


  Author’s Note


  The ship, the people, and the events are real.


  The names of the ship and her crew were changed.





   
  The Ship



   Our vessel was a beautiful ship of about four hundred tons, copper fastened, and built at Bombay of Malabar teak. She was freighted with cotton-wood and oil, from the Laccadive islands. We also had on board coir, faggeree, ghee, cocoa-nuts, and a few cases of opium. The stowage was clumsily done and the vessel consequently crank.


   

  Edgar Allan Poe

  “A MS Found in a Bottle”


  

  



  HER BED LINEN WAS WORN THIN FROM USE. THE SHEETS HAD little holes that unclipped toenails turned into gashes. A pillow-case was stamped, in fading block letters, USNS TALLULAH. There was a large bloodstain on it, an old one—from a head wound, more likely, rather than a nosebleed. It was ironic the Bed Room steward passed out bloodstained pillowcases: the Captain had nicknamed him “the Ghost” because of the way he disappeared without a noise while a person talking to him was in mid-sentence. The Ghost was a wet-eyed, prematurely graybeard Norwegian. The Nazis had strafed his village when he was twelve, flying so low he remembered the face of the pilot. He left home after the war and had spent his life at sea, mostly as a Bed Room steward. He had an ethereal disposition; in another time people would have said he was “touched.” He spent hours sitting up on the bow talking, so he said, with King Neptune. The Ghost sometimes talked in rhyme; made puns like “I may be low rate, but don’t underrate me,” and then would toodle off, mop in hand, white rags hanging from his back pockets, laughing to himself. He made the Captain nervous.


  She was an old ship. Her history was written into her hull, a patchwork of dings and cicatrices from thirty-five years of banging into things on the watery hither and yon. A few months ago she’d rammed into a tender in the Suez Canal, and had sunk it. The evidence was a five-foot dent just aft of the stem on her port side. Dozens of pockmarks had been struck into her stern by crucifixes—the cleats on barges—when she carried the last load of ammo into Da Nang in January 1974. Beneath her bow badge a lot of welding had been done; it looked like healed-over scar tissue from a bad burn. In 1978, under another captain, she had plowed into a Coast Guard cutter tied up to the dock in Mobile. Mr. Dexter, her present third mate, had been aboard then. He was at his post on the bow when she hit and was thrown ten feet by the impact. He picked himself off the deck, called the captain on the walkie-talkie, and said, “What the hell goes on here?” The relief captain, an excitable Albanian, told him, “Don’t tell anyone! Don’t tell anyone!”


  “Here we were,” said Mr. Dexter, recounting the event, “our bow stuck in a United States Coast Guard cutter, maybe four ships corning in and out the harbor, probably two hundred people watching, everyone aboard knocked ass over teakettle—my back hasn’t been right since—and he’s telling me, ‘Don’t tell anyone!’ ‘Oh,’ I said to myself, ‘this is no good at all.’ ”


  Her decks were covered with over two hundred layers of paint. By digging into them with a knife, a person could tell what colors had been laid on, all the way back to 1945. Great, lichenous flakes of smokestack carbon adhered to everything. The decks were cobwebbed with antennae wires that generations of crewmen had strung from the portholes up onto deck. By the time a new crewman had memorized where they all were, he had been garroted several times while walking the deck at night. Because of irreparably clogged drainpipes, there were areas in her super-structure that collected rainwater and spray. When she rolled more than ten degrees, someone having a quiet smoke could get sopped with warm brackish water.


  As with most ships, there was a social hierarchy that prevailed within her seven decks. The lowermost deck was for the crew quarters. Many of the focsles on this level held three or four men each. (The term focsle—pronounced “folk—sull”—is a shortening of forecastle, the old term for the communal area near the box where the entire crew, except for the officers, once lived and ate. These days focsle has simply come to mean “cabin.” There were a number of three- and four-man focsles on the Columhianna. Over the years, about two thousand men had lived in each one. The focsles showed the hard use, even though they had been coated and recoated with Mint Frappe paint. The entire inside of the ship had been painted in Mint Frappe, an insincere shade of green, presumably meant to brighten the spirits of those who had to walk the catacomb of passageways and look at exposed overhead piping, warty, protruding rivets, and faded, chipped linoleum.


