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1.0: The dark fandango ...

 


Let us pry. We know this much. Don Black huddles in
a phone booth on a damp night at the head of a ramp that angles
low-tideward into the Port Cloudy civic marina. Don, a waiting man,
is a man of the "O" words: overweight, out of shape, overdue.

He waits, like we all do for Godot, for God, for
God-O, for the next Big Bang, for the truth. Don's status quo was
not changed nearly enough by the thing that happened 9-11. It would
take more than the terror of the towers to alter his destiny.

Post 9-11, post Tess, planets still spin, light
still takes millions of years to get here from distant galaxies.
The energy from a wave off the coast of Japan still takes whatever
it takes to cross the Pacific and tap against the Port Cloudy
seawall.

Fucking-A: the laws of nature remain immutably
unaltered.

Now is still now, with a slight difference. The now
now is quite different from the then now, the pre-9-11ness of it
all. The cosmetics have changed. New York's skyline is now a
cinematic carbon-dating for the three thousand times 21 grams of
life snuffed in an al Queda minute, the ripple effect outward,
three thousand intersecting billions, including Don.

Unchanged is Don.

Ten years before Tess, he married. After that, he
followed his pecker into a major alienation from his bride. He and
that bride, in the endless barrage of shit that seemed to fall on
their heads since then, found one another again by accident in the
Port Cloudy General Store one afternoon. It didn't take much to
remember what attracted them.

They married a second time. That marriage crashed
and burned eighteen months later.

After that, they lost touch until they found one
another again, this time waiting for the same plane in the lobby of
the airport, heading to Las Vegas. This time, they ended the third
attempt on the steps of the wedding chapel at the Mandalay Bay
Hotel and Casino, but not before locking themselves away in first
her and then his room. Of course the sex was good. It was always
good. It was always the problem. Too good. They just didn't have
anything else in common.

After the third attempt he had to get the fuck out
of Dodge, to exile himself from Dor, exile from Storm Island, from
even the possibility of trying to patch it up again. For three
years, he was exiled from himself.

Then one morning he awoke two hundred miles distant,
ten beers hung over.

Lying there ... in a rumpled sleeping bag in the
bunk of a nameless fish boat tied to a wind-swept dock in an
up-coast port whose name he cannot remember. Lying there ...he
realized the cycles didn't just begin and end with his marriages.
Lying there ... the cycles of his hangover looped like planets
through the solar system of his life, his family, his parents, the
history of the town, that fucking boat that won't go away, won't
sink, always comes back and that other fucking boat, and myriad
other boats, fucked up and otherwise. Lying there ... something in
that particular hangover compelled him to return to Storm
Island.

But that was then, this is now. Here in the phone
booth on a rain-soaked dock waiting for a call he assumes is from
Tess, he looks outside the booth at the dark water in the marina.
His thoughts are smash-cut memories, a quarter second of this or
that, images bound by emotion. He remembers an "A" word.
Alienation.

Not his, hers. The alienation of his mother, this
California girl imported from sunshine to rain, her Catholic
marriage crashing to ruin and rubble like the twin towers, no less
catastrophic in the eyes of her children. They forced him to choose
sides then, so he chose his fishing buddy, baseball coach,
companion. His father was less complicated than this woman of the
who whispered her fears in darkness before she collapsed and died.
He sometimes believed he might have played some part in her loss,
like a terrorist taking credit for and a president denying
complicity in. But he was sure - as others were sure who downed the
towers - who downed the marriage, who wrecked the insane naiveté of
peace on earth or peace within a family.

Wrecked, too, was the insane bridge of family
politics that spanned not only the duration of the marriage but
also the crapped-out adult lives. His two brothers death-spiraled
into alcohol and pills on the streets of Canada's cities, while one
of his sisters found Jesus in a San Francisco commune and never
returned to Storm Island.

Now here, in the drizzle of this inky
red-neon-drenched darkness, he thought not about why he was
standing there waiting for a call from a killer - whose job had
been to roam the earth and alter the established view of life - but
of his mother whispering to him that his father was sleeping
around, seeing another woman, a woman with short brown hair who had
come into the boatyard with her brother once. He remembered the
woman.

He remembered another night many years later,
perhaps, when everyone had gone far to the north, far inland, away
from the sea away from boats and fish, deep into an icy Canadian
winter and his mother sat late with her sister, who had run, too,
from the California sunshine. Living with an austere Canadian
hippy, she lived in a pinched little Canadian two-story farmhouse
with outhouse and slop buckets. He, his two brothers, his two
sisters huddled in the cold upstairs bedroom beneath layers of
musty quilts and blankets.

Painful, confusing adult words climbed the cold
pinched wooden steps, as his mother smoked Canadian pot downstairs
and revealed that she had another man in her life who was, in fact,
the father of two of her sons and one of her daughters. And thus it
was revealed that parents could have marital mysteries sealed in
unshared secrets.

The shards were already hitting the floor then, but
it would take a million years to hear the pieces fall from the sky.
A million seconds. Light years. Days bathed in the light of a dying
sun. Who knows how much time passed before the night his mother
locked his father out of the house, told the children not to let
him back in, and he came to Don's window and knocked. Don, open the
door. Don...

He went through the hall to find his mother blocking
the front door, small, frail, seething with wild anger and hurt,
saying No! Don't! She gripped his arm with fingernails so sharp and
anger so focused the scars remained on his arms decades after.
Pushing past her, she screamed He hit me, my son hit me, screaming
to nobody, screaming to the void, screaming to herself, screaming
to him, screaming to his father, screaming to his brothers and
sisters.

He opened the door.

Don's memory shut down at that moment.

Anger may have infected that house for days, but he
would remember none if it until that day in the survival suit. His
brain shunted that baggage off onto a siding. Five children and two
adults in a house without love. Life went on, or stood still, he
could not remember.

In a small grey filing cabinet, Don found
correspondence between his mother and an off-island lawyer named
Fernando. It was mostly numbers, the family finances and how much
could be expected from the remnants of the company in divorce.
Once, in the after-schoolness of the house, he opened the filing
cabinet and read secrets she shared with the lawyer foreshadowing
that other day, an afternoon, when he stood with his father on a
dock looking down at The Answer, the last boat Mercator Bay
Boatbuilders would launch.

The company's fortunes had waxed and waned with the
price of fish and the prospects of war for sixty years. Standing
then with his father down dock from where this phone booth now
existed, a court clerk - who had come by ferry from the mainland
just for this particular moment - approached carrying divorce
papers with a court order instructing his father to leave the
house.

Everything - even the arrival in this phone booth on
this night, even the arrival of Tess on the island, perhaps even
the toppling of the two towers - begins and ends for Don on that
narrow dock on that day. Don: conceived just there, played here,
encountered darkness there. Now he waits.

He remembered knowing the unknowable, touching the
untouchable. How could he ever have begun to understand his
mother's faith? This remnant of the California surfer girl he would
never know, whose womb he remembers in a feeling of dark pre-natal
softness and warmth, remembered in his fingertips as a child in the
twilight of dreams.

While his father was simple to understand - business
was the man's only religion - his mother's faith was structured
with the certitude of a cave-crouched terrorist or a presidentially
palaced puppet or a throat-slitting zealot crouched over a lamb.
This frail woman's faith encompassed a fundament of flying saucers
spun by a fundamental god who segregated native Indians to
prison-like residential schools and reservations, assuring her
place as a white woman in a white heaven.

Don knew all this because she told him, and yet he
understood none of it.

So, it is late. Here stands this complexed organism
remembering the first woman in his life while waiting for a call
from the most recent. Surrounding him is a wet June night in Port
Cloudy, a hundred nautical miles from the loom of one of the
continent's large cities, twelve nautical miles due west of the
silhouette of the continent's last contiguous land mass.

A crabber offloads repaired traps onto the aft deck
of a boat and, with much exertion, pushes a wheelbarrow up the
steep incline. Don knows the man, though he no longer remembers the
man's name.

Rain shutters night to a starless void at the
interface of land and sea. The phone booth lies mere yards (though
Don is unaware of this simple fact) from where first his granduncle
then his grandfather first touched Storm Island circa 1938.

Today, a phone booth and Don's
oil-and-herring-scale-flecked international-orange slicker, black
gumboots and jeans. This muted figure beneath a small black
fisherman's cap is silhouetted by a wound of red neon from the Wet
Rock Cafe sign. On starless nights, the sign has served Don as the
inshore light of a makeshift range marker approaching from the
strait.

In 1938, the Wet Rock Cafe's ragtag soup and beer
civilization huddled at the head of a single barnacle-encrusted
log-float dock, its cranky marine railway and a cluster of small
uncomplicated boats.

Today, three generations removed from the Fujimoris,
the original owners of the cafe. fiberglass boats mingle with
wooden vessels in the water beyond.

On this particular June night, at this particular
juncture of hour and tide, the ramp points like a bony finger from
the light into the dark abyss, points at ten thousand miles of
Pacific energy reduced to a wavelet. It points, too, toward a large
slab-sided red-lead hulk of a packer, "THE ANSWER" painted in white
caps against layered, battle-scarred gunwales. Only up close - and
Don had been up close to this particular hull all his life - could
you see Swiss-cheesed gunwales drilled by fishermen who moved gear
from season to season, species to species, quota to quota. The wood
evolved into a loose accretion of splinters. Given a choice, he
would pick The Answer any day over the slab-sided white motor yacht
beside her.

She let him save his soul.

Three years away. Not long enough. The faces from
his island childhood remained firmly attached to names. He nods and
smiles as the man, winded, passes the booth with the loaded
wheelbarrow. He knows the man knows him. Oh, yes. By rep if nothing
else.

Mixed blessing that rescue.

This phone conversation, as pending as it seemed,
was a rocky shoal of a different sort, itself the wavelet of a much
larger surge in his life.

Dor, his ex-ex-almost-ex, had relayed a message left
at the dock phone booth.

"I don't know who. Female." She spat "fee male" into
two syllables, each distinct unto itself, as if peeved at being
asked her to identify a crab species she had never seen before.
"How the fuck should I know who it is?" She paused long enough for
a lifetime to pass between them. "Tim says she'll call back at 0700
hours. Zulu. Whatever the fuck that is. This another bimbo from up
the coast?"

