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“This is an epoch-making book. It is one of the most incisive memoirs ever written on the experience of mental illness, and by far the best first-person account available on life from the point of view of the OCD sufferer. Jeff Bell has scaled the heights of narrative memoirs, conveying the excruciating details of the inner life of a man whose brain is on fire.”


—Jeffrey M. Schwartz, M.D., author of Brain Lock and The Mind and the Brain




“In a most sensitive way, Jeff Bell explains what it’s like to be inside of his own self-made prison and describes his efforts to heal himself. His emphasis on his own spirituality and his willingness to change his attitude will shine light on the road to recovery for the many people afflicted with this disorder.”


—Gerald G. Jampolsky, M.D., author of Love Is Letting Go of Fear
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For
Samantha,
Nicole, and Brianna




In a world of doubts,
you are my certainty.





Belief consists in accepting
the affirmations of the soul …




Ralph Waldo Emerson















Foreword


As best I can figure, I have logged some eight thousand hours behind a studio microphone: not an unusual stat, really, for someone who has anchored radio news programs for well over a decade. What might be construed as a little odd—okay, downright weird—is this: unlike any other news anchor I know, I have recorded nearly every one of my on-air hours and have played back countless segments for myself. Why? To understand that is to understand the complexities of a cross-wired brain that would also have me check and recheck doors, appliances, facts and figures of all kinds, wobbly chairs and other serious hazards and, well, everything I have ever seen, heard, said, or done.


I myself don’t even pretend to understand those brain complexities. I’ve read all about the myriad theories offered up by the world’s top neuroscientists, who, despite their fascination with people like me, have yet to agree on an explanation for our many bizarre challenges. Faulty neurotransmitters? Frontal lobe abnormalities? Issues with our caudate nuclei? Beats me. I know nothing about neurology. Nothing about behavioral psychology. Very little, really, about the science behind obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), the diagnosis affixed to “checkers” like myself and an assortment of others battling hiccupping brains. My expertise is in doubt—which I suppose is the perfect double-claim for a pathological doubter. On the one hand, I can say with great confidence that I’ve lived a life more steeped in uncertainty than anyone I’ve ever run across, and along the way have compiled a virtual compendium of each and every one of its debilitating components. On the other hand, who am I not to doubt this very expertise? I mean, how can I be sure I really know anything about doubt? Or for that matter, about anything at all?


Reporters are taught to question everything, and perhaps this explains how and why I wound up in the news business. My biological predisposition to distrust and challenge has served me well in my professional life and has helped me get to the bottom of many a story. For this I am thankful, but not nearly so much as I am for the far greater gift my disorder has offered: endless lessons in the mechanics of be lieving. It’s the ultimate paradox, yet somehow it also seems to add up—in much the same way, I imagine, that the deaf and the blind learn to hone their remaining senses.


I have all five of my senses, but tend not to trust any of them. Take touch and sight in their most basic functions. At my worst, I can be holding a parking brake in my hand, seeing it fully secure and feeling it locked and immovable; yet the moment I let go or look away, I lose all comprehension of its fixed condition. I can rattle, re-rattle, and re-re-rattle the handle, double back to my car a dozen times; and still there is no convincing myself, no means of storing my sensory input or warding off later doubt-driven urges to “replay” the whole sequence in my head, again and again. And so it is with far too many day-to-day challenges. Out of sheer necessity, I suppose, I have learned to believe beyond the limitations of my brain’s flawed processing, to trust in the certainty of something much bigger than myself.


What follows is my story: one of some four to six million OCD stories unfolding right now in the United States. Like most, it’s a tale of fear and torment and agony and shame. But unlike far too many, it is also a story of triumphs, breakthroughs, miracles, and hope, and for this I can thank what I’ve come to call my “crash course in believing” and the remarkable “faculty” of professionals, friends, and unseen strangers who rescued me from the depths of my own looping hell.


Funny, but for a guy who’s made a career of reporting on everything from floods and fires to he roes and crooks, I must confess that telling this story—my story—has challenged me like none other. In the end, I’ve decided there’s only one way to share it, and that’s by replaying on paper those well-worn segments of virtual audio and video I keep archived in my head, “tapes” much like my cassette recordings—“airchecks,” as we in radio call them—of the eight thousand hours I’ve logged behind a studio microphone.




one


[image: ]


rewind to start


I am seven years old, maybe eight—it’s hard to tell from the only fuzzy images I still have of this night. All I know for sure is that I’m an anxious young kid lying awake in bed, that my eyes are squeezed shut and my head is pounding, and that this is where the “tapes” begin.


