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 1 Coming Home

Willow Springs,
Montana

April 28,
2001

He rode tall.
Tall in the saddle. Not that he really knew any different, it is
just that “tall” was the way he did everything in life. Well, as
tall as you could expect for a man who stood just a shade short of
five foot six.

So it was
tall-in-the-saddle Joel Hooper who crested the hill on an orange
gelding that beautiful spring morning. The kind of spring morning
that is truly unique to the Great Plains. Now, almost anyone within
a 500-mile radius of this lonely crest in this isolated and wild
parcel of prairie would recognize that the horse really wasn’t
orange. Most people hereabouts would immediately know it as a
sorrel, but to Joel, who hadn’t been around or on a horse for over
thirty years, the stocky gelding was looking very orange to
him.

If you think
that color posed a problem to Joel, when it came to horses let me
tell you that determining the sex of his mount was an equally
difficult challenge for him. When he quietly slipped into the barn
a little after six that morning, he was certain that he wanted to
avoid the two stallions that were blowing hard and shifting
restlessly in their box stalls at the far end of the building. He
was also certain that the horses paired up with the baby horses
were probably mares. So it was through this process of elimination
that Joel selected the quietest orange horse in the barn and
proceeded to saddle and bridle him, which, in itself, was a pretty
interesting process that entertained the horse for a good half
hour. Eventually, Joel led the saddled mount out of the barn and
stepped into the stirrups. It should be noted that Joel was
pleasantly surprised to discover that his orange mount that morning
was as solid as a rock. If he was honest with himself, Joel would
admit that there was more than a little fear in him as he rose into
the saddle, not knowing what to expect.

It was a
strange morning for Joel. He had risen early, just after five. His
body was still trying to adjust to the time zone change. Wandering
through the old house, his childhood home, he had a sense of
knowing both everything about it and nothing at all. In the long
years since he had left home, escaped really, there had been many
changes, but the basic structure, the placing of the rooms and
their uses, remained the same.

After a slice
of toast with some store-bought strawberry jam and a cup of strong
coffee, Joel prepared to make his way out to the ranch yard. At the
back door he realized that none of his attire was appropriate for
the country. It was not rough enough for the country. Not warm
enough for the coolness of the summer morning in the hills. From
the varied collection of clothing hanging many layers deep on a
wooden clothing tree at the back door, Joel selected a weathered
blue jean jacket to match his brand new Wrangler blue jeans and
popped a well-used straw cowboy hat on his head. The jean jacket
just made sense to him to wear. But the cowboy hat was a bit of a
struggle. He knew that he would have felt more natural, more
comfortable grabbing any of the half dozen ball caps that decorated
the top of the clothing tree. Something resonating deep within him
made him choose the cowboy hat, and it fit, to his own amazement.
Fit perfectly. Grabbing a rugged looking pair of leather gloves and
sliding his feet into an ancient pair of sloppy fitting,
tan-colored cowboy boots, Joel walked out into the ranch yard and
instinctively followed the worn path that headed to the barn.

Joel completed
the ritual of saddling, bridling, and mounting the horse and then
turned the horse toward the hills and headed out. Riding the orange
gelding, he crossed over the small narrow wooden bridge that
spanned the fast flowing Paradise Creek.

As a boy, the
dancing waters of Paradise Creek had always been special to Joel.
More specifically the headwaters, the spring up in the hills was a
very special place. It was his place. A safe place to hide and his
place to ponder the possibilities of life. Now as he crossed over
Paradise Creek as a man, for the first time in thirty-two years
Joel could feel that the bridge represented much more to him than
simply a wooden structure that ensured a dry start to his ride.
Joel Hooper was crossing over into a new adventure in his life. Or
at least he sure hoped he was. Sure as heck something had to
change. And it had to change in a hurry.

On this
particularly fine Montana morning, Joel was serenaded by the
rustling of the wind through the tall grass of the thickly matted
pasture. Yes, it seemed to be the same wind that Joel had been
meaninglessly chasing for so many years. But he knew that this time
it was different. Joel Hooper was home. It wasn’t so much the ranch
yard with the tiny weathered ranch house and the dilapidated
buildings that Joel thought of as home but it was the Hills of
Serenity that held the Circle H, nestled close to their western
side. Gently rolling, golden hills rose high out of the flat plains
below. He knew he was coming home. The shrill calls of the
meadowlarks were heralding his arrival.

