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To Anthony Jordan
You are the starting point guard on my team.
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Time is a fickle thing. When I was young, time passed so slowly, but now in the twilight of my life, the years seem to melt into one another, and many decades have passed since that fateful day.
You see, all of us who are lost get one opportunity, one solitary moment when every atom in the universe freezes for a brief beautiful forever. And like clockwork, a new doorway opens up and we meet our destiny. This story is about one of those moments, Orlando Decius’ moment at the Battle for Borobudur.
You are probably wondering how I came to know about his journey. How someone like me could become friends with the greatest basketball player who ever played? Call it whatever you want: fate, karma, or providence. But something powerful brought the two of us, the most unlikely of partners, together. Most of what I am about to tell you I saw with my own eyes, the rest Orlando told me over the years after countless cups of coffee.
A long time ago, when my name was Athena Übel, my life changed in the blink of an eye. That is where his tale, the story of the rebirth and redemption of Orlando Decius, begins. It all began on a warm, ordinary morning in Northern Australia when Jude Übel brought me into the life of Orlando Decius. What I did not know then was that in twenty-four hours, my life would never be the same. I can remember everything as if it happened yesterday. My mother told me long ago that I had a photographic memory, and she was right.
-Northern Australia-
“Athena, wake up! It’s time to go!” I remember Mother waking me from a lazy afternoon nap, her two fragile hands shaking me as if I were a dirty rug.
Standing next to the door was my tuxedo-clad stepfather Jude Übel. His blue eyes peered at me from under the smooth tan skin of his shaved head. A black goatee beard framed an unemotional mouth and nose, and when I looked into his eyes, his gaze came back empty, expressionless. Jude was always like that: very hard to read. I have always liked people who are easy to figure out, but Jude was a mystery.
My mother, Penelope, wore a black satin gown and an ornate jeweled necklace that reflected even the dimmest light. Diamond earrings, two miniature glaciers, hung from her ears.
“Athena, child, please wake up. We are going to be late. The car is waiting. We must get going. Athena—look at yourself in the mirror. You are a mess. Get yourself presentable this minute. And your hair—it’s tangled.”
Gently she unraveled my knotted hair. My mother was a wounded angel and her beauty was the stuff of legend. Still, she was incapable of loving me—probably because she was even more helpless than I was. She could never be alone. That was the reason she married Jude Übel. Even with her flaws I could feel her light, what little light there was, shining over me, and I loved her.
Still, I never understood how an adult so beautiful could feel so insecure. I couldn’t help wondering, would I be a hopeless wreck someday, as she was before I lost her?
Stroke after stroke, the brush eased through my hair as I stared at the mirror. There I was: sandy blond hair, blue eyes, pale skin. That image has etched itself into my memory as if Michelangelo himself chiseled the scene into stone.
“Athena, I cannot believe you fell asleep. You know how important this party is to your father and me, not to mention Aquarius’ shareholders. No more funny business, young lady—that dress costs a fortune and it’s a miracle that it still looks unwrinkled. Take this hairbrush and put it where Alexandria will be able to pack it for the trip home. We must get going!”
Jude tossed the newspaper onto the vanity. The headline jumped off the page: “BUDAMIRI EXTREMISTS VOW TO FIGHT UNITY.” Below the headline was a photo of an angry mob shouting. In the center of the group a single man stood his face and glasses covered with dust. In his outstretched arms he held a limp child. A profound sadness blanketed his face. I wondered why adults created so many problems.
Jude interrupted my thoughts. “Your mother is exactly right, Athena. If you’re early, you’re on time. If you’re on time, you’re late. And if you’re late, you’ve lost money.” This was one of his canned phrases. He was paranoid about being late. “Some of the company’s biggest investors will be at this party. Remember, be polite to everyone. Business is all about relationships. It’s important to shake hands, smile, and make people feel important. If you’re to be in charge of Aquarius or KSM someday, you must learn this Athena.”
Alexandria, our traveling housekeeper, examined my dress a second time for wrinkles. “It looks like the dress is fine, madam,” she told my mother. “I went to the main lobby to retrieve a message for Mr. Übel. Somehow I lost track of time, I promise never to let this happen again.” She paused. “I am so terribly sorry.”
Not long after that, we left our hotel room and piled into a white limousine for the short drive to the harbor. The yacht docked there was exquisite and enormous. Bold black letters on its side announced the ship’s name: the Ithaca. Small white lights, like those you see during the holidays, sparkled along every railing of the ship.
We walked past three security guards monitoring access to the Ithaca’s dock. They wore identical dark glasses, wireless earpieces, and black suits. Recognizing Jude, they nodded to us. Walking up the ship’s red-carpeted ramp we boarded the vessel. As we did so, I noticed lifeboats hanging along the side and shuddered at the thought of floating alone lost at sea.
“Excuse me, Penelope; I've got something very important to attend to,” Jude said.
“Is it regarding the message that Alexandria retrieved for you?” my mother said.
He hesitated. “Yes… yes it is. I promise that it will only take a few minutes. I’ll catch up with you and Athena later.” Jude planted a kiss on my mother’s cheek and winked at me, a rare smile on his face.
The yacht seemed even more massive once I was aboard it. It had a helicopter landing pad at the stern and a dance pavilion in the bow. On stage, a short haired man in his twenties clad in a blue tuxedo sang romantic ballads while balancing a long microphone stand between his hands. A full orchestral band backed him up while couples danced. People mingled everywhere, their clothes and jewelry proclaiming their great wealth and importance.
Above the party platform, I could see the captain’s control room. Three large radar scanners searched the skies, rotating in a futile attempt to detect the approaching storm.
A multitude of servants, all immaculately dressed could be ordered to get you anything you needed, from a drink, to exotic foods, to a tailored bathing suit for relaxing in one of the many hot tubs on the ship. At least twenty tables surrounded the dance floor, each set to seat ten. On the ship’s port deck, guests socialized at long, rectangular tables covered in black silk. Open bars were set up throughout the ship. For those of us who wanted water, bottles of it adorned with the Krossnein label sat in large, ice-filled containers at every corner.
The Ithaca’s engines fired up just after we boarded, and the party headed out to sea. The tepid day turned into a clear, cool, starry night. Dignitaries sat, ate, and gossiped to their hearts’ desire. After slicing through the waves at top speed for what seemed like hours, the engines shut down.
It was time for Mother and Jude, as the hosts of the party, to make their formal speeches to the crowd. Jude spoke first.
“Friends of Aquarius Oil and KSM, we are so delighted to see each and every one of you here tonight. This is a historic day for the future of global energy. As you already know, Aquarius Oil, in conjunction with you, our most generous financial investors, has completed the construction of the greatest engineering marvel of our time.” Pausing, he turned to his left, toward a shadow on the dark horizon. “Behold LeBab, the new heart of Aquarius Oil in the Indian Ocean, the world’s largest petroleum extraction tower!”
Suddenly, as if by magic, millions of red and white lights lit up a space where only darkness had loomed before. A monstrosity of pipes and steel sprang to life. Oh, the colossal size of it! My heart still freezes when I think of what I saw. LeBab was an oil rig, a drilling tower built over the sea with one purpose: to bore into Mother Earth and suck out the rich blood-oil that only she could provide. Thousands of pipes riddled the underside of the main platform. It was like a steel volcano spouting up from the depths of the sea, and the Ithaca an impressive vessel herself, was a just a speck on the sea compared to LeBab.
At first, all the crowd could do was gasp in shock and amazement, but then raucous applause filled the air. Jude’s face beamed with pride as he stood next to my mother. They held up their wine glasses and the applause came to an end.
My mother began to speak. “Everyone, I wish to make a toast to Aquarius Oil and to you, our loyal friends. May the partnership between us bring great dividends in the coming years. To the age of Aquarius!”
“To Aquarius!” the crowd repeated, with the customary clinking of glasses followed by pointing and the murmur of gossipy talk. Restless, I wandered away from our dinner table and down one of the walkways encircling the ship.
On the walkway not far from the party, a man leaned against the metal railing, staring at the glimmering red lights of the oil tower. He was dark-skinned and cleanly shaven, and he wore a loose-fitting white outfit. As I approached, he turned, and from behind his glasses our eyes met. I smiled.
He approached me. “The silence often of pure innocence persuades when speaking fails,” he said.
“What did you say?” I asked.
Pain and anguish crossed his face. “You remind me of someone, of my—”
“Of who?” I said.
“Oh, never mind, Shakespeare was a fool. A wonderful party, isn’t it? It’s shame that all wonderful things come to an end,” he said.
“Sir, what do you mean?”
“Life is short and yet full of so much beauty, please forgive me,” he said smiling one last time before walking away in the direction of the party. As he walked away something tugged at my memory. I had seen him before, maybe in a photo or a magazine? After all, the party was full of the rich and the famous.
Turning to continue down the passageway, I almost bumped into my mother. She grabbed me by the back of my dress and pulled me toward the dinner party.
“Have you seen your father?” she asked.
“I haven’t, Mother. I haven’t seen him anywhere,” I replied.
She peered over her shoulder at a large man standing behind her. His name was Antinous, Jude’s head of security. In his late thirties, and like the other security staff, Antinous wore a tuxedo, dark glasses and a communication earpiece wire coiled from his ear behind his back. “Please keep an eye on her, Antinous. I need to find my husband,” my mother ordered.
“Yes, Mrs. Übel,” he grunted back, folding thick arms across his stocky chest. I had known Antinous for some time. He was the head of security at our home, and he did anything my mother or Jude ordered him to do. He was another man I never felt comfortable around, but jokers and thieves were even more afraid.
I remained on the walkway, staring out at the sea, the sounds of the party drifting over me. The lights from LeBab glittered across the waves like fireflies dancing in the moonlight, a cheerful contrast to the enormous, spidery oil rig looming behind them. Imagining that I was one of the lights, I danced, closing my eyes and spinning around. I was floating up to the stars.
Suddenly, I heard loud voices and someone grabbed my right arm, bringing my spinning to a stop.
“Little girl, hold still and smile!” I opened my eyes to the presence of a giant. “You know what I’m saying? You understand English? Are you stupid or something? The group laughed hysterically. “C’mon, kid, just smile,” he urged.
As my dizziness faded, I saw a tall, dark-skinned man with a thick, shaggy beard and braided hair. He was at least four times my size and wore a blindingly white suit. He held onto my arm with his left hand; his right clutched a long black cane. Several people stood behind him, and two glamorous women clung to his broad shoulders, one on his left and one on his right. He squatted down to my level.
“Hey you! Yo, Kamikaze! Think I like waiting?” he demanded of a man holding a camera. “Take a picture of me givin’ this kid my autograph!” He pulled out a card and a marker from one of his pockets and immediately scribbled something onto the card. He looked up and smiled a phony grin as the photographer began to shoot away.
“Just smile, kid.” He shook me suddenly, bringing me back to my senses. The pictures would have shown me with a blank stare on my face, but it did not matter. The film would never be developed.
“Don’t you know who I am, kid? No? You really are stupid!” He laughed again, and as before, the whole group laughed along with him.
Antinous stepped out of the shadows. The giant man in white let go of my arm and limped over to Antinous.
“My, my, my, look who we have here? It’s been a long time, hasn’t it, Antinous?” the giant said. As he stepped forward, he pushed away the two women who were struggling to stop the growing tempest. Realizing the storm was too difficult to hold down, they let go. The giant raised his arms, palms upward, straight out to his side. With the pale suit he looked like a great white letter T.
“Who’re you to be mad-doggin’ O.D. like that? I ought to smack that look right off your face!” the giant said. Antinous did nothing, just stared from behind his dark glasses.
“I know what this is all about. You’re never gonna let it go, are you? You’re gonna keep blaming me for what happened, ain’t you? Well, you know what? It wasn’t me who gave her cancer!” Again Antinous did not respond. “You wanna keep blaming me, but you need to blame God, fool!” the giant finished.
The two faced off, now inches apart. Antinous’ lip twitched with hatred. The giant bent his head to the side of Antinous’ ear, whispered something, and then spat on the red carpet of the ship. Satisfied, he stepped back and stared Antinous down.
