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Looking into his grey eyes and fondling the
dense growth on his shoulder, she said, “We are bound to hurt one
another so much, again and again. We are so terribly
different.”

“Yes,” he said. “But the more different,
the more lovely the loving.”

– Sirius: A Fantasy of Love and
Discord. Olaf Stapledon, London, England, 1944
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Ruby, a bottlenose dolphin (species
Tursiops truncatus) in a sea-level pen.

 


 


Prologue:

The Least
Impossible Improbabilities

 


My name – please get this right! – is
Zachary Zimmerman, and before I level with you about Ruby and me
and all the strange, sad and beautiful things that happened to us,
let’s get one other detail straight:

I never intended to fall in love with a
dolphin!

I mean, I didn’t exactly wake up one morning
thinking “Gee, I guess I’ll get romantically involved with a
400-pound, legless marine mammal today!” Nobody does, any more than
your average Joe suddenly gets “light in the loafers” or a devoted
housewife ditches her hubby and tykes for a Harley and dykes. It
just doesn’t happen like that, and anyone who says otherwise is
either messing with your head or reaching for your wallet, probably
both.

I maintain, if you looked long enough at
those people (or at yourself, if this has happened to you), you
would always find the unexpected, and usually unwelcome,
“revelation” foreshadowed by some obscure event in their past.

Or in my case, several.

With that in mind, you should know that the
startling revelations recounted here were just the least unlikely
among a suspiciously large number of improbable occurrences during
my sophomore college year, when I was still young, stoned and
immortal.

Indeed, so many strange events occurred in
my proximity in so short a time it would be folly to attribute all
of them to chance, or even to my frequent ingestion of
mind-altering substances. And while I have, alas, grown older, and
I’m no longer as immortal as I used to be, no matter what I eat,
drink or smoke, nothing like this happens to me any more, goddamn
it!

So I’m certain that a percentage of these
events, no matter how unbelievable they now sound, had to be
genuine, authentic consensus-reality weirdness! And of that
authentic weirdness, the events surrounding Ruby were, by virtue of
their consistency, frequency and quality, the least impossible of
multiple improbabilities!

Some of these occurrences, while
intrinsically interesting, were easily discarded as irrelevant.
Others, like a conversation with Salina following our nocturnal
skinny-dip in a famous dolphin’s pen, could have been included to
buttress my conclusions. I chose otherwise to maintain focus on the
development of my relationship with Ruby, which was extraordinary
enough without embellishment!

What happened, over the nine months we knew
each other in the flesh, was less like an identity crisis and more
like a dream wherein I fled a tidal wave in slow motion. The wave
looked awesome, even beautiful, all glassy green and translucent,
but it was inescapable, and I knew it was going to wash away
everything and take me with it.

And surfing the crest of that crashing
dream-wave was this dolphin, the one I’m calling Ruby in this
story. She was laughing at my slow, bipedal flight, but she was
also saying, “Come join me! We can ride this out together.”

To suddenly realize, without warning or
guidance, that I was not what society prepared me to be, not what
my parents expected me to be, not even who I thought I was or
wanted to be, was devastating and destabilizing. By learning to
accept me as a human being, Ruby helped me to accept myself, and
that was tremendously liberating – so much so I overlooked its
dangers. But then, so did she, and I believe she understood them
better.

After all, I was a callow college student,
still practically a virgin; she was a tough old ‘phin who’d been
rolled in the eel grass many times before Beau made a showgirl out
of her, and she had the rake-marks to prove it. Given her previous
experience, she should have known better than to flip flukes over
snout for one of her captor’s species! In addition to being lethal,
fickle and clueless under water, we are such very, very conceited
creatures…

…Sorry, I digress. To return to my original
point, let me repeat it just one more time, a little stronger, for
emphasis:

I NEVER INTENDED TO FALL IN LOVE WITH THAT
&^%$#@ SHE-DOLPHIN!

There. Got that straight? Good! Because
nothing else in this story will be… including me.

 


 


 


[image: tmp_12bb49de8e69bb1155c57953e4eab49d_K1BMmE_html_51ab072f.jpg]

This isn’t a great picture, but it does capture the
dolphin show’s main features: the big pool, the jumping tower, the
hoops, the chickee, the riverboat, Star (jumping) and Hank.

 


 



Chapter 1:

“Welcome to
Florida Funland!”

 


I first took genuine interest in dolphins
off the coast of New Guinea, where lying on the deck of a small
boat I could put my eye some few inches from theirs as they swam
alongside in crystalline water. The intelligence in those eyes was
a shock to me. I wanted to talk to those animals, and I will swear
to this day they were thinking the same thing.

– R.F. Peterson, “Thar What Blows?”
Yachting, 1967

 


At first sight, the bottlenose dolphin that
would take me as its lover was only a silvery-gray shimmer rising
through water the color of apple cider. Its dorsal fin broke the
surface and a moment later it blew, adding a cloud of vapor to the
damp Florida air, rolled on its side and stared up at me out of one
soft brown eye.

Being this close to a dolphin for the first
time thrilled me from my beaded headband to the soles of my cheap
sneakers, but wanting to impress my client I tried to appear
nonchalant. There was an awkward moment of silence before the
client, a tall, buxom redhead standing next to me on the weathered
dock, spoke.

“Well, I suppose you should get to know
everybody.” After the long and noisy speedboat ride south from
Sarasota, her voice sounded no louder than the throaty purr of a
lioness. “Let’s start with Ruby, here. Ruby, shake hands with
Zack.”

The dolphin (which I now adroitly guessed to
be female) obediently raised her right pectoral fin, and I knelt on
the dock’s sun-warped planks and shook it. Her skin was like firm
wet rubber, but warm and distinctly alive.

The iris of her brown eye appeared round and
so deep it went through her and into the umber depths below. Her
expression seemed to hold a hint of sadness, but even as I felt
that I chuckled at myself for being so damn anthropomorphic. I had
no way of assessing a dolphin’s emotions, certainly not from
something as intangible as the look in its eye!

The redheaded client’s name was – well, for
purposes of this story, let’s call her Salina O’Rourke. She has
lawyers and money and connections, and I don’t. Even in deck shoes
she towered a good two inches over me, and I’m no shrimp. She had a
fine, straight nose and a jaw that could’ve been carved from
Grecian marble. Sometime in the misty past an American Indian had
paddled through her gene pool, bequeathing her high cheekbones and
skin, utterly anomalous for a redhead, that bronzed without
burning.

That morning, Salina wore a white cotton
blouse knotted under her ample bosom and short gray shorts. Her
figure wouldn’t admit she’d brought three children into the world,
but the rich can afford things like that. If her hair hadn’t been
pulled back and tied with a blue bandanna, it would have rolled
down her back like waves on a beach at sunset. But most of all it
was Salina’s eyes that caught you. They were jade green, and they
could cut you one second and giggle the next.

Not at all like the dolphin’s eyes.

Without knowing why, I had the prickly
feeling this was one of those decisive moments that irrevocably
shape one’s career, perhaps even one’s future, and I wanted a
snapshot of it. But my one and only camera was, by choice and not
by chance, sitting safely on a shelf at home, and even if I’d
brought it – who would have taken the picture?

Salina knelt beside me, her blouse filling
as she leaned over the water, and extended a hand. Ruby rolled on
her back, expos-ing an oystershell belly with two faint pink
stripes that ran from her pectoral fins (her flippers or “pecs” if
you’re a vet or a trainer) to her navel. The woman rubbed gently
and the dolphin arched with delight. I was able to observe that,
except for a short and curiously unrevealing slit where the
peduncle met the trunk, her streamlined undercarriage bore no
obvious traces of pubic hair, teats or genitalia.

At that moment the contrast between the
females of our two species, mine so well endowed with secondary
sexual characteristics, hers so nearly lacking them, couldn’t have
been much greater. I took advantage of the fact for a moment before
I opened my mouth and blew it.

“How can you tell it’s a she?”

Salina squinted at me, as if I’d asked a
stupid question. Fortunately I lifted my gaze in time to meet her
eyes.

“Trust me, it’s a female.” She continued
rubbing the dolphin’s belly, meaning its blowhole was under water.
It hadn’t breathed since rolling on its side.

“Why is the water so brown? Is it
dirty?”

“Of course not! This pen is flushed by the
tides, can’t you see? It’s the mangroves,” she explained, pointing
at the thick green bushes that lined the shore north of us. “Their
fallen leaves turn the water brown. Tannic acid, it’s perfectly
natural.”

“Why is she kept by herself?”

“She goes out with the Delta Queen
and does tricks.”

Salina waved at a Navy-surplus World War II
landing craft moored at the end of a nearby dock. Useless
smokestacks, an ornate superstructure and a fake revolving
paddlewheel made the Queen resemble an old-fashioned Mississippi
riverboat, but twin Diesels were what moved her. Emblazoned on the
wheel-house was the name of the amusement park, Florida Funland,
and its logo, a dolphin leaping through a flaming hoop. Instead of
Ol’ Muddy, this boat plied the Intracoastal Waterway, a
coast-hugging commercial channel that surrounds Florida like a
maritime drag strip. To our west lay Blackburn Bay, the glorified
sandbars called keys and then the Gulf of Mexico.

Why doesn’t she just jump the fence and
swim off? I wondered, but before I could ask the question
Salina spoke. “We’ll take a ride later and catch Ruby’s
performance. It’s mind-blowing, as my oldest daughter says!”

“How much extra?” My wallet was empty. We
had expeditiously avoided paying the gate fee by arriving from
seaward. Salina had repeatedly reassured me we were both guests of
the head trainer, with the permission of the park’s owners, a
couple of local real estate moguls, but I hadn’t seen anything on
paper saying I had a right to be here without paying. Much less do
what I came to do.

“What do you think? This is an amusement
park, isn’t it? But don’t worry, you’re covered! Come on, let’s
find Beau.” Without so much as a fare-thee-well to the sad-eyed
dolphin, Salina strode up the dock. I cast one backward glance at
Ruby, who was staring after us, and followed her. Behind me, the
dolphin breathed, a sound like a blast of air from a high-pressure
hose suddenly sucked back in on itself. All the time we had been
talking, she had been holding her breath!

The dock became a catwalk running shoreward
through a cluster of sea-level pens, some occupied, some empty,
Salina didn’t give me time to look. Her long, exfoliated legs
devoured the catwalk’s narrow, twisted planks and climbed a marl
path leading up a boulder breakwater. Ahead of us I heard a
rhythmic noise: ka-chunk, swish, ka-chunk, swish,
ka-chunk-chunk, swish!

We topped the breakwater and paused to catch
our breath with the dolphin show spread out before us. The
centerpiece was a large oval pool, perhaps two hundred feet
north-to-south by one hundred feet east-to-west, encircled by a
waist-high wooden slat fence. The landscaping was rocks and weedy
crushed gravel with a few faded palmettos standing in for
decoration.

Small floating docks on the pool’s north,
east, and south sides held plastic rings hanging over the water. On
the west side, where we stood, a broad concrete apron sloped from
the breakwater to the pool. Since we were facing some rusty
bleachers, this must be the performance area. The thumping noise
came from a palm-thatched hut that the ancient Calusa Indians might
have called a chickee if you discounted the power lines, the
two-by-four frame and the incongruous carved Polynesian tikis
guarding the door. Florida Funland was nothing, if not tacky!

Squinting into the hut against the glare on
the pool, I made out a man’s shadowy form moving quickly, a knife
flashing in his hand. He took a whole fish from a stainless steel
bucket on his left, sliced it on a chopping block and pushed the
chunks into a bucket on his right. Several such buckets, filled
with fish chunks, sat on the floor beside him. A portable radio on
the floor was playing the local country-and-western station. Being
into acid rock myself I didn’t recognize the song, but it was
impossible to misidentify Johnny Cash’s smoky voice over the
honky-tonk piano accompaniment:

 


I didn’t hold her back when she got
restless

One man is not enough when she wants it
all

Yeah, I let her go when I saw what she
wanted

‘Cause I don’t care to see Ruby
fall…

 


That odd coincidence gave me a moment’s
pause, but if Salina noticed it, she said nothing.

As I recollect that afternoon it rushes back
like an undelivered postcard, the sunlight warm for late November,
the breeze off the bay cool. For a moment the breeze turned
seaward, bringing me my first whiff of the chickee’s distinctive
odor, an unforgettable blend of rusty iron, ozone from badly
grounded electricity, beer, piss, the pharmaceutical nose of
veterinary vitamins and the reek of male sweat, but mostly just the
smell of a fish market.

“Beau!” Salina yelled, “Hey, Beau! We’re
here! I brought the new photographer!”

The man paused, put down the knife, turned
and stepped into the sunlight, blinking. He was a touch over five
feet tall with tousled blond hair and a mischievous grin. Short,
but not the kind of guy you’d pick a fight with; it wouldn’t last
long, and you wouldn’t be the one left standing. He wore only a
pair of tattered denim cutoffs and a tarnished silver cross on a
chain around his neck. The muscles in his bare arms and chest
rippled as he wiped watery blood from his hands with a tattered old
towel and tossed it carelessly on the ground.

The grin was for Salina. I was apparently
invisible. And if the bulge in his shorts meant anything, he
certainly was happy to see her!

“Salina! Well how-dee!” He threw open his
arms, encircled her hips and lifted her off the ground. She
thrashed like a captured crab.

“Beau! Put me down this instant!”

“I’m gonna throw you in with Satan!” He
started for the dolphin pool, carrying Salina as if she were a
naughty child.

“Don’t you dare! Put me down, now!”

“Gimme a kiss!”

“Put me down first!”

“Promise you’ll give me a kiss?”

“Oh, all right! If no one’s looking…”

He set her on her feet next to a pen where
two shark-like fins broke the water. She straightened up, put her
arms around his neck, and bent down until their lips met.

Nobody here but us dolphins, I thought.

“That’s better,” he said, after they
straightened up.