  On the second deck were the messhalls, the washing machines, some single and double focsles, the galley, and the Slop Chest, where every Saturday afternoon the Captain sold cigarettes, soda pop, blue jeans, toothpaste, candy bars, hair tonic, and other items. The name Slop Chest derives from the old English sloppe, the ragged breeches once worn by seamen on British warships and sold to the men out of chests by the pursers.


  The next deck up housed the officers’ cabins, as well as the main doors to the engine room. The gaskets on those doors did little to stifle the noise generated by the steam turbines and boilers. The smell of Bunker C fuel was pervasive, but after a few days the nose adapted.


  Above was the superstructure. In ascending order of decks: the ship’s office and the main electrical and gyroscope rooms; the focsle of Sparks, the radio operator and his radio room; the Captain’s cabin, office, and day room; and above that, the bridge and chart room. Two observation decks protruded from either side of the bridge, buttressed from beneath by steel struts. These were the wing decks, where the lookouts kept their watch, and from which, on a clear night, the horizon was almost ten miles off.


  She still had her original plumbing. Each toilet was possessed by a different demon. One made an exploding sound when flushed, followed by a raucous sucking noise. Another needed seven or eight flushes before it would swallow even a cottonball. Another emitted two bangs, three seconds apart, every time it was flushed. At one time the Chief Mate’s did not stop flushing for a month and two days. The men from the engine room went at it but could do nothing. Then suddenly one day, it ceased gurgling, and let the Chief Mate alone.


  Running in ballast, the ship vibrated like a washing machine during the spin cycle. Her Joshua Hendy nine-thousand-horsepower steam turbines gave her a cruising speed of sixteen knots at seventy-eight revolutions per minute. Fully loaded, and with her engines put full astern, she took a half mile and three-and-a-half minutes to come to a full stop. Turning on a dime was not one of her abilities. At full speed, with the rudder hard over, the tightest circle she could make had a diameter of one mile.


  When the metal door to the skipper’s cabin rattled a certain way, it meant she was making cruising speed. A hum throughout the top three decks indicated the wind was blowing Force Seven or better. When the wind hit Force Eight, it spun the propellers on the lifeboats. Nine years ago, when the ship was being rebuilt, a workman left some tools and ball bearings welded in the ceiling above the captain’s bunk. By now the Captain had grown accustomed to the sound of stainless steel balls rolling across ten feet of metal ceiling, bouncing off rivets and seams, followed by the scraping of a wrench (he supposed), which slid only when she rolled more than twenty-five degrees.


  Her keel was laid at the Kaiser yard in Vancouver, Washington, and she was launched seven months later on July 10, 1945, with the name S.S. Marine Bobcat—a 12,420-gross ton, 523-foot troop ship. She was built for the invasion of Japan, but the atomic bomb, dropped on Hiroshima a month after she was shipped down the ways, vitiated her wartime purpose. Instead, Marine Bobcat shuttled back and forth across the Pacific, carrying troops home and fresh occupation soldiers to Japan, 2,926 men per trip. In 1945 she had a crew of 219. By 1947, she was already becoming obsolete, and was mothballed. Then war broke out in Korea. Between 1950 and 1954, she made twenty-two trips from Seattle to Korea and Japan, earning seven battle stars, one of them for taking part in MacArthur’s Inchon landing. After the fall of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, she was used to evacuate refugees fleeing the Communists in the “Passage to Freedom” operation. She made six round trips from Haiphong to Saigon.


  In 1958, she was mothballed again. This time she spent ten years at anchor in the Columbia River, near Astoria, Oregon, until she was sold—for the third time—to a company that had special plans for her. The new owners intended to send her back to Vietnam, but as a cargo ship.


  A tug brought her from Astoria through the Panama Canal to the Newport News shipyard in Virginia. The forward bridge house was sawed off, taken way aft and welded on over the engine house. (It was presumably during this phase of the redesign that the wrench and ball bearings were added to the captain’s ceiling.) The troop quarters were gutted and made into cargo holds. The brig, where unruly troops and seamen were jailed, they decided to keep. Six king posts were installed, raked outwardly so as to form three imposing Vs in a row, rising high off her deck. The king posts supported three 100-foot-long, 45-ton Stuelcken booms, rigged with over a mile of 1¼-inch steel cable. Each boom could lift 120 tons of cargo; “wedded” together, 240 tons, which gave her, at the time, the heaviest lifting capacity of any U.S. ship afloat. To prevent her from tipping over while hoisting 240 tons of cargo, two 296-ton ballast tanks were added, one on each side.