As he crested
yet another hill, Joel was greeted by the distant view of a dozen
mares and their foals leisurely grazing on a lush meadow. They were
gorgeous horses and they were his horses, now that he had inherited
the Circle H; amazing as that may still seem to him, this is what a
lawyer named Debra Song in Great Falls had told him just yesterday.
Not that the Circle H was much by most people’s standards but it
was a heck of a lot more than anyone else had ever given him in his
life.

At that moment,
Joel was struck by the incredible freedom of his new equine family
roaming the high hills. Yes, he thought. That is what I want for my
life. Reaching back into his childhood, Joel recalled that horses
had always been a bold and beautiful symbol of freedom. He had so
desperately wanted some of what they had.

Joel was not a
spiritual person. Never had been. For almost thirty years as a
maritime engineer, Joel had spent most if not all of his time in
his head. His brain had earned him some degree of respect in his
profession and helped him to survive disaster after disaster on the
bumpy journey of life. But at this very moment, sitting astride the
orange horse on the crest of a hill, admiring the grazing mares and
foals, Joel felt for a moment the power of his heart. It had been a
long time since he had this kind of feeling, but Joel knew that he
was feeling rather than thinking. He could feel his heart coming to
life.

With the
exception of the sounds of nature, the silence was so powerful that
the only way he could think to describe it was that it was very
huge. Or so it seemed to Joel who had spent most of his mornings
for the last thirty-two years nursing a hangover in one urban
ghetto or another as horns blasted and fumes rose from the heart of
the city outside his hotel room or apartment. Compared to the city
this was looking like a pretty good way to start a day. Sure, it
didn’t have a Starbucks. But you know what. This was better. And
with this realization Joel made a mental note to himself that yes,
it surely was a wonderful day to be alive.

It must have
been an hour since he had let himself through the swinging ranch
gate that led to the pasture of abundance. Abundant with the kind
of grass that only a true son of the prairie could appreciate.
Sure, it had been a lot of years since his childhood days on the
ranch, but he still knew the value of good pasture when he saw it.
And this pasture was very good, having a thick mat of hearty wild
grasses standing a foot high in some places. This was the kind of
grass that cattlemen yearned for, and if they got excited about the
grass, you can only imagine the kind of impact it had on the
livestock.

Beyond the
natural abundance of the grass, this pasture was special for
another reason. Unlike the farmland on the plains below, these
hills had never been cultivated to grow a single crop of grain. He
was riding on the real thing. Natural, short grass prairie with its
roots going back thousands of years, sustaining generations of men,
cattle, horses, deer, and antelope. This was the grass that the
Circle H was built on. In many ways, the ranch really wasn’t as
much a cattle ranch or a cow and calf operation, as some
agriculture specialist from the city would call it, but rather it
was a grass farm. The cattle just happened to be the vehicle that
allowed generations of the Hooper family to survive, and in some
cases thrive to one degree or another, but for the most part, and
especially lately, it was just about survival. It was all about
hanging on. Hanging on for next year.

Hanging on was
something that Joel’s dad just couldn’t do. The old man, Edward
Hooper, couldn’t even hang onto his own life anymore. It was nearly
a month now since the unfortunate event, but only four days since
Joel had learned about it. It was a sad way for the old man to go,
but maybe there was something honest about it. For a rancher to
lose his life being gored to death by a crazed bull was pretty
unusual these days. But then again, the way that Edward had run the
ranch really wasn’t as much about these days as it was about those
days long past.

The way Joel
had heard the story was that it had been a few days, maybe even a
week, since anyone had seen Edward, so one of the neighbor ladies,
Edna Gillette from near town, had driven out to check on him as
others did from time and time. Edna certainly wasn’t expecting what
she found. She had nagged and nagged her husband Clarence for two
days to go over and look in on the old man; after all, Edward had
been married to Clarence’s second cousin at one time, but no,
Edna’s husband was just too busy with calving season.