Salina threw a nod in my direction. “This is
the new shooter.” Beau scowled. “He’s a local boy, aren’t you,
Zack? He’ll work out great for the book! No travel, no lodging, no
day rates!”

“Riverview High School, class of ‘69,” I
started to say, not even thinking it sounded funny, when Beau’s
blue eyes locked on mine and measured me to the ounce.

Thinking back on it, I’m kind of embarrassed
by what they saw. Not my appearance; I looked just like a million
other male college students at the time. Long, curly black hair
parted down the middle, hanging almost to my shoulders, the hippie
head-band holding it out of my myopic eyes, framed by glasses.
Freckles showing through my beach tan. Scrawny arms, knock knees.
Cutoffs. A tattered purple tank top… and no camera.

No, it was my attitude that now embarrasses
me. I was a sophomore at the local liberal arts college; ergo, I
knew everything, including the meaning of ergo. I didn’t hold
myself above Beau, any more than above Salina, but something in my
attitude might have made him think I did.

If Beau saw all this (and looking back I
believe he did), he never said anything to me about it except
perhaps in the last thing he said to me, some three years later. He
may or may not have been quick to judge people, but he kept his
opinions to himself. At the time, he just said “What’s your name,
son?”

“Oh heavens,” said Salina, “I forgot to
introduce you! It’s –”

“Uh, Zimmerman,” I stumbled, suddenly
tongue-tied and not at all professional, “Zachary Zimmerman.”

“You go by Zachary all the time? That’s a
mouthful.”

“I guess Zack would do…”

At that, Beau grinned, stuck out his hand
and said “Howdy, Zack. Welcome to Florida Funland!” It was like
shaking hands with an oak. “If you’re such a hotshot photographer
like my lady friend here says, where’s your goddamn camera?”

He didn’t let go of my hand.

“First time I go on an assignment,” I
explained, trying to sound competent and professional and not quite
succeeding, “I just hang out, pick up on what’s going down and try
to tune in on the vibes without all the hardware hassles, know what
I mean?”

He still didn’t let go of my hand.

“I want to see this park at least once
through my naked eyes before I start looking at it through a
viewfinder!” I added. “I’m sure there’ll be plenty of other
opportunities to take pictures for Salina’s book.”

Beau snorted and let my hand go. It wasn’t
hurt, but it was pale and I had to resist the impulse to shake the
blood back into it. He glanced over to her.

“Oh, now it’s your book, huh?”

“I’ve seen his work,” Salina said
divertingly. “He’s good.”

“What was wrong with that fat guy from New
York? I thought he was just…”

A mechanical roar cut him off. Belching
smoke, an antique diesel tractor emerged from the palmetto scrub
laboriously pulling a train of wheeled carts and rolled up to the
bleachers beside the pool, where it discharged a couple of dozen
sweaty people in wrinkled Bermuda shorts and damp florid
shirts.

Tourists. Showtime. I headed for the cheap
seats. “Wait,” Salina yelled, “you can watch it from over here.” We
leaned against the north side of the pool fence, just a few feet
from the water.

“Don’t pay Beau any attention,” Salina said.
“He’s just messing with your head. He’s actually a great guy.”

Before a year had come and gone I would see
more dolphin shows than I cared to count, but I never saw another
one like Beau’s. It wasn’t the tricks; all dolphin shows are built
around pretty much the same behaviors. And it wasn’t the patter,
although Beau’s lines got some good laughs.

Looking back, I guess it was just Beau. Even
when his dolphins misbehaved and totally exasperated him, he still
loved them, and it showed in his voice when he spoke about them. He
depended on them for his meal ticket, and he in turn gave to their
captivity a meaning that, in the wild, they would have found in
each other.

Perhaps I am simply romanticizing all this
stuff, but I now believe the dolphins recognized him as the leader
of their little pod. Beau would say that was nonsense, but watching
other people do the show, even using the same lines, it was just an
act. The dolphins would go through their moves, but they were in it
for the fish.

With Beau in charge, they worked for him,
and the fish were merely a perk.

A second tour train arrived, filling the
bleachers with tourists, Salina now a swan standing out against a
gaggle of geese. Anticipating the show, the dolphins cavorted in
their pens, drawing excited “Oooh’s!” and “Aaah’s!” from the
audience each time they surfaced and blew.

Beau strode out of the chickee wearing a
stained white T-shirt as a concession to public modesty and a large
wireless microphone on a lanyard around his neck.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” he
began, the rusty mike booming his voice from the weathered speakers
around the pool, “I want to welcome y’all to our Porpoise College
here at Florida Funland! These porpoise are called ‘dolphins’ by
some, and they’re also called ‘bottlenose’ on account o’ their
blunt snouts. They may look like fish to you, but they are
ack-shu-ally air-breathin’, warm-blooded mammals like us, that give
birth to live young –underwater!”

Whenever Beau mentioned this, the women in
the audience would twitter among themselves for a few moments,
grateful that God, Darwin or Mother Nature had spared them similar
feats of endurance.

But his nomenclature confused me. There
simply are no porpoises in Florida’s coastal waters! Beau described
what kind of fish they hunted, how they defended themselves and
their offspring against sharks. His summation of their mental
abilities, however, left me disappointed: “They’re fast learners,
alright, and most scientists place ‘em somewhere ‘tween a dog and a
chim-pan-zee in intelligence. Now let’s get on with the show!”

Florida Funland’s Porpoise College was
similar to all dolphin shows seen around the world at that time,
but not like the ones performed today, in the enlightened 21st
Century! The dolphins, of course, behaved then just the same as
they do now: swimming, jumping, flipping and retrieving objects on
command.

We humans, however, have come so far! We are
now environmentally sensitive, ozone-friendly, carbon-neutral and
even noticeably less dolphin-lethal, at least in some locations. We
still put them on public display in fundamentally inadequate
facilities, but at least we no longer coerce them to perform inane
comedic skits that demean their essential dignity and bear no
resemblance to their natural behaviors.

Of course, even here in the 21st Century
they’re still chattel, but we don’t make them wear floppy hats
anymore, or, in the case of Beau’s lead dolphin, a mortarboard with
a nylon rope tassel.

“I call him ‘Star’ on account of he’s the
star pupil in our Porpoise College,” Beau boasted, retrieving the
plywood prop from the dolphin’s rounded melon. I wondered when I’d
be sporting mine. This independent study project to illustrate
Salina’s book, or Beau and Salina’s book, was an attempt to pad my
rather thin academic portfolio with a few more credits.

After about fifteen minutes of such stunts
Beau had run Star through his repertoire, or, as I am more inclined
to think nowadays, Star had run Beau through his
repertoire.

“Our last trick is a porpoise-powered boat
ride,” the trainer announced, sliding an aluminum skiff into the
water. Shading his eyes from the sun, he scanned the bleachers.
“Any of you kids out there got a birthday today?… Yes, you, young
lady –” he pointed out a four-year-old girl whose mother was
holding up her hand “– and one more, the lady in the white blouse
over there.”

“Oh shit.” Salina shook her head.

Beau wouldn’t hear of it. “Come on down,
honey, ol’ Star don’t bite… and neither do I!” Turning to the
audience he said, “You know why I picked her, folks? Because a
little birdie – I mean, a little porpoise – told me it’s her
birthday today!”

Salina, who had been dragging on an
ultra-long cigarette, blushed, tossed the butt down and ground it
with her heel. “That bastard, he’s actually going to twist my arm!
He knows how much I hate being out in public. Hold this!” she said,
flinging her purse at me, and stomped down to the pool.

The three passengers climbed in the skiff
and Beau tossed the painter, its end looped and padded, into the
water. Star thrust his snout through the loop and took off with
such a jerk that Salina and the girl almost fell overboard. The
audience roared. The dolphin had to race scavenging seagulls for
the chunks of fish Beau tossed ahead of him, but it was all part of
the show. Over the audience’s applause, Salina shot Beau an
I’ll-kill-you! grin.

The skiff slowly circled the pool, Star
rising now and then to breathe. Salina relaxed into her cameo. The
mother seemed mesmerized by the dolphin. The little girl was
nonplussed.

Salina’s purse was hand-tooled leather and
smelled new. There was probably a lot of money in her wallet, yet
she’d handed it to me without a second thought, even though she’d
met me only a few hours before. I resisted the temptation to peek
inside.

“Y’all get your cameras ready. When Star
gets back to the dock and hands me that rope, it makes a
bee-you-ti-ful picture.”

When she got off the skiff, Salina was
glowing. She took back her purse, fished inside for a cigarette and
lit up. “Star’s eyes nearly fell out when he saw me in that boat!”
she gloated.

“You’ve never done that before?”

“My kids have, but not me. You’re lucky you
didn’t bring your camera, I’d have taken your film!”

At the time, I thought she was joking.

After Star was penned, the other performing
dolphins jumped for fish, which Beau held at the top of a tall
steel tower. I was impressed by their physical prowess, but I also
felt a little cheated. Sure, Star could locate a dime tossed in the
pool, or shoot a basketball off his snout. Saki and Bimbo and
Gator, as Beau introduced them, could perform beautifully
synchronized high jumps.

But where was the intelligence I was looking
for? Where were the dolphin minds I had come to expect from reading
the popular literature? The dolphins at Florida Funland behaved
like – well, they behaved like a bunch of trained animals, and I,
who had never trained an animal more intelligent than a dog to do
anything more sophisticated than come when I whistled, wasn’t real
impressed with that.

My thoughts were broken by a yell and a wave
from Salina, who was trotting down the dock toward the Delta
Queen. “Come on,” she called, “We’re taking Ruby out!”

I followed her, still cursing myself for
having left my stupid camera at home.

 


 



Chapter 2:

Invisible
Fetters

 


According to Prof. (Renéé-Guy) Busnel, the
affection of a dolphin for his trainer exists only in the
imagination of the trainer. It is an illusion and a myth. Busnel
has run a series of experiments demonstrating that a trained
dolphin will obey his trainer even if the latter is dressed as a
woman. He will also obey a woman – and he will even obey a piece of
wood, so long as the dolphin perceives the signal to which he is
conditioned.

– Jacques-Yves Cousteau and Phillippe Diolé,
Dolphins, 1973.

 


With a bucket of fish chunks in hand, Beau
led us to the riverboat. Sea gulls wheeled expectantly overhead. I
caught up with Salina when she paused to watch a guy in a wetsuit
sitting on a floating dock in the pen next to Ruby’s. He had a
whistle in his mouth, the lanyard around his neck, and he was
holding a chunk of fish over the empty water as if he expected
something to reach up and grab it.

“Hank!” Salina yelled. “Hey Pulaski, over
here!”

The man turned, revealing a shock of curly
blond hair atop a face made rugged by a hint of Clint Eastwood,
foolish by a trace of Alfred E. Neuman, and waved. At that instant
a dolphin burst from the water and snatched the fish from his hand,
nearly taking the hand with it.

The man cut loose with a string of invective
vilifying the dolphin’s parentage, feeding habits and sexual
proclivities, which was probably true, considering it was a
dolphin; but being under water the dolphin couldn’t hear him, and
Salina didn’t even blush.

“How are you, Hank?”

He stood up, half-a-head taller than Salina,
his muscles rippling under the wet suit.

“I was just fine until that shit-head Satan
ripped me off! I’ll be glad to get rid of him – meanest goddamn
dolphin I ever met! Who’s your hippie friend?”

I was startled to realize he meant me.
Salina introduced us. Hank Pulaski captured and trained dolphins
for an exhibit on Steel Pier in Atlantic City, New Jersey. He
warmed up a little when I admitted I was born there.

“Ain’t Florida great?” he raved. “While my
boss is freezing his ass off up north, I’m down here drinking beer
and working on a real tan! We just caught Satan the other day, he’s
still a little shy, but I’ll have him jumping through hoops in no
time! Wouldn’t do to send him back too quick, though, my boss might
get the idea anybody can do this job!” Two toots from the Delta
Queen’s air horn cut him off. “Hey, you’re going to miss a boat
ride if you don’t get outa my hair!”

“You barely made it, baby!” Beau scolded us
as he hauled in the gangplank. “The skipper must like you, we
should’ve left five minutes ago!”

By Ruby’s pen a fin broke the water –
outside the fence. She was swimming free in Blackburn Bay, with
nothing between her and the Gulf of Mexico but a few miles of Casey
Key.

Again, I wondered why she didn’t just take
off.

Salina dragged me to the bow, where the wind
was fierce but the view, from ten feet above the waterline,
spectacular. “Beau said he’d let me do the jumps today!” she
shouted, as excited as a schoolgirl.

I didn’t understand. “You jump better than
the dolphin?”

“No, I get to hold the fish! He’s been
promising me this for months, and today’s the day! Look, there she
is!”

In the churning froth of the bow wave
something gray flickered, then leaped to grab a breath of air
between spray and foam. Ruby rolled on her side to stare at us
through the shimmering slipstream, holding her place without
visible movement. Her eye, no longer lonely, now gleamed in the
sunlight.

“Helllooo, Rooobeee!” Salina yelled.

As if in answer the dolphin flung herself
into the air, then splashed back into the bow wave with scarcely a
ripple. I gulped. At any moment, it seemed Ruby would get caught in
the slipstream, swept under the hull, thrown into the props, sliced
to bloody ribbons and blown out the backwash – but she didn’t. She
rolled on her side and eyed me like a cat lounging on a couch.

I stared at her in awe. No matter how
precarious Ruby’s position seemed to me, she obviously loved it,
sliding endlessly down that fluid wall of force.

“That’s amazing!”

Salina took it in through her designer
sunglasses.

“I told you so! Quite an instinct, isn’t it?
She’s only been rehearsing this act for, oh, a few million years.
Why, dolphins can…”

She was cut off by Ruby’s flukes flicking
water in our faces. Beau was on the deck above us, giving Ruby hand
signals, the passengers crowding around him for a better view. He
grinned gleefully and pointed his finger. Ruby leaped again,
showering us. We laughed like kids at an amusement park, and so did
the tourists.

