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Chapter One




 


Chris Harwood checked the number and parked
in front of a typical Valley house. Around him echoed the squeals
of playing children and the faint, distant hush of the freeway
surging with Saturday-morning traffic. He headed up the drive and
found a three by five card tacked to the gate:

 


CHRIS — LET YOURSELF IN AND COME AROUND
BACK, JACK.

 


Behind the redwood fence was a patio
bordered by nasturtiums, Transvaal daisies and honeysuckle. At the
far side a flagstone path set between ranks of camellias and
rhododendrons led behind the house. When he rounded the corner
Chris found Jack McMahon on a chaise lounge beneath an arbor of
flowering vines.

McMahon raised a can of beer in greeting.
The big man seemed to have lost weight in the year and a half since
Chris had last seen him. Not that he had become thin. Jack McMahon
still had a shape like a dented barrel but a noticeable amount of
fleshy cheeks and gut had melted away.

“Chris, pull up a chair. Help yourself.”
McMahon pointed to a tub filled with iced beer and soft drinks.

“You did say to come at eleven, right?”

“I thought we could chat for a while before
the others arrived. So how’s the paper, kid? Got a line on the
Pulitzer this year?”

“Everything’s pretty much the same. The Old
Man’s still fighting the computers. Harry G. quit and moved to
Oregon. They’ve got a new blond in accounting who’s driving Fast
Eddie crazy. What else is new? Except for you not being there it’s
pretty much the same old rag. How about you, Jack? What have you
been up to?”

Chris was careful not to ask about “the
book.” The newspaperman who quits to write the Great American Novel
was a stereotype exceeded only by that of the newspaperman who
quits to write the Great American Novel and then discovers that he
can’t do it. If McMahan had failed Chris didn’t want to open the
wound.

“What have I been doing? Pursuing dancing
girls? Testing the quality of back alley cocaine? Getting rich? Not
likely. I’ve been writing, of course.”

“How’s it coming?”

“It has come. It’s done.”

“Great! Can I read it?”

“I appreciate the thought,
Chris, but I know you really don’t want to get dragooned into that
but if you’re actually interested, I’ll tell you the story. Mind, I
don’t claim it’s All The President’s
Men or The Joy Of
Cooking. I’m not making room on my mantle
for the Pulitzer or anything, but it’s a story somebody had to
tell. I did the best I could.”

“It’s nonfiction then? I’m sorry, I thought
someone told me you were writing a novel.”

“That was probably the Old Man. He never
could get anything straight. No, it’s nonfiction. I just sort of
stumbled into it and I couldn’t let it go. I’ve spent the last year
and a half interviewing everyone I could find. I wrote it in a
novel sort of style because it was easier for me and maybe because
I thought people would understand the story better that way.”

“What’s it about?”

“I should start at the beginning. I got into
it when the Old Man sent me out to cover Daniel Leighton’s
home-coming. That was a couple of months before I quit. The story
itself began a long time before that. It started back in
Vietnam.


Chapter Two

 


 


The shadows under the trees were so deep
that Daniel Leighton felt as if he were walking through a dirty
fog. Every few minutes he checked his compass, then pushed on. He
had to keep going. Any minute an NVA patrol might jump out of the
underbrush and carry him away. He tried to listen for some sign of
danger but all he heard was the slapping of the leaves as he bulled
through the Vietnamese jungle in headlong flight.

A little after midnight he
leaned against the trunk of a young tree and slumped to the
ground. How far had he traveled since
bailing out of his jet? Ten miles, twelve? Most of his progress had been struggling up and down hills
and detouring around swamps. As the crow flies he probably hadn’t
covered more than four or five miles. The sea was still at least
twenty-five miles away.

Leighton collapsed beside the tree, his
lungs burning, swamp water dripping from his clothes. His body felt
as though it were made of lead. Shadows coalesced into hysterical
visions. For a moment he thought he could see his step-brother
Billy’s face:

“You’re always lecturing me, but look at the
mess you’ve gotten yourself into,” Billy taunted.

