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PROLOGUE




THE MORNING AFTER the death of the girl, I went into the Sinai before the sun rose, taking a small knapsack with fire tools and ingredients for bread. Walking far, I came upon an ancient Bedouin hut made of stones, left there in the old manner; a place for any traveler to use. Setting my bundle inside, I set about making my breakfast.


I found twigs and bark and carefully arranged them as my father had taught me, shredding some of the bark to give a bed to the fire, laid out larger twigs to feed it as it sparked to life, then struck the flint I carried; once, twice. Smoke rose from the shredded bark and I raised it to my lips and softly blew life into it, formed glowing embers, then set it all back to the earth and with the twigs created a small cooking fire.


Finding a flat piece of shale, I brushed the dust of the desert from it and put the flour and salt from my knapsack into a pyramid in the middle of the stone. Removing my water skin, I used my thumb to press a pocket into the top of the flour and poured a small amount of water into it. Pouring a few drops onto my palms, I rubbed them together and began kneading the dough, first with just my fingertips and then with the fullness of my hands. In a minute or two the flour and salt and water had become a smooth ball and I put it back onto the flat shale and flattened it with the heel of my hand. With my knife, I arranged the hot ashes of the small fire into a rounded, shallow trough and laid the flattened dough into it, spreading more ashes and embers on top.


As the bread cooked, steam rose from within the ashes and as I watched it rise and fade in the desert air, a great sadness overtook me, and the face of the young girl passed before my eyes. I cannot do this thing, I thought, I cannot have my revenge on the Jews in this manner. And it seemed to me that all I had worked for was for nothing and I felt as though my very soul was being rent in two. Despair, greater than any I’d ever known, came into me and I wanted then, more than anything, that my life should end.


But my sight was pulled to the eastern sky, and I saw abruptly a ruby star, as large as Venus, larger even, just above the horizon, as brightly red as blood. And I was amazed; what was this thing? I watched it intently and it became clear to me that it was no creation of man; it was not a satellite, nothing mechanical. It was an object of the heavens, and I knew at once that it was a sign that the end of the world was indeed upon us. It marked the days of the Python, the coming of death. And then I wondered if this was a thing of god after all? What power could scar the heavens with an object such as this other than a god? But my mind rejected the wonder in my heart; this was not the doing of some fairy tale being, it was an omen. It was there to light my path, to mark the delivery of death. And a great elation entered my heart, all doubt fled from me and the face of the young girl faded from my mind. The red star had come. The Jews would not escape this time. Retribution was at last at hand.


For two days, I stayed in the desert, sleeping in the Bedouin stone hut and eating bread that I made in little fires. I watched the ruby eye ascend the horizon with the sun each morning, describing a low arc across the eastern sky all day before it sank again. And I asked no questions of myself, doubted nothing in my life, regretted nothing, did not debate the rightness or wrongness of what I had worked for – it was all beyond me; I was a tool of something much larger and I was pleased.




When I returned to the camp, the Syrians were very angry at my absence, but their words and anger meant to me what dew means to a boulder; as nothing. And I said I needed only one last thing from the Ansar Bait al-Maqdis; I needed a dozen wild ducks captured from the lowland lakes in Egypt and brought to me here in good health. 


Eight days from the day I asked, when the wild birds were brought to me, squawking and flapping their wings in cages, I went into the laboratory and took out one of the vials of Python, placed a small amount in a syringe and sprayed it up my nose, breathing deep. 


And that afternoon, I went to the ducks and took each in turn and injected the Python into them. When I was done, I opened all the cages and sent them wheeling into the sky, honking to each other as they found release, as they knew again the joy of flight. And the Python was at that moment released; the death of man was delivered. And the Syrians knew none of this, knew only what I told them; that the virus was ready.


And the Ansar Bait al-Maqdis came the next day, dozens of them roaring into camp in their trucks firing their guns into the sky and laughing and yelling. And the leader of the Syrians himself came, the man who they said was the leader of the caliphate, and he came to me and took my hand and told me that Allah had worked his miracles through me, that the rewards I found now on Earth, as great as they were sure to be, would pale in comparison to the rewards I would find in paradise. 


And at last this leader, a wiry, dark man with a great black beard, asked me whether the vaccine might be taken now so that the virus could be released, so that Allah’s vengeance could be unleashed, destroying the Jews and all infidels, each of them the world over.


I stood and considered his eyes, so sparkling with the image of victory that must be in his mind. I felt no fear; in truth I felt nothing.


“Brother,” I said, “you have made a grave error.” I paused and watched the furrows come to his brow, watched the black eyes cloud.


“There is no vaccine. The Python has already been unleashed; it is on its way and cannot be recalled any more than a bullet may be recalled from a gun. And this bullet, the Python, will find its way to everyone, believer or unbeliever, Muslim or Jew, man, woman or child.”


And the leader stared at me, unable to speak, stunned as if the sun had left the sky. And those around us sensed that something was wrong, and their celebration became silence.


“It has come to you already brother,” I told him gently, “as it has already come to me and everyone in this camp. We will be the very first to die.”


And then they took hold of me and many men came around me and I was struck and threatened, but it meant nothing to me. What is death to the dead? 


They were greatly frightened and screamed to Allah for mercy and cursed me to an eternity of misery and began to beat me ferociously, but the leader stopped them, saying that I would die as an infidel dies and I was taken to the place I am now, to the desert, and made to kneel in the sand.


The leader, angry and afraid, has taken his knife and holds it over my head and is screaming, screaming as a woman screams when her child dies; why has this happened? And I am the face of his terror – whatever he does to me, he fears that I have spoken truly; that he is already dead, that the victory he has imagined would soon be his has somehow been stolen from him; that the world will not be remade as he hoped.


As I see the knife in his hand, I turn my head and he thinks I am fearful and sneers at me, but it is only that I seek the red star. I find it in the eastern sky and it fills my soul, as the eyes of my little sister once filled it, long ago, before the Israeli bulldozers crushed her. There is a sudden sharp burning across my neck, like a hot wire pressed into my skin, then it is gone and I cannot find my breath. My sight fades into darkness, and for one small moment I am afraid, but beyond the darkness there is a light and with all that I am, I reach for it.










CHAPTER ONE




ONE MORNING IT was just there, a ruby planted in the middle of the sunrise, swollen and malevolent. It spent the day tracing a low path across the eastern horizon, finally sinking from sight at nightfall. But it came again the next morning, and the next and every morning thereafter; it became a fixture, an omen, an auger.


The timing was unfortunate. Bad that it was the New Year, worse that it was the Year of the Snake. The connection was not lost on anyone; Snake’s Eye, Red Eye, Evil Eye – just the three more prominent names it acquired within hours of its appearance. Pictures and vids were everywhere; kids burnt their retinas taking cell phone pictures directly into the sun, trying for dramatic shots.


State TV said ‘don’t worry – all easily explained’; claimed that it was a remarkable realization of an astronomical forecast made years ago. Nothing more or less than a colliding binary star – in other words, two big boys smacking into each other and making a red nova out of themselves. Enjoy, it is fascinating star watching!


Yes, well, that is hardly possible. It is the Year of the Snake and its red eye glares from the morning sky – you think no one will worry? Worry is what the Chinese do best; if there is nothing to worry about something will be invented. You can have a perfect day and the perfection itself becomes a worry; what’s going on? When will this day turn ugly? But with a thing like this, this monster eye in the daytime sky; no need for invention. This is big.


And so it was for Wan Xiao. She stood on the low slope behind her house and watched the detestable thing for the third morning in a row. TV warnings buzzed in her brain about eye damage; she let it leave the sun and begin its northward course before she glared at it. She felt like spitting at it but didn’t want to start a habit that’d be hard to break.


It was really creepy; what did it mean? A thing like that – no way it doesn’t mean something. And not something good, that was for certain. You don’t get a nasty red eye showing up in Year of the Snake for fuck’s sake and not have something bad about to happen. The big question was, what?


She sighed, and despite herself couldn’t resist a good spit. But the satisfaction was ruined by the cacophony of many wings beating – thousands of wings; Qiang was out and about, doing his chicken farmer morning thing, feeding, getting eggs, cleaning shit – all that stuff. You’d think he’d show some interest in something like a red star, right? No, not at all. What does he say? 


“Just a nova, big deal; seen one, seen ‘em all.”


“When did you ever see a nova?”


“Planetarium.”


“I don’t believe it. What planetarium?”


“Guangzhou.”


“When?”


“2022.”


“That’s the year we got married!”


“So what? Doesn’t mean I wasn’t there.”


Impossible to argue with him; might as well argue with the wind – just keeps blowing.


She walked to the house, went in the back door straight into the kitchen. She’ll be sitting at the table, she predicted, with the baby in her lap giving her all that old Chinese shit, despite everything I’ve told her.


Yes, exactly so. There she sat, her old face looking like it was painted on with faux-antique finish, designed to craze and crack like mad. She was old for sure, Qiang’s grandmother, but something had to be wrong with her skin – nobody had lines like that naturally. What if it was a viral condition or something and the baby caught it and her face started looking like that? They’d be watching her on YouTube. And Qiang would think that was pretty funny, Jiao on the internet, a one-year old baby with a face that looked a hundred. Ha! Look at that! A million hits!


The lined old face split into a yawning smile as she came in the door. There must to be no more than three teeth in her head. 


“Zaoshang hao nu’er!”


“Morning Gran, and please, English. I can’t keep up with your Mandarin. OK?”


“OK.”


She walked over to them, wrinkling her nose at the sour smell rising from the old woman. She reached out with a finger to the baby; it was grabbed in a fat little fist.


“Jiao Jiao, Jiao Jiao – big girl!” she sang, swinging her finger in a little arc. The baby smiled at her and burped. The smell - what the fuck?


“Yew! Gran, what did you give her?”


The face went blank. Xiao put on her best angry look. That ten thousand year old face, pretending not to understand. Bet she could say ‘Want some cake?’ and see the eyes light up. She sighed. Along with everything else, we take care of his grandmother, who just happens to be a time traveler from the eighteenth century. 


She went to the freezer and pulled out her breakfast; a frozen Egg McMuffin clone made entirely from reconstituted soy DNA, and went to the stove unit, saw the remains of actual meat cubes sitting in actual grease in the pan, and almost gagged. No wonder the old thing smelled.


She switched the unit to Microwave and in thirty seconds had her breakfast in hand, taking it to the table against her better judgement and sitting down as far from the two of them as she could. Let me eat without smelling them, she prayed to herself.


She ate in silence, feeling the old woman’s eyes on her from time to time, but she busied herself with her wrist phone, checking email and Twitter, but not seriously paying attention. The red eye had her good; it meant something, it had to. It was time for guidance – this thing was going nowhere fast. A name had been coming to her since the star had first appeared; every morning it popped into her brain and a little voice said, ‘do it – you know you should call her’.


Lin. She was spooky, spookier than the star was. She knew all that stuff, all the occult stuff – and it wasn’t fake, it was real; she’d seen it. And it was powerful. Lin would know what this was, what it meant and what had to be done about it.


However. There was the little matter of how to approach a girl you used to fuck, dumped to get married to a guy, then fucked on your wedding night - then after you probably had the last good orgasm of your life told her to get out and never come back. She sighed again. She loves me, she’ll do it if I ask. No, she’ll do it if I fuck her. And would that be so bad? Images popped into her brain, pushed the red eye out. Images of firm breasts, of silky pussy, of Lin’s mouth, her tongue. She squirmed in the seat, squeezed her thighs together. Well, it was something to consider, that’s for sure.


Thinking was interrupted by the sound of Qiang stomping in the back door. One, Two, Three…she counted. And right on que, the sound of two giant boots hitting the floor with a thud and she closed her eyes, images of Lin’s erect nipples driven out by a picture of chicken shit splattering in the anteroom.


In he marched, right up to her in his socks; his pants and shirt with obvious goobers on them and bent to kiss her.


She ducked away before he could touch her.


“Eee-ahh,” she gasped. “At least wipe that off before you touch me.” He froze, half-stooped over.


“And please, I’m eating my breakfast.”


He stood hesitant, stupefied as always, a half-smile on his face. And as usual, the ancient one tried to salvage him.


“Good morning, my Xingan,” sang grandmother. “Are you hungry?”


He nodded and straightened. Seeing Jiao, he began to reach a finger to her.


“Qiang! Hands!”


He stopped, grimaced, and went to the washbasin and took soap and scrubbed himself, up to his elbows.


She was finishing up her McMuffin when he sat down with his bowl of noodles and began to eat using his stupid chop sticks. She could only shake her head. Old habits, she supposed, and watched him idly for a moment before she sensed something not quite right about him. For one thing, he was eating quite slowly, practically toying with his food. Normally, Qiang was a human vacuum cleaner; put anything remotely edible within ten centimeters of his face and be careful not to get your fingers sucked off. And also, he ate staring at his bowl, as if it had the answer to life in it. And… nothing – not a word. From the great magpie of the world.


What now, she wondered. But she’d not been the only one to notice.


“Little Qiang,” said grandmother, “are you not well?”


He glanced up, seemed to be a little confused.


“What? Ah, sorry Gran.” He stabbed the chop sticks into the noodles like they were a ball of yarn and sat back in his seat. She saw him briefly glance her way.


“Just a little worried,” he said.


The old woman’s nose wrinkled in concern at the same moment Xiao felt something cold on her neck. She beat grandmother to the punch.


“About what?” she demanded. “Worried about what?”


“Well,” he replied deliberately, “I’m worried about the chickens.”


She relaxed; he was always worried about the chickens. Always something. He had grown up in a city for pity’s sake, and he thought he could make them rich growing chickens? He had no idea what he was doing. If she had a goddamned yuan for every worry he had about the chickens, they would be rich.


Gran, however, seemed to see something more.


“Child,” she said in her paper-soft voice, “what is it?”


He took a while to answer. “I’m… not sure.”


Xiao snorted to herself. What a dope.


But he went on, his voice clearly troubled, and again the cold flashed along her neck.


“I found two dead today,” he said quietly. “And two yesterday.” He glanced again at Xiao. “And something’s wrong with some of the eggs.”


“Like what?” she asked.


“Like they’re super soft. You can push the ends in with your finger, like rubber or something.”


“Well, look it up on the web.”


“I did.”


“And?”


“And…” he started, then stopped.


“Qiang,” she insisted.


He sighed. “Well, it might be lots of stuff, but it could be avian flu.”


An immediate silence descended, a profound stillness broken only by baby sounds from Jiao as she played with the old lady’s hair, pulling it out of the bun, grey strands standing free like straw from a bale. No one said anything for several very long moments.


Finally, she said very flatly, “Shut up.”


“Xiao…” he started.


“No,” she interrupted, “I mean it. Shut up.”


She was furious. “What’s wrong with you, saying something like that out loud? You put that out into the open air, you can make it happen!”


He laid his forehead into his hands. “Saying something doesn’t make anything happen other than sound,” he replied tiredly. “We may have a problem and if we do, we’ll need to deal with it. You can’t deal with it if you don’t discuss it.”


“Just don’t jinx us,” she said. Before he could say anything, she asked, “And anyway, why would you assume the worst?”


“I’m not assuming the worst. I said it could be several things. One of them happens to be avian flu.”


“Stop saying that! Do a Skype with the vet or something. Take samples.” She thought about it. “Send one of the dead chickens to the University. Just stop saying anything like that until you actually know something.”


“You’re right,” he said. “I’ll box up one of the dead chickens and ask for a drone to deliver it today.” He swung around to look at Xiao directly, his face stern. “But I’m telling you, I don’t like how it looks. And we need to be prepared.”


“Prepared? Prepared for what? Having the Committee kill every single one of those birds?”


His voice was low; he knew he was on shaky ground. “There would be compensation if it happened.”


She exploded. “Compensation? One fen to a yuan? That’s not compensation, you idiot. That’s robbery.” 


She leapt to her feet. “Out there, playing with your chickens – do you know how much money there is out there in those pens?” He knew better than to answer. “Let me tell you how much,” she shouted. “Everything we owe on this farm!”


There was silence then and in a moment she sat down. She’d done a pretty nice job of quelling any more discussion; they finished what was left of the meal in silence, and Qiang rose without a word and went back outside. She imagined him digging some rotting chicken carcass out of a bin and wrapping it up, summoning a delivery drone. How long would it take? A few days? A week? And however long, what if it were true? Nope, not going there, not giving it life like that. No way.


Then she thought, what if this has to do with that fucking red eye? This ugly thing shows up and three days later we face possible disaster? Too close to be a coincidence, right? She was in over her head and knew it. There it was then; she needed Lin, plain and simple.


She rose and went into her bedroom and locked the door; this was one thing that Qiang would not deal with very well if he stumbled in on her. She lay on the bed and unrolled her phone to its largest size, found the picture of the pretty woman with short hair and round glasses, smiled at the familiar features, at the lovely pouting lips. She began to move her fingers in the air, forming her message; watched as it appeared on the screen.


Hey, long time! How RU? Shy smiley face emoticon.


She stared at the screen, waiting, feeling her heart beating, her breathing quick; she was ridiculously anxious. She waited endlessly, more and more concerned as time lengthened. She couldn’t be ignoring her. Not Lin. Then she had a horrible thought; what if someone was with her? A lover. It was like a dark blanket being pulled down over her, and she struggled to maintain the feeling of anticipation, of confidence in her power, banking on love, on lust, on need. Then, finally, a response.


U R nervy bitch. Devil face emoticon.


She smiled; confidence flowed back in a warm, exhilarating rush. All she needed was to be answered, the words themselves didn’t matter.


Don’t B that way. Missing U.


Lying cunt. Pussy with a skull and crossbones emoticon.


Love U talking dirty. 


LOL. How R U and mr cock?


She needed to be a little careful here. Too much could tip this down a slippery slope.


OK I guess.


Wow, try to stay calm.


Can I see U?


Another considerable pause but this time she knew what the answer would eventually be and she waited patiently.


Why? Want ur rocks off so U can tell me to FUCK OFF?


No! I need U. Sorry about before. Hard day.


U think hard day for U? Weepy face emoticon.


So sorry for that. Love U. Heart with arms emoticon.


A last small pause, nothing more than yummy icing on the cake.


OK. When? Where?


She lay back in relief. There would still be some hell to pay, but Lin had the answers she needed. She knew it.










CHAPTER TWO




ALL DAY XIAO struggled with competing emotions, vacillating between her very unpleasant worries over their tenuous situation and that revolting omen in the sky, and the delicious bemusement with which she would forcibly push it all away; the anticipation of her upcoming meeting with Lin. And she admitted, her thoughts of Lin were increasingly encompassing more than just her need for occult services. In that vein, a running montage of comparisons had been jumping into her head; sex with Qiang, sex with Lin. He wasn’t faring very well. Big dick with weird bend, rough skin, bad breath, grunts, were running a distant second place to slippery labia, firm thighs, sensuous tongue and erotic moans. It is what it is, right?


Though it was normally her favorite place on the farm, she avoided the back of the house with its sweeping view of Poyang Lake like the plague; the last thing she wanted was this red devil eye on her as she went about her business. Thinking about the unfairness of all this, it occurred to her with sudden alarm that the stress of it all was releasing free radicals; she was being undone! She definitely needed – and deserved – a spa day! Not only neutralize the wretched little free radicals, but prepare herself for Lin. A double win!


She summoned UberCar and stood waiting in the small front yard, ignoring the raucous din of the thousands of chickens and their few hundred captured wildfowl on both sides of her. Had Qiang seen her there waiting? Probably – who cared? He wouldn’t dare come and ask what she was up to after the crap he’d pulled this morning. When the little three-wheeled UberCar arrived, she waited impatiently for the stupid thing to sense her, then climbed in the back, and had her phone going by the time the panel slid shut. No need to give instructions – AI would know her destination from the summons.


It was always enjoyable to her, the quiet ride in the empty little vehicle; so smooth and luxurious, anticipating the hours to come, body and mind refreshed. Of course, the expense at the spa was considerable but she resentfully pushed that thought away. Fuck that. With everything on her plate, are you kidding?


She spent the half hour ride texting with friends and studiously ignoring two calls from Qiang, his dumb face in the corner of her screen making it hard to concentrate. Finally, her irritation at a peak, she just blocked him for the next three hours.


At the spa, she decided on the whole enchilada and fifteen minutes later she lay in her favorite virtual world – the beach at Bali, while back in the spa her real body lay suspended in the TCell diffuser chamber, gel tubes smoothly inserted up her vagina and anus, the former tightening and scenting, the latter emptying and regenerating. Thinking of Lin, she added the labia plump option, which in itself turned out to be a pretty pleasant treatment as therapies go.




Three hours later, having had her best day of surfing ever, her groin still feeling a bit as if she were wearing two small balloons, she was back in UberCar, fighting a sense of depression as she headed back to the farm.


With good reason; the moment she stepped from the little vehicle she spotted Qiang waiting, arms crossed, standing between her and the front entry. He had some nerve, intercepting her like this – as if she were a wayward child.


“You blocked me,” he said accusingly, as she reached him.


“What did you expect me to do? You kept pestering me with calls. I was busy.”


“Busy how?”


She didn’t deign to answer, tried to walk around him, but he stepped in front of her, the big ape.


“Where did you go?”


She put a look of astonished insult on her face.


“I’m sorry,” she replied. “Have I been late with my regular hourly update?”


This sort of haughty sarcasm was always effective; Qiang melted like old snow in Spring rain. His anger morphed into wounded petulance.


“I needed to tell you something,” he said.


She stood, hands on hips, waiting.


“The ducks are all dead.”


Ducks? She tried to return herself from hours of surfing perfect waves on Bali. What ducks?


“Dead?” she said numbly.


“Dead. All of them.” 


Her head was spinning. “All the wild ducks are dead?” 


The wildfowl they captured – illegally, of course – represented serious money, black market money. The rich wanted free range birds, especially the endangered species – ducks, geese and swans. One wild duck was worth ten domestic chickens. A goose, one hundred chickens. A swan – well, a small fortune.


“When I went to get a chicken carcass,” Qiang was saying, “I decided I ought to check on them. It was bad, I’m telling you – carcasses all over the place and the live ones were falling over right in front of me, like Mahjong tiles.”


How absurd. “How many?”


“One thousand.” He paused. “Give or take.”


She had always been spotty with math, but one thousand times anything was easy. Thirty yuan per bird. Thirty thousand yuan. What had the spa visit cost? She wasn’t sure; she just signed a chit. Who cared about such things?


Qiang was saying something.


“What?”


“I said, I sent one of them to the University, along with the chicken. But the ducks dying like that – I don’t think there’s much question. We’re in real trouble.” He laid a supplicating hand on her arm, but she pulled away. He probably had dead duck stuff all over him.


She was suddenly very, very tired and her labia didn’t feel puffy and delicious anymore, just weird.


“Leave me alone,” she cried. “I don’t want to hear about dead ducks!” And she dodged around him and ran into the house, ignoring grandmother and Jiao and going directly to her bedroom, where she locked the door and flopped like one of the ducks onto the bed. She grabbed frantically in her nightstand for one of her QuikNap pills and was out in seconds.


Much later, she woke with all the worries still right there in her head. The nightstand again; this time for a Smile! When she emerged from the room, she found the table readied for dinner, grandmother in the kitchen and Qiang and Jiao in the VR room. From their movements, she assumed they were playing Queen in Her Castle, Jiao’s favorite. She sat, relaxed and comfortable, giggling as she watched Qiang obviously playing manservant to the imperious Queen Jiao.


At dinner, there was no mention of chickens or ducks or testing. Qiang was perhaps a little withdrawn, but grandmother made up for it, chatting away in her broken English. The old girl did have her uses. Afterwards, in a magnanimous gesture toward peace and harmony, Xiao shooed grandmother out of the kitchen and took care of disposing of plates and utensils herself, enjoying the feeling of order restored as they disappeared down the evaporator. She sprayed sanitizer over the counters and table and stood back appreciatively, surveying the little kitchen. It was all so silly, worrying over stupid things happening to chickens and ducks.


Later, after Qiang had joined her in bed, he’d put his heavy arm around her and pushed his thing against her. She felt sufficient patience to let him do it to her, but she was a little worried about the new labia; she’d forgotten to ask if penetration spoiled the puffiness and she wanted it perfect for Lin. But she was determined that things stay peaceful, so she used her hand and in like, ten seconds, he was grunting away, and she had to suppress a laugh. There was his sticky mess all over her hand and he got up without a word to get a wash cloth. While he was gone, she slipped a NightyNite into her mouth, and was out before he returned.




Over the next two days, peace reigned – through a combination of her growing excitement as the meeting with Lin approached, her absolute refusal to look to the east during the day, and Qiang’s studious avoidance of any mention of chickens, ducks or disease, her mood stayed positive. True, there was an unsettling expectancy hanging in the air, a vague feeling that there was a shoe hanging somewhere, about to drop, but she adroitly managed to ignore it.


But the day arrived at last. The moment she opened her eyes, she thought, it’s Lin Day! Breakfast flew by, and she made up some story to forestall any last-minute questions about her absence, and by the time she’d bathed and prepared herself for the luncheon with Lin, she’d forgotten what story she’d invented. No matter, she thought, heading out the door to wait for the UberCar, he wouldn’t have the nerve to ask.


Approaching Lin’s apartment, her anticipation reached the level of outright arousal, and she kept reaching up under her skirt to check on the condition of her labia. It felt great, she thought, wet and slippery; Lin was going to love it.


The portal slid back and there she was; just as she remembered. Well, OK, if she were to be completely honest, Lin did seem a little thinner, a little older. But the glasses were still there, the short hair – with fashionable streaks of red – and most of all, the dark points visible through the sheer blouse.


There was just a moment’s hesitation, then she walked in and let Lin fall into her arms. Or maybe it was the other way around – who cared? After some very nice kissing and the usual murmurs: “it’s been so long”, “too long”, “you look amazing, you little bitch”, etc., etc., Lin took her hand, walked her over to the couch and sat her down, twisting to face her.


“Xiao.”


“Yes, darling?”


“Why are you here?”


She smiled in what she hoped was beguiling fashion.


“What do you mean? I’m here to see you! I’ve missed you.”


Lin laughed, maybe just a little too highly pitched.


“After two years, it suddenly became too much to bear?”


“Yes,” Xiao replied, her smile one of desperate admission. “It became unbearable.”


She watched Lin examine her, wondering what course she ought to pursue. Would they make love first? Have lunch first? Or should she push for the reading first, in case a problem arose? She opted for lunch followed by lovemaking.


Three hours later, lying in bed happily sated, limbs interwoven with Lin’s, she decided she’d made the perfect choice. And, she thought, the labia had been a fantastic hit; Lin hadn’t been able to keep her hands or mouth off them. Perfect, just perfect. But time was wasting; she must move on.


“Darling,” she said, stroking a now-soft nipple, “do you know what would be lovely?”


Lin smiled and slid two fingers into her. She squeezed her thighs tight around them.


“That, of course,” she continued, giving her a quick kiss, “but I was thinking of something else, something interesting.”


Lin’s eyebrows rose speculatively. “Really?”


She smiled, pulling her knees up, keeping Lin’s fingers tight inside her.


“Yes,” she whispered dramatically. “I want you to do a reading.”


Lin looked at her blankly.


“A reading?”


“Yes! Wouldn’t that be a trip? You’ve always wanted to. No time like the present!”


Lin was completely silent, watching her closely. Those dark eyes, so penetrating. She was doubly penetrated, and suppressed a giggle, squeezed Lin’s fingers with her vagina, and was surprised when Lin withdrew them.


“That’s why you’re here,” Lin said flatly.


She smiled and reached out for Lin’s hand, pulled it back between her legs, nestling it against herself. She must be careful, Lin could sniff out a lie.


“Partly,” she admitted smoothly, and felt Lin’s fingers involuntarily probing into her, and gently pushed her pelvis forward onto them.


“But mostly this.”


Lin suddenly thrust her fingers inside as deeply as she could. Xiao gasped.


“Why a reading, then?” asked Lin calmly, eyes boring into hers.


Xiao arched her back away from the pressure, unable to look away.


“The red eye,” she whispered. “I am afraid.”


Lin continued to stare into her eyes for several seconds, then finally nodded, easing the pressure of her fingers, then pulled them free. She put her hand behind Xiao’s head and leaning back against the couch, gently began guiding her downward, between her knees.


“Well, then a reading you shall have, dear Xiao,” she said smoothly. “Just as soon as we complete full payment. Yes?”


Xiao nodded, rose to her knees and bent forward. As payments go, she thought as she nestled her face between Lin’s thighs, this wasn’t bad.


Half an hour later, both still naked, they sat on either side of a small table; a pile of Yarrow sticks between them. It was all very exciting; this was a method Xiao had never seen Lin use before. She was to toss the sticks down, Lin would count them up on the basis of how they fell to the table and write down a number. It was all really mysterious and very cool, and she actually was getting a little wet again watching Lin’s breasts as she got everything ready.


Then she started throwing. It was fun at first, yes, but really her part was pretty monotonous – pick up the sticks, form them into a bundle, close her eyes and drop them. It wasn’t like cards with pictures – all you saw was a stupid pile of sticks. Big deal. And Lin was turning into a real bitch.


“Just keep throwing.”


And she did – until her arm felt like it was coming off. This was ridiculous – didn’t she have enough? But something was happening to Lin, she was changing before her eyes, looming over her. Her breasts, tight and small like fruit, seemed to flatten until they looked like little more tattoos stenciled onto skin gone dark. She acted more like a stranger than a lover and seemed hardly to know her. Xiao continued throwing the sticks, too frightened to stop. Over and over.


And Lin counted them, frowned, glowered. She wrote on her pad, looked in books – actual paper books, no less – then waited for the next throw. It went on, interminably. Xiao had no idea what time it was and began to worry about Qiang; there were limits after all and she knew she’d kind of been stretching things a bit lately. What could she do? Then she had a wonderful idea; the labia had done their work with Lin – she could use them now on Qiang. A good fuck and he would be manageable as a kitten for a fortnight. He’d…


Her planning for domestic harmony was interrupted by the sight and sound of Lin suddenly sobbing before her, shoulders heaving. It was so unexpected, so astonishing that she sat there for some time, frozen in place, staring with mouth agape. What the fuck?


She reached out a hand, hesitant, and touched Lin’s shoulder, who reacted by doing something even more astonishing; she pulled away from Xiao as if her fingers had burned her, leapt to her feet and backed away from the table, face so twisted it was as if Xiao looked at a human caricature. 


“Lin!” she cried.


In answer, Lin ran from the room, returning in a moment having covered herself with a robe. She had Xiao’s dress and tossed it to her.


“Please get dressed,” she said flatly.


This was unbelievable; Lin wanted her to put her clothes on? Didn’t want to be touched? Her mind swam in circles like water going down a drain. It was impossible to put a coherent thought in her head.


“For god’s sake,” she screamed, “what’s wrong?”


Lin stopped, stared at her and seemed to gather herself, taking several deep breaths. She wrapped her arms around herself, squeezed, closed her eyes. She sat down abruptly, weakly raised a hand and made some sort of motion toward Xiao. They looked at each other for a moment; Xiao with wild eyes, fearful, bewildered; Lin completely inscrutable – though there was something there, some air about her that Xiao couldn’t put a name to. This was all just horribly wrong.


Lin spoke first, her voice seeming to come from far away.


“I’m sorry, darling.”


Xiao felt a wave of relief – that’s much better. But to frighten her like this; if Lin thought she was sorry now, just wait.


“I think you should be,” she retorted angrily. “You scared the shit out of me!” She glared at her, putting on her ‘now you’ve done it’ face. “And if you…”


She broke off, stunned all over again, as Lin’s face collapsed into a fresh wave of weeping. She waited, not moving, until again Lin wrapped her arms around herself, finally managing to achieve some level of control.


A fear came over Xiao suddenly; had any of this to do with the reading?


“Lin,” she said nervously. “Are you…is this about me?”


For an answer, a brief nod, and with it a small, vital fear came like ice in her belly, growing, freezing her insides, climbing up her spine until it reached her head and made her brain buzz. Lin was saying something; she needed to focus.


“…Yarrow sticks make I Ching hexagrams, right?”


Yes, yes, whatever. She nodded; just get on with it.


“Then, you look up the hexagrams in the I Ching and they form a message, a future. They tell the future of the person throwing the sticks.”


“OK, yes. But…”


“Well, your message…your message was different; it was a link.”


What the fuck, she wondered, did that mean. But the fear faded a bit – a link; that didn’t sound so bad. A link.


“A link to what?” she asked.


“To an ancient prophet. A student of the I Ching who lived almost two centuries ago, a man named Li Chunfeng.”


She was becoming more and more confused. Lin saw the look on her face.


“I know, but listen - this Li, he was a very special person. He was a genius of the I Ching - a true seer; he saw the future.” She paused, contemplating Xiao. “He told of the future in sixty poems, very specific poems, all of which forecast future events – like the quatrains that Nostradamus wrote. Do you remember?”


She nodded impatiently. Nostradamus, sure, it sounded familiar, more or less.


“These poems, over the centuries – fifty-nine of them have come true. Really, truly true – not just, oh sure, we can interpret this one to be World War II – that sort of crap. It’s been way more precise than that, more specific. Incredible, really.” She paused, seemed to be considering her words. “Only the last one was left unfulfilled, and no one thought it would ever come true, because…” Lin’s voice trailed off.


“Because…” prompted Xiao. Please, she thought.


“Because,” said Lin in a very strained voice, “the last poem spoke of the end.”


“The end of what?”


“Everything.”


“Lin, you’re completely freaking me out. Just tell me what the poem says!”


Lin reached for her tablet, played her fingers over it for a few moments and silently handed it to Xiao, who grabbed it from her and saw, in English, these words:







Good and Evil, the Circle of Life;


In the Year of the Snake, it is broken.


The messenger comes


and the human race is revoked.


What few may survive


the hand of she who carries death?




She looked up incredulous, literally speechless. Lin, completely misinterpreting her bewilderment, spoke absently.


“It sounds better in Hanzi, but I know you don’t read Chinese.”


Xiao’s bewilderment was rapidly changing into an apoplectic rage. She really must’ve fucked Lin’s brains out because she’d obviously lost her mind. She tossed the tablet contemptuously onto the couch.


“Are you insane? What does this super stupid poem have to do with me? I’ve been throwing those fucking sticks all afternoon and you give me some really bad poem? That’s my reading?


Lin smiled – quite darkly it seemed to Xiao, and suddenly recalling some of what she’d seen Lin do in the old days, felt the first fingers of caution tickling her brain. And then Lin stood up, her eyes flashing, imperiousness washing over her.


“Those fucking sticks,” she said slowly, “made a really special set of numbers, love, and the numbers made a really special set of hexagrams, and the hexagrams, well what they said was this: That sweet little thing you just fucked – the one with the new plump job on her cunt? Well, she’s the ‘she’ of Li’s last poem.”


Xiao was captured by those black eyes, quite unable to move or speak, and heard the next words as if from a very great distance. 


“It’s you, Xiao, that brings the end of the world.” 


Xiao began to laugh; she laughed until she felt tears on her face and then she wasn’t entirely sure whether she was laughing or crying. Without another word to Lin, she got up and walked into the bedroom and gathered up her underclothes, stuffing them into her bag. She glanced around at the rumpled bed, turned her mind away from the images that rose to her.


She walked slowly back into the living room, head held proudly, and went to the door, thinking of a final parting shot. Hand on the portal switch, she hesitated dramatically, turned and looked Lin directly in the eyes.


“You’ll never see me again,” she said. “Not ever.”


Lin smiled, something so dark in her eyes that Xiao felt her composure eroding away as dust before a gathering storm.


“I know,” Lin said. “Believe me, I know.”










CHAPTER THREE




XIAO DID NOT get back to the farm until nearly six in the evening. Leaving Lin’s apartment, she was so shaken and uncertain that she’d been unable to summon UberCar, unable to stand the thought of going home. She was not only empty-handed, she now had this insanity that Lin had dumped on her to worry about. Not that she was worried about it - it was crazy of course - but you didn’t hear stuff like that every day; there was effort involved in shedding it. No, the real problem was that she still had all the issues she’d had this morning; Lin had solved nothing for her – just made things worse.


For two hours she had walked around Jiujiang. Though she didn’t know the city very well, she’d come upon the Yangtze and had strolled absently along its walkways, gazing across the broad steel-colored flow of the river without a cogent thought in her head. Though language seemed to be evading her brain, images weren’t; she saw Lin, she saw Yarrow sticks in a heap, she saw Qiang with his boots covered in chicken shit. She saw the face of little Jiao, with its funny little single tooth. And as she walked, she felt like weeping.


She couldn’t seem to find anything solid within herself, a foundation from which to restore vitality. She felt empty of volition; her movements either random or perhaps willed by some unknown force outside her. Only as hunger begin to gnaw at her belly was she able to rouse herself from her languor and find some small measure of energy to begin the journey home.


She finally reached the farm as dusk fell, finding Qiang and grandmother and Jiao at the table, already eating. All turned at the sound of her steps, staring at her as if she were from Mars. 


Qiang stabbed his chopsticks into the rice.


“Where in hell have you been?”


She shook her head wearily.


“Not now, I am tired and hungry.” Her voice was without heat. Grandmother reached for a bowl, filled it, and set in on the table for her.


“Eat then, child,” she said. “Set down your things and rest.”


Xiao nodded, absently dumped her bag on the floor, and sank into her chair and took up the bowl and a fork, and began to eat, feeling all eyes on her as she shoveled the food into her mouth. It revived her a bit, though she found it oddly tasteless, and she paused and looked over at Qiang.


“Sorry I’m late,” she said. No harm in getting a start on patching things up.


“I thought you were only going for a facial,” he said accusingly. “You’ve been gone for more than seven hours.”


Was that all it had been? It felt like an entire week.


“Yes, well I decided to go shopping in Jiujiang.”


He stared at her. “You went to Jiujiang?”


Was he deaf? She nodded and returned to the tasteless rice, realized dimly he was still blathering on.


“…blocked me again, and I’ve been trying to reach you all day.”


“What for?” Not that she cared.


He paused so long, she was forced to look at him, fork halfway to her mouth. Apparently, that’s exactly what he was waiting for.


“To tell you the results,” he said. “From the lab.”


She put the fork down, struggling to think. Results? Lab?


Qiang peered at her, eyebrows drawn together into a solid brushy line.


“Are you all right?” he asked. “You seem out of it.”


She shrugged. “Lots of walking.”


“It’s not good,” he said, and paused dramatically. “Avian flu for sure.”


Of course. The chickens. Dead chickens. She stared at him. There seemed to her to be nothing to say.


“Did you hear me?”


She nodded. “What now?” she asked.


“Now?” he repeated.


“Yes, what happens now?”


“Nothing now,” he said, suddenly angry. “Already. While you were on your little shopping trip, the Committee sent people here and they’ve killed all the chickens. All of them. And the ducks.”


She roused herself. “They killed the chickens? Already?”


“Yes. Already.”


“How did the Committee find out?”


“How do you think? The University gets a positive, we’re the second ones to hear. Guess who’s the first?” He stared at her, almost in triumph it seemed to her.


“There’s more.”


She shook her head, trying to clear it. “What?”


“Killing the chickens isn’t all of it. Didn’t you see the signs outside?”


She tried to remember the UberCar coming up the drive. She shook her head.


“We’re quarantined,” he said. He seemed almost proud.


“Quarantined?”


He nodded. “That’s right. Right here - on the farm, not to leave until we’re told.”


“But…”


“It’s not just any old avian flu,” he said, his voice low. “It’s a new strain, something they’ve never seen before. They’re afraid it could jump to humans.”


“Jump?” she repeated dully.


“Xiao, for the love of god, what’s wrong with you? Yes, jump. We could get sick from this.”


“But we’re not sick,” she said. “I mean, if…”


“Right,” he interrupted. “But they said it’s weird, a weird incubation period or something. Like, it can maybe make you sick a long time before you know. They think the chickens have had it for weeks, but just started dying in the last few days.”


She was starting to get tired of all this. “How would they know? How would they know the chickens have had this thing for weeks?”


“I don’t know.”


“And,” she went on, building up a little steam, “how do they plan on keeping us in here?” She scowled. “Put up guards?”


To her consternation, he was nodding. “For now, we’re just bound by convention to obey the signs. If the testing comes back showing possible human transmission, then the guards show up.”


“You’re joking.”


“No.”


They looked at each other in silence. The chickens are gone, she thought dully. And they owed for them. And the grain they’d purchased to feed them. And the mortgage, of course. All to come out of the money when they went to market. Now there’d be no market and no money.


She looked up at him. “Qiang,” she asked helplessly. “What do we do now?”


“We wait,” he replied grimly.


And wait they did. For the next three days they stayed at the farm, going no further than the front porch. Qiang, with nothing to do for the first time in three years, was completely lost, restless and irritable.


To help keep the peace, and honestly just to kill some time, Xiao turned him loose sexually, allowing him – for the first time in their marriage – access to her body almost on demand. As her labia gradually returned to normal, pummeled into submission she supposed, he seemed almost in a trance; it was obvious that the chickens, the farm and their future took a distant second place to good old fucking, because he was far more interested in thinking up new things to try in bed than solutions for the dire straits they were now in financially. When, in a moment of desperation, she wondered aloud how they’d survive, he’d only said, “Ah, hell, we’ll think of something.” He looked at her slyly. “Say, what do you think about trying anal?”


Fine, she thought tiredly, fuck every hole you can, buster.




On the evening of the third day, as they sat at the dinner table, a knock came at the front door, and with a cautioning glance toward Xiao, Qiang rose and answered it. When she heard the sounds of several voices speaking Mandarin and not English, she rose and went to him.


Three men in Committee uniforms stood on the small porch, each of them wearing not just the old stand-by surgical masks, but the whole-head ventilator units that were rapidly becoming de rigueur among health agencies across China. She caught only snatches of the conversation, but the gist of it apparently was that the testing of viruses taken from their birds had demonstrated an unprecedented level of inter-species contagion. That was the word they used; unprecedented. They were to consider themselves in formal quarantine and a guard would be left at the house twenty-four seven – no one in, no one out. Period. They’d be in quarantine until such time that the Committee was satisfied that they hadn’t 


caught anything. The men that had handled the birds were in the same boat, so don’t feel bad, it was nothing personal. If they needed food or medicine, the Committee would see to it – with the cost to be subtracted from the insurance remittance for the birds. That’ll handle about one dinner, she thought bitterly.


When the men left, they returned to the table and she tried to finish eating, but the tastelessness of food had continued since the night she’d returned from Lin, and now she could no longer force it into her mouth. The misfortune that had come to them seemed so enormous that she couldn’t seem to wrap her head around it. Not only had they lost all their chickens and doubtlessly their farm, but now it seemed their very health was at risk. All of them, even little Jiao, who surely didn’t deserve this. But did Qiang or grandmother? Did she? Did anyone deserve this sort of misfortune? Who was keeping track and doling out punishment? God? That’s a laugh. What then? Karma – some sort of mindless weighing of good and bad? Who then was to say what constituted the good or the bad? When you killed someone for fucking with you, that was bad, but if you killed someone in war, that was good? And if you killed someone accidently, like in a car crash, that was only a little bad? It was all nonsense – all of it. But what did that leave then? Pure randomness? That was crazy too – was the red eye random? Was the end of the farm random? If they got sick from the fucking chickens, was that random? No, she thought, something had to be behind it all - she just couldn’t figure out what.




And a week passed, and then two, and slowly she and Qiang went out of their minds. One afternoon they’d lolled listlessly around the kitchen while grandmother and Jiao napped, and she was so bored and desperate she slipped her hand down Qiang’s waistband, grabbing his dick. 


“Fuck me,” she said, and saw his eyes evade hers, felt him stay limp and useless in her hand.


“Not right now,” he muttered, and she pulled her hand out of his pants. And after that, neither had mentioned sex again.


She tired of texting friends – most of whom had mysteriously become very busy when word got out that they were in quarantine. As they entered the third week, she began thinking almost continuously of Lin – even began dreaming of her - and after two days and nights of it, in an agony of self-recrimination she gave in.


Hey, world’s still here girlfriend! How RU?


As she settled down to wait for the response, she was startled to see a message come back almost instantaneously.


Sorry, this subscriber has terminated services.


Not blocked her, not refused to respond; terminated. She tried calling; same thing. That was it, she had no other way to reach out to her, trapped as she was in this endless purgatory of quarantine. A black seed of fear materialized in the pit of her stomach and try as she might, she couldn’t seem to remove it, couldn’t spit it out. 


How long would the Committee wait for them to show symptoms before they received a clean bill of health and could again go about their lives? Not that they had much to look forward to with no chickens or ducks to sell, but she wanted out of this house. Qiang couldn’t say. No one could say. She felt her mind being turned into mush.




And one morning when she awoke, she found Qiang already up and about and lay in bed trying to fall back asleep. Until she heard sounds that made no sense; animal sounds. Curiosity got the better of her; what the fuck was it?


She found Qiang in the second bedroom, where grandmother and Jiao slept, sitting on the edge of his grandmother’s bed. The crazy noises were from the old woman, who was wheezing like an old diesel freight train. Actually, now that she was in the room, she considered the sounds to be closer to the wail of a teakettle left too long on the heat. Grandmother’s breathing was like air being drawn through the eye of a needle. Her entire upper body strained up off the bed as she pulled impotently for breath. But forget it - no matter how she strained, the lungs just would not take in air.


Xiao stood in the doorway, watching this torture, her mind blank. 


Qiang sensed her standing there and turned. His face was contorted.


“Xiao,” he cried. “She can’t breathe!”


“Did you call the doctor?”


He nodded wildly. “Yes, yes! He’s coming.”


They stared at each other. The black seed in her stomach grew, sending tendrils up her spine and along her neck. She shivered, shuddering from their touch. 


“Do you think it’s the flu?” she whispered.


He began openly weeping and her eyes widened; in all the time she’d known Qiang, she’d never seen him cry. His face became like a little child. 


“I don’t know,” he sobbed. A droplet of thin snot hung from his nose and she stared at it in horror.


By the time the doctor arrived, decked out in an isolation suit like he was visiting Chernobyl, grandmother was dead. The doctor, stupid in his uselessness, had told them she had suffocated, or maybe technically it was drowning. Who cared what did it? The doctor left and an hour later two men showed up and took the body. When Qiang wanted to know where they were taking it, they only shrugged. Or if they said anything, maybe they just couldn’t be heard through all the protective shit they were wearing.


A day later they pretty much ran out of food, and deliveries started coming in a box, left on the porch. Basic stuff, rice, pasta, tea, some really crummy packaged meals. An occasional soy steak. Milk and cereal for Jiao. She told Qiang to ask for some Vodka. She had to ask several times and finally speak sharply to him.


“They’ll never bring it,” he said. They didn’t.


And she was running low on pills; her Smile! and NightyNite’s were getting very low – what happened when they ran out? If they wouldn’t bring booze, could she expect any sympathy for pills? She really doubted it. The Committee were just a bunch of old pricks – she’d been saying that forever.




Three days after grandmother died, Jiao woke crying, struggling for breath, and died before noon despite all they tried. It was a repeat of what had happened with grandmother, only now it was little Jiao, happy, laughing Jiao – hardly a year old. Jiao, who now would not live even the hint of a full life, who’d not been given any chance at all. And as two men came for the body – the same men, different men, who could tell? – something came over Xiao; she felt the dark seed of fear within her transformed into something else, something cold and hard. It spread, taking root in her very soul, its tendrils reaching out, growing, wrapping around her heart. While Qiang was inconsolable, wailing and crying out to God uncontrollably and pulling at his hair and face, Xiao remained still as a stone embedded in deep, dry clay. Not a tear escaped her eyes, not a single drop of salty water. But inside her, the blackness grew and grew until she felt she was no longer Xiao, but simply a vessel, a container. The words of Li Chunfeng echoed in the darkness of her mind - the hand of she who carries death. And she suddenly knew that the blackness inside her was the red star itself, that it had penetrated her, overtaken her. She had been wrong all along; the red star was no omen to the world, it had arrived in the heavens for her alone, to claim her. Any notion that she had options, alternative paths to choose from – this was all illusion; she’d always belonged to the red star, she was its agent here on Earth and now her time had come. She had no choice but to carry out its will; the purpose of her very existence from the moment of her birth had been nothing other than to serve its purpose. And its purpose was entirely clear to her. As Li Chenfung had known centuries ago, she now knew.


As Jiao’s little body was carried away, sealed in plastic wrap as if she were an odd little bug to be displayed under glass, Xiao watched as if from a great distance, as though in a scene from a play; as though she were only an actress playing a mother with a dead child. And all the while she knew what her real role was, what she must do in this pathetic tragedy their lives had become, and she began to plan.


For the first time, she carefully observed the cordon around their house; the sloppy way the Committee had set up overlapping pylons emanating the infrared beams that isolated them from the world. She saw the guards in the drive growing bored, lax in response to the occasional stupid duck who wandered up from the lake, breaking the beams, setting off the alarm; watched as the third time this happened, he did little more than glance around back, returning almost immediately to the truck parked in their drive.


She watched as huge throngs of tourists, enjoying the mild winter, toured Poyang Lake in enormous hovercraft, sweeping over water, marshes and land – stopping just below their house to point out the huge flocks of wildfowl, the coves filled with beautiful winter flowers. And all through the daylight hours, she sat at the back window overlooking the lake, and watched the red eye swing by, low in the sky.


Gradually, she began accumulating things in a small backpack, as if planning a day hike. She kept it hidden from Qiang – not that he’d notice it anyway, as fucked up as he was. She put all the money she’d been squirreling away – her secret cache – in one of the outside pockets, counting it and considering her costs as she did. Thinking about it, she added a change of clothes and a camera. Then she just waited. She sat down as if she were Queequeg on the deck of that ship, awaiting the arrival of death. She tried to remember what he’d done while he waited – had he thrown bones? She thought of the Yarrow sticks. How very long ago that seemed.


And the waiting did bring death, though not for her. It was Qiang who complained throughout the afternoon of tightness in his chest, Qiang who by the time dusk fell struggled in the familiar dance, Qiang who died, tears streaming from his closed eyes. She had not bothered to call the doctor but sat with him, patient as a nun, stroking his face and neck with cool cloths.


When the stricture of his lungs truly began to torture him, he’d gasped out, “This is it.”


She’d nodded, put a finger to her lips; save your breath. But he wouldn’t and swung his great big head back and forth on the pillow.


“Why?” he asked. His eyes were full of pain and fear; sorrow welled from them and she looked away.


What could she tell him? That why made no sense - that it all had been determined a couple thousand years ago when some weird guy learned to read the stars? So she said nothing, just kept wetting the cloth, stroking and wetting. And he didn’t have the breath left to talk after that.


After he died, she arranged his body neatly on the bed, not bothering to cover his face. She thought he looked pretty good, though his skin did go awfully pale. Still, it seemed a lot better like that - more peaceful - than when it had agony written all over it before he went.


She now had to do nothing but wait. Her moment would come a couple hours after dawn, as the guard was at his sleepiest, and just before the first of the hovercraft made its winter flower stop behind the house, everyone disembarking to walk amongst them, exclaiming at the delicate blossoms.


She sat through the night without lights, not sleeping, appreciating the still darkness of the house. Many things played across her mind, like YouTube videos, one after another. Streams, she thought, that’s it; streams from parts of her life. There’s the little girl playing, the young woman learning to fuck like crazy, the lover to Lin, the wife to Qiang, the mother to Jiao. All those streams, all those memories of her life; what did they mean now? Maybe they’d never even happened, maybe it was all an illusion, every bit of it. Everything she experienced was in her head – how would she even know?




Dawn crept through the house, back to front, and she waited. When she heard the distant whine of the hovercraft motors, she stood up and put on the knapsack. She glanced briefly out the front door, saw the guard slumped down in the seat, and went calmly to the back door and walked out onto the grass, closing the door behind her. The first of the pylons was ten meters from her; she could see the faint red curtain extending from just off the lawn upwards to three or four meters in the air.


She went to it, then walked slowly parallel until she found the depression in the grass where the bottom edge of the red glow stayed straight, leaving a little gap. Taking off the pack and lying on her belly before it, she pushed the pack through and waited. Nothing. She began crawling, thought she was golden, then heard the thrumming sound in the air as the beam caught her hip. She kept crawling, hoping that the sleepy guard would not bother looking for ducks. And no voice called out, no warning came.


She stayed on the ground, crouching low – just in case - in the damp grass, for at least half a kilometer. Behind a low bush, she stripped off the wet, muddy clothes and put on the clothes from the pack, standing and putting the camera around her neck, and the pack over her shoulders. Then, spotting her target, she strolled casually, all the while taking pictures with her dead camera and gradually merged together with the hundred or so people that had swarmed willy-nilly from the hovercraft. When the call came to board, and she had no ticket to show the skinny kid whose job it was to check, it took nothing more than a look of panic, the frantic patting of her pockets and a few tears to get on board. Well, that and the fact that she had no bra on and let the middle buttons of her shirt come undone. As the hovercraft rose and sped off toward the next stop, the kid was nowhere to be seen. She imagined him down below jacking off. 


Several hours later, she waited in the train station in Jiujiang. It was very crowded; the whole city of five million was bursting at the seams, like every city in China. She waited on her feet, on the move, circling through the crowd deliberately, relentlessly. And when she was on the train, heading for Shanghai, she didn’t sit still there either, but strode up and down through every car, full of riders, front to back. She was animated, engaging. Here was a pretty young woman with nice breasts, a good shape to her, stopping and speaking with many men as she strode up and down. She leaned forward, exposing as much as possible, laughing and flirting into the faces of any that would glance her way.


And all these men, in turn, as they went about their time waiting on the train, spoke with others, nodding to their buddies – hey did you get a look at that one? Or as they rose to use the bathroom, or go to the snack car, bumped into others, shared the breath of the many hundreds on the packed train.


And finally, the train arrived in Shanghai, the most populous city on Earth, with its one hundred million people spread across many thousand li. And though Xiao did not, in the next week, meet even the tiniest percentage of them, she did her best. She walked the city day and night, rode its maglev trains; even as fatigue and hunger wracked her, she entered stores and businesses and restaurants, arenas and museums, even churches. She merged with every group she could find that had gathered in any strength; tourists, conventions, exhibitions, congregations. She spoke and laughed, she exuded an ultimate bonhomie; she was the embodiment of the social, outgoing Chinese. 


So perhaps in this time she came within the breaths of a thousand, perhaps two thousand people - perhaps ten thousand; who knew? And these thousands, each of them over the next month or so of their lives, they also encountered many thousands, and each of those people many thousands, and on and on. And some of them, probably more than a few, travelled elsewhere in China; to Hong Kong, Guangzhou, Beijing, Wuhan, Chengdu, Tianjin – to many cities and villages both great and small and in each of these, as they arrived, contact between people exerted its unrelenting, unstoppable power. And some bought tickets on airplanes bound for other great cities of the world. These people flew, in a vast diaspora, to London and Paris and New York and Moscow and Cairo and Seoul and Los Angeles and hundreds of other places all over the planet. 




At the end of that week, as she stood in the 3D-printed little plastic cube on beggar’s row along the Xhongxin Road, the grinding roar of the Pudong Airport Maglev Express train rushing by only meters from her, she sighed with tiredness and hunger. And as she did, she felt a quick, sharp stab of pain just beneath her breast and froze with it. She waited, then took an exploratory breath and felt again the sting, tight and painful. She set down the half-empty can of noodles she’d pulled from the trash bin near the train station, her hunger now of no importance whatsoever, and walked slowly to the filthy cushion she slept on and sat down, leaning against the rough wall of the hut to relieve the sharpness a bit.


All sound faded; she could no longer hear the noises of the poor around her; the shrieking, screaming, wailing, pleading, sobbing sounds of living that comprise the orchestration of humanity at its most base, at its very core. Already, the pugnacious noisomeness of being alive was receding, sucked away from her by some force of vacuum, as if she no longer qualified.


She knew if she went out the crawlway and found a gap in the racks of plastic cubes and looked toward the eastern sky, she would find the red eye. But there was no need to make that effort, no need to see it. The red star was there with her, inside her. Always and forever.


Reaching into the one pocket of her dress, she withdrew her one remaining belonging, a small porcelain dagger in a plastic sheath. She slowly withdrew it and testing its sharpness, pulled its point lightly across a fingernail, watching wisps curl up from it. Briefly, she considered pulling off her dress, but couldn’t find the energy, and so instead she sat forward and slipped the strap from her left shoulder, freeing her breast. Then she slowly leaned back against the wall, resting from the ever-increasing difficulty of breathing.


She idly looked down at herself, as if from a great distance, considering her breast, thinking that it had lost some fullness, observing that the brown aureole and nipple now seemed oddly accentuated. She ran a finger across her nipple, but could not feel it, and her fingers strayed to her collarbone. Walking her fingers down, she counted five ribs and found the gap between the fifth and the sixth and pressed a fingernail hard into her skin. Still, she felt nothing, but was satisfied to see a small crescent of blood mark the spot where her nail had penetrated.


She took the dagger in her right hand and pressed the tip into the center of the little crescent, paused for an imperceptible heartbeat, then shoved the fifteen centimeters of porcelain into her flesh with all the strength she could manage.


There was strangely little pain; the primary sensation at first was one of pressure, as if her body was having trouble accepting this foreign thing inside her, resentful at having to make room for it. She stayed very still at first, not wanting to feel the knife blade within herself. But very quickly, her heart began to react; she felt it jump, it seemed to skip a beat or two, then pound wildly in her chest and as blood rushed from the wound, the pain came with it and she gasped and slumped down flat on her back, her hand dropping weakly from the hilt of the knife. Each breath now brought two kinds of pain and it grew just to the point of being unbearable, then began to ease.


The light in the cube, dim from the cheap translucent plastic, grew faint as the pain faded. She relaxed as she understood that the worst was over. She was only vaguely aware of the sensation of the knife embedded in her flesh and even the bite of the Python felt far away now.


As light deepened into a cone of blackness - broad at first on the periphery of her vision, but steadily narrowing, drawing in on her –her thoughts turned inward to the illusion of her life, the illusion of free will. What had her life meant, what had been the point of it? 


And as she felt death come for her and gladly reached for it, gladly embraced it, her last thought was to wonder why - if it had all been written, all been foretold so very long ago – why was there such a thing as hope at all? Indeed, what was hope in anyone’s life, but barren islands of futility scattered across an endless ocean of sorrow?










CHAPTER FOUR




I’D DAMN WELL had enough of them before they even managed to get the flatbed parked. As it was, they left it sticking half in the road so that every car coming along was forced blind into the opposite lane – not something people around here took with a lot of grace. Meaning that all morning there were horns, fingers thrust out of windows and a few shouts; but at least no gunshots - and we’re an open-carry state. 


The truckers didn’t even seem to notice; I suppose with their kind of detached arrogance they were used to it. Except that I was paying them, they’d have ignored me too; Mitch and whatever his name was, come to free my boat at long last from the barn, birth it out into the open air, into the sunshine. Except being February, there was no sunshine, there was nothing but scudding overcast and an icy mist.


The boat was more than they’d banked on, though, and their air of petulant disdain gave way to open irritation when I slid open the doors and they saw the hulls.


“Three?”


“That’s right. Three.”


“Just told me a boat.”


“It is a boat; just one with three hulls.”


“Nobody said nothin’ about three.”


“That’s odd, I specifically put it on the order. And I think I’m being charged for it.”


He turned without a word and went out to the flatbed, pulled a tablet from the cab, looked at it, threw it back in the seat, slammed the door. Walked back over, stiff legged, scowling.


“Yeah, it’s there. Nobody said nothin’ to me though.”


“Maybe they just thought you’d read it.”


He looked at me, evidently trying to decide if I was in his face or just criticizing the dispatcher.


“Will they fit on the truck or not?” I asked.


He turned away, waiting long enough before he answered to show me who was boss. 


“Yeah, they’ll fit,” he drawled, and turned and started walking back to the truck. Over his shoulder; “Lot of crap, though.”


As it was, they eventually managed to get them loaded – tearing chunks out of the driveway with their lift and taking all morning to do what I’d been told would take two hours. Once they started, they worked with glacial slowness, stopping for trip after trip to the flatbed cab for warmth and smokes. And bursts of robotic static they called music.


I sat through all this in my battered pickup, parked between the two Maple trees on the front lawn, and kept the engine running for heat. I could’ve gone into the house, but I’d sooner have stood naked outside. I was quit of the house, wanting no more of it. I kept twisting around in the seat, taking in what I could of the land and the barn through the god-awful mist. It seemed foreign; strange how leaving a place changes it.


Something caught the corner of my eye; something tall, gangly and deliberate, coming down the drive. It was Bob. I sat still, watching him fight the slippery blacktop till he reached me, peered in, grinned and tapped the glass. I nodded at him, tried to smile. He opened the door and slid in, huge in the little truck.


“Hey,” he said.


“Hey, Bob.”


He looked over at the boat hulls, halfway out of the barn.


“Gettin’ her out finally.”


“More or less,” I said, nodding toward the flatbed, smoke curling out of the cab where the two men sat. Again.


We were pretty much on the same wavelength.


“Kinda assholes, aren’t they?”


I nodded. “Serious assholes.”


“You picked a great day to get outta here at least.”


“Yeah, a great day to be gone, not so great for getting underway.”


He grinned. “I hear ya.”


I suddenly realized it was Wednesday.


“What are you doing home?” I asked him.


“They switched Saturday on me. Got a special run to do.”


We sat for a while. It was comfortable enough.


“We’re gonna miss ya, dude.”


“You too, Bob.” I paused, thought about it. “Tell Claudia…well, tell her I’m sorry I haven’t been around.” He eyed me for a few moments with that look he had.


“No biggie, she gets it,” he said finally. “We both get it. You know how we felt about Rachel.”


I nodded.


“What d’ya think?” I asked, pointing. “Look pretty good out in the open, don’t they?”


He looked at the hulls and smiled his slow, laconic Bob smile.


“Wasn’t sure they’d ever get outside.”


My turn to look at him now. “Oh ye of little faith.”


He chuckled, a sound like keys jangling in a pocket. 


I thought something else needed to be said.


“You know how much I appreciate all the help, right? Not just the boat, Bob – everything.” I smiled at him. “And tell Claudia I’d have starved without her meals.”


He nodded but said nothing and we sat peacefully in the warm cab. In a while he asked, “Where to?”


I shrugged. “California, I suppose.”


“Big place.”


“San Diego, then.”


“You puttin’ her in right away? Going out?”


“Yes to putting her in, no to going out. Probably just going to tie her up at a slip. Figure it out from there.”


We were quiet again, watching as the men got out of the flatbed, laughing, throwing their smoldering roaches onto the road, headed back to their work.


“Well,” he said quietly, “saw the truck here and just wanted to come say goodbye. Wish you luck.” He held out a hand and I took it. Rough and calloused, the size of a ham.


“I’m glad you came over, Bob. I’m sorry about the way it’s gone since Rachel. It’s been me, not you.”


He climbed out, looked back in before shutting the door.


“Nah, Owen. It’s nobody’s fault.” He looked in my eyes for a second. “You be safe out there, bro.”


I nodded and watched him make his way up the drive, literally disappearing into the mist.










Later, another rap on the window, this time rousing me from what had started as a moment of closed eyes and turned into a nap. It was Mitch. I lowered the window.


“We’re pretty much loaded up.” 


“OK,” I said.


He pulled his shoulders up against the cold and wanted to know if I still planned on following them. He was accusatory, resentful. He probably thought I was following them to make sure they didn’t fuck around, but that wasn’t it. Two days or ten, it didn’t matter to me.


“Yes, I’ll follow you. But it’s no big deal; just drive like I’m not there.”


“Right,” he said, lip curled, and without more, turned away.


It took them fully twenty minutes to maneuver the truck out of the yard. They’d parked it thinking of loading, not leaving, and now they were at a difficult angle to pull the long load out onto the road. They’d roll forward a few feet, then backward a foot, discuss it, and do it again. During all of this, of course, they now blocked the road completely.


But eventually they got it done and set off, grinding up through the gears so slowly that I had time, too much time really, to look again over the farm, to say good-bye. And despite believing myself dead to it, I found tears coming again and was infuriated. I swept my gaze past the house, past the ancient row of tall pines along the road, past the barn and finally past Rachel’s maple trees. Goodbye, goodbye – fare thee well. All the planning, all the work. All the long, drowsy discussions; this year this, next year that. Then there were no more years.


For the last time, I rolled up the drive in the pickup and out onto the road. And then it was all gone, gone for good, and I tried to stash it away in storage, in the same remote place where Rachel lived. I focused on the rear of the flat bed in front of me, wiped my eyes, and let myself be pulled forward. Gone, all gone now.




Three hours later we crossed from Michigan into Indiana and I left this place that I have loved so much behind me as well. I left the rivers where I waded and fly-fished, the forests where we hiked and camped and looked for morels. I left Mackinac Island, a Rachel place of magic, and I left Lake Michigan, and the memories of hour upon hour spent in the shallow waters along her shores, icy water numbing us. I left memories of making love at dusk, having waded far enough out from shore that anyone watching would see only the single blur of our heads and shoulders, a strange Hydra of the lake as I held her against me.


The stamp of my existence, the footprint of myself and my few belongings – the entire reach of my life was reduced now to the inside of this truck; that and those hulls ahead of me. Here was my payment, my karma; the farm was gone and now Michigan. I was no more than a homeless nomad, a bum following pieces of a boat built in a barn in which someone else will now store a tractor or old cars or hay; a barn that will hold new dreams.




In another three hours, the truck abruptly swung off the highway, into a rest area, and I blindly followed them, parking alongside in one of the enormous semi lanes, feeling miniscule in the little Tacoma. 


We had come to the eastern bank of the Mississippi River valley, almost into Iowa. Opening the door, I climbed out and found warmer air. The sun had come out without my realizing it, and a sudden image materialized, clear and vivid – a different sunny day, an immensely wide, lazy river. Broad grassy meadow, stepping over train tracks, the river surprisingly brown and the sudden awareness of why they call it big muddy.


Mitch dropped from the cab, ignored me, started to head toward the buildings. I called to him and he stopped and turned, openly irritated. Until the words came out of my mouth, I wasn’t sure what I intended to say.


“Taking a little detour here,” I said. “I’ll catch up later.”


“Whatever.”


He turned and began walking away, then was joined by what’s his name. He bent his head to his partner, said something I couldn’t hear. The two of them laughed.


I got back in the truck. Why? Why do this? Punishment, that’s why. I pulled forward, found the exit and got back on the highway.


In two miles, I ignored the two-eighty bypass and stayed north on eighty, crossed over the river into Iowa, and took the first exit on the other side. It didn’t seem familiar; there was a casino that hadn’t been there, but the road sign said Iowa sixty-seven, and I knew that was right. 


At first, it was just a road, unfamiliar. I couldn’t even see the river other than for an occasional glimpse between buildings. In a few miles, the traffic disappeared, and the industrial buildings became small businesses; ancient marinas, car repair, a welding shop. The road merged with the shore of the river, and the immensity of it was overwhelming; roiling and grand and at the same time lazy, insolent in its force. Come try me; you’ll pay.


In a few more miles, slowed by the magnetism of the river to little more than the speed of a horse trotting, I saw the sign for LeClaire and the images came back. Ahead of me, a car abruptly pulled from a parking spot and on impulse I took it.


I sat for a while, getting courage up I suppose, or maybe just trying things out in private. It wasn’t the town so much, it was the river, the broad greenway on the bank, the quiet stone benches. It was the memory of the train tracks along the shore, the feeling of picking your way over the gravel, stepping along the ties reeking of creosote. Then the river with its boats and barges, and the melancholy feeling of timelessness that came with it. I saw us finding a bench we liked, far from anyone, felt again her head on my shoulder. Then later, the sorrow and fear welling in me, in both of us, like an etude, small and quiet; practice for later, for the final music, for the grand crescendo.


All right then. I got out of the pickup.


And for want of a plan, I just started walking up the sidewalk. I began seeing familiar storefronts and began a perverse game; try to remember which places we went into. Some were obvious, others I stopped in front of, peered in the door or windows and silently considered. Then I’d pronounce; yes, probably this one, or no, we wouldn’t have gone in here.


But I was just delaying, just warming up. I knew where I was headed, I’d known all along, and finally just went straight there; a small stone bench off by itself, angled for a view up the great brown river. I stood by it for a moment then sat down, gingerly – was I expecting some sort of experience? Sorry, it was just cold cement.


I sat in the sun, and the river took hold of me. 




She’s waiting for the call and I don’t realize it until the phone rings and I pull my attention from the river to her face which has gone very pale, even as we sit in the sun. It’s nothing I think, but I’m a little concerned. Her face can’t hide what she’s hearing and at first, I think someone’s died – her mother? Her crazy brother, maybe killed himself in traffic? No. No one has died – she’s learning that someone will be dying. She will.


And she’s crying then, her hair against my neck and I am so confused – what is this all about? Breast cancer? When? How? The river becomes something threatening and primordial and I start feeling sick, like I’m going to throw up. She’s saying things about stages and spreading and oncogenes and though I can hear it, it won’t take hold. I ask her to repeat things, over and over.


And then I’m saying no, no, no – nothing is going to happen to you because we just aren’t going to let anything happen. She is young and very, very strong and a fighter like no one I’ve ever met, and we’ll go to the best place on earth for this sort of thing and find the best doctor and with all that; well, with all that she’ll beat it, we will beat it. 




And god – not the god that doesn’t exist, just a plain old god – oh god, did we try. She tried; tried until she was wrung dry by it, tried until she became a shadow, a dry whisper. And she never stopped trying; she tried until she became a soft breeze one lovely, slow evening and drifted away.


But there was no malevolence today, just a huge, brown flowing ocean – it couldn’t care less that I was there. I was nothing, a little creature along its path. I got up, turned away from it, and walked back over the train tracks. Will these fucking ties stink of creosote forever? Nope, nothing is forever. 


On the other side of the street, directly ahead of me, I saw a shop with a clever sign, The Common Grounds, and the thought of a cup of coffee before climbing back into the truck was overwhelming and pulled me across the street to it.




The shop, when I entered, was like an old coat, familiar and comfortable and I stopped just inside the door, trying hard to remember whether we’d come in here, decided probably not. The building was a converted warehouse kind of place, all brick and timbers; it had three windows with glass old enough to be wavy. The floors were aged with so many years that each nail head had formed a little mound, resisting erosion. It smelled sharp and tangy; not only was coffee being brewed, but I could hear beans being roasted. There were a few wooden tables and shelves along the walls holding a variety of cups, t-shirts, coasters, and brightly foiled bags of coffee labelled with the name of the place. A couple of small bookshelves held magazines and some paperbacks.


“Hi,” said a voice. A girl materialized before me, straightening up from where she’d been kneeling behind the counter. 


“Hi,” I said back. “You surprised me.”


She was young, pretty, maybe late teens. “Stacking cups,” she explained. “Can I get you something?”


I looked around for the coffee menu, spotted a blackboard with chalked lettering done with a real flourish and started working through it, then gave up, peering into the glass case full of pastries.


“Medium size dark roast and a croissant.”


She was apologetic. “Sorry, which dark roast? Puerto Rican, Cuban or Guatemalan?”


“Let’s try the Cuban,” I looked around for an obvious cream dispenser of some sort, didn’t find one. “And if you put the cream in instead of me, would you put double in, please?” 


She took a small plate off the shelf behind her, opened the glass case, looked in and hesitated, then straightened up.


“Honestly, the croissants aren’t the best. Been here, like, two days at least.” She looked at me pensively, sizing me up. “The morning buns are excellent.”


“You sold me,” I told her, and she smiled and bent back to the case, using tongs to put one on a plate.


She loaded the roll and coffee onto a wooden tray and slid it across the top of the pastry case, and I took it over to the closest table. The coffee was excellent and the roll sublime. I felt better than I had all day, which I found strange. Uncharacteristically, I ate slowly. There was a peacefulness there, as if in entering I’d crossed some threshold where pressure and penalty were interdicted. There was no sense of needing to finish, to be on my way and I thought about nothing more than the sweetness of the roll, the bracing acidity of the coffee. Time was flowing somewhere else, not in here.


I looked up once in a while, glancing around the room. I spotted a clock, which had the wrong time. But no, the same time was on my watch; I’d been sitting there an hour. Had I slept? Sighing, I got up.


As I was setting the tray into the bussing bin, the girl looked over the counter and called to me in a bright voice, “Thanks!”


“Sure,” I said, “no problem.”


She kept looking at me, smiling, and I could see her mind working. “You’re not from around here.” Not a question, a statement.


“No, I’m not.”


“To where?”


I hesitated, then opened my mouth and spoke. “The Pacific Ocean,” is what popped out.


Her eyes went wide. I felt like an idiot.


“Really?” She seemed impressed.


I nodded.


“That’s pretty cool.” She thought it over. “You have a boat?”


Again, speech came reluctantly. “Sailboat.”


“Wow. Are you, like, going to sail somewhere?”


Well, she’s gotten to the crux of it, hasn’t she? “I don’t know for sure,” I said. “Haven’t figured that part out yet.”


I turned to leave, and she called after me. “Fair winds, Sailor!” 


I waved to her and walked out into the sunshine, wondering where she’d heard that phrase, here in land locked Iowa. Sailor; a relentless word. It drove the good feeling from the coffee shop right out of me. I’d never claimed to be a sailor, had I? I never called myself one, not even to Rachel. I just said I wanted to be one and I built a sailboat. That’s it, no pretensions.


As I walked to the truck under the relentlessly sparkling sky, it did occur to me that intentional or not, being a sailor was surely down the road I was on. It was exactly what the promise to Rachel had meant. Sure, the boat needed to get out of the fucking barn and actually find water, but it hadn’t struck me until just that moment that what I’d really promised her was to become a sailor. The realization of it filled me with dread.


It took a while to catch up to the truck; they seemed to have picked up the pace a bit in my absence; maybe Mitch thought he’d outrun me. Fat chance, they were hardly managing a hundred kilometers an hour. Settling back into my spot behind them, we made our way ever westward, stopping with dusk for dinner. Or, more accurately, they stopped, and I followed them.


They chose a truck plaza – what else? - and went into a restaurant without so much as a backward glance. Fine – there were fast food places all over the place so I bought a nameless, tasteless burger and sat in the pickup and ate it. In an hour, they were back; there was no acknowledgement and they got into the truck and pulled out. I fell in behind them, hoping it’d be dark soon.




By the time they pulled off the highway again, we were well into Nebraska, and I dutifully followed them to a motel outside Ogallala. Yes, there’s a room, the fat woman behind the counter told me, bored and uncaring. Neither Mitch nor what’s his name said a word to me, though I stood right next to them, waiting my turn while they registered. 


In the room, I thought of the flask of Irish Whiskey in my backpack, questioned the wisdom of it for all of two seconds, then got up and pulled it free. The whisky was a balm; the miles and the hours melting slowly into a pleasant and familiar obscurity. I called for the room AI to turn on the television; got Google News, and left it there, not really attending to it, hardly hearing the voices. 


In the background, some mention of a nova that would be visible in the sky for months; a binary star that had exploded into a red nimbus, appearing as large in the sky as a nearby planet. I put the flask away and my eyes began refusing to stay open. The news shifted to a flu outbreak in China, but I was fading, and called out TV Off and before I could order the room light off as well, I was out.










CHAPTER FIVE




I WAS OUT of the room by dawn, emerging into a dim, cold morning, the sun little more than a faint promise on the horizon. I grabbed a sweater out of the pickup, noticing the flatbed parked lengthwise along one side of the parking lot, taking up the entire row of parking spaces. I walked over to it, circling it, letting my hand trace the old familiar feel of the hulls, now crusty with filth from the road. It hadn’t occurred to me that they’d get grimy like this; there was something disquieting about it, disrespectful, and I was angry with myself for not paying the extra cost of shrink wrapping.


As I stood there, Mitch and what’s-his-name walked out with a stiff-legged, rolling walk as if they’d just come in from rounding up cattle. Or maybe they were just stoned. They approached me like old friends, chattering on about the long drive and insistent that they’d reach Utah before stopping for the night. They wanted to get as far west as St. George, which seemed a ridiculous distance to try to cover.


What’s his name had a shirt on with the trucking company logo on the back and Ron over the front pocket. So that solves that I thought, and called him Ron, but he laughed and said it wasn’t his shirt. His name was Lucas, but he’d prefer Luke. Christ almighty; I went back to thinking of him as what’s-his-name.


“Did you see the thing about the Chinese?” Mitch asked. 


“Something, I guess,” I said, trying to remember.


He was excited. “Kind of crazy, right? They’re saying, like, couple hundred thousand people dead. Guess it’s contagious as all fuck, but it’s weird, right? So, instead of being, like, the normal flu where you get chills and puke and all that, you get, like, instant pneumonia, then you just fucking die, right?”


Obviously, he was stoned as hell, or more likely just stupid. Two hundred thousand dead? 


“The bad part,” he continued, “is that you don’t know you’re sick until you’re, like, practically dead so in the meantime, you’re spreading that shit like mad.”


“Yeah,” I said. I had no idea whatsoever what he was talking about.


He looked at me as if he’d expected more. “That’s some scary shit, man.” He pulled a joint from his breast pocket, slowly lit it. “But, like, who cares? Just chinks, right?” He held the joint out to me.


I shook my head, staring at him in silence. Don’t say it, I told myself; he’s got your boat.


He passed the joint to Ron-Lucas-Luke. “Guess we better get to it, then.”