“What you gonna do to me? You know you want to hurt me. But you know what? You’re never gonna do nothing. Because I own you. You work for Jude but he works for me. Watch your back, Antinous, or you’re gonna find yourself six feet under one of these days!” The giant began to laugh. He turned around to look back at his entourage, who only offered tension-filled grins.
Antinous continued to stare.
The colossal man looked back down at the bodyguard. He hesitated a few seconds and again said something to Antinous, whose face filled with rage.
“Your career is over, Decius! You and I both know your knee is never going to heal. Your playing days are over,” Antinous taunted. “You were a worthless player, a worthless father, and a worthless husband. Stay away from Marcus. He’ll never know your name. Now I know why your father abandoned you. He knew you were garbage even back then.”
The giant turned his back to Antinous and threw down the black cane. He looked at his friends, shaking his head back and forth in anger. The big man raised his two outstretched palms again and stood for about three seconds, balancing on his wobbly legs in a desperate attempt to prove that he could stand without his cane.
Then, ever so slowly, his hands came back to his jacket and his slender fingertips slid up his unbuttoned coat and flipped his collar straight up. Without warning, his hand formed into a fist and he spun around with lightning speed. The knuckle sandwich moved like a blur heading straight toward Antinous’ face. At the last instant, the flying punch stopped, centimeters from its intended target and the giant shouted out in pain. Seemingly without moving, Antinous had caught Orlando’s blow in the palm of his right hand.
“I’ll tell you what I’m going to do to you, Orlando. I’m going to hunt you down and punish you for the way you treated Mandy.” He twisted Orlando Decius’ fist and arm around his back, bending it with such force that Orlando, who was considerably taller and bigger than Antinous, fell to his knees, wincing in pain. “I don’t know what she ever saw in you. But she loved you and you left her alone to waste away. The moment you stop signing checks to KSM, it’ll be open hunting season. There won’t be anywhere for you to hide.” Antinous hissed.
A part of me was happy that Antinous was punishing him for his arrogance, but I felt sad for the man named Orlando Decius because it was obvious that he was in pain.
“Let go of me, fool! You’re being reckless. Let go of me!” the giant demanded in anguish. Antinous let go.
Orlando Decius regained his composure, picked up his cane, and stood. “This ain't over! You hear me? You’ve started something you can’t finish! Watch your back—my posse’s gonna bury you!” The mask of embarrassment vanished and a new mask appeared on his face.
“Ladies, didn’t I say that you look ravishin’ tonight? Shall we partake in the fine festivities?” Orlando purred. He started to walk away and then stopped in front of me with the two women, who had resumed their positions, one on each side. “Oh, I almost forgot, kid, here’s my autographed card. Catch!” He flipped the card from his fingers, sending it spinning like a boomerang toward me. It twisted and turned through the night sky and landed on the walkway at my feet.
I looked back at him and he was almost around the corner. The women giggled at his importance, and the photographers kept following him. The group disappeared, returning to the party—all except one.
Trailing behind the paparazzi was a heavyset, lightly brown-skinned man who stopped next to me. His eyes were kind and there was something about him that told me he could be trusted. He knelt down and looked at my teary face.
“I'm sorry about my friend’s rude behavior.” When my eyes flashed away from him to the tower’s lights dancing on the rippling waves, he followed my gaze. He smiled and then glanced back at me, peering deep into my eyes as if he were examining my soul.
“There was a time when he was a good man,” the man said, unpinning a pink rose from his suit jacket pocket and placing it in my hand. “Oh, here’s the card.” He reached down to pick it up, but before he could, Antinous’ heavy boot stomped down on it. The heavyset man looked up at Antinous, smiled an uneasy smile, and slowly stood back up. “Everything’s good here. No harm, no foul. Mandy was my friend. You got no problem with me, Antinous.” He winked at me and then left to rejoin the group. I waved goodbye, as if to thank him.
As Antinous and I stood looking toward the corner around which the group had gone, his foot still on the card, my stepfather appeared from the shadows. Antinous looked much more at ease with Jude nearby. Jude smiled down at me, patted my head, and whispered something to Antinous, who tapped on his earpiece. While the two men talked, I picked up the card and slipped it into a pocket on the front of my dress. Antinous nodded, a new satisfaction in his face. Then Jude left as suddenly as he had arrived. I felt lonely without Mother, so I walked off, Antinous behind me, to find her in the crowd.
When she saw me, her face took on a combination of annoyance and relief. “Athena, stop wandering off! You need to stay with me, darling. Your father says something has come up, some very urgent business regarding Aquarius. Three of our oil rigs off the coast of Argentina have exploded. The South Atlantic is on fire!”
As I stood there listening to my mother’s frantic explanation, Jude again appeared.
“Darling, I’ve got the helicopter ready. I want you and Athena to head back to the States,” Jude said.
“Jude, let’s turn the ship around,” mother said.
“One of us has to return and meet with the Aquarius executive board,” he paused, “Why ruin the party for everyone else?”
“You take the helicopter back and meet with the executive board. Athena and I will stay and entertain our guests. You know I don’t care to fly,” Mother insisted.
“Yes darling,” Jude walked over and kissed my mother on the forehead. He brushed his hand over my hair messing it up, turned and walked off into the darkness toward the rear of the ship.
A few minutes later, the red and orange lights of Jude’s black KSM helicopter faded like a dying ember into the night sky. We were at sea and only the stars watched over us. But as brilliant and powerful as stars are, they could not help us.
The party lasted just two more hours. As my mother introduced me to the international dignitaries, their faces lit up at the sight of the only child on board. Behind their glittering wealth and sophistication, all of them had gentle faces full of compassion. Well, not all: hard as I tried to forget about the incident with the giant clad in white named Orlando Decius, I just could not. I still held the signed card in my pocket.
The ship had left the LeBab oil rig and was on its way back to port, plowing through the waves toward the safety of land. Toward the end of the party, my mother became engrossed in conversation with another woman. Based on her traditional outfit, I guessed she was from India. She was unique, a rare ray of sunlight.
“Athena, dear, this is my friend Rashmi Sumantra,” Mother said.
“It is a pleasure to meet you, madam,” I offered.
“Athena, Mrs. Sumantra is hoping to be the next Prime Minister of India. Did you know that?” my mother asked.
“Uh, I’m sorry, Mother; I’m not sure if we’ve learned that in school yet,” I stammered.
“Miss Athena, the pleasure of our acquaintance is all mine,” Sumantra replied, smiling. “Your kind mother has generously agreed to support my campaign. Thanks to your family the outcastes of India will finally have a voice in Parliament.”
“Rashmi, tell me of Budamir,” my mother requested.
“It’s simply the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Never in my lifetime did I dream of an independent Budamir. I never thought it possible,” Rashmi said, “Once the Zurvanistani monks earned their independence, they negotiated peace for Budamir.”
“I’m pleased that your country has finally found peace with its neighbors,” my mother said.
“It is wonderful, but still fragile, like any newborn, and there are many who wish to destroy it,” Rashmi said.
“Well, pay them no attention, Rashmi. You have my full support and the financial support of Aquarius and KSM in your struggle for peace,” my mother said.
Rashmi smiled, tears swelling in her eye. She embraced my mother. “You see, even when we fall there is always a friend to pick us up. That is why I never lose hope.” She turned to look down at me. “Young woman, my best advice is to cling to dear friends, like your mother here.”
I thought about her advice, but still I could not get Orlando Decius and his harsh words out of my mind. I was determined to find out more about this godlike demon clad in white, so I slipped off to find him. I cannot explain to you what compelled me to do this, or why I left my mother’s side against her orders. All I can say is that something inside urged me to go. As I rounded the ship’s passageway, I pulled out the card that I had kept hidden. Printed at the top in gold and black lettering was Orlando Decius, LA Legends, Guard/Forward. Below the words, posed like a rock star, Decius stared back at me. He wore a red Legends uniform with gold trim, and his black hair seemed to be blowing in the wind. I looked up to see if anyone was around me. Surprisingly, I had not only evaded my mother’s eagle eyes, but Antinous’ as well. I crept back to the rear of the ship, just past the empty helicopter landing pad, and there he was. His girlfriends were gone, and so was his entourage.
Orlando Decius, his heavyset friend, and I were the only ones there. I hid in the shadows behind stacked cases of bottled water and listened.
“Look, Orlando!” The stern, pudgy man demanded, jabbing his finger at him. “I’ve got a friend at KSM who risked a whole lot to get me the account information on this data key. Heck, I haven’t even been able to contact her since she gave it to me. I wouldn’t be surprised if somebody’s got to her. Things are not what you think they are, Orlando! Your money—KSM’s not giving you all the information—”
“Fool, what are you talkin’ about? You need to stop frontin’!” Orlando Decius paused, disgusted, clearly wanting the lecture to end. “Man, tell me why I keep your playerhatin’ self around?”
“You know what, Orlando? You need to stop talking to me like that! Save it for the fans or the sports writers, but stop insulting my intelligence. I’ve known you way too long!”
“Last I checked, America’s a free country, and livin’ the thug life is how I’m choosin’ to live,” Orlando said.
“Why?”
“Street cred always sells more jerseys, fool, you know that. Besides, last I checked my jersey’s selling mighty well right now,” Orlando retorted.
“Are you trying to make me cry or insult me? Who taught you about the thug life, Father O’Donnelly? What do you think he’d say right now, Orlando? You think he’d approve of your gang-life?”
Orlando smiled. “You ain’t gonna guilt-trip me, Jobari.” He paused as if remembering something and then suddenly became angry. “Man, why you always got to act like that, like you’re so high and mighty trying to control everything I do? I hate it!” he barked, pointing at his friend.
“Don’t even go there with me, Orlando—not now, not ever! You know perfectly well why I always got your back. You know I won’t break a promise with the dead!” the heavyset man replied, his face cross.
“Fool, get away from me! I’m not interested in anything you got to say! You know I’m reckless! You know I’m gonna live every day like it’s my last!” Orlando said.
“Reckless enough to get yourself killed by Antinous?” Jobari demanded.
“If he tries anything, the Jiggyz will—”
“You really think the Jiggyz gonna do anything to help you right now? What is it you want from them, Orlando? The Jiggyz are through with you, they don’t care about you no more. Don’t you remember it’s because of them that your leg’s all messed up?”
“I’ll be a Jiggy til’ I die.” Orlando said.
“That’s your problem Orlando, the Jiggyz want you dead!”
Orlando paused, “Jobari, I want to be me! I'm not perfect, but I want to feel human. Sometimes I don’t even feel fifty percent human! You know what I’m saying? So stop asking me, and stop giving me your sermon because I’m not gonna hear you out no more!” Orlando finished.
“Really? Even if I could prove to you that KSM’s not being honest?” Jobari asked.
“Jobari, whatever you got to say, remember that you ain’t always right. Whatever you got, it doesn’t matter,” Orlando blew back in reply.
“Everything I been sayin’, Orlando, it’s all right here saved on this data key. Take it to Zeke and Abraham and they’ll prove it to you. You trust them more than you do me!” Jobari reached into his coat pocket, taking out a long flat rectangular object. The object appeared to be metallic with long slivers of white crystal that ran away from a rounded end. It looked like a key, but it was bigger and stranger than any key I had ever seen. The object was decorated with intricate silver designs that sparkled against the Ithaca’s lights. Jobari shifted the data key in his hands and now held onto the rounded end. As he did so intermittent square lights began to race along its outside edge.
“What is that thing?” Orlando said.
“It’s a security data key and it wasn’t easy to get.”
The face of the data key began to glow red between the silver ornamentation. It was a remarkable sight. I could not take my eyes off it. Suddenly powerful red beams of light began to shine out of the opposite end, and found their mark on the breast of Orlando’s white blazer.
“Don’t shine that thing at me. Give it up fool!” Orlando snatched the key away. “I’m gonna end this once and for all!” He moved as if to throw the data key into the ocean. There was a struggle, and the two men crashed onto the deck. In seconds, Jobari had the key back in his hands and had Orlando Decius sprawled on the deck, face down. As Jobari stood up, he pointed his chubby finger down at his friend.