  It was an expensive redesign, but the new owners were gambling that, during the Vietnam sealift, they’d get the heavy cargoes other ships couldn’t handle: landing craft, locomotives, planes, artillery pieces. When the ship was finished, her dead-weight tonnage, or carrying capacity, was 11,187 tons. A bottle of champagne was slammed against her bow as she was rechristened with a euphonious, less bellicose name, the S.S. Columbianna.


  The owners gambled well. She carried a lot of materiel to Vietnam. Since 1969 she has earned $39.7 million worth of net business, sailing more or less everywhere in the small world of tramps. One fairly routine trip took her from Norfolk to Bermuda, Guantanamo, Buenos Aires, Terceira, Southampton, Glasgow, Rota, Kenitra, Piraeus, Assab, and Boston. Some of the other ports of call are listed in her logbooks: Port Said, Kompong Som, Aqaba, Bikini, Sattahip, Naha, Poro Island, Sunny Point, Keelung, Yung Tau, Subic Bay, Eniwetok, Iwakuni, Zeebrugge, Iskenderun, La Pallice, Mocha, Aspdod, Nassau, Jedda, Limon, Lisbon, Cristobal, Gravesend, Livorno, lraklion, Hodeida, Alexandria.


  She has carried all sorts of cargoes: a $100-million missile tracking system from California to Kwajalein, its fifty-four-ton antenna packed in tons of drying agent; an entire radio station from Belfast to the States; a very hot, top secret shipment of Russian T-62 tanks and 16-mm field artillery pieces captured on the Golan Heights during the Yom Kippur War; and, at various other times, ambulances, bombs, timber, steel, mobile homes, helicopters, bullets, booze, and a hitchhiking, banded carrier pigeon who joined the Columbianna at Torbay, England. Nicknamed Little Willy by the crew, he ate a diet of Grape-Nuts and stayed on for the transatlantic passage, disembarking at Key West.


  Now the Columbianna‘s holds were stuffed with flatbed trailers, station wagons, a Lincoln Continental, a Toyota that ended up rather more compact than it started out, six buses, submachine guns, grenades, tractors, “sensitive weapons” locked tight inside a container, two dozen M-60 tanks, thirty-six refrigerators, pumps, radar sets, and two hundred cases of bourbon whiskey. The weapons and the whiskey were for NATO.


  It no longer made much difference to the Captain what he was carrying “across the pond.” In thirty-six years of sailing he had lost count altogether of how many times he had traversed the North Atlantic. More than a hundred, he guessed: three-and-a-half years of crossings, measured consecutively. One night, on this voyage, he tried to recall the cargoes he had taken from one side of the ocean to the other. Tanks, half-tracks, cannons, cork, chrome ore. Coal, coke, almonds, puncheons of wine, olives, laxatives (in bottles which the crew mistook for booze, and drank), tin ingots, phosphates, Aour, passengers (“the most precious of all cargoes,” he remarked, apparently remembering an unpleasant experience). The list grew longer. Wheat, corn, soldiers, gasoline, oranges, DPs (displaced persons: “the most semiprecious of all cargoes”—he had to bury a lot of them at sea), crude, JP-4, JP-5, televisions, radios, lathes, locomotives, airplanes, operating tables, penicillin, sulfa, scalpels, money, postwar PX scrip welded into a forward compartment, typewriters, cameras, jute, cotton, baled rubber, beef sides, potatoes, houses, pine, white ash, maple, sulphur, lampblack, manganese ore, beer, gin, frozen fish, missiles. “. . . One most perilous and long voyage ended,” wrote Melville, “only begins a second; and a second ended, only begins a third, and so on, for ever and for aye. Such is the endlessness, yea, the intolerableness of all earthly effort.” The quote, read to the Captain, gave him pause. “Kind of a rut, ain’t it?” he said.


  The king posts, those three Vs rising off the Columbianna’s foredeck, gave her an unusual appearance; unique, actually: no other ship had as many of them. The crew had a simile, said she looked like a dead cockroach on its back with its legs up in the air. Coming up the Mississippi one dawn, a river pilot said she looked like something much worse. The Captain’s children, when they were little, called her The Ship with Grasshopper Legs, and could always tell if their father’s ship was in by looking at the harbor, even from a distance. Her beauty depended greatly on who beheld it. Still, she had a battered, queenly aspect missing in the new streamlined containerships, supertankers, and certainly the Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) carriers. Surrounded by Portuguese men-of-war when she broke down and floated in midocean, or coming up the Mississippi out of a fog bank, or nudged by Dutch tugs into a lock, she looked like what she was, an old tramp steamer, ready, as one of the crew said, to take on any port in the world, but living on borrowed time.