Daniel blinked and Billy disappeared. He
sagged back against the tree. The next moment sunlight was glaring
into his eyes. Daniel struggled to his feet. Somewhere ahead was
the Gulf of Tonkin and his only hope of rescue.

Daniel became increasingly disoriented as
one day melted into the next. Details flowed together until all he
could remember was a haze of plants, dirt and sun. Some actions
were clear: digging up manioc roots, eating hearts of palm,
arranging leaves to trap rain water, but the minute-by-minute
details were lost.

His next clear memory was the afternoon that
he staggered up a low hill, pushed through a fringe of briars, and
saw the ocean in front of him. The water seemed horribly exposed.
Leighton crawled back into the brush and waited for night. He
thought of Lynn and remembered their wedding. And he remembered
Billy. He could still see his step-brother trying to sneak a glass
of champagne. Bill was fourteen then. Thin and gangly, his voice
had just begun to change.

 


* * *

 


Billy gulped the champagne and poured
himself another glass. He seemed angry at the world. At least
that’s how Daniel remembered him. Maybe part of that was Daniel’s
mind twisting his memories. Then Lynn appeared.

“What do you want to do when you get out of
school Bill?” she asked.

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“Daniel’s going to miss you, you know. Maybe
when he’s assigned your mother will let you visit with us for a few
weeks.”

“If I did, do you think I could go up in his
plane? — Daniel, when you’re assigned, will you take me
flying?”

“Sure Billy, I’ll have you doing
loop-the-loops before the day is out.”

“You mean it? You’d really take me up?”

“As long as you don’t tell my C.O. —
provided. . . .”

“I knew there was a catch.”

“Provided you put a lid on that temper of
yours and do okay in school. Dad has big plans for you.”

The dreaming Daniel winced. As usual, he had
said the wrong thing — accusing Billy of having a temper and
mentioning Daniel’s father, Billy’s stepfather.

Billy’s chin angled down and his eyes
narrowed. Daniel ruffled his hair and led him to the back of the
hall.

“Listen Bill, you’re the only one left here
now. Dad needs your help with the place and your mother needs you
too. In a few years you’re going to leave the farm and they’ll be
alone. I know you’re no cream puff but take it easy on them, okay?
They’ve had enough trouble with me jumping off the barn to test my
homemade parachutes.”

“I’m not going to jump off any roof!”

Daniel stared at Bill, all thin and gangly,
in an ill fitting suit, half tipsy from champagne, and began to
laugh.

“Okay Billy, okay. And try and cut down on
the black eyes and temper tantrums too. . . . Deal? Take care of
mom and dad for me, okay?”

“Deal,” Billy agreed. They reached out to
shake hands but as their fingers touched the memory slipped away.
Daniel woke up. He was still in Vietnam. It was night and time for
him to move.


Chapter Three

 


 


As Daniel was creeping toward the Gulf of
Tonkin, Lynn Leighton poured herself a cup of coffee and tried
again to write:

 


Dear Daniel,

 


The weather has turned cold and there is
more snow on the ground. Are you still having the monsoons or are
they almost over? The girls are fine. Nora is over the cold that I
wrote you about. They are very excited about the holidays and are
counting the days until Christmas.

 


I thought that we might spend some time with
your parents over. . . .

 


The doorbell broke her concentration. She
opened the door to find two men in Air Force uniforms on the
porch.

“Mrs. Daniel Leighton?”

“Yes, what is . . . ?”

“May we come in?”

Numbly, Lynn stepped aside. The enlisted man
allowed the officer to enter first. Lynn retreated as if they were
diseased and began to tremble. Suddenly, she felt chilled to the
bone.

“May we sit down?”

“Is it Daniel? Is he dead? He’s not
dead!”

“Mrs. Leighton, please sit down. No, he’s
not dead. The Major’s plane was hit by enemy fire but right now
he’s only MIA.”