“You’re being plain stupid! The problem with you, Orlando, is that no one and nothin’ matters to you anymore. You’re selfish, and you don’t see that your actions have grieved everyone who has ever loved you. Man, you make me furious!” His words were harsh, but I could hear caring in his voice.
Orlando stared at the square data key in his friend’s big hand for a few seconds. It was clear that Jobari spoke the truth, and it distressed him. All he could do was get back on his feet using his cane. He sat down on a wooden crate, shaking his bent head. Jobari returned the key to his coat pocket and placed his right hand on Orlando’s shoulder.
“Orlando, you still got your boy. You could still take back your son.” Orlando gazed up at Jobari, his face saddened even more, and then buried his face in his long, outstretched palms. “Look at me, Orlando. She’s been gone four years, and ya’ don’t even spend any time with him. You know she would never have approved of what you done with him. She was a good woman, she loved you so much.” Jobari paused. “Orlando look at me. Are you even listenin’ to me?”
Orlando glanced up again. He was sobbing. “He reminds me too much of her, Jobari. Seeing him reminds me of the things I can never take back. He’ll never forgive me, Jobari. You know what I’m saying? I can’t face it!” Orlando cried.
“Her dying wasn’t anyone’s fault. Only the good die young, but you’ll never change the fact that Marcus is your son, and you’re all he’s got. Mandy died trying to give you that child, and this is how you repay her—by neglecting him. Man, you’re pitiful!” Jobari said.
At this word, Orlando completely lost control of his emotions, if was as if a battering ram had shattered the walls of glass in his mind. The tears flowed and he cried harder, looking around to make sure that nobody could see him in this condition. Finally, he reached up to his friend in desperation, like a small child needing comfort. I stared out from the shadows, captivated by this sudden change. Jobari’s arms stretched down in a gesture of understanding and friendship. It was a beautiful moment, a moment of friendship that should have lasted forever.
But the hourglass was empty.
Suddenly time rippled to a stop, freezing everyone on board for one final second that hung suspended for what seemed like forever. When the universal clock started up again, the majestic yacht known as the Ithaca exploded into a million fiery pieces.
They say that when you are about to die, your whole life passes before you. For me, the replay of my life story was like bits and pieces of a bad movie spliced together flashing before my eyes. Glimpses of my earliest memories came first, learning to walk, to talk, celebrating birthdays, and that one day when I fell from the play structure in preschool and they called the ambulance. In my mind’s eye I saw short videos of my mother and of my father. They were in every scene.
My father— I never got to know my father. I mean really get to know my father. When I was two years old, he went off to war and never returned. He saved twenty soldiers on a combat transport plane flying over Arabia by jumping out the cargo hold and shooting down an enemy fighter jet in pursuit. The Air Force never found his body, but every newspaper in America wrote of his heroic act. My mother and I became overnight celebrities, and I met the President of the United States when he awarded my father the Congressional Medal of Honor.
Some say father’s bravery was his final gift, but to me it was a curse. As I grew older, I started to hate my father more than I missed him. Deep down, I loathed his bravery. He left me to play alone in the park, without someone to hear my worries, and without someone to love. All I have of him is the memory of his arms around me, a sleepy, peaceful feeling.
Mother and I always had money because of my grandfather Sam Elliot. When Father died, Sam entered our lives. Sam Elliot owned Aquarius Oil, a billion-dollar international oil rigging company and because of this he granted our every desire. My grandmother had died so Sam Elliot buried himself in his work. Within five years of her death, Aquarius was the world’s leader in deep-sea oil drilling.
Sam died just three years after we lost Father. I was there at the dinner table when it happened. It is not a memory I like to recall, but I see it in my mind’s eye. Grandfather was complaining to the butler of a headache. He turned and stared right at me with a peculiar look on his face, as if he had discovered the answer to a complicated riddle or a difficult math problem. The next moment, his head fell straight down onto a plate of mashed potatoes. Doctors said it was a brain aneurism. An artery in his brain had popped like a water balloon.
From that moment on, my mother became the sole owner of Aquarius Oil. Back then, my mother and I had the means to buy whatever our hearts desired. We were two of the wealthiest people on the planet. Still, even back then a nagging feeling in my gut told me that something else was missing.
Two years later, my mother married Jude Übel, sports agent extraordinaire. He insisted upon adopting me, so my last name became Übel instead of Elliot. Besides, there were not many Elliots around to object to the change.
Jude Übel was wealthy in his own right. As owner of his own company, KSM, or Krossnein Sports Management, he was more powerful than you can imagine. Jude managed the wealthiest and most famous of professional athletes. His legion of tax experts, personal assistants, and public-relations personnel handled every aspect of a client’s daily life, from hiring new housekeepers to managing lucrative endorsements to sheltering millions of dollars in tax-free Swiss bank accounts. Krossnein’s many clients included athletes like Sandy Shanks, the world’s number-one-ranked golfer; LeParis Hector, the high school basketball phenom; Britney Gasper, the Olympic gold medalist; and Hilde Dinkeldorf, the Belgian model turned extreme snowboarder. Jude Übel sat at the top of a six billion-dollar sports management company. It made perfect sense that someone as powerful and wealthy as he was would marry my mother, a billion-dollar oil baroness.
My short life was full of taking and wanting. I guess my selfishness was the reason why I was not one of those lucky enough to be vaporized by the blast. I still had something to learn.
The blast was like some great god-like force, perhaps Poseidon himself, tearing the ship in half. I remember first the sensation of flying and then the sensation of sinking. All I could hear was a hollow silence, the sound you hear when you press your palms against your ears and hold them there for a long time. It is the sound of emptiness.
My face, arms, and legs moving in slow motion were freezing. As I sank, pressure built inside my ears. Opening my eyes, I peered down into the darkness and saw beautiful blurry ribbons of light streaking up toward me. Deeper still, a bright glowing white light called to me, urging me downward into its embrace. Ribbons of white moved upward all around me radiating from the glowing light, like the tentacles of a jellyfish.
The light was both enjoyable and terrifying. Then one of the tentacles of light touched me, and I realized how deep I was under the water. There was no hope of ever reaching the surface again. As more ribbons of light caressed me, joy flowed through every inch of my body, and I was no longer afraid.
Suddenly the ribbons of light retreated into the depths, and in an instant they faded and were gone. “No!” I screamed, expelling the remaining air from my lungs, but before I took a fatal breath of seawater, I felt my body propelled upward, faster and faster. Looking back into the dark void, I saw nothing. I rose like a rocket, as if something or someone carried me upward.
There was an explosion of sensation—Air! I could feel it all around my face. Desperately coughing the bitter sea from my lungs, I gulped a few fresh breaths and became aware of the wretchedness all around me. I was swimming in an ocean of tears, water, and blood. I shuddered at the thought. I felt myself becoming sick.
Above the waves everything was dark; flickers of light came from burning pieces of the ship. Seawater slapped against my face, and as I wiped the sea from my stinging eyes, I saw the big man Jobari about four yards away. He swam right for me, his chubby arm outstretched, fingers flailing as I slipped under the water a second time. I forced myself back up and when I looked into his eyes I could tell that something was different. The explosion had stripped his confidence and replaced it with fear. I reached out to him, frantically opening and closing my fingers in hopes of grabbing his hand or sleeve, but I began to sink again. Everything went blurry again.
I felt someone pulling me up from beneath the surface. It was Jobari. The light of the burning wreckage flickered against his face, and red flames gleamed in his eyes. Even illuminated by color, they were dark and lost. I could see that he already held Orlando with his other arm. Orlando's face bobbed just above sea level. With his eyes closed, he looked like a sleeping baby rocked by the sea.
Then I heard one of the most horrible sounds imaginable. I still cringe when I think about it. It was the sound of burning wreckage all around me, cracking, twisting and snapping. It was the sound of death.
At least three large explosions followed. Ship fragments whizzed through the air like missiles, landing in massive splashes that sprayed water against our faces. Miraculously, none of them hit us.
Floating on his back, Jobari kicked frantically to keep the three of us above water. Remembering the lifeboats I had seen while boarding the vessel that evening, I scanned the water’s surface for them, but they were gone.
I heard and then saw in the light of the burning wreckage what frightened Jobari. A gentle sucking sound came from the water where the biggest parts of the ship had been floating seconds before. As the sucking grew louder, I felt the sea rushing past me. Smaller burning chunks of the ship began swirling in front of us.
“What’s happening?” I asked, spitting water from my mouth.
“It’s a whirlpool! Little girl, you need to start kicking your feet! Start kicking! You hear me? Kick!”
Terrified, I did as ordered. With the two of us kicking, we moved further away from the whirlpool. One by one, the bright flames of the floating ship fragments went dark as they dropped into the sea. I kicked and kicked. Water rushed past, pushing us back toward the vortex. We swam with even more fury and desperation.
I thought I felt Orlando’s cold hand brush my face as if he were reaching out to see if I was okay, but he had been on Jobari’s other side. I turned my head and saw Rashmi Sumantra; it was her limp hand that had stroked me. I remembered that she was standing next to my mother when I ran off to find Orlando. If they had still been talking when the explosion happened, my mother had to be nearby.
Panicked, I called out for her, but only silence replied. I looked back at Rashmi. Her head floated above the water, eyes closed, long hair swaying gently on the surface. She looked so peaceful. Her beautiful sequined dress moved with the ocean like a gliding octopus. She was drifting. She was drifting toward the whirlpool!
I had to wake her. I reached out with my free arm and, seizing her hair, shouted for her to wake up. But she did not wake up. Instead, her head bobbed under the sea so fast that I screamed in horror.
Her head and shoulders sank down beneath the waves, her lower body flipping upward. The terror of what I saw halted my screams. Where her lower body and legs should have been there was nothing.
As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I realized that the three of us struggling to survive were not alone. We were in a graveyard of bodies and body parts. My heart goes cold to this day as I try to shut out the images of what brushed against us in the sea that night, the gruesome sights that slid past us into the whirlpool. I shudder at the memory of the dead looking through us with their blank stares. It was unimaginable terror. May you never see one second of what we saw that dark and dreadful night, swimming from the whirlpool.
Everything and everyone was gone. No one else was alive in the water. There was only stillness. I looked back at Jobari and saw that his hands were touching something chained about his neck, his lips stitching together whispery words. He clutched the object for a long time and then replaced it under his shirt.
Twenty or so yards away, a wooden crate about six feet square slid out of the depths of the sea. It had probably been inside the sinking wreckage and because of something buoyant inside the large crate, it had become too difficult for the sea to hold down. Jobari swam us close enough to grab hold of cargo rope still attached to the box.
“You’re gonna climb up there, little girl,” he shouted. The words jolted me from the nightmare. He pushed me up out of the water and onto the crate. I grabbed onto the netting attached to the side of the box and pulled myself up with all the energy I had left.
Lying on my belly after enormous effort, I remained flat against the wood because the crate wobbled from side to side whenever I moved. I was afraid that the box would tip over like Rashmi and send me to my death. I held on tight and never moved. After what seemed like ages, I caught my breath and peeked over the side.
“I’m up here now. Don’t leave me!” I could see Jobari tying Orlando’s body to the shredded netting on the side of the crate. As I moved back up on top, I heard water splashing. I knew he was pushing Orlando and I further away from the floating necropolis.
I slept.
The light of dawn woke me. Slivers of wood prickling me from the crate’s surface told me that I was not on the deck on of the Ithaca anymore, and my nightmare was real. We were three survivors floating on a thin line between life and death.
“What’s your name?” Jobari called up to me, exhaustion evident in his voice. I did not answer.
“Hey little girl, my name is Jobari … Jobari Tubbs.” The rough ocean slapped against his face. He spit water but still held to the box. I did not answer. I only wanted to wake up and end this living nightmare. “Yeah that’s it, my name is Jobari Tubbs—” He stopped abruptly to spit more of the white sea-foam from his mouth. His eyes jetted across the sky and his face tightened up, confused.
After a moment he tried again. “Hey, little girl! Want some water? I found these water bottles in the ocean last night. Kinda’ lucky for us they had so much on the ship, huh?”
My mouth felt puckered and parched from all the salt water and a bottle of water sounded like heaven, but I still did not answer.