   
  From Here to Bamboola


  AT FIVE IN THE MORNING, TWO DAYS BEFORE THANKSGIVING, 1979, the Columbianna’s lines were slipped off the bits of a dock a few miles upriver from Charleston, South Carolina. Eased into the channel by tugs, she made her way past the banana piers of the old city, the remains of Fort Sumter, past the break wall, the sea buoy, and moved on into deep water, on a course set for the English channel.


  The voyage was to take two weeks, but it would end up taking one day longer because of an incident that took place outside the crew’s messhall after supper the first evening. It happened while Yoya, the fifty-year-old Puerto Rican chief cook, was telling a number of bored Able-Bodied seamen why he did not kill rabbits anymore.


  That no one cared bothered Yoya not at all. Yoya frequently told stories no one wanted to hear. Last night it had been Roberto Clemente’s plane crash and the hammerhead sharks. By tomorrow he would be into the D.T.’s, preaching on the evils of prostitution—a favorite subject—and waving the meat cleaver. The leitmotif of these performances was “gonna cut off your balls and serve ’em for breakfast.” But tonight he was in heaven, on the last of his rum, in one of his Family of Man moods, and telling how he came to love rabbits. First, though, it was important everyone understand how to kill rabbits. He illustrated his technique, gripping an invisible rabbit by the neck and smashing it repeatedly in the nose with the butt of a knife.


  “You know duwadeno?” he asked. No one did.


  “De olcer. I almos’ focking die. Dey put me tree feet of focking rabbit duwadeno.” He waited for a reaction which did not come. It was not really surprising that Yoya’ s duodenum had been replaced. That he still had his original kidneys was. He was about to expound on other matters of like significance when the commotion began outside the mess in the passageway.


  McGowan, a twenty-two-year-old messman from Norfolk, was lying on the floor in a puddle by the ice machine, groaning and gritting his teeth. Crewmen hovered over him. “Don’t touch him, don’t touch him, it may be his spine. Get the Captain.”


  The Steward went up to get him.


  Someone asked McGowan, “What happened?”


  “My . . . back.”


  Marty, the third cook, mopped up the ice puddle which was trickling under the boy’s back. The Steward’s voice preceded him down the passageway.


  “Here come de Cop’n! Here come de Cop’n!”


  Captain Digby Lee, fifty-six, thick black hair combed almost straight up, pudgy in powder-blue polyester jumpsuit, rounded the corner. He leaned over McGowan.


  “What happened?”


  “Back. My back.”


  “Can you move?”


  McGowan was going unconscious. The Captain shouted to bring him back.


  “Can you move?”


  He could move, but not much. The Captain checked his pupils, looking for dilation that would indicate pressure on the brain. McGowan moaned that he’d slipped and hit his spine against the handrail. Able-Bodied and Ordinary seamen deckhands arrived with the Stokes stretcher. They lifted him into it, with a gentleness incongruous with their faces. Unfortunately, they couldn’t put him in the “hospital,” a steel hut built out on the poop deck near the stern of the ship, because it would have meant walking in the dark across a rolling deck covered with oil. The seas were now about ten feet. The hospital wasn’t much of a hospital anyway; over the years it had become more of a storage area for heavy iron rods, drums of lube oil, and big sections of plate glass lashed against the bunks, with edges to cut deep if a wave threw a man against them. So he had to be put in his own bunk.


  If there had been serious injury to his spine, the descent two flights to the crew quarters would most likely have made him a quadriplegic. No funeral procession in the Roman catacombs ever was more difficult than the getting of two-hundred-pound McGowan down those narrow stairs and into his berth. It took eight men. McGowan was strapped into the mesh stretcher and when they tilted him upright to maneuver around corners, his head sagged. Twice he cried out in pain. When they reached his berth, they tried to slide him in the way pizzas are put into ovens, using a four-by-six-foot piece of plywood as a spatula. That did not work. So they locked arms under him and finally got him, groaning, onto the saggy mattress.


