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Captain Gringo
never murdered a man who didn’t deserve slaughtering, nor forced
himself on s woman who didn’t intend to stab him in the back. Yet
he’s wanted for every crime in the book short of incest. Turn
himself in? No chance. This soldier of fortune would rather die
sitting with his Maxim in one hand, and a tall, cool drink in the
other, than standing with a hot noose around his neck.

Now he’s
trapped aboard a crippled gunboat in shark-infested waters. It’s
certainly no picnic, especially with enemies out there, closing in
for the kill. Suddenly mutiny on the part of Gringo’s crew just
adds to his inconvenience, but what’s really playing havoc with the
Captain’s mind is the inexplicable interest he’s feeling in a
young, red-haired kid named Mac.
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Chapter
One

The tramp steamer was not supposed to stop
first at Chagres. Captain Gringo and his sidekick, Gaston, never
would have boarded the fucking tub if they’d .known it was headed
for Chagres. They’d booked passage to Limon, Costa Rica, one of the
few places they weren’t likely to be arrested or shot on sight.
Limon had been a good two hundred miles this side of Chagres, so
the fugitive soldiers of fortune hadn’t considered where the
steamer was going once it dropped them off. They’d known it was a
tramp steamer, but this was ridiculous. The son of a bitch captain
had passed Limon in the night without bothering to explain, and
then told them all at breakfast that the next port of call would be
that afternoon, off Chagres.

More than one outraged passenger had
suggested a mutiny, and Captain Gringo had seriously considered it.
But as Gaston pointed out, Piracy on the High Seas was more, likely
to draw attention to them than if they just stayed aboard and
crossed their fingers. It wasn’t as if they were traveling under
their real names.

Chagres was a shallow draft port. The tramp
would heave to a mile offshore and transfer passengers and cargo by
lighter, so what the hell.

Hell was a good description of
Chagres. Even anchored out here on the mud flats with the trade
winds sweeping the fantail, it was seven times hotter than it
should have been. Gaston pointed out that this might be
a break for them,
as they lolled in deck chairs under an awning, sipping planter’s
punch and slapping the astounding salt-marsh insects that gave the
Mosquito Coast its name. Gaston said, “The Colombian military
are très enthusiastic, for these parts, but who in his right mind
would row all the way out here at this time of the year,
hein?”

Captain Gringo stared morosely
at the squalid little town across the grassy water and
growled, “I
still think we should have commandeered the bridge. Did you notice
that Marconi rig between the masts? This damned tub has one of
those new wireless outfits.”

Gaston shrugged and
said, “Oui, that was the reason I talked you out of seizing the ship
this morning. Piracy is becoming most complicated since ships have
begun to discuss their problems across open water. We are in less
danger out here, how you say, laying low.” Gaston sipped his drink
before he added, with a wistful smile, “Speaking of laying, the
actrès s I was growing so fond of went ashore with the other
passengers. Didn’t that attractive widow you were working on wish
to keep you company in your cabin this afternoon?”

“In
this heat? She went ashore with the others. We seem to be alone out
here, save for a skeleton crew. Listen, why don’t we just run up to
the bridge, grab the wheel, and—”

“Merde
alors, you
must be drunk as well as mad!” Gaston cut in, adding, “Seizing the
ship on the high seas was too risky. Trying to seize it now would
be suicidal. Regard that gray vessel over there to the
north.”

Captain Gringo squinted
thoughtfully and said, “Yeah, it’s a gunboat, all right, and this tub
moves slow, even when it’s trying.”

A tall pudgy man in a panama suit was moving
along the shady side of the deck toward them, and Gaston nudged
Captain Gringo. The younger American nodded without answering. He
recognized the guy as one of the other passengers, an American who
drank pretty well and kept to himself. They weren’t the only
passengers aboard, after all.

The man in the crumpled white
linen stopped, stared wistfully down at the two seated adventurers, and
said, “How do I go about getting whatever it is you gents are
drinking?”

Gaston reached down, picked up
the cow bell from the deck near his chair, and clanged it a couple
of times before he said, “This has always worked in the past,
M’sieu
...?”

“Porter, W.S. Porter from Austin, Texas, if they ever catch
me.”

Captain Gringo stared unwinkingly at the
stranger. Gaston pointed at a nearby empty chair with his chin and
Porter hauled it around to face them as he sat down with a sigh. A
deck steward came around the corner with a harassed expression and
two drinks on a tray. Gaston pointed at the rumpled American and
told the steward to go back and get three more. The steward left
the drinks and wandered off, muttering to himself about drunken
Americanos.