“Well, isn’t this great? I’m floating on the ocean in God knows where. And to top it all off there isn’t anybody who’ll talk to me! What have I done to deserve this? Some shark is probably staring up at my butt right now thinking I’m a human cheese puff!” He slapped his free hand against the surface of the water. “You hungry down there? Come and get me, I’m right here!” Hysterically, he repeated his last statements. “You hear me down there! You want a piece of me? I’m right here!” He laughed. I stared down at him. Still laughing, he grimaced, and looked down into the water. “Whoa, what was that? Oh man, something just hit my legs! Oh snaps, what was that?” Then there was silence. I could feel the box jolt forward and I looked over the side of it again to see if he was still there. He was and he was pushing the crate again, swimming like a man possessed.
That night the sea became more hostile. The huge swells rolled us higher and dropped us lower with each wave. Jobari Tubbs wrapped a piece of the cargo netting around his arm so he would not be lost at sea, and he kept a vigilant watch over Orlando throughout the night.
Jobari did not speak much the next day. He just kept paddling in between rests of ten to fifteen minutes.
“I’m hungry,” I finally said peering over the side of the box.
“Yeah, well you know what kid? I’m hungry too. It’ll be okay. You just keep hanging on. Don’t you fall off now. This water’s cold and somebody’s gonna find us. You stay up there and hold on, you understand?” he said.
“Athena,” I whimpered as I nodded.
“What?” he gasped between breaths.
“My name is Athena,” I said.
“It’s nice to meet you Athena. I remember you from the boat last night,” Jobari said.
The air was cool and the waves had become unusually calm. The night settled its darkness upon us. Stars watched over us. We were floating, and we were alive.
I’m glad I found you in the wreckage. It’d be pretty lonely just me and him floating out here all by ourselves,” Jobari Tubbs said. His voice had become raspy. “Athena, you probably know this guy down here, Orlando Decius.”
Jobari let loose his hold on the crate and swam backwards and around his friend, who was still bound to the floating wood box.
“Say hello to the nice girl, Orlando.” Orlando Decius’ lifeless arm dangled and flopped like it was waving, but Jobari Tubbs was making it move from somewhere under the water.
“He doesn’t speak much. I guess he’s just a little shy,” he laughed. I laughed too, but the stinging pains of hunger took away my sense of humor. “You know we were lucky to survive those explosions that blew the ship apart,” Jobari said.
I hesitated for a moment, trying to gather my wits, and then asked, “What do you think happened?”
“It sure wasn’t natural.” He replied. “I don’t think a boat that big could blow up like it did from a gas leak or a fire. It was like a whole bunch of explosions at once, and they came from the front of the ship. I think Orlando and me survived because we were way in the back, and the blast threw us. I don’t remember anybody else back there.”
I felt guilty that the only reason I survived was that I too was in the rear of the ship, eavesdropping on their conversation.
“Athena,” he paused, “where were you at?”
“I was back there too, I was hiding. I was listening, and I was watching your argument, your fight—”
“I’m sorry you had to see all that nonsense.”
“How did she die, how did his wife die?” I asked. “I heard you talking about her.”
“It was wrong for me to bring her up. I knew it would only hurt him. She was real young. She just got sick and passed on, it was cancer. She couldn’t fight no more. Mandy didn’t even tell him she was dying. There wasn’t anything Orlando could have done about it.”
“Did he love her?”
“Her dying, it changed him. He loved her a whole lot. Orlando went downhill real fast after she died. She had a baby boy just three months before. The doctors couldn’t treat the cancer and have her keep the baby at the same time so she made a choice. She chose the baby. It was real heroic, what she did saving the baby over her own life. She named the baby Marcus, but Orlando just left him to live with Mandy’s grandmother.”
“How old is he now? Is he as old as me?”
“He’s just a little kid, four years old. He’s still too little to know that his daddy didn’t want him. I visit him a lot, and tried to get Orlando to see him a bunch of times, but he won’t do it.”
I reached down to the pocket of my torn dress and there was Orlando’s autographed basketball card right where I left it, damp but still readable. I was shocked that the card had stayed in my pocket when I went overboard, and equally surprised that the water had not damaged it. I stared at it, lying on my back, and continued the talk with Jobari.
“It was you who saved me, wasn’t it?” I asked.
“Well, I really wouldn’t say I did much to save you. All I did was grab at ya’ when I saw you swimming back there in the water. You needed help, that’s all.”
“Last night when I was sleeping, I dreamt that an angel pushed me up out of the deep. Jobari, I felt something pushing me up out of the water. I never swam up … I was drowning before I started going up. Do you think it was an angel?”
“Well, yes, I guess it was. Sister Mary once told me that there’s angels all around us, you only gotta open your eyes to let the light shine in. After what happened, us living and all, I’m starting to lean toward the idea that one of us has a pretty good guardian angel.”
“Is my mother dead?” I asked, looking down at him from the box.
He paused for a few seconds, and I could sense that he was uncomfortable. “Yeah, kid, they’re all gone, I’m pretty sure they’re all gone. I think we’re the only ones left alive. I’m real sorry. Was your mom and dad both on the ship?”
“My real dad died a long time ago. I don’t think my stepdad was still on the ship, but maybe he was,” I continued. “I left my mother up front with the others and snuck off to try and find Orlando.”
I rolled back over to the middle of the crate and stared up into the cloudy sky. Even though talking with Jobari was comforting, I felt hopelessly alone. Even if we found a way to escape the sea, my life would never be the same. I imagined my mother’s gentle face in the grey clouds. I could see her hands reaching down to me, I could see her smile, and then like a sandcastle blown away by the wind, she was gone. My arms reached to the sky, trying to pull the illusion of her back. I wept.
The box jolted. “You stop that crying right now, you hear me! Who knows how long we’ll be floating out here before somebody finds us or we find land? You’re gonna need every drop of life in you, so stop that crying right now! Do you understand me?”
“Yes, I’m sorry. I’ll stop, Jobari. I promise not to cry anymore.” I wiped my eyes on the sleeve of my dress. As difficult as it was to stop crying, I knew that Jobari was right. I had to save my energy. I knew that the sea would not give me up so easily next time. But as the hours passed, the sorrow never ceased to ache in my heart.
With the sea calm, I could sit up on the crate. I tried to focus on the horizon, the place where the indigo sky and the sapphire sea touched. My vision was still blurry from crying; it was like trying to look through the bottom of a glass bottle. I wiped the blurriness from my eyes with my sleeve, but no matter how hard I tried, an annoying brown spot remained in the corner of my right eye. The stinging emptiness of hunger called to me again.
“What’s wrong with my eyes? There’s a spot on my eye that won’t go away!” I whined frantically to Tubbs, who was now resting as he floated alongside the box.
“Here, drink some water. This should help.” He handed up a water bottle from the bundle he had tied to the crate.
“I read once that sailors who get lost at sea without food start seein’ black spots in their eyes,” he offered. “You just tell me if you see any more spots. Only just a few more sips of that water I gave you, ’cause we gotta have have enough to last us til’ the rescuers come.”
I took a small sip and twisted the red cap back on. The water left a fresh, cool feeling in my mouth. I concentrated on keeping my eyes shut, hoping that the water would make the spot go away. Then, testing Jobari’s remedy, I knelt back up and opened my eyes. My heart sank. No, it could not be. The dark spot was still there!
How strange, I thought. When I move my eyes the spot doesn’t move. Then it hit me like a freight train. I realized that it was no speck of dirt in my eye, neither was it a hallucination. It was real. It was something on the horizon, and it was big. It had to be land. It was miles in the distance, but it had to be land.
“There! I see it, over there! Look that way, Jobari, where the sun is behind the clouds! I can see it!” Without thinking, I sprang to my feet.
“Athena, get down, don’t st—”
The box tilted suddenly under my weight, and I screamed as my feet slipped out from underneath me. As my chest hit the side of the crate, I felt the air forced out of my lungs, and I groaned in pain. My upper half was still on top, but my lower body dangled over the side. I could feel myself slipping and clawed at the box with my fingernails to stay up. I heard Jobari swimming around the wooden box away from Orlando and over to my side, panic evident in the way he was splashing. Then I felt his hands touching the soles of my bare feet, pushing them upward while trying to keep himself above water. I scrambled back on top of the crate.
“Girl, I told you not to stand up. You nearly broke your neck falling like that,” he said angrily. “Don’t you ever do that again! Besides, what were you screaming about? Is it those black spots? Are you seeing more of them?”
“Yes, yes … I mean, no, no, over there,” I babbled as I scanned the distance for the spot. “I think I see land! It’s over that way!” I pointed in the direction where I thought I had seen the dark spot. Nothing. All I saw was horizon with grey clouds hovering above as though they were searching for us. I scanned again in desperation and then looked back down at Jobari Tubbs, but this time something was different about Orlando’s side of the box.
“Jobari, where’s Orlando? Do you have him?” I asked, shaken. Only red snakes of rope flicked and floated in the sea where Orlando had been tied to the box. He was gone. Tubbs swam around the box again, frantically shouting Orlando’s name as he splashed about treading water.
“Oh, no. He musta’ slipped under the box!” He gasped, then sucked in a deep breath. With a loud splash, he dropped under the surface. I stared over the side. There was only silence. I lay there, waiting. Where was he? My imagination painted a vivid picture of a great whale swallowing them whole, deep under the waves. My mind began conjuring other images of sea creatures and terrible beasts. I shuddered at the thought.
I heard another loud splash and then a desperate gasp for breath, “Huuuuuh!” Jobari popped up on the other side of our floating box.
“Athena, I can’t find him. He’s not down there. Get up a little higher and see if you can see him!”
I knelt as high as I could and put my hands up to my eyes to block the glare of the sun. Turning my head like a lighthouse, I felt the sea swell again.
“Man,” Jobari shouted, slapping his hand against the water. “The ropes musta’ come undone when you fell from the box, Athena. How could I have been so stupid to leave him tied up there alone? Where is he? Do you see him?”
As we neared the top of the swell, I could see over the crest and there was Orlando, floating on his back. I was amazed at how far away he was, and that he was still afloat.
“Right there—I see him! He’s that way, but he’s too far away for you, Jobari!” I shouted, pointing. Before I finished speaking, he was off, his arms slashing through the waves. “No!” I screamed. “Don’t leave me! You can’t leave me here alone!” But it was too late; in a few seconds he was over the sea swell and gone from sight. I could feel the swell taking me down. I looked about and all I could see was ocean. I was at the bottom of a huge valley, a giant bowl of water.
You see, the sea is alive and the waves in the deep sea are nothing compared to waves you see lapping up against the beach. Out in the middle of the ocean, gigantic sea swells sweep you up and down ridges that can rise to the height of a house, sometimes higher.
I was alone. I rolled onto my back, defeated. I could not accept the idea that they were gone. I had lost everyone who could have saved me from this nightmare: my parents, Jobari, Orlando, and any other survivors of the explosion. It was not fair! At this thought, hunger stabbed me with a throbbing cramp much stronger than any I had felt before. Hunger told me that I was going to suffer miserably before I died. The few bottles of water that Jobari had tied onto the side of the wooden crate would keep me alive for a few days. After that, I would be lost at sea, alone, and I would die eating wood shavings in an attempt to avoid starvation. I decided never to let it come to that. I decided then not to give death a fight.
As the sea swelled up again, I heard the shout. “Athena!” Jobari cried from somewhere over the swell, “Where are you?”
Hope surged back into my veins. I carefully flipped over and rose up as high as I could without tipping the box over. “Athena!” he called again. Then I saw Jobari. He had his right arm wrapped around Orlando’s head and he was swimming on his back, looking back towards me with his head upside down. He was struggling, but he was catching up to the wooden box. He skimmed down the sea ridge as if surfing a wave, then continued trudging through the water, back to the safety of our wooden box, our raft.
“Tie him back up, Jobari, and this time do it real tight,” I said.
“Gee, thanks for the advice. I’ll think about it,” he replied sarcastically.
For a long time, Tubbs clung to the wooden box, his eyes closed, panting like a horse that had just run the Kentucky Derby in record time.
“How come he’s still not awake?” I asked.