  Slim wanted to get McGowan undressed, but McGowan said not to touch him just yet. He was all too conscious, and in agony. He wanted to rest. The Captain said he was going to go up and get Sparks to reach the Public Health station. He turned to Charley Fogarty, the chief mate, who was also the ship’s chief medical officer. Charley Fogarty was a slight man, almost seventy, who wore wire-rimmed spectacles and had a face that seemed always on the verge of a grin—a grin that suggested he knew something you didn’t, for which you were probably not better off.


  “Chief, you better get his blood pressure and temperature and bring ’em up to me in the radio room,” the Captain said.


  “I don’t know that we have a thermometer,” the Chief Mate said matter-of-factly, as if the Captain had asked him for an astrolabe.


  The Captain stood there a second, expression blank, enormous black eyebrows gathering the energy to furrow. This thermometer business was just the sort of thing that drove him crazy. He went up to see Sparks in the radio room.


  Slim and some of the younger crewmembers—Rocco, Cascabel—stayed with McGowan. Gut brought down a plastic garbage bag full of ice and wedged it against McGowan’s kidneys, as close as possible to his spine. Scabs were forming on McGowan’s knuckles; someone asked if he wanted ice there too.


  “Naw,” said McGowan, “that’s from a month ago. Three guys jumped me. Two guys, really. Damn, it was just beginnin’ to heal, too.” The scabs had opened during a fight the previous night. Five minutes before the lines were taken in, McGowan had come up the gangway wobbly, bloodstained, and broke. His hair was still matted with blood and the fourteen-stitch scar running from the back of his ear to his collarbone was orange from Mercurochrome. It was the loss of blood and the shock that had made him pass out by the ice machine.


  He’d gone to a place in the black part of town called the Flying Dutchman, a place with a rough reputation, to buy some hash. He asked around and eventually someone said he could help him; even offered him a ride back to the ship. They’d stop and pick up the hash on the way. McGowan accepted the ride. Then the man pulled the car over to a schoolyard. McGowan said:


  “All of a sudden he’s beatin’ me on the side of the head with a heavy screwdriver, the sharp end. And then this other guy appears and he’s kickin’ me in the head and face. Then this third guy appears. I’m punchin’ and kickin’ but it’s lookin’ pretty bad. I broke free and took out my wallet and held it up and said, ‘You want the fuckin’ money? Here, take it.’ An’ threw it down on the ground and took off. But the first guy is still chasin’ me, about four blocks. My face’s all covered with blood so I couldn’t see real well. He was right behind me. And I took off my shirt. I threw it at him and said, ‘You want the damn shirt too?’ I started to think, Aw, damn, my girl friend gave me that shirt and she’s always sayin’ as how I lose things. So he bent over to pick it up and while he was doing that I run and caught him right in the face with my foot. I think I heard his nose break.”


  “Yeah?” said Slim.


  “Yeah. Then the other two come runnin’ up and I had to take off. I stopped at some house. Old people. I banged on the door and this old lady comes to it. I said, ‘Please, ma’am, I am sorry for disturbin’ you like this but may I use your phone to call the police?’ She said, ‘You’d better come in.’ ‘Cause I had all this blood on me. Police come and took me to the hospital and I told them who done it. They even got one of the guys.”


  But there was no time to go down and press charges. The ship was sailing. He had to get on it. He’d been waiting for a job almost three months. Shipping was bad. McGowan stared at the bedsprings of the upper bunk and looked like he wanted to cry.


  Slim said, “They wasn’t tough. You was tough. They was three o’ them. One o’ you.” Rocco Lini, the second electrician, nodded, and said woe to those three meatballs if he ever ran into them.


  “Mike,” Slim said to McGowan, “I was worried. See, I knew you was goin’ to the black part of town. That black girl come pick you at th’ dock? I know her. You like that smoked meat, huh?”


  McGowan snorted and blushed. “Yeah, it’s okay.”


  “I tol’ that girl while you was gettin’ ready t’go, I tol’ her, ‘I gonna be comin’ back to Charleston and this boy my frien’. So don’t be messin’ with ’im. Then, at three, when you wasn’t back, I call the place. The Dutchman. And they say you haven’ been there for coupla hours.”


  Slim had paced up and down the dock for what was left of the night, waiting for McGowan to come back to the ship. Slim was not violent by nature, but now he told Mike he wanted to go there with an ax next time.


  Sparks and the Captain were hunched over a thick book, and enveloped in the cumulus of Pall Mall smoke that was Sparks’s trademark atmosphere. The doctor who came on board in Charleston to give everyone a physical the day before she sailed hadn’t liked the sound of Sparks’s cough. He listened closely with the stethoscope.


