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        “Love is not the hardest thing to find;

      

        

      
        Trust is the hardest thing to find.”
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      The fixed berth beneath him rocked gently, oscillating the rusted handle of the watertight hatch in his gaze, its motion authored by a dissipating wake from an oil tanker on a return heading to Irving's facility in Saint John, New Brunswick.

      The sway itself wasn't pronounced but perceptible and slightly audible. The seaworn anchor rode groaned as it alternated stretching and contracting against its stainless guide. Heavy viscous diesel sloshed softly, forcibly lumbering up the fuel tank's aluminum sides, then quickly plummeting to the bottom. Neither the vessel's motion nor its accompaniments shifted his mind's own course nor altered its tack.

      
        
        Everyone thinks they're the exception, that the rules don't apply, that the odds of probability are rendered null and void in their presence. It's inconceivable to them that enlistment might result in being carried lifeless off the field of battle, that first cigarette could catalyze cancer, a primary inhalation or inaugural imbibement might lead down the darkened path of addiction. No. No. They all think, are convinced, deeply believe, that they are the lucky one, that those misfortunes only tilt towards others.

        

        That they're the exception to the rule.

      

      

      He used to think that way, used to believe it too. The principle had taken up residence in the core of his being and at one time, although that time was long ago, palpably coursed through his veins. It rendered him so unflappably certain that he exercised this conviction upon all subjects and across a full spectrum of endeavors. He'd ventured so far as to codify it his raison d'etre, ingraining it as a survival instinct. But the truth, the cold truth, was:

      
        
        It just wasn't true. Not for anyone and not for him. No, an unpredictable, thoroughly unreliable ebb and flow of waxing and waning luck acting in close concert with the inevitable variability of unforeseen circumstance played a far greater role than he'd factored or wished to acknowledge.

      

      

      He hadn't slept, had not benefitted from any real sleep in weeks in anticipation of today. But despite the fog of exhaustion actively impairing both acuity and coordination, he'd managed to set the anchor last night using only the battered wheelhouse chart recorder for reference and had clawed the pitted Danforth into a very specific uncharted spot in the Gulf of Maine, a small rise of no import that previously warranted only the scantest attention of some unknown cartographer. It ascended from the seabed floor to a half-mile plateau, rising out of the deep to a sounded depth of 115 feet. The steppe's epicenter lay at an open ocean fix between Yarmouth, Nova Scotia; and the tiny island of Frenchboro, just southeast of Mount Desert Island.

      
        
        He knew, knew it deep in the fiber of his marrow. A knowledge not imparted via curriculum, not conveyed through circumstance, nor accumulated through hardship. It was just there. It was his.

      

      

      Sitting as upright as the cramped bunk would allow, he cleaned a deposit of congealed yellow sleep from his eyes.

      
        
        He knew that we always know the truth; it's the lies we can't discern.

      

      

      Out the starboard porthole, the tanker's port side running light strobed a bright red back through the pane and temporarily flared his vision, but even so, it didn't appear to him that the anchor had slipped any.

      
        
        He knew we always recognize truth because it's always disheartening, always unassailable. A mortal stabbing pain that first presents in one's lower abdomen before taking up long-term residence in the chest cavity. It does not radiate. It does not subside. It cannot be assuaged.

      

      

      Dawn broke slowly, its impending brightness backlighting the oil transport, outlining and separating its dark hull from implacable night. The rest slowly filled the vast Atlantic horizon with a flat overcast of matte battleship gray that met the water's glossy black.

      
        
        He acknowledged the simplicity of explanation that medicine and its ardent practitioners would define pain as a nerve signal, a communiqué that travels to convey vital information to the brain.

      

      

      His clothes were still piled in the corner on top of a black-and-gray-stained, formerly-white igloo cooler where he had tossed them late last night while the cabin pitched in the night sea.

      
        
        He'd been eyewitness to military professionals vociferously and crudely positing to recruits that pain informs the wounded unambiguously that they are still here, still present, still among the living.

      

      

      He pulled a black Diving Unlimited International polar fleece over a black Interspiro T-shirt, snugged a worn leather belt through rumpled jeans, and stepped into a pair of questionable cordovan deck shoes ripe with age, diesel, and seawater.

      
        
        But he knew what they did not, what they would never accept. That pain is a measurement, a means of verification, nature's own polygraph, accessible to all, unbeatable by any.