Tears began to stream down Lynn’s face.

“His plane went down near the North
Vietnamese border. His weapons officer is known to have ejected
safely but he hasn’t been picked up yet. We don’t know if your
husband was able to get out or not. All we can say right now is
that he’s missing in action. We’re still looking for him. We’ll let
you know as soon as we have any news.”

Halfway through the speech Lynn ceased to be
fully aware of what the Captain was saying. By the time he stopped
she was sobbing hysterically. The enlisted man handed her a tissue
and then went into the kitchen for a glass of water. He had been
through this many times before.

“Mrs. Leighton, listen.” the Captain
continued. “It’s very possible that he’s okay. If the WSO had time
to bail out that means he did too. The other planes were dodging
anti-aircraft fire so it’s understandable that they might miss his
chute. He was close to the ground. He would have been into the
trees in only a few seconds. Half the time when this happens the
pilot just wanders into one of our outposts a few days later.”

Lynn’s face was buried in her hands. As far
as the Captain could tell she had heard nothing he had said. The
Sergeant returned and forced the ice water into her hands.

“Drink this,” he ordered. “Do you have
anyone we can call? Someone who could come over and stay with you?
Mrs. Leighton — who can we call?”

Lynn looked up uncomprehendingly, then
pointed to an address book by the phone. “Mar—, Marge.”

The Sergeant found the number and placed the
call. They left her in the neighbor’s care. The Sergeant paused a
moment after starting the engine.

“Sir, are you sure it was a good idea to
tell her that he was probably all right? I mean to get her hopes
up?”

“Sergeant, that poor devil is probably dead
or in the hands of the NVA but it’s not going to do her any good to
know that. Right now hope is the only thing we can give her.”

The Sergeant shook his head and they pulled
away.

Inside, Lynn tried to stand but Marge pushed
her back down.

“Don’t try to run away from it Lynn. Cry it
all out. Don’t worry, he’ll be all right.”

Thoughts whirled through her mind like
leaves in the wind. There were things she should be doing. Dad had
to be told, and Billy. What about the girls? She couldn’t decide.
Her mind was numb.


Chapter Four

 


 


With the rising of the half moon Daniel
descended to a gravel-fringed beach and began a slow southward
march.

Just put one foot in front
of the other, he kept telling
himself. Plod on. You grit your teeth and do what you have to do. His father,
his teachers, his Service had always told him that you never give
up, never surrender.

The moon had almost disappeared when Daniel
spotted the village wedged between the jungle and the sea. He
thought it was unremarkable but he knew that to its inhabitants all
things were weighted and compared with it as the reference
point.

These people were fishermen. Their crude
boats were beached barely out of reach of the sea. Properly
provisioned one of them might get him far enough from shore to be
picked up by air/sea rescue. The nearest boat was just a gray blur.
The mast lay across the benches. If there were a cuddy he couldn’t
see it beneath the folds of cloth. Leighton tramped to the next
one. The moon’s glow illuminated a small compartment near the bow.
The hatch was rasped as he pulled it open. Inside was a length of
rope and a cement anchor.

Daniel searched each boat but found no
stocks of food or water. He would have to steal what he needed from
one of the village huts. Daniel Leighton a thief? A former altar
boy, could that be right? What would Father Magee say? But hadn’t
he been in the war himself? Probably he had helped himself to wine
for Mass more than once. And with so much killing could a little
larceny really matter? Certainly it mattered to the man whose boat
he might steal. Daniel quickly pushed the thought from his mind.
Survival was what counted. He was going home.

Daniel crept to the nearest hut. The
mud-thatched wall was in deep gloom and he heard the murmur of
several people asleep inside. Though desperately hungry, the risk
was too great. Leighton moved on.

The third hovel was deserted and he slipped
inside. In a clay pot Leighton found a handful of rice and three
manioc roots. God, how awful those things would taste if he weren’t
starving. There weren’t enough of them for his trip. And no water.
He had to find the village’s source of drinking water. He took the
roots then retreated to the low hill behind the beach.