“I don’t know. It’s like he’s knocked out. I’m afraid he’s hurt real bad, Athena,” he confessed, still catching his breath.
“How did you do that? How were you able to swim out and get him?” I asked. With his eyes still closed, he slapped at his chest.
“With all this fat and my big old gut,” he panted. “It’s pretty worthless on land where gravity pulls the flab straight down, but out here in the water I’m pretty hard to sink. Out here I’m a floating ping pong ball. I’m like the Titanic, unsinkable.”
“Yeah," I laughed. "You’re wearing your own built-in life jacket!”
“Athena, I’m so big it looks more like I ate the life jacket! No, you know what? It looks like I ate the whole life raft.” He laughed, but I could tell that he felt uncomfortable about how big he was.
“I thought you were lost for good. I can’t survive this without you,” I told him.
“Athena, you’d be surprised what you can do if you only believe. The mind is a lot stronger than matter.”
“But, but … it’s gone. The brown spot I saw earlier. Something dark riding on the sea, far, far off, but now I’ve lost it. It’s gone,” I panted, frantically scanning the horizon again for the black speck I had seen earlier. “No, I lost it. Jobari, before I fell and we lost Orlando, I thought I saw land, but now I lost it. Maybe I was imagining things.”
“Just calm yourself down. You fell and lost your sense of direction, I saw where you were pointing. Athena, my sense of direction is so good I could sniff my way into a Burger Barn blindfolded. Just wait a minute ’til the box rises up again. Okay, here it goes. When we get to the top of the wave, look over that way, over there. Athena—not that way, look this way!”
I peered over the side and saw his chubby finger pointing behind me. Then I felt the sensation again. Ever so slowly, the crate lifted with the sea like an elevator. “Yes! That’s it, Jobari! You found it, you’re a genius! Move it that way!” I pointed. “It must be land!”
I reached my arm over the box, stretching my hand downward, and felt Jobari’s baseball glove of a hand wrap itself around mine.
“Thank you,” I said.
“That’s what friends do. Thank you for helping me find him. It would kill me to lose him, Athena,” and he squeezed my hand as if he were hugging me. “Now, I’m gonna need your help, so you be the eyes, and I’ll push this thing.”
We began moving toward the dark spot on the horizon. The speck of land grew larger and larger. It had been early in the morning when I first caught sight of the brown spot, and as nighttime approached we had almost reached our destination.
I could tell from a distance that it was not a big island, at most a mile wide. For a moment, I wondered if it was a mirage, because the island seemed so strangely flat against the sea, like a pancake of sand with a forest of palm trees floating on the horizon. As we got closer, I realized that it was mostly a haze of golden sand, a desert resting smack-dab on top of the ocean.
“What is it?” I asked, stretching over the side to look down at Tubbs.
“It looks like a big pile of sand. I’ve seen pictures of islands like that. I’ve seen pictures of the Maldives, but I’ve never been there in person. The Maldives is a country of over a thousand islands in the Indian Ocean, but there’s no way the ship got that far away from Australia.”
“Is that where we are?” I said, “Somewhere in the Indian Ocean?”
“I took a few geography classes back in college, but that was about as academic as I got. I know we left from Darwin and the Indian Ocean is on that side of Australia.” He studied the island more carefully. “Still, that might be an atoll.”
“An a-hole?” I asked, puzzled.
“Not an a-hole, an ay-toll. It’s a kind of island, but it’s really just a coral reef that has risen out of the water. Sometimes an atoll is all that’s left of an underwater volcano, but that’s rare. Most atolls are made from coral reefs, and a lot of them wind up being shaped like a big circle with water in the middle. The ocean surf keeps pounding away at the coral, breaking it into sand. After hundreds of years, maybe thousands, an island is formed.”
“How does the center fill up—with rainwater?” I added quizzically.
“The ocean is a very powerful force. Waves pound against ’em during storms and then a part of the atoll breaks down and the seawater floods in. Some volcanic atolls are dangerous.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because they’re made from exploded volcanoes. Think about it,” he said.
It took several more hours for us to reach a point where the sea started to loosen its grip on us and allow us to move toward the island. Darkness had drowned out the light of day, and we could hear waves lapping against the beach far in the distance. I daydreamed that when we arrived at the island, the people there would run out and drag us from the sea. They would bring us into their homes, feed us, and make us feel safe again.
We studied the island as best we could in the darkness. Moonlight glowed off the tops of the palm trees scattered across the beach. I could not see any houses, but maybe they were further away, and besides, it was dark. As the wooden crate drifted closer and closer to the beach, I started to tingle with a tremendous feeling of relief. A voice inside kept urging me to jump down from my perch and run to dry land. It begged me to run to the people of the island. It pleaded for me to call to them at the top of my lungs.
“Help, anyone!” I screamed as loud as my tired lungs would allow.
“I want to get down,” I shouted over the side to Jobari.
“No, you stay up there. We’re not close enough to the beach yet. Athena, you stay up there. I don’t want to lose you in the dark.”
We stumbled out of the deep sea into shallow water. It was night, but even though darkness covered the sky, when I peered over the side of the crate I saw moonlight shining down on bright sand deep below the surface of the water. It was a remarkable sight, as if a gigantic white blanket had stretched itself out underneath us when we were not looking.
“I can see sand down there! Can you touch the bottom, Jobari?” I said.
“You just wait a minute longer, Athena. We’re almost to land—wait, I just touched it! I’m standing up now. Just a little further … okay … Athena, you jump in and help me pull the box and Orlando up to the beach.”
I slipped over the edge of the crate, splashing down into the water just in front of Orlando. The water was a comfortable temperature, probably because we were so close to the Earth’s equator. Orlando’s body dangled from the crate, his head flopped over as his long legs hit the sand underneath us. I was close enough to hear him breathing.
Intentionally disregarding what Jobari had asked me to do, I hopped in the seawater because I was not tall enough to stand touching the bottom. Letting go of the netting, I hopped and paddled toward the island two hundred or so feet ahead of me. As I got closer, I could dig my feet into the seabed. I left the uncertainty of the sea and sloshed through the waist-deep shallows.
I emerged from the water and ran as fast as I could up the rocky hill to its zenith, looking toward where the crater of the island should have been. Nothing was there; Tubbs was right. The beach I was standing on was a long, circular ring stretching around a calm black lake.
My eyes darted all about, and all I could make out was sand and palm trees whispering in the wind. Where are the people? I thought to myself. Where are the boats and the houses? The island was deserted. I walked gravely back to where the waves lapped against the sandy beach.
Tubbs pulled his lifeless friend’s body away from the sea, through the sand and up the slope. The braids of Orlando’s cornrowed hair were now half-undone, his black hair sticking out sideways from his head. His white coat and pants had become dull from floating out in the sea for so long. I ran down the beach toward them.
“Thanks a lot for your help,” Jobari said.
“You’re welcome. Is he sleeping?” I asked.
“You realize I was being sarcastic, don’t you? You didn’t even lift a finger to help me.”
Tubbs knelt, staring at his friend sprawled out in the sand. He scratched his head. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him, Athena.” Worry and fear rang clear in the words he spoke.
I put my hand on his shoulder as he knelt over Orlando’s motionless body. “Are you scared?” I asked.
He turned toward me, and I could see the outline of his dark eyes and cheekbones shining in the moonlight.
“I’m afraid, and I’d be a fool to tell you I wasn’t, Athena. Orlando is hurt real bad. He’s been knocked out for a long time. I’m thinking that a piece of the ship might have hit him on the head.” He looked back down at Orlando, gesturing with a finger to the back of his injured friend’s head. I watched as he lifted and turned Orlando’s head so that it faced away from us. There on the back of his head, underneath his long, tangled hair, was a scabby spot where a large chunk of his hair was missing. “Something hit him right there, and it tore his skin and hair clean off,” Tubbs said.
“Why isn’t it bleeding?” I wondered.
“It looks like the thing that hit him grazed him, and it was so hot from the explosion it sealed up the wound, plus the saltwater healed it up, too. It’s a miracle that it didn’t go right through his skull and kill him,” Jobari Tubbs explained.
“His guardian angel saved him?” I asked, smiling.
Jobari looked up at me. “Yeah, I think you might be right. I think his guardian angel might have saved all of us.” We looked at each other, smiled, and then looked back down at Orlando.
“Athena, do me a favor and run over there and grab me another water bottle.”
“I am thirsty, so I’ll get one for myself and one for you, but I don’t take orders,” I snapped back.
He looked frustrated and seemed to want to ignore what I said. When I returned with the water, he tilted the bottle against Orlando’s lips. “Well, looks like the important parts of his brain are still working,” he said. “His brain is telling him to swallow. I’ve been able to give him small sips for the last two days, and his mind’s telling him to drink it. See, he looks like he’s sleeping, but I know his brain is still thinking in there somewhere.”
“Is he ever going to wake up?” I asked.
“Yeah, sooner or later, he’ll wake up when his body’s all healed. Our brains are very powerful but they’re also very delicate. I’d bet money that Orlando’s gonna have more than a headache to work through when he wakes up.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
“When our brains suffer trauma, they can just turn themselves off like a computer. They do it so that our body can heal itself the right way. It takes time for things to heal. Nothing good in life ever happens quickly,” Tubbs said.
“How do you know so much? Are you a doctor or something?”
“A doctor? No, I’m no doctor, though I seen enough doctors in my days. I guess these days I’m not much of anything. Would you believe I was a ballplayer once? I was a good one, too. I was gonna play in the major leagues, before I got hit.” His eyes drifted away as if he was remembering something. I noticed something different about his empty eyes, especially his right one, something I never noticed before. Then the eyes snapped back again, right at me. “Enough about me. You need to get some rest. All of us need to get some rest.”
He dug out a hole in the sand for me to sleep in. The heat of the dry sand and the warmth of the summer breeze kept me comforted as I lay in my sand hole. I fell asleep thinking of Orlando’s injury and the fact that everyone I loved was gone. I still could not forget that I was lost, but I was happy to be alive, thankful that someone was watching over me.
The blazing dawn lifted itself above the horizon, and sunlight reflecting off the white sand blinded me. I stood up and could see that the island was covered with light ground vegetation, palm trees, and other trees of various sizes. Coconuts littered the sand. Except for the ache in my long-empty stomach, the rhythm of the branches swaying in the wind and the melodious heartbeat of the surf against the sand would have made me think that we had floated into a paradise.
“Athena, I want you to stay with Orlando. I’m gonna go look for drinking water and some dry palm leaves to burn for a signal fire,” ordered Tubbs. “We’re going to set up a camp right here next to that crate. A rescue plane flying overhead will think it’s wreckage from the ship, and send help. So don’t move, that’s an order.”
As I sat by the sleeping giant, I noticed his massive body twitching every now and then. One time it would be a finger, the next the side of his face or his leg. Orlando’s chest rose and fell beneath his ivory suit coat. I had never known someone so famous look so shabby and dilapidated. But I had never heard of him before last night. How famous could he really be? I wondered.
Scraggly curls of his black beard crawled all over his cheeks and chin. All I could see through his short, scraggly beard were his cracked, peeling lips. His eyelids were a locked safe; from time to time his eyeballs shuddered within their dark vaults. His hair, still wet and puffed out, frizzled about his head like a torn-up straw hat. Where is Tubbs? I wondered.
I heard, and then saw, Jobari Tubbs bounding down the steep bank of sand. Behind him he dragged four palm leaves, and he cradled three coconuts in his right arm. He had tied his jacket around his waist because of the summer heat, and his large belly lopped over the belt holding up his pants, jiggling when he walked.
“We need to dig a hole so we can start a fire,” explained Tubbs, “and dry out Orlando’s clothes, maybe some of our clothes too. It’s warm out, but his body temperature is still too cold because he’s not moving around. We got to warm him up or he’s gonna get too cold tonight.” His eyes shifted about, looking for a good spot in the sand. Finding one, he dropped to his knees and started to dig a small hole just like the sleeping hole he had dug for me the night before, only deeper. Tubbs then laid the palm leaves in the center of the pit.