They turned toward the cab of the truck. I thought of the two years I’d spent building the boat they were hauling, pot smoke trailing behind them.


“Drive safe,” I called. No answer.


I waited in the pickup while they did whatever it is they needed to do to get underway; a process that took fifteen full minutes. I could see smoke wafting out the driver’s side window from time to time.


I busied myself checking the route on my phone. We were so close to the Colorado state line, we’d be there in minutes – that is, if we ever actually got moving. I drilled down into the map; once past the Denver megalopolis we’d be in the Rockies. 


Zooming in, attractions began popping up, projected in 3D, obscuring the map. I began to command them removed when one caught my eye; Hanging Lake. Something about the name held me so I asked for details. The images projected were of a beautiful crystalline lake hanging literally on the edge of a cliff. It appeared jewel-like, a perfect sapphire nestled in the granite; so deeply ultramarine blue it seemed painted onto the landscape. The urge to have an itinerary of my own, to have a goal other than following these men was overwhelming, irresistible. Hanging Lake sounded fine, as if I’d been planning to stop all along. It just felt right.


The sound of an electro-diesel moaning invaded the truck and I looked up to see the flat bed crawling its way out of the parking lot. Jesus, I thought, finally. Within a few minutes, we were back on the interstate, westbound for Colorado.




We dropped south, off route eighty, onto seventy-six for Denver, and arrived at exactly the wrong time and crawled, stop and go, through commuter traffic that seemed never to end. For most of the mass of drivers, this meant little more than letting their cars handle the traffic while they slept or read. For me, with the ancient Tacoma and a manual transmission, it meant hours of unrelenting shifting. After what seemed forever, we finally picked up route seventy and traffic thinned as we entered the mountains. The truck barely managed ninety kilometers an hour up the grades, and despite the pot, Mitch seemed to be driving conservatively. After the hours of stop and go, the open freeway was irresistible, and I swung out and around them and in short order they were lost in the terrain behind me.


It was a beautiful, crisp day; the sky the sort of cerulean blue you only see in the mountains and the satisfaction I’d felt at making the decision to follow this impulse grew to the point that I felt very light, almost happy. I had reached the fullness of the mountains now and as I rounded one sweeping turn after another the true magic of the Rockies spread before me, wave after wave of reticulated ridges fanning out unbroken to the horizon. 


When I was in college, it had been the mountains that captured my soul. I lived for the thrill of rock climbing and the escape into the wilderness; so soul-satisfying that I have never quite understood why I hadn’t made my life there. What had led me elsewhere? Something I couldn’t remember anymore – I just left, I suppose; surrendered to some impulse, some distraction, and that was that. Wasn’t that how lives were formed – a small set of choices that seemed meaningless at the time that eventually took you to a place you never planned on?


I was so enthralled with the scenery around me I nearly missed the exit - at the last possible moment catching a glimpse of the sign and standing on the brakes. I fishtailed onto the exit ramp, barely in control and came to a shaky stop at the intersection, thankful no one was there to witness it.


The road signs to the lake trail head were impossible to miss, and in five minutes I arrived at the parking lot and climbed out of the pickup. The air was considerably warmer than in Ogallala, despite the altitude, but still I put a jacket on over my sweater before starting up the trail. I’d gone no more than a hundred meters when I realized I was going to get more exercise than I bargained for and took it back off. The trail was steep, and rocky, and in the shadows the boulders I was trying to use for footing were slippery. The route wound its way through countless switchbacks and when I stopped to catch my breath, deep in a bowl of stunted trees, I was disappointed to find no view at all. I briefly considered turning back, but the image of the lake compelled me onward.


As I rounded the last switchback, what opened before me was so stunning that the effort of the long ascent fell from me completely. There was a swath of green hillside, ramping up sharply to a small lake that held a depth of blueness that shamed the images I’d seen earlier that morning. Its far edge dropped into a dizzying infinity against the horizon. I stood unblinking in the bright sun, drawing in great breaths, the view simply overwhelming my eyes.


A boardwalk had been built around the perimeter of the lake and I walked it all the way around, moving slowly, unable to tear my eyes from the water. I was alone, grateful for the solitude, and finally sank down onto one of the benches that had been placed along the boardwalk, leaning back in the warm sun.


Perhaps it was the climb, or maybe the sudden lethargy that came over me was triggered by the warmth enveloping me. Whatever it was, within seconds, I felt so sleepy it was as though I were paralyzed and without resistance, my eyes fell shut. Still, I wasn’t asleep; I was quite certain of that. Rather, I felt that I’d slid into a half-consciousness, not fully awake but very much aware of where I was, aware of the light from the sun on my face, the warmth.




And, just like that, Rachel was there.


My eyes were closed, so it must have been that I felt her arrive. When I opened them, she was simply there, sitting on the bench next to me. I wasn’t shocked or surprised in any way; seeing her seemed completely normal, as if she’d been away on an errand and now was back. There was neither sorrow nor a sense of elation – no, it was the most normal thing in the world to simply be sitting there with her. It’s not as if I’d forgotten she was dead; it was as though death were something trivial, like her height or her shoe size. She was dressed in her old jeans and favorite sweater, and we sat comfortably, warm and relaxed; there was no hurry about anything, no pressure. I glanced over at her face, looking at her like I’ve always looked at her. My heart was full, so very full.


“Hey, Raich,” I said, finally. “How’s it going?”


“Good,” she replied. Her eyes were the same; as blue as this lake. Not true; they were bluer. She smiled at me. “Everything’s really good.”


“Pretty up here, isn’t it?” I nodded toward the endlessness of the mountains, the lake suspended against the sky.


“It’s just lovely,” she sighed, “a truly special place.” 


She looked at me, looked into me like she always could. The black place inside me just disappeared, as if it had never been there. In its place was lightness, a feeling that everything had been set right. That feeling of rightness was so profound, so total, that there were no words for it. But I was transformed; the earth had been tilted on its axis and now it was aligned properly again, I was back to being me. Rachel was here.


We sat quietly. I could feel her body against me, warm and vital; the energy and lightness she carried radiated into me. The sun shone down on us, bright white and focused like a spotlight. We sat in this light for some interminable time, happy to be silent, happy to be with each other. Maybe we were like that for a minute or maybe it was hours; time seemed completely without relevance. Every part of my being wanted nothing more, absolutely nothing. I was where I should be, forever. I was complete, whole.


At some point, she turned to me, lazily, her smile warm and loving.


“You’ve gotten the boat out of the barn,” she said. Her voice was light and happy; I heard the approval in it, heard her pride in me, and the joy that washed over me to have not disappointed her was like no feeling I’d ever had in my life. 


“Yep,” I said, fighting tears, “she’s out.” I looked at her, at those bluest, bluest eyes and I thought of where we sat, not in Michigan, but here in Colorado. “The farm’s gone, though, Raich.”


“I know,” she said, smiling. “It was a wonderful place, wasn’t it? When we needed it, we had it.” There was no sadness in her voice and she watched me, light dancing in her eyes. “Now we don’t need it anymore.”


Of course, I thought. It’s as simple as that.


We sat bathed in a comfortable silence. In a moment she spoke, her voice languid, velvet with sun, full of the promise of her love.


“So, where do you think it should be?” I knew immediately what she was after.


“Well,” I said, pausing to collect my thoughts, “probably one of the marinas along Point Loma. I think there are lots of multihulls along that stretch, so they should have the equipment to handle a trimaran.”


She nodded approvingly. “Shelter Island would be a good choice.”


“You think that’s the one?” I asked. “They’re so huge. I’m kind of worried about handling her alone with all those other boats around.”


She laid her hand on my knee, her touch what I imagined the hand of god would feel like if there were a hand of god. “You’ll be fine,” she assured me. “Don’t worry. When you get there, you’ll see – it’ll seem scary until you do it.”


“Easy for you to say,” I teased, and she laughed.


“You’re the sailor man,” she said softly and something inside me twisted.


“I know you think so. But I’m not, Raich. I don’t know what I’m doing.”


She didn’t answer, and I looked up at her, found her barely managing to suppress her laughter, her eyes sparkling with it, and it made me laugh, too. Inside, the twisted thing unwound, and it all suddenly seemed ridiculously simple. Hell, if I could build a twelve-meter boat for Christ’s sake, I sure should be able to figure out how to sail her, right? How hard could it be? All sorts of people did it. Kids did it.


She yawned sleepily beside me, then rested her head on my shoulder, and it came to me with perfect clarity, perfect certainty, that she knew exactly what I was thinking and feeling. She was there with me, inside my head.


“You’re doing this, aren’t you?” I asked. “Making me feel better.”


She didn’t answer, and we sat like that a while, her head against me, mine tilted against her. I could smell her hair. The fragrance was rapturous, and I wondered stupidly if she were still using the same shampoo. The thought was so absurd I laughed. 


“Owen, love,” she said softly after a while. “You have to go.” Again, I knew what she meant.


“But I am, Raich. I am.”


“Not just to San Diego.”


I raised my head, turned to look at her. “Where else would I go?”


“Out,” she said, evenly. “Get out into blue water and head west across the Pacific. You mustn’t wait, you can’t hang about the marina or even near the coast. There won’t be time to wait, there won’t be time for you to get as comfortable as you’d really like to.” She paused and suddenly there was a shadow, an intrusion into this quiet sunlit place.


“Bad things are going to happen, love,” she said, very softly. “You’ll need to be at sea.” She took my hand; her fingers were so warm, so supple and sensual. It was so good to feel them again, to feel her hand. I rubbed my thumb over her wedding band, turning it round her finger; round and round.


“What’s going to happen?” I asked. Sitting with her, I had no fear, just curiosity.


She didn’t answer and after a moment I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed her fingers, held them against my cheek, willing the warmth of her skin to be with me forever.


“My love,” she said, and her voice was so soft and quiet that I heard it only in my thoughts. She didn’t say anything more; I felt her slipping away, merging with the sunshine. For a lingering moment, she was both the familiar body next to me and the warmth of the sun on my face, and then I looked for her, but she was gone.










CHAPTER SIX




I LAID SPRAWLED out on the bench, unwilling – perhaps unable – to move. The awareness of her, the memory of her face, her touch, the sound of her voice – left me paralyzed with a sense of hollow loss. She was like a drug to me, suddenly out of reach, absent from the world,


Shadows from the trees on the hillside had grown long, covering me and adding to the pervading sense of gloom. Beyond the reach of the them, the sun was still brilliant, but seemed much lower in the sky. Laying there in the shadows, the cold began seeping into me and the need for warmth drove me to rouse myself and put on my jacket. 


I kept searching for some evidence of her, some echo of the luminescence of her, but all trace of her presence was gone, and the lake and vista that had seemed so timelessly beautiful now appeared pale, devoid of life.


I turned to leave, but a chill along my neck pulled me back around to take one last look at the lake and the sky beyond, and as I did my eye caught a red orb low in the cloudless sky, dim but unmistakable. It must be the nova, I thought, and the timing of it grated on me; it seemed an obscene intrusion here in this place where Rachel had been. I felt myself shivering with the cold.


I turned and made my way back downhill as fast as I could go, the trail now almost entirely buried in shadow. My mind was a blur of images of Rachel; as clear to me as the trees and rocks around me. I hurried on, emotions conflicted within me; the vivid memory of Rachel filling me with lightness, the red nova a sense of disquiet.


And what she’d said – what was all that about, the clear warning? I couldn’t even begin to imagine a set of circumstances that would force me offshore as soon as I put the boat in the water. A new boat needed weeks of sea trials, needed the bugs discovered and fixed. I had no idea how she handled – not the rigging, not the drive system; nothing. Not to mention that my entire ocean sailing resume amounted to a single summer spent years ago in Casco Bay along the Maine coast. And that was only going out in good weather and never getting further away from land than twenty kilometers. No, emphatically no – Rachel or no Rachel, I couldn’t just head straight out into the Pacific. For what – a vague warning of bad things?


Struggling all the way down the mountain with the nagging sense that I’d overlooked something important, I reached the trailhead. The pickup was still alone in the lot, and I climbed in and took off, retracing my route back to the expressway. As I drove, the surreal clarity of the dream permeated the very air I breathed; it was impossible to let go of it. I was of two minds; one part of me clung to the memory of it, wanted to believe it was more than a dream, that somehow in some fashion some part of her was still in this universe. And the other part scorned the nonsense, warned me of the consequences of this too-lovely fantasy. I drove on, mechanically, my mind at war until I was so tired of it, I stopped thinking at all. Two hours went by, darkness fell, and I passed into Utah. 


I’d not come upon the flatbed. I couldn’t believe they’d managed to get that far ahead of me in the time I’d been at Hanging Lake; perhaps they’d pulled off to fill the truck or to eat dinner, and I had passed by them unknowingly.




Somewhere near a town called Green River I stopped at a fuel station, equipped with the usual array; charging stands for the Big Four and hydrogen tanks; occasionally, gas and diesel. I filled the pickup with gas, enviously leering at the hydrogen, and idly watched the news display on the pump, though something had killed the sound. CNN this time; someone with a gauzy surgical mask being interviewed. I went inside and bought a sandwich to eat while I drove. The clerk was preoccupied, unable to take her eyes off the screen she was using for a placemat. More China probably. The voices coming from it sounded ragged, hysterical.


Back in the truck and heading westward in the darkness, I knew I needed to watch for route fifteen for the turn south; from there, little more than an hour to St. George. If I didn’t see the flat bed by then, I’d stop there for the night, call Mitch in the morning and let him know which marina in San Diego they needed to go. I thought of Rachel. Shelter Island sounded reasonable, I thought.


St. George turned out to be a bigger town than I’d imagined, with multiple exits – the first at the extreme eastern end of town and then two more following to the west. I drove past the first two and took the third, ending up back-tracking along a winding road all the way to the eastern end of town, where I finally spotted a cluster of motels. I drove past a couple of them, looking for the truck, but just gave up, picked one and parked.


Less sleepy than the night before – I suppose partly due to my nap in the mountains - I pulled out my laptop, unrolled it on the bed, and asked for Shelter Island’s web site, checking their hauling equipment and slip sizes. Rachel had it exactly right; the place would be perfect for me. I sent an email to the general manager, requesting a hoist for tomorrow afternoon and maintenance services’ help in assembling the hulls. Could they accommodate me on such little notice? Was Rachel ever wrong?


Killing time, I browsed a few news websites, stunned to see the headlines. It was numbing, impossible. Mitch hadn’t been wrong that morning at all – if anything, the numbers he’d mentioned were understated. Most news threads were showing estimates of a million dead in China. It was just incomprehensible; a million people. How could that many be dead, that quickly, from what - the flu? The fucking flu?


There were many clips of the Chinese military, faces covered with surgical masks, wearing gloves. Images of hundreds of trucks carrying the dead, and shots of huge trenches surrounded by mounds and mounds of dirt, enormous mag-lev bulldozers being driven by men wearing O2 tanks with full-face respirators, white suits flapping.


The media seemed to have begun calling the disease the ‘Python’, apparently because of the nature of the death it brought. There was very little hard medical information; it was apparently a variation of avian flu, but an extraordinarily unusual one that harbored deep in the lungs, killing by suffocation. I just couldn’t grasp this; how was something like that possible? Why wouldn’t they have quarantined people from the start?




I fell asleep with the laptop next to me, images of graves and masked soldiers following me into sleep. In the morning, I woke up to a dead laptop and rolled out the solar panel on the window sill and left it to charge. 


There was a coffee packet in the room, and I opened it and poured it into the cup left wrapped in plastic on the dresser. As it heated itself, I sat in the arm chair looking out the window. The sun was bright, and I saw people moving about in the parking lot with shorts and t-shirts. It didn’t fit my sense of February until I considered how far south I was; it occurred to me I’d found summer. San Diego began feeling much less like a fantasy.


I called the cell number Mitch had given me and he answered before the second ring.


“Yeah?”


“It’s Owen,” I said. He grunted something I couldn’t make out.


“Where are you guys at?”


“St. George Ramada,” he said. I checked my phone – they were half a kilometer from me. 


“What time do you think you guys are going to make it to San Diego?”


“Probably three, maybe four, this afternoon.” He paused, then asked about the marina; he wanted all the logistics. 


“We’ll have the boat unloaded at a marina called Shelter Island,” I told him and suddenly my words seemed to be an echo in my mind; I’ve been here, said this before, and knew what I’d say next. 


I’ll make sure they’re ready get it unloaded by the time you get there.


“I’ll make sure they’re ready get it unloaded by the time you get there.”


Good. We’ve got to move out pretty quick once we unload.


“Good,” he replied. “We’ve got to move out pretty quick once we unload.”


Yeah? What’s next?


“Yeah?” I asked. “What’s next?”


San Francisco.


“San Francisco.” He said it the same way someone would’ve said Paris. 


Well, no worries. Should have you on your way in no time.


“Well, no worries. Should have you on your way in no time.”


He grunted something unintelligible, his mouth apparently far from the phone, and hung up.


What in the flying fuck? Maybe I was losing my grip on reality. Yesterday I chat with my dead wife and today I have not just a vague feeling of déjà vu, but a word-for-word forecast of a conversation. I sat for a few minutes, fighting anxiousness and uncertainty about what was happening to me. But in the end, what was there to do about it? Get up and keep going.




Downstairs in the breakfast area, CNN was on, and the talk was about nothing but the Chinese situation. They had a reporter in Shanghai, speaking on camera through a surgical mask; if he weren’t standing there amidst dead bodies it would be funny. He seemed openly nervous, frightened even. There were outbreaks in every major city in China, and in some of the rural communities armed groups were setting up blockades at the borders of their villages to keep strangers from entering. Despite a massive military presence throughout the country, riots in the larger cities were spreading as people heard rumors about vaccines being hoarded, or whispers of safe zones being established. The reporter assured us that no vaccines existed; the virus apparently mutated much too rapidly to make one easy to create.


Around me, several groups of people were watching, an odd mixture of fear and belligerence filling the room toward the events in China, and I heard a loud voice - a man’s voice, deep and bellicose – berating the U.S. government for not immediately closing our borders, including the cessation of all international flights. I could imagine Trump gloating from his prison cell.


A woman asked, “How can they do that? There are Americans there that want to come home.”


He responded immediately, intense and angry. “If they’re there, let ‘em stay there. What do I give two shits about the goddamn Chinese?”


She tried to shush him; I got up and started to leave, my eyes still on the screen. When I saw the CNN moderator move on to a doctor from the CDC, I stopped, leaned against the doorway, and watched. 


The doctor was a young black woman, answering a question I hadn’t heard, glancing occasionally at her notes.


“…that’s right, we’re monitoring the situation there closely, and are receiving full cooperation and communication from our Chinese counterparts. We believe this is a particularly virulent form of the Influenza A subtype – in other words an Avian Flu virus – that has some frightening properties. For instance, it appears that this virus not only transmits stably through the air, but it does so with what we call casual proximity; in other words, one could be infected just being in a room with an infected person.”


She was interrupted by the CNN lead at this point. “What does that mean, exactly?”


“It means that this virus is showing absolutely amazing virility. It’s rare enough to encounter an Avian Flu virus that transmits by air; to find one that does so with this level of stability and longevity, well, it’s just unprecedented.” She paused, looking directly into the camera.


“But that’s not the worst of it,” she continued. She pushed her glasses up with a long, elegant finger and cleared her throat. “We believe – well, we’re working on the assumption, I should say – that the incubation period of this virus is on the order of a month or more.” She hesitated, glancing at something or someone to one side of her, off-camera. “There is reason to believe that an infected person is contagious throughout this entire time.”


“Wait,” interrupted the CNN lead again, “Practically speaking, what does that imply?”


The doctor frowned, cleared her throat again. “Normal flu has an incubation period of two days or so. You kiss your ill wife on Friday, and Sunday night you get sick. You’ve stayed home over the weekend, so you haven’t made anyone else sick in those two days.” 


“OK,” said CNN, “and you’re saying this virus doesn’t make anyone sick for a month?”


“No. What I’m saying first of all is that with this virus, you only need to be in the kitchen with your wife, and you’re infected – you don’t even need to touch her. You’re sick and you can make others sick. But now, you feel fine for an entire month, let’s say. So, Monday morning you go back to work. And you keep going about your life as normal for four more weeks, maybe more. And in that time, you’re in casual proximity with hundreds of people, probably thousands of people. Then, finally, you start showing symptoms and now you know – and everyone else knows - you’re sick. And having encountered all those people over all that length of time, how do you know for sure who you’ve infected? Remember, all that’s needed is to be in the same room with someone for a few minutes. And think of all those people, all going about their own lives for a month, and all the people they’re infecting. And on and on.” 


She paused, and suddenly looked tired and nervous. She let her arm holding the notes drop to her side.


“From a virology standpoint,” she said weakly, “it’s a perfect storm.”


CNN moved on to something else, but I’d had enough and took my backpack and went out to the pickup. It was warm and sunny, a light breeze stirring, and I let the beautiful weather and the warmth push away the dark news of China and this fearsome flu. 


About to start up the pickup and leave, the phone rang, and I stopped. The phone popped up a display of the marina and I said, ‘Answer.’


“Hello,” I said, “This is Owen.”


A woman’s voice filled the cab, she had a vague accent – German maybe? She was polite and friendly, but crisp and all business. She knew my situation from the message I’d left and wasted no time with chit chat. I just sat and listened.


“Hi, this is Tina from Shelter island. Got the message about your boat. Frankly, your timing was perfect; we’ve had a cancellation, meaning the big lift you need is available today. You’re very fortunate – it normally gets scheduled out weeks in advance.”


I smiled. It was like having a conversation with a machine gun.


“That’s great. And the help with the assembly of the boat?”


“Same thing – we can use the guys that were scheduled for the cancelled work. They handle big cats all the time. Your trimaran will not be a problem to them.”


We talked a bit about boat details; she sounded confident and knowledgeable. I was reassured. But when I brought up the possibility of a slip, she was adamant.


“No, that isn’t possible,” she said flatly. “There are absolutely no openings for a boat with your beam – not in a slip, and there are no monthly or seasonal moorings available at all. We can probably find a transient mooring for you temporarily, but the rule is a stay of no more than seven days. We are firm about it. Still, it gives you time to find something.”


Thanking her, I closed the call. I was very worried about finding a slip. What if there were none available, what then? Rachel’s words came to me; Just go. Nope, can’t do it. Impossible.




Underway at last, the windows down for the fresh warm air, it was hard to think of anything but the China situation; after listening to the CDC, I couldn’t help but wonder what it all implied. This thing, this python virus – if people are dying now, that meant the infection has already been around for what, a month? Didn’t that mean it could already be here? 


Was it real? I tried to imagine an outbreak in, say, New York, and I just couldn’t. It was impossible to conceive of a million people dead, of the National Guard holding back panicked crowds, trying to quarantine a virus that didn’t sound containable. What would they do – dig the mass graves in Central Park? It was just insanity to contemplate it, a morbid exercise that couldn’t possibly happen. But still; it tickled at the back of my mind – what if one of those people in Shanghai, a week ago, became infected and climbed on a plane for New York the next day? How would anyone know to stop them? They’d arrive and walk around the city for a month before they had outward signs of illness, then one day, just like that, they’d die. And the people they’ve met as they toured the Empire State Building, the Statue of Liberty, the Guggenheim; as they took in a show, as they travelled the subway? No, not possible, not here. We’d find a way to test for the virus, find a vaccine. This wasn’t some third-world country; we had technology.


What was happening in China was a Chinese problem. It couldn’t happen here.










CHAPTER SEVEN




I MADE IT back onto the highway, and once I was beyond St. George it took just a few minutes to leave Utah for Arizona, and for a while I was able to leave the horror of China behind as well, overcome with the beauty of the land as I passed through the Virgin River Gorge. It filled my mind like music, driving out the dark thoughts of plague and death. All around rose spires of rainbow-hued sandstone and striated butte walls with colors as vivid as anything I’d ever seen in the great mountains of the west. The sheer immensity of it, the depth of color and otherworldly contours were, in fact, reminiscent of the Grand Canyon; eons of water and wind carving something so magically transcendent it was difficult for the eye and mind to grasp. 


But I was past it all too quickly, and soon I was crossing into the new state of Southern California. From the moment I hit the border, traffic exploded as if by decree and the serenity of the Virgin River Gorge was replaced by an insane, relentless torrent of metal, plastic and carbon fiber fleeing southward, everyone vying to get ahead of the car in front of them. It was as if the flow of cars and trucks had sprung up out of the desert like an underground river rising to the surface, and I was caught up in the flood, swirled and whirled in the flotsam and left battered. I was surrounded, hemmed in, trapped; every manner of vehicle that mankind produced swarmed around me - electrics, hydrogen fuel cells, the latest incarnation of steam and even the new solar - using the same battery technology that I had installed on Windswept. My old gasoline beater was nothing less than a complete anachronism, drawing frequent stares – and even a few raised fists. Get off our roads, you fucking oil-eater!


I passed more and more ‘gas stations’ not selling gas at all. The prices when I did see actual gas pumps were astronomical. What did I care? I’m about to live on a boat with solar and water-powered electric drive, and sails that use the wind. In theory, I wouldn’t be needing gasoline for quite some time. But for now, with no more than a 400 km range, I had to be mindful.


By two in the afternoon, I had to start paying careful attention to the heads-up map my phone displayed on the windshield, listening carefully to the directions as I wound my way into San Diego, struggling through early afternoon commuter traffic towards the marina. Once I left the insanely congested highway it became easier, and I worked the pickup past the airport, got on Harbor Drive and from there, Shelter Island was no chore to find at all. The appendage that was Point Loma, poking southward into San Diego Bay, was a nexus for boats; I passed three enormous marinas, then reached Shelter Island, its uncountable numbers of sailboats creating a vast forest of masts, consuming acres. Beyond the land, the endlessness of the ocean overwhelmed the horizon. I felt as if I were engaging in some great test, a magnum opus upon which the course of my life would be determined. There was fear, yes – I expected to feel very nervous; but what surprised me was the sense of excitement I felt, the anticipation. Despite myself, I was being drawn in.


The marina might as well have been a small city. It spread out before me in a profusion of boats so varied in size and shape it was stupefying; I had trouble taking it all in. There were hundreds and hundreds of boats, perhaps thousands; from quaint old wooden Friendship sloops to rigid-sail carbon fiber space ships nearly fifty meters long. Set alongside a secured quay, there was even an old Oracle America’s Cup winner from 2016, looking for all the world as if it were ready to race out to sea, to take flight. 


And buildings? Christ, the place could’ve been a factory. There were three mammoth structures, all with huge doors set into their ends, like hangars, to allow access to the biggest of the boats. All surrounded like beehives with an army of workers and machinery, buzzing about on innumerable tasks. 


I turned into the first of the driveways, cautious and tentative, not even sure where I should park. Even the size of the parking lot unnerved me. Still, I found an opening and parked the Tacoma, took a deep breath and climbed out. I was here, they should be expecting me, and where the hell else could I go?


As it turned out, Tina was busy, overseeing the repair of some structure in the outer harbor. Just wait, her harried admin told me, she’ll show. What time had been agreed on? Well, that’s exactly when she’d be here. I was half an hour early.


For the next thirty minutes, feeling a wacky blend of excitement, fear and curiosity, I wandered around the marina, up and down dock after dock of slips, searching particularly for multihulls. Those I found were mainly catamarans, huge cruisers; I came across only one trimaran and it was clearly a buoy racer, not a boat designed for blue water. It was frighteningly obvious that the driving force in this place was money; there were boats here worth ten times what I’d sold the farm for. Maybe twenty times.


I felt a very strange tension growing with every passing moment, as I thought about Windswept being in this place, amongst these boats. There was only me to maneuver it, only me to get the rigging set and do the myriad things one needed to do when you launch a boat. I hadn’t even figured out how I’d manage to grab a mooring ball and steer at the same time. It was overwhelming; just the thought of handling the boat in a place this crowded was terrifying. And the list I was keeping in my head of other things, the things I was realizing I’d need, grew longer and longer. I was slipping toward pure panic – as if I waited in the wings of a vast theater before an audience of thousands, about to walk out alone, naked, needing to perform some great act I was only dimly capable of. I checked my watch nervously at least every five minutes, willing the half hour by, wanting to just be done with it, to get past the pure unknown-ness of it all.




As the half hour came precisely to a close, I was promptly back in the office, the admin nodding at me approvingly for my promptness, nodding in the direction of a slight blonde woman, just coming through an inner door. In her forties I guessed, hair pulled back into a tight, all-business pony tail. She was attractive, yes, but what stood out was her presence, her absolute command of the situation around her; her pure confidence. It emanated from her like an aura. To be so sure, to have no fear - I envied her.


“It’s Owen, is it?” she asked, approaching me. Yep, definitely German, I thought. She held out her hand. It was small, but calloused and strong; a grip like a man.


We chatted for a few minutes about the process of unloading the hulls and assembling them. I tried to point out the challenges with getting everything on the same level; nothing I said even scratched her surface. She was polite and attentive, but the things I thought of as challenges weren’t as much as drops of water on granite to her. She pointed out the building I should direct the truck to and assured me that the supervisor there was expecting me and I should feel confident that he’d take care of things. Questions? No, no questions. She turned to leave; another matter needed her attention elsewhere.


From somewhere, idiotically, I felt the need to break through that cool control, to reach the person inside. Impulsively, I called after her; “Danke fur Ihre Hilfe!”


She stopped, turned with a faint hint of surprise, eyebrow raised, and responded to me so rapidly in German that I couldn’t make out a single word. Feeling like a fool, I hesitated, could think of nothing clever to say and just smiled dumbly, giving her a brief nod. With a tilt of her head she let me know she knew, then turned and left.


I found a bench outside the building and sat to wait for the truck. I was far too nervous at this point to keep wandering among the boats; so thinking it might help, I pulled a pen and a ledger from my backpack and started a list of things I knew I needed to do yet. That little exercise didn’t help a bit; the list had grown to both sides of the page when I heard the grinding of an electro-diesel and looked up to see the flatbed turning into the marina, the familiar sweep of Windswept in its keeping, come at last to the shores of the Pacific.


What rose in my heart then was a sweeping tide of desperate pride and fearsome anxiety for this creature of mine, this boat that had been so much a part of me for so long, had been at the deepest root of a lifelong dream of going to sea. A boat that somehow had become real and tangible, a distinct being really, which – if not for the promise to Rachel – would’ve died. And now I was the son, not the father; it was now Windswept that would need to provide for me. Whatever I had poured into her, whatever diligence, whatever focus, whatever excellence would now be what was returned to me. Was it enough?


I walked to the truck, motioning to Mitch the proper spot and stood helplessly watching as they parked, and the swarm of men converged on the boat. This was a long-feared moment of dread for me – the off-loading, the transformation of these sterile hulls and connectives back into the living entity that Windswept was to me. Would it all fail now?


But I needn’t have worried - this had been a good choice after all, this place. They knew exactly what they were doing. A huge track-driven crane was pulled up along with a truck full of beat-up looking foam blocks. What the hell, I wondered, were those for? They positioned the crane and gently and securely lifted the three hulls from the truck, arranging them easily on top of – what else? – the foam blocks


And the moment they were off the truck and settled gently in place, Mitch and Luke were gone.


“Need you to sign for the delivery,” Mitch said, brusque and dismissive.


As I signed, I wished them well. 


He was done with me, grunting a goodbye, then snatched the receipt from my hand, and turned away, Luke already in the truck. I watched them pull out of the marina with a mixture of relief and fear. With their departure, it was settled. It was just Windswept now.


Turning back, I saw the three men standing around the boat, talking, gesturing at the hulls. As I walked over, they turned to me.


“Hey captain,” called the supervisor. I stiffened, not needing any sarcasm just then, but there was nothing but sincerity in his eyes and it came to me abruptly that I was a captain now; in their eyes I was the master of this boat. 


“Hey,” I said. “Name’s Owen.” We all shook hands – theirs were the hands of working men. I gripped hard, wanting them to see me the same way.


“Chris,” he replied. “Good to meet you.” He was curious, gesturing with his head towards the hulls.


“What are these made of?”


“Synthetic Okoume veneers,” I said, expecting to see raised eyebrows and getting them. “Three layers of three millimeters, vacuum bonded with epoxy.”


“Wait,” he said. He’s astonished. “These are only nine millimeters thick?”


I nodded. This is a little speech I’ve given dozens of time; practically every time someone new walked into the barn during those days she was being built.


“Actually,” I told him, “only the main hull – the center one, right?” I gave him my well-practiced spiel. “Polynesians call that the vaka – that’s the only one that’s nine millimeters. The two outrigger hulls – called amas – those only have two layers; they’re just six millimeters thick.”


Now he was openly flabbergasted.


“Are you kidding?”


I smiled and shook my head.


“With the epoxy and the use of vacuum compression, the Vaka hull has the equivalent strength of aluminum. The amas not quite, but it isn’t needed. There are longitudinal stringers all along the inside – sort of a full-length skeleton of synthetic wood and epoxy – that make the amas incredibly strong.”


“And these,” he asked, pointing to the four connectives.


“Called akas,” I said. “Nothing fancy there - simple box beams of the same synthetic plywood, encased in epoxy, faired with foam for piercing waves.”


He stood staring at the boat, shaking his head.


“Who’d a thought?”


I showed them the attachment sleeves that had been built into the vaka and amas, explaining how the thick steel pins had to be slipped into them, tying the three hulls together. He understood immediately that they needed to get the three hulls aligned not just in parallel, but in terms of their relative heights to one another.


“How are you going to level everything?” I asked.


“The blocks,” he replied simply.


Of course. They brought up a small, portable hydraulic lift on wheels and used it to lift and hold one end or another of the hulls, slipping small pieces of the foam under the hulls as levelers and in minutes, the hulls were all perfectly leveled, and the men were walking around, nudging them into alignment for the connectives. The whole process had taken maybe half an hour, from unloading to this.


As I watched them, I could’ve kicked myself. Why the hell hadn’t I done something similar in the barn? I thought of all the work and expense that had gone into the complicated system of overhead tracks I’d installed, all the expensive chain falls; all of that could’ve been replaced by a few cheap blocks of foam. And a memory came to me; Rachel ruefully looking at all the hardware mounted to the barn beams, crossing her arms, doubt on her face, insistent that that there must be a simpler way. Yep, Raich, turns out there is.


The akas were then slid into their sockets, a simple chore with everything sitting so well aligned. I was already anticipating the lift into the water when Chris walked up to me.


“Where’s the pins?”


“Pins?” I asked.


“For locking in the connectives. Didn’t you say they were secured with stainless steel pins?”


A cold chill seized my neck. What had I done with the pins? The truck? I struggled to remember.


He was watching my face. “Are they a common size?” he asked, already anticipating the sequence of events if the pins were lost. I shook my head.


“Completely custom,” I said dully. “In diameter and length.” I racked my brain. “Can you give me a minute?”


“Sure,” he said, and held out his phone. I stared. Oh, right. I waved mine next to it.


“Call me when you find them.” I nodded and headed for the truck, walking, then running.


Not there. Think you fool, think. I closed my eyes, trying to remember what I’d done in the barn, only three days ago. But it now seemed like three months ago and all of it had gone dim.


The port aka, Owen, remember? To keep them always with the boat. Her voice was sweet and clear, the hint of a smile in it. Of course! Relief washed through me, and I raised my phone.




Half an hour later, Windswept now perfectly joined together, the largest overhead lift I’d ever seen pulled up. The driver directed this mammoth thing with a remote, as he walked beside it. With it looming obediently ten meters above him, an old memory of a state fair in New Hampshire came to me; a small boy leading an Ox through the crowd, managing it with a stick the size of a baton. It had stunned me then, the giant beast controlled with a small switch, and this thing stunned me now. It could’ve lifted a house.


They hauled two sets of slings under the vaka, attached them to the lift, and the driver took one last contemplative look - and slowly, Windswept was lofted into the air. I held my breath as I heard the akas groan taking up the weight of the amas. But of course, that’s exactly what they were supposed to do, what they were designed for. Still, seeing it like this, working as a single unit, for the first time I began to have an appreciation for the engineering that had gone into her design. 


And now, three meters off the ground, slowly yawing and swaying as the crane crept at a snail’s pace toward the water, Windswept was truly whole. The hours and days and months – the years – that I had spent on all those separate sections had come to this. She was now exactly what I’d made her; no more and no less. It was on me now, all of it. 


And just like that, as though it were the most inconsequential, routine thing in the world, the crane lowered her until her keels found the surface of the harbor, and she was home, at last in her element. I stood awed at the sight of her, perched so lightly on the surface of the water that she hardly seemed to touch it. She sat resplendent; all my dreams of what this moment would be like paled at the reality before me. Tears welled in my eyes and I wondered that this thing was even possible. That we were here, after everything, Windswept in the sea. This boat that I’d built, that Rachel and I had built, was in the Pacific Ocean. And I was embarrassed, tried to duck my face away so the crane driver wouldn’t see my tears, but I suppose he’d experienced this all many times before because he’d turned away, giving me the moment to myself.


I assumed they’d free Windswept from the sling then, to be tied up to the dock while I organized things, but they were experienced here, far too savvy for that, had seen too many launches go badly – so the sling stayed in place. He turned to me, kindly ignoring my surreptitious attempt to wipe tears away, and told me to take my time, but to get on board as soon as I could and make sure nothing was leaking. I nodded and headed for the dock, unable to take my eyes from her. She was changed; beautiful beyond words but altered somehow. Something had awakened in her; there was an energy, a poised capacity for movement that I’d never seen before. Even as she rocked gently, still secured by the sling, her movements reminded me of a bird of prey; feral and quick, efficient, ready for flight.


The next few hours were a blur. Aside from a small leak from the port side driveshaft seal, which was quickly fixed, she was watertight and perfect, and they released us from the sling. We were tied up temporarily to an inner dock and I made an endless number of trips back and forth from the pickup, bringing equipment, sails, lines, batteries, electronics, clothes, cooking and eating utensils – as I brought on board everything I needed to live on her. I took the kayak down from the roof rack on the pickup and lashed it into its carrier on the forward netting; it would serve as my ‘tender’, ferrying me back and forth from the boat. 


As the afternoon waned, Windswept was settled. I had installed the batteries, charged them and verified that the drive motors would at least turn on. Lights glowed softly from within the cabin, bow and stern lights shone as they should; everything was in place, ready to go. 


I went to the supervisor of the yard and asked for help moving the boat. I suppose he was familiar with the insecurity of a new captain and smiled patiently, then turned and called out to someone. A young girl appeared. He saw the look on my face.


“Tina’s daughter,” he said, by way of explanation. “Emma. Has worked around boats here since she was five. Trust me when I say you’re in the best possible hands.”


The girl grinned at me and I could see her mother in her face. She had inherited the easy confidence as well and held out a small hand to me.


“Hi,” she said. The top of her head maybe reached my chest.


“Hi, yourself,” I replied. “I’m Owen.”


“Good to meet you, Owen.” 


I worried that she’d seen the look on my face. “Listen,” I said, a bit flustered. “I didn’t mean to question your…experience.” She laughed. 


“Happens all the time. It’s OK.”


We walked over to the boat and stood on the dock for a moment, just looking.


“She’s beautiful,” said Emma. I was starting to really like this kid.


“Thanks.”


“Drive system?” she asked.


I glanced at her. 


“Twin electric motors. Completely independent controllers.” Would she understand the relevance of that? I shouldn’t have wondered.


“Wow,” she replied. “That’ll make this a cake walk.”


We stepped down into the cockpit.


“AI?” she asked, seeing the monitor on the pivot next to the hatchway. Again, she caught me flat footed.


“Yeah,” I said, slowly. “It’s the full, extended system – drive systems, navigation, boat management and remote sensors.” I was warming up. “The whole enchilada. The extended AI is supposed to provide a nearly human interface.”


She whistled, both eyebrows raised in a miniature version of her mother.


“Wow,” she said. “That’s sweet!”


“Thanks,” I replied.


“Want me to initialize it for you?”


“You know how to do that?” This was another thing I’d been dreading – I’d heard configuring these systems could be a seriously time-consuming job.


She cocked her head to one side and considered it.


“You might want to wait on the full feature implementation,” she said doubtfully. “And just implement the basics for now.” 


“OK, that’s fine,” I agreed.


“Want me to do it?”


“Sure!” I told her. “That’d be fantastic.”


She bent over, pressed a finger against some area on the border of the screen. It lit up.


“Ray,” she called out, “initialize core functionality.” 


The monitor replied immediately, in a flat expressionless voice. “Initializing.”


“Ray?” I asked her.


She grimaced. “Dumb, right? That’s the default name it responds to - short for RayMarine.” I looked at her blankly. “Get it?” she asked.


“Uh, right.”


Taking a breath, she began asking a series of questions. What chart areas would I like activated? What was my GlobeNet account ID? What was my weather forecasting and alert service preference? Did I prefer passive alerts or active? She could see that I had radar – did I get the integrated model? Yes? Awesome!


It went on like that for fifteen minutes; with each answer, she’d speak to ‘Ray’ and it would confirm what she told it. Finally, she said I needed to talk to it myself for a bit so that it would learn my voice instead of hers; it needed to know who the captain was. And oh, and by the way, even the basic AI could provide a custom voice. Would I prefer something a bit more interesting?


I thought about it a moment.


“Sure,” I said. “Let’s give him an Australian accent.”


She heartily approved, it seemed, and after a bit of back-and-forth, I was told by a pleasant male Aussie voice that everything was ready. I smiled, and Emma beamed.


“OK, then” she said, brushing her hands against her thighs. “We gotta get moved.”


“Moved?” I said doubtfully.


“Well, yeah. We can’t stay here.”


She looked at me appraisingly and asked if I wanted to drive. Hell no, but I couldn’t possibly tell this female child that. So, I nodded.


She went to the forward line and released it without being asked, then turned and looked at me, waiting. OK, then. I reached over and pulled the aft line loose. Here we go. We were floating gently, still aligned along the dock. There was no current to speak of, this should be easy.


My mind seemed only half-working; I moved without really thinking anything through. Had I considered it rationally, I would’ve recognized the need for a soft touch, beyond thoughtful, rational action seemed beyond me at the moment. I wrapped my fingers around both throttles – so familiar to me from countless dry runs in the barn – and just automatically did what I’d always done in those moments of imagining; I gave them a nice, satisfying, solid shove forward. But this was no dry run; everything was operational, and we were in water.


The surge forward was so abrupt and powerful, I nearly fell over backwards. 


“Christ!” I yelled. My mind was a complete, fumbling blank.


And it turned out that Emma had a command voice.


“Off!” she shouted. No panic, no fear, just do it now.


Right, the throttles. I clawed them backwards; the boat slowed, drifted another few meters forward then stopped. It stopped primarily because Emma had tossed a loop of line around a piling, quickly pushed a fender between the ama she was standing on and the cement side of the dock, saving us from a healthy impact. She tied the line off and walked calmly back to where I stood shaken to the core.


“It’s OK,” she said. “Takes practice.”


“Right.”


“Why don’t I drive, and I can show you some stuff?”


Good grief, this kid was like a miniature adult. I wondered briefly if I should just try it again, but I had no pride left anyway.


“I’d appreciate that,” I said.


She asked me to go forward and release the line, then motioned me back to her so I could watch her demonstrate the simple, but very powerful, advantage that two independent motors provide. Gently nudging the starboard prop – she called it a ‘screw’ - into reverse, she barely touched the port throttle, and Windswept silently swung her stern cleanly to the right – to starboard – away from the dock. Then, very gently reversing those positions, she brought the bow out as well. Once we were lined up straight in the middle of the channel, she centered both throttles in a forward position, barely off the stops, and we were headed down the waterway in complete control. She hadn’t so much as touched the rudder.


“See?” she said. “It’s easy!”


I just looked at her.


“Want to do the turn?” she asked. I considered it.


“Nope.”


“OK,” she agreed cheerfully, “let’s get out to the area where your mooring is, and I’ll watch while you practice a little. There’s more room out there.”


We got to the mooring as though we were on rails; she made it look like the simplest thing in the world. When we were out of the inner dock area, she had me take over. She led me through some basic maneuvering; first one throttle, then both, and then more advanced maneuvers using both throttles and rudder combined. In half an hour, I had learned more, gained more confidence, than in all the boat handling I’d done before in my life. Once I got the feel for what the throttles could do, working together, I felt unstoppable. I managed a fast three-sixty, all the while staying within a meter or so of where we started. Emma laughed with delight, applauding, and I grinned and bowed. I was on cloud nine and would look back on this moment many times in the coming days as the beginning, the real beginning.


“OK, I really gotta get back,” she said. “My mom has some stuff I need to get done.” She bounced child-like on the forward trampoline, reminding me just how young she was.


“Got it,” I told her, and pointed to the kayak. “That’s our taxi.”


She drooled over it. I was touched nearly to the point of tears. The kayak was the first boat I’d ever built – in many ways, it started all of this.


“Are you available for adoption?” I asked. She laughed.


“You can’t afford me.”


We paddled it back to the dock. The mooring was maybe two hundred meters out into the harbor, and I couldn’t help but stop at the halfway point, to turn and stare at Windswept floating there, darkly luminous against the late afternoon sun. I was just overwhelmed by her and sat unmoving until Emma coughed gently, and I smiled an apology, took up my paddle and went on.


At the dock, she refused the money I offered her.


“Mom would kill me,” she said.


“It’s a tip,” I told her, “for a great job.” But she shook her head, smiling.


“It was fun!”


I watched as she skipped away from the dock. There, I thought, goes a girl with a future.


I swept the kayak into a quick one-eighty, anxious to be back on Windswept. The sun was going down; my first evening on board awaited me. 


Yet, once I was back on board I was caught in a paralyzing eddy of uncertainty, unable to focus on a task long enough to complete it. The very fact of being on the boat seemed magical and I found myself standing transfixed, staring in fascination at the most mundane scenes; the galley shelves, the cabin heater, the view out the forward port holes. I completely gave up any hope of getting work done and just surrendered myself to the madness and sat back in the cockpit with a glass of Irish Whiskey, watching the boats around me, feeling the evening quieting the sounds of the marina. I felt almost overwhelmed with a sense of anticipation and pulled out my list, suddenly realizing before I’d read the first item that I’d brought no coffee on board, no food for breakfast, no bedding. I glanced briefly at the kayak; no, I wasn’t going to head back now. I grabbed a sail cover out of the locker to use as a blanket and settled back down with the whiskey. The sun slowly melted into the water.


I had done it. I said I would bring her to the Pacific, and here she was. Too tired for further reflection, too lonely to rejoice and still too aware of my incompetence to feel much elation, I finally went below, wrapped myself in the sail cover and stretched out on the starboard settee.


My life on Windswept had begun.










CHAPTER EIGHT




I WAS AWAKENED by two squabbling gulls that managed, by the time I staggered on deck, to leave bird shit all over the forward hatch. I made a mental note to buy a plastic hawk or owl to frighten them away; something I’d learned in Maine. The morning was clear and cool and lovely; I sat for a few minutes, feeling the water beneath us and Windswept’s quick motion in the light morning swells. Hanging just above the eastern horizon, as I turned to look for signs of weather, was the red nova, the nascent sunrise serving as backlight. It ought to have been pretty; somehow it wasn’t.


The need for coffee was overwhelming all other instincts; sitting and watching the morning come to life on the water would have to wait. The kayak slid easily into the water and I headed for the main docks, a trip that was already becoming pretty damn familiar. I’d spotted a small café yesterday perched along one of the wharfs – one of those places making a business out of serving the boating crowd. I suppose I was one of them now. It was already open, so I had coffee and a surprisingly good breakfast, and felt very much the newcomer as I watched the regulars around me.


An older couple sat perched at the coffee bar along the wall, chatting to the waitress with an easy familiarity. I couldn’t help but overhear them; they were consumed by worry over the events in China. The waitress was dismissive. 


“It’ll never make the States,” she declared, “and even if it does, we’ve got medicine and real doctors, not that acupuncture stuff.” 


The old guy didn’t seem convinced; this python thing – well, he was scared of this one.


“What are you gonna do, then?” the waitress asked him.


“Leave,” he said. “Take the boat to Baja and wait it out.”


She frowned, hands on hips. “How’s that gonna help?”


He muttered something about avoiding big cities, but I thought she’d hit the nail on the head. If the virus was truly as contagious as it seemed, even a single person would be enough to infect an entire small town. To me, the question was the virus itself; was it vigorous enough to survive and continue to spread? Could it evade attempts to create a vaccine? And if were so, then there wouldn’t be anywhere to escape to, unless you hid in a room and stayed there. And then I thought, or maybe went out alone on a boat in the middle of an ocean? 


Fully awake now and anxious to attack the endless list of things I needed to do, I walked aback to the marina, to get the pickup. And as I drove to the chandlery for the first of the many items on the ‘to buy’ list, I couldn’t help but replay the discussion in the café. The old man’s intent to get the hell out of Dodge seemed, on the face of it, an overreaction. The virus hadn’t appeared in the States, so why leave? But I wondered, if it did – if someone, say, in New York, came down with it, what then? Would it change anything? Would I want to leave, too? The question was chilling, and I couldn’t answer it. But it occurred to me that either way – whether it happened or not - I had the same goal in front of me; to get the boat ready. I needed to set the sails, check the rigging, check the autopilot, check the instruments – a thousand things, a thousand little shakedowns, a thousand little lessons. Stay focused on that, I told myself, and worry later.




As the day wore on, as I made trips to an endless progression of shops, sorting the packages into manageable loads and paddling them to the boat, I felt increasingly sanguine; the day was too beautiful, too peaceful, to feel threatened by a deadly plague. It was in China, not here. And I narrowed my focus to the challenges of provisioning; I bought a sleeping bag, pillows, and other bedding, and spent a long day sorting everything out. I worked hard to load Windswept in a way that wouldn’t compromise her speed and safety. Heavy things like tools and spares and canned food toward amidships, lighter things like dry food, clothes and blankets toward the ends. I set up the water maker, then the desiccating head. And I bought a plastic hawk and lashed it to a forward stanchion. Take that, you shit birds.


And finally, my old rifle, my Winchester .308. Rachel had always argued that we should take it, I’d always countered that we shouldn’t. You have a gun, I said, you find a reason to use it. Don’t take one, she argued, and the time would come when you wished you had. So, I brought it – more in homage to her than any belief I’d need it, much less use it. I couldn’t decide on a place for it, so I stuffed it under the mattress of the port settee, thinking it’d be a cold day in hell before it would ever see the light of day.




By four that afternoon, I felt like I’d accomplished something; enough that I bought some beer and sat in the sun on the boat enjoying one while I reviewed the now dog-eared list. I was actually a little concerned that I’d overdone it. Long and narrow, Windswept’s design intentionally sacrificed load capacity in exchange for speed and safety. She’d sail overloaded, of course, but it would be one thing to be overloaded sitting here in this harbor and another entirely out on the sea. Everything I’ve done – the water maker to avoid the need for heavy tankage, the desiccating head to eliminate holding tanks, even the electric motors were chosen over other choices because they eliminated the need to store heavy fuel. All of this as a nod to the god of lightness. I’d even put the Irish whiskey into plastic bottles to save the weight of glass.


And by then, the worry had all faded into a distant nightmare – a thing of dark dreams, unreal and impossible. I at the thought that I was actually preparing to put to sea. I wasn’t going anywhere – at least, not anytime soon.


Loaded with what I was sure must constitute at least a month’s worth of food, and all the gear, Windswept still sat slightly above her waterline. I was pleased; we were provisioned with weight to spare – perhaps two or three hundred pounds of capacity yet. This was a good thing; there may be gear or tools I haven’t thought of yet. Perhaps, since I had the capacity, I should be adding another drive battery. And there were still other things to get done; check all the rigging, hank on the sails and make sure all the fair leads, cleats, pulleys and winches were working as they should. Test the autopilot, test all the electronics. But there was plenty of time to get to all that. Have another beer, enjoy the beautiful day.


The afternoon passed into evening and I went below, to the small galley, and prepared my first meal. I’d wanted an old-fashioned kerosene stove, mostly I suppose for emotional reasons. We’d done a lot of backpacking; we were familiar with the tricks needed to use kerosene reliably. And Rachel had found an old beauty, an antique, really: an Optimus two-burner in a gleaming brass frame, half a century old. We’d played with it a bit, but not much more than that. Now I used it to cook a meal: nothing more involved than boiling a quart of water for freeze-dried spaghetti and meatballs, but there was a deep satisfaction in just seeing it in place and functioning. I ran my hands over the warm brass and smiled, recalled her lecturing me: We’re sharing the cooking. I’m not signing on as first mate; I’m co-captain.


And later, sitting in the cockpit watching what was now my second sunset on the water, I decided to check the weather on the laptop, thinking perhaps tomorrow I’d brave a trip out of the marina, get Windswept into open water, hank on sails and check the rigging and the autopilot. Except I never got to the weather. My browser opened to Google Global News and there was a single screaming headline. The plague was here. Not just China, impossibly far away, it was here in the States. And moreover, it was in San Francisco, a mere six hundred kilometers from me.


I stared in complete, utter disbelief. Two families – a total of four adults and five children – have died in a San Francisco hospital from the flu virus; all in this single day. They had returned together – twenty-two days ago - from a trip to Hong Kong with no indication of illness until late last night. Now they were all dead. Neighbors were being quarantined, and I wondered what earthly good that’d do? Could they find and quarantine everyone these people had contact with in the last twenty-two days? Could they quarantine everyone that had been on the plane carrying those people home from Hong Kong, and everyone all those people had contact with? Everyone in the stores, on the street, in church, at the park, in the bank, in school, at the doctor’s office, the lawyer’s office, and on and on and on. Twenty-two days of spreading infection out across the city, then out further and further, spiraling out to more and more people. I saw it clearly – the endless, unstoppable spread and I knew then that whatever that dream had been at Hanging Lake – whether Rachel had somehow actually spoken to me or not – didn’t matter. The warning was real. What was happening in China would now be happening here and we had no more means of stopping it than the Chinese had; I was certain of it. Even now as I sat in this harbor, there were – beyond any doubt - people that were infected, people that could infect me. And I wouldn’t be able to recognize them when they came; it might be the guy delivering parts to the boat store where I’d just bought spare bearings for the water maker. It might be some guy in his private plane flying down from San Francisco to go fishing for a couple of days. Maybe the waitress in the café this morning had been in San Francisco over the weekend visiting her mother and crossed paths with this family and I was already dead.


Stop, just stop. It was theoretically possible, but not likely. And again, the memory of Hanging Lake came to me and I found comfort in it, a sense of safety that I had no rational explanation for. Rachel told me to leave quickly; it was a warning, not a dirge. She hadn’t come to me to tell me I was about to die; she’d come to warn me to act, so that I would live.


And even now, I was isolated here in this harbor, at this mooring. Unless someone boarded me, I was safe where I was. Unless I went ashore and continued to push my luck, I couldn’t be infected. I looked around the harbor in the fading light. The mooring lights from other boats were beginning to come on, white and red, and I imagined a bubble existing around Windswept with me inside. But the bubble was fragile; I dimly heard the San Diego traffic in the background, saw movement around me both on the water and on shore. Imagine the virus here, people panicked, thinking they had time to get away; the roads are jammed. Wouldn’t more than a few think of grabbing a boat and escaping by sea? Would a man desperate to save his family hesitate to try to take my boat by force? And how would I stop anyone from boarding me? There was the Winchester; could I shoot someone?


I was safe on Windswept, but she was not safe in this harbor, in this city. She was not safe near land. The words came again; get out. Get out into blue water and head west across the Pacific.


But Christ, how could I do that? Where would I go to? And even if I knew the answers, would I be able to? It would mean thousands of kilometers across the Pacific, by myself. I haven’t even put the sails up yet! And all I’ve done is putter around the marina using the motors. Head out on the Pacific? That was insane; I’d surely do something stupid, make some novice mistake and capsize – and then I’d just die by drowning instead of the plague. I needed more time to learn, to take this in small steps. That had been the plan – we’d learn as we went; there was no rush, no need to take chances.




There won’t be time for you to get as comfortable as you’d like…




No, apparently there wouldn’t. No time to shake things out, no time for sea trials. But a bit of a compromise occurred to me; I had the motors. If I got mostly sunshine, the batteries would stay charged and I could just leave the sails down until I was out and away and found conditions that were easy and safe for me to gradually work into actually sailing. A nice bright sunny day, out in the middle of the ocean, with a gentle breeze and flat seas; I’d slowly raise the main and unfurl the jib and it would all under control. Sure, OK, maybe that’d work.


It wouldn’t matter that I wouldn’t get the speed she’s capable of right away – all I really needed at the moment was to get away from shore, away from people. There was plenty of food on board if I were careful, and as for water – well, with the water maker I had a theoretically endless supply. If I could keep enough charge in the batteries to drive Windswept at say, an average of five knots for eighteen hours a day, I could make one hundred and fifty kilometers every day. Admittedly, this was a stretch; it assumed perfect weather, favorable currents, no mechanical breakdowns, no electrical issues and no leaks. It meant, in short, that nothing - absolutely nothing – went wrong. And if one truism exists about boats, it’s this; things always go wrong.


But I didn’t need things to be perfect forever; just long enough to get my feet under me, long enough to learn to sail her. And though I sat for the next half hour trying to poke holes in this fledgling plan, I couldn’t. Or maybe I was just becoming morbidly fascinated with the whole idea. I sat and looked out toward the Pacific and tried to picture myself casting the mooring off, pushing the throttles forward, steering out between the other boats and making my way to the harbor mouth. I imagined the expanse in front of me, the endlessness of the ocean, and pictured myself heading straight out into it. Could I really do it? 


And it seemed in that moment that it’d gotten beyond the simple question of could. There were no alternatives anymore; I was leaving. Maybe it was Rachel’s message to me or maybe the deaths in San Francisco, or maybe it was both. The reality was that the question of doing it or not doing it was answered. I was doing it.


Which left, of course, only the question of where. I looked around the cockpit, found the monitor, dark and sleek, before me.


“Uh, Ray,” I said tentatively.


“Here, mate,” came the reply. The monitor brightened, displaying a satellite image of our position.


“Ray, I need some routes analyzed.”


“Sounds bonza, mate. Parameters, then, if you would.”


For the next three hours, I suggested routes for every conceivable destination, feeding Ray the same variables: six weeks of provisions, a gradual start that allowed me to get up to speed slowly, and a route that gave me favorable currents and the best chance of good weather.


For that set of conditions, Ray identified two possible options; a straight run southwest to Tahiti and Polynesia or a trans-Pacific run due west to Hawaii. Anything else was either so distant that food would become an issue, or the weather risk was unacceptable. Choosing Polynesia meant roughly a five thousand kilometer voyage, Hawaii a bit over four. Both of those numbers seemed impossibly huge.


And either way, what would I find when I got there? How would sailing across the Pacific be any different than the old guy in the café wanting to motor down to Baja? Compared to Baja, Tahiti and Hawaii were absolute tourist meccas; international airports existed on even on very remote islands in Polynesia, and as for Hawaii – well, the islands were inundated with thousands of tourists every day. The question was then, why head out across thousands of kilometers of open ocean just to reach a place as likely to be infected as here?


But the more I thought about the dynamics of this plague, the more I came to see that it wasn’t so much a question of where I went as when – and for how long I was out there alone. If the virus was as deadly, and as infectious as in China, then people in both places were – in all likelihood – already sick, but still in incubation. In fact, given the international travel involved, it was a little surprising the first case hadn’t appeared in Hawaii instead of San Francisco. And people would go to bed - tonight perhaps, tomorrow night or the next - and wake up unable to breathe and then they’d die. And wherever death began to appear, it would spread as fast as the infection itself had and in short order, Hawaii and Tahiti would be emptied of people. Maybe there’d be a few pockets of people that for whatever reason were infected late, but they’d eventually die - they’d all die. I had a sudden vision of the city of San Francisco in On the Beach, its streets empty of traffic and people, the population all dead from radiation. Would a city emptied of souls by the plague be any different than one left empty by radiation? Yes, I realized; once everyone was dead from the plague, the city would be left livable.


Ultimately, then, these weeks at sea were critical – not to get somewhere necessarily, but to be away from people. Until the infection ran its course. I focused on this thought, turned it into a mantra; survive until enough time goes by. It was a draconian, Faustian strategy, horrifying in its implications; buy my survival by waiting out the deaths of millions, perhaps billions, of people.


So, there it was, and without thinking too much more about it, the decision was made - it would be Hawaii. If it didn’t matter where I went, if the important thing was getting away from people until this thing had burnt itself out, then I’d rather end up there. Rachel and I had taken our honeymoon on Kauai and had returned twice. The memories there with her were the best of my life. 


I looked out over the ocean, to the faded remnants of the sunset. Out there, Kauai still lay in mid-day sunshine, lush and verdant – as beautiful an island as any place on Earth. I suppose I was choosing it based as much on memories and emotion as cold logic, but really, what ultimately it came to was this; Kauai seemed at least real to me. I could imagine making it. Tahiti, on the other hand, seemed as far away – and as impossible – as Mars. I knew in my heart this was a decision that had life or death consequences, but I had to make it based on the means available to me and all I had was my own thoughts and fears. I raised my glass with the last swallow of whiskey in it, held it out to the darkening western sky. I’m coming back, I whispered aloud.


My sleep was full of nightmarish images that woke me twice in the night, sweaty and heavy, tangled in the sleeping bag. At four in the morning, blaming the whiskey, I gave up and made coffee. There were a few boats, probably heading out to fish, idling around me, preparing their own departures. I readied everything below I could think of – made sure everything was stowed and secured. There were still items remaining on the list and I thought about the risk of taking time to get them. I wanted a second gun, a hand gun, to have a backup to the Winchester; something that could be carried more easily. But I would have to go into town and the paperwork and a background check could take hours, and in the meantime, I would be encountering people. If I were not infected already, would having a second gun be worth risking my life? I could almost feel the dark progress of the plague making its way over the land, coursing southward person by person, toward me from San Francisco.


There simply was no more time. 


And as the horizon behind me began to lighten and the red eye rose sullenly above the skyline behind me, the pressure inside my chest became unbearable. My heart pounding, I reached over the gunwale and unhooked the aft line from the mooring ball with an unsteady hand. The tide was slack and Windswept rocked lightly in the chop from a passing boat. I took the tiller in one hand and flipped on the auxiliary with the other, gently nudging the starboard throttle forward. I stood up to get a good view, needing to maneuver through the dozens of moorings, then out and around a jetty to the main harbor channel, and from there, south to the tip of Point Loma before finding the open sea. I cursed as a large fishing boat, impatient with my crawling pace, accelerated around me, leaving me slewing in their wake dangerously close to another boat. But Emma had taught me well, and I used the two props to countermand the slewing, straightening us. I got past the jetty and into the main channel, far wider, and nudged the throttles forward a bit, heard the rising pitch from the controller as the props bit deeper, faster. I watched Point Loma sliding by to starboard and in minutes it fell behind us and I shoved the tiller to port and pushed both throttles another centimeter forward. Windswept answered and I marveled at the smooth, effortless force. With the increased speed, the tiller became light as a feather, and I took a deep breath and nudged them again, another centimeter, and we were up to six knots. It felt like sixty; both exhilarating and frightening.


The western sky loomed grey, lightened only indirectly by a mauve reflection from the sunrise behind us. Spread before me, endlessly, infinitely, was the vastness of the Pacific. I glanced at my watch; it was just past six. Rachel, I thought, I’m doing it; stay with me.










CHAPTER NINE




ONE MINUTE YOU’RE tethered to land in some fashion – a dock, an anchor, a mooring perhaps – and you can feel it, feel the gravity of it, the safe familiarity. And then you release yourself to the sea, and at once you’re in a different world. We were hardly out of the harbor, surrounded by the sounds and smells of dozens of fishing boats and yet the feeling of entering a strange realm, of being subject to new laws, of facing a new reckoning, was overwhelming. A feeling of nearly unbearable expectancy rose in me and I waited for what must be coming; some unknown but certain catastrophe.


But nothing happened; the sea was calm, the winds light. The sun rose behind me and morning gradually spread westward, illuminating the sea and sky before us. There was the soft pitching of Windswept as we rose and fell over the chop created by boats around us. It was all benign, uneventful; surely safer than driving the pickup through San Diego streets. You can’t stay wound tight forever. This was no different than sailing in Casco Bay, other than going a wee bit further out. 


Right.


Four thousand kilometers further, on a boat that not only had I never sailed, but that had just been launched.


Which, of course, now that we were moving, meant I needed – immediately – to check every opening, every seacock, every seam for water tightness. All three hulls had automatic bilge pumps, and backups for the bilge pumps, to protect against the slightest leak. I saw in my mind’s eye all the joins in the hulls where I’d fitted the two hull-halves together, then taped, epoxied and filleted them into a whole; had I done each one well enough to keep all water out, had I done well enough to structurally hold her against the power of the sea?


Time to check.


Meaning I needed to set the autopilot so that I could let go of the rudder for more than a few minutes. Where – and how – did I do that? Then, thanking the gods for Emma, I remembered her telling me with a giggle; “When in doubt, ask Ray”. I glanced at the monitor.


“Ray?” I called out, hesitant.


“Aye, mate,” came the prompt and cheery response.


“Ray, uh, set the autopilot, please.”


“Good on ya! Just need to know the course, yeah?”


“Right, yes. Kauai. Nawiliwili Bay.”


“That’s back o’ Bourke, that is! Course confirmed for Nawiliwili. I’ve got the helm.”


Back of Bourke? Where do they come up with this shit? 


I felt the pressure on the tiller firm as the autopilot assumed control and released it. Still, it nagged at me that I’d forgotten how to set the autopilot myself. I’d built the boat, I’d installed the systems, and I’d forgotten how to engage the autopilot? If I’d fumbled something like that, what would it be like setting the sails for the first time? This was a sail boat – the motors were called auxiliaries for a reason. And what else would I forget about completely? And there, in a nutshell, was my albatross; the weakness that hung around my neck like a millstone. In all the time building her and in the two years after she’d been completed and left waiting in the barn – in all that time, not once had I completely assembled her. Heading out to cross an ocean under those circumstances was akin to building an airplane then just taking off without checking to see if the wings would stay on. Sure, you might be just fine, but it wasn’t a risk I’d be comfortable taking.


And I’ve known it, really, I’ve known it. I knew I should have pulled everything from the barn, all the pieces, and set up the rigging as if she were going into the water. I should’ve tested the sails and turned on all the systems, worked out the kinks, resolved all the bugs. 


But then Rachel died. 


Enough; worrying about it wouldn’t change a damn thing. I was out on the ocean and I just needed to break it down to the immediate – we needed to keep moving; simple as that. Keep the motors going and make sure we’re pointed in the right direction, which was pretty much due west. Just do that much.


And, obviously, we needed to stay afloat. Sinking would definitely be a problem. And there are lots of ways to sink a boat, most of them involving nothing more than human carelessness. So, there were checks to do – lots of them. And they needed to happen now. I had to trust Ray to steer, and I needed to get moving. Taking a deep breath, I ducked down the hatchway into the cabin.


Checking began with the driveshafts, and the holes in the hull where they penetrated. These openings have to be tight enough around the shafts not to let water leak in, yet still allow them to turn easily. An ancient problem with boats, it was solved in the old days with something called a stuffing box. These were, paradoxically, a mechanism that was designed to slowly leak – just enough of a leak to lubricate the shaft, allowing it to turn. The bit of water that did the lubricating slowly accumulated in the bilge, and eventually got pumped out.


But Windswept had no real bilge, there was nowhere for the water to drip to. And there were far more modern materials these days; gel-like polymers that formed a ring, creating a seal so tight against the shafts that not a drop of water could get through. Yet they were so slippery there was no friction. Still – a hole in the hull was a hole in the hull and I needed to check. I did - they were bone dry.


Next, I thought I’d look at the through-hulls for the two sinks – one in the galley and one in the head. I started forward, intending to check the galley first. But I wasn’t used to moving about the boat while it was underway and just as I was mid-step, we lurched into the trough of a shallow wave. It wasn’t much movement, but enough to cause me to lose my balance, and I fell hard against the aka housing, the sharp end of one of the holding pins slicing a gash in my shoulder. Swearing in irritation and pain, I dug out the first aid kit, using surgical glue to close the wound. Well, I wouldn’t do that again. But it occurred to me that having that pin in a position where it could cut me at all was stupid, and I began to critically examine some of my construction decisions from the new perspective of actually being at sea. It was sobering to now see some of my short sightedness, and as it turned out, the gash in my shoulder was only the first of a half-dozen bruises, scrapes and cuts that I gave myself in those first hours before I began obeying the old sailor’s adage; one hand for the boat, one for yourself. And where I could, I began devising fixes for those aspects of boat design that had, at the time, seemed so benign and inconsequential.


All of this brought to mind a greater fear – what was to prevent me from falling overboard? I imagined an innocent slip, my hands scrabbling helplessly for the lifelines as I plunged off the boat, looking up out of the water as she sailed on without me, no one on board to turn about and come back for me. It was a terrifying scenario, and I spent an hour rigging up a “jack line” – a carbon fiber cable that ran from the bow to the stern, onto which I could clip a line that was attached to a safety harness. This clip allowed the line to easily slide along the cable, so I could travel anywhere on deck – and no matter what the conditions, never fear going over. It was hard not to feel silly using it in calm conditions, and after a while it became such a nuisance that I clipped into it only when I left the cockpit.


The good news after these first few painful hours was that other than a minor drip from the depth transponder through-hull – something I managed to easily re-seal – there were no leaks.


Until the sails went up then, the only other thing needing immediate looking after was the provision for drinking water. With the design of the hulls, there simply had been no capacity for carrying water, with room for only a single small tank of twenty liters built beneath the cabin sole. The water itself was provided by a water maker, a device that used hydraulic pressure to force seawater through a filter fine enough to remove the salt and all impurities. There were two on board – one mounted in the galley which ran off the ‘house’ batteries, and the other stored with emergency provisions; a portable model that was pumped manually. Neither was very fast – it took the electric version over two hours to fill the twenty-liter tank - but that was enough to provide for the daily water needs of at least four people, showers excluded. And for me alone – well, I’d be in fresh water heaven.


Aside from when I’d first bought them, they’d never been tested. If they didn’t produce now, there’d be no point in continuing. I went to the galley and turned the water pump on and opened the faucet, immediately hearing the pump. A long pause – enough that I began to wonder – then water, cool and sweet from the tap. Once the small tank had filled, the pump would only need to come on when water levels dropped to the ten-liter mark.


I settled back into the cockpit and resumed manual steering after another little conversation with my new best buddy Ray.


“Ray, cancel autopilot.”


“Just when she’s getting’ fun, you ol’ cobber. Right then, you’ve got er’.”


“Display map, please.”


“Right-o.” 


I watched our progress on the map, asking Ray to add more and more data to the display; speed over ground, projected course line, water temperature and depth, wind speed and direction, and any navigation hazards that fell within our course line. It was all fascinating, though seeing the course line extending off the edge of a five-hundred kilometer scale display was sobering.




The frenetic boat traffic that had been around me in the outer region of the harbor had subsided almost completely. Still, even after two hours, because of the northwesterly set to the coastline, looking north it seemed we’d hardly gotten offshore. Looking back to the southeast however, it was much more dramatic. Land was little more than a distant smudge, disappearing almost completely into the haze of the horizon. Boats appeared as dots in the distance, trailing silver wakes in the dark blue water. Only rarely did another boat come anywhere near us; traffic, I supposed, for Catalina Island.


We’d covered a scant ten kilometers over the ground, maybe eleven, heading due west. I realized we must be motoring into a slight easterly current and just for the hell of it did a quick calculation. We’d managed about one quarter of one percent of the more than four thousand kilometers between us and Kauai. It was more than a little disconcerting; it was everything I could do not to turn around and head back. I tried to settle in, tried to tell myself to do just what I was doing – take it an hour at a time, a kilometer at a time. More than anything, I needed to accept the journey itself as my new life; this was going to be a very long haul.


Growing tired of staring at the monitor, I decided to have lunch and again asked Ray to take over. Though the weather was still beautiful and the seas mild, a long swell had begun to build and Windswept rose to it, coasting on top, then sliding back down as it passed beneath us. They built quickly, growing within an hour to a height of three meters or more, flowing in a regular sequence of evenly spaced rows like a giant washboard on the face of the sea. Waves and troughs come together in pairs, so a three-meter wave meant a six-meter rise followed by a six-meter slide back down. Over and over.


Having eaten a sandwich and some greasy chips, I noticed the first protest from my stomach. The tiniest of sensations, no more than a momentary lurch, a hiccup; I passed it off as nothing. A few minutes later, a second flip of my stomach, and soon after, a third. I began to fear the truth then, and tried to fight the growing nausea, reject it through sheer force of will. But the swells rolled on, one after another without pause, and with each successive drop my stomach felt more tenuous, more vulnerable until I knew, with certainty, what was in front of me. Once seasickness gets a toehold, there’s not a damn thing that will stop it. I climbed up onto the deck, hoping that the open air would help. It did seem to for a moment, and my hopes rose.


But abruptly, it all went south. In seconds, I was stomach-down on the gunwale and retching into the ocean. And still the swells continued, making the seasickness worse and worse, and though within a few minutes I had nothing left inside, I continued to gag and retch every half hour or so, until my throat was raw, and I had to squeeze my eyes shut at the pain in each heaving, gagging episode over the side.


By late afternoon as I lay head-down staring into the water, I dimly noticed that we were no longer making headway. Completely a slave to the nausea, I’d not scanned the instruments for hours. Now, forcing myself to focus my eyes, I saw that our speed was a negative point two knots; we were essentially moving backwards. The batteries were at forty-five percent and charging. And the drive system had turned itself off.


Running the motors at two-thirds power since seven that morning, without pause for eight hours, we’d managed to make eighty kilometers of progress to sea. The technology onboard, in terms of the drive system and the batteries used to power it, was the most modern available. The batteries were all copper foam – able to charge so quickly that at low speeds, they could maintain power to the motor drive even as they were being charged. And to provide for that charging, I had installed a large bank of graphene matrix solar cells, a new technology of unprecedented efficiency. Taken together, the batteries and solar cells formed a nearly perfect powerplant - assuming I observed certain rules. And of those, the most critical was not to let the batteries fall below a certain charge level. No system on board was more power hungry than the drive motors and even with this sunny day, the solar cells hadn’t been able to pump enough voltage into the batteries to keep them above that critical level, so the controller, programmed to do so, had shut the system down. 


The house batteries were a completely independent system, and they’d had very little draw; the monitor showed them at ninety-nine percent. There was a way to temporarily switch the house batteries to the drive system, but if I let those get low and we got cloud cover and no charging, well, everything from the water maker to Ray would be compromised. Without sailing, we were going no further until the batteries were recharged, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to raise the sails for the first time in the midst of puking my guts out.


Moaning, I crawled through the hatchway on hands and knees, down into the cabin, found a wash cloth and wet it. I dragged myself back on deck – the nausea was far worse below – and collapse onto a cockpit seat. I spread the wet cloth over my eyes and lay in an uncaring stupor. Fuck the solar cells. Fuck the sails and fuck the sea, too, for that matter. Throughout the late afternoon hours, I tried sipping water, tried saltine crackers, tried electrolytes – nothing stayed down. 


The drive batteries would be recharged up to sixty percent, I’d feel the system come back on line and the surge of the props, then in an hour, they’d drop below the threshold and we’d return to drifting. By eight that evening, with the sun beginning its descent into the sea, I knew the motors were done for the day. I went below and brought out a sleeping bag and lay on it in the cockpit. I meant to keep watch but fell instead into a fitful sleep of awful dreams, waking occasionally to bend over the side of the boat, the waves black beneath me. 


And so, I passed my first night at sea, retching into the Pacific as we wallowed like deadwood. We had come far enough that the coast behind us had long since disappeared, and the sea around me was opaque and mysterious. I had never felt so miserable or so alone.










CHAPTER TEN




WHETHER IT WAS the light that woke me or the rawness in my throat, I knew only that I opened my eyes to bright sunshine, sensed instinctively that the drive system was still shut down, and decided against any immediate movement. Closing my eyes against the light, I deliberately explored the state of my body. Avaricious thirst, pain along my rib cage, but… no nausea. I waited for the arrival of a swell, but none came. Squinting against the sunlight, I opened my eyes again and sat up, tangled like a child in the damp sleeping bag.


My first thought, other than profound relief at the absence of nausea, was worry at the state of the batteries, and I called out with a raspy voice to Ray. He reported forty percent, with a charging rate approaching maximum in the early morning sun. We were at dead stop, eighty-two kilometers out of San Diego harbor, having drifted off-course to the north by roughly five kilometers. At least we hadn’t gone too terribly far backwards.


My second thought was that my mouth had never tasted this bad in my entire life. More than the need I felt for coffee and aspirin – in that order - was the desperate desire to brush my teeth, to cleanse the remnants of hours and hours of vomiting. Head throbbing, body aching and eyes still watering from the sunlight reflecting up at me from the water, I dragged myself and the sleeping bag down the hatchway steps and stumbled to the head. The face that stared back at me from the little mirror was a pale, unshaven, red-eyed wild man that I hardly recognized.


Sweet god, I thought, and for the next five minutes did what I could to help myself. With fresh mouth, scrubbed face and finger-combed hair, if I didn’t exactly feel on top of the world, I was at the least prepared to have a go at the day. A fresh shirt grabbed from the duffel as I made my way past the settee, and a pair of shorts that weren’t covered in dried puke felt like another step toward civilization.


