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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


For my mother



By his own account he must have lived his life among some of the wickedest men that God ever allowed upon the sea.

—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON, Treasure Island
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How sour sweet music is,

When time is broke, and no proportion kept!

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Richard II
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WHEN MY SISTER WAS A BABY, MY MOTHER WOULD LIFT her from the high chair and sing, “Shake, shake, shake. Shake out the devil.” We lived at 213 Seachase Lane, Loyalty Island, Washington. The living room was lit by brass fixtures that hung from the ceiling on four links of chain, low enough that—if I stretched—I could swing them with the tips of my fingers. Those evenings, my mother turned the dimmers up and held my sister to the window facing Greene Harbor, as if to press her through the glass. Years have passed, but I can still hear the melody. I can still see my mother holding Em stiffly, swaying at the waist. Beyond their half-reflected faces, I can still see the darkness broken by the soft lights in other windows, and by the lights on the trawlers below, swaying as if they too heard music.

One evening I asked my mother, “Did you sing that same song to me?”

“No, Cal.” She fit Em in her swing.

I followed her into the kitchen. “Why not?”

This was the spring of 1987. My mother had come back from California that winter with hair dyed the color of hot iron. She no longer played her records, and she seldom sang anything else.

“I just heard it somewhere,” she said. “It stuck to me. I guess sometimes that happens. Why?”

My sister had fallen back asleep. Wind blighted the window with rain. My mother waited for me to speak—to tell her I thought the song was a signal, her way of acknowledging what had occurred in our town and our home, to tell her things I couldn’t have said at fourteen and can barely say now at twenty-eight. It was the closest I ever came to admitting my part in what happened. I’ve felt the silence ever since like an ache in my jaw.


CHAPTER 1

LOYALTY ISLAND WAS THE STINK OF HERRING, nickel paint, and kelp rotting on moorings and beaches. The smell of green pine needles browning across the ground. It was the rumble of outboards, wind, and ice machines, and the whine of hydraulic blocks. It was gray light that flooded and ebbed at dawn and dusk.

It was the habit of loneliness. We spent our time watching calendars, waiting for the chaos that came when the radios crackled and the phones rang and tires kicked dust in the parking lots around Greene Harbor. We searched the horizon for returning fishermen, who arrived shaggy and greasy, telling their stories but not their secrets.

It’s only natural to think that the place you were born is unlike any other, but there were towns like ours across the entire peninsula, across the entire coast. Our libraries were stocked with books that were always checked in and movies that were always checked out. Our children played baseball in overgrown fields. Our high schoolers played hooky in greasy spoons and tried their parents’ curse words on tongues scalded by sweet coffee. Our adults bought cars and washing machines on credit. We cried and consoled one another when faced with tragedy, of which we had more than our share.

Loyalty Island wasn’t actually an island at all. The town sat on a nub of land jutting into the Strait of Juan de Fuca, a thin peninsula that turned ninety degrees like the neck and head of a giraffe. At our backs, a rain forest sprouted ferns and moss that glowed green against the bark. The highways were lined with leaning trees, dense enough to block the light, turning the roads into chutes you’d slide through as though over ice. Behind the forest, white mountains blinked in the mist.

The strait was a chameleon of gray, blue, green, and black water. You could spend days on a pier, or a hill, or, if you were lucky, as my family was, in your living room, thinking of nothing but naming the color. And beyond these plates of water and light the horizon was broken by islands, matted with dark trees. Beyond the islands the ocean pushed clouds across the sky. It rained all fall, winter, and spring. The sky rose and sank. The ocean dragged out and rushed in, but until the summer I turned fourteen, Loyalty Island never changed.
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THAT SUMMER, the summer of 1986, gave no relief from the rain. My father returned home each night in squealing rubber boots. Usually I’d wait for his silhouette to appear against the leaded glass of the front door, but that night I was in the kitchen with my mother, under the buzzing oven fan.

“I’ll be at the Gaunts’ tomorrow,” he said. “John may not survive another day.”

“Come here,” my mother said to me. She was stooped in front of the open oven, red heat on her face.

“He could die tonight,” my father said, “but probably tomorrow.”

I grabbed the dish of bubbling vegetables, but it slipped in the rag over my hand, and my mother had to steady the scalding glass with her bare palm. She snapped shut the oven door with her foot and plunged her arm under the tap. “That can’t be right,” she said.

“It’s true.”

“That’s all you’re going to say?” she asked.

“What more can I say?” My father had a scar above his lip from a long-ago dog bite; at times, he seemed to talk through the scar instead of his mouth. “Liver failure, kidney failure, I don’t know. I could barely pay attention to what the doctor was saying.” He dropped down on the red vinyl bench of our breakfast nook and rubbed the rain from his hair.

My father never knew how to tell us anything. It wasn’t laziness or insensitivity. He didn’t know because he didn’t know us. He spent at least half of every year in Alaska and could only make up so much of the time away. In the summers he read to me each night before bed, mainly, I think, to impress my mother, to impress upon her how seriously he took her order that I not follow blindly in his footsteps. The year I turned eight he read Treasure Island to me front to back three times. I loved the young narrator, Jim Hawkins, but rooted for the doomed pirates. Blind Pew, trampled in the street. Black Dog, his fingers mangled like those of my father’s friend Don Brooke. Israel Hands, struck down by the swinging tiller. And especially Captain Flint, dead and buried like his treasure. Captain Flint, whose shadow still fell years after he’d drunk himself to death in Savannah. I begged my father to tell me more.

“What more can I tell you?” he asked, laughing. “You’ll have to ask Robert Louis Stevenson. He’s dead? All right, let me think.”

I waited under the covers as my father settled down in the blue beanbag on the floor and switched off the bedside lamp. I could smell the nightly cup of coffee on his breath. “Years ago,” he began, “when Flint was still a good man…”

Every night for the rest of the summer my father told me a new story. Captain Flint defended villages from bandits in Haiti, freed slaves in Brazil, and befriended the yeti in Nepal.

