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Foreword
Much of this story is true. It is real and it is recent. I have, hopefully, camouflaged its telling with enough subterfuge and sleight of hand so that the locale, the participants, and the money are hidden and will remain so. For those of you who know about these incidents and, like Ahmad the Knife, who think you will string together the threads of truth so as to make a fabric map, I welcome your investigation while I beg your discretion. There are many bad people out there, some of whom have a personal interest in this tale. And to those bad people, the ones who have destroyed lives and families with drugs, slavery, and usury, I say to you, show mercy, for your eternal souls may depend upon it. More immediately, your temporal bodies are at risk. Aloysius Rourke’s researches, and those of the Brunei bankers and the Philippine Ministry of Justice, have dredged up far more information on your doings than what appears here. You are being monitored, I guarantee.
By their fruits you shall know them.
Sermon on the Mount
Language
More than fifteen languages and dialects are spoken on the Islands of Palawan, Balabac, and Ramos. It would be foolhardy and confusing to dip into the many tongues just to prove the authenticity of this tale. I have therefore chosen to write nearly everything in English, and consequently not every word or phrase comes across with the flavor of its original. “Holy pig’s feet!” is a sad substitute for the Palawano version. However, like Father Two Thumbs, and Rourke, and Bono, some of you may decide to effect your own translations. I would be honored.
My exceptions to the rule of English were few, chiefly the Japanese words used by the amazing soldier-monk, Asonji Shirakawa. His persona demanded no less.
CHAPTER 1
Palawan Passage, January 2007
The Pa’ua bulled through rising seas beneath an overcast sky. Runnels of rust ran from her vents and scuppers down the faded yellow hull. Above the main deck, the grimy white superstructure with its vacant-eyed windows and the stick booms fore and aft gave the old ship a skeletal look, as if she were steaming from a graveyard.
The ship was not slow. Someone had put effort into speed and reliability, and Pa’ua was pushing fourteen knots through dangerous waters. Tramp freighters navigating the Palawan Passage ordinarily steamed along under eight knots, as much in fear of reefs as of engines one step away from the salvage yard. Only the sighting of pirates would normally call for a full speed signal; even then it was a hope more than a command.
The captain smelled of bad cigars, sour clothes, and engine oil. His squat body draped the navigation stool in a mound of unwashed bad temper. The helmsman interpreted the man’s sporadic grunts with a mixture of fear and loathing as he watched the first squall line beating toward the starboard bow. At least he wasn’t the stupid lookout clinging to the light mast on top of the wheelhouse.
The lookout was probably the lowest-rated of the eight-man crew. He had been sent to the weather deck above the wheelhouse for his sharp eyes more than for his intelligence. Looking for pirates or naval patrols was not a difficult chore, unless heavy seas, wind gusts, and rain squalls complicated things. As misfortune would have it, he was struggling into his rain gear, a large black plastic bag with arm and head holes, when the ship crested a swell and a thirty-knot gust blew him like an empty bag across the deck. He crashed into the rotating radar arm, pulling it from its assembly; and then he flipped over the forward edge of the weather deck and slammed into one of the wheelhouse windows. The radar arm, barely connected to its assembly by the leads and a wire stay, was still sending signals to the screen, now showing a raging blizzard.
Inside the wheelhouse, the captain had just started over to check the instrument display. The lookout-bagman crashed into the window in front of him as the helmsman screamed and hit the deck. Staring through the window, the groggy apparition in black rode the ship’s radar arm like a monkey. The captain never took his eyes from the lookout as he grabbed the helmsman from the floor and threw him at the wheel. Then he took the chewed up cigar from his mouth and smashed it into the window in front of the lookout’s face. With one finger he pointed to the radar arm and then pointed up. The lookout began a slow, careful ascent of the wires.
The captain looked at his remaining instruments. The fathometer showed adequate depth, forty fathoms. Despite the radar blizzard, a steadily falling barometer and a rising anemometer meant the probable absence of pirates or sea patrols. Good. “Checking below,” grunted the captain, and disappeared down the ladder to the second deck.