It is sometime back in the early 1970s, this particular night, and I am passing its long hours deep beneath my covers, trying to make sense of the pictures I keep looping through my mind. There’s a moving gray car, and a boy in the backseat leaning out the window, shouting something to me as I walk with my mother and sister down San Mateo Avenue. And then there’s a shot of me stopping cold in my tracks, ratcheting my neck a full ninety degrees as the mysterious voice whizzes by. Over and over again, I am replaying these sequences, along with a looped track of the boy’s “Heeeeyyyyyy” trailing off like a train whistle as the gray car disappears down the street.


I am doing all this because I have no other choice. Two days have come and gone since the scene with the passing car played out for real, and I have filled them with every possible effort to determine just who was trying to get my attention, and why. I have grilled my mother and sister, but neither even noticed the car or the voice on San Mateo Avenue. I have asked all my friends, hoping one of them might have been the boy in the backseat, but each has assured me he wasn’t. So now I’m left with no viable option but to try to re-create for myself the ten or so seconds that hold all my answers.


The pictures come without effort for me, probably because of all the practice I’ve had. The Vietnam War is playing nightly on TV sets everywhere, and at bedtime for months now I’ve taken to conjuring up and playing back the haunting black-and-white war footage my parents watch over dinner. Soldiers marching through swamps. Bombs dropping, sending everything on our tiny screen flying. I hate the vivid images and the what-if questions they always raise when I’m trying to fall asleep: What if I have to go to war? What if I have to kill another human being? What if I die—what happens to me then? Still, I’m certain that all kids must battle this problem, so I learn to work around the moving war pictures night after night.


The passing car images are different, though. They aren’t violent like the Vietnam ones. They don’t even scare me. But for some reason, they have even more power over me than the worst of the combat scenes. It’s just something about how they taunt me, promising me the answers I’m looking for, if only I will take the time to review them carefully enough.


I can’t see a reason not to, so I squeeze my eyes even tighter and I play back the whole scene yet again.


And again.


And again.


There are footsteps in the hallway now. Mom must be turning out lights and locking up our house for the night. This is my big chance.


“Mommy?”


The footsteps stop. I can tell my mother is standing in my doorway. “You’re supposed to be sleeping,” she whispers. “It’s nearly eleven o’clock.”


“I still can’t figure it out,” I mumble from beneath my covers.


“Figure what out?”


“The boy in the car.”


Mom says nothing, so I pull back the blanket from my head and look up at her. “San Mateo Avenue? The kid who yelled something?”


“Sweetheart, we’ve already gone over all this,” Mom says.


“I know.”


My mother stares at me for a second or two, then tilts her head a bit to the side. “You’ve run out of things to worry about again, haven’t you, sweetie?” It’s the standing joke in our house: Jeff gets worried when he has nothing to worry about.


“You don’t understand,” I throw back at her.


She shakes her head. “No, honey, I guess I don’t. Are you afraid that someone is going to hurt you?”


“No.”


“That someone was out to scare you?”


“No.”


“Then why can’t you just accept that someone you know was trying to say hi?”


“Because I neeeed to know who that was.”


“But why?”


She has me there. I don’t have an answer. I don’t know why. I look away in silence.


“Honey, I’m sure this isn’t what you want to hear,” she finally says, “but chances are you will never know.”


No! Don’t say that, I want to yell at my mother. Tell me anything about the boy and the car. But please, I’m begging you, don’t tell me that I’m never going to know.


“Okay,” I mutter instead and kiss my mother goodnight.


I wait for the last light in the house to go out and the footsteps to stop. I pull the covers back up. Then I squeeze my eyes shut once more and, in my head, I back up the passing car yet again.
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fast-forward 22 years


It’s a shame, really, that I have to skip over such a big chunk of my life here. In so many ways, these were my best years, the ones I’ve come to think of as my “normal years.” The kid who lay awake night after night replaying one image sequence after another somehow managed to morph into a pretty typical teen. For reasons I may never understand, the need for certainty that plagued me in my earliest memories just went away, poof, disappearing as mysteriously as it had hit me. Precisely when I can’t remember, but by the time I’d reached high school I’d become your classic adolescent overachiever: captain of the wrestling team, editor of the school paper, vice president of the student body, valedictorian of our senior class, yada yada.