Thirty years later, that scene remains
etched in my memory: The cobalt sky filled with glossy clouds, the
brilliant sun, the breeze fresh off the Gulf as we sailed in mock
majesty, on a fake riverboat, down the Intracoastal Waterway, a
dolphin leaping at our bow.

The Delta Queen slowed and turned.
“Now y’all gonna see Ruby do her stuff!” Beau shouted over the
loudspeakers. “Salina, get yer flukes up here!”

She disappeared up the gangway as Ruby
appeared off the port bow, only to disappear underwater as Salina
reappeared beside a beaming Beau. He anchored her as she stood on
the railing and leaned out over the water, half a fish in her
extended hand.

“Rooo-beee! Let’s go!” Beau hollered.

The dolphin arced out of the water and hung
leisurely in the air, surveying things, then plunged down without a
splash. Beau’s call had to be for our benefit. From hours spent in
my family’s swimming pool I knew Mom could yell herself hoarse,
there was no way you could hear her underwater. Impedance mismatch,
my father the engineer had called it. Between that and the throb of
the diesels, the wind noise and…

WHOOSH!

Cold droplets splashed my face as Ruby shot
by me. Fourteen feet in the air she nudged the fish with her snout.
Salina dropped it, Ruby grabbed it in her jaws and splashed down,
only to appear a moment later, the fish inside her.

Salina glowed. Beau’s grin threatened to
split his face. Parents were lifting their kids up on their
shoulders to glimpse this amazing leaping fish! But it was Ruby’s
targeting ability that most impressed me. The boat was not only
moving forward but vertically in the swell, and pitching side to
side. The environment was totally fluid, with no stable reference
points from which to judge either distance or trajectory, both of
which would change between the time Ruby left the water and the
time she reached the fish in Salina’s hand. She touched the fish
every time, but she never touched Salina. She never grabbed the
fish, just touched it with her snout, and Salina dropped it. (Back
in the main pool, the jumping dolphins had done the same thing,
come to think of it, but there, the only things moving were them.)
It seemed preposterously polite.

Ruby jumped for Salina five times. The
fourth jump was aborted by when a scavenging sea gull cut in, but
the last one was perfect. I could almost imagine Ruby was smiling,
aside from her standard-issue dolphin rictus. A healthy animal in
superb form, her performance commanded my admiration. In the open
ocean she was happy and powerful, an altogether different beast
from the docile, almost somber creature I had met in the pen an
hour ago.

Salina relinquished the last jump to Beau.
Clinging to a strut, he hollered for his dolphin and set a whole
mackerel’s tail between his teeth. Ruby leaped for range and
plunged just as the riverboat pitched into a yacht’s wake. The
dolphin shot up as the boat came down. Beside me, someone gasped,
and I watched Ruby trying to brake, mid-air, flukes cupped under
her like a scoop, her eye huge, white and startled.

Beau jerked back at the last second,
correcting for her overkill, and Ruby got her fish plus the hearty
cheers of the passengers.

Nobody realized how close Beau had come to
getting his face smashed on that jump except the four of us – me,
him, Ruby and Salina, who was back beside me.

“My god!” she mumbled. “That’s why he
wouldn’t let me do the last jump!”

Beau held the empty fish bucket upside down
over the water, and Ruby, seeing it and knowing that her work was
done, returned to her spot in the bow wave.

Beau got on the p.a. system and thanked
everyone for attending. As we docked, I noticed Ruby waiting
outside the gate of her sea-level pen. Why come back? What possible
attraction could life in a holding pen have over the freedom of the
sea, the choice of her own companions? What invisible fetters had
Beau placed on her, that so commanded her loyalty?

(When I finally got them, the answers to
those questions would shock and stun me. Ultimately, they would
prove impossible to verify, so I am none the wiser.)

The riverboat docked with a pile-shuddering
thunk!, the gangplank slid out, and the tourists in their
permanent-press shorts went back to the gift shop, the Old West
shootout, the petting zoo and the Indian fire-eater. Salina and
Beau waited until everyone else got off, and I waited for them.

“You done great today,” he said.

“So did Ruby. She didn’t miss a trick,
except that last jump. For a second there I thought you were a
goner!”

“‘T’wasn’t her fault. I shoulda made her
wait on that wake. Can’t expect her to do all the thinkin’! Say,
what time is it get-ting to be?”

“Almost 4:30. Do we have to go?”

Beau looked distressed, I couldn’t guess
why. “Pretty soon. You know.” He didn’t explain.

We paused by the main pool, where three of
the show dolphins were playing with a ball. Salina lay down on the
catwalk between the pens and they immediately swam to her, as if
she were a sea-nymph.

“Goodbye, Star. Goodbye, Bimbo. Goodbye,
Gator,” she said. The dolphins – three identical gray torpedoes, as
far as I could tell – rolled over on their backs for
scratching.

On the way back to Salina’s motorboat I
looked for Ruby, but if she had been returned to that lonely little
pen, I didn’t see her.

 


§§§

 


Smoke from Salina’s cigarette curled upward
and caught in a beam of light striking from the western window of
her parlor. She sat in an overstuffed armchair, the pale afternoon
sun doing beautiful, violent things to her hair while leaving her
face in shadow. An Asian maid brought us cut-crystal glasses of
iced tea with lemon wedges and fresh mint sprigs on a lacquered
tray. Salina thanked her. We drank. Salina nodded her approval. The
maid left as silently as she had come.

“So how do you like it?”

While the piles of dirt and wood scraps
outside her house marked it as brand-new, it was not one of those
cheese boxes that were even then spreading malignantly across the
Florida countryside. The house’s size and elaborate architecture,
the huge front door of hand-carved oak and the many other opulent
touches confirmed it as the home of a person of wealth and
character, or at least a person of wealth who knew an architect
with character.

True, I would not have put it so close to
the canal – they have a nasty habit of overflowing during
hurricanes, sometimes to a depth of several feet – but it made for
easy boat access. And while they harbored mosquitoes, the tall
Australian pines around the house did provide shade. Since they
were invasive exotics, leaving them standing could scarcely have
been a nod to the local ecology.

Still, it was an impressive dwelling
outside, sumptuous inside. The oiled hardwood of a baby grand piano
glinted darkly in the late afternoon sunshine. Rare books,
archaeological artifacts and small but expensive ceramics by a
local master potter filled the many nooks and shelves. The
paintings, including a large, pastel abstract by a Sarasota
neo-Impressionist who never let you forget he was a founding member
of the Famous Artists’ School were bold, yet non-discordant.

The overall impression was of someone with
enough money to live very well and enough self-confidence not to
flaunt it unnecessarily. At that moment Salina seemed more
mysterious than the dolphins. Frankly, I was a little in awe of
her. And puzzled, too.

“Are they dolphins or porpoises? You and
Hank call them dolphins, but Beau…”

“They’re dolphins, of course, from the Greek
delphys, the womb of Mother Ocean. Sacred to Helios the sun
god, not just Poseidon as you might think, isn’t that odd? It’s
because the Greeks believed they appreciated music, and Helios
played the lyre. But ‘porpoise’”– the word practically gagged her –
“is French for ‘pig-fish!’ I don’t even want to think about the
implications. The French are disgusting!” She shuddered. “Beau is a
sweet guy, but he learned his trade from Rappaccini, who was a
fisherman before he got into training, and a ‘porpoise’ is what a
fisherman calls any cetacean smaller than his boat. Beau thinks a
‘dolphin’ is something you eat, a species of fish. The Polynesians
call them mahi-mahi, the Spanish dorado. In Latin
it’s Coryphaenus hippurus, yes, that’s the species.” She
rattled off the names as if they were all her native language.
“I’ve tried and tried to correct him, but he’ll never change,” she
said resignedly, and took another drag. “But you don’t know
Rappaccini, do you? Lucky you. So tell me what you think of
Beau.”

I mulled over several possible answers, gave
her one that seemed inarguable.

“He strikes me as a very good trainer.”

“He’s the best anywhere. Period.” As I was
to learn, the superlatives in Salina’s vocabulary did not exist in
degrees. “The riverboat ride with Ruby – do you realize she’s the
only dolphin in the world that performs on free-release? Outside of
the military, of course.” She scowled. “Nobody else can do it. Only
Beau.”

“Does she ever take off?”

“She did, once. Got out when part of the
fence collapsed during a storm.”

“What happened?”

“Beau was mortified, of course. We all were.
But Ruby turned up a few hours later at a nearby marina, begging
handouts from the fishermen. Beau brought her back, she swam right
alongside his boat. That’s all in my book, Please, Mr. Porpoise! I
gave you a copy, didn’t I?”

I confirmed that she had, but I never told
her what I thought of it: a self-indulgence only someone like
Salina could afford. Published by a vanity press, the book was a
narrated album of her children’s romps with the dolphins during a
family vacation the year before. Any informative content seemed
purely incidental.

“Why does she come back?”

Salina stared at me as if I’d asked another
stupid question. In the shadows, her eyes stood out very white
against her bronze skin. The smoke from her cigarette formed an odd
vortex that lingered for a moment before dissipating in the room’s
random turbulence. She took a long drag, letting the words out with
the smoke.

“She loves him. They all do. It’s nothing to
be embarrassed about. He’s damn good to them, and they know it.
There are other trainers out there who are…” She stopped, as if she
found the idea of someone mistreating those animals too ghastly to
contemplate. “You have no idea. They choose us, you know,” she
continued. “They have their favorites. Ruby and Fergus, my
youngest, of course. She’s so gentle with him it’s like she’s his
mother! Star picked Colleen, my nine-year-old. He loves to tease
her by jumping over her when she’s in the water. You’ll have to get
a picture of that. Saki – he pines for Nikki, my teenager, but
she’s got a crush on Beau.”

“And you?”

She was quiet a moment. “Bimbo. Have you
noticed? There’s not a scratch on him. A real gentleman.
Protective. Good with the children. Very strong, yet gentle.”

“Will one of them pick me?”

She got a wry grin. “If you hang around long
enough, certainly.”
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Salina, Beau, Hank and Star in the odd quiet
moment at the dolphin show. As I was to learn, such moments were
fleeting and infrequent.

 


 


 



Chapter 3:

Three Scenic
Vistas

 


“Nobody has problems with marijuana!”

– Elliot Gould,
Rolling Stone interview circa 1972

 



Part 1: Among Brothers… and Sisters

Back at New College, my friends were only
too happy to celebrate my good fortune with a joint. “Working with
dolphins and getting credit for it! Zack, you lucky dog,” Larry
“Hazy” Hazelton chuckled, rolling the doobie with a tight,
professional twist. He lit up and a billow of pot smoke, so
different from the acrid smoke of Salina’s cigarettes, glowed in
the backlight washing over his bony shoulders and long blond hair.
Hazy toked again, leaned back against the balcony’s sliding glass
door and passed the joint to his roommate.

Gilbert Dorfman glanced up uncertainly from
“Introductory Russian.”

“Nyet spasisbo, bretats, U myenya dlya
izuchyeiya,” he begged off.

Hazy gently twisted his arm. “Boris Badenov
say, ‘Toke now! Study later.’”

“Ow! Torture! Well, if you’re going to be
that way about it…” Gilbert took a couple of shallow tokes, exhaled
quickly and handed me the joint. I took a deep hit and held it,
then passed the joint to Terry Newton, who went by the nickname
“Tuna.”

“Gilbert, why on earth are you studying
Russian?” Tuna asked. “It’s supposed to be the most difficult
language in the world! Wouldn’t Spanish or French be more
useful?”

“Yeah, it’s real hard.” Gilbert sighed,
closed the textbook and tossed it into a corner. “I figure we’ll
all be speaking it some day, so I might as well get a head
start.”

Hazy turned his attention to some a large
piece of poster board, on which he had been drafting a schematic of
the Kabalistic Tree of Life, and picked up a pencil and
straightedge. “How did you manage it?” he asked, connecting Cochma
with Nizah through Chesed.

“Manage what?” I croaked, trying to hold
another hit.

“This dolphin gig!”

“Actually, I didn’t do anything. You know
that student art show a couple of weeks ago? I’d entered a few of
my photos in it. I guess this woman, Salina, who’s writing a book
about the dolphins in the park, was shopping for a photographer.
She saw my work and asked Professor Shartar whose it was. The next
thing I knew, we were on our way to Florida Funland!”

“Amazing,” Tuna said.

“Definitely synchronicity,” Gilbert
added.

We were pretty tight, the four of us, and
each knew his role: Terry the Philosopher, Gilbert the Clown, Hazy
the Mystic and me, the Mad Artist. Or was I the Mad Scientist? The
fact that I suck at math would eventually answer that question, but
at the time I wasn’t sure. Things could have gone either way.

No, really, they could have.

Tuna threaded up Dave Mason’s album Alone
Together on his reel-to-reel tape deck and we listened and
toked and rapped for a while before Gilbert put down his textbook
and stood up, a little unsteadily. “Wow, I need some air,” he said,
sliding open the glass door and stepping out onto the dorm room’s
balcony. A moment later he called to us. “Hey guys, check this
out!”

The dorm’s balcony overlooked Palm Court, a
large, tree-lined courtyard that was the site of many excellent
parties. Along the red-tiled walkway that stretched north toward
the student center and classrooms, a couple of the sisters were
strolling toward us. The one on the left was braless under her
tie-dyed T-shirt, her shorts cut practically to the crotch. The one
on the right wore a long denim dress, but the sleeveless vest
barely covering her breasts more than compensated.

A jetliner rumbled low overhead, descending
for a landing at the nearby Sarasota-Bradenton Airport. The sister
on the right flung open her vest and flashed her tits at the
aircraft in a gesture of civil disobedience. Many complaints lodged
by commercial airline pilots had put an end to nude sunbathing by
the pool and on the dormitory rooftops.

