on the hatch people flattened themselves on the deck. At the bow a girl flew through the air, arms flailing, face exploding in a red mist of blood. She landed on the deck and the crowd screamed and shrank away, wiping blood off themselves.


  •


  An AK-47 bullet, copper-jacketed lead-antimony alloy, with a muzzle velocity of 4,000 feet per second, slows down over a distance of 300 meters to less than 3,500 feet per second which was still quite enough when it entered her left eyesocket to smash what little cartilage there was to Linh's flat nose and exit out the far end of her other socket, having the effect on her eyeballs of a sledge hammer upon a pair of grapes.


  

  •••


  

  As rain lashed the deck above, they huddled in the blackness of the hold, cramped together, lurching to the whim of the waves, cold, wet, sleepless in the reek of fish and bilge and vomit and the screeching of terrified children.


  Tong climbed out of the hold when the eastern sky began to lighten. Rain still fell steadily but the wind had dropped and the boat plowed steadily through a heavy grey swell. Tong lurched astern down the pitching deck. Linh lay where he had carried her: on a straw mat on the wheelhouse floor. Both the mat beneath her head and the bandages over her eyes were soaked with blood.


  On the bench above, Van was rummaging through Tong's satchel. "Looking for something?" he asked.


  "I'm sorry." Van's cheeks were streaked with salt tracks, smeared with blood where she had wiped away tears. "More pills?"


  Tong shook his head helplessly. "What I gave her only knocks her out. When she wakes up, there'll be nothing to kill the pain."


  •


  All day they moved west. Clouds raced ahead over a sunny blue vault. People dehydrated from seasickness kept dipping into the water cask. At noon the captain's wife brought a cauldron of rice out on deck. The crowd surged forward, shouting, scuffling, elbowing each other. From the wheelhouse Dinh cursed them into silence. He ordered the rice rationed equally, one cup apiece, notwithstanding the grumbling of the Rach Gia people that the Saigonese had contributed nothing.


  By sundown, the water cask was scraped dry. After supper, while the crowd lolled about on deck, drowsy after the long day of sunlight and salt wind, the eyeless girl began screaming.


  •


  Linh shrieked, gagged, moaned, thrashed about, tore at the bandages over her eyes. Van cradled the bloody head in her lap; Tong gripped Linh's hands and kept her swaddled in a blanket. Towards dawn, Linh subsided into drowsy whimpering. Van nodded off to sleep, awakening mid-morning so stiff and cramped that Tong had to help her down to the deck to wash her blood-sticky arms in seawater and exchange her gory blouse for Tong's spare teeshirt.


  Crouched against the rail, Van laid her cheek on her arm, saw a speck of red against the blue horizon and barely had time to wonder if this was a ship before tumbling into a dreamless sleep.


  She was awakened by a sudden eerie silence as the boat engine was shut off. Men were shouting in a strange language. A dark, stocky, barechested teenager teetered on the rail nearby, a rope in hand, his baggy brown trousers flapping in the wind. He leapt down to the crowded deck and kicked aside some children to tie the rope to a cleat. Towering alongside, a 20-meter trawler pitched and rolled: tall red prow, three tiers of blue shutters lining a white superstructure, black fishing net dangling from a boom, stacks of straw baskets on the wheelhouse roof and in the doorway a fat man waving a pistol.


  "Gold!" he yelled in English. "Dol-lah A-meh-ree-ka!"


  Scowling young men jumped on deck, brandishing knives, hammers, hatchets. Dinh shouted down from the wheelhouse: "Give them what they want!" Men and women handed over pieces of gold, pulled off rings and wristwatches, rummaged in their baggage for dollars. As the fishermen pocketed their loot, they grew more relaxed and cheerful.


  Van was relieved to see Tong scuttle over and squat beside her. "Don't be afraid," he said, smiling weakly.


  "But I have nothing to give them."


  "That's okay."


  "Ow beah leu leu!" Glowering down at them now was a husky young Thai with a round pockmarked face. A wispy mustache drooped over the corners of his mouth; long hair, sunstreaked and tangled, hung in greasy ringlets over his shoulders. Tattooed on his smooth brown chest was a tiger's head surmounted by lines of curlicued script. In one hand he held a rusty hammer. "Mon-nee!"


  Tong handed up a twenty-dollar bill and a small gold ring. The fisherman paused to give Van a slow, appraising look. Tong slid his arm around her. Van stared down at the deck, at two bare brown feet, rough and cracked, the toes splayed, one big toe missing a nail. She closed her eyes, trembling. When she opened them again, the feet were gone.


  Dinh held high a five-liter water jug and shouted to the fat man in the opposite wheelhouse, "No water!"


  "Okay, okay." The fat man beckoned him aboard. Dinh and his brothers returned with six full water jugs. The Thai crew reboarded their boat, cast off lines, and as the big trawler pulled away, they waved and smiled. "Thailand! Thailand!" the fat man shouted, pointing his pistol westward.


  At noon rice was cooked and water passed around. Three hours later, two boats appeared astern.


  •


  Boxed in port and starboard, secured by hawsers at bow and stern, Dinh's boat bobbed between two Thai trawlers. The hulls drifted apart, then bumped together, cushioned by tires dropped over the sides. A dozen Thai swarmed over the deck, furious that people had so little to give them. They yanked the adults to their feet, shook them, waved knives in their, faces, tore apart bundles and packs, thrust their hands into men's pockets and down women's brassieres. Belongings were strewn all over the deck.


  A long-haired teenager in a faded sarong pointed at Tong and shouted in English, "You!" Tong was ready with pack of Marlboros and a single gold earring. The Thai reached out and unzipped Tong's Levi jeans. "Tawt gangang," he said, motioning for him to strip. As Tong waited in his underpants, the Thai checked the jean pockets, came up with a few crumpled dong notes, tossed them overboard, and slung the jeans over his shoulder. He pointed at Van and snapped his fingers.


  Sitting on her heels, eyes downcast, Van opened her bundle for inspection. She watched a big brown hand toss her underwear out on the deck, her rosary, cellophane packet of identity documents, photos of her parents. Another hand slid under her chin, fingered the Miraculous Medal around her neck, then plunged down her teeshirt. She stayed motionless, her heart beating wildly, as a callused palm groped roughly over


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Afterword



  


  In 1985, three years after the events of this novel, the Anti-Piracy Program got off the ground.


  Under dynamic leadership, the Thai Marine Police began arresting scores of pirates. The process was simple. Funded by UNHCR donor countries — North American, European, Japanese — the Marine Police complied a photo-file record of Thai trawlers and crew. UNHCR interviewers in Thailand and Malaysia showed these photo logs to Vietnamese piracy victims. Once they identified boats and crew, they would be housed in a Marine Police safe house in Songkhla to await the arrival in port of the suspect vessels. The Marine Police would board a trawler, line up the crew and bring on the Vietnamese to finger the culprits.


  Together with regular Royal Thai Navy patrols, the arrests had a chilling deterrent effect on fishermen/pirates. By the end of the 1980s, piracy rates in the Gulf of Thailand had plummeted to single digit percentages. Altogether 161 fishermen were arrested, 116 convicted on charges of rape, robbery, abduction and murder. By 1991, the piracy rate dropped to zero as the Vietnamese simply stopped crossing the Gulf.
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