He went to the first mate’s cabin and banged open the door. Inside, the tattooed mate in a thong was posing in front of a full-length mirror bolted to the bulkhead. “Get to the bridge,” grumbled the captain. The man posed at him, mouthed a kiss, and headed for his locker.
The captain left the cabin door banging with the ship’s roll and continued down to the deep tank cargo hold, unwrapping a cigar and chewing saliva into it. In the hold, he surveyed the dunnage, looking for loose movement. Bales of cardboard and old clothing were stacked in the shadows. Bulk cargo. After his stop in Tutong, he’d steam on to Bintulu and offload at the paper mill.
Ah, Tutong, he thought as he made his way across the pitching deck to the secure hold. He fished a key from inside his pistol belt, unlocked the steel door, and peered into the gloom of the small room. Four stainless steel kegs with wire rope wound through their welded eyeholes nested in a wooden cradle. He’d never questioned what was in the kegs he delivered to the clandestine Tutong warehouse in Brunei, but he was often tempted to break into one, just to see. They certainly weren’t kegs of pesticide, as the yellow warning stickers blared in four languages. But he knew who owned them, and who paid him. Pain and torture was common in his world; at the hands of the Manila cartel, the price of his curiosity would be a torture session, exquisite and prolonged.
The ship yawed and wallowed deep in a trough, and he barely kept his balance as he locked up and did a cursory check of the other holds. Then he headed topside.
He reached the bridge as hell broke loose. The lookout at the light mast was pounding on the overhead and screaming about pirates astern. The first mate was hitting the klaxon and shouting for the key to the arms locker. The captain wiped him aside with a swing of his arm and went out on the bridge wing. He looked aft and saw a long, gaudy craft appearing and disappearing on the swells, but riding right up the wake toward the ship. Crazy coasters looking for an easy pick, he guessed. Or maybe they knew what he was carrying.
The lookout was screaming again, pointing out over the port bow. Another boat had positioned itself two hundred meters off the bow and was running parallel to Pa’ua’s course. This was no local pirate craft. Maybe fifteen meters long, new and sleek, one of those Donzis used by professionals. The captain knew immediately that he was in trouble. This guy was using the local boat to board, while he waited off the bow to make the snatch. Well, he had a surprise for all of the suckers. He handed the arms locker key to the mate, swiped the megaphone from its holder, and blasted orders in the now crowded wheelhouse.
Two crewmen stumbled through the rising wind down the front ladder to the bow, dragging the old Browning thirty caliber machine gun and ammo belts. Two others took out their RPGs from the locker and headed aft. The four guards from the Manila cartel’s army stumbled into the wheelhouse with their AK-47s. Two of them, mightily seasick, were vomiting into plastic bags.
Pirates from the boat astern began spraying the taffrail with small arms fire. Little peashooters, thought the grinning captain. Wait till a grenade hits them.
His two RPG men started shooting just as the thirty caliber in the bow got locked on its tripod and began a tracking fire toward the Donzi.
A man appeared on the deck of the pirate boat astern, braced against the low cabin. He had what looked to be a rocket launcher on his shoulder, and when he fired, an anti-tank incendiary shell rocketed past the taffrail and slammed into the galley, exploding the propane tank. The shell continued through the bulkhead, opening up the engine room’s exhaust stack and spewing napalm downward.
Before the RPG men could hit the bobbing boat, the man launched another shell. This one tore into the side of the Pa’ua, ripping the old hull at the waterline, just forward of the engine room, and exploded in the secure hold where the pesticide containers were stored. Smoke and fire erupted as the flammables in the hold went up. Then the ship rolled starboard and seawater rushed through the torn hull plates. An RPG shell from the Pa’ua finally blasted the pirate and the cabin to pieces, but the boat kept coming forward, trailing smoke.
The thirty caliber in the bow had found the Donzi and was raking it ineffectively, since the fore gunners had not buckled themselves in and were tossing around on the mount and gun handles like mop ends on the rolling, pitching deck.
