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In times of war


Every body and thing is dispensable. . . . 


You have hurt me, enemy


From under your feet I will destroy you 


Though we are among you


You are dead.


We have come back.


 


     – “Kiki,” by Carlton Robinson







CHAPTER ONE





 


 


The swell rolled in from seaward on a hot, calm
day in early summer. Born in distant storm, it passed silent and massive
beneath the surface’s lazy glitter. It heaved up the butterfly sails of
windsurfers. It lifted laughing children, considered for a moment, and set them
down again. It crested as the bottom shoaled, and broke at last with a hissing
ripple at the foot of the white-and-black spiral-striped tower of Hatteras
Light.


Beyond a quivering ribbon of foam the barrier
shore rose from tide-washed flats, dotted with timbers from long-buried wrecks.
Beyond them were rolling dunes stubbled with sea oats, cordgrass, and wax
myrtle. A low forest of live oak and red bay crouched in their shelter. Through
it wound a narrow road lined with motels and seasonal businesses.


Beyond it were higher dunes and more trees. Then
the land dropped, first to marsh, then to water again. To the brackish, shallow
darkness, like hammered lead, of Pamlico Sound.


The boat was headed east. Now and then sunlight
flashed off its fresh white and buff paint. A wisp of smoke drifted up behind
it. The open windows framed a woman’s face, bent not on the shoreline, but over
a book. Above her two men stood on the flying bridge. The white man,
deep-chested and stocky, wore a fishing cap, no shirt, stained khaki trousers,
and boat shoes. The black man, who was frowning, held a spear in his hands.


Suddenly it flashed silver and yellow across
eight feet of space, and thudded quivering two feet off the paint-splash it was
aimed at.


“No points,” said Tiller Galloway, glancing back
from the wheel at his partner. “The longer you practice with that thing, Shad,
the worse you get.”


Shad Aydlett’s cheeks gleamed with sweat as he
squinted toward shore, then back along their wake. From the green depths
smoke-stuffed bubbles broke the surface and died. Then he bent. Huge arms
swelled under a cutoff t-shirt as the steel spikes tore out of chewed-up
plywood.


He said, “Shee-it.”


“You scar up that handrail, Bernie’ll scale you
alive.”


“You do better, Galloway?”


“Those are for underwater anyway. Practicing up
here ain’t going to help you with that sheepshead you missed last week.”


They fell back into a well-worn silence. The
shore grew nearer, shimmering, a green barrier between them and the sea. A blue
heron stood knee-deep on a mud bar directly ahead. Galloway stared at it,
pulling sweat off his forehead with a bronze-haired arm, thinking about tide
and draft.


At last, leaning into it, he spun the wheel hard
right. Forty-two feet of 1954 Chris Craft pivoted beneath him. A staggered line
of sticks slid by. The heron pulled itself into the air and flew off, rising
and dropping with each beat of its wings. Beneath it a channel opened in the
marsh ahead, a silver road into the heart of the land. The sun burned down from
zenith, heating the varnished oak of the wheel under his palms as he spun it
left and then right again.


Binkey did a good job on those engines, Tiller
thought. They’d taken Miss Anna out yesterday for the first time after
the rebuild. They’d run the Chrysler 318s for twenty hours straight, idling all
night southeast of Diamond Shoals, then finished that morning with a full-power
run between Cape Point and Ocracoke Inlet.


Behind him he heard steel bite wood again. Then a
woman’s voice. “That paint smell’s giving me a headache. What are you doing? Let
me try.”


He glanced back to see her, tanned dark in a
bikini bottom and Blitz Brothers T-shirt. Her black hair was hidden by Aydlett’s
Red Drum cap, pulled down, and her eyes were invisible behind sunglasses. Her
nose and cheeks were shiny with sun block.


Bernice Hirsch tucked her novel into a binocular
box and took the spear. Aydlett showed her how to cock the rubber thong against
her thumb. Galloway squinted into the glare, toward where a plank dock grew out
of the live oak and scrub.


Rubber twanged and she gasped. Tiller stiffened,
glancing down. The spring-steel prongs quivered in varnished pine a foot from
his ribs.


“That’s enough! Practice that ashore, you two.” 


Aydlett said slowly, “This ain’t purely your
boat, Tiller. Remember?”


“Every minute, Shad. Bernie, get the bow line,
will you?”


Her bare feet slapped. She disappeared for a
moment, then came into view below, kicking over fenders. The engines changed
from a hum to a burble. The pier and shed drifted closer. An old Texaco pump,
the motionless dappled shadow of overhanging dogwoods, the ghostlike lope and
vanish of a yellow cat. He glanced aft. Aydlett stood motionless and somber,
arms crossed, watching the strip of water narrow. The smells of dead fish and
marsh and gasoline, of land, came across it to them.


He’d given himself maneuvering room in case the
reverse balked, but it shifted smoothly. Peat clumps and scum whirled forward,
driven by the props. Bernice’s hair streamed out behind her as she jumped for
the pier and flipped two turns around a cleat.


He closed the throttle and pulled out the choke
and suddenly Buxton Landing was filled with silence and heat and the darting of
dragonflies. Blue smoke walked off into the trees. His fingers rubbed a
surgical scar on his lower back as he watched her bare brown legs flash and
disappear up the path. When she was out of sight he sighed, bent, and flipped
open a cooler.


“Got another of those?” Aydlett, squinting up
from the deck. Without comment Galloway dropped him a can, then popped his. It
was so cold it hurt his throat.


He busied himself below for a few minutes,
shutting sea cocks and switching off circuits. He lifted a trap and glanced
into the bilge.


Galloway paused for a moment on the pier. The
half-eaten remains of a seagull lay scattered across the worn silvery planks. He
started to kick them into the water, then thought better of it. The cat would
be back.