A coalition of the sisters had argued, with
great merit I thought, that they should not have to pay for the
institutionalized societal sexism which caused male chauvinist pig
private pilots to circle the campus ogling them from small planes,
to the endangerment of commercial air traffic; but they had lost,
and by the time I’d processed all that the jet was on the runway
and the sister had covered her tits again.

We nevertheless applauded her brazen
audacity. She looked up at us, waved, and then flashed us.

“You want to come up?” Gilbert yelled.
“We’ve got some great pot!”

“No thanks, we just scored some hash,” the
tie-dyed sister said as they disappeared around the corner of the
building.

“Who are they?” Tuna asked, practically
falling over the railing as he tried to follow them.

“The exhibitionist is named Jeanie, I
think,” Hazy answered, the joint in his hand forgotten. “The other
one is Sallie something. It doesn’t matter, they’re both spoken
for.”

“Shit,” Gilbert muttered. “And she had such
nice tits, too.”

We all knew what he meant. Most of the
sisters at New College were liberated young women who would flash
their tits at jet pilots or dive into bed with any guy who caught
their fancy; there just weren’t enough of them. The campus
male-female ratio at that time was more than two to one, and our
class, considered a marked improvement over the college’s first
four years, consisted of 122 men, 63 women.

So for a school where the administration
looked the other way when couples dumped their assigned roommates
and shacked-up, where the mores were looser than cheap bell bottoms
and drugs flowed like water, it could be very difficult to get laid
if you were a guy at New College, particularly if, like me, you had
no social skills whatsoever.

I was not a virgin only by default. At the
end of my freshman year, a junior exchange student named Lorraine
had taken mercy on me. Staggering drunk, she had dragged me from a
late showing of Antonioni’s interminable bourgeois-misery epic
"L’Eclipse" back to my frigid dorm room, where, on a bed so narrow
two snakes would have had trouble making it, we had copulated
furtively and rather more to her satisfaction than mine, although I
was extremely grateful, having just turned 19, that she had lifted
the curse from me.

Lorraine flattered me afterward by saying
she hadn’t realized I was a virgin; that made me grateful for my
liberal parents’ sex-education talks. She insisted on staggering
back to her own room under her own power, leaving me lying on the
bed, wondering what all the fuss was about and if it ever got any
better.

Like an idiot absorbed in whatever it was I
thought I was doing at the time, I ignored her for almost two
weeks, until I realized she actually did like me – I think
one of her friends confessed – whereupon I snuck over to her room
one morning and found her lounging in bed.

That was rather better.

Two days later she was gone, back to her
husband and child in the Midwest. She asked me not to write, so I
didn’t. I thought about her, but not with longing. I was a realist.
I had liked Lorraine, I had been grateful to Lorraine, but whatever
love was, that wasn’t it.

Not that love was what I was looking for,
any more than Hazy or Gil or Tuna or most of the other guys on
campus. It just seemed ironic that at the height of “free love and
flower power,” and on a campus where anything went, sex was a
problem acutely felt by many of us guys. As we finished the joint
we rapped about our conquests and losses, who was getting what with
whom how often, where, on what drugs and in what position (as if we
knew), and what our prospects or lack of same were, until Hazy
announced he had terminal cotton mouth.

“Same here,” said Gil, opening a mini-fridge
and pulling out a large bottle of turbid brown liquid. Hazy brought
four thrift-store drinking vessels and set them down before Gil,
who poured and handed me a brimming Ball Mason jar.

“What is this?” I asked, sniffing it
cautiously.

“Just organic apple cider,” Gil said
reassuringly, “straight up.”

“Unfiltered,” Hazy added.
“Unadulterated.”

“Wow,” I said, “that’s really… cosmic! This
cider is exactly the same color as the water at Florida
Funland!”

We pondered that for a minute, stunned by
the synchronicity of it all.

“Almost as murky, too,” I added.

“I love dolphins,” Gilbert suddenly
announced. “They always look so happy! And they’re so smart! Aren’t
they supposed to be more intelligent than we are? Do they talk to
you?”

“Not yet,” I said, overwhelmed by his
enthusiasm.

“What did you say that woman’s name was?
Salina something?” Hazy asked, contemplating the path from Yesod to
Hod along Resch.

“O’Rourke. Salina O’Rourke. From somewhere
in New York,” I added, giggling.

“I think she has a relative on campus,” Tuna
added.

“Who?” Gil, ever hopeful, asked.

“Leo Baer. In the Environmental Studies
Program. Not your type.”

“Oh.” Disappointed, Gil returned to his
textbook.

“Which reminds me,” I said, checking to make
sure that my legs were underneath me before I stood up, “I need to
go see Professor Dyne.”

“You’re not going Nat-Sci on us, are you?”
Hazy asked.

“Nah. But if I’m going to be shooting
pictures of dolphins, I might as well try and get some credit for
it, and Wilbur’s the guy to give it to me.”

 



Part II: Supplicating the Gods of
Science

“So. What exactly do you want to do with
these dolphins, Zack?”

Everybody – even liberal arts majors –
acknowledged that Wilbur Dyne, B.S., M.S., someday-PhD., was one of
the coolest profs anywhere. He was young, single, bearded and hip.
He was rumored to have the largest collection of underground comix
on campus, and he could, if he chose, sprinkle his conversations
with allusions to his more-than-passing familiarity with various
obscure botanical psychotropics. His doctoral thesis, which had
been perilously close to completion for the past several years, was
to be the first-ever ecological survey of Sarasota Bay’s benthic
organisms.

I considered his question carefully.
Salina’s invitation was artistic – “Illustrate my book” – and I
could, if I wanted to, approach it from that angle. But I didn’t
want to stop there. Some-thing else was tugging at me.

“Well, I thought I could try to replicate
some of John Lilly’s work. Nobody else has done that. You’re
familiar with his experiments in human-dolphin communication,
aren’t you?”

Wilbur squirmed uncomfortably. “Sort of. I
think I read that book he wrote a few years back, what was it,
People and Porpoises?”

“Man and Dolphin,” I corrected him.
“They’re dolphins down at Florida Funland, not porpoises, although
that’s what the head trainer calls them.”

“Oh yeah? What’s the difference?” I
suspected Wilbur already knew, but I wanted to show him I had done
my homework and Salina’s answer wouldn’t cut it here.

“Both are toothed whales of the order
Cetacea, family Delphinidae,” I said, “but porpoises,
which dwell in colder waters, are generally smaller, have a blunt
snout and spade-shaped teeth, whereas bottlenose dolphins, which
are native to our waters, have longer snouts and conical teeth. And
very large brains,” I added, which was what really interested
me.

“How large?”

“Larger than yours, by ten percent.”

Wilbur chuckled. “Maybe so, Zack, but I am a
professor of biology at a respected private college, while they are
performing animals.”

“You work for a paycheck, don’t you?”

Squinting, Wilbur examined my eyes. “Are you
high?”

“Why, you jealous? Want some? Will I be
graded on whether I’m high or not?”

Wilbur rubbed his forehead. “If I do, and
I’m not saying I do, I know where to get it. No, I just want to get
a handle on where you’re coming from with this independent study
project. Your major’s liberal arts, isn’t it?”

“Communications in all its forms – audio,
visual, graphic and inter-species.”

“If you say so! But you’re basically a
liberal arts major invading the Natural Sciences Program, where a
different set of rules apply, and I want to make sure… you’re not
out of your depth. So tell me, what got you interested in
dolphins?”

Oh, did that ever throw me back…

1957: Sitting on my father’s knee,
he’s reading me a picture-book about a gray whale swimming from the
Arctic to Baja, California to birth her calf. She meets a pod of
dolphins on the way. Then along come killer whales – villains in
this simple, childish universe. The killer whales chase the
dolphins, and the gray whale gets away.

No matter how many times my father reads it,
the book never says if the dolphins got away, so I ask him. He
thinks about it for a while.

“Probably not,” he finally admits.

1961: “Flipper” is playing at the
drive-in and it is so cool! There’s this dolphin, see, and this
dumb guy shoots it with a spear gun so it beaches itself, but this
kid and his little brother nurse it back to health and now the
dolphin is their best friend! Flipper’s so smart he talks – well,
almost! Bud and Sandy can understand him; why can’t I?

1962: The Aquarama, a magnificent new
aquarium, has just opened in Philadelphia. Some outdoor exhibits
feature tropical foliage.

“Ooh, Mil, ‘ow they will make those palm
trees grow up ‘ere?” my mother wonders. “They’ll freeze come
winter!”

“Electric heaters in the soil around the
roots,” my dad explains. “They can keep them growing year-round
that way!”

There are tanks and tanks of beautiful fish,
and there are dolphins, too, performing inside in a huge glass
pool, you can see them splash down after their jumps and flips. I
want to go back stage and pet them, but Mom says it’s not allowed.
The dolphins swim to an outside pool where the water is steaming.
Their breath makes fountains in the cold, frosty air.

1964: “Flipper” is on TV and dolphins
are everywhere! Everybody’s talking about them talking to us, or us
talking to them. A picture in LIFE magazine shows a
scientist in Hawaii listening to dolphins with giant plastic ears.
Even my father, the electronics engineer, can’t explain it. But he
tells me a Dr. John C. Lilly is studying dolphins so we will
understand how to communicate with extraterrestrials, when we meet
them. How soon will that be? Dad doesn’t know.

1966: I keep asking, but Mom won’t
say where we we’re going. She just screams at me and my little
brother “Get in the car! Get in the car, NOW!”

I get in, but I am so scared. Mom’s been
acting crazy since she threw Dad out for seeing that secretary. She
drives and drives into Philadelphia. On the overpasses I’m afraid
she’s going to drive off and kill us all to get even, but she
doesn’t. Finally I figure out where we were going: to the
Aquarama.

But it isn’t the same. The place is all
rusty and old. The tanks are cracked, most of the fish are gone.
The palm trees have died, and so have the dolphins. One of the
guards says they caught pneumonia from breathing cold air while
swimming in the heated water. Mom really wanted to do something
nice for us, but it’s just all sad. On the way home, I almost cry.
“What’s wrong with you?” my mother asks angrily, but I know better
than to try to explain.

June 1970, five months ago: Sitting
on a dock on the Gulf of Mexico, blowing a joint and grooving on a
really cosmic sunset, all gold and fiery orange, dig, when suddenly
I cop to all these black fins rolling in the water – a pod of
dolphins is passing by! Without a second’s thought I dive in and
swim, swim like mad. A hundred yards offshore, I stop and look
around. Where are they? Surely they must be right about here…

Their fins break the water ten yards in
front of me. They dive. They resurface ten yards down the coast,
having swum directly underneath me.

Disappointed, I return to shore. What did I
expect them to do, stop and chat? When I get out, I discover that,
in my stoned enthusiasm, I forgot to take my wallet out of my
cut-offs…

“Zack? Hello? Anybody in there?”

Wilbur’s voice brought me back. To me, the
chain of associations had come and gone in the blink of an eye, but
apparently it had taken a little longer.

“Uh, sorry, Wilbur. I guess you could say I
have a casual interest in them, going back to childhood. But it was
Lilly’s work that really caught my attention – the notion that by
trying to communicate with dolphins, we might learn how to
communicate with extraterrestrials. I’ve been fascinated with them
ever since.”

“Hmm. Well, short of you changing your
major, I don’t know what to do. My specialty is the ecology of
benthic organisms, after all – clams, snails, tube worms. I don’t
need, or want, to communicate with them, so I feel a little bit out
of my depth with this ethology-linguistics stuff. You’ve heard of
‘Clever Hans,’ haven’t you?”

I assured Wilbur that I was familiar with
the true story of the famous ‘talking horse’ that could answer
questions and solve mathematical problems by stomping its hoof –
when somebody present knew the answer! Hans, it turned out, was
only clever enough to read his human handlers’ unconscious body
language and know when to stop stomping.

“Those kind of problems always bedevil
researchers who try to prove lower animals can ‘talk,’” Wilbur
continued, “and the field doesn’t have a really good reputation.
But why don’t we start off like this: get me a reading list. Not
just Lilly’s stuff, find some other sources. See what other
scientists have to say about Lilly’s ‘talking dolphins.’ I’ve heard
there’s a new psychologist training a dolphin at Trident Marine
Lab, why don’t you try to hook up with him? Write a proposal. I’ll
take a look at it, and if you want to run some experiments – well,
we’ll play it by ear from there.”

“You mean you’ll sponsor me?”

“Yeah. It should be interesting. Who knows
where this might lead?”

“Gee, thanks, Wilbur! If there’s anything I
can do for you…”

“Well, as a matter of fact…” Professor Dyne
leaned over his cluttered desk, his voice conspiratorially hushed.
“Do you know where I could get a mint copy of Zap Comix
#3?”

 



Part III: The Home Front

Hitchhiking back and forth to New College
wasn’t much of a problem in those days; there was a lot of traffic
headed for the beach, and I got home around sunset.

That year, home was my mother’s house on
Siesta Key. My father bought it for her after the divorce: two
bedrooms, two baths, and a living room that merged into a small
kitchen and dinette. Its best features were a wide lanai and a
half-acre back yard with live oaks. Our first year there, I slept
on the couch until my mother had saved enough money to convert the
garage into a third bedroom. The house was centrally
air-conditioned – except for my room, of course.

Like any sensible college student, when my
mother was around I didn’t spend any more time there than I had to.
When she wasn’t there, it got a lot better. Right now she was
there.

My brother Howie, just turned 17, looked up
when I came in but said nothing. He sat at the kitchen table
reading a tattered Dr. Strange comic book with eyes the size
of golf balls. My mother’s bedroom door was closed. She must be
sleeping.

“How’d it go?” he asked, not looking up.

“I’ve got a sponsor. I can’t believe it,
Howie, but this is really going to happen! I’m finally going to
work with dolphins!”

“Great. If it doesn’t pan out, there’s an ad
for sea-monkeys in the back of this comic. Maybe you can figure out
how to talk to them.”