Around noon one of the
women shouldered a pole holding two battered metal cans and headed
down a well-trod jungle path. Daniel set off after her. He found
himself thinking about Father Magee celebrating mass. Water and
wine, unleavened wafers, the Body and the Blood. Strange thoughts
for a fallen-away altar boy. I’m
delirious, Daniel decided. For no good
reason he remembered the scratchy texture of Sister Mary Rene’s
habit against his neck as she walked him through Confirmation
practice.

The woman’s form flickered through the
trees. She stopped and Daniel heard splashes and the hollow sound
of the cans being filled. He slipped forward and watched her bend
over a pool of water. She balanced the filled containers on the
pole and headed back to the village while Leighton retreated to his
hideaway on the ridge.

Late in the afternoon the boats returned.
The few fish were given to the women for cleaning. Nothing would be
wasted; eyes, brain, entrails, all would be used one way or
another. Daniel kept a careful watch and noted the hut where the
fish were stored. It was the same one where the woman had brought
the water. Daniel studied it and planned his burglary.

Below him an argument erupted. A man and his
wife shouted and waved their arms at another family. The other
people, a man, a young woman, an older woman, and an adolescent boy
screamed a reply. The man walked rapidly forward, shook his finger
in the face of the first villager, then turned back and pointed
angrily.

The second family screamed a denial then
pointed in the opposite direction. The first man ran off and
entered the hut from which Daniel had stolen the food. The villager
raced back carrying the empty bin. He opened the lid and turned it
upside down and shook it like a magician displaying the inside of
his hat. Apparently, they had returned to find their food gone and
had assumed that the family in the next hut had taken it. Leighton
suspected that there was bad blood between the neighbors.

The argument eventually waned until at last
it degenerated into bitter accusations on the one side and nasty,
sullen denials on the other. Finally the first man uttered a
vicious shout, punctuated by another round of finger shaking, then
stamped away.

Daniel watched the hut where the fish had
been left. He resolved to rob it that night then he curled up and
slept. Hungry, his sleep was fitful and broken by nightmares. At
about two a.m. starvation and anxiety forced him awake. The village
was quiet. Leighton descended the hill and headed for the
boats.

He picked one some distance from the huts
and made sure that its sail was whole and the equipment complete.
He shoved the boat part way into the water. The hull made a
grinding squeal against the gravel, but no one rushed from the
village to investigate. The short mast fitted easily into the
socket. Daniel readied the sail. Now he only needed to push the
boat a few more feet, jump in and loose the canvas.

Daniel listened again. The village was
quiet. After a moment’s rest, he entered the compound and crept
into the storage hut. He carefully removed one of the empty drums
then walked to the spring where he filled the can with water.

The woman had been slightly more than half
his weight and she had managed two drums without apparent
difficulty. When he tried to lift just one it felt as though it was
glued to the earth and he was forced to move it in stages, stopping
to rest every few feet. It was well after three a.m. when he had
the water loaded on the boat. Daniel collapsed in a sandy hollow,
his shoulders propped against the stern, and allowed himself
fifteen minutes rest before going for the food.

The pile of fish was difficult to locate in
the darkness and Daniel finally found it more by smell than by
sight. Near the far wall he discovered a piece of canvas that he
spread on the dirt floor. The fish went onto the center. All he
needed were a few more roots and he would be ready to leave. The
lid on the bin was stiff and he gave it a hard pull. A jarring
crash sounded outside as cans and broken bottles poured onto an old
washtub. The bin had been wired to a primitive alarm.

Gripping the canvas sheet, Leighton ran from
the hut and collided with one of the villagers. The man began to
shout as he fell. He must have suspected his neighbor and set the
trap. Poetic justice, Daniel thought. If he had not been so
frightened and so heartsick, he might have laughed.