The last was not a question. It was an accusation, a
statement of fact. She knew him. As much as he loved her, thought
he loved her, said he loved her, thought about her when he was away
from her, he hated the sound of her voice.

He knew who.

Sixty per cent of a year ago Tess had left the
island. For hours after she left he counted the hours, for days he
counted days.

Now he counted months.

Sometimes he could not believe in her.

It took a while to figure the military clock.

He arrived early, like a boat arriving at an ocean
pass against the tide, pressing against the currents of time
itself.

Held in place.

Waiting.

Then, 0700 hours Zulu.

The phone rings. Her usual precision.

Not even a "hello" or an "is it you." For sixty per
cent of a year there had been only silence, then: "I want to know
what I don't know."

Here was that ache again - dull, persistent,
unrelenting. Even time could not erode its rocky surfaces.

"Don't we all," Don said.

"Tell me about your fucking island. I lived it, but
I hardly saw it. What are its rumors? What's your story?"

"I don't have a story. Just questions. Who the
fuck's Tess?"

"Tess? Yeah... well, that's a valid question, too. I
wish I had an answer. It's just a name. I wore it like a pair of
cheap panties. Threw the name in the dumpster when it got too
dangerous. Esta la vida. Just one damn situation after another. Me?
I'm just a girl who hates those little Greek fisherman's hats the
yachties wear."

Don self-consciously touched the brim of his cap.
Bought on a whim, a souvenir of Athens, a memory he once thought he
would want. Discarded in a corner of his life until one of his
sister's kids found it.

"Don't go getting paranoid," she said. "I looked at
the Port Cloudy dock cam on the net before calling you. Saw you
standing there."

Her voice was distant, digitized, not across
continents but across time, across sixty per cent of infinity. For
a fleeting moment, two colliding freighters of thought met head on
in an ocean pass. From the depths of his subconscious: a fleeting
paranoia.

"I don't do Internet," said Don.

"Well, even if you were I can't tell you how to find
the cam that's looking at me right now."

Kapow. Chaos theory. Just hearing her voice gave him
the early stages of an erection. And, from the testosterone-fueled
boiler room of his libido: he thought of phone sex. In her absence
she had become so much more than she had been when she was here.
"Okay, so you hate my cap. What else bothers you?" Don's anxiety
ran aground on the rocky shoals of anticipation. Love, fear, anger.
Loss. It all confirmed that she had, indeed, been a part of his
life, once.

"People who tan until their skin looks like the side
of a worn wallet. Fuck'em."

"Okay, so you're a bigot. Is there anybody you don't
...?"

"Want to know who I really hate? I like cell phones,
but I hate people who use them. Fuck'em. How wireless these
bastards going to get? Does anyone really need to answer e-mail
while squeezing cantaloupes? Let's dial 9-1-1 on that one. And I
hate those testosterone-infected assholes who drive big fucking
things - shiny off-road vehicles that never go off-road. It's bad
enough that those embarrassing, posturing, cammoed wannabes clutter
the highways, but the trendy fucks with little dicks prance onto
the shooting range. Little gun purses and designer ammo. Don't get
me started. Put the motherfuckers in the crosshairs."

"Still shooting people?"

"Not a one since I met you. It might make me feel
better to blow someone away." She went quiet. Instead of filling
the void with his own words, the miles crackled between them.
Satellite pings and microwave silences routed through dark towers,
bounced off geostationary complexities. Between them, micro-volts
surged beneath the pressure of cold, dark oceans. Digital synapses
snapped open then closed. Somewhere in the circuits, he imagined
the nascent consciousness of a nameless intelligence listening.

"There's gotta be rules," she said.

"You're high maintenance, even on the phone."

"There's only nine rules to all of life. Ten only if
you include thou Shalt Not Kill. But that fucking rule ... It's got
so many exceptions it doesn't count any more. It's easier to kill
someone than to get an abortion. I can kill you, of course, when
I'm invading your small country, or bringing down a building in the
name of somebody's god ... sure as hell ain't my god."

"Okay, so give me the fucking rules."

"First rule: I won't answer questions about where I
am. People might still want to get their hands on me. Someone could
be listening, even on this ratshit phone. I'll call when it's
safe... a different town, different state, different country."

"Nobody wants to lis..."

"Don't bet on it."

"I count two rules there?"

"Fuck the corollaries. For survival, I assume
someone will overhear this conversation."

"You're fucking par..."

"You're the one who said he'd never find me. I have
one simple fucking rule. If he doesn't find me, I won't kill
him."

Life is a moving target.

The earth pulls the apple to ground and the apple
has the unmitigated arrogance to pull, ever so gently, on the
earth, the moon, sun and stars as it falls.

"I've got a rule," he said, "we tell each other
everything."

"Even the painful shit?"

"Even the painful shit."

"Okay. Tell me everything about that weird fuck of
an island. I didn't exactly get a tour when I was there. I'll tell
you how your boat got back there."

"On an island, everything always starts with a
boat," he said.

Did he hear an accent? Did she now have a displaced
Manhattan Jewish southern twang from the retirement reaches of
Southern Florida? Something more exotic? Lyrical? Caribbean?
Slightly Latin? Twingie Baja?

"Time will not exist," he said. "Backwards to the
present, but never the future."

"A universe, all time, all matter, all energy folded
onto itself. Cool. Sure. But you can't rule out the future of the
past...We're living it."

It all began and ended with two boats, the first The
Answer, whose keel was laid long before Don was born, way back in
the Wet Rock, in downtown Port Cloudy where Tess had never been (so
close, yet so far), back when the cafe was still newish, before
Paul Blanco's last name had been anglicized into Black.

In 1938, the Wet Rock's counters and tiles - all
hand-laid by hungry Italians - still shined. The mirrors - hung by
a perpetually unhappy Brit-Irish remittance man with a manor-born
accent and gutter sexual proclivities - reflected prices that never
topped fifty cents. At that time, the cafe's paint still smelled
like paint, not the decades of lard and vegetable oil that permeate
the cafe's wood today, some of it at a molecular patina the casual
observer might think is varnish. The Wet Rock's food in 1938, basic
North American meat and potatoes, was prepared by the bemused and
befuddled Fujimoris, who never comprehend the brutish cuisine of
their clientel.

At the end of each day, the family, seen through a
window, sat in the dim light at a booth in the corner, dining with
chopsticks on strange and mysterious sushi, yakitori, kats udon,
tempura, sea urchin and teriyaki, items that never appeared on the
Wet Rock menu, much of it refuse tossed overboard by draggers.

On the day Paul Blanco's father, Aloisio, jumped
ship from an Azores-based cod boat on the shores of Newfoundland,
Donald Fujimori's father, Yoshio, jumped ship from a
British-registered freighter on the west coast, working first as a
caretaker on one of the islands in the strait, looking after the
summer estate of a German prince. Then he noticed a need for a cafe
in nearby Port Cloudy. Later, son Donald added a grocery store and
post office to the building, making Port Cloudy even more important
to the scattered residents of the coast.

Don's great uncle, Paul Blanco, was in his early
twenties when he arrived in Port Cloudy, bearded down to the base
of his sturdy European neck. In much the same way Donald Fujimori
stood out, Paul, too, stood out from the dozens of older, tired
Depression-era men who trudged up the coast to the farthest point
on the highway and somehow got to the island that year. He never
look tired, never looked hungry.

Yoshio Fujimori was strange, foreign and exotic, but
in Port Cloudy, Paul was different. For one thing, nobody had ever
heard a Newfoundlander let alone a Newfie with European
underpinnings.

Never said to his face, but murmured conversations
over bowls of Wet Rock chowder referred to him as one of "them
Frogs," though Paul Blanco was not "frog" he was one of "them",
whatever "them" was.

For another, like the proprietor Donald Fujimori,
Paul was second-generation Canadian. He was of Portuguese
extraction (but "froggish" in a town where anyone not certifiably
Anglo was by default French Canadian). There were just enough
Japanese-Canadian fishermen in town that everyone had seen one, but
hardly anybody in Port Cloudy had ever heard of Portugal.

Over coffee or beer, in earshot of Donald Fujimori,
the discriminating customers of the Wet Rock reverted instead to
muttering about "rag heads," a culture not represented in the
town's cultural clutter.

Paul's restlessness gene, spawned in the Azores, was
not merely satisfied setting foot on the firma of the North
American terra. It pushed him westward with a hunger to spend cold
nights and hot days beneath the cars of a Canadian Pacific freight
train with other cold, hungry displaced men, to reassure himself
that he did, indeed, live on an island adjacent to a larger island
called North America, on an island in space, ad infinitum.

When he reached the Strait of Georgia, Paul squinted
into the grey-blue distance at a cluster of grey-green islands, and
took a job running one of Jim Nash's small salmon skiffs.

"I once saw a photo of Nash's packer," said Don. "It
was the Thomson River III, home port, Port Cloudy. It was in an old
copy of the History of Port Cloudy and environs, published 1933. In
the photo, the boat was towing a long train of small boats from
Mercator Point into the nearby inlets. Out there, the men
hand-lined for spring salmon. For some reason, seeing that photo I
knew I would become a fisherman someday."

Paul's ignorance about fishing for salmon was cured
by Agi Yeudi, a Japanese-Canadian who showed him the local way of
baiting hand-lines with herring and how to think like the large
silver brutes. Within a few days, Paul was offloading twenty to
fifty spring salmon onto Nash's packer. At night, he and the other
men slept in shacks at Mercator Point, kept warm by burning
driftwood in barrels. In the time they spent together in the small
boats, they shared their histories, their fears and their
dreams.

None of Nash's boats, however, kept a crew long.
Even as an old man, people remembered a mean, ignorant drunk. At
one time, he owned 36 hand-liners and expected the men running them
to produce fish, even when none were running. At the end of each
month he fired the man with the smallest catch, even if the man had
been a loyal part of his fleet for years.

On the skiff, Paul learned the subtleties of the
Pacific salmon, felt the rolling Pacific swell, smelled the coastal
cedars, tasted the rapid water of ocean passes, learned the
seductive treachery of fast tidal waters and island bars. On Storm
Island, Don's uncle was as far west and north as he wanted to go in
1938.

And he'd had enough of Nash.

Paul Blanco swapped fish with Japanese farmers for
fruit and vegetables. He slept aboard any boat that would have him
mend her nets, scarf new timber into her hull, or allow him to
treat her, even for a moment, as if she were his own.