My father left for Alaska as usual that fall, and all winter I thought about Captain Flint. How, I wondered, did the good Captain Flint change into the man who buried his treasure on Skeleton Island and murdered his crew to protect the secret, the man who left Allardyce to rot, his outstretched arms pointing the way? That spring when my father returned, this was nearly the first question I asked.

“It’s just stories, Cal. You know that, right?” He was pacing from room to room, the way he always did when he returned from Alaska, as if he needed to relearn the house.

Did I know it was just stories?

I said I did.

“Well,” he said as I followed him into the living room, “he probably just got greedy.”

“For what?” I asked. “What did he want?”

My father’s hands were as thick as strip steaks, and scarred, especially at the tips of his fingers. He had wide shoulders and short legs that seemed engineered for a rolling deck. Even at home, he stood with his legs apart, as if guarding his balance.

“That’s not how it works,” he said. “Greed doesn’t mean you want just one thing. It means you want everything, that you don’t know what you want. To want one thing, that’s okay. We don’t call that greed.”

“What do you call it?” I asked.

I wish I could remember his answer. Why can’t I? Who decides what we keep and what we lose? Who decided that I’d still be able to see the despair on my father’s face the night he told us John Gaunt was dying? Normally he seemed like a perfectly balanced force of nature, crusted by salt, sopping from sea and drizzle, but that night he slumped out of his jacket, a tan corduroy with a shearling lining, and draped it on the table. He laid down his cheek.

“It’s like you don’t realize it when it’s been staring at you for years,” he said. “John owns everything. When Richard gets here he’ll get it all.”

My mother’s mouth twitched. Her green eyes were ridged with fine white lines, like waves about to break. My father used to say that he married her so he’d never be away from the sea. Bad poetry, but he meant it.

“Didn’t you just say John was dying? Did you really just come in here saying that?” She stared at him, then shut her eyes as if she couldn’t bear what she saw.

“I don’t feel good about that either,” he said.

She’d returned to the faucet and had to shout over the water. “How long have you known? Why haven’t you said anything?” She started to say something else, but I couldn’t make it out. Eventually she turned off the faucet and wiped her eyes with the dishcloth.

My father looked up, his cheek still pasted to his jacket. There was an iceberg of paint on his wrist. He smelled like turpentine. “He just collapsed yesterday, but no one knew how bad it was until tonight. I feel awful. You should know that.” He sat up and the heels of his boots squealed across the orange tiles as he stretched his legs. My mother knelt at his feet, her burned hand wrapped in a dishcloth. Slowly, with her free hand, she pulled off his boots. I’d never seen her do this before.

“We’re going to John’s tomorrow too,” my mother said. “Cal and I.”

My father said nothing. He hadn’t learned how to tell her no. The water for the spaghetti was boiling off in sheets of steam. She dropped his boots by the kitchen door. “Please drain those noodles, Cal,” she said. Then she started to cry. My father looked at her a moment, then laid his head back down on his jacket, pressing his lower lip against a metal button.
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JOHN GAUNT was president of Loyalty Fishing, the only man in town with any real wealth. He owned the one-hundred-fifty-foot crab boat my father captained, the Laurentide, and the boat my father’s friend Sam North captained, the Cordilleran, and every other boat in Loyalty’s fleet. He owned the cold-storage plant. He owned the reeking cannery and the crab pots stored up in Dutch Harbor and the gill nets in Greene Harbor. He owned the trolling poles, the jigs, and the six-and-a-half-inch spoons. He owned the lorans, the radios, the radars, and the Fathometers racked in the pilothouses. He owned the teakettles and the coffeemakers and the chipped mugs and the pine cabinets in each galley and the tiny brass hooks where the coffee mugs dangled. He owned the slips in Greene Harbor where his trawlers docked, and all the other slips, for that matter. And a share of all the fish that came to port: king crab, opilio crab, tanner crab, salmon, halibut, cod, haddock.

He’d owned these things since the day he was born. The fishing company and, supposedly, the town itself were founded by John’s great-grandfather, Raleigh, and passed down through three generations of Gaunts.

For us, the Gaunts’ story was as fundamental and elusive as Greek myth. Supposedly, Raleigh was the unwanted son of a Seattle prostitute, who, one moonless night, placed her baby in a bassinet and dropped him into Elliott Bay. The tide carried Raleigh across the Sound and into the Pacific before pushing him back onto the northern shore of the Olympic Peninsula. Another version painted Raleigh as an English balloonist, a gentleman adventurer, who attempted to cross the Pacific alone. Within a few hundred miles of Vancouver, his balloon ran out of hot air and settled on our rocky shore.

Don Brooke, one of John’s other skippers, told his own version of the story every September. He was a miserable, dwarfish man. It’s not that he was short, although he was—what I mean is he was small. He avoided eye contact with everyone, especially children. His idea of a joke was to pretend to choke you, and he always squeezed too hard. One day a year, though, he was my favorite person in the world.

In Loyalty Island, we didn’t die in war. We died in the currents of the Bering Sea. Just before the season began in September, we celebrated our Memorial Day, mourning in a moment of silence before the salad. After dinner John Gaunt would clink his wedding band on his glass and wash his soft voice over the table. “To another year,” he’d say, raising the glass. “Which is all we ask for.”

The adults lit cigarettes. They pulled the napkins from their laps and planted them on the table like flags, wiping their mouths with the backs of their wrists. This was Don’s cue to lumber to the head of the table and tell the story of Raleigh Gaunt in a cutthroat drawl, the voice of Billy Bones. Resting a knee on a chair to support his ailing hip, he cast his gaze at the children’s table, glaring at each of us in turn.

“Raleigh Gaunt,” he’d say, holding up a fist as if the very name were cause for celebration. “What do we know about Raleigh Gaunt? He was a mate on a whaling ship out of San Francisco. We know that. And we know that instead of heading to the South Seas, the ship turned north for humpbacks in Juan de Fuca, where they ran into weather. There were twenty-six men on board at dusk. By morning, half of them had paid Davey Jones.” Here he would pause, shutting one puffy eye, scanning the other over each child like the tip of a cutlass. “How many men did that make?”

“Thirteen,” we shouted.

He pretended to count the men out on his fingers, one by one. The index finger on his right hand had been ground down by a bait feeder and at the number thirteen he wiggled the nub ominously and grinned.

