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      to tom, kornel, kris and samantha.

      true friends. thank you.
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        samuel taylor coleridge
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      the line is tossed into the air      it traces a wide arc in the sky              twisting like a snake    floating in a strange world that's all light and movement but without a voice           a gull floats by against the cloudless blue     cars pass silently on a distant bridge     a church steeple stabs its pointed spire into the cool air    a thin shadow moves across the filthy water     the line strikes its head against the white hull            and the silence is broken

       

      we haul like demons    muscles straining against dress whites      fingers gripping the line   arms and backs pulling as one       brothers in our labor    a giant hand condemned to perform one task    haul and haul and haul   i'm in some kind of trance    everything is blurry    out of focus    feeling only the thick rope against my skin        until the eye whips through the chock like the head of a snake       i jump forward and play the rope out neatly against the gray deck   putting it to rest

       

      i move to the lifeline and take my place next to the rest of the crew

       

      
        
        all hands attention on deck!

      

      

       

      we’re all lined up       stiff as pilings             a band plays on the pier    family and friends wave    a woman holds a white handkerchief to her face       a father salutes his son   and the tug churns the murky water into mad yellow foam as it drags the owasso into the center of the thames      the ship’s horn shatters the sky     the engines grind to life

       

      we leave new london behind     set sail for rio      and the equator

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

        

      

    

    
      i lie in my rack    the ship rocks me back and forth      i’m an infant     a baby to the world      my stomach is adjusting to the sea     my head to my stomach        laughter        obscenities      slamming locker doors          the noises of the pit      the sounds crawl along the exposed pipes and ladders and blue peeling paint and the chipped green tile deck   not trying to escape    but looking for me      the swirling sounds like a drug   a ticking watch swinging slowly back and forth

       

      my eyes are closing

       

       

       

       

      music     a guitar     the strings sending gentle notes into my head     a voice sings off‑key      i climb out of my rack      the rolling ship is fogging my head     placing a gray mist in front of my eyes     tugging at my legs     trying to knock me off balance        i peel off my pants and shirt and hang them on the chain that holds up my rack      i climb back onto the thin mattress that sits on a piece of canvas      more voices       more laughter       more music       more swearing

       

      visions in my head      jennifer     a baseball game       an album i bought before i left        a long drive down route two         jennifer's breasts        a film of sweat highlighting her skin      the moon lighting up the branches of a tree in silver       the ocean below        the sky above

       

       

      sleep

       

       

       

       

      a hand shakes me       kelly's voice

      
        
        you gonna eat rat

      

      

      the fog in my head is still thick

      
        
        rat!  hey!  you gonna eat

      

      

      
        
        no no    later

      

      

       

      he leaves me     i stare at the canvas above   i want to get back to the dream      there was black everywhere      deep      unending           and a woman     not a girl   a woman     like a movie star     black hair   black dress          lots of curves     long legs      green eyes    she licks her red lips      she reaches out for me      she wants me     i close my eyes              but she's gone
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      kelly's voice again

      
        
        yo rat   hey slick you ehva gonna eat

      

      

      my head clears this time      my stomach is steady

      
        
        yeah yeah   wait for me kelly

      

      

      i blink    run a hand over my bristly head     sit on the edge of my rack ducking under the canvas above     my foot hits something below

      
        
        rat  whatthefuck huh

      

      

      
        
        sorry speed  sorry     hey speed   you goin' for breakfast

      

      

      
        
        no man   i'm sleepin'    whatthefuck huh

      

      

      i dress and follow kelly     up two sets of ladders     down narrow passageways with green bulkheads rising on either side     rivets sticking out like stitches over a series of wounds    the scars running up and down the ship in neat rows    the cuts made with something specific in mind     not done in a fight    but by a surgeon

      the ship is riding nice and smooth   not rocking really   just a gentle roll from port to starboard     settling into the sea like easing yourself into a fat cushiony chair    getting comfortable   getting ready to spend some time there

      the chow line is halfway up the ladder     i rub the sleep from my eyes     we inch our way down    kelly's silent     he knows it takes me time to wake up     especially when we first set sail    when i'm fighting the rolling of the ship   the movement of the sea           in the galley   we each grab a tray and move down the line     the chow's some kind of meat or something   it's turned to liquid    or maybe it's gravy and the lumps are supposed to be meat   the mashed potatoes look green     the vegetables a little pale    like things have switched colors        i grab extra bread to stuff myself

      we find an empty table

      
        
        the galley's packed

      

      

      kelly looks around

      
        
        the cadets      don't fawget that's why we’re here

      

      

      
        
        yeah   that's why we're goin to rio instead of just sittin out in the middle of the ocean

      

      

      
        
        and why weeah just day woorkas this trip     no watches     gonna be like a cruise rat

      

      

      
        
        are these boys close to being officers

      

      

      
        
        i'm not shooah

      

      

      ericson sits at our table    grumpy as usual    he's a skinny guy like me   but he has these cheeks that look stuffed with food      and he always has this three day old beard    an hour or two after inspection it's like it magically grows to give his face this scruffy look     he puts his plate down and starts eating without saying a word   kelly looks at me and smiles

      
        
        mawnin ericson

      

      

      
        
        good morning to you kelly        rat

      

      

      he chews his food a while       swallows       takes a sip of coffee

      
        
        whatta you think a these fuckers

      

      

      he nods at a table of cadets next to us    three are eating very slowly   like they're considering whether the food is safe or not    a fourth's food sits untouched   his chin rolls across his chest   eyes closed   i can tell he's fighting it  trying to stop the world from rolling

      ericson looks at the sick cadet

      
        
        hey puke    what the fuck    you don't like the food    hey   yo   puke   maybe you need a little tabasco sauce on that meat

      