  “You smoke heavy?” he asked.


  Sparks shuffled his feet. “Well, regular.” (Two to three packs a day for forty-five years.)


  “You’ve got emphysema,” the doctor said. “You ought to have tests.”


  Sparks didn’t want to have any tests. He stayed aboard, after the doctor left, coughing and scoffing and trying to convince himself and others it was nonsense. “How the hell can he tell I got emphysema just listening with the stethoscope? Tell me that.”


  Sparks had been at sea since he was seventeen. With his white hair, sunken chest, spindly arms, thick, black-rimmed glasses, and white T-shirt, he was like some kind of wireless jockey hunched over his transmitter. He was good, the kind of man who’d stay on the key until the ship went down. Radio telegraphy had changed considerably since he had shipped out with the navy forty-two years ago. Now a thick book listed the right acronyms for everything. In real emergencies, the old ones—SOS, CQD—were still used, but in situations like this, there was Procedure. He looked through the book.


  “Here it is, Captain,” Sparks finally said. “SITCASREP. Aw, shit, lookit all this.” The directions for sending in a Situation Casualty Report were a page long.


  The Captain turned to Cascabel, one of the Able-Bodied seamen.


  “The Chief found that thermometer yet?”


  “No, sir, I believe he’s still looking for it.”


  “One of these days—”


  “Sir?”


  “Nothin’. Okay, I’ll be down. I gotta check McGowan’s pupils. How’s he feeling?”


  “Poorly, sir.”


  Cascabel walked down four decks to McGowan’s focscle. Slim was still tending to McGowan, talking about football. Rocco was telling the others something about riding a skateboard with a flamethrower on his back during his navy Special Forces training. Cascabel told McGowan it was taking a little time to find the right form for relaying medical information back to U.S. Public Health Service. Slim shook his head.


  “It’s a bad life, man,” he said.


  “Dog’s life,” said McGowan.


  “Yeah, but more money than anywhere else,” Rocco said quickly.


  The Captain eventually came in, shooed the crowd out, and told McGowan not to worry, that Sparks was on to Public Health, and the ship wasn’t far from the coast. He told McGowan to rest easy and try not to move.


  “Honest to God, Captain,” said McGowan, “I didn’t mean to be this much trouble to you.”


  “I know you didn’t,” said the Captain, who looked at McGowan’s pupils with a flashlight. He had three boys McGowan’s age. His manner was fatherly. Fogarty, the chief mate, arrived with a thermometer—a rectal thermometer.


  “Real great, Chief,” said the Captain, flushing. “How you suppose we gonna move a man with a spine injury to take his temperature?”


  “Well—”


  “Never mind. Just take his other vital signs and bring ’em up to me in the radio officer’s room.” He left. The Chief smiled an enigmatic smile. He said to Cascabel, “You take his pulse.” Cascabel complied, though he had no experience at taking pulses.


  “What else?” he asked the Chief.


  “Does he feel hot?”


  He did.


  “Can he move?”


  He could. It was clear Fogarty did not want to get personally involved.


  “How’s he feel?”


  “How you feeling, Mike?”


  “Like shit.”


  “He feels like shit, Chief.”


  The SITCASREP finally went into USPHS. There were hours of back and forth about pupil dilation, increasingly persistent requests for the patient’s specific temperature (“Tell them it’s above normal, just tell them that,” the Captain told Sparks), the pulse rate, and more. The Captain stayed up all night. Just after 3:00 A.M., he checked McGowan’s pupils again, and they looked dilated. Sparks radioed in the information, and Public Health finally wired back that this might indicate brain hemorrhaging. The Captain ordered the ship to turn back. Her course was swung around, toward North Carolina. The Captain got the Coast Guard to make arrangements for an evacuation.


  Outside, toward dawn of what was now Thanksgiving Day, the air was clear, with a light breeze and a gentle swell out of the north. McGowan was dozing, so Slim went aft to perch on the taffrail, have a smoke, and watch the stars disappear. Slim hadn’t been on board two days and was already wishing he were back home in Norfolk.


  “You know,” he said in his Norfolk accent, “I hate bein’ out here. I hate goin t’ sea.” The closest he ordinarily got was long-shore work, but since his father was aboard the Columbianna as chief steward, here he was. Most children of merchant mariners grow up strangers to their fathers.