Porter inhaled half his punch
before he sighed and said, “I might live after all. You’re not an American,
are you, M....?”

“Call
me Gaston and let us have no formalities with last names, W.S. You
are new indeed down here if you are given to telling strangers that
you are wanted in the States.”

Porter said,
“Oh, I didn’t
murder anybody or hold up a train. I just left Austin for my health
after they found a shortage in my books one day. I’ve been up the
coast in Honduras, waiting for things to blow over. Isn’t that
where you gents boarded this tub?”

Captain Gringo frowned and
asked, “What’s it to you, friend? Are you writing a
book?”

Porter laughed and
replied, “As
a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking about it. I used to do a
little writing on the side while I was working in that damned old
bank. I sold some pieces to the Rolling Stone a while back. You ever hear of the
magazine?”

Both the soldiers of fortune
looked blank and Porter said, “I didn’t think you had. It went busted. They owed
me for some editorial work I did for them, too.”

Gaston nodded, knowingly, and
said, “Ah,
that was when you began to dabble in embezzlement?”

Porter shook his head and
said, “No. I
took some money from the bank where I worked because they wouldn’t
give me a loan when my wife got sick. I guess I should have stuck
to short stories. I can write a great confidence game. The first time I tried
it, I got caught.”

Gaston chuckled and
said, “One
can see M’sieu is young and inexperienced. The first rule of the
knock-around man of the world is to assure everyone it was, how you
say, the bum rap?”

The steward came back with more drinks.
Gaston told him to keep them coming and Captain Gringo began to
worry harder. He knew Gaston had a tendency to talk too much, even
sober, and a fucking Colombian gunboat was anchored within
sight!

Porter drained his glass,
picked up another, and said, “I know. But I can see I’m among gents in the same
boat and it’s good to let off steam among friends.”

Captain Gringo said,
“Don’t bank on
that, W.S. We’re sort of choosy about our friends.”

Porter nodded and said,
“I know. You’re the
one they call Captain Gringo, aren’t you?”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“Hell,
you guys were pointed out to me when I came aboard. That’s why I
came back here to talk to you. I’m interested in this soldier of
fortune stuff.”

Gaston looked the soft American
banker over thoughtfully before he said, “It is not an easy life, W.S. Are you
any good with a gun?”

Porter laughed and said,
“Hell, no, I only
write about adventures. I met some other guys like you up in
Honduras and I’ve been taking notes. When I go back to the states
I’m going to make you famous.”

Captain Gringo said,
“I sure wish you
wouldn’t,” and Gaston nodded, adding, “We are already as well-known
as one finds consistent with one’s protracted
existence.”

Porter said,
“Oh, I intend to
change everyone’s name in my book. I just need details. How did you
guys get started in this business?”

Captain Gringo said,
“I sent away to
Montgomery Ward.” But Gaston was intrigued at his chance for
immortality. He said, “Dick, here, was like yourself the victim of
unjust Yankee law. When I first met him he had just crossed the
border a few jumps ahead of a U.S. Army hangman.”

Captain Gringo growled,
“Hey, knock it
off.” Gaston asked, “Do you want this journalist to get it second
hand, Dick? You have become a most distorted legend since first we
met. I will not have it. I owe it to posterity to set the record
straight.”

Captain Gringo snorted in disgust and stared
off across the harbor. His eyes narrowed as he saw a lighter
putting out from shore. He hoped it was only bringing ship’s stores
or returning passengers. If Luisa was aboard he’d drag her into the
cabin and the hell with the heat. He knew his own story and it was
too boring to sit through again.

Gaston was droning on to the
puppy-dog-eager Porter about how they’d met in a Mexican jail when
he’d run for his life after busting out of that army guardhouse the
night before he was to hang. Porter cut in to ask him directly if
it was true he was a West Point graduate who’d served as an officer
against the last Apache, Captain Gringo just shrugged and
replied, “Get the tale from Gaston. He should have been a writer,
too.”

Gaston said,
“That is true, I
might have been another Dumas, had not I joined the Legion in my
misspent youth. It was the ridiculous Legion that brought me to
Mexico just in time to be on the losing side when Juarez took the
country back from the French.”

Porter said,
“Hey, you’ve been
at this trade a long time, Gaston.”