Daniel shouldered the bundle and staggered
on. More people emerged from the huts. He tried to weave between
them but he was too weak to run. Struggling for breath, he lurched
toward the boat. The villagers charged after him. Most were
unarmed, though some carried sticks, and in a few hands he saw the
glint of steel. One of the villagers ran toward him. Daniel lashed
out. The man staggered and fell in a tangle of flailing arms and
legs. Another villager tripped over him.

Daniel collapsed forward against the
gunwale, then clumsily levered the pack over the edge. The shouting
villagers surged up behind. Daniel turned and pulled his service
forty-five and fired a single shot into the air.

“Stop! Stop or I’ll shoot!”

Startles, the crowd retreated a few paces.
Standing sideways and keeping the villagers covered with the gun,
Leighton put his shoulder against the transom and began to push.
The boat had just began to move when Daniel heard the click of a
rifle bolt seating a shell. He slowly turned and saw a boy holding
an AK-47 pointed at his stomach.

For a split second Daniel considered
dropping to the ground, rolling, firing his .45, but he knew that
it wouldn’t work, that he would die there if he tried it. To be so
close, to get this far, to endure so much and still to fail was a
contradiction of all that he had ever believed about the nature of
the world.

Daniel stared at the boy for another second
then, slowly, dropped his gun and raised his hands.


Chapter Five




 


When the truck reached the Hoa Lo prison
Leighton was rushed from the back with barely a chance to squint
against the early afternoon sun. For a split second he glimpsed a
long, tan wall broken by a massive iron and wooden gate, then he
was pushed inside.

His escort called a guard and signed a bunch
of forms. As soon as the paperwork was complete he surrendered
Daniel to the jailers and turned to leave. After walking a few
steps the soldier stopped.

“You be good!” he croaked in broken English.
“Be good.” For a moment longer he stared at Leighton then turned
away.

A functionary issued Daniel a pair of
truck-tire sandals, a water bottle and a piece of mosquito netting
then led him down a seemingly endless series of corridors fronted
with plank doors studded with iron bolts. The doors ended four
inches above the floor and were broken in the center by a peephole
covered by a metal slide.

The guard unlocked one of the cells with a
large iron key and shoved Daniel inside. The room was about eight
feet long and six feet wide. Concrete slabs hung from the left and
right-hand walls leaving a foot and a half wide aisle down the
center. The pallets were sloped so that fluids would drain to the
far corner and then pour into a six inch hole in the concrete
floor. At the base of each bunk a pair of stocks stood ready to
secure the inmate’s ankles. A shutter-covered window high on the
far wall let a few glimmers of light in through the cracks.

Leighton stared dazedly around then rolled
himself up in the mosquito netting and slept. When he awakened the
window was dark. A single unshielded bulb cast a dull, yellow glow.
Daniel rolled off the pallet. The slap of his sandals seemed
unnaturally loud as he paced the aisle between the bunks. The
exhaustion of the previous days had left him dull yet without the
weariness necessary for sleep. He peered at the walls but found
nothing to raise any hopes of escape. He began to pace faster.

“Slap, slap, slap, slap,” turn, “slap, slap,
slap, slap,” turn. The sound became hypnotic and he lost track of
time. Finally, Daniel’s legs began to give out and he tumbled onto
the bunk. From the wall behind him he heard a series of taps. They
seemed too regular to be random noise. They sounded like a
code.

Daniel looked for something to signal with.
He had no belt buckle, no keys. He picked up the teapot and struck
one edge against the wall but it bonged like a drum and he hastily
put it aside. After a few seconds of tugging he managed to slide
his wedding band up against his knuckle where he could rap it
against the wall. The tapping from the other side paused then
resumed. Daniel didn’t recognize the code. He was sure it wasn’t
Morse. He moved to the door and laid his cheek against the filthy
concrete floor.

“Can anyone hear me?” There was no answer
and he called out again: “Can anyone hear me?”

“Who is it?” came a harsh whisper.

“Dan Leighton, Air Force.”

“The guard will be back in a minute, use the
code.”