Then, four months after he arrived, Paul Blanco
amazed half the population of the Wet Rock, disgusted the other
half when he announced plans to salvage the Hanover, a thirty-two
footer with no hold, no cabin and, everyone felt, no future.

Abandoned on the beach about a hundred yards from
the cafe, she was referred to by Wet Rock regulars as the Hangover,
in honor of the alcoholic former owner who beached her fully loaded
early one bright, moonlit morning in front of everyone, and
wandered away without a trace.

The stench of rotting fish was his legacy for many
months.

Mossy bones found among the trees up island nine
years later reminded someone who remembered the missing fisherman,
the beached boat and the rotting fish, but there was little
evidence it was the same man.

The Hanover so rotten.

The project, so hopeless.

The hulk settled sadly into the beach, sort of like
Paul Blanco's life on the island.

But the project was what Paul Blanco wanted.

He sent a double-registered letter to the former
owner, M.G. Cahil (who may or may not have been the alcoholic who
abandoned her on the beach), last known address 36 Front Street,
Port Hardy. When a requisite thirty days passed without a claim
from Cahil for ownership, Paul registered the Hanover as a salvaged
fish boat.

Fishermen watched him strip the Hanover to a
skeleton of a few frames, then rebuild her slowly from the keelson,
the largest salvageable piece of old-growth timber in the hull.

Paul's adze and draw knife fit new timber. Using a
cobbled-together steam box, he bent frames from salvaged beach
logs. For two winters and summers, the Hanover was a faded canvas
tarp with a thin reed of steam fixing its spot on the
shoreline.

From the mass of rust that represented the boat's
Frisbee gasoline engine and gear box, a new power train (an
automotive transmission, V-belt-takeoff from a flywheel), took
shape from pieces salvaged from dozens of equally hopeless engines
rusting on the floors of sheds around the village.

One morning, Paul was drawn out of his reverie by a
"How you a comin' th'ar?" The asker introduced himself as Albert
Hawkins, who was now running the Cape Mudge for Nash. "I'm going to
get me a boat 'a my own, and soon."

Paul heard opportunity in the man's comments.

Whenever the Mudge was docked, Hawkins stood around
watching Paul's restoration, with never a suggestion that he would
or could lend a hand, just that he was interested in Paul's
work.

The day Paul re-launched the Hanover, Hawkins, armed
with a modest bankroll and a licence bought for a buck, took
ownership with a provision that Paul add a hold to the aft
deck.

"I'm looking to do things a little different," he
said. "I'm taking a long tack out, not up into that frigging inlet.
Idea's to get at the fish before they get in close. I need a hold
on her."

Paul argued against the addition, unsure of the
effect the hold would have on the boat's stability. "Nobody's ever
done that," he told Hawkins. "Usually, there's a reason it's not
done."

It didn't look right, and Paul swore to never build
another boat that didn't look the way a boat should look.

Proceeds from the sale were just enough to pay a
year's rent on a shed, buy for a dime on a dollar tools from a
bankrupt boat builder in Port Hardy, and open Mercator Bay
Boat-Repair Services Ltd. of Port Cloudy.

He closed the shop almost immediately for lack of
business. He knew how to build boats, but he knew squat about how
to bring customers to a remote island.

This prompted his first and only letter to his
brother Manuel, inviting him to come work as a partner in the shop.
The brother wrote Paul to say he didn't want to be a boat builder
but "expect me in a month.".

Manuel, whose name was later shortened to Mel,
arrived on the island in the middle of a blustery west coast winter
with a girl in tow. He sat down for coffee at the Wet Rock and made
it loudly clear that he did not share "Paulo's desire to build
boats," did not share his brothers' wanderlust gene, never wanted
to fish, "left the goddam rock to get away from fish, in fact,
never wanted the least of anything to do with boats, took the
goddam train all the way across the goddam continent, with a goddam
seat I couldn't 'fford just to get away from goddam fish and
boats."

During the stop in Winnipeg, a French Canadian, une
dark haired Quebecoise third-year philosophy student named Monique
boarded the third-class coach, sat behind him three stops, then
insinuated herself beside him, attracted philosophically to his
existentially knowing where he was going and what he was not going
to do when he arrived. In Calgary, Monique paid an extra three
dollars to go on to Vancouver with him, then looked from the decks
of a coastal steamer as they crossed from Coal Harbour to Nanaimo.
Eventually, everyone called her Monica.

She stood beside Mel when his brother first showed
them the boat shed.

"No," Mel said. "When I go fishing, it'll be for
pleasure."

 


2.1: The truth lies ...

 


Everything turns on an axis. At one end, lies a dry
dusty desert, at the other lies a stormy Pacific night. Dry and
dusty, wet and stormy. Did truth lie between? Tess, a woman of the
T words (truth, terseness and tresses), remembered a silence so
loud it seemed to hum from the rocks and sand at her feet. Berne
once told her the hum came from low frequency communications
systems on atomic submarines. To her right, the bottom of a former
storm-swept sea. Ridges of dry, dusty upward-thrusting rock had
been eroded into conical shapes and those shapes now jutted skyward
like so many long-forgotten cold-war terror toys.

Part of this started in that desert, long after the
brothers had come to Port Cloudy, long before the Seal Islets,
before the freighter, before the raging Pacific, before 9-11,
before Berne's sharkish tenacity (which brought him to Storm Island
within days of her arrival, then failed him utterly and by failing
him also failed her) and the events of a rainy winter day on that
remote rock called Storm Island. But no boat, not on the fossilized
ocean bottom of this dusty boat-predated world.

Her beginning was in the desert on a morning so
still, so clear it would be impossible to think a connection
between this calm and the chaos that came later.

The pain was always there, a storm raging just
beneath a calm surface. The story of her life was written in her
face. It should have been a blank sheet in childhood, if her
childhood had run its course. Instead, she had been purchased via
the services of a Houston lawyer like so many pounds of meat or
yards of cloth, forgotten by a mother whose memory was reduced by
crack and methamphetamines in a small east Texas town, carried from
one world to the other by the lawyer's secretary, then abandoned
almost as fast by the new parents, who were shocked to realize she
was a living breathing organism who needed feeding and nurturing,
not just a doll, not merely a designer accessory to enhance the
"look" of their lifestyle. The new parents tried to give her back
to the lawyer, whose refund policy was based on the used car
market, and the value of the child dwindled drastically the moment
it left the lot. The parents in turn abandoned her on the doorsteps
of the state like a rushed driver trying to catch a plane and
return a lease car. After that, a series of paid foster
parents.

The face she saw in the mirror as a child was never
the face of a child but of a diminutive woman, grown old before its
time, a taut sheet of apprehension, of denial. Today, each subtle
pain and joy was etched permanently at the edges of her eyes, the
corners of her mouth. Her memories seemed to begin and end when she
was six. She barely remembered the woman, just mental snapshots
that prove she was there, the memories cold, colorless. First
grade, surrounded by her classmates - mixed Hispanic, black, white,
Vietnamese, all working-class/middle-class, Catholic, Buddhist,
protestant. The teacher brought in a new student, a black girl,
Janine, sweet and quiet. She remembered talking Nancy Drew books
with her, and trading clothes, and somewhere a picture of them
swearing the Brownie oath side by side, her foster mother and
Janine's mother proudly just out of camera. Then the death of the
stepmother and the wrenching changes as she moved first into a home
of a dozen children on a dingy side street near a freeway, then
into a series of smaller homes. So she didn't come back to that
school for third grade, and Janine would never know what happened
to Tess.

Despite all this, Tess, seated cross-legged on that
ridge in the desert, wanted to be six again, blissfully protected
from the world, from people who hate because of skin color, from
people you loved who left you. At six, she knew only her own
delight.

She had spent her life in a war zone. It was this
face that had attracted her NATO bosses. She looked like she could
do the deep cover. Unfortunately.

The road map of her life. Her face. Basic training
in Western Louisiana, a sniper course in the blue grey Rockies,
advanced training at a camp in the redwoods of Northern California
and her first glimpse of the restless blue grey Pacific, special
forces training in a half dozen remote camps. Then peacekeeping
duty in Europe, each target writ large along her hairline,
underscored with horror, terror, realization.

"Not all targets are targets," she said to Don, "but
all shooters are targets. When you're out there, you're really out
there. Everybody wants you dead. And there's no Geneva Convention
for a shooter. Being a prisoner is never an option."

But she pulls back in her telling of this particular
morning, reveals less and less, provides distance until Don can
imagine only the desert and a confident young woman, well trained,
fit, outwardly like other young women her age.

"An illusion," she says.

After the age of six, she remembered no past. After
Janine, there were no friends attached to events. Then the foster
homes through high school, documented and trackable under that name
used by the US Army from the moment she enlisted, and then the
paternalism of the army, the training to make her a modern
Samurai.

"But that's wrong, too," she would say to Don a year
after the morning in the desert.

On that hot Mojave morning, she lifted that red,
white and blue golf bag from the trunk of her car and carried it to
this particular promontory overlooking these rock-strewn
plains.

It was an expensive bag with Velcro straps and
snaps, features, pockets, pouches, zippers, nooks and crannies for
golf balls, pens, pads of paper, cell phones and the tools of the
golfer, features she knew she would never use but which, in their
emptiness, added buoyancy and came in handy later for reasons she
could have never foreseen, reasons, perhaps, that resonated with
her in the way that all things resonate with all other things in
all lives.

She never played golf.

Then she removed the driver, a high-tech jobbie
advertised in a glossy golf magazine. It promised to solve all of
her golf problems with six simple payments of $29.95 plus $15 for
shipping and handling.

She took a blue luminescent golf ball from the bag.
She saw not just the dimples but the texture of the plastic inside
the dimples. When she looked through a scope and set the
crosshairs, she saw fibers in the fabric of a shirt or individual
hairs on a head.

She teed the ball, looked out over the desert floor,
drew the club back and took a long, smooth swing.

The ball sliced in a high arc, hit the lip of a
gulley, bounced to the far side, scurried among scrub and came to
rest in the shade of a desert plant whose name she would never
know. The second ball hooked in a high arc to the right, bounced
off rocks, rolled among trees and scrub, coming to rest on a small
dusty plateau.

She could only forget for a moment, no longer, the
ghosts.