Gaston nodded and said,
“Oui, alas, almost thirty years. Our young friend, here, has only
been a machine gun-for-hire a year or so, now, and already he has
become more famous. Is that just, I ask you?”

Porter looked uncomfortable and
said, “I
don’t know. How do you account for it, Gaston?”

Gaston smiled crookedly and
said, “Between the two of us, he is très formidable. As you know, the people down
here tend to hire experts to do their serious fighting because a
peon in a uniform is, after all, still a peon. I have always been
considered a good leader, if perhaps a soldier of the old school.
Dick, here, was a weapons officer in the U.S. Army before they
decided to hang him for some obscure misunderstanding with his
fellow officers. He is inclined to be très noisy, but he knows all the latest ways to
slaughter and—”

Despite himself, Captain Gringo
cut in with, “Hey, just one fucking minute, you old goat! I haven’t
slaughtered anyone down here who didn’t have a good slaughter
coming! I got in that first jam by giving Mexican border jumpers a
break. Since I met you I’ve been trying like hell to stay
out
of jams. But do you
listen? No, you keep dragging me into nice safe little deals that
turn out to be wars and … skip it. Take a look at that lighter out
there.”

Gaston sat up, squinted, and
said, “I see
him. A rather officious type in some sort of navy uniform. Probably
a customs inspector?”

Captain Gringo said,
“I hope you’re
right. What do we do if he wants to write a book about us, too?”

Gaston said,
“A good question. I
wish I knew the answer.”

Porter got to his feet, still
holding his glass and looking worried. He said, “I think I’ll go to my cabin
and do some writing. I left Honduras because I was getting cables
from the states. I made the mistake of letting my wife know where I
was. The goddamned bank found out about it and they’ve been
pestering me to come back and make a clean breast of
it.”

Gaston nodded sympathetically
and said, “Such messages do tend to make one shun the light of
day.”

Captain Gringo said,
“Be smart,
W.S.”

Porter blinked down owlishly at
him and the tall American nodded and said, “Go back and face the music. I
can’t
go back, so I can
tell you it’s not much fun down here, once you pick up enough
Spanish to know what they’re calling you in the cantinas.”

“I
know they don’t like us. But I’ll go to jail if I go back. I’ve
been thinking about giving this soldier of fortune stuff a try. It
seems to be the only job an American can get down here, and I’m
running out of money.”

Gaston said,
“You should have
stolen more. Dick is right. How many months can they give you for
embezzlement? Forgive me, but you do not strike me as the sort of
man I would recruit for my next revolution. You have a wife in the
States. Go home and write about our noisy trade. She will be less
likely to become a widow if you take our advice.”

Porter shot another look at the
lighter coming across the water at them. Then he gulped his drink,
picked up another glass, and left in a hurry. Gaston sighed and
said, “Too
bad. He will not live to be as old and wise as myself, but we make
our own choices in some things, non?”

Captain Gringo asked,
“Do you really
think the Colombian police are after him?”

“For
stealing money from a gringo bank? Don’t be ridiculous. I was
discussing his drinking habits. If they know any of us are out
here, I will give you three guesses as to who they’d like to get
their hands on. The first two do not count. Where do you suppose we
should consider hiding, Dick?”

Captain Gringo shrugged and
said, “It’s
comfortable enough, here. If they got a wireless message about us
being aboard they’re going to find us no matter where we are when
they come over the rail.”

It was a Colombian boarding
party all right. Gaston stood by the rail watching morosely as a
midshipman and four marines came up the ladder from the lighter.
Captain Gringo stayed where he was, seated under the awning. He
packed a snub-nosed .38 in the holster under his linen jacket. He could
die trying just as well without working up a sweat. He knew he was
going to die before he let them take him alive. Meanwhile he just
might get to finish his drink.

Gaston walked back to him and
murmured, “They are going into the main salon to speak to the purser.
He will, of course, tell them we are back here, non?”

Captain Gringo nodded and
said, “Yeah,
but they’ll have spotted us coming across the water. It’s been nice
knowing you, Gaston.”

“The
pleasure has been mutual. I don’t suppose you’ve considered the
option of surrendering without a fight?”

The younger and taller American
shook his head and said, “Not a chance. I’d just as soon end it here, with
a gun in one hand and a. tall drink in the other. Have you
forgotten it was just a few months ago that we almost won a
revolution, here in Panama?”

