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The Taco Man

The best laid schemes of mice and men go oft astray.

—Robert Burns

The plane banked, dipping its wing to make the turn and begin the ap-

proach, and that’s when Corcoran got his first good look at the island. 

Twice as long as wide, it was a bleached rock in the  blue- and- emerald 

Caribbean. He saw neatly lined streets, an attempt to impose order on 

crushed shell and stone, but was struck by the relative absence of green. 

He  hadn’t been sure what to expect, but he had assumed there would be 

trees, lush vegetation, palms and bananas and coconuts. It was Florida; 

it was the tropics, for God’s sake. Yet as the plane descended, he saw 

himself being swallowed by a flat, blazingly bright, overexposed world. 

He squinted as the plane came out of the blue and into the white.

This is it, he thought. Couple months here and I’m done.

He smiled, thinking about his  post- college,  post- Navy life. 

First . . . maybe graduate school, then maybe he’d settle down in 

 elbow- patched glory as an  En glish professor at some midwestern 

 liberal- arts college, writing small but important novels, embraced  
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by wife, dog, 2.5 children, and throngs of adoring students. It would 

be a good, if unexciting, life.

Tom Corcoran was lucky. He was in the last year of his Navy 

stretch, and so far had avoided Vietnam. The war had not been cen-

ter stage in America when he’d enlisted back in 1963, but to those 

who saw their student draft deferments slipping away with each low 

grade, Vietnam took on a newer, bolder role. After two unremarkable 

years at Miami University of Ohio, Corcoran had decided to enlist, 

figuring he’d better beat the military at its own game. He could wait 

for the draft to take him and send him off in Army fatigues, or he 

could control his destiny. He wanted the Navy, the only logical choice 

for a boy from a Cleveland suburb. He also thought that if he was 

going to Vietnam, he might best serve his country from the relative 

safety of offshore. “If there was a war in the jungle,” he said, “I liked 

the idea of fighting the war from a steel bulkhead instead of hiding 

behind a bunch of leaves.”

He took a break from school in the summer of 1964, landing in Los 

Angeles, where he worked as a travel counselor by day and at night ex-

plored new frontiers of California bohemianism, soaking in the music 

and inebriants of the time. He figured this freedom was about to end, 

so he squeezed tight. He also figured his poor grades had sentenced 

him to the draft. So he skulked into the U.S. Navy Recruiting Office as 

if on the way to see the principal back at Shaker Heights High.

To his surprise, the officer behind the desk had some good news: 

Give us your summers and you can still go off and finish school, Col-

lege Boy.

“What?” Corcoran asked.

“It’s your lucky day, kid,” the recruiter said. “All you got to do is 

give us your summers. When you’re done with your degree, you’re 

ours for two years. You even get to come in as an officer.”

It was a revelation, a reprieve, and a second chance for Corcoran to 

chase his dream of becoming a writer.
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And so Corcoran returned to Oxford, Ohio, for the fall semester 

in 1963. His grades went through the roof. He spent his summers in 

the service, and by the time he graduated, he had aced Officer Candi-

date School and entered the real world as an officer and a gentleman.

Corcoran became expert in guiding drone helicopters that flew by 

remote control and fired torpedoes at imagined Russian submarines. 

They had those drones in Vietnam now, with spy cameras mounted 

on the hoods, using them as small,  low- flying, unmanned versions of 

U- 2s. But despite Corcoran’s skill—landing them easily on the pitching 

deck of the USS John Willis—he had still managed to avoid Vietnam.

So now it was late August 1968 and Corcoran was landing on six 

square miles of coral, on the downhill slide of his military career. 

Vietnam had already taken more than twenty thousand American 

lives. Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy had been assas-

sinated that spring. That very month, student demonstrators and re-

porters had been beaten—some nearly to death—by officers of the 

law in a police riot at the Democratic National Convention in Chi-

cago. The world had gone insane. But Corcoran was untouched. He 

had become so expert with his drones that he was loaned out to other 

ships to teach his magic to new sailors. He was looking at ten more 

months of that duty, and then freedom.

The Navy wanted to wring all it could out of him, so he was being 

sent to this bleached rock. Though he had studied  En glish literature 

and business and hoped to become a writer, he was also  left- brain 

strong, which made him a natural in the worlds of sonar and radar. 