Out on the bridge wing, the captain was yelling into a SATphone and watching through his binoculars as a tall man in black launched a shoulder-fired missile from the Donzi cockpit. The deck below the wheelhouse buckled and blew upward with the shell’s explosion.
The captain lost his phone over the side; he cursed and made his way inside to see the bodies of concussed crewmen and cartel soldiers spread throughout the cabin. Then he slipped on a soldier’s slimy vomit bag and went down, disappearing through the torn plates into the deck below.
The bow gunners had finally gotten sea legs and the thirty caliber shells tore off the Donzi’s prow. And back in Pa’ua’s stern, the RPG men had scored another hit on the trailing craft. It was obvious that the pirates would now have to board the Pa’ua to save their lives. That option was no bargain, the way the bigger ship was gulping water and rolling in the rising seas.
The Donzi man in black had one more shot with his shoulder missile, just when Pa’ua was at the crest of a broadside swell; but as he fired at the wheelhouse, she rolled away from him. The missile caused no damage other than to the terrified lookout who, seeing a death rocket headed at him, abandoned ship.
As misfortune would have it, the aft pirate ship had reached the crest of a swell a short distance from Pa’ua, and the missile hit it dead on. The RPG men at the taffrail watched the explosion and disintegration, then high-fived each other and headed forward.
Off the bow, the Donzi was in serious trouble. It was bow down in the water, the cockpit area was on fire, and the pirate in black had taken a bullet hit. He had some kind of head wrap on, and one arm hung at his side. He kept dashing forward to the cockpit controls, trying to reverse his engines, but the flames held him off. Then he gave up. With the thirty calibers still smacking around him, he boarded a stern-mounted jet ski, popped the release mechanism, and circled away from his craft.
He was lost to view as a small explosion and then a larger one blew the Donzi out of the water.
It might then have ended satisfactorily for the Pa’ua, but it was not to be. Having lost steerageway, she had broached to the waves, and one of those rogue water monsters rose suddenly and broke full on her, flipping and driving her fathoms below the surface. Turtled as she was, there was still hope that Pa’ua would rise, but the huge rip in her hull gouted clouds of air.
She began to descend, bumping once on the edge of the continental shelf, then straight down nearly three thousand meters, coming to rest on her side, almost touching the wreck of a Japanese destroyer sunk by American TBD-1 torpedo planes more than sixty years before.
As the Pa’ua descended, four silver shapes emerged from her torn hold and ascended through the murk. Cabled together, the barrels resembled a pod of convivial beer kegs rising to party topside.
Once up and in the surface turmoil, they bobbed and strained as they began the long, slow drift across the Palawan Passage toward the Spratly Islands.
TWO YEARS LATER
CHAPTER 2
The Spratly Islands
The South China Sea is a paradise of weather fronts. Above the Sea, high pressure domes swing back and forth, up and down, chasing scattered temperature depressions. Intense storms form and reform at the junctures of the systems, followed by days of calm, balmy weather. Sometimes typhoons rage for days, and other times torrential rains pass through in hours, each incident leaving calm and clarity in its passage.
Nearly in the center of this zone lie the Spratly Islands: 650 reefs and small cays and islands—about three square miles of land not much higher than a meter above sea level, scattered throughout two hundred thousand square miles of sea. For centuries the area has been claimed by surrounding states. The major claimants presently are the two Chinas, Malaysia, Vietnam, and the Philippines. But even the Sultanate of Brunei claims territorial and fishing rights. Why all this interest? The wealth of the Spratlys lie in their incredibly rich fishing waters, the promise of major oil and natural gas deposits beneath their sea mounts, and their position between the South China Sea’s shipping channels, which are navigated by more than three hundred vessels each day.
CHAPTER 3
The Deacon
The small fishing boat was in trouble. Deacon, his two brothers, and Boy had taken her out to deep water the day before to catch big tuna for the restaurants on Palawan, but the Yamaha broke down, and the west wind was pushing them farther and farther away from Kalayaan Village.
They hoisted the small sail and tacked for hours, but once out in the strait, the south current picked up, and tacking was having little effect.
