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chapter one

accident







My eyes flutter open to the blackness inside the boat where I can hear only the waves rushing against her hull. I lift my head to see the orb of the hanging flashlight as it swirls in figure eights over the chart table. The light circles over the teak wood planks of the companionway floor and the teak table where Dad has placed my cup of tea in its wooden holder, and I know it is time to go above decks. I use arms to lift my body off of my bunk because the boat’s hull is at an impossible angle for standing, but my bare feet still gain purchase. Wet weather gear feels hot and sticky on my skin as I dress and go out into the fresh, salty night air. This is routine in my half sleep: Brace legs against cockpit and feel blindly into darkness to hook my harness into the lifelines; find the tiller in my hands and see in the compass glow our heading, now 280 degrees NW; and feel for her, the Cattle Creek, to give me her direction.


Cattle Creek. It is a funny name for a boat. Dad built two houses in Cattle Creek, Colorado, in the valley named for the creek that comes down from the ranch lands on the plateaus above. He sold those houses, his first in Colorado, and used the proceeds to build our boat.


The silence between Dad and me on this little boat has deepened over the last few days. Day twenty or twenty-one on the open ocean it must be, as the moon will half fill with light for us again soon. Our throats are dry from disuse, our eyes soft with deepened understanding—for each other, this boat, the sea—but mostly with gratitude.


I wedge myself in our little boat’s cockpit to ride the pressure of the ocean. In the first moments of the black, new-moon night, Cattle Creek and I communicate most clearly. She shudders until I pull the tiller to align her keel in balance with the movement of the ocean, in balance with the force of countering wind in her sails. I can feel her vibrations. And she is listening to me. I must be singing loudly into the wind as we fly wild over the ocean, though I cannot hear myself. No one can, except the ocean. As the boat trails iridescent streaks of plankton in the sea behind us, the tell-tale ribbons from the sails stream in the wind.


Steering the boat is a dance of push and pull with the waves quartering from behind. I dare not look; they would be monstrous giants. I pray as they lift us, but only look ahead. And I listen to Cattle Creek, her tenuous lullaby as she shifts with groans, howls, or silence in our sails. If we sail the way we are now, my heart beats calm, even when the black flow of seawater dumps wet down my back and carries my cushion away. The cushion that in calm holds to rest the sinewed muscles twitching in my back.


The sea licks us. Playing. Rough. And the boat tells me now to pull. She tells me to give way, to listen as the wind whistles through her stays. An angel chorus when I do it how she guides. A shrill scream and violent shudder when we are not in tune.


We fly wild over the ocean and surf down the waves in blackness, blind on a roller coaster with no track. Then Cattle Creek instinctively noses back into the horizon. My eyes adjust and distinguish sky through grey clouds, which rip open this night with streaks of jagged lightning. The boat shows me with her bowsprit a star to guide us. Glinting like a wink from the heavens, from the sea, an encouragement from all of the nature around me. A wink from my dad and his trust in me as he sleeps through his shift below.
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The night of the phone call, my youngest sister Jeannette and I sit on the wooden floor of Mom’s sunroom and scrub the scales from my feet with stones and files. We have a metal bowl filled with warm, foamy water, and Jeannette insists that my feet soak in it. I am visiting Mom in Pennsylvania, here to say goodbye, though I do not yet realize the significance of this farewell. Farewell to Mom, like she said to Dad and the boat—and me—when I was ten, but also to Dad and to love, and to everything I have ever known.


I do not belong here. I do not know where I belong. Sometimes I feel as though it is nowhere. But then something reminds me: I am from everywhere. From the ocean and the boat but also, at this moment, from where Mom has moved, close to her roots in a house with a lawn and fence and big oak trees. This place is where my middle sisters, Emily and Sadie, are embarrassed by my feet. And by the way I dress and act. The callouses on my feet are thick, I agree—from so much time with no need for shoes. I am feeling like a mermaid out of water, parched yet still glistening, this particular evening when the priest calls.


My visit here, to Mom’s, is only for a few days. We eat meals at the dining table that belonged to Mom’s mom. We are somehow invited to the country club again, where we feel like outsiders while people play tennis and swim in the pool. One time, on a previous visit, we forget my sister there. We remember her when we count sandwiches for lunch at home. Mom and I drive back to find her standing at the fence, tear marks on her face, her lower lip shaking.


In the evening Mom sits outside in the garden at her teak wood lawn table under an umbrella. The table is the only thing here that feels familiar to me, besides the clouds, because of the smell of the teak wood and because it is outside. Mom drinks her wine here. I look out the window from the sunroom while Jeannette works on my feet and see her wine bottle on the table. I do not see her though, and the sky is turning twilight.


But as we try to civilize my feet, all I can think of is the man I am in love with who has just flown home to Switzerland to prepare the third floor of an old chalet for us, and I can’t wait to meet him there. A new adventure. A new home. The home I yearn for. Home to his aqua-colored eyes and how he holds the back of my neck when he tells me he loves me.


Gottfried’s parents live on the second floor of this home. They don’t speak English, though I can communicate well with them because of how I have been raised. The cows with their embroidered neck straps hung with bells live on the ground level, along with the farm equipment. It all smells of fresh laundry and lemongrass and lavender. The sound of water, thank God, whispers nearby from a river of snowmelt.


I have finally gotten myself away from Dad and the boat, and I am here to say my last goodbyes on my way to the edelweiss-covered mountains, only three days from now, with my newly soft feet. But the phone rings. And I never make it there. I never make it home.


On the boat there is no phone, so every time it rings, my heart startles unnaturally. In the sunroom, on May 10th of