Gaston grimaced and
replied, “If
I had, I doubt the Colombian government has. They seemed most
obstinate about owning this part of the world when last we met. I
wonder what ever became of those rebels we were trying to
help.”

Captain Gringo shrugged and
said, “They
got away, or they’re dead. Nobody lasts more than a month in a
banana republic jail unless somebody feeds them.”

Gaston said,
“True, and bullets
cost less than food. We might buy some time by telling the
authorities, here, that we were wanted in other parts. They would
probably want to keep us alive long enough to collect that Mexican
reward.”

“You
do what you want, Gaston. I don’t fancy dying in front of a Mexican
firing squad any more than I do dying right here and now. Why rot
in some jail first? Why not get it over with?”

“Where
there is life there is hope?”

Captain Gringo
snorted in disgust
as he reached under his jacket for his gun. But Gaston said, “Wait.
Let us not be hasty. They are not pointing guns at us at the
moment. Why wave our own about before we know for certain that we
must?”

Captain Gringo shrugged and
said, “Right. We might manage a last smoke before it gets
uncivilized. They’ll probably want to talk to us first. They only
outnumber us two and a half to one.”

The American said,
“I guess they’ll
come back here and tell us we really ought to go ashore with them.
Then we’ll say we don’t want to, and somebody will make his move.
If they don’t get us here in the stern it looks like a running
gunfight on a hellishly hot day.”

“Quel
fatigue!” sighed Gaston. Then he stiffened and said, “Someone
comes! En
garde, man brave!”

The deck steward came around
the corner and almost dropped the tray of drinks in his hands as he
found himself staring into two pistol muzzles. He licked his lips
and gasped, “Por
favor, Señores, I knew you were thirsty, but there is no need to get
violent! I only have two hands and there are others one must
serve.”

Captain Gringo realized he was
almost as surprised to be on his feet pointing a gun as the steward
was. He’d acted without thinking, and Gaston, too, had snapped like
a coiled spring. He smiled crookedly at Gaston as he lowered his
gun muzzle and said, “I thought we weren’t going to go off half-
cocked. For why did you draw on our compahero simpatico, old buddy?”

Gaston shrugged and
said, “I was
only following your lead.” Then he pointed his gun at the glasses
they’d already drained and told the steward, “Put them there and go
get the bottle. This heat is most obviously getting on our
nerves.”

The steward put the three
drinks down and said, “I may be some time, Señores. The officers are serving guests in the
salon. You saw them come aboard, of course?”

The two tense soldiers of
fortune exchanged glances. Then Captain Gringo said,
“Yes, we did notice
a lighter coming alongside. What was that all about?”

The steward shrugged and
said, “They
came for to arrest a bad Americano. Honduras cabled that he was
aboard this ship and so the authorities here in Chagres have been
waiting for him. There is said to be a reward. But will they share
it with us? They will not. They never share anything.”

Still holding his gun, albeit
politely down at his side, Captain Gringo said, “There is no justice. You say
they boarded to arrest one wanted man?”

“Si, they have him in the salon. He of course denies everything,
but after they have a few more drinks they are taking him
ashore.”

Captain Gringo’s jaw dropped. He stared at
Gaston, who was grinning like an idiot. The steward said something
about getting back to the salon, but his words were a blur that
didn’t sink in until he’d left.

Gaston sank to his deck chair,
tittering like a ravaged maiden who’d just found out she wasn’t
pregnant after all. Captain Gringo didn’t titter, but he understood
the feeling. He holstered his gun, sat down himself, and inhaled
some rum before he said, “Kee-rist! I’d completely forgotten that old W.S.
was on the run, too!”

Gaston laughed and said,
“Better him than
us, non?”

“Well,
I’d be a liar if I said us, but it’s sort of a shame anybody had to be caught. He didn’t seem like
a bad guy, and he’d have gone back on his own if they’d only given
him time to think. Now he figures to draw a stiffer sentence, and
he looks a little soft to spend from now to the next northbound
ship in a Panamanian jail.”

Gaston said,
“I still say better
him than us. They’ll see that he gets home alive, if only to
collect the reward put out by that rather sullen bank. The rewards
on us do not mention any great need to deliver us alive. I must
confess, now that it’s over, that I was about to soil my pants. But
all is well that ends well, non? In
a few hours we’ll be out of here, and since nobody cabled ahead
that we were aboard, we can assume nobody will be waiting for us
with guns at the next port of call. How do you feel about Surinam,
Dick?”