Two empty cans clanked into a waist-high pile in
the weeds. Together the two men went up the path, toward the whine of tires on
Route 12.


 


***


 


Blitz Brothers’ Diving and Water Sports was a
weathered frame one-story fronting on the main road. The path up from the dock
ended at the back porch. As Galloway shook sand from his shoes and unlocked the
chain-link door he looked through it at the air bank, the water bath, the
stacks of scuba tanks ready for rental.


He and Shad had beefed up the foundation with
concrete blocks to take the weight of the hulking Ingersoll-Rand compressor. It
was fifteen years old; they’d bought it surplus from a power plant on the
mainland. It was running as he let himself in, vibrating the building with a
deep hum and the clack of valves as it charged the steel cylinders of the
high-pressure bank.


Annabel Rodgers looked up from scrubbing the fish
tank as he went past the gear room and office. She was a tall, bony,
anxious-looking blonde with long feet. He glanced around. Two customers were
trying on fins. Otherwise the showroom was empty. “Hi, Tiller. How’d the test
cruise go?” Annabel said.


“Okay, Sticky. Engines ran good and the hull
repair’s solid. How’s business?”


“Sold some mask-fin-snorkel sets this morning. Some
people stopped to ask how to get to Portsmouth Island. I sold them a guidebook.”


“Didn’t Bernie just come in here? Where’d she go?”


“She went over to Gee Gee’s.”


The gate grated again as Aydlett came in. He
looked at the girl, then at Tiller. “Got it covered?”


“I guess. Where you headed?”


“Latricia wants to go to Nags Head. Do some
shoppin’.”


“Say hey for me. See you tomorrow. Zero-five
sharp, help me fill tanks, okay?”


“Right.” Shad nodded to the couple, who were
staring at him over the fins they were inspecting, and sauntered past. A moment
later gravel clattered as his pickup pulled away.


“Do you need me this afternoon, Mister Galloway? I
thought I’d maybe go to the beach, things are so slow.“


“Sure, go ahead. See you tomorrow.”


He hitched himself up onto the stool behind the
counter, staring out the window past the displays of regulators and wet suits. Cars
and pickups poured slowly by, a tide-run of glittering glass and chrome. Twelve
was the backbone of the Banks, two lanes from Nags Head to Ocracoke Island. In
the summer it was solid with tourists, mainly Northerners – Canada, Ohio,
Pennsylvania. The Outer Banks were a major dive destination, too, with scores
of offshore wrecks. He’d figured it would be a good place for a shop. Halfway
through their first season he wasn’t so sure.


Anyway they had a boat now. And they’d needed
one. Victory lay on the bottom thirty miles off Hatteras Light, her guts
torn out by hard ramming and several hundred machinegun slugs.


His fingers tightened.  His cousin was still out
there with her. Jack had died on that job last year, diving on that sunken
U-boat.


He pulled his mind away. He’d had his eye on the
Chris-Craft since it had gone windshield-deep at Harry’s Dock. The old 42 hadn’t
been down long and the hull was still sound, except for a hole where the crane
operator had skewered it on a piling pulling it out when Harry’s had become
Blackbeard’s Harbour Condominium Marina. The owner wanted four thousand. Tiller
and Shad had come up with two, and were on the hook for the rest at a hundred a
month.


A metallic blue LeSabre swung in from the road
and parked a few yards up the berm. There were two men in it. He watched for a
while, but neither got out.


His momentary content began to bleed away as he
considered how much money he owed.


When the shop opened Dacor and SeaQuest had
covered them for twenty-five thousand dollars. (With Shad’s name on the paper; Tiller’s
prison record didn’t look good on credit applications.) Even for a charter
business, you had to have a storefront for the walk-in trade. Shad and Bernice
had put together money for the building and dock, for Miss Anna’s
overhaul, and for liability insurance, electricity, licenses, and the thousand
other expenses of a small business. Shad had put in everything his father had
left him after Captain Cliff Aydlett had died in the fire. Bernice had
swallowed her pride and borrowed from her family in Queens.


Annabel came out of the back. She’d changed into
a two-piece and beach sandals. “That toilet’s backing up again, Tiller.”


“I’ll look at it. Have a good time at the beach,
Sticky.”


His eyes lifted from the Oceanic catalog to
follow her to the door. Then dropped again. She was attractive. But Bernie was
about all he figured he could handle in the way of women.


The door jangled behind her and he stared
absently out again. The Dacor dating order was due at the end of July. Based on
retail sales, he wouldn’t be able to meet it.


He’d advertised in Skin Diver and the Insiders’
Guide, though, and their first charter booking, a dive club from D.C., was
arriving tomorrow. All he and Shad had to do was charge tanks in the morning,
herd twelve people around above and below water for seven hours, and they’d be
between six and seven hundred dollars to the good.


Chartering in the summer, commercial work in fall
and winter, the odd job, light salvage or demolition. They could do most
anything now they had a boat again. It would be close, but they might make it. The
next couple of months would tell.


He was thinking this when the door opened. He
half expected Sticky Rodgers again, having forgotten something and come back. But
it wasn’t.


The man was sunburned dark with a broad
coarse-skinned face and sloping shoulders. He had on jeans and new running
shoes and a windbreaker. He looked around the store. At the chart of Hatteras
Island on the wall, the display of Wenoka and JBL knives and spears, the
skinsuits and dive flags colorful as tropical fish.


Their eyes met. Tiller said, “Help you?”


In return he got a stare. Okay, great, some folks
liked to look by themselves. He pulled the calculator toward him and began
figuring how much fuel they’d use tomorrow.


The short man came out from behind the rack of
wet suit tops. He glanced out the door and raised a hand to someone outside.


Then he shot the dead bolt.


