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In faith there is enough light for those who want to believe and enough shadows to blind those who don't. |

—Blaise Pascal, 17th century French philosopher.

––––––––

“I’ve never believed in God. But I believe in Picasso.”

—Diego Rivera, prominent painter in the Mexican mural art movement.

––––––––

“Today's advocates of multi-national power would have us all as banana republics.”

—Peter Chapman, Author, Bananas: How the United Fruit Company Changed the World

"Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness,

but rather expose them."

—Ephesians 5:1
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CHAPTER ONE
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On a Sunday in early spring, halyards smacked the mast, the sails furled as I motored at a crawl across Charleston Harbor, cutting close to the Battery, worried about depth yet making way, leaving one river to start over on another. This, my first trip to my new home—my new life—was a matter of function, not form. A task. No joy ride. 

The air was brisk. The sky overcast. Having sailed since my youth, I knew the storm would come in fast with hard rain pelting my face, the drops stinging. Still, I made no effort to race ahead to avoid the soaking. Instead, I wondered, Would it punish me? Or cleanse me? 

A single ray of the sun, rising, broke through and glanced off wave tips making the sea, for barely a second, resemble all the diamonds of the world gathered in a cruel mirage that disappeared as I approached. One of these sparks became a spear of light that caught my eye and woke something deep within myself. As if in a dream, my finger went to the scar starting below my right eye and ending at my chin. It had been earned a year and a half before and still seemed fresh. Would I ever get used to it?

In that purgatory between the Ashley and Cooper rivers, between historic houses and the horizon way out at sea, water slapped and sashayed by, gurgling, spinning off the rudder, leaving a trail of small swirling circles as I—coffee in one hand, the other on the wheel—sized up The Battery’s famous seawall, a promenade lined with palms and wealth. In that moment of odd-angled light, its mottled beiges, grays, yellows, reds, oranges, and browns seemed warm and inviting—even so, I knew the deception and would not be fooled again. 

There, in that ritzy skyline, I found the angular shaped roof of the house where Cathy, my ex, lived three doors back from the waterfront thanks to her new husband, Cal, a well-heeled accountant with an old Charleston name. She intermingled at the upper tiers now but when we met in back college, in Orlando, where I grew up, she was a country girl from Ocala. She has taken herself far, I thought, and in a direction I wouldn’t have guessed. I wondered if she was happy with him? Happier than with me at our beginning? Or still numb—the way she was at our end, the accountant a soft place to land when she needed that.

I remembered a cynical inside joke that had come to me one bitter evening. I broke us apart like a ship on the rocks, I had said to myself, looking up at the moon, thinking of her. Rum on the rocks. Bourbon on the rocks. Scotch on the rocks. 

I wondered exactly when and where she decided to divorce. Was it across from me at the breakfast table sipping coffee before our troubles? Was it in our bed as we lay awake, not speaking, both of us thinking of the terrible thing I had done? Or later, resting in the accountant’s arms at some love nest down the coast? Beaufort perhaps.

As her roof disappeared behind others, I wondered about her new neighbors, their households hidden behind wooden gates and garden walls—oleander, roses, wisteria—and what shape were their marriages in? How many of them barely held together because it was easier than dealing with scandals like mine? 

Three mansions over from a pelican, I found the second floor balcony on the front row where I had often stood at the rail with my former banker friend drink in one hand, cigarette in the other, high above the water, high above the common schmoes of the world, discussing duck season and South Carolina football—Clemson versus Gamecocks—watching boaters headed out or coming in or the ferry taking tourists to Fort Sumter where began the Civil War. “War of Northern Aggression,” my friend would have pushed, grinning, pleased with himself. 

That porch was empty now. Not that it mattered. He wouldn’t have welcomed me, was not, generally, the type to wave at boaters. Was not, certainly, the type to acknowledge outcasts. 

In The Battery, no quarter is given to smeared reputations. The Old Guard insulate themselves behind barriers sturdier than that seawall of theirs. 

Gulls crossed the sky in flickering white vees. A dolphin came alongside. I should’ve felt brightened by the sound it made breathing: a fraternal song of survival, of life living on. Instead I was in a funk, unsure of myself and afraid—terrified, actually—of how I would fare in the unfamiliar world of sink or swim.

The sky darkened as I neared the Cooper. Of course it did. God appreciates a dramatic stage set for failed men looking back at what they’ve lost. Storm clouds tightened across the sky and in that changed light the water was grayish brown. Ugly. Ugly as the sound a diesel makes put-putting at a pace I could’ve walked. My coffee had gotten cold. I sipped anyway, a fitting dessert while remembering my transgression of a year ago, my last good hour, and the fraction of a second it took to turn everything upside down, shutting me out of the Ashley Marina and its sky-high cost to dock beside mega yachts—motor and sail—and their upwardly mobile owners. There would be no more full-service amenities where I was going, no dockhands standing by to catch a line while delivering a rundown of tipsy goings on in the marina bar. 

Ah, the marina bar! How wonderful it had been on the day of my ruination. My ketch was parked within stumbling distance, my car parked mere yards from the barstool I preferred, my perch for entertaining clients, expensing the whole deal. Boat note, slip fee, and bar tab. All written off.
I was an undisputed Ace, unstoppable, I’d thought, as long as I kept mixing that mother of all cocktails: business and alcohol. 
Within my group of local up-and-comers, I was the alpha of all alphas, a king holding court at the Ashley Marina, a few of us starting first, early in the afternoon, at a place on Queen Street downtown then moving on to the marina, meeting others, our bunch snowballing before heading to an oyster bar on Folly Beach. Snowballing again. Pilots and wing men, pelicans gliding in formation, low and purposeful. 