Then came college. Southern California. Summer jobs teaching windsurfing lessons on Newport Bay. Samantha—my college sweetheart who would become my wife. And, in the end, a degree in engineering. Four wonderful years. Normal years.


Grad school next. An MBA. The unglamorous but exhilarating start of a career in radio. Two more normal years.


A wedding. Honeymoon in Greece. The birth of Nicole, our precious baby girl. A slow but steady climb up the ladder of commercial radio. Normal. Normal. Normal. Normal.


I cherish these years and would love nothing more than to write about them, but, alas, their only real contribution to this story is the precise hour to which they led me, an hour I’ve come to think of as the very last one of my normal years, and one that begins, appropriately enough, with my full attention focused on an aircheck.




K-S-F-O … San Francisco, Oakland, San


Jose … News and information … It’s ten


o’clock …. Good morning, I’m Jeff Bell.





Yes. Yes!


I am pounding my steering wheel and talking back to the familiar voice booming from the speakers of my Honda Civic. Just over two hours have passed since I wrote, produced, and anchored KSFO-AM’s ten o’clock newscast. Now, thanks to the cassette tape playing back in my car stereo, I am hearing it for myself, savoring the sound of my own words, cocky with the knowledge that a nearby tower recently broadcast these very words to some six million potential listeners in the Greater San Francisco Metropolitan Radio Market.


I have put my entire life into this newscast. At least that’s how it feels as I make my way down the Bayshore Freeway toward Oyster Point Marina this blustery fall afternoon, reliving my finest few minutes yet on KSFO and taking a mental inventory of my six years in radio. What a road it has been. Just months ago, I was going nowhere at a struggling coastal California station in market number two-hundred-and-something, living from paycheck to paycheck, dreaming of the big leagues, and sending airchecks and resumes to every program director I could find.


And now here I am.


San Francisco.


Market number four.


My hometown to boot.




… President-elect Bill Clinton is …


The voice on my aircheck is talking now about the ’92 election. “A new beginning,” Clinton is promising. I know this big break at KSFO is going to be mine. Sure, it’s only nine hours of weekend airtime right now, but this is just the start. Weekends today, weekdays tomorrow. I’m certain that it’s only a matter of time now before KSFO or some other top San Francisco station brings me on full-time. Then I’ll be able to quit my overnight news writing job at Channel 2 TV during the week and focus all my attention on radio and getting—




… and that’s the news. I’m Jeff Bell on


K-S-F-O five-sixty…





Whoa. Hang on. Too fast. I’m slurring the call letters. Aren’t I? I stop the tape, back it up, hit Play again.




… on K-S-F-O five-sixty…





No, I’m okay. The pacing is good. I sound fine. Better than fine. Downright good. In fact, hearing my name that close to those legendary call letters—the same ones Jim Lange spelled out for years before moving to television as host of The Dating Game—I haven’t a doubt in the world that I am officially off and running, well on my way to becoming one of the biggest radio news stars this city has ever seen.


And there ain’t nothin’ that can stop me now.


My new radio gig shouldn’t mean so much to me, and I shouldn’t be so damn cocksure about my future. I know better. But then again, I can’t help it. At twenty-nine, I have everything I could ask for: the perfect marriage, perfect child, and now the perfect fast track to the top of the perfect profession.


And then there’s the timing—everything coming together right here and right now in such a homecoming sort of way. Eleven years ago, my classmates at a high school just down the road voted me, a quirky, high-strung overachiever, “Most Likely to Succeed,” a title forever sealed with a sappy picture in the yearbooks they no doubt either stashed away in closets or lost within weeks. Never even once did I give it another thought until moving back to the Bay Area last December. But now, I can’t help thinking, I have finally earned my title.


If they could see me now.


Better yet, if they could hear me now.


And, oh yeah, thanks to KSFO’s colossal signal, they can!


Before I even realize it, I am pounding the steering wheel again, an arrogant smile stretched across my face. It’s still every bit there twenty minutes later as I pull into Oyster Point and see Samantha and Nicole waiting for me on The Boat.