And twenty minutes later, as the first of the caffeine found its way into my system, my appetite awoke, and I pulled smoked salmon, cheese, juice and granola from the stores locker and went back out into the sunshine and did my utmost to make up for the calories I’d spewed into the sea the day before.


I suppose there’s a place your mind arrives at, no matter what situation you find yourself in, where you realize you’re in it, you’re not getting out of it, and you’d damned well better start making the best of it. And sitting there as I ate, this first morning of my new life at sea, I felt very much that I had reached that place. I was drained of fear, wearied to death of feeling sick, and by god, I’d just spent a night on the open ocean. I’d good and truly done what I’d promised Rachel, and I felt determined in that moment to see it through as best I could.


All right then - the first real step would be to get Windswept sailing. No matter how sophisticated her motors, she was a sailboat and I was determined to get us underway. We weren’t going to make it across the Pacific Ocean on battery power, and she was far faster under sail.


The breeze was light, out of the southwest, and steady, the sea flat. Do it now, by god; do it now while it’s easy.


I took the dishes to the galley and quickly washed them and left them drying, then made my way forward, past the head. The design decision had been made long ago to use this space – normally taken up with a V-berth - for light storage and a little work area. To port, I had built a set of lockers that stored sails, bedding, clothing, and some of the lighter food items like pasta, rice, flour and coffee. And to starboard, there was a small workbench against the hull where I could make repairs. 


The sails themselves were secured in the lower lockers, stashed inside labelled bags so they could be grabbed in a hurry without a mistake. Now, I rummaged through and pulled out two of them – ‘main’ and ‘standard jib’. These were a bit minimal, I knew - in the benign conditions that existed this morning, I should’ve gone with the larger jib, or even the genoa. Never mind, I told myself. Start with the basics.


On a boat – on any boat, but especially on a sailboat - everything that occurs involving the boat has to become a routine, patterned movement that becomes so ingrained it can be done in the dark, with the wind shrieking and the deck heaving, in bitter cold or in driving rain. You’ve got to be able to do it when you’re hurting, or seasick, or sleepy. It must be a routine as autonomous, as unthinking, as drawing a breath.


I had no such routine; I hardly knew where to begin. And over the next two hours, everything that could go wrong, did. Lines snarled, halyards caught, sail slides jammed, cleats wouldn’t hold, and battens stuck. At one point, sitting on the foredeck with a pile of sails heaped around me, halyards and lines in a hopeless tangle, I was ready to throw it all – and myself – overboard. But as I sat there, furious and frustrated, I suddenly heard a light music; the sound of Rachel’s laughter. It was so clear and vivid, I turned my head one way then another, trying to locate the source. I sat there on the foredeck in the confusion of line and sails, sitting very still, and listened to it for perhaps ten seconds; it was her, beyond doubt. I suppose I questioned, at some level, that I was hearing it at all, but that just didn’t seem important. After a moment, I began to laugh too; it was just that contagious. And with that, the burden of getting the sails and rigging just right, perfectly right, the pressure I was putting on myself, fell away. Really, there was all the time in the world. Just set this stuff on one hank at a time, buddy.


I stood up, untangled myself and left everything in a heap; fuck this, let’s have some breakfast. I went below and cooked a Swedish pancake, took it to the cockpit and sat eating, enjoying the sunshine. Music, I thought. 


“Ray, do you have access to my Spotify account?”


“Too right, mate. What’s for you, then?”


“Uh, classical. Random.”


“Corker of a tune on its way.”


And after I’d eaten, like magic, the tangled lines unwound themselves to the sounds of Debussy and the stubborn heaps of sail cloth were tamed in the soaring glory of Carmina Burana. And finally, as Wagner thundered out across the sea, the jib went on and then the mainsail. It was as if I’d done it a thousand times.


Time to sail.


“Ray,” I called, “cancel music.”


The music stopped at once; silence descended except for the light slapping of the lines against the mast and the soft whisper of the wind.


“Cancel autopilot, stop the drives.”


“Right, mate.”


“Oh, and Ray, when we start moving, just keep the rudder amidships.”


“Aye, ‘cap – as you say.”


I took a deep breath. 


Reaching for the main halyard, I put two wraps of it around the big winch on the starboard cockpit coaming and began winding. It rose a third of the way up before the breeze, light but persistent, caught it and set it to flogging. Nothing to be done for it, and I kept winding; half way, then two thirds, then I was pulling the halyard tight and cleating it off. 


I’d let the boom swing out fully to starboard, to keep the leading edge of the sail – the luff - into the wind, and now with the main fully up, it whipped about frantically; the noise was awful but brought little fury, and I began to haul in the boom steadily, deliberately, gradually bringing the sail into tension. And the miracle began – Windswept awoke, shook herself like a dog too long asleep, and surged forward. She sailed! A perfect wake rose benignly at our stern, three parallel streams in the blue-green water. I winched the main sheet in further, flattening the sail, and she bit her lee ama a little deeper into the sea and began to run.


If you’ve never sailed, it’s a difficult thing to explain. Taken in the abstract, ten knots or even twenty knots aren’t numbers high on the speed charts. But if you’re standing on the deck of a sailing ship as the immense power of the wind is harnessed and made to work for you; as that power becomes movement and the human-conceived creature you ride over the surface of the sea comes alive with it – when you’ve stood and felt that, then tell me you didn’t do what I did, which was to scream aloud with joy. To scream and scream again, my tears whipping away in the wind.


The monitor showed true windspeed at eight knots from the south, off our port side; the boat speed six knots and climbing. I winched in tighter until I saw the telltales along the trailing edge of the sail start to flutter, then eased the sheet out again until they were smooth along the surface of the sail and secured it. 


With this done, I turned to the jib and began unfurling it as well, needing to watch for fouling as starboard jib line tightened and the port-side line unwound. The jib, snapping furiously, was gradually brought to heel by the tightening sheet, and again, I used its telltales as a guide. Then I stood, feeling Windswept balance herself, at long last driving over the sea as she’d been created to do. 


All the hours, the days and nights and weekends. The time spent in the barn, my life suspended for the boat - all for this moment. I thought of the countless times, as the hulls took shape, as they became recognizable as a boat, when I would put down my tools to sit where I now sat, looking forward over an imagined sea, wondering, always asking the same question; how will it feel?


And now I knew. But how to describe it? The title of Kundera’s masterpiece rose to me; The Unbearable Lightness of Being. That was it exactly, wasn’t it? Unbearable lightness, as though my soul could take no more, was filled with all it could ever be filled with in this life, in this world. I was crying one moment and laughing the next as we leapt from wave to wave, as sounds of the boat moving through the ocean at speed crashed like sweet cymbals about me. I thought of Rachel; she should have been here, she should have been here with me. She deserved it, so much more than I did.


But I am here, love.


I swung around, nearly letting go the tiller, looking behind me, all around me. What did I think I’d see? There was, of course, nothing there.


Then her soft laugher.


“Rachel?” I called. Then again, “Rachel?”


I waited, but there was nothing more.


I felt the tiller alive in my hand and looked down at it, examined it as if I’d never seen it before. I’d made it painstakingly from Birdseye Maple, spent far too many hours on it, really. But Rachel had encouraged me – what other single thing on the boat are you going to touch as much as the tiller? Make it so beautiful you love it every time you put your hand on it. And it seemed organic to me, warm, almost sentient. I thought of her every time I saw it, every time I touched it. 


I looked up at the full sails and the grandness of blue skies and ocean beyond.


“Anytime, Raich,” I shouted. “I’ll be right here.” I laughed and turned back to driving the boat.


Windswept had veered to starboard a bit, wind starting to build. Still, the tiller was light and effortless, and I let go of it for a moment just to see, and she stayed on course beautifully. The wind was up to ten knots, low teens in the gusts and I saw we were making eight knots, up to ten in the stronger gusts, and again, I shouted aloud with the joy of it. 


The design sacrifices I had made, the difficult construction methods and materials; all done with a nod to the god of speed. But still it was all theoretical – until now. To be able to sail nearly at wind speed had been the dream, and though this was only the first trial, she was doing it, and doing it easily. In voyaging terms, she had ‘long legs’ – the innate ability to make distance. She was a passage maker.




For the next hour, I sailed her, the sun rising warmly at my back. I played with the sails and the tiller as I would’ve played with the gearshift and accelerator on a new car, trying different positions, different angles into the wind, steering between the building waves at different angles - across the faces, into them, between them. I began, just a little, to get to know her.


Curiosity drove me to tell Ray to set the autopilot, watching for a moment as the tiller made minute corrections, working as well with the sails as it had with the drive system. It was enormously satisfying to see the batteries at seventy-nine percent and rising, knowing they weren’t needed.


I stayed in the cockpit watching the sea, feeling the wind, savoring the sunlight. On the GPS monitor, I could see we were no more than fifteen kilometers east of a substantial island, one I’d not even been aware was there. I’d never heard it; a place called San Clemente. Our drift north during the night must’ve brought it along our adjusted course line. I measured the projected line; we’d be it at its southern tip in about ten kilometers. 


“Ray, pull up detail on San Clemente.” The response came in seconds.


“A bodgy place, mate. All military, hey? It’s rubbish, but regulations say we’re not to land. They’ll throw a wobbly if we try.” I thought this over for a moment.


“Is there a distance limit around it?” I asked. “Do we need to stand off?”


“Nah, mate – it’s all good; close as we want. Says we can’t go ashore is all, right?”


Well, great – not that I was planning a stop but had there been a decent sand beach and easy landing conditions, I might’ve considered it. Still, no worries – it’d be fun to pass alongside it, my first island.


We ran on, and I thought of a thousand things I should do – check the through-hulls again, toss the hydro-generator overboard and make sure it’s working, check the aka mounting pins, check the standing rigging, check the stores, check the stowage, check the head, check the kerosene tank, check for areas where the mainsail could chafe – and on and on; the endless vigilance of a sailor at sea, where the constant motion wore things down, frayed things, loosened things. 


Instead, first things being first, I asked Ray to take over the steering and made myself some lunch. Smoked salmon again; I loved smoked salmon.




In an hour, the island had not only risen into view, but presented an imposing picture – green saw-backed hills high above the ocean formed a backdrop to a craggy coastline that looked entirely unappealing as a place to land. We were approaching from the southeast and I had a good perspective of the length of it. The map showed it to be more than thirty kilometers long, its orientation running off northward of our course. As we passed, we’d be alongside it for no more than half an hour before we left it behind us to continue our westward course.


Another ten minutes and we were abreast of it. I canceled the autopilot and took the tiller, closing to within a few hundred meters of it, seeing no signs of civilization whatsoever. No buildings, no roads; nothing but the very rugged hills.


It was fun actually, skirting so close to the land, watching it slide by while I looked for animals or signs of people. There was also a vague sense of comfort in being close to land again after two days in the open ocean. Still, I knew I needed to stay vigilant – the chart showed shallow water along this southern shore and we were well into it. It wasn’t the water depth itself that worries me – Windswept with her shallow draft could easily handle that – but rocky spires protruded from the bottom unpredictably. The ones above the surface were avoidable, but the ones just below it were a threat. Any impact with rock at the speeds we were traveling would rip the bottom of the hulls open – and that would be that. So, out of caution, I began gradually veering us further out, heading for deeper water, away from any possibility of collision.


I had just begun bearing away when I heard the abrupt scream of outboard motors, large ones, approaching from behind, and whirled around to see a boat heading straight at us. It sped toward us like a freight train going downhill and as it neared to within a hundred meters, I could see it was a military-style rigid inflatable, painted in camouflage. It had to be doing fifty or sixty knots, occasionally flying the hull as it slammed through wave tops. It sped to within twenty meters of us – close enough that I could clearly see two men in fatigues, helmeted, weapons strapped to their chests, before abruptly veering off. It executed a tight circle and stopped dead in the water, thirty or forty meters away, pointed directly at us. I saw motion on board, then heard a voice booming through a loudspeaker.


“Sailing craft, bear away, bear away.” 


There was a momentary pause, then a sound like a giant zipper coming undone and the water in front of us erupted in a line of small geysers, starting dead abeam of us and running off twenty meters before our bow.


“Sailing craft, bear away now. There will be no second warning.”


Christ almighty! I pushed the tiller hard to starboard. With wind out of the south, we immediately went dead in the water as soon the bow passed directly into the wind. 


I slammed the throttles forward, hearing the complaint from the controller as Windswept accelerated, water churning into foam behind us. Struggling to stay upright as we banged over waves, I kept my eyes on the inflatable, fearing more gunfire. None came, though the boat stayed with us, maintaining their distance. What in bloody hell did these people think they were doing? Fury, raw unfettered anger, replaced the shock I felt.


Keeping the tiller wedged against my legs I turned completely around, facing the inflatable and raised a fist.


“You FUCKERS!” I screamed. I knew they couldn’t hear me; I didn’t care.


I eased off the throttles a bit, letting our speed drop to six knots. How far, I wondered, is far enough? A kilometer? Two?


“Ray,” I called. “Engage autopilot. Take us two kilometers off shore, come no closer, and resume course.”


“Aye, aye, cap. She’ll be right.”


With shaking hands, I went forward and lowered and stowed all sail, turning back every few seconds to glare at the trailing boat. 


The inflatable shadowed us for the next hour. We were never threatened again, though there was no doubt in my mind that, had I turned back, the promise of no second warning would’ve been kept. I sat the entire time in the cockpit, watching the island fading away to starboard, trying to come to grips with what had just happened. I’d been fired on – presumably by my own government, and with no explanation. And for what? I’d not even come close to attempting a landing.


Far to starboard, barely visible, the northwestern end of the island finally came into view and I took up the binoculars and tried to make out what I could. Even from this distance I was able to see several buildings and paved roads making up what seemed almost a small city. Boats scurried about a large harbor and the surrounding sea like bees to a hive, and even in the few minutes that I watched, two mammoth air tankers approached, switched to vertical flight, and eased to the ground. It seemed an amazing amount of activity for a small island a hundred kilometers off the coast of Southern California.


What the hell was all this? This was no normal security – live ammo being used to keep a civilian boat away? It made no sense at all. With Ray driving, I continued to watch through the binoculars as long as I could make out any detail at all, growing more and more troubled.




Finally, around eleven in the morning, as the island faded into the haze, so did the inflatable. Alone on the sea again, I raised sail, cut the motors and left Ray to maintain the autopilot. I stayed in the cockpit, mulling over the insanity that had just happened.


Was it possible that things had deteriorated so badly over the past couple of days that the military had taken things into its own hands? Were these patrols not about security at all, but developing some form of quarantine? It seemed to me to be the only rational explanation; extreme measures for extreme circumstances. Laws be damned if you’re the military, right? Use your weaponry and superior force to protect yourself first, worry about civilian laws later. Especially if civilian laws were failing; I had to consider the possibility that marshal law had been declared. And if it had, then it meant the Python was getting the upper hand.










CHAPTER ELEVEN




LONG AFTER THE shock of seeing bullets trace along the water in front of me had faded, the implications of the encounter continued to haunt me. The anger and resentment that had energized me as we’d been followed by the patrol boat melted into uncertainty and then into a growing fear that the whole journey was a mistake. The experience at San Clemente Island had cast a shadow over me; it seemed a depressingly bad omen.


As we continued westward under full sail, the darkness of doubt continued to grow and with a heavy heart, I began considering the possibility of abandoning the whole idea of Hawaii. I knew there was a naval base on Kauai, at Barking Sands, a large missile facility bristling with fighter jets and a full contingent of warships, including submarines. After the reception I’d gotten at San Clemente, what sort of complete lunacy might I be facing when I reached Kauai? With all the resources there, wasn’t it possible they might try to blockade the entire island? Wasn’t it entirely possible the military, in a panic, could just go rogue? I imagined sailing four thousand kilometers, arriving low on food, only to find a Naval frigate or destroyer blocking me. Warning rounds zipping into the water, loud speakers blaring – turn around or be sunk. And then what? What would there be for me then? Better to turn back now, I thought, while I still had provisions to make my way somewhere else.


And I nearly did.


“Ray.”


“Here, mate.”


“Change course.”


“Wha’dya like then, hey?”


Well, that was the question, wasn’t it? If not Hawaii, then where? Turn south for Polynesia? Try hiding out in the Gulf of California? Turn back to San Diego? I began replaying all the arguments I’d already spent hours agonizing over – and I just couldn’t stand it. I was sick of debating it, sick of the nagging indecision. And the scale began tilting back. Kauai wasn’t San Clemente; there were civilians everywhere. There were marinas and pleasure boat traffic everywhere – a quarantine wouldn’t be possible, no matter what the military might want to do. I was overreacting. I had a plan, we were making progress, and I should stick to it. If it proved to be a mistake, then it’d just have to be a mistake. Whatever I encountered when I got there, I’d deal with it then. Goddamn it, I was going to Hawaii.


“Fuck it,” I said.


“Sorry, mate?”


I sighed.


“Belay the course change, Ray.”


“Aye, Cap’n.”


I stood staring out over the bow as we continued on course. Crisis averted, a weight lifted. Time to go eat.


I went below and bent to the cooking. I enjoyed being in the galley, standing braced against the rails, adjusting to the quick movements of the boat, taking satisfaction in the efficiency of cooking with everything so close to hand. Stores, water, seasoning, cutlery, pots and pans – I needn’t move, just reach. And when I had everything prepared, sitting down to eat and watching the sea go by through the port holes was immensely pleasurable to me. There was the sense of being self-contained, as though cocooned in my own small world here on the sea, complete. There was great comfort in it.


And then, wash up the few dishes and back out on deck. It was still mostly sunny, but high, thin cirrus had crept across the sky and the wind was building. Seas were rising with it – short steep waves, though not yet hardly more than a meter, and no breaking crests. Wind speed was at twelve knots steady now, fifteen to eighteen in gusts; this was still solid sailing weather, and with the increased wind we were making twelve knots easily, at times fifteen. It felt effortless, if perhaps not a bit rambunctious; Windswept just beginning to take the bit in her teeth. I was still new at this, still a bit anxious about the sails and thought for a while about putting a reef in the mainsail, reducing its size. It would lower our speed but reduce risk, reduce the need for wariness. I came to my feet to do it as we heeled from a gust, then settled back down in my seat as the wind eased, and in the end, I just left it.


Feeling restless, I pulled out my journal and began planning a watch schedule, and a checklist I’d use each time a watch started. The checklist was easy, though it ended up longer than I’d expected as I kept thinking of things that should be done routinely. Check for water tightness, of course; assess drive and navigation systems, including the autopilot. Food stores – keep an eye out for bugs, or leaks or open containers. Rigging, both standing and running, because now that we were sailing, chafe was a serious threat. And radar – I’d not even turned it on, but it was another critical piece of gear – it would be my eyes while I slept. 


And as for sleeping, I needed to set a strict schedule. Being alone presented special problems. Obviously, I couldn’t stay awake constantly, and with only myself to do it, that meant the boat must go unwatched at times. The question was, for how long, and how often? My greatest fear was hitting something while I slept - the seas were full of trash; large, heavy trash that could punch through Windswept’s eggshell-thin hulls in an instant. A small hole was one thing; I had patches and epoxy. A large gash, or the entire end of a hull smashed off was a different thing entirely. It would be the end of us. This was where the radar would be so valuable – its proximity alarm, once set, would alert me if we approached something large enough to be a danger.


Eventually, I decided to try a rotating schedule of six hours awake followed by two hours of sleep. That would give me six hours of sleep every twenty-four hours, with Windswept never going more than two hours unattended. It wasn’t optimal, but it was the best I could do. I wondered what it would be like to be here with someone else; anyone else, really – the relief of being able to share the worry, the relief of having someone help. But the one I wanted wasn’t here, other than in my head. But I could at least hear other people, couldn’t I?


I set the notebook down and looked at the monitor.


“Ray, bring up CNN Global.”


“Right-o, mate.”


A hesitation, a brief spark of white noise, then a young woman appeared on the screen, pale and nervous, obviously reading from her own monitor.


“…are telling CNN that the outbreaks in Austin are very similar to what is being seen in New York City, Los Angeles, Atlanta and Miami – and of course, what everyone knows has occurred in San Francisco, where the first cases in the U.S. appeared. Despite concerns over the surprising speed with which the virus seems to be spreading, authorities are assuring the public that these are isolated outbreaks, traceable to individuals who have recently visited Asia, particularly China.


Independent virologists contacted by CNN, however, are warning that if this is indeed the same virus that has been decimating entire regions of China, these outbreaks are nothing more than the tip of the iceberg. They tell us that the real impact will be felt when the secondary spread of infection passes beyond the incubation stage and symptoms begin appearing. The fear is that the pattern of exponential spread occurring in China awaits not only America, but the world.


The CDC remain cautiously optimistic, telling CNN that no hard facts support any conjecture that we would experience the kind of uncontrolled infection that has occurred in China. Privately, however, sources are admitting that the unprecedented incubation period, combined with the apparent mutation rate of the virus, presents scientists with unprecedented challenges. Officially, the CDC remains confident that a viral test protocol, and of course a vaccine, can be quickly developed. Privately, however, there seems to be growing belief that the virus itself was engineered. Several virologists we’ve spoken to tell us that if this is indeed the case, finding a cure may be impossible.


In related news, police in San Francisco are still searching for the group of vigilantes that set fire to an entire block of houses on the city’s northwest side, where the first family fell ill. Initial reports that this was an ethnic crime are now assumed to be false, as police are now saying a group of ethnic Chinese from the same area was responsible. They are apparently not receiving cooperation from the community at large and are asking the public for assistance in tracking these people down.


The city’s mayor, Nancy Linn, held a press conference this morning, decrying…”


“Ray, cancel.”


Two days, I thought. Two days and there are outbreaks in five more cities? I corrected myself – no, there are five known outbreaks. 


I looked around, the empty ocean stretching to the horizon in all directions. The afternoon sun, filtered by the thin gauze of clouds, lent the sea an azure tint that lightened to translucent blue in wave crests. All in all, I thought, to be alone here was vastly preferable to being on land, fearing contact, fearing every person you met. I couldn’t imagine what was going on in the cities where people were dying. It must be… insane. Humanity at its worst.


No, not quite. Setting fire to your neighbors – that’d be about the worst, I’d imagine. And then again, maybe not. Perhaps we haven’t seen anything yet.


Over the next several hours, the wind grew steadily and finally became too worrisome to just do nothing, so I brought us up into the wind, the sails whipping and snapping. Loosening the main halyard, I lowered the sail a couple of meters, then went to the end of the boom and reached up for the first row of ties, pulling them down to the boom, shortening the sail, and tied it off securely. Then back to the winch to re-tighten the halyard, tautening the luff along the mast. I stood back with a critical eye; that had gone well, I thought. We were reefed to our #1 position, with a second and third level of reef points yet to go to if I needed them. If conditions rose beyond three reefs, I’d need to take the main down completely and put up a storm sail. At the moment, envisioning the conditions I’d have to be facing to need that – well, it wasn’t something I wanted to think about just then.


Back at the tiller, I pushed it over hard, but nothing happened. We just sat there, dead into the wind – ‘in irons’ as the old-timers would say. I started to take the easy way out - the electric drives - but stopped myself, determined to sail my out. And I did – by ‘backing’ the jib the wrong way, the wind pushed the bow around, swinging us to a point where the main caught and we took off like a rabbit. Reefed, I felt the difference immediately; less leaping about, steadier. A bit slower, but still making ten knots. A bit proud of myself and greatly reassured, I put us back on autopilot.


I settled down into the cockpit and time passed. Slowly, day faded to dusk, and I was enveloped in the sublime gloaming of the ocean evening, a nomad alone on the broad sea. Darkness came on slowly; the night rose behind me and insinuated itself across sky and water, compressing the glowing band of light into the west until it faded into nothingness. I brought out the Irish whiskey and sat quietly, thinking of sailing and the ocean, thinking of Rachel. The glass balanced on my chest, I laid back on the cushions and contemplated the stars, the smokiness of the whiskey a comfort to me. I propped the bottle against the coaming, to be able to reach it without rousing myself.




I opened my eyes to find the morning sky filled with wind-blown mare’s tails, spray from the sea blowing over the deck in sheets. I was soaked, chilled to the bone and sat up with some difficulty, shivering uncontrollably. My head was throbbing, and I kicked a bare toe against the whiskey glass that rolled on the cockpit floor next to me. I peered at it painfully. Obviously, I’d slept through the night. 


God damn it!


The sea was lumpy and angry. Even with the reef in, we were over-canvassed, Windswept flying and digging, flying and digging. I felt disoriented and dizzy, and lurched about like a madman, needing a constant hand on the boat to stay upright.


“Ray,” I yelled. My throat was dry and painful. “What’s our position?”


“G’day to ya! We are one hundred forty-seven kilometers west of San Clemente Island. And by the way, mate, there’s a weather warning.”


No shit.


Still half-paralyzed with sleep and the painful remnants of the night’s excess, I had no choice but to act. The sea would not patiently wait for me to have some coffee and recover myself. In the circumstances – the sea and my complete lack of balance – I put on my harness and clipped into the jack line. As much as drowning might seem attractive at the moment, I had things I needed to get done. I immediately reefed to #2, reducing the main to roughly sixty percent of normal. But we became unbalanced from that, too much of our driving force now forward of the mast. That fix was simple – winch in the roller furler, shrinking the sail area. Windswept settled down, steadied. I stopped, on hands and knees against the cockpit seats, and looked around me at a sea that had gone malicious.


“Ray, autopilot on. Maintain course, and uh, give me the weather report, would you?”


“Auto on. And too right, mate - we’ve got a bit of a blow. Westerly cold front, probably severe squalls and lightning. Bob’s your uncle!”


“When?” He didn’t answer right away. Were there network issues? In a moment, though, his slangy Australian.


“She’s thirty clicks west of us yet, and mate, far too bonkers to do the Harry.”


I rubbed my throbbing head. I really needed to change this goddamned AI voice.


“What’s that mean?” 


“Sorry, mate. It means there’s no way to avoid it. The front is long; several hundred kilometers. Narrow though; won’t last too long, but she’ll be a roller coaster.”


Thirty kilometers. I had a couple of hours to get ready for it, then. And step one of that was coffee. I went below, slowly, and sat with my aching head in my hands until it brewed, had two large mugs of it, then set about securing the boat. Day three, I thought – now we’re really going to see what ocean sailing was about. I’d imagined a storm at sea a hundred times; all sail down, huge waves, surfing out of control, rain and the roaring sea malevolent and deadly. Somehow in all those imaginings, I never had a hangover.


I put on my foulies and went back on deck, closing and latching the hatch. Then I took all sail down, switched over to the motors, keeping speed at about five knots. Ray, without being asked, began to show a weather system map on the monitor, and I could clearly see the vivid red arc of an approaching front. It ran from the southwest, a hundred and fifty kilometers south of us, to the northeast, stretching upward at least another hundred clicks. Ray was right; there was no going around it. But he was also quite right in calling it narrow, the red center was no more than one or two kilometers wide. Just hang on and get through it, I thought; let it get past us.


The seas continued to increase, the waves becoming steeper as the wind rose in velocity to Force Six, then in minutes to Force Seven. There was no clear pattern to them, or rhythm; they came from everywhere, setting us dancing as waves hit us from opposing directions. I slowed to three knots, just to keep some headway. It was nearly impossible to stand up, so I crouched on my knees in the cockpit watching the monitor; there was little more I could do than wait.


Within an hour, the horizon in front of us darkened and I began to perceive a distinct roll in the clouds before me, a tight horizontal buttress of coiled blackness that formed a line parallel to the horizon so straight it might have been drawn on the sky. Beneath and behind it the world was a place of violence incarnate; day turned to night, a night made up of dark green and grey, with sheets of rain descending to the sea like a curtain dropped across the ocean. This smoky tenebrosity spread to the south and north beyond view, lightening playing along its leading edge. We were still a kilometer from it, still in a world of partial sunshine. Light streamed from between broken clouds above, illuminating the face of the storm before me. The diffused and broken rays provided a frightening demarcation between light and darkness, illuminating our path forward toward the darkness ahead. It was the single most malevolent thing I’d ever seen in my life and I sat in utter fear, feeling no more consequential than a bit of straw. Truly, I felt as if my fate was now entirely a matter of luck.


Rationally, I knew Windswept could withstand a squall - and more. I knew that countless small boats had faced exactly what I now faced and after a brief tempest of wind and waves came through just fine. But that was all in my head; what was in my heart was pure terror driven by the sheer immensity of this thing; the black, animus of it – alive with lightning and nearly opaque sheets of rain. It looked like death come calling.


I was acutely aware that I was alone on the immense ocean and there was no place to run to, no safe harbor to seek shelter in. There was only the strength and sea-kindliness of this boat I’d built, and whatever skill and determination I could now muster as a sailor. That’s all; there was nothing else. If we – if the boat and I - couldn’t manage a journey through this squall, as frightening as it looked, we didn’t deserve to be on the sea. And abruptly a feeling of resentment rose in me, anger at this goddamn squall; anger that spread to include the plague, Rachel’s death and the stupid promise I’d made. 


“Fuck you,” I screamed at the wind and clouds. “Fuck you twice.”


As the roiling front closed on us, I could see the wind before I felt it – the sea transformed before me into variegated arteries of foam, flattened as though by an enormous hand onto the surface of the sea. The waves had turned steel grey, their tops blown off into streaming tendrils. The air we sailed through became abruptly green-black, as though a switch were thrown, and the first sheets of wind-blown rain and ocean spray pelted against me.


Then with a shriek the wind hit, and I was knocked to the cockpit floor as Windswept shuddered, yawed, shuddered again. The feeling was like striking something impenetrable, something thickly viscous and willfully resisting, something with malign purpose. I laid on the floor where I’d landed, not only unable to get up but unwilling to even try. The jackline I was clipped into suddenly seemed puny, no stronger than string, and I believed with all my heart that if I stood up I would be blown into the sea.


For twenty minutes the world was a whirling maelstrom of water and wind, and the boat and I were flung like leaves in a storm drain. I considered trying to get to the rudder several times, but each time I rose to my knees, I was knocked down again by wind or the concussion of waves. The rain came down in such quantity, with such force, that at times I struggled to keep it free enough of my nose and mouth to breathe.


And then, as abruptly as it had come, it was past. Within the space of two or three minutes the wind dropped, the torrent of rain became a shower, then a mist. The waves stayed pronounced and steep, but the chaos of their movements subsided into a regular rhythm. I stood up, shaking and unsteady, and looked around.


Behind us now, the line of darkness spread eastward, light fleeing before it, a remnant of sunrise along the horizon, resisting the advance of darkness. For an instant, I thought I saw a distinct ruby corpus glowing in contrast to the molten sunlight, and I knew it was the damned nova, and for a moment I felt like Ahab, standing on the deck of the Pequod, watching the white whale.


It’s not a whale, I told myself. It’s nothing more than an astronomical event. Period. And I turned my back on it, looking out over the bow at the seas ahead of us. Enough to worry about in front of us, on the sea. Leave the heavens to the whatever force controlled them.


Suddenly aware of the low whine from the controller, I looked up at the monitor. Three knots, course two-seventy. Ray was still driving. Ah, I thought, the unflappability of software, and I had to laugh.


It was heavily overcast yet, with low scudding clouds, and had grown much cooler. Despite the foulie, beneath it I was soaked to the skin; the water had penetrated down my neck and been blown upward under the coat. I spent a few minutes, shivering badly, and walked the deck as we rose and fell in the waves, making sure nothing was broken. All seemed in good repair.


We’d survived our first test at sea, Windswept and I. There was little comfort in it – I’d spent the entire time like a child, curled into a fetal position, helpless and frightened. We’d stayed our course – with an AI system steering the boat. I’d just been along for the ride.


Perhaps so, I told myself, but surviving was surviving, wasn’t it? And the next time we were hit by a squall, it wouldn’t seem so terrifying; the time after that, even less so. This was still a new world to me, a world I would learn and – eventually – grow familiar with, more comfortable and confident in.


But never less wary.










CHAPTER TWELVE




THE PHONE WAS ancient, made of heavy black Bakelite and attached to the wall socket with a fabric covered cord. Its ringing was jarring and insistent and I struggled to reach it, to answer it so that the god-awful clanging would stop. Yet even as I picked it up and put the heavy receiver to my ear, the ringing continued, on and on.


As I swam up out of sleep in the darkness, my fingers found the alarm icon on my phone and the noise mercifully stopped. 


Groaning as the sleeping bag fell off me, I rolled to my feet and fumbled the galley light on. Arms outstretched to either side, fingers trailing along the overhead grab rails, I managed not to smack my shin as I passed through the bulkhead, making my way into the head. Once safely there, I did what I’d learned to do the hard way; sit down when I pee. No matter how calm it appeared to be, it was an inevitable truth that we would hit a wave, catch a gust of wind or sharply alter heading – always, always at the wrong time. And mopping up urine from the floor was a hateful job, so now I sat; manliness be damned.


Four days had passed since the squall; we’d covered more than 1000 kilometers in that time, averaging six point two knots, which sounds mediocre until you took into account two full days and nights of becalmed, during which we motored only during daylight, and then only at half-throttle. But even at that, we had come more than thirteen hundred kilometers from San Diego and when I zoomed out the GPS, the dotted green line that represented our track was more than a third of the way to Kauai.


The daily routine had already begun to feel like a way of life, ingrained in me so completely that I couldn’t remember what it was like to sleep more than two hours at a time. Six hours awake, sleep for two. Repeat. Then repeat again and again.


Rachel and I, during our days of planning and imagining life at sea had always returned to The Question – one we never tired of discussing; what on earth would we do all day on a voyage? Sit and read? Fish a little? Watch the sea? And now, I’d learned that the answer was quite simple; there wasn’t enough time most days to get everything done that needed doing, much less worrying about idle time. A line showed signs of chafe; it might be a thirty-minute fix or a four-hour fix, depending on which line and where it’s been rubbed. The rudder began to pick up vibration; we’ve sailed through kelp and I had to stop the boat, put mask and flippers on, tie a line around myself and dive down and untangle it; this took three hours. The roller furler jammed; I lost nearly an entire day dismantling it, searching through my store of parts for replacement bearings to get it working again - nearly an hour of which was spent searching on hands and knees beneath the workbench for an escaped screw. And on and on, always something, always, always. I’d lazed about the cockpit, relaxing and reading, exactly once since the squall.


And that was the routine maintenance. Along with the list of regular daily checks that kept creating work for me every day, there was another list of work – special projects that had less to do with maintenance than with long-term enhancements to my well-being.


The hydro generator, for instance, which provided charging of the batteries when the sun wasn’t shining. I’d been lucky, really, with the weather – there’d been the one squall and a few days of windless, rainy weather, but other than that, brilliant sunshine. I knew that wouldn’t last, and when I did get sustained clouds, really sustained, even the house batteries would be at risk of going dead. The hydro generator provided an alternative; a device that looked like a toy submarine, it was deployed aft, tethered with a cable. The speed of the boat through the water caused a prop on the generator to rotate, quite fast, which generated electricity that flowed through the cable into the charging system. Because the prop caused resistance in the water, we were robbed of a bit of speed, but if we needed juice, it was a worthwhile exchange. Especially since cloudy conditions tended to coincide with stronger wind – producing more boat speed in the first place.


Deploying it was simple; figuring out how far to play out the cable so it didn’t foul and then configuring the controller wasn’t – so it meant another afternoon spent with Ray looking up configuration advice on the global web.


And equally important - the radar proximity system. No effort at all to install – just turn it on; but again, it was a matter of tactical awareness of how the system operated that made the difference in its effectiveness. Get it right, it would pretty much let me sleep free of fear. Get it wrong, and I’d either be awakened repeatedly with false alarms or never get a warning at all. 


With all this, though, it was still too easy to get caught up staring at the monitor as Ray displayed news pages off the web, sitting immobilized for far too long as images of the havoc taking place around the world flashed across it. The large cities where the early deaths occurred had followed exactly the pattern in China. Disease and death had radiated outward from the larger metropolitan areas and were now appearing in the next tier of cities; Boston, Syracuse, Cincinnati, Grand Rapids, Indianapolis, Iowa City, Flagstaff, Sacramento. School systems had shut down virtually across the country, and they weren’t alone; people had stopped going to work, fearful of a death sentence from an inadvertent contact with someone already infected. There were severe shortages of food and medicine occurring; starting in rural communities where drone delivery was not prevalent and truck carriers stopped operating. Ultimately this was spreading everywhere as even the drone operators stopped going to work. Amazon, Google, SpaceX, FedEx, Tesla and UPS – all the major infrastructure companies - attempted to shift their drone fleets to the hardest-hit areas, but as more and more people tried to avoid any human contact at all, critical mass was soon reached. All the automation in the world wouldn’t work if there was no one to push the buttons, no one to manage the systems. And in an ironic twist, the scare over AI systems ‘taking over’ meant that fail-safes had built into machines; machines that could have kept on delivering even without people. But the law had caused software-imposed rules; no interaction with a human in twelve hours meant a self-imposed shutdown, and the humans had stopped coming to work. 


Six days, I said to myself, six days. Our civilization is crumbling from within after six days. At this rate, what will ten days bring? A month? I was still two or three weeks from Hawaii – what would I find when I got there? I’d heard nothing of the islands.


But web pages and VidStreams were one thing and listening to live news on the radio another. I’d gotten into the habit lately of having Ray broadcast the radios through the monitor, so I could listen to global radio nets as I sat in the cockpit. They were eerie interludes, sailing on the empty sea, hearing anguished voices from around the world. 


This morning, I’d brought my breakfast out on deck and caught a broadcast from the People’s Province, in the manmade archipelago of the South China Sea, surprisingly, in English.




“Broadcast of PRC, nineteen hundred Zulu, 27 February 2025. Greetings to all listeners from the enduring Meiji Jiao, South China Sea Province. Reports received today from Altay Prefecture, Xinjiang, confirm survival of several thousand residents in mountains outside the city. They are reporting scarce food and harsh weather, so deaths are continuing from sources secondary to Python virus.


There is debate among epidemiologists here regarding the likely survival rate within the PRC; some argue that the Xinjiang situation suggests overall survival may approach at least one percent of the population, leaving two million alive as foundation for the eventual re-emergence of our great nation. There is dissent, however, with other scientists insisting Xinjiang is a geographical anomaly. They assert a nominal genetic resistance, purely random within the population, of five thousandths of a percent, which would leave PRC with, theoretically, ten thousand people.


This is only an analytical number, of course, and does not consider the impact that a complete breakdown in services brings. The elderly, the very young, those with medical conditions requiring modern medicines; these people will not likely survive. 


Our own situation is not tenable. Our last food delivery was ten days ago, and we do not know yet if those bringing it also brought the virus. Attempts made to quarantine the crew failed. We will continue a daily broadcast of events concerning our beloved nation as long as we are able.”




I looked at the bowl of rice in my hands, unable to take another bite. China, reduced to ten thousand people? From two billion? Was life truly so tenuous? Each of those people, the flame of their consciousness snuffed out, one by one. I could feel the beating of my heart, heard the slight movement of air as breath entered and left my body, and tried to absorb the sense of this diaphanous curtain between life and death. How fragile we were, really. Out here on this visceral sea, watching video and news pages on a monitor seemed surreal to the point of fantasy. To hear that China at some point soon would be a nation in name only, emptied of its vast reservoir of people, brought home to me like nothing else had the reality of the Python. For the first time it seemed to me conceivable that China was just the beginning. And the extrapolation was frighteningly simple arithmetic; if the survival rate in China held true for the planet – and nothing stopped the virus – the Earth would be, when this was over, home to no more than forty thousand human beings. 


But surely more people would survive than that; there would be people like me, managing to avoid contact with the virus in some way? Perhaps, but the survival ratio didn’t consider the non-viral impact, the effect on society, the deaths that would occur from starvation, disease, injury, and violence. It doesn’t matter what you die from, only that you’re dead. And I had to wonder - surviving all of that by some grace, your family and friends all dead, how many survivors wouldn’t just choose to end it?


I looked around at the sea, so serene, so peaceful. Flying fish were flushed before us, rising and falling like skipping stones from the water and back again. The sails, full of warm breeze, carried us forward – the snap and slap of fabric and line and metal forming a background chorus. Light misty spray, salty and warm, found its way onto my bare body. This was what was real to me, not the images and sounds from the wretched world of the broadcasts. And I felt that I could take no more of it and promised myself not to listen again, or watch. 


Yet, I couldn’t shake it. For the rest of the afternoon and into the evening, I couldn’t summon enough energy to carry out my normal routine. I checked nothing, ignored the watch schedule and stopped scanning the weather. I lay back somnolent in the cockpit, the bowl of rice, long cold, unfinished on the seat beside me. When the evening came, I felt hungry but had no desire to cook, so I picked at the cold rice, which tasted of nothing.


Without setting the alarm, I went below and laid down, thinking of Rachel, glad she hadn’t seen all this death and suffering, glad that she’d died before having to watch the world die. Gentle Rachel, who wept at the sight of an egg fallen from a robin’s nest.


I wasn’t doing quite so well myself actually and as I lay there in the dark, I turned to a meditative trick that I used when sleep wouldn’t come. I rested in the space between my eyes, focusing on the air moving in and out of my lungs, letting thoughts flow through me unfettered and unattended to. Breathe in, deeply and slowly, then softly, softly, let the breath out. Over and over.




A klaxon screamed in the darkness, the shock of it sending adrenaline rising in me like a flood. Stupidly, I jabbed at the alarm button on my phone. Not the alarm; what was it? What was it? I tried to stand and fell off the settee, then it came to me; good Christ it was the proximity system - we were going to hit something. 


On deck, naked and shivering, I whirled about in the dark but could see nothing. 


“Ray, alarm off.”


The piercing, awful punishment stopped instantly, and I dropped to my knees in the blessed silence. Stars were brilliant above me, winds were light, the seas running easterly. Had the alarm been an error?


“Ray, reason for alarm.”


“Right, mate. Radar shows a big bodger five point three kilometers dead ahead.”


“Size and speed,” I asked.


“She’s a right beaut, mate – nearly three hundred bloody meters, but bogged, yeah? Dead in the water. We’re closing at four and a half knots. We’ll not want’a come a guster.” 


Three hundred meters? It seemed crazy that a ship that size would be dead in the water. Commercial vessels never, ever stop and something on the ocean that size had to be a commercial ship of some kind.


I went below and put some water on then grabbed clothes and got dressed, waiting for the scream from the water kettle. When it came, I made coffee and took it out on deck, waiting and watching. 


Within minutes, in the dim pre-dawn light, a shape loomed black on the grey horizon before us, perhaps a half-kilometer away. We were headed straight for it. I sat the coffee down and within five minutes had all the sails lowered.


“Ray, maintain current course on motors, five knots. At fifty meters from the object, stop.”


“That’ll be right, mate. On electrics to within fifty, then stop.”


We quickly closed on it and the immensity of this thing became ever more impressive; truly it was as if we approached a mountain rising from the sea. I let us drift and just watched it. As the morning began to brighten, I began to make out her colors: a matte black hull laying impossibly long in the water, a white bridge aft, massive, four or five stories. Aft of that yet, at her stern, a bright yellow tower built around a central smokestack. On her decks were a jungle of green racks of some sort, empty of any cargo.


She floated high, apparently unloaded, at least four meters of rust-orange bottom paint visible above the surface of the water, making her appear ungainly and top-heavy. We’d approached on her stern, and the pale lettering of her name was visible, though in the dim light I couldn’t quite make it out. 


I watched for a while, looking for any signs of life, any activity at all, but there was nothing. I went below for more coffee, and decided to make breakfast, which I brought back on deck and ate. The morning arrived in its fullness, dawn spreading a vaguely pinkish ochre over the sky, coloring the pale topsides of the ship. In the growing light, the white lettering became clear; Mare Oriens, out of the port of Napoli.


“Ray, do a check on the Mare Oriens.”


“No worries. Oil tanker, Italian registry. Capacity approximately sixty thousand tonnes.”


“Size?”


“Piece o’ piss, mate. Two hundred and sixty meters long with a bloody beam of forty-two meters. That’s a pure whopper, innit?”


It was. Her deck loomed far above the top of Windswept’s mast, and the bridge, Christ, it was the size of a small hotel.


“Ray, how many crew?”


“She carries twenty-one most times, mate, including the cap’.”


I watched for a while longer, growing restless; was I going to sit around drifting with this thing all day?


“Ray, cancel auto.”


“She’s yours, mate.”


I took the tiller, gave us enough motor to hit three knots and closed the last few hundred meters to the ship, approaching direct to the stern. As we reached her, I swung us to her port side, slowing to little more than walking pace as we ran alongside her. Reaching mid-ships, standing off her about ten meters, I craned my neck to see the edge of her deck, waiting for anyone to show up over the railing. Nothing. Then an idea occurred to me.


Rummaging around in the aft cockpit locker, I pulled out the signaling kit and grabbed the air horn. Holding it as high over my head as I could reach, I closed my eyes against the blast I knew was coming and pulled the trigger. The shriek split the morning silence into shards of sound, bludgeoning the very air. I let go, deafened, and in the stunned silence again craned up at the deck railing above me, fully expecting someone to peer over. No one did.


I sat down, ears still ringing, and thought through all of my alternatives. A notion occurred to me.


“Ray, what was the Mare Oriens’ last port of call?”


“Honolulu.”


“And the one before that?”


“Singapore, mate,” he said, then after a brief pause added, “by way of Hong Kong.”


Right, I thought, of course. I reached for the throttles, accelerated, pulled out away from the black hull a few meters, continuing along toward the bow. When we reached it, I swung right, across her nose and began circling down her starboard side, keeping my eyes on her railing. Come on, damn it, someone be there.


I reached mid-ships, saw the sloping gangway reaching down to within five meters of her waterline, saw the ladder welded to her hull, extending down the rest of the way. I realized she could be boarded from the sea. I killed the motors, just drifting and thinking. 


Why not?


Because it was a stupid risk. Yes, I had the respirator, and yes, the filters would work against a virus, and yes, I had vinyl gloves. But why do it? To what purpose? 


And in the end, I went for the most human thing of all; simply because I was curious. I boarded her because it was just plain weird, finding this mammoth ship dead in the water and nobody responding. And I did it because inside, I was getting a bit full of myself, I think, with my sailing across the Pacific. Because inside me there was a bit of the pirate, maybe. What might be on that thing? Food? Maybe some nice wine? Guns? If I board her at sea – that makes her mine. And everything on her.


At least I had enough sense left to protect myself. I not only pulled on the respirator and the gloves, but as I’d rummaged around in the forward locker below the sail storage, I’d found a Tyvek suit intended for fiberglass work, and put that on, too. Wouldn’t it just suck to be out here in the middle of nowhere and catch the goddamn virus?


Still, there was the question of Windswept. There was no practical way to secure her to the ship – tying her to the ladder would leave her open to serious damage. I suppose Ray could drive; drop me off at the ladder like I was a kid being taken to the movies by his dad, then come back and get me. It occurred to me the last part of that might be a bit tricky. How would he know when and how to do it?


“Ray,” I asked, “can you be remotely controlled?”


“Right as rain. Reckon the app’s for that, hey?”


“App?”


“Raymarine Operator. Install her on your phone, mate - she’ll do the trick, yeah?”


The global web provided the download in seconds. I opened it, connected to Ray, confirmed communication. A section of the phone screen showed a map with Ray as a red dot in the middle of it, an array of functions listed along the side, one of which was ‘Call Boat to Remote’. That’s it, then. Wherever my phone was, Ray could home in and locate. In theory.


I maneuvered carefully over to the ladder, told Ray to take over and hold steady. At the last moment, I realized I should take a backpack, and spent several long, frustrating minutes searching below, sweating in the suit, before I found one and made it back onto the deck. Then I wasted more time thinking of a few things to put in it, some water, a knife, and a flashlight.


When I reached the ladder, I found it was higher above the water than I’d thought – nearly at the level of my head. It was going to take a bit of a lunge to get started. I took a deep breath, coiled myself and jumped, managing to get hold of the second rung and scrabbling my feet against the hull of the tanker, dragged myself up onto the ladder. I felt like a flea on the ankle of an elephant. Glancing briefly up the side of the thing, I almost quit. But no, the pirate lust had taken hold.


“Ray,” I yelled. “Take her out to fifty meters and circle the freighter at one knot until I call for you.”


“Right-o. Fifty-meter circle at one knot.”


I watched Windswept slowly pull away; a sight so appalling to me that twice I had to stop myself from calling the whole thing off. I clung to the ladder, arms already beginning to ache, and for some minutes did nothing other than work to get my breathing and my mind under control. The pirate’s insouciance faded, leaving damn little more than ragged nervousness.


But there was nothing for me but to do it now, so I turned and just climbed, deliberately and steadily, and in a few minutes reached the gangway. I carefully wormed up through the small opening in the platform; from there, it was a matter of nothing more dramatic than ten meters or so of metal stairs, a railing protecting me. A final step over the wide gunwale, and I was on board.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN




I FOUND MYSELF standing mid-ships, the deck in all directions covered with a forest of empty green racks, stacked at least five meters high, strapped in place with chains. The only obvious walking path seemed to be around the perimeter, where a walkway was outlined in bright yellow paint. I began following it toward the bow, nervous, compelled to look over the railing at the ocean. The sight of Windswept, eerily empty, sails furled and slowly moving through the calm sea brought me to a complete halt for several seconds. To see her from this vantage, above her, her bright grey hulls sharp and vivid against the backdrop of the ocean; a line from some old poem entered my head.




We danced the sea on waxen sail…




And abruptly I just wanted to be done with this, have my look at things and get back to my boat and be gone. I looked around, wondering what the point was of walking this enormous deck, and turned and headed straight back aft, toward the immense bridge structure rising four stories above me.


I walked quickly, pausing now and again to listen and look around, but all remained silent. I reached the bridge and stopped before it, feeling exposed and vulnerable before the forward wall of dark glass, visible to anyone inside. It was largely intact, with the exception of a small, neat rectangle of glass missing near the very top, toward the port side. I could see shards of glass on the deck below, sparkling in the sun.


Before me, double doors were set in the center, at deck level, and I approached them cautiously, hesitant, looking inside before trying them.


They swung open easily and I went in, immediately feeling the heat from the sun baking the interior. Clearly, there was no air conditioning. I seemed to be in an anteroom, an atrium that soared to the top floor. Stairs wound in graceful curves on both sides. 


Before me opened out into what seemed to be a lobby, much like a hotel, equipped with lounges and chairs surrounding large Vid screens of the most modern technology; paper thin, suspended in midair magnetically. Vending machines and racks of magazines and newspapers lined the walls. The glass doors, as well as numerous windows on both side walls provided adequate lighting; still, seeing a switch on the wall, I tried it. Nothing. 


The room was large and bore all the signs of having gone far too long without attention; paper trash – pieces of newspaper, coffee cups, containers – lay heaped everywhere. Several of the chairs held clothing; t-shirts and socks, a pair of shorts. There were signs on the wall, in Italian; not a language I knew. Paper plates of food, desiccated and moldy, were strewn over the casual tables, cascading onto the floor.


Two doors were set into the back wall on either side, leading aft. I started with the port side door; it swung open easily and I went through into a gloomy hallway, lit only faintly by a single window at the far end – I assumed at the very stern of the ship. Doors lined both sides of the corridor and it seemed to me they must be crew quarters. The first few doors I tried were locked, but the fourth was slightly ajar, held from closing completely shut by an old-fashioned rubber wedge.


I pushed through and found myself facing a bunk with a corpse in it. All very neat, blanket tucked in, pillows propped under the head, which was rotting into bare bone. The hair had collapsed to one side like an ill-fitting toupee, white bone gleaming dully. The room was small, with barely enough space for the narrow bed, a chair and a small table. A single small porthole served as the only window. It dawned on me, belatedly, that the respirator I wore was doing more for me than just insulating me from the virus – the smell in this room had to be horrific. The body was hardly done rotting.


I backed out of the room and walked several steps down the hallway before I noticed that half the doors had similar wedges propping them open. I quickly checked two more before I quit, then walked back out into the atrium and climbed the stairs to the second floor. It was a repeat of the first, though the rooms seemed to be larger. Probably a ranking system, I thought, higher floors for the officers? I entered only two of the rooms, finding bodies in both. One was a young woman in uniform, as though she’d come off duty and laid down for a nap. I tried not to look at any of the faces, though from what I did see it was clear to me they’d died painfully. 


I suppose it was entirely predictable in circumstances like that to feel a deepening sense of disquiet as I retraced my steps to the stairway. I was transgressing in a ship of the dead, stirring the dust in a tomb, and it was impossible not to feel the heavy presence of ghosts about me. I thought of Windswept, out circling in the sunshine, under control of nothing more than lines of code in an AI program, and wondered at my foolhardiness.


The third floor held a different layout; these weren’t individual quarters at all but larger rooms that seemed intended for crew services. There was an obvious infirmary; a modern, well-equipped clinic with its own pharmacy. The window in this room was larger as well, though the light coming through it seemed filtered, diffuse. It seemed to be an examination room, holding three very small individual bays with bunks – presumably for anyone ill enough to need supervised care. They all held bodies, and a fourth laying curled on the floor. None of them gave the appearance of being the ship’s doctor, though I suppose my notion that he’d be in some sort of uniform was probably silly.


It was there, in the infirmary, that I took the first of my pirate bounty, using my phone to translate the Italian, and identify those things that I thought might be useful. Compared to the first aid kit that I had taken on board in San Diego, the supplies and drugs I found in the Mare Oriens’ pharmacy would put me on a footing with a small hospital. I loaded the backpack with surgical kits, several strengths of antibiotics, sea sickness tablets and pain medication that covered the spectrum from strong aspirin up to opiates so potent that careless use would be deadly. Then, thinking it over, I added a pair of quick-set splints and a dental kit, trying not to imagine the circumstances that would lead me to become my own dentist. I put the backpack on, feeling the weight of the supplies with satisfaction, and again headed for the stairs.


The next floor up was given over entirely to the ship’s galley and a large, bright dining area, illuminated by the full width of the forward wall of glass. The tables and chairs were in long-abandoned disarray, but I struck treasure in the galley behind the cafeteria-style serving counter. There was a large walk-in freezer and similar refrigerator; both dark and warm and full of rotted meat and fruit, spoiled milk, moldy cheese and a host of unrecognizable lumps. The smell must’ve been revolting and again I was supremely grateful for the respirator. 


The true bonanza was on the shelves along the wall, which held literally tons of canned goods, and again using the phone translator to guide me, I selected the ones I liked, taking as many as I thought I could manage. I had to be very conscious of the weight I’d be adding to Windswept, and the stowage space it would all take. And my backpack was already full, so I needed some way to carry the cans. Looking around, I eventually pulled a tablecloth from one of the tables in the dining room and tied it into a crude bag. Slinging it over my shoulder, I walked back to the stairway and left it and the backpack on the landing; I’d get them on my way back. There was one more floor to explore, and I headed up the last section of stairs.


Reaching it, I found a single steel door in front of me, and the first sign of violence on the ship; the door appeared to have been forced. It sat jammed half-opened, the handle and latch area nothing more than a jagged hole of melted metal. On the deck beside it lay what must’ve once been an acetylene torch – now bent and twisted into shards; whether from an explosion or some other force I couldn’t say. Squeezing inside, I saw pimpled indentations of bullets on the walls all around the door, and over the inside panel of the door itself. Dozens of them, perhaps hundreds.


The room inside spread the entire width - though not the full depth - of the bridge. Four doors were spaced along the aft wall, obviously leading to the rear section of this level. Centered in the middle of the room, set back two meters from the forward glass wall, a raised dais held a profusion of large, paper-thin monitors floating serenely in the air, still gripped by the magnetic field holding them in place. A half-dozen chairs were placed haphazardly before them. At the far end of the room, the breeze entered through the square meter of broken glass I’d seen from the deck, riffling papers and the drawn-back curtains. 


Still firmly seated in one of the swiveling chairs was a body dressed in shorts and a uniformed shirt, face down onto the desk before him. I walked slowly over and saw that the back of his head was bludgeoned away; the edges of the wound sharply splintered with slick white bone that surrounded the pale brain within, torn and ripped into a bloody pudding. Neatly trimmed steel grey hair ringed the sides of the skull and one side fell in a flap over an ear. My stomach lurched, and I turned quickly away.


I looked around the room, considering, then walked the perimeter, everything bright as day inside thanks to the expanse of windows. But there was little to see – some dead plants, several stuffed chairs and a small table. There were shelves with numerous books, and a vast collection of small trinkets; perhaps mementos from distant ports. Walking along the forward glass, I looked out at the deck, at the blue sea beyond. Windswept was not in sight and though I told myself she must be aft of the ship, out of view behind me, the urge to be gone, to be on deck and see her safely waiting, was nearly overwhelming.


But something held me, some sense that the story of the Mare Oriens was here, in this room.


I walked to the first of the four doors leading aft. In block letters, painted, was the word Elettronica. I didn’t need the translator; this must hold the electronic brains of the ship. The door was locked. The next, holding the universal icons for man and woman, was nothing more than a head – all very neat, very tidy. It was large, containing not only toilet stalls and a row of urinals, but two shower stalls as well. As heads go, it was luxurious. I supposed this must be for very senior crew when they were on duty.


When I walked up to the third and read the label, it took a moment for the Italian to register, took a moment further to believe it. The door read Armamento. Locked of course, and just as heavily built of steel as the others. Until this moment I’d considered my exploration nearly done; I’d found excellent medical supplies and some helpful canned food. But this – these were weapons; I wanted to get into this room.


I went to the last door, set some distance from the others. Again, I needed no translator. Quarti del Capitano. Locked.


Frustration – tempered by the nagging urgency to be back on Windswept – drove me to a quick second search of the control room. There must be keys here. I looked through the book shelves, rummaged through the trinkets, searched under the papers and keyboards still on the dais, but for all of that I found nothing. Standing, breathing hard, painfully aware that I had now been on board far longer than I’d intended, my eyes fell on the one thing I hadn’t searched; the Captain.


And ultimately, it wasn’t that bad, patting down his body. I stood to one side to avoid staring down into his shattered skull and tried all his pockets. I found some change, but nothing else. But perhaps there was something under him? Gently taking one shoulder, fighting the stiffness of the body, I rocked his upper torso enough to move his arms and face up out of the dried blood on the desk where they’d fallen. There was nothing underneath, but as I let his shoulder back down, I caught sight of something protruding from one hand, sticking out between thumb and forefinger. Thankful for the gloves I wore, I pulled the stiff fingers open and pulled from them a tightly folded wedge of paper, dried blood along its edges having nearly sealed it shut. I took it over to the window and carefully unfolded it. It was covered in handwritten Italian, in very small, neat script.


I tried to spread it out on the window sill, but it had been too tightly folded. I needed weights to hold it down. Coins, I thought, and went back to the Captain and pulled what I’d found there from his pocket; four of them, one for each corner. I scanned the page with my phone, turned it over, scanned the back. The AI in my phone figured out what I wanted without being asked, and an English translation appeared in the air above it, glowing brightly in the sunny room.




Beloved wife,




I have little time, my dearest Giulia, and what is left to me will be spent writing these words that you will never read. The sorrow in my soul at never seeing you again in this world is tempered only by the certain knowledge that we will be together in the next. That you may have travelled there already, alone and frightened, torments me. I imagine you there in our apartment high in the red hills of our beloved Coletto Fava, alone and ill; an image that fills me with anguish.


We are stopped in the central Pacific, far from any land. I have brought us here to keep the plague on this ship. I will not sail to port while the virus lives. And it will live until we are all dead.


Many of the men are terrified and want to go home, and I have barricaded myself here alone to stop them. We are merchant seamen, like soldiers, and we do not run from our responsibility like children because we face death.


They have brought up the torch from the engine room and once they get through, I must try to hit the oxygen tank with a bullet so that they cannot use it to burn their way into the computer room. I have fired bullets into the server, and if I can destroy the torch, I think there is no way for them to get into the electronics room, to try to replace it. And without the system coming back online, the ship will never move again, nor have power, which prevents the lifeboat from being lowered as well. I have long despised the complete control of this ship by a computer; at the end now, I am grateful for it.


It may all be little enough – if the reports are to be believed, the plague is unstoppable. Still, this is the life I have chosen, and I play my part to the end.


There are sparks through the door and I must stop now and spray the wall with bullets to put some fear in them, to slow them a little. Still, they will soon be in and I will not shoot them, whatever they do to me they are my men and they act with terror, not ill will.


Know that all that I am is within you, all that you are is within me. Soon, my beloved Giulia, soon.




Matteo




“Translation off,” I whispered, and the display faded.


I stood staring out the window for long moments, imagining the hours and minutes leading up to the door being breached. The men finally get through, the Captain with his rifle angles himself for a shot and manages to blow up the Oxygen tank, wrecking the torch. The men rush him as he sits back down, and someone comes up behind him with a bludgeon and that is the end of him, the end of this loving husband and good Captain.


I folded the letter back up and walked over to him and put it back in his stiff fingers. I let the weight of my hand rest on his arm for the briefest of moments. He had been a brave man, doing what he felt was his duty. 


But two things remained a puzzle – first, where was this rifle he had used to spray the wall with bullets? Having searched the room twice, I knew it wasn’t in here, and I supposed one of the men had taken it once they’d killed him. There remained the last question – there had to be keys. Where were they?


My eyes fell on the broken section of the window. Had he thrown them out onto the deck to keep them from the men? But surely the men saw this broken window just as I did – wouldn’t they have assumed the same thing and simply searched the deck? But perhaps, with all the structures covering this huge deck, he had hopes of the keys being lost for good.


And as much as I wanted to get into that armory, the time on board had taken its toll on me. I needed to be out of here, away from this ship of the dead, back out into the sunshine and clean sea, back to Windswept.


Then I heard her voice, soft, clear. His shoe, she whispered.


I slowly dropped to one knee and untied the shoe on his right foot and struggled to get it off. Nothing. I walked around him and repeated the process on his left. Nothing again, I thought at first, then felt a bulge in the heel of his sock, in the hollow of his achilles tendon. There were three small bronze keys, tied together with a string inside the sock and I pulled them free. Standing, I looked down at him. A clever man. He’d broken the window to throw them off – have them spend hours searching the deck with all those racks instead of this room, instead of him.


I rose and went to the Armamento door. The second key I tried slid in easily, turned with a click, and the door swung open. There was just enough light flooding in from the outer windows to see what the room held.


It was – assuming you liked weapons – a veritable gold mine. Assault rifles, two very serious sniper rifles, a shoulder-fired rocket launcher of some sort, pistols, thousands of rounds of ammunition, and Styrofoam-padded boxes of what looked like explosive charges. Two tripod-mounted scopes, and from the looks of the bulky mechanisms around the lenses, I assumed they were equipped with rangefinders. In a box on the floor, night vision gear.


It was hard not to get carried away; I had to temper my instinct to just grab everything in sight with the knowledge that every gun, every box of ammunition had to be balanced against an equal amount of food that I could take on board. Still, in the world I was beginning to believe I lived in, these weapons were tools of survival, so for the next half-hour I went through everything, culling it all first into a ‘would like to have’ pile, and ultimately thinning that into what I took. In the end, I went with an American-made M-16 and a German G-36, both chambered for NATO cartridges, of which I piled up twenty boxes of fifty rounds each. I wanted more, but the stuff was heavy. I took one of the sniper rifles, a Sako TRG-22, though the other was the more powerful TRG-42, because the 22 fired .308 ammunition, the same as the trusty old Winchester I already had on board. I added two of the pistols – nine-millimeter Berettas, with five hundred rounds of ammunition for them, and the night-vision gear.


And finally, after considerable hesitation, I took one of the boxes of explosives. While the idea of taking explosives on board made me very, very nervous, a single thought kept bringing me back to them; if I ever need something badly, something that lay behind a steel door like the ones in this room, having explosives might save my life.


And how to carry all this? There was literally nothing in the room that was useful. I thought of the Captain’s quarters and went to the door, got the right key on the first try and entered. It was a large room, lushly appointed, and though I immediately saw a heavy quilt on the double bed that would work perfectly, something about the peacefulness of the room, the profusion of art, the hundreds of actual, physical books brought me to a halt. There were ancient mariner’s maps of Italy on the wall, a model wooden windjammer under construction on a small table, and a chessboard, the game still obviously in progress – whether against another human or a computer I had no idea. And on the bedside table, a small crystal pyramid. I reached out to it, knowing, and wrapped my fingers around it. In a heartbeat, the warmth from my hand powered the 3D generator and above it, before my face, appeared a smiling woman. She was in her fifties, I’d think, very beautiful with a smile so warm and brilliant it broke my heart. Giulia, I thought, and staring into her eyes, unwrapped my fingers and watched her fade away.


I pulled the quilt gently from the bed, took it out of the room and softly closed the door. Then I stopped, and opened it, leaving the door ajar. It took me ten minutes of very hard work to drag the Captain to the room and lay him on the bed next to the little table with the crystal pyramid. In return, I stole his belt.


Quickly now, quickly. My hands fumbling with anxiety, I wrapped everything but the explosives inside the quilt and tied it with the belt. I was ready.


Still, it took three trips down to the deck – two for the weapons and one for the food and my backpack that I’d stashed on the stairwell in the atrium.


And at last I was finished; the respirator came off, and I stood at the rail, everything piled onto the deck at my feet. After the gloom of the interior, the sun was unbearably bright, the breeze coming to me off the water cool and fresh. I peeled the gloves and suit off carefully, turning them inside out as I stripped them from me, and wadded it all up, stuffing it under a rack.


Standing there in my shorts and t-shirt in the open air was like being reborn. I slowly scanned the deck, sweeping my eyes over the dark glass walls of the bridge, hiding the death behind them. I thought of the captain. The Mare Oriens would drift with the ocean currents for months, even years, until at some point it fetched up aground on some rocky promontory somewhere, then slowly rusted. It seemed a poor end; the best I could do was to make good use of what I’d taken from her.


Turning back to the gunwale, I realized I needed some way to lower everything to the water. And it occurred to me to look for the lifeboat – it was probably a large one, big enough to carry twenty crewmen, and surely there’d be lines of some sort. I walked across the deck to the starboard side, seeing it immediately, covered in canvas. I stared at the canvas and then went back to the port side and rummaged through my pack until I found my knife.


I cut out a large piece of the canvas and found several coils of line stowed inside the boat. Taking it all back to where my bundles laid on the deck, I made a sling with the canvas large enough to hold everything. It was bulky and awkward, but I dragged it over the side, using the railing as a pulley, and with a wrap of line around it as a brake, slowly lowered it to within a meter or two of the water, and tied it off.


Then, I scanned the sea for Windswept. I learned then that when one is standing on a ghost ship in the middle of the Pacific with an AI program controlling your only means of survival, telling yourself that she must be rounding the stern is only marginally successful at quelling the panic that wells up in your heart.


I ran back across the deck to the other side of the ship, to the lifeboat, and leaned over the rail. Still, no Windswept, and now fear gripped me in a white-hot embrace, fully and completely, and I sprinted back to the starboard side, leapt over the railing onto the stairwell and raced down it as fast as I dared.


When I reached the bottom platform, I pulled my phone out, cradled it carefully – very conscious of what dropping it meant – and pulled up the RayMarine app. Please, I said, please, please, please - and pushed the call icon, then pushed it twice more, as if I could somehow communicate to Ray how desperately I needed him.


I sat down on the floor of the platform and swung my legs into the opening where the ladder was attached. It seemed miles above the water. I put my feet on the farthest rung I could reach, grabbed the top rung tight, and swung myself over and began slowly climbing down, one rung at a time. It was far worse than climbing up, and my arms and legs began shaking – though whether with effort or fear or both I couldn’t say. 


When I reached the bottom rung, the satchel I’d lowered overboard scraped lazily against the hull a meter from my head, and I could not stop myself from wondering if it had cost me my life. But a moment later, a moment of eternity, I saw Windswept rounding the bow, heading straight at me, faint streams of wake trailing from her. I had seen many beautiful things in my forty years; sunsets of incomparable glory, mountain peaks in the Tetons hanging ghost-like in early morning mist, a newborn emerging from its mother, the bittersweet magnificence of an autumn forest – but this, this was salvation. I don’t know – imagine your father, arriving at school to pick you up just as the group of older boys has you surrounded. Imagine your mother, come to you in the darkness of a nightmare, comforting you, pulling you back from the abyss. Imagine whatever rescuer you will from whatever terror – all of that and more; that was Windswept sweetly making way, straight for me. It was life itself coming for me.


It was a slow and awkward process getting everything onto the boat and though I did lose one of the boxes of ammunition overboard, it seemed a small enough loss. The medical supplies, the weapons, and to a lesser degree the food – it all made up for that moment of terror as I clung to the ladder, alone on the sea.


But the cost exacted from me for this theft from the Mare Oriens was not yet paid in full. As I dropped into the cockpit with the satchel of bounty heaped beside me, the soaring joy I felt to be back aboard overwhelmed all sense of caution. I yelled to Ray to give me control and took up the rudder and thrust the throttles forward. Concerning myself with one thing only – that we avoid that mountainous steel hull only a meter away from us – I veered sharply out and away from the tanker. As Windswept surged forward, my elation turned to confused panic as I felt a hard impact, knocking me to my knees. Utterly bewildered, I saw the starboard ama being shoved under water and looked upward in terror and saw that I had, in my haste and carelessness, forgotten about the overhanging stairway. Still moving forward from the force of the motors, the tip of the mast scraped and bounced along the bottom of the platform, the entire boat canted at an angle, until we passed free of it, finally accelerating. With utter relief, I saw that the mast itself seemed undamaged – it looked straight, with no torn shrouds; even the spreaders were intact. But the equipment that had been mounted on top of it was destroyed, ripped free of it, fallen now into the Pacific. We no longer had either our shortwave or VHF antennas, the electronic windspeed indicator or the wind direction arrow. 


I was very worried that the mainsail sheave had been damaged, but when I stopped the motors, the sail winched easily to its full height without any issue. Ultimately then, the damage was this; we had no radio and we couldn’t directly measure wind speed. Maybe we could manage local VHF with the internal antenna, but there’d be no more SSB sailing nets, no shortwave of any kind. 


With the sails raised and my pride as a sailor only mildly damaged, Windswept surged back on course once more. I set the autopilot and settled into the cockpit, my back resting against the canvas satchel taking up most of the space and watched the Mare Oriens recede behind us. 


It was tempting to see the encounter as some kind of cosmic quid pro quo – what penalty fate had exacted on them it had rewarded me. But what did I mean exactly by fate? Surely not divine providence? Maybe in the end nothing more than what it was – they’d stopped at a port somewhere and the plague had found them, and I’d gotten safely away from a different port just in time. Or maybe I hadn’t. Maybe Windswept was just another Mare Oriens, carrying her crew with theCh 13 alterations seed of death that just hadn’t sprouted yet. Maybe I’d been infected back in San Diego and didn’t know it. Maybe there was no fate, not even luck, and sure as hell no such thing as good fortune. Maybe the world had just simply run out of it.


I sighed in frustration and turned away, my attention back on the sea. I had no real explanation for anything; not the events consuming the world, not Rachel’s death, not seeing her in Colorado, not hearing her voice. Maybe these were simple psychological coping mechanisms. Or maybe I was just losing my mind. Cosmic intervention? Don’t make the Mare Oriens into anything more than luck. Don’t think there’s anything out here helping you. If you survive, it’ll be because you managed it on your own. And maybe, just maybe, gotten a little bit lucky.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN




TWELVE DAYS LATER, Ray informed me that at our current average, we were only five days out of Kauai. It struck me very distinctly that there was a note of pride in his voice, and I wondered briefly if there had been an emotion-generator algorithm built into his neural net. Perhaps so; god knows some of his Australian slang was nutty and seemed completely extemporaneous most of the time. It made me wonder if I’d fully tapped into his capabilities. Maybe at some point, I ought to actually read the manual.


So, I asked him to display our daily runs; it was impressive. Some days - meaning twenty-four hour periods - we’d managed nearly three hundred kilometers. Whatever my role was in that, it made me feel good. And if he did have a generated emotion and had attributed part of our progress to his management of the autopilot, well, he deserved it. We were alive and moving well – seventeen days from where we’d begun in San Diego. And it occurred to me that he’d had the skills from the start; I’d had to learn from scratch. And I could imagine Rachel laughing – competing with a software program for credit. I had to laugh too; the fact was, I liked Ray. He was a good mate.


We’d hit two more squalls, both less intense than the first and I’d taken them pretty much in stride, sailing through both without the autopilot. When I was awake, I kept the sails fully deployed much longer into gusty conditions, only reefing and furling when things seriously turned into a blow. When I slept, though, I still stayed cautious. No matter how mild things seemed when I went off-watch, I always put a reef in.


I’d taken to napping in the cockpit in the afternoons when the weather was good. Closing my eyes, an hour would go by in a blink, and I’d sit up, completely refreshed. And yet, I don’t think I was truly, fully asleep. Sometimes, finishing up a watch, I’d linger in the cockpit, particularly when the sky was clear, closing my eyes and just listening as Windswept moved through the sea, feeling our inexorable slide to Hawaii. And that’s the best way I could put it – that it felt like a downhill slide, as if we’d gotten over the bulge of the Earth and were sailing downward on the other side, gravity pulling us along faster and faster. I knew that was nonsense, but I couldn’t shake the feeling.


Gradually, I took the time to sort through all the food, weapons, ammunition and medical supplies I’d pulled from the Mare Oriens, having no small difficulty finding places to stow everything. I wanted the guns accessible, but not intrusive, and fashioned a row of straps along the aft cabin bulkhead where those that would be most likely to be useful could be quickly reached from below, or through the hatch if I were in the cockpit. I considered how I’d started out – with the Winchester stuffed under a mattress, thinking I’d never use it, and now I had an arsenal. The explosives went beneath the cockpit seats, padded with the sail covers and life vests. Still, even with that cushioning, they were in my thoughts every time I sat down.


I wasn’t very familiar with the assault rifles, and completely new to explosives, so I spent considerable time looking at instruction manuals on the internet, though getting access seemed to be more and more difficult. Ray had no explanation. At some point it became so frustrating, I just experimented, and through trial and error eventually gained some confidence. In the end, I test fired everything, including one of the explosives. It used a digital match; you pulled back a patch of silver film that covered a fingertip-sized screen, scratched your finger across it, it turned red, and you had five seconds to get rid of it. Testing it was nerve-wracking; I threw it off the stern when we were on a good beam reach, flying along at fifteen knots. It arced through the air, hit the water and sank. I was counting ‘one-thousand-and-five…’ when a muffled wump came from behind us, and the sea seemed to form a divot on the surface, then reversed itself and blew upwards with remarkable force, throwing water twenty meters skyward. The power of it was sobering – and frightening. I considered dumping them all overboard, but never quite did.




We continued westward, the weather staying good with helpful, steady winds from the south. In three days, I began to feel a change in the air. The winds veered slowly around until they were on our nose and the seas rose steeply into two-meter waves, topped with white caps, and we were forced to beat into them, which gave a very wet ride. Sheets of spray as we hit the waves were unrelenting, fanning back over the length of the boat every few minutes. I was constantly soaked, even with my weather gear on, and took to the cabin for long stretches, leaving Ray to drive.


It gave me a lot of opportunity to finally do some reading. I’d brought every book Bernard Moitessier had written and re-read them all; his journeys, his feelings about his boat and about sailing. I wanted very much to feel about Windswept the way he felt about Joshua – to achieve that sense of oneness, as though he and the boat were joined into a single creature, half mechanical, half sentient. During the best of times as we sailed, I wanted to believe I achieved a little of that with Windswept; standing on the forward deck or on one of the ama nets, balanced, feeling her moving over the ocean; each little shudder, each surge, skip and thrust a part of me. For a moment, I’d see the sea in front me and know before we reached it how it would feel as we passed through it; pierced that wave, rose to that swell, bent to the wind. During those moments, there was no movement she made that didn’t feel natural and right to me. 


It was during this stretch that we lost the internet entirely. Ray had simply announced one afternoon, when I’d asked for weather, that he was quite sorry, mate, but the connection with the global web had been lost. I didn’t mind all that much losing news streams and Vids, but it was a great loss in other ways. Without the web, I had no weather forecasting, no route planning in terms of current and predicted conditions. Without it, I had no ability to search for documentation about any of the technology and tools on board. Without the internet – and now I felt the full import of my carelessness leaving the Mare Oriens, becsuse we had no radio to compensate – I was completely cut off from news of the world. I thought of Moitessier, who had intentionally isolated himself from human affairs while he was at sea. But he had not grown up with information available about anything, anytime and anyplace. His body of knowledge was carried with him in his head, in his very soul; he needed no link to a global internet. 


For me, it was a very different situation. I had books, I suppose - I had Buys Ballot’s Law: In the Northern Hemisphere, if you turn your back to the wind, the low pressure center will be to your left, the high to your right. Good to know, now what do I do with it? Keep reading of course – this law was used as the basis for an entire set of sea piloting actions based on conditions; it formed the primary rules of conduct for ship’s masters for more than a century. In fact, it held sway until the advent of modern weather charts; weather charts I no longer had a near-infinite supply of. And I was no master; so far, perhaps all I’d had was a run of decent weather luck.




The days passed, Windswept danced through the sea, waves cascading as she split them, sails full and drawing. Those streaks to starboard – dolphins? I stood, closed my eyes, planted my bare feet on her hull and felt her moving beneath me, felt as much at home as if I were walking up the dusty drive of the farm. It’s happened, I thought, I have become a sailor. And lines from an ancient poem of Lord Byron’s came to me. But what poem, what was it? Yes, that’s it; The Corsair.