Eventually, fewer showed up on Queen Street, fewer still at the marina. My subjects dropped out in ones and twos, making excuses. They had wives waiting, they said, they had families. 
“Your Cathy must be a hell of a woman. Doesn’t she complain?” 
“Of course she does.”

“Doesn’t your daughter have soccer tonight? A big game according to my Sally.”

“Her mother’s taking her,” I told them, raising my glass. “My work comes first.” 

That’s what the drinking was to me then: part of the job, part of what made me king. It kept me on top.

In the end, I continued alone to the beach.

Fast forward to now, after being in jail, being let out, finding myself alone in the world, bankrupt in all ways: money...love...soul. The gods, still pissed, waited to spring their trap, a cloudburst jarring me from my thoughts back to motoring up the Cooper, having passed beneath the Ravenel Bridge, cars and trucks rattling over, crossing to destinations better than mine. My new habitat was ahead to port, a blur barely seen through the downfall. My slip, it had been scouted when I signed the lease, was second from the end, off to itself. I meant to be a hermit.

The tide was running out, wind whipped the river into waves, nightmare conditions for docking, especially stern first. I wanted the bow out against whatever blew in from the sea, a defensive move. I was an animal cornered, facing off against the Atlantic and the whole world beyond. 

At exactly the right moment, I throttled up, made a tight U-turn, found the RPMs for steerage—sailboats are finicky in reverse—then forged ahead backwards full speed into a face full of rain then a gust that made me a pinball bouncing into a funnel, ricocheting off the Pearson on one side, dock finger and Hatteras on the other. Somehow in that mayhem I tied off the stern line then the bow, added other lines, adjusted fenders, watched my hat fly off, float away. I didn’t care. Cold rain had gotten down the back of my foul weather gear. I was soaked. It was cold. I was exhausted, fried, eager to go below. Collapse. 

I shut the engine off. The storm completely stopped as if also a switch. Yes, a gigantic toggle flipped by the gods done toying with me—cats tired of their mouse—and I was left in the silence of water gurgling by, slapping the hull sometimes and I noticed music from the Hatteras. Chopin. 

Fast forward one week: 

My court-assigned interventionist, Saul, wore a Hawaiian shirt with jeans and sneakers. I wish I had known in advance, having dressed for the occasion—extracting my suit, tie, and wing tips kept for emergencies from storage beneath the vee berth. Burly and bearded, Saul was a former heroin and Oxy-addicted alcoholic priest much experienced in starting over from scratch. Ruined in Jersey, he had made his way south to the Florida Keys, the sole mission of that journey being to get drunk at the bar where Hemingway sat then end it all. A good plan, I believed, hearing it for the first time—thought through and not a whim. Respectable by virtue of its diligence. However, as sometimes happens with schemes involving Key West, it was interrupted by a bartender working the breakfast shift: Mary, his future wife, also from the Garden State. “I went there for vodka drinks, nothing else, but right away we clicked,” he said. “That was eleven years ago. We’ve been making our way back north ever since. When the van breaks down we take it as a calling from God to stop and stay awhile. The van in question being Mary’s ‘68 Volkswagen bus. She named it Jerry after Jerry Garcia of Grateful Dead fame. Mary thought we’d never get farther than Miami. Thanks to ol’ Jerry though this is our second year in Charleston after two and a half in Jacksonville,” he said, sipping from a Styrofoam cup. “A step at a time is the answer. A step at a time. Ol’ Jerry sets the pace. By this time next year, we could be in Fayetteville. That’s North Carolina. We’ll get back to New Jersey eventually.”

He must have seen my eyes glaze over because he added, “The moral of this story is that getting you up on your feet again isn’t going to happen overnight.”

My folder was open on the table in front of him: forms and reports paperclipped in different groupings that he slid around with his pinky, picking through it while he talked, bumping his drink with a ridiculous quantity of sugar then adding creamers one-by-one, stirring with a skinny straw as if everything he said and I said would blend in with what all had been said by the others before me. 

His eyes narrowed. “Your address is a marina. You live on a boat?”

“A ketch.”

“Do you scuba?” 

“No. Snorkel. Mainly to clean the bottom or retrieve something dropped over the side.”

“Mary and I got certified. She dives for golf balls at the nice resorts while I temp for the courts, filling in the cracks, you might say.”

“So I’m a crack,” I cracked.

He ignored me. “There’s a thing in scuba called the buddy system. Divers stick together. I’m going to be your buddy. Together we’ll get you back to the surface but not in one day.”

I wanted to roll my eyes. It was small talk. Making nice before digging in, drilling down. I got it. Saul was my fourth interventionist in five months and I’d begun to feel cheap—a date passed around at a party—and Saul was already planning a move to Fayetteville, a place probably not different than here: a succession of boozers and Oxy addicts released into his custody for cursory dent pulling before releasing them back into the wild. I hoped he’d value me as a class above his usual clientele. Saul shot that down. “Manslaughter huh? Says here you killed a little girl.” he muttered, frowning, clucking under his breath. 

“You seriously want to hear all that? It’s already in the file.” 

“It is. Regardless I want to hear it from you, from your perspective in the now.”

“The now?”

“In your current state of being,” Saul leaned back in his chair. “That’s what they pay me the big bucks for.” It was meant as a joke. Sarcasm. 

I felt like an uninspiring moth, Saul pinning me to his collection, so I repeated what I’d already said to the cops, my wife, my daughter, my attorney, the judge starting with having been top dog among a small group of followers meeting up at the marina bar.

“Yes. I know the place,” he said although I doubted he’d ever stopped there or been aboard a high-end cruising yacht. Sloop, ketch, or yawl.