[image: ] The Boat, capital T, capital B. It dawns on me that I should pause here a moment and share with you a few things you’ll need to know about my father’s sailboat for the rest of my story to make any sense.


For starters, there’s the fact that, despite the proper name adorning its transom, Dad’s thirty-foot sloop was referred to in our family simply as The Boat: a convenience, perhaps, but also a subtle, deferential nod to its central role in our lives.


For so many years, you see, The Boat could best be described as my father’s shrine to perfection. From its meticulously stained woodwork to its ever-polished fiberglass hull, everything about The Boat—all thirty feet of it—was perfect. Of course, the same could be said about Dad’s various cars over the years, or his airplane or motorcycle or any of the other possessions he held so dear. But The Boat had always stood above the rest as the ultimate in perfection, and even the slightest compromises to that perfection had triggered huge family ordeals. I spent at least a full decade hating The Boat and everything it represented.


You should also know, though, that by the early 1990s this was ancient family history. By then, The Boat was resting mostly unused in her slip, still well maintained but hardly perfect, and Dad himself seemed to be loosening his grip on perfection. We were both adults now, trying to redefine a father-son relationship that had been awkward at best for years. In so many ways, The Boat was the perfect vehicle, and I couldn’t help seeing Dad’s repeated invitations to use it as subtle messages that things were different now.


I’m sure neither one of us could have understood just how different things were about to become.




[image: ]At 1:15, three friends of ours arrive at Oyster Point for what we billed as a quick tour of the Bay. Matt and Linda are a couple Samantha met through her paralegal work. Josh is a college buddy of mine who lives in the City. None of them has any sailing experience, but I assure them that’s not an issue. I’ve been piloting boats, big and small, since I was barely tall enough to reach their tillers. An autumn day-sail like the one we’ve planned for today is routine.


Besides, I am meticulous, anal even, in my approach to boating, much as I am in my approach to everything I choose to take on. Sam calls this quality about me endearing; others, I’m guessing, find it obnoxious. Whatever the case, it’s why I’ve gone to great lengths to prep and supply the boat for this trip, like so many in the past, and why I’ve taken the time to think everything through. Everything, that is, except for what happens next.


A sputter.


That’s how it all starts, really—with a smoke-belching sputter, a mechanical cough of sorts, just seconds after I back The Boat and our crew out of the slip. I am sliding the two-way gear shift from reverse to forward, ready to swing the bow around as I’ve done a hundred times before. But something’s not right. All too soon that something becomes all too apparent. The engine is dead.


Shit. This has never happened before. I fumble with the controls and within a minute have the engine restarted. But it’s too late. The wind has already delivered us to the row of boats just across the narrow waterway.


“Get on the starboard side and fend off,” I holler like a madman to my crew of landlubbers, none of whom even knows the starboard side of a boat from its port.


Kenny, the guy in the slip next to ours, does his best to be helpful. “Throw the rudder all the way over,” he shouts.


Another guy appears out of nowhere on the deck of the cabin cruiser we are about to hit. He, too, is yelling suggestions. The sudden confusion in my head drowns them both out. I lose my bearings and, in a moment of panic, add throttle when I should be backing it off.


Grrrrrrrr. Our starboard aft scrapes the end of a dock, which creaks its defiance. Our starboard bow closes in on the cabin cruiser. For what must be seconds but feels like hours, a tangle of arms and legs fights to keep the two boats apart. Finally, we are clear of trouble. I shout a “Thank you” and “Sorry!” to the guy on the cabin cruiser, and we are on our way.


No harm, no foul—or so I’m convinced.


Embarrassed and shaking, I apologize to our guests. “Thank God we didn’t make any contact,” I mutter just loud enough for my own two ears, never intending for a second to throw the issue open for debate.


“I dunno,” Matt volunteers. “I think we may have bent the nose of that boat.”


With instinctive panic, I swing around to face Matt. “Which boat, the cabin cruiser?” I hear myself sounding defensive, but it’s only because I was right there in the cockpit the entire time, watching every second of our mishap unfold, and I sure hadn’t seen any hull-to-hull contact. “Bent the nose”—what does he mean by that? The growing knot in my gut reaches grapefruit size as I press Matt for details.


“Do you think we’ve done any permanent damage?”