      

      

      He also knew that without a definitive problem to solve, a crisis to avert, or a solution to implement; his thoughts would drift with the currents and steer their own circuitous course. He needed precision today, the kind of precision that could only be achieved with calm detachment. He hoped the clear optic afforded him by mission and task would slowly imbue that clarity and focus needed to summon precision. He hadn't functioned on the cutting edge for quite some time— years for sure, a decade even maybe— so he needed to clear his head, try to quiet these thoughts. The splintered three-step teak ladder facing him at the aft of the cabin beckoned, leading up to the small galley and to coffee.

      
        
        He'd been told, over and over again, as we all have, that pain dissipates with time. That's the first lie they tell you. Well, maybe not the first, but damn close.

      

      

      In an attempt to self-regulate, he ran the multitude of inherently probable possibilities. He factored in exhaustion, anguish, age, state of mind, recent experience or lack thereof, and his operating solo. The entirety of eminently dire consequences seemed a reasonable probability.

      It didn't work. Not this time. Not now.

      
        
        If it doesn't hurt, then it wasn't real.

      

      

      He filled a corroded stovetop kettle with some bottled water, placed it on top of the burner, and depressed the big red igniter button. CLICK. No spark. Just an increasing smell of propane. Hoping it wasn't an omen for the day, he struck a safety match and held it for the jet.

      
        
        It was real. Three decades later, nothing had faded. Nothing had ceased. He still felt it. Palpable. It was there, still.

      

      

      He spooned six measures of coarsely ground coffee out of a blue plastic storage container into a scratched and dented stainless French press and waited for the water to boil.

      
        
        He’d ignored it, compartmentalized it, argued with it, negotiated with it, even conversed with it; but it never left him. He did not think it ever would.

      

      

      In the glow of the dancing blue flame, he tried to make his peace.

      
        
        I do not want to be here.

      

      

      He knew he could be nowhere else.

    

  


  
    
       

       

       

       

       

      
        
        ONE YEAR AGO
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      She did not want to face today. She did not want to contemplate its inherent possibilities. She definitely would not talk about it. Verbalization would make it real.

      She also knew that she couldn't. Her husband expected—no, demanded perfection, required it of her individually and of his family in its entirety in order to project an image that even he himself could not live up to.

      Her possible life changing situation would no doubt undermine his cultivated illusion carefully draped with the right job, tailored with the right title, accessorized with the right car in the right color, validated with the right club, and codified by playing in the right foursome. She understood this. Understood that she had to be the right wife, had to be, or her services would be terminated. She knew that too.

      Their four children rambunctiously appeared at the dining room table, roused and wrangled from their Ralph Lauren and Laura Ashley beds by their English nannies and Mexican housekeepers. The French cook and the Russian driver would, as always, remain in the kitchen till breakfast service was complete.

      The two boys and two girls piled into the long room, quickly scrambling up into their assigned seats around the far end of a rectangular antique French country table.

      Each child's place setting, defined and delineated, by soft boiled eggs in monogrammed Bernardaud egg cups sitting just above heavy cream white toast suspended in individual monogrammed pewter toast racks.

      Steaming rashers of English bacon were neatly stacked, kept warm wrapped in preheated tea towels. Grilled tomatoes with perfect crosshatch grill marks were arranged in a towering pyramid. White corn grits and Scottish kippers sat patiently at attention in tight formation on silver service trays on top of the white marble sideboard suspended over flaming cans of iridescent-blue Sterno.

      Her children attacked their food voraciously, sending bits of bread, dollops of yolk, ounces of tomato pulp, and globules of bacon fat flying through the air to land haphazardly everywhere and on everyone except the head of the table at the other end.

      Underneath a smallish, lesser-known Frankenthaler, the patriarch sat engaged in his Wall Street Journal. Every so often he'd remove his Royal Copenhagen coffee cup from its saucer, slurp a bit of full city roasted Jamaican High Mountain, take a drag from his Dunhill Red, exhale, and utter a gray smoky "Bastards" at any article suggesting increased SEC regulation of hedge funds.

      She didn't touch her plate of fresh-cut fruit arranged to resemble a tall ship sailing vessel, nor her chilled silver bowl of imported Swiss yogurt resting in hand shaved ice. She ignored her steaming third-wave cappuccino with perfectly billowed white foam lightly dusted with fresh-ground Vietnamese cinnamon. No, her eyes just moved and roamed of their own accord. She took it all in.

      Her children and their private clique at one end, stuffing their faces with abandon as they told each other their inside jokes.

      Her husband at the other, detached, self-absorbed, oblivious, and totally disinterested in the rest of the room and its occupants.