As he came down the aisle Tiller, suddenly alert,
studied him more closely. The swarthiness wasn’t tan. The right pocket of the
jeans was worn through, as if from a heavy knot of keys . . . or some other
weight of metal. The squinted eyes looked straight through him. And he wore a
windbreaker, despite the heat outside.


Behind the counter Galloway’s hand dropped, to
rest on the worn butt of a sawed-off double-barrel.


“Ly-el Galloway?”


“Uh huh. Who are you?”


“Hablas Espaol?”


“Not a word,” said Galloway. The windbreaker had
come open a little and now he saw the automatic tucked into the jeans. Behind
the counter, his finger found the shotgun’s trigger. “Just English spoken here.
What can I do for you?”


“You know Señor Nuñez, no?”


After a time Tiller said, “I know Nuñez. Yes.”


“He send me to find you. He wants you to work for
him again.”


Tiller blinked past him out the window. The other
man had gotten out of the car. He was taking a leak by the road, only partially
screened from passing traffic by the hood.


“Me oyes?” said the man in the
windbreaker. “You hear me?”


Tiller didn’t answer. He was remembering the last
time he’d done a job for the man they called The Baptist.


 


***


 


To San Rosario in the fall, the ganja came down
from the hills in two-hundred-pound bales. Even covered with ripe bananas in
the backs of the trucks it sweetened the dusty air with the autumnal aroma of
marijuana. 


He’d waited under four dead coconut palms that
afternoon years before. Their stiff, dry fronds had clashed to an ominous wind,
and twice in the last hour the surface of the Golfo Triste had rippled with
heavy drops like falling bullets. He’d stood by the forward line, watching the
men who grunted in the blowing dust, slinging the bales into the deep flared
hull. 


He’d looked at the sweating laborers and noted
the sway of the palms. Examined the anvil-shaped thunderheads, gray as gunsteel.
Last, he’d glanced at the slim figure in white linen who’d stood a few yards
down the pier, focusing a vintage Leica on the jut of land that screened the
bay from the Caribbean. 


Galloway knew he had only himself to blame. For
deciding to accept the offer the slim, smiling man had made. The big score. Everything
– or nothing. If he made it, this would be the last trip north.


Half a million. He’d figured that would be
enough.


But it hadn’t worked out that way. They’d gotten
underway in the hurricane season, and the passage had been as terrifying a time
as he’d ever had at sea. The Coast Guard knew his route and had assigned a
cutter to bring him in. A rival combine had boats out too, and no hesitation
about piracy.


Aside from that, someone on board had been trying
to kill him. It had to do with the Baptist’s way of cutting costs. Juan Alberto
Mendieta Nuñez-Sebastiano let the inexorable laws of economics work for him. He
distributed the profits from a voyage by shares. Ostensibly that made the crew
partners. What it really did was make each the enemy of all the others, since
the fewer left the more each share was worth. And of course the Baptist’s cut
benefitted most of all.


The result was a hell-ship, an anarchic nightmare
where each man guarded his back against criminals crazed with greed and
uninhibited by conscience.


Galloway remembered Meshach Aydlett, Shad’s older
brother. He’d played with Mezey as a boy, and worked with him on his father’s
boat growing up. But the fear and the greed had finally eaten through their
friendship. Galloway had killed him in self-defense. That’s what he’d told
Captain Cliff years later, standing in front of the cocked barrels of the same
shotgun his fingers gripped now. And it was the truth.


But without Tiller Galloway leading the way, his
boyhood friend wouldn’t have been smuggling drugs at all.


“You hear me?” said the Colombian again. Past him
Tiller watched the other man, outside, zip up his trousers and lean against the
hood, turning his head to keep the shop in sight.


He recalled the lightning jolt of cocaine, the
breathless godlike omnipotence he’d tried to duplicate with whiskey. But the
liquor never scratched that coke itch. It had been years, but something in his
brain had never forgotten how it felt. 


There was plenty of coke around Nuñez. Plenty of
money, too. Seventeen thousand he owed the hospital for his spine surgery. Twenty-five
to Dacor and SeaQuest, hundred a month on Miss Anna, two thousand on the
lease, and the septic field out back needed replacing . . . .


Then he remembered the downside. How, instead of making
half a million dollars, he’d ended up in prison. How gray stone walls had cookie-cut
cut five years out of his life.


“I never talked,” Tiller said. His voice was
hoarse. “Does he know that? Sure he does. Or I wouldn’t have got out of Central
alive. I did the time. I’m clean now. Why don’t you tell him, forget about
Tiller Galloway.”


The man in the windbreaker squinted. At last he
said, “Cómo?”


“I said, I’ve got an honest business going. Tell
him I said thanks, but no.”


The squint darkened. “That isn’t done. You know
Señor Nuñez. Mierda! Escuche!
Listen now. You will get orders from an American. His name is Señor Lax. Here is his card.
He is here for only two days. So you call him now.”


“I won’t talk to him,” said Tiller.


“Cómo no?”


“I won’t talk to anybody if it has anything to do
with Nuñez. The DEA, the cops, anybody. You understand? Just count me out.”


The other said nothing for a while. His hand
wandered up slowly, as if to scratch his stomach.


Tiller let the butt of the double-barrel show
above the counter.


The hand paused. There were several broken nails
on it. Then it dropped again, away from the automatic, and scratched at the
crotch. “You say no?”


“That’s what I said.”


The other unlocked his gaze. It moved over the
gleaming speargun tips, the racks of diving and fish identification books, the
lenses and strobes and camera bodies in the Nikonos display. They lingered on
the aquarium, the slow stir of gold and scarlet, cerise and iridescent
sapphire.


“Tell me again,” he said. “Why you do not want to
work for Don Juan.”


“Because I’ve got too much to lose.”