Now it was late afternoon, and only large ships would be out this far at night. They could light the boat on fire for all the good it would do if a supertanker bore down on them. Deacon prayed quietly as he once again unbolted the carburetor from the upturned outboard.
While Tomas and Santos sighed and began hauling their long hand lines from the water, Boy stayed at the tiller, watching the approaching dolphin pod rolling in the sea to surround the boat. He also watched the sky, and when the breeze started to gust, and a cloud line formed on the horizon, he tapped Deacon’s shoulder.
“You don’t have to tell me, Boy. It is coming.”
Boy tapped his shoulder again and pointed west.
“Are you sure? Hmm.” Deacon had learned never to question the orphan mute’s instincts, just as he and his brothers did not question Boy’s almost familial relationship with the Palawan dolphin pods. “Tomas, mind the sail for Boy. We’re going his way.”
An hour later, with the storm close behind, a small atoll took shape just ahead. A broken outer reef, a few coconut palms above a white sand beach, and what looked like a mangrove swamp made up the tiny landfall. Boy and the dolphin pod took them through a large break in the reef, and the boat rode a breaking wave up onto the beach.
Tomas and Santos wrestled the engine off the transom and dragged it into the underbrush. Then the four of them dragged the boat to the soft sand above the waterline. They took the gear out, covered it with the sail, and roped it down tightly. They overturned the boat, and while Deacon and the boy went to secure the engine with canvas and rope, Tomas and Santos dug small runoff canals in the sand beside the boat to divert the coming deluge.
By this time an early darkness covered the atoll. The wind was a gale, and rain was driving horizontally off the lagoon. Boy half-buried two bait buckets to catch fresh water, and then all four of them crawled under the boat.
Twice the wind threatened to blow the boat over, but the men anchored it from inside with their bodies.
After a few hours the wind dropped, and the rain poured steadily, straight down, hammering the boat. Boy and Santos slept while Tomas scurried, crablike in the darkness, molding sand dams where he felt water starting to invade the shelter. Deacon lay on his back under the prow, clicking his rosary beads and dozing.
* * *
Boy was the first one out in the early dawn. The sky was clear, the air was fresh, and terns and boobies were crying as they circled their nesting places across the narrow atoll. Down the beach he saw the tracks of a green turtle who had laid her eggs up near the brushline during the night. He gave the boat a kick and went off for a swim.
Deacon woke with a sore neck. It was so sore he could hardly turn his head. He rolled over with a grunt and began to knead his neck, looking in the half-light at the terrible root he had been using as a pillow. He looked closer and saw that it wasn’t a root. It was silvery, like metal. He dug around it, tried to dig beneath it. Wherever he dug he encountered smooth silvery metal. Hmm, he thought.
“Awake, my brothers, and praise God for a new day.” He shook Tomas, then Santos. “Up and out. The engine will work today.”
The three of them tunneled out and stood in the fine morning air, shaking sand and blowing out their noses.
“We’ll go for a swim,” said Tomas as the men headed for the lagoon.
“Before you go, brothers, help me with the boat. Ah, all together now, up!” The boat was on its side, and then on its keel. “Now enjoy your washing, my brothers. And thank God for your lives, your health, and your loved ones, eh?”
Deacon turned and knelt at the spot where he had uncovered his metal pillow. “God be with me, too,” he murmured as he scooped sand.
Boy and the brothers returned to find Deacon using his machete to dig the hard sand deep around what was now a half-excavated steel drum. The pesticide marker and its warning were nearly obliterated, and dents and scrapes covered the drum. Dead brown clumps of seaweed draped the wire cable which ran through the welded eyes and disappeared in the sand.
“What do you have?” asked Santos.
Deacon sat back on his haunches, staring at the keg. “Salvage, but what?” he answered. “It will not open easily.” He pointed to the padlock linking the gasketed, threaded top cap to a welded eye. “Get the quick weights.”
The fifteen-inch lengths of galvanized pipe used to carry bait into deep water did little damage to the padlock, but Tomas and Santos pounded at the eye weld until it broke, and Deacon used his boat hammer and a quick weight to loosen the cap from its calcified threads.