So, Edna drove
over to the Circle H to pay a visit and drop off some strawberry
preserves after picking up the mail in town. Edna had developed
quite a reputation for her strawberry preserves. As she approached
the ranch from the long gravel road, her thoughts drifted to things
other than her mission. In fact, she caught herself thinking why
she even bothered driving into town to retrieve the mail when all
she got were farming papers crying about how bad things were,
bills, and the anxiety that the bad news and bills produced.

You can imagine
how shocked Edna was when she arrived at the end of the long gravel
road and turned into the ranch yard to be met by a young, she would
guess maybe three years old, red and white Hereford bull. The bull,
with a pitchfork swaying from the hump of his muscular back, was
barely standing. His hooked horns hung low to the ground and swung
side to side slightly as he breathed shallow, slow breaths. Edna
wasn’t quite sure what had happened, but without a doubt, something
was wrong. Carefully driving around the bull that stood dazed in
the middle of the gravel ranch yard, Edna pulled off to the side
and turned off the engine. Her adrenalin was running high, but even
in this condition, Edna was enough of a farm girl to recognize a
badly torn and twisted board fence. From there, she saw the trail
of damage that led to the smashed remains of the barn door swinging
wide open in the hot wind. Gathering up the courage to carefully
and quietly leave the confines of her truck, Edna cautiously made
her way over to the barn. From the corner of her eye, she checked
to ensure that the bull was not only totally uninterested in her
but also barely capable of moving. Once Edna realized that the bull
was so close to his death and not a danger to her, she rushed
through the remnants of the door and into the barn. It was there in
the dark shadows of the old dusty building that Edna discovered the
battered and limp body of poor old Edward. It didn’t take a big
city coroner to determine the cause of death.

Everything else
happened pretty fast. Edna went back to the truck and called
Clarence on her cell phone, all the time wondering why she hadn’t
done this in the first place. The police showed up and took command
of the situation. In under an hour, the ranch yard was full of
officials and vehicles from the police, ambulance, and coroner, and
there was no shortage of interested neighbors who started to show
up as the word spread through the hills.

Over the next
few days, the family, or what they could find of the family, was
notified, and in less that a week, the old man was put to rest in
the family cemetery back up in the hills of the south pasture. Not
many came to the funeral. Some said it was because of the time of
the year—calving and all. Others recognized that it was because not
many really knew Edward Hooper. He would have turned ninety later
that summer and the reality was that there just weren’t that many
ninety-year-olds around this country any more. It was almost as if
he was the last man standing. Maybe he was, in this part of the
country anyways.

A few of the
nieces and nephews from the city came for the funeral—not that the
old man would have recognized any of them unless they had
introduced themselves, and that certainly wasn’t happening that
day. And there were a few Native American riders who had worked for
him on and off over the years, especially in the early years when
he had more cattle and actually needed cowboys for something other
than just company. It was a small group of maybe a dozen or so who
congregated on that lonesome knoll to pay their respects and say
goodbye to Edward Hooper.

And that is why
Joel Hooper was making his way on horseback through the lush
pasture this beautiful morning—to pay his respects to the man he
knew as his father. Their lives together had been both brief and
hard. Especially hard. It was difficult for Joel to even see the
man as his dad. As Joel rode along the ridges to the corner of the
pasture where the family graveyard stood, he knew that he was just
as much going there to pay his respects out of his concern as he
was for what others would say if he didn’t. The way word traveled
in the hills, sooner or later someone would hear that he hadn’t
visited his father’s grave. Then what would they think of him? And
who were they anyways?

Eventually,
Joel arrived at the family plot—a small knoll set back in the hills
sheltered on the backside by the even higher hills and with an open
view to the vast valley floor far below. After dismounting the
orange gelding and being unable to find a place to tie the horse,
Joel realized that he could simply drop the reins; like any good
ranch horse the gelding would quietly stand in wait for his rider.
Ground tied, he thought it was called.

Sun-bleached
and weather-worn grave markers of varying dimensions dotted the
plot. What the graves all shared, with the exception of one, was
that the prairie had overtaken them. The old man’s grave, the only
fresh grave, was already starting to be blanketed by grass. The
first thing Joel noticed was that there wasn’t a marker for the old
man’s plot so he made a mental note that he would eventually get
around to doing something about that. But there was no rush. It was
too late for any acts of kindness. Much too late.