“I couldn’t find a fresh water source on the island,” he said, “but this atoll is probably a mile wide. I’ll keep looking. But for now, we drink coconut milk. It’ll have to do for a while. Here, hold this one.” Jobari tossed a coconut into the sand just in front of me. “I’ll be right back,” he called out, running toward a cluster of palms.
True to his word, he was back in a few minutes with more palm branches and larger pieces of palm tree bark.
“Jobari, we don’t have any matches,” I said, leaning against the wooden crate that he had pulled from the sea.
“Hmm? How to make fire with no matches, she asks? Athena, that’s a very good question.” Putting his finger to his forehead, he grinned slyly. Tubbs stepped over the fire pit next to where Orlando was lying in the sand. “Sometimes the things you need most can be found in unexpected places. I bet you didn’t know that, Athena, did you?”
I shook my head. Jobari lifted up Orlando’s white jacket and plunged his hand into a pocket on the inside.
“Do you still have it, Orlando? There it is, this is exactly what we need.” He pulled his hand from Orlando’s inside coat pocket and smiled, pleased with his find.
“But that’s just a pen,” I said scornfully.
“Bingo. It looks like a pen, and feels like a pen. You know what? It even writes like a pen. But remember, looks can be deceiving.” Holding the silver and gold pen sideways in front of his chest, he twisted it twice and then pulled it apart at the center. He put it back together, but something was not quite the same.
“Excuse me, please? Would you do me the honor of pulling on this lever, mate?” Tubbs said in a terrible Australian accent.
I pulled the silver pen clip and just as it clicked, a flame shot out about two inches from the other end.
I learned that the pen was a special signing bonus, a gift from my father to Orlando. A twisted gift, if you ask me. With the pen, Tubbs lit the kindling in the fire pit and then sat down beside me. “The flame isn’t the only secret of the pen.” He twisted the pen’s cap counterclockwise until it made two loud clicks. Chink, I heard as a very thin, razor-sharp blade about four inches long shot out of the hole where a pen tip should have emerged.
“It’s waterproof, too. You could fight off a shark and then light a cigar for a victory smoke after!” he laughed. “Sorry about that. Smoking’s a disgusting habit. Forget I said anything about smoking,” he blabbered, trying to pull the words back into his mouth to no avail. “I never felt good about him having this pen. I was always sure he’d wind up in a bar fight, pull it out, cut somebody, or worse, maybe even hurt himself.” He laughed at a new thought. “Sure is handy, though, for when you’re stuck on a deserted island in the middle of who knows where.”
I nodded. Jobari’s smile was contagious. As I studied his face, I noticed that there was definitely something wrong with his right eye. He caught me staring at it. I looked away.
“Don’t worry about it, Athena. It was an accident.” I glanced back into his eyes, and a sad look crossed his face. “Got hit by a baseball, right there.” He pointed to his right eyebrow. “Shattered the bone. I can’t really see too well out of this eye anymore. I guess you could say I’m legally blind in this eye.”
“How did you get hit?” I asked, curious.
“It happened in triple-A ball. The Senators drafted me. You know I almost played with Tippen Jr. and Q-Bap—Quincy Baptista?” His eyes drifted away as if he could see back in time. “I hit 62 homers in 70 games back then. It’s still the West Coast League record. It was late in a game, and I needed a double to hit for the cycle. We were way ahead. Earlier in the game one of our base runners came sliding in to second, spikes high, and he took out their shortstop, cut his leg up real good. I guess they figured they could retaliate by throwin’ at me my next at bat. I don’t think the kid meant to hurt me. He was just trying to hit me in the back, but he lost control of the pitch … and you don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you?”
“Um, no. I’m sorry. I don’t,” I said.
“Sorry, kid. The past belongs exactly there: in the past,” Tubbs said sadly.
A few seconds later, he took out Orlando’s wallet and opened it. He pulled out ten one-hundred dollar bills.
“I guess you won’t be needing these anymore, will you, Orlando?” He tossed the money into the burning fire. “Orlando was a good man. He tried to be a good role model at first. Spoke out when they tried to make his Legends jersey in gang colors, but now he’s hanging with the Jiggyz. Gang of worthless street punks if you ask me. Did you know that?” I shook my head, but I did know some of it from studying his basketball card.
“Orlando, he entered the Metro Basketball League when he was nineteen, but Father O’Donnelly told him not to do it. He told him to go to college and get an education. I can’t even believe that he’s been a six-time all-star since. Orlando even played in the finals last year, but his team, the L.A. Legends, they got swept. Oh—that means they didn’t even win a single game in the series. You know anything about basketball?” I shook my head again.
Turning his attention back to Orlando, Jobari stripped the white jacket off his unconscious friend. “My, my, evidently you’ve picked up a few bad habits since last year’s MBL finals.” He pulled what looked like skinny, pointy cigarettes from another pocket and threw them into the fire. “Stay away from the smoke Athena, it’s chronic!” Jobari said. “Do you know what chronic is?”
“Uh, no, not really,” I said.
“How old are you, Athena?” Tubbs asked.
“I’m eleven,” I stated proudly, moving away from the fire, but I could not keep from staring at Orlando.
“Chronic is drugs, real bad drugs,” Jobari said.
“It’s time to come clean, my friend. What else do you have in there? You always said you’d keep it real. Looks like you weren’t always telling the truth, were you, Orlando?” he barked down at the sleeping man, his face turning angry as he pulled from a different pocket a plastic bag containing some white crystals.
Very calmly, Tubbs said to me, “Move way back this time, Athena. This here’s some very bad stuff.” He tossed the whole bag into the fire. As we watched, the plastic melted and fizzled, and the fire released a brown plume of smoke into the air. The crystals glowed and then were gone.
“Well, Orlando, it looks like you’re gonna have to beat this addiction the hard way.”
Jobari sat in quiet contemplation for a few minutes before picking up his own coat jacket. He flopped it open, reaching into an inside pocket. His hand emerged, holding the data key that he tried to give Orlando on the Ithaca. Blinding flashes of silver sparkled from the face of the object, and as Jobari rotated it in the firelight I could see that the intricate silver designs framed an ivory white center.
“Why were you and Orlando fighting over that thing? What is it?”
“It’s a data key I got from a friend of mine who worked for KSM.” Jobari said. “I think she’s dead because of the information stored on this key.”
“How come it’s not lighting up?” I said.
“When I hold this end,” he pointed to the rounded end, “it powers up, see.” Small white lights began to flash along the key’s outer edge. “I guess it has batteries inside?” Jobari said.
“What’s on it?” I asked.
“She said it has all of Orlando’s financial dealings with KSM. I’ve suspected them of embezzling his money for years. This data key is proof.”
“Why didn’t he believe you?” I asked.
“He doesn’t believe anything I say anymore. To him I’m a bother.” Jobari paused. “Athena, if anything ever happens to me, get this data key back home safe. Orlando has friends in L.A. who’ll know what to do with it. They’ll get it to the right people. But enough of this nonsense. I’m thirsty.” He put the key back into his jacket pocket.
Tubbs used the knife pen to cut three holes into each coconut, and we drank the liquid inside. The thick, syrupy liquid was clear and sweet. Our stomachs now happy for the first time in days, we settled into a comfortable silence.
After the sun set, Tubbs kept the fire burning through the night. Every so often, he retrieved more palm leaves or bark to burn.
The next day he set out on a longer trip to find fresh water and explore the entire atoll. I stayed with Orlando and kept the fire burning. The sky was cloudy, yet the temperature was still warm. Tubbs had removed his friend’s t-shirt as well as the jacket, balling it up under Orlando’s head for a pillow. Orlando’s torso was a writhing mess of tattoos: Roman numerals, two clown faces with the words “smile now cry later,” below them. On his left forearm I read, with some difficulty, O. Decius inscribed in an Old English script. The word suffering splashed across his chest in large bold letters. Across his belly and midsection, a large Rottweiler rested on its front paws, teeth bared, looking straight ahead. It was an intimidating sight, but between the dog’s paws lay a small deer, as though the large dog was protecting the helpless fawn.
Looking back at Orlando’s face, I saw beads of sweat, which I wiped with ripped-off strips from his white jacket. As the day dragged on, the sweating got worse. As I reached down to wipe the moisture from Orlando’s face, his eyes sprang open, and he came to life, snatching my outstretched hand and causing me to pull back in fright. He never made a sound and he never lifted his body. His eyes scanned everything around him, and then, just as suddenly as they had opened, the vault doors slammed shut again.
As dusk approached, Jobari scrambled down the sand dune. “There’s no fresh water here that I can find, but I found a small shack on the far side of the island. It belongs to the University of Australia. They must be sending students out to study this atoll. I found some food and water that they stored. Here, catch!” Jobari tossed me a small tin canister with blue writing on it.
“What’s this?” My stomach begged me to pull the metallic ring and open the lid of this mysterious food.
“Spam. Just eat it—you’ll like it.” Jobari popped open the lid and used the knife-pen to cut out a square, which he stuck on a stick and started roasting over the fire. I picked out a chunk and ate it.
“Is it ham?” I said.
“No, it’s Spam,” Jobari said.
“What exactly is Spam? I said.
“Spam, It’s short for squirrel, possum, and mouse. S-P-A-M.” He looked at me, deadpan.
“Oh, how disgusting!” I cried, dropping the can and spitting out the chunk I had just started eating. I gagged and choked as if I were going to throw up.
Jobari began laughing hysterically. “It’s just ham, kid!” He shook his head, still laughing at my reaction as he went back to roasting his Spam chunk, campground style. “Squirrel, possum and mouse. Man, that was too funny.”
“I’m glad you got a good laugh out of it!” I shouted back. “That wasn’t very nice. Mister,” I paused, thinking of a name to call him. “Mister Poopy Head!”
“Mister Poopy Head? Did you just call me Mr. Poopy Head? Let me tell you, Athena, I’ve been called a lot of names before, but I don’t remember anybody ever calling me Mister Poopy Head. Would that make me related to Mister Potato Head? I guess it might, depending on what you’ve had for dinner, French fries or baked potatoes—”
“Would you please act more serious?” I interrupted.
“All right, fine. After all, I did start this nonsense. Would you believe that I found something else?” he looked back at me, serious. “Lots of equipment. I think they’re using ’em to measure earthquakes. They look real technical, and the reports I found in the shack, they show that there’s been some earthquakes here. The shack, it’s over that way.” Tubbs pointed across the island. I looked that way, but I could not figure out where he was talking about.
“Apparently this whole island is right on top of a volcanic vent. The sand dunes stretch out in a circle and the water in the lagoon over the hill rests right on top of the volcano’s crater. On the other side of the island, I smelled what I thought were rotten eggs, but I found out where the smell was coming from—gas bubbles from an underwater crater. They must be sulfur, that would explain the smell. I’d love to sit around and wait for someone to find us—water, Spam, and coconuts will keep us alive for a long time. But if this volcano is active it might blow any time and we’ll be history. Tomorrow we’re gonna investigate that research building a little bit more and bring back as much food as we can. After that, I wanna open the crate. Whatever’s in it might be helpful.”
The next day Orlando’s hands began to shake. At first, the jerking was minor, like the twitches I had seen before, but the frequency and intensity of the shaking increased.
“What’s wrong with him, Jobari? I’m frightened.”
“His body’s starting to go through withdrawal,” Tubbs replied.
“What’s that?” I asked, puzzled.
“It’s the drugs. His body wants more drugs.”
“Why hasn’t he woken up yet? Yesterday his eyes opened up. He grabbed me and he looked right at me.”
“I’m not sure, Athena. His body’s still trying to repair itself, I think.”
“Are you and Orlando still friends?” I asked.
“Yes,” Tubbs answered, but his eyes looked down.
“I don’t get it. He treats you so bad. Why would you still want to be friends with him?” I asked.
“You’re pretty smart for an eleven-year-old,” Tubbs said with a laugh. “It’s a long story. Orlando and I, we’ve known each other for a long, long, long time. Too long maybe.” He paused. “In fact, I can’t ever remember a time when I didn’t know him. You see, both of us, we’re abandoned. We’re orphans.”
“You’re brothers?” I said, proud of my deductive skills.