“And what does tradition say about thirteen hands?”

“The plank,” we shouted.

He’d stop again to let the next line sink in, but it didn’t, not for years.

“Tradition, we know, is history’s muscle. Tradition said thirteen hands was unlucky. Thirteen hands was a last supper. The captain rounded them up in the morning. ‘I’m sorry, mates. We’ll have to draw lots.’ But Raleigh Gaunt stopped him.”

Here, Don turned to John Gaunt. “What did Raleigh say?”

John always ran his hand through his beard, as if actually considering the question. “Why not me?”

“Why not me?” And Don rattled his knuckles against the table as if to demonstrate the body’s fragility, to remind us what Raleigh was giving up. “Brave words.”

The sun, Don said, was low in the east but bright as the remaining crew lined the gunnels. The pulleys squealed as the whaleboat descended two stories to the ocean. In the glare Raleigh couldn’t make out the crew’s faces, but he could still smell the pine soap they’d used to wash the deck after the storm, and, as I sat in my chair at the kids’ table, I could almost smell it too. I could almost taste the hardtack they’d given Raleigh as a final meal, and I could almost hear the wind pummel the flags and fill the mainsail as the ship came about, leaving him to oblivion.

“But why not Raleigh?” Don asked. “Someone had to give all this up. Raleigh was just the one brave enough to do it. Within the hour, the ship looked like a fingerprint on the horizon. But within a week, he’d founded us.”

We clapped and cheered. Raleigh’s story was our own; it meant something about who we were. And who was that? The descendants, in spirit anyway, of a man of unaccountable bravery, who calmly took his seat in the aft of a whaleboat because tradition demanded as much. A man who piloted an open boat alone across the north Pacific, who touched down on the tip of the continent, exhausted, lips blistered, and forged new traditions from old. At that moment, it felt like there was no fate in the world as extraordinary as my own.

This feeling stayed with me even after I left Loyalty Island. Sometimes on Sundays in September, I’ll spend an entire afternoon peeling potatoes, simmering fish stock, sautéing floured halibut, re-creating the Memorial Day feasts of my childhood. As I cook, I can’t help but imagine sitting down to the meal with my father and the rest of the men on their way to the Bering Sea. But instead, I invite friends, some of whom have never even seen the ocean.

Don’s story was probably bullshit. More likely, Raleigh came west from nowhere for gold and, when that didn’t pan, cast his lot with fish, moving far enough up the coast to have free reign over a stock of lingcod, salmon, and a few stubborn gray whales. In thirty years the lingcod were gone, and in forty years the salmon were mostly gone, but by then it didn’t matter. Diesel engines and cold-storage plants allowed the Gaunts to push farther and farther into the ocean, north and west, generation by generation.

Unlike the mill towns that collapsed or turned to hollow tourist traps, Loyalty Island remained more or less the same for a hundred years. We had the Gaunts to thank for that. Bigger boats, better gear, all bought on credit, all bought ahead of the curve, allowed us to follow the fisheries up the coast as we diversified and killed. When the Alaskan crab fishery exploded in the seventies, John was better prepared than almost anyone in the Pacific fleet. His newly commissioned armada of five crab boats, two of them a hundred and fifty feet long and capable of carrying a hundred and twenty crab pots each, put Loyalty fishermen at the head of million-dollar hauls.

Because of the Gaunts the fishermen kept their work, and, consequently, the teachers and the electricians kept theirs. Bob Rusk continued to pull pints of Olympia at Eric’s Quilt (named for the blanket that warmed Bob back to life after he was fished from the Bering Sea). Mrs. Zhou continued to press the button at the dry cleaner’s, whirring her carousel of plastic garment bags to life. Will Percy continued his awkward chats with the patrons at the single-screen Orpheum Theatre, its lobby always smelling of his pipe smoke. Mrs. Gramercy, whose face was half frozen from Bell’s palsy, continued her rounds, wiping the dust from spine to spine to spine in the stacks of the public library.
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JOHN GAUNT died on the sort of northwestern morning when it seems the sun has burned out in the night, leaving nothing but falling ash. While I was in the shower, my mother came into the bathroom without knocking. Through the foggy plastic of the curtain I watched as she fixed her hair at the mirror. If she said anything, it was lost in the hiss of hot water. When I returned to my room I saw my gray suit laid out on the bed. Downstairs she handed me my overcoat, black and too heavy for the weather.

Before my father swept her up to Loyalty Island, she’d been a schoolteacher in Santa Cruz, California. It was difficult to imagine. For one thing, she was far more beautiful than any teacher I’d ever had. That morning she wore a full-length charcoal dress. An amber pendant shaped like an arrowhead burned on a string around her neck. She was five months pregnant, and I hadn’t seen her in anything but floral maternity dresses in weeks. The stark figure in front of me was startling.

Once, years before, the phone rang while we were eating lunch. My mother held the receiver to her ear for a long time, saying nothing, pulling at her ponytail. After she hung up, she sat in the breakfast nook and put her palms to the yellow table. “Andromeda,” she said. Andromeda was that month’s code word. The first of every month my father was away we’d choose a new name from Edith Hamilton’s Mythology. One month Hermes, the next Hades. When we had something important to discuss we said the word and planted our hands, palms down, fingers splayed, until we both agreed it was all right to move.

“The Laurentide dropped off the radio yesterday,” she said. “They’ll keep searching. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“They haven’t found any floating debris, and that’s a good sign. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

As she said the next words she looked me straight in the eyes, as if she’d practiced. “The chances still aren’t good. Do you understand?” She put her arm around me and brushed back my hair, speaking softly into my ear. “Are you all right?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said, and I was. I would have been hysterical if not for the endurance of her gaze and the steadiness of her voice, both of which I was sure came from a certainty that my father was alive, that he would return from Alaska as usual. And he did. A day later they found the Laurentide, electronics shorted and radio dead, but otherwise fine.

That night at dinner my mother set a third place at the table, the way she often had when I was very young and my father was away. “You know the only way to really celebrate?” she asked. “You have to cook and dance at the same time.” She poured a glass of whiskey and sent me down to her basement studio to pick out a record. There were hundreds to choose from, lined up on shelves that rose well above my head. She rarely allowed me in there alone, and I took the job seriously. I chose something called Quartet for the End of Time because it sounded like an adventure story.