The Colombian said nothing. He looked around once
more and shrugged. Smiling apologetically, he closed the door so softly behind
him that the bell made no sound at all.








TWO





 


 


“This all he give you?” grunted Aydlett, turning
the card this way and that under the dome light. Harold C. Lax, it read.
Attorney at Law. A Norfolk number was penciled on the back.


“That’s all.”


“Told you to call him?”


Galloway nodded. His partner sucked a tooth and
looked out into the predawn darkness.


“And you don’t want to?”


“Take my word for it, Shad, we’re better off
throwing this line back. These people will make it sound good. They’ll dangle
money in front of us. But at the end there’ll be just what your brother got. Or
what I got the last time I danced with them. Nothing, if we’re lucky. A bullet,
if we aren’t.”


“This Nuñez – who’s he?”


“A Colombian. A major trafficker. They call him ‘the
Baptist.’“


“Yeah? Why?”


“Because anybody who gets involved with him,
sooner or later they end up under water.”


Aydlett grunted. The truck leaned on its springs
as he swung down. “If you say so. Making money – that sounds good. But like you
said, about Mezey . . . well, we’ll play it the way you call it. Thanks for
tellin’ me, though.”


“We’re partners, Shad. I owe you to level.”


Aydlett nodded. He headed for the shop as Tiller
got out, then suddenly went still.


“What is it?”


Shad waved him into silence. He pointed at the
knob. Rotated his hand left and then right.


Shit, Galloway thought. He flattened himself
paint-close against the wall opposite his partner. They stared at each other in
the starlight.


Aydlett, in a whisper: “D’you lock it?”


“Hell yeah, I locked it.”


Shad ran back to the truck on the balls of his
feet. He ran lightly for a big man, and Tiller remembered watching him on the
field for Hatteras High. When he came back he hefted an ax handle. Galloway got
a two-foot length of steel cable wrapped with electrical tape.


When they opened the door, he grabbed the bell. Instead
of a jangle it made a muffled clank. The interior was dark except for the bulb
in the fish tank. Chrome and stainless sparkled faintly around it.


There was nothing alive in the front room except
the guppies and neons. The still air breathed emptiness. They went quickly
through to the back, clubs at the ready.


There was no one else in the store. Tiller came
back flicking on lights, looking behind the doors. Nothing. He felt behind the
counter, but the twelve-gauge was still there.


“Sure you locked it?”


“Damn it, I said I did.”


“Hello!”


It was Bernie Hirsch, looking unnaturally
cheerful for five A.M. in a blue jogging suit and red-and-white boat shoes. She
held up a thermos. “Hope it’s warmer out at sea,” she said, kissing Galloway on
the lips and Aydlett on the cheek. “Hi, Shad. How’s Latricia? Want some coffee?
What’s the matter? You boys look tense.”


“It’s nothing.” Tiller set the makeshift club on
the counter. “Well, let’s get to work.”


Aydlett’s arms bulged as he plunged tank after
tank into the water bath. Air hissed through lines from the high-pressure
banks. The water smelled dank and moldy. Galloway sneezed as he kicked open the
back door, arms filled with wet suits.


Miss Anna glowed in the center of the canal like a ghost
ship on the black breast of the Styx. The stars glittered like shattered
zircons in the burning arch of Hatteras sky. She bowed to him gracefully as he
stepped aboard.


Suddenly a swell of pride lifted his heart. Every
dollar he’d earned in drugs had vanished like smoke, leaving a taste like a
sales sample of death. He’d worked like a dog getting the boat in shape. Borrowed
himself deeper than anyone he’d ever known. Yet on the edge of bankruptcy, he
felt free. It was like a rule of nature: That only what you worked for had
value, that what you gained by evil means caused only evil in its turn.


Getting to be quite a philosopher, he thought. But
it can’t bring your cousin back, or your father. Or Mezey. Or old Cliff. All
those he’d hurt through his greed and foolishness.


Grinding his teeth, he threw his burden violently
into an open locker.


 


***


 


They were supposed to meet the club at the Park
Service dock at Oregon Inlet. The sky was paling over the low blackness of
Buxton as they purred out of the Landing, prowling from marker to marker. When Tiller’s
beam caught the last one he waved the flashlight over his head. Aydlett’s
shadow lifted an arm in reply. A moment later the engines rose to a drone. The
deck slanted beneath their feet. The chuckle of spray built to a roar as Miss
Anna lurched onto a plane.


Tiller leaned against the cabin windshield,
rubbing his chin. He’d forgotten to shave. Well, they had time. It was a little
over an hour, hour and a half to the inlet. That would make it – he examined
the luminescent numerals of his dive watch – seven-thirty.


He glanced up again at the bridge. No problem
leaving the wheel to Shad. The Aydletts had been watermen on Hatteras for
generations. Tiller had cut bait and scrubbed decks with him and his brothers
Meshach and Abednego on the Princess when he was a boy. They’d grown up
separate yet strangely close, as black and white had back then. And now they
were partners.


He looked out once more. The lights of the new
soundfront developments glittered to starboard. To the left, ahead, was only
the empty void of the open Sound. Stars floated on it, burning beneath the calm
black water.


Suddenly, from behind him, a cold white arrow
shot out into the night. He’d grown up with it. But for some reason, it took
him by surprise this time. The twenty-four-mile beam of Hatteras Light. It
swept soundlessly overhead, like the blade of an immense sword.


He turned from it, and went below.


 


***


 


He was scraping off shaving cream when the door
of the little head clicked open. “Busy,” he grunted.


Warm hands came around his chest and teased his
nipples. “How busy?”


“Not that busy.”


“I missed you last night.”


“I asked you to stay.”


“You know I can’t do that too often.” He felt her
breath, the prickle of her hair move down his back.