“Not so fast, Sherlock, ” he laughed back, “We’re not blood related. We’ve never known our mothers or our fathers. Well, that’s not exactly true; when Orlando first became a high school basketball sensation the media dug up his past. Pretty ugly it was. They found his father in jail, serving a thirty-year sentence for armed robbery. His mother got killed on the streets a few years after abandoning him at the orphanage.”
“Are they dead? Your parents, I mean?” I asked.
“I got no idea. I guess they could be dead, but what’s the difference? They never took any responsibility for me. So yeah, Athena. To me they’re dead.” He said.
“So where did you live?”
“At an orphanage, that’s where we first met each other. We lived there. It was a private school as well, built by some guy with way too much money. He wanted something positive for the local kids. We were lucky, Orlando and me. One, for not ending our lives on the streets, but also that our talents were noticed,” Tubbs said.
“Athena, it’s a sad thing to live your whole life and never have your talents recognized by anyone. We were lucky that we had Father O’Donnelly. He was our mentor, the one person who gave us a chance to succeed in this world. He was the only one who cared about us.”
“He must be very proud of you and Orlando,” I said.
“He’s dead.” Tubbs stared at me as if daring me to ask more questions. The pain of the memories was apparent. Orlando’s arm suddenly moved; the movement seemed to steady his friend.
“It’s alright, Athena. I just don’t like to think much about it, his death. It happened just before Orlando declared himself eligible for the Metro League draft. It was a cold, stormy night in late January. We grew up in Oakland, near San Francisco. Do you know where that is?”
“Do I ever. I lived in Diablo. That’s in the East Bay; we flew out of the Oakland airport lots of times.” I replied.
“Well, you see, Orlando’s high school team had just finished playing for the city championship. They won the game, beating Bishop O’Dowd. Father O’Donnelly went back to the church office to lock things up for the night. But the real reason he went back there was to get away from all the reporters and the scumbag sports agents that were trying to over-hype Orlando’s value before the draft. Father O’Donnelly, he didn’t have the heart for such things.”
“What do you mean?” I said.
“He told Orlando to go to college and get an education, he told him to go to Hawaii State University with me. And you know what? I believe Orlando would have, if Father O’Donnelly hadn’t gotten killed.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Someone came into the church to steal the money collection. There wasn’t a struggle because Father O’Donnelly would have just given whoever it was the money straight up. Father O’Donnelly must have surprised him, so the freak stabbed him to death and ran off. The fool didn’t even take any money.”
“That’s awful,” I said.
“Yeah. I still wish that it wasn’t me who found him.” He paused. “With his dying breath he told me to watch out for Orlando at all costs. You see, that’s why I’m always watching over him. It’s never easy to go back on a promise to a dying man. Especially someone you loved like a father.” It was clear in Tubbs’ face that he had not talked much about this to anybody and it was a relief to get it out.
“You were the one who found him?”
“Yeah. Lucky me. Before he died, he gave me this. I’ve been told that it’s real old, supposedly belonged to Saint Maurice, a Roman general from Egypt, before Christianity was the official religion.” He pulled out the cross necklace and let me hold it in my hands.
“It’s beautiful,” I said, looking up at him.
“Thanks. It’s my most prized possession. I like to think that it keeps me safe, keeps my guardian angel close by,” he said with a wink, obviously trying to remind me of what I said to him about guardian angels when we were lost at sea. “I'm not scaring you with all this talk of dead people, am I?”
I shook my head.
“Good, because the weirdest thing was what Father O’Donnelly told me before the paramedics got there. He told me to remember that Orlando was … what did he call him? Oh, yeah: The Protector. He even kept telling me that an archangel was right there next to him, telling him to say all this to me. Hmm. The protector,” he whispered, almost to himself. “You probably think I’m crazy, don’t you?” Tubbs’ face took on a puzzled look. “The funniest thing is that in six seasons in the Metro League, just about everybody who follows Orlando would tell you that he isn’t too good about protecting anything. You know the thing that you shoot the ball into, the basket? Orlando, he likes to dunk on it, and he likes to shoot at it, but guarding it, that’s just not something he knows how to do. Ain’t no D in Decius, that’s what the fans say.” He laughed.
“No, I don’t think you’re crazy. I think your life is fascinating. It’s a lot more interesting than mine. Nothing exciting ever happens to me,” I said.
“I’ve never told anyone about what happened to Father O’Donnelly besides the cops, and I never told them what he told me. They would have locked me up.”
“What do you think he meant by Orlando being The Protector?”
“I don’t know, but a promise is a promise and you don’t break promises with the dead. It’s the worst kind of luck.” A tear swelled up in Tubbs’ eye. He looked at Orlando and then at the crucifix as I handed it back to him. His suffering was deep.
“Enough about us. Tell me about you, Athena.”
“Me? I’m nobody. I’m not very good in school or popular, and my life doesn’t seem to matter to my parents. I have one friend, Emily. She’s been my best friend since first grade.”
“You said you’ve got a stepdad?”
“Well, my real dad died when I was little. My mom married the owner of a sports agency.”
“Your mom married Jude Übel? Jude Übel’s your stepdad?”
I nodded.
“Athena, this is a very important question. Was Jude on the ship when it blew up?”
“No, I don’t think he was, Jobari. Something important came up. He flew away from the ship on his helicopter,” I replied.
“Oh. That complicates things,” he muttered, looking away in thought.
Suddenly, Orlando’s eyes flashed open and he gasped a huge lungful of air, like it was the first breath of his life. Terror filled his eyes, and his arms clutched his body tightly. He still lay on the ground. His eyes darted about, but he did not speak.
Tubbs got down on his knees and looked into Orlando’s eyes, now wearing an expression of confusion. “Here. Drink this, Orlando,” Jobari ordered, pouring coconut milk into Orlando’s mouth. Shaking, Orlando sat up and snatched the coconut out of his friend’s hands, his throat working as he gulped the cool liquid. When he finished drinking, he dropped the empty shell onto the sand, holding out his hands while opening his mouth.
“Orlando, can you speak?” Tubbs asked.
Orlando did not reply; he just knelt there in the sand, shaking, dumbstruck. Jobari offered him another drink, this time from one of the remaining water bottles, and the giant basketball player lay back down in the sand, clutching his arms and shaking as if he were in a blizzard, not on a tropical island. The flames of our fire danced around the dark centers of his two blank eyes.
Jobari turned to face me. “I’m not sure why he’s not speaking.”
“Maybe the salt water’s affected his voice?” I said.
“I doubt it. My guess is that the blow to the head was more serious than we thought. Let’s just hope Orlando not talking isn’t the result of brain damage. I’ve been thinking that as bad as the ship’s explosion was, they’re not going to expect any survivors. We’re gonna need to save ourselves, Athena,” Jobari paused. “The ancient Polynesians, you know, the Hawai’ians, they traveled all the way across the Pacific Ocean on little rafts made of sticks, with only the stars to guide them. If they could get off islands like this one and find safety, then so can we.”
Tubbs rocked me out of a dream. “Wake up, Athena. I’m gonna need your help bringing back the supplies I found in the research station!”
I dusted sand off my face, angry that Jobari had brought me back into this nightmare. The world of dreams was far more pleasant.
As I stood, I scratched my fingers through my hair to shake the sand out. My sleeping hole was comfortable, cool in the hot sun and warm at night when the cold winds blew. Despite everything, it was easy to get to sleep on the atoll because of the lullaby of the waves. Still, waking up was the worst part. At night, sand found its way into my eyes, my ears, and sometimes my mouth. It was disgusting.
“This research station you found, is it big? Does it have somewhere to sleep, because this sand is awful. I can’t stand it! You need to find me a proper place to sleep!” I complained as I finished shaking the sand out of my clothes, hair and ears.
“It’s not much of anything. It’s just a shack. Actually, it looks like a storage shed. Come on, the day is getting old. Time to get going, little girl. We’re gonna need those containers of canned food.”
“What about Orlando?” I demanded, annoyed.
“We’re taking him. Give me a hand; let’s help him up. He can sit, but the injuries are more mental than physical.” It was like helping a toddler walk for the first time. The two of us propped Orlando between us as best we could.
“What’s wrong with his leg? On the Ithaca he walked with a cane.”
“Orlando suffered a knee injury at half time in game six of last season’s Metro League finals. I tried to warn you about your crew, didn’t I?” Jobari asked, addressing Orlando. “He had surgery on it three months ago. The doctors say the knee’s never gonna be the same. He didn’t just need the cane to walk, he’s got a leg brace too.”
We trudged up along the beach to the trail Jobari had taken earlier. Orlando’s legs were like jelly, his steps slow and awkward, and it was painful to watch him in this pathetic state of helplessness.
“Why do we have to bring him with us, Jobari? It’s not like he’ll wander off. Why do we have to watch him like he’s a baby?”
“It would be wrong to leave him. Come on, Orlando!” Turning, Jobari picked up his tall friend and draped him across his shoulders. He grunted as he took on the full weight of his friend’s body.
“Let’s go. He’s not heavy.” Thinking about it now astonishes me: Jobari carried Orlando all the way across the island to the research station. He had to put him down three times to rest, but he still carried him all the way there. We trudged through a thicket of palm and banana trees and hobbled over coconuts littering the trail. On our third stop, we heard a strange sound, a wretched pounding like two skulls smacking together. I stood up, listening to the sound in the distance. Crack. Crack. Crack.
“What’s making that sound?” I asked.
“I don’t know," Jobari replied.
Crack. Crack. Crack.
“There it is again. Do you think someone else is on the atoll?”
“No, I don’t. It’s probably the wind.”
I looked up at the warm breeze tickling the palm leaves above me. “Let’s go. We’re almost there.” Jobari grunted, again heaving Orlando up onto his shoulders. I followed, but I could not shake the feeling that someone was following us, watching our every move.
“This way, Athena. There’s a path over here.” I hopped over dead palm leaves, fallen tree stumps, and rotten banana bunches scattered on the ground. As I skidded up to Jobari with Orlando on his back, as confused as ever, I asked him a simple question.
“Are we there yet?”
“Look around. You can answer that one for yourself.”
“Well, how long is it going take? My feet are tired from all this walking!”
“Just a little farther,” Jobari said.
“Well, I hope you’re right because I’m starting to wonder if there even is a research building or whatever you call it,” I grumbled.
“Athena, you need to learn some patience, and some manners.”
It took us an hour to reach the university research station. I could not stand our slow, hobbling pace. The atoll was big, and in the center, the lake radiated pure sapphire unlike any other blue that I had ever seen before. It was breathtaking.
The research station was not much: a prefabricated building consisting of four walls, two small windows, and a flat roof that we later learned was covered with solar panels to power the seismic equipment inside. A large sign on the door read University of Perth Seismic Research Facility #7.
“This place is pathetic. You made it out to be like a house, somewhere where we could stay!” I complained.
“No, I didn’t, Athena,” Jobari said.
“Yes you did!” I replied.
“No, you did, Athena. You want everything to be the way you see it in your head. Well, guess what? The world’s not like that.”
My anger kept me silent.
Jobari rested Orlando in the sand in front of the entrance and pushed open the door he had kicked open the day before. Inside, a clean concrete floor held two tables, on top of which sat rectangular black boxes encased in glass. Inside the boxes, needles danced back and forth, recording the island's seismic activity. They looked like the devices doctors use to keep track of a patient’s heartbeat.
“These must be for sensing the earthquakes,” I said.
“Look around and see if you can see any wires leading up to the roof,” Jobari urged. “I’m looking for anything that might be attached to an antenna or a radio box that can send a signal back to the university. If we can mess up some of their sensors maybe they’ll send someone out to check on this place.”
“Here’s one.” A white cord rose up the wall into a hole near the ceiling. “I think it goes outside to the roof. Let’s go check,” I said.
After searching the station, we realized that there were no transmitters and that the cord I found connected the instruments to the solar panels on the roof. We walked to the open doorway and there sat Orlando, still precisely where Jobari had left him. Something was different, though. He was staring at his left side, at something small and dark. Jobari and I stopped in our tracks.
“Uh … Athena? Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
“I think so, Jobari,” I replied.
“That’s good, because I thought I was looking at a monkey taking a whiz on Orlando’s arm.”