O’er the glad waters of the dark blue sea,


Our thoughts as boundless, and our souls as free,


Far as the breeze can bear, the billows foam,


Survey our empire, and behold our home!




And I had to laugh at myself, at my hubris. From the timidity and fearfulness that had consumed me in San Diego to here and now on the open Pacific, audacious with words of Lord Byron on my lips. I’d better be careful – the ocean doesn’t countenance that sort of arrogance. 


And perfectly on cue, the next morning while idly watching the GPS, I noticed that the satellite icon in the corner of the screen seemed to have changed color. Normally a bright, signal light green, it had gone a dull amber. I wiped at it with my finger, leaned in to look closely. It wasn’t dirt; it had literally changed color.


“Ray,” I asked, “what’s the status of our satellite connections?”


“Nominal! She’s fair dinkum!”


“What does it mean that the icon has changed color?” There was the briefest of pauses.


“She’s on a bit of a wobbly, mate. Still operational, right? But not optimal. That blodgy icon’s tellin’ us we’ve had a bit of a boil-over on some of the sats.”


I sat straight up.


“You’re saying we’ve lost some of the satellites?”


“Right as rain, you are!”


I took a deep breath, exhaled. Another.


“Define optimal,” I said quietly.


“Nineteen, mate.”


“How many are we actually receiving, then?”


“Eleven.”


“Ray, why have we lost eight satellites? Is it something with our system, or with the satellites?” 


Again, a brief pause.


“System check is spot-on, mate.”


Weather perhaps? Solar flare or something? Could it be us, despite the self-test? I abruptly remembered the old hand-held and ducked below and rummaged around until I found it. It was pretty ancient technology, stubbornly slow to connect and after waiting twenty minutes, it seemed to have found every satellite it could – exactly eleven. 


Christ, were the satellites going off-line? This seemed ridiculous to me; I refused to believe it. They were self-sustaining, weren’t they? They had instruments and nuclear power – or whatever the hell they used. Hadn’t I read they were designed to stay in orbit functioning perfectly for decades? So even if the people that dealt with them on the ground were not showing up for work - and that seemed all too likely - why would that make any difference?


“Ray,” I asked slowly, “at what point do we lose functionality?” On reflection, it wasn’t a very clear question, but he got the gist.


“Below six, we lose speed, mate. Below four, we’ve gone cactus.”


“Cactus?”


“Sorry, Cap. Four is our minimum for being able to function at all.”


In the silence that followed, I first tried to convince myself that it was unlikely things would get that bad, but there was nothing whatever reassuring about any of it. There had to be some other factor at play, something I didn’t understand. We’d lost eight satellites in three weeks – what on Earth gave me any belief we wouldn’t lose more, wouldn’t lose them all?


And then what?


Then, celestial navigation, I guess, or wander aimlessly until I ran out of food. We had taken a Celestial Nav class, Rachel and I, which I’d considered little more than a joke, nothing more than an indulgence to her insistence that we needed to know how to navigate without a computer, without GPS. An absurd waste of time, I’d told her laughing; we’d never lose the GPS system. 


She passed the final exam; I failed. I laughed it off and called her ‘Professor’ for a couple of weeks. But that Christmas there was a teak box for me under the little tree, with an honest-to-god brass sextant nestled inside. It was with me now, in its ceremonial place near the chart table. Would it come to that, for Christ’s sake? I looked at the GPS map, at the satellite icon - stay at eleven you little bastard; I need you. I failed the damn course.




And one morning, my twenty-third at sea, the monitor showed us less than one hundred kilometers from the Big Island of Hawaii. For a brief moment, I was very tempted to change course, to make straight for land, forget Kauai. We could be in Hilo by tonight! But the more I thought about it, the more I knew that I wanted no part of it. The Hawaiian Islands, in general, present some of the most treacherous sailing conditions in the world. Because of their close proximity to one another and the steep volcanic profiles of the land, wind is often funneled between them with great force, building up steep, confused seas. The same happens to the prevailing currents; with water flow squeezed between land masses, at times it can become violently accelerated. I’d reached a level of comfort – maybe even a little confidence - sailing Windswept, but even very experienced sailors went out of their way to avoid encountering ten meter, steep-breaking waves, and winds howling at sixty or seventy knots dead on the nose. There were surely some elements of approaching Kauai that would require care, but nothing at all like the challenges I’d face trying to make landfall on the Big Island, or Oahu. And ultimately, that was all about logic anyway; in my heart I wanted to go to Kauai for reasons having nothing to do with sea conditions.


We’d stay the course.


All day, I thought of little else than seeing land, but maintaining our heading for Kauai meant that I wouldn’t as much as catch a glimpse of the Big Island. We were aiming for the southeast coast; a direct course line there kept us out to sea for at least another day and a half, perhaps longer. 


Truly though, what drew me to Nawiliwili Bay were the memories of Rachel and I on honeymoon, the days spent in a timeless dream before the ocean, doors open to the lanai day and night, the caress of trade winds, the fecund forests and impossible lushness. Memories of the beach and the bay, swimming hard in rip currents and finding her waiting for me, laughing in the sand. Of gritty grains of it on her body; the smell of lotion on her skin, the rising fever of wanting her. The pure, sun-whitened heat of careless, mindless happiness. Of foolish happiness, believing it had no end.


I was fidgety all that day and into the night and for the first time in many days I had trouble sleeping, and when I did sleep, my dreams were unsettling, leaving me feeling exhausted, threatened, and vaguely uncertain when I awoke. 


The next morning, I was up before the sun, the red eye poking a ruby hole in the pre-dawn heavens behind me. I could remember no dreams from the night past, and felt rested and prepared, desperately excited at the prospect of land. It seemed impossible to recall with any clarity what the planet looked like in colors other than blue and grey. As I waited, the sea seemed to court me with its beauty, lifting from dark steel to a glassy metallic blue, then lightening to a vivid aquamarine. 


Ultimately, I smelled the land before I saw it; intensely sharp and pungent – so vivid and visceral that I felt like weeping, partly I suppose from relief to be near land after my first true voyage at sea, and perhaps also a little from the loneliness of arriving alone. 


But it passed and as the sky continued to lighten and the horizon sharpen, I suddenly saw the impossibly emerald flanks of Mount Waialeale, her peak consumed in wreaths of clouds, rise before me out of the sea. I was left without speech or as much as a thought in my head – it was simply the most startlingly beautiful view of land I’d ever seen. I literally stood transfixed, and I now I did cry, the tears whipped from my face by the wind. I had lived on the sea for twenty-eight days; I’d left the land and now come back to it. With all that the Python had done, with the death of Rachel ever there in my soul; still, I had accomplished this fundamental, primordial, human thing – ventured out across the trackless ocean and found a distant shore. Whatever happened to me, whatever this new world held for me, this voyage would never be diminished, never spoiled, never taken away from me. It was enough, for now – maybe it was enough forever – to just be standing there on Windswept and watching as the emerald green brilliance of Kauai grew ever closer.


But of course, at some point the contemplative must give way to the practical. There was never much opportunity when sailing to remain self-congratulatory for long; made it across an ocean, did you? Good on ya, mate, as Ray would say; now go figure out how to make landfall without wrecking your boat.


I asked Ray to display the Nawiliwili Bay charts, knowing that without the internet all he had were those stored in his drives. We were now working with a finite resource; one that would never be updated, never expanded. It was going to have to do.


The chart he displayed showed us about fifteen kilometers southwest of the harbor and closing at six knots. The entrance was simple, with no obstructions or reefs and plenty of depth. This won’t be so bad, I thought, but winched Windswept’s dagger boards up anyway, leaving just a meter of them in the water to limit sideslip and help steerage.


I could see the harbor light just to starboard and knew I needed to stay well south of the northern shore where it stood, with its mass of rocks. Coming straight in from the southeast was the way to do it, I thought; make a straight approach to the northern end of the breakwall, do a quick, tight turn-about to port, and there we’d be, in the protected bay inside. And once there, forget the docks – stay out a bit, away from land. If there’s a mooring ball, fine, if not, drop two anchors on a bridle and make them stick.


As we entered the outer bay, I unlocked the tag end of the mainsail halyard from the winch and let it slowly unwind, and before I went forward to secure the main, furled the jib as well. We slowed, gliding to little more than a crawl, and I was up and forward, securing the mainsail.


Back in the cockpit, I gave the motors a bit of throttle and we slid past the rocks at the harbor mouth. Reaching the end of the breakwater, I slowed to the point that the props hardly turned, and we crept forward, maintaining our heading parallel to the rocks. The water was smooth as glass and the only boat near us was an old, rotting trimaran, huge – nearly thirty meters long. It had been moored there since before Rachel and I had been here the first time. I steered around her, seeing that she’d deteriorated further, her fiberglass cracked and peeling off in great scabs. She was moored to an underwater cable and if I couldn’t find anything else, I thought I could at least attach to that. But as we slid past, I saw half a dozen orange mooring balls and steered for them. We slid up to the first one, and with fond thoughts of Emma in mind, I gently backed the motors for an instant, stopping us dead in the calm water. Walking casually out onto the starboard ama, I secured a short spring line to the cable the ball was attached to, and we were made fast, swinging gently around toward shore with the incoming tide. 


It was noon; we had made it to Kauai.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN




SHE COULD NOT stop herself from watching as the plane rose into the prevailing breeze and disappeared between the cumuli of the afternoon’s weather. For a few moments more, she stood and watched the patterns of sunlight dappling the clouds. This is the end of it, she thought.


Her bicycle lay in a heap along the security fence and she walked to it and pulled it upright, straightening the heavy pack lashed to the rear carrier. It was a bit of a mess, the bike; she had no place to store it and the rain and salt air had worked it over. But it had gotten her to the airport to see the two of them off, and now it would take her to her new life.


She got on and shoved off, by instinct steering westward toward the airport exit and the coast road to Alofi, then realizing her mistake, bumped to a stop. Technically, she would not be an illegal resident until the next morning, but she was guessing if the NZ saw a native after this last plane had lifted off, they’d be asking questions. She needed to stay away from the main roads, so she walked the bike back around to the east, then rode it past the terminal building and onto the Lalokafika road.


The airport was silent now, mostly emptied of people, and with the exception of the charter flights, would stay that way forever. As she pedaled slowly past, the runway appeared to her like a long, bleached bone, dead and white in the sun. All the tears that had been shed here, she thought, all the people wanting to go, wanting to stay – the great exodus. Was anyone left now, like her? Or, she wondered, am I the last Niuean?


And for the hundredth time, she thought of Mana, wishing with all the strength in her heart she were still alive. She’d never have gone, and no NZ alive would find Mana if Mana didn’t want to be found. Now she must be like her, smart and unyielding; unafraid and confident in her own abilities. 


She rode on, settling herself into an easy rhythm. The way to Liku was pleasant enough, though having not come this way in a very long time, she was surprised to see houses where there had been none before. Why build houses, she wondered, when every day there’d been fewer people? They were squat, ugly cement block bungalows and now that they were emptied of people, of life, the yards surrounding them filled with debris; old furniture, appliances, ancient television sets. Most of them had cars parked in the yards, or in front along the road - decent cars, too. Not surprising they’d be left, she supposed; who’d want to pay the transport fees to ship a car? There would be the resettlement money and the subsidies - plenty for a new car in Auckland, right? This was the bitter truth – we sold our island for a life in the suburbs, for cars and shopping and all the state-subsidized booze. 


Well, the trash was their problem now, she thought. Or maybe the NZ would just let everything sit and rot. Does anyone think they paid us to leave because they care about the island? As of tomorrow morning, the whole of Niue was nothing more than an exotic dive park intended to bring important tourist money into the NZ coffers; a dive park that that used to be a country. It made for great advertising, colorful brochures.


She pedaled past the decaying houses with their lawns of trash, thinking of them as shipwrecks, like capsized boats with all their contents turned to flotsam in the sea. And in time the land, like the sea, would claim it all, swamp it, suck it under. They’ll just be green mounds of scrub and vines and no one to know differently, no one to say I lived here once.


But I’ll know, she thought, I’ll be here to say it. And pedaling on, she said it out loud to give it meaning and strength; “I’ll be here.”


When she made it to Liku, she felt the need to rest a bit and think things over, so she stopped and feeling a bit silly squatted down behind some bushes and peed. Who was here to see her? The eighteen kilometers had taken her three hours and she was concerned about the daylight left to her. If she couldn’t manage a better turn of speed, she’d not make it to the cliff path before dark. It was treacherous enough in daylight; it’d be very dodgy indeed lit only by starlight.


Still, no worries, she thought; she was off the gravel now and had the bitumen road all the way to Mutalau and surely, she’d go faster on the pavement. She got up and shoved off, continuing steadily through Liku village. Passing the male, she spotted a pack of half dozen or so dogs ahead of her, angling from her right, and stopped in the middle of the road, straddling the bike, to watch them. They were rangy, and something about them made her uneasy; perhaps just the nature of their movements, quick and feral. The dogs, spotting her, stopped as well, watching her in turn. They were panting in the heat, tongues lolling out of open mouths and appeared completely unafraid.


“Shoo,” she yelled, and saw them tense, ears pricked towards her. Abruptly, they started forward again, trotting across the male grounds and out onto the road twenty meters ahead of where she stood. The lead dog was large, heavy-coated and dark; some sort of shepherd mix she thought. As it loped along it kept its head turned toward her, lowered to shoulder height, its teeth showing whitely. The pack behind it moved in unison, evenly spaced in orderly single file, as though they were an army platoon out to drill. How extraordinary, she thought, suddenly conscious of her vulnerability, her soft flesh.


As they cleared the road and disappeared into the brush and trees on the west side, she waited to give them time to pass further from her. Moving again, reaching the point they’d crossed into the trees, she thought she could hear them, thought she could hear low growls and snarling some distance into the woods. She stood on the pedals then, working the bike for all it was worth, imagining them emerging back onto the road, following her.


For the next kilometer, she pushed herself hard enough to be out of breath and leave her legs burning. Then her fear gave way to irritation; she’d let herself be spooked for no reason, hadn’t she? Dogs were pack animals after all – let loose that’s what they’d do, revert to the instinct to form a group. It didn’t mean they’d been turned into human hunters. 


Slowing, she pedaled on and in a few minutes came to a cluster of houses – some with their doors yawning open. She imagined dogs inside, using them as dens. Would they do that? She wondered if the people who had abandoned the houses had left doors open for their animals. If you weren’t coming back, why not? And what of all these dogs, then? What if they got very hungry? If they became aggressive and it got bad for the tourists, would the NZ begin to hunt them? As the little settlement faded behind her, it occurred to her that this was no longer the same island on which she’d grown up. This island had no people, had packs of wild dogs and rotting houses. 


She thought she might be half way to Mutalau when she came across a farm on the east side of the road, saw the rows of trees and shrubs behind the house and immediately spotted clusters of banana and mango among a smattering of breadfruit trees. Aware suddenly of how hungry she was, she pedaled to the house and laid the bike against it, struggling again with the heavy awkwardness of the pack. Here was a chance to conserve the few provisions she had, maybe even add to them. Hesitating as she crossed the front yard; feeling foolish, she called out “Hello?” twice, then walked around to the back searching for ripe fruit. She’d prefer a mango or two, but a banana would sit just as well.


And she found both; picking a banana and two beautifully ripe mangoes she went back to the bike and carefully placed the mangoes into netting sewn on the pack, peeled the banana and got back on the bike. Pedaling slowly, balanced with one hand, she ate the banana and thought about the life she faced, contemplated something as simple as eating. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t known it, but finding this fruit brought quite clearly to her the reality of no more stores, no more shopping. She was determined to remember this place; it wouldn’t be much of a ride from the cliff and to be able to have fresh fruit like this was worth the risk of travelling on the road.


After the banana she was thirsty and pulled her water bottle from its webbing, slumping in disappointment as she found it empty; in her haste this morning, she’d packed it without filling it. What would have been no more than an irritation the day before was now much more serious. The municipal pumps had been shut down across the island, except for Alofi and the few houses designated for the NZ guides. Niue had no rivers, no fresh water at all save for a few natural springs driven by deep-reservoir rain water pushed to the surface through the limestone. It was one of these, one she’d discovered years before, that she now planned on for survival. But until she reached it there would be nothing to drink. And if her secret spring had dried up? She pushed the thought away; it would be there because it must be.


The shadows began deepening, invading the road from the west, and she briefly considered waiting until morning to attempt the cliff trail. When she finally got to the outskirts of Mutalau it was nearly dusk, and she imagined herself breaking into one of the empty houses for the night, then going on in the morning. But there was such an oppressive air of abandonment about the place, trash blowing about in the early evening breeze, that the thought turned her stomach. No, she was determined; she’d go on tonight as planned. 


In the village center, at the male, the road curved sharply south-southwest and when she reached it, she let the bike coast to a halt. She walked it over to the community building and propped it against a wall, away from the road, unlashed the pack and slung it over her shoulders. Best to walk from here, she thought; the two-track out of town would be impossible on the bike with the weight of the pack on the back of it. When she had walked back onto the street, she glanced back at the bike – it was invisible against the north wall, no casual search would show anything. And even if they saw it, what would they think other than someone had abandoned an old bike?


It felt good to be walking – much easier than pedaling the bike, especially so on the rocky, rutted two-track. Leading north out of the village, the trail ran in zig-zag fashion for half a kilometer to the coastline, where it reached the highest point of land on the island – a cliff of rock nearly one hundred meters high, plunging straight toward the ocean. 


Before she’d gotten half way along the trail, she could hear the pounding surf beyond, low and familiar. She continued winding her way through low scrub and rocks, careful not to turn an ankle. She passed by a small fale and stopped, regaining her breath. Again, she considered avoiding the cliff in the dark, staying here until morning, but hurried on, driven by the mosquitoes and her thirst. Everything depended now on the cave and the spring within it. If she couldn’t find it, or if she couldn’t manage the trail in the darkness, if the spring no longer had water; well – then like so much of her life, this would all go wrong. 


Finally gaining the ridge, the immensity of the Pacific spread darkly before her, she stopped to catch her breath and plan for the next bit – the descent down the cliff. From the east, low on the horizon, she caught sight of the red star, this strange new addition that had appeared so suddenly in the heavens. It set its red glow on the broad face of the cliff, and she stepped cautiously toward it, picking her way carefully among the sharp rocks, grateful for the illumination. Within ten meters she saw the dark outline of the first descending step and took it, then began winding her way back and forth on a series of shelves worn quite smooth. This was the easy part, she knew, and hunched her shoulders against the weight of the pack, nervous at what was coming.


How long had it been? She considered; perhaps ten years, perhaps twelve, she wasn’t sure. That sunny day with her cousins, scrambling all over this cliff and thinking nothing of it, as if they were goats - that had been the day she’d found it. She could still feel the magic, edging into the cool shade of the cave, finding the water. And now, it would come to her again in its fullness, enabling her new life, providing the means for her to defy the NZ, allow her to stay a Niuean.


She pushed on, descending the increasingly ragged shelves for twenty meters, expecting and then finding them ultimately giving way to a near-vertical wall of solid limestone. In the twilight, it seemed completely sheer; all she could see was the occasional tuft of plants growing out of crevices in the otherwise smooth rock and she felt a quick moment of panic, wondering if she’d come the wrong way. But she knew this had to be it – there was no other path along this cliff for nearly a kilometer.


She took deep breaths, trying to calm herself and studied the area below her feet until she saw a faint line in the wall, angling down and across. Balancing against the clumsiness of the pack, she faced forward and let her outside foot slide downward. She squatted down, balanced on one knee, and extended her foot as far below herself as possible. Feeling it finally come to rest on a narrow lip, she slid herself down onto it, bringing her other foot tight against the first. The ledge she now stood on was so narrow that her feet would not fit side by side. She held her right hand against wall, leaning inward, desperately searching with her fingers for the security of a handhold, and began sliding her feet, one after the other, along and down the narrow ledge.


Below her, impossibly far it seemed to her, she could not only hear the roar of the surf, but could see the ghostly iridescence of waves impaled by wedges of limestone as they spent themselves against the cliff.


How long it took her, sliding one foot then the other, she would never quite be sure of; she only knew it seemed never to end, as if the time spent sliding down this knife edge held the sum of her life. But finally, she came to the end, limp with relief as her feet found nearly flat rock, broken into an easy series of plateaus and jumbled boulders. From there, it was a matter of playing back in her mind the sequence of moves she had made that had led her that day to the discovery. Still, she must be careful – this was where she could easily lose her way.


She continued to work her way down, stopping to recall the feel of it, angling, as she remembered it, towards the west, away from the intuitive path. She came to dead ends and searched for whatever way would continue to take her lower and westward. The strain was telling; she was tired and very thirsty and rested against boulders frequently. When she had worked her way to within ten meters of the water, she began looking for the profile that had caught her eye that day – an image in the limestone as it jutted against the sky, an image of a turtle, her aitu – her spiritual icon. Close enough to the water now that the wind occasionally brought a fine spray to her from the surf, her face and hair became coated with it, and she peered against the vague starlight, searching for her turtle.


And at last, in what seemed to her deep into the night, she saw what she knew was the shape that guarded her discovery – a narrow crack in the limestone that led into a broad, sheltered cave running deep into the cliff. Exhausted but exhilarated, she scrambled to it, scraping her knees and elbows against the rough limestone and not caring. Feeling as though she had passed some great test, she pulled the pack from her shoulders and pushed it through the opening ahead of her, then turning sideways, slipped between the edges of the crevice, fought a moment of panic as the narrow defile seemed to trap her, then fell gratefully into freedom as the walls flared out into the cavern within.


It was pitch black inside and she fumbled at the drawstrings on her pack, feeling for her flashlight. Finding it, she turned it on and hurriedly shone the beam about the smooth walls and ceiling, feeling again the delight and awe she’d felt as a girl. She held the light to the broad dome above and then to the sides of the almond-shaped room, noting the crevices that ran further back into the earth, promising mysteries yet to explore. And beneath her, the floor formed a gently sloping slab of pocketed limestone leading down to a pool of water perhaps three meters in diameter. The beam from her light played off the perfectly flat surface, reflecting back to her as if it were a cache of diamonds, and she knew very well it was worth diamonds to her, and more. 


She used the light to rummage through her pack and pulled out a candle lantern, slid the glass cylinder up and used a propane match to light it, searching for a flat spot to set it on. It cast a warm yellow light about the cave, occasionally flickering as a wisp of wind worked through the crevice opening. 


Feeling the ache in her legs, she rose and walked carefully down to the pool and looked closely. It was as clear as glass; the bottom easily visible in the meter-deep center. She put a hand in and lifted some of the cool water in her palm, smelled it, then bent her head and took a small sip. It was fresh, sweet and mildly mineral-tasting. Now the thirst rose in her like a wild thing and she bent her head to the pool and for several minutes greedily sipped, rested, then sipped again until she was finally satisfied. Then she crept to her pack, pulled out the water bottle and took it to the pool and filled it.


Going back to her pack, she pulled the mangoes free, peeled and ate them, taking the peelings to the crevice and throwing them out into the windy night, feeling spray or perhaps rain, reveling in the feeling of slipping back into the sheltering safety of the lantern-lit cave.


Along the west edge of the floor was a section of virtually flat rock, at least two meters long and nearly as broad. That’ll do just fine for a bed, she decided, and untied the foam pad laced to the bottom of her pack and unrolled it. She had a foil blanket, folded nearly as small as pack of playing cards, and shook it out; it looked like gold leaf in the yellow candle light from the lantern. She lay down, wondering what she was going to do for a bathroom, thankful not to be needing it just then. Reaching for the lantern, she blew it out, plunging herself into inky darkness. She lay there quietly, hearing the muted sound of the surf, feeling a wisp of air about her shoulders and face. After a few minutes, she could see a faint glow where the crevice opened to the starlight beyond, and with a sigh, she pulled the foil around her shoulders and slept.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN




SHE WOKE IN cool shadow, a wedge of bright light from the morning sun angling into the cave onto the surface of the pool. From her sleeping ledge along the wall she lay warm and drowsy, watching the play of light. Through the crevice she heard the muted sounds of gulls and the endless wash of surf. 


She rose and went to the crevice, keeping herself hidden in shadow, blinking away the sunlight, and looked out over the world. The ocean, fifteen meters beyond her, surged gently against the rocky buttress on which she stood; brilliantly, impossibly blue in the bright morning sun. Modest swells and a light sea breeze combined with an ebbing tide had reduced the surf to little more than a frothy protest as it sheeted up and over the limestone. She glanced right, then up, searching for the path she’d taken the night before in such desperation. Now, in the light of day it all seemed quite simple; from this vantage neither difficult nor steep. Much ado about nothing, she told herself. 


The entrance itself was neatly tucked into a recess, one of a thousand reticulations in the long profile of this cliff. She wanted to see westward; this required her to walk toward the ocean to the head of a sharp promontory, step onto a crumbling shelf, and stick her head out around it. Her hands pressed against the smooth limestone, her toes spread on the wet stone; leaning outward, she looked beyond. Before her, an otherworldly expanse of limestone arches and ocean pools, unimaginably wild. Grottos, like the palaces of some ocean goddess, were carved out by eons of waves and wind, and elsewhere beaches of stone shelved gently into the surf. It begged exploration and her first thought as she took note of the many pools and hollows was that it was a perfect place to find shellfish. 


She swung herself around the promontory, careful of the slippery wet limestone, and began working her way along and between a jumble of boulders, spits of volcanic sand, and shallow pools, and soon came upon a narrow fissure in the limestone, revealing an ocean inlet beneath her. She straddled it, hiked her sarong around her thighs and peed into the Pacific. 


Back at the cave, she pulled out a bit of the dried fish in her pack and sat comfortably against the wall of the cave and ate her breakfast. She began taking an inventory of her remaining stores, and – now that she was here – formulating plans. She needed a strategy for acquiring food that brought to her the bounty of both sea and land, and she needed to do this in a way that kept her from being seen. Improving the comfort of the cave was important – as well as finding a way to cook within it. And of course, she need to provide for her toilet. 


How good it felt to face and solve these simple needs of living! How clean and true to have left behind the convolutions of society, to focus on nothing more basic than the need for water and food and physical comfort. Worries about money, Mana and all her plans, trying to please her husband, her worries for the boy – all of this was gone now, replaced by the most basic of human needs; find something to eat and drink, find shelter, find a way not to soil where you sleep. She was dependent on no one, nor responsible for anyone but herself. Was it selfish to find in that simplicity this feeling of pure joy?


For the next fortnight, she set about the work of establishing her new life, staying outside through sun and rain, ever watchful, and usually not returning until the light began its disintegration into the sea. She found, not far from the cave entrance, a deep narrow pocket in the limestone with a pumice sand bottom that she made into her toilet, stashing coconut pulu to use as a desiccating agent, and banana leaves softened to just the right consistency for wiping. It was crude, yes, but it worked, and she stashed coconut shells filled with coarse black sand to wash her hands. She would try making taro soap, she thought, once she found the time.


Exploring the wild shoreline west of the cave, she discovered excellent pools for collecting shellfish, and found a deep, spring-fed basin that made for a fine, if cold, bath. It was almost completely hidden from sight by a series of overlapping limestone arches. On hot afternoons it became her habit to strip naked and swim for an hour in the ocean, then climb the few meters to this private bath and rinse the salt water from her body and hair. These moments, laying in the sun afterwards, light and warmth permeating every element of her being, conscious only of her breathing, brought her a depth of inner peace beyond anything she’d ever known. It was as if she were not only the last Niuean on the island, but the last human on earth.


She found, as she explored the rear of her cave, a narrow opening little more than a meter wide which, through a network of volcanic cracks let smoke escape. Next to this, she established her kitchen, collecting and bringing in a cache of driftwood for her small fires. After she’d used up all her matches, she turned to the steel-and-flint she’d packed with her, using dried pulu as tinder, and later, sawdust she ground from small pieces of the driftwood. Once she became practiced, it was hardly more effort than striking a match. 


For cooking gear, she walked back into Mutalau one night and rummaged through the abandoned houses until she found two good steel pots, one of them large enough to boil shellfish. She giggled aloud as she managed the climb back down to the cave with a dancer’s flourish, holding the pots with one hand and steadying herself with the other. As she lightly jumped onto the ledge leading to the cave entrance, excited to think of cooking in her little kitchen, it came to her with sudden clarity that she was home.


She spent the evening in a warm glow, the cave smelling faintly of boiling seawater and cooking crab, steam rising from the pot and captured by zephyrs swirling in through the opening, whisked into the recesses of the cave to find its way outward through some unseen vent. As sleepiness came, she laid down on her pad, feeling a contentment that now seemed wedded to her, an inviolate part of the new woman she’d become. Thinking of all she would do the next day, she fell quickly into a peaceful sleep.




In the deep of the night, a dream came to her, so clear and lucid that she felt she had awakened, the dream playing out before her in the darkness. 


She was standing balanced near the edge of a precipitous cliff, overlooking a dark, wild sea far below. Fearing the drop before her, she tried desperately to move away from the edge, but her legs were leaden and unresponsive. Suddenly she saw a lone figure in the distance, walking toward her – not from inland, but approaching along the very edge of the cliff. She knew at once it was Mana, and a desperate longing rose in her breast as she waited to be saved. But as the figure came within a few meters of her, she was startled to see that it was not the Mana she knew at all, but a much younger woman. Mana, yes, but a beautiful young woman with dark lustrous hair, not the ancient, greyed grandmother that was all she’d ever known. Her body was lithe, supple; the flaccid skin and flesh of old age replaced by smooth coppery skin, fertile breasts and fine strong limbs. For a moment she was frightened by what she saw, but as she looked into Mana’s eyes and saw the familiar warmth and compassion, she began to weep, the old sorrow welling up in her.


“Mana,” she cried, “help me!”


Then the arms were around her, strong and sure, and in Mana’s embrace she was again the lost child she’d always been, finding the only solace she’d ever known, the only acceptance. For an interminable time, she surrendered herself to the warm embrace, so familiar yet so strange – the frail, bony old body replaced by this one as strong and enveloping as a Banyan tree.


“I am so sorry, Mana,” she whispered.


A soft hand gently raised her chin. The eyes she looked into were the same as always, exactly the same.


“Little love, there is nothing to be sorry for.”


“I failed you!”


“No, Aulani, you failed no one. My eyes were blind. I saw the signs and misread them.” 


“Oh, Mana,” she sighed, “I’ve missed you.” She buried her face again in the warmth of her neck.


In the dream, time passed. Forever came and went in the perfect shelter of Mana’s arms. When she next looked down, she realized they were floating out over the sea, and though it raged beneath them, she felt safe and secure.


She heard Mana’s voice in her ear. “Now though, dear child, there is something you must do.”


With those words, a circle of light appeared on the surface of the water far below. Within it, she could make out a small boat rocking in the turbulent water. As she strained to see it, they suddenly descended toward it and abruptly, no more than a few meters above the water, floated still in the air.


Perhaps five meters long, the boat was made of wood, a deep mahogany, it’s form sharp and angular. It floated on the water as lightly as a leaf. She recognized it as a Samoan fishing canoe, having a central hull flanked by two outriggers, built in the old way of spliced planks. Two paddles of traditional design lay across the two simple seats. She longed to reach out and touch it. 


“What is it?” she whispered. “It’s so beautiful!”


“A boat of the people,” answered Mana. “A boat that belongs to you now.”


“To me? This is my boat?”


“Yes, yours alone. It waits for you in Alofi.”


“But Mana,” she replied, “I can’t go to Alofi; they’ll catch me there.”


She heard the dismissive soft laugh she remembered so well, and Mana’s voice, quietly reassuring.


“No child, no one can catch you.”


And with those words the dream ended, as though a reel of film had finished, and she found herself awake, the glow of dawn through the cave entrance imprinting a wedge of light onto the rock floor. So vivid was the dream, every moment of it clear to her, that for some time she had no ability to do anything other than relive it. Finally, still feeling the rapture of Mana’s arms about her, still clearly longing for the canoe, she rose reluctantly from the warm sleeping bag.


Images from the dream came to her throughout the day; it seemed to her there must be something of great meaning in the dream, a message that lay just beyond her awareness. And far from fading as the day wore on, the image of the canoe and the longing that she felt for it grew until it became more a memory than a dream and she began to think of it as a real thing, a true thing. She had lived with Mana long enough to know that reality was a matter of perception, ever shifting, ever expanding. That the canoe might be no more than a psychological symbol created by her mind she carefully considered and rejected. What she had experienced had not been a mere dream, but a vision, a communication – she was certain of it, and that meant the canoe was real and had some significance for her. But what that might be, she had no idea.




That night, with the same strange clarity, a different dream. Again, this same canoe, though now she found herself seated within it, a paddle in her hands. In the first few moments, she was aware of nothing more than the canoe itself; the way it felt, the way she felt a part of it, melded with it. She marveled at the living quality of the wood, as if the canoe were alive, sentient.


Then she became aware that she and the canoe were on the sea, being driven violently forward by the same raging tempest she had stood watching from the cliff the night before. The waves around her were black, fearsome, and they and the wind drove the canoe forward at frightening speed. She feared for her life, feared that the canoe would capsize or be torn to pieces. She was aware of endless ocean before her; she felt certain that death lay ahead and wanted to turn the canoe, to paddle back to where she felt instinctively that safety lay.


But again, as on the cliff, her limbs seemed not to be attached to her body; they were leaden, dead things that refused to move. Try as she might, she could not lift the paddle. In the dream, she was carried along by the storm, further and further until she knew that all hope of returning was gone.


Then, with utter abruptness, the night was past, and the storm had ended. The sun, hardly above the horizon, burned her and she put a hand up to shade her eyes, surprised to find her arm now moving easily. But the paddle was gone, the canoe motionless on the sullen sea, and she was startled to see they floated in the glowing red light of the strange new star.


A terrible thirst came to her and grew worse with every passing moment and though she searched frantically for water in the canoe, there was nothing. A feeling of utter surrender overcame her, tore her heart, raised itself within her into a lament of sorrow and regret and loss. All that she was, all that she’d done, all that she’d hoped to be had come to nothing. All sense of life fled from her and she laid down in the canoe and closed her eyes. And some time later a great light shone on her and she was lifted and knowing she was dead, called out to Mana.


With that, the dream ended, and she was again in her cave. She was very thirsty and crawled quickly to the pool and lay for long minutes drinking, struggling not with the fear and sense of hopelessness of her death in the dream, but at the wonder of the light that had come for her.


That day she moved sluggishly, feeling as though she were possessed. Rest eluded her, and that night the dream came again, and the next night and the next. It was always the same – the black, tempestuous sea, her arms frozen into stillness, the sudden sullen sea and her great thirst. Then the ruby light and the terrible feeling of loss followed by her acceptance of death. And the light coming for her. Over and over, exactly the same.




After a week, exhausted by her troubled sleep and wondering if she were beginning to go mad, the third dream came. 


She is a small girl again, perhaps ten, walking along a familiar path that leads to Mana’s fale in the forest. Her heart is full, and she skips playfully over exposed roots and the bones of volcanic rock protruding out of the earth. She reaches the fale, looks around at the outside kitchen area for Mana – it’s time for the evening meal but no smells come to her, no sounds of bubbling water or pots being stirred. She pushes through the door soundlessly and Mana is there inside, sitting at her small table, expecting her, smiling at her. It is the new Mana, the one with the young body, but it doesn’t matter. It is still Mana.


When she sits, she suddenly becomes older, the young woman that she was when Mana died. Her light, nearly frail child body becomes heavier, more powerful, lush with maturity and the transition is a delight to her; she stretches as she sits down, feeling her body, and smiles.


Mana is looking at her kindly but is not smiling.


“It’s time,” she says.


She is not worried. Mana is always inscrutable, mysterious. It is a part of her charm.


“Mana,” she replies, still smiling, “time for what?”


“To take the boat, child.”


The image of the boat comes to her in a rush, along with memories of the other two dreams and they are jumbled all together; she feels dizzy with it. What dream is she in?


“The canoe?” she asks. “The one in Alofi?”


Mana nods. “It is at the wharf awaiting you.”


She stares into the old eyes alive now in this young face.


“Won’t they catch me?” 


“You are too clever for them. The forest and the night and the sea are your friends, and the boat is yours by birthright. You must take it.”


She feels confusion now, what is she supposed to do with this boat?


“Mana,” she begins to say.


“Aulani,” interrupts Mana, “we are with you, always.”


And as she stares, everything around her begins to fade and she tries to call out; Mana, Mana, no – I don’t understand, but there is no one there to call out to.




She opened her eyes and found herself, as she knew she would, safely in her cave, dawn still distant.


And she tried to shrug off the dream and its claim on her. But it was with her like a pebble caught between her toes. She tried in every way she knew to pull it free and throw it away, to push it from her mind and stay within each moment as the day passed in sunshine. But something had changed, and she knew it. 


And that night, as she lay down to sleep exhausted with it all, the doused lantern sputtering as the cave pitched into darkness, she acknowledged at last what she must do; she would obey Mana. She would sneak into Alofi and find this canoe and take it from the wharf, paddling it back to her pools here on the north shore where she would hide it, where it would belong to her. 


And with that decision, she dreamt no more, and slept the rest of the night peacefully. And in the morning, she began to plan.


It would all have to happen at night, of course. She would start out on the bike as soon as dusk fell, riding the twenty kilometers to the Alofi wharf. No, she thought, not all the way to the wharf - it would be better to leave the bike north of the town so that she could go back afterwards and retrieve it. Going the last way on foot would also give her the freedom to quickly hide in the woods in the event she encountered any NZ. When she reached the northern edge of town, she’d circle out onto the coralline flats along the coast and approach the wharf from the ocean side. The canoe would be there. She would take it in the dead of night and paddle silently and quickly out to sea, then circle around to the north of the island, to her hidden pool. If it had a sail, all the better; once out of sight of the village, she would raise it and make better speed, perhaps even returning by dawn. 


Several parts of this plan worried her. The journey along the wooded roads at night - the memory of the dogs was still strong; she would be easy prey to a pack of hungry animals. Didn’t they hunt at night? And the canoe itself – wouldn’t it be secured in some fashion? Was it even seaworthy? Were there paddles with it? She shook these fears from her head; she had seen the canoe, she knew what it was, what it could do.


Still, it was an audacious plan, rife with uncertainty and risk. She’d seen how heavily built the canoe was, that it was intended for two; how easily would it handle with only one paddling, how much speed could she manage? She had a journey from Alofi to the hidden pool of somewhere between fifteen and twenty kilometers, depending on how far out to sea she had to go. If all went perfectly – if she managed three kilometers per hour and encountered no adverse currents – she would need five hours or more. She would need to take the canoe from Alofi by midnight in order to make it by sunrise. She dared not paddle during daylight – surely the NZ would find the canoe gone in the morning and begin searching for it with their high-powered boats.


And if she couldn’t manage to get underway in time, or if currents or the heavy boat slowed her down? There would be nothing for it other than to stop at dawn and hide herself and the boat throughout the day.


And if she were caught? That would be the end of it all; she’d be packed off to an Auckland jail. But to not go was unthinkable; Mana was entrusting this canoe to her - that was as clear as the red eye in the eastern sky. That this all might be fantasy, an illusion, nothing more than a particularly vivid dream, no longer seemed a possibility.




She waited until the moon was full, a decision that hadn’t been easy. Her instinct was to go on a dark night, use everything she could to stay hidden, but she’d badly need the moonlight to see well enough to make her way along the dangerous coastline. She considered the possibility of paddling straight out to sea then circling around to the north far from the dangers of the reef. But that would take much, much longer – far longer than she had. No, she needed the security of the coastline and the shortest possible route back to the north shore and the hidden pool.


And when the full moon came at last, she waited until the sun touched the sea, then climbed the ridge and walked back to Mutalau. In the fading light, it felt as though she were back there in the evening when she’d first arrived, nervous and unsure. How much had changed. All that mattered then was finding the cave, and now she was sneaking into the very mouth of the lion. 


What turns her life had taken! Had anything about her life ever been what others thought of as normal, or easy? When she considered it all, when she examined the small turns that had led her to such a singular life, she readily saw that behind it all, driving it, was Mana. Not that she bore any resentment or even doubt; that Mana loved her, cared for her, wanted the best for her – if she had certainty of anything in life it was that. 


She thought of her childhood, those first steps away from the Catholicism of her mother, away from the near-slavish devotion to it that nearly all Niueans felt – Mana had led her, taught her to refute, to question, to rely on observation and knowledge instead of blind faith. Her journey had continued into the realm of spiritualism, an ancient spiritualism based on the tangible qualities of earth, sky and sea, learning from Mana the beauty of oneness with nature itself, not the Calvinistic fairy tale that preached inherent sinfulness, that wanted fear.


And the marriage and the boy; there too, Mana had taken her. She sighed, turning away from the memory of the plane rising in the afternoon sky.


Here she was, here she would be. Mana had died but had not left her. The canoe awaited.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




HER BIKE WAS as she’d left it, still tucked against the wall. It squealed a bit as she started to walk it across the male, but that soon stopped. Coming to the road, she took her pack off and strapped it to the rear carrier as she had weeks before. How long ago that seemed.


She’d timed it well; as she reached the curve in the coast road where it bent to the southwest toward Toi, the bright sun descended into the trees. It was a bit more than three kilometers to Toi, but the road was flat, and she passed through it within half an hour. In that distance, she had passed by half a dozen houses, mostly the old-style fales, looking somehow less forlorn with their open-air design than their cinder block counterparts. They stood empty, to be sure, but poised somehow, ready, as if at any moment their humans might reappear.


Once beyond the village, the woods around her deepened, and as she rode, she nervously watched the brush along the road, fearful of more dogs. Twice she thought she heard rustling as she passed but saw nothing. Within two kilometers she came to the intersection with the Hikutavake road and stopped. This was an open, cleared area and even in the low light she felt uncomfortably exposed. Either you’re worried about dogs or worried about being seen, she chided herself, and laughed softly, her tension evaporating just a little. 


Still, with no more than three kilometers yet to Namukulu, she must be vigilant; there was no assurance at all that it would be entirely abandoned. Though considerably north of Alofi, it was still on the coast road and there were tourist cottages there, the nicest on Niue; it would be just like the NZ to take them for themselves.




Lights glittering in the night ahead of her alerted her long before she reached them, and she dismounted and walked slowly and quietly along the road, ready at any moment to dump the bike in the grass and dive into the brush. As she came nearer, she saw that the cottages were alive with light, the muffled sounds of a diesel generator thudding in the background. There were also sounds of people - doors slamming, laughter, Japanese rap music being played. The smell of grilled food came to her, strong and tantalizing.


She worked the bike into the edge of woods along the road and pressed on, secure in the darkness, coming to within twenty meters of where the cabins stood across the road from her. She dared not push on further, not with the bike.


Her heart sank as she saw a small dog run around the side of the yard, sniffing and rooting among the brush. A dog, she thought, a damn dog. At least she was downwind, but even the slightest rustle might set the thing investigating. She considered taking the pack and leaving the bike in the grass, cutting southwest through the woods, bypassing these cottages and Namukulu entirely. She was quite sure she could find the coast road in the moonlight, but finding the road was not the issue. Without the bike, she’d be reduced to walking speed with still ten kilometers yet to Alofi. She crouched in the grass, waiting, invisible she hoped against the dark wall of woods behind her.


She waited and watched for what seemed at least half an hour and when she was nearly to the point of abandoning the bike, all the people milling about suddenly headed into one of the cottages. Had they been called to dinner? Even the dog had gone inside, and with her heart hammering in her chest, she quickly stood and began walking along the shoulder of the road. She was in plain view, well within the circle of illumination from the cottage lights, feeling exposed and nakedly vulnerable. Each step was another meter closer to the safety of the darkness to the west. She told herself not to look but couldn’t stop herself from staring in fascinated curiosity through the windows at the people within. She expected at any moment to hear a shout, to be challenged but nothing of the sort happened and in another twenty meters, she’d passed the cottages, nearing the safety of the dark forest beyond. Then she heard a door slam and the dog - the god forsaken dog - began to bark like a crazed thing.


Instinctively, she dropped the bike in the tall grass along the road, and dropped onto her forearms, squirming around toward the cottages, flattening herself onto her belly. She saw two people, a man and a woman, come out on the porch. The dog, a small frenetic terrier of some sort, was nearly berserk, running down the porch steps toward the road in a rage, then returning as the woman called it, only to charge off again. With each charge, it went further out and returned more reluctantly. Stupid dog, she thought; it made the far edge of the road, came straight for her. She pushed her palms against the grainy soil beneath her, prepared to bolt into the woods.


Then, calling out quite clearly, her voice thick with fury, she heard the woman shout at the dog.


“Caesar! Come!” The dog hesitated, then gathered itself and lunged again, no more than ten meters from her now. The woman called again, her voice rising to a shriek.


“Caesar, goddamn it! Now!” 


The dog stopped. It looked back at the house, then swiveled again toward her, but it had stopped barking and stood in the road, tongue lolling from its mouth.


“Now!” 


The dog took one more glance toward where she lay in the brush and turned back, running quickly up the porch and back into the house as the woman held the door open for it. The man with her laughed, “Give ‘em what for, love,” she heard him say. Then he shut the door behind them, and the night went quiet.


She lay in the brush for another minute or two, until her breathing slowed, then picked the bike up and within ten paces was beyond the lights. She mounted quickly and pedaled as hard as she could, careful to go quietly.


Within a kilometer, she came to the main Alofi road, branching directly south along the coast. She was cautious now, shaken by the encounter with the dog and stood for a few moments, looking in both directions. There was nothing but the moon, and the black ribbon of road through the trees. On her right, the sound of the surf, low and reassuring as it worked into the rocks and pools along the shore. She remounted and headed south toward Alofi, pedaling hard and keeping to the side of the road that held the deepest shadows.


She would soon be into Tuapa, and its two dozen houses spread along the east side of the coast road, and wondered whether she needed to worry about them; had any had been taken over by the NZ? Most were older, and small, but the views they offered of the Pacific might have made them attractive targets. When she saw the first house fifty meters in front of her, she waited quietly for several minutes, watching for lights or movement. Was it just the reflection of moonlight, or could she see a glow from one, perhaps two, of the houses? Still, confident that she was virtually invisible in the deep shadows of the trees, she walked forward, leading the bike.


The first few houses were dark, and she walked quickly, but soon came to a large fale surrounded by an open grassy slope and across from it, on her side of the road, the trees gave way to several buildings. Everything here appeared deserted, dark. As she reached the intersection of the Falepipi Bush road, she saw sharp beams of headlights coming down it, toward the coast road. She frantically pushed into the woods, snarling herself and the bike unwittingly into a vast bush of bougainvillea, and laid still, watching the oncoming lights. The car reached the corner and took a hard right, heading north toward the cottages, tires squealing as they spun in the sand gathered at the corner, then catching the pavement. She heard laughter through the open windows, and a man’s voice, with heavy NZ accent; “Fuck all, mate!” As it passed, she saw the glint of a can sailing toward the trees in the moonlight, heard the whine from the electric motors as they were accelerated hard. 


She freed herself and spat on the road in the direction the car had gone. Niue was a joke to these people; what value had they ever placed on this island or its people? And now they owned it, now it was their own little park. 


Retrieving the bike from the bougainvillea caused a mauling of her hands and arms worse than falling into it had, and she was badly scratched and bleeding by the time she had it free. 


The houses thinned quickly as she pedaled south and in minutes, she was again feeling quite invisible as she rode in the deep shadows, feeling like a spirit under the stars, under the moon. The old bike felt effortless now, as if it were new again, as if the road here led downhill. She hardly needed to work the pedals; the bike wanted to glide all the way to Alofi. 


And now she confronted the specter that she’d known was coming; the old house across from Namoui Reefs, her house, the place she’d been born. She was less than two kilometers from it, rounding the westward bulge of the coastline before the final drop south to town. She’d hoped never to see it again. But in minutes, it was there on her left, the familiar roofline and dark profiles of the out buildings – the traditional kitchen outside the main house. The lawns, sweeping down to the road from the low ridge where the house sat, her father there with his Vodka. The path to the road so worn from so many feet; her mother holding her hand, walking up the road to the church with her before it had burned, before she’d learned to become a pariah, a non-believer. Such a sad reminder of her every failure; failure to be a good daughter, to be a good wife. Failure to be a mother – that she would not let herself think about; not now, not ever again. And as she rode past, the dark house cast a shadow onto the road, a shadow that pierced her, thrusting a familiar sorrow into her breast, causing the breath to catch in her throat.


But moments pass, our hearts surrender; life calls us on with her many ways and in the end, we are as any creature, intent on our needs – some petty and trivial and others profound. And tonight, her needs were clear and immediate, so she did what she had always done – pushed the sorrow from her as a useless, stupid thing and focused on what she knew was before her.


In half a kilometer, she was at the Tusekola Bush road, the outskirts of Alofi no more than two hundred meters ahead. That’s it then, she thought, and let the bike glide to a stop and dismounted. The bike can stay here, she decided, and unlashed the pack and set it down. Walking the bike into the heavy brush on the ocean side, careful leaning it behind a tree, she rubbed the streaks of blood on her arms; she’d had enough of the wretched bougainvillea. She stood looking at the bike, suddenly feeling that she’d never see it again. No, she told herself, I’ll come back to get it tomorrow night, or maybe the next at the latest, but the reassurance rang hollow. Turning away, she picked up the pack, and staying as close to the line of trees as she could, cautiously walked forward.


She considered the possibility of simply walking down the street, acting as though she were one of them, but knew that was fantasy. First, she was wearing traditional clothing – a simple flowered wrap – and second, it was filthy from her night of diving into the brush and streaked with blood from her battle with the bougainvillea. One sight of her, one hello with her Niuean accent, and the NZ would be on her.


There were but two options; circle inland through the trees until she was as far south as the wharf, then find her way across the road to the sea. Or, as she’d planned, circle to the west, out along the coralline flats below the cliff, wading through the low water inside the reef, and approach the wharf from the ocean. 


Working east through the forest didn’t appeal to her at all; it would be very dark amongst the trees, most of the houses were along that side of the road, and even if she made it, she still had the problem of cutting through the middle of town right at the busiest part of it. 


In contrast, everything about the coralline flats approach appealed to her. Just being near the ocean as she worked her way south was a comforting thought. And she convinced herself it would be quick; even if the tide was in – or came in while she was walking - it was no more than a meter deep in most places. The sea it would be.


She turned off the road and found a path to the low cliff fronting the sea, then walked south along it until she found a gravelly slope angling down to the limestone flats. As soon as she descended, she felt hidden, safer. She contemplated the waves before her, shining clear in the moonlight. The tide was out, and the incoming waves flattened themselves in low rolls across the limestone, hardly to her knees. Hesitating only briefly, she unwound the dress from her body and stashed it into the pack, which she settled tightly back onto her bare shoulders. Now naked but for the rubber slippers she wore, she stepped tentatively into the water, feeling the smooth limestone underfoot. Taking hold of outcrops and boulders where she could, she began wading, making her way south.


For the first half-hour it went well enough, though progress was much slower than she’d expected. The footing on the limestone bottom was tenuous; slippery and inconsistent, with depressions and ridges that repeatedly tripped her. The most vexing difficulty was the crumbling nature of the cliff itself. The western coast of Niue was exposed to the prevailing path of cyclones, and over the centuries had eroded into a chaotic terrain of boulders, undercuts, washouts and cracks – all of which made a straight path along the shore impossible. One moment, she was in water hardly covering her feet, picking her way forward, and the next, she’d be in water to her thighs amid sharp pinnacles of rock, forced to swim seaward into deeper water to get beyond them.


Her progress became even slower as the incoming tide deepened the water around her, and the waves became stronger and more agitated. In the moonlight, she could see the effects of a growing easterly wind as it piled up the ocean beyond the reef. Steep waves formed; froth, appearing with ghostly luminescence in the moonlight, was blown from their tips.




At some point late into the night, she rested, leaning back against the cliff, letting it relieve her of some of the weight of the pack. She stared out at the angry sea in growing desperation and tried to imagine what it would be like to paddle the canoe in these waves. What chance did she have in such a sea? And abruptly, the whole thing seemed simply insane – there was no canoe! It was all beyond rational belief, just a dream that she’d tortured herself with, convinced herself was some great task. And task for whom? Mana, of course. Even dead, Mana had found a way to change the course of her life. She’d finally had everything she needed; her cave, water, food – and more than anything, freedom to simply exist, to live without the soul-deadening expectations Mana had burdened her with from the time she was a small girl. And now, this insanity; this endless quest along this wretched coast for an imaginary boat that would, in the end, prove as much an illusion as everything else Mana had promised. And for all of it, she would find herself in Auckland after all, in jail.


The black thoughts consumed her, filled her with despair and the certain belief that despite everything she’d accomplished these past few weeks, she’d always been inexorably moving toward this fantasy now destroying her. And why? Why was there never, ever even the simplest peace for her, the least happiness? Sorrow and loss welled up in her heart as tears streamed down her face, indistinguishable from the spray enveloping her from the surf. She lowered her head and wept, feeling as though she were disintegrating into the sea, losing herself.


And then, Mana was there. She felt herself wrapped in strong arms, pulled tight to the warm succoring body, only it wasn’t a body, it was something else and yet it didn’t matter. She felt herself pulled back from the sea, returned to a creature of the land with warm blood in her veins, breathing air, standing upright. The sense of disintegration ended; she took a deep breath and another, and Mana spoke in her ear, softly, clearly.


My little love, do not doubt. I would take this burden from you if I could, but I cannot; you are the last Niuean. Mother Earth calls all of us now, and we reach out to you to answer her. Go to the wharf and you will find the canoe which will take you to your destiny. Only a little further, my child. Find strength.


The feeling of the nurturing arms around her faded, but she felt the warmth from them deep within her yet. Some sense of strength had returned, as the nothingness overtaking her body receded. She struggled upright against the weight of the pack and took another deep breath. She stood for a moment longer, the waves rocking her backwards as they broke against her thighs. She turned in the darkness and began moving again, slowly picking her way through the ragged rocks, careful to brace herself against the oncoming waves. 




At some timeless moment in the early hours of the morning, she found herself suddenly in a broad pool of diffuse light, a wide inlet of some sort just before her. The sides of it were too straight, too perfect to be natural and she looked at it without comprehension, bewildered. Only after long moments had passed did she realize what she saw; not rock but concrete, and built along the far side, a web of creosote timbers. She had reached the wharf. 


In an instant, energy flowed into her and she scrambled up the gravel bank, slipping the pack from her shoulders. She knelt, conscious of her nakedness, aware of how exposed she was in this light and worked her dress free of the pack. Wrapping it around herself, securing it with a tucked end, she crouched motionless in the gravel, staring across the inlet to the pilings of the wharf itself. No boats were tied up there – nor was the canoe in sight; not in the water nor on the surface of the quay. For one instant, for a moment so infinitesimally brief she questioned later whether she’d felt it at all, a bleak grey doubt assailed her. Then it was gone, replaced by a bright wave of certainty – of sure knowledge – that the canoe was here, very near her, and she needed only to work her way further onshore to find it.


Walking up the gravel embankment, she circled along the shore of the inlet, and found a narrow sandy walkway leading from the wharf inland to a paved area, surrounded by shops and services for boats and tourists. And in the middle of this, set on top of a platform of timbers as a display for the tourists, was the canoe. She drew a sharp breath, stunned by the sense of recognition, seeing in physical reality before her what had been only a vision. 


For a while longer, she knelt at the edge of this plaza and waited and watched for any sign of movement, any indication at all that someone might be about. But there was nothing and she knew it must be very late; she felt the weight of the hours herself on her shoulders. Go, she told herself – go now.


She stood and walked directly to the canoe, reached out her hand and stroked it, amazed at the immediate familiarity of it, as if she’d seen it and touched it throughout her life. It was secured to the timbers by manila ropes – she supposed in a show of ‘authenticity’. One ran from the bow, one from the stern, each affixed to steel rings set into the pavement. She knew immediately that her only chance to free it was by cutting the heavy hemp ropes. She had her knife, small but sharp, but there was no telling how it would handle ropes such as these.


Checking the street frequently, she walked completely around the canoe, pacing it off, measuring; perhaps four or five meters. It seemed hardly large enough to hold the two people it was designed to carry. Inside, there should have been a mast and sail, but within was nothing but two paddles. Perhaps, she mused, the sail had been stored somewhere.


Then she saw a metal plate screwed to the hull and bent over to read it: 




This traditional Va’a Motu is presented as a gift of love and respect to Dame Silvia Cartwright by the people of Niue, July of 2002.




She knew the history; Mana had made sure of that. Dame Silvia, the eighteenth Governor-General of NZ, had been adored by the Maoris. A liberal palagi who had famously interpreted the Maori phrase, “He iwi tahi tatou” as “Two peoples making one great nation”, an act of well-meaning inclusion which had – in Mana’s view of the world – served only to ensure that the native people put their faith in the future of a multi-cultural New Zealand. It had put them to sleep, she believed, blindly accepting the implicit notion of equal people, and only too late discovering that there was no true equality at all.


So this was her canoe, the very famous Samoan Va’a Motu – fishing canoe – that had been the gift to Dame Silvia by the people of Niue; the event that arguably served as the catalyst leading to the dissolution of their island nation.


She felt Mana’s fury rising in her and without further thought pulled her knife from the pack and began sawing at the lines. She may as well have been sawing iron; after a minute’s work, she’d managed to fray hardly enough to pick at with a fingernail. Pausing to consider, she walked to the edge of the pavement and found a round stone the size of her fist and took it back to the canoe. She held the tip of the knife against the body of the line and gave it a sharp knock. The knife seemed to stick, so she hit it again, careful to bring the stone down straight. The knife blade seemed to embed itself, so she rocked the point back and forth, delighted to see several threads fray up out of the weave. Pulling the knife loose, she moved it to a different spot and repeated the process. Working at it without pause, it took her half an hour to reduce the thick line to a frayed core that she finally severed with a last hard swipe of the blade. Standing and stretching against the stiffness in her back and neck, she searched the street again; still, there was nothing. Walking to the bow line, she repeated the hammering and sawing process. The knife body grew battered, threatening to splinter away, and the time it took to work through this second line seemed interminable.


Still, she worked diligently and in time the canoe sat untied and free; all she had to do now, somehow, was move it. Using the manila line still tied to the bow, she was able to lift the weight of it, shifting it over and sliding it awkwardly down off the timbers. Then she went to the stern line and with a bit more effort sliding the whole aft section of the boat off the blocks, the entire boat then dropping to the pavement. It made a very solid sound, like a tree trunk hitting earth. Now, she thought, to the sea.


The simplest solution would be to just drag it – so she took the bow line and bracing her feet, pulled the canoe forward a meter. It wasn’t the weight that stopped her from continuing, but the sound of the wood grinding on the pavement. Looking underneath she saw the start of deep scratches running parallel with the keel. Even with not much more than ten meters before she had it to the gravel ramp, she was afraid of the damage she’d do to it.


But she was running out of time; already dawn was beginning to lighten the eastern sky. If only I had rollers, she thought. And looking all around the area, her eyes fell on the canoe paddles and she quickly untied them from inside the boat and pulled them free. They were of traditional design with narrow, long blades, offset somewhat from the handles. She put one down next to the boat, lifted the bow and shoved it under with her toe, then aligned it to be perpendicular to the hull. Going to the stern, she placed the second paddle in the same fashion, pushing it as far toward the middle of the canoe as she could. Taking the bow rope again, she pulled – and the canoe easily rode the paddles forward. She made it a meter before the rear paddle came free. She grabbed it and put it under the bow – the first paddle now having rolled under the middle of the canoe.


She repeated this process eight times, until at last, the bow lay in the gravel and sand of the upper end of the ramp. She gathered the two paddles, dismayed by the damage she’d done to them. One was nearly severed, and she reluctantly left it and dropped the other into the boat. 


Getting the boat down the ramp was more difficult than she’d imagined; the sharp bow wanted to dig into the soft ground and the outriggers kept biting into the slope, digging in and halting any progress. Finally, she was reduced to standing at the very bow of the canoe, using the bow line to hoist it directly up, then giving it a sharp pull forward, making perhaps a half-meter of progress before one of the outriggers rocked over into the slope. She’d then level everything and repeat, half-meter by half-meter.


After the long night the burden of dragging the boat brought her to the point of complete exhaustion. By the time the bow reached the sea, she was forced to drop to hands and knees, gathering herself for the final effort.


She rose, again took the bow rope and with her remaining strength pulled the canoe forward, each centimeter coming more easily as it began to float. Finally, standing in water to her neck, it floated free. Guiding it with the bow line, she pulled it along the wharf, the outriggers awkward and troublesome in the waves. But the wall gave her a solid platform to work from and soon the boat was ready to be launched, and she looked outward, across the reef.


The waves were coming in quick series now, more than a meter in height, and she could see in the gathering light that out beyond the reef, it was considerably worse. A squall had apparently developed from the southeast and she realized that if she could keep the canoe under control, the wind would drive her out, beyond the reef and into the deep water of the ocean. Then, she had only to hang on and paddle her way north. And she hoped the weather would keep the NZ from searching.


Using one of the wharf timbers, she climbed onto the quay, took off the pack and wedged it under the stern seat. Kneeling poised above the canoe, she waited for a break in the waves and sensing an opportunity, leapt down into the boat and quickly settled herself in the seat. She had no time to waste and immediately took up the paddle, stroking with every ounce of remaining energy against the incoming surf.


Holding her own as the canoe rose and fell over each incoming wave, she was astonished at its inherent seaworthiness – its tremendous balance in the water, its responsiveness to the strokes of the paddle. The stability provided by the outriggers was immensely reassuring as she rocked from one side to the other, paddling first on one side then the other.


As she gained distance from shore, she became aware of the wind behind her, pushing her forward. She paused in her paddling, turning to check her progress, looking back to the east. She was beyond the reef already, saw pink streaks of dawn rising through the layers of heavy clouds, revealing clearly the wharf and buildings against the sky. And there, too, through a patch of clear sky was the red star. How it seems to glow, she thought. 


And on the wharf, directly beneath it, casting a narrow outline against the pale, threatening sky, someone stood watching her. She was too far to see detail; man or woman, she couldn’t tell. Was it the NZ? Or perhaps a tourist, thinking this all a normal thing, paddling out into this storm? No matter, it was too late for them – there would be no one coming out after her now, no one to come and recapture her canoe. Mana, she thought, I’ve done it!




The wind continued to drive her westward, away from land, and in time, though the waves became larger, out in the deeper water of the open ocean they came less frequently, became less steep. The canoe rose with each, crested, then began a long surfing run down the back. Her paddling became an endless purgatory, her arms leaden with exhaustion, and as she paddled, they moved less and less according to her will, reminding her of the paralysis she’d felt in her dream. 


She rested for a moment, hunched over with the paddle laying athwart the gunwales, and tried without success to renew some semblance of energy into her body. When she rose on the next wave, she turned to look and was stunned to see how far she’d been blown out to sea. Niue was little more than a mounded black shadow on the horizon. She needed to go north, to work the canoe broadside to the wind, but as she turned back, she knocked the paddle into the sea and it was gone in an instant. 


Soundlessly, she stared at the water, looked down at herself, at the canoe, held her empty hands out in front of herself. How much this typified her life; each time she’d felt she’d accomplished something or found refuge or love, it had been lost. And this, this ill-fated journey, was her darkest failure yet. She slumped forward without a sound. This was the end now, the very end.


So tired she found it hard to even care, she lay down in the very bottom of the canoe, mindless of the seawater. Resting her head against the upturned sweep of the bow, she managed to get her legs stretched under the aft seat, wedging herself tightly against the hull. She gave herself up to her exhaustion, willing herself to stop fighting. Let the canoe take me, she thought. I am finished. And she closed her eyes against the rain and wind and surrendered.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




TO AKAGI HARUKO, watching from the wharf, the canoe seemed to be eaten by the waves as it blew westward with the wind. She found it quite odd that this native woman had taken a boat out in these conditions, but who knew what these people did, who knew how they thought? Even odder, perhaps, that she’d worked with such diligence to take this particular boat, but what did it matter? Perhaps it had meaning for her and she had taken it out to die. Instinctively, she bowed her head at such courage.


When she could no longer see the canoe, nor the splash of color from the woman’s dress, she turned slowly and began walking south along the main street. It was completely deserted, and the thought occurred to her that possibly she would be the last ever to gaze upon it. I suppose, she thought calmly, that depends on the guides at the cabins in Namukulu, how quickly they feel the illness, how they react to the knowledge that they will soon die. Had they even heard of what had overtaken everyone here in Alofi? 


When she reached the hotel – an old clapboard inn – she hesitated for a few moments, deciding whether she should go in. Of the six of them, two had already died, and not bravely, but with panic and fear. She was quietly ashamed for them as they spread anguish to the others, who themselves were showing the early signs. And now, the last were down, struggling to breathe, burning with fever. She could walk elsewhere, she thought, enjoy the wind and put off entering the inn - but as she felt the first of the rain promised by the arriving squall, she chided herself; she had not only responsibility to herself to die well, but responsibility to assist the others. Hai, she thought, what would her mother tell her? In selfishness is unworthiness, Haruko.


Smiling at the memory of her mother’s voice, she entered, assaulted immediately with the sounds and smells of the dying – gasping, tortured breaths of lungs being drowned, accompanied by the stench of vomit and diarrhea. She went in turn to each of the sleeping rooms, offering water, laying cool washcloths on feverish faces, meeting the anguish in their eyes with serenity, with support. She did not temper the truth – what was the point of that? – but told each that their time of suffering was soon to be over. Then she asked each in turn, softly, whether they wished to be relieved of it. Of the three, only Fujita Isao grunted his agreement, his eyes black and empty. She nodded wordlessly, helped him raise his head from the pillow, and gave him one of the pills she’d acquired at the chemist’s shop down the street. He choked on the water, but managed to get the pill down his throat, and she sat with him, stroking his head with the cloth until his eyes closed and the heaving of his chest ceased.


A flicker of fear passed through her then, followed by a sudden hope that rose in her breast; perhaps I am immune – I’ve had no symptoms. But she snorted with contempt at this weakness and rose to tend to the others.




During the next several hours, as the last two slowly died, she broke the tediousness by turning on the radio and listening for a while to the reports coming from New Zealand. How unthinkable that people should carry on in such fashion! There was talk of riots and great violence; people believing they could escape the contagion by burning the sick in their homes. Some, knowing they would die and knowing that they had yet some short period of life left to them went on rampages of unrestrained evil – raping and murdering. What manner of human beings were these that, released from their future, chose to behave as madmen? Was this inherent in their race, she wondered, or had they been raised in a different place, with different people, would they then behave as civilized beings? She considered this question carefully for a moment and decided that the cherry tree was the cherry tree; plant it here or there, it might grow slightly better or worse, but it would always be a cherry tree. And a weedy, poisonous ivy was an ivy; plant it in the finest soil, it was still a thing of torment. She shook her head in dismay, turning off the news, unwilling to hear more of this embarrassment.


By that evening, the remaining two had died, each in their turn, and after she had tucked the sheets carefully over the bodies, she went into the little kitchen and prepared a light meal for herself. She sat in the gathering darkness slowly eating, wondering how her parents and brother were faring in Tokyo. They are probably all dead by now, she thought, and took a deep breath of sadness. With that, she felt a sudden catch in her chest, a sharp restriction like a wire being drawn tight. Her eyes widened in surprise, then she relaxed, settling back against the chair. See, she told herself, you are no different.


She smiled and rose, returning to the kitchen where she washed her dishes and set them in the strainer next to the sink. Pouring a small glass of sake, she walked back to the outer room and sat facing the window that looked out over the ocean. The night had cleared, and the stars were endless in number, bright as diamonds. The palm trees still lashed about in the strong wind, and she knew the morning would bring the clean smell of land and sea washed fresh by the squall. The moon, one day past full, illuminated the heavens.


She took pen and paper and delicately, with graceful hand, wrote what she’d been contemplating for days. Of course, she would have preferred there be time for her to create her own jisei, but one did not control such things; the days were dealt to you like cards from a deck, how you played them in turn was what mattered.


And in truth, could she have surpassed this with her own creation? What could be more perfect in this circumstance than Basho?




On a journey, ill;


My dream wanders


Over a withered moor.




Finishing the writing, she pondered the words again, nodding her appreciation at the beauty of the master’s thoughts. Life was indeed a dream, and now it was time to return to the wholeness from which all such dreams were born. She laid the paper gently on an end table, set the pen delicately across it, considered the angle at which the pen should rest, and was satisfied. 


Sitting back, for a moment she closed her eyes, then reached for the pill, placed it on her tongue and sipped it down her throat with the sake. She set the glass on the table next to her and laid her head back against the soft upholstery of the chair, her eyes intent on the stars. For some time, she watched them, until at last she felt the dark fog reaching for her. 


Mother, she thought, I am coming.










CHAPTER NINETEEN




HAVING JUST SAILED forty-three hundred kilometers across the Pacific, I was now completely incapable of crossing the two hundred meters of bay that separated me from land. In those first moments after mooring, the eagerness to be off the boat, to set foot on solid ground after a month on the sea, was overwhelming. Yet as I began to gather together what I’d need to go ashore, an uneasiness grew in me. Something seemed eerily wrong; the very air drummed against me with a brooding, unnatural emptiness. It wasn’t that there was silence; the sounds of birds rose all around me – gulls squabbling, piercing crows of wild roosters, the whistling screams of mynas; the racket from them produced a cacophonous bedlam far noisier than what I remembered it being. But the underlying evidence of people was completely absent – there were no sounds of boats, no shouts or laughter on the beach or around the hotel, no music, no horns in the distance, nothing. We were moored less than a kilometer from the airport and hardly further than that from Lihue, the largest town on Kauai, yet I heard no aircraft, no sounds of engines or traffic, background hum of the city. It was as if I’d come not to the real Kauai but to some facsimile of it from which all resonance of man had been exorcised.


But civilization’s infrastructure – the buildings and sheds, the walkways and roads, the golf course and all the rest – still remained, as if expectant, certain of an eventual return. I stopped midway through packing, leaving all the gear I’d been stuffing into a backpack lying on a bunk and took up the binoculars and went to the deck. If I’d learned anything from a month at sea, it was an instinct to be cautious, to evaluate before committing – to try not to make mistakes that could kill me.


Nawiliwili Bay, this harbor, was neatly split; to the west, the working harbor with its marine terminal for cruise ships and pleasure boats and all the trappings that existed to support it; to the east, the Marriott resort on Kalapaki Beach, tourist shops and manicured grounds. And at the very eastern edge, rows of houses were lined along the cliff, perhaps two dozen in all. After surveying the whole of it for a few minutes, I lifted the glasses to my eyes and swung first toward the beach and the hotel.


The beach itself seemed to be pocketed with holes and I puzzled over it until I realized they were the remains of fires, circular pits that held obvious remains of cooking fires. And trash was literally everywhere; towels, heaps of clothing, blankets, paper – blown into compressed jams against anything standing. There appeared to be makeshift tents; blankets arranged in rough tepee-shaped pyramids, hung over wooden lounge chairs laid on their side, the trailing edges held down with mounds of sand or rocks. One was spectacularly large, ingeniously constructed over a volleyball net, blankets attached together somehow to form a large canopy, the sides left open. Beach furniture was set underneath, some of which held shapeless forms. I slowly lowered the glasses as I realized these shapeless mounds were bodies. I wondered at this; why bring the sick outside, build a shelter on the beach – why not leave them in the hotel? And looking at the darkened hotel, I understood; at some point they’d lost power and once that happened, air conditioning would’ve become a fond memory, and cooling would again be a function of airflow, not refrigeration. And there would be one other benefit – the smell of death would be kept outside. 


I focused on the hotel itself and at first, aside from an absence of activity and light, it didn’t seem markedly affected. There was no evidence of fire or destruction, as far as I could tell, but a general air of abandonment hung over everything like a fog. Many of the sliding glass doors to the patios and lanais stood open, windows as well, gauzy curtains billowing outward obscenely, like skirts being lifted. On the main floor, along the courtyard wall, many of the windows were broken, jagged shards of glass still standing in the frames. Not for entry, I thought, for ventilation.


I could see very little within the hotel grounds themselves; lush foliage had been grown as a perimeter, both to provide a level of privacy to guests – especially for those swimming at the vast pool complex within the grounds – and to enhance the Polynesian feel of the hotel itself, with the palms and huge tree-leaf philodendrons, the Norfolk pines, African Tulip trees with their flaming red flowers – and all the other mélange of flora. It was a botanical wonderland, and now it served to shield the grounds of the hotel from view. What I could see, from here, were portions of the normally manicured lawns, now raggedly overgrown, populated with an ignominious array of wild chickens and pigs, rooting for food.


The scene in its totality struck me as harshly as pictures I’d seen of Hiroshima after the bomb. Not in terms of destruction obviously, but in terms of sheer change, the jolting contrast between before and now. My memories of this pristine bay and lovely hotel, the vibrancy, the color and light and sounds, the sheer tropical lushness – all combined together in the joy of being with Rachel in this paradise; it just stood in such flagrant contrast to the deserted, decaying, slow surrender before me. I was filled with an overwhelming sense of emptiness and loss. I suppose, had I ever visited and walked among the lovely parks and boulevards of Hiroshima before the bomb I would look upon this scene with some level of gratitude that there was as much left as there was. But I hadn’t, and all I could feel was the wantonness of its loss.


These dark thoughts were intruded upon by a sound so normal – yet so unexpected - that for several moments it existed only in the periphery of my consciousness. Then abruptly, I realized that I was listening to a boat motor. I lowered the binoculars, searching, and finally spotted movement in the inner harbor. A boat was backing from a slip in the marina, perhaps a half-kilometer distant. I heard the motor roar, slow, then roar again. I put the glasses back to my eyes, focused them on the boat, and noticed what I’d failed to see earlier - the marina, with the exception of this lone boat now moving, was completely empty.


Well, of course; people with boats had done what I had. Fearing the contagion sweeping across Kauai, they’d come here to the marina and escaped to sea, to isolation and the hope of safety. Only these wouldn’t have been cruising boats – I recalled a marina packed with fishing boats, designed more for battling tuna than living aboard. There would be some manner of living accommodations probably, but I couldn’t imagine trying an ocean passage. But desperate times, I knew, brought desperate measures.


And like most of the fishing boats, the engine I was hearing was no electric; this was a combustion motor, running on some sort of fuel; fuel that sooner or later would run dry. Watching it through the binoculars, I saw that it was fully loaded, bristling with rods and downriggers. Perhaps 10 meters long, it seemed comically ungainly with its high navigation tower.


The boat had backed free of the slip and began maneuvering out of the harbor, needing only to thread its way past the rows of empty slips framed by the lattice of docks providing access to them. It should have been an easy run, but it was clear from the hesitation and the sounds of the engine being slipped in and out of gear, that either there were mechanical problems or a very inexperienced hand at the helm. Still, it managed to work its way into the channel leading out of the inner harbor and lined itself up to point directly at Windswept. I saw the churn of wash at her stern a second before the sound of hard acceleration echoed to me off the water.


I stood quite still, uncertain what I ought to do. Here were the first living humans I’d seen in a month. I had no reason to fear them or suspect them of ill intent but no reason to trust them, either. I ducked quickly below and pulled the Winchester from under the settee cushion, checked that the clip was full and racked a shell into the chamber. Coming back out into the cockpit, I kept it low, then laid it gently onto a seat. Watching the boat, I simply stood and waited.


When it had come within fifty meters, the engine dropped abruptly to idle and the boat, heavy and wide-beamed, yawed sluggishly, rocking up and over its own wake and stopped dead in the water. Again the engine roared and it advanced ten meters further before another stop, and finally a third surge; its wallowing progress bringing it within ten meters of us, where it stayed finally, rocking awkwardly in the ripples of the bay.


I could see the dark profiles of two men in the tower, looming five meters above me. They were obscured in shadow, faces hidden. I stood silently and waited, unmoving, and after a few moments, one of the men moved to the railing, coming clearly into view.


He wore a Hawaiian shirt, printed with pea green lilies. It was unbuttoned, revealing his ample gut, red with sunburn. He looked fiftyish I thought, though with his ruddy, unshaven face I might have been off by a decade in either direction. Perched on his head was a farcical captain’s cap, something for a child from a toy store; shiny black plastic bill, gold braid and an anchor patch in front.


We stood contemplating each other for what seemed a long time. Finally, he cleared his throat and spoke; it occurred to me at once that he was drunk. His voice was loud, incongruously high-pitched, vowels drawn out. Texas? Maybe Louisiana.


“How y’all?”


“Good.” I said. “You?”


“Makin’ it, man, jes’ makin’ it.”


“Where is everyone?” I asked. He stared at me a while before speaking.


“Y’all from around here?”


“No,” I said. “I just got here. Shocked to see everything so abandoned. What’s happened to everyone?”


He put on a show of mocking my words. “What’s happened? The got-dammed plague is what’s happened.” He paused, pushed up the bill of the comical little hat with his pinky finger. “Where you been?”


I stared at him for a moment, considering.


“At sea,” I replied finally, “for a month. Lost my radio antenna, and the internet dropped.”


He laughed without humor. “Well, shit man, ya’ missed all the news. Ain’t no more internet. Ain’t no more nothin’.”


“Where is everyone?”


Mocking again, a quick smile at the other man, still hidden in shadow. “Everyone is gone, man. Gone if they had a boat, dead as a mother fucker if they didn’t.”


I watched as he fiddled with the toy captain’s hat. 