The third, fourth and fifth balls, all shades of
blue, flew straight, fell into the rocks, bounced high, rolled,
rambled, scattered like plastic mice among the scrub and cactus.
She watched the course of each as it bounced and rolled to
rest.

Then she took an orange ball from her bag, adjusted
her stance. Now warmed up, she drove it straighter, harder and
farther, the mother of all golf balls, finding the hard bouncy
surface of the desert to its liking.

This ball bounced high over rocks and boulders,
seeking the moment when it could free itself from the tyranny of
gravity and entropy, before it, too, fell victim to the laws of
physics and slowed, eventually, to rest in a clearing hundreds of
yards away.

She removed the club divider from the opening of the
bag, extended her arm deep inside and lifted a long black plastic
case, extracted a breakdown version of an AW/M 338 sniper rifle
with a Leupold 5x14 scope. The same model she used for peacekeeping
in Europe. Solid. Trusty.

She snapped and twisted components in place.
Overhead, a red tailed hawk circled languidly in the morning air,
adjusting its circle as it sighted a mouse among the scrub.

She pulled on shooting glasses and ear
protectors.

She kicked the legs of the rifle's bipod forward,
rested them on a boulder, nested the rifle against her
shoulder.

She enjoyed the embrace, the feel of wood against
her cheek, the cool tension of steel, the scent of gun oil, the
anticipation of the recoil and the impact with the target.

She inserted a cartridge into the receiver and
locked the bolt. She nested her eye against the scope and glassed
the desert. She envisioned the transformation of a golf ball into a
puff of dust.

For a brief instant, the image of the real blended
with the imagined. She swept the scope slowly left, aligned the
crosshairs on the ball.

Eighteen snipers - was it only a year ago.

They were bodies, the detritus of somebody else's
conflict, not hers. She had merely been a tool. Then it became
clear to her that when a flea farts in Vietnam, the rising methane
level in New York causes the crime rate to go up.

She didn't like killing, but there was pleasure in
being good at something.

She settled the scope on a plant near the ball,
inspected its leaves, noted its uniquely desert nature. She looked
for and saw the faintest twitch of a leaf, the faintest hint of the
faintest zephyr, a crosswind near the ball, a desert thermal kicked
up by the warming sun.

She twisted the focus ring. The ball became clear,
bright, blue, dimpled. She looked into the grain of the plastic in
each dimple, saw molecules, imagined carbon chains.

The ball's grey shadow pointed west.

She let the crosshairs caress the ball.

She relaxed. She looked up from the scope, out
across the desert, at her car, past it, down the long road.

There was a time when she would have squeezed off a
shot the instant she confirmed her target.

For a brief, grey moment she was again in a
bombed-out building in a town with a name she could not
pronounce.

Long ago was long ago. This was now. She looked up
into the hills behind her and for a moment enjoyed the warmth of
the Mojave sun against her cheek.

The farther from the peacekeeping action, the less
certain she was her fears were imaginary, the more certain she
became the fears were motivated by something real. What if she
could never stop killing? What if this were all there was. It had
become so easy. Yet, with each shot, a part of her had been left
behind.

What had Berne called it? Post Traumatic Stress
Disorder? As if it could be so simple, so codified, so curable.

The world had a lot of trouble-shooters and he was
just one of them. Berne. The calmer. The decompressor. He wasn't
exactly the psychologist she needed.

She thought about fucking him the first time she saw
him, but he would not be seduced. Berne was different from the
others. He got her into Chechnya, a month's work, a single shot,
then to Miami where he said good-bye, said he would see her in San
Francisco.

She settled behind the scope, aligned the crosshairs
on the golf ball and squeezed.

Out among the cactus and mice, the golf ball
exploded in a puff of dust.

She panned the scope past the puff of dust, seeking
the orange ball, found it. Again, she focused the scope. She
inserted another cartridge and squeezed off another shot.

Nothing. A telltale puff of dust, a tan smudge
against a tan landscape, about ten yards short of the target.
Anything at that range would be a guess. She leaned back, removed
the ear protectors, dismantled the rifle.

She put the components in their case. She drew out a
second case, metal, smaller, more expensive, waterproof,
constructed of a shiny aluminum alloy, compact.

Where the first gun had been black, heavy and solid
to the touch, this was light and white, an abstraction of a gun. It
had appeared on her kitchen table one afternoon. She knew who it
was from. It signaled a new job.

She clicked each component in place. The gun looked
skeletal, of bone and flesh, not machined alloy and oil. It had a
vestigial kick plate and a handle where the stock should have been.
The double set-trigger mechanism was as precise as a watch.

Three .50 caliber hand-loaded cartridges lay like
jewels in their insets. She eased one cartridge into the receiver,
clicked the bolt in place.

This scope was brighter and clearer than the first.
She isolated the orange golf ball. Again, she scrutinized leaves on
the desert floor, extracted a sense of light, of breeze, from the
telltales. She focused the scope, adjusted her posture, settled on
the target. This was not how the gun would be used. A separate
sighting mechanism was included and she would not have to sight it,
just position it and oversee the shot.

When she squeezed the trigger, the explosion split
the morning air and divided her life in two components, those
minutes that arrived before that shot and those that would come
afterward. The noise signaled the dawning of something so large its
dimensions frightened her.

"This was one serious little God-fearing tool. It
was an end-of-the-world shooter," she told Don.

In an orderly world, the world would no longer be
orderly.

"The cartridge would blow a hole the size of your
fist through five floors of an apartment building, then carry a
mile before causing havoc with a car on the freeway or someone
sipping coffee. The gun was just a temporary holding device for
that cartridge. I have no idea where the target would be. I wasn't
supposed to know."

The orange golf ball was now an afterthought, a
cloud of dust.

She pulled back the bolt, ejected the cartridge,
felt its searing heat. She put the empty casing alongside its
unspent brethren.

She disassembled the gun, placing components back in
the case. She stuffed the case into the golf bag.

Two jobs in Chechnya, maybe one, maybe two others,
he said, no more than three. The cost of her decompression: kill
again. Chechnya was straightforward, in somebody else's backyard,
someone else's politicians, no connection, no emotion ... but this
was different, a lot of baggage.

She settled behind the wheel of the car.

"No."

 


2.2: The room hums harder ...

 


The only access to the Inlet was by boat. It was
1938. Mel Blanco had just taken a job buying logs and caretaking
log booms at the head of Pine Inlet, nineteen nautical miles
northeast of Port Cloudy. The nearest road, if you can call it that
- a horse trail - is forty-five miles away through dense cedar and
jackpine forest, beyond Desolation Glacier at the top of the
summit.

Lester Logging boomed logs they bought from hand
loggers in the area, and the job came with a float home anchored
adjacent to the booms in a stream-fed estuary five thousand feet
below the Desolation ice field.

In good weather, it was idyllic. Wary grizzly bears
fed on spawning salmon in the shallows, bald eagles fed on everyone
else from the treetops. Life ebbed and flowed with the seventeen
foot tides that swept the inlet daily.



When they needed supplies, they were to raise the
company flag over the roof of the float home and loggers or
fishermen would take the order to town. Most of what they needed,
they brought with them. Water came from the stream in buckets
carried across the mud.

Mel and Monica lasted until February, usually the
last gasp of winter on the coast, a month remembered for heavy
snowfalls and an ice fog that descended so quickly it caught Albert
Hawkins and the Hanover by surprise.

In a moment of carelessness after a fruitless day of
fishing on a long, fog-bound winter tack back to Port Cloudy,
Hawkins and his deckhand left too much gear on the hatch cover.
They couldn't chip ice fast enough and the boat that had risen from
misery on a Port Cloudy beach grew top-heavy, turtled and sank a
nautical mile off the Port Cloudy breakwater, in the fog. Nobody
saw her go down.

That day, as seventeen-foot spring tides fell, the
float house settled into the mud at the lowest tide and froze in
place.

This in itself was not unusual. The house had, in
fact, frozen into the mud before, but always while the previous
occupants were away. When the occupants returned from a winter's
supply run to Port Cloudy they would find the house inexplicably in
disarray, the door open, their belongings scattered across the
flats.

Goddam bears, John Lester said whenever one of his
hands told him about it.

The Blancos, and the Blacks after them, had a
history of unusual conceptions.

On Mel and Monica's last night up Pine Inlet, they
were abed conceiving Mel Jr., Don's father, when the house's log
floats settled onto the flats and froze solid into the ice. They
were falling asleep as the tide began its flood. The water trickled
across the flat with a giddy little giggle while Mel's sperm
navigated the ovarian narrows of Monique's reproductive
seascape.

The logs stayed frozen in the mud. The rising tide
poured over the logs, trickled across the porch, ran over the sill,
scurried into the house, flooded the floorboards.

Don heard this story when he was a kid more times
than he heard Peter Rabbit. As he grew older, the story matured,
his understanding of it deepened. A comedy became an action story,
evolved into a love story with sex.

When water reached the wood stove, the hiss and
clouds of steam startled the two wide awake. Naked, Mel stepped
first into cold water, then the two clambered shivering onto the
table into the rafters.

In the dark shadowy maelstrom below swirled a crazy
stew of their belongings.

"Goddam, we're sinking," Mel said.

"Typique," said Monica.

"What do you mean?"

"Eet ees your us-ual grasp of the ob-vee-us."

Mel groped in the dark along the boards of the roof
for a way out, confused. How do solid logs could suddenly spring
leaks and sink?

Monica perched like a bird on a rafter, one hand on
a roof beam. Below her, in the stew of boots, buckets, fuel cans,
newspapers, copies of Saturday Evening Post, and lanterns, she
would always remember two heads of cabbage bobbing like demonic
eyeballs, peering at her through the darkness.

The wooden case of the company's Spillsbury radio,
which she had finally grown comfortable using, bobbed like a
traffic cop directing the chaos, anchored by its now dead
battery.

Chairs jostled against the walls of the cabin as
water lapped against and lifted their now vacant bed. They had
seconds to escape, the cabin would soon be under water.

Mel freed boards from the roof, shaping an opening
large enough to squeeze through. Ice and snow stuck to his bare
skin in the cold night air, a thin vapor of steam rose behind
him.

It was a clear moonless night, every star etched
clear and crisp. The northern lights played across the sky. The
inlet was calm, the reflection of every star etched bright on the
water below them, making him feel as if he were floating in space.
He shivered as he helped Monica through the opening.