“Funny thing,” I went on. “In the moments leading up to that life-altering choice between going home from the bar or on out to Folly, I’d been fully aware of something large and cathartic coming—self-actualizing and pinnacle—and for that reason left an extra-large tip on the counter, waved—a subtle flip of my hand—calling back ‘Later Taters!’ then strolled out to my car. I remember feeling entitled by those glistening white yachts, mine among them. Then, approaching my car, a company leased Range Rover, the latest model freshly waxed, I felt super worldly, extra deserving of what seemed a coronation in the works.” I paused then added, “and yet also I had a vague sense that it would come at the expense of others. ‘Some will suffer,’ I remember thinking. ‘There are no winners without losers.’”

Saul looked back at me, eyes blank dark circles, noncommittal. 

I continued, “Even as it began to rain, I still believed myself untouchable, still king, and therefore gunned the engine while looking for a place in traffic. When it came I jumped in line, cutting off other commuters—uninteresting Fords and Chevys—and searched for mini bottles in the console. There should’ve been some. There almost always were. Finding none, I tried canceling that order by telling myself I could wait until Folly. No luck. The emperor within me wouldn’t have it. I remember thinking ‘there’s rum around here somewhere. Keep looking.’ 

“Fat drops drummed the Rover. Sheets of rain raked across the gray, misty pavement. The car in front braked hard, stopping for a yellow light. I remember swearing ‘Christ! You could have made it! I could have made it too!’”

I looked to Saul for a reaction. He said nothing, stared, said, “Go on.” 

“So I stretched across the console to root through the glove box. None there. I settled back into place and hit the gas when the light changed. You have no idea how anxious I was to get to the beach, get to a drink. Red taillights dotted the way ahead, white headlights packed the rearview mirror. Man, the rain was coming down hard and there were no mini bottles in the glove box. I became agitated, as when you want a smoke but there’s no cigarettes and not having one handy makes it worse. I needed that drink and couldn’t put my hands on one.”

I assumed Saul could relate, having been a junkie. He gave no indication either way

“I see,” was all he said, gesturing for me to get to the rest. I took a breath, held it, exhaled.

“Shopping plazas were lit up in the downfall. I passed fast food restaurants, cell phone sellers, and pharmacies. A couple of the cars ahead of me dropped out of line to stop at those stores. I slowed to let them out then accelerated to close the gap. My driving felt off, as if behind the wheel of a car I’d never driven before. I remember thinking that I’d be fine once traffic evened out.” 

Here I had to pause and catch my breath after talking fast. Rambling, I thought. Saul poured sugar into his coffee, stirred it, looked up.

“My neighborhood was up ahead. Cathy was making dinner and needing me to walk the dog, check in on Janelle. My neighbor’s Audi took that turn. The turn I should have taken. Instead I pushed on. In my mind I was already climbing onto that barstool, ordering that first Cuba Libre at the beach.”

This being my aforementioned life changing moment, I stopped talking, expected Saul would want to weigh in yet all he did was lean forward, fold his hands, telling me telepathically to get it out, all of it. Get it said. On the record. His record.

I crossed my leg over my knee. “I should have called it a day. I knew nothing more would be gained by more drinks. Even so, my mind was running several moves ahead, had already crossed the bridge over Wappoo Cut. I’ve often wondered why. The answer has always been because I could. Because kings do as they please.

“So I crossed at Wappoo looking for mini bottles between my seat and the door then between the seat and console, places they’d hibernated before and sometimes rolled out from if I hit a pothole, crossed railroad tracks, suddenly stopped. I always hoped that wouldn’t happen when Cathy or Janelle were along.”

The irony struck me. “It’s crazy that I worried they were there yet couldn’t find one that night.”

Saul remained stone-faced.

“I forged ahead,” I told him. “That nanosecond of choosing to go out to the beach instead calling it a day feels as powerful now as it did then, an otherworldly force pushing me forward toward a cliff.”

I stopped here for effect, saying to Saul, “I’ve often wondered if God was behind that. If He would do such a thing to someone. Punishment perhaps.”

Had Saul been working on my dime instead of the county’s I would have insisted we explore that. It seemed important. Something to grab hold of. I waited to see if he might take the bait. Instead, he signaled for me to keep going. A slight shifting in his seat.

“By now the storm was shaking its fist, thunder exploding and lightening streaks all around. There had to be a bottle somewhere. Jack Daniels. Dewars. Bacardi. I felt around, talking to coax one out. ‘Where are you, you booger? Come to Pappa.’ At last, my fingertip stumbled across the motherlode. A whole nest of them with three or maybe five eggs mere inches beyond my reach. I swear my eyes were off the road for barely a tick.”

I had to catch my breath again. There was no air in the room. This time Saul didn’t mind letting me rest. He rocked in his chair a bit. Finally, I steeled myself to tell him what came next.

“When I ran that stoplight and hit that car, pushing it into a pole, I was barely two miles from home. Cathy told me she was setting spaghetti noodles in the sink to drain, thinking about me, wondering if I’d be in soon, when the lights in the kitchen flickered. She thought it was me coming in and messing around with the switch as a prank. 

“I remember a glassy yellow flash with a metal-on-metal clap then the silence that followed, the silence then starting to hiss while I was jammed into the air bag, stuck there, watching a mini bottle spin on the floor of the passenger seat, Jim Beam, then smelled steaming anti-freeze that made me think of eighth grade chemistry lab and what the teacher had said about energy, that it could not be created or destroyed—it moves only between one place and another. Dazed as I was, I remembered that clearly, an odd recollection after years spent submerged in the back of my memory. Man, I hated chemistry class, thought I’d gotten free of it. Nevertheless, there it was.”

At this point it seemed I wasn’t talking to Saul, I was talking to myself... 

“The night was numb,” I uttered. “My hand, as if independent of my brain, sleepwalked to my face and came back to my eyes bloody. It returned to my cheek, found a gaping wound, skin hanging in a wallet-sized flap. Beyond the flap, my finger touched something. I remember thinking, What’s this? before realizing it was teeth and missing teeth. My finger, a Good Samaritan, tried to cover the gap with that flap of skin. The flap wouldn’t stay. 