“The authorities?” I asked. “The government? What’s happened to…”


He interrupted me. “Told ya, ain’t nobody. Ain’t no ‘lectric nowhere and no fuckin’ food, neither.” 


He took his time, making a show of running his eyes along Windswept.


He pursed his lips, glancing briefly at the hidden man. “Y’all say ya been to sea? From where, man?”


“San Diego,” I replied evenly. His eyes widened.


“Woo-ee! Shit, man, must be a hell of a boat. Must have some real gear on it, come all that way.”


I didn’t answer him and for some reason that seemed to irritate him. His smile faded into a scowl and he leered down at me. He had an air of sudden impatience, of growing belligerence.


“Got any diesel?” It wasn’t a question as much as it was a demand.


I shook my head. “I don’t use fuel.”


“Yeah?” He paused, then leaned out over the railing.


“But you use food, doncha?” he said harshly. “And water. Got some a’ that?”


The air between us changed, became charged with something.


I briefly dropped my eyes to the rifle, then looked back at him, considered where things would go from here. Would I have shared water with them if it had been someone else? I wanted to think so. But this wasn’t someone else.


“No,” I answered slowly. “No more than I need for myself.”


“That don’t make no sense. Boat like that, bet you got plenty a both.” 


I waited.


“You sick?” he asked suddenly.


“I told you,” I replied evenly. “I’ve been out on the ocean – alone – for a month. If I’d gotten infected on the mainland, I wouldn’t be standing here.”


“So you say.” He paused. “But we ain’t in no position to take chances.” 


He reached for something, slowly pulled it out and pointed it at me. It was a quite substantial flare pistol, single shot. He was at least fifteen meters from me, both boats rocking somewhat in the tide. I suppose if he were stone sober and had practiced shooting it at a target, he could’ve done some damage to me. But he certainly could hit Windswept, and that was another matter entirely – she could easily be set aflame.


His belligerence hardened, became threatening. The high-pitched voice dropped an octave and he barked at me, commanding, making me wonder if he’d been a cop before all this.


“Now you just jump your ass into that harbor,” he growled. “Swim anywhere ya wanna.” He thrust the flare gun toward me, sweeping it the length of Windswept. “Cause we’re takin’ the sum bitch.”


Surprised at how steady my hands were, I slowly reached down and pulled the rifle up off the seat, bringing it to my shoulder and deliberately swinging it up at his head. I tried to make my voice hard.


“You,” I told him, “won’t be taking shit from me, much less my fucking boat.”


In the silence that followed, in the moments that it took his face to lose the leering ruddiness, to pass from confusion and doubt to fear, I silently – and ironically – thanked Donald Trump for his idiotic pro-NRA stance that had driven Hawaii to adopt the most stringent gun laws in America. For the past decade, it had been impossible in the islands to buy anything more deadly than a BB gun – or a flare pistol. He very slowly lowered his arm.


“Move that boat away from me and leave,” I said. “Go out around the breakwater, and if I see this boat again, I won’t even wait to see your face - I’ll just start putting holes in it.”


He seemed unable to tear his eyes away from the rifle. Neither of them moved. For several long seconds I stood there, rifle to my shoulder, my finger alongside the trigger guard.


Finally, he leaned forward, his face contorted.


“Look man,” he whined, “I’m truly sorry. We’re hurtin’, man. Ain’t got nowhere to turn, y’know? I go out there,” he nodded toward the sea, “I ain’t got enough gas to get nowhere safe.”


“I don’t give a fuck,” I replied, and even though there was already a round in the chamber, I worked the bolt, wanting him to see the cartridge spinning from it, brass gleaming in the sunlight, as another took its place. I motioned with the rifle toward the breakwater. “Thirty seconds, then I start putting holes in your hull.” He stared at me, glanced at the man in the shadows. 


“And throw the fucking flare gun overboard,” I added. “Right now.” I slid a finger over the trigger, loudly clicking the safety off with my thumb.


He flinched, instinctively ducking. The flare gun arced out of the tower and I watched it splash into the water and sink. Again, I motioned with the rifle. 


Without a word, he clumsily backed the boat off ten meters or so, then shouting something at me I couldn’t make out, accelerated out around Windswept and headed for the end of the breakwater. As the boat gained distance, I saw him raise his fist to me, extending his middle finger and shouting; and noticed the name on the stern; Witch’s Brew. 


They made the breakwater, turned south into the open ocean and in moments were out of sight around the coast. I considered the possibility they’d try coming back and left the Winchester on the cockpit seat, leaving it loaded and ready.


I sat down in the cockpit; feeling a wearying heaviness, as if the day had come and gone without me. What elation there’d been at my arrival had left me; the hope I’d had that I might find a place of shelter and respite in Kauai now seemed stupidly naive. 


I thought about the long journey I’d made, from the uncertainty of San Diego, the fear of setting sail, the long days across the Pacific, all that I’d experienced and worked through. To reach Kauai only to encounter the Witch’s Brew left me feeling flat and soured. The joy I’d felt at arrival faded into a feeling of bitter disappointment, as if I’d thrown a birthday party and no one had come. I suppose it was childish.


I’d been uneasy about going ashore before; now I had no desire at all – I’d stay on board Windswept for at least the rest of the day and just wait and watch. Tomorrow would be soon enough to consider exploring, and in any case, I wanted to be damn sure that if Witch’s Brew returned today, they’d not find Windswept unguarded.




The day continued warm and breezy. Dark cumuli mounted the peaks to the north in late afternoon and a heavy shower eventually drove me below. It occurred to me as I waited it out in the cabin, that if I lived long enough, the water maker would probably eventually wear out. Watching the rain water run in heavy rivulets across the porthole glass, I began thinking of ways to build a catchment system. The problem was interesting, and as I began considering all the alternatives I might try, my spirits lifted, and I pulled a precious bottle of beer from the icebox and toasted my own survival. Fuck off, Witch’s Brew – here’s hoping you run aground.


My mind having turned to the sort of design process that I find so enjoyable, I instinctively began contemplating the problem of the radio as it stared balefully at me from across the cabin. It abruptly occurred to me that conditions had changed; we were now very near land and not completely without an antenna – there was still the internal loop antenna meant for local reception. It would need to be an AM signal, and quite powerful, but there was a chance. 


But what was the point? If the island was without power, there’d be no broadcasts of any kind or any strength. Maybe, but didn’t most stations have independent backups? There’d been a real trend in the twenties for commercial plants to back up with Tesla power walls and solar cells. So yes, there was a chance.


Likely? I imagined not, but it was something to do. I got up and ambled over to the set and switched it on, pulled up the menu and selected AM and Scan. 


In seconds, I froze as a woman’s voice broke the silence of the cabin.




“…at 1100 hours. All citizens are strongly encouraged to stay in their homes and avoid contact with any persons unknown to them, or persons having travelled beyond their immediate area. The Department of Emergency Management on Oahu are directing KEMA – and all island emergency agencies – to instruct residents that inter-island travel is strongly discouraged. The flu virus has appeared on every island, and at present, there are no known sanctuaries verifiably free of contagion. Repeating – there are no verified sanctuaries known to the government on any of the Hawaiian Islands. Marine travel between islands, especially in small watercraft, presents extreme risk to life and will not result in safety from the flu virus.


In particular, the rumors surrounding Ni’ihau are false; there are confirmed cases of plague there. Repeating, no safe encampment exists on Ni’ihau. The many boats converging there and on Moloka’i have created a very dangerous situation and promoted panic and extreme violence.


For those considering travel to Kaho’olawe, as well as any of the uninhabited islets – Ford, Lehua, Ka’ula and others, be advised that similar scenarios of massive amounts of marine traffic are occurring and these islands either have little fresh water or none at all.


Efforts are being undertaken at the State and Federal level to distribute food, water and medicine to all of Hawaii’s citizens, but this will take time. You are safest at home practicing self-quarantine.”




There were a few seconds in which the only sounds were low-level white noise from the speaker. Then, it began again.




“This is the voice of KEMA – Kauai Emergency Management Agency - providing a recorded broadcast 8 March 2025 at 1100 hours. All citizens are strongly encouraged…”




I reached up and turned it off. March eighth. What was today’s date? I had to think about it; it must be the eighteenth - so ten days since this broadcast had been recorded. Unless the incubation period was mutating to a shorter duration, this meant that the Hawaiian Islands had been infected at least as early – and probably earlier – than San Francisco had been. And it meant that the progression of the plague had likely reached the saturation point.


For a long time, I sat quietly in thought. It was probably safe for me to go ashore – people had either died, left, or were in hiding. Of course, I might still encounter an unlikely survivor – like the lovely pair on the Witch’s Brew - but I had the respirator and I had weapons, which taken together gave me an immunity against almost anyone or anything I was likely to come across. And I needed to stock up on food; it was as simple as that.


I decided I’d eat a modest dinner, perhaps read for a bit, then turn in early. The radar could be set for close range - about the most effective alarm against anyone approaching I had, other than staying awake all night. 


Tomorrow would be another day. Then it would be time to take my chances ashore.










CHAPTER TWENTY




THE FIRST THING I thought of as I opened my eyes was how odd it was not to feel the quickening movements of Windswept beneath me, as I would’ve felt on the open sea. It took a few moments to remember we were moored inside the breakwater on Kauai, quietly swinging with the tide. I could hear soft rain overhead, a typical morning this side of Mount Waialeale, which controlled so much of Kauai’s weather. I could expect a morning rain followed by hours of sunshine until the afternoon clouds gathered and a second rain briefly arrived to freshen the air. This followed by a perfect evening. Paradise. Well, almost.


I ate quickly – keeping it to a bit of rice and the last of the smoked salmon. I had coffee, not tea, because I could stomach black coffee better than I could black tea and I was saving the last of the creamer for an emergency.


As I ate, I planned for the excursion ashore; I’d wear the Tyvek suit of course and take the Beretta in a holster. The respirator could go in the backpack until I needed it, along with extra ammunition. I’d take the smaller of the sail bags to carry whatever food I found. I considered taking one of the explosives, but the thought of it banging around inside the backpack filled me with dread, and I just didn’t think I’d need it. I added a knife and a compass. That was it; already the morning rain, which had been unusually heavy, had ended. It was time to go.


Putting on shorts and flip-flops, but no shirt, I pulled the Tyvek suit on and within seconds began to sweat. It was better on deck, with the light trades providing some cooling and I untied the kayak and slid it into the water. I looked at it critically for the first time since lashing it I place in San Diego; it was streaked with the stains of saltwater but otherwise seemed unaffected by the long trip. I put the backpack in the aft seat and watched it rocking quietly in the sheltered water. It was now just past ten; I’d give myself four hours on shore and then start back, no matter what.


As usual, at the last moment I thought of things I’d forgotten and swearing at myself in irritation went back below and grabbed a flashlight and binoculars. Passing through the galley on the way out, I grabbed food as well; a small piece of cheese from the icebox, a chunk of smoked salmon, and half of the last loaf of bread I’d made. Along with two bottles of water, it would make a nice lunch – somewhere, I promised myself, with a nice view.


Finally seated in the kayak, I took one last look around, pulled the paddle from the cords and gently shoved off. Reveling in its quick agility for the first time since San Diego harbor, I swung out wide of the ama, around the bow, and started across the two hundred or so meters to the inner harbor jetty – a secondary breakwater that served as entryway to the marina.


In a matter of minutes, we were alongside, and I immediately discovered that it wasn’t at all suitable for landing. Formed by a steep foundation of rock with no easy path up out of the water, there was no place to tie up to, and no walkway. I had no choice but to circle back out around it, and head for the dock that ran alongside the boat launch. 


Once there, I tied up to a piling, and grabbing the backpack and hoisting it up onto the dock, raised myself up out of the seat and climbed out. The dock was soaked from rain. Slinging the backpack over my shoulders, I took one last look at the kayak, swept my eyes out over the harbor to Windswept, and turned and started walking toward the parking lot.


I took no more than two steps before I lurched sideways, completely off-balance, and almost fell. I reached out to catch myself and ended up squatting on the deck to keep my feet under me. The dock seemed to be moving; swaying invisibly - small motions, but enough to fill me with vertigo. What the fuck is this? And it occurred that I was land sick; after a month on the water, after a month of ceaseless movement to which I had completely, totally adapted, my inner ear was rebelling. Things should be moving, but weren’t, and my brain was still compensating. For a few minutes, I squatted there, shifting from foot to foot, letting the nausea slowly subside. I stood, shaking, and took a few exploratory steps – it was a little better. Still, even after I made the end of the dock and traversed the parking lot, sloshing through the puddles with my flip-flops, I felt as though the Earth was wobbling slightly and it took an effort to stay moving in a straight line.


The parking lot was jammed with cars, all parked willy-nilly; so bad that at times I had to circle out around whole clusters of them to make progress. I imagined a family arriving, frantic to get away, parking anywhere they could, grabbing whatever they’d brought and heading for the fishing boat or the family sailboat – whatever they had. Would they have turned and looked at their car, imagining they’d be back for it? And how many of those people – how many entire families - were now dead?


I walked north along the jetty road toward the west end of the beach, the main body of the bay on my right. Reaching Waapa Road, I had a choice to make; head left to the tourist shops across the road from the harbor or stay right on the harbor road leading to the hotel. It really wasn’t much of a decision; I headed towards the hotel. There were the hotel shops to search and perhaps the hotel kitchen, which must, I reasoned, have a huge amount of stored food. But in truth, I was drawn to the hotel for other reasons.


As I approached Nawiliwili Park on my left, I encountered the first of what I imagined was likely a countless number of dogs left to run wild. Twenty meters ahead of me, they were gathered around what appeared to be a pile of feathers – probably a chicken carcass. Nothing too surprising there – wild chickens and free-ranging peacocks were everywhere on Kauai. 


There were five dogs in the pack; two smaller terrier-types and three larger, nondescript beasts, all of them were gaunt and wild looking. As I approached, they froze as one, eyes on me and I impulsively raised my arms and lunged a step forward, yelling, “Go!” They slunk back a few tentative steps then stopped. I walked on, forcing myself not to run – but I watched them; in moments they lunged forward, descending back on the remains of the chicken, snarling and fighting over the scant meat. There must be a lot of dogs on Kauai not being fed anymore - a lot of dogs everywhere. And cats for that matter; weren’t feral cats supposed to be dangerous? 


Past the park, I reached the first of the tourist shops - several clothing stores, a restaurant with wood benches against a wall and a sporting goods shop advertising “Snorkeling” on a sign shaped like a palm leaf. They were all set onto a raised wooden boardwalk and as I climbed the few stairs up to it, I imagined rounding one of the corners and encountering someone alive and contagious. And wouldn’t that end it poorly, the mask that could keep me alive sitting unused in my pack? So, I pulled the respirator out and put it on. It was confining and uncomfortable – but better than risking infection.


The two small clothing shops fronting the boardwalk were locked and seemed intact, but the glass door of the sporting goods store was shattered, and I peered inside; other than a little disarray it looked normal. Whatever someone had hoped to find, they’d been neat about searching for it. At the end was the restaurant, apparently little more than a take-out shack, with its back wall oddly facing the boardwalk. It held a locked door and a sign depicting a thumb pointing around the corner, and I followed it. The front of it was destroyed; counter, windows, walls - everything smashed to kindling and the interior gutted, as if a giant hand had reached in and just ripped. I stood looking for a moment, disheartened at the pointless violence and walked on.


I reached the beautiful crescent of Kalapaki Beach and walked out onto it, hearing my flip-flops squeaking in the damp sand, an achingly familiar sound. Rachel and I had walked along this part of the beach often, holding hands, walking slowly with all the time in the world. But nothing here was the same now; the beach seemed alien and foreign. And Rachel was gone.


Duke’s was up ahead of me on the left and I found myself smiling, a sudden rush of memory filling me with images of waiting for our table with drinks in hand, complaining about the crowds and prices with humor and patience because we loved it, loved the warmth and the light and the babble of sound, loved the very feel of it. But by the time I’d gotten within ten meters of it, it was sickeningly evident that there would be no more steaks or salmon or crab claws, no more martini’s as we waited; there would be no more anything at Duke’s because it had become a blackened shell, fire-bombed into nothingness. Poking along through the rubble of what had been the front wall, I came across a framed picture, the glass cracked and streaked with soot. It was one of many ancient old photos of Duke Kamehameha that had hung on the walls, showing him standing on a beach with a surfboard that towers over his head. There was something unimaginably sad about it; the proud Hawaiian so tall and strong, looking as though he’d live forever. I glanced around, saw a palm tree nearby and walked the few steps to it. Wiping what soot I could from the glass, I carefully propped it against the base of the tree, and stood looking down at it. Take care, Duke. Thanks for all the good times.


Within a few steps, I reached the hotel grounds and turned left along one of the paved walkways, emerging into the central courtyard with its huge pool and sculpted gardens. 


From on board Windswept, my view of the hotel grounds had largely been obscured by the lush foliage surrounding it, and what I’d seen had appeared unscathed. But as I moved forward, it became clear I’d been optimistic; the hotel shops lining the beach side of the property were heavily damaged – glass doors and windows shattered, and remnants of their contents scattered about the grounds. I’d hoped the sundries shop might have snacks or candy left – but it was stripped so bare, the shelves torn off the walls, the racks ravaged, that I hardly bothered to do more than poke my head inside.


It was all that way, blown out and ransacked. Even the jewelry store, which completely befuddled me. Why would someone searching for food break into a jewelry store and take diamonds? Did they think this was all just temporary and when normal life returned, they’d be rich or was it just that they could? 


I walked on, through the lushness of the central courtyard, the fragrances spawning memories, to the western side of the hotel, nearer the pool. And it was there, crossing the broad walkway underneath the redwood arbors that I found the first bodies. Two men, Hawaiians I thought, lay spread eagled on the pavement, their heads nearly severed from their bodies – presumably by a single stroke of some very substantial, very sharp blade. The blood-blackened wounds grinned at me like huge mouths, heads hinged back and held by little more than a flap of skin. Flies covered the wounds and clustered wetly around eyes and lips. It was grotesque, sickening, and I quickly turned away and walked on.


The pool, too, held a body. An older woman, obese to begin with, had been turned into an obscene, pale giant; her body becoming an expanding, fleshy envelope of gases as she rotted. 


Passing the pool with its bloated body and water gone green and murky as quickly as I could, I came to the lower lobby, crossed along the marble walk toward the reception area, and came to yet more devastation. The café bar was completely overturned onto the walkway, the restaurant where Rachel and I had routinely eaten breakfast torn to pieces, tables overturned, pots and pans strewn about in a sea of trash. 


The thought struck me that the hotel was dead, as dead as the rest of the civilized world was on its way to becoming. There were no people to walk out onto those balconies, to smell the salt sweetness of the breeze. But this crescent of beach, this soft, slow, calm place of sea and sand and breeze was here before we came, and it will be here still, after this all rots away into the Hawaiian soil. And a phrase suddenly came to me from boyhood, from the memory of despised Saturday mornings at Catechism class before my mother finally relented and released me from it. Was it Ecclesiastes? 




One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth abideth forever. 




Yes, well, in this case there may not be another generation, and it occurred to me that it might prove difficult to argue that the Earth wouldn’t be the better for it.


Reaching the lobby, I found it wide open and bright, natural light flooding in from skylights and broad open-air arches. The magnificent mahogany outrigger on display in the center of the large room was also as I remembered, and still thankfully untouched; at least twenty meters long and darkly powerful, the fine, rich wood glowed with the lacquer of time itself. 


The lobby was empty otherwise – the registration and concierge desks unmanned and undisturbed; it was as if the people just stepped away for a moment, called to other duties. There was no trash, no evidence of chaos or violence – and thankfully, no bodies. I turned and considered the big canoe again. I imagined it had been restored at very great expense, no doubt in the belief that it was the perfect Hawaiian icon, the very epitome of what the hotel intended to convey of itself; power, elegance and timelessness. Surely it was never intended to ever sail the sea again. And now - how long would it rest here before it fell to dust? 


The only buildings I’d not already gone past were the two westward wings which held the rooms with the best beach access. It was where Rachel and I had stayed, and a perverse part of me wanted to get close to it, to poke at the wound in my soul. So, I walked through the palms, then along the walkway that led down toward the beach. But I never reached it. A wisp of voice came to me on the breeze and I stood frozen, straining to hear. Rachel?


There was nothing but silence, and I took several hesitant steps. Then again; soft, faint sounds that became words. No, not Rachel.


“Help, please…here.” 


It seemed to be coming from somewhere in front of me, in one of the rooms. A patio door stood open no more than two meters away and I entered, expecting to find someone but the room was empty, and I went straight through to the hallway. Looking up and down the hall, I listened but there was nothing more. I saw that the door next to me was propped open with a folding chair, something odd enough that I walked over to it, pulled it open and looked in. 


Two beds; the first piled high with blankets. The second, the bed furthest from me, held two people. A man lay still under a sheet, eyes closed, face so pale it was nearly translucent in the light from the windows. Next to him, sitting on the edge of the bed, was a woman wearing nothing but a sheer nightdress. She might’ve been in her fifties, but her face was so drawn, her age seemed to me measured in something other than years. She sat half-turned toward me, her expression a mixture of destruction and something else…a faint curiosity?


We stared at one another and it occurred to me how grotesquely alien I must look in the suit and respirator. I felt foolish, like I’d dressed for a masquerade while she sat completely vulnerable, exposed.


“Hello,” I said. “Are you…”


“Dear god,” she breathed, like a sigh. She started to rise. I saw her eyes as they found the gun at my hip and her hands rose to her mouth unbidden, like a pair of small, startled doves flushed from cover.


“Oh my,” she said, and managed to get to her feet. The nightdress was so sheer she may as well have been naked. Her body was deeply flushed, her skin mottled. Sweat dripped between her flaccid breasts. I watched as she struggled for breath.


“Oh no,” I said quickly. “I’m sorry. This…” – and I motioned vaguely at the pistol – “is only for protection. I’m…I heard you call out.” She stared at me.


“You’re not from the government.” 


“No,” I said. “No, no. I just, I’m here on a boat. From…from San Diego.”


“San Diego,” she repeated. Her chest worked at a breath. “Are you… is there any help?”


I watched her, watched her eyes. She stared at me with a level direct gaze, intelligent and aware. She knew where she stood and what she faced. 


“No,” I told her. “I don’t think so.”


She nodded.


I’m alone,” I went on. “Just a survivor.”


“A survivor,” she repeated, as if I’d said I was a Martian.


“Yes. I…I’m just trying to find food.”


She nodded again, and we were both silent for a while as she fought the thing that had taken over her lungs.


“Have you found any?” she asked finally.


“Food?”


She nodded heavily, and I took the pack off, pulling out the cheese and bread, and one of the water bottles, hesitated, then laid them on the bed nearest me.


“I brought this with me,” I said softly.


“Do you need it?” she asked.


I shook my head. “I have enough for now.”


“Thank you, then.”


I looked at her, saw her glance down at the man. It occurred to me that there was one thing I could give her, if she wanted it. I did not take the time to wonder whether I was capable of it if she did.


“Is there…anything I can do to make it go easier?” I asked.


She stared at me in silence so long that I thought she hadn’t understood. But she had.


“No thank you,” she replied at last. A flicker of something passed her eyes. “Much too violent.”


I nodded, not knowing what else to say and began backing out of the room.


“I’m leaving now,” I said. Somehow, I felt ashamed. I had no idea why.


“Thank you for that.” She nodded weakly toward the food I’d left on the bed. “And… good luck.” Her mouth bent briefly in a faint smile and I saw suddenly a wife, here with her husband. Perhaps they’d come here to paradise for an anniversary – let’s say the twenty-fifth; enough reason for a special celebration, a long-planned trip. Except the virus had been here, waiting for her - for both of them. 


Our eyes met again. There was a grace about her, an undeniable dignity. She would die with that much intact. And at least, I thought, glancing at the cheese and bread, she wouldn’t die hungry.


I turned and walked out of the room without a word, heading back toward the lobby, finished with any further exploration. If there were more people in the hotel, I didn’t want to see them. I had no help for any of them. And the hotel kitchen, the pantry? I needed food. Perhaps so, but more than food I desperately needed to be free of this place, free of this horror, free of the dead and dying.


Retracing my steps to the lobby, I took one last look at the great canoe, then climbed the two flights up the dead escalator to the reception area at the hotel’s entrance. At the top, I turned and stared back down the long, empty stairway which seemed now to descend into emptiness, disappearing into an unlit nether world.


I turned my back to it and walked toward the brightness of the open door.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




IT WAS WONDERFUL to be bathed in light, to feel the brilliant sunshine pouring through the open-air reception area. I stepped through the trash that covered the floor without thinking about it, past the concierge desk and out to the walkway, thrilled to feel the breeze. The circular drive that served the hotel entrance was choked with cars, some still parked neatly along the curb, others in utter chaos, doors open, clothing strewn about.


I stood for a moment trying to devise a plan, wanting to focus on finding food and getting back to the boat. What point was there in anything else? If there were more people alive in the hotel, what could I do for them?


I looked around, remembering the shops across Rice Street, east of the hotel. An easy walk, but I saw no point in taking the time – they were oriented to hotel guests and cruise ships, selling souvenirs and junk food. A few restaurants, yes, but small and unlikely to have much food. And if the hotel shops were looted, it seemed likely to me they would be too. 


But then, where should I search? What made sense? A warehouse, perhaps; a distribution center or a drone deployment facility, if I could find one. And failing that, I thought perhaps a larger store, one with their own security – enough that they might’ve been able to forestall some of the initial looting. Something like Walmart, maybe? The more I thought about it, the more reasonable it seemed. Unless they’d stayed on a generator, there’d be no possibility of fresh fruit or dairy, of course, but getting a healthy supply of dry goods and canned food would be enough for now, enough to let me figure things out.


I needed to get into town. I needed a car.


Well the place was packed with them, and my first thought was just to start searching them for keys. But once on the sidewalk, I noticed the valet stand and it occurred to me to do it exactly the reverse – keys first, then the car. I walked over to it, saw on the wall behind the desk an old-fashioned pegboard with hooks. On the hooks were dozens of key fobs - each tagged with what I assumed was a parking location and the guest’s room number. Looking them over, one leapt out at me; gaudy red leather with a Porsche logo and I grabbed it and walked outside. The main parking lot was to my left, the last several rows of which were cordoned off for valet parking. The spaces were numbered and within a few minutes, I found it. It was, in a word, gorgeous.


In some respects, I’d been hoping it was one of the fuel cell models – the 911H would be nice - so I’d not have to worry about gas, but it was one of the classics, a gas engine version, a flat six. I got in and laying the fob in a storage pocket, pressed the On button. Would the battery still have a charge? Oh yes. The dash - a digital, all-glass display - came alive. Fuel was nearly full.


Then, despite everything, despite the horror of the plague and what it had done to this island, despite the dying woman in the hotel room, despite packs of dogs and worry about food, I was a teenage boy again, about to kiss a girl for the first time. There was a voice in me, chastising me, scolding me - but it was weak, entirely unable to overwhelm the smell of leather, the embrace of the seat, the feel of the gearshift. I was nervous. I pushed the clutch in, hesitated, and punched Start and the music began.


For a few seconds, everything dropped away, and I sat there in some poor dead bastard’s Porsche and just let myself be thrilled by the symphony thundering from the exhaust. There’s a reason, I told myself, why some people still loved internal combustion engines. Or did.


I found the window controls and lowered them; the sound rose, filled the car, filled me. My toes stabbed forward, let up, stabbed again; it was like being a conductor, like being a god. For a few wonderful moments, I was so thrilled with anticipation I could hardly breathe. But the heavy pistol bulged awkwardly against my hip in the narrow seat and the respirator became terribly uncomfortable with the sun streaming through the windshield, and eventually I sighed, and shut the engine off.


Climbing out, I unstrapped the holster and pulled off the respirator and put them both in the passenger seat before climbing back in. I started the engine again, this time with a bit less flourish, and shifted into first. As I did, I caught sight of my watch; nearly two hours had gone by since leaving Windswept; it felt like ten minutes. All right then, I thought, time to move!


That’s when I learned that a Porsche didn’t drive like my pickup. Alternately stalling the engine and fishtailing the rear end, I finally made it out of the parking lot, but not before sideswiping two cars and running over several traffic cones. Ah, but that sound! I finally learned to be a bit more judicious with the accelerator and got out on the road, heading by memory toward Lihue.


There was nothing; no traffic, no other drivers, no signal lights, no police, no radar, no traffic laws. This lovely car and all the money it represented; in a few months the tires will rot, the gas will spoil, the interior will become moldy and rust will bloom underneath the beautiful paint – a little at first, then as it finds a beachhead, it will accelerate and molecule by molecule it will metamorphose the car into oxidized ore. All the science and human progress that this car represents will be lost, rendered irrelevant and forgotten; a chapter of history no one will be left to read. 


Fuck that, I thought. Whatever else was going on, here, in this moment I was driving a Porsche. Enjoy it.


I was running mainly north, out of Kalapaki Beach, then northeast on Rice Street into Lihue. For the first few blocks it was mostly an area of light industry and the buildings around me, if I didn’t look too closely, appeared normal. With no electricity, the signal lights were all dead, but habit was still very much alive; it took several intersections before I could completely ignore them and just power through without thinking about it. The breeze filling the car was perfume and the sound of the engine echoed back from the street and buildings, and until we reached the town proper, I lived joyously in the illicit, fanciful illusion the Porsche offered me. 


It did occur to me, briefly, to wonder at the nature of human beings. Here we were, likely dying as a species, yet the simple act of driving a car like this on a beautiful day had lifted my spirits into a realm of – there was no other word for it – glee. It felt reminiscent of the phenomenon that happens at a wake; relatives and friends gather, they’re grieving, yet in time you begin to hear laughter, the cheerful babble of conversation. People stop looking at the casket with the dead friend or relative; they prefer chatting with the pretty cousin or hearing about the vacation the old friend is planning. They prefer to laugh. We are such simple animals; we don’t want to contemplate mortality, don’t want to face the inevitably of it. We have such simple desires – we want to be happy, we want to enjoy the day, the hour, the moment. We’ll thrust aside the deepest of mysteries, the greatest of tragedies for the most banal of rewards. Provide a bright sunny day, a winding road, a beautiful car and the rest drops away. We are just Pavlov’s dogs, drooling at the sound of the bell. 


I came to the Kuhio Highway intersection with too much speed, not recognizing it. And when I did - when memory rose in me of a mall with a Costco and Walmart – I hit the brakes and threw the Porsche into a hard left. But this was a 911 without traction control and it wouldn’t tolerate such shoddy treatment; the rear end slid out as if on ball bearings and I felt the wheel impact the lane divider. Immediately angry with myself and certain I’d damaged the car, I waited for the grinding of a damaged transaxle or the vibration of a bent wheel - but there was only the squeal of rubber and the glorious sound of the engine as we regained grip and accelerated away. Just a game, I thought, just a boy at play.


It was only a few blocks to the mall area and I worked my way through a pile-up of cars at the intersection without much trouble but was forced up over a sidewalk to get into the parking lot. As we descended over the curb, I heard the frame bottom out and began to lust after a jeep. Barricades had been set in place across all the entrances, and my heart sank; there must’ve been looting here. The parking lot itself was a disordered jam of cars, and it turned out to be easiest just to drive along the sidewalk in front of the stores.


I reached the Walmart, pushed a few shopping carts out of the way with the Porsche’s bumper, and stopped directly in front of the doors, which had had all the glass smashed out of them. There were no lights on that I could see, but no reason not to give it a try, so I turned the car off and grabbing the respirator and pistol, got out. And without hesitation, put on the 


Just inside the entryway I saw the first body; a heavy middle-aged man in shorts and t-shirt, laying on his side, a shard of glass sticking up through his chest, near his heart. He lay rotting in the heat, not yet badly enough eroded to erase the surprise on his face.


Imagining what it must smell like, I tentatively stepped past him, careful of the broken glass around his body. Inside, the dim light made it difficult to see clearly, but as I passed the produce section it was perfectly obvious that whatever had been there was no longer edible. Walking further, deeper into the darkened store, through the empty isles, bodies became commonplace – men, women and even a couple of small kids. Mostly, I assumed they’d been shot, but one of the men I saw was clearly beaten to death, his face and head a grotesque ball of pulpy flesh.


Flies and all manner of insects were everywhere; literally everywhere. Now I had further reason to be thankful for the Tyvek suit beyond the viral protection. Winged and crawling things landed on me so frequently that eventually I stopped bothering to brush them away. 


As for finding food, it became apparent after trudging endlessly through gloomy aisle after gloomy aisle, my flashlight revealing one depressingly empty shelf after another, that it wasn’t going to happen. What wasn’t canned or sealed in bags was spoiled and what had not needed refrigeration all seemed to have been looted. After finishing with the last of the grocery aisles and finding nothing worth taking, I stood leaning against a row of solar-powered dryers and cursed the wasted time and energy. I was hot and frustrated and having worked my way to the very rear of the store began slowly walking along the back wall, intending to leave. But something reflected back from the beam of the flashlight and I saw that it was the glass of two small windows, set into a pair of steel doors. The doors were not marked, but it suddenly occurred to me that the store must have a loading dock, where there might be food still in shipping containers that had been missed by the looters.


The doors were locked and apparently, I wasn’t the first to want to get through them; they were badly pock-marked from blows to the metal. The windows themselves were badly starred from blows, but intact, reinforced with heavy wire. I shone the flashlight through them and saw pallet after pallet of full of crates and cartons. Surely some of that had to be packaged food. Eureka!


Certain that I was about to reap a bounty, I raced over to the hardware area, found an axe and returned to the doors – and for some reason ignored the fact that no one else had managed to break through. Half an hour later, having literally worn myself out hammering on the doors, mocked by their impunity, they remained solidly shut. I slumped to the floor and the first thought that came to me was that it would take an explosion to break through the damn things. Explosives. Why hadn’t I brought them? Sighing, I heaved myself to my feet and headed toward the entrance, then back past the man skewered with glass, and I was outside. Exhausted and frustrated, I took one last look and headed for the Porsche. Underway, I continued threading my way along the sidewalk, occasionally bumping carts out of the way and made my way to the far end of the mall to Costco.


It was not as bad in terms of dead bodies as Walmart – I saw only two - but in terms of getting my hands on any viable food, it was equally unrewarding. Perishables were spoiled, and other food had long ago been looted. I spent an hour inside, climbing up onto the upper shelves with a rolling stairway, opening carton after carton only to find paper goods, electronics, clothes or toys. Unlike Walmart, the receiving area was wide open – and it was also empty. In the end, it came down to the same thing; for all this effort and time, I had found nothing.


And what now? Back in the Porsche, I was hot and tired – and very conscious that I’d left Windswept unattended well past the four hour limit I’d set for myself. I thought of the Witches Brew and the woman still alive in the hotel; I had to assume there were others as well. A tide of anxiety similar to the near panic that had overtaken me on the deck of the Mare Oriens swept over me, and I started the Porsche and took off as fast as I could, weaving my way out of the mall. But I found myself on an unfamiliar road, not entirely sure how to get back to Rice Street, and in my anxiousness to be back, just headed in the direction I thought I needed to go. 


In minutes, reaching a completely unfamiliar neighborhood, destruction everywhere, it felt as though I was traveling through a war zone. It grew more and more difficult to work my way around the abandoned cars, and to add nature to the mess, the afternoon rains began. It hammered down, rendering visibility so poor that despite my anxiety to be back, I stopped the car until the worst of it had passed. Sitting there unsure of where I was, helplessly waiting out the downpour, left me feeling that this excursion had been folly from the start. Had I really believed others hadn’t had the same concern over food that I had? What had everyone done when they still believed they could wait it out by leaving or by quarantining themselves? Headed for the store, of course, to stock up on food. How foolish I’d been – and now I was putting my lifeline at risk, leaving Windswept vulnerable for nearly the entire day. I sat and fretted or nearly half an hour on someone’s front lawn and waited it out. 


And finally, the rain eased enough that I was able to continue my way along this god-forsaken street, hardly able to get out of second gear, crawling around trash and bodies and cars. Then an intersection appeared, a broad avenue leading out of here and I took it, swinging east. It was a short road, ending at a large church. The road cleared somewhat, and I accelerated.


Nearly to the church, the sweet-sickening smell of rot began to permeate the air and I raised the windows, preferring the closeness and heat to the smell, but it hardly made a difference. And as I reached the church, the cause of the smell stood before me. Stacked like cordwood, one on top of another, a snaking mound of bodies was piled alongside the church building, wrapped in sheets, flapping in the breeze. 


There were hundreds of them; no, probably thousands. The piles extended around the back of the church, out of sight. Had they been placed there waiting for burial? How do you bury thousands of bodies? I slowed the car and stared at them as I turned onto the road fronting the church. 


And that’s when I realized they weren’t alone. They were attended by birds, countless birds in huge flocks - over the grounds and in the air – but mostly massed on the piles of bodies. Seagulls mostly - feeding on them. I could see them pecking at the human meat within.


It was a scene of unspeakable horror, of Poe and Dante, a nightmare from hell here in paradise. Without planning it, I lowered the passenger window, grabbed the pistol and fired wildly into the midst of them. One shot, then a pause, then two more, quickly in succession. And the birds, as though they were a single organism, rose as one into the air, swinging left, then sharply right, coordinating their flight through some unimaginable communion – raising so raucous a protest as they left their feeding that I could hear them even through the roaring in my ears. I put the window back up, set the gun down and accelerated hard. In the mirror, I watched as the huge flock wheeled, banking downwards, gradually settling back again to their feast.


It was too much, it was just too much. I lost all desire to look for food. I just wanted to get back to Windswept and the sweet air of the bay. I realized I was crying and stupidly told myself I just needed a cup of tea. 


What a mistake this all was! What utter hubris to have set sail across four thousand kilometers of Pacific Ocean in the belief that salvation – or at least a respite – would await on Kauai. It was a momentous lapse in judgement, driven by emotion instead of reason. I should have known, should have seen ahead of time what would be here; it was all so obvious now that it was too late. Hawaii was a nexus – the crossroads of the Pacific, a touchpoint for international travel. Had I thought because it was lovely, because I’d loved it, that it would somehow weather the Python gracefully?


Rachel would have chosen Polynesia – I’d known that when I left San Diego; known it in my heart and rejected it out of fear. Yes, the plague would also be in Tahiti, Samoa, the Marquesas, Tonga, The Cooks; all of them, yes - but not like this. Not ransacked Walmarts and stacks of bodies left to rot, left for the gulls.


The road reached a wide intersection and I wiped at my tears with the back of hand, so I could see the road sign. Rice Street. I swung onto it gratefully, aimed the Porsche and stepped on it, hard. The car leapt forward, back in its element, and as the speed rose so did the exhaust, deliriously rising and rising in the still afternoon. 


Perhaps it might not all be a loss. Perhaps that cup of tea and being back on Windswept would ease the horrors of the day. Perhaps tomorrow a quick trip back to Walmart with one of the explosives; blast the doors and just get what food was there and get out. Perhaps tomorrow would be better. Perhaps.


When I reached the hotel grounds, I drove past the hotel, heading straight for the harbor. I had intended to search the marina when I got back, perhaps look for some spares, maybe look for fishing gear. But there wouldn’t be any of that now; I’d had enough. I idled into Nawiliwili Harbor and made my way as close to the dock as I could. I was out of the Porsche almost before it had stopped rolling, respirator in hand, still wearing the Tyvek suit and ran for the pier, the Beretta slapping against my hip. With each step I felt as though I were re-emerging further into a world I knew, a world I understood. One that was, if not entirely normal, at least a world of reason. And a world of the living. I was not at home here; not on Kauai, not on land. My new home, my real home, had become the sea.


But the anxiety of the last hour was not done with me and I began wondering if the kayak would still be where’d I’d left it. What if it were gone? What if someone had taken it, gone out to my boat with it? I couldn’t remember how well I’d tied it to the pier; I’d been in a hurry to get underway, perhaps it had broken free and floated away on the tide. 


I reached the spot where I had left it tied it to the pier and as I looked down into the water, I had convinced myself I’d see a cut line hanging impotently to the water with no kayak in sight, penalty for my folly, karma at long last being wreaked on me. But below me, the kayak floated peacefully, just as I’d left her. Overcome with relief, I dropped to my knees on the hot pavement, waiting for my heart to slow.


Struggling out of the Tyvek suit, I raised my eyes to the harbor, to the breakwater, and saw Windswept swinging gently on her mooring, light and powerful in the sun, poised for flight. I was filled with pure gratitude for her; more than that, I felt love. She had become something animate to me, vital and real, had become both home and transport, a refuge, a place of safety. I realized how much I yearned to be back on the open sea, to feel the simple reality of the boat and the ocean. No dying women, no corpses, no feeding birds – just the clean sea and my boat.


And then, at the edge of my vision, I sensed a splash of color moving on the water and I turned and stared, frozen into stillness, then scrambled in the pack for the binoculars.


The colors came into focus, separated into their individual forms; three paddleboards on the water of the inner bay, some fifty meters from shore, heading out away from the beach. Their colors were vivid and bright against the blue water. Two of these boards each held a single man standing and paddling, the third had two on it, one clearly a man standing, and a woman sitting on the board in front of him. They all looked like surfers out for a day of fun; dressed in baggy shorts brilliant with bright designs in rainbow hues. They were bare-chested, tanned and fit and each of the men had some kind of strap over one shoulder, something hanging from their backs. Were they carrying packs?


They seemed determined, focused – taking long, sweeping strokes, the boards surging forward with each one, gliding, then surging again with the next. It struck me, as it often has watching these things, how awkward they were with their high center of gravity and poor maneuverability. But however cumbersome they were, they were being pushed hard.


I wondered at that; was there a threat, some danger they were fleeing from? Something nagged at me, tried to force its way into my consciousness. I lowered the glasses, looked at them from the wider perspective of the bay at large. Where were they going? I swung my gaze to Windswept, then back to the trio of men on their paddleboards moving in ragged formation. Then again back to the boat. 


And the realty of their destination finally bubbled to the surface of my consciousness, finally coldly coalesced into words in my head. They were making straight for Windswept; they wanted my fucking boat.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




IN WHAT SEEMED agonizing slow motion, I wadded the Tyvek suit into a ball and crammed it and the respirator into the backpack. Then jumping carelessly down into the kayak in frantic haste – mindless of its tendency to flip - I nearly managed to overturn it. Only with a desperate grab onto the dock and quickly spreading my feet out onto the gunwales did I manage to keep it from spilling me into the bay. Keeping a tight grip on the dock piling, I lowered myself into the aft seat and laid the pack and the pistol into the forward one, then secured them in turn with bungee cords. Pulling the paddle free, I worked at the knot holding us fast to the dock, cursing it, cursing myself and my carelessness, cursing going past my own time limit, cursing leaving Windswept alone, cursing everything. Finally untangling it, I shoved us viciously off the dock, taking up the paddle with long, sweeping strokes, desperate to build speed. I paddled for what I feared was my very life.


In moments I accelerated into a familiar rhythm, the kayak quickly up to speed, rocking side to side with the long alternating sweeps of the paddle. In half a minute we were past the jetty, Windswept before me, little more than one hundred meters away. To my left, the paddleboards floated at the very edge of my vision and I saw in my mind an aerial view of the harbor, the paddleboards one side of an unequal V, the kayak the other, the shorter; Windswept stood at the apex. 


The paddleboards had three great disadvantages; they were slower, they had further to go, and the incoming tide flowed at an angle that worked more against them than me. I recognized instinctively that I would beat them to the boat, and the relief was so great that I needed to choke back sobs rising in my throat. From that moment of realization, I hardly looked at them; my eyes were on Windswept, my mind focused on maintaining my rhythm, maintain as much speed as I could.


I reached the ama in what seemed like seconds, tied off the kayak and scrambled out of the cockpit onto the netting. I pulled the holstered Beretta free of the bungee cord and ran across the net to the main hull in great bounds. And only when I reached the cockpit did the possibility occur to me that there may have been others, that I might already have been boarded. I pulled the pistol free of the holster and searched her. Windswept was as I’d left her; I was alone.


Feeling secure, I watched the paddleboards; they were still twenty or thirty meters away and seemed to have finally noticed me – they’d grouped their boards together and slowed. Right, I thought, talk it over and just stay the fuck away from me, and from my boat.


But no, they weren’t going to let it go just like that. They split up, coming slower now; one continuing forward, coming straight, the other two swinging wide in flanking moves to either side. It seemed unlikely they had any notion whatsoever that I had a gun and hoping to scare them off I raised the Beretta into the air and fired. When you want to get someone’s attention, there’s nothing quite like the sound of a gun, and this was no exception. The echo of the blast came back from the northern cliffs, sweeping across the water and as it died away, it was if all sound and movement froze.


I stepped up to the top of the cabin, fully in view of the three paddlers, the Beretta held plainly in front of me. I could see them all clearly now; young, in their twenties, arms and shoulders muscular and covered in tattoos. They sat silently watching me; the gun had given them pause, but apparently not deterred them. It was very clear to me that what they’d come for, they still planned to take. The paddler in the center, the one carrying the woman, began slowly to come ahead, using small but steady motions. The woman lay curled onto her side, motionless, and I wondered if she were sick. If so, it hardly took a leap of insight to imagine with what. I raised the pistol and pointed it straight at him. They were at roughly twenty meters and that was a ridiculously long pistol shot, at least for me. I doubted I could actually hit him unless out of sheer luck and hoped he wouldn’t realize it.


And he did stop, looking over at the other two; something seemed to be exchanged between them and I watched as they both slipped the straps from their shoulders. What they’d been carrying on those straps finally became clear, and I stepped quickly down from the cabin roof, back into the cockpit. Keeping my eyes on them, I reached through the hatch for the Winchester. They had crossbows, loaded with arrow bolts; the newest ones were carbon fiber and travelled at near-pistol speed – and they probably had better accuracy at this range than I did with the Beretta.


I pulled the Winchester free, swung it out with one hand while I laid the pistol on the cabin roof with the other, then made a show of working the bolt, clearly ratcheting home a cartridge. I looked at the guy in the center, calling out in a voice I hoped was hard and cold.


“There are ten rounds in this clip. And trust me, I’ll use them. So just leave.” 


It was as if I hadn’t spoken, and I saw that the two flanking boards continued to drift forward – in another ten meters they’d be positioned at ninety degrees on either side of me, no more than a fifteen-meter shot for either of them. I’d have to shoot one, rack another shell and swing completely around before the other guy nailed me with a bolt, and I had no illusions about my abilities.


I swung the rifle to the one swinging out around to our port side, centered the crosshairs on his board and pulled the trigger. The .308 sounded like a cannon after the Beretta, and again the noise of it seemed to freeze all action. I saw a great chunk of fiberglass and foam disintegrate where the bullet struck but realized immediately there’d been little damage done. I quickly worked the bolt, and swung the rifle up, straight at his chest. He held his hands out in front of himself, crossbow in one, paddle in the other. He slowly bent, eyes never leaving me, and laid the paddle down, then stood with the crossbow.


“Hey, easy mate,” he said. “No worries, yeah?” An Australian.


“Back away and leave, mate, and we’ll all have no worries.” He just grinned at me, standing easy and confident.


Some slight vibration, faint on the breeze behind me, registered in my head and too late I thought about the other flanker. I started to turn but the vibration became a hiss and I flinched as a bolt flew past my neck. Instinctively, I dropped to my knees, using the cockpit coaming as cover.


But I was pinned and needed to do something quickly. The center paddler was no immediate threat – he had no way to reach me with the cabin in front of me, and he was also the furthest out. The shooter on my right now needed to reload, so I had a few seconds in that direction. The Australian, however, had only to find a way to angle his shot into the cockpit and I’d find one of those bolts sticking through my chest. With no time to find him in the scope, I aimed instinctively and fired just as he was releasing a shot. The bullet went higher than I’d intended, striking him in the upper chest, spinning him around; the bolt he was shooting released wildly into the air. I whirled, saw the paddler on my right making for the starboard ama and instinctively grabbed the Beretta and fired three shots at him in quick succession. Even from no more than ten or eleven meters, two missed, but the last one hit him in the jaw. It didn’t kill him outright but took away the lower half of his jaw in a wet, red explosion and he dropped with a muted scream into the water, flailing for the board, blood spreading around him. Watching as if from above, I saw myself lay the Beretta down, pick up the rifle and chamber a round, watched as I aimed carefully and shot; watched with complete detachment as the back of his head mushroomed with the impact. In the stillness, he floated free, face down, trailing a stream of blood.


Peering over the top of the cabin, I saw that the center paddler had come no closer; he had dropped to his knees behind the woman, the crossbow propped on her shoulder, pointed in my direction. I stayed low and looked for the Australian, saw him clinging weakly to his board with one hand, both drifting away from me on the tide.


I set the Winchester on the top of the cabin and set the scope on the center paddler. My hands were badly shaking; it was hard keeping the rifle steady. I took several deep breaths. It’s over, I told myself; I could easily shoot her, then him, and never put myself in harm’s way. 


“Go away,” I yelled. “You’re just going to die.”


“Can’t mate,” he yelled back. “Need your bleedin’ boat.”


“You’ll never get it,” I yelled. “And it wouldn’t matter anyway. She’s sick and that makes you a dead man.”


He was quiet for a few seconds, and when he did answer, something had crept into his voice.


“Naw, mate – it’s not that way. She’ll be right in a bit.”


“She’ll be dead in a bit,” I shouted back.


The bolt, fired a second later, was much closer than I’d thought he could manage, the sound of it whistling past my head left me crouched down long after it had bored into the ocean behind me. Fucker! I kept myself well down behind the cabin, centered the scope on the board just in front of the woman, and pulled the trigger. A large dimple appeared in the foam no more than ten centimeters from her. She didn’t so much as twitch. Quickly racking in another cartridge, I again aimed carefully and shot and saw another dimple appear a few centimeters to the right of the first shot, and a chunk of foam fly free. Again, I racked in a shell, counting in my head. Five remaining before I’d have to go below and reload the clip. I aimed again.


“Bloody hell, stop, you cat’s piss,” he yelled.


“Throw the crossbow in the water and I will.”


I counted to three and then fired a third time, this time impacting the board near the edge, flaking quite a good-sized chunk of fiberglass and foam from it. The board began to list, settling lower in the water. I noisily worked another shell into the chamber.


The crossbow splashed into the bay, and I took the pistol and went forward. He sat behind the woman, arms around her, watching silently as I reached for the line holding us to the mooring cable, bent down and unclipped it. 


Moving to the cockpit, I switched the motors on and played the throttles gently in reverse, silently backing away from them. I backed all the way to the end of the breakwater, keeping my eyes on him the entire time. As I’d started moving, it was as if he’d forgotten me, forgotten what he’d come for; he sat holding the woman, rocking her in his arms. It was the last I saw of them.


Swiveling Windswept to get her bows forward, I rounded the breakwater and headed west, headed out to sea. It was pure instinct; my mind didn’t seem to be focusing properly and my thoughts flitted from one thing to another without volition. I dimly realized there were things I needed to do before making any kind of a passage, gear to secure before braving the ocean. The Walmart door rose in my mind, and the image of the food cartons behind it. I shuddered. I would rather risk starvation than spend another night here. Still, I needed time. Where should I go? There was wind, the usual trades – I could sail. The seas were quite calm. I could put the autopilot on.


“Ray,” I said, “set course. Uh, easterly.”


“Right, mate, and at what speed, yeah?”


Speed? I thought it over.


“OK, make it one knot.”


“One knot. Crikey, we’ll be crawling, we will.”


A buzzing began in my head.


“Ray,” I said, “Switch to default voice.” I wasn’t entirely sure of much just then but was pretty damn sure I’d heard enough Australian accent.


“Confirmed,” said Ray, with no inflection whatever.


Over the course of the next hour I stayed busy, mindlessly busy, and by the time I finished getting the kayak pulled up and lashed back on the nets, stowed and secured everything below, and reloaded both guns, the sun was within minutes of touching the sea. I’d not eaten since morning and the adrenalin from the confrontation with the paddleboarders had long ago given way to a feeling of deep exhaustion, every motion an effort.


Did it really matter that they’d wanted my boat, that they’d obviously been more than happy to kill me to get it? Had I even tried to avoid conflict? And the question I knew was there in the center of myself; couldn’t I have just unhooked from the mooring as soon as I got back on the boat and sped away? Oh yes, but I hadn’t even considered it. The willingness I’d had – no, goddamn it – the anticipation of using those weapons; that was what condemned me now. Could I truly look into myself and not say that I’d enjoyed having such vastly superior weaponry? I was the big boy around here now, king of the mountain. The Maire Oriens had seen to that. Something in me was scathing, accusatory, relentless; you told yourself it was self-defense, you shot them to save your boat, but all along you just wanted to use those fine weapons. Here’s the answer to why you didn’t just run – you didn’t have to, you had the guns and you wanted to use them.


My mind stopped working. I was perilously low on energy; I was perilously low on a lot of things. I slowly dropped to my knees.


“Have a cup of tea,” I heard Rachel say. “Rest a bit.”


She didn’t startle me this time; I almost expected it, I surely wanted it. I didn’t answer her but looked at the empty horizon before us for a moment, rose with effort and went below. I made tea, waiting for her to say more as it brewed, but there was only the muted sound of Windswept’s hulls moving slowly through the calm ocean.


When the tea was ready, I took it on deck and sat on the floor of the cockpit, cupping it in both hands, sipping slowly. I’d used the last of the cream powder. The late afternoon sun cast a deep violet hue across the sea. I found it hard to care where I was or where I was going.


“Rachel, I killed people,” I said out loud.


“Yes,” she said casually, as if agreeing that the weather was quite fine for sailing. I felt monstrous, unclean. The images played themselves over and over in my head.


“I wanted to shoot them,” I told her.


“I suppose you did,” she answered after a moment with not a trace of accusation. “What did you expect?”


I was silent a while. 


“What do you mean?” I asked her. “I could’ve avoided the whole thing. I didn’t have to kill anyone.”


“Maybe,” she replied. “Or, maybe as you were bending to unhook from the mooring, one of them would’ve shot you in the back with an arrow.”


I thought about it, considered it. All right, maybe.


“Was it worth their lives not to have tried it, though?” I asked.


“Was it worth yours?” she answered softly. We were quiet for a while, the only sound the slight slap-slap of the halyards against the mast.


“Owen,” she said. “The world has changed, love. And you’ve already begun to change with it. There are new, hard rules that determine whether you survive or not.”


“Maybe it’s not worth it,” I said stubbornly.


“You know you don’t believe that.” I thought about it.


“No,” I said reluctantly, “I suppose I don’t.”


Again, we waited in silence. Then she startled me.


“Macbeth,” she stated abruptly. Her voice was oddly playful.


“What?” I said. “What did you say?”




“Was the hope drunk Wherein you dressed yourself? Hath it slept since? And wakes it now, to look so green and pale At what it did so freely? From this time Such I account thy love. Art thou afeard To be the same in thine own act and valor As thou art in desire? Wouldst thou have that Which thou esteem’st the ornament of life, And live a coward in thine own esteem, Letting ‘I dare not’ wait upon ‘I would.’”




“That’s good, Raich; throw Shakespeare at me.” I said after a long silence, but something had lifted within me. And suddenly as I knew it had been in Colorado, I knew again that it was her, inside me, making whole what had been rending in two all afternoon.


She said nothing more and after a long while I stood up with a groan, cold and shivering, and took the cup below, found a sweater and pulled it on. I had no energy, no strength. Climbing the few hatchway steps took all I had. I stood watching the GPS map for a moment.


The wind was freshening, blowing fifteen steady, a bit more in gusts. There was nothing to be done for it. I had to go somewhere, had to set the boat right. I was a sailor and I had responsibilities. 


I sighed.


“Ray, terminate auto.”


“Autopilot is disengaged.”


I turned us into the wind, rolled out half the jib and raised the main, tying in a first reef out of caution. We caught the breeze and accelerated, and I swung onto a downwind heading, thinking I’d work southward. 


I cleared Kawai Point, and once past it, held her parallel to the coast, staying roughly two kilometers out. Soon though, we were in the wind shadow of the island and our speed dropped. With no notion whatever of where I was going, it hardly seemed to matter. But I knew well enough that destination would matter – it would matter when weather came, and it would matter when there was nothing more to eat. I needed to think and envision a plan, not just for the next few days or weeks, but in a very real sense, for the life left to me.


But none of that seemed remotely as pressing as my desire to sleep. The day spun through my mind, a rolling montage of images I would rather not see, images I would erase forever if I could. I had to find a place to anchor where I could sleep without fear and begin to gain some distance from the horrors of this day. 


But where? With aching eyes, I searched every inch of the coastline chart; there were almost no options. The entire south coast of Kauai was a nightmare of cliffs and rocks and bays completely open to the sea; to try to anchor somewhere along the shore – even if I could find holding ground at a reachable depth – was not even worth thinking about. Looking further to the southwest I saw Hanapepe Bay with its breakwater and small boat docks and there was something about it that struck me immediately, that appealed to me. Even if Windswept would not fit in any of the slips, I could find shelter inside the breakwater; enough to allow a night’s sleep.


Still, caution rose in me; it was close enough and sheltered, all right, but still near land, potentially near people; virtually on the doorstep of the neighboring villages of Eleele and Hanapepe. To get the complete benefit of the breakwater, I’d need to stay toward the eastern end of the harbor, putting us close to shore, and close to shore meant being vulnerable. 


The choice, though, was stark – risk the dangers of Hawaiian waters, at night, on autopilot, and try to take some quick naps – or, see what Hanapepe Bay offered. I’d not mind the option of heading straight out to sea, but two things stopped me; first, I was just plain low on food, which made a crossing of even modest distance out of the question. And second, where would I go? I needed time to rest and think. 


As for the risks of Hanapepe Bay – for whatever reason, I felt all right about it. Why that was so, I had no idea. It could have been that the two villages combined were still far smaller than Lihue, or maybe anyplace other than where I was coming from sounded fine just then. 


I furled the jib and dropped the main; we drifted forward, slowly losing headway.


“Ray,” I said tiredly, “set radar proximity alarm on.”


“Alarm on.”


“Set course for Hanapepe Bay. Autopilot on. Use the auxiliary only, maintain six knots.”


“Aye. On auto for Hanapepe at six.”


Over the next three hours I fell asleep twice in the cockpit, both times waking in panic, my heart pounding as I strained to see into the gathering darkness, imagining rocks ahead, bracing myself only to find nothing but the faint white iridescence of our passage. I tried to stay awake; singing, pinching myself. None of it actually helped; it was the fear of hitting something that mostly kept me awake. I’d never quite managed to have complete faith in the radar.


And it wasn’t the radar that woke me after I fell asleep for the third time, but Ray, letting me know we were closing on Hanapepe, whose harbor mouth loomed little more than a kilometer northeast of us. 


I could see very little now – there was starlight but no moon and to starboard the great dark shoulder of Kauai. I took over the rudder from the autopilot and slowed to four knots, holding course entirely by the green tracing on the monitor. I wanted very much to actually see the coastline, to confirm in my heart what was only bits of light from diodes before me. But there was nothing but darkness and the myriad stars overhead.


It was the sound of land that reached me before the sight, the hiss of low waves against the breakwater intruding into the silence like cornstalks being scythed to the ground. And finally, I saw it, a low grey line on the darker sea, hardly fifty meters from us. 


I took a deep breath, slowed to hardly more than drifting speed. The harbor depth should be no issue, but I pulled up the centerboard anyway; to become grounded on something in the dark, as tired as I was, would have been more than I could’ve dealt with. The motors took us silently forward and even without the centerboard the slightest movement of the rudder swung Windswept into whatever position I wanted. 


The breakwater extended nearly three-quarters of the way across the harbor mouth, still leaving us an easy twenty-five meters for entrance. It should be easy – unless there was something parked there that I couldn’t see. We crept through it and I stopped the motors, letting us continue slowly drifting forward, carried by the low swells. We were close enough now that I could make out the blacks and greys of objects before us; perhaps docks, perhaps boats.


As soon as it seemed we were fully into sheltered water, I let us drift forward for a slow count of five then backed both motors against our drift and we came to a stop. This would have to be good enough. I went forward and as quietly as I could let the bow anchor drop to the seabed, trying to measure depth, estimating it at ten meters, calculating the amount of anchor rode top leave played out. Walking quickly back to the cockpit, I nudged both throttles barely enough to turn the props, pulling against the forward anchor, checking the bite. It held, and I stopped the motors and let us drift a bit, playing out more anchor rode, then set the aft anchor as a backup. That was it – we were in.


Standing in complete stillness, I listened for movement, hearing only the waves on the breakwater, and faintly, ripples against the rocks ahead of us on the peninsula. I checked both anchor lines one more time, giving them both a good yank – they seemed to be holding, and there was nothing more I could do in any case. I’d planned on putting up some additional security; small objects – silverware, tools, spare fittings - scattered on deck for intruders to stumble over or step on, but the proximity alarm was on and I just couldn’t find the will to do more. Instead, I walked slowly to the hatch and dropped down through it in a near stupor, felt my way to the bunk, and fell forward onto it.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




I SLEPT LATE, dangerously late; when I opened my eyes, it was to a cabin already flooded with sunlight. I lay still for a moment and just listened. There were sounds of sea birds arguing in the harbor, and the low complaint of waves somewhere in the background, but there were no sounds of people, and I was grateful for it. It was wonderful to feel rested – though with energy returning to me, so had hunger. I tried, and failed, to remember when I’d last eaten. No matter, this was a new morning, a new place; yesterday seemed as though it had occurred in the distant past. And in any case, hunger was making a poor cousin of any desire to lay there longer and contemplate it. That, and the thought of coffee.


Which roused me to movement and I climbed out of the bunk into a warm day, headed straight to the stove and got water going, and while I waited for the water to boil, climbed into the cockpit. The morning sun reflected diamonds off the water; it was a proper Hawaiian morning – warm, brilliant sky, the slightly alluvial fragrance of the harbor mixing with sweet air from inland.


I was immensely relieved to see that we shared the harbor with no one. I’d gotten the anchoring right last night, and we lay well secured, anchored solidly out near the breakwater. Like Nawiliwili, there was an inner harbor area here - a rock jetty protecting a small marina with no more than a dozen slips. Between where we swung at anchor in the outer harbor, and the inner jetty, a cement pier that I hadn’t noticed in the darkness protruded like a sword to the southwest. Had I drifted Windswept even ten meters further in before setting the bow anchor, we would’ve fetched up against the end of this thing, and her eggshell-thin hulls were no match for hard concrete.


Seeing the full layout of the harbor now, it was obvious to me that Windswept could easily fit alongside one of the docks in the marina, if I were inclined to move her there. But I was satisfied where we were; close enough to be sheltered without the risk of being accessible to someone on shore. If the wind changed and brought a Kona breeze up into the harbor from the southwest, our protection would suffer, but it wasn’t Kona season and I liked being out away from shore, and away from any people that might be there.


For the rest of the morning, I stayed on Windswept, keeping an eye out for anything at all that might suggest people were alive in the area, but truly, I neither saw nor heard any indication of that at all. So, I relaxed, cleaned up the cabin, and did a thorough check of lines and sails. The drive batteries were already back to full in the sunshine, and it felt wonderful to feel at least a little safe. It was as though I’d found myself tucked away into some small, hidden sanctuary. I had no explanation for it, and no inclination to question it. 


Still, there were things to be attended to; first and foremost my frighteningly low food supplies. Hanapepe and Eleele were small towns; maybe the exodus had been less chaotic, less violent; perhaps there’d not been the same panicked rush on food stores. I wouldn’t need to find a huge amount of it – I’d get by fine with a few canned goods, a little cheese and some rice, maybe some eggs that I could coat with oil to preserve; even that much would go a long way. But to find anything meant going ashore and I kept putting it off.


But by early afternoon, after the full night and more than half the day seeing nothing alive other than sea birds and chickens, and hearing nothing more threatening than the barking of dogs in the distance, I untied the kayak and slipped into it, paddling quietly toward the marina docks. After considerable thought, I left the Tyvek suit behind and put the respirator in the backpack; if I saw someone, I’d have time to put it on, and the day was just too beautiful to muck it up with the damn suit. And I had the Beretta; if I needed to suggest to someone that they keep their distance, it would make a strong argument.


There was a low embankment next to the docks, a sandy two-track going down it to the water, and I drifted onto it, got out and dragged the kayak out of the water. Looking carefully around, I walked toward the nearest building, a white-washed garage with faded paint; Hanapepe Marine. The two bay doors were open, and I glanced in. There was a large fishing boat, set on blocks, apparently in dry dock for repair.


It was a Grady-White, a quality boat, ten meters long. I walked up and saw immediately that the engine had been removed – evidently lifted out for repair. Out of curiosity, I climbed up into it and spent the next ten minutes exploring. I expected nothing but emerged with a dust-covered gem of incalculable value; a small crate labeled ‘solar still’. If it was in workable condition – and it seemed to be unopened and still in the factory carton – it was a find of extraordinary importance. Yes, it was for emergencies only and yes, it was achingly slow, but it could provide two or even three people with enough water to live on, day after day, consuming no more power than sunshine. And folded up, it was no larger than a briefcase. I jumped down from the boat, cradling my treasure, and felt that it was an omen; the feeling of safety, of shelter here in Hanapepe, only grew.


I walked about the shop searching, carrying my treasure, but aside from some heavy tools that I had no space for, there was nothing else of value to me. The remainder of the marina consisted of a small office building, hardly more than a shack, and a few empty boat cradles. If I wanted to roam further, it meant what amounted to a shore excursion and with the acquisition of the solar still, I felt the morning had already been a tremendous success – and decided not to push it further. If the events of the past couple of days had taught me anything, it was to move with caution.


I returned to the kayak and stowed the sill, paddling back to Windswept, feeling buoyant with optimism. The still proved small enough to be stowed in the port ama – one of the few things small enough and light enough to be packed in such an outlier location. I was almost as giddy at finding something useful to be stowed there as I was to have found the still in the first place; happy enough that I asked Ray for some music. Would he have anything in local storage? Indeed, he would – fourteen million, seven hundred thousand, six hundred and eighty-eight songs in a wide variety of languages. Oh, and would I like to select a film? He had a rather substantial library of visual media as well. I spent the next several hours with a light heart, humming and sometimes singing along as I worked at hand-sewing a Dacron patch over a chafed edge of the genoa. 


But perhaps so quiet a chore was ill-timed, or perhaps the music affected me because my mood gradually deepened toward quiet sorrow despite the sunny day. A wave of loneliness washed over me, and I was gripped with melancholy. It wasn’t necessarily that I felt like talking to someone, I just felt the weight of being alone. I saw quite clearly that this was my future; to be alone in everything I did - eating alone, traveling to whatever the next destination was alone, sleeping alone, waking alone, fighting for survival alone and eventually - a week from now, fifty years from now – I would die alone. The weight of all those hours, all those nights and days stretching out before me, however many or few they might be, seemed to me in this moment to be nearly unbearable.


“One day at a time,” Rachel whispered. Her laughter, like the pealing of the purest bell, rang through my head and though she startled me, I had to smile.


“I know,” I replied. “That’s exactly the problem, Raich.”


“Not to worry,” she said. “You’ll see.” She was just so confident.


“Will I?”


Her light laughter echoed again, but there was no answer.


And as I finished up the patch and looked it over with a critical eye, I knew one thing with certainty; I wasn’t entirely alone. And whether that meant madness or whether it was truly her, it brought me a great measure of peace. 


But mad or not, I needed to address certain pragmatic realities. There was no doubt that I had to go into town. I wasn’t at all sure where I was headed next, but wherever it was, I couldn’t head out across an ocean with nothing more than fishing gear and the little food I had left. Between Hanapepe and Eleele, there had to be food somewhere. Whether I found it in a store or had to go house to house looking through cupboards – it wouldn’t matter other than for the ugliness of what else I was sure to discover if I had to search through people’s homes. I just wanted a decent cache of canned goods – they’d last indefinitely and keep me alive until I figured something else out. Though I had to admit I wasn’t sure how long indefinitely actually was. Eventually, the cans themselves must rot or rust, I supposed – but when? 


And what did I imagine I was going to work out as an alternative, as a long-range plan? Did I think I might start a little farm? Find a tractor? Planting what? How? Another note to self: find a garden store and start collecting seed packets. Find tools, learn survivalist skills. Because even if I started catching fish, just being a sea vagabond wasn’t going to work forever.


I decided to wait until morning and spent the rest of the day and early evening rigging up traps and obstructions for anyone trying to board me while I was sleeping, a sort of secondary perimeter if someone got past the radar. I thought of Joshua Slocum and his simple approach of scattering nails on deck, and with that in mind, I did what I could. Removing the ama nets was an obvious one; anyone boarding an ama would find themselves with the need to cat-walk along the narrow, sloping connecting beams. I unwound several meters of heavy monofilament from the fishing supplies and completely encircled the main hull, wrapping the line roughly knee-high using the bow and stern pulpits to hold it in place. It could be cut, of course, or simply climbed over – but in the dark it would be invisible, and at the very least would cause noise or vibration as someone bounced off it, and at best, trip them noisily onto the deck or even into the water. And that was all I could do – that and keep the radar on, as always.


The sun was down no more than an hour before I went below and lay down on the settee, reading, fighting to keep my eyes open. I gave up, and turned the light off, quite sure I’d lie awake for a while, but sleep took me at once. When I opened my eyes, in blackness, there was the uncomfortable sense that something had awakened me, that there’d been a sound. I lay quietly, listening for the slightest movement. And it came; the heavy roll of something in the water off the port side, very close, and I climbed silently off the settee, my heart hammering. I crept on bare feet to the hatchway, pulled the Beretta free and slid the safety off. Crawling into the cockpit on hands and knees, I stayed low and peered out over the port gunwale just in time to hear a muted splash. In the starlight, I suddenly saw the cause - a monk seal, trying to make his way up onto the ama. I stood, irritated and relieved at the same time, and decided to walk over and whisper a few choice words to the damn thing. Forgetting about the monofilament, I hit the line with my lower legs, stumbled awkwardly over it and somersaulted into the harbor. 


Even as I was in the air, having realized what I’d done, I began to laugh. Then I hit the cold water. Yelling as I broke the surface, I swam to the stern and crawled out. As I was toweling myself off, trying to get warm, it occurred to me that I hadn’t come back aboard with everything I went in with. I’d dropped the Beretta in the bay. My first instinct was to dive back in, but the depth here was at least ten meters, the water was dark, and the bottom soft. It made no sense whatsoever to try to find it right then - I’d wait for daylight and use a snorkel and mask. Back warm in the bunk, I waited for sleep to return, telling myself that surely I’d find it, and if not, I still had a second one. But I didn’t live in a world anymore in which pistols were manufactured; nothing was manufactured now, and if I’d lost this – particularly in such idiotic fashion – at some point it would haunt me. 




Morning brought another sunny day of eighty degrees, and I unwrapped the monofilament from the hull, replaced the ama nets and dove into the harbor with snorkel, mask and fins. But it was pointless – this was not the crystalline clarity of Hawaiian reefs; this was cloudy murkiness, fouled with oil. Settling onto the muck bottom, I sunk in seconds to my shins, fins and all. What likelihood was there that I’d find the pistol in this? I dove a half-dozen times, until I was exhausted and breathless, and in the end came out empty-handed. 


The day got worse – the barometer dropped abruptly and continued to slide, and I felt the wind backing to the west. If it continued to freshen and backed further, I knew it meant Kona winds. If I was truly serious about searching for food, it needed to be soon - if we did get Kona winds, the blow would come from the southeast and our position would become very uncomfortable. We needed either to place another anchor or move inside the inner breakwater to the marina. There was plenty of room there and I could set spring lines to the docks, holding us in a four-point web. Secured that way, we could ride out almost anything. In the end, though, I decided the isolation of the outer harbor was more attractive to me and so laid in another anchor, testing and retesting all three to ensure we held steady.


Losing the Beretta had left me impatient with myself, angry at my carelessness and dismissive of my tentativeness; I resolved to go into town with no further delay. Still, there were preparations to make, and by the time I launched the kayak the wind inched its way further aback, blowing a steady eighteen knots with gusts to twenty-five. I needed to hurry. And this time, remembering the Walmart in Lihue, I carefully placed one of the explosives into the backpack, and after thinking about it, padded it with towels in what was probably a futile attempt to make it safer.


I was back at the sandy embankment in just minutes, dragging the kayak completely out of the water and flipping it over to better spill the wind. I had the Tyvek suit on, with the respirator hung around my neck – if I needed it, it’d be easy enough to slip it into position. I was also carrying one of the automatic rifles. It had occurred to me that if I was going to carry a weapon, I needed to make sure it would provide such overwhelming firepower that something like a crossbow couldn’t endanger me. I’d had quite enough of the sound of those bolts screaming past my head.


Reaching the top of the embankment, I found myself in a somewhat dilapidated commercial area of sandy parking lots and nondescript single-story buildings of unpainted sheet metal. It was purely a working waterfront, as blue collar as anything I’d ever seen on Hawaii, with very little, if anything, dedicated to tourism. I wondered if that weren’t a good thing; no tourists here to panic when the plague hit, no crowd of strangers descending on food stores, no easy victims.


The parking lots seemed entirely normal; a few cars, no damage, no obvious panicked exodus – entirely unlike the Marriott and the marina at Kalapaki Beach. I walked past a few cars and looked in; no keys. And no bodies.


I walked to the nearest street and found myself at the corner of Waialo Road and Aka Ula Street. Aka Ula? Didn’t that translate as reddish? I looked down it, due east. Hanging in the sky at the end of it, on the horizon, was the red star, and it came to me what an ugly thing it was, dully blood red, irregular and swollen like some malignancy. Christ, what an unsettling thing.


I turned and looked north toward Eleele, which Waialo Road ran directly into. There were a few low buildings along it, and beyond them, no more than three hundred meters from me a large sign with red letters: Big Save Market. Here I come, I thought, and headed straight for it.


In fifty meters, the first tourist shops appeared; a small strip mall of souvenirs, sundries, a grill and the ever-present craft brewery. Then a dive shop and a marine charter company. Perhaps the place wasn’t quite as free of tourism as I’d hoped, yet I saw no signs whatsoever of violence – no broken glass, no forced doors, no bodies. The few cars I encountered were parked normally. I tried a few doors as I passed them; locked.


In another fifty meters, another brewery, this one with a small restaurant in front, a sign advertising “Kona Beer” swinging freely about in the wind. I stopped to look in the windows; there were a few small tables, all quite untouched, as though they’d closed for the day. The door was locked. Maybe on the way back, I told myself, if the Big Save doesn’t pan out, I’d break in and see if the taps held any beer. Weren’t they powered by air pressure and not electricity? They may still work.




The rest of the walk toward the Big Save was uneventful and entirely routine – almost normal. Almost. Away from the water, the sounds of seabirds faded and the dogs I’d heard earlier had stopped barking – and hopefully, left. The breeze was stiff, but at my back and the day was sunny and pleasant. But quite odd; one moment seemingly a typical stroll along a pleasant street and the next an eerie foray into a village empty of people, empty of all signs of life. Every house, every building, every traffic light or walkway sign; all were dark and quiet. It was as though a switch had been thrown and people had quietly packed up, locked their doors, turned off the lights and left.


It took no more than a few minutes to reach the market, which wasn’t actually on Waialo Road, but at the end of a parking lot past a rickety old Post Office, a Subway shop and a Ramen noodles restaurant. I was feeling greatly encouraged; as I walked past the shops toward the market, there wasn’t a single sign of vandalism or violence.


The Big Save was the first food store I’d seen on Kauai with intact windows, and my hopes rose even further. The store’s advertising, pages of newspaper displaying daily specials, were taped to the inside of the windows, blocking any view of the interior. I went quickly to the front doors and found them to be motorized and very heavy. Obviously, with the power out, they wouldn’t open. Still, it was only glass, and I needed to get in. I looked around, found a baseball-sized rock and heaved it. Expecting to see the glass shatter, I was startled to have the rock ricochet off, coming right back at me. I stared, picked it up and heaved it again with the same result. Then I walked over and gave it a good heave at one of the large windows with exactly the same result. Everything stubbornly refused to shatter.


I walked up to the doors and pressed my fingers to the glass – except it wasn’t glass at all, but some sort of polycarbonate, probably Lexan. This was material I was familiar with, having used it – or substance similar to it – for the porthole glass on Windswept. It was literally bulletproof. Maybe so, I thought as I began slipping the pack from my shoulders, but it sure as hell wasn’t bombproof.


There wasn’t much to think about other than where to run, and whether to blow the doors or the windows. I decided running around the corner of the building would work fine – putting two brick walls between the blast and me. And I’d blow the doors – the windows were much closer to the groceries inside – if there were any.


One last look around; I took a deep breath and pulled one of the charges from the backpack and pushed it against the bottom of the door. Pulling off the cellophane cover, I struck the electric match and ran like the furies of hell were after me, along the wall and around the corner. As I ran, I counted; one thousand one, one thousand two… I was nearly half way toward the rear of the building when I heard the blast, then felt the vibration. I stopped, turned and ran back – smoke and dust rose in a huge cloud rapidly dissipating in the wind. Both doors had been blasted completely free of their frames and lay twisted on the floor of the store. Shards of Lexan impaled the ground like spikes. I rushed in, found it too gloomy inside to see, and ripped the newspapers off the windows, letting in more light. Then I turned and surveyed the store.


“Sweet Jesus,” I whispered out loud, “I’ve hit the fucking mother lode.”