“No, nothing like that,” he reassures me, explaining that he’d heard some creaking and just assumed we “temporarily bent that wood thing that sticks out from the bow.”


He is talking about a bowsprit, a pronounced feature I don’t remember that cabin cruiser having. As for the creaking, I’m convinced that had to have come from the dock; I heard it myself.


For three hours on the Bay, I go through the motions of playing captain to our guests, doing my best to be a gracious host and pointing out the highlights of our tour. When the conversation turns to Bay Area media, as it always seems to these days, I try to act the part of rising radio star. But I am distracted, lost deep inside myself, preoccupied with a voice in my head. It is Matt’s, repeating itself relentlessly: I think we may have bent the nose of that boat. I think we may have bent the nose of that boat. I think we may have bent the nose of that boat …


Back at the dock, Matt and Linda thank us for an enjoyable afternoon and then head for the parking lot along with Sam and Nicole. I waste no time grilling Josh, one-on-one, for his thoughts. He’d been right there next to Matt during all the confusion and he hadn’t seen or heard any signs of damage.


“If we made any contact at all,” he tells me, “it had to have been minimal.”


“Are you certain?”


“I’m certain.”


“But do you think—”


Josh holds up a hand as if to stop traffic.


“Relax,” he says. “Nothing happened. Honestly.”


The two of us walk over to the cabin cruiser and do our best to assess things. A large blue canvas deck-cover conceals the boat’s bow, but it isn’t hard to figure out that it has no bowsprit to bend. Matt had it all wrong. Without pulling back the cover, we look around for any obvious signs of damage. This is no easy task given the dilapidated state of the boat; it is a harbor derelict by any definition. Still, the bow appears to be in good shape, and Josh convinces me everything is fine.


As we’re about to leave, I notice a light on inside the cabin and knock to see if anyone is onboard. A disheveled guy about my age pokes his head out. I thank him for helping us at the dock this morning. He looks confused and says nothing, so I explain how our engine had died and how someone from his boat had helped fend us off.


“Must have been my partner,” he decides. “I’ll pass along your appreciation.”


I should tell him about the creaking Matt heard, spell out my concern that we may have damaged his bow. But this guy, with his eyebrows cocked high, is giving us a dismissive look that all but shouts, I don’t have time for this—I’ve got a woman, or dinner, or something important down here that I need to get back to, and quickly.


Now I am panicking. Should I pass along Matt’s theory, just in case? I decide to buy a second or two with some lame compliment regarding his boat, but given its current state of disrepair, I find myself cringing at my own words just as soon as they come out.


“This old piece of crap?” he throws back at me before I can even finish.


“Well, looks like you’re in the process of restoring it,” I try.


“Yeah, maybe one of these days. Hey, I’ll see you guys around.”


And then he is gone.


Josh laughs under his breath and whispers to me, “I guess he had something important to do.”


The two of us walk back to The Boat and polish out the small section of hull that had picked up some rubber residue from the dock. The sky is nearly dark as we say our good-byes.
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I think we may have bent the nose of that boat. I think we may have bent the nose of that boat. I think we may have bent the nose of that boat. Nose of that boat. I think we may have … That boat. I think we may have bent …


It’s the middle of the night, and Matt’s voice is every bit as clear as it was live and in person hours ago. Like a looped audiotape, his words play over and over again in my head. The strangest part is that they aren’t doing so of their own accord; somehow I am hitting the Play button. Over and over and over again. And I can’t stop myself.


Ever since this afternoon I’ve been trying to shake the all-encompassing thought that I damaged the cabin cruiser and the even more disturbing notion that I’ll never know for sure exactly what happened. Clearly, Matt had heard something, but what? The uncertainty of all this is unbearable, especially in the silence of my pitch black bedroom. I need answers. I need to know what Matt was thinking. My only clues are the very words that he himself had chosen to use, so I keep playing them back in an inane effort to better understand them.


The exercise gets me nowhere, and before long I find myself switching mediums, from virtual audio to virtual video. Now, instead of listening to Matt’s words, I am watching the actual scene replay itself on the fuzzy screen inside my head. I can see myself fumbling with the controls. I can see the boat being blown across the way. Here’s when the starboard aft makes contact with the dock, and there’s the guy from the cabin cruiser. The critical scene is next, but damn it all, the shot is out of focus. For hours I replay the incident, looking for answers, but to no avail.