“I don’t know it.”

“Tomorrow I’ll tap the alphabet slowly,
twice, then my name. I’m Jerry Henderson.”

There was a loud cough from the cell near
the end of the corridor and Henderson whispered: “Welcome to the
Hanoi Hilton.”

A guard’s legs came into view and Daniel
retreated to his bunk. He set up his mosquito netting and lay back,
listening to the sounds echoing through the prison: coughs,
murmurs, the hollow footsteps of the guards. He rolled away from
the glare of the bulb and, eventually, fell asleep.


Chapter Six

 


 


Daniel staggered awake amid a flood of
noise. His eyes struggled to focus as he looked around the cell.
The shutters had been released and a chill light filled the room.
Alcoves and sheds barred the view of most of the central compound.
On the wall to the right of the window a loudspeaker blared
Vietnamese military music overlaid with exhortations to increased
production and patriotic fervor. An hour later he heard Henderson’s
clicks: “tap, tappa, tap, tap.”

Leighton rapped his ring twice to signal he
was ready: “tap, tap.”

“Tap,” pause “tap,” Henderson began. That
was an “A”. A moment later, “tap,” pause, “tap, tap”—”B”. “Tap,”
pause, “tap, tap, tap”—”C”, and so on until “E” which was one tap
followed by five. The pattern changed at “F” which was two taps
then one. “G” was two taps, then two more.

The alphabet had been broken into groups of
five letters each, A to E, F to J, L to O, and so forth. The first
number indicated the group, the second the letter within the group;
“G” was the second letter of the second group and, “K” being
omitted, “Z” was the fifth letter of the fifth group.

The loudspeaker drowned out the tapping to
all but someone near the wall. The prisoners in the end cells kept
watch for the guards. After about fifteen minutes Henderson tapped
out his name. Daniel practiced by tapping back his own name and
rank.

“Watch out for the guards,” Henderson
warned. “Communication is forbidden. If you’re caught you’ll be
punished.”

“How do we deal with the NVA? What about the
chain of command?” Daniel asked.

“To them we’re not soldiers. We’re
criminals. They want to keep us isolated and vulnerable.”

“How long have you been here?” Daniel
tapped.

“Nine months. I’m the ranking officer in
this block. We call it the Desert Inn. On the far side of me,
around the corner, is The Thunderbird. On the other side of you is
the Stardust. The guards won’t tell us their names so we make up
our own. The Camp Commander is ‘The Cat’. The daytime guard in this
corridor is ‘Dopey’.”

Henderson paused a few seconds. Daniel
wondered how he could keep up the constant tapping day after day.
After another minute of silence Daniel slapped his scarred ring
against the wall:

“Henderson, are you okay?”

“My hand hurts,” Henderson tapped a few
seconds later. “One of the rats tried to steal my bread and when I
went after it, it bit me. It’s infected but Dopey won’t call the
doctor. I’ll have to stop soon. When they question you, don’t let
them know about the code and don’t make them angry.”

“What’s the best way to handle The Cat?”
Daniel asked.

“Resist as long as you can, give them as
little as you can, but don’t act like it’s a contest of wills. They
can’t stand to lose face to us. Snow them. Lie to them. Play dumb.
Whatever works, but don’t go head to head with them. They’ll grind
you down if you do that. Stay alive.” The tapping ceased.

Daniel lay back on his pallet and looked at
his ring. The band was already scarred and his knuckles were
scraped and oozing blood. He spent the rest of the morning
searching for a better telegraph key. The building had originally
been made of wood and later reinforced with masonry. Amidst the
grime and rat droppings under his bunk Daniel found a spike
embedded in a shattered bit of mortar. After several minutes of
tugging it came free. He was just about to try it when he heard a
key in on his door.

Leighton jumped onto the bunk and tossed the
spike into the shadows near the wall. The door slammed open, but
the guard remained outside. He motioned Daniel into the corridor.
With one guard in the lead, the other trailing, Daniel was marched
out of the Desert Inn.