“Uh huh. Mister Mutton wouldn’t approve.”


“Mr. Moulton. And he’s right. Parole
officers shouldn’t get” – she squeezed him – “too close to their
clients. Will you be done pretty soon?”


“Done now.” He tore a paper towel off the roll.


“Good.” Her fingers hesitated. “Till. I know I
asked already, but – is something wrong?”


“What could be wrong?”


“Well, usually when I do – this, something
. . . different happens?”


“Nothing’s wrong,” he said.


Shrugging off blue cotton, she stepped into his
arms, pulling the door closed behind her.


He buried his face in her hair. Sometimes he
wondered whether she was too young for him. But she’d taken care of him after
his back operation. Defended him at his cousin’s inquest. Admitted at last that
she loved him. This was where he wanted to be. He had all he wanted, right in
his arms.


He hoped what he’d just told her was true.


 


***


 


Two vans were waiting when they slipped in out of
the rosy detonation of a Pamlico dawn. Tiller stood at the stern, hands in his
pockets, as Hirsch alternately gunned and backed, twisting the cruiser in
between the finger piers. The other slips were deserted. Summer might be
lemming season for tourists, but the fishermen disappeared as mysteriously as
cicadas.


“Mister, uh – Kersten?” he called. One of the men
raised a hand.


“Put ‘em over,” Hirsch called. Tiller swung and
the watchers scattered, hands lifted for the settling coil. He swung up the
gunwale gate, then, favoring his back, slid the gangplank across. A moment
later he was shaking hands with the instructor.


“Mr. Galloway? Looks like a good day for diving.”


“Sure does.”


“Beautiful boat. You don’t see many like this
nowadays. They called this style Populuxe, didn’t they?”


“Thanks. I think so, something like that. Got
everybody? Have ‘em take their gear inside. Don’t use these stern lockers; the
tanks and suits are in there.”


Forty-two feet of cabin cruiser shrank
drastically when packed with twelve divers and their equipment. They leaned
over the stern rail, perched on the bow, chattering as Hirsch got underway
again.


She pointed Miss Anna due east. Herring
gulls fell like live manna out of the growing light, their cries imploring and
at the same time ominous. A concrete rainbow grew, passed overhead, and
subsided astern. The Bonner Bridge crossed from Bodie to Hatteras, linking the
populous North Banks to the more remote South. The open sea spread like a blue
arena ahead.


When they passed the last nervously tossing buoy Tiller
gave Hirsch a course of one-zero-eight, and the engines went to full speed
again.


Below them Kersten came out of the cabin. “John,”
Tiller called down, “Can you get your people together for a minute? I need to
give a little pre-dive talk.”


While they were assembling, he swept his gaze
around the horizon. He couldn’t say why. From this height he could survey sixty
square miles of sea. The bridge was a dark bump astern. The only other craft in
sight were two sailboats to the south, headed away. The bow pointed down a
glittering road paved with gold by the rising sun. A good omen for their first
charter? He hoped so. Wind buffeted his face. Beneath him, the deck rolled as
green swells passed beneath. Already some of the divers looked queasy.


“Okay, please listen up. Welcome to the Outer
Banks, Blitz Brothers’ Diving, and Miss Anna. I’m Tiller Galloway, your
dive master. This large gentleman is Shad Aydlett, my number two. At the wheel
is Ms. Bernice Hirsch, who’ll be in charge up here while we’re below.


“As you know, the waters off Hatteras offer the
finest wreck diving on the east coast. We call this the Graveyard of the
Atlantic, and you’re about to see why. Today we’ll do three sites. I’ll brief
you on each before we go down so the details are clear in your mind.


“This first dive is on a World War Two wreck
called the Marcon. She was sunk in 1942, during the German offensive
against American merchant traffic. She’s in sixty feet of water, with the top
of the wreck at thirty. So we’re starting you off easy. The bow’s pointing
north, just as she was torpedoed.


“She went down in one piece and I think you’ll
find it a memorable dive. Lot of sea life, groupers, yellowtail, lots of growth
on and in the wreck itself. Look for kingfish on the sand. We’ll be in the Gulf
Stream, so you may see barracuda and bonito.”


The faces watched him. He searched his mind for
anything else he ought to tell them. “I know you’re all qualified, but let’s
review some precautions. Stay in sight of your buddy. Don’t go into the wreck
unless you have a reserve air supply, either a spare regulator or a pony
bottle. My own rule is never to get into a situation where I can’t make a quick
and graceful exit. There’s a big green moray lives down in one of the boilers. We
call him Old Ned. He’s not aggressive, but don’t tease him.


“If you come up early, help yourselves to fruit
juice and sodas in the galley. We’ll break out the beer after the last dive.


“I guess that’s about it. Any questions?”


A shout, faint against wind and engines: “Any
current down there?”


“Plan on about a knot, setting north. Don’t
wander too far, it’ll be hard swimming back against it.” 


“Tiller? We’re almost there.”


“Thanks, Bernie. Okay, y’all can start suiting up
now if you want.”


He checked their position and turned on the depth
recorder he’d borrowed from Bill Foster. Right on time, the trace jagged upward
from a sloping bottom. Hirsch slowed and turned south without being told. Aydlett
was on the bow, running the hook out with the hand winch. Its clatter came back
to them. Tiller dragged sweat off his forehead. There was less wind now they
were stopped. It would be another hot day.


A few minutes later Shad shot his fist upward. Bernice
centered both throttles at idle and shaded her eyes. “Anchor’s holding,” she
called.


Tiller nodded, tossing a safety float over the
stern. The deck was packed with people zipping up wetsuits, tightening
backpacks and buoyancy compensators, attaching regulators to tanks. His eyes
snagged on firm bottoms and soft cleavages disappearing beneath Lycra and
rubber. Almost half the club were women. Well-heeled, too; their designer gear
bags held expensive diving computers, camera equipment, videocams in plastic
housings.