“Hmm,” she said. “Well, we’ll give it our best try.” When the music began—ghost-story violins and discordant piano chords—she started to twist her hips.

“I’ll get something else,” I said.

“I think this is perfect,” she said.

She swirled out her long skirt. The kitchen smelled of simmering tomatoes. She drank more whiskey and spun, knocking a spoon onto the floor. She turned off the overhead fixture, leaving only the light above the stove, like a spotlight over the wrong part of the stage.

“Come on,” she said. “There’s no such thing as dancing alone. Not really.” She took my hand, and we spun a few waltzlike turns.

“That’s not right,” I said. “It doesn’t fit.”

“True. You lead.”

The piano sounded like pounding hooves. A clarinet whined and trilled. I tried to move to the music, and my mother watched me with a wide smile. She began mirroring me, dancing in a herky-jerky swivel, her hands raised above her head, until we were both laughing too hard to keep it up.

But later during dinner she stopped laughing, and I could see she was no longer happy. I was used to this sort of switch. In the past she’d applied for jobs but refused to go to the interviews. She’d cooked entire dinners only to throw them away. Maybe she found some strength in this, some freedom in the ability to change her mind, to rebel at any moment, if only against herself.

“You see how dangerous this all is,” she said. “You see what could happen to you.”

Of course I saw, but the news of my father’s survival again put to rest the notion that anyone important to me could ever die.

“Everything worth doing is dangerous,” I said, parroting my father. My mother nodded, got up from her seat, poured herself more whiskey before saying, “It’s not your fault. But I can’t tell you how stupid that is, what you just said. If you want to do something with your life at least be able to explain why. Don’t just use somebody else’s ideas. I know that’s what most people do, but you shouldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“Fair to who?” I asked.

“To me,” she said.

When it came to my father, when it came to my future, there was no compromise. She was nearly always that solid. But on the day John Gaunt died she paced the living room, rubbing the pink corners of her eyes. Her cheeks were spotted and swollen, her eye makeup already starting to run. As I tied my dress shoes she coughed into a crumpled tissue. As I headed for the door she pulled me to her and pressed her forehead to my shoulder.

“I need your help today,” she said softly. “When we get to John’s I’ll probably need your help.” I was too surprised to ask with what.
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JOHN HAD BEEN off the boats for as long as I could remember. He no longer even looked like a fisherman. He was sixty-five years old, maybe, and tall, with delicate bones. In my first memories of John, his beard had already faded to white but still maintained a tinge of orange like dawn on fog. He walked with a limp and a polished cane.

In the off-season, when he and the rest of the captains came to dinner at our house, John always arrived first, announced by two raps of his cane on our front door. Thwack thwack.

On those evenings, as my mother cooked, the entire kitchen seemed to shriek: the sizzling oil in the sauté pan, the click of lighting burners, the blue flames blooming under the pots. She’d stand over the stove, inspecting soup and vegetables through clouds of steam. She’d swivel from cutting board to sink, her heels clicking on the orange tiles.

I grew to recognize the staccato of John’s knock as the cue for my mother to smooth her hair and steal one last look at the living room. When she opened the front door the pressure seemed to drain from the house.

Once the other captains, Don Brooke and Sam North, arrived, the six of us would sit down at the table draped in cream linen and tug napkins from plastic rings. My mother never asked anyone’s opinion of her cooking, but when John complimented her she would twist her lips just a little, as if to smile would give something away.

Table talk was all business. John, Sam, Don, and my father bickered about fuel costs, about which processor they could count on for a screw job and which they could trust. I pushed my chair back, ground my elbows into the place mats just as they did, attempting to catalogue it all. I thought that if I could remember everything, a week would come when Don, Sam, or even my father would make a mistake, just a small one, and I’d be there to correct it. But inevitably my mind would drift back to the fish on my plate or to the jazz on the stereo.

It wasn’t until talk turned to where to send the boats that I could concentrate. The Inside Passage. Cape Decision. Veta Bay. Alaska. These places sounded no less fantastic, and no more real, than Skeleton Island, Atlantis, or the City of Apes. At the sound of the names, I could feel my brain stretch. I could imagine white seas and silences. Trickles of light and bolts of cold wind. Boats plowing through waves under flocks of birds, black as keyholes in the sky.
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THOUGH WE’D KICKED UP dust in the Gaunts’ driveway, though we’d hurried through the dark living room and up the stairs, my mother stopped us outside the open door to John’s bedroom. There were voices.

“There’s no reason to decide anything now—your father, for Christ’s sake, we just don’t know yet.” The first voice was Sam North’s.

“Does it look like my father will be sitting up in bed anytime soon? Not to me.” The second voice was muddy and cruel. I knew immediately it belonged to John’s only son, Richard. I hadn’t seen him in at least a year. He’d been away. That’s what they always said about Richard. He was away. No one ever said where.

“Then you’ll be making the decisions. The timing is obviously fucked. We’re at king season in a month. We’ll handle everything, but we just need to know that we’ll be going,” Sam said.

“Or I could come with you,” Richard said.

“You could if you want.”

“It would only cost a couple patches of frostbite on my face, right?”

Sam laughed. “At the most.”

“Then again, I might not want to look like a horror movie.”

“Richard, you have to know what this meant to your father.”

“What it means to John,” Don Brooke said. “Not what it meant. He can hear us. I don’t want him to think—”

“He’s not thinking anything,” Richard said.

They were talking about what would happen to the company once John died. I knew that Richard was slated to get everything, even though he had never set foot on a fishing boat. I knew that my father and Sam and Don’s disdain for Richard was rivaled only by his hatred for them. But I also knew that nothing would ever change.

Every fall the boats left for Dutch Harbor. Every spring they returned. And every summer the sun stayed out late for parties around the grills in Cousins Park. On weekends, fireworks lit the sky over Greene Harbor, and a band played on the small stage near the boardwalk. But by August, Safeway had stocked up on frozen food and powdered milk. The men who had spent the summer sleeping late or watching baseball returned to work, to paint and mend the boats and gear. The rest of us could only watch the summer dwindle, weeks to days to hours.