“You’re fucked-up, you little rodent.”

“So are you!” he shot back.

Touché!

“Mom got real pissed-off with you,” he
added, perusing the Johnson-Smith ads. “You should have called and
let her know you’d be late for dinner.”

“I’m not late,” I said. “Did you guys eat
early?”

“No. We were waiting on you, but you
were…”

“Zaaack,” my mother moaned.

My brother rolled his eyes, gathered up his
comic book, went into his room and shut the door.

My mother’s bedroom was dark. She was lying
on the bed, dressed, stretched out under the covers. She looked up
when I came in.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” she whispered. “I
was worried about you. I don’t mean to be a nag, Zack, but I do
wish that, if you’re going to be late for a meal, you’d at least
call and let me know.”

I apologized.

“Help me up, will you?” she said. I slipped
my hands under her shoulders and lifted her into a sitting position
as gently as I could, but the pain made her wince anyway.

“Make me a cup of tea, luv?”

This was an old drill. I put the kettle on
the stove, and shortly the water boiled. I swilled it around inside
the ceramic teapot – very important point, my mother doesn’t like
cold tea. It had to be a certain brand of loose-leaf orange pekoe –
she was very particular about that – one teaspoonful for each cup
and one for the pot, steeped for three-and-a-half minutes, no
longer.

My resentment grew stronger with the tea. I
didn’t want to be here, but I didn’t seem to have any other choice.
My freshman year I’d lived on campus, but in his infinite wisdom my
father had decided there was no sense in shelling out for his son’s
dorm room when he was already shelling out for his ex-wife’s house
in the same zip code.

The fact that my mother couldn’t do anything
about her arthritis didn’t make her any easier to live with. But
how, where, to get away? I didn’t want to drop out, and I wasn’t
independent enough to work full-time while attending school so I
could afford a place of my own.

I put the mugs with the milk in them and the
tea pot under its cozy on the tray with the sugar and brought it
all to my mother, who had managed to stumble out of bed long enough
to switch on the small, black-and-white TV set. On the news, Chet
Huntley was vainly trying to explain to a skeptical David Brinkley
the government’s line on our latest “strategic victory” in
Vietnam.

My freshman year had also been the second
year of the draft lottery. By sheer dumb luck I had pulled a number
in the high 300’s. We would nuke Hanoi before they sent my
lily-white ass to slog through some goddamn Asian rice paddy!

I poured the tea. The spoon in my mother’s
knotted, swollen hand chipped at the hard brown sugar in the bowl.
Finally she levered some into her cup and took a sip.

“Oooh, that’s good! Thank you, Zack. I do so
appreciate your being around, luv.”

“You’re welcome, Jo. I’ll get some dinner
started in a few minutes,” I said by way of apology.

“That would be nice,” she said, easing into
a more comfortable position. “I left some hamburger out, do you
think you could fix it?”

I was tempted to ask if it was broken, but I
didn’t. In this condition, my mother had no sense of humor. She was
like some huge, wounded animal that radiated pain the way a
broadcast tower emits radio waves. Over the years I had developed
some shielding, but it was never quite enough.

Now Chet and David were reviewing the
nightly body counts. “Oooh, it’s ‘orrible!” my mother groaned. “I
didn’t survive the Blitz just to see this! It’s terrible, it’s just
bloody murder! We’ve got no business over there!”

I couldn’t help but agree. Now a commercial,
Speedy Alka Seltzer at the chalkboard or Hertz dropping somebody
into the driver’s seat.

“How’s school going, luv?”

“Pretty good. Professor Dyne said he’d
sponsor me on the dolphins.”

“Oh, is that the class with the lady who
liked your pictures? What was her name, Samantha? Serena?”

“Salina.”

“Oh yes, Salina. I do so hope that works out
for you, Zack, I know you’ve been wanting to do something with
dolphins for so long and when Serena saw your pictures in that show
it just seemed natural, you working with her. Besides, there’s a
chance you’ll get some photos in her book, isn’t there? Will you
get paid? That would be so good for you, dear. I do so want to see
you succeed…”

Sure you do, Mom. So do I.

“…and I just want you to be happy, you know?
Pour me another cuppa, there’s a luv. You’ll get dinner on soon,
won’t you? I could ask Howie to do it but he’s so...”

As if on cue, my brother slammed out of his
room, slammed into the bathroom. My mother sighed. All the troubles
of the world settled on her arthritic shoulders.

“...He’s become so sullen, so withdrawn! And
him such a happy little baby! I don’t know what’s come over him!”
As my mother turned to stare at me from eyes that were wells of
pain, her lined face caught the flickering blue glow of the TV
set.

“Zack – he’s not on drugs, is
he?”

 


 


 


 



Chapter 4:

Fatally Fogged
Film

 


The creative act lasts but a brief moment, a
lightning instant of give-and-take, just long enough for you to
level the camera and to trap the fleeting prey in your little
box.

– French photojournalist Henri
Cartier-Bresson

 


Fourteen feet above the water, Ruby seemed
to hang in mid-air. Through the viewfinder I saw the glinting
droplets flicked from her body, the water she carried upward
cascading down her smooth flanks. Beau clung to the Delta Queen’s
railing, his outstretched arm holding the chunk of fish. My finger
jerked reflexively on the shutter release, capturing the scene in
one five-hundredth of a second.

…But she isn’t doing this for the
fish, I thought. Ruby used more energy launching her
four-hundred-pound body into the air than she got from that chunk
of mackerel. A half-second later I flinched as she splashed down,
showering me. Fortunately, the camera was a waterproof Nikonos.
Beau grinned wildly at me.

Correction – at Salina, who had snuck up
beside me. “Isn’t this great?” she shouted over the wind. “Ruby’s
in top form to-day! You better get some good pictures!”

“No problem with this!” I waved the
camera.

Salina nodded. She was wearing navy blue
shorts and a loose cotton blouse hand-embroidered with Bolivian
peasant designs. Her hair was pulled back and clipped, leaving the
temples flying wild. She might as well have been the one making the
jumps! The riverboat was packed, and all aboard had their cameras
aimed at the hole in the air where the dolphin had just been.

“Rooo-beee! Ho!” Beau yelled, and with a
powerful thrust of her flukes the dolphin shot upwards, a
silver-gray torpedo suspended for a moment against the azure
sky.

It had been two weeks since my first visit.
My notes from that day are abject, constituting a mere thirteen
sketchy lines handwritten in a battered, spiral-bound notebook:

“The second trip, around Dec. 13, I
think, was a little longer and a little more interesting…”

I can rail against myself, my inconsistent
journalism, my faulty memory, my slipshod approach to science, but
how could I have foreseen the overwhelming significance these
events would assume in my life?

Ruby soared up flawlessly and took her last
fish. I snapped the last shot on the roll and found a seat in the
shade of the upper deck to re-load.

Planning this assignment, my main
photographic observation had been that dolphins could splash a lot
of salt water, which could easily ruin my cheap Fujica 35mm
rangefinder camera. I had prevailed upon a sympathetic scuba-diving
friend to lend me his Nikonos II. It had an achingly sharp Nikon
wide-angle lens, but Jacques Cousteau’s waterproof engineering made
it a bitch to load and unload, so the diver had demonstrated every
step of the process for me.

The camera had a unique, sprocketless drive,
so I started turning the inconvenient little knurled knob that
manually rewound the 35mm film. A whole roll, thirty-six shots, of
Ruby’s jumps, captured against the cloudless Florida sky! Each
exposure had been perfect. I couldn’t have done better in a studio.
The pictures would look great in Salina’s book!

I kept turning the rewind knob, but couldn’t
feel the film’s accustomed drag. I should have heard a quiet click
as the leader disengaged from the take-up spool and was pulled back
into the light-tight metal cassette.

Oh well, I thought, it’s an
unfamiliar camera, it should feel different…

…What a colossal opportunity this assignment
was! Not even out of college, and I’d replaced some big-name New
York shooter who had flubbed the pictures for Salina’s first book!
Talk about lucky breaks! My shots of Ruby and the other dolphins
would be seen by millions! Why, I might even get an assignment from
National Geographic!…

…The film had to be rewound by now.
Following my friend’s instructions I dismounted the lens with a
clockwise quarter-turn, and, with a vigorous thrust of the two
metal lugs attached to the neck strap, popped open the hermetically
sealed top.

There was my film, still wrapped around the
take-up spool, exposed.

Although I do not remember saying them at
the time – I was momentarily struck dumb – there really are only
two words that accurately describe that feeling. The first one is
“Oh.”

My reflexes are pretty good, but compared to
the quantum-physical absorption of photons into the electron shells
of silver halide crystals, I am, let’s face it, slow. I fumbled the
camera closed, an embarrassed flush beading my brow. Only then did
I recall my diver friend reminding me to pull UP on the rewind knob
to engage the film cassette’s spindle and rewind the film! With my
Fujica, doing that would have opened the back prematurely – and
exposed the film.

Chastened and humbled, I rewound the film,
really this time, and reloaded the Nikonos. I wanted to throw the
ruined film, or the accursed camera, or myself overboard, but I
stopped short; pictures toward the beginning of the roll might yet
be salvaged.

The Delta Queen slowed and turned,
throwing up a wake the little runabouts sought to avoid. As we
gathered speed for the return trip the dolphin reappeared, cruising
in the bow wave, leaping for the sheer exhilaration of it.
Determined to recover my losses, I forced my way through the
tourists who had crowded to the bow railing. When I got there, I
saw in the white froth churned up by the bow – nothing.

Then Ruby blew between the waves and rolled
on her right side to stare upward. She brought her left eye to bear
on me and maintained that position as she sliced through the
waves.

The sun was brilliant. Through the railing
pressed against my hips I could feel the riverboat’s twin diesels
throbbing while the west wind whipped salt air in my face. Whenever
I smell salt air, which I rarely do these days, these memories
flood back to me.

Ruby submerged. I sighted through the
viewfinder and caught a photo of her as she reappeared in the
brownish water. The look in her eye remains now as it was then:
serene, clear, calm and penetrating. No matter which way I turn the
photo, she is looking right at me, and no one else.

The boat slowed as it approached the dock.
Ruby left the bow wave and returned to her pen. A well-muscled guy
who resembled a younger version of Beau made us fast and slid out
the gangplank so the tourists could disembark. The last ones off
the boat were Salina and Beau, his arm casually draped around her
waist. She saw me aiming the camera at them and waved me off.

“Ruby done real good today,” Beau said,
unawares.

“I bet Zack got some great shots, didn’t
you?”

She would have to ask! “Uh, yeah.
Great.”

“You sound uncertain.”

“I had a little, uh, problem, with the, uh,
camera, but I’m sure I got some decent shots somewhere on that
roll.”

Salina scowled but said nothing, lit a
cigarette and strode up the pier toward the main dolphin pool. A
half-smirk twisted Beau’s face, then he followed her.

Some great photographer I was! I didn’t have
an excuse, I wasn’t even stoned.

Over at Ruby’s pen, that big blond guy, what
was his name? Hal? Henry? Hank, that was it, Hank had let the
dolphin in and was dogging the gate behind her. She swam in slow,
languid circles, rising occasionally to breathe. I would not have
known her for the lively creature I had just photographed leaping
beside the riverboat. She must live to perform.

“Hey there, Zack!” Hank met me on the
catwalk surround-ing Ruby’s pen. “Salina’s told me you want to do
some kind of experiments with our dolphins?”

Yes, I did, but I didn’t know what, didn’t
have any idea how to do such experiments and apparently didn’t have
anyone who could tell me. “I want to see if it’s possible to
communicate with them, Hank. It would be real interesting to repeat
some of John Lilly’s work.”

“What, brain surgery?” Hank glared. “Don’t
you go cut-ting on any of my dolphins!”

I was mortified. Realizing I had said
something terribly wrong, but not knowing what or why, I tried to
reassure Hank that harming anyone’s dolphins was the last thing on
my mind. But what was this about Lilly carving up dolphins’ brains?
All I remembered were his communication experiments, and none of
them had involved surgery. I made a mental note to check that.

Hank took a look at me – the gods know I
didn’t look like any brain surgeon, not even a medical student –
and laughed. “Well, I guess if it’s okay with Beau, it’s okay with
me,” he said, and went up towards the main pool, leaving me shaking
my head.

Chuff!

Ruby was floating in the middle of her pen
with something draped over her snout that looked like a stiff green
snake. She tossed her head, then submerged. When she came up again,
the green object was draped over a flipper. She rolled, exposing
her belly. Wrapped around her like a circlet was a plastic garden
hose.

Curious, I watched for several minutes as
Ruby maneuvered the hose this way and that, diving and surfacing. I
was worried that she would get tangled up in it, but that seemed to
be her intention. Finally I decided she was in no danger of
drowning. Bored with her aimless antics, I returned to the main
pool to take some pictures of the jumps there.

 


§§§

 


“I try to work on the book, but they’ve been
bugging me to go back to the park ever since our last trip,” Salina
sighed, waving a cigarette at her three children, who were romping
in her swimming pool. “I tell them it’s too cold, they wouldn’t
have any fun, but they insist.” Although I had known Salina for two
weeks, I still had no idea how she supported herself. Certainly not
off the sales of her little book! She didn’t work and showed no
signs of having a husband – anywhere – although I had no doubt she
could do anything she set her mind to. So I asked her.

She shouted at the kids to be quiet, then
suggested we move into the den, where she could keep an eye on them
through the sliding glass patio doors. She pointed out her framed
master’s degree from a prestigious old-line women’s college and
mentioned a couple of substantial jobs she’d held as if they were
of little consequence, compared to the things she would yet
accomplish. “I can’t stand those silly ‘women’s libbers’ who whine
about discrimination,” she complained. “Nothing’s ever stopped me
from getting what I wanted!”