“I felt faint,” I went on, “felt the tingling sensation before blacking out. I needed out of the car. Needed out fast. Rain slid down the windshield as if sheets of molten glass. The mini bottle spun slower now. I watched until it stopped. Didn’t care about it anymore. Heard a faint womp-womp-womp, a sound resembling a heartbeat, a sonogram, my daughter Janelle in Cathy’s womb. It grew louder and louder. Then I saw it...and this next part you’re not going to believe...”

Saul leaned in closer. “What?”

“A gigantic bird. A pelican. Ghost-like. Its wings beating, a pulse. I promise you that’s what it was.”

Saul’s eyebrows were up.

“I watched it approach as if on a mission, dive into the other car, disappear into the haze, emerge with a small soul, that of a child, then I watched it rise from the radiator steam, rise up into the craw of that squall. I swear on my mother’s grave I felt a hand on my shoulder and a soft voice. ‘Carrying the baby to heaven,’ it said.’”

I hesitated, made sure I had him fully on the hook. I did. 

“Then what?” 

“I swear I saw a child-sized hole open up in the sky and the pelican go through it. Nobody believes me.”

“And after that?”

“After the pelican was gone, I watched the child’s mother crawl out of the wreckage. She had a bloody nose.”

“The file says she was from Cleveland.”

“Yes.”

“It says she wasn’t hurt very bad but the kid was dead.” He paused, tapped the report, read the rest to himself, then added, “You got off easy with manslaughter. You must have had a great lawyer.”

“The best. A friend of mine. Well, was a friend.” 

“You got off with what amounted to, basically, probation.”

“There were mitigating circumstances. The rain, the ridiculous angle of the intersection, an unauthorized tree branch blocking the sign that would have warned me to slow for a light. That sort of thing.” I spoke as if arguing my case all over again. 

Saul was unimpressed. “Uh huh.”

“Plus negligence on the part of the mother,” I added. “No car seat for the baby. No insurance. An expired registration from out-of-state. And there was dirt.” 

Saul spoke. “Dirt?”

He said it exactly as I had the day my lawyer brought it up. My friend laughing, handing me a Scotch on the deck of his trawler two doors down at the Ashley Marina. 

“Three arrests for check fraud and another for shoplifting back in Ohio. A possession charge. Meth.” I caught myself gloating, stopped, then matter-of-factly told Saul that by comparison my track record was stellar. “No tickets. Great credit score. Generous donations to the Old Guard’s favored causes.”

Saul seemed unpleased. “By favored causes you mean what?”

“Garden club. History museum. Daughters of the Confederacy. That sort of thing.”

“Right.” He warmed my coffee then his own. Watching him add sugar, I thought of heroin, envisioned him back in Jersey with a needle in his arm. “And did the child’s mother forgive you?” he asked.

What an odd question. No one had asked before. His predecessor, a court-appointed Bob, certainly hadn’t. Bob seemed more interested in the efficient checking of boxes. I doubted there had been a box for that. On the other hand, unlike Bob, not once did Saul inquire if I had looked for a job, associated with known felons, had unnatural inclinations, attended court-ordered AA. I was warming up to him. Maybe he truly was my buddy, my pal.

I replied that, no, she never said she forgave me. She got her money then moved back to Cleveland, the payoff to keep her quiet and make sure she wouldn’t come back for more. 

“She agreed not to sue me.”

“Do you think of the child?”

“All of the time.”

“Go on.”

“I dream about her. A reoccurring nightmare. She’s all grown up, standing alone in the rain. Never speaks but holds a sign.”

“Interesting. What’s on the sign?”

“All it says is, ‘Why did you do it?’”

“And that makes you feel...what?”

“Like running away.”

“To where?”

“That’s the problem. There’s no place to run to.”

Saul’s expression changed. Brightened. A look of wisdom through a thousand years of pain, all the pains of the world. I thought of his wife Mary’s van and the real Jerry Garcia, both a flash of tie-dye that didn’t fit my confession. If only the pelican had taken me instead. 

As if on cue, a song I’d never heard wafted from speakers at his back. He saw me look in that direction. “Springsteen,” he said, “singing about Jesus walking up Calvary Hill on His ‘path of consequence’ with Mary at his side.”

Oh shit. Here comes the pitch, I thought. I’d seen this warmup before. Seen Bible bangers on bicycles. 

Saul set his coffee down, closed my folder with his pinky, leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, listening to “Jesus Was an Only Son.” Not until another time and place would I listen more closely to the words and get the message. In Saul’s office that day, I remained quiet, feigning interest in a court-appointed way. When the song ended and after no further comment from Saul—his eyes were closed, I thought he was praying—I started to rise from my chair thinking we were done. We weren’t. Saul turned off the stereo, leaned back. “So you lost your job.”

“Yes.” I figured he was getting to those check boxes now.

“Then your home and marriage.”

“As if swept off the table by a giant hand.”

“Tell me more about that.” 

He closed his eyes, locked his hands behind his head, causing me to feel unsure. Was he listening to me or a song in his head? Perhaps a Catholic hymn from before his fall from grace. “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence,” maybe. Or the Gregorian chant “Atoro te Devote.” Hell, I had no idea. Could have easily been a Dead song, I was thinking “Cold Jordan.” Or was he taking a nap? It was hard to tell. His breathing slowed. 

Whatever he was doing it made me uncomfortable. Uneasy about explaining the rest. Thank God I didn’t have to. Because Saul began to snore.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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Now fast forward a couple of months after several follow-up visits with Saul during which I’d brought him up to speed on my screwed up circumstances, the worst being that my daughter Janelle no longer took my calls. 

“Being broke isn’t nearly as awful as realizing you’ve lost the last person you counted on to still love you,” I told him.