Inside the container were packs of heat-sealed, heavy plastic film. Tomas snorted as Deacon brought one out, “Cocaine, I’ll bet. This is stuff they looked for a long time ago.”
Deacon used the screwdriver to open the packet. It was full of money. He was looking at United States dollar bills, one hundreds, fifties, and some twenties, bound in thick bundles.
“Holy pig ears!” gasped Tomas. Santos’ mouth dropped open. Boy looked on, mildly curious.
“No,” said Deacon, back on his haunches with the big packet of money in both hands. “Holy God, Holy Mother of God, Holy Christ Jesus come to set the world on fire! Would you look at this!” He reached into the keg and brought out more packets as his brothers crowded around. The packets all seemed to be the same size. Two more were opened and showed the same contents as the first.
Deacon quickly replaced the packets and screwed the cap back on the keg. “Dig, my brothers. Dig!”
Boy went off to fill the water bags from the rain buckets, and then he went to gather coconuts and turtle eggs for the trip home. When he came back after three or four trips, the jubilant, sweating men had dug out around three more kegs identical to the first, all wired and welded together. They rested on their haunches, smiling and chuckling at one another, with no fear of being two days from home over open water, against a westerly wind, with a broken engine.
“What do we do now?” Santos asked Deacon.
High overhead the sound of a distant aircraft mixed with bird cries and breaking waves on the reef. The three men looked to the sky, and it began to dawn on them that salvage or not, this treasure was not really theirs.
The drone of the plane signaled danger, and not a danger of weather, sea, and livelihood, but one where the first owner of the treasure might now have a clear passage to its recovery—through the finders.
Deacon went to his knees. “First we pray.”
He motioned to his brothers and Boy, and they formed a small circle, holding hands and closing their eyes. “God, Lord Jesus, Mother Mary, and Saint Teresa of the Islands, we thank you for this great gift. We know that it was meant for something else, probably something bad, we earnestly hope. You have given this gift, legal salvage we think, to us, your humble, your most humble servants. You certainly gave it to us so we could do something good.” He paused for a long moment, looking at the jet’s contrail in the sky.
“There are evils in the world, and we have no protection from wicked people who want riches for such evils. So we ask your protection, and in exchange”—he squeezed at the hands he held—“in exchange we promise to dedicate these gifts to you, and to use them only for good. Amen.”
“What about new boats and motors?” mumbled Tomas.
“My roof leaks,” added Santos.
Deacon squeezed the hands harder. “Oh yes, Father, Jesus, Mary, and Teresa, we also ask that you let us use your money, God’s money, for the needs of Kalayaan Town, and for your very humble servants. But not,” he growled, “for extravagances and false idols.” Tomas and Santos nodded, satisfied. “In return we swear not to talk about this money except among ourselves. In your Name and names we send this prayer right up, and hope for the best. Amen!”
The prayer circle made everyone feel better, but as they looked at their salvage of great value, the feelings of danger and fear did not go away. “All right, brothers and young friend, here is the plan.”
Four packets were taken from the first keg, wrapped in a tarp, and hidden in the boat. The kegs were covered up again, using lagoon water to pack the sand around them, and then covered with beach detritus.
The men dragged the boat into the water, remounted the Yamaha, and Tom and Santos loaded the gear while Deacon and Boy cleaned the carburetor, gapped the spark plugs, and siphoned some rusty water from the bottom of the gas tank.
“All right, Sweet Jesus, now we really need help,” murmured Deacon as he set the choke and pulled the crank rope. The Yamaha coughed to life, and kept coughing while around it the brothers whooped.
It finally settled down to a half-decent drone, and the wealthy fishermen leapt in, heading for the reef break and home.
CHAPTER 4
Kalayaan
In 1956, Philippine businessman and Admiral Tomas Cloma proclaimed the establishment of Kalayaan, a scattered, amorphous group of fifty-three islands and atolls in the Spratlys.
Cloma reasoned that the French had given up ownership, and the Japanese, who had then claimed ownership, had been forced to renounce that claim by the San Francisco Treaty of 1951.