Even though
Joel felt the way he did about the old man, essentially being
emotionally abandoned at such an early age, he still found himself
dropping to a knee at the side of the tiny grave on the knoll in
the middle of nowhere and saying a quiet prayer. It was at this
point, still full of bitterness and hatred for everything that the
old man had put his mother and himself through, that Joel
recognized that your dad is always your dad. No matter what.

Walking over to
the horse, picking up the long thick leather reins from the ground,
and mounting the orange gelding, Joel slowly turned the horse and
headed back to the ranch yard. Drifting along the ridges of the
hills, the horse started to perk up as they got closer to home and
even broke into a bit of a trot which Joel mastered by desperately
hanging onto the saddle horn. Joel thought that they probably would
have broken into a canter if he hadn’t reined the gelding back to a
fast walk. Joel had always been a good horseman as a boy, but that
was a lot of years ago. He was-n’t about to test his equestrian
competency the first morning back on the ranch. As they climbed the
final hill and started to drift down the coulee into the ranch
yard, Joel was surprised to smell the aroma of freshly brewed
coffee and the scent of bacon from the forlorn-looking little ranch
house below.

Looking down
from the top of the knoll into the coulee below, Joel could clearly
see everything that was the homestead. The buildings stood pretty
much the way they did when he left that summer morning thirty-two
years ago; or, what was left of the buildings would be a more
accurate description. Sure, they were standing, but as he examined
their sad state of disrepair he could see that they were barely
holding their own against the prairie winds and weather. Joel
guessed, and he probably was right, that thebuildings hadn’t seen
alickofpaint sincehelefthomeall of those years ago. Sure, they were
standing, but that was all.

As you would
expect of anything that was not properly protected and maintained,
the boards on the buildings and the fences were more weathered now.
At the bottom of the draw, partially protected from the blasts of
the vicious winter winds as well as anyone could protect anything
in this raw and rugged land, stood the barn. It had been a small
but a solid barn in its time. But now its time was well past.
Running along one side and across the back of the barn were a
series of corrals for the livestock. Adjacent to the barn was a
large three-sided building that now stood empty—it had been used
for storing the hay bales. Up the hill from the barn stood a large
wooden shed that was shelter for the tractor and the haying
equipment. Still farther up the hill stood the tiny two-bedroom
ranch house. If you looked real hard, you could barely tell that at
one time it had been painted white and you could see the suggestion
of red on the windowsills and the gutters. Other than that, grey
would be the best way to describe the house. In fact, grey would be
the best way to describe the color of all of the buildings in the
ranch yard. A bleak ranch in a bleak country.

He could still
remember the long walk, hauling his old, tattered, and torn khaki
duffel bag down the road into Willow Springs to catch a ride to
Great Falls. He kept looking back, hoping, desperately hoping, that
someone would try to talk him out of leaving or at least care
enough to wave a fond farewell. That wasn’t the way it was on the
Circle H back then.

Even all these
years later, Joel could still remember the exact moment that he
decided enough was enough. Joel has just finished high school in
Willow Springs. The good news was that he placed top in his class.
The bad news was that he was a graduating class of one. As limiting
as that sounded, it really wasn’t such a bad deal. Sure, a school
with only two teachers may not have been a world-class source of
education. His teacher, Mr. Johansson, who taught all of the
subjects except music to the ninth, tenth, eleventh, and twelfth
grade students, was actually not your regular country teacher. Mrs.
Mayne, who taught all of the other grades plus music to the older
children, was pretty much what you would expect of a country
teacher. Nice lady. A very nice lady. But other than the two years
she spent in Missoula at the teachers’ college, she wasn’t exactly
what you would call worldly, by any means. She was caring and
compassionate, which were wonderful qualities for a little known
teacher in the country. Mrs. Mayne had come from the community; her
parents had run the post office and general store in Willow Springs
for years. After graduating from high school, Mrs. Mayne, who was
Miss Sally Saturna back then, headed off to receive her teacher
training. Then she returned to Willow Springs to do exactly what
she loved to do the best. Teaching youngsters. Along the way, she
had married Mark Mayne, the county agricultural crop specialist who
she had met and then dated at college in Missoula. Together, they
had two little girls that would soon be starting school.