This prompted Saul, still on that buddy system track of his, to nudge me into a deep dive about my failings as a father. I went down—way down—into the abyss, a place so murky he drifted off again, snored as he slept again. Instead of sneaking out with time still left on the clock, I sat tight all the way through “Veni Creator Spiritus” then, when my court-appointed allotment of time was exhausted, left. Outside his door were others in a line of chairs. More bad kids sent to the principal’s office. 

I returned to the marina in a pay-by-the week pickup, a beater that ran loud and rough, coughing blue smoke, squeaking as a bed where rooms rent by the hour. It sputtered out at any moment at any place, a fact that made me nervous in crowded city traffic. When it quit, I hoped I wouldn’t be stranded, standing by the open hood, where wing men from my Queen Street days—former friends and clients, would see me and pretend they hadn’t. It was Russian Roulette.

On the bright side, the truck’s faded paint, rusted tailgate, and gaps of wheel well missing metal coordinated with my new surroundings on the Cooper. Pulling across that gravel lot, home at last, I was glad to be off on my own again away from the world I’d been kicked out of. I hurried to get back aboard and down below without any further interventions.

It was not to be. 

My dock neighbor, Richard, on the Hatteras—it was his man cave, he visited on weekends and after work sometimes—had heard the pickup long before I arrived, had waited patiently while I parked, had watched the truck roll back before I set the brake, heard the engine die a choking death. When I drew close he asked, “How was it? Did he nod off again?” We’d become friendly enough for him to know something of the wreck and my visits with Saul. Walking out to our boats, I answered, “Other people’s sorrows are his lullabies.”

“Come over for a glass of juice.” 

“Only juice?” I replied, an inside joke. Calm and low key, Richard knew I didn’t drink anymore and for this reason offered something lame, would pour himself hard liquor drinks or wine but never beer, then coax himself into a soft humming buzz while I sipped apple juice, usually, or sometimes orange, minus the muscle, to deal with my demons as best I could. He was my abstinence trainer, he wisecracked. 

“Thanks.”

“Just trying to help.” 

“Sure,” I told him, accepting the invitation, “I’ll be over in a sec. Let me get settled first.” It was a hot and balmy day in South Carolina’s Low Country. The kind of misery that made me think of slaves working in fields, suffering, and how I would have keeled over in an hour while they toiled years. Lifetimes. 

The AC wasn’t working in the truck. Despite a cool shower and change of clothes, I knew I’d feel unclean aboard Richard’s boat. He was a neat freak, desired order, arranged his things surgically, ready for a Southern Living photo shoot, which is why the Hatteras never left its slip—classical music, jazz, or even Muzak still playing when he was away.

“Whenever you’re ready,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Okay, Professor.” 

I liked the guy though he leaned far to the left. Sometimes I felt he was struggling more than I was holed up in there with his vodka and Mother Jones magazines and grim-faced tomes about The Man giving it hard to the rest of us sans lubricant. Sometimes I felt sorry for him having to come to the marina as a respite from his house in the Garden District, from the two-hundred-year-old fixer-upper his wife Sam, an amateur preservationist whom I’d never met, was tearing apart and putting back together as if an antique watch. He couldn’t take the hammering, sawing, clutter, and chaos of delicate historic preservation work. Consequently he came to the dock to relax.

Too, as an amateur gourmet cook letting his wife rip out the kitchen, he came also for what he called epicurean relief. I sometimes heard him clattering through cupboards in search of special saucepans, whisks, stirring spoons, scoops. I relished telling him about those sounds, how he was a Luna moth rattling in its cocoon. He would counter, say he heard me too and that my sounds were often offensive, for instance replacing the toilet’s joker valve once—a flimsy yet vital component. Or replacing fuel injectors once, a relatively easy task requiring a special wrench that I couldn’t put my hands on that day. “Talk about banging around and blaspheming,” he said. “I thought you were taking it apart with a sledgehammer.”

“I only use a sledgehammer to change the oil.” 

He said I sounded nothing like a moth in a cocoon. “No,” he told me one evening, straightforward, “you sound like a drunk trapped in a storage shed, having a tantrum.” Then he paused and worked his mouth into the wriest smile possible, adding, “Of course I know you’re not a drunk anymore.” It sounded brotherly, supportive. Encouraging. I think he fancied himself an armchair psychologist. Envied Saul’s hold on me. If Saul were not in the way, I could be his guinea pig, his lab rat. He taught political science at the College of Charleston weighing heavily into the advancement of socialism over capitalism and would have been one hell of a shrink instead of an amateur one slash amateur chef. I supposed all socialists would.

We gave each other space, hid separately in adjacent hulls until one of us came out for air. A hatch sliding back, the top of a head appearing, his or mine, popping up for a look around prairie dog-style then one of us would come out first to sit with coffee, to read or watch the river. When the earliest riser needed to top off his cup, he jumped down to the dock with a thud, knock on the hull of his neighbor. “You in there? You up? I’m going down for a refill. Want some?” 

Usually we sat on his boat because it was roomier and didn’t look lived in. If he made a Bloody Mary he used his own recipe: V8 and clam juice, black pepper, dill, yellow mustard seeds, dashes of spices he kept secret, high-end vodka, sometimes gin. Mine was always virgin with extra celery and more olives to make up the difference.

So, yes, we got used to one another, had routines already going when I came back from seeing Saul that day.

My hair was wet from the shower as I clambered out of my sailboat, leaped down to the dock, knocked on the side of Richard’s boat, a hard knuckly rap. Obnoxious on purpose. “Permission to come aboard, Captain?” I asked, making it sound extra salty, an inside jab at him for never casting his lines.

“Wipe your feet,” came back from inside. 

I stepped aboard, crossed the aft deck, and went in.