The shelves ran front-to-back; from my vantage point I could see most of the contents of two rows. They looked normal, fully, gloriously stocked. Grabbing the first cart I saw, I raced to the first aisle and began, with unrestrained greed, to collect my bounty. Then caution drove a cold stake into my gut and I unslung the automatic and walked along the aisles, peering down each, making sure no one else was in the store. Having checked the aisles, I walked to the back and looked for an office or storeroom. There was a double set of swinging doors in back, unlocked, and I went in, cautiously, and checked. There was a small office, the interior of a single loading area, and a small butcher’s counter – all deserted, all seemingly untouched. 


Finally satisfied, I trotted back to the cart and for the next half hour, I filled that and a second one with heaping loads; canned goods, a few bottles of juice, several bottles of wine – careful, they’re heavy, don’t over-indulge – bags of rice, dry-packaged meals, flour, some candy, peanut butter. Produce was largely a mess, rotting in the bins, but I thought the eggs seemed OK. I refreshed my coffee supply and added crackers and pasta and a few baking selections; ready-to-mix cookie ingredients in a sealed plastic bag, pizza kits and pre-mixed bread dough. Just-add-water lemonade. The majority of it was simple staples – flour, rice, pasta, dried peas, soybeans. I found lots of useful general items – pressure-seal bags, parchment paper, coffee filters, and paper towels. And with a shout of Hallelujah I found powdered creamer. Not fresh cream, but a damn sight better than nothing; I was very happy to have it.


I finished and sat resting on the windowsill for a moment, feeling the wind buffeting the building and watching the dust billow in through the open doors and knew I needed to get back. But not quite yet, I thought, and walked back to the candy aisle and found a white chocolate candy bar the size of a license plate and ate it right there, wolfing it down, then chased it with a warm bottle of ginger ale. If I could’ve towed the entire store behind the boat, I would have. But it was time to go; I needed to beat the storm and get my treasures packed away.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




BACK OUTSIDE THE store, the wind had piped up to a steady twenty knots, peppering my face with sheets of sandy grit. I maneuvered the two carts together side by side and began trying to push them across the parking lot, but the small wheels seemed to catch on every minute crack and bump, careening them off into different directions. It was like herding goats. 


I was halfway to the road, cursing and frustrated, when I was pulled up short by a wailing cry, which, for all the world sounded eerily like a baby. It stopped abruptly, then began again, and I realized it was a cat - a very unhappy cat. With the wind swirling the sound around me, it was difficult to know where it was coming from. And what could I do for it in any case? The wailing again stopped, and I continued slowly forward, wrestling with the awkward carts. I made it the length of the parking lot and began making my way alongside the old post office toward the street. The cat remained silent.


Nearly back to the street, and despairing of keeping the carts together all the way back to the harbor, I spotted a strand of coax cable secured to the building. Thinking I could use it as cording, I grabbed it and pulled. It pulled free of the wall easily, and I managed to reel in a three-meter length of it before it snapped apart, using it to bind the two carts together side by side. Pleased with myself, I took a firm grip on both handles and started again toward the street, the carts now meekly behaving themselves. 


As I passed the corner of the building, I heard the wail again, much closer this time, plaintive and desperate. I stopped and looked all around, and from behind a rotted wooden lattice under the post office steps I saw a patch of white fur. Squatting down, squinting against the blowing sand, I saw a small kitten, crouched low and watching me intently. It seemed poised to bolt.


“Well,” I said, “what are you doing here?” 


It seemed to be exactly the question it’d been waiting for, because no sooner were the words out of my mouth than it stood up and walked straight to me. I reached for it, stroking the little head and neck; it had without doubt the softest fur I’d ever felt. Instinctively - I couldn’t help myself – I reached down and picked it up. As I cradled it against me, it settled into my arms as though I’d followed through on some unspoken obligation. I could feel the deep rumble in the tiny body, and watched it begin cleaning itself, apparently quite pleased with this turn of events. A cat, I thought; of all things.




They are at a lumber company, buying wood for the never-ending remodeling. There is a little sign on the order desk: Free Kittens! The woman, young and attractive, hair tied back in a careless ponytail, nudges the man next to her. He is tall, in dusty jeans and a t-shirt torn at the collar. He looks at her with affectionate eyes, sees her smiling at the sign and reads it; his eyes roll, and she makes a face. He gives her a stern look, shakes his head. She tilts her head, raises her eyebrows; her eyes are asking him to bend a little, to compromise. He shakes his head no a second time and she looks away, but he is watching her and catches the look in her eyes and almost – almost – reaches out to tell her all right then; all right, let’s do it.


They are on the way home, the little black truck heavy with lumber. She is quiet for a long while. He waits, knowing.


“Owen,” she says softly.


“Hmm?”


“Why not?” she asks, “Why are you so stuck about this?”


He sighs. He wants her to be happy; he loves her. But they’re fine, the two of them, by themselves. They have freedom and flexibility. They have a great life.


“You know why,” he says, not unkindly. “A cat is not just about having some cute little furry thing to play with – it’s all the irritating kitten things; the poop boxes, the scratching, the jumping on counters. It’s finding someone to take care of it when we go away, it’s needing to pay for vet bills – sometimes damn big vet bills – and then after all that, you have to go through the grief of them dying. It just doesn’t make sense to me.”


She doesn’t say anything for a few minutes; they are almost home, bouncing up the rutty dirt road.


“You can’t just logic your way through life,” she finally says, so quietly he has to strain to hear. “If you love someone or something, you don’t get to decide if it makes sense.” She turns to look at him. “Or care whether it does.”


He sighs again. They’ve been through this before.


“Raich,” he says, “it’s just a cat.”


“I know,” she replies, and puts her soft hand on his thigh as he turns into the drive. “It’s just a cat.”




I stood buffeted by the wind, watching it wash itself. I was far away from this place, hearing again her soft voice, the regret so strong in me, so familiar; it was like slipping on an old suit of pain that found every point of pressure. Redemption, I thought. It’s time.


Well, shit.


Cradling the little white ball of fur in the crook of one arm I made sure the carts were lodged against the wall, so they wouldn’t roll into the street, and walked back to the Big Save. With the kitten clinging to my shirt, I found a large bag of cat food, a plastic bin that would serve as a litter box, and a ridiculously heavy bag of litter and dumped it all into yet another cart. Returning to the carts against the post office wall, I piled everything – and the cat – on top of the two carts I’d wired together. I half expected her to bolt, but she hunkered down without complaint, apparently confident in her decision to adopt me.


“Goddammit,” I said aloud. “Double goddammit.” But the words belied what was in my heart.


The little head raised, blue eyes found mine. 


“Merrow,” it said. You’re mine.




For two days, we waited out the blow, the little cat and I, snug in the cabin. I managed to figure out ‘it’ was a ‘she’, and it seemed I’d found a special beast (or was it fair to say that she’d found me?), for she was wise beyond her four or five weeks of life. She took to the protocol and the rhythm of life on a boat at once, instinctively adjusting to the constant small motions and the limited space. I sat the makeshift litter box next to the compost toilet in the head and was grateful to see how fastidious she was. She was careful not to invade the galley, even when I was cooking, and scratched nothing more than the pair of socks I’d given her to play with. Most importantly, somehow, she seemed to be free of fleas. All in all, I told myself, it could be a lot worse.


Restless as we waited out the storm, I tried creating an ersatz shortwave antenna by running an entire fifty-meter strand of wire in multiple loops around the interior, using duct tape to hold them in place. Amazingly, it worked – after a fashion - and while we waited for the weather to break, I spent an hour or two each day scanning through the various frequency bands, praying to the gods of atmospheric conditions and the vagaries of radio reception.


What I was most interested in was any kind of live official broadcast, anything that would demonstrate that some semblance of government still remained, but I never found one. It was entirely possible, perhaps even likely, that my antenna was simply too crude, and I tried to convince myself that the problem was with the antenna and not the authorities. But in my heart, it was hard not to come to the conclusion that I wasn’t picking up any word from the government – any government – because they simply didn’t exist anymore.


But there were others out there – I heard them. Twice I picked up faint single side-band transmissions between two boats apparently sailing together. It was terribly exciting – there were others like me, alive and sailing! I tried transmitting, wanting desperately to make contact, but perhaps it was the storm or just the crude antenna; I never managed to make contact. I wanted to know where they were, where they were headed, but it was just two people talking to one another.


Still, the joy of hearing live human speech was undeniable. I would’ve thought it impossible to feel this way – I was a loner, completely asocial; I hated crowds, despised social gatherings. And yet, hearing these people chatting – it was a return to a world in which I was one among humans, instead of the last man on Earth. I listened, rapt, as they exulted over a recently caught jack tuna, feeling the joy some nameless woman felt as she described to her friend how she’d prepare it, how much her son and husband were looking forward to it. It was all so bloody normal it broke my heart.


But before the voices succumbed to static, talk turned to the plague and these two friends asked the same questions I had asked myself: Has the Python run its course? What is safe? How do I survive, and if I do survive, is there anything to survive for? Is there a future anymore for the human race, or is this the end, no matter what we do?


They spoke tantalizingly of a rumor they’d heard; a government-run safe zone in New Zealand – referred to as the ‘Auckland City Sanctuary’ – supposedly a controlled area near Mission Bay, running south to the Tamaki estuary. According to rumor, they had a test; you showed up and submitted a blood sample. If you’re clean, you’d be admitted into the sanctuary; test positive and you’re sent packing. There was no antidote and no cure. 


As the voices faded away for the last time, I was almost breathless with wonder. Could it be true? It represented the first – the very first – ray of hope. It was incredibly compelling; of course, I wanted to believe it. 


The devil’s advocate in me scoffed. Did it seem reasonable that New Zealand could develop a test for the virus when a country with the resources of the United States apparently hadn’t? Was it plausible that some group of citizens had the wherewithal to implement an effective sanctuary when no one else had? Probably not. But maybe? 


Considering it all, trying to keep a rational mind about it, I got out the small-scale chart of the South Pacific that I kept stashed below and did a rough calculation of distance. With the kitten batting at the paper in front of me, I plotted a course that worked out to more than seventy-five hundred kilometers; nearly twice the distance I’d sailed from San Diego to Kauai. And worse, it was across far more challenging currents and seas and through far more regions of challenging weather. It might take six weeks if all went perfectly or it might take months if it didn’t – and when did things ever go perfectly? It was sobering, looking at the penciled line as it ran across the equator toward the bottom of the world; leading from early summer where we were to Autumn there. It was the Southern Hemisphere - constellations were upside-down, we would sail into a completely different night sky. And the fact that the GPS was now questionable added further risk – terrible risk, really - to that faint penciled line.


Still, there was undeniably a part of me that was excited, that longed to be passage making again, longed for the simplicity of life at sea. And in truth, I realized all too well that I had gained a level of confidence that was based to some degree on pure ignorance; there would be risks on a voyage like this that I wasn’t even aware of. But they were, at the end of the day, risks I’d prefer over those I’d encountered on land.


I wondered how much of this was just wanderlust – thinking about this immense trans-ocean passage. Hanapepe had been safe so far; even comfortable. There was food for the taking, and we were far from any real population centers. Further west, there was the Navy base at Barking Sands – I’d been thinking about it, wondering. It was a secure facility, maybe they’d managed to keep the virus at bay somehow, maybe just a few miles up the road I’d find our own version of Auckland.


Yet, I couldn’t believe it – Barking Sands gave access to the base for tourist groups on an almost daily basis. Surely, they’d been infected and were in the same shape as all the others, and if by some miracle they’d maintained their viability, wouldn’t there have been word? 


In the States, we were so arrogant, so sure we had the solution to everything, that other countries comprised a distant second place to us, to our national zeitgeist. Yet here we were – and it was tiny New Zealand I was hearing rumors about, not somewhere in the States. And perhaps it made perfect sense that a place like that, with all the ‘number nine wire’ mentality that drove them to be so self-sufficient. Perhaps we’d needed what they’d apparently had – agility, an ability to move quickly and decisively, to come up with practical solutions.


And the more I thought about it, the more sense it made to me. We were now well provisioned – thanks to the Big Save – and had stores for two months at least, assuming I was careful. And now, even an emergency water supply in the form of the solar still. I was feeling rested and more confident in my sailing abilities than I’d ever been. And looking over at the tiny white ball of fur sleeping on my chart, it occurred to me – and not without some sense of fondness - that I’d have company this time.


And like that, somehow the thinking about it became a decision and the decision became preparation and the next morning, as we were greeted with sunny skies and steady trades, this fourth day in Hanapepe became our last. 


The food I’d gathered up at the Big Save had been stowed, all the lines checked and rechecked. I’d walked the amas, followed by the graceful little cat, and assured myself they were intact, dry and watertight. I checked the systems, and despite losing another satellite, Ray declared us to be nominal. 


I felt a tension then, a silence in the air charged with expectancy; the feeling that Windswept herself stood poised and impatient – set me free, she called. To sea, to sea.


I pulled anchors. We were head-on to the wind, and there was nothing more to do than unfurl the jib, raise the main and wait for that moment that the trades caught her. And then they did, and she leapt forward, speed building quickly, and the tiny white cat and I sat in Windswept’s cockpit and watched Kauai become an emerald diamond far behind us on the northern horizon of the sea.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




I FOUND MY way back into the rhythm of voyaging with relative ease; despite some discomfort from nausea the first two days out, it was nothing compared to what I’d encountered in the swells off San Diego. And as for the cat, she adapted to life at sea as if born to it – eating with gusto from the very first and catapulting herself about the cabin after every bit of fluff she encountered. She was demonic toward the flying fish that landed on us, though some of the larger ones must’ve greatly outweighed her. I swept most them overboard before she could get to them just to keep her from spreading her carnage all over the decks.


We were sailing with the northeasterly trades, on a course of two hundred degrees, south-southwest, making generally toward New Zealand. With our speed, it was a heading that kept us sailing fairly close-hauled, the main nearly at mid-ships. For Windswept this was a point of sail that gave her the driving force and inexorable swiftness of a freight train; she reveled in it, throwing her triple wake behind us in mindless abandon. I never tired of watching it.


At night, ever cautious, I’d put a reef in the main, slowing us and providing a margin of error. Two worries consumed me when I went off-watch; first, that we might hit something – most likely some sort of ocean trash, and less likely but not impossible, a whale. Trash, in the middle of the Pacific? Rachel hadn’t believed it, so I’d shown her the sad numbers. Each year ten to twelve million shipping containers crossed oceans, most on open-deck cargo ships. One percent fall off along the way, and no more than a handful are ever recovered. That’s ten thousand boxcar-sized containers added to the ocean, year after year. Most of them don’t sink. So, yes, a very real worry. I wasn’t at all sure that my radar could pick up an object that low in the water, and if we hit one squarely enough while we were traveling fast enough? At a minimum, we put a hole in the boat. Worse case, we destroy it and end up – if we’re fortunate – in the liferaft.


It wasn’t lost on me that the end of humanity and its technology meant the sea might at long last have a chance to recover her purity.


But it wasn’t just collision; if a sudden squall hit us with the mainsail fully deployed, we could be overpowered, flipping us upside down. This was the great vulnerability of a boat that used multiple hulls for stability and not a heavy keel – once capsized, getting back upright without mechanical assistance was nearly impossible. Still, we had a potential hedge; Windswept was outfitted with an auto-release, a tiny computer that measured the angle of the mast and the force being applied to the boom. It used a formula that calculated the likelihood of capsize given those two measurements. If a threshold was reached, a solenoid released the main sheet – spilling the power of the wind and keeping Windswept upright.


But I’d never engaged it and I had my doubts that I ever would. I’d written software my entire adult life and seen the inevitable errors that existed in ‘perfectly’ written and supposedly fully tested systems. I just couldn’t bring myself to put Windswept under the control of some programmer’s algorithm while I slept. I suppose that was exactly what I was doing every time I had Ray take over the piloting, but to me, there was a meaningful difference between an AI program steering a boat and one that physically controlled a line as critical as the main sheet. Better to just go a little slower at night.


But even with the reef in at times, there was no doubting the fact that we were making speed; two days ago, the GPS showed a twenty-four hour run of nearly four hundred kilometers. Making a daily run like that felt like the sailing equivalent of a bullet train or a supersonic jet. It changed things, shrunk the incomprehensible distances of the Pacific into something that felt manageable, achievable. But I tried hard to temper myself, to respect that inner voice of warning; you’re in the trades, fool, this is the easy part. And I was reminded anew of the wonderful Humphrey Neill quote: Don’t confuse brains with a bull market. Careful, I told myself, overconfidence at sea will kill you as surely as the plague.


And given the pace we were maintaining – assuming it held – it shouldn’t be too long before we’d be leaving the steady reliability of the trades behind and entering the northerly portion of the inter-tropical convergence zone – the so-called ITCZ. Known in earlier times as the ‘doldrums’, it was infamous for much more than just windless conditions. While there were indeed long stretches of sultry heat and no wind whatsoever, these periods of calm were frequently interspersed with sudden vicious squalls, heavy lightning, and very difficult seas. The ITCZ was out there, sitting unpredictably somewhere down this mountainside as we rushed toward it. How far off was anything but certain – the width of the zone altered constantly; for us, here and now, it would be very much a matter of luck.


But I felt more and more as we flew over the sparkling sea that this was exactly what Rachel and I had dreamt of as we’d planned for the days we’d make a passage. You don’t think about doldrums and long days of low, scudding clouds or of seasickness; you envision sunny days with brilliant blue seas, a little chop perhaps, winds so steady that you don’t touch the sails for days on end. You picture a pristine voyage, sitting naked in the sun with a book, or letting the autopilot keep course while you enjoy a ruddy sunset and a glass of wine. It was hard not to think of her; hard not to grieve that I was experiencing this without her. Torn between the fear that I was losing my mind and the need I had for her, there were moments when I desperately wanted to hear her voice in my head again, to talk to her. But the voice stayed silent. 


Maybe she was just cross with me for not naming the cat. I’d thought about it a bit, but everything that came to me sounded wrong and when I tried them out on her, she didn’t so much as twitch an ear. For the moment then I just called her cat, which she seemed happy enough with. We’d settled into a routine, she and I, and – all right, Raich, I admit it – it had been painless. The first night, when I came down from my last watch of the evening and crawled into the settee and switched off the light, she was on my chest in two seconds, rumbling away. I was about to give her a bit of a swat because, well, because I wasn’t about to sleep with a cat. But something stopped me, and I gently lifted her over to the canvas storage bags that form the back of the settee, and she settled in immediately, and from that point forward knew where to sleep. She was quite a clever thing, mostly matching her sleep schedule to mine, which amounted to the same watch routine that I’d worked out on the passage to Kauai. It had been a bit of a revelation to me; the extent to which I found her burbling purr a comfort as I unwound from a watch. I wasn’t sure what it was; perhaps just having another life form with me on the boat. Or maybe just the very nature of this little creature - at once both fiercely independent and yet so tiny a wisp of a thing, so delicate, that it seemed a burst of wind might send her soaring away. But for all that, there was also resilience in her, a sense that she’d brook no nonsense from me or anyone; that I was the fortunate one to have stumbled upon her, that she’d made the choice to make this journey with me, not the other way around. And perhaps she had. And who called the shots hardly mattered; she made me laugh. 




Once or twice a day, at varying times to increase the chance of receiving a broadcast, I worked through a list of frequencies, both standard shortwave and a few of the sailing net single side bands. I extended my interior antenna, running a single strand of wire from the bow of each ama across the bow of the main hull, some thirty feet long, hoping that this might enable me to pull in shortwave, but to no avail. I think the wire was simply too low to the water. I bemoaned having not spent an additional day in Hanapepe after the storm to go aloft and fix the antenna, but at this point it just amounted to spilt milk. And who was to say; perhaps there was no shortwave being broadcast anymore. Of course, it had been the technology of choice of the so-called ‘preppers’ in the late nineties and early part of the twenty-first century, but I had no idea if there were still people like that out there. The Trump debacle and the near state of anarchy that threatened America when he’d refused to leave the presidency after impeachment had, I thought, cleared the bushes of them. When the anti-Trump forces finally took matters into their own hands, there hadn’t been much quarter given to the anarchists. Then again, given the nature of the beast, perhaps the ones that had survived had gone underground, twice as paranoid as before, twice as dangerous now. But whatever it was, the radio stayed silent.


And then, a week out of Kauai, it occurred to me in the middle of the night that I might use a kite to sail a shortwave antenna line off the aft end of Windswept. We were moving at such speed, making our own apparent wind - it should be an easy matter, even with the weight of using wire as string. Certainly, it would mean a large kite – but I had all manner of material stashed below for potential repairs. I was confident I could build one. I was so pleased with the idea, so sure it would work, that I nearly leapt out of bed. But the rumble of the little cat next to me scolded me into patience, and I decided it was wiser to keep to the schedule – there would be time enough in the morning.


And as my eyes opened a few hours later, the kite was the first thing I thought of. Having a cup of tea and munching one of the granola bars gleaned from the Big Save, I sat at the galley table and drew up a sketch. A proper engineer would’ve known how to calculate the surface area required to lift the weight of the wire to a height optimal for shortwave reception. Of course, I was no engineer and neither did I have the slightest notion of what the optimal height would be. So, I took the hacker’s approach to both; I drew up a mammoth kite and planned to loft it one hundred meters high. Maybe not the most multi-wave antenna imaginable, but I felt it was the best I could do.


Having read somewhere that shortwave antenna wire ought to be 16 gauge. The closest I had was a bit heavier – roughly fourteen gauge, but it seemed close enough. The spool I had on hand carried nearly five hundred meters of wire – surely enough to account for the run-out as the kite rose behind us.


For the kite itself, I planned on using very lightweight, very strong carbon fiber rods. These I’d loaded because they made perfect splints for spars or railings. They were irreplaceable – if I lost the kite, they would be a significant loss. Thinking I’d stowed them in the forward section of the main hull I spent half an hour looking for them in vain before remembering I’d moved them to the starboard ama when I took on the load of food in Hanapepe. There I found them immediately, and in lieu of any sort of intelligent design, let the amount I had on hand determine the size of the kite. I was going for a box kite and with ten lengths of rod, each two meters, I ended up with a good-sized kite indeed. It was both encouraging and sobering, because I was quite sure this would provide sufficient lift for the wire, but it also meant the loss of every last millimeter of carbon rods I carried if something happened. More and more concerned at this risk, I considered using something other than the wire itself as the tether. Not that the fourteen-gauge wire wasn’t strong in a tensile sense, but I thought it vulnerable to separation under shock load; if something were to give that length of line a good yank, it could separate, and that would be the end of the kite, the antenna and my carbon rods. But the fact was, I had nothing light enough or long enough; it would have to be the wire or nothing – and by now, I wasn’t to be put off.


It took me an entire morning to build the kite, requiring not only careful sawing of the rods, but some experimentation with joining them together. I tried and rejected gluing them with epoxy, settling on the more labor-intensive solution of just securing them together with wire wraps. I did use a bit of epoxy to put the covering on the kite – pieces of lightweight Dacron that I had for sail repairs; lightweight and strong, it was the perfect material. 


Once I had it complete and sitting in the cockpit ready to go, I rigged up a handle for the spool that would give me better control as I fed the wire out and most importantly, a way to spool it back in. I secured the wire to the kite with a small locking swivel, and only as I readied myself to throw it into the air did I consider a tail. My understanding of the aerodynamic reasons for one was murky, so again I was forced to make a guess at how much tail it needed. Too long, and it would weigh the entire kite down and too short and there wouldn’t be enough stability for it to reach an equilibrium of lift versus drag. And I needed it to be really stable – able to stay aloft without my attention as I went below and scanned for a signal. Ultimately, I dragged out my maize and blue University of Michigan pennant I’d brought for flying at anchorage and used that as a tail. I was acutely aware as I did, that if something went wrong, I’d feel as bad at losing my old college pennant as I would the loss of the carbon fiber.


But at last, with our speed through the water at twelve knots, heading into an apparent wind of twenty, it was ready. The kite would be launching into that combined slipstream of thirty-two knots – a veritable gale. I hoped it wasn’t too much. Standing in the cockpit, harness on, I held the kite in my arms and turned, greatly encouraged – and a little disconcerted – when the kite threatened to lift away of its own accord. But it was so lightweight that it turned out to be ridiculously easy to launch – I just held it over my head and let go of it and the wind grabbed it and it was gone.


For a moment, as I groped frantically for the spool of wire, I was certain it was going to hit the water, but as I caught hold of the spool and stopped the wire from unreeling, the kite shuddered, shook itself, and rose haltingly into the air. I took a breath and let out five meters of wire and it dipped then rose again, and held, rocking back and forth in short shakes. Five meters at a time, I fed out more wire and the kite rose higher and higher; as it did, the side-to-side shaking subsided to an occasional shudder. It was very exciting to see; no, it was glorious really – the kite rising steeply into the azure sky, and I simply could not stop myself from shouting out loud, imploring my Michigan pennant: “Go Blue!”


I had to guess at the hundred meters; all I knew was that it was quite high in the sky – a distant rectangle, the tail all but invisible. I secured the reel to the stern pulpit and watched; the kite stopped rising and stayed steady, as though painted on the sky; two small white boxes in the brilliant blue.


I leapt through the hatchway, tag end of the wire in my hand, and made way for the little slide-out shelf I referred to as my ‘navigation table’. But the wire wasn’t ready; I’d forgotten to solder a connector to the wire, and cursing myself, got out the soldering gun and fumbled my way to what I ought to have done before ever sending the kite aloft.


What seemed like an hour was probably five minutes and it was done. Finally connecting it to the radio, the breathless anticipation I felt gradually gave way to confusion and then depression. As I cycled through the ten-meter band, then twenty, thirty, forty and beyond, there was nothing. Absolutely nothing. The white noise I’d been receiving was gone – I thought that was likely a good sign – but there was no signal, no voices, no Morse code. These were the bands I was most familiar with, especially thirty meters. Was it something with the radio? The heavier wire? Was it something incredibly stupid like a poorly soldered connector? I pulled and examined it but could find no fault.


As I was reconnecting it, a memory came to me – a cruising article Rachel and I had read about communications at sea. In tropical areas, apparently much higher frequency bands were used; I couldn’t recall exactly why. With little hope, I switched to ninety meters and slowly began scanning manually. Suddenly, a burst of sound, then nothing – I’d passed it. Quickly, I wound back, missed it again, then caught it, and a female voice came through the set, loud and quite clear.




“…riots that have spread throughout the United States. In virtually every instance, local police – with their manpower decimated by illness – have lost control of municipalities, only to discover that State and Federal agencies, suffering from the same loss of personnel to the plague, are completely unable to assist. In many states, National Guard units are virtually unmanned, their armories unguarded, leaving them vulnerable to raiding by well-organized gangs which are arming themselves with all manner of heavy weapons. These are the same groups that are thought primarily responsible for the wave of arson sweeping the country. In Austin, Texas, military flamethrowers taken from an armory in El Paso were used to set an entire portion of the city on fire, which quickly spread throughout the downtown, resulting in tens of thousands of deaths as people were trapped by the sudden onslaught of flames. It is apparently the belief of these gangs that they can stop the spread of the virus through fire – a contention that epidemiologists have been quick to dismiss. Only a single…”




Oh, please, not Austin. Rachel and I loved the wild, quirky place; a truly magnificent gem centered in the otherwise thorny crown of Texas. We’d traveled there to visit college friends many times. I tried to imagine downtown engulfed in fire; all the restaurants we’d adored, the funky bars and shops, the lovely craziness of the people. My favorite memories of Austin; a young girl leading a pony down the sidewalk like it was a Cocker Spaniel and once, during a Friday rush hour, a man in cowboy gear riding a horse through heavy traffic on Congress Avenue, a pack horse trailing behind him, piled high with gear. That was Austin. Burned now, just burned and gone. And in the background the voice droned on.




 “…vast quantities in regional distribution centers are in severe danger of spoiling. Government sources assure VOA that supply lines of food sufficient for the nation at large for several weeks – if not months – are in place, but languishing, largely due to the complete breakdown of transportation infrastructure. Where trucks, train and drone haulers would normally provide the resources to deliver to outlying warehouses and local retailers, most of these have ceased operations due to the lack of available workforce. Largely left untended, these regional storage facilities are being ransacked by crowds desperate for food, resulting in horrific violence that reward those most well-armed, and leaving the aged and infirm with nothing. 


The Federal Government is promising swift action to forestall further spread of violence, but sources high in the administration report that President Mendez – who we are told has been taken to an undisclosed safe location amidst rumors that she herself has become ill – have been told that the military is unable to do more than staff basic national defense posts. The White House released a short statement several days ago asking all Americans not to panic, to stay in their homes, and await help from authorities; a statement widely derided as impractical and inept.”




It was difficult to wrap my mind around what I was hearing; I comprehended the words but the landscape they painted was so alien I might as well have been listening to an apocalyptical movie – Seven Days in May or Dr. Strangelove or On the Beach.




 “…American CDC is saying that efforts to isolate the virus in order to, at the very least, provide a test for infection have failed. Public Health officials in most states are confirming that efforts to establish sanctuaries for the healthy are doomed until a test can be created that reliably identifies those that are infected. And not the least of the issues, the protracted gestation period renders efforts to contain the infection ineffective, according to Dr. Caroline Doyle-Price, CNN’s contributing correspondent for medicine. She asserts that…”




The voice abruptly ceased, and for a few moments as I sat stunned, caught up in the insanity of what I’d been hearing, it simply didn’t register that I’d lost the signal. It only slowly occurred to me to wonder why I was hearing static again, and them my mind went cold. Oh Christ, the kite! I raced for the hatchway.


I made it into the cockpit in time to see the kite, far behind us, slowing sinking with doomed grace toward the horizon. I struggled to accept it. What could’ve happened? Had the wire had snapped? I took up the reel and wound until I had the end in hand. It hadn’t broken, it had come untied; the failure was mine. The fisherman’s knot I’d used, so effective with monofilament and woven line, hadn’t held nearly as well on the stiff, slippery wire. I felt twice damned – once by the broadcast and once by the loss of the kite. And though I didn’t realize it then, the loss came to mark the end of that first bit of lovely sailing. Soon the days of romping over the seas in breathless giddiness would change very much for the worse.


But for a long while, all that afternoon and well into the night, I could do little else but ruminate over what I’d heard and try to imagine what the future held for me. In dark moments, the broadcast was confirmation to me that the entire world was either dead or dying, governments completely collapsed, and for those still alive, only the prospect of confronting armed mobs. And in the next moment, I couldn’t find it within myself to fully believe it, and I’d paint a much more positive picture; world governments were battered but still viable, numerous safe zones would surely be established with strict quarantines, and troops would reorganize and wrest control back from the crazies doing the burning and killing. And at those times, what I came to understand as my own desire to believe would convince me that not solving it just wasn’t one of the possible outcomes. We were America, we did things, solved things, created things, achieved things that no other country ever had or ever could. During those times, I believed because I wanted to believe. My views stood on the quick sand of faith instead of the bedrock of reason, and over time, predictably, began to falter.


What was the truth? The passage of time taught me to rely on facts, not faith – and the facts that I could reasonably assume to be true pointed to one vision; human society was in the throes of death. The world as I’d known it was ended.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




ON THE THIRD morning after the loss of the kite, I woke after a restless sleep to air thick with humidity and the sound of Windswept’s sails limply slatting, impotent in the dead air. We had reached the ITCZ. 


In all the cruising research that Rachel and I had done, crossing the ITCZ was always a topic of intense argument; where to cross, what angle to cross, what time of year to cross. Well, none of that mattered much to me now; I was there, and I had no alternatives available to me for getting through it.


The sparkling skies I’d been so enjoying now gave way to a heavy, scudding overcast with dark, towering cumulus to the east, so completely motionless on the horizon they appeared to be grey mountains rising out of the sea. We were wallowing aimlessly, moving in slow, nauseating swings broadside to sullen waves. I bore it until noon, then finally had Ray drive with the motors on quarter throttle, which helped greatly to eliminate the god-awful motion. But with this overcast, the motors now became a short-term option; I’d have to shut them down within eight hours if the clouds didn’t dissipate. The dreary skies, the humidity, the worry over the batteries, the poor rest I’d had; all of it combined to leave me depressed and listless. 


After struggling to generate any sort of energy at all, I finally gave up and went below. Dropping onto the settee, I fell at once into a deep, dreamless sleep from which I awoke two hours later clammy and uncomfortable. All of the bedding felt damp and heavy. I had little appetite, and even the cat – normally voracious – seemed lethargic and uninterested in her food.




By early afternoon, the cumulus had built into a roiling anvil-shaped blackness spreading across the sky. Still, there was no wind and with the last of our remaining electrical capacity we motored slowly through a suppressed ocean hardly more riled than a pond. Yet, something about the still air seemed foreboding, as if it we had come to some brief moment of pregnant equivocation before an explosion. I quickly began to prepare for what I thought must be coming, familiar now with the drill; go below and secure dishes, books, and instruments, check the portholes, furl and lower sails, check that anything that could move was tied down.


Abruptly, I could see it – a color and texture change on the ocean to the west, going from flat green to a corduroy sea of blue-black, the unnatural torpidity of the water transformed in an instant into a saw-toothed beast streaming foam. In the instant it took me to register the change, the wind hit and even braced for it, holding hard to the after stay, I was nearly knocked down. Windswept heeled, her leeward ama thrust deep, connectives and rigging groaning at the sudden stress. The mast shrouds hummed as though electrified. The day became, in an instant, as black as the sea and the rain came in sheets before I could even think to duck below. I had never seen rain come down so hard, so quickly, and I was instantly soaked - as wet as if I’d just jumped into the sea. I made my way to the hatchway, slipped below and slammed the hatch shut against the pull of the wind.


The cat met me there, complaining loudly, and I couldn’t blame her; she was as wet as I was, furiously licking herself dry between cries of protest at the suddenness of this disagreeable situation. Outside, the wind sounded like a blast furnace as it ripped through the rigging and screamed over the hulls. Windswept settled into a position just off the wind and seemed to hunker down, taking wind and seas just off her bow. I wondered briefly if I should raise the dagger board so that she didn’t trip over herself, but though the sea was ragged with whitecaps, the waves hadn’t had the time or sweep to build up into anything threatening, so I just left her to her own devices and settled onto the port settee with the cat. In time, we both relaxed despite the sound of the tempest raging about us. 


In two hours, it was over. The mountains of cumulus went back to their painted position on the eastern horizon and the scudding clouds went back to forming their depressing shapeless ceiling over a surly, suppressed ocean. And the wind disappeared completely.


For three full days and nights, this pattern repeated itself, adding at times the most unrelenting downpours of rain imaginable. Along with the squalls I’d occasionally see vast arcs of lightning, their eye-searing brightness illuminating clouds and sea as if hell itself had come calling. The arrival of the squalls was always sudden and entirely unpredictable – there seemed no rhyme nor reason in their abrupt appearance. Sometimes, they came and left only hours apart; sometimes we’d sit under the sodden grey nothingness for an entire day or more, still as death, before I’d spot the telltale blackness sweeping across the sea toward us.


With so little sunshine, I was eventually forced to shut down the system entirely, surviving with only the house batteries to provide a little light to read by, and as the hours wore on, even those had to be shut down. And with that, we returned to the technology of a century before and read by a kerosene lamp, carried on board only because Rachel had insisted that the day might come when we’d need it. Of course, I’d laughed at her caution.


The last look I’d had at the GPS chart plotter had showed us with almost no progress southward at all since we’d entered the ITCZ, our only movement being the incessant westward drift that the north equatorial current imposed on us. It was frustrating and worrying; we had been making swift passage until the zone – coming within two days of the equator – and now, after four days of this, we were no closer. 


Stuck below in a gloomy cabin, listening to rain drumming on the boat, I tried to pass the hours reading and, in some desperation, picked up Joshua Slocum’s account of his solo circumnavigation on board his sloop, the Spray. Reaching a point in his journey where he had his own encounter with the doldrums, my eyes fell on the following passage:




“On the following day heavy rain-clouds rose in the south, obscuring the sun; this was ominous of doldrums. On the 16th the Spray entered this gloomy region, to battle with squalls and to be harassed by fitful calms; for this is the state of the elements between the northeast and the southeast trades, where each wind, struggling in turn for mastery, expends its force whirling about in all directions. Making this still more trying to one’s nerve and patience, the sea was tossed into confused cross-lumps and fretted by eddying currents. As if something more were needed to complete a sailor’s discomfort in this state, the rain poured down in torrents day and night. The Spray struggled and tossed for ten days…”




Ten days - if I were to be stuck in this hellish purgatory for ten days, I thought I’d go mad.


So, when late that night, as I woke to do a watch, and emerged into the cockpit to the sight of stars along the western horizon, I hoped it augured a change. There had been no sun, no moon and no stars for five days; was this break in the endless overcast a sign that we’d found our way out of it at last? 


And by morning, that small crack in the damnable overcast had widened into a broad, blue sky peppered with high, wispy cirrus and enough sunshine to begin reviving the batteries. And at last, at last – it brought wind, weak and fretful at first, then gaining in strength, still from the northeast, still the trades of the northern hemisphere.


Though I cared only that we had wind and not one whit from which direction it came, I knew that had it been south-easterlies, I could well and truly say we’d found the southern hemisphere – whether we’d made it past the equator or not. Still, I felt reborn with the sun warm on my skin and Windswept driving forward once more, sails full, spray heaving from her bows. The grey, sullen seas gave way to a bright boisterousness of blue and white and the sheer joy of being alive rose in me like a song.


For some time as we romped along, I steered manually at the tiller, feeling the lightness of the balanced boat and the competing tug of hulls. It was immensely satisfying with no electrical systems active to use the magnetic compass, to feel again that I was twenty, guiding my small sloop across Lake Michigan; set my heading on the compass, pick out some cloud or other landmark and steer for it, every few minutes verifying that our heading stayed true. It was the old dance of the helmsman, lost in the world of electronic charts, autopilots and GPS systems. And now, soon, to come again. And while there were many wonderful things about moving about an ocean guided by satellites, I felt – at least at the moment – that it wouldn’t be an entirely bad thing to sail as we used to, with our hands and eyes and instincts.


Yes, but an hour passed and the soft beep I heard from Ray informed me that the batteries had been refreshed to their threshold and the system was alive again. The monitor flashed back on and there it was, the dotted line of the equator appearing not ahead of us to the south, but behind us to the north. We’d somehow crawled our way into the southern hemisphere after all; it was the wind that stubbornly refused to acknowledge it. No matter, soon enough they would and in any case, north or south, we were sailing again.


But there was something I needed to attend to; you don’t cross the equator at sea if you know what’s good for you without a nod to King Neptune. And after the last few days, I’d seen quite enough of his ire. So, I went below and brought up a wee dram of Scotch. I first dipped a finger in it, holding it out to the cat to tentatively lick; she sneezed, then turn her back to me, insulted that I’d treat her so cruelly. Then toasting my deliverance, bowing with a nod of my head at Neptune’s forbearance, I held the little glass to my lips and knocked back the Scotch. We were twenty-five hundred kilometers from Kauai and had crossed the equator. Bless us, oh King Neptune; guide us in safety across thy grand domain.


Perhaps it was the meagerness of the dram, or perhaps Neptune was busy, but the trades didn’t hold. I guessed that we were simply too close to the equator yet to have reached a point of consistency, because over the next two days they started and stopped with maddening capriciousness. But critically, the majority of the overcast and the squalls stayed north of us, and we soon replenished a full charge on both sets of batteries, enabling us to maintain progress when the lulls hit.




Mid-morning of the third day past the equator, the sky and sea brilliant and all tasks attended to, I finally pulled out the fishing gear, fully intent on adding fresh fish to my diet. Aside from simply dragging a lure behind us, blindly hoping we cross paths with some edible creature who finds the thing of interest, I knew to scan the sea for signs of bait fish, for the larger ones – the ones I wanted – would be there feeding. I had the glasses out, scanning the sea, when I was quite amazed to see a low, darkly green line on the horizon, faint in the distance. At first, I assumed it was an outlier of the Southern Gyre Garbage Patch – probably just some large plastic objects broken away from the main cluster; an arm of junk floating together a few kilometers long. I kept expecting to see the line of green dissolve into a spectrum of rainbow colors as we neared, but it stayed stubbornly intact, growing into the unmistakable background wall of foliage and forcing me to accept the truth of what I was seeing. It was exactly what it could not possibly be – an island.


Completely addled, I crouched before the monitor and stared at the chart, increased the zoom and scrolled the view throughout an area of two hundred square kilometers. Nothing, absolutely nothing, but ocean. This was a region of the south Pacific that had no land at all; no islands, no rocks, no nothing. I looked up again at the green island growing before us; impossible but true.


I went back to the bow with the glasses and examined it carefully as we closed at a steady ten knots. It was substantial; clearly surrounded by a low reef, I saw the white sand of a narrow beach and beyond that the heavy foliage of mature trees and a confused wall of bushes and saplings. I finally walked slowly back to the cockpit.


“Ray,” I said slowly, uncertain what to ask, “Uh… do a system check.”


“Aye, aye,” and in seconds the response. “All systems are nominal.”


“How many satellites is the GPS system receiving?”


“Five satellites being received consistently, one intermittently.”


All right, then. We somehow either weren’t where the GPS said we were, or there was an island here – and a reasonably large one – that had never been discovered before. Both alternatives seemed equally ridiculous. The GPS had four or five satellites, enough for a position calculation, and how likely was it that in all the years of ocean travel I was the first to come across this island in the middle of a route from Hawaii to New Zealand? Something else had to be happening. I sat down in the cockpit and stared at my toes.


Think, goddamn it.




When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.




I agreed entirely with Sir Conan Doyle. So, what was the impossible here, and what the improbable? It seemed to me after a moment’s reflection that it was entirely impossible that I’d discovered an island of this size. So, however improbable, we weren’t where I thought we were. We weren’t where the GPS said we were. I looked at the monitor.


“Ray, can you get a confidence factor for the GPS position being reported?” I seemed to remember that each satellite sent a probability along with its position signal; based on a variety of variables, it would be something along the lines of ninety-nine point something. What else was there to check?


“Aye, captain.” A brief pause, and then, “The position confidence varies for all five satellites currently being received, though they are within a standard deviation of each other. The average is sixty-two point three percent.”


I went numb. What Ray was telling me was that the system called itself nominal because it still had adequate satellite reception. That didn’t take into account that the satellites themselves were very confident in what they were reporting. It meant that there was roughly a one-in-three likelihood that they reported our position somewhere we weren’t. In terms of our current situation, it meant that knowing where we were – other than generally in the Pacific Ocean south of Hawaii – was, in fact, largely a guess. I sat heavily down in the cockpit, too astonished to have a lucid thought in my head.


But one fact impressed itself on me almost at once; we could not continue to sail when we only had a sixty-two percent likelihood of knowing where we were at any given moment. I also had to begin considering the impact of unreliable satellite data in general; it wasn’t merely a matter of our position on the GPS map. I’d been using the GPS to give me both the time and our speed – for a sailor, these are critical data; if I couldn’t depend on the GPS, I’d need to find alternatives.


I decided to drop and stow all sails and approach the island using the motors only, being very mindful of the depth meter. Without knowing where we actually were, I had no way of knowing which close-scale chart to use – assuming Ray even had the right one in memory. We were on a heading of two hundred and fifty-five degrees, magnetic, approaching the island from the northeast, the wind directly aft.


As we closed, I began to fill in details; the beach was of a particularly lovely white sand, behind which the wall of dark green trees and brush proved too thick to see more than a meter or two into. The island seemed as flat as the proverbial pancake, with no elevation showing anywhere. The reef surrounding the island was so low as to be beneath the surface of the water in most places, obvious only by the change in the tenor of the waves as they encountered it. This represented real danger to Windswept; even with her shallow draft she’d easily ground herself if we put ourselves in the wrong position, so I was very careful to stay well outside it. 


As we came within fifty meters of the outer edge of the reef, I swung us to a southerly heading, increased speed to eight knots, and made for the southern tip, far off in the distance. As we progressed, I watched carefully, but little in the terrain changed, and I saw no signs whatsoever of any habitation, or evidence at all of people. Nor, regretfully, did I find any break in the reef that would have allowed us ingress to the island itself, to a safe anchorage inside the protecting reef.


Out of long habit, I glanced at the monitor to check our position and the time before reminding myself that both were a lie. What could I depend on? The knotmeter was mechanical, which gave us our speed through the water, and of course, the magnetic compass. Those weren’t enough. 


Staring at the passing line of white sand I knew with sudden clarity that it was time to return to the past. I had Ray put on the autopilot and went below, rummaging around in the forepeak tool lockers for several minutes before I found the four small cedar boxes I was looking for and brought them back on deck; all held ancient brass instruments that I’d assumed would never see the light of day. All were on board because of Rachel’s insistence.


I sat in the cockpit and unpacked them. The most important, the sextant, I repacked and set aside for later. The others – a chronometer, a hand bearing compass and a taffrail log – I found places to store close to hand in the cockpit; from this moment forward, they were indispensable.




We reached the southern tip of the island in twenty minutes and as we rounded it to the southwest, I saw that this end of the island was quite narrow, no more than a few hundred meters. As we began our trip up the western coast, I took the chronometer, wound it, and started the timer. Then I pulled the taffrail log, attached the three meters of cable that were in the box with it and tossed it overboard, tying off the cable to the stern pulpit. With those two actions, we would know two important facts – how far we traveled along the length of the island and how long it took us. With the knotmeter telling us how fast we travelled, we could easily calculate the size of the island, a critical first step in identifying it.


And, aside from far steeper waves along the reef as they were toppled by the off-shore wind, this southwestern coast appeared identical to the northeastern; very dense foliage at the back of a narrow, white sand beach and still no way through the reef. If an opening didn’t appear, my options for getting ashore would be the kayak or swimming. Neither appealed to me much; even with rubber swimming shoes, the reef could do a lot of damage to me or the kayak, and while I might manage to avoid damage going in, getting back out through the breaking waves would be another thing entirely.


Within two kilometers, though, things began to change. First, the coastline began to flare westward in a pronounced bulge and just at the point where that bulge began, I could see a channel through the trees through which the ocean ran inland – an opening that revealed the interior of the island to be not land at all, but rather a vast lagoon. For a moment, I was hopeful I could steer into it, but as we reached it, I saw that it was still fronted by the reef, and while it let waves surge into the interior, it offered no possibility for Windswept.


Continuing along the coast, I saw several oddly shaped clearings in the heavy vegetation; whether these were a function of nature or man I had no idea. But within ten minutes, I saw something that left no doubt that humans had been here or might still be – a deep channel blasted into the reef, running straight to the beach. Far too narrow to get any kind of large boat into it, it must’ve been intended for a small tender or launch, taking just a small number of people ashore at a time. Here was at least a way to get ashore with the kayak. And within minutes, the scene changed entirely, with the beach broadening and the foliage receding behind it to reveal a wide natural opening leading into the interior and the lagoon beyond. It occurred to me with dawning comprehension that this wasn’t technically an island at all, but an atoll, a narrow ring of land surrounding a central body of water – undoubtedly the remains of a volcano.


But why bother cutting a channel when this much larger natural opening was here? The answer lay before me as I watched the incoming waves stumble and fall over an unseen impediment. The reef had mastered the entire island, including this natural opening - hidden only centimeters beneath the surface, it blocked boats of any size at all from traversing it. Windswept was never going to make it into the lagoon. 


Nearly at the northern tip of the island now, having seen nothing but natural forms for weeks, it took me several seconds to acknowledge what appeared just offshore, at the edge of the unseen reef. Rusted metal, obviously the wreckage of what had once been a substantial vessel, lay crumbled, waves rushing over and through it. Its skeletal remains appeared ancient, primordial. Was that a boiler? Drawing abreast it, I was astonished to see that the largest piece of it was a mammoth engine block; an artifact of steam, not fossil fuel.


I was so engrossed in watching the wreckage as we sped past that I nearly forgot I was tracking our progress. But as we reached the tip, I bore off to starboard to round it and remembered to check the chronometer; twenty-nine minutes and thirty-three seconds. We’d been running at a steady eight knots. As I hauled aboard the taffrail log, I turned to the monitor. 


“Ray, calculate distance covered in twenty-nine minutes, thirty-three seconds at eight knots. And give me the answer in kilometers, accuracy to one decimal.”


“Seven point three.”


I looked at the log. It said three point nine. I puzzled over it for a moment, then remembered.


“Ray, convert to nautical miles.”


“Three point nine four one six eight…”


“Cancel.”


The taffrail log worked, and the island turned out to be a little over seven kilometers long. It ran from the southeast to the northwest and was an elongated oval. It was an atoll. There had been people here and there was shipping wreckage that had been here for a long time. How hard could it be to figure out what island it was? Ray had charts in internal storage that I could search through. I started with the largest-scale chart he had available and instructed him to search based on the physical facts that were now in hand. 


In minutes, I was staring at a detailed chart of an atoll that I was certain was what we had just sailed around. The shape and size of it, the southeast-to-northwest orientation, the two openings into the lagoon from the leeward shoreline – everything was exactly as I’d seen, everything fit. Further, there were annotations that identified wreckage on the northwest shore – the SS Norwich City, an early twentieth century British ship, gone hard aground on the reef in 1929. A steam-powered vessel. There was absolutely no doubt in my mind, none, and as the fullness of where we were and what it meant clarified in my mind, a chill rose along the back of my neck and the warm day turned cold. This error, this capriciousness of the GPS satellites, had brought me to a place of infamy, an atoll bearing a terrible legacy; surely a landfall I never expected to make. 


I stood and looked out from the image on the chart to the physical reality of it before me. Off-course by roughly two hundred kilometers to the west of our intended route, we had arrived at one of the Phoenix Islands, comprising what had been, before the Python, the sovereign nation of Kiribati. 


This particular atoll, this tiny speck in the great Pacific so benignly laying before us was named Nikumaroro. It was the deathplace of Amelia Earhart.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




SIX HOURS LATER, the cat and I sat quite contentedly on the white sand beach, watching the sunset. We’d come ashore in the kayak, roaring through the man-made channel a few hundred meters south of where we now sat. I’d waited for low tide, hoping it might lessen the force of waves washing into it, but it had still been a nerve-racking ride – more like a plunge down a flume at a water park than the easy slip onto the beach I’d hoped for. Still, we’d made it without damage to the kayak, and we now had three hours until the tide turned, which I hoped would help us make it back out. There would still be waves to overcome and I wasn’t looking forward to it.


Windswept had been left tied securely with two lines; I’d oriented her stern toward the reef and swam a line over in my hands to the SS Norwich City – or what was left of her anyway – treading water there just off the reef and reaching up to the prop shaft still holding tight to the engine, careful not to let the coral shave flesh from my feet and legs. The bow line was more problematic, as the ocean floor dropped so quickly off the reef that I’d needed to join two one hundred-meter lines together to set the anchor on the bottom, and I had hardly any slack – or reach, as it’s called - out at all. It was a very dicey anchor set and I was worried that the anchor wouldn’t hold in a blow. If it didn’t, it would either foul on the reef or simply swing free, either of which would represent risk to Windswept. The worry over it kept me watching the weather.




The cat and I had done some exploring; while it was difficult making any progress through the vegetation, it was easy walking on the firm white sand, and getting to the lagoon along the natural opening had been easy. It held warm, shallow water – which, despite being sea water and not fresh - had been a pleasure to soak in. The cat hadn’t found it of interest at all.


There were remnants everywhere of the visits that people had made here; some presumably to search for evidence that Nikumaroro was indeed where Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan had ended up, and there were also remains of two obvious settlements of more recent times. But the island was so vigorous in its growth that even the remains of the settlements had been largely erased, and it was only with careful searching that I turned up some old Army gear, spent ammunition; saw crumbled blocks of foundations turned into little more than lichen-covered humps in the forest. I found no sources of fresh water.


At low tide, the reef had revealed itself to be extraordinarily flat and quite exposed, and in places – especially along the northern end of the atoll – it was as wide as an airfield. It took very little effort to believe that Earhart and Noonan had landed safely on it, only to have the Electra wash free of the reef in the rising tide and slide down into the depths of the Pacific to be lost forever. Sitting here swatting sand fleas from my face, it was also dreadfully easy to imagine what it would have been like to find themselves here with no fresh water pools, no springs, no filtered ground water. Yes, rains would have provided something, but imagine being dependent on rain – completely dependent – for life itself. How many sunny, dry days would it have taken before they died of thirst? And if they did manage to store rainwater, food would also have been difficult; there were birds and fish and shellfish, but over time these would have been exhausted – the island simply was non-sustainable for human beings.


I always wondered what they’d faced psychologically as the days and nights wore on, and they began to acknowledge to themselves that rescue wasn’t coming. Had they found comfort in each other, slept together for the human warmth and closeness? And when the first of them died, what then? Would a person go mad in a situation like that, or calmly go about burying the other and continue hoping for salvation? I supposed, much like facing the Python, how you behaved depended on who you were and how you viewed your place in the world. 


I rose from the sand, restless with my thoughts, and waded across the shallow inlet of the lagoon to the beach on the northern side. I walked to a spot abreast the Norwich City, saw that the stern line was still tight; Windswept rocking gently. She was held between two spring lines – free to move a little in the waves, and she seemed, as always to me, as if she had alit on the surface of the sea, rather than float in it.


Behind me, across the inlet, I could hear the cat complaining about my abandonment of her. She’d follow me like a puppy along the sand, but swimming – no, that wasn’t going to happen. I smiled to myself and waded back to her, needing to settle back down in any case and begin planning the next few days. Much needed doing.


As I let the kitten gambol about the beach, delighted in her newfound opportunity to scratch holes in the sand, and pleased that I’d rejoined her, I began in earnest to lay out a plan to overcome the loss of the navigation system. I needed to be thorough about it, and eventually arrived at a plan made up of four steps:






	Learn to use the sextant! Begin taking sun sights, reducing them and plotting the position of the atoll until it matches what’s in the charts. Do your own calculations; don’t cheat and ask Ray.

	Using the southern hemisphere celestial almanac, begin doing star sights and their reductions in the same fashion. Stars are critical – there are many more of them than the sun and it expands the chances of finding clear conditions when one has the night sky as well as the day.

	Once consistently accurate, take short trips from the atoll in Windswept using celestial navigation to plot a course, and work back again. To start, simple day trips are fine, as long as we travel out of sight of land.

	Get in the habit of setting the taffrail log. Combined with the compass and chronometer, they form the basis of dead reckoning – the old mariner’s backup for celestial navigation.




I was also determined to start another old sailor’s practice – recording all movements and weather in the ship’s log; positions plotted, distances gained, and progress across the chart annotated. There’s a good practical reason for it; a well-kept ship’s log becomes a set of bread crumbs, a detailed reflection of how you got where you are, and when confusion arises, and you think you’re lost, that trail can make all the difference in re-discovering your place on a very large ocean. 


And once I was reasonably proficient in all this, when I could find my way out of sight of Nikumaroro and back again by the sun and stars alone – or if need be through dead reckoning - I’d be ready to resume passage to New Zealand. I would, in fact, be ready to sail anywhere. And I was acutely aware that I needed to learn quickly. Time was passing, and I didn’t want to leave here short on food; we were still hardly half-way to Auckland, with more than thirty-seven hundred kilometers to go. And while Windswept was secure for the moment, she was still anchored in the open sea; should a storm blow in, we’d need to get away from land, need to gain sea room and just hunker down.




And so, for the next fortnight, I took myself to school. I practiced taking sights on Windswept as she rocked in the waves, bracing myself against the side of the cabin and anticipating her movements as I lined up the sun and stars. At first, I used my phone calculator to reduce the sights to latitude and longitude, then remembering the GPS failure, I began using an old solar powered calculator I had. 


And at night I learned the stars; at least, I began learning them. There are fifty-seven stars whose positions are charted for navigation purposes and I paid particular attention to the eighteen of those that were prominent in the southern hemisphere, though because of our closeness to the equator, not all were visible.


Once I felt comfortable with the basics, I began sailing away from Nikumaroro each morning, stopping just at noon and shooting the sun. Reducing that sight, I’d plot our position. Often, particularly at first, with the added tension of being out of sight of the atoll, I’d make a sighting error, or a calculation error and the resulting position would show us off the coast of Japan or in the middle of Alaska. I would sail back toward Nikumaroro with my heart in my throat, but there she’d be, rising green and lovely out of the sea. It was wonderful practice, giving me a feel for our wayward drift as I followed a compass course away from the atoll, and the reverse heading back. And each trip, I’d toss the little taffrail log overboard and check the distance I’d sailed, and each return trip I felt more and more certain and less and less frightened that I’d overlooked something, screwed something up. And finally, on the tenth day after landing at Nikumaroro, I headed west, stopped for a noon sight, and this time kept going, swinging southward until the stars rose overhead. I did a sight on the star Achernar, plotted our position on the chart and drew a course line from there back to Nikumaroro. The night sail was lovely beyond description, Windswept and I sailing easily through a benign sea, and it was as if I could see the island there waiting, beyond the horizon. I never doubted. In the morning, the now-familiar green shadow of Nikumaroro rose dead before us on the horizon, and I knew I was ready.


That night, I took the little white cat in the kayak with me for one last trip to the beach before we resumed the voyage to New Zealand with the dawn. I collected some drift wood and lit a fire while the kitten carried out her adventures hunting insects and digging in the sand. I sat quietly and watched the sparks from the fire rise upward into the night sky and saw the quilt of stars spread out above me and realized I no longer saw them as something ethereal and remote. A line from Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore came to me:




“Not just beautiful, though - the stars are like the trees in the forest, alive and breathing. And they’re watching me.”




 Sitting in the darkness, watching the fire as the Pacific pulsed softly over the reef, I could imagine the comfort the night sky brought the early ocean navigators; the stars not just alive and breathing, but guiding, as they swept across the immensity of the Pacific. I had hardly done more than accomplish the basics, but the difference in me was profound; I was more than a sailor now, I was a true navigator. I sat with my back toward the east, facing the sea, feeling more as one with the ocean than I ever had.


But it was getting late; I wanted to get a good night’s sleep on Windswept and be off with the sun in the morning. There was nothing more for me on Nikumaroro.


“Cat,” I called into the darkness, “let’s go.”


I waited, but she didn’t appear. Calling her was never a sure thing; if she was in the mood, curiosity would bring her to me, otherwise, I might as well have been whistling at the moon. Getting a bit anxious to paddle the kayak back out of the channel while the tide was slack, the last thing I needed was a long wait for the nocturnal little spitfire to show up. I could hear her in the heavy brush beyond the sand, digging frantically, and crawled toward the sound.


“Come on, you little beast,” I called, “let’s get back to the boat.”


Hearing me coming, she mewed softly, complaining; I could see her eyes reflecting red in the firelight and reached for her through a screen of vines. My fingertips found the soft fur and I turned my hand into a scoop, to lift her from the depression she was making in the earth, but as I did so, I felt the edge of something metallic against my skin. I couldn’t quite reach it and laid down on my stomach in the sand and pulled at the vines, creating an opening. Lifting her with one hand, I scrabbled at the object with the other and in a moment pulled both from the brush.


In the dim light of the dying fire, I sat the cat in my lap and peered closely at what I’d pulled from the ground. Covered in dirt and sand, it took a bit of rubbing against my shorts and some spit applied before I could see that it was a pin of some sort, in the shape of wings, no more than two and a half centimeters long and badly tarnished. In the darkness, there wasn’t much more to be seen of it, so I put it in my pocket. It was time to go.


I stood, the cat in my arms, and looked around the beach, the fire fading into ruby coals in the sand. I felt gratitude to this place; there had been a blessing after all in the loss of the GPS and I was immensely grateful to the laws of entropy that had ensured its demise. The loss had freed me to sail the sea for as long as I could see the heavens and hold a rudder, and it had been Nikumaroro that had given me the sanctuary I needed while I learned.


Back on Windswept, the wind seemed to be piping up a bit and I worried about a blow coming. I checked both lines; they were holding well so there was nothing more to be done. I could set out now, in the dark, to be away from land if a storm hit, or trust the anchor and the prop shaft of the Norwich City to keep us secure. I decided to wait, to get that last full night’s sleep, if I could, before returning to sea and the abbreviated naps of the watch cycle.


I’d eaten earlier, though the cat was – as usual – complaining of hunger, so I gave her half a cup of the rapidly dwindling cat food I’d taken from the Big Save. Watching her go at it, I realized I had to figure out what would make sense to feed her once it was gone. How long would bagged cat food stay edible? Or canned, if I could find it? It probably made sense to change her diet, to just switch her to people food.


When she finished, I reached down and stroked the little thing; her motor started up with its happy rumble, and I hoisted her onto the sail bags and settled myself onto the settee and thought about her life. Her world was immediate, no wider in scope than the sphere she occupied, no broader in time than the moment she existed within. Take a lesson, I told myself and closed my eyes for just a moment.




I was being attacked; something clawed painfully at my inner thigh, digging into me as if with a knife. The goddamn cat, I thought, struggling from a deep sleep in the darkness, shifting my body away from the pain. Stubbornly, the pain followed me, and I reached out to her to pull the kitten away, but she wasn’t there.


Coming fully awake, I realized it wasn’t the cat at all but the damn pin I’d put into the pockets of my shorts. I thrust my hips up off the bed, clawing frantically into my pocket and yanked it free.


Rubbing at the abrasion, I sat up and switched a light on. The cat blinked at me from her place beside me, no doubt wondering what madness had overtaken me. Through the porthole, I saw the first traces of dawn against a low bank of clouds and could feel Windswept being buffeted by wind. Time to go, I thought, and set the pin on the shelf in the galley, intending to clean it up a bit later. I grudgingly admitted it had served as a good alarm clock, if not a particularly pleasant one.


On deck, the wind was much sharper, cooler and promising moisture. The sky was crystalline except for a low band of clouds covering the eastern horizon. I went below and grabbed a sweater and came back, looking curiously at the sky. I thought of the old sailor’s adage:




Red sky at night, sailor’s delight;


Red sky at morning, sailors take warning.




Was that even true? And if so, did a ruddy magenta qualify as red? I realized with sudden insight that in much the same way that celestial navigation had freed me from dependency on technology to know my position, so I needed to learn the weather. There were dozens of simple truisms pertaining to local weather conditions that, once known, can mean the difference between suffering and salvation at sea. Moitessier had been a genius at it – perhaps it was time to read him again; there would be no more sitting at anchor waiting for the weather service to email you satellite images or surface forecasts. It was a new world and there was no one to rely on anymore, no one but yourself. There was no technology left to make it all painless and easy. Technology had come and gone, laid low by a miniscule virus.


Untied from the Norwich City, bow anchor freed and dragged back on deck, I raised sail, caught the breeze and bore off Nikumaroro, watching the gleaming white sand and dark green necklace of foliage sliding by us for the last time. With the strong following breeze, it sank into the sea behind us within an hour, and the little white cat and I were alone again on the blue ocean, the taffrail log trailing off our stern like any good sailing ship.










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




MAGENTA MUST NOT have qualified as red because no storm materialized; either that, or we traveled so fast we left it behind us. I’d like to believe the latter. 


The air remained cool, with a bite of moisture in it, almost reminiscent of October in Michigan, so I kept a long-sleeved shirt on for much of the day, not stripping it off until mid-afternoon. The cat seemed not to care either way; her focus in life was clearly food, not weather.


Late on the second day out of Nikumaroro, the lowering sun caught a lumpy edge on the horizon in front of us that I couldn’t identify, even with the binoculars. It just didn’t make sense; a jumble of color, low in the sea, one moment appearing to be an island, the next a fishing fleet. I grabbed the paper chart and checked the position I’d just taken at noon; we were – or should be – nearly four hundred kilometers south of Nikumaroro, far from any land. There should be no islands - and I found it impossible to imagine a fishing fleet. And finally, as we closed to within five kilometers, I saw that it was neither of those things, and for a few moments, I almost wished it had been a navigational error instead of what it was.


We had come upon the northern reaches of the South Gyre Patch, a floating, migrating island of plastic and metal garbage churned together and moved by the South Gyre currents of the Pacific. The smaller sister of the North Gyre Patch that I’d skirted on my way to Hawaii, this island – roughly the size of Colorado – was made up of millions of pieces of insoluble plastic trash, some no larger than grains of sand, some the size of boxcars. I’d read somewhere that people had actually begun living on parts of it, the garbage so tightly compacted together that it formed acres of ‘land’ upon which one could build a shelter and stroll about as if on a small farm. Air-borne dust combined with the gradual dissolution of paper and carboard trash had formed a sufficient depth of soil in places to allow for small gardens. Fresh water pools existed, created by rainwater and held secure by plastic sheets and tubs. 


What was there to say about a planet that fed so much of its trash into the ocean that the two Patches taken together created a landmass the size of a small continent? Scientists had been researching technology to ‘salt’ the plastic with genetically altered microbes by air; combining with seawater these could provide the means to break down the plastic in a decade – as opposed to the centuries required otherwise. Yet, they were expensive to produce – and no country would foot the bill. There’d been a UN effort to provide for a multi-nation consortium to pay for it, but the Trump assault on environmental regulations, and the ill-will he generated across the globe so damaged international relations that no multi-national consortium to address the problem ever managed to gain traction. Years ago, a Dutch college dropout managed to pull enough private money together to build and deploy a boom that was intended to slowly corral surface trash from the Patch, to be picked up by freighters. It failed – not for want of intent or energy, but because the trash existed literally as an island – not just floating on the surface, but as a column reaching deep into the sea, nearly to the bottom. Extract some of the surface matter and what lay beneath it rose to take its place. 


And the U.S. was hardly alone as a culprit. The explosion of cheap 3D printers among developing nations, particularly southeast Asia – the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and Vietnam – resulted in an avalanche of discarded plastic goods, an avalanche that ended, inevitably, in the ocean. 


But we still sailed in open water, though chunks of outlier garbage were growing more pronounced all about us. It struck me not unlike what sailing in frozen climates must be like, as the solid ice mass drew closer and ice floes began closing in around you. I needed to decide on a tactical approach quickly. Where exactly were we intercepting it? It was south of us, but were where were we along its northern border, more to the east or the west? I had no desire to try working my way through it, so that meant going around it. But it was huge – more than a thousand kilometers wide; if we had come across it toward its eastern edge for instance, and tried to circumvent it to the west, we’d be in for a very long detour. Navigating around it would be, at best, a guess. 


Considering the variables, it seemed logical to head eastward, against the prevailing winds and current. These were the engines that provided motive power to the giant mass, and just like getting out of the way of a hurricane, the quickest strategy was usually to move in the direction opposite to its motion. Admittedly, if we were on the western edge, we’d have the entire width of it to bypass and the tactic of heading east would be a mistake. But I could sit and contemplate what might happen forever; there was nothing to do for it but to make up my mind and then commit. I’d sure as hell not be getting any satellite images.


Over the next four full days, I sailed east, staying well north of the main body of the Patch, watching through the glasses with utter fascination – and horror - at the montage of trash that at times defied belief; plastic refrigerators, toys, bags, entire cars, shipping containers, garages and even a 3D-printed cottage – all made of materials that were unsinkable and without some manner of intervention would last a half millennium. In places, the individual pieces were so closely ensnarled that I could almost believe the rumors of people living on it; other times, it lay separated into a dispersion of clots. Even staying a kilometer or two from its edge, I saw that Windswept’s starboard ama was collecting small Styrofoam beads, like grains of sand, along its waterline. 


The weather, as if to mock us sailing off our intended course, was beautiful; the skies were clear, the southern trades blowing a steady fifteen knots. Windswept flew on a close reach, her speed helped greatly by unnaturally flat seas. It puzzled me; these waters, because of the long fetches for storms to build waves, were known for high seas, yet here we were in water as flat as a pond. Then it occurred to me that the Patch itself must be dampening the waves. I was literally sailing in an ocean ‘shadow’, set between me and the prevailing winds. Waves were being dampened out of existence by the hundreds of kilometers of trash. And these easy waters combined with the good trade winds worked their magic; for several days we made average daily runs in excess of three hundred kilometers. If I hadn’t been sailing alongside this testament to the piggishness of mankind, it would’ve been exhilarating.


On the fifth day, I rose from an off-watch nap to find the garbage gone, seeing only open ocean to starboard, and immediately bore southward to a course of one hundred eighty degrees. After ten kilometers of this due-south sailing, I was confident that I’d gotten around it. At noon, I took a sun sight and calculated our position – something I hadn’t bothered to do as we’d sailed parallel to the Patch.


It was quite disheartening; we’d been pushed more than six hundred kilometers east of our course line, with New Zealand now very much to our southwest – further away than when we’d first encountered the Patch. Drawing the new course at two hundred and twenty degrees - making it two hundred and ten to account for drift – the route line fell perfectly between the two main Samoan islands, Savai’i and Upolu, now little more than seven hundred kilometers away. If weather and wind held, I thought we’d see them easily within three days, perhaps two.


And wind and weather did hold, and though the seas returned to a more typical state of steep waves and occasional swells, we still made good daily passages, and the clear skies gave me good opportunity to take noon sightings.


On our third day beyond the Patch, the beryl green peaks of what I assumed to be Samoa rose before me out of the blue sea. It was every bit as powerful as Hawaii had been – the sudden, delirious green so startling when you’ve seen little else but blue. Checking and rechecking the chart and the taffrail log, I was certain we were in Samoa.


As the very sound of the word ‘Marquesas’ had been magic to me, so ‘Samoa’ had been to Rachel. The nights we’d sat studying, the charts and plotter spread out before us, sketching our course - a classic ‘downhill’ trade wind run - it was Samoa she kept chatting on about. How long would we stay? What should we see? Perhaps we should spend the entire winter there? For her, Samoa represented the very essence of Polynesia and the beauty and vitality of the South Pacific. She researched it endlessly; she was in love with the very idea of it.


And ultimately, hours later, as we left it behind us, I was glad that she’d not been there to see it. Approaching the Apolima Strait between the islands, I had begun to see wisps of what I took to be fog rising from the northern shore of the island of Upola, near the capital city, Apia. Glasses in hand, I climbed on top of the cabin and saw with sinking heart that it was not fog at all. What I was seeing was a broad swath of smoking ruins – the entire city laid burnt to the ground, flattened as surely as if fire bombed. Sweeping both islands with the glasses as we closed, and then passed them, I saw nothing that suggested survivors. Splitting the middle of the strait, though we came no closer than a few kilometers to either island, it was still close enough to feel an acute sorrow at the demise of a great culture; sad end to a race of people that had conquered the Pacific.


By my best reckoning, we still had twenty-seven hundred kilometers to Auckland, which – if we continued at our current progress – we should reach in a fortnight. The course I’d laid out took us directly through the Tongan Islands, so there’d be several more chances to look for life. But by now I had little optimism. These islands lived on tourism – the international travel would’ve ensured the quick arrival of the virus.


I took my early-evening nap that night with Samoa already seventy-five kilometers behind us, after a small meal of canned tuna that I shared with the cat. I had little appetite. The ebullience I’d felt in sighting the islands had been replaced with a sense of foreboding, as if I were being warned: don’t think you’re getting out of this. And perhaps I wouldn’t. I was only too aware of the tenuous hold I had on survival; any single mistake, any accident - even a minor one - could easily kill me. Even the familiar rumble of the kitten, in her spot on the back of the settee, couldn’t shake the feeling I had of being balanced on a razor’s edge, death waiting on either side.




At three in the morning, I awoke drenched in sweat from horrible dreams; images of people burning, of their blackened bones being eaten by enormous birds even as they still screamed and beat at the flames consuming them. With pounding heart, I listened to the hiss of the sea against the hull as Windswept sped along, trying desperately to turn my thoughts away from these horrible scenes, trying to find good reason to rise and get about my watch. And I tried; I went to the stove and put water on for tea, busied myself with this little routine, this calming protocol. But I couldn’t seem to let go of it, couldn’t quite slip back entirely into the world of the living. The little glow of the galley light seemed not so much cheerful as inconsequential; the interior of Windswept stayed dark and foreboding.


The scream of the kettle startled me; how could the water have boiled so quickly? I found the cup I used for tea, found a tea bag and poured water over it. My hands were shaking. I let it steep for only a few seconds and left the sodden bag on the counter and took the weak tea out on deck. Something was very wrong with me; something inside me was breaking.


Cup of tea in hand, I stood looking at the sweeping quilt of stars overhead; over the two weeks and more since leaving Hawaii, the northern stars had been gradually sliding away behind us, replaced more and more by the southern constellations. The Southern Cross had been rising into prominence for some time, and now it was center stage, magnificent in its glory. I took only a single sip of the tea and set the cup down on one of the cockpit seats then crawled out onto the ama netting, laying on my back and looking up at the heavens. 


I woke to early morning sunshine filtered by high thin clouds and renewed trade winds from the southeast; seas had grown from restless to boisterous, with white, frothy caps. I was wet from spray, chilled to the bone, and went slowly below and put on a windbreaker and a pair of shorts and made myself hot oatmeal but when I sat to eat it, found myself unable to swallow. I set the bowl down for the cat. 


I felt dazed, as if with a fever, and went back on deck, secured myself with the safety harness, and stood on the port ama watching the endlessly changing sea, feeling irrelevant and very small. What was I in the face of such immensity and permanence? No more than the pitiful last of a pitiful species that had believed in our short time that we dominated the Earth, believed that we were her master and had done our utmost to despoil her. And now, as so many insignificant species before us, we would pass from her, worthy of little more celebration than a footnote in her grand book. An ugly, spiteful, quarrelsome little species that she had shrugged from her as a horse shivers an irritating fly from its flanks.


Whatever I did, whatever efforts I made, would be just as meaningless; I was the last actor on a stage that would try to trip me into a fatal mistake at every turn. There was nothing to continue to survive for – this play had no audience; the theatre had been emptied. And what was in the script for me in any case? A life of unrelenting loneliness, a constant threat of violence and hunger and disease; a hopeless search for safety because there was no safety. I faced a life in a world gone feral. A life alone.


We rushed through the sea, the water black and impenetrable. I could not take my eyes from it, and unbidden, felt my hand rising to the harness, felt it unclip it from the jack line, felt myself freed from it, untethered. Now balanced precariously as we leapt through the waves, I had only to take a single small step. I had only to let go.




In my eyes, a flash of red, and my gaze was pulled to the East, to see the red star just cresting the jagged horizon, its light casting a path on the water like some ghostly beacon, a vermillion glow leading from it to Windswept. As we surged southward, the line moved with us and suddenly illuminated within it, just at the edges of my vision, a black shape sat low in the water, in sharp relief against the illuminated sea.


It might’ve been a million inconsequential things, flotsam of any conceivable nature; trash or logs or a dead ocean predator of some sort; perhaps a fragment of dark plastic from the Patch or a shipping container, filled with water and nearly sunk. A million things, no more or less mundane than the countless debris we’d passed by already, a million things that had no more call on us than a grain of sand. But something about this shape, now, did call.


Later, much later, I imagined the call came from within me, an understandable subconscious resistance to that step into the black water, the organism’s drive to go on living, the human’s need to find something to live for. Or perhaps it was Rachel, or perhaps it was destiny, or perhaps it was nothing more than an astounding coincidence. Or maybe I’d been wrong all along and it was God, the God, finally deciding to get into the act.


Whatever it was, I grabbed hold of the mast shroud to steady myself on the ama, reattached the safety harness and walked with wooden legs across the netting to the cockpit.


“Ray, cancel autopilot.”


“Aye, Cap. Autopilot cancelled.”


Did I only imagine a note of relief in his voice?


I took up the rudder, swept us into a tight turn to port and planted Windswept’s bow dead center in that ruby road, heading straight for the red star. I adjusted sails without thinking about it, acting purely by habit. I felt calm, but tired, and whatever rose in my mind was without language and without form. I sailed for what I’d seen in the red light. That’s all.


It lay perhaps five hundred meters from us, rising and falling in the meter-high waves, nearly disappearing in the troughs as water washed over it.


We closed quickly, at speed, and my eyes never left it. As we neared, I began to make it into a sensible thing, began to define it with language and images, began to construct a recognition of what it was. And in the process, I felt sensibility begin to return to me, as though I were waking from a very long, very deep sleep.


And what I recognized was that this thing that had called me, had kept me from stepping into the sea, this thing that could’ve been any dead or trashed thing - was, in fact, a canoe; a trimaran of Polynesian design, perhaps three or four meters long and made of gleaming dark wood. Mahogany, I concluded. The vaka – the central canoe – lay so heavily in the water that it was apparent even from some distance that only the outriggers kept it from sinking into the sea.


And when we’d closed the distance to no more than twenty meters, and it rose again on a wave, I saw that this canoe held more than sea water; it held a human body, a woman, undoubtedly dead. Dead because the canoe was filled with sea water, dead because the only movement I could see was the lolling of a corpse as the boat tilted and rocked in the water. And dead because we were very far from any land, and I assumed she’d gone to sea in desperation; that she had tried to escape the Python, only to find that, already within her, in was inescapable.


I went forward and dropped all sail; Windswept slowed, drifted. I stood on the forward bow, never taking my eyes from her. Each time the canoe rose on a wave we were closer, and I could see more clearly. 


Her head was wedged into the narrow stern, and she’d either become tangled or had tied herself to the boat with coils of rigging. There was no sail and no paddle, and I wondered how long she’d been adrift to be this far from land. 


I walked unhurriedly back to the tiller and turned us hard to starboard, letting Windswept continue to ease toward the canoe broadside, and seeing that our speed was slow enough, walked back to the port ama and knelt down, bracing myself against a shroud. Windswept’s port ama, huge next to the little outrigger of the canoe, easily rode up over it as we drifted close, pushing it down beneath us. I reached out and grasped the gunwale of the canoe that was now trapped beneath Windswept, the body inside close enough to touch. 