  “He ain’ never been home for my birthday,” said Slim, “an’ I’m twenny-five. Ain’ never seen me play football. The one birthday he was home for he was so badly burned—that was the time he had the hot grease thrown on ’im by that cook—he couldn’t do nothin’. ‘Cause he was in pain the whole time. He only just settle that business befo’ this trip. I think the lawyer got ’im a hunnerd and twenny-five thousand dollars. Get him t’show you his scar. Man who done it to him, I don’ think he serve no time. Maybe they take his papers away from him for a while o’ somethin’. I believe he still sailin’. That’s when my daddy really start drinkin’.” He laughed. “Well, my daddy always been drinkin’. He was drunk when it happen. Doctor at the Public Health told him he woulda died for sure, from the shock, if he hadn’ been drunk at the time. It was this big pan of boilin’ chicken fat. Said he woulda died. The thang no one know is he didn’ pass out right away. He pass out in the hallway on his way down to his cabin to get his gun to shoot that cook.”


  Slim looked down. “He still drinkin’, my daddy. He say he gonna drink less this trip, maybe ’cause I’m here. He say he throw his whiskey overboard yesterday comin’ outa Charleston. Well, he say he throw his whiskey overboard. Sometimes what my daddy say ain’ what he do.”


  In his cabin, just after dawn, the Captain was getting ready to shave. He was shaking his head.


  “Chief Steward wouldn’t turn to,” he said. “Had to go down and chew his ass out. Then he come up and tell me the cook won’t turn to. Now I gotta go down chew his ass out.”


  When he stopped by the radio room ten minutes later, little squares of toilet paper were stuck to his cheeks. The Captain cut himself almost every morning. He had a coarse beard, and in his enormous, meaty hands—he wore a size-seventeen ring—his safety razor was a play toy, miniature and unwieldy. He couldn’t adjust to electric shavers and so was reconciled to this quotidian bloodletting.


  Sparks, his wavy white hair still mussed from a half-hour nap, had been listening to Armed Forces Radio.


  “They took over another one of our embassies last night,” he announced with the matter-of-factness of one too long at sea. If nuclear war had broken out, Sparks would have reported it with equal bemusement.


  “But get this,” he said, “George McGovern’s calling for force in Cambodia. George McGovern. What’s going on here?”


  These were interesting times. The day before the Columbianna sailed from Charleston, the Shiite Moslems had taken over a mosque in Mecca. The news on TV had sounded dire: the Kitty Hawk and the Midway were reported en route to the Mediterranean, and all U.S. forces were on something called DefCon Three. Low level, but an alert.


  That night, in order to sneak a few cases of beer aboard—booze is theoretically not allowed on U.S. merchant vessels—one man created a diversion by shouting “Engine Room Supplies, while the others lugged cases past the two guards at the gate. Higgin, an Able-Bodied seaman, chatted up another set of guards, asking them what the latest news was. Was the U.S. at war yet?


  “I tell you, sonny,” said the older of the two guards, “I fought in the Second World War, but I’d volunteer tomorrow.”


  “I’m with you, Mr. Dill,” said the younger one.


  “ ’Bout time to start kickin’ that Ayatollah in ’is ass.”


  Sparks’s news about another embassy falling thus unsettled the Captain, who was beginning to wonder what the Columbianna’s role in all this geopolitical lunacy would be. Earlier this year he’d spent two miserable weeks in Bandar-e Shahpur, one of Iran’s major ports, trying to get his cargo unloaded while mobs ran through the streets. One week after the Columbianna pulled in, the Shah left on a “vacation” that ended up permanent. It was not a good time to be the only American ship in Iran. The ship’s agent, a gentle old man named Mr. Mobasser, was shot in the stomach, then later dragged from his hospital bed, and impaled on a spike in the town square. Every day, two holy men came down to the ship, which was under Iranian armed guard, to drink 7-Ups with the Captain and ask penetrating questions like, “How do you feel about Islam?”


  The Captain, a plainspoken man from Missoura, as he pronounced it, told them that, oh, hewas quite interested in Islam. (He had recently run across a British sailor just discharged from the local hospital. During his stay there, some Iranians had come by his bed, pointed a .45 at his head, cocked it, and asked, “You are American?” The Briton had started speaking Norwegian—“with some fluency,” he told the Captain.