Every man had his own way of leaving. Justin Howard, a deckhand on Sam’s boat, drove all the way to Ashland, to see a play at the Shakespeare festival because he was in love with one of the actresses. Andrew Ramzi stayed up all night watching movies so that he’d have something to replay in his mind during the shifts on deck. Others, many others, drank themselves off their stools at Eric’s Quilt.

My father shaved off his beard. Every September: the click of scissors as he trimmed; the swish of the old-fashioned brush as he slowly painted his face; then the scrape of the razor, the shaving cream peeled away. Until he had a new face, a face that seemed less kind somehow, maybe because I knew what it meant. That night he’d hug me against a smooth cheek smelling of Bay Rum and in the morning he would be gone, leaving only the trimmings in the sink—almost red against the white of the bowl, though the hair on his head was brown.

Those of us left behind dug in. Through the fall, through the winter, it seemed we lived on the border of a real life lived elsewhere. It seemed that the absence was ours somehow, not theirs, that we were the ones who were gone. Is it any surprise that so many of us would have given anything to be part of that life, no matter how little it suited us, no matter how little of it we understood?

“Go in,” my mother said.

There was the feeling of a previous century to the room: the four-poster bed, empty and crisply made, the deep red drapes tied with twine and falling across dark floorboards. The books that lined the walls wore blouses of dust. The air smelled like dirty fingernails. In the far corner three men stood with their backs to us.

“Henry,” my mother whispered, “we’re here.”

My father turned and took a single step toward us, breaking the circle and revealing John in a hospital bed surrounded by green-black monitors. My mother shut her eyes.

“These are yours, Henry?” Richard said. He sat, elbows on knees, in a chair next to the hospital bed. He wore a black striped shirt, unbuttoned at the collar, where a shock of dark hair showed. The ends of his black bangs hovered just above his eyes. His nose sloped to the right, giving the impression that his face was trying to sneak away from his skull.

“Do you want them to leave?” my father asked.

“I don’t really care.” Richard rose from the chair. “They have as much right to whatever this is as any of you.” He crossed the room and threw himself on the four-poster bed. “I mean, it’s a time for family. But who’s to say where the family ends, right?”

“Just say what you want, Richard,” my father said.

“Do what you want,” Richard said. “I can’t think now.” He propped himself on one elbow and offered a thin smile. “Henry, do you think that Chinese woman who runs the laundry might want to visit my father on his deathbed? She always seemed to like him.”

“Richard, we can all leave,” Sam said, “but I don’t think it’s good for your father to hear that kind of thing.”

“You’re right. I’m hysterical or something.”

“That’s understood,” Sam said.

“Of course it is,” Richard said quietly. When he looked up again his gaze found me. “That’s quite a suit. You graduating from junior high today?”

I looked down at the creases in my gray slacks. Don Brooke’s flannel shirt was rolled up at the sleeves. My father’s work boots were rimmed with gray mud. I felt ashamed and then furious, but not at Richard. I stared at my mother, but she only bit her lip and shook her head, seeming more angry than sad.

My father ignored me too. He hadn’t looked at me or my mother since his first glance when we’d arrived. He’d taken Richard’s seat next to the bed and leaned back with his chin up, as if someone were pulling him by the hair. My mother and I stood alone, barely inside the doorway, until Sam North came over and squeezed my bicep.

“You holding up, Iron Man?” He always called me Iron Man, as in Cal Ripken, Jr.

“Tell me what’s happening,” my mother said.

Sam was exceptionally tall. He had to stoop to put his arm around my mother’s shoulder.

“Everything’s happening and nothing’s working,” he said. “Now it’s his blood pressure. They have him on some drug to keep it up, but it wants to drop.”

“Is he, I don’t know, can he even hear us?”

“That one’s on blood pressure.” Sam pointed to the bedside and its armory of chirping screens. “We’ve been standing around all morning telling old stories. Sometimes, when we hit a good one, we can actually see the blood pressure rise. We’ve got that, not much else.”

“What kind of stories?” my mother asked.

Sam turned to me with a smile that smelled like whiskey. “I’ve got a job for you, Iron Man. Jamie’s outside somewhere. Find him for me, would you?”

“What kind of stories, Sam?” my mother asked again. “Do you think I’ve never heard your dirty stories before?”

Sam’s mouth went tight. “Donna,” he said, “I don’t know what you’ve heard.”
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WHEN MY FATHER finally rose from the chair beside John’s hospital bed my mother reached for his hand. He turned his shoulder toward the door. He didn’t look back as he walked out. No surprise. When my parents were unhappy they usually looked in the opposite direction, sometimes for weeks at a time. I can think of only a few occasions when they actually fought. Once, when I was six or seven, shouting drew me to the living room. My mother kicked a lamp over, knocking loose the shade. Light exploded in the room and threw my father’s shadow onto the ceiling. He did nothing but stoop to pick up the lamp and carefully readjust the shade.

“I’m sorry about that,” my mother said as my father patted dust from the pleats. “It’s just that he could do a lot of things. There’s a lot else out there besides what you do. Maybe you don’t know that.”

“Really? You think I don’t know that?” my father said. “That’s the last thing I want for him.”

Afterward I blamed my mother. Not for what she’d said but for what my father had said. Just as I blamed her as my father passed by in John’s bedroom, ignoring us. Once he’d gone into the hall she turned to me.

“When my grandfather was dying,” she said, “I went over, even though I was scared, and kissed him on the forehead.”

“I’m not scared,” I said. “And he’s not my grandfather.”

She clucked her tongue, her most devastating expression of disappointment. Why couldn’t my mother see that we should have already left? Our very presence was breaking a code, a spell.

As I walked toward the hospital bed I listened for the creak of floorboards under my feet, some sign that I was moving, but the Oriental rug muffled everything. The sheet was crumpled across John’s stomach. My first thought was that I’d fix it, pull it up to his chin. The hairs of his beard were dirty around his gray lips, tubes snaked every which way, and I couldn’t trace any of their lines to the bleeping monitors. It all looked so fragile; I feared an extra breath would crash the whole thing.