It must be two a.m. now and poor Sam looks even groggier than she did the last time I shook her awake fifteen minutes ago. I should let her go back to sleep, stop peppering her with questions about what she recalls from this afternoon. But I can’t. I need to know what happened with the boats. Frustrated, Sam again asks me why I need to know. Again I try but fail to explain, and meanwhile a déjà-vu sensation starts tugging at my consciousness. It was long ago. There was a mysterious voice. My mother and I were having this awkward conversation, the first of many like it that we’d have during my childhood.


The moment passes and I again focus on the present. I try to shift gears, think instead about my big future in radio. But I know whatever it is I’m feeling right now about that, it’s anything but cocky.
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fast-forward 9 days


It’s a little after seven and just a minute into the Wednesday edition of KTVU-TV’s Mornings on Two program when I first realize something isn’t right.


Fifty feet from my desk in the sprawling Channel 2 newsroom, Frank Somerville and Laura Zimmerman are giving voice to the words that I, as their news writer, have fed them via the teleprompter scripts rolling just in front of their set. Serious and concerned, our two anchors are peering into Camera One, updating a much-talked-about shooting on a local commuter train—our lead story this morning, and one our executive producer, Rosemarie, has entrusted me to write.


The problem is, at this same moment, a chorus of groans is rising across the newsroom. I have, it would seem, screwed up the story.


Like a desperate lawyer in a courtroom, I shuffle through my notes, scrambling to piece together my blunder. As best I can figure, the groans had started when Laura—or was it Frank?—mentioned that the victim had died from his gunshot wounds. Hadn’t he?


Son of a bitch. It says right here in the wires that he’s in critical condition.


And now, I know, so am I.


Screw-ups are inevitable in live TV. This, however, is a big one, and I’m all but certain I’ll be hearing about—


“JEFF BELL. See me in the control room. Jeff!”


Rosemarie’s voice punches through the newsroom loudspeakers like a right hook to the face. My face. The crowd goes wild without a sound, the way coworkers do when they get to witness a good knockout blow from the boss. If there was any doubt before as to just what idiot was responsible for the morning’s egregious writing error, there isn’t any longer.


“This cannot happen,” Ro says, very matter-of-fact-like, as I pull up a chair next to her in the NASA-style control room that serves as command central for Channel 2’s newscasts. I know this is going to be awkward; the two of us have always had a great working relationship.


“I am so sorry—” I start to say.


Ro looks up from her computer screen briefly, just long enough for me to see the disappointment written all over her face.


“This is just so unlike you,” she says. “I guess I don’t understand how you could let it happen.”


I shake my head in mock bewilderment. I know damn well just how I’ve let it happen.




Two days later, Ro again summons me to the control room, again because I’ve managed to screw up another key story—this time giving a crucial newsmaker the wrong last name—and again I know exactly how I’ve managed to do it.


The problem is there’s no way I can share this explanation with my boss.


What am I going to say? “Well, uh, here’s the thing, Ro, as silly as this may sound, I, uh, I’m having some trouble concentrating because, well, because of these boats taking up all the space in my head.” No way would she or anyone else ever understand if I explained that, instead of playing back the raw news footage I’m supposed to be reviewing, I am playing back my own personal tapes, and without the aid of our state-of-the-art video machines.


I’ve been doing this playback thing, mentally re-creating the whole boat incident, almost nonstop since the mishap eleven days ago now. I do it in bed when I should be sleeping. I do it in the shower and while I’m shaving. And, although Ro is never going to hear this from me, I do it for eight hours a night at my computer terminal in the Channel 2 newsroom.


Play. Rewind. Play. Rewind.


The scariest part, and the thing I just don’t get, is that I simply cannot stop myself—not even after seeing how destructive the whole attention-sapping process is. Somehow, the doubt keeps driving me back for more, like an evil whispering voice reminding me that if I can’t figure it out now, I’ll have to spend the rest of my life wondering what happened. Are you really prepared to live like that, questioning forever whether the cabin cruiser might sink?


“And here’s the rest of it,” I’d have to tell Ro. “I’m just not getting any sleep. None.” The image playbacks, of course, have a lot to do with this. But there’s another factor, too. Instead of going home for naps after my overnight shifts, I am spending my mornings back at the marina, looking for any physical clues that my virtual tapes can’t provide.