His own gear was basic and rather old, but he
liked it that way. There was less to break and he didn’t have to think too
much. There were times when that was an advantage underwater. He pulled it on
in the forward cabin, then clambered out on deck. He strapped on his fins,
sitting on the gunwale. Perspiration was already prickling his neck. Inside a
quarter-inch of black neoprene, the sun heated you up fast.


Aydlett’s tank clanged against a coaming. He
waddled out like an uncomfortable bear. Tiller grinned up at him. His partner
hadn’t been diving long. He had strength and courage, but skill in the water
came only with experience. Shad gave him back a sour glance. “Ready to put ‘em
in?” he grunted.


“Let’s go.”


Sealing his mask and leaning forward, Tiller
Galloway rolled facefirst through the sparkling mirror of the sea.


 


***


 


His sudden descent startled several fish
loitering under the hull. They flashed away so quickly he couldn’t see what
they were. Cool water flooded his suit. His weights were balanced for neutral
buoyancy and as the momentum of his fall dissipated, he came to a dead stop six
feet down.


He hung motionless, staring down in the wonder
that always took him when he entered the separate world of the sea.


He was surrounded by the moving melted turquoise
of the Stream. The sunlight slid down through it in golden beams, flickering as
the swell refracted them. They spread as they fell, melting into shifting
gossamers of yellow-green and emerald as his eye followed them down.


Down to the wreck.


Thirty feet above the shattered junk of its
superstructure, he couldn’t make out much. In the dimness below his dangling
fins, he could tell only that he was looking at something huge. Ahead the
anchor line led down into a blue-green haze. Beside him, Miss Anna’s
copper-painted bottom surged slowly, pulling down strings of silvery bubbles. He
blew out to clear the regulator and sucked in air. It tasted dry, and a little
nasty at the back of his tongue. Time to change the filter on the compressor. He
was getting plenty to breathe, though.


He valved a shot of air into his vest and finned
forward to the line. He held it for a moment, alert for vibration; that would
mean the anchor was dragging. It felt like it was bolted to Hell. He took a
last look around, making sure there was nothing hostile in sight and that the
current wasn’t too strong. Okay. Fine.


He surfaced and spat out the mouthpiece. The
faces turned toward him, and he called, “Water’s great. C’mon in, she’s right
under our keel.”


 


***


 


He went down to twenty feet and waited, gripping
the line with one gloved hand as the others entered the water. Kersten had
trained them well. They came in two by two, paused just under the surface to
check each other’s gear and adjust buoyancy, then continued down, clearing
their ears as they descended.


Streaming on the line like a flag, he felt the
slow, huge current move past him like a warm wind. Blowing north from the
Caribbean, it warmed the whole eastern seaboard up to Newfoundland. While deep
Atlantic currents flowed south, dark and cold, replacing it in the slow tao of
Nature. Not a bad arrangement, he thought. Better than I could have planned.


When he counted twelve divers he waited another
few seconds, his eyes on the surface. Right on schedule Shad appeared in an
inverted Christmas tree of bubbles. Watered-down sunlight glinted off his mask
as he searched around.


Down, Galloway signaled him. His partner nodded,
repeated the gesture, and surface dived. He was light and had to kick to get
under. Tiller grinned again.


He pointed Shad toward the bow, where several
pairs had congregated to read the vessel’s name and gaze up at the anchor. He’d
dived the Marcon, and the other wrecks they’d be touring today, many
times. He had no desire to sightsee. He just had to be there, ready to step in
if anyone got into trouble.


At the additional pressure of thirty feet the air
in his suit and BC compressed. As he neared the white sand bottom his descent
accelerated. Finally he stopped swimming and let his weight pull him the last
few feet. He worked his jaw and his ears clicked. He adjusted his mask,
tightened the straps on his backpack, and looked around.


He’d come down on the port side, and it towered
above him like a rusty wall. A small school of jacks swam away along it,
sticking close to the bottom. The plates were buckled where they’d slammed into
the sand. A shattered area aft marked where the torpedo had hit. But all in all
the wreck was in good shape – until you lifted your gaze. The Coast Guard had
blown off her superstructure and the effect was like a headless corpse.


 Two masks showed above him, looking down over
the rail. Silver plumes of bubbles wobbled over them. He grinned around his
mouthpiece. Lifting his hand, he waved a slow bon voyage.


Other plumes streamed upward beyond them. Most of
the club seemed to be up forward. But the most interesting part of the wreck
was aft. The hatches gaped there, square black wells no self-respecting diver
could resist. Behind them, connecting via a corridor, were the engine and
boiler rooms.


He decided to see what was going on back there. Valving
air into the BC, he rose, then swam aft, over the twisted junk that had been
her bridge.


As he sank into the hold, darkness rose around
him. His pupils opened as he dropped, and the blackness dissolved into shadows
and looming angular forms. One of the shadows uncoiled, moving away from him in
sinuous twists; a shoal of five-inch schoolmasters, their silver-copper bodies
packed so close they could have been sliced with a knife and fitted into cans. Another
shape became a diver. She was investigating a corroded truck frame. As he
watched she aimed a camera. The strobe glowed for an instant and then died, as
if the pressure of the sea crushed light itself.


A headache nagged between his eyes. He reached up
to ease his mask. That helped and he waggled his head from side to side as he
reached the after bulkhead.


A tilted narrow passageway continued down and
aft. Souvenir hunters had taken off the doors. He swam down it, fending steel
off with gloved fingertips, as the gloom grew deeper around him.