She seemed to be young, perhaps early thirties, with the delicate oval face and bronze skin of a Polynesian. She lay face up, her nose and mouth barely out of the water that filled the canoe to its gunwales. The sun and waves had clearly done their work on her; she was badly sunburnt, her face raw with open blisters. Her lips were cracked, spit badly; salt formed a faint ring around her mouth and I wondered if she’d died from the plague or from drinking seawater. Clearly though, she was – or had been - a lovely woman; even in her dreadful state there was a radiance about her, a compelling presence that made it hard to take my eyes from her.


She wore a native wrap of some sort, brightly colored, that lay bound in a soggy spiral about her waist and legs. Her upper body, clearly visible in the water, was livid with burnt and bruised skin. She had small, but full breasts with dark aureoles, the skin of her nipples as badly cracked as her lips.


I held the gunwale of the canoe tight against Windswept and watched without a thought in my head as the two boats rose and fell together in the waves. The moment became something that wasn’t time, something still and solid, an immovable object in an unfamiliar universe. The wan light of the early sun, the poor dead woman in the dark canoe, the sea rolling and rolling. And the light from the red star, fading as it traced its way higher in the sky. And still the moment stayed outside of time, stayed solid and unmoving. Something was clearly hanging in the balance but what was it? What was there to be decided, to be determined?


No thoughts came, no words formed. There was just my hand holding the side of the wretched canoe as we rose and fell, again and again, the rhythm of the sea. Up and down. I felt nothing; I had no emotions, I had no feelings. No, I was crying. Tears streamed down my face in a torrent, falling into the sea. The salt of my body became the salt of the sea. But why, oh fucking why in fucking hell was I crying? Oh Rachel, I thought, I’m losing my mind. I knelt and dropped my head, watched as the poor, goddamned dead woman lolled like a rag doll, shrugged with the movement of the damned, doomed canoe as if they danced in some final, forlorn minuet. This poor, wretched, lovely dead woman. This elegant creature. 


Why? Why was she here? Why had I found her? Why was she dead? Why had the plague come? Why had everyone died? Why hadn’t I? Why me? For the love of God, any god, why me?


I had to release her, I never should’ve come to her. I should’ve stayed the course, stepped into the sea. She was where she ought to be; on her way to Valhalla or wherever the fuck lovely young women went that shouldn’t be dead in the middle of the ocean. I stared at my fingers wrapped over the gunwale of the canoe and willed them to open and at last they did, and the movement broke this endless moment open and with it, time flowed again. The noise of the sea and the wind came back to me with the quickness of my breath and I reached out and pushed the canoe, pushed it hard, freeing it from under Windswept’s ama, releasing it back on its way.


And as the outrigger came free, as it slipped out from beneath us, a sound came to me faintly; a whisper, no, a moan, soft with pain. I lunged, grabbed the outrigger and stared as the tiniest flicker of movement creased the reddened skin around her eyes. And waited, not breathing, and again, the softest sigh escaped her, full of pain, then another flicker of movement, then stillness.


And it became just too overwhelming, the madness of this wretched, awful world. The face before me became Rachel’s face, the ravaged face of her last days, her dying face. I would have given anything – anything – for that face to become whole again, strong again, have a future again. And hadn’t I offered to God, phony God, a deal? Take me, not her. Oh liar, Owen, coward. You were as afraid to die then as you are now. You said you wanted the deal, but did you? You claim you didn’t step into the water because you this canoe and this woman called, but would you have, really? Liar; you were just afraid. Your whole life is fear. You’re going to push this canoe away, let it become her crypt, because this woman inside it may have the plague. She’s almost dead anyway, isn’t she? I stared at the face, at Rachel’s face. No, I thought, no, no, no. I had one last moment left in my life, one final act, and I would at the end be like Rachel, here now, at this very, very end be good like her. And it all fell away, the weight of the decision, this endless moment, the wretchedness of the world. There was only this woman in need, within reach of me.


Without further thought, I sat down on the ama and leaned into the canoe, gently reached out my hand and held it just above her mouth and waited. In a moment, I felt a faint damp exhalation and straightened, staring at her face. It was true, she was alive. So, there it was then; death was here. And I didn’t care; I truly, with certainty, with fullness of understanding, didn’t care two goddamn cents worth. Energy flowed into me like light.


I pulled a length of line free from the snarl within the canoe and tied it off to a cleat on Windswept’s ama. I contemplated the situation for a moment, then rose and went to the cockpit and found my rigging knife and returned, carefully cutting her free of the lashings that held her in the canoe. Her shoulders and arms were covered in bruises and abrasions; as the ropes came free, some openly wept blood.


Leaning out over the canoe, I put my hands beneath her shoulders and as gently as I could hoisted her up into a sitting position. Her head slumped forward, chin to her chest, and I swiveled her around, her back to my chest, and leaned back as far as I could, pulling her with me. Her head fell back against my shoulder, the long dark hair cascading down. I managed to get my feet under me, readied myself and slowly stood, my arms under her breasts, holding her limp body up against me. Then bending my knees and letting her body collapse against my leg, I found better purchase and lifted her into my arms.


She was quite light – perhaps fifty kilos at most – yet with the pitching deck, I twice had to go to one knee to keep from dropping her. Through all of this, she lay without movement in my arms, making no sound. The companionway steps almost stopped me, but I eventually laid her down in the cockpit and climbed down first, then pulled her to me. I went as slowly as I could, fearing the damage the cockpit floor would do to her tortured skin. Finally getting her into the cabin, I laid her gently down on the starboard settee, and stood for a few moments recovering.


It was the thought of the canoe loosely tied against Windswept that finally roused me to the effort of climbing back out of the cabin, and I went out to it as quickly as I could, rigging knife in hand, intending to cut it loose and set it adrift. But as I began sawing at the line holding it to Windswept, I was caught by the beauty of the it, as if seeing it for the first time. I saw the skill and painstaking detail that had gone into its construction, and in the end, just couldn’t condemn it to that most inglorious of fates for any boat. Muttering profanities at myself, I pulled a spare length of line from the locker in the ama and tied it to an ingeniously carved wooden cleat at its bow, then walked it around to the stern and secured it to Windswept. Heavy with water, it would slow us significantly as we towed it, but it was the quickest, easiest way to deal with it without just letting it go.


On the way back to the cabin, I stopped for a moment and looked around. The red star had risen high enough off the horizon that the red glow on the water was entirely gone. The sun was rising in a glorious blue sky, the wind there for the taking, the sea still wild with white caps. 


“Ray,” I said, “maintain two hundred degrees.” I felt the autopilot alter the rudder, felt Windswept respond, swinging back onto the southerly course.


“Aye, captain. Course at two hundred.”


I took one last look and turned and went below. The die was cast.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




STANDING ON THE narrow cabin sole, I stared down at this half-naked woman lying unconscious and focused everything within me on keeping her alive. In those first moments, as I stood marshalling some semblance of a plan, I recognized that in some way this dying woman had come to be linked to Rachel for me, and I was determined not to be helpless this time; the outcome must not be the same. She had to live.


Her complexion under the burnt skin was sallow and her breathing almost imperceptible. It occurred to me that she must be in shock from sunstroke and obviously, suffering from severe dehydration. I tried desperately to remember what the steps for treating sunstroke were; get out of the sun, cool the body by any means necessary, get fluids in. Well, she was out of the sun. I bent to the rest of it.


I had a small amount of ice in the little freezer that served the galley, so I started there, and carefully wrapped the cubes I had in three washcloths, set them inside plastic bags, and placed them on the edge of the settee next to her. The words from the class suddenly came to me; groin, underarms, neck. I grabbed a fourth washcloth and plastic bag and redistributed the ice. I stood looking down at her, hesitated, then carefully unwrapped the soggy skirt from around her hips and pulled it away, leaving her naked. Her body, despite the obvious ordeal she’d undergone, had a quality of sinuousness and sensuality despite the damage that had been done to her. I tried to recall the last naked woman I’d seen – it must’ve been Rachel; not something I wanted to think about.


The front portions of her thighs were covered in a light sepia tattoo; a mesmerizing geometric pattern of delicate lines and light shadings that ran from just beneath her groin to just above her knees. I put my hands on the inside of her legs and gently pulled them apart, then took one of the bags of ice and pressed it against the dark wedge of pubic hair, then drew her knees back together, the pressure of her legs holding the ice in place. Then I repeated the process with her underarms and finally, lifting her head, placed the last bag beneath her neck. Through all of this she never stirred, lying limp and silent.


And now I needed to get water in her. 


I dug out my fifth, and last, washcloth, thoroughly wet it with fresh water from the tap and sat on the settee next to her. Squeezing a few drops against her lips, I watched as they dripped into her mouth. Worried that she’d choke, I could see an awkward, presumably involuntary working of her throat, which was encouraging. I dripped more, which again caused the muscles in her throat to contract, but she seemed to gag this time, a soundless cough that briefly contorted the muscles along her neck. Worried that she would vomit, and perhaps aspirate, I waited and was relieved when her breathing resumed its slow steadiness. As I watched her face, I saw the many blisters and reddened patches where the saltwater had split her skin and suddenly remembered the first aid kit. I quickly went and found it, brought it back to her and sat down again on the edge of the settee. Rummaging through until I found the burn ointment, I spread it quite liberally over her face and neck, the edges of her ears. Looking down her body, I hesitated, then spread some on her ravaged breasts feeling more than a little uncomfortable. 


Twenty minutes later she had not moved, but her breathing seemed somewhat stronger. The bags of ice had melted entirely away, so I pulled them free. I had no more ice, so I took one of the wash cloths and soaked it in cool water from the tap and wiped her face and arms down with it. I noticed that her chest was now noticeably rising and falling, her breathing strengthening and for the first time I began to feel some degree of confidence that she’d live. Well, I reminded myself, she’d at least survive her ordeal in the sun; it was doubtful that either of us would live very long.


She seemed stable – or at least out of danger - and there didn’t seem anything more I could do for her in any case, so I decided it was best to let her rest in the coolness of the cabin and went up into the cockpit to see to Windswept. The wind had freshened to nearly fifteen knots steady, gusts to twenty, so just to be safe I put in a second reef, immediately regretting the loss of speed, but leaving it in because I just didn’t want to worry about it. 


Looking out over the sea, it occurred to me that I probably ought to compensate for the currents of the Gyre which were drifting us westward, so I changed our heading to one ninety. Satisfied, and preoccupied with the state of affairs in the cabin, I went below, having been gone less than twenty minutes.


She lay as I’d left her, but her body seemed, in some way I couldn’t express, to have relaxed; for the first time she looked asleep rather than unconscious – or dead. I thought perhaps she should have more water and filled a small cup. Putting my hand behind her neck, I held it to her lips and gently lifted her head off the cushion. As the water touched her mouth, she responded with willfulness for the first time; a rapaciousness seemed to come over her and she gulped wildly at the water. Again, worried that she’d choke, I held it back from her, giving it to her only in sips. She drank all of it, without any adverse reaction, so I refilled it and she finished that as well. During all of this, she never opened her eyes or made any sound.


“Hello,” I said softly. “Can you hear me?”


I waited, watching her face. There was no reaction at all. Again, I watched her breathing and felt her pulse; there was no question now; she was stronger. I stood and seeing her nakedness, thinking of Rachel’s strong sense of personal privacy, imagined how she’d react, finding herself naked before a stranger. I grabbed a light sheet and covered her, laying it softly over her battered skin. Better to have to deal with the pressure of the cloth on her skin than waking naked and exposed.


She’d consumed, I calculated, perhaps half a liter of water since I’d brought her aboard. Her body seemed less flushed and her breathing was much better. Again, I had the feeling the best thing for then was just to rest, so I went back out into the cockpit and settled down for a bit of a wait. The sun was brilliant and the day warming nicely. I felt an odd combination of detachment and happiness. I was content, light inside; I felt I’d done something that would’ve made Rachel pleased with me. Had I ensured my own death in doing it? I couldn’t seem to find it within myself to care too much.


“Well, Raich,” I whispered out loud. “Now I’ve done it, hey?”


And she answered, her voice so clear that I was enraptured by the sound of it, and I silently wept for the pure sweetness of it. Maybe I truly was going insane; maybe I didn’t care.


“In for a penny,” she said, laughing, “in for a pound.”


It filled me, her laugh, so familiar; a laugh that denied the possibility of darkness, that illuminated everything within the sound of it. She could be stubborn and insistent, she really could, but there was a light inside her that could overcome anything, even her death.


I stayed out in the cockpit for the next couple of hours, occasionally peering down in through the companionway at my ‘patient’, making sure she appeared comfortable. At noon, I took a sight and worked the position, glad that I’d adjusted our course; we were obviously dealing with a strong westerly current. At some point I went below and made a sandwich and brought it back on deck to enjoy in the sunshine, then spent the rest of the afternoon in the cockpit. Twice I ducked below to give her another cup of water; both of which she very greedily swallowed, still apparently with no conscious awareness.


By early evening, she was still asleep, but I saw she had turned onto her side, which I took to be a very good sign. The sheet had slid from her, and with her back to me I could see how badly bruised she was, angry purple welts along the backs of her legs and deep bruising from shoulder to shoulder. Her skin was encrusted with salt and I rinsed the washcloth and sponged it from her as best I could. The salt had damaged her back as badly as her face and chest and I put the rest of the ointment over the worst of it. The ice had refilled, and I split the it into just three of the bags, putting them under her arms and neck. She seemed out of danger of dying, and I didn’t want her to wake and feel self-conscious about a stranger having placed something between her legs. 


Dusk was falling and there really was little else I could think of to do for her, other than let her rest as long as she needed to. I was restless and decided in typical fashion that eating would be a grand thing to do next. And in any case, the cat – having stayed conspicuously absent during all of this – had apparently decided the stranger shouldn’t be an impediment to her usual mealtime and was letting me know that some food was definitely in order.


Perhaps it was the smell, or the noise of my moving about the galley, but at some point, I heard a light cough and turned to find her staring at me, her hands grasping the upper edge of the sheet. Her face was drawn and pained, but her eyes were quite a different matter; fierce and arresting; compelling eyes of the deepest green I’d ever seen, intelligent, inquisitive.


I smiled and turned off the burner.


“Hi,” I said. “How are you feeling?”


She tried to speak; her hand rose to her throat and she choked momentarily, seemed to be trying to swallow. No words came, and I thought again of the first aid kit. 


“Hey – I’ve got some lozenges.” She closed her eyes and I went forward to the first aid kit and found them. I walked back, tore one free and held it out to her.


“Give this a try.”


She took it with a shaking hand, looked at it, and put it in her mouth. As she sucked it, her eyes closed, whether in relief or fatigue, I had no idea.


“Would you like some water?”


Those impossibly green eyes again, and a quick nod. I took the cup and filled it, turning to her, not exactly sure how best to do this. 


“Do you want me to help,” I asked, “or do you want to try it yourself?”


She swallowed, cleared her throat, swallowed again. 


“Please,” she said, “do help.” Her voice came painfully, as if dragged from her throat, yet for all of the coarse rasp of it, there was a hint of melodiousness, a perceptible sense of rhythm even in those few words. 


I reached slowly behind her head as she struggled to sit up higher and slid my hand to the base of her neck. With the cup to her lips, she drank greedily, coughing, and I pulled it back.


“Maybe go slow for a while?” I suggested. 


She shook her head briefly. “Please, more.”


“Just a second,” I said. “Let me get something larger.”


I got up and searched through a galley locker, finding a liter bottle and filled it with water. Taking one of the smaller sail bags from the settee, I helped her lean forward and propped the bag behind her. As she settled back against it, the sheet fell from her, exposing her breasts and her eyes flashed up at me as she pulled it back to her shoulders.


“My clothes?” she asked.


“Um, your wrap, I… I took it off you. It was wet and full of salt. I’m sorry.”


She continued to stare at me and I stood in complete confusion, uncertain what I could do, until it finally occurred to me how exposed and vulnerable she must feel.


“Let me get you something to put on,” I said quickly, and rummaged through my clothes locker, finding an over-large t-shirt that Rachel had worn as a nightgown many times.


Going back to the settee, I saw she had managed to get some of the water down and I handed the shirt to her. She took it and waited, watching me.


“I’ll go on deck for a bit, so you can get dressed.”


For the first time, a weak smile.


Out in the cockpit, I watched the lowering sun ignite a few cottony clouds on the western horizon. With the end of daylight, the wind was dying so I took the time to shake out the reef and unfurl the genoa to its fullest. I stood at the mast, feeling the familiar movements of the boat. I was untroubled – at least, for someone who’d probably been exposed to a deadly virus. Aside from that little supposition, and the awareness that I now had a third mouth to feed, I felt that we were in fine shape. It did occur to me to wonder what this woman would want to do, where had she come from and where she would she want to go.


When I went back below, making a bit of noise to warn of my approach, I found her on the settee in the t-shirt, propped against the sail bag and fast asleep, the little white cat curled in her lap purring with abandon.


“You’re a fine thing,” I told her. “First woman that comes along, off you go. Where’s your loyalty?” She stared back at me with those china blue eyes, as if to say, “Who, me?”


I’d completely forgotten about my dinner. It was cold now, but I put it on a plate anyway with a few of the Big Save canned vegetables and took it outside and began to eat. As I expected, the cat magically appeared, coming up to me and caressing my ankles.


“You have no loyalty at all, you little beast,” I told her. “You’ll abandon anyone for some dinner.” She agreed completely as I slipped her a few pieces of salmon.


Later, I took the plate below as quietly as I could and put it in the sink, breaking one of my cardinal galley rules – though shalt leave no dishes overnight. I grabbed a wool throw and a book, checked that she was covered, and went back on deck, closing the hatch. Where had I stowed the hammock? It took a few minutes rummaging through the cockpit lockers, but I finally found it and strung it up between the mast and the forestay. I climbed in, covered myself with the throw and opened the book. But I was tired, the book fell unread on my chest, the hammock swung to the rhythm of the sea and I slept.




Late in the night, steering manually beneath the stars on the second night watch, I heard a soft call from below and went to her, flicking on one of the galley lights, keeping it dimmed.


“Sorry,” I called out. “I hope my walking about didn’t wake you.”


“No,” she replied softly, “I was awake.” She was less breathless, her voice smoother, though it was obvious she was still tired.


“How’s the water holding out?” I asked, sitting down at the galley table, swiveled around toward her. She lay back against the sail bag, her knees against her chest. In the low light, I could see the ointment on her face reflecting the light.


“Empty,” she replied. I rose to take it, to refill it, but she held out a hand. “Bathroom?”


“Oh,” I said. “Sure.” Thinking about it, I hesitated. 


“Listen, sorry - I think I’ll have to show you. It’s kind of a special thing, the head – the toilet, I mean. It’s sort of a recycle deal, not complicated really, but…”


For the second time, a quick reflection of a smile from her, transforming her face. I stopped talking.


“OK,” she replied quietly. “Would you help me, please?” In the rhythm of her voice, for the first time I caught the hint of an islander’s accent – a bit of Samoa and Hawaii rolled together, it seemed to me. Whatever it was, there was a fluidity to it that I found beautiful.


I leaned forward, held out a hand and she took it, leveraging it to swing her legs out from under the sheet, carefully holding the t-shirt in place over her thighs. She was very unsteady, but I was reluctant to put an arm around her, both in concern for her sunburn, as well as the fact that she was wearing nothing but my shirt. She wasn’t tall, coming to about my shoulder, but there was a physical elegance about her, an athleticism evident even in her current weakness. We slowly walked forward together to the head; she occasionally needing to reach a hand to my arm for support. At the door, I ducked in and switched on the light.


“This is called a compost toilet, though it’s really not – it just dries things, so it’s really a desiccating toilet.” She just looked at me, staring blankly.


“You know,” I added weakly, “it dries the…the stuff out.”


Again, that hint of a smile.


“So,” I went on, “here’s the deal. If you look inside, there’s two sections; one in back for solids and one in front for liquids.” She looked in, then nodded.


“So, for me, well I can aim, right?” Christ, I sounded like a moron, or maybe a twelve-year-old. “Uh, well, that was before I started sitting down.” 


Her eyes were pools of deep green in the light from the head; something sparkled in them.


“Anyway. I think for a woman, uh, you might… you might need to sit forward on the seat, right?” 


Her smile revealed beautiful, perfect teeth for just a moment. 


“Yes,” she murmured. “And to flush?”


“You actually don’t. The… the liquid flows through a one-way valve into a container. I pointed. “Can’t dry it, so it just gets dumped overboard when it gets full. Maybe every couple of days or so. Depending.”


She was watching me, listening.


“If you need to… if you use the solids part, then you open this handle here…” and I pointed at what I’d always called the poop valve.


“Then you do your business, close the handle, then give this wheel down here a couple of quick turns, which mixes the solids into this sawdust where it dries out really quickly.”


“OK,” she said. “I think I have it.”


She let go of my arm and stood there waiting.


“Oh, right,” I said, and pulled back out of the head. “Just pull the door shut, it’ll latch by itself.”


She smiled again and went in, pulling the door shut behind her very slowly. I heard it latch.


“Yell when you’re done,” I called through the door.


“Yes,” came the faint reply.


I walked back to the settee and sat down, thinking how very awkward this was going to be. Windswept was not built for privacy; she had a small cabin and though she’d been designed for two people, the two people I’d had in mind were Rachel and I – not two strangers. I looked over at the settee, from which a low rumble still registered. Right, I reminded myself; two strangers and a cat.


After a few minutes, the door of the head swung slowly open and I heard her call weakly out to me. I hurried forward and again offered my arm, which she took. We repeated our slow amble down the aisle and got her settled in against the sail bag. It occurred to me that she’d probably gone as long without food as she had without water.


“I’ll bet you’re hungry.”


“Yes,” she replied, then added, “But if your food is low…”


“Of course not,” I said. “I have a pretty good selection of canned food and some pasta and rice. And there’s some freeze-dried stuff too.” I considered; what else? “Oh yeah,” I added, “I also have some smoked Wahoo.”


She wrinkled her forehead. “Wahoo?”


I struggled to remember. “Ono, I think it’s called around here. At least that’s what they call it in Hawaii.”


She smiled. “Here too. If I may, the Wahoo sounds perfect.” Again, the momentary drawn brow. “But it’s late; you must have been sleeping.”


I smiled at her. “Sleep and I have an understanding. The boat comes first. I was awake on a watch.”


“If you’re sure, then.”


“I am.” I turned away to the galley, then abruptly turned back, holding out my hand awkwardly.


“Owen,” I said, smiling. “That’s me. Owen Joyce.”


She took my hand, briefly squeezing, and said very softly, “Owen.” She pronounced it as a single syllable, drawn out. It was as though she were singing it.


“Yes,” I said, “though I’ve never heard it pronounced quite so beautifully.”


She smiled. 


“I am Aulani,” she said. “Aulani Lotulelei.” This wasn’t just a song, it was an entire symphonic movement. I smiled and bowed slightly, still holding her hand.


“Hello, Aulani,” I said. “Very good to meet you.”


“And you,” she replied. She stared very directly at me, holding my gaze with those startling green eyes, which now in the low light seemed the color of jade. 


“Thank you, Owen,” she whispered. “You saved my life.”


I wasn’t sure what to say to that, given that what I’d actually done was ensure we’d both be dying of the plague fairly soon.


“I didn’t really do anything,” I finally said. “It was the sheerest luck that I came upon you - just blind chance.” 


She looked at me for a moment, then shook her head slightly.


“I haven’t much belief in chance,” she said simply.


“Right,” I replied, and turned back to the galley to fix her something to eat.


She was obviously ravenous and managed to get down two large pieces of the Wahoo and some canned asparagus before I suggested she might want to be careful at first. Despite her hunger, she ate with a delicacy and grace of movement that was quite mesmerizing; every motion seemed choreographed with elegance. Watching her eat, I was oddly reminded of the cat; fastidious, yet somehow with a feral quality just beneath the surface.


We said little while she ate, and afterwards as I was rinsing the dishes, I heard an indrawn breath and looked over to see her asleep. I shut off all the lights and went out on deck. The mutinous little cat stayed below with her, and I laughed to myself as I climbed back into the hammock. I was asleep before it stopped swaying.




When I next opened my eyes, it was into a pale blue morning. The wind had picked up again, enough that I furled in a third of the genny, then went about the usual check for chafe and wear; shivering a bit in the wind. The temperatures had dropped further; wearing only shorts, I was chilled.


I went below as quietly as I could and saw her still sleeping. The cat, on the settee with her, jumped down when she saw me, coming to me to rub against my ankle, softly mewling a complaint about what she apparently considered a late breakfast.


“Little brat,” I said to her softly and pulled out the last of the dried cat food, dumped it into her dish. “You’re going to be eating like a people for a while,” I told her. She ignored me, settling down to eat.


I went forward to the v-berth, rummaged in my ditty bag and yanked out a long-sleeved shirt, slipping it over my head. The warmth was wonderful. I went to the head, almost forgetting to close the door. 


When I came out, Aulani was sitting on the settee, watching me. I stopped, smiled at her. 


“Good morning,” I said. “How are you feeling?”


“Much better,” she replied. And a smile broke through, her face radiant. “And very hungry!” She caught herself short. “But,” she added, “please, if you are worried about your food, I…”


“Aulani,” I said, interrupting, “please do not concern yourself with food. There is plenty for all of us, including that little four-legged empty hole.” I nodded toward the cat. 


I recalled then what I’d read about Pacific islanders and their culture of sharing. “I’m honored you’re here,” I told her, “and I insist that what food I have is equally yours.”


She knew immediately what I was about.


“And I accept your kindness with gratitude,” she replied solemnly. A flicker of smile.


“Right then,” I said, slapping my hands together. “What’ll it be? Fish? Rice? Cereal? Eggs? Pancakes?”


She hesitated. “You have cereal? Raisin Bran?”


I stared at her. “You’d like some Raisin Bran?”


“Only if you’re not saving it for yourself. Only if you have enough.”


I laughed out loud. “You are more than welcome to all the Raisin Bran you can eat.”


Looking through the food lockers, I found the cereal; how is it she’d asked for the one kind of cereal I had? She attacked it with unabashed ferocity and I had to laugh. She paused, the spoon half way to her mouth and looked at me.


“What is it?”


“Sorry,” I said. “It’s just nice to see someone enjoy their food. Other than the cat, I mean.”


I set myself about the task of my own breakfast – a mix of eggs and pancake batter that my father had made for us from the time I was a little boy. I no longer remembered the word he’d used for it, only the sound of his laughter as he set them on the table and watched his boisterous son go at them like a starving wolf.


When they’d cooked, I added some of the precious maple syrup and sat at the galley table, eating slowly, watching her from time to time. I offered her a taste, which she took, and smiled her approval of. 


“Aulani,” I asked hesitantly, “where are you from?”


She turned to look at me, and her answer was slow in coming. “I am from an island that was once a nation; now it is part of New Zealand. A place called Niue.” She paused. “There is no one left there. I was the last.”


A cold spear settled in my spine. There it is, I thought; that’s it then. I am a dead man after all.


“How long since the last death?” I asked. I tried to keep my voice level, but she heard something in it.


She watched me for a moment. “I’m not sure what you mean,” she said.


“You said you were the last one,” I said evenly. “I assumed everyone else had died.”


“Oh, no,” she replied, smiling in quick apology. “The NZ – the New Zealand government; they took Niue over, took everyone to New Zealand.” She paused. “Except me. I stayed. I’ve been hiding for many weeks.” 


“Hiding,” I repeated numbly.


She nodded. “I lived in a cave.” 


“A cave?”


“Along the shore. In a crack in the cliff.”


I couldn’t seem to process what she was saying. She’d been hiding? For – what did she say – many weeks? Then I thought, alone?


“Aulani,” I said slowly. “Were you the only one on the island?”


She shook her head. “No, not at all. The NZ were there, and a few tourists, of course. That’s why I had to hide, yes? All Niueans were supposed to leave. If they had seen me, they’d have put me in jail.”


“So, you’ve been alone. Completely alone for all that time?”


She nodded, her face now openly puzzled.


Life flooded into me like a beam of light illuminating a dark sea. I needed a moment to gather my thoughts.


“Did you have a radio?” I asked quietly. “Have you been listening to news?”


Again, she shook her head.


Oh, lord, I thought. Her eyes never left my face.


“I don’t know quite how to say this,” I began slowly. Then I just stopped – how do you tell someone the population of the Earth was dying, was in fact mostly gone?


Something had entered her eyes.


“What?” she whispered. “What has happened?”


“Aulani,” I said, “this is going to be hard to hear.” I turned over in my mind what this would sound like. Unbelievable, that’s what.


“A plague started a couple of months ago – more or less,” I told her. “In China, they think.” Her eyes were wide, waiting – she knew I’d not gotten to the worst of it.


“It was a type of avian flu; a really, really deadly kind. Extremely contagious and the worst part was that people got sick, could infect other people, but didn’t appear to be sick themselves. So, the people who had it, they were infectious but had no way to know it and just went on infecting others. It just spread; it spread all over. There was no way to stop it” 


She saw it at once.


“Couldn’t they test?”


I shook my head. “It just changed too fast for a test to be effective. Same thing for trying to come up with a vaccine.”


“So, how bad…”


I hesitated. “Very bad.” I took a breath, let it out slowly. “It’s… it’s all over the world. The entire world.”


She was silent, thinking.


“But, how many…?”


“There are millions and millions of people dead,” I said softly. “It’s everywhere.”


“Millions?” she breathed.


“Actually,” I said, “It’s billions. People are dying…people have died. Everywhere. Almost everyone.”


I watched the disbelief wash across her face, saw questions freeze on her lips.


“I know,” I said. “It’s… hard to believe. I can hardly believe it myself, but I’ve, I’ve seen it. And I’ve listened to reports - at least, I used to. It’ more than you can take, really, listening to it.”


I waited but she seemed to have no words.


“Everything is down. There’s no radio, no satellites, no governments. There was a lot of violence. Riots.” She stared at me.


“Are there are no medicines for it at all, then?” she asked. “Are you are saying that if you get it, you die? That’s it?”


“Yes,” I said softly. “You get it, you die.”


“But, surely,” she whispered, almost desperately. “some people? Away from others?”


“I don’t know,” I replied. “I’ve wondered myself. Perhaps others like me.” I hesitated. “And like you.”


I rose to start water for tea, then turned back to her.


“But even then, if you met someone, how could you know?” I lowered my eyes.


She stared at me. She was very quick.


“You thought I had it,” she said. “Didn’t you? When you rescued me.” 


I shrugged without looking at her.


“You picked me up not knowing if I was sick. And if I had been, you knew you’d be dead yourself. Isn’t that so?”


I had nothing to say.


“Owen,” she said, persisting. “Isn’t that so?”


I looked up at her. “If I’d just left you, what kind of person would that make me?” I smiled, and added, “And it turned out OK, didn’t it?”


“Yes,” she said. “It turned out OK.”


But something else had worked its way into her consciousness.


“New Zealand?” she asked.


“As bad as anywhere, I suppose.” Then it occurred to me that there must be a reason she’d asked. Did she have family there?


“But that’s why I’m heading there,” I said quickly. “I’ve been hearing reports over the radio about a sanctuary there, a safe zone. From what I heard, they quarantine people for a month, then if they show no signs of the plague, let them in.”


She remained silent, and I waited but she said nothing.


“Is your family there?” I asked finally.


She nodded, and we sat quietly, each with our own thoughts.


She leaned forward with a sudden urgency. “Are you still going there?”


“To New Zealand? Yes.”


“Will you take me with you?” I didn’t have to think about it.


“Of course.”


I waited, but that seemed to have settled it for her, and really, what else was there to say? 


“I’m going on deck,” I said gently. I thought she might need some time alone.


I stood and started past her, but she reached out and put a hand lightly on my arm and when I looked down at her, I saw tears.


“Thank you,” she said, “for doing what you did.”


I nodded, gave her hand a brief squeeze, and climbed out into the sunshine.










CHAPTER THIRTY




WITH ANOTHER PERSON on board – especially one who proved to be so sensitive to the mood of the sea and so intuitive about weather – my life on board became what I’d always hoped it would be with Rachel; an orchestration of movement, a partnership in which each of us contributed the best of ourselves to the demands of a sailing boat on the open ocean. 


The nature of the watch schedule changed completely, entirely for the better. We worked out a rhythm that suited us well; as we both wanted to be awake during the daylight hours, we established a routine that provided for that. She turned in early, at nine in the evening, and slept for four hours while I was on watch. At one in the morning, she’d relieve me, and I’d go below and sleep until five. Then two final hours of sleep for her, followed by two for me. All told, we both had six hours of sleep each night, secure in the awareness that while we slept the other was on deck, vigilant. And it gave us time for eating meals together; which I could definitely say for myself – and I hoped for her as well – I truly looked forward to.


But for all of that, there was a degree of awkwardness – she was a woman, after all, and a demure and private one. I suppose in a different world I would have thought her oddly old-fashioned; she was careful, always, to avoid any overt sexuality in the way she moved or presented herself. She was careful to leave me personal space to dress and shower and use the head, and I tried very hard to do the same for her. But ultimately, we were confined in a single, narrow hull - and there were moments for both of us that caused some degree of embarrassment; coming up on deck and finding her taking a bath in the cockpit; changing my clothes in the cabin, hearing her steps and turning to see her fleeing back up the steps. When these moments happened, we became practiced at pretending they hadn’t, adept at quiet withdrawal.


Without a word, I surrendered my starboard-side bunk to her and took the port settee, which sat a bit more forward in the cabin. We were both careful to get out of our clothes in the dark, or turn in separately, which wasn’t too difficult given the watch schedule. Still, at times it was a challenge; I’d slept nude my entire adult life and wasn’t about to change, and as best I could tell without explicitly asking or looking, she did the same. It worked all right; it was just a bit of a balancing act.


We fell, too, into an easy and natural confidentiality; perhaps it was simply the situation we found ourselves in, but for me, no one since Rachel had been so easy to talk to. We didn’t talk much about our families; she knew I’d been married, and that Rachel had died before the outbreak, and she told me a bit about Niue and that she’d been married. Something had happened, and they went separate ways. Beyond that, I think we both instinctively understood there was painful territory there for each of us, and we didn’t press each other.


Her experiences on Niue after the exodus though – pouring over those details was intriguing for both of us. She told me about her cave and all the work she’d done and described in detail the trip to retrieve the canoe. It was astonishing, really - and I was amazed that she’d managed it, and even more so that she’d survived on the open sea. 


In retrospect, now knowing about the plague, she replayed the details of that night.


“That house near Namukulu, with all the lights and the dog, and no one ever came out. Do you think they were sick?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. You said they were cooking out – would they have been doing that if any of them had been openly ill? It just seems unlikely; from what I’ve heard on the news, when you finally show the illness, you’re really sick, really fast.”


The long, tortuous journey through the surf along the coast troubled her the most.


“The whole struggle along the reef, all the climbing and crawling through the coral – all the worry about being discovered; I could have walked straight into town anytime I pleased. There was probably no one there alive to stop me.”


“Maybe,” I replied, “then again, maybe you would have met someone. Just one. Someone with the plague that hadn’t died yet. And that would’ve been all it took.”


She nodded slowly.


“I suppose that’s true.”


Where I was intrigued by every detail of her life alone on Niue, she was equally taken by Windswept, fascinated with the technology I’d built into her and intensely curious about the process of constructing her. I painted a broad brushstroke of my own story; sailing from San Diego to Hawaii, then into the Southern Pacific, and Nikumaroro and the circumvention around the Patch that had led to finding her. We fell quickly into a kind of kinship; I deeply admired her. 


We had good weather for several days; the air warmed unseasonably with steady trades and clean, sparkling skies. Then abruptly, we lost every breath of air, every hint of it. The sky turned hazy and dull, the sea flat and green. I saw no point in hurrying and left the motors off; with the haze, the charging was poor, and I took every opportunity to preserve the batteries. So, we drifted. It turned out to be a wonderful break, almost as if we were on holiday, and for four windless days we threw the watch routine away, staying up late into the night, playing cards in the cockpit, laughing and talking. Her body was healing quickly, and her natural energy and vitality revealed itself. What I’d only sensed in her in the beginning became more and more openly evident; there was a force about her, an energy, a vital generosity of spirit in everything she did.


With the flat seas and the motionless boat, we took turns swimming and bathing in the placid ocean, one at a time while the other watched for sharks. Where before, I’d been going about the boat naked unless I felt cold, I was now mindful to at least wear a pair of shorts. She did the same - accepting an old pair of mine and a length of cord for a belt - and wound a simple strip of cloth over her breasts. In time, we became more casual about it, swimming naked in front of each other; it just seemed foolish to fall on convention in a world comprised of two people and a cat. 


After days of this hazy stillness, the air turned wretchedly humid, though there were still no substantial clouds, just the interminable haze. I felt there was no reason to be concerned; without threatening overcast or darkened skies - and no breath of wind - it all seemed benign. But Aulani grew increasingly concerned.


“The energy of the sea and sky is being sucked away,” she told me, “into something big.”


I was doubtful, despite my respect for her knowledge of the weather. April was late for anything dramatic – not impossible, of course, but unlikely. And I’d never heard of this kind of bland, humid calm precipitating any sort of major storm. Still, I’d learned enough about her uncanny reading of the weather to take her concern seriously.


And when the wind did come twelve hours later, it surprised me with its strength and direction; it blew hard out of the northwest, dead opposite to the prevailing trades. It was maddingly capricious; an uncertain eddy one minute, rising into a ferocious torrent the next. It made for very difficult sailing, requiring constant sail changes, and for Aulani, it was the final sign.


She came up to me as I was adjusting the sails yet again and laid her hand on my shoulder. Her face was calm, but her eyes were as dark as jade.


“I think a cyclone is coming,” she said, “within two or three days. We need to run.”


I stared at her.


“That’s impossible,” was all I could think of to say. “It’s April.”


“It is,” she said softly. “But Owen, we should still run.”


Before I could say anything more, we were rocked with another blast of wind so strong that the windward ama lifted entirely free of the water. Already putting in a double reef, I now reduced the main as far as I could. Shaken, I began to recognize how stupidly cocksure I was acting and made my way carefully back to the cockpit.


“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I believe you. But where can we run to? We can’t make New Zealand in three days.”


“Do you have a chart? A paper chart?” 


“Cabin,” I said. We went below and huddled over the large-scale chart after I’d dug it out. We knelt side-by-side on the seat, huddled like two children over a puzzle.


She suddenly stabbed a spot with her finger. “That’s it,” she said. “Raoul Island. I think it is within reach of us, isn’t it, Owen? Within three days?”


I leaned over and looked where she’d pointed, then turned to her, puzzled.


“I think we could make it,” I said slowly. “But we can’t land there, Aulani. There’s no harbor, no shelter, no nothing. If we anchored off-shore there in a cyclone we’d be smashed to bits. It’d be worse than being caught in the open ocean.”


“But there is,” she replied. “A year ago, a channel was blasted through the cliff into that small lake on the northern shore. It’s been dredged – we’d get in easily, and it would be very protected.”


I stared at the chart; there was no channel. “How do you know?” I asked. “There’s nothing like that on the chart.”


She hesitated. “My husband worked on it. Many Niueans from NZ helped build the channel and dredge the lake.”


I looked at her. “OK,” I said. “Was it finished?”


She nodded.


“The channel was finished, and the lake is twenty meters deep. I don’t remember how deep the channel itself is, but it was built for a large supply ship, so it should be fine for us. The lake is the caldera of an old volcano – once we’re in, there will be steep walls all around us to block the anger of the wind.”


She seemed calm and very certain. Again, I strongly felt an air of strength about her - a confidence, I suppose – that lent authority to everything she said. And in truth, there was a tangible magnetism about her, the feeling of being drawn to her was overwhelming, and suddenly, stupidly, I leaned forward impulsively and kissed her briefly on the cheek. Feeling the color rising in my face, shocked at myself, I couldn’t look at her. But her reaction was more surprising yet; she leaned forward and gently kissed my cheek in return. I sat momentarily in a state of complete confusion. 


Then I leaned back, and busied myself with the chart, glancing briefly up at her.


“OK,” I said. “Raoul, it is.”


She sat on her knees for a moment as I slid out from behind the table. She asked demurely, “We probably ought to put up a little more sail, yes? For speed?” 


“Okay, we can shake out one reef I suppose, but we’ll have to steer manually. We’ll need to be ready to let go the main in a gust.”


Her laugh was bright and relaxed, gently teasing.


“And we can steer woman-ally, too, yes? You’ll want some help.”


I smiled, grateful for her cheerfulness and very relieved that the exchange of kisses passed without mention.


“Yes,” I replied, “no sexism when it comes to steering.”


I followed her out of the cabin, still feeling the softness of her lips on my cheek.




Wind continued to build throughout that day and the next. High thin clouds gave way to an angry, scudding layer of low squalid cover that kept me from taking any sights. We aimed for Raoul through dead reckoning alone, and though a thirty square-kilometer island was a reasonable target from two hundred kilometers, it wouldn’t be hard to miss it entirely. And if we did – well, if she was right, we’d be caught in the open by a cyclone. I had learned to have great faith in Windswept’s seaworthiness, but a cyclone? Possibly two hundred kilometer per-hour winds and the enormous seas they would bring? No thanks.


By late afternoon of the third day, I was more than a little frightened; winds were now a steady thirty knots, gusting to forty and seas were running on our aft quarter in long sweeping swells that grew steeper and more violent by the minute. We were down to nothing more than a tiny storm trysail and still we surfed frighteningly at more than fifteen knots as we descended the backs of waves. I felt that I’d reached the very limit of my ability to control the boat. I bitterly regretted not preparing a drogue or wraps of some kind to tow off the stern, slowing us down, but it was too late by then to take the time to do it. We moved across the sea now in a roaring grey world comprised of malicious waves topped with ghostly, wind-whipped foam nearly indistinguishable from the air itself.


Suddenly, through the ominous ruin of gloom about us, I caught a glimpse of a darker, sharper outline and knew it must be Raoul. I screamed over the wind for Aulani and when she appeared and took the tiller from me, I immediately went forward, harnessed to the jackline, and unhanked the trysail. We would manage with motors only now. Fighting the heaving deck and the constantly fouling tether, I made my way back to the cockpit and found her calmly steering, the motors already on, maintaining only enough speed to secure headway in the raging seas. Heavy rain began lashing us as if to scrub us from the very face of the Earth.


We sat braced against the driving rain and the sea, watching intently as Raoul began revealing itself; its sharp, ragged outline providing no sense of comfort to me. It seemed every bit as stark and foreboding as the storm that raged around us. I could see no evidence whatsoever of shelter, no coves, no hint of a harbor, and despite Aulani’s assurances I couldn’t push back a growing sense of doubt. Where was the channel?


We continued driving straight for the northern shore and closed to within a kilometer before I saw the first evidence of settlement; two low buildings overlooking a barren coastline. They stood at the top of a rugged, heavily castellated bluff angling westward down to the sea. I could make out no opening anywhere, no possibility of a safe landing, and turned to Aulani, screaming over the shriek of the wind.


“Where’s the channel?”


She put her face up close to mine, the hoods of our jackets jammed together so that we could see each other.


“The channel,” I yelled again. “Which way?”


She hesitated. “Just east of the buildings, I think.”


“You’re not sure?”


“No. But the lake is east, inside those peaks, so it must be.”


There was nothing for it then, except to push onward. As if we had any choice; with these waves and wind, we were being blown on bare poles well beyond ten knots, surfing uncontrolled down the face of waves, with a feeling very much like sledding down an icy hill, helpless to do more than simply point in a straight direction. The feeling of certain doom grew within me; I grew increasingly certain that we sailed to our destruction. 


We were closing very fast, the wind and waves driving us toward land, toward the cliff. I still could not see a channel, and if we were to avoid being smashed onto the rocks we had to somehow come about, bring Windswept more parallel to shore, hold her off long enough to look for the opening. And if for some reason we couldn’t find it, or we came screaming into it at an angle, out of control? Well, that’d be the end of it.


Do it now, I thought, and shoved the tiller to starboard, to the stops, and we slewed sickeningly on the face of a wave that moved beneath us like a freight train. For a moment I thought we’d broach, turn broadside to the wave and be flipped to our destruction, but we side-slipped enough to keep from tripping and slewed to a new heading across the face of the wave, traversing it as a skier would a mountain slope. 


But I was now in a dangerous dilemma, wanting the centerboard as deep as possible to hold our position, but fearful of the tremendous force of water leveraging us, threatening to overturn us. Abruptly, an image came to me of landing a plane in a strong cross wind, of crabbing sideways, and I tried doing the same thing with Windswept. I pushed her bow further up the face of the wave, pointing a little out to sea, then raised the centerboard high enough to let us side-slip. And it worked; though we were now angled awkwardly out of position, we were at least progressing more or less parallel to the shore.


Straining to see any details of land through the rain and spray, I could see nothing but grey cliffs. There were just no options left, no other maneuvering I could think of to forestall being smashed against the rocks. I was going to die now, after everything. And Aulani, too, had been saved from the brink of death only to drown. What had it all been for? 


Then, I felt her hand on my arm, pulling at me fiercely, turned as she pressed her face wetly against mine, heard her scream.


“It’s there, Owen, it’s there!”


I looked up, startled, to follow where she pointed but I could see nothing. I squinted through the rain at the black shapes on shore, wiping a hand across my eyes. Was there a lighter grey there? 


“Where?” I screamed back. “I can’t see a damn thing!”


“There,” she shouted, pointing again. “Twenty meters east. Look at the water!”


And I saw it. Where elsewhere all along this stretch of rocky cliff, the sea drove forward, impacted, and then recoiled in a returning explosion, there was a section without the white foam, a place where the sea seemed simply to disappear into the rocks. What it disappeared into was invisible to me, though apparently not to Aulani. Or maybe she couldn’t see it at all, maybe she just assumed. But we were closing so quickly to the rocks that if I didn’t make the leap of faith, we would be wrecked; there was no room left to come about or bear off – we were going in one way or another. The only question was what we met when we did.


I shoved the tiller back to port, angling us more directly down the face of the wave. Immediately, we raced downhill in a breathless, intense free-fall of surging surf. We were either lined up within reach of the channel or we were going to smash ourselves to bits. I had little ability to control direction; Windswept slewed and yawed under the dominion of wave and wind, not my hand.


Then, as I began bracing for certain impact, through the chaos I finally saw the channel, saw the opening into the rocks. It appeared just off our bow, a wild chute of violent water flowing at impossible speed into a black hole with no visible end, sheer wall rising overhead on either side, awash with waves. We were nearly lined up for it but sat badly canted at an angle; if I couldn’t get us straightened out, we’d never get into it. I tried the shoving the tiller all the way over, but we were held so tightly in the grip of the wave it had no effect.


And Emma’s face, smiling confidently, rose like a beacon in the darkness of my mind. The motors; use those wonderful, powerful twin screws!


What I did then, with the throttles, playing the motors against each other, the controllers screaming, orchestrating their forces, finding the one possible path down the sweeping course of that wave, reacting on pure, raw instinct, I can’t explain. I can only say it came from a place within me that wasn’t under conscious control; whether it was from an intervention outside me or some deep, primordial lust for survival, I’ll never be able to say. Perhaps it was all simply Emma, there to save us in the end.


Windswept swiveled about, shivered and rocked, and lined up with the channel at the last possible second and shot into it with awful speed, the rock walls a blur on either side of us. Once in, it was evident that a terrible battle of currents was taking place between the water visibly flowing in, and the invisible, but equally powerful returning flow. Within seconds, I could see the lake ahead of us, survival at hand. Maybe.


Unasked, Aulani went forward, holding desperately to the forestay; and at last we were through, surging forward with the unstoppable current out into the middle of the small lake. I saw that a heavy storm wave was surging up against the far wall, impacting hard, swirling up and around the sheer inner cliff, forming a horseshoe-shaped counter-current that drove back out of the channel beneath the incoming torrent. We needed to get out of this counter-current quickly. I let Windswept drive forward a bit further, then threw both throttles into hard reverse, giving us purchase to change course. Then, angling the tiller to starboard, and driving with the starboard prop only, we began rotating out of the current, breaking free of it, and began slowly backing toward the northern corner of the lake, which sat relatively calm, free of the raging torrents swirling inside the caldera. 


I shouted to Aulani to ready the forward anchor and when we reached a point within ten meters of the lake’s edge, I called to her to lower it. The water here was shallow; with no more than ten meters of chain out, it hit. I drove us forward a bit, then held her steady with the throttles and dropped the aft anchor over the stern, winching it secure. Killing the motors, I waited to see if we’d come free, but they bit and held, even with the small amount of scope we had laid out. For several minutes I alternately pulled and pushed with the motors, testing and retesting that they were truly secure. Then there simply was nothing more I could do, and I shut down the throttles.


I fell on my knees in the pouring rain, then slumped down against the cockpit coaming, tired beyond all sense of it, unable to move or even summon thoughts. It was as if some vital spark within me was extinguished, all life force exhausted. I could no longer hold my head up. And insanely, words from Wreck of The Edmund Fitzgerald came to me;




Does anyone know where the love of God goes when the waves turn the minutes to hours?




Then she was there; I felt her arms around me, her face pressed wetly against my neck. She was saying something, but I couldn’t hear her words over the shriek of the wind high in the caldera walls. I hardly cared; it was the softness of her lips moving against my skin that I wanted. That I needed. Instinctively I sought the warmth of her body, turned into her, put my arms around her and clung to her. I let my face fall into her neck, pressed it against her wet hair. She smelled of the sea and the rain. We were, both of us, soaked to the skin, and sat huddled there together, sat as a single merged creature of water and exhaustion, without distinction between what was her and what was me and what was ocean.










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




FOR FOUR DAYS, we stayed in the cabin, doing our best to ignore the shrieking of the wind and the rain drumming down on the cabin. The gusts swirled off the rocks into the rigging and lifted and shook Windswept as though about to launch her skyward. The fear that the anchors would let loose was constant; every shift in our position, every yaw, every creak and groan froze us in our tracks, trying to sense whether we’d broken free. Huddled below, the cyclone screaming around us, I couldn’t conceive of enduring this misery on the open ocean – or even anchored somewhere without the encircling peaks that now sheltered us. Aulani, too, shuddered at times at the power of the storm. Only the cat seemed completely unaffected, immune to the noise and with her appetite completely intact.


Inside, confined together in this tiny space as the storm raged, I felt something had changed between Aulani and I. We had gone together to the edge of death, placed our lives in each other’s hands, and emerged alive. Nothing was the same. What reservations could exist, what worries over protocol or propriety, what hesitancy - when you have shared a rebirth with someone?


We slept within arm’s length of each other, each to our own side of the boat. The awkwardness of undressing had disappeared. We kept the cabin lights off most of the time anyway to conserve power, and it grew dark so early, that when we were ready to turn in, she’d move a bit aft to the starboard bunk and I slightly forward to the port bunk, undress quietly and crawl into our beds.


“Night,” I’d call to her.


“Fai se miti malie,” she’d whisper back. She told me it meant ‘sweet dreams’ in Samoan. It was beautiful and musical, and it became a fixture for me each night; I looked forward to the sound of it in the darkness.


On the fifth day, when I awoke, something seemed off; it took me a moment to realize the rain had stopped. I lay in my bunk, smiling to myself, and in the stillness heard the low softness of Aulani’s breathing. The cyclone seemed finally to have moved on.


I jumped out of the settee naked, saw her lazily turning to her side, and pulled on a pair of shorts.


“OK,” I said, “I’m decent.”


“And I am still asleep.”


I laughed and watched as she rolled back over toward me, the swell of her breasts sharp beneath the thin sheet, her dark hair falling in waves about her head. Her eyes in the low morning light – I couldn’t think of anything else on earth that color. She watched me watching her. Her eyes were indecipherable, inscrutable. I assumed I was an open book.


“Coffee?” I asked. I turned to the stove, took my time lighting it to give her a moment to get out of her bunk and dressed and heard her rustling behind me. As I began to grind the coffee beans in the old hand crank, she was suddenly there next to me, smelling of coconut. She reached past me for the grinder, taking it from me, gently shoving me out of the way with her hip.


“Was that coconut I smelled?”


She smiled demurely, teasing. “Perhaps.”


“Well, where on earth did you get coconut?”


“It’s just how I smell.”


I raised my eyebrows at her, started to protest, but she took my arm and began to turn me toward the companionway.


“Go on deck,” she said softly. “I’ll do this.” She looked at me and smiled. “You know you want to go look at the weather.”


And of course, I did want to. I grinned and went to the hatch and slid it back and was bathed immediately in sunshine. I closed my eyes for a moment, just reveling in the warmth of it on my face. Scrambling up the steps, I looked out over the lake; the center of it sparkled blue in the sun, the edges still dark in the shadows beneath the cliffs. In the clear light, the peaks above us, encircling us, were sharply drawn against the sky in shades of russet and grey. The air was clean and fresh, cool on my skin.


I stood for several minutes, feeling the wind that still played capriciously about us, tugging noisily at the rigging. After all that time cooped up, I felt as if I were emerging from a chrysalis back into the world, the fresh coolness in the air reminding me again of autumn, of home. And truly, Windswept had begun to feel like home to me; a home on an endless journey. It came to me abruptly, looking out over that glittering lake, that I was happy. Here I floated in a volcanic caldera in the far south Pacific. Humanity was disappearing from the planet. I faced a wholly uncertain, undeniably Faustian future. But I was alive, the morning was as lovely as a dream, and the sweet voice of Aulani softly singing rose to me from the open hatch. How odd it all was, how irrepressible life was. 


I began the familiar protocol of checking anchors, rigging, lines, through-hulls – all the parts and places, all the gear that had been hammered by those days of howling wind and driving rain. And there were several small casualties - I saw immediately why I’d lost wind speed readings; pieces of the anemometer lay scattered like straw over the deck. I looked up and saw that the entire masthead assembly was awry, the anemometer and wind direction spinner entirely blown away. I had a spare for the anemometer but not the spinner; an antique, it was a remnant from boyhood and my first sailing days in Traverse Bay. I grieved for its loss; it’d come a long way since then, many years and many miles. And now it was probably at the bottom of the ocean somewhere.


Staring up at the mast head, thinking that this harbor was probably the best place I was going to find for going aloft, I was brought up short by the sudden smell of coffee and quickly went below to find Aulani standing in the galley, anticipating, holding out a cup for me. 


“Bless you, oh island goddess,” I said, and took the coffee in one hand and her hand in the other and bent theatrically and pressed her soft hand to my lips. Her skin was warm and firm, smelling of spice and coffee – and faintly the coconut that I was finding so captivating. It was quite amazing, really, her skin…


“Owen,” she said, laughing. “I need my hand.”


I dropped it, straightening.


“You’re blushing,” she observed.


I felt the heat in my face. “Of course not,” I said. “That’s from the sun.”


“It must be a very bright morning, then.”


“It is, yes.”


She watched me as I sipped the coffee.


“How is the boat?” she asked. “Is there damage from the storm?”


“There is damage to some of the equipment that sits at the top of the mast; the wind speed sensor was completely torn away.” I paused. “And we lost an old wind direction spinner that I’ve had for a very long time.”


“It was important?” she asked softly.


“No,” I said. “Not to the boat. It was just something I had some emotional attachment to.” I took another sip of coffee. She watched me without speaking.


“There is also the missing antenna, which I broke off on the crossing to Hawaii. I’ve a replacement, and it would give us the ability to receive shortwave, which might be useful at some point. If there are pockets of people surviving, or governments, they’d almost surely be using shortwave to communicate.”


I paused for a moment, drinking more coffee.


“Without satellites being maintained, we’re all back to mid-twentieth century technology for communication.”


“Even so, how long will we have that?” she asked. “Would you know where to find parts if the radio failed?”


I shook my head. “These days it isn’t about replacing parts exactly; it’s a matter of finding the correct computer board to swap out. If the radio went down, I’m afraid that’d be that.”


“And eventually,” she concluded, “being so near saltwater, it will. Isn’t that so?”


I nodded, and we both sat quietly drinking coffee in the little galley with the sun streaming through the hatch and the portlights. I was still thinking about the shortwave; was there anyone left to communicate with? 


After a bit, I looked up at her. “I could use your help, if you’d be willing. You could make it a lot easier for me to get up the mast.”


“I’m not that strong,” she said doubtfully.


I started to laugh, and she smiled. And I reached for more coffee and began to explain the process of winching someone up the mast.


An hour later, I set up the boson’s seat and showed her how to wrap the hauling line around the winch, and how to secure the tag end once I was in position. She was quick to understand the mechanical aspects of the equipment; I felt confident in her hands. And I needed to – Windswept’s mast was nearly twenty meters tall; a fall from that height onto the deck would probably kill me. And wouldn’t that be a completely idiotic way to die after all that had happened?


Climbing into the harness, I walked to the base of the mast and clipped the bosun’s seat into the main halyard. I had the spare antenna and anemometer assembly with me, and a tool belt with what I thought I’d need. Looking over at her, I nodded, and she immediately began winching. In a moment I was off my feet and swaying, trying to hold myself in position with a hand against the mast. She winched steadily, and I sat as still as possible, watching the rock walls around me as I rose steadily into the air. The top of the mast was about three meters below their peaks, so I’d not get a view over the top, but it’d be close. I relaxed back against the harness and let the winch – and Aulani – do the work, enjoying the view of the lake and the interior of the caldera. I could see quite clearly the work that had been done on the canal, the marks of the blasts that had opened the lake to the sea beyond. It was an intriguing sight - the flow of darker blue ocean entering the lake through the channel and swirling around the far walls, curling inward to slow and settle. 


As I approached the top of the mast, the wind began tugging at me, stronger here near the tops of the peaks and I had to focus on the task at hand, maneuvering very deliberately around the rigging lines that came to a juncture just below the masthead.


“That’s it!” I yelled down to Aulani, holding out my hand, palm down. I watched as she stopped winching and carefully fed the line into the cam lock, tugging it hard. It was a bit nerve-wracking, being up here, but she’d done everything perfectly, so there was nothing for it but to get on with it.


For the next few minutes, I set about assessing the best way to deal with what was turning out to be more damage than I’d first thought. The anemometer mount had been bent by the force of the wind tearing off the sensor, with one of the rivets pulled completely free of the mast. And the antenna cable had stretched to the point that it needed to be completely replaced, and I’d not brought cable splicing gear up the mast with me. I was deciding exactly where to cut it when a voice rang out – a stranger’s voice from above me.


“Guid day, laddie,” it boomed. “Ah see yoo’ve got a bit ay a mess thaur.”


I spun in the harness, swinging from the mast, and nearly flipped over backwards. Fighting to stay upright, I frantically craned around, searching for the source of the voice, my heart hammering.


“Oer here - tae port, laddie, tae port!”


Still fighting to stay balanced in the swinging seat, I looked left and finally caught sight of a shock of wild white hair under a blue canvas watch cap perched on top of a ruddy, grinning face that peered down at me over the rocks above. We looked each other over as he brought a pipe to his mouth and drew on it with obvious gusto. In the breeze, the smoke wreathed briefly about him then was caught and whisked away.


“Hello,” I called out, finally getting a hand on the mast again, trying to bring the swinging to a halt. “You gave me a bit of a startle there.” I finally managed to wrap my arms around the mast and come to a stop. “Didn’t realize anyone was here.”


His face split into a wide grin, the pipe clamped firmly in his teeth. I guessed him to be in his sixties, or if well-preserved, maybe early seventies. The unruly white hair, combined with the pipe, gave him a bit of the look of an Einstein, though Einstein never had the ruddy complexion, and the eyes that stared down at me were a piercing sky blue, lit with open amusement. I’d always thought Einstein had such very sad eyes, as though burdened every moment of the day and saddened by a universe that only he could see. And this was not Einstein’s voice either – our friend at the top of the rocks owned a gruff bellow and an accent so fully Scottish we might as well have been in Edinburgh.


“Aye,” he said, as if reading my thoughts, “Ah hae a voice loch a foghorn, ah ken. Glad tae see yoo’ve managed tae hang oan.” He looked down at the boat, then back to me.


“Forgife mah puir manners, awe rite? I’ve nae introduced myself. I’m Charlie; that’s Charles Ross by way ay Glasgee.” He pronounced ‘Glasgow’ with such a rolling brogue that I struggled for a few seconds before converting the sound he’d made into something intelligible. It was, in fact, a challenge to comprehend anything he said. Without the manifest openness of the man, without the transparent face that played out his every thought across it, it would have been far more difficult.


“Owen, here,” I said. “Owen Joyce.”


The blue eyes went wide, the face first sagging in open disbelief before beaming in adoration; it was as if I’d introduced myself as the King himself. 


“Saints abune,” he bellowed, “a fellaw Celt! E’en thocht frae th’ wrang side ay th’ brine. It’s grain tae meit ye, laddie – surely it is.” Then he looked down at the boat where Aulani stood transfixed, taking this all in.


“An’ woods ye introduce me tae yer brammer guidwife?” he said.


“Oh,” I said hurriedly. “She’s not… uh, this is Aulani.” I hesitated. “Aulani Lotulelei. We’re not…we’re just traveling together.”


He raised a garrulous eyebrow at me, a look of mild disapproval momentarily clouding his glowing face, then looked down at Aulani and removed his cap, nodding his head by way of a bow.


“I’v nae seen sic’ beauty in mony a silvery moon,” he said to her, waving the cap over the edge of the rocks as though it were a cape. “Ah am most definitely plait tae make yer acquaintance, miss.”


“Hello, Charlie,” she shouted up, waving like a schoolgirl. “Very pleased to meet you!”


There was a bit of a silence then; presumably he was contemplating the same question in his head about us that we were about him – what of the virus?


Again, he seemed to read my mind.


“In case th’ tois ay ye woriat ower th’ state ay me, lit me teel ye straecht I’ve nae seen a sool since th’ lest supply boat, an’ ‘at has bin; weel, lit me hink noo.” He paused to suck on his pipe, contemplated the blue sky, then beamed down at us. “’At was mair that fower months ago, reit? Lang afair thes madness cam tae us, aye?”


He pulled the pipe from his mouth, jabbed the stem at us.


“An' ye folk,” he said, “yoo swatch th’ picture ay health. Ur ye oan th' guid side ay thes badness?” I had to let this sink in for a moment before his meaning came to me.


“We are not sick,” I said simply. “But there’s a long story there – for both of us.”


He cackled with delight. “Aye is, laddie, aye is. An' I’ll be delighted tae hear th' lang an' th' cuttie ay it, aye?”


Swaying gently in the boson’s seat, I stared up at him as he beamed happily down. I suppose I should have been cautious, even dubious – supply boat four months ago? What the hell was he doing here that long? And why was he alone? In fact, it occurred to me that he hadn’t said he was alone. But as I watched the ruddy, weather beaten face puffing happily away at his pipe, I simply could find no other feeling in my soul than trust. 


“Weel ‘en,” he suddenly shouted. “Introductions behin’ us! Ur ye guid folk in th’ muid for a braw Scottish lunch?”


I glanced down at Aulani, who smiled and nodded at me – apparently, she’d reached the same conclusion about Charlie that I had. Or maybe, I thought, she just knew.


Turning back to him, I smiled. “If we wouldn’t be shorting you, Charlie – we’d love to break some bread with you.”


He laughed; well, actually he bellowed. “Shortin' me, laddie? Ah nae – yoo'll see; Ah coods feed th' queen’s army an' hae enaw left tae start oan th' navy!” He paused then, and the smile faded a bit. “Nae 'at there’s likely much left ay either noo, aye?”


“Too right,” I said. “Let me get myself back to earth here, and we’ll be delighted to join you. How do we find you?


“Och,” he said, beaming again. “Yoo’ll fin’ a path ower yon.” He jabbed toward the west side of the lake with his pipe, vaguely. “Steep, but there’s a cable thaur fur climbin'. Ance ye reach th' top, there’s only th' one place in secht. Follaw th' path at yer feit straecht tae mah duir.” 


The white beast took it upon herself to spring up on deck at precisely this moment, and Charlie did not fail to notice the new arrival.


“Hen God,” he shouted, at the top of his lungs. “tis a wee moggie!” He was so immediately animated he nearly fumbled his pipe out over the rocks into the lake below, and it was only with a very deft grab that he saved it. 


“Whit dae ye caa it?” he demanded, looking back at me.


“Well,” I mumbled, “It’s a she, and we haven’t decided on a name yet. We just say ‘cat’.”


“Och, laddie,” he said, openly horrified. “that’s nae natural. Ay creatures, e'en 'at wee a body, needs a proper nam tae be called by, aye?”


I could only nod helplessly as I heard Aulani gaily laughing below me.


“Weel, laddie, thee ay ye 'en, fur lunch!” And with a last puff of smoke, he disappeared.


For a few moments, I just sat there; the energy and sheer vibrancy of the man leaving a vacuum in his wake. How amazing this all was – to save ourselves in this strange volcanic lake only to come upon this bonnie Scotsman. Then I remembered I’d climbed up here to accomplish some work, and for the next hour set about doing what small repairs I could manage. When I’d done what I could, I called down to Aulani, and within a few minutes had reclaimed solid footing on deck. 


She was excited, animated, chatting happily on about the good fortune of finding someone alive; it was clear to me that she felt the same way I did – there was just something warm and real about him, something comforting, like a favorite uncle. She suggested we take a gift with us – she was right, of course; I hadn’t thought of it, and simply had no notion what would be appropriate. She looked at me with raised eyebrows that said, dear god, you can be slow at times.


“He loves the bottle, Owen,” she said gently. “Can’t you see it in his face?”


“Right,” I replied. “Of course.”


“Do you think,” she asked demurely, “you’d be able to part with something nice?”


Laughing at her open guile, I nodded. “I’ve a very nice bottle of single malt here. Very smoky stuff.”


“It’s not your last?”


“Oh, no. Not to worry!”


She was grateful, her eyes warm on mine. I smiled back, already heading toward the locker where I had the bottles stashed, each wrapped in foam. It felt like Christmas to me – no, more like Christmas Eve with all its anticipation and excitement of what lay ahead. And for me, the promise of a new day blossomed, a new life. A life so changed in so short a time; a life no longer lived alone, no longer empty.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




WE ENDED UP taking the kayak across the lake. It would have been very troublesome work to move Windswept, and with the anchors holding so well, I just didn’t want to risk it. So, we took the kayak.


After I freed it from the netting and settled it onto the lake, Aulani settled into the forward seat with the cat, two sweaters and a bottle of Laphroaig cradled in her arms. The cat stared suspiciously at the water, not at all pleased to be so close to it. Aulani looked up at me.


“You built this lovely thing, Owen?”


“Yes, a long time ago.”


“What have you named her?”


“Two Cherries.”


She smiled.


“That’s lovely.” She waited as I settled into the aft seat, then twisted around toward me.


“Windswept, she’s a wondrous thing to have built,” she said. “Her power, I’ve never seen anything like it. The work to build a boat like her must have been very technical; so many things to consider, to think about.” She ran her hand along the varnished cedar of the kayak’s deck. “But this, this is not of the mind, but of the heart.”


“She’s got a ton of flaws,” I said. “She was the first boat I ever built.” Her eyes had changed color with the sunshine and I stared into them.


“But thank you, so much, for saying such kind things about her. She has a special place in my heart, and she waited many years hanging from a garage ceiling for me to find the time to finish her.”


“What is this wood?” she asked, running her hand lightly over the hull.


“It’s called western red cedar,” I answered. “It came from a huge old wine vat that was being removed from a monastery in upstate New York. Some of the pieces run the entire length of the boat, nearly seven meters.”


She tilted her head, a wry smile on her lips. “And now she is here, floating on a lake in the middle of a volcano, in an island in the South Pacific. I think she forgives you for hanging her in a garage.”


We both laughed, and I shoved off, heading for the western rim.


Once there, it was as Charlie had said – the trail up the volcano was steep but obvious. Aulani skipped up it with her usual gracefulness and I followed behind, far more deliberately. Coming up out of the volcano, we stood on the edge of a broad meadow, sparse with thin grass, a low, dark house perhaps a half-kilometer distant. From where we stood, a narrow defile cut through the meadow, heading – apparently – to the house. It was a scene of stark beauty.


And it was cold. Now up out of the natural shelter of the caldera, the early winter wind coming at us from the southeast had an icy quality. And the sky looked like winter; low, scudding clouds had swept in on the early afternoon winds and smelled of rain. Without a word, Aulani handed me one of the sweaters and I slipped it on, watching as she struggled with a heavy seaman’s sweater of mine. I took it from her and told her to just stand still, then slipped it over her head and took the cat and whiskey from her so she could get her arms in the sleeves.


We followed the gravelly path toward the house, the cat protesting in my arms; she was obviously anxious to explore on her own – or perhaps just disgusted with the cold. 


“This is such a dramatic place,” Aulani said, moving up close to me.


“I was thinking the same thing,” I replied. “It’s literally like living on a rock.”


“Owen, what is that on the house?”


“Where?”


She stopped and pointed. “There,” she said. “Something is draped over the roof.”


I squinted against the dark background of clouds. There was something there, an odd set of lines encircling the house. Then I realized what we were seeing; I’d seen something very much like it once before, many years ago and many miles north of here.


“The house is chained to the island,” I told her. “Those are huge chains, literally draped over the roof, bolted down into the rock to keep the house from blowing away in a cyclone.”


“Oh, my god,” she said. “You’ve seen this sort of thing before?”


“Yes, in New Hampshire. A weather station on top of a mountain where the wind blows very, very hard.”


“It must, to need chains.”


As we reached the house, I saw that I’d been right; the links of chain were as thick as my fingers and the turnbuckles the size of dinner plates. In turn, those were attached to great metal stakes driven into the rock. It lent the house an air of fantasy, as though it were a balloon needing to be tethered to the earth to keep from floating away.


Then out of the door bustled Charlie, dressed in an old waxed cotton slicker, the watchman’s cap parked jauntily on his head. With surprising agility, he leapt forward, clasping Aulani and then me in an enthusiastic hug, smelling pleasantly of wool and pipe smoke.


‘Tis grain tae hae visitors. Especially in times loch these.”


I reached out and took his hand, holding it in both of mine.


“A pleasure,” I said. “Truly glad to meet you.”


“Come in, come in – gie ay thes icy beest ay win'.”


We followed him into the house, immediately enveloped in the warmth from a huge wood stove that dominated the center of the single room. The interior was finished completely of wood – floors of wide pine, clean but scarred with years of use, and walls and ceiling of shiplap. An open stairway led to a second floor – probably a loft.


The overall effect was like being in an old windjammer, or for me, reminiscent of lake-side cottages from my boyhood in Michigan. Broad windows faced north, looking out over the sea; an ancient brass telescope on a tripod stood before them, the metal worn with handling. The view to the north, especially to the northeast, was stunning; several small, mountainous islets stood just off the coast, rugged and wooded. They provided a view not unlike something you’d see in the Pacific Northwest. Examining the telescope, I wondered if he’d tracked our approach through the cyclone five days before. 


The place was delightful; comforting and appealingly relaxed – rumpled, but scrupulously clean. Bookshelves were built into several niches along the walls, overflowing with books and magazines. Something was quietly bubbling away on a small cooking stove and lent the place an appealing pungency of spice and smokiness that made me feel immediately welcome – and hungry.


He bustled about in a flurry. “Gie those heavy things aff ye,” he demanded. “Gie ‘em tae me, I’ll pit ‘em up fer ye.”


I handed him the Laphroaig to free my hands, murmuring something about how pleased we were to have encountered him. He took the bottle and seeing the label, his eyes rose to my face, a look of open reverence in his eyes.


“Tis a great hin, laddie,” he said. “Thes is a grain barry hin'.” He took the Laphroaig over to a shelf in the small kitchen and settled it carefully down amongst several other bottles.


As we wrestled the sweaters over our heads he reached for the cat, to free my hands, raising his eyebrows at me by way of permission. I nodded, and he gently scooped her from me. She settled immediately against him, her motor going fast and loud and her claws reflexively convulsing into his wool shirt. He stroked the little thing slowly for a few moments, rapt.


“It’s bin a while,” he said quietly. “Whit a sweit bee she is, sure enaw.” Then he set her gently down. “She’ll want tae be lookin' th' auld place ower.” 


He turned back to us and motioned to a small table.


“Sit ye doon,” he said. 


I sat and ran my hand over the surface, amazed at the joinery that had created it – detailed and intricate, it was a beautifully executed combination of seemingly random shaped pieces put together into a seamless whole with impeccable workmanship and a sense of color and grain matching that approached artistry. I looked up and saw him watching me, a smile playing over his face, his eyes bright.


“Driftwood,” he said, answering my unspoken question. “A wee hobby ay mine.”


“It’s stunning,” I said, and saw that he was pleased. “Where is your workshop?”


“It’s belaw,” he answered. “I’ve a scant few tools in th' cellar. Ah try tae dae a bit ay wark wi'.” Then, abruptly, he clapped his hands together.


“But noo, we need tae gie some lunch in ye! 'En I’ll shaw ye abit th' place.” 


Aulani started to rise, intending to help, but he’d have none of it and insisted, with an amusing sternness, that she sit back down.


So, we sat obediently, watching as Charlie pulled bowls from an open shelf and large spoons from a drawer, filling the bowls with the steaming contents of the bubbling pot. He slammed them down before us with a flourish, along with wide slabs of crusty bread and what must’ve been at least a half-pound hunk of butter. Bidding us to begin, he filled a bowl for himself and brought it to the table, then as we sat waiting for him, he slapped his hand onto the table.


“Ah, blest,” he said. “Did ye need tae say words afair ye ate? Ah forgit 'at folks dae.”


I smiled at him. “We’re neither of us very religious.”


He grinned broadly. “That's auld Ah th' horn laddie,” he replied, pointing his pipe stem at me. “Dornt faa fur those fairy tales. They'll make a moose ay ye.” He paused, his eyes twinkling. “Noo tuck intae thes chowder, och aye, an' 'en I’ll shaw th' tois ay ye aroond thes brammer wee islain.”


For the next few minutes, all that could be heard in the room was the soft bubbling of the pot on the stove and the sounds of three people slurping the most delicious chowder I’d ever tasted. At one point, Charlie rose and returned with the pot in hand and ladled more chowder into our bowls, without a word of protest from either of us. On his way back to the stove, I saw him pull a small plate down, spoon a bit of chowder onto it, and set it on the floor for the cat, who was on it in seconds, tucking her tail around herself and going at it with rapacious vigor. Her rumbling purr was audible three meters away.


When we’d finished, Charlie rose to scoop up the plates and Aulani rose to help, but again he wouldn’t have it. 


“Yoo're a guest, Lani,” he scolded her. “An' a guest willnae be daein' these dishes.”


He moved us over to an old leather couch and sat himself down in what must’ve been his normal sitting place, an old overstuffed leather lounger, angled north, before the incredible view. Taking out his pipe, he lit it and settled down with evident anticipation. Then for the next half hour, told us about himself.


He was there on Raoul serving as a representative of the New Zealand government, essentially a one-man meteorological research effort, tracking wind and waves and transmitting daily weather forecasts and surface charts by radio. He’d been on Raoul for twenty-seven years, since he was fifty years old. 


It all sounded quaint to me, lovely but inefficient. In the modern era of instantaneous global internet and AI capability, why have a human here at all? It struck me as a simple automated service; a host of sensors broadcasting wirelessly to an AI program, then.... 


But there was no more global internet and no more sensors being built or maintained and no more AI software being written. And this job he’d wanted, and the remoteness that had made it necessary in the first place all those years ago, had saved his life.


I asked him if he’d been born in New Zealand, and he snorted.


“Lad,” he replied with a bit of fire, “I’m nae from that dafty place. I’m a bonnie weegie, born an’ bred.”


Aulani looked at me, eyebrows raised. 


“I think that means he’s from Glasgow,” I told her.


He nodded at me and went on with his story. He’d come to New Zealand in his late forties after his mother had died. From what I could gather, his father been a drinker and had left them when Charlie was young.


“Blattered twenty-four a day, weren’t he?” Charlie said lightly. “Sae, when he’s dingied us, woods Ah gie a guid damn? Certainly nae.” He knocked the first pipe load of ashes out into a huge glass ashtray and began reloading. “We waur canty tae see his crease it th' duir noo, werenae we?”


It was like having science fiction read to you halfway through the story, not quite knowing what all the alien references were but enjoying the telling nonetheless.


“And you never married, Charlie?” Aulani asked.


His ruddy face turned redder yet, and he took several rapid puffs on the pipe, sending smoke swirling.


“Ach, lass,” he replied finally, “I’m nae gowk now. Wooldda wifie lit me be in a place loch thes? There’d bin nae peace, woods thaur?” He looked apologetically at her.


“Some might,” she said, smiling.


So, he’d come to New Zealand and found work in one of the coastal towns doing marine forecasting for commercial boats and recreational cruisers, and when he’d heard about an opening on Raoul, he took the position, sight unseen. He’d been here since – spending months at a time without seeing another human being. A supply ship appeared three or four times a year, offloading – as he put it – enough food to feed Scotland. He claimed to have accumulated a decade’s worth of canned goods, cured meats and “a wee bit o’ spirits.”


He finished the telling and paused to fill his pipe for the fourth time. Then he looked up at us, waving the pipe stem in the general direction of the two of us.


“Sae,” he asked, “which ay ye will teel yer tale?”