Kalayaan, or Freedom Land, was tacitly annexed as a state in the Palawan province by the Philippines in 1971, setting off protests from such other claimants as Malaysia, the Republic of China, the Peoples Republic of China, and Vietnam.
The town of Kalayaan, on the west coast of Ramos Island south of Palawan, is a small fishing and farming community, mostly Christian, separated by shoals and tidal channels from Balabac Island, a largely Muslim island to the south. Many of Kalayaan’s older inhabitants were followers of Cloma, and tried to settle in Freedom Land before returning to the town.
CHAPTER 5
Homecoming
The journey home took three days. They ran out of gas, coconuts, and turtle eggs in the middle of the passage, but a friendly Molbog fishing boat from Balabac gave them fuel, fruit, and more water. Deacon tried to give the Muslim captain and crew a twenty dollar bill, but it was refused. “God is great, go with God,” said the captain. “Praise God, we go on His journey,” answered Deacon.” Then the Yamaha gave up the ghost less than two hours from Kalayaan, but Lt. Vicente Cruz of the Philippine Navy came along in his coastal patrol boat and towed them to the little town.
Lt. Cruz radioed the Kalayaan police office that he was bringing the fishermen in, and Corporal Eustacio drove his scooter through the streets, announcing the daring rescue through his portable loudspeaker, an old army surplus unit with a backpack battery case and a large square megaphone.
The wives of Deacon and his brothers hurried down to the waterfront from the market in the square where they had been weaving brown coir and putting it in tall baskets for transport to Balabac City.
Maria Encanto, postmistress, schoolteacher, and Boy’s guardian, closed the office and school and herded her twenty students down to the jetty.
Fishermen who weren’t out in boats gathered in knots near the landing, ready to celebrate the return of their unofficial chief.
By the time Lt. Cruz set his bumpers and tied up to the coral jetty, more than a hundred people were crowded around the beach and jetty.
Deacon, Tomas, and Santos were wrapped in hugs by the wives and friends when they climbed out of their boat, and Maria Encanto held Boy close, whispering into his ear while her tears mixed with the salt in his hair. Most of the schoolchildren were dancing around them, though some boys had shed shirts and sandals and gone swimming with the dogs.
Lt. Cruz and his two crewmembers stood smiling in the boat, the lieutenant not taking his eyes off the delectable Maria Encanto. He waited for her to glance over, which she did, sending along a nod of thanks and, he thought, something more. He was interrupted by Deacon, who came aboard the patrol craft to shake hands all around, and to invite the men to the upcoming feast of The Little Child and Saint Teresa. The lieutenant assured him that he and the crew would present themselves if possible, and then departed to finish his patrol, not without steamy glances, unreturned, toward the postmistress.
* * *
The celebration was lively, but wilting in the sun. Some more townsfolk arrived, headed by a small man in a black cassock. Father Ignacio Silva, or Father Two Thumbs, as he was called behind his back, scurried down the jetty to the fishermen, fanning himself with his great round hat. “Francis!” he called, “Francis!” (Father Two Thumbs was the only one who used Deacon’s given name.)
“Ah, Father Silva, as you see, I have returned, thanks to God.” Deacon bowed to Father Two Thumbs as if he were at the altar. “I will visit the church to praise Him.”
“The candles, see the candles,” cried Father Silva. He wobbled a bit from his lunch of bread and rum. “The church is full of light from the candles we have burning for you. But this sun is terrible. I will wait for your visit in my office.” He put his great round hat on his bald head, waved a blessing at Deacon and his brothers, and then turned on tiny feet and weaved away to consider holy thoughts and a nap.
“Until then,” responded Deacon to the priest’s back. “I will bring my brothers.”
In the wake of Father Two Thumbs’ passage appeared the shaggy American. “Hey, you old fart, so God didn’t want you after all.” Rourke laughed through his beard as he gave Deacon a bear hug. “Oof! Hey, Boy, knock me off the jetty one time,” he said as the silent, smiling boy ran into him.