Joel’s teacher,
Mr. Johansson, was a very unusual man. Tall. Gangly. Maybe six foot
six but not weighing anymore than 170 pounds, he was always dressed
formally, as if he was lecturing at a university. There was no
doubt that he was very smart. Some say that he was so smart that he
had won fellowships at university and had actually taught at
university for a number of years. Joel had heard that Mr. Johansson
had a master’s degree in engineering from the University of
Michigan, but he had never heard that directly from the teacher. It
was just what others had said. A lot of people wondered why, at
forty-some years of age, the very private Mr. Johansson was
teaching high school in Willow Springs, Montana, but no one asked.
Maybe they didn’t want to know. Maybe it was more fun trying to
guess. All they knew was they were blessed to have him. From the
time he locked up his one room classroom and left town at the start
of summer until he returned a day or so before the start of the
next school year, there always was plenty of speculation on where
he went every summer and whether or not this very strange and very
private man would return.

Joel had
developed his own theory about why no one asked Mr. Johansson why
he was doing what he was doing when he could obviously be employed
in some more prestigious task. The way Joel had it figured, the
teacher was on the run. On the run from who knows what. Maybe
himself. Maybe the law. Maybe his family. And people in the
community didn’t ask for fear of chasing away the man that had
become recognized as the best teacher this part of the country ever
had. What they didn’t know was that Mr. Johansson was actually Dr.
Johansson, PhD, and yes, he was on the run. On the run from an east
coast college and his appetite for eighteen-year-old freshmen
girls.

Mr. Johansson
had provided a great start for young Joel. Right from the tenth
grade, when the teacher first arrived in Willow Springs, he had
given Joel some very special attention. Not one to comment on
anything other than those of scientific or mathematical
significance, the teacher did mention to Joel toward the end of his
final year in high school that he had been an excellent student and
would do very well in university. When Joel indicated that
university probably wasn’t in the cards for him, with the cost of
it beingwhatitwas,Mr. Johanssonmadeapointofphoning the ranch and
asking to meet his parents. Both his mother and father were amazed
when Mr. Johansson visited their home and suggested, very strongly,
that it would be a crime if Joel did not go to university. The
money issue raised its head and the meeting took a bad turn when
the teacher suggested to Joel’s dad that if he couldn’t afford to
send Joel to university then he would most likely be able to get
some help from the government or some kind of a special foundation
for talented, underprivileged children. With those comments, the
meeting blew up. Joel could understand that all Mr. Johansson was
trying to do was help, but if there were two things you wouldn’t
want to be telling Edward Hooper, it would be suggesting government
help and calling his child underprivileged. There was no doubt that
the Hoopers could sure use some help to finance Joel’s education,
but the last thing that was going to happen in the hills that night
was for Edward to admit it to any fancy dressed school teacher.

Later, the
school year came to an end. Joel graduated from high school, and
Mr. Johansson, after once again encouraging Joel to consider the
possibility of going further with his education, left town for
wherever he went every summer. Joel spent the next few weeks
working for his father, riding the high ridges, checking the
cattle, counting cows and calves, and making sure that all was well
in the pasture.

Back then, on
July 20, 1969, as seventeen-year-old Joel rode along, he thought of
the hurt that he had experienced at home, especially during the
last few weeks of high school, the brutal treatment of his mother
by his drunken father, and the hard way that his dad treated him.
Back then, the Circle H was not a healthy place for this
seventeen-year-old boy to be; and really, not a healthy place for
anyone, and certainly not a place with a future.

That hot summer
day back in July of 1969, Joel found himself a long way from home
at the end of the afternoon. Feeling mighty hungry and needing to
water both himself and his horse, Joel dropped down out of the
hills to the Ladners’ place. Larry Ladner and his wife Erica were a
dirt-poor young couple trying to eek out a living for themselves
and their four children on a small patch of rented land. Their
dream was to one day be able to put a down-payment on a place of
their own, but the way things were going it looked like it wouldn’t
be long before the Ladners would be forced off of the land. Larry
had been coming in from a day of fieldwork on the tractor when he
welcomed Joel. He knew the Hoopers were good neighbors. As Joel sat
with the Ladners and ate his evening meal, he heard some exciting
news on the radio.