“Surinam? I thought we were headed for Limon.”

“Merde, one must be flexible. I was speaking to another passenger
in the salon last night. I forgot to tell you. The revolution we
heard about is off, for this year, in Costa Rica.”

“Fine.
So what’s happening in Surinam?”

“Not a
thing. That’s why I think we should go there. We have the money
from our last job. Surinam is far from anywhere we’re wanted and
the women are très formidable. The trade winds cool the nights and all we have to
do is screw until our nerves settle down.”

Captain Gringo took a quiet sip
of punch and said, “My nerves are under control. I think.”

Gaston nodded sagely and
replied, “Of
course. That’s why we’re starting to jump at the sight of our own
shadows. We need a rest, Dick. The past few months have been
très
fatigué.”

Captain Gringo didn’t argue. Since he’d met
up with Gaston on the wrong side of a Mexican firing squad they’d
led a rather noisy life. His knowledge of the new machine gun
seemed to be in demand down here, but everyone who didn’t want to
hire a weapons officer seemed to want to kill one. He wasn’t sure
where Surinam was, but if they weren’t about to have a war there,
why not?

The steward came back, peeping
shyly around the corner first before he produced a bottle of white
rum. The service would be added to their purser’s bill, of course,
but Captain Gringo tipped the steward with paper this time to make
up for the fright they’d given him. The steward grinned and
said, “Muchas gracias, Señor. They are taking the bad man ashore, now, if you
wish for to watch.”

Captain Gringo didn’t, but when
Gaston rose, he got up, too. They walked to the rail for a better
view. The tall, rumpled W.S. Porter was standing in the bow of the
lighter as it backed away from the hull. He was surrounded by
shorter uniformed men pointing guns at him, but they hadn’t
handcuffed him. He saw the two soldiers of fortune staring down at
him and gave them a sardonic salute. They waved back. Gaston
said. “That
is that. He seems to be taking it well.”

The steward, who’d joined them
at the rail, said, “Yes, Captain Gringo is said to be muy tow. They say he wrecked a train in Mexico
and sank a gunboat in Nicaragua.”

The real Captain Gringo blinked
in surprise but didn’t answer. Gaston grinned wickedly and asked
the steward, “Is that who they came aboard to arrest? I have heard of this
Captain Gringo. He is obviously insane.”

The steward sighed and
said. “Perhaps, but it is said he fights for the little people. I
know he is a bad man, but I would not really mind if he gets away
again. But of course he won’t, this time. I must get back to my
duties, Senores.”

As soon as they were alone
again, Gaston said, “This is rich! Can’t you see what happened, Dick? Some son
of a species of insect did wire ahead that you were aboard! Fortunately, you
are better known than me, so they were only looking for one tall
Anglo, and since our forged passports are doubtless more expensive
than his—”

“We’ve
got to help him,” Captain Gringo cut in, flatly.

Gaston stared out across the
water at the retreating lighter and said, “Merde alors! The steward was right. You
are
crazy! They’re
taking him ashore under guard and I know the jail here. The walls
are solid stone and six feet thick. But even if they were not, we
owe him nothing.”

“Wrong. We owe him our asses. Can’t you see what
happened?”

“What
is there to see, Dick? They boarded with a warrant for your arrest,
the purser pointed out a tall Americano traveling alone, and they
made a natural mistake.”

Captain Gringo shook his head
and said, “Jesus, you’re thick. Sure they went for him first. You’re
right about my I.D. being better and I’ve been traveling with Luisa
and you. But I’m still a tall American. So how come that other guy
didn’t mention this when they came to get him? He
knew
who I was,
Gaston!”

Gaston pursed his lips
thoughtfully and said, “Maybe they just didn’t give him a chance to
mention it? They’d be expecting him to deny being Captain Gringo.
Maybe when he told them the real Captain Gringo was back here
drinking rum punch—”

“Oh,
sure, they just took him off without even glancing our way. Damn
it, Gaston, there’s only one way it works. They hauled him out of
his cabin, accused him of being the notorious Captain Gringo, and
knowing I was back here on the fantail, Porter kept his mouth shut!
He
let
them arrest him in
my place!”

“How
quixotic of him. But I can see why he did it, Dick. He knew he’d be
picked up sooner or later in any case, non? Very well, as a gentleman of the old school he saw
no reason to have two arrests where one would do. He may be
deriving some wry amusement from his droll impersonation. He knows,
of course, that by the time they find out who he really is, the
Captain and other passengers will have returned and we shall be
long gone.”