He was reassigned from the John Willis for an eight-week program 

on anti-submarine warfare for officers. As he was a natural teacher, his 

commanding officers figured he would be a good ripple in the pond. 

Give a man a fish; you have fed him for today. Teach a man to fish; 

and you have fed him for a lifetime. Corcoran was a good investment.

Corcoran  didn’t care so much about the classes. It was merely eight 

more weeks eaten out of his indenture to the Navy. After that, maybe 
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graduate school. He  didn’t  really plan his life more than  twenty- four 

hours in advance, and he was still flexible. Sometimes, he considered 

rediscovering his inner bohemian and getting back to California, and 

that hippie life he’d been reading about since he’d been wearing kha-

kis. He’d don a new uniform of  T-shirts and denim.

And then there was the decision about the women. He had yet 

to pick between the two girls he’d dated in college: Judy, the knock-

out who’d scored an  ad- agency job in Boston right out of school, and 

Cornflakes, modeling in Manhattan. They called her Cornflakes be-

cause the spray of freckles across her nose gave her a wholesomeness 

that Kellogg’s would kill to trademark. The body gave her something 

else, including a career as a fashion model.

Sixteen weeks, then a few months more on the Willis, and Corco-

ran was done. He’d worry about the women later. There were other 

women here, on this island, or so he’d been told. This was a plum as-

signment and the Navy ruled the little town. There had been a base 

here since 1823, and the locals were used to accommodating the of-

ficers and sailors, in all senses of the word.

He’d flown commercial all the way, but the last leg was on a 

 sixteen- seat puddle jumper. He was the only military onboard. Most 

everyone else looked comfortable, despite the slight buffeting and 

the occasional sudden and unexplained drop. A tourist across the 

aisle blanched once, but Corcoran noticed that most of the passengers 

were blasé, probably locals coming back from a day trip to Miami.

As the plane descended, Corcoran saw the sun beginning its slow 

slide into the ocean. The airport was bordered by a canal on its left and 

Corcoran wondered if a poorly trained pilot ever overcorrected from the 

 wide- banking turn and slid right into that open trench quarried out of the 

island’s rock. But this pilot was on the mark. The landing gear dropped, 

the tires shrieked, the engines reversed—propelling the passengers  

forward—then the plane coasted, gloatingly,  toward the terminal. As the 

pilot taxied up to the small, squat building, Corcoran gathered his belong-
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ings. The plane stopped at the gate, and he pulled himself out of his seat, 

towering over the other passengers in the aisle. Then they all marched, 

sheeplike,  toward the open stairwell, down to the tarmac.

The blast of  late- afternoon heat hit Corcoran’s face as if it had 

been thrown at him.

Eight weeks. He could do that, even if it was in a furnace. Eight 

weeks is two months closer to freedom, to grad school or hippiedom, 

to long hair, to solving the  Judy- or- Cornflakes dilemma.

Then again, there was that dream he had of being a writer and 

here he was, in this paradise with literary pedigree. And the Navy 

was paying him to be here. Yeah, he could do it. There were a lot 

worse things than being ordered to sixteen weeks in Key West.

Originally called Cayo Hueso (“island of bones”) when it was a 

Spanish settlement, Key West’s first white settlers found it littered 

with skeletons—from a battle or perhaps from a Calusa Indian burial 

ground. The name was anglicized into “Key West,” presumably be-

cause the island is westernmost in the Florida Keys. Yet, for a brief 

period in its history, it was known as Thompson’s Island, a name cho-

sen by Commodore Matthew Perry to honor Smith Thompson, the 

sixth secretary of the U.S. Navy. Perry had sailed into the harbor and 

claimed the Rock for the United States in 1822. The following year, 

the Navy established a base there, and about twenty years after that 

the Federal Army built Fort Zachary Taylor on the western edge. It 

was the southernmost military presence on United States soil.

Within a few years, Secretary Thompson was forgotten and Key 

West returned to its earlier name. By the middle of the nineteenth 

century, it was one of the country’s busiest ports. As the years passed, 

its proximity to Cuba, lax immigration laws, and a friendly climate 

made it one of the centers of the cigar industry, which led to a boom 

in shipping.
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