I believed her. Though her degree had
nothing to do with marine mammals in particular or the life
sciences in general, I already regarded Salina as an expert on
dolphins, albeit a wildly opinionated one. Perhaps because no one
else I knew, knew as much about them as she did. Hank, maybe, and
Beau, certainly, but there intra-species communication became a
problem.

Salina revealed she was living happily on
the settlement from her recent divorce. “But that can’t last
forever, so I am becoming a writer,” she announced, leaning forward
in the chair, fingers laced, elbows on her widespread knees.
“That’s why I need this next book, and your pictures, Zack. You did
get some good shots today, didn’t you?”

I assured her I had. Then I thought of
Ruby’s curious behavior with the hose. Beau had dismissed it: “Ah,
she’s just playin’ with it.” That answer hadn’t satisfied me.
Although awkward, the apparent deliberation of Ruby’s manipulation
suggested some intention. I described her actions to Salina. “Do
you have any idea what she was doing with it?”

“Of course! She was hoping it would go zip!”
Salina thrust an index finger at her crotch.

“You mean…?” I stammered.

“Yes.” Salina sat back, studying me. “She
was using it like a dildo. They’re very bright, you know.”

“Do they uh, breed in captivity?” I asked,
wary of offending her.

“Are you kidding? They screw like crazy! But
the females, for some reason, won’t conceive, that pool’s too
small. Out in the wild it would be a different story.”

Her bluntness caught me off-guard. When my
mother got angry her mouth could make a Marine Corps drill
instructor blush, but not having grown up around rich people I
thought they were stuffy and inhibited and didn’t talk about things
like s-e-x the way the rest of us did. Salina’s unexpected
earthiness delighted me.

“Ruby’s incredibly horny in that little pen,
all by herself,” she went on. “I’ve told Beau, but he just doesn’t
seem to want to do anything about it. When she was smaller, he used
to move her up to the main pool to be with the male dolphins every
now and then.”

“I bet she enjoyed that!”

Salina rolled her eyes. “They just went
nuts! They’re like us – they need a good screw every so often or
they go crazy.”

“What about the males?” I asked. Four of
them – Star, Saki, Bimbo and Gator – were all in the main pool
without any female companionship.

“The males,” she said, “don’t bother me.
They can always take it out on each other. But poor Ruby, I really
feel sorry for her.”

Given my own situation, I thought I knew how
she felt.

The dolphin, I mean.

 


 


 



Chapter V:

Off The
Beach

Men ought to know that from nothing else but
the brain come joys, delights, laughter… sorrow, grief,
despondence… And by this same organ we become mad and delirious,
and fears and terrors assail us, some by day and some by night.

–Hippocrates, “father of medicine,” 4th
Century B.C.E

 


I was the smoked turkey in a student hoagie,
eleven layers of meat and cheesiness sandwiched in a crunchy old
station wagon, marijuana mayo, hold the onion, rumbling down Orange
Avenue toward the Gulf beaches of Siesta Key.

The campus cleared out for Christmas except
the Sarasota deadheads who refused to go home, the few whose
impoverished parents could not afford airfare and me, the local
freak. I slightly knew Jeanie, the aeronautical exhibitionist, who
was crammed between Tuna and me in the back. Gilbert was stuffed in
with us too. The male to female ratio in the car was three to one,
somewhat worse than on the campus.

A cop followed us, one car back. Nervous, I
strained to overhear the conversation in the front seat: Did the
cop want to bust us? Should we pull down a side street or continue
to the beach? But the gods favored us: When we turned onto Siesta
Drive, the cop pulled into the neon-encrusted Quickie-Mart. All he
wanted was a doughnut and a cuppa joe.

Smooth sailing all the way!

Tuna passed around a tiny brass pipe. The
odor was unmis-takably that blond Lebanese hash from the Bekaa
Valley that reportedly financed P.L.O. hijackings, although none of
us were concerned about that just then. When it got to me, there
was nothing in the bowl but gray ash. I reported this to Tuna, who
just smiled, shrugged and took back the pipe.

Jeanie reached into her jeans. “I’ve got
some,” she said, handing me a lid, “but it’s just pot, and I don’t
have any papers.” Somewhere in the crush of limbs her calf and
thigh were pressed against mine. She felt warm and soft. I realize
how tight and hard my whole body felt. The threat of being busted
made me nervous, but Jeanie seemed carefree. I wished I could feel
her warm softness all over my body. She was a couple of years ahead
of me. I ached to know what to do for her, how to reach out to her.
She seemed friendly. Jeanie smiled at me sweetly, then turned as a
guy with long black hair reached for her over the back seat. They
exchanged a very long, very wet, very French kiss. Oh well…

We stopped at a convenience store in Siesta
Village to buy beer, ice cream bars and rolling papers. When we got
back in the car, Jeanie sat on the guy’s lap, putting five in the
middle seat. Tuna, Gilbert and I had more room, but I no longer had
Jeanie’s thigh pressed against me.

Crescent Beach is just a short drive from
the market, but when we got there, two Sarasota County Sheriff’s
cars were parked under the streetlight. “Shit,” said our driver,
whose name, I think, was Bill something, “what do we do now?”

“Ask Zack,” Tuna suggested helpfully, “he
lives out here, don’t you, Zack? Where do locals go to avoid the
cops?”

“Try Turtle Beach,” I suggested. Five miles
down Siesta Drive, it was a less populated and less popular hangout
than Crescent Beach. Bill drove slowly away from the beach access,
then, when we were out of the cops’ sight, gunned the over-loaded
station wagon for all it was worth. Minutes later we en-tered the
Turtle Beach parking lot, behind some high dunes, and tumbled out
of the car.

Night. Stars. Cool breeze like a lost
lover’s last touch. Roar-crash!-shhhhhhshh. The surf there
had a particular tinkle to it, thousands of ground seashells
clashing together with every wave.

“Wheee!” Jeanie raced over the dunes, her
boyfriend in hot pursuit.

Gilbert handed me a can of beer. “Wow, this
is nice! Is that all the ocean there is?” he asked, pointing to a
small lagoon. I directed him up a dune. At the crest, the sea wind
hit us full force. Down by the water, a couple of the brothers and
one of the sisters were trying to play Frisbee in a crosswind. One
of the other women in our party was strolling in the surf with
Tuna. Of Jeanie and her friend there was no trace.

“Hey,” Gilbert asked, “you got that
pot?”

I found a dune that offered shelter from the
wind and light from the parking lot lamp. Sitting cross-legged, I
turned my back to the wind, trying to keep the blowing sand out of
my face. I couldn’t see in the dark; I pushed my glasses up on my
forehead. The pot was mostly seedy brown buds. My glasses fell
down; I pushed them up again.

I was getting pissed off, but some part of
my mind seemed to be analyzing each move, evaluating my situation
and adapting to it without feeling any frustration. The pot was
hard to roll, and the wind threatened to blow everything away
before we could get blown away. Cursing, I hunkered down and got
some shake on the paper. I carefully lowered my head and licked the
adhesive, thinking, This is stupid, it’s like I’m watching a
nature documentary on TV!

And suddenly – I was! My hands became alien
arachnoid appendages, grotesque white crabs going about their
business, detached from the mind observing them. That mind didn’t
speak, but it was keen, and if its thoughts could have been put
into words it might have said How does he do that? He’s using
his grasping appendages to form the thin tissue into a tube to
contain the mood-altering substance! Given the wind and the
darkness, he’s showing not only a lot of skill, but a very strong
motivation for the effects of…

POP!

The joint in my hands wouldn’t have won any
beauty contests, but it appeared smokable. I wondered who’d rolled
it; it damn sure wasn’t me!

“Cool! I didn’t believe you could really do
that out here, with this wind and all!” Gilbert exclaimed. “Far
out!”

Neither did I! “That was weird.”

“What?”

“I dunno, it was just like for a second
there, somebody else was looking through my eyes. Like my hands
didn’t belong to me, but to somebody else. Y’know?”

Gilbert shook his head. “You’re stoned
already, and you haven’t even smoked that thing!”

Huddling in the shadow of the dune, we
smoked the joint and washed it down with beer. As Gilbert wandered
away, the darkness enfolded me and the wind became the caress of a
lover I had never known. I looked up; how had Isaac Asimov put it?
“The stars like dust, the galaxies like grains of sand.”

Roar-crash!-shhhhhhshh.
Roar-crash!-shhhhhhshh.

Blacker than space, colder than the void
between the stars, the ocean hissed and surged around my feet. I
waded through the surf alone, in the shadow of the dunes, and with
every step I crushed a thousand dead sea-creatures’ tiny homes
infinitesi-mally closer to the grains of sand they would someday
become. The ocean’s foam was light gray against the darkness of the
waves. By day, everything here glittered; at night, the ocean
soaked up light like a rag soaking up blood.

On my human scale, the infinite space above
me and the fathomless ocean at my feet were mirror images of each
other in their vastness and obscurity. But while my eyes perceived
the light of stars ten million years dead, they could not penetrate
one foot, one inch, into those pitchy waters.

Roar-crash!-shhhhhhshh.
Roar-crash!-shhhhhhshh.

Turning west I stared into the wind, and
tears, the remnants of my body’s ancient compact with the sea,
sprung into my eyes. Changeless, the sea rolled on, just as it did
when this had been a beach of monsters, when Archelon and Megalodon
prowled its depths. Since then the sea level had risen or fallen,
the coastline shifted in or out, but nothing fundamental had
changed.

The sea and the stars pulled me in different
directions. Come out here! one whispered. Come home! the other
roared. Between them I was lost, and filled with an aching longing
for something I had never known, did not know, could not know. It
had no name I could give voice to, but it seemed as remote from the
press of flesh and the warmth of smiles as the stars above me.

Roar-crash!-shhhhhhshh.

Out there, a hundred yards off the beach,
the waves were pounding a sand bar with enough force to shatter
concrete and twist steel. The sand yielded, shifted, moved,
re-formed, en-dured.

Out there…

…I remembered Ruby in her pen down at the
amusement park, that’s where she came from, out there was her home.
However hostile and wild and impenetrable the waters of night might
seem to me, they were her highway, her larder, her nurs-ery, her
boudoir, her birthright.

Out there her kind were slipping through the
dark waters, probing the depths with beams of trenchant sound,
calling out to one another I am here, come to me, stay close by,
hunting, feeding, rising to breathe then diving to make love. For
them the night held no fear, the sea no terror.

Ruby in her pen, a few miles down the coast
– this darkness was hers, this ocean was hers, and what had we
done? Stuck her in a prison of wood and wire, snatched a free rover
of that wildness and tamed her, forced dead fish upon her, trained
her to do our bidding, made her a plaything which jumped at our
pleasure, a servant of the Hands of Man. Her stare in the bow wave
haunted me, in it something wild that would never yield, something
that called out to me…

Hey Zack!

…Desolation engulfed me, the sea sucked me
under its coldest waters. In the midst of this splendor, this
mystery, this majesty, I stood, as always, alone.

My back to the waves, the tears in my eyes
weren’t from the wind any more.

“Zack! Hey, Zack! Where are you?”

The wind swept voices to my ears. Tuna
padded up, pant-ing, the wind doing weird things to his hair.

“Where the fuck have you been, man? We’ve
been looking all over for you, we were ready to go ten minutes ago,
every-body’s freezing, we thought maybe you’d fallen in or
some-thing!”

“Sorry.”

He noticed the water on my cheeks.

“Are you okay? You didn’t drop, did
you?”

“Nah. It’s just…” How could I explain? I
swept my arm toward the waves, the stars. “All this.”

Tuna, the stoned philosopher-prince, stared
out into the night.

“Yeah,” he said, “I know. C’mon.”

We piled into the rusty old station wagon
and headed home, Bill driving slowly now, everyone awed by
something in the night. Jeanie rested her head on her man’s lap. I
stared down at my hands. My hands; they were mine; irrefutably
connected to the arms, which were attached to the body that housed
the brain containing the mind that created the personality staring
down at the hands.

And yet…

They look so weird! They’re not mine!

Shocked, I realized two discrete
personalities were sharing my head. One was the recognizable
character I knew as me. The other was the same stranger who had
been staring at my unfamiliar hands when I tried to roll a joint on
the beach. Now it directed its attention to the interior of the
car, my fellow passengers, the dark landscape sliding by outside.
Its response:

Wow! This is… different!

This sudden occupation didn’t frighten
me–the intruder felt benevolent, even bemused–but it made me
uncomfortable, being uninvited and all. I mentally confronted the
intruder, which had a distinct personality but was utterly
incognito.

Different from what?

Different from where I am. It’s all so
strange, so fascinating, so new!

It emanated waves of awe at the car’s
sculpted metal, the horsepower, the speed, even the clothes we
wore. Then, suddenly, I was angry. Who did this being think it was
to penetrate my consciousness, to appropriate my eyes as its
remote-sensing cameras?

You want ‘different?’ I’ll give you
‘different!’

I imagined us about a foot above the car’s
roof as we sped along the asphalt ribbon called road. I spent the
summer before my freshman year working on a crew building roads
like this one, dripping sweat in the Florida heat, and now I threw
that in too: the grading, the gravel, the acrid smell of hot
tar…

…The intruder was puzzled, but it seemed to
enjoy the sensation of speed.

Whee!

I jacked us up further, looking at the other
cars racing in opposite directions down the road, down other roads,
each carrying passengers headed to their own destinations, cars
made from steel ripped from mines in the belly of the Earth, fueled
by gasoline burned in internal combustion engines… the inferences
stretched out around us, an interrelated web of man-made
connections. The scenario’s complexity left the intruder stunned
and confused.

Yeah, I’ll give you ‘different,’ all
right!

I jumped up a thousand feet. Sarasota blazed
in the darkness, street lamps illuminating a network of roads, tall
buildings and ten thousand homes lit with electricity sent over
wires strung like a huge copper spiderweb across the landscape;
light, branding our signature on the darkness, screaming out at the
stars We exist! We live! We are here! The intruder was frightened
and humbled. Overwhelmed by the vistas I revealed, it radiated
shocked awe.