This visit, as with most, began with The Professor turning on the National Weather Service, an automated, computer-ish, radio voice cycling through local conditions and predictions including temperature, wind direction and speed, wave height, news of any fronts moving in. The robotic steadfast voice was strangely comforting.

Then the small talk began. Sometimes beginning on the matter of Mr. Wilson—another of the liveaboards there, a down-and-outer same as me.

Mr. Wilson was old and frail, practically bedridden, aboard a decrepit twenty-eight-footer named Dorothy that resembled something the sea hacked up had the sea been a very large cat. I had seen him only a handful of times, even then from a distance, happening to catch him raising his head through the hatch for a quick look around. According to Richard, Mr. Wilson moved to the Cooper half a year before I did after he’d sailed all over the world. “In the beginning I could get him to tell me stories,” Richard said once, “and he has many but eventually the wheezing and coughing got such that he couldn’t catch his breath. Lately, I do most of the talking. He nods or grunts.”

I had heard Mr. Wilson’s rasping and throat clearing. It was awful. 

During my first week as his neighbor I thought it strange to hear the man yet never see him. If not for his problem with phlegm I would never have counted him present. He was at least mentally alert enough to duck when I approached. 

“He’s definitely a recluse,” The Professor had told me. “Befuddled and out of sorts. But there’s more to him than that. I sense a wounded soul.”

The Professor, preferring peace and contentedness, kept track of the old man, visited his postbox for him, cashed his social security checks, picked up his meds and groceries. 

“He doesn’t have a car and probably shouldn’t be driving anyway. He doesn’t have a phone either. I don’t know what he does all day.”

“I haven’t a clue except at night if the weather’s nice and my hatches are open I can tell that he’s walking the docks. The coughing gives him away. I worry he’ll fall into the drink.”

“He has a son in Connecticut he sends letters to. The son never writes back,” Richard told me once, giving me a look after he said it, regretful, mindful of my daughter pushing me away. For a moment it felt like a stone sunk deep in a well, a truth to be dealt with at another time, same as always when I think of her.

This time, however, after switching on the weather voice, Richard brought up news of the transient dock where boats headed up or down the Intracoastal Waterway tied up temporarily for a night or up to a week to visit Charleston, South Carolina’s oldest and most beautiful city. Not finding a slip on the Ashley, they came to the Cooper, a last resort, a dilemma I could relate to except for the inevitable truth that they would sooner or later be going on to better destinations while I, on the other hand, considered the Cooper as good as it would ever get. Availability and price was the Cooper’s gatekeeper, a funky net that entertained us with the species it snagged, most recently a seventy-footer, a Hatteras same as Richard had except bigger, newer, nicer. A white tuxedo dining heartily among starving men in rags. 

“Yes, I saw it come in,” I told him.

“There’s something odd about it. It has an icky vibe.”

“A husband and wife. They fight a lot. Germans.”

“Yes. Their honeymoon period has come and gone,” Richard commented, wanting Saul’s job again, I thought, or was he sensitive to their show of wealth because he lived on a shoestring while his wife put their every dime into her never-ending work on that money pit. I then suspected all the money in the world wouldn’t put him in a yacht flashy as that one, wouldn’t switch him over to the Ashley and rubbing shoulders with elite and powerful Capitalists. The Professor fashioned himself a Bohemian intellectual. To him, we on the Cooper were a focus group for his socio-economics obsessions including Mankind scratching by at the lower rungs of the power ladder. 

I pointed to a big catamaran tied behind the Germans. “That guy in the Catana could buy my boat, yours, and Mr. Wilson’s with what he has in his pocket.” 

All The Professor said about that was, “Fuck him,” which was interesting because except when expressing disregard for the rich or losing something over the side, he never swore, in fact detested my F-bombs and dammits of sailboat repairs. 

My comment about the Catana segued perfectly into our next topic, the one we preferred most: my angle on free market capitalism versus The Professor’s bend on communal benevolence. In this debate we were perfectly matched. Fencers squaring off for sport. He usually took the first thrust, asking about Big Al, my one client, the bona fide jerk on whom my survival depended. 

“I think I heard you two arguing on the phone the other day,” Richard probed, eyes still on the Germans. “I hope everything’s going alright...”

No, he didn’t hope that. Ever facetious and cynical, the last thing Richard wanted was smooth going on the teeter-totter of supply and demand. By his comment he had politely called me a hack. Snidely, though in good humor, had pointed out that I was a whore lubing up the wealthy and keeping them in hand jobs in exchange for the chew bones they tossed.

“What line of work is he in again?” 

The Professor knew full well Big Al sold auto parts online and that his business was fat and happy because nine in ten customers were scammed. Parts paid for and never sent. Or of a quality less than advertised. No exchanges given. No refunds either. Al raked it in. I’d explained as much to Richard a dozen times, had spouted off about Big Al’s Customer Service department consisting only of his daughter, Missy, a single mother with zero self-confidence, how he berated her so, threatened to throw her into unemployment—out on the street—if she doesn’t hold them off, those complainers, give them the runaround, weeks of back and forth arguing until they give up and go away. Then if they posted a bad review at ReportAScam.com or RippedOffRoyally.org or one of the others, he would yell at her for that. It was only the squeakiest wheels who got the grease. Al paid ten cents on the dollar and by then his customers were grateful to get out alive and half sane. 

Richard also knew, because I’d told him, that Big Al was proud of this fact, proud of his success and happy to show it off by way of big expensive toys. Big Al would boast: “I’ve got this down to a science. It’s as good as printing the money myself.” Then out came photos of his cigarette boat or his thick breasted girlfriend du jour. Big Al, by every definition, was a pig and a cad. Yet I depended on him for income until something better came along. Al kept me afloat and kept Richard stocked in anecdotes ripe for friendly needling, relentless harping, thick orations on corporate greed and, eventually, if I let him clear a path to that, a lecture on Uncle Sam’s role in it all. The evil deeds of the Powers That Be. The Professor was well read, knew his subject inside and out, could run through endless examples of Big Money and Big Brother conspiring, getting us into wars, grabbing up turf, making us serfs. 