The engine room was the size of an indoor tennis
court, but underwater it seemed even larger. Narrow bright shafts slid through
holes in the overhead and searched about in the sable blackness. Sparkling
motes drifted through them, particles of rust settling as what had once been a
ship, like everything else gnawed by the all-devouring sea, returned slowly but
inexorably to primordial chaos. As his eyes adjusted, he made out long-disused machinery:
gears, pipes, the rootlike clutch of cables, the rusted blossoms of valve
handles.


His fingers found his flash and light licked over
the dead metal. The drab gloom burst abruptly into russet browns, chrome
yellows, fungal algae red as arterial blood. He played it around, alert for the
moray.


No Ned, but a lazy cyclone of kicked-up murk
showed him where someone had gone into the side tank. That was narrow and
rather dangerous if you got hung up. Perhaps he should go in after the diver. He
checked his depth, the time, and his air pressure. In the green. He clicked the
light off, then winced, sucking rubber-tasting air with a hiss. The headache
was back.


Sometimes when you breathed shallow you got one
from the carbon dioxide buildup. He hadn’t been consciously conserving air, but
just on the off chance he drew in a deep lungful and blew out, did it again,
and again.


The headache got worse.


He let himself rise, blinking as he peered over
the hooded bulk of the engines. He couldn’t see whoever was in there, but now
and then he could make out lights probing about through the rivet-holes. But
the pause had made him reconsider following. They didn’t need a nanny. They
were here for an adventure, after all.  And every one had signed the release
form.


He looked back into the passageway. A flash
flickered again at the far end. A feeble gray-blue glow bled down from the
surface. His unease, the same apprehension that had made him search the horizon
before they went down, grew stronger.


Whatever was going on, he’d feel better in the
open. He exhaled and waved himself downward with his hands. He turned
cautiously, keeping his tank clear of the overhead. Then, fixing his eyes on
the light, began swimming toward it.


It seemed to take forever. His legs felt like
lead. The water dragged at his fins like cold honey as he emerged from the
hold. Even forty feet down, through the silt a dozen divers were stirring up,
the sunlight was so bright his eyelids crimped involuntarily. He didn’t want to
open them again. He wanted to sleep. He also felt sick to his stomach.


He jerked his eyes open by main force. Something
was wrong with him. Perhaps he ought to surface. There were others to think of,
though. He was responsible for them. He couldn’t just leave.


He coasted to a stop above the wreck. Hovering
there, wishing he could rub his burning eyeballs, he looked around impatiently
for Shad.


Then his gaze froze.


One of the charter divers was drifting downward,
kicking and thrashing. He seemed to be trying to rise, but unable to tell where
the surface was. But even as Tiller stared, groping fingers found what they
wanted. A buckle detached with a clack. The weight belt tumbled away and the
diver began to rise, accompanying his ascent with feeble digging motions of his
arms.


Tiller turned his head from side to side,
blinking through increasing drowsiness. Other forms were rising from the deck
and from the seabed. Like a painting he’d seen once. The dead rising at the
Last Day. As they ascended, whatever afflicted them seemed to intensify. Some
stopped halfway to the surface, wrestling with invisible demons. Others went
limp. Here and there, divers towed their buddies upward, their own distress and
terror evident in the huge clouds of bubbles bursting from their regulators.


One diver in distress could be equipment failure.
A split hose, a faulty valve. Or a physical problem – eardrums or vertigo.


But this was affecting all of them. Therefore –
he suddenly remembered the off taste – it could only be one thing.


Their air.


His lethargy was shot with red pain now. His head
felt like it was being split for kindling. He stared up at a tossing blue
heaven. Up there was clear air. His whole being yearned for it. Wanted it more
than it had ever wanted anything.


He folded himself at the waist, and swam
downward, toward the figure on the deck.


Yards away, he saw it was one of the women. Her
eyes were fixed through the twin windows of her mask. Her cheeks were bright
red with blush. Her hair waved like blond seaweed where she’d torn her hood
off. Through the gathering murk he saw hand beams glowing in the hold. How many
were down there, trying to grope their way out in deepening blindness?


His reaching fingers found her suit. He hit the
valve on her BC. Air hissed and the vest bulged.


The limp body rose from the deck, and together
they ascended at a steadily increasing rate. Halfway to the surface, he punched
her in the stomach, to make sure she wasn’t holding her breath.


By the time his head broke the waves, he could
barely see. A shadow loomed over them. He spat out rubber and croaked, “Bernie!”


“Here.”


Wood knocked as Miss Anna’s hull slammed
into them. Fingernails scrabbled at his head. He thrust the woman toward them. Her
head lolled back. He couldn’t tell whether she was breathing or not. “Take her.
Got trouble below.”


“I’ve got her. Tiller, what is it? What’s going
on?”


“Bad air. Listen. There’s a half-full tank
forward. From last week. Get – “


But then he stopped. By the time she found it,
attached a regulator, and handed it down, people would drown.


“What do you want me to do?”


“Never mind. Try to get her breathing. Try
mouth-to-mouth. Then CPR.”


“Tiller! No! Come back!”


But the sea closed over his head, cutting off her
scream.


Several more were on their way up. They rose as
he struggled to descend. It was like fighting his way back into the grave. He
couldn’t tell if it was in his head or in his eyes, but he could no longer see
the wreck. Only a blue-black murk, and here and there writhing shapes.


A clatter burst abruptly all around him, the
chatter of mad katydids on a summer night. The noisemakers divers carried to
signal with. Only now there was no communication. Only a staccato scream
echoing in the sea.


A mouth opened under him. He sank toward it,
unable to move his legs.


And through, into blackness.


A green glow burned deep in the hold. He
struggled toward it. Slammed his head into something rusty. Coruscating
jellyfish drifted across the blank screen of his brain, stinging as they
pulsed. His ears beat with a hammering hum like spinning propellers. A band was
tightening around his lungs, like a hose clamp of hot metal.