Deacon laughed and then grew serious. “God had no one to look after you, Rok. He wants your soul before he takes mine.”
“Too bad for you, eh? Good for God. Shows he has some class. It’s great to see you, Deacon. Tell me what happened.”
Deacon smiled and pooched his lips. “Oh yes, we will talk. A little later, perhaps.”
The procession from the jetty wended its way up the street, past the Admiral Tomas Cloma Post Office and School, past the city market with its palm thatched roof in the square fronting the church of Saint Teresa, and into the side streets of small houses and gardens. Boy unglued himself from Rourke’s arm and went with the schoolteacher and the children to the shade of the schoolroom. The townsfolk returned to their siestas, and the rescued fishermen and their wives fell away as their homes were passed. Deacon carried his bait bucket filled with oddities to his house while Rourke continued on to his own house at the end of the street. Ahead of him, Arboles the woodcutter walked beside his water buffalo as it pulled the log wagon up the rutted path to the mountain.
* * *
Late that afternoon, four men and a boy walked up the sandy street to Rourke’s house. A straggly picket fence ran along the front to discourage the goats and pigs from the garden. Next to the front gate were two poles with planks of mahogany fastened to them. Burned into the wood on the top plank were the words “A J Rourke.” Subsequent planks read Economist, Counselor, Journalist, Investments, and Internet.
As the men walked across the porch, a toothless, grinning old woman opened the door and bowed them into Rourke’s office. She shuffled toward the back, shooing chickens and a piglet out of the house. The parrot remained silent on its perch, its red beak working and its one-eyed yellow iris looking for a piece of mango from Boy.
“Oh my nose,” muttered Tomas. “He’s cooking again.” The terrible smell of soured wine hung like morning fog.
Father Two Thumbs grimaced and seemed to shiver in the heat. “Praise God it’s better than the last batch,” he whispered.
Rourke was in the shed behind the cooking house, fiddling with his still. He had a small fire going under the slop pot, and watched the temperature gauge welded onto the lid as it hovered at ninety degrees. “Damn.” He added more coconut husks to the fire and made sure the valve on the running pipe was closed. The pipe was connected to a coil immersed in a bucket of water. The end of the coil was just above a wide-mouthed old peanut butter jar.
The old woman appeared at the shed door, cackling and yelling about guests.
Rourke turned. “Guests?” He looked back to his work, and then motioned the woman over. “Look, Elena,” he shouted into her ear, “watch this clock. When the arrow goes here”—he pointed to the two hundred degree mark—“call me, you hear? Call me.” The woman put her finger on the gauge at the mark, nodding and cackling. “Yeah, right,” Rourke deadpanned more to himself than to Elena. “I’ll be back in a minute or two. Guests!”
Deacon and Father Two Thumbs were in the two office chairs. Tomas and Santos sat cross-legged on the floor, and Boy was at the computer. Rourke noticed the four chess games he was playing simultaneously and shook his head. “Greetings and welcome to my house,” he said.
“Peace be with all here and good health, Rok,” responded his visitors. No one on Kalayaan except Maria could say Rourke, so they all said Rok, but for Father Two Thumbs, who determinedly called him by his given name, Aloysius, except that it came out as Alosees.
“Are the families well?” Rourke’s two-year term in the Peace Corps had gradually conditioned him to the courteous, easygoing Kalayaan life; his recent return underscored how much he had missed the slow, somnolent pace.
“We are well,” answered Deacon. Father Two Thumbs did not look at all well, white-faced and shivering. Yet it was he who spoke next.
“I have asked Francis, Tomas, and Santos to speak with you, Alosees,” the priest stammered, “because of your knowledge and past help.” He looked at the wall behind Rourke. Faded plaques hung like old posters. The one from the University of Notre Dame Mendoza School of Business, another from The United States of America Peace Corps, and a third from the Long Island School of Culinary Arts. Not hung, in fact destroyed, were the certificates from AIG proclaiming one A.J. Rourke as Broker of the Year and Team Alpha Captain. Father Two Thumbs had no idea of those two.