I pressed two fingers to John’s hand. His skin was cold, and as I slid my fingers between his index and thumb, it seemed to grow colder. I looked at the blood pressure gauge, half expecting the numbers to fall in protest. I wanted to leave the room, but I felt eyes—Sam’s, Don’s, Richard’s—trained on me.

I’d never noticed how long John’s fingers were. And I remembered something my mother had told me about him, how when he was in college he’d studied classical guitar. No one I knew had ever seen John with a guitar, and I was suddenly curious about whether this story was true.

I stood beside the bed for what felt like a century, my hand in John’s. I was almost glad to be wearing the suit, to think of the sober image I made: carefully combed hair, backlit by weak sun. I imagined the men staring, admiring my composure. But when I turned to face the room the men hung in the corners, their heads bent, talking in low voices. Only my mother was watching.

[image: ]

OUTSIDE, I found Jamie North on a hill that sloped into forest. We weren’t far from the water, and ocean storms had stripped the highest black branches and scattered them on the hillside. Jamie held a long branch, bent and wedged under his shoe.

“Cal,” he said. “What the hell?”

Jamie—my mandatory friend at weddings, dinner parties, and the occasional funeral—was almost exactly my age. He was always saying things that sounded good but didn’t seem to mean much. When we were nine he’d stayed at my house for a month while his father was in Alaska and his mother was recovering from some kind of illness. During that time he’d spoken to me mostly in a gibberish he swore was French.

“What the hell what?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” He smiled. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Same as you, I guess. My mom brought me.”

“Not me,” he said. I didn’t like the way he smiled. He stuck his tongue straight out of his mouth like a clown. “Did she dress you too?”

“What do you mean, ‘not me’?”

“My mother’s at home. My dad dragged me, said if I didn’t come today I’d forget it forever.”

“Regret it?”

Jamie picked up another branch, wedged it beneath his foot, and leaned. Crack. “Yeah, maybe that’s what he meant.”

“My dad wouldn’t even look at me,” I said before I could stop myself.

“I guess he’s had enough bad news,” he said.

“Fuck you,” I said.

“Come on,” Jamie said, digging in the pockets of his corduroys. “I was hoping you’d be here. I got a baseball and five cigarettes. What do you want to do?”

“Can I see that ball?” I asked. As soon as he put it in my hand I hurled it into the trees.

If I was caught fighting in John’s backyard while he was dying inside I’d never be forgiven, but I was glad Jamie had given me a reason to feel angry. I expected him to shove me, but instead he put his arm around my shoulder and began to laugh.

“Sorry. I forgot you’ve retired from baseball. Really sorry,” he said. I have to admit that what I liked least about Jamie was that he knew I was a liar.

Two summers before, Sam North had caught a virus that wreaked havoc in his inner ear. He’d faint out of nowhere or topple from fits of vertigo. Eventually the worst of the illness passed, but he couldn’t shake it altogether. He couldn’t go back on the boats, anyway. Landlocked, he sulked for weeks. Sam had played some semipro ball as a young man, and so he vowed to make Jamie into a first-rate ballplayer—a pitcher, a shortstop. I was asked to help.

Every evening that summer Sam drove Jamie and me out to the ball field behind the high school. In the dying light we shagged towering flies, racing back and forth across the outfield, gloves raised, catching with two hands until the sprinklers coughed to life. We took grounders, the plink of the aluminum bat keeping time like a hi-hat, Sam shouting, “Get in front of it, butt down, butt down.”

But this was only the warm-up to marathon sessions of a game Sam invented called Off-the-Wall. He’d chalk a rough square on the brick face of the school as the strike zone. Sam was all-time pitcher, and it was up to Jamie and me to knock the hard rubber ball into zones marked as outs, singles, doubles, and triples. The home-run zone was so far away that we never got within fifty feet of it.

By late June, Jamie had begun to wander into the stands, meandering through aluminum bleachers that reflected rays of evening sun. When Sam called for him to return to the field, Jamie called back, “Your voice really echoes in these metal seats. Say something else.”

Sam reached into his canvas sack of baseballs and continued to hit to me.

By July, Sam’s attention had floated to me entirely. He’d become a fountain of praise, especially when Jamie was in earshot. “I’ve never seen someone your age throw so accurately from the outfield,” he’d say. “Your arm’s good—not a cannon, but good. But the accuracy. It’s something special.” Or, “With your build, the power is gonna come. Pretty soon those line drives you’re hitting are going to turn into gappers.”

These were pathetic compliments, but by the end of the summer I felt invincible. As I fell asleep, I’d relive the feeling of hitting line drives just the way Sam had taught me: Spray the field. I’d track imaginary ground balls as they skipped across red dirt. I’d feel my knees bending, preparing for last-moment adjustments, because anything can change a ball’s path—a pebble, a breeze.

Baseball is a game of rituals, and soon I had mine. I’d wedge a handful of sunflower seeds in my cheek and spit out exactly three shells before each at bat. But what I loved most about those evenings out on the field was that I could say whatever I wanted. And it wasn’t even me talking, it was this phantom, this ballplayer that Sam and I were inventing. One night in August, I yelled, “I don’t think you’re throwing me your best stuff.”

“Because I’m not,” he said.

“Then show it to me.”

“What good’d that do? I’m still building you up. Teardown’s next summer.”

“One pitch,” I said.

Sam dropped his arms to his sides, squared his shoulders, and, with a swing of his hips, brought his mitt to rest for half a beat against his potbelly. In the moments that followed, there was a nearly hypnotic grace to Sam’s body that I never saw again. He kicked his leg to his waist, his right arm rising as if the two limbs were on the same lever. As his palm circled above his shoulder he revealed, for an instant, the white rubber ball gleaming in the dusk like snow. That was the last I saw of the ball until it struck the wall behind me and shot back up the middle of the field. I didn’t even think about swinging. I might as well have been swinging at a thunderbolt.

Sam’s grace left him abruptly. He set his foot down wrong and stumbled onto one knee. The ball bounced past.