Another diver. The jade glow of a chemical light stick
showed him curled like a fetus against the underside of the deck. He flinched
under Galloway’s hands. Then, suddenly, lashed out.


The unexpected blow caught him on the cheek,
knocking his mouthpiece from between his teeth. His throat locked as it filled
with salt sea. His right hand searched in the darkness, hitting jagged steel,
rubber, flesh, everything except the smooth chromed curve of a second stage
regulator. 


The fist hit him again, colliding awkwardly with
his mask. He felt his flesh tear as sharpness plowed his cheek. All right, you
son of a bitch, he thought.


His fingers grasped something like a small
turtle. They closed on it and yanked. Bubbles stormed upward. An instant later his
regulator was clamped between his teeth, upside down, but that hardly mattered.


Now for the other. His left hand found his weight
belt. He wound his fingers into it blindly. Then he dropped his right, located
the thickness of rubber at the crotch, and squeezed.


The other diver crimped around the squeezing hand
like a stepped-on starfish. Tiller sucked air desperately. The metal bands were
turning red-hot. Flashes of light burst into dying sparks behind his eyes. He
got his legs above his head, braced, and pushed off. Then looked around, trying
to find the way up.


He couldn’t see a thing. Just seething red
blindness, like a million cardinalfish schooling in the dark.


He backpedaled to what he figured was the center
of the hold. He was reaching for his weight belt when someone else’s hand
pushed his away.


He struck out, enraged, but his punch died in
water. The hand jerked him around, dragged both divers backward, and let go. A
moment later it came back, and air surged into his vest.


He felt himself lifting toward the surface. He
turtled his head, anticipating the slam of steel, but the ascent continued. He
breathed in and out raggedly. The metal bands were white-hot now, so tight he
shook with every squeeze of his heart, irregular and rapid, like the dying
contractions of an octopus.


When his head emerged, to the slap of waves and a
chorus of cries and moans, he had just enough presence of mind to spit out the
mouthpiece before he passed out.


 


***


 


His moments of consciousness during the trip back
were intermittent. He remembered a short conversation with Hirsch. She’d found
the leftover tank, pulled mask and fins off one of the women, and plunged over
the side without bothering to suit up. She’d dragged him back from the recesses
of the hold and pointed him toward the surface. He whispered, through the
lightning-flashes of returning vision, “Sure glad I taught you to dive.”


“You better be. You wouldn’t have made it up the
way you were going.”


Later, he opened his eyes from where he lay in a
slick of vomit and water to look into John Kersten’s face. The club president’s
cheeks were livid, and not only with the cherry tint of carbon monoxide. “This
. . . is . . . unforgivable,” he said, coughing between each word. Spittle
drooled from blue lips. “I can’t believe this . . . incredible negligence.”


Tiller stared at a light wand that dangled from
the other’s vest. Then closed his eyes. It had been Kersten’s balls he’d
torqued. “How many’d we lose?” he mumbled.


“They’re all back up. And all conscious now. Thank
God. But supplying us bad air – this club will never dive with you again,
Galloway. Nor will anybody else we ever talk to.”


He closed his eyes on the angry stare. The dark
descended again. This time he welcomed it.








THREE





 


 


When he came back for good, he lay motionless for
a long time, staring up into the sky. The engines throbbed through his skull. It
was raining. Funny, he couldn’t see any clouds. It felt cool and good. Then the
spray moved away. It was Bernice, hosing down the deck. He rolled his head, and
found himself looking into Shad Aydlett’s red-rimmed eyes.


“You okay?”


His partner blinked. “Uh huh,” he said, as though
he wasn’t sure yet.


“Where were you? I didn’t see you on the wreck.”


“I was up forward. Helping them get topside. Then
I come up and helped Bernie carry people into the cabin. Wasn’t easy, neither.”


“Why were you carrying them into the cabin?”


“To give ‘em oxygen. Ain’t that how you treat
carbon monoxide?”


“Shad, oxygen’s explosive. And that in the tank’s
industrial grade. For welding.”


“I know that. I turned the power off up forward. And
it was give them that or let ‘em die.” A spark lit in the reddened eyes. “Don’t
treat me like your goddamned nigger, Galloway. You know, sometimes you talk
like I’m not too bright. And it’s starting to piss me off.”


They were cut off by a pail of cold water. “Can
it,” Hirsch snapped. “If you two can argue, you can turn to. Get this mess
cleaned up. We’ll be pulling in in half an hour. And then we’ll have a little
talk.”


They got up, eyeing each other. But once on their
feet, there was no energy for reproaches. Tiller could barely stay vertical. His
legs shook. Moving with slow decrepitude, he stripped off his wet suit and
regarded his shorts. He took them off, too, tied them to a line, and tossed
them over the side.


He inched below, sliding cautiously down the
companionway to the head. He showered, toweled, and examined himself in the
mirror. The hectic flush of monoxide was fading. He scrubbed clotted blood off
his chin and dabbed bourbon over it. He filled his toothbrush glass and
administered an internal dose, too. Then he handed the bottle out to Aydlett.


He found himself a fresh T-shirt and trousers in
the skipper’s cabin, stepping carefully around a hole in the deck.


When he went topside again, Aydlett and Hirsch
were on the bridge, looking silently forward. He scowled at them, then looked
in the same direction.


They stared for a long time at the pillar of
dirty smoke.


Bernie brought Miss Anna in to the pier
too fast and scraped fresh paint off the starboard side. When she shut down
they could hear trucks idling, the whine of sirens, the murmur of voices.


He had to stop twice to rest on the path to the
shop.


The fire was out, but smoke still streamed
upward. He pushed through the spectators and stepped over hoses through the
front window. 


The stench of alcohol and burnt plastic and
rubber
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