Captain Gringo sighed and
said, “Jesus
H. Christ, Gaston. Porter’s only wanted on a minor felony. I’m
wanted on every charge but incest!”

Gaston laughed and said,
“True. But don’t
you see that is why he played his little joke? Porter knows that as
soon as they return him to the States he will be unmasked as a
simple thief. The U.S. Army can hardly hang him for killing that
officer out west, non? Let’s sit down. Our friend’s generosity was a most pleasant
surprise, but it’s too hot to concern ourselves further with his
grotesque sense of humor.”

But as Gaston turned to duck
back under the awning, Captain Gringo grabbed his arm and
said, “We’ve
got to go ashore and bail him out.”

“Are
you mad, Dick? They would hardly post bail for the notorious
Captain Gringo. Porter will stay locked up in durance vile until
the American consulate can arrange for his shipment back to New
Orleans.”

“You
damned fool, they’re not about to ship Porter to the States!
Mexico’s reward on me is more than double the one posted by Uncle
Sam, and Mexico is closer. For God’s sake, do I have to draw you a
picture?”

Gaston grimaced, and
said, “Quel tragique. One can see how our gallant friend may have bitten
off a bigger mouthful than he intended. But calm yourself. The
Mexicans will know he’s not the real Captain Gringo as soon as they
see him, non?”

“Maybe. El Presidente Diaz and I never met in person. He still says he
wants me dead, period. If you were a Mexican official with a death
warrant in one hand and a fresh prisoner in the other, would you
march him all the way up to Mexico City or find the nearest wall in
Veracruz?”

“Oh, merde, Dick, Porter will tell them who he is as soon as he sees
it’s getting serious!”

“Sure
he will. Do you remember that time we met in a Mexican
rurale
jail? They were
going to shoot me before I became Captain Gringo, just for being in their fucking
dictatorship without a passport!”

“Hmm, los rurales do play rough, as I recall.”

Captain Gringo said,
“Damned A,”
as
he
glanced
up at the sun. Then
he said, “We’ll wait until the ship’s launch comes back. Then we’ll
tell the others we have to go ashore for some last-minute shopping
or something.”

Gaston shook his head and
said, “You
are not thinking, my old and rare. Even if we could get Porter out,
and that is très impossible, how could we get him back aboard? The crew thinks
he’s the notorious Captain Gringo. They’d radio ahead, and we’d
have to go through this whole silly business at the next port of
call, non?”

“You’re right. We’re going to have to spring him from jail
and get out of the country some other way.”

Gaston sighed and said,
“I wish you hadn’t
said that, Dick.”

“You
won’t help?”

“Triple-titted toads! I told you I remembered the way the
Mexican rurales treat people. I just said I wished you hadn’t
said
it. Do you have any
idea how we even start to get that silly man out of jail,
Dick?”

“No.
We’ll just have to work it out as we go.”

“Jesus, I wish you hadn’t said that, either!”


Chapter Two

The evening sky was the color of spilled
blood as they watched their ship vanish over the horizon. They were
standing on the balcony of the top floor rooms Gaston had rented
for a week. They had no intention of staying that long, of course,
but the rent was cheap and people who said they were going to be in
town a while tended to be investigated more casually by the local
police. As a Colombian possession, not too enthusiastic about the
highland government in Bogota, Panama was under martial law. With
the so-called Great Powers fighting over who was going to complete
the unfinished canal across the isthmus any minute, said martial
law tended to be tougher than in most banana republics and it had
only been a few months ago that Captain Gringo and Gaston had
swapped shots with the military police, albeit on the Panama City
side. They hoped nobody knew them in Chagres.

He snubbed out his smoke on the
iron of the balcony and asked Gaston, “How long do you think it will take
to get those papers? I want to spring Porter before
midnight.”

Gaston said,
“I was about to
leave. The artistic Italian I contacted is très temperamental about being rushed. The
identifications are, of course, items he keeps in stock. The
checkbooks are also très simple to produce. But he said he’d need some time setting
up the cablegrams. Is it not amusing that warrants and diplomatic
papers are easier than simple telegraph blanks? One needs but some
yellow paper and a typewriter, non!”