“Jobari.”
“Yes, Athena?”
“It is a monkey peeing on Orlando.” We both stood there, transfixed, as a small spider monkey finished relieving himself on Orlando’s left bicep and forearm. The brown-haired creature stared at us innocently.
“Why, you little creep! Get away from him!”
“Ahhk, ahhk, ukk!” the little monkey cried, baring his teeth at Jobari. Orlando wiped his right hand on the pee dripping down his left arm and leg. Tubbs was still trying to scare the monkey away.
“What’s a monkey doing on an atoll?” he cried. “He certainly didn’t swim here. Come here, you little whizzer! I’ll teach you to, to take a leak on my friend!” Jobari curled back his kicking leg, priming it to kick the game-winning extra point.
“Stop! Don’t hurt him, Jobari! Can’t you see he’s an experiment! Somebody left him here, maybe to see how he survives alone on the island. He probably thinks you’re one of the people who left him and he’s mad. Come here, little guy!” I squatted down, arms outstretched. The little monkey closed his mouth and galloped over to me, jumping into my arms. He squeezed me tight.
“You know, you might be right,” Jobari chimed in. “Look on the back of his neck. He’s got a transmitter.” As Jobari stepped forward, the little monkey hopped over my shoulder and clung to my back, squealing at him.
“It’s alright, little guy. I won’t hurt you.” Jobari was obviously trying to sound soothing, but he was still a little steamed.
“Waaaaaak,” the chimp shouted back in disbelief.
“Fine, be that way … banana breath!” Jobari stormed over to Orlando, picked him up, and carried him down to the lagoon, only thirty feet from the research station. Someone had built a path of railroad ties down to the lagoon. Attached to a pier, just as Jobari had described the day before, was a small sailboat, probably used for sailing to the center of the submerged volcanic cone to take samples.
Jobari began washing the urine off of Orlando. When he was done, he put him back down in the sand behind the research station.
“So that’s how the monkey’s getting fresh water,” Jobari said, staring at a small silver tub behind the research building. The tub held water that drained from a large water storage tank inside the building. “It looks like there’s a release valve out here that refills the tub. When he’s finished drinking, it refills it for him.”
“How long do you think he’s been here?” I asked.
“That monkey looks real young. I don’t think he’s even a year old. Athena, put that whizzer down and give me a hand with these cans.” And that’s how we named our new friend Mr. Whizz. After a long, exasperating hike back to our camp, Mr. Whizz made himself right at home. He became great pals with Jobari, who fed him slices of Spam roasted on sticks over the fire.
The next day I woke to find the fire still burning strong, with sparks floating upward on the breeze, right into the crate. Jobari was prying at the top of the wooden box. Mr. Whizz was perched up on top of it, watching Jobari.
“He likes you,” I said, struggling out of my sleeping hole. “Are you still trying to open that thing? I’ve been wondering what’s inside that stupid box.”
“This stupid box saved your life,” Jobari replied. “One thing is certain: it’s not empty. It’s got something heavy inside.”
“You’ll never get that thing apart with only the knife-pen!”
“I just about got this board off.” Suddenly the plank popped off the box and Mr. Whizz jumped down at the sound. “Just three more, and I’ll be able to open the top.”
I sat down and began picking chunks of pineapple out of a can we had found in the research shack. Mr. Whizz delighted in being fed little pieces of the fruit. With the knife-pen, Jobari pried two more boards from the crate. I reached over near the fire to pick out a piece of cooked Spam for Mr. Whizz and me to share.
“Would you go easy on the fire? You’re kicking up all kinds of sparks and they’re stinging me,” Jobari said.
“Well, excuse me!” I said.
“Thanks for your consideration,” Jobari replied. Soon he had the crate open and the top panel flopped down into the sand. Looking up, I saw the Krossnein logo printed on the inside of the panel. It was a ring with a strange six pointed shape in the middle. I always imagined the middle shape to be a dragonfly, but dragonflies are friendly. The Krossnein logo always gave me the creeps.
I heard trepidation in Jobari’s voice, and looked over to see it in his face. “Something in here is packed inside this plastic sheet.” I could hear him cutting the sheet open with the knife-pen. He tossed a section of red plastic down next to the fire.
“Athena, I want you to get Orlando up and move very quickly away from here,” Jobari said.
“What?” I replied, not understanding the urgency of the problem.
Face ashen, he stared down into the box. “Athena, this box is full of plastic explosives. There’s enough to blow away a good section of the island. Get Orlando and start moving!”
“Do you want me to put out the fire?” I said.
“Leave it. You’ll flare up more sparks trying to put it out. Now move it!” Jobari yelled.
I scrambled across the sand and began pulling Orlando by the hand. I grabbed a can of spam to lure Mr. Whizz after me as well. Turning, I saw Jobari hopping through the sand toward us.
“Run! The wind’s picking up! That thing’s gonna blow any time! Keep running!” Jobari called from behind us.
We sprinted along the beach toward the first thicket of palm trees. At a safe distance from our camp, Jobari tackled us to the ground. We lay there, waiting, for at least five minutes, until Jobari thought it was safe to get up.
“I guess it got too wet, and it’s no good. I don’t understand. That fire was right next to the—” Jobari said.
I saw the flash first and then heard the deafening roar of the explosion’s sound wave as it traveled through time and space. The explosion threw Jobari to the ground. The earth rumbled like a dragon coming to life, then trembled underneath us like waves on water. A blanket of sand poured down on of us. Chunks of ancient coral buried beneath the sand flew up into the air and came down, splashing into the lagoon and sea. Finally, the earth stopped shaking. Jobari got back up. The rest of us were too afraid.
“Hot Dang, that thing took a serious bite out of this island!” Jobari said.
Moments later, the wind continued to rain sand down into my hair and face. Where the crate had once been was a deep, brown hole in the earth with a yellow ring of sand encircling it. I looked down at Mr. Whizz, whose little tail was now between his legs.
“Welcome to our world, Mr. Whizz!” I called.
“Now what do we do?” I asked, annoyed from the perspiration dripping down my nose.
Still in shock from the explosion, Jobari turned to face me. He just stared at me for a few seconds before his trembling lips let out a strained whisper. “I don’t know, Athena. I gotta think.” He hesitated, continuing to sit. “I’ve got no idea what we should do. For now, we’re stuck here.”
“What do you mean you don’t know?” I grabbed his right arm, feeling the quick pulse of his heartbeat through his skin. “You’ve got to know what to do. Why hasn’t anybody come to get us?” He just stared at me. Orlando sat in the sand with a stupid look on his face.
“This is just great! I’m stuck on this island with an idiot,” I pointed at Orlando, “and a coward. I hate you!
Anybody else in the world would have a plan!” I sprinted off in the direction of the research station.
I turned back to look at them sitting there on the beach. Mr. Whizz had been staring at me the whole time, a confused look on his small furry face. Now he looked back at Tubbs as if asking permission to follow. “Get out of here, you traitor. Monkey breath.” Tubbs shouted at Mr. Whizz as he hopped off after me.
I sat outside the research station and cried. Mr. Whizz sat in my lap. I felt much less afraid scratching the wrinkles around his ears. Still, I did not want to accept the reality that my life, a life of doing anything I wanted and buying anything I wanted, was over.
I stared out past the sea crests lapping over the shallow reefs surrounding my prison. Where were my rescuers? I asked myself. Where were they? How could they not find me? Helicopters must have found something from the ship’s wreckage. There had to be floating debris somewhere out there. Besides, we could not have floated far before hitting this atoll. I scanned the horizon. You know how sometimes when you look at the sky, it looks like a painting? That is what I saw: streaks of white clouds painted on top of shades of blue.
Minutes of staring at that horizon turned into hours, and hours turned into days. I slept, but woke to stare at the night sky and the stars, wishing on every shooting star that my captivity on this island would end. Day loneliness away from Orlando and Jobari was not bad, but night loneliness was terrible. I had taken for granted the safe feeling I had when my mother was alive. I felt that feeling when I was with Jobari and Orlando. When I was alone that feeling of safety was gone.
On the third day, I awoke lying in the sand at the doorway of the research station. Standing between me and the upside-down horizon were two sets of legs. One pair was Tubbs’ and the other was Orlando’s. Orlando was standing without help.
“Look, Athena, you can stay here with this stupid monkey if you want, and wait to see if help arrives—” Tubbs said as I crawled up onto my knees.
“What do you mean if? My company, Aquarius, they’ll send a search crew for me. We, we’ve got to wait for them!” I stammered back.
“What I mean is nobody’s coming to get us, Athena. You can stay as long as you want, you got water and we’ll leave enough of this canned food for two months. If you learn to fish, you can make the food last a lot longer. I came to tell you that Orlando and me, we're leaving. I’m building a boat and getting us out of here. We’ll take you with us if you want. I just wanted to make you the offer,” Jobari said.
I turned away from him and did not answer. Sensing my feelings, Mr. Whizz squawked at Tubbs angrily. Jobari looked down at the spider monkey. “I shoulda known you only liked me for the food. You know what? I hope a real hungry flea bites you right on the butt!” Jobari stuck his tongue out at him. “You know where to find us, Athena, but if you decide to come, leave that monkey here.” His voice was filled with seriousness and a trace of disgust. “Here is where he belongs, on this island. There are no adventures in his future travel plans.” He turned and walked off in the direction of their camp. Orlando hobbled off after him.
Wood scraps from the exploded crate as well as a bunch of palm tree trunks riddled the old camp. Tubbs must have dragged them off from other parts of the island with help from Orlando. I sat down where he could see me and watched.
“Whatever your plan is, I don’t think it’s going to work!” I called to him, lips pouting and arms crossed. Tubbs looked at Orlando who stared back at him blankly. Jobari turned back to me, smiled, and said nothing.
Jobari worked for hours, allowing Orlando to help with simple tasks. It was evident that under his chubby belly and flabby arms there were strong muscles hard at work. Skillful as a sculptor, he used the knife-pen and a large chunk of fossilized coral to hammer nails out of wooden crate pieces that were stacked in a big pile. He told me that they might come in handy later.
Jobari then got a torch from the new fire pit and an axe made from a wedge of coral tied to a sturdy bough. He used these to burn the base of trees along the beach, watching the bark turn brown and then charcoal black and then hacking at the burnt bark until the tree fell. He had no other way to cut them down. This was his plan, and it was working well: he brought two trees crashing down, violently scattering sand everywhere. The wind picked up, sand whipping up into our eyes, as he continued to burn and hack.
“This is working great!” Jobari called.
A loud snap caused him to jump away from the towering tree trunk. The wind gave it one final, powerful push, and the long trunk began to fall toward the beach that sloped into the sea—the same beach where I sat with Mr. Whizz and Orlando, who had looked like they needed my company.
“Watch out, you two! Get outta there!” Jobari screamed.
Looking up, I saw that the teetering trunk was going to fall somewhere near our fire, somewhere near where Orlando and I were sitting. I leapt up and ran a few feet to Orlando, grabbing his outstretched arm. As hard as I pulled, he would not budge. Mr. Whizz darted off into the bushes. Orlando did not understand the danger he was in. I stared into his eyes, looking for any sign of thought inside his head. Just then, the unstable tree let out a thundering crack and hissed downward through the air like a cobra striking.
“Orlando, hurry!” I gestured to him with one hand. He just looked upwards again, puzzled, his eyebrows knitted.
The rest happened in slow motion. Desperate, I grabbed one more time at Orlando’s hands. Maybe I was hoping to touch someone before I died. But he moved like lightning, snatching me up like a baby just as the palm came down with a crash across the fire pit, sending red ashes and sparks through the darkening sky. There was a blast of golden embers across his shoulders, but he shielded me from most of it. I closed my eyes and felt the stinging pain of fire burning my scalp, arms and legs. Orlando stood up as if he was a robot and just stared down at me. I was astonished that he was still cradling me in his arms. Orlando had saved me.
Jobari was there in seconds, half pulling, half dragging us into the water nearby. We were drenched, and the burning sensations disappeared. “Are you all right? How could I have been so stupid? I could have killed you!” His face showed both desperation and fear.
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