  The whole experience had been one nightmare after another. “The average age of my crew was sixty,” the Captain said. “There was this messman, son of a bitch named Rasheed Abdullah somethin’r other, who signed on in Brooklyn. He was a Moslem. He was a white fellah, but he was a Moslem. Ever time I looked down there, he’s on the dock yak-yakkin’ away with the guards. I told everybody I didn’t even want ’em leavin’ the ship. They got troops walkin’ up and down with bayonets. Ol’ Rasheed come back up the gangway real cocky and says to me, ‘Captain, I can have anyone on the ship killed for a quarter.’ I told him, ‘You do and you’ll be the second one to go.’“


  The Captain shook his head. “I coulda kicked his ass.”


  The odd part of it was the Iranians came to suspect that the messman was a CIA agent, and the Captain finally had to convince the holy men not to pull him off the ship.


  “It was one revoltin’ development after another, I tell ya,” he said. “Everything I could think of all ended one way—me gettin’ hung.”


  The day the Captain finally got the go-ahead from Washington to pull out, his seventy-eight-year-old third mate—a White Russian married to a twenty-eight-year-old Chinese acrobat—came running up to his cabin waving a telegram shouting, “We made it! We made it! Flash!” (Cables from the Pentagon are preceded by four designations, according to priority: Routine, Intermediate, Flash, and Flash Override. Higgin, the AB who knew about these sorts of communications from having served on nuclear submarines, said Flash Override “is where you have Almighty God saying, ‘Disregard my last message.’ “)


  So on this Thanksgiving Day, 1979, the following were on the Captain’s mind: an injured messman with possible brain damage; a drunk steward and cook who wouldn’t turn to; a saltwater leak in the number one condenser; and a complex gale system moving down from the northeast. On top of this he had a feeling in his gut that Sparks would soon be handing him a telegram from the company, saying:


  PROCEED PERSIAN GULF PENDING INSTRUCTIONS


  What a revoltin’ development that would be.


  Yoya and the steward sweated over Thanksgiving lunch. The Captain had chewed them out to some effect, and their efforts, though more of a forced march than a labor of love, were successful. Yoya’s hands were shaking from the DTs. When a gallon tin of cranberry sauce refused to open, he let out a puta maricón coño carra;o cabrón puta puta puta modderfocker! Marty, the frail, patient third cook, being nearest, was the chief object of Yoya’s tirades. Before daybreak, Yoya made Marty haul all the frozen turkeys and sides of pork and lamb out of the meat locker by himself. It was a pitiful sight. Marty had been torpedoed during the war, spent time in a German POW camp, and looked not significantly healthier now than he did the day he was released. Pyorrhea made the smile that he only infrequently managed a little ghastly. His spine was hunched, as if in confirmation of his lot. He drank as heavily as he could, but because he shared a focsle with Yoya, he had to drink furtively—otherwise Yoya would appropriate it for himself. Slim and his friend Gut felt sorry for Marty and helped him with the turkeys and other frozen meats.


  By 11:30 A.M. the mess tables were spread with basted birds, steaming potatoes, creamed onions, radishes, hard-boiled eggs, chestnuts, mince pies, pumpkin pies, apple pies, cookies, turnips, roast lamb, pork ribs, pitchers of cold cider, candies, plum puddings, fresh milk, hard candies, hot biscuits, and eggnog full of brandy. The officers did not drink any eggnog—since the ship was only hours away from a mid-ocean rendezvous with a Coast Guard helicopter—but everyone else left the mess with lips caked yellow. It was a feast. As a gesture of appreciation, one of the Able-Bodied seamen slipped Yoya a half-gallon bottle of Bacardi.


  Shortly after lunch, just as the men had stretched out and would otherwise have enjoyed a good, long, lazy holiday afternoon, the order to turn to—that is, to start working—came down from the Captain’s office, and preparations were begun for the helicopter evacuation. The ship was now within range of the mainland. The Bosun, the man in charge of the deck crew, rounded up his ABs and Ordinaries. (The deck crew consists of Able-Bodied and Ordinary seamen. An AB is supposed to be competent to perform any task except engineering and navigation. An Ordinary is not required to climb rigging. The Coast Guard insists that an Ordinary have one year of sailing before he can sit for his AB examination.)


  Five or six men went below to bring poor McGowan topside. The rest busied themselves clearing away cables that might catch the helicopter’s prop.


  The men were in elevated spirits as they wedged McGowan back into the Stokes stretcher. McGowan himself had been given a whack or two at the eggnog, so he didn’t
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