“Did you hit that?” he asked, blinking. There was a look of such admiration on his face that I didn’t dare tell the truth.

“Christ, you hit that?”

“Not really,” I said. “That had double play written all over it.”

He turned and stared at the ball, which lay maybe twenty feet away in a patch of unmowed grass. “Jamie, did you see that?”

Jamie rose from his place in the bleachers and waved. “Can you hear that echo?” he shouted back.

“Cal, that’s pretty incredible.” Sam shook his head. “That’s really something.”

After that, Sam was convinced I’d be a star—the next Teddy Ballgame, Mr. Cub, Yankee Clipper. It was embarrassing how he’d go on about it. He cited scouting reports on the game’s best hitters and offered to take me across the Sound so I could work in some “legitimate” batting cages—an offer I always refused. Anyway, by the end of the summer Sam had recovered enough to return to Alaska, and my career as a ballplayer was over.
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JAMIE AND I STUMBLED down the slope, picking our way through young trees, until all but the gabled roof of the Gaunt house disappeared behind the crest of the hill. Jamie produced a crushed soft-pack of Newports, green-and-white-striped. It said “Kings” in green letters across the top. He shook out two cigarettes and handed me one, bent in the middle like a finger. I held it carefully. He spun the flint on a lavender Bic. I held out my hand.

“You might want to put that in your mouth first,” Jamie said. “Breathe in, now.” The ground was mud under a blanket of bronze needles. I leaned against a tree, nibbling at the cigarette.

“If you don’t stop that I’m gonna start laughing,” he said. “There’s no firing squad. Relax. You’re smoking like a girl.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re holding the cigarette between your first two fingers and taking it out of your mouth with the same fingers.” He demonstrated, girlishly brushing back his hair. “That, Cal, is how a woman smokes. A man starts the way you do, but when you take the smoke out of your mouth, pinch it with your thumb and index finger. Like so. There you go.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Remember In a Lonely Place in English last month? Ms. Sullberg let me stay after school to watch it again, since it’s sort of what I want to do. Something in movies, maybe samurai movies.”

“Really?” I asked. It wasn’t often that anyone my age claimed a future as anything other than a fisherman.

We finished the Newports without saying much more. Afterward I lay down on the slope.

“What do you think is going on in there?” Jamie asked.

“In John’s bedroom? An old man is dying,” I said.

“Nice answer, tough guy. You couldn’t care less, right?”

“I’d care less if you were dying.” I turned my head toward Jamie, the larch needles digging pleasantly into my cheek. “Can I have another of those?” I smoked lying on my back, imagining that I was in a hotel room, on a business trip, my head propped on white pillows, my dark-socked feet crossed at the ankles, a glass ashtray balanced on my chest. “I like John, but he’s how old?” I said. “I mean it’s natural when you get to a certain age to die, isn’t it?”

“Just because it’s natural doesn’t mean it’s not sad,” Jamie said. “You could at least be sad for your mom and dad.”

“My dad, who knows?” I said. “My mom seems pretty broken up, though.”

Maybe John didn’t study classical guitar in college, but he did return to Loyalty Island with a love of music, a love my mother shared. When my father was at sea John still appeared at our door at least once a week. He and my mother retreated to her studio in the basement to listen to records. She invited John there but never my father, even though he’d built the studio for her.

My mother, Donna Parson, moved to Loyalty Island the year I was born. That summer my father, Henry Bollings, caught the ferry to Seattle and a flight to San Jose. He rented a moving van and drove it to her doorstep on High Street in Santa Cruz. This was no small feat. My father was the son and grandson of fishermen. He hated airports and expressways the way some people hate doctors.

It became a family story, his trip to Santa Cruz. He used to tell it in the summers on car trips to Sand Point Beach, but I doubt he tells it anymore. When families dissolve so do their stories, and now I have to reimagine most of it.

He’d planned on arriving in the freshly ironed white dress shirt he’d bought for the rehearsal dinner. But he’d begun sweating on the plane. No matter how much he fiddled with the plastic vent above him he kept sweating. And he kept sweating as he crossed the jetway; as he waited, chewing a straw, at the carousel; as he sat in the back of a cab; as he waited at the small U-Haul storefront. By the time he hit Highway 17, his new collar sagged below his Adam’s apple, soaked through to the cardboard tabs. Ahead, the road twisted up the mountain like snarled line.

He should have expected this. He was, after all, coming to move every possession his wife-to-be owned. He just hadn’t thought that anything having to do with my mother could be strenuous. From the photographs of her back then, it isn’t difficult to see why, her slender waist and neck, her gauzy hair. He’d imagined lifting hatboxes and garment bags. He’d imagined lifting her easily up to Washington, lifting all her belongings as if they were as light as she was.

When he arrived at her bungalow on High Street, he found none of the things he’d imagined. She had no hatboxes or garment bags, and the furniture had been sold or given away. What she had kept, what she had asked him to fly and drive all the way to Santa Cruz for, was her records. Boxes and boxes of records, and they were heavy.

They walked to a supermarket on Mission where my father bought two rolls of masking tape and twelve Negra Modelos. Later, as they sat on the dusty floor sipping the beer, my father packed every single record, crumpling newspapers to stuff up the space, wrapping the masking tape in bandagelike strips, crisscrossing the boxes corner to corner.

They weren’t yet married, but she was already pregnant, and it must have been difficult for them to find the right words to say to each other that first day. Certainly it was in the years that followed. I can almost hear their voices, his soft, hers sharp.

“So, play me some of this,” he says.

“What kind of music do you like?” she asks. “I guess I don’t even know.”

“Me? I like everything.”

“That’s what I thought,” she says. “When you say you like everything that really means you like nothing.”

Tape screeches around a box. He’s wrapped them many times over because he enjoys sitting there with her. “I don’t think so. It means I like everything.”

“I’m tempted to prove you wrong,” she says, but she picks Otis Redding, Live in Europe, and lets the whole album play as she sits with her knees pulled to her chest, her head on his shoulder.

They spent the next week weaving their way up California. They stopped to eat peaches on the roadside. Asked tourists from Iowa to photograph them smiling over cliffs on Highway 1. Held hands among the burned-out husks of sequoias. Drove with a gospel station on the radio and the sky spread in patches of white and blue like a chessboard.