I never guessed… I didn’t think…

A jet landing at the airport was tons of
metal, held aloft by controlled whirlwinds! Invisible messages,
pictures, sounds, flew through space on modulated electromagnetic
waves! Between us and the stars, artificial satellites circled the
globe, our hungry ears eavesdropping on the Universe! And beyond
them…

EEEYAAAAAHH!

With an unvoiced shriek, the intruder
vanished. Apparently I overloaded it, yet in the flush of victory,
I felt strangely… empty.

“Did you say something?” Gilbert asked.

“Huh?”

“I just said, ‘Did you say something?’”

“Not to you.”

“Oh. Okay.”

A few minutes later, the driver let me off
at my mother’s house. The windows were dark; she and Howie were
asleep. I slipped in the side door and quietly got myself a glass
of water in the kitchen, using the stealthiness I had taught myself
to keep from waking my mother. Back in my room, I sat down and
tried to do some reading for Professor Dyne, but I was foggy and
be-fuddled and couldn’t focus.

I had been smoking pot for about a year, and
during that time some pretty strange things had happened to me, but
my mind had never been invaded and appropriated like that before. I
tried to get a handle on the experience, but there was nothing to
compare or contrast it to that would throw it into relief. Finally
I made a mental note to ask Hazy, Tuna or one of the other, more
experienced tripsters about it the next time I was out at the
college. I assumed it was probably just one of those odd,
quasi-hallucinatory things that happen to you sometimes when you
smoke some good pot.

Oh, how wrong I was!

 


 


 



Chapter 6:

Echoes

We might imagine one dolphin saying to
another, “Darling, you do have the cutest way of twitching your
sinuses when you say you love me. I love the shape of your
vestibular sacs.”

– Dr. John. C. Lilly, Man and
Dolphin, 1967

 


I still shiver when I recall the ride in
Salina’s boat two days later. The howling wind, the slapping waves
and the roaring outboard didn’t stop us from shouting ourselves
hoarse, discussing a little problem that had come up.

Her name was Klara. Beau’s wife.

“This is preposterous!” Salina yelled.
“She’s thrown a big wrench into our plans! She’s just plain crazy,
and she doesn’t know what she’s talking about, either! My
relationship with Beau is totally professional!”

Maybe so, but remembering the way they
kissed on my first day at the park, I wondered which profession she
meant.

She reproached Beau for not being man enough
to keep his wife in line. Then she apologized for not accompanying
me to the park. Heartbroken to learn they wouldn’t be visiting
their beloved dolphins, Nikki and Colleen accused their mother of
luring them to a picnic on Sanibel Island under false
pretenses.

Salina had sent her nephew ahead by car to
reconnoiter. From the dock, he waved us in and made us fast. A big
guy with enough body hair for both of us, Leo Baer was a New
College student like me, but from Salina’s social class. Heedless
of the cold, he wore $100 swim trunks, designer shades, hand-tooled
leather sandals and a tank top. He was sedate, but unstoppable, and
when he spoke, you knew better than to argue. Fergus, Salina’s
youngest child, rode with him.

Salina hesitated before setting foot in the
park. “Is she here?”

Leo swept the surroundings with his arm.
“The coast is clear!” he announced, as if he’d cleared it
himself.

Still, she wasn’t taking chances. “Wait in
the boat,” she told the girls.

“Aww, Mom!” Nikki howled.

“We’re not babies, you know!” Colleen
scolded.

“Come on then. But stay with me and don’t…”
With squeals of delight the girls leaped from the boat and raced
ahead. Salina followed them and I followed her. Without a sideways
glance, she breezed through a passel of half-naked, towheaded kids
playing with a scruffy German Shepherd. The way they were dressed,
they didn’t look like customers.

Salina entered a small, faded-green
cinderblock cabin set a hundred feet back from the northeast side
of the main dolphin pool. The interior was whitewashed, decorated
in late Playboy with the occasional tool calendar thrown in for
variety, a style I found very distracting. Furnishings consisted of
a couple of Salvation-Army-reject couches, a GI-surplus cot, a card
table and some battered folding chairs with OSPREY 1ST BAPTIST
CHURCH stenciled on the back. Faded chintz curtains hanging from a
busted rod partially blocked one window, suggesting that some
hapless woman had once tried to make the cabin livable and failed
miserably.

Beau and a blond, mustachioed guy in a wet
suit, whom I hadn’t seen before, huddled around a heater, sipping
coffee. When Salina stepped in, Beau looked up with a hangdog
expression that might have been a smile, once. The blond guy
glanced up from a tattered issue of Argosy.

“Howdy, Salina!” he said, lifting his
chipped mug to her.

“Hi, Don. Hello, Beau. Where’s Hank?”

“Right here,” he said, stepping out of the
bathroom, his hair wet, tucking a towel around his waist. They
embraced.

“I could use some help today,” Beau
began.

“Can it, Beau, you know I haven’t had a day
off in almost three weeks,” Hank griped.

“And we came all the way down here just
because it’s Hank’s birthday,” Salina added. “You’ve got Don to
help you, there isn’t anything Hank can do that he can’t do as well
or better.”

Beau stared at the floor. Don went back to
reading Argosy. The human pecking order at Florida Funland
seemed to change every time I went down there. Or maybe nothing
changed; maybe I just saw different sides of the same story, like
the Buddhist monk in Kurosawa’s film “Rashomon.” Hank pulled on a
sweatshirt and jeans. Beau followed us to the pool, where we picked
up Nikki and Colleen. Hank climbed into the boat with the girls,
who had suddenly forgotten how much they hated the idea of a picnic
on Sanibel.

“Sure you don’t want to come?” Salina asked
Beau. “We’ve got plenty of cold cuts.”

He examined his feet. “Not today. Gotta do
four shows. Five, maybe, if we git the traffic.”

“Let Don do them. Nobody's going to show up
in this weather.”

“He’s got his own stuff to do, and besides,
it ain’t my birthday.”

“Come for dinner, then.”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“You know.”

“Some other time?”

“Yeah. Some other time.” He turned and
walked away. Salina stared after him and sighed. Hank yanked the
starter and they took off, plowing a wake back to the Intracoastal
Waterway. Leo pulled out, raising a cloud of dust. The towheaded
kids followed Beau as he hauled buckets of fish to the chickee. He
did not look happy. Not a good time to ask him anything. The day’s
first show would begin in a few minutes; perhaps he would be in a
better mood afterward. Perhaps I would understand what was actually
going on with these people.

A commotion by the big pool caught my eye.
The northernmost pen was churning. Two dorsal fins surfaced, then a
third. A pair of flukes thrashed, raising an explosion of
spray.

It looked like a fight.

Salina had told me of bitter rivalries and
violent clashes among the dolphins, especially the males, which
contradicted their then-popular image as amiable, peaceful
creatures. Although Beau had them paired as team jumpers,
boisterous Bimbo and rough-edged Gator were implacable foes. Salina
had once inadvertently instigated a fight by scolding Bimbo for
keeping Gator away from her. I ascribed the males’ irascibility
partly to their horniness, which I could relate to. Now I was
witnessing one of those fights, and nobody was doing anything to
stop it.

The current residents of that pen were a
male dolphin so irascible Beau had named him Satan and a female
captured with him in a very weakened state. A fungus infection,
caused no doubt by the vast amount of raw sewage then pouring into
Sarasota Bay, had eaten away part of her snout. Since her capture,
the fungus had been retreating before the medication Beau slipped
into her fish, but Trixy, as Beau called her, was still weak, and I
feared the violence was directed against her.

Another burst of spray. A single pair of
flukes stuck straight up in the air, slowly revolving. What was
going on? Then one of them lunged into the air and I caught a flash
of hot pink protruding from his belly–not a wound, but an erect
penis.

They weren’t fighting, they were balling! I
was witnessing not violence, but the most remarkable sex play I had
ever seen. The dolphins’ exuberance practically burst the little
pen asunder. Two males and a female – yes, Trixy certainly was much
better! Now she surfaced with a male on either side of her. All
three breathed explosively, then dove.

“Aren’t they something?”

I spun around to see the guy with the
mustache grinning at me.

“Yeah, they sure are.” I felt like I’d been
caught peeping in a bedroom window.

Don worked for another park that was buying
dolphins from Beau, but he didn’t make any jokes about hippies. The
kids, he told me, were Beau and Klara’s, some of them adopted. I
was trying to decide whether to ask him what exactly was going on
when we were distracted by more commotion from that pen, which was
churning like a top-loading washing machine.

“They really go at it, don’t they? Like
cats, I guess,” he said, shaking his head.

“I recognize Trixy.” The pink splotches of
freshly healed skin on her snout were visible clear across the
pool. ”But who’s in with her?”

“What, can’t you tell?”

I was embarrassed to admit that, try as I
might, I consistently failed to recognize individual dolphins.
“Come on, I’ll show you.” Don strode down the catwalk to the pen
where the three dolphins were cavorting. “Hey, you guys! Cut that
out!” he yelled.

To my astonishment, the dolphins stopped
screwing and stuck their heads out of the water–two of them, at
least. I shot a picture.

“They do look alike, until you get to know
them,” Don explained. “You recognize Satan, don’t you? He’s on the
right with that brown patch on his chin – in fact, he’s kind of
brown all over. Beau was thinking of calling him ‘Java Joe’ or
something until we realized how mean he is. Gator’s on the left.
See his battered, upturned snout, and the scars he got from
fighting with Bimbo? He’s no pussycat either. I guess you recognize
Trixy, in between them? She must like it rough, fooling with these
two!”

“Is there any way to tell the males from the
females?”

“Yeah, with dolphins the female is the one
on top! Now, if you look over here” – he turned to the pen just
south of Trixy’s – “you got Saki, he’s got that cut near his eye.
Bimbo’s got a cleft in his chin. And good old Star, with that
short, dark snout! Those streaks on his forehead run up over his
eyes, almost like he has eyebrows! Hell, how can you get them
mixed-up?” A tour train rumbled up. “Time for the show. I’ve got to
help Beau, so why don’t you find someplace to watch from?”

“Can I stay afterward?” I asked.

“It’s not my park. Ask Beau.”

In a few minutes, the bleachers were almost
filled. A good crowd got Beau primed. A performer at heart, he also
wanted his audiences to carry away his appreciation for dolphins.
“Y’all see this here quarter?” he said, holding up the shiniest two
bits in his pocket. “I’m gonna throw it in the middle of the pool,
and Star will find it and fetch it back to me, which he as a
porpoise is able to do with his ‘sonar’!”

Actually it was bioecholocation, but most
people had heard the military acronym, even if very few of them
knew that it stood for Sound Navigation and Ranging. The principle
was the same: emit a sharp pulse of sound – the familiar
ping! in old World War II submarine movies, a click for a
dolphin – and the returning echoes paint a picture of your
environment and everything in it.

The difference was, Star could ping his
environment 1,000 times a second at 160 kilohertz with a beam
focused like a spot-light. That alone made his sonar roughly one
million times bet-ter than the Navy’s, never mind the data
processing in that big, convoluted brain. I wished Beau had a
hydrophone in the pool so the audience could hear the creaky-hinge
sounds Star made as he swept the bottom searching for the coin. In
the blank field of the mud and rocks, the quarter would ring like a
bell. He some-how pried it out of the mud with his underslung lower
jaw, per-haps by pushing down on its edge. With an actor’s sense of
timing he waited for the anticipation to build topside.

“I dunno what’s goin’ on,” Beau muttered,
feigning concern. “Yesterday I threw in a quarter and he brung back
two dimes and a nickel. Ho!” Star burst from the water, the quarter
clutched in his jaws, to hearty applause. The show went well, and
afterward Beau seemed to have forgotten about the awkward situation
earlier. I didn’t mention it when I asked if I could stay.

“Okay by me,” Beau said. He was taping a
crack in one of the plastic hoops Star jumped through in his act.
“Just remember, no brain surgery.”

“When do I get to see that?” I asked,
pointing to the park’s logo on the riverboat.

“What?”

“The jump through the flaming hoop! It’ll
look great on the cover. We’ll shoot it in color, at twilight so
the flames show up, with a flash to freeze the dolphin
mid-leap.”

Beau put down the tape and stared for a long
moment at the logo. “You don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Don’t do that no more. Shit. Hand me that
other roll, will you?”

I obliged. “Why not? Did one of the dolphins
get burned, or something?”

“Burned? Hell no! They go through too quick
to git burned! Trouble was, the kerosene would drip off the rags
and foul the water, and it was bad for their skin.” He held up the
hoop and bounced it a couple of times. “Reckon that’ll do.” Two
blasts from the Delta Queen’s air horn. Beau tossed the hoop
aside and grabbed a windbreaker. “You comin’?”

“I thought I’d try to get to know the
dolphins in the main pool better.”

Another one of those glances, suggesting
that I didn’t know what the hell I was talking about but he was too
polite to argue.

“Suit yerself. Don’t mess with Satan or
Trixy, they ain’t broke-in yet.” He grabbed a bucket of fish and
hurried to the boat.

I strolled out on the catwalk. Although Don
was around somewhere, he was probably preoccupied, so I pretty much
had the park to myself. That felt good, as though I could do
whatever I wanted. I was already starting to take things for
granted.

Beau had left the jumping trio in the main
pool, apparently trusting Bimbo and Gator not to kill each other in
his absence. He reasoned they weren’t as likely to challenge each
other for dominance in common territory as in each others’
pens.

As I approached the edge of the apron, Bimbo
swam up, rolled on his side and stuck out a flipper. Had Beau had
taught him that or had he just picked it up from Star? Dolphins
acquiring new behaviors from observation, without a tangible
reward, seemed perfectly natural, and I didn’t give it a second
thought.

I bent down to shake his flipper, but my arm
was about an inch too short. As I moved closer to the edge of the
apron, Bimbo backed up without flicking his flukes.