“Sales,” was all I said, getting back to his question about Big Al. 

Richard poured another tomato juice for me and tricked out another Bloody Mary for himself, plotting his debate angle, a chess move. He fancied himself a defender of the oppressed, a great orator, a Scopes Monkey Trial hero. He had plenty of ammo for dealing with Al, for instance knew—because I often put Al on the speaker to free my hands for note taking or mindless doodling—that Al will go to church on Sunday mornings, attend Sunday School after the sermon and then, once home, pour himself a tall whiskey, fire up a Kentucky Fire Cured cigar then use speed dial to get hold of me and ream me out, spewing strings of profanity to drive his point home. 

Listening through hulls is equal to eavesdropping through thin walls. That’s how Richard knew that my number on Big Al’s speed dial was labeled Marketing instead of my actual name and that sometimes he chewed me out when he’d meant to dial his daughter labeled Customer Service. When I pointed out the error, Al said nothing, no “Sorry, I meant to get Missy,” no nothing. He would hang up. I’m sure the opposite happened too, that his daughter had been reamed when he meant to ream me. His rants were one-size-fits-all. His tantrums made to fit the moment even if a mallet was needed. He never warned you of the square peg soon coming to your round hole. All decisions on blame were final with no returns, no opportunities to defend yourself. He took nothing back, same as his car parts business model. I soon learned to let it go. “Water off a duck’s back,” Saul advised me once. He hated Big Al much as Richard did.

“Al’s a total bastard,” I told Richard, adding pepper to my tomato juice to mess with his formula. Watching me do it got under his skin. “He’s the worst client I’ve ever had,” I went on, putting in more olives. “Even so, as long as I’m herding sheep to his slaughter, I’m getting paid until something better comes up. 

Richard held his tongue, let me spool out enough rope to hang myself later.

Continuing, I told him. “If I at least appear to be fixing his bad reputation, whitewashing it as best I can with his itty bitty budget, my slip fee is covered and there’s ribeye steak instead of Jungle brand hot dogs.” 

Richard knew Jungle brand referenced Upton Sinclair’s book about the meat-packing business. My knowledge of such facts intrigued him across half a dozen points of reason. He didn’t expect it from a soldier of Capitalism.

It was here that he cut in. “That’s how it is the world over,” he opined. “People like you giving people like him a pass hurts the rest of us. They pull us in with an offer of something barely better than nothing, something they’ve painted rosy and cozy to get us to bite,” he said, stopping to pluck a celery stick from his drink, wave it at me for effect. “Then, before we know it,” he continued, positioning that celery an inch from my nose, “we’re getting screwed.”

I was not surprised by his passion. My indifference to Al’s corrupt dealings pushed Richard’s button, set off one of his lectures, most of which I’d heard from him before. He would go down any number of tangents, for instance the fiefdom mindset as a model to the Industrial Age. This time he went with sweatshops and coal mines. “It’s not only consumers getting robbed, it’s workers,” he proclaimed, dragging on for miles about cheap labor, including children, being worked to death in dangerous conditions in Mexico, China, India, and here in the good old USA—picking fruit, processing meat, hunched over assembly lines.

Then he added one of his favorite catch phrases: “And all that other bullshit they do to people.” They meaning my former clients and their ilk. People meaning the vulnerable everyday Joes. Despite being an atheist, Richard postured himself as an Archangel Michael-type champion of justice.

I countered using the concept of free will. “It’s not as if they’re slaves. They can walk whenever they want.”

He countered back. “To where? To do what? How about you? You said yourself you can’t walk away from Big Al.”

“I will when the time is right.”

“It will never be right. Capitalism makes sure of that, keeps you barely alive and never strong enough to escape.”

He had a point. He nailed my situation perfectly. 

I changed the subject, knowing I could razz him with a war story from my ad agency days—tales refined while holding court at the marina bar on that other river. “So I’m with a client in New Orleans,” I began. “It’s the last day of the Southeast Mortgage Conference, one of the mortgage industry’s biggest...” 

Richard wrinkled his nose in revulsion.

“...The client, the president of his division, Underwriting, tells the peons to shut down and pack up their booth on the convention floor—freeing him to skip out to a strip club while he’s away from home, away from his wife. There was a nice one a block off Bourbon. You pay more because it’s classy. So we go...”

Richard’s disgust went up another level at my mention of the titty bar. I gleefully continued.

“...There’s nobody there except for us and one other, a fellow conventioneer, and he was smashed, three sheets to the wind.”

Knowing that Richard believed public intoxication and midday sloth were two more sins wrought by Man’s pursuit of the almighty dollar, I tossed him those nuggets, catnip to a lion, then went on:

“...The poor guy is still wearing his suit and name badge. You know... ‘Hello, my name is Ted.’ His tie is draped over his shoulder and his pocket liner is hanging out like a dead man’s tongue...”

Richard snorted at the scene.

“...He’s sitting at the dance stage hunched over, his head resting on the counter, dog-eyed and barely breathing as if it’s 3 a.m. at a Waffle House. We thought he was passed out but the stripper, somehow sensing a pulse, turns, bends, and puts her ass up into his face while twerking to that Donna Summers song. You know... the big disco hit.”

The Professor belittled himself admitting he knew which one.

“’Love to Love You Baby,’” he muttered.

“That’s it.”

He poured more vodka into his glass, added more Bloody Mary ingredients and offered me a virgin refill. I declined, continued my story. “...The strobe light lit her up like the Statue of Liberty on Fourth of July...”

Richard rolled his eyes to that one.