The US
government had landed a spacecraft on the moon. On the moon. Can
you imagine?

Saddling his
horse, Joel headed home. In the dusk of the evening Joel could see
the distant moon rising in the sky. Straining to examine the
contours of the moon, Joel imagined being able to see the space
capsule. It was at this point that it struck Joel. Surely to God,
if they could put men on the moon then there had to be something
more in life for Joel to do. Something more stimulating, more
purposeful, and more fulfilling than counting cows and fixing fence
under the constant eye and direction of his demanding,
unappreciative dad. How many years of hell would he be sentencing
himself to if he didn’t take action and create a life for himself
rather than inheriting another man’s life? If they could put men on
the moon then he could at least make it as far as Great Falls. Mr.
Johansson was right. Joel deserved better and he was going to make
sure that he claimed it.

The next day
Joel left the Circle H.

It was only
now, all these years later that Joel remembered that he had cried
all the way into town. It certainly wasn’t for what he was leaving
behind. No one in his right mind would feel sad about leaving that
kind of pain behind, but he cried because he felt lonely. Even as a
young boy, Joel recognized that there was something pathetically
sad about the nothingness of it all.

So what does
every prairie boy dream of? Ocean, of course! From Great Falls,
Joel had bought a bus ticket to Seattle, and as they say, the rest
was history.

Now, as he
approached the rundown barn, he could tell from the perky ears and
cautious behavior of the horse that someone was inside.

Dismounting a
good twenty yards in front of the barn, Joel called out, “Hello
barn!”













 2 A New Start

Hong Kong. April
21, 2001

It was hot and
humid morning in Hong Kong; just what you don’t need if you are
nursing another sickening hangover. It was only six a.m. and
already the shroud of humidity was so thick that it sat on Joel as
he lay in bed. He felt trapped. Trapped in Hong Kong. Trapped in
his profession as an engineer. And yes, trapped in his drunken
ways.

As this has
been his morning ritual for more than a few years now, Joel knew he
had to get out of bed and make his way to the bathroom where he
would spend the next ten minutes kneeling on the floor hovering
over the toilet bowl, his body convulsing in dry and sometimes not
so dry heaves.

What a hell of
a way to waste a life, Joel thought as he struggled to escape the
sticky sheets that held him in the bed. Before his feet hit the
floor, Joel muttered “Oh shit,” knowing full well that today was
going to be just like any other day as he felt the vomit start to
rise from his stomach. Why did he continue to do it to himself? Why
would anyone knowingly choose to slowly poison themselves to
death?

Below him, the
busy, crowded city was in full swing. The daily rituals of noises
and smells were already alive. The traffic below his tiny room
seemed to be a never-ending parade of vehicles, each fighting its
way through the mass of traffic to deliver someone or something to
the appointed destination. If all the noise wasn’t enough, Joel
thought that perhaps the reek of the gas fumes was the worst.
Especially this morning as he stumbled to the toilet, dropped to
his knees, and wretched his guts out. For maybe ten or twenty
minutes Joel, continued to engage in the ritual of dry heaves. And
every time he thought it was over, because he needed to get to his
office, his entire body would be overcome by yet another compelling
desire to puke and he would once again gag into the toilet. Once
the heaves subsided, Joel was wasted of whatever strength he might
have. The coolness of the porcelain toilet bowl on his forehead was
a comforting feeling as he rested to regain his strength to rise.
Eventually, knowing that he just could not afford to be late again,
Joel rose, brushed his teeth, and shaved. Lately, Joel had taken to
simply using the razor every other day. But looking at himself in
the mirror this morning, Joel realized that it had probably been
three and maybe even four days since his face had been visited by
the razor. Knowing that with his hands shaking as they were and
realizing that he was going to be late again, Joel opted to quickly
shave his upper lip and race to the office. A shower would have
been nice. No, a shower would have been wonderful, but he couldn’t
afford many more reprimands from the office manager, Mr. Lee, for
being late. Even if he was the best damn engineer on the
waterfront, Joel was pushing his luck.