“Wrong. I see what his problem is. Hardly anyone has ever
seen a diplomatic passport. Everyone knows what a telegram looks
and feels like. The slightest difference in the size of the type or
the feel of the paper would stand out like a sore thumb if you had
another on your desk to compare it with. While we’re waiting, we’d
better think about buying some decent clothes. Let’s get out of
here.”

Gaston shook his head and said, “I shall
get out of here, Dick. You stay here where nobody will notice your
size and blonde hair. They do not call you Captain Gringo because
you tend to fade into the crowd down here.”

The tall American started to protest.
Then he nodded. Gaston was right. The small nondescript Frenchman
was a born survivor and a human chameleon. It was no accident that
only one of them had been reported aboard that vessel. Gaston had
powers of invisibility denied a big blonde Anglo-Saxon south of
Laredo.

He’d know what kind of
disguises they’d need, too. Captain Gringo was the muscle and often
the brains of the team, but Gaston was a natural sneak. Even though
he was no more a Latin American than his younger comrade, Gaston
could make himself look like one, and though his English tended to be garbled with
French, his Spanish, after years down here, was perfect. He could
even speak it in the various local dialects.

So Gaston left on his evening
errands and Captain Gringo locked the door after him. It was still
hot and sticky, but the trades through the seaward windows helped,
and it would soon be cool enough to move again. Meanwhile, since he
had the time, Captain Gringo stripped, tossed his sweat-soaked
things on a wicker chair and took a whore bath with a string
washrag. and the wash basin and olla the landlady had provided along with a microscopic
cake of soap. The clay olla had cooled its water to slightly less than room
temperature, but since the day had been hotter than the hinges of
hell, the tepid water was still warm as spit. There was a dubious
towel folded on the dressing table, but he ignored it as he parted
the mosquito netting on the bed and flopped down wet. He knew the
trades would dry him and the sheets soon enough, and the
evaporation helped. It was almost dark and he was beginning to feel
human again. The town would come to life after dark, as towns did,
down here. He’d learned not to dismiss the natives as the lazy folk
most North Americans took them for, since he’d lived their way a
while. People in the tropics worked as many hours as the folks back
home. They just spaced them out different.

The Protestant Work Ethic of
these late Victorian times called for a twenty-four-hour day.
Anglo-Americans got up in the morning, worked all day, and went to
bed at night. The Hispanics down here had long ago discovered that
a schedule like that would kill any man. Green hands from cooler
climes still died like flies in “The White Man’s Grave.” But the locals,
and smart Anglos, broke the old twenty-four-hour day in two, and
lived to have grandchildren. They slept four hours a night, got up
before dawn to work four to six hours before it really got hot,
slept ‘ another four hours during the scalding siesta between
eleven and three or four, worked a bit more toward evening, then
ate their main meal and got in their real screwing well after dark.
He wondered if they had the usual after-dark pick-up promenade they
called El
Paseo, here
in Chagres. For some reason the idea gave him a hard-on.

“Forget it,” he told his erection as it started waving to
him in the ruby light. That randy old tool had gotten him in a lot
of trouble by rising to some odd occasions indeed in the past. But
he’d just seen the last of a hot little redhead, he didn’t know any
women in town, and it was too hot to think of jerking off like a
kid. He knew he’d need his strength for more important activities
before morning, even if things went smoothly.

His throbbing cock ignored his
request to simmer down for Pete’s sake. He propped himself up on one elbow
and said, “It’s no use, you silly little bastard. I’m not going to
do a goddamned thing to help you.”

The door opened without warning.

Captain Gringo flinched in
surprise as he stared down across his erection at the woman in the
doorway. She gasped, “Oh, I thought I heard you go out,
Señor!”

Captain Gringo wanted to roll
over on his
embarrassing hard-on but who she was and how she’d opened the door
was more important. So he asked her, “Who told you that you could
bust in here, with or without my going out?”

“Por
favor, Señor. I am Conchita Vargas and these are the rooms you rented
from me. Do you not remember?”

He sat up, trying to hide his
cock, as he growled, “Yeah, the light’s sort of dim in here, thank God.
We didn’t ask for room service, Senora. Why don’t you go bake some
tortillas or something?”

She just stood there. What was
the matter with the silly dame? He hadn’t paid much attention to
her when Gaston had done all the talking downstairs. She wasn’t
much more impressive in the dim ruby light and her voice betrayed a
certain lack of wit. He wondered what a rather plain peasant with
no great evidence of brains was doing as a landlady.
Smart
people tended to
wind up poor down here, and she had a solid
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