They passed through the Thunderbird, turned
a corner and continued on. Finally the guard opened an ordinary
wooden door into a room flooded with sunlight from the central
compound. Dopey pushed Daniel inside toward to a desk fronted by a
low stool.

A mid-thirties Vietnamese officer sat behind
the desk.

“Daniel Leighton,” the officer said, “I am
the Camp Commander. You may sit while we talk.”

So this is The
Cat, Daniel thought. Not an alley cat.
This one had a slick, menacing air. Had he been given the
opportunity Daniel would have named him “The Snake”
instead.

“The first thing you must understand,” The
Cat began “is that your life is in my hands. You will not go home
if I do not allow it. Your country has already forgotten you. If
you obey the camp rules, you will receive humane and enlightened
treatment. If you do not, you will be punished.”

The Cat spoke in a thick, halting accent and
seemed to be struggling with each word. His grammar and vocabulary,
however, were excellent and Leighton concluded that this was a set
welcome that the Cat had recited many times.

“I am willing to live by humane and
enlightened camp rules,” Leighton replied, stifling the urge to add
“if there are any.”

“Good. Very good. You are smart!” said The
Cat with enthusiasm. “We will have tea and talk.” He summoned a
squat guard whom the prisoners called Porky and ordered
refreshments.

“I am glad you are intelligent,” The Cat
began. “Many of you Americans think they can insult the Vietnamese
people. You do not have your airplanes here. You do not have your
guns here. You belong to me. You Americans think you can break the
rules. You cannot! You will do as you are told. You will respect
us. It is good you are smart and understand that.”

“Can I write to my family? Do they know I’m
here?”

“I said you belong to me!” The Cat shouted.
“You will not send any secret messages. You will not receive any
secret messages. You are a war criminal and you will be treated as
one. You do not come here as a guest, but as an enemy. You will do
as I say. You will obey the rules and you will answer my
questions.”

Daniel was amazed at how rapidly The Cat had
worked himself into a fury. The two men stared at each other.
Everything was strangely quiet as though a spell had been cast. The
Cat arrogant, demanding — Leighton uncertain but trying to appear
calm. The mood was finally broken by Porky’s entry with tea and
rice cookies.

Daniel looked hungrily at the biscuits and
The Cat waved an arm signaling that he could help himself.

“You do not seem injured,” The Cat said,
calm again. “Your plane was shot down. You are a pilot?”

“I am a United States Air Force Pilot,”
Daniel mumbled through a mouthful of cookies.

“You are lucky you were not injured when
your plane was hit. How did it happen?”

“A bullet smashed my intake compressor relay
solenoid,” Daniel lied. “It must have been a sniper in the
trees.”

“Was your weapons officer able to get out
alive?”

“I don’t know.”

“What kind of plane was it?”

“Under the rules of the Geneva Convention I
am not required to tell you more than my name, rank and serial
number.”

“Under the rules of this camp you are
required to tell me everything! You are a smart man. This Geneva is
far away, so far that I cannot imagine what it is like. But I am
here and so are you, and you will tell me what I want to know.”

“I can’t give you military information.”

“Where were you based?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

The Cat glared at Leighton, then picked up a
file from his desk.

“This is our report on you,” he said waving
the folder. “It tells me where you were picked up. If this was a
two-man plane then you were flying an F-4. If you flew an F-4, then
based on where you were found you were with the 388th Tactical
Fighter Wing based in Korat, Thailand. Isn’t that right?” The Cat
could read the answer in Daniel’s eyes.

“You will tell me everything. No resistance
is allowed. If you do not cooperate you will never go home. You can
forget about writing to your family. If you do not tell me what I
want to know they will never see you or hear from you again.

“You will go back to your cell now. Later,
we will talk again and you will answer all of my questions or you
will be given the punishment which you, as a war criminal,
deserve.”

The Cat summoned Dopey and Leighton was
marched back to his cell. After
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