      And the staff's diligent attendance to this conceptual family in silence while professionally concealing their collective disgust at their charges' offenses, boorish behavior, ill manners, and callous disregard.

      She had come from a certain place, an elevated place, and she knew, even back then, that she wanted to maintain that lofty altitude. She had thought her husband that vehicle and, in fairness, he had been. He had featured both the right school pedigree and the correct lineage; an old, right, and well-respected family name in New York society. But she also knew that one can only reach extreme altitudes via flight, and how long, she thought, can anyone live sequestered in a cigar tube breathing recycled air? Enough time aloft and anyone could become claustrophobic, hypoxic, start to feel caged, start to feel trapped. Today, and not for the first time if she was honest with herself, she felt all of it. It was tangible. She could almost touch it.

      Now everything, the entirety, might be at risk, might be put to the test.

      She feared complete and utter structural failure, no longer sure, no longer confident in where she was or where she had ever been.
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      He had finished his simple fried egg sandwich with applewood smoked bacon while waiting for the dying electric kettle to finally boil. It had already switched itself off twice having failed to attain it. He'd replace it when he got back but for now, he needed good roiling, rolling, boiling water, nothing less acceptable, and a goodly amount too, to both rinse the rough black tea twice and following that, to brew it for an exact minute for the initial steep.

      He looked forward to this ritual every morning. It calmed and centered him. The act of physically breaking exactly six grams of compressed hardened leaves off their home rectangular brick with a narrow gauge prying knife. His diligence in adhering to the purifying protocol, counting the seconds in his head as he swirled the miniature glass teapot. The careful stirring during the first steep with only a wooden implement to gently circulate the water and allow the leaves to unfurl and infuse. This simplicity in discipline concluded by slowly straining the resultant dark, dense liquid through an extra fine mesh, decanting it into a pre-heated porcelain cup. He depended upon Shu Pu’er to grant him clarity, to gift him focus. He knew he needed that heightened calm, that even awareness, for today and maybe for the next foreseeable few.

      A BMW Motorrad USA paper calendar affixed to the stainless refrigerator delineated today loudly in red sharpie just below a photo of a fully loaded touring model in metallic silver replete with a computer system Apollo 13 would have envied. But he needed no reminding, required no prompting. He made this trek a minimum of four times a year, sometimes more: Belfast to Boston, round trip, and whenever possible, by motorcycle.

      Not the safest way to travel, nor the most comfortable, but this mandated obligation served him simultaneously as both permanent reminder and cautionary tale. Every fleeting sensation of freedom, every momentary delusion of control, every imagined connection to the physical far outweighed, for him at least, any hypothetical, statistical, or actuarial probability.

      The spring water in the kettle finally boiled and after the required  cleanses, he poured it gently over the leaves, tapped a plastic kitchen timer, and waited.

      Out the window a brilliant autumn sunrise slowly ascended Penobscot Bay, the tungsten orb bisecting the dark waterline.

      The incision in the dead center of his chest itched. So did the one across his abdomen, the other on his right side, the four incher in his upper left back, the one that resembled a stab mark perpendicular in his lower left back, the two smaller ones carved out of his left bicep, the slight nick in his lower right calf, and the diminutive horizontal inch under his left eye. They all itched. They all burned. They all wondered if they would be joined in the next twenty-four hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      She hadn't moved, not for ninety minutes, not one centimeter. Her only physicality was the repetitive drawing, holding, and releasing of her breath as directed by the shrill squelching interior intercom speaker. The sensation, lodged and contained deep inside this cramped bright-white orifice, was of being interred in a high-tech sarcophagus.

      
        
        Hardly a promising start.

      

      

      But her Monday had really started hours ago. Following breakfast service, the rest of the day had been a blur. She recalled dispatching the kids to their various schools with Sergei in the designated children's Land Rover, which was painted a brilliant British racing green with a thin Colman’s mustard-yellow detailed pinstripe. This was followed by a responseless goodbye to her husband. She then proceeded to trade one tube for another for the next three hours.

      Her opening bid was the Long Island Rail Road train car she boarded in Syosset that took her in to Manhattan in order to establish “her story” with her husband—that she was going into the city for "a little shop-a-thon,” and included the taking in of an "Off-Broadway show with a girlfriend.” She then expanded the premise with a created added fact that because the production ended late, she would stay overnight in town at her "friend's apartment". She figured that since her husband hated theater, Off-Broadway most of all, and had never once in the entirety of their marriage shown any interest or piqued curiosity about any of "her" friends, she knew it was a safe
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