Without warning, the floats on the east side broke
free of the mud, broke the surface of the water in a large reverse
splash. The house listed for a second alarmingly to the west, the
water and the clutter streaming for a moment across the crazy scene
inside. Then the west side popped from the bottom, lifted five feet
in a long, nightmarish second. As the water inside began its way
out, the front door exploded off its frame, spilling the contents
of the house into the inky inlet.

Simultaneously, Mel and Monica slid down the slope
of the roof. Their momentum carried them over the porch and the
partially submerged rowboat into the starry waters.

When the house slammed hard against its anchor
chains, one of them ripped free from its log. The momentum carried
the house backward to the limit of its other chains, and it jerked
to an uneasy rest, like a dog that had finally reached the end of
its chain and knew, for sure, just how unfree it really was.

"Goddam, that's it," Mel said, sculling through the
wet darkness.

Boat building looked more appealing than ever.

In the dark, the cold bit hard. Their bones felt
painfully brittle. Their teeth chattered uncontrollably.

Mel used the last of his strength to pull himself
out of the water, over the gunwales into the green and white
company rowboat. Tied to the house, having been pulled under and
then pulled back to the surface, it was now full of water. Its oars
floated among the stars on the surface of the inlet.

He pulled Monica into the boat. Cold, damp, bailing
the small boat and rowing blindly, they inched up the inlet away
from the house, banging occasionally into a log.

"I'm not rounding these up," he said.

They laughed.

A mile across the inlet, on the south shore, they
reached a float house occupied by a man whose name they could not
remember and with whom they had never held more than a ten-word
conversation.

Using the neighbor's radio the next morning, they
called to see when the next company boat was heading their way,
decided not to wait and, wearing borrowed clothes, rowed the
nineteen miles back to Port Cloudy.

Monica was pregnant when they married in a civil
ceremony at the government agent's office. Paul stood in as Mel's
best man, the agent's secretary served as Monica's bride's maid.
She remembered most the ants climbing up her arm from blood-red
peonies, flowers the secretary had picked for her from the beds
outside the courthouse.

The clerk got the two names confused and wrote down
Black as the married name, which nobody noticed at the time.

Within a year of the incident in the mud flats,
Mercator Bay Boat Builders Ltd. had built a half dozen thirty-foot
strip-planked gill-netters, clones of the Hanover without the
covered hold, using touches Paul carried in his head from his
boyhood. There were also elements of seaworthy boats his father and
grandfather had pointed to in the harbor in Bay de Verde,
Newfoundland, boats cobbled together by generations of Portuguese
who fished the Bay of Biscay and the deep waters off the Azores.
Paul was never sure he actually understood the purpose of these
touches, but he added them instinctively, and buyers never
objected.

Paul Blanco took his boats personally. They were
offspring. He believed in them passionately, and never hesitated to
take a prospective buyer through the subtleties of his hulls. He
also never hesitated to dismiss the chines on plywood-hulled
crewboats in the harbor.

"Never built a dory, and won't," he said. "Them
dories are great for stacking on the deck of a Bluenoser. To handle
the sea, you need a real boat, a deep hull, a full keel. If she
ain't got a powerful chest and a good arse, she'll let you down
every time it gets snotty."

One night in 1942, a police boat arrived on the
island. Nine heavily armed men went to the Wet Rock, ordered Donald
Fujimori (a second-generation Canadian) and his family (his wife
Fuji, an arranged marriage - shipped halfway around the world to
satisfy an agreement made the day she was born - and their two
children, Estelle and Hector) to board Agi Yeudi's boat and leave
the island. As part of the Japanese Internment program, the fish
boats were impounded and their fishermen loaded into trucks or
trains, some bound for the interior highlands, others to Ontario,
as far from the ocean as land-locked Canadian Navy officials in
Ottawa could envision.

The local government agent, a man Mel had met on
occasion, had been rousted in the night to oversee the orderly
removal of the Fujimoris from the island. He called on Mel at the
boat shed several hours after the word of the Internment Order
swept the island, and sold the store to Mel Black for a figure so
low it was impossible to turn it down. After the war, on a trip to
Seattle, Mel found Donald and Fuji in a small east end Vancouver
apartment, tried to sell it back for a dollar, then gave the couple
a check for what the men agreed was fair value for the
property.

Their reputation prior to the war brought them jobs
servicing fish boats and other vessels in the "Gumboot Navy" as it
was called, the volunteers who patrolled the coast watching for the
Jap fleet, anticipating an attack of the rocky coast with the
surprise and ferocity used on Pearl Harbor. Through their local
member of parliament, Earl Cambert, Mel Black convinced the
Canadian government they could build pretty good boats.

Mercator Bay Boatbuilders thrived, adding a new shed
twice as large as the original, buying out a competitor on the
Mainland, buying the equipment of another at Port Hardy in an
estate sale, dismantling the marine ways at the Wet Rock and moving
it to the Mercator Bay shed.

Instead of building boats from bent-frames, the
contract introduced Mercator Bay Boats to plywood. Against Paul's
objections, they built coastal patrol vessels and RCAF chase boats,
turning them out faster as the war progressed.

But Paul's heart was never in the assembly line
style of boatbuilding, and he turned more of it over to his brother
and the crew. It was sometime around then that he laid the keel for
The Answer and began to build frames for the boat.

 


2.3: Her face just ghostly ...

 


From Chechnya, Tess had blended with a stream of
refugees, then a series of trains to Luxembourg, a plane to Venice,
another train to Rome, a plane to Madrid. It was not a decision she
made lightly.

She had succeeded, done what Berne asked. It wasn't
enough. It never is. She began to lose a grip ... on the orders ...
on the objective ... on the targets ... on the purpose of her
existence. She no longer knew where she was.

She never actually decided to leave Berne's employ,
she just left, found herself leaving. Found herself in Rome,
Madrid, Grand Canary, Paris, Lisbon...

She didn't know where she was going, just that she
had to go. A week passed before Berne knew for sure she was truly
gone and not just MIA. In that week, she became a tourist roaming
the halls of the Louvre one day, across the continent in the Uffizi
a week later, moving at random, without destination, changing
clothes in flea markets, becoming someone new, changing her look,
her occupation, her nationality, sleeping on trains, sleeping with
men she quickly forgot in cities she forgot even faster. But she
could never get away from him, not permanently.

Sex became a drug. She lost herself in the warmth of
a stranger's bed, but the loss would not last and night would end
and the loneliness would return. She befriended students in bus and
train stations, blended with the landscape, blew like a mist across
the new face of this new Europe that at once despised her America
and did a lot to emulate it.

She travelled Europe as if sleepwalking, yet she
realized later that she had actually woken up for the first time,
that something had stirred in her when she had found the woman
dead, her bullet through the woman's skull, and she was moving
ahead as a result of her own decision, not orders, not the
machinations of a baby mill lawyer, not the whims of a trendy
couple looking for designer offspring.

In her dreams, footsteps approached her but she
could not see who or what made them.

In her dreams, a sniper murdered a half dozen women
and children and when she raised her rifle to shoot it became a
broomstick.

She had not evaded Berne for long. He followed her
then. She would always be sure of that single intuition. He owned
the file on her the moment she arrived in Kosovo, then recruited
her for Chechnya. She knew, the way she knew the phases of her own
body, he was there from the beginning. It did not take long for him
to find her in Madrid when she had spent the last peseta and maxed
her charge card, and met him for what she thought was the first
time.

After sleeping on trains and in hostels, she had
decided to spend the last of her money and be ready for the next
layer of the onion. She checked into a pensione and slept for what
seemed like a week, not even attending breakfast, fending off the
owner's queries through a closed door. Though she slept, she was
awake and ready, emerging at night to a city that never slept,
spending her last coins on a coffee and a tortilla, at 03:00 one
morning. It was the end of the line. If the next moment of her life
went badly, she would be picked up and deported as a foreign agent.
If not, she would move on to something better.

She would accept what came.

That was the instant Berne sat down at a small table
near her.

At first, she didn't want to talk to him. He took a
match, lit it, and blew it out.

"It wasn't hard finding you. You left a trail a mile
wide and just full of neon arrows," he said.

Out of habit, she tried to seduce him, but he
resisted. She had always thought he was gay, but there was regret
in his eyes. Before dawn, she found herself in his room in a modest
little hotel on the same street as her pensione, in a room that
looked into hers.

 


3.1: Spin cartwheels 'cross the floor ...

 


A light westerly churns the water inside the
breakwater and the indigestion of Don's niece's first attempt at
baking a pie churns his gut. He hangs onto the telephone and tells
Tess about 1944, Monday of the June week the Allied forces invaded
Europe. "I figure my mother told me this because she wanted to keep
me from dying of food poisoning."

Paul Black arrived at the boatshed that morning and
mentioned to his foreman, Marty Folk, that he was feeling nauseous.
He stood just inside the door to the shed, unable to focus on the
Answer. He looked tired, looked as if he wanted to say something
but couldn't form the words.

He walked out of the boat shed. It was his last
time.

Alone in his small house up the street, he
alternated between sitting in the outhouse or throwing up into the
kitchen sink. When the nausea and diarrhea diminished, he was
unable to swallow food or water. The world seemed to fade to a
distant roar.

Mel visited Paul on the second day. But Paul could
barely hear him, hardly see him.

Alarmed, Mel brought a doctor, who pronounced the
problem as "Pneumonia, probably brought on by type-A botulism."

"You shouldn't eat so many oysters," Mel said.

"Probably not oysters," said the doctor. "Might be
tinned food."

Eight days after falling ill, Paolo Blanco died in
his sleep and was buried as Paul Black.

Mel Black didn't know boats, but he had developed an
instinct for business. Within ten years, he was exploring more
profitable construction techniques. By the Sixties, the company
graduated from methods learned during the war to building
scaled-down plywood and fiberglass versions of the Ranger as family
boats for returning soldiers. The company's reputation as a
government contractor brought orders for the Mercator Bay Forest
Ranger, a model popular among hand loggers and the variation he
called The Mercator Bay Mining Ranger, which was bought by a dozen
prospectors. During all these years, the partially planked hull of
The Answer sat to one side of the shed, and every morning on his
way into the office, Mel would pass this reminder of his brother
and he would vow to himself to finish the boat someday.