“...Magically the guy is revived. He has barely enough of himself intact to jolt his face heavenward right up into her ass and to comprehend what he sees and the meaning of it—that titty bar etiquette requires he reward her...”

“Toss her plastic beads, I suppose,” Richard interjected. “The currency of degenerates.”

I ignored him and went on. “...The poor guy could barely balance on a four-legged chair but goes digging into his pocket, at first confused by its tongue hanging out, digging deep, coming out empty-handed...”

As if checking his own sobriety, Richard put his drink down and leaned forward. 

Aha, I thought. I’ve got him now! I continued the story. “...Then he goes to the other pocket on the other side, rolling onto his other hip, a dangerous move given his condition, but somehow he doesn’t fall...”

Richard, sensing dramatization, balked. “What time of day did you say this was?”

“Three in the afternoon. Barely. Remember, these are bankers visiting The Big Easy. The temptation is simply insane.”

Richard frowned. I could see his cogs turning, combing through something he’d read about the early history of New Orleans, times when wholesome farmers floated rafts down the “Mississip” to sell their crops, ever hopeful, then returned home later than planned penniless and perverted. Before he could form this vision into a projectile, I hurried to bring up the rear of my story. 

“...Our hero at the titty bar reaches inside the jacket he’s wearing, scrounges around then comes out at last with a billfold...”

Richard’s face tightened. “Of course he did.”

“...He fingers through it. His head topples to and fro, side to side, close to leaving his shoulders. He finds nothing in the billfold either other than his driver’s license and the one credit card he carried—he was being cautious on this trip—plus business cards collected in the convention hall. He rifles through them. There’s a bunch of receipts too...”

I paused, letting Richard sniff the bait. It was time to reel him in, make him squirm. If possible, make him leap onto his feet in disgust.

“...So he turns the wallet upside down and shakes it, the business cards rain down with receipts—without those receipts, he can’t be reimbursed.

Expense accounts being another example of corporate self-gratification, I could sense Richard going there ready to play that card. I blocked the move. 

“...Now he puts the wallet back, missing half its contents, his head still rolling, the stripper still gyrating to ‘Love to Love You Baby.’ They say that song contains twenty-two actual orgasms, Richard. Twenty-two! Anyway, we wonder what he’ll do next.”

Richard clearly didn’t need know about the orgasms, didn’t want to, didn’t have a right place for that information. 

“The gods of The Crescent City let that stripper’s strobe light do its work while our hero processes that he has no more cash.”

“Yes,” Richard said of the strobe, “a hypnotist’s spinning wheel or swinging pocket watch.”

“...Our lonely conventioneer takes sudden interest in his left hand and holds it up for a closer look. When the strobe finds his wedding band, it sparkles—magic fairy dust—and here’s the best part, Professor: He tugs off that ring and gives it to the stripper!” 

The Professor gasps.

“...Then the guy passes out face first onto the counter inches below her cootchie.”

I looked to Richard, expecting shock. He stared back practically a blank. Too far over the top? 

I went on. 

“...My client, in self-absorbed astonishment, as if witnessing one of the Secrets of Fatima, muttered, more to himself than to me, ‘Lights out. That boy is done.’”

Richard said nothing, had nothing.

I filled that empty dialogue balloon by adding, “No shit, Sherlock. True story. It happened exactly as I described.”

There was tomato juice left in my drink. It was mostly melted ice. I sucked it out of there making that noise then told Richard, “I’ve always wondered how he explained the missing ring to his wife.” 

Richard looked desperate to be somewhere else. 

“...He was still down for the count when we left to play the slots at Harrah’s and hadn’t moved two hours later when we returned.”

I puffed up my chest, proudly resting my case, and looked over at The Professor as a lawyer might inviting the other side to respond. He stared out from behind his eyeballs, a waif at a window on a scary night, gazing not at me but into the cosmos where lives Mankind’s most terrible confessions. Not simply their existence, their meaning. 

Poor Richard. I’d added an unexpected page to his day. Of course, he knew these occurrences took place yet had never heard them delineated in such coarse detail and merrily condoned by a colleague of the sort I’d become in the slow fermentation of our friendship. He needed time for that yarn to percolate, to run his fingers through it as Ted in the titty bar did searching his pocket, both men in their own ways seeking something meaningful to bring out, a counteroffer, a tit for tat.

Richard, doomed to live forever in an unhappy shell-shocked trance, appeared as if wanting a gun and bullet for himself, perhaps another for me. He lived in an academic’s protective bubble where inbred beliefs anesthetized him to what was beating in the hearts and minds of the street. His knowledge of corruption and debauchery was third or fourth hand. Not even second. He had never gotten past looking in books to experience and feel what was out in the world—the suffering and uncertainty at ground level where every day folk drew lines in the sand defining their perceptions and realities, their standards or lack thereof. I, however, as a marketing man, made my living off those lines. I chalked them on the street then jumped one to another in a laughing game of hopscotch. At least that was my cavalier opinion of myself at the time.

Slumped back in his chair, a tired man, Richard repeated another of his go-to pushbacks. “That’s capitalism for you, a corrupt machine seducing people with its easy wealth achieved at the expense of others. The whole deal’s depraved. Greedy as Al, weak like that Ted guy passed out on that counter.”

I raised my empty glass in sarcastic mirth. “The rich leap-frogging the backs of the poor,” I said, practically singing it, a phrase Richard had used before, had taken, I was sure, from a latest greatest tome on Marxism.

Unruffled, he went on. “Money hunger gobbles up the good-hearted people and spits them out tainted, co-dependent on the Money Machine. You...your client...the conventioneer who gave up his ring...the stripper he gave it to...were all caught up in something evil.”

“Lighten up, man,” I laughed. “It was simple supply and demand. Without a marketplace we’d all go hungry.”
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