Since dolphins lack our expressive facial
features – eyebrows, lips, forehead – I am at a loss to tell you
how I perceived an actual grin on his face, but there it was.

I played fetch for a while, then, leaving
Bimbo, I decided to check out Satan and Trixy. Could Satan really
be as ill-tempered as everybody said? It was probably just a
question of approach. I rolled up my sleeve and stuck my hand in
their pen.

Trixy wedged herself into the corner
farthest from me. Satan stopped about a foot from my hand, swiveled
his eyes upward and stared at me with an ominous intensity. A beam
of echolocation pulses shot through my hand, analyzing the bone
structure to see it if was anybody Satan acknowledged, that is,
somebody with fish. Answer: no. He lunged forward and delivered
such a hard nip that I jumped back, startled. Without batting a
flipper he turned and swam back to Trixy. Regarding my hand, Satan
was nothing if not judicious. In spite of having eighty-eight
conical teeth, he hadn’t even broken my skin.

“Told ya not to mess with ‘em, didn’t
I?”

Beau’s voice startled me. I whirled around
to see him standing behind me, arms akimbo, and felt my face flush.
For a moment I was speechless. I hadn’t even noticed the boat
docking.

“You’re back awful quick,” I said.

“So cold we decided to make it a short trip.
Look, you think you know these porpoise better’n me?”

“N… no,” I stammered, figuring that this
assignment was probably at an end.

“You better not, ‘cause I’ve known some of
‘em for years, and half the time, I don’t know what they’re fixin’
to do. You ain’t bleedin’, so it looks like Satan don’t hold a
grudge. If he did, you’d be short a finger or two. You in any kind
of shape to help me with a chore?”

“Uh, sure!” Anything to get back in Beau’s
good graces. I followed him to a small cubical icehouse. A panel
truck was parked outside and the guy who looked like a younger but
taller Beau was slouched against it, smoking a cigarette. When he
saw us approach he straightened up and tossed the butt on the
ground.

“This’s my little brother Otto,” Beau
introduced us. “He likes to hang around and pretend he’s bein’
useful. Zach here goes to New College, Otto. He’ll help you with
the truck. We gotta git this done because that fella from the lab
will be here soon. I’ll come back in a few minutes.”

“What’s in the truck?” I asked Otto as Beau
walked away.

“Dolphin TV dinners.” Otto rolled up the
door, revealing a stack of 25-pound boxes of frozen fish, mostly
mackerel. I put my camera safely to one side. Otto climbed into the
truck and began throwing the boxes to me. I caught the first one
and threw it into the icehouse, barely caught the second and missed
the third.

“Wait a minute. This would work better if we
traded places.”

I climbed into the truck and began throwing
the boxes to Otto, who didn’t seem to have any trouble catching
them.

“So you go to –huh!– New College?” he asked
after a while.

“That’s right.”

“I hear them – huh! – hippie chicks out
there are really into – huh! – suckin’ and fuckin’.”

I wasn’t sure which bothered me more, his
vulgarity or his casual redneck chauvinism. It might be true, and
some of the female students were such libbers they could have
mopped the floor with Otto one-handed, but I felt obliged to defend
their reputation. Call me old-fashioned.

“They mostly only put out for other
students,” I said. “It would be hard for a guy from off-campus to
get laid.”

“Shit, and ain’t that just my luck! – huh! –
I was hopin’ you could set me up.”

The pile of boxes in the icehouse was soon
about as large as the pile in the truck. I kept pitching them to
Otto, who seemed tireless. “Well, you know – huh! – where I could
score some good weed, then?”

It seemed my school’s reputation preceded
me. I did in fact know of three campus-based vendors, with quality
ranging from standard workman’s bud to
knock-your-socks-off-one-toke-wonder-weed, but strangers asking
about dope, even well-referred strangers, make me nervous.

“Sorry, can’t help you,” I said, tossing out
the last of the boxes. “There seems to be a drought on, the
market’s dried up.”

“Well fuck, what good is that?” Otto swore,
shutting the icehouse door on its frozen contents. “I work hard
enough that I deserve a little reefer now and then, and all these
Mexicans around here got is fuckin’ dirt weed. You can get higher
smoking dog shit than on that stuff… oh, hi Beau.”

Beau had returned with a couple of metal
buckets. He stepped into the icehouse, where the still air made it
feel almost warmer than outside. “Gotta get some of these thawed
before the next show,” he muttered to himself. He grabbed one box
and ripped it partly open. The mackerel were frozen into a single
mass.

“Can’t you thaw them in the sink?” I
suggested.

“Not enough time. Piece o’ ice this big take
all day to melt.” Grabbing the box with both hands, he hefted it
above his head.

“Why don’t you let me do that, on account of
your bein’ such a shrimp?” Otto asked.

Beau didn’t answer. He hurled the box onto
the concrete floor where it split wide open, sending frozen fish
flying in every direction. “Reckon that’ll do,” he said. “Otto,
help me round these up.”

“You need me for anything else?”

“Nope.”

Avoiding Satan and Trixy, I went back to the
main pool and played with the boys there for a few minutes before I
remembered I’d left my camera sitting by the icehouse. By then, a
pickup truck bearing the logo Trident Marine Laboratory had pulled
up behind the panel truck.

Of course, I recognized the name
immediately. Trident was a small but famous lab, located on the
south end of Siesta Key, devoted mostly to the study of sharks and
rays. It was a required biology field trip for every high school in
the county. Beau and a taller, gray-haired man in a windbreaker had
just finished loading some of the fish boxes into his pickup.

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate
this,” the man said as I retrieved my camera. “Of course, we’ll
replace it from our supplies as soon as our shipment arrives.”

“No problem, Doc, ‘long as we got plenty,
I’m happy to share. Hey Zack,” Beau said, catching sight of me,
“come on over. This’s somebody I want you to meet. Zack’s a New
Col-lege student that’s studying our porpoises. Zack, this’s Doctor
Irvin’ Shuvoff.”

Hadn’t Professor Dyne said something about
this guy? That I should hook up with him? And now, Beau had
delivered him to me by pure chance!

“Pleasure to meet you!” Shuvoff said,
grabbing my hand and pumping enthusiastically. Beau got into the
panel truck and drove away. “I’ve heard so many wonderful things
about your school! Are you studying marine biology?”

“Actually, no, I’m a liberal arts major.
Dolphins have always fascinated me.”

“They are amazing animals. We’ve only barely
begun to scratch the ways they can serve us. So what are you doing
with Beau’s dolphins?”

“Well, I’m shooting photos for a book, but
I’ve been thinking about conducting some communication
experiments,” I be-gan, frankly overwhelmed by Shuvoff’s
enthusiasm. Wouldn’t Wilbur be impressed when I told him how I’d
run into this guy?

“Excellent! There’s so much we don’t know
about that subject. And tell me, what are you reading?”

“Well, all of Lilly’s work…”

Amazing, the way the air around me suddenly
congealed. A scowl replaced Shuvoff’s smile, and flakes of snow
fell between us. “That man,” he hissed, “is either crazy or fifty
years ahead of his time, and most of us think he’s crazy! If that’s
the course you’re determined to take, I’m afraid I can’t help you,
young man. Good day.”

And without another word, he turned on his
heel, got into the pickup truck and drove away, leaving a burning
rage rising in my gorge. How dare he treat me like that? Did this
subject broach no discussion? Was the very mention of Lilly’s name
so taboo as to end all reasonable discourse? Apparently so!

I had just received my first lesson in
“scientific objectivity,” and it was not a pleasant one. The
contemptuous way Shuvoff dismissed me would stick in my craw for
years, turning me against the scientific study of dolphins. I had
lost an opportunity to become a scientist – and he had lost the
chance to help make me one.

 


§§§

 


Back in Salina’s parlor, I was undergoing
what was becoming our customary debriefing. “I think a film about
them could have tremendous appeal. Why don’t you make one?” she
asked, stretching her legs out on a footstool and exhaling a
cloud.

I had been considering that very idea, but
Salina’s suggestion nearly put me off. “With underwater
photography, the jumps in slow-motion, close-ups of their adorable
expressions, and, of course, Beau’s impeccable care, you could have
a real hit on the independent film circuit! Surely you could sell
it to one of the networks, couldn’t you, like Cousteau? It might
even become required viewing for dolphin trainers!”

Like most people who are eager to tell
others what they “ought” to do, Salina had no idea what was
involved in making such a film. “I’d love to. Do you know someone
with $10,000?”

“Ah. That much. Couldn’t you bring that down
by getting your friends in the New College film department to
help?”

“There’s no such thing. Nobody teaches film
out there, we just do independent study projects, like I’m doing
with your book. There’s very little equipment, most of it
junk.”

“What a shame. What on earth impelled you to
study cinema there?”

“I’m thinking about transferring to the
University of South Florida. I hear they’ve got a great film
department.”

“In Tampa?” She frowned. “Won’t that affect
your commitment to the book?”

Sensing an impending misstep, I quickly
explained that I would also take classes in still photography.
Access to the University’s well-equipped darkrooms could only help
us, perhaps even lead to a movie.

“Do they have underwater movie cameras
there? It will be absolutely necessary to show Star’s
echolocation.”

Her request puzzled me. “You can’t
photograph echolocation pulses. That’s sonic energy, not
light.”

“I know that!” Salina snorted. “I meant the
part of the act where Star retrieves the coin. It’s very important.
You must know that nothing separates our consciousness from theirs
so much as their ability to echolocate, and our inability? Oh,
Juno!”

The Asian maid emerged from the kitchen,
took Salina’s request for two gin-and-tonics and scurried to the
wet bar.

Salina stubbed her cigarette and leaned
forward in her chair, fingers entwined, eyes boring into me.
“Surely you’ve wondered why, in religion, myth and art,
God-the-Father-Almighty is always portrayed as a being of
light?”

Actually, the question had never occurred to
me.

“Because of these!” she said, jabbing forked
fingers at her eyes as if to poke them out. “Primate eyes! Yes,
beautifully adapted for daytime color vision but totally useless in
the dark! They force a diurnal existence on us. When night falls
we’re helpless, confused and terrified. We depend on light, but we
can’t produce it except by artifice.

“The true triumph of man’s mastery of fire,
Zack, was not cooking food or making warmth or any of those other
silly things anthropologists tell you; it was driving back the dire
wolf, the cave bear, the saber tooth tiger and all the other demons
of darkness with sparks from the sun itself! So we worship light,
and light sources like the sun. Thank you,” she said, lifting the
crystal glass off the lacquered tray and sipping the contents.
“Mmm. Zack, is that too strong for you?”

I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was. I
assured Salina the drink was fine, and she thanked the maid, who
nodded her wizened head. “Drink better too strong than too weak,”
she said and departed.

“So you see, that human distinction between
light and darkness, vision and blindness, safety and terror is
absolutely primal,” Salina continued. “It’s the most fundamental
element of our mythology, our psychology and probably our
physiology as well. But it doesn’t mean squat to a dolphin!”

She tapped another cigarette out of a
hand-tooled silver case on the coffee table and lit up. “Darkness
doesn’t even inconvenience them. Cover their eyes with foam-rubber
suction cups and they can still navigate the most elaborate maze
you can devise. On the blackest night, in the murkiest seas, they
can not only detect a shark two hundred feet away, they know what
species it is – and probably what it ate for lunch! All this,
simply by analyzing the echoes of those clicks they make by
squeezing air through their sinuses.

“That little coin-toss doesn’t look like
much, but it’s the most important part of Beau’s act. A human diver
could spend all day looking for that quarter and not find it, but
it’s never taken Star more than thirty seconds! And that’s the
difference between them and us. Isn’t evolution amazing? You just
have to capture that on film!”

The park’s murky water would make underwater
cinematography an exercise in Impressionism, but I didn’t remind
Salina. Instead, I recounted my difficulties distinguishing the
individual dolphins. She laughed.

“Oh, don’t worry, I wasn’t any better at
first,” she assured me, adding some of her own observations. Bimbo
was a ham who craved human attention. Star was a “true actor,” with
a good stage personality, but offstage he preferred to be alone.
Saki was the most natural of the three and would interact with
humans or withdraw as he felt.

“Did you meet any of the others?”

“Well… uh, Trixy and Satan…” Salina’s eyes
flashed her disapproval as I recounted my attempt to contact the
demonic dolphin.

“You’re very lucky,” she said. “Two months
ago, he would have taken your hand off!”

“I thought dolphins were non-aggressive
toward humans!”

“What a load of crap! Let me tell you a
story. Beau’s wife – his first wife – fancied herself a dolphin
trainer. One of those know-it-all types, she had one dolphin that
wouldn’t do what she wanted, so she took to hitting it with a
plastic pipe” – Salina mimed striking – “right across the blowhole!
Beau had told her never to use negative reinforcement on them, but
she was too stupid to listen! So…”

She dragged on her cigarette, leaving me
hanging. That woman had a bomb disposal expert’s sense of
timing.

“So what?”

“One day she made the mistake of trying to
do that while she was in the water with it. The dolphin, who was
really a sweet creature, grabbed her hand in its jaws. Frightened,
the woman tried to pull away. Well, if a dolphin bites you, you
never, ever pull away! Remain calm and wait for it to let
go, but could the stupid bitch do that? No, she tried to yank her
hand out of the dolphin’s mouth, and you know how sharp their teeth
are! Ripped out all the ligaments. Her hand was useless after that.
Needless to say, that woman did not have a future in
dolphin-training.”

The dry relish with which Salina concluded
that story was disquieting. The drink, I realized, was going to my
head.

“Have you ever met Dr. Shuvoff?” I blurted
out, surprised at myself. I hadn’t intended to mention the
incident.

“The scientist working at Trident Labs?
Yes.” She snubbed her cigarette in the ashtray. “Unpleasant fellow.
He’s doing some kind of work for the Navy, training a dolphin to
kill sharks or something, but he won’t talk about it, I just know
what I read in the paper. All very hush-hush. Why?”
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