For a while, the boats Don's grandfather built
became smaller to serve a demand for boats that could use the new
lightweight aluminum outboards. Mercator Bay Boat Builders became
known for small, fast hard-chine pleasure boats, the ones Paul
dismissed as stackable dories.

Mel Jr, the float-house conception, spent summer
days in the shed alongside journeyman shipwrights, and nights in
the office helping the bookkeeper. He learned the business at a
micro level. For the bigger picture, for a macro understanding of
the boatbuilding industry, Mel Sr. expected his son to go to
university.

Growing up in Newfoundland, Mel Sr. had never
thought of education, but the world was evolving in ways he could
not understand. He saw value in having an educated son steer the
company on the turbulent seas of free enterprise.

Mel Jr. didn't see the turbulent seas of any sort,
let alone free enterprise. He decided, however, he could get laid
at the University of California at Los Angeles. Actually, he had
long ago figured he could get laid at the University of Washington
in Seattle, but that was too close to home and he wanted to get as
far from Storm Island and his mother as possible. He told her he
liked the climate in L.A., but he really liked were the American
girls. On Storm Island, he had run through the inventory of girls
before high school graduation.

By the end of his first term, his grades were good,
he was having a good time - not getting laid as he had expected but
encountering the promise. He felt homesick and returned to Port
Cloudy at the end of the first year to work in the boat shed, where
life was less complex. Memories of life in California became more
than the reality, and, five years later, California girls and sunny
beaches lured him south again.

By then, three things were happening. One, the
Vietnam War was building to a boil on the back burner of the global
stove. Two, boating had become affordable for millions. Small
runabouts raced across American waterways for the sheer fun of it,
pulling skiers, chasing fish, exploring remote bays. And, three, he
had reached the age of 27, out of bounds for the draft.

In Canada, as the WWII vets settled, they
commissioned larger boats. Thirty-footers became forty-footers by
1960. The yard now included two large sheds while the surrounding
population of Port Cloudy approached two thousand. The family firm
was building dozens of boats per year, refitting another dozen.

When fiberglass production became practical in the
1950s, Mel Sr. saw its potential. If he could produce a boat in a
few days or hours instead of a few weeks or months, he would not
have enough work for his crew. He could see the small mass-produced
boats taking his market.

We need a good war, he told Mel Jr. when the boy was
home for Christmas in his Senior year.

That was the year Mel Jr. came home married to
Jennifer Bottoms, a bright-eyed Kennedy-era surfer with long blonde
hair, a bikini line tan and a law degree from UCLA. The two had
eloped from school one weekend to Vegas. She brought to the
marriage good genes and a phone book of contacts, among them her
brother, Bruce, a UCLA grad who had dodged the draft seven years in
university, became too old to be called up at twenty-seven, and
signed with a Washington, D.C. lobbyist, CM2Waddington Inc.

That Christmas, Jennifer and Mel Jr. pitched a
subsidiary to his father.

The family will own fifty-one per cent. We will sell
a forty nine per cent share, she said, endearing herself to the old
man with her vision. War's simmering in Asia, in the swamps...

...and the army will need boats, said the old
man.

While his son was at UCLA trying to get laid, Mel
Sr. had made regular sales trips to Seattle. He saw steam-engine
technologies blend with space-age fibers to create new products and
he saw old products produced in new ways. The trips brought him in
contact with the aerospace and marine industries, which sustained
one another.

He met a man in the San Juan Islands building nose
cones for missiles using a vacuum process and super-impregnated
fibers.

Seventy-eight per cent glass, twenty-two per cent
resin, the strongest glass you can make, said the man. Bullet
proof. When the military contracts ran out, the man converted to
manufacturing water skis, then snow skis. Jennifer described
surfboard manufacturers mixing product lines in similar ways in
California. So Mel was ready when she observed We're not in the
boat-building business.

He was ready.

"They were in the manufacturing business," said Don,
"it didn't matter what they built."

Plants were spewing fiberglass runabouts at a rate
of five a day, using glass-fiber cloth soaked in catalyzed
resin.

Forty-nine per cent of the new subsidiary, Mercator
Bay Manufacturing International, was sold to Bruce Bottoms and his
group of investors. The board of Mercator Bay (consisting of Mel
Sr, Monica, her brother, Harold Hebert, Jennifer and Mel Jr.)
signed over rights to the Mercator Bay Ranger hull to the
subsidiary, and used the investment to convert from wooden
construction to fiberglass-based series production.

R.G. Dawson, a consultant, came in from Florida to
help make the change from wood to glass and polyester resins. While
Bruce Bottoms kept his ear to the ground in Washington for a
suitable contract, Mercator Bay began building fiberglass
runabouts.

The idea is to bid so cheap the Army has to take it,
said Bottoms when he found a bid opening for a fiberglass utility
30-footer that could be used in the rivers of Vietnam. The bid was
for a mil-spec planing hull built around a pair of heavy green
six-cylinder GM diesels, Jimmies.

The engines, Don told Tess, were designed for tanks.
The idea was you could take an engine out of a wrecked tank or
truck and get underway again. I doubt it ever actually worked that
way.

Being Army issue, specs called for the boat to be
painted Army green with white numbers, carry camouflage netting
that could be extended over the entire hull.

The foredeck and aft deck would be reinforced
sufficient to the mounting of a 50-caliber machine gun.

A 32-volt electrical system would power the
starters, radio, and 500,000 candle-power spotlight.

Accommodations would include hot bunks for four, and
storage for rations for eight.

This isn't a pleasure boat, said Jennifer on the day
they won had the contract. We can build fifty without having to
sell a boat. Our profit will come from the change order. There's
always lots.

It was the last Saturday morning in October of 1965
when MB65OCT-1 came out of a plug created from the last plywood
version of a Mercator Bay Ranger ever built.

In the weeks that followed, bulkheads were tabbed in
place, tanks were set into their beds, engines installed, wiring
run, plumbing connected. On the Monday after Veterans Day, the deck
was eased onto the hull, twisted with come-alongs and Spanish
windlasses to fit the hull, bolted and glassed in place. Hatches
were fitted, glass windshield installed, props bolted on, rudders
installed. With each additional item, the fibers and resins
metamorphosed into a boat.

One day in December, Mel Jr. and Jennifer found
themselves sitting in the cabin of the new boat, the engines still
warm from sea-trials, the day before the official launch. In true
Black family tradition, they christened the cramped little bunk and
conceived Donald Paul Black.

At the Wet Rock, the progress of the first boat had
become a continuing topic of conversation. Aside from canned
salmon, ore and lumber (and, of course, wooden boats), this was the
first time anything manufactured in Port Cloudy would be shipped to
the world.

Mel Sr. was invited to speak to the Vancouver Board
of Trade, to the Seattle Rotary, to the Bellingham Toastmasters. He
showed slides. He talked about new materials. He talked about what
he called the boating industry. He referred often to Paul.

On the day after Don was conceived, MB65OCT-1 was
ready to be trucked south to Seattle for shipping.

Chamber of Commerce members were on hand. The mayor
cut a blue ribbon. The hatch was open and people traipsed aboard to
look below, see, touch, get a sense what had been wrought (without
a clue that a who had been wrought here). The chamber left a packet
of papers, which Mel Jr. combined with the inspection documents and
instruction manual in the chart pouch.

Within a month, a Mercator Bay boat was emerging
from the mold every 1.8 days, a finished boat was being put on a
trailer for Seattle every day.

Jennifer grew rounder and Monica Black grew
weaker.

At first, she looked as if she had taken off weight
she never could lose no matte how little she ate or how much she
exercised. Dying, she looked trim, then slightly less than trim. It
was a cancer her doctor couldn't pinpoint. She didn't tell her
husband or her son and she went out of her way to get to know her
daughter in law in ways that should became clues only much later
when her family put the pieces together.

She died the day Don was born and a week before the
fiftieth and final boat shipped to Vietnam.

The day Monica died, Ronald W. Gunderson, a U.S.
congressman from Washington State, heard of these small boats
shipping across the Canadian border while draft dodgers were going
the other way. He made the boats an issue in the U.S. Congress, and
it became difficult for Mercator Bay to bid on additional
projects.

The original hull, the Mercator Bay Ranger plug, was
abandoned on the back of the lot. Weeds grew up around it. Don
played in it as a child. Its wood scarfed into repairs or used to
heat the boat shed, the plug gradually disappeared,

When Mel Sr. turned over reins of the company to Mel
Jr., Jennifer's original observation evolved one step farther. They
decided they were in the business of business.

By moving assets out of the company, selling the
land on which the shed was built and leasing it back, Mel Jr.
turned Mercator Bay Boat Builders into an asset of Mercator Bay
Enterprises Inc. The former boat-building company now had little to
do with anything, but it was highly profitable on paper.

By the time Mercator Bay Boat Builders filed for
bankruptcy - about the time Saigon fell and the original boat was
making its way out of Vietnam into the Gulf of Siam - the company
was renting warehouse space to a fish-processing company, building
boats in name only. By the time the company closed its doors
(roughly concurrent with Nixon's resignation), the company was a
shell. Mercator Bay Enterprises, diversified into high-technology
industries and listed on NASDAQ, became the target of a leveraged
buyout in the mid Seventies.

Watching the merger, Mel Sr. began muttering to
himself and to anyone in earshot that he had managed to accomplish
less than nothing in his life. The old man even quit going to
baseball games. Don saw his grandfather standing one afternoon
touching the ends of two boards together, looking at them as if
they were the bows of a boat.

My brother knew how to build a boat out of boards
like this. I built them by the dozen without ever lifting a hammer.
I never tried to build just one boat. That's a real
accomplishment.

The day the leveraged buyout was finalized, he was
found face down on his desk, a revolver in his right hand. It was
assumed he had bought the gun during a business trip to Seattle.
There was no note.

The former boat builder was purchased by a company
that itself had undergone re-engineering in the early Eighties.
Eventually, Mercator Bay and the company's other subsidiaries
slipped quietly across the border into Mexico. Because the company
had become more efficient than ever at producing nothing, the share
price quadrupled.

 


3.2.1: Leavings for the ghost ...