For hours on end, I sit in my car in the marina parking lot, scoping out The Boat and the cabin cruiser, assessing their relative heights, the distance between them, and any and all other relevant measures. I take countless walks up and down the docks, trying to grasp just what had happened that fateful afternoon. I scour The Boat from its transom to its bow and back to its transom again, hunting for tangible signs of damage, for proof that Matt had been either right or wrong about our encounter. But most of all, I hide out below deck, just out of view of the rest of the harbor, staring off at the cabin cruiser berthed fifty feet across the waterway.


None of this feels right to me, especially when I find myself peering through binoculars at the cabin cruiser’s bow, combing it inch by inch—while pretending to check weather conditions on the horizon, just in case I am caught. This is not normal behavior. I realize this. But much as I can’t stop myself from replaying the looped images, I also can’t seem to keep myself from taking one more walk along the dock or stealing one more peek at the bow through my high-powered field glasses.


On my way home from Channel 2 each morning, I try to keep going straight when I approach the Oyster Point exit on southbound 101, try to keep the steering wheel from turning slightly to the right. But I can’t. I am no longer steering my own car or, for that matter, my own life. Fear and doubt are driving me now. Back to the scene of the crime again and again.


With each successive visit, the marina becomes more of a prison. It’s almost as if I am doing time there, serving some kind of self-imposed sentence I don’t understand. I want to stay away from the harbor when I’m not there, and get away from it when I am, but somehow neither is an option. And so I keep going back, always for what I promise myself will be a quick visit, and always for what turns out to be the better part of the day.


Sometimes, when I’m hiding out below deck and staring off into space, my worst childhood boat memories seem to flood the cabin, sweeping me back in time. I can see myself, a ten-year-old kid, scrambling to help Dad anchor The Boat behind a small island in the Sacramento Delta. Mom and I are in an inflatable life raft, rowing like crazy to drop the anchor where Dad wants it to be. But we haven’t done it right, and Dad is shouting directions to do it again.


“Come on, goddammit, we haven’t got all day!”


The Boat is swinging like a kite in the wind, so the pressure is on me, along with Mom—who is now covered with river mud and bruised from the anchor—to figure things out quickly. We give it our best shot, then row as fast as we can back to The Boat, where we help Dad and my sister, Mandi, pull the slack out of the anchor line hand over hand. Finally we are set.


And then again, perhaps we are not.


“Goddammit, son of a bitch, motherfucking …” My father is barking out a string of obscenities, as he does when things aren’t going just as planned. The words are directed at no one in particular. Not Mom. Not Mandi. Not me. Just the world. Still, they are so charged, so full of venom, that each of us will do anything to fix whatever is wrong, to somehow find a way to make the words stop.


In this case, the anchor-line angles happen to be wrong. The buoy-bottle line still has too much slack in it.


Mom and I know what to do. We climb back into the life raft, row back to the buoy, hoist the heavy galvanized anchor back out of the water, and drop it back down to the river bottom once more.


Thankfully, the third time’s the charm. But Mom and I have made a mess of the cockpit with all the thick mud from our legs and our feet. We’ll need to scrub the decks just as soon as possible. I’m guessing we’ll also need to polish the hull where the rubber raft is now banging into it. None of this is too serious, but what I discover next is: there, right in front of me, is a one-inch scratch in the fiberglass cockpit where the excess anchor chain now lies. Dad sees what I’m looking at and shakes his head. I hang mine low, knowing it was probably my fault. I have screwed up again, and again let down my father.


Maybe Dad should explain to Ro why I can’t seem to get her news stories right.




[image: ]




Fall turns to winter before I know it, and Christmas, New Year’s, and Valentine’s Day roll through like San Francisco’s fast-moving fog banks. I settle into a pattern, rationing my time-consuming playbacks at Channel 2, relishing my weekend airtime on KSFO, and doing my best to stay clear of The Boat.