      

      the cadet looks up     he stares at the person across the table from him like he's in a dream   then he puts his hand over his mouth and stumbles out of his seat and races for the head

      the regular crew laughs   some make noises like they're throwing up

      ericson looks at us

      
        
        my last time     my last time out and i have these fuckers with me          this is going to be a blast

      

      

      and he returns to his food
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      sailors are scattered over the fantail   flesh colored bumps against the gray deck   like acne on an old face      without shirts       suntan lotion making the skin shiny   as if its wrapped in some type of clear plastic coating         it's sunday    holiday time    do what you like     even a few of the snipes are up here     their skin pale as a ghost from the lack of sun      they creep up from the engine room and sit in groups   oil stained hands   filthy pants and boots      like they're a different species    like they're from another world     they talk real loud   they laugh real loud   and their conversation always seems to drift eventually to engines   ships or cars it doesn't really matter       like they're unable to direct their minds toward any other subject   except maybe women

      kelly and i sit on the fantail     he reads a book   or should i say devours it     his eyes racing across the pages   eyebrows bunched together   oblivious to the world around him     his appetite for reading's like an obsession    it's a difficult job finding him without a book     he always has one in his back pocket          i've tried to develop the habit myself     once i pick up a book and open it and begin to read the pages i get lost in another world   as though i'm not even on the ship any more      but it's difficult for me to open that first page    i sit and think all the time      wonder if my time in the coast guard will ever be up     wonder what i'll do on the outside when i'm finally out     wonder if i'll go to college like i said in all my letters or if i'm just wishing out loud as if that will make my time go faster         i wonder how lonely my mother is without my father   wonder if she really is lonely         i wonder why jennifer broke up with me

      kelly sips his coffee   he's always drinking the stuff     black     a little sugar    says it keeps him regular    says he's going to get a lifer's hooked finger if he's not careful     his slender face is soft and hard    like it's made of clay     shaped by powerful fingers   with a little boy smile

      the sea rolls away in giant mounds of blue and green like moving hilltops    it makes me feel not quite real      like i'm not really me       am i moving away from these liquid hills    or are they travelling away from me   making a long slow journey around the earth and some day will return to this spot and another sailor will see them    or i'll be at a place on the ocean where they'll happen to be passing by and i'll see them again

      a gull flies out over the transom   the new guy holmes tosses a piece of bread up over the side   the bird dives and grabs the bread and then returns to the transom as if it’s some weird kite being flown from the back of the ship on an invisible line            holmes tosses his last piece of bread into the air and then hangs his head     he puts his hands in his pockets and walks back into the ship

      kelly watches him disappear

      
        
        remembah yowah first trip out to sea     i remembah mine like it was yestady    i thought i was a real sailah till then    comin from new bedfud 'n all    i was so lonely i couldn't stand it

      

      

      i try to forget those days    the loneliness     the overpowering seasickness     days spent staring at the rack over my head wondering how i got into this mess    praying for my last day in the coast guard to come out of the night and take me home    take me away from all these different people with their different ideas and different sense of humor and their lack of concern for my sickness     even making fun of me    laughing at me to my face

      
        
        i remembah being so lonely   until hump day   and you and i were washing the gahbage off of us in the showah   and we started to laugh about it     remembah

      

      

      he smiles out over the sea

      
        
        that was one of the best moments of my life    and it helped me get through this whole coast gahd thing     i'm almost at home heeah now

      

      

      kelly takes a sip of coffee     he gets a few grounds and makes a face at the bottom of his cup     he walks over to the lifeline and tosses the rest of it into the sea      feet spread apart he stands and watches the rolling ocean         but i turn and watch the gull sway from side to side on his invisible line waiting for more bread
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      stars hover in the sky    as though they're filled with helium and have climbed into the night until they can't go any higher and now just watch the earth below     the moon's a thin strip of curved silver   an ornament    hung from an invisible branch          the engines rumble underneath me        a warm breeze plays against my skin      rowdy voices invade the night and then fade into the darkness with the slam of a hatch    the world's so big     and so small      sea and sky     endless rolling black      it's an ocean stretched out forever   beyond my eyes   beyond my head     wrapping itself around the earth like a cold liquid skin     and yet without land its sameness makes it so small   like looking through the fisheye lens of a camera with all the boundaries easily visible      a distorted blue sphere    a peep hole through which i can see half the earth at once   and if i look hard enough maybe i could see all the land and all the people just along the edge    almost in sight but not quite     tiny and insignificant     toys in a toy land    i feel I could shake the earth and watch the false snow slowly tumble to the ground
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      the hole   

      leblanc lies back on huge sacks filled with rags   his thick body looks as if it's in a giant chair        ericson cleans his fingernails with the point of a knife        kelly reads a tiny paperback with his wire rimmed glasses sitting halfway down his nose           gomez twists and folds the pages out of an old magazine    his fingers move so fast it's like a strange dance    i have no idea what he’s making but i know it’ll be interesting       speed half sings half hums a slow song   his voice high and clean and sharp       holmes sits in a corner staring at the ends of his fingers   afraid to look up           especially afraid to meet ericson's eyes   wanting to avoid more abuse   as if not making eye contact could spare him from ericson's tongue

      steps on the ladder   heavy   thudding   the sound of feet not used to moving about the ship     three cadets peer through the cage   their eyes moving over our forms like we're rare animals in a zoo

      
        
        is this the boatswain’s hole

      

      

      leblanc doesn't even open his eyes

      
        
        fuckin' ay ace

      

      

      they enter the hole and nod at us     waiting for some type of greeting          innocently standing there and expecting a warm reception     maybe a sign that we're glad to see them or something    or maybe that they're welcome here    one is the cadet who got sick in the galley

      ericson looks up from his manicure and takes note

      
        
        hey puke    how you
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