Deacon cleared his throat politely and brought out the bait bucket from between his knees. “We want you to look at this, Rok,” he said, “but before you do, I must ask you to take an oath of silence before Lord Jesus, not to speak of what you see to anyone but us.”
Rourke looked at Father Two Thumbs. “Really?”
“P-p-place your hand over your heart and swear in Jesus’ name that you will not divulge what you see or what is spoken here.”
Rourke knew better than to laugh. He did as he was told, said amen, and sat on the edge of his desk.
From the bucket Deacon took the four heavy packets and placed them on the desk. Tomas and Santos rose from the floor and stationed themselves at each doorway.
Rourke opened the first packet and stared. Then he riffled the notes in their banded stacks. He turned on the little desk lamp and riffled them again. Finally he teased open the flaps of the other open packets and let his fingers work gently through them.
“Garrrkk!” the parrot muttered to himself. Boy kept his eyes on the monitor, waiting for the Australians, or the Czech, or the Greek to make a move.
Rourke cleared his throat, his fingers riffling through the money stacks like elongated bees. “What are you doing with this?”
They told him.
CHAPTER 6
The Brew
Just as Deacon finished, and just as Father Two Thumbs repeated, “It is God’s money,” a supernatural scream cut through the house, followed by Elena and Santos, goggle-eyed at the doorway.
“Damn, the rum!” yelled Rourke.
He blew past Santos and the old woman to the shed, where superheated steam was escaping through a weld hole. He scattered the fire with a stick, expecting the slop pot to blow up in his face. Then he turned the valve to the running pipe, sending the vapor down its rightful channel. The screaming steam faded to a whistle, but the burning coconut husks were making baby fires around the shed.
“Help me!” he yelled to the four pairs of eyes peering from the doorway. No way. They watched as he stomped most of the fires, replacing some husks under the pot so the slop kept boiling.
“Do you realize,” he yelled, “Elena, where is Elena? Do you realize that I almost lost my whole . . .” He paused, struck by the thought of hundreds of thousands of dollars on his desk. “Ha! Ha-ha,” he laughed, a laugh suddenly turning panicky. “Damn, the money!”
Out of the shed he blew, past the gawkers and into the office, where he found Deacon and Tomas sitting in the chairs, watching him stoically.
“The money, Deacon. Where’s the money?”
“Rok, do you worry more about your drink than about God’s gift? I do not. The gift is safe.”
“Garrrkk.” The parrot shuffled along its perch, nodding toward the ceiling. “Up-up-up.”
Rourke smiled at Deacon. “You sly dog, but you forgot about Nasty, didn’t you?” He sat back on the desk edge. “But tell me, Deacon, what do you want me to do about this gift of yours?”
“Many years ago, Rok, you and your Peace Corps helped us to get a generator and a pump and a well for Kalayaan. You helped us with the fish and farm co-op so we would not be cheated by buyers from the city. You now keep our accounts and deal with the bank in Balabac City. Now you may help us with God’s money.”
“You know how to use dollars, Alosees,” added Father Two Thumbs. “We never see this much. What do you think; shall we send them to the bishop?”
Rourke’s fingers were itching so much for the feel of the money packets that he had to clasp them together. “Ok, I get it. But first let me tell you I don’t guarantee that I really know how to use money.” He thought of his wrecked AIG career, with an angry public and nosy Treasury investigators sniffing around for his bonus nut.
“No, Rok,” Deacon smiled. “We know how to use the money; Father Silva said that you knew how to use dollars. We need help with that part.”
“Right. Oh right. You mean the U.S. dollars instead of pesos,” Rourke mused. “Well, first of all you—we—have to count it, and then we have to put it somewhere safe. You say there are four barrels of the stuff?” Nods all around. “We have to get it off that atoll, and we can’t put it in banks because of the laundering laws, and probably salvage and tax considerations, too. Plus, we have the biggest problem to consider. You know that there are some bad people who want that money, and, talking about bad people, no disrespect, Father, but the bishop shouldn’t hear about this. God bless the Catholic Church, but, ah, it might be better for you and Deacon here to handle it.”
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