 


By 1968, MB65OCT-1 (a.k.a.
Archer or
Mudder Fucker) had been
in Vietnam long enough to achieve obsolescence, replaced by
aluminum vessels like the Swift boats (late made famous by a
presidential candidate). The original fiberglass boats were
gradually handed over to the South Vietnamese army. In the hands of
Chief petty officer John Regin, MB65OCT-1 made its final foray on
the Delta.

During three tours, the "Ray Gun" had become a
complex concoction of emotion. The face he saw shaving in the
mirror each morning had become the outgrowth of a nameless,
faceless hate that gave vent to an intense anger and a begrudging
respect for an enemy. There was also that un-definable fear he
tried to ignore.

He knew his time in The Nam would not end with the
fading sound of a rifle's action or the haunting John Wayneish note
of a bugle. It could never be so tidy. And afterward, what
then?

John Regin was now nocturnal. He slept better in
daylight when people were less likely to shoot at him. How long had
he lay there on that final morning, wide awake, hearing first the
rustling of a woman outside the hut, smelling night become a
charcoal cook fire, watching diffuse light shift the pattern and
color of the shadows across the thatch? It was 23:15 Zulu, the dawn
before the day, hours before another endless night in the mud.

Pinned to a sheet hanging from one wall of the hut,
he could make out a tattered map of Vietnam. In the light, Lyndon
Johnson's face - sometimes Charles DeGaule's - stared into the
South China Sea. The mouth in Cambodia, the nose sniffing the
Mekong Delta.

The hard bed was covered in a thin cotton sheet. He
was already sweating. The woman outside dropped a spoon into an
empty enamel bowl. Beside him, Toh Ky stirred. The hard kernel of
her heel - cool, callused, compact - slid against the back of his
calf.

Lat./long. The location eluded him. It was just some
beer-can hooch on the edge of a small ville. There had been so
many.

Take a fix.

Somewhere. He was somewhere upriver on the Hau, a
slow moving brown river on the damp sliver of Vietnam.
Somewhere.

This was his last hooch, his last week. His stick
had become very short. He would be a twenty-two year old black
Texan the day he arrived stateside, his birthday celebrated
somewhere over the Pacific.

The hangover wasn't helping. His gut was tight. The
tension was more powerful than the nausea.

One last boat ride.

The staccato of a foreign language strafed the other
side of the curtain. Vietnamese. He understood it, but didn't. The
names, the words eluded him.

Somewhere. He remembered few of the names of the
Mekong's tributaries, so he worked the grid instead of the chart.
Somewhere.

He understood the content, the rhythm, the
inflection of the language, not the actual meaning, but he felt he
understood it from the tone.

Then there was the euphemism, Charlie for Cong,
Chuck in his personal slang. Chuck the deadly murderous surfer dude
from Southern California hiding in the river bushes strafing his
boat. Chuck. Oh, Chuck, thou art the enemy. Fuck you, motherfucker.
Die cocksucker.

This last tour scrolled like images on a screen. He
couldn't fix or focus on a single image. Fifty-three missions on
the river in this last tour, each different, some terrifying. Just
a river cop. No consistency. No steady crew. No colleagues.

The silences of the river had come to terrify him.
Staring into the darkness, extending an invisible hand to his face,
touching his eyes to ensure the lids were still open. Ghost
sampans. Ghost Chuck. Moonless nights punctuated by bursts of
blinding terror. Flares, tracers, staccato bursts of .50-cal. and a
distant .51-caliber echo. Engines to the rack. Blindly steering
through inky channels. Slipping out of control. He could feel what
he was becoming: a runaway diesel.

He checked his watch, rolled over, grabbed Toh's
waist, pulled her to him. I've got me a FNG this morning.

FNG, Johnny? What FNG?

In the dull light her skin looked so pale. He ran
his hands over her hips, her back, cupped her small breasts.
Fucking new guy. She rolled to face him, smiling, stretching.

Johnny, you OFNG. Old Fucking New Guy. You, Johnny.
Toh grabbed his erect penis. You one ready guy! She laughed.

He rolled on his back, eased Toh on top. While she
fucked him, she talked to the woman beyond the curtain, their words
swirling through the small room, became the call of seagulls,
became English, became the roar of a crowd in a distant football
stadium, the crash of waves on a distant beach.

Rhythm. Routine. Mornings with bar girls. Names...
he wished he could remember them.

He heard water pour into a pan. He sat up. Wanted to
puke. Reached for a Gauloise, glanced toward the corner. She
crouched on the dirt floor above the pan, a tiny figure in the
shadow douching in cold water. She looked up, eyes wide, noticed
him watching her.

Hey, Johnny, you good.

No . . . Johnny no fucking good, he said.

She stopped splashing water for a long pause. NFG?
No fucking good, Johnny?

The unfiltered French cigarette burned his
throat.

Regin was the last skipper to
enter the Benewah's ready room. A dozen American and Vietnamese noncoms in
fatigues sat smoking and drinking coffee. A few familiar faces
smiled when they saw him enter. This was his world, and it didn't
vary much beyond these bulkheads. Friends, foes and the ambivalent,
most of them were here. But Luong wasn't there.

He rolled down the condom and popped a Gauloise from
his pack, replaced the pack, scraped a match across the striker and
lit the cigarette. Through the smoke, he read 18:00 Z, the
departure time of their mission on a blackboard against a far
bulkhead. To the right of it, the usual - orders, notices, penciled
warnings. He eased onto a folding metal chair beside Vince
Realli.

I don't know how you smoke those things, said
Realli.

Beside the blackboard, the outline of the Mekong.
The larger sphere of this world, so familiar, so normal, so
routine. Regin's eyes traced a thin red line along the course of
the My Tho River to the South China Sea. And there, ringed in red
grease pencil, the Rung Sat. He had always managed to avoid it this
tour.

Lieutenant JG Thomas Ellison stepped sharply into
the room. The murmur faded almost instantly to a few voices that
suddenly seemed loud, out of place, then they, too, died.

Captain Bennett Wilson entered carrying on a
conversation with A.R.V.N. Lieutenant Colonel Pau Vaung, as if they
were on a golf course somewhere.

With a rattling of chairs, the noncoms rose
slowly.

At ease. The men re-seated themselves.

... tried changing my stance, my grip, nothing
works. Wilson turned, delivered his patented Hollywood smile to the
men in the chairs. Regin liked the man and hated him. There was
always a barrier between them, and it was more than just the
relationship of an officer to one of his men, the only black noncom
in his small fleet of riverboats. It was that stateside thing
carried here, to The Nam. Black and white where DNA made no sense.
Everyone was first and foremost American, and a target.

I'll keep it simple, said Wilson. Standing orders.
Intercept rice and materiel. There's light at the end of the
tunnel. Keep up the good work. He shrugged, opened his palms.

Colonel Vaung tapped the map with the back of his
knuckles in the vicinity of the Rung Sat Special Zone.

New intel. A.R.V.N., Marines. Out in Delta. Lots
contact. VC beaucoup. He turned his hand palm side down as if
caressing the map, swept his palm across the surface, seeming to
imply that the whole of the country was under VC control.

Codes for foot patrols are in your orders, said
Wilson. Squelch at two hours, ten minutes after the hour. Squelch
once to acknowledge.

Some friendlies. Your sector.

Ground forces in the highlands are pushing Charlie
into our AO, said Wilson. It might be like an Interstate tonight.
P.B.R.s R.O.N. Swifties, monitors and Zippos rendezvous down river
at 18:00 Zulu. Stir things up, push Charlie to the flanks. Intel
says to expect a hot spot right here. He patted the southern
portion of the Rung Sat. Questions?

Jack Regin lifted his hand. We got units on the
ground in the Rung Sat?

No. Ground action's west of the zone. P.B.R.s will
work the periphery.

Charlie can run but he can't hide.

The captain glanced for other hands. Good luck out
there, men. Wilson paused. It's appreciated, even in Washington.
Wilson turned to Lieutenant Ellison. Tommy, it's your show.

Ellison tapped a rolled sheaf of papers on the table
top. Listen up. Boat ride at 18:00 Zulu. He unrolled the sheaf of
paper. He turned to the second page. Maintenance reports look good.
Boats are in good order. You're primed and loaded for bear. He
pointed with his thumb toward Jack Regin. We'll see the last of the
Ray Gun on the chopper deck Thursday. He nodded toward Regin. Your
new engineman's in-country. He'll be here this morning. He's a
cherry. Be gentle.

 


3.2.2: The looking glass ...

 


At 24:00 Zulu, high over Vietnam,
a half hour south of the Benewah: a C123 banks through the
rain. Seaman Warren Betanko sees a hint of misty green and brown
patchwork, the Mekong Delta, flat to the horizon, its edges lost in
haze.

Time had rushed past.

For the hundredth time in a hundred days, he
regretted.

Everything.

A shit life brought him here.

A fuckin' magazine gonna get me kilt.

A fuck'in Sheriff's deputy even his uncle, a tough
motherfucker klansman, a boss, couldn't reason with.

A party gone wild. Goddam fun while it lasted.

More deputies, none of them friends of the family.
Not like the old days when being a boss meant something in East
Texas.

A courtroom.

Hissonner fuckin' judge D. E. Bonner. Coonass. Jail
or the service? Shoulda fuckin' gone to jail. Now he could die all
because he got drunk. The party was out of control, another regret,
because he got arrested, getting caught was always an even bigger
regret, and arrested again, just plain stupid.

A pattern here, the judge said.

Yeah. The fucking pattern was trying to get him
killed.

He was as patriotic as the next asshole. Stars and
bars. Old Glory. The flag of the confederacy. It was all the same
thing as long as it was majority rule. White folks built his world.
I'll defend it against the niggers. Arrested because of that
magazine, because of being drunk, because of that fucking
party.

Jailed. A common fuckstick in a holding pen of
coons, coonasses and white trash.

Convicted. The court room gave him no quarter. The
judge warned him. The alternative took him within days to the
Darren County, Texas post office. Pre-dawn.

Patriotic. But he sure as fuck didn't want to go to
the Nam, fighting somewhere other than here. The only white face,
herded with a bunch of niggers into that fucking building in
Houston. Stripped, standing shoulder to shoulder.

He expected to fail the physical. Everybody he knew
failed that physical. All the boys he played football with in high
school had flunked it. Bad knees. Bad backs. Bad shoulders. If you
looked like a faggot you got out.