Aulani looked at me and smiled, and I launched into what I intended to be a quick summary of the events that had brought me half way around the world, brought my path and Aulani’s together and above all else, had left us both alive in this insanity. But of course, there was no brief way to tell it.


I tried to begin with Windswept’s launch in San Diego, but Aulani would have none of it, telling Charlie that the story started far earlier than the launch; that I’d built not only this lovely trimaran more than twelve meters long but also the kayak, Two Cherries. That prompted half an hour’s questioning on materials and techniques, so I repaid her in kind by telling him about the Samoan outrigger she’d stolen from Niue, pleased to see his eyes widen in recognition.


“Ur ye’ haverin’ me?” he sputtered. “Isnae 'at th' wee boat they gae tae th' governur?”


She glared at me, reddening, and nodded at Charlie. He roared his approval.


“Och, but that’s pure deid barry!”


She brightened at that, and we entertained another half hour of discussion over the design, wood and construction technique of Samoan outriggers, which Charlie apparently knew a great deal about, offering his dismissive contempt of the ‘modern’ technique of constructing them dugout fashion.


In time, we returned to the voyaging portion of the story, and I related the encounter with the ghost ship and my experiences on Kauai. 


“There's mair ay 'at aw ower,” he said grimly. I’m nae certain what’s left.”


“How do you mean?” I asked.


“Ah hae a guid radio. I'll shaw ye later if yoo'd loch.” He nodded toward a small alcove tucked under the stairway.


“Anyway,” he continued, “when thes whole jobby started, I’m listenin' aren’t Ah, day an' nicht, an' there’s naethin' but doolally a' place. What Ah heard, weel, ye woods nae wish it oan yer most warst enemy. Burnin' folks alife fur god’s sake, rapin' kimmers an' bairns alike, aye? Pure madness an' evil, it was. An' almost waur, laddie – some evil bastards reit haur in NZ, scran an' water gettin' law, they radio it as if they’re official; claeem they’ve got a safe zain, jist brin' yoorselves an' yer folk an' life’ll be grain, won’t it? An' scared fowk waur flockin' tae them an' that’s jist th' end ay it 'en, wasnae it? Sheep strollin' intae th' den ay wolv, och aye.”


He saw the look on my face, I suppose, and stopped.


“Ye heard them, son? Was 'at whaur ye waur headin'?”


I hesitated, then slowly nodded. “I heard people on a cruising net talking about it, saying they knew of a sanctuary near Auckland.”


His face was stark with rage.


“Nae,” he said fiercely. “Ye cannae gang anywhaur near 'at place, neither ay ye. If onie ay those boak bastards ur alife, it willnae gang weel fur ye.”


“But why, Charlie? Why do you think it’s all a ruse?” I asked.


“Ah heard fowk, later,” he replied. “oan th’ radio; sayin’ 'at they'd gotten awa' frae th' place; said it was a terrible, evil hin'.”


“But,” I persisted. “Is there no chance at all that something there is legitimate? All the talk – there must be some truth to it.”


He hesitated, examining his pipe, turning it over in his hands before putting it back in his mouth and looking up at me.


“Laddie, it's nae easy tae ken in these times what's true an' what's nae true. But i'll teel ye this; thaur is evil it thaur, surely enaw.”


I looked at Aulani; her face was a mask. 


“Auckland?” I asked.


Charlie shook his head. “Whit Ah hae heard is 'at it's gain, pure an' simple. Parts burnt loch a cinder. An' somethin' else, folks called it a moat aroond th' place. Gart nae sense tae me.”


He saw me watching Aulani. For someone living alone, he was very sensitive to nuances in other people.


“Yer fowk?” he asked her. She nodded.


“Lani, Ah hae naethin' fur ye but puir bark. It was the blacks, Ah heard, they went efter at first, th' Maori an' sic'. Thinkin' they waur th' ones carryin' it.” He stopped, sorrow etched in lines on his face.


“Aam dreadfully sorry, lass,” he said finally. “Thee's naught but evil thaur, an' that's a certain hin'.”


“All right, then,” she said quietly, and looked up at him. “Thank you for telling me straight out, Charlie. It’s no worse than what I’ve been imagining.”


“The whole world’s gain doolally, hasn’t it?” he said. “Surely, th' few alife yit, nae th' peely-wally, we’re th' whole ay th' human race noo, arenae we? We aw, th' lot o’ us, we got a decision tae make, don’t we? Dinnae hink nae mair o’ what’s behin' us, lass, ur ye’ll hae nothin’ nae mair afair ye.”


He was completely right of course – looking behind us, for either if us, was nothing but an exercise in endless sorrow. We were here, alive, and I’d begun to believe there must be some reason why. We wouldn’t find it looking behind us.


Then he stood abruptly and clapped his hands together. “Woods ye loch tae swatch aroond th' islain? It's a bonnie day!”


Aulani gave my hand a quick squeeze and stood.


“I’d love that,” she said. “I’d love to have you show us.”


He grinned and reached for his pipe and hat, and gathered up our sweaters. “Yer baith in fer a stoatin time, ye are!” he said as he handed them to us. Laughing as we slipped them on, he herded us out the door like children, directing us with jabs of his pipe stem around the south side of the house.


What I saw there brought me up short; a battered, but beautiful, old Land Rover. I knew a bit about them but didn’t recognize this model at all. It had to be pre-sixties, I thought, and looked at Charlie, who was watching me with evident delight, his pipe clenched in a broad, proud grin.


“What a beauty!” I said. “Is it a Series II?”


“Nae, laddie,” he replied, pulling the pipe from his mouth and jabbing the air enthusiastically toward the truck. “She’s a Series I. She was gart in 1951, an' a bonnie lass she is, och aye.”


He went quickly to the right-hand door, opened it and slid in the seat, looking back over his shoulder at us.


“Well, fer pity’s sake, crawl on in, will ye?” And he slammed the door.


Aulani and I looked at each other. I winked at her, and she smiled. We walked over to the passenger door and opened it. There was no back seat and the front was tiny; I hesitated.


“Gie in haur,” he bellowed at me. “Ur ye afraid ay squeezin' together?”


No, we weren’t.










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




THE OLD BEAST probably put out all of forty horsepower, but it was the noisiest forty horsepower I’d ever heard. We didn’t talk, we screamed; even then it was difficult to be heard above the thunderous exhaust, the whining gearbox, and the rattling of the undercarriage. I doubt we managed to get much beyond fifty kilometers per hour, but after weeks aboard a sailboat, it seemed that we sped about at breakneck, impossible speed. I was pressed up tight against Aulani, who was jammed in turn against Charlie; the three of us taking up space meant for two. 


It was also impossible not to laugh myself silly; it was the closest thing to a carnival ride I’d had in years. For his part, Charlie seemed to have gone mad, apparently intent on seeing how close he could come to killing us in this ancient truck of his, grinning wildly with his teeth clamped down so tight on the pipe stem I wondered how it didn’t snap off.


Occasionally, he took pity and pulled over and we’d stagger out, unbending our aching bodies as he pointed out some rock or ancient stone foundation, or recite some fact about the early occupants of the island – not that there’d been many, apparently. I was surprised to see that he kept a small flock of sheep, several goats – and even two cows. Were there chickens as well, I asked. Yes, he told me – he had a coop built against the house as a sort of lean-to – I was welcome to “tak’ a peek at th’ burds” if I liked. 


He seemed intensely proud of the place; listening to him was like listening to someone who saw themselves as a caretaker of something meaningful, something irreplaceably valuable. Half his words flew over us without comprehension – both his accent and his Scottish colloquialisms and the noise of the truck contributing to the confusion. But there was no need to understand every word; his love of the island shone in his face and glowed in his eyes. His gestures were magnanimous, sweeping; he clearly thought the raw, windswept hills and sharp volcanic mountains were treasures – treasures for which he had been deeply fortunate enough to be named caretaker of.


The day had been brilliant with sunshine, and with it, the temperature had climbed pleasantly to a point that Aulani and I had shed our sweaters. But as the afternoon waned, the sea breeze from the southeast picked up and as we finally turned back toward the house, I felt her shivering against me and reached behind the seat where we’d stowed them and draped one over her shoulders. She huddled into it, drawing it tight around herself, and thanked me with a soft nudge of her elbow to my side, resting her head against my shoulder.


Back at the house as twilight fell, Charlie set about stoking the wood stove and within minutes Aulani and I stood gratefully in front of it, soaking up the heat that radiated from it. She was still shivering, and I instinctively put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her against me. And it came to me immediately – this so-familiar gesture I’d made so many times with Rachel, pulling her against me, hip-to-hip. But this wasn’t Rachel; the hair was different on my shoulder, the smell was different, the feel of the body under my arm was different. 


And the sadness, the great darkness in me that was the Rachel sadness – where had it gone? The emptiness I felt when I thought of her was not what it had been; it felt more dreamlike than real and I puzzled over it. I tried to conjure her face and felt a wave of panic when it wouldn’t come to me immediately, when I had to forcefully construct it. She’s fading from me, I thought; I’m losing her.


“Owen?”


Startled, I looked down to see Aulani looking at me with concerned eyes. “Are you all right? she asked, and I realized how hard I was gripping her shoulder.


“Yes, sorry,” I whispered, taking my arm from around her. 


We stood in awkward silence until Charlie’s booming voice called us to the little kitchen alcove to have crackers and smoked fish spread. I was famished, and apparently so was Aulani, because we raced each other to it as if we’d not eaten in weeks. And this simple act seemed to ease the awkwardness; when Charlie kicked two battered old stools toward us and motioned us to them with his pipe, we sat in the spreading warmth of the stove, knee to knee, chatting comfortably as we dug into the spread.


The crackers and fish spread were soon gone, and Charlie took dinner to the table, joining us after the plates were laid. Within a few minutes, the three of us were engrossed in what had quickly become a routine – little talking while the food was enjoyed; this time, a lamb stew so tender and succulent that even after blunting my appetite on the crackers and spread, I couldn’t slow down. Charlie interrupted his own focus on the lamb long enough to rise and take a splinter, set its tip ablaze from the stove, then light two oil lamps hanging from the timbers that held up the main beam of the house.


“Ah coods turn oan th' power but Ah loove th' lecht frae an oil lamp,” he said in explanation, as he sat back down.


“It’s lovely,” Aulani told him. “Such a soft, good light.” She glanced at me. “It reminds me of Windswept’s cabin, at night, when Owen puts on the little candle lantern. Just enough light to feel safe; there’s such a wonderful comfort to it.”


I was surprised; she’d never mentioned it. She was right, though – the light in here was reminiscent of the cabin. It felt strange, a bit, sitting in this cottage with her; this was new ground.


When we’d finished, Charlie again refused any help with dishes and Aulani and I settled onto the couch, relaxing and chatting about the day’s trip around the island, until he came and took his chair, his kitchen chores finished.


He wasted no time lighting his pipe, and settled back, contemplating us with squinted eyes.


“Weel,” he said, “Ye need time awa' frae 'at boat, dornt ye?”


Aulani spoke at once. “Do you think so, Charlie?


I looked blankly from one to the other. 


“Time from the boat?”


He grunted, poking the air with the pipe stem. “It's as obvioos as th' beak oan yer coopon 'at th' tois ay ye need some time oan dry lain.” He knocked the bowl against the enormous ashtray. “Ah hae bin oan boats myself, aye? Soggy things, arenae they?”


Aulani was smiling. “Yes,” she said agreeably. “They can be damp.”


“Eh'd say 'at settles it 'en, doesnae it?”


I was completely befuddled. “Settles what?”


He looked at me as if I were daft. “Sweit Jaisus, laddie. It settles it 'at ye an' Lani will bide haur fur puckle days. Gie a guid rest an' sleep wi' nae rockin'.”


I turned to Aulani.


“What’s he saying?” I asked.


“He’s invited us to stay with him, Owen.” She smiled sweetly at me. “For a bit.”


“Oh,” I said. There was silence all around, then Charlie suddenly stood.


“Ah need tae use th' loo,” he announced, and left.


I bent forward toward Aulani.


“Don’t you like being on Windswept?” I whispered. 


“Oh, Owen, of course I do,” she replied, laying a hand on my arm. “But do you not see it means the world to him?” She searched my face and smiled. “And it would be an opportunity to do a thorough cleaning. We could pull everything out, all the bedding and clothes; all the stores. I can reorganize while you finish getting the instruments fixed.”


I stared at her.


“Do you think we need to reorganize?”


“Oh, I do,” she said. “I really do.”


I sat back, trying to imagine what possibly was wrong with the way the boat was packed. Charlie ambled back in, pipe smoke preceding him, and sat back down.


“Ur we settled, ‘en?” he asked without any preamble.


“Yes, we’d love to,” Aulani said, and looked pointedly at me.


“Yes, of course, we’d love to,” I said. “As long as it’s no trouble.”


“Trooble? Weel, fur th' loove ay pete, laddie, th' tois ay ye arenae trouble.”


“Well, good then,” I replied. “Apparently Aulani thinks that will give us an opportunity to reorganize.”


He roared with laughter. “Och, son, ye hae it noo. When a hen says organize, ye willnae ken whit burst ye. Yoo'll be bangin' intae jobby fur days.”


She winked at me, and what could I do, really? And now that it was decided, it seemed reasonable enough; I’d been on board Windswept since San Diego, which felt as if it were a lifetime ago. The thought of being in an actual bed, in an actual house, seemed suddenly appealing. No movement, no endless shifting about – and, yes – no dampness.


So, we talked on for the next couple of hours as darkness grew outside, cheerfully putting plans together for the next day. The wood stove put out a steady, comforting warmth and Charlie pulled out the Laphroaig we’d brought him and insisted on pouring for us – as he put it – a “wee bevy affair scratcher.”


We became languid, warmed by the Scotch; drowsiness overtaking us. It wasn’t late, I suppose, in actual hour, but it was dark and comfortable, and we’d had a long day. Charlie knocked out the pipe and got to his feet.


“Aw reit ‘en,” he said. “time fur scratcher.”


We followed him up the narrow stairway, climbing into a high-ceilinged loft. He lit another oil lamp at the top of the stairs and I saw a small room with a single window looking north over the sea. And I saw what I’d been ignoring all along with this talk of us staying with him; there was but one bed in the room.


As he bustled about, the two of us stood quietly, each to our own thoughts. He pulled an extra quilt from a drawer, chattering on about being careful going down the stairs to the loo and encouraging us to keep an eye on the window; the night stars, he said, were exceptional. We listened, smiling and silent. He must’ve thought we were numb with exhaustion.


He took a final, critical look at the bed, seemed satisfied and bid us good night, disappearing slowly down the stairs. When we heard a door slam below, we looked at each other.


“I’ll take the quilt and make a bed on the floor,” I said quickly.


“No, you will not.”


“Well, I’m surely not letting you do it.”


“Well, then,” she said.


“Well what, then?”


“Owen,” she whispered, moving toward the bed. “Blow the light out, would you?”


I did, and the blackness was immediate and total. I waited until I could see the outline of the window, then walked cautiously toward the bed, arms outstretched before me.


“Shit,” I muttered, as my knees hit the mattress.


“Well, for goodness’ sake, get in bed,” she said.


“Are you?”


“Yes, of course.”


“Are you dressed?”


“Don’t be silly.”


“Aulani?”


“Yes?”


“I…I sleep naked.”


She laughed. “So do I.”


That stopped me. “Uh, well, what side are you on?”


“Can’t you see anything?”


“No, just the window.”


“The left.”


I slid around to the right, my fingers guiding me along the edge of the bed in the darkness. Finding the pillow, I sat down and took off my shoes, then my clothes. It was cold, but I sat naked for a few moments, shivering, then closed my eyes, pulled back the covers and slid in, the sheets like ice against my skin.


I was tight up against the edge of the bed, as far to my side as I could be. The bed was small, a double, and though we weren’t touching, I could feel the heat from her body. 


Her small hand touched my shoulder, her fingers soft and warm.


“You’re trembling,” she said softly. “Let me warm you.”


“All right,” I whispered, and felt her encircle me, her soft breasts against my back, her knees tucked behind mine, arms around me. Her breath was warm against the back of my neck. She smelled of coconut.


“Better?” she asked after a moment.


I couldn’t find my voice, so I just nodded. The warmth from her was overpowering; I felt it penetrate me, slowly felt the muscles of my back and shoulders relax.


Her arms squeezed me briefly.


“Warmer now, yes?”


“Yes,” I whispered, “warmer now.”


She put a hand on my shoulder, pulled me gently over toward her.


“Owen, come away from the edge.”


She pulled back to give me room and I rolled toward her, onto my back in the center of the bed. She came to me, laid her head on my chest. I put my arm over her shoulders, let my fingers fall along her back. She pressed into my side, the soft hair between her legs burning my hip. I lay very still.


“Owen?”


“Yes,” I whispered.


“Are you OK?”


“Mostly.”


“You’re uncomfortable.”


I thought about it. “No, not exactly uncomfortable,” I said slowly. “Surprised, I suppose.”


She raised her head, as if trying to see my face in the darkness.


“At what?”


I gently pressed her head back to my chest.


“At how normal it feels. Here. Like this.”


She sighed and was quiet for a few moments. Then she said, “When I woke in Windswept after you found me, I thought I had died.”


“You did?”


I felt her slow nod.


“I remember hands putting water on my lips. I thought it was my Nana. I thought I’d gone to her. I could feel that I was on a boat, and I thought I had sailed in the canoe from this world to the next.”


“Were you frightened?”


“No! Oh, no. I was very happy. I believed I would see her, and…” She paused for a moment. “And, I felt that my karma was settled – for letting the boy go; that I had paid my price.”


“Aulani…”


She put a finger to my lips.


“And when I finally woke up, when I saw you, and came to understand it was not me that was dead, but them, it seemed a mistake. It was so wrong. I was the one prepared to die; death on the sea was a destiny for me, yes? And the boy should have had a life, should have had the chance to grow up and become a man.”


“Listen,” I said. “Dying in a canoe wasn’t your destiny. Your husband and son leaving and going to New Zealand and this insane virus; it was just the way things happened. It wasn’t penalty from something you did or didn’t do – any of it.” I stopped to gather my thoughts. 


“That day on the ocean, when I found you – it…it was one of those moments that brings your life to a point, that collapses the whole of you into a single moment, a single decision. And…and for once in my life, I made the right decision, I did the right thing.” 


I waited a moment, but she was silent.


“So,” I went on, “if there was any saving that day, it was you that saved me. If you want to think of it as karma, then any redemption you feel was due has been settled.”


I waited in the quiet darkness for what seemed like a long time, feeling her breathing softly against me.


“I’m happy it was you,” she whispered finally, “that it was you that found me.”


Long into that night, the air sharpening around us, I lay sleepless. The stars were a panorama of brilliance through the little window and I thought of Rachel, wondering what she’d say to the picture of me here in this bed with Aulani. I thought I knew. Be alive, my love. Be happy. 


And at last, Aulani long asleep against me, I felt sleep reaching for me. I brushed her hair with my lips, closed my eyes.


“G’night, ye bonnie lass,” I whispered. “Fai se miti malie.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




A FEW DAYS turned into a week and then a week into two and still we stayed on. The first few days were consumed with an unhurried urgency to go through Windswept stem to stern, clearing her of every object she held, taking the time to check every system, every wire, every line, every tool, every spare. Over and over, I told myself how fortunate we’d been to make it to the volcanic lake, for the southeast trades returned with a vengeance, bringing icy air. Inside the sheltered volcano, it was nearly calm and easily ten degrees warmer than on the bluffs. We used Two Cherries to ferry load after load to the concrete pier, lay it out and cover it with tarps, accounting for it on the growing inventory that Aulani kept.


And she would brook no more of Charlie insisting on treating us as guests. The first morning after we’d awakened and gone downstairs to find breakfast waiting, she’d made it clear to him that if we were to accept his invitation to stay, he’d have to accept her help. And he did. At first, the two of them rotated the cooking while I was delegated to dishwashing and laundry, apparently too amateurish in the kitchen to deserve chef status. Fine, I told them, if they were going to be snooty about it, I was going to be an unrelenting critic. It was a fool’s errand; enabled by a full kitchen and a vast supply of canned goods – he truly did seem to have enough to feed an army – Aulani proved herself to be a true gourmet. Even Charlie admitted he’d met his match, and the two of them took turns producing meals that kept us eating like kings. 


She also completely managed the repacking of Windswept. At first, I’d wanted to discuss each decision with her, but soon, like the cooking, it proved wiser to surrender to her endless energy and boundless talent and simply let her lead. Her sense of efficiency and utility was manifest in the smallest of details and each time I returned to the boat to get clothes or look for a tool, I was freshly amazed at the way things fell naturally to hand.


And I had to admit – living a land life in the cottage was a pleasant break from the confines of Windswept’s cabin. I enjoyed being there very much indeed – especially the evenings around the stove, filled with enticing food, conversation and laughter. After yet another fine supper, with my role as dishwasher fulfilled and everything put away, we’d find our places around the stove, Charlie filling the air with pipe smoke, and we’d talk endlessly. Reminiscing of our lives in the ‘old world’ and predicting what conditions were like elsewhere in this new one was a favorite topic. As was engaging in boisterous debate over the refinements and expansion that could be done on Raoul. It was clear to me as the days went on that these discussions, usually raised by Charlie, had a deeper purpose behind them. He never tired of energetically promoting the idea of clearing more land, harvesting trees for additional building timber and creating what he called a ‘wee settlement’. His flocks, he said, were hardly begun and could be greatly expanded, providing renewable sustenance indefinitely. It would take little more than an extra pair of hands or two he claimed, his eyes sparkling as he looked at Aulani and I, and it didn’t take a great deal of imagination to know where he was headed with it all.




Some evenings, while Aulani read or sewed, Charlie and I would retreat to the alcove beneath the stairway and scan the frequency bands with his transceiver. He had lovely equipment, fully computerized and very powerful. His shortwave antenna stretched from the rear of the cottage to a tree more than two hundred meters away; if there was something being broadcast, he undoubtedly had the means to receive it. Exactly why Aulani never joined us I couldn’t say with certainty; when I asked, she’d said only that there was nothing she cared to hear. And as it was, she may have been quite right; in truth, we found little to hang our hats on. As the days ticked away, we picked up less and less. In half a dozen sessions, not once did we succeed in pulling in a broadcast from what we felt was a legitimate government; not once. We did – several times - pick up lone survivors, one claiming to be an American, broadcasting from the mountains in Chiapas, Mexico. He seemed half-crazed, quoting the bible and speaking of his many wives, vowing to repopulate the earth as God instructed him. Within minutes, he’d broken the conversation off, fearful he said, that we were tracking his location. He called us devil worshippers, I suppose because we demurred when he insisted we pray with him.


There were others, a few anyway, a couple or a family on a boat, usually desperate. It left me depressed, listening to it, and Charlie fuming, his pipe belching great clouds of smoke, and Scottish curses blazing forth from him. Most were unintelligible to me, though I couldn’t have been more sympathetic to his. But as I say, over time we turned to the radio less and less, spoke more and more of cutting trees, expanding the chicken coop, and taking up a serious pursuit of fishing – as well as enthusiastic ruminations on the dozens of development projects that Raoul offered us.


And, of course, there were the endless card games; this became our favorite evening activity, with Charlie and I forging an ever-doomed unity against what we perceived as the ungodly good fortune of Aulani. She sat gently smiling, night after night, receiving one hand after another of cards that Charlie and I would swear had been pre-arranged in the deck. And if she wasn’t dealt what she needed, she soon drew them, and left the two of us sputtering and frustrated.


For all of that, the evenings flew by, the hours warm and sociable with endless conversation and trays of cheeses, crackers, pickles, fruit, and bread. As the evening grew late – as we judged it in any case - Charlie would pull out the Laphroaig, pouring each of us a small dram as the woodstove settled down into its overnight glowering, pinging as the room began to cool. We’d sip slowly, then he would rise, bid us good night and Aulani and I would climb the stairway, turn the light off and undress in the darkness. We’d slide into the cold bed and hold each other. 


I would be freezing in those first few moments, shivering with the iciness of the room and the bed, then her nude body would surround me, supple and warm, and the sensations that rose within me as ice turned to fire were overwhelming. Lying there, her body became my universe. I could feel each nipple against me as they warmed and softened, feel her flat belly with the rounded swell of her pubis against my hip. Her head would rest on my shoulder, hair draped over me in coconut-scented profusion. We’d often fall asleep like that, something I – the lightest of sleepers - would have thought impossible. Sometimes I’d wake on my side with her curled before, my arms around her, our fingers entwined. I often grew hard against her, at first a terrible embarrassment to me, but she treated it the same way she treated everything, with easy acceptance, something so natural it warranted no reaction or comment.


It wasn’t as though we rejected sex or made a conscious decision to avoid it; there just seemed no rush about it. The sensuality, the utter intimacy of curling up naked together, night after night – this was a universe I’d never experienced before. It broadened my understanding of what love making could be, gentled it into something far more eloquent. 




Most nights we lay together and talked. Sleepily climbing the stairs after bidding Charlie good-night, the cool air of the loft revived us, and we chatted like magpies as we warmed each other. From the totally banal to philosophies of existence – we learned to freely put our thoughts into speech without fear of judgement. For me, it was a revival, a catharsis; it opened up an outlet that had long been closed. For her - I think it was an entirely new experience; once she knew there was nothing she could say that would compromise her, the words and feelings flowed from her.


I was curious, of course, about her husband and son, and in a quiet moment one night, I asked her. I felt her take a deep breath. 


“Don’t talk about it if it makes you uncomfortable,” I said.


“It’s not that,” she replied. “I’m trying to think how to describe it, so you’ll understand.” She hesitated a moment more.


“He was…” she finally began, then stopped. “We… were an arrangement.”


“An arrangement? You mean the marriage was arranged? Like in India? Your parents set it up, and all that?” 


“Not exactly like that,” she replied. “My parents were both dead by then. It was my Nana – my grandmother – who did the arranging.”


“I just have trouble imagining you being amenable to an arranged marriage.”


“Well, right – you’d have to know what it was like on Niue.” She paused. “You’d have to know what I was like. So, well, it’s… complicated.”


“OK,” I said. “Tell me then.” And as the night slipped by around us, she did. 


Her mother had died giving birth to her, her father a few years later, killed in a car, driving drunk. She’d been raised by her maternal grandmother – her Nana – something of a real maverick, apparently, on Niue. With its patriarchal order, and intense, nearly universal Catholicism, Aulani had been taught to scorn both the notion of men running the world and a deity above it. Nana was a spiritualist; she held a literal belief in the ancient Samoan spirit women – the Teine Sa. These teachings dominated her early life, but there’d been a price to pay; casting aside Catholicism had ostracized her from virtually the entire community. They saw her and Nana as pariahs, apostates of the worst kind. Shunned, she had led her life on Niue less with people than nature. Out among the trees and cliffs and waves, Nana had taught her the ways of the Teine Sa, a recognition of the spirituality contained within all things of the earth and sea, and especially the central role of women.


“It is as Nana told me,” she said, “we say mother earth and mother sea for a reason. It is their fertility that gives all of us life.”


“That’s fine,” I replied. “I agree there’s a natural femaleness to many things in the world, and who am I to say there’s not some actual spiritual presence – such as the Teine Sa – in the islands. Still there’s something here that just seems contradictory to me. If Nana taught you freedom from the domination of the Catholic church and espoused not just the strength of women, but the need for them to lead, why on earth would she then arrange a marriage?”


“So that I would have a child,” she replied, her voice flat. “Nana told me the Teine Sa came to her in a dream and told her my future was ordained.” She paused. “She said I…” She let the sentence die.


“She said you what?” 


Her voice was muffled as she pressed her face into my neck, pulled herself tighter against me. “She said I was going to give birth to a special child.”


I waited, but there was nothing more.


“Special, how?” I persisted.


“I don’t know, Owen. Honestly, it was… just a dream of hers, an illusion.” I felt her take a deep breath, felt her breath flow out warm against my neck. “She was wrong; it never happened.”


When she spoke again her voice was distant and tired.


“But she truly believed it. And… well, I wasn’t very likely to find a man on my own, so she found one for me. He was older, a Maori from New Zealand, working on Niue on some NZ construction project.”


She paused.


“What he wanted…what he wanted was a woman. That’s all. A woman. For himself, for what you would imagine. And for his small son, he wanted a mother.”


His small son, I thought, not hers. 


“So, what then?” I asked. “Did you go to New Zealand?”


“No. The arrangement Nana made was that he…got me, and in return had to agree to live on Niue. She said that the Teine Sa spirits were centered there, that I needed a connection to them.”


“So, did he…?”


“Did he believe all that? No, he thought it was funny. And at first, he didn’t seem to care about me staying on Niue; most of his work was off-island anyway. He’d be home for a few days, then off for a month or two.” She paused.


“He wasn’t a bad person.” Another pause. “I tried to be a good wife. I tried to be a good mother to his son.”


She sighed.


“In time though,” she whispered, “he came to hate coming home to me. He considered Niue boring and remote, thought Niueans were hicks. He wanted to be back living in Auckland; he missed the social life there, all his mates, the pubs. And… just having a young woman waiting when he came home, after a while, it wasn’t enough.”


I tried to think of something comforting to say and couldn’t find it.


“He never hurt me,” she added suddenly, “never got angry with me. I think in the end, he just regretted everything. And when the NZ takeover happened, well, in his mind that took care of his end of the deal. He thought we’d leave Niue, go to Auckland like everyone else. It… he couldn’t understand why I refused to go. It was the only thing we ever fought about.” Her voice trailed off again and I waited for her to finish. “In the end,” she finally said, “I just couldn’t.” 


“And the boy?” I asked.


“Truly,” she replied softly, “I came to love him. He was four when he came to me, and six when Mani took him back to New Zealand. For him, I was the only mother he’d ever known; for me, caring for him made the two years worthwhile.”


“So, then” I asked slowly. “What about the special child the spirits had revealed to your grandmother in the dream? Did… didn’t you get pregnant?”


Something approaching bitterness crept into her voice.


“No,” she said, “I didn’t.”


“I’m sorry,” I whispered. It was all I could think of to say.


She pulled closer to me, touched her lips to my neck.


“Don’t be,” she whispered back. “The only sorrow was the boy, who lost his mother twice.”


“But you,” I said after a while. “You lost the chance for a family.”


I waited for a long time, long enough that I thought she’d fallen asleep. But she finally answered in a voice small and distant.


“I never had a chance,” she said. “It just wasn’t meant to be.”


“How can you say that?”


“How can I not? It couldn’t have been him – he’d fathered a child. The failure was mine.” She sighed deeply, and I stroked her hair.


“I had been an outcast for a long time, Owen. As I think about it now, it just all seems to have a certain karma to it. When Niue was for Niueans, I rejected them. When Nana dreamed I’d have a child, I couldn’t. And when everyone left, I stayed. So, living my life alone, finally hiding in a cave – well, it seemed right.”


“You belong in sunshine, not a cave,” I said.


She laughed quietly into my chest.


“Perhaps,” she whispered.


For a few minutes then, we lay quietly. I suppose, at that point, I should’ve known it was coming, should have expected it, but when she asked, I was quite unprepared.


“And you,” she said. “Now you have to tell me about your Rachel.”


How, I wondered in the silence that followed, will I ever do that?


“Is it all right? She asked, after a moment.


“Yes, of course,” I replied quickly. “I just…I’m not very good at even thinking about it, much less trying to talk about it.”


She hugged me.


“Then this will be good for you.”


Right.


“I met Rachel in college, in Ann Arbor. How she…why she bothered with me I don’t think I’ll ever completely understand. I wasn’t someone that…I wasn’t a very social person.” I paused to consider my words. “Actually, I wasn’t very friendly to people at all. I really don’t think I cared about other people.”


She raised up slightly, trying to see my face in the darkness.


“But why, Owen?”


I took a few moments to marshal my thoughts. How do you explain your own nature? How can you possibly see yourself with any objectivity? But still, I tried.


“I just never, even as a child, felt entirely comfortable around other people. I don’t exactly know how to describe it – I felt remote from them, different. I was amazed that people seemed to want to be with each other, seemed so wrapped up in what other people thought. I couldn’t have cared less. And, well, it was a little more than that. I…I hated being told what to do. When I was little, in grade school, I can’t tell you the trouble it caused; it was painful for everyone, especially my parents.”


She laid her head back on my chest, listening.


“I was kicked out of grade school – suspended – five times before I reached the fifth grade. They sent me for counseling; I refused to talk to the therapist. The whole thing, my whole childhood – it was just a mess.”


I let the memories come, waiting for words to form.


“It got worse as I got older and finally, they just kicked me out of the school system entirely when I was sixteen. They’d just had enough, I suppose. My parents were horrified but I was very relieved. I found a job, got fired. Found another, fired again. It kind of went that way for a while, and when I was old enough, I took a high school equivalency test, so I could get a diploma and apply to college, thinking… well, that it might be different. I did very well on the test and got into a good university. I went there fearing the worst, and it turned out to be much better than I’d ever imagined. I was free, really. If I wanted to be left alone, I was – no one gave a shit.” 


She stroked the side of my face with her soft hand.


“It was good,” I reassured her. “The work - there were some amazing minds in Ann Arbor, some very, very bright people and it was…it opened up a new world to me. But I was still the same person inside, and very ready – always - to turn away, to reject people. And… after a while, I didn’t need to. I wasn’t someone people wanted to be around.” 


I paused. “And that was fine with me.” 


“I don’t believe that.”


I thought about it.


“I suppose it’s not entirely true,” I admitted. “Because if it were, when I met Rachel, when she insisted on getting close to me, I wouldn’t have let her.”


“And you did let her.” A statement, not a question.


“Yes,” I agreed, “I did. I saw her the first time in the library. She had some huge reference book and dropped it, literally at my feet, and more in irritation than anything else I picked it up and shoved it back in her arms.”


I laughed at the memory.


“The look on her face when I scowled at her – I think if I’d done anything else, anything normal at all, that would’ve been that. But – you’d have to know her – she saw this angry, defensive, maniac of a person as a personal challenge and…well, she was persistent. And very, very smart. And…she didn’t seem like the others. There never seemed to be an agenda with her, never any reason to believe she meant anything other than what she said. She was the only person I’d ever met who didn’t seem to care what people thought. She was very true to herself. That’s how I saw her.”


I paused, remembering.


“And she was beautiful and so very kind,” I added in a whisper.


“And she overcame your defenses and you loved her and married her.”


I nodded very slowly. “Yes, that’s how it was.”


I thought about those days, so long ago now. How happy my parents had been; their unimaginably anti-social, half-crazed son had met someone, was actually getting married. My mother wept, literally wept tears of relief and joy, every time she saw us together.


“And the boat, Owen? How did Windswept come about?”


“Well,” I replied, “marrying Rachel changed my life, but didn’t really change me, if you catch my meaning. I came upon the idea of building a boat because I wanted to take her and escape – to cruise the ocean endlessly, a society of two. And we couldn’t buy a boat of course, because no boat was exactly right. I needed to make my own.”


Aulani laughed. “And she was willing? She agreed?”


“She wanted me to be happy,” I replied slowly. “Though she never said so, I think she went along with it largely because I wanted it so much. But,” I added quickly, “you had to know Rachel; once she said she’d do something, she did it completely, did it as though she were redefining it.”


I had to laugh, thinking of all the stuff she bought, all the classes she signed us up for and made me attend.


“She went after plans and boat types and cruising routes as if we were embarking on a scientific mission. I think by the time we finally found a design we liked, she had pissed off half the naval architects in the States and Australia combined. She detested pretentiousness, and as a group they’re a pretty smug lot.”


“I think I would’ve like her,” she said quietly.


“I think so, too.”


“And then she got sick?”


“Later, yes - she got sick. A lump in her breast. She laughed it off, teased me for worrying. But it was cancer. Still, she laughed – big deal, she said. One breast instead of two – that’s why they made them in pairs.”


The memories streamed past in the dark room.


“We thought everything had been…taken care of. But she got sick again, began having headaches and we went back, and they told us it was in her brain. She got sicker and sicker, very quickly. One day we were still planning for when she got better, got well, and then suddenly it became a question whether today would be the last day, whether that night would be the end of it.” I stopped, needed to push back the sob that rose in my throat.


“One afternoon, as weak as she was, she began asking me to promise her that I’d finish the boat; she wanted me to complete it, get it out of the barn and take it to sea just as we’d planned. And of course, I said I couldn’t possibly do that – how could I go without her? But she summoned some force from somewhere and she wouldn’t let it go; she kept saying Promise me, Owen, promise me you will. All that afternoon, as ill and exhausted as she was, she asked me and asked me. And I begged her, I said Rachel, please… but no.” 


I waited a long time to find my voice again.


“So, I had no choice. I said it. I promised to finish the boat, promised to take it to the sea. Promised to go sailing.”


“Of course,” Aulani said softly.


“When she died, the moment she died, it was like a dream; it just wasn’t possible that it was real. I knew she was very sick, and she’d been very open, very frank as always, talking about death. The doctor talked about death. But I didn’t; to me, it was just a word.”


Another pause. Then the words rushed from me.


“She loved tea. The afternoon, that afternoon, I made her a cup and brought it to her. I sat it down next to her very carefully and I could see the steam rising from it. Nothing was different, you know? It was the same thing as the day before and the day before that – there was nothing any different about that day.”


“Owen, I…”


“And the cup just sat there, and I was looking at her, and the steam…the steam stopped rising from the cup and I saw in her face that she wasn’t there anymore. She was looking at me and then she just left. And…the windows were all closed, I know they were because I checked. There wasn’t a breath of air and the curtains behind her moved, they moved when she died, moved as if something had passed through them, and I felt it somehow. I could see it.”


I thought about it all over again; arriving where I always arrived.


“So, I think it was her. I think it was her going from this world.”


And then, it was all just too much, all these words. They ripped me, left me in anguish, burned the night air. And something burst inside me, some dammed up thing ruptured and broke, and I raised my hands to my face and wept and wept as if tears were free. And in a while, I wept as much with rage as sorrow, angry with myself, watching remotely from some high, far place as this poor fool cried. Always, always this. It never ended.


But in time it gave way. Aulani lay quietly beside me, holding me. She caressed me, stroked my face, kissed my tears. I heard her whisper to me in foreign words soft in the darkness, words that soothed me; unintelligible words that I understood nonetheless. And I learned that pain shared is just as sharp as pain suffered alone, but that pain shared is grey, not black. And it was enough.










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




WE WERE AT the pier the next morning, working together to reload all the provisions into Windswept according to the plan Aulani had worked out, when Charlie appeared above us at the head of the cliff trail, waving cheerily, pipe billowing smoke.


“Awright there, ye tae, climb up ‘ere and len a haun, hey?” he shouted down, thrusting the pipe stem at us with each word. “Ah cannae gie aw thes myself!”


We looked at each other.


“Was there more you had at the house?” I asked her. She shook her head, evidently as confused as I was.


“Everything’s down here already.”


“Well, then what stuff is he talking about?”


“Don’t know,” she answered, and came up onto the pier. “But I think we’d better go find out.”


When we reached the top of the trail, he stood leaning against a wheelbarrow – a huge thing with high plywood sides – overloaded with provisions of all sorts. Canned meats, vegetables, soup, fruit juice, packets of freeze-dried meals, powdered milk, pasta, bags of rice – it was as though he’d raided the local Costco.


We just stood and stared, Aulani getting the obvious question out before I could.


“Charlie, what is all this?”


“Weel, this...” and he jabbed his pipe vigorously at the wheelbarrow two or three times, “is a wee bit ‘o fairn for ye. I’ll not have the tae of ye starvin’ on mah watch, hey?”


“Charlie, we can’ take that,” she replied. “There’ll be no more supply boats for you.”


He scowled at this.


“Guid christ, lass,” he grumbled. “Ah’ve got enaw scran tae bide tae a hundert!”


She crossed her arms. He tried another tack.


“Lani,” he insisted, “Ah cannae hae ye aff tae sea knowing ye'r likely hungert.”


“Charlie,” I said, “we can always find another grocery store somewhere. And we can fish! But we’ve already eaten your food for nearly three weeks.”


He pulled the old watch cap from his head and waved it at us madly. “Ah hae mair than I cuid use in a hundert years, I teel ye!“ 


He brought the cap to rest, pointing it at Aulani, his face contorted. “Ye cannae feed this bonnie lassie hee haw but fish!” 


Then he stood as straight as he could and thrust the cap back onto his wild hair, his eyes fierce. As he spoke, the pipe bobbed up and down in his jaw, his voice at full bellow.


“Ah will hear na mair! Ye’ll take it or it wull rot oan this pier. Dae ye ken me?” He glared at us. “Dae ye?”


We looked at each other, helpless. Her eyes were wet, but she smiled. Reluctantly, I turned to him.


“All right, then,” I said. “We’ll take it, and we’re grateful beyond words.” He started to turn to the wheelbarrow, but I took his arm. 


“Charlie…” I began, but he interrupted me, pulling away.


“Shut yer geggy,” he said gruffly. “And gimme some hulp, will ye?”


It took several trips down the cliff trail to get everything onto the pier. I adamantly refused to let him carry anything; we had the high ground, having accepted the food, and he knew it – so though he sputtered and complained, in the end he let Aulani and I carry it all. Piled on the pier, it was an impressive load. When I’d set the last box down, I looked at her and saw her contemplating the new pile of goods, then glance at Windswept, then back to the pile.


I groaned. “No,” I said. “Please, can’t we just put it on top?”


She stared at me.


“Aulani, no,” I pleaded.


“Shut yer geggy,” she replied, and giggled madly.


It was a long morning.


By lunchtime, we’d finally finished. She grumbled a bit that there was still room for improvement but relented when I threatened mutiny. We stood on the dock, looking Windswept over, her sails cleanly furled, batteries full, sheets and lines laid fair. We were ready.


At the cottage, Charlie surprised us with fresh chowder, waiting on the stove, hot and steaming as we walked in. As we sat, Aulani saw only the two bowls on the table and asked if he was not going to eat.


“Ah hae awreddy eaten, lassie,” he said briskly, and rubbed his hands together. “Th' tois ay ye eat noo, an' jist listen while Ah dae some talkin’, awe rite?”


We glanced at one another; she raised an eyebrow, then turned to him and nodded. He hesitated, nervously clearing his throat.


“Ye ken 'at Ah hae great fondness fur ye, an' Ah am woriat abit ye. Th' warld isnae safe an' aam afraid it will kill ye.” He stopped for breath, sucking on his unlit pipe. Aulani tried to speak, but he quickly held up a hand.


“Lani, please lit me spick aw th' way.” We waited in silence, and I feared very much I knew what was coming.


“Thes islain is safe an' aye will be. Thaur is guid timmer haur fur buildin' anither hoose, an' guid lain fur a brammer garden.” He fixed each of us in turn with a fierce gaze, as if daring us to deny it.


“An' nae jist 'at,” he continued. “There's myself, fa hae come tae… come tae loove ye.” He busied himself for a few moments lighting his pipe, then looked up again with a ruddy face.


“Th' tois ay ye coods make a haem haur, hae a wee bairn an' start yer life oan thes guid islain. Yoo'll gie a guid start - Ah will split th' chickens an' th' sheep an' cows; an' in time, thaur will be twice whit thaur is noo.”


He pointed a knobby finger at my face. 


“If ye wanted tae dae yer damn huntin', ye cood. Bide until it's safe, reit, 'en gang tae New Zealand if ye want, fin' whit ye can, 'en come back 'er tae yer haem an' yer fowk. But laddie – fur th’ loove ay god - make yer haem haur. Bide haur. Hae yer bairns haur.” He looked at us, one to the other, with those old, fierce eyes.


“Dornt gang intae 'at evil warld, fur Ah fear it will kill ye.” He sat down, spent. He looked to me very tired, and old.


I started to speak, but Aulani took my hand and squeezed it and I waited.


“Charlie,” she said. “Let Owen and I talk this over, all right? It is a very large thing to decide, yes?” He nodded, saying nothing, and she rose and walked behind his chair, bent and put her arms around him and kissed his face, setting the watch cap askew on his head. He sputtered a bit, but I noticed his struggles to free himself were not very vigorous.


“Let’s go for a walk,” I suggested. “Maybe go look at the damn timber trees Charlie keeps jabbering on about.” I smiled at him, and it broke my heart to see the sudden hope rise in his eyes.


Aulani kissed him again, and he reached up, laying a hand on her shoulder. I waited for her, took her hand in mine, and we left.


In the weeks that we’d been there, aside from the two-tracks that we’d jolted over in the Land Rover, we’d not had much opportunity to explore the dense forests that covered most of the island. So now, without much thought, I instinctively headed for the highest ridge I’d seen – a steep, wooded knife’s edge a kilometer or so southeast of the cottage that I’d thought might have a good view.


We were quiet as we threaded our way through the trees, making our way toward it with only a vague sense of how to get there. But after walking for a few hundred meters, we came upon a very old path, faint in the ground, that led us to the top in a series of switchbacks. Once there, we found a small clearing, overgrown with low grass, open to the north and high enough that we stood for a few moments in awed silence at the views. To the south, kilometer after kilometer of thickly green, forested ridges fanned out, presumably all the way to the coast. Northward, the magnificent view of the Pacific and the nearby islets cloaked in the white foam of waves lay before us. And to the east, a look down into the caldera and Blue Lake within, the top third of Windswept’s mast just visible.


I sat down on the grass cross-legged and reached up my hand for Aulani, pulling her down next to me.


“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” I said.


“Beautiful,” she agreed. “How did you know about it?”


“I didn’t really. I’ve been noticing these high ridges and hoped for a view like this.” I glanced at her. “It would make quite the location for a cottage.”


“Is that what you’d like?” she asked, her voice soft but with an urgency behind it that took me by surprise.


“I don’t know,” I replied. But I’d answered too quickly it seemed, for a shadow came into her eyes.


I tried to read her and failed. “What do you want?” I asked.


Her hand crept into mine, captured it; she watched our fingers and was silent for a long time.


“Aulani?”


She looked up at me and I was startled to see tears gathered in her eyes.


“Do you not know, Owen?”


I stared at her, having just enough sense not to reply without considering carefully an answer. She never asked trivial questions, and I knew with certainty in my heart she wasn’t asking one now.


And in truth, I believed I did know. She was asking about so much more than staying or leaving, about needing to decide between building a cottage on this ridge or simply remembering this lovely place in the days to come.


I searched her face, seeing as though for the first time the green turquoise of her eyes, the full mouth and slender neck, the lovely high cheekbones and copper skin, the waves of long dark hair. I saw the intelligence, the force of life that was expressed in so many ways; her humor, her courage, her endless kindness. I saw the nights that we’d held each other, talking without end and I suddenly saw the days and nights that might yet lie ahead of us. I saw what she’d done for me, the fullness that she’d brought to every aspect of my life. And I let the truth of my desire for her up out of the place where I’d kept it, let myself imagine making love to her. 


I tried to recall the moment I’d first laid eyes on her, that first dark speck of the canoe caught in the morning glow of the red star but couldn’t bring the image back into my head. That had happened in a different lifetime – I could no longer imagine a world where Aulani was a stranger, a world that existed without the feelings I had for her, the need I had for her. She sat before me, diminutive, beautiful, our knees touching. A wave of intense tenderness swept through me; I wanted to protect her, care for her. No, that wasn’t it – it wasn’t my protection she needed, that wasn’t what it was about. I struggled to find a way to think about it, about her.


You’re making it much too complicated, love, Rachel said suddenly. I was startled; it had been so long since she’d spoken, I’d begun to wonder if she’d left me. I answered her in my thoughts.


‘It seems very complicated, Raich.’


But it isn’t at all.


‘Then tell me what to do. Tell me what I need to say.’


Owen – you already know; it’s right there in front of you.


Yes, I suppose it was. If I were honest with myself, I’d known what was growing with Aulani for some time, the feelings I had for her. I’d just not let myself put it into words. I thought about Rachel and tears welled, a bottomless sadness swept over me.


‘Oh Raich, I’m so very sorry.’


And her laughter then, light and joyful, rang through my head so clearly, I felt certain Aulani must hear it.


Sorry because you’ve found love? Oh, Owen – what ill thing could ever come from love? Do you think loving her and being loved changes how we feel about each other or alters the memories of the life we had?


I really didn’t have to think about it. ‘No, Raich, no. I love you this moment as I’ve always loved you.’


Her soft, sweet laugh again.


I saw Aulani watching me, saw in the depths of her eyes the truth. And it all became so simple, so clear.


“I don’t care too much one way or another, whether we stay or go, to be honest,” I told her. “I could definitely see a life here – it’s safe, it’s beautiful, and Charlie; well I think the world of him. I think it’d be lovely to build a cottage up here and watch the ocean, raise chickens and sheep, plant some grapes and make lots of chowder.”


She was silent, just watching me.


“I also understand wanting to go on, to keep looking. If we’re alive, and Charlie’s alive, there must be other places where people have survived. Good people. There must be. I understand the need to, well, to explore. I have a strong feeling that there’s something we’ve left undone, something unfinished. We’ve… we’ve got something left to do, I think. There’s something out there waiting.”


Still, she said nothing. I saw a flicker of something pass through her eyes. Wariness? Approval?


“So, I’m… I’m up for whatever you want to do.” I hesitated, wanting to put my words together carefully.


“But Aulani,” I added softly, “you must understand. What I really care about is that whatever the way forward is, whatever path is chosen, we always, forever and forever, do it together.” There was nothing else to say. No, there was one more thing. 


“That’s it, then,” I said. “I love you.”


And I sat back, shivering in the wind and waited. 


She closed her eyes for just a moment, and an old insecurity rose in me, primordial, fearful. But when she opened them, I saw the light within, and I knew. I reached for her, but I was too slow, and she knocked me over backwards as she launched herself at me, landing on top of me, kissing me.


She sat astride me as I smiled up at her and she looked at me in a way I’d not seen before and slowly reached and pulled the t-shirt over her head, rose fluidly to her feet and stepped out of her shorts, standing naked in the wind, untouched by the cold, her feet straddling me. I looked at her for a time, then reached down and pulled my own shorts off. She smiled and very slowly, very gently lowered herself onto me, taking me in her hand and guiding me into her. A moan escaped me, and she bent forward and put her arms around my neck. I felt her breasts on my chest, then I felt her lips on mine and there was only her body and her mouth. There was only us.


I don’t remember much of the walk back down the trail to the cottage. We arrived with clothes on, so at some point we must’ve dressed. I know I had hold of her hand.


By the time we reached it, dusk had nearly descended, and it was obvious that we’d given Charlie a bit of a fright – both from the lateness of the hour and the state we were in. I caught sight of myself in the small mirror in his scant foyer; I hardly recognized the face that stared back at me. My eyes were wild and unfocused; as if I’d returned barely alive from some sort of epic battle. The rogue in the mirror smiled back at me.


Charlie bustled about us, grumbling about the madness of being out late in such ridiculous wee clothing in a cold wind, that we’d catch our death with such behavior, and so on. Yet, his tone was gentle, and his touch caring, and in good time a cup of his strong English tea put me to rights, and I felt as if I were returning to myself from some wild dream. And I thought, was it? But I looked at Aulani and found those green eyes softly on mine. And there was a knowing in them, a unity. If it was a dream, we shared it. 


“Th' tois ay ye loch as yoo've hud quite th' efternuin,” he said finally, after we’d had some time to sit. He squinted appraisingly at us through the rising smoke of his pipe.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“Ye baith swatch wabbit,” he declared.


“Sorry, what?”


“He’s saying we seem tired,” Aulani said. I wondered how she’d possibly decoded that one.


“Well,” I replied brightly, “it was a long walk and a very steep hill.”


“Ay coorse,” Charlie agreed.


We sat there all staring around the room, and I looked from one to the other and before I could help it, began to laugh. And once I’d started, I laughed as I hadn’t in a very, very long time; laughed until tears rolled down my face and my ribs ached.


Through my tears I saw the two of them watching me, Aulani with a sweet smile and Charlie with his mouth agape, staring as if I’d gone completely mad. Finally, he could take it no longer and pulled the pipe from his mouth, jabbed it at me and bellowed.


“Are ye oan drugs, ye looney bird?”


At this, Aulani began to laugh, and was soon nearly as helpless as I was. Charlie watched us both in open astonishment, then rose muttering from his chair, growling that supper needed to be laid and the two loons sure as hell weren’t in a proper state to do it.


Much later, the remains of the day gradually being set aglow by the last of the Laphroaig, the three of us gathered around the wood stove as usual and I could not throw off the sense that it was for the last time. My heart ached.


We stayed up uncharacteristically late, none of us quite willing to rise to our feet to announce time for bed. Charlie was not himself; taciturn and preoccupied. Even his pipe laid forgotten in the huge ashtray. The cat, as usual, sat in his lap, complaining a bit when it became obvious to her that his attention was elsewhere.


Finally, he could wait no longer and spoke up, his voice gruff.


“Aw reit 'en, whit is it tae be?”


We looked at each other, Aulani and I, and said nothing. He took that to mean we had decided to leave.


“Yoo're nae tae gang,” he shouted, shaking his fist at me. “Yoo're nae tae gang!”


I was taken completely aback and looked over at Aulani for help, but her eyes were anguished.


“Charlie,” I stammered. “I…”


“There's naethin' it thaur fur ye, is thaur?” he shouted. “Whit’s th’ bludy point? Dae ye hink yoo'll fin' anythin' guid?”


I searched his wild face; his eyes looked hawk-like beneath the wild eyebrows. He stood gasping for breath after the outburst, his chest heaving. He suddenly sat back down and grabbed his pipe, but his hand shook so badly he couldn’t light it. Then Aulani was next to him, her hand over his, bringing the flame to the pipe, gently holding it in place while he drew life into the tobacco. He sat rigid and unyielding and we waited.


“A’m sorry,” he said at last, his head down. “Tis nae muh business tae tell ye whit tae dae, hey?” He looked up at us. “Ah’ament fowk o’ yers, am ah?”


“Oh, Charlie,” Aulani said, and began to cry, kneeling in front of him. She wrapped her arms around his knees and laid her head on his legs. Her voice was muffled, but I could hear the certainty in her voice, the strength of her words.


“You are family,” she said fiercely. “Do you think either Owen or I have any family anywhere in the world other than you?” She raised her head and searched his face. 


He sat frozen above her, tried to free himself from her arms for a moment, then gave in, dropping his arms to his sides, the pipe scattering embers onto the scarred old floor.


“What family is now,” she said, “is something different, yes? It has nothing to do with the people you’re born with anymore - you have to earn it now, you have to deserve it.” She sat back on her heels, leaving her hands on his knees. 


“It’s a choice now,” she said, then leaned in and softly kissed his cheek.


“And don’t you know, dear Charlie, that we’ve chosen you? She turned and looked at me. “Just as Owen and I have chosen each other.”


What grand and selfless thing had I done in some earlier existence, I wondered, that had brought to me the loving grace of not just one, but two extraordinary women? And it occurred to me then, quite abruptly, to wonder if they weren’t the same person, after all, in some cosmic sense. Was it possible that the same spiritual force, the same… the same force of love, could exist in two different bodies, two different lives, two different times? Was that such an absurd notion? What did I know of the universe, after all? Nothing. Less than nothing. But I knew about love.


I struggled to keep my voice light. “That’s it then, old man. It’s official. You’re family.”


He glanced at me with a wicked grin.


“Yoo'll no be wantin' tae be callin' me auld, laddie.”


He sat looking from one of us to the other, fussed with his tobacco, and refilled and lit his pipe. He sighed the first fragrant smoke from it and regarded the two of us studiously.


“Then,” he said, his voice low and gritty, “If Ah am fowk then, Ah teel ye, ye cannae go.”


Aulani sat down, forearms resting on her knees and leaned toward him.


“We have no choice,” she said. “We have to go. I know you understand that.”


“Nay, lass,” he replied quickly. “Ah dinnae at a’.”


“You do,” she insisted. “If it were you, where Owen and I are, you would think exactly as we do.”


I was more than a little curious to find out what we thought.


“We don’t know what’s out there,” she continued. “We don’t know who might have lived through this, or if there’s anything left of anything.” 


He started to speak, but she held up her hand. “Perhaps the three of us, sitting here, are all that’s left of the world. Perhaps there’s no point at all in risking our lives to cross more ocean only to encounter evil. Perhaps all we’ll accomplish in searching, in going on, is losing you, losing our family all over again.” 


Again, she hesitated and glanced briefly at me then looked back at him.


“But if we surrender to this, we’re giving up on the world, giving up on people.”


“Let me tell ye aboot fowk,” he fired back. “Thir’s naught bit twa kinds anymair; th’ ones that ur deid, and th’ ones that wantae murdurr ye.”


She shook her head.


“There’s a third kind too,” she insisted softly. “There’s people like us, yes? People that want to start the world again, all anew, and make it a different kind of place than it was.”


“Lass, howfur wull ye ever dae that?” He shook his head in great arcs. “Thir’s na restarting this world. Tis ower. Ye’ll sail, the two o’ ye, oot intae a deid place ‘n’ it wull do naught but be th’ end o’ ye.”


“Perhaps so,” she replied calmly. “Perhaps we’ll die out there. Perhaps we’ll find only the dead and the wicked, as you say. Perhaps we’d be far better off staying here with you, living in comfort, warmed by your kindness and generosity. And love. We could live out what years we have on this little island, make it a home.”


“That’s whit ahm sayin’,” he responded eagerly. “That's exactly whit aam tellin' ye.”


“There were eight billion of us, Charlie,” she replied. “Eight billion, yes? Some must’ve been naturally resistant; it just stands to reason. Some must’ve been remote like you, or at sea like Owen. Some must’ve been able to avoid any contact with people, as I did. We’re not miracles, the three of us, we’re just survivors and I believe with all my heart that there must be others. Not bad people, good people. People who want the world to continue, to be made better than it ever was.”


She paused, taking a breath.


“Is the world as we knew it dead? Yes. All the technology, all the science, all the machinery, all the grand schemes of governments – all that is gone.” She stared at him with bright, wet eyes.


“But what of the people that are still left? What they do will determine what we become; it will shape this new world. All of them, wherever they are, in whatever little pocket they find themselves, wherever and however they’ve managed to escape this awful thing - they’re all exactly in the position we’re in right now; they must decide. Do they take a risk and reach out to others or withdraw inward, intent only on their own survival?” 


We both watched her as she considered her words.


“I cannot accept that my only choice…” and she stopped and looked over at me, “that our only choice, is simply to survive. We can choose more than that, to be bigger than that. We can choose to look for the remnants of people like us, and work together to reshape this world. What’s left now – these little pockets of survivors that must be out there; they are like islands, yes? Like islands in an ocean world. There will be some large islands and many small ones, some will be only islands of one or two. But no matter their size, all these islands must now begin to live as the old islanders in the Pacific lived, isn’t that so? They nurtured the resources of their islands because that’s all they had. They learned they must, or they would die, as the people of Easter Island died when they forgot that the land and trees and animals and fish must be respected. All of us left now, all these scattered islands, we must now nurture the Earth so that like a good mother she will nurture us. Again, she paused to breathe and to choose her words.


“And we – Owen and I, we have this great gift he has built. We have Windswept. And we must take her, sail her, reach out to all the islands of people that we can find and help them bring about a new world, a new kind of world.”


She stopped, and we sat in silence. Beyond the softly glowing circle of light from the hurricane lamp, the room was dark, impenetrable. Embers popped within the wood stove, and remotely, beyond the house, I could hear the low rumble of the sea as it found the rocky headlands. 


She sat quite calmly, hands together in her lap, lamp light dancing on her face, casting shadows that reflected, then hid, the streaks of tears on her cheeks. In the half-light, there was something ancient in her face, something distinctly Samoan, dark and primordial. 


And what of this vision of hers, I wondered, this view of the new world as an island world? I thought of all these possible islands - places where one or two people, or a handful or perhaps even a small village survived in a forlorn landscape of violence, hunger and sickness. Humanity may have been altered, but had humans themselves changed at all, really? Were people any more likely now to act with kindness toward one another, to act with respect toward the Earth? How realistic was it to think that the two of us, sailing out across the globe on Windswept, could make even the slightest goddamn difference? And in any case, how much time did we have to find out? How long did all these pockets of people distributed around the globe have, in order to relearn the agrarian skills needed to survive before the grocery stores and the drugstores fell into complete ruin? A generation maybe? Probably much less. And then that would be the end of it. And even if they learned, the end would still come. It would come if the game and fish were hunted indiscriminately, come if the water was wasted or sullied, come if the earth around them were spoiled with garbage. And the end would come ultimately if they didn’t reach out to others, didn’t find a way to share, to exchange, to leverage and celebrate the differences of people. 


And the devil’s advocate in me wondered why, exactly, I should give a goddamn. I considered the comfortable room around me, thought of the goats outside and the chickens, of Charlie’s marvelous garden. We could do the same, Aulani and I – cut some trees for timber, build a cottage. Plant a garden, split off a goat or two from Charlie’s herd, and the same for a couple of hens and a rooster. We had the perfect safe harbor for Windswept – we could explore the area, maybe scavenge coastal cities, find grocery stores, pharmacies, clothing stores. Find more seeds, maybe find pigs or even a horse. We could rob the dead cities for months at a minimum, maybe years for certain things, before rot and rust consumed it all. And if there were marauders out there that had survived, we had a perfectly defensible position, high on the rock. And the safest imaginable harbor in the caldera. If we needed more weapons, we could get them. We could be safe. We’d be happy and comfortable.


Ah, but that was all nonsense and I knew it. And of course, Aulani had seen it long before I did. Nurturing the Earth meant more than being defensive. The Earth itself was more than the land and the sea; it was a place of her creatures as well, and we, we poor humans, weren’t we also her creatures? Didn’t tending to her works mean tending to one another, mean being a good steward to each other? As lovely as it sounded, we could not stay here, however safe it would be and forsake those others that had found a means to survive. We could not ignore the responsibility we had to them. Aulani’s vision of the new world was a difficult one to live with, but it was undeniable.


And Charlie, I think, finally saw it, too. His face had grown calm, the pipe set pensively in his mouth as he watched us. I wondered what was in his mind. Did he wish he were younger, that he might go with us? Or did he see himself in another role; staying here as a rock we could always rely on, always return to for safe haven and succor? A place of family for as long as he lived.


“Ah wull tell ye this, lassie,” he said, pulling the pipe from his mouth. “Ah wid nae bet against ye.”


He stood up slowly, dropping the pipe into the ashtray.


“A’m needin’ some kip,” he said. “And ye’ll be wanting tae git up earlie, sae ah will say guid nicht to the both of ye.”


We hugged him and together watched as he turned and headed to the little bedroom. I saw the hitching walk and the slightly stooped back, and he suddenly seemed so much older. I had a moment’s impulse to call him back, to say more, but sensing it, Aulani laid her hand on my arm.


“Give him some time,” she whispered.


We went up the stairs, perhaps for the last time, and lay in the darkness with our arms around each other. Neither of us spoke. Sadness welled up in me; for Charlie, for leaving him alone. Sadness for myself, for Rachel dying. Sadness for Aulani and the loss of her family and her island. Sadness for the world. 


All she’d said, her vision of an island planet – it was wonderful and brilliant, but laying here in the dark, it felt like such an impossible journey. It seemed a hard thing to work toward; perhaps an impossible thing. But as sleepiness began to wrap me in its embrace, as I felt her head on my chest and smelled the fragrance of her hair, I knew it didn’t matter. Where she went, so I went too.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




AS WE STOOD before the little window overlooking the north shore the next morning, Aulani took one long glance at the mare’s tails spreading across the eastern sky and turned to me with a look of concern.


“There’ll be a good blow by noon. From the northwest, I think.”


“Northwest?”


She nodded.


I knew it wasn’t the wind itself that bothered her – she was thinking about getting through that channel and away from the cliffs. Wind out of the northwest – we’d be clawing off a lee shore with very little sea room at all. The morning seemed fine to me, but I’d learned not to question her forecasts. 


“OK,” I replied. “Breakfast, then let’s go.”


We’d risen early, both of us lingering in the little room that had become home to us. Standing together at the window, looking out at the sea, I thought about the cyclone that had brought us here, and before that, the red star whose glow had revealed the small speck of a canoe far off on the horizon. Fate? Fortuitous accident? Ocean spirits? Aulani interrupted my thoughts.


“Walk with me before breakfast?”


“That would be lovely,” I replied, and she smiled and rose on her toes to kiss me. I wrapped my arms around her.


“You’ve no clothes on,” I said. “I think you’ll be a bit cold.”


“You’ve none either,” she answered. “And I’ll not be cold as long as you’re holding me.” I slid my hands down her back, bent to nestle my face in the crook of her neck and inhaled her fragrance. And we weren’t quite as quick to leave as we’d planned.


A bit later, we found the downstairs still cold and dark, Charlie uncharacteristically sleeping late. As Aulani made coffee, I banked the stove with some pieces of kindling and in short order we were out on the cliff trail threading our way west along the shore. It was a path we’d not taken before, and we were surprised to come across the faint remains of an airstrip in the grass. The sight of it stopped me in my tracks, bringing back vivid memories of flying small planes over the forests and farmland of Michigan, gliding low above fields of corn and wheat, looking for grass strips to land on.


“What is it?” she asked.


“Just reminds me very much of the kind of flying I used to do.”


“Owen, you were a pilot?”


I smiled. “Just recreationally. An expensive hobby for a few years, that’s all.”


She eyed the narrow landing area.


“Could you land on that?”


“I think so, yes. Landing would be easy – it would the getting here from the mainland. It’s maybe six or seven hundred kilometers. That’s nearly twice the normal range of a small plane.”


She sighed. “I was just thinking,” she said, “wouldn’t it be wonderful to find a little plane and be able to come and visit so easily?” I raised an eyebrow at her.


“Are you having second thoughts about leaving?”


She took my hand in hers. “No, I just worry about Charlie. And wish there were a way to come and see him without it taking so very long to make the journey.” I nodded.


“I do, too. It will be hard on him, being alone again after all this.”


She glanced at me. “He could come with us.”


“You know he won’t. He’s been here for half a century. And he’s very frail in some ways – a sea voyage would be hard for him.”


She nodded, and we walked on, tracing the outline of the airstrip with our feet. 


When we’d reached the western terminus of it, I stopped and looked out to sea. Aulani came up beside me and laid a hand on my shoulder.


“What are you thinking about?”


I turned to her. “Where are we going, Aulani? When we leave here?”


She sighed and looked away from me. I waited, knowing her well enough.


“How would you feel about staying with the idea of New Zealand?” she asked quietly.


I shrugged. “New Zealand, Australia, Indonesia – it doesn’t matter to me.” Then I had a thought and looked at her.


“The boy?”


She nodded, the anguish plain on her face.


“I know how foolish it is,” she said. “I believe he’s dead – I can almost feel it. But I… I’d like to know.”


I thought about it. “Well, it would give us a chance to see if the rumors about a sanctuary are true or not. So, two birds with one stone and all that, yes?”


She threw her arms around my neck.


“It’s no big deal,” I told her, laughing. “I really don’t care where we go.”


She pulled back to be able to see my face. “What about the things that Charlie heard? Do you think it’s safe for us to go to Auckland?”


I’d been asking myself exactly that question since the very first day with Charlie, when he’d been so adamant that it was nothing more than a trap. But I’d come to a different way of looking at it.


“Let me put it like this,” I began, “assume the worst – Charlie’s right and it’s all a ruse to get people there where they’re robbed and killed, or worse. If that’s true, then it’s unimaginable to me that they weren’t exposed to the virus.” 


“And if that’s true,” she interjected, “then they’re all very likely dead by now.” I nodded.


“Exactly. And if there really was – or is – a sanctuary, then, well – we’ll find it and see what the situation is.”


I smiled at her and squeezed her hand.


“So, either way, it seems to me it’s pretty reasonable to assume that things are safe.”


I could see the relief wash over her face and bent and kissed her.


We turned, hand in hand, and began walking back to the cottage.


“Let’s not tell Charlie,” she said. “He’d just worry.”


“Yes. Let’s not.”


And I began to think of him as he watched us walking out the door, leaving him completely alone. It saddened me terribly. And then a thought came to me, so clear and perfect that it brought me up short. Aulani stopped, turning to look back at me.


“Owen? What is it?”


“Let’s leave him the cat. When we go, I mean.”


She searched my face. “Are you sure?”


“Yes,” I said. “He loves her, right?”


“Yes.”


“Are you OK with it?” I asked.


“I love her,” she replied, “but it’s such a sweet, kind thing to do. It will mean the world to him.”


Within hailing distance of the cottage, the fragrance of Charlie’s cooking came to us on the freshening breeze and we glanced at one another and raced for the door; a race I had no chance to win against the athletic, impossibly agile Aulani. By the time I made the door, she was already helping Charlie lay out the table and I assumed my role of fire tender and laid on more wood. It was warm and lovely; the fire snapped and Aulani’s laughter rang through the room as she and Charlie brought the fruits of his morning’s labor to the table. Again, a wave of sadness swept over me as I stood there, so aware of the closeness of this little family we’d become.


As we ate, Charlie was a little subdued, perhaps, but calm – resigned, I suppose. Sitting in his chair with its commanding view of the sea, he sat pensively, his little buddy purring away on his lap. He half-heartedly tried to force further supplies on us, but now I had an easy way to refuse; we simply had no room left on board. Any more weight would put us in a dangerously overloaded state and he knew enough of boats to see the logic of this.


I was nervous, growing anxious about the weather and hurried through breakfast. Even so, I wondered when I’d next have fresh scones with homemade jam, and pretty much knew the answer; unless we found the ingredients and made them, it’d be never. And what about Charlie, would I ever see this kind old man again? I watched him petting the cat, pipe ablaze, and thought of him standing on the rocks watching until Windswept had slipped over the horizon. Perhaps, in time he’d come to think we’d been nothing but an old man’s dream; apparitions he’d conjured up against loneliness. What was there of us that would be left here? Nothing. No, I thought, not true; we would be leaving our little white ambassador. The thought lightened my spirits.


He rose to take the dishes away, gently depositing the needy kitten onto his chair. When he turned and saw us both standing at the table watching him, he stopped with stricken awareness on his face.


“Ye will be needin' tae gie underway.”


Not trusting my voice, I nodded.


Without a word then, he turned and with the cat tucked under an arm, led us from the cottage; we followed the familiar path toward the caldera and Blue Lake. At the top of the steep rocks leading down to the water he turned and did his utmost to smile, holding out the cat to me.


“Here's th' wee moggie, son. See 'at she comes tae nae harm.”


His hand was trembling, and I cleared my throat and stood there. I did not reach out for her.


“We were hoping you’d be willing to take the wee moggie, Charlie.” I looked him quite squarely in the eyes. 


“She’s quite a pain in the arse on board, you know, and she told me the other night she’d prefer to stay here with you.” 


His eyes went wide. The pipe in his mouth sent smoke trailing in thin wisps, his jaw working the stem.


“She said 'at tae ye, did she?” More smoke leapt away.


“I heard her say it,” Aulani agreed.


He drew his arm back, hugged the cat to his wool coat and she hunkered down against him in the cold wind.


“Yoo've baith become quite bapit, huv ye?” He watched us carefully. “Talkin' cats, indeed.”


I put my arm around Aulani. 


“No doubt you’re right, Charlie. We’ve both gone completely daft. So, as I see it, we have no business trying to take care of an innocent cat. We’d deeply appreciate you taking over for us.”


He looked from Aulani to me and back again, his face red. His eyes were wet; from tears or wind I couldn’t say.


“A’ richt then, ah will dae it, but ainlie ‘til ye come tae yer senses,” he growled.


“Well, there is a condition,” I said, and his eyes narrowed.


“And whit wid that be?”


I glanced at Aulani with a smile.


“You need to give her a name. Can you imagine Aulani and I, out on the sea sailing along, and I turn to her and say, ‘Wonder how Charlie and that cat are doing?’ Just wouldn’t be very respectful, would it?”


He puffed like mad for a few seconds, glaring at me.


“Sae, it juist happens a’ve given her a bit of a private name awready, haven’t ah?” He settled the cat up a little tighter against himself.


“You old codger,” I said. “You’ve been holding out on us!”


“Ah teel ye, lad, ye watch fa yoo're callin' auld.” I grinned at him.


“Tell us,” Aulani said, clapping her hands in delight. “What have you named her?”


He hesitated, his face reddening. Then he shouted, crossing his arms, the cat tucked contentedly in one crook of an elbow.


“Tis Hope a’ve cried her. Hope, tis.”


“Charlie!” Aulani cried, “that’s perfect.” And she went to him and hugged him, kissed his face, whispered in his ear. He hugged her back, his eyes closed.


I went to them, waited for her to release him. When she did, I put my arm over his shoulder, leaned in. “We’ll be back, Charlie,” I whispered. “On the wind.”


“Ye best, laddie, or a wullnae be happy.” He paused. “She loues ye, lad.”


I searched his eyes.


“You think?” I whispered.


“Ah ken it fur certain,” he said and smiled at me. Then he stood back away from me and jabbed his pipe toward Windswept.


“Noo,” he growled. “Be aff wi’ ye afore ye wreck yer boat in this bludy win.”


We stroked little Hope one last time, then without a word turned and descended the rocky path to the pier. We readied the lines, then managed to raise both anchors after a bit of struggle and get them stowed. There was nothing for it then but to look upwards to the cliff where Charlie and Hope stood and raise our hands in sad farewell. It was eerily familiar, being on the lake, looking up to see the shock of white hair and the smoke from his pipe streaming in the wind. It was exactly the view I’d first had of him three weeks before – a lifetime ago.


Windswept floated free, rocking gently as swirls of wind caught the sides of the caldera and swept over us. I stood staring up at them and my father’s voice abruptly came to me, singing a verse from a song of his childhood.




Twas there that we parted, in yon shady glen,


On the steep, steep side o’ Ben Lomond,


Where in purple hue, the hieland hills we view,


And the moon coming out in the gloaming.




With heavy heart, I went to the tiller and Aulani to her spotting location at the bow, and slowly we crept out of the channel using motors only. We were fortunate to be on an ebb tide, keeping her straight and true through the passage required little more than playing the throttles, something that seemed natural to me now. And then we were out again, swinging to port immediately, the motors turned to full power to secure our way offshore, against the unfettered wind.


Once safely away from the rocks, Aulani came back to the cockpit and put her arms around me. Now out on the open sea, we faced nearly twenty knots of head wind, cold and sharp. I raised a shortened mainsail and Windswept eagerly took it up and fairly flew, free finally of the sheltering island, back in her element. We tore along under a double reef, both of us unsteady, having lost our sea legs after the long stay on land. We watched Raoul slide by us to port and as we passed the headland where the cottage was, saw the dark figure on the cliff, watching us. He raised an arm, held it aloft for a few seconds, then lowered it. It was too far to make out his face, to make out anything more than the color of the woolen coat. Arms around each other, we raised our arms in unison to him.


Sorrow overtook me, the tears torn from my face by the cold wind. Aulani wept with me; I could feel the muffled sobs of her breath against my chest. I could only imagine how Charlie felt and despite everything I knew, despite the faith I had in Aulani’s vision, I wondered again at what we were doing, what we were leaving. And what we were heading into.


We stood there for many minutes, finding comfort in each other, until we had found what peace we could in leaving. Sorrow, I knew too well, was a fruit too bitter to hold long in the mouth. Way leads on to way, and we faced an unknown journey.


At last, she pulled back from me, and with a quiet “Oh!”, reached into her pocket.


“I’d forgotten,” she said, putting her hand out to me. “I found this on the cabin floor.”


She dropped a small metal pin in my hand; the pair of wings that the kitten had dug up on Nikumaroro. I looked it over, then looked up at her.


“Was this your mother’s?” she asked.


“No, no,” I answered. “Just something I found – well something Hope found – on Nikumaroro.” But the question struck me as an odd one. 


“Why would you think it my mother’s?”


“Well, because of the initials.”


“Initials?” I asked, and she must’ve seen something in my face.


“Owen,” she said, “hadn’t you seen them?”


I was completely bewildered.


“Seen what?”


“Here,” she said, and taking the pin back from me, she rubbed it a bit with her thumb, and held it out to me, turned upside down. I bent my face close to it, looked where she held it, then saw what I’d missed before. The letters AE very faint in the metal, nearly obscured with corrosion.


It was impossible, but there it was. Stunned, I looked up at her.


“Do you know how many people have looked for this, or something like this, over the years? How much money has been spent trying to find absolute proof of the end of her days?”


“End of whose days, Owen? What are you talking about?”


“Amelia Earhart,” I whispered. “This belonged to Amelia Earhart.” She stared at me with huge eyes.


“Are you joking?”


I shook my head, feeling numb.


“Hope scratched it out of the beach.”


We both stared at it, and compulsively I took it and placed it back in her pocket. She looked up, questioning.


I took a moment to put my thoughts together, then took hold of her hands.


“If there’s anyone on this Earth that carries forward her spirit, it’s you. I… I don’t know how many people are left out there but what I do know with certainty is that your vision of the new Earth as an island world, a family of people living in cooperation and caring for each other and for the planet – well, I’m pretty sure that Amelia Earhart would’ve deeply approved.” 


I stopped and looked out at the ocean, realizing how very true it was. In many ways, it was a perfect legacy.


“So, you keep it; let her wings be an icon for you.”


She stared at me in silence, but her eyes were warm, and her arms were tight around me. 


We stood together as Windswept surged forward on the tumultuous sea and Raoul diminished behind us, hardly more than a shadow, until it disappeared into the black waves.


There was no more for it then, nothing left to look back to and we turned and faced into the wind and readied ourselves for the journey ahead.
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