But when they arrived in Loyalty Island my mother had no job, no friends, and it was almost fall. My father pulled up the shade on the picture window, throwing sun on the bare walls, revealing the bay below. The living room was empty but for a few pieces of furniture, three generations old. “I have to get back to work soon,” he said. “But this is us now.” And my mother turned to him with tears in her eyes and said, “It’s very nice.”

The first week my mother didn’t unpack a single box. But the next week my father returned home to chaos. He could hear the music before he even turned off the car. A trumpet, honking like a sea lion. A saxophone, pitched like a steaming kettle, bawling trills over a clatter of drums. He wouldn’t have known or cared at the time, but the record was Coltrane’s Live in Seattle.

Inside he found my mother in the middle of the floor, one leg outstretched, the other knee supporting her chin. The sofa was layered with slip jackets and paper sleeves. His carefully packed boxes had been ripped open, and bits of tape hung from the flaps.

My father began work on the studio the next spring. He thought of her old house in Santa Cruz, its floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. As a man who spent months at a time crowded with others on a steel ship, he understood the necessity for private and familiar space, and, more than anything else, he wanted his town, his home, his life to become familiar to my mother, to become hers.

The studio was half built already. My father had inherited the house from his own father, who, years before, had erected a wall dividing the basement. He’d meant to build a darkroom, but got only as far as installing an iron double-basin sink in the corner. My father cleared out the old junk—his rusted childhood Schwinn, netting and buoys, cans of paint, an old Christmas-tree stand, piles of National Geographics. He swept up the dirt and tore out the spiderwebs. He laid down a bright orange carpet and built shelves into the walls out of white pine, reinforced by bolts to manage the weight of the records. He built a window seat, though there was no window, and ordered a mohair cushion from Vancouver. He bought sheets of corkboard to line the walls and trim the ceiling. He refused to let my mother downstairs until he was done, as if he were Michelangelo guarding his ceiling.

When he finally finished he waited until she’d taken the car ferry to Seattle to go shopping and see a movie in Spanish. He lifted her boxes yet again, nineteen in all, and placed the records on the white shelves in alphabetical order. He was meticulous by nature, but he also knew he’d dragged his wife out of her life and into his. The records were the grammar she used to express that change. If she’d come all this way for him, it was only fair that he learn to speak her language. But my mother never became less of a mystery to my father. And the place he’d brought her to, the place that became my home, always remained a mystery to her.

Once—I was nine probably—Mrs. Gramercy, the librarian, stopped by. She said she knew my mother had been a teacher, perhaps she would be interested in helping with a book club, something to make the season pass? From the way my mother scrambled in the kitchen for iced tea and stale cookies, I knew she was touched Mrs. Gramercy had thought of her.

My mother and I designed the flyer together: bright green paper, a book sprouting wings, lifting, it seemed, off the page. My father came home while we were laying it out on the kitchen table.

“Who’s Edith Wharton?” he asked.

“I barely know myself,” she said. “It was Mrs. Gramercy’s idea.”

But that wasn’t true. I’d heard my mother insisting to Mrs. Gramercy that The Age of Innocence would be the perfect choice. Just that morning she’d told me about the first time she’d read the book, in the back of her parents’ Dodge, on a road trip through Arizona.

“Well,” he said. “I guess you’ll find out.”

That night the three of us walked the streets, hanging flyers on telephone poles and in storefront windows and on the bulletin board near Greene Harbor after my mother tore down last season’s employment ads. But on the night of the meeting I found my mother on the couch in the living room, watching an old James Bond movie.

“I can’t go,” she said before I could ask. “I’ve already called Mrs. Gramercy. I said I wasn’t feeling well. If you happen to see her don’t tell her the truth, all right?” She put her feet up on the coffee table. She was wearing a pin-striped skirt and dark nylons. “I already feel disappointed,” she said. “I don’t know why.”

She didn’t look at me, didn’t seem to expect an answer. I heard her in the kitchen sometime after that, and then I heard her steps on the basement stairs, music coming from her studio. By then the studio had become her refuge—from my father and from everything in Loyalty Island, including me.

Sometimes I’d sneak downstairs with my blanket and pillow, and lie on the floor, my ear pressed to the heating vent in the living room where the music seeped out. I’d listen to her listening to her music. In the winter, when my father was away, I could stay all night if I wanted. When the furnace kicked on I’d feel the heat from the vent on my cheek and I’d watch the strings of swaying dust. Why do we want to be closest to people at their most private times?

“Your mom is sad,” Jamie said to me as he smoked his second cigarette. “I bet she is.”

“Yeah, she is. Didn’t I just say so?”

“You know, I never believed what people said about them.”

“About who?”

“About John and your mother. I never believed it.”

“John’s her only friend,” I said.

I lay back in the needles, feeling sick to my stomach. Once I’d said it, it seemed true enough. John probably was her only friend. I finished the last of the cigarette, closed my eyes, and opened them sometime later when I heard my mother’s voice.

“Foul, foul? Who’s shouting that?” Jamie asked.

“That’s Cal, Cal,” I said.

I ran up the slope toward the house. My mother stood on the crest of the hill. The wind had picked up, and her hair was blowing loose from its ponytail. As soon as I was close enough, she seized my arm and began to swat the pine needles from my jacket and pants. “He’s dying, right now,” she said. “Right now.” She pulled me toward the house. “The doctor just came. They’ve decided to take him off of the blood pressure medicine. God, I don’t know how long these things take. Your father told me to get you.” She said this last phrase as if to emphasize that she wouldn’t have left John’s side otherwise.

We raced through the front hall and up the stairs to the second-floor landing, where, again, she asked me to stop. She smoothed her hair and drew in a long breath. We walked the rest of the way down the hall. The door to John’s bedroom was closed. My mother knocked once, softly. She waited a few seconds and knocked again, louder. There was no response. She tried the knob but it wouldn’t turn.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She bit her bottom lip and wiped her eyes. “You reek of smoke,” she said. “How can I take you in there like that?”

We waited in the hall until John Gaunt was dead and the men filed out.
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