Time compressed. From that moment on the post office
lawn, passing the physical, then tech school, then sweating south
of San Diego in mock attacks on sandy beaches in full gear.

He remembered most the California girls on the
beaches nearby - jiggling tits, tanned skin - none approachable.
Wasn't the real Playboy Mansion nearby? Now eons from California
pussy, he nurtured his regrets, on a plane from Cam Ranh Bay with a
fighter escort scooting low over the green. Just two days ago, he
had finished tech school. A navy seaman. The best goddam sailor in
the world.

Even now, with a mixture of infantry, marines and
Air Force technicians, most of them black, the voice head shouted
for him to scream nigger out loud.

He let loose the word in a crowded San Diego bar. He
told himself it was because Prissy had pissed him off at the whole
fucking world, but he knew he sometimes did things for no reason.
Hidden behind a crowd of white marines, he yelled: Fuck you,
nigger.

Where had that motherfucker come from?

In a split instant, a very black marine stepped
suddenly squarely in front of him, grabbed him by the throat,
lifted him. In an instant, Warren was seeing faint reddish veins in
the whites of the man's eyes. The marine slapped him across the
cheek with a hard, flat, callused palm, spun him around and shoved
him toward the door.

Get the motherfucker out of here or I'll kill him.
It was a somewhere-Yankee accent, Boston.

Betanko looked at the cluster of black faces on the
plane. They were watching him watch them. Diffident, threatened,
threatening, like the faces on the bus to Houston. In the dawn's
early light.

Every day was a struggle. He hated them.

Killing a fucking nigger should be natural,
ingrained, uncomplicated. There was no logical reason to integrate.
Separate but equal is logical.

He couldn't get his head around the concept. Here,
removed by the expanse of the Pacific, they were Americans. Back
home, their rag-tag paint-bare clapboard houses, their passivity,
their separateness, their little white churches, their rights. The
changes in geography confused him.

COLOREDS ONLY drinking fountains and washrooms. He
understood those. It was the way they wanted them. Out back -
behind the store, behind the service station - dirty, neglected. He
lived with certainty. The coloreds toilets were their fault. They
caused them to be dirty. They caused the neglect. They proved what
he felt about them, about their race.

He took the changes in his world as a sign of
personal defeat. Distinctions were fading. Dark faces now looked
out at him, even from the pages of the yearbook at his high school.
Separate, clearly unequal. The fact they drank from such filth was
proof enough of their inferiority. Who'd crap in a shitter like
that but some animal.

Betanko looked through the window of the plane,
yearning to see his buddies on the green checkerboard below. Byron,
Heck, Howard, Terry. Marines, infantry, Air Force. Heck was the
last, four months behind the others, a month ahead of Betanko.
II-S. Student deferment. Heck, the most unlikely college boy,
enrolled in a semester of incomprehensible courses, spending his
mornings in the student union playing poker, spending his
afternoons playing nine-ball for a buck a game with Betanko in a
bar near the campus.

Then all of them - Byron, Heck, Howard, Terry,
Warren Betanko - drunk. G'on, steal the Playboy, someone said. A
dare. He stuck the magazine under his T-shirt, the girl's smile and
the rabbit clearly visible across his chest. While the police were
looking for him for that, someone he didn't know, had never seen
before, set fire to an old truck tire during a party. Someone else
cut down a tree on top of the burning tire, a fence burned through,
a bunch of cattle got loose. The highway was crowded with steers
when a freight truck jackknifed right in front of them.

Handcuffed, jailed, the ultimatum.

The regret. Always the regret.

He had been unlucky even in poker.

It was his first day in country, but already he
thought the war would never end. Why send him halfway around the
world? His job was defending America from invaders, and this was
something else.

Navy was already moving out of Nam. Navy promised he
could choose what he would do, where he would go. 'Go Navy.'

 


3.2.3: Feeling kinda seasick ...

 


Chances of action are nil, the recruiter said to
Warren Betanko one afternoon shortly before or shortly after high
school graduation. Navy provides tactical support in the Nam. It's
just like on them leaky oil rigs out in the Gulf. Offshore Market
Time ships. All they do is ship ammo to the action. Cong can't
touch them. Ships is all air condition. Food the same as y'eat
here. Better, probably. Movies ... all the latest. An' more titty
flicks than they'd ever let you see here. None of that liberal
censorship keeping you from getting a hardon. You get combat pay
sittin' on your ass.

Hissonner the judge didn't care what branch he went
into.

Maintaining the GM diesel on the Verna, his uncle
Charlie's shrimp boat, had been the most satisfying time of his
life. A man's world. Just white guys on the Gulf. No women. No
mother. No sister. No girlfriend. No politics. No pinko
intellectual crap to befuddle the god-given white truth. No civil
rights. Just him and the man who had been a surrogate father after
his real one, a man he knew only in photographs, was shipped home
to Texas, killed in action - KIA, like the Korean car - Korea.
1952.

The year he was born.

A folded triangle of stars and stripes lived
throughout his childhood on the dresser in his mother's
bedroom.

Four years of Navy, a piece of cake. The recruiter
told him he would be an engineer. He liked the sound of it.

He signed.

The plane corkscrewed down through thick clouds
until a runway appeared below.

Warren wasn't a grunt, wasn't infantry. Hurry up and
wait. Being Navy had made the endless lineups palatable. Cough.
Shots. Can't imagine anybody with their hands on John Wayne's
balls. Heroes don't cough. They don't die. They kill. They save
their buddies. They get the girl. The girl fucks them. They fuck
the enemy. And nobody fucks with them.

Prissy said she loved him, then wouldn't go to bed
with him, even when she knew he was leaving. Especially. Sure as
shit didn't get no girl.

What would he do when facing a Viet Cong and the
empty, infinite black hole of a gun barrel?

A tight spiny little gum ball in his gut sent out
pointed tendrils into his organs. It was the fear of being killed,
not the fear of dying or the fear of killing, but the fear of fear
itself. The first time he felt it was the day the Navy blockaded
the Russian freighter off Cuba. From that moment, he knew where it
was all heading: Toward war, showdown with the commies, toward
Vietnam, toward killing or being killed. The killing of Kennedy
cemented the fact. He hated Kennedy - didn't give a flying fuck, in
fact, that someone had shot him, had celebrated the fact in class
the moment the shooting was announced - but the killing told him
that someone else was in charge of the world. If they wanta mix
nigger blood with white they'll do it and I can't do shit about
it.

The biggest fear was that he might be a coward. He
despised cowards. He might collapse when the shooting started. That
was the deepest dimension of this fear. At the most unexpected
moments, the fear would reach out and grab him by the balls and
yell COUGH, MOTHERFUCKER, COUGH!

He froze when the marine stepped in front of him and
slapped him.

He froze when his uncle's deck hand had fallen
overboard. As the boat pulled away, he stared at the man struggling
in the grey water of the Gulf of Mexico, nine nautical miles from
shore. It was as if someone had kicked him in the gut. He tried to
say help. No words would come out of his mouth. The man - unable to
swim, terrified of the water, not wearing one of the uncomfortable
kapok life jackets that his uncle kept in the bilge - was dead by
the time they got back to him.

When he was a boy he had experienced a moment of
insight the day he figured imperfection had killed his father in
Korea. If only. If only he could do everything perfect. Only then
did he have a chance to cheat the fear.

His experience would be different in Vietnam.

Hello, this is your pilot speaking. We'll be landing
shortly in the beautiful Republic of Vietnam. We affectionately
call it "The Nam." Weather on the ground is 101 degrees. Relative
humidity is about a hundred thousand per cent. It's monsoon season,
boys and girls, so expect everything to be moist. The forecast for
ground fire today is light to moderate, with sporadic mortars in
the morning, small-arms forecast for the afternoon, and scattered
sniper fire expected tonight. Oh, yeah, and you can expect rain all
the friggin' time.

The air on the ground at Cam Ranh Bay was East Texas
hot, humid, but stinky, foreign. It carried with it the stench of
piss and shit, decay and death. As they walked out the back of the
transport, a hundred GIs in fatigues waited to board. A clerk
ticked his name from the manifest and handed him an envelope with
his orders.

Back on this plane, sailor. You don't gotta stay
here. You going up river, the clerk said.

Second time, the plane set down at the Army airfield
southwest of Saigon. For the second time, his attention was drawn
to the smell of napalm still burning beside the runway. Dumped
there to deprive snipers of a place to hide, said the pilot.

He and a dozen marines and sailors boarded a bus,
its windows covered in steel mesh.

Just' like a prison bus, said one of the black
marines.

I expect you'd know, Warren wanted to say.

Keeps gook grenades from breaking a window, coming'
inside with us, said the driver.

You're replacing an engineman on a
PBR who went home yesterday, he was told by a clerk at HQ.
Chopper'll take you up to the Benewah at 09:00. That's 01:00
Zulu.

 


3.2.4:Take Neptune for a ride ...

 


By 01:00 Zulu, John Regin was sweating as he stepped
into the humid morning air. The sun burned his face. From the
shade, he felt the eyes of two women take their measure of him.

They hated him, he was certain of that. Sleeping
with their daughters wasn't part of the pacification program. But
it was obvious he was part of the portable economy that brought
momentary prosperity to these little hamlets.

Wherever he arrived on a part of the river, he and
the others like him brought business, new beer-can hooches sprang
up with the blessing of the district chief, who took his cut.
Prosperity. But fucking their girls brought neither friendship nor
peace, and it certainly didn't bring understanding.

No matter how long he stayed there, he would not
understand the Vietnamese and they would not understand him. But he
recognized dignity and pride in the press of their poverty. Their
daughters were sometimes all they had to sell. He wanted to hate
them, despise them and their poverty. Felt nothing.

To picked a baby from a basket. He pointed at the
baby and pointed at her. She laughed.

One more boat ride, he said to himself on his way
out of the compound.

He pulled another wad of script from his pocket and
handed it to the older woman.

She looked him in the eye, without smiling, said
nothing.

A hand-painted sign in red letters. Someone had
called the narrow path Nghia Road. He followed it toward the
river.

Through the trees he could see the
low, grey darkness of the MATS base just offshore, beyond it a
junction of three tributaries of the Mekong, the Phu Hoa, the Cae
Won, the Lat Vun. Where the waters of all three mingled: the dark
dominating presence of the Benewah.
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