After throwing
his old rumpled suit on, Joel rushed down the stairs to the teeming
street below where he quickly hailed a cab and twenty minutes later
rushed into the offices of Empire Engineering Works. Empire was one
of those harbor-based engineering firms that specialized in all
kinds of projects on the Hong Kong waterfront. Joel had been with
Empire for many years now, including postings at the home office in
London and an endless string of assignments around the globe that
usually lasted anywhere from twelve to twenty-four months. He had
actually spent nearly three years at one posting in Amsterdam, but
that was only because of overlapping projects, and once the first
project, a new dry dock facility, was completed, he was asked to
finish up a project with another team of engineers who were
designing a new pier for the ferry fleet.

But for the
most part, it was a year or so here and there with postings to what
sounds like exotic locations, such as New Guinea, Indonesia, Sri
Lanka, Cape Town, Chile, South Korea, and Lisbon. A long time ago,
Joel had figured out that he wasn’t getting the top assignments any
longer, but at this point, he was just thankful to have a job, any
job as an engineer and he knew that he was desperately hanging onto
this posting.

Early on at
Empire, he figured out that Mr. Lee wasn’t a fan of his
hard-drinking nightlife and was less than excited about tolerating
it. Mr. Lee had explained to Joel on his first day at the new
office that he had asked the home office to consider sending
another engineer to help with this project. It wasn’t that Mr. Lee
didn’t know Joel’s abilities yet; it was that Mr. Lee already knew
of Joel. In the maritime engineering community, word gets around
fairly quickly, and the word on Joel was that he was a has-been, or
maybe more accurately, a never-been. Recruited to the firm right
out of university at the age of twenty-two, Joel was marked for
great things. There was no doubt that Joel had an incredible wealth
of potential, but that potential seemed to dry up a long time
ago.

So here he was,
six months into a project to shore up the foundation of an old
terminal, and after a twenty-five year career with the same firm,
Joel could sense that the end was near. Already the project was way
behind and significantly over budget. And Joel knew that although
they couldn’t pin everything on him, many of the problems were a
direct result of him screwing up. Being as he was, from consuming
vast quantities of alcohol on a daily basis, Joel just couldn’t
keep up anymore. At best he was half the engineer that he used to
be and even back then he was only putting in half the effort. If
his calculations were right, Joel figured that he was probably
functioning at something close to a quarter of an engineer. This
project really needed a fully functioning, experienced senior
engineer. He knew it. But he wasn’t about to change. Or even if he
wanted to, and some mornings he certainly felt like he wanted to,
but he just didn’t even know how to get started. Joel was so far
down the well that he couldn’t even imagine how he could crawl his
way out.

“Good morning,
Mr. Hooper,” came the bright cheery voice as Joel stepped into the
office. Of course he knew that young Patricia was really announcing
to everyone in the small office of twenty people that Joel was late
again. And with the clock showing 10:05 a.m. and the start time
being 8:30 a.m., he wasn’t even close on this one.

“Good morning,
Patricia,” Joel replied. “How was your weekend?”

Just as
Patricia was about to answer the phone rang. Patricia, rolling her
eyes, answered the phone, pointed to Mr. Lee’s corner office, and
mouthed, “He wants to see you.”

Of course he
knew what would happen. It was this silly little power game that he
and Mr. Lee had been playing ever since Joel shipped in from his
last assignment in Caracas. Dutifully, Joel trooped to the corner
office to be reminded how, as the senior professional in the
office, it was his duty to set the standards for other employees,
and that included being on time. This time Joel sensed something
was different. Not a single member of the hard working office staff
looked up to say hi or to even make eye contact. What was up? Just
as he was about to enter the office of Mr. Lee, he noticed a young
man hovering in the corner near his own work area. And then he
recognized him as young Fitzimmons, the junior engineer that had
worked with him on the Caracas project. Oh no, he thought, thinking
that he had gotten rid of the kid at the end of the last project
and that his babysitting days were over when they transferred
Fitzimmons to Amsterdam. Now it was beginning to look like he was
going to have to start babysitting all over again. Well, he
thought, this is the price I guess I have I pay for screwing up.
But at least he would put up a fight. He wasn’t about to take this
lying down.
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