Meanwhile I struggle to understand what has happened to me. How could I have spent three solid months consumed by a mistake I know is behind me? Yet the more time passes, the more guilty I feel. And the more guilty I feel, the more determined I grow to know what, if any, damage I’ve caused. I want more than anything to confess my concerns to the owners of the cabin cruiser. I have absolutely no evidence, though. No case to make to them.
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In mid-March our extended family gathers at our house in San Bruno to celebrate Nicole’s second birthday. She is on cloud nine with the attention. Samantha and I are glowing with pride. It’s lunchtime, and a dozen or so of us are sitting around the table wearing ridiculous party hats, catching up on one another’s lives. Soon the conversation turns to Dad’s single-engine plane and the fact that someone at the airport recently put a ding in it without the common courtesy of leaving a note, making the whole thing, as he puts it, a true “hit and run.”


BAM!


An invisible two-by-four smacks me over the head.


Oh my God, that’s it, I decide. “Hit and run”—that’s what I have done.


I am dizzy in an instant, and the voices around me become one loud buzz, as if I’m listening to them through a long cardboard tube. The room disappears as Nicole makes a face about something and all the adults start to giggle.


The conversation moves along to some other subject.


But I am frozen. My skin is clammy. I wonder for a second if I will actually pass out.


Fear. Shame. Guilt. Horror. A flood of emotions washes over me at once, but until I notice the salty taste at the corners of my mouth, I don’t even realize that my eyes have started to leak. Fortunately, no one else at the table has noticed, so I excuse myself and make my way to the downstairs bathroom.


The tile floor is cold. But it’s the only makeshift bed I have at my disposal. Curled up in a little ball now, I let it all out, trying only to muffle the sounds that might give me away.


So there it is: you may be guilty of a hit and run.


It’s that familiar voice I’ve dubbed Doubt, the one that tells me I need to review my tapes, or pay another visit to The Boat in search of damage.


You’ve got to confess, it taunts. Come clean now or you’ll never sleep another night of your life.


You’re wrong, Doubt, I rationalize. The cabin cruiser owner was onboard at the time of the mishap. He even helped fend us off. Surely he would have been in the best position to know whether or not there was any serious contact.


Well, what if that man was just a passerby who climbed aboard the cabin cruiser to lend a hand and really didn’t care what happened to the boat? The real owners may have no clue …


But Josh and I talked to someone aboard the cabin cruiser later that day, explaining exactly what had happened with our two boats.


You didn’t mention the creaking …


But the two of us looked over the cabin cruiser together, and I’ve combed it with my binoculars countless times since. Never have I seen a single sign of any obvious damage.


Like you’d be able to spot the damage on an old wreck like that … and what if you’re missing something?


Suddenly there’s a tap on the door.


“Honey, are you all right?”


“Uh, yeah,” I answer my clearly concerned wife. I check my watch and scramble to peel myself off the bathroom floor.


“We’re ready to do birthday cake now. We’re just waiting for you.”


“Right. I’ll, uh, be out in a second,” I say, not knowing how I could possibly step out of this room even if I had the rest of the day to get ready.
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fast-forward 1 month


“Daaady, I am asking you a question. Can-we-go-home-now?”


Nicole’s voice is serious, concerned, a little frightened even.


“In a minute, sweetheart,” I say, realizing I’ve stalled my answer as long as possible.


“I don’t think Mommy would like this,” she tells me again from her perch on top of my shoulders.


“But we’re having fun, aren’t we?”


Nicole says nothing. Her smile and giggles of a half hour ago are long gone now, and quite clearly, she isn’t having fun anymore. Maybe it’s the steady rain, which has drenched her clothes and long hair by this point. Perhaps it’s just that we’ve been standing here on this dock for what must seem like forever.


I know this is stupid—keeping my shivering daughter outside in a downpour—but I’m on a mission, and she is my decoy. Of course, Nicole doesn’t understand any of this; as far as she knows, we’re just out admiring Grandpa’s boat from across the way. This is special “Daddy and Nikki time,” and it had sure started as a lot of fun. How could she know that I’ve carefully picked this observation point, the perfect place to stand with my cute little daughter, seemingly taking in the view of the boat one row over? Why would she ever guess that in reality Daddy is scouring the cabin cruiser next to us, searching again for any signs of damage?


It’s the perfect undercover operation, really, brilliantly conceived and almost flawlessly executed. We are fooling everyone—not that there’s a single person around in the entire soggy harbor to fool, certainly not one who would give a damn one way or the other. Still, I can’t take any chances. People wouldn’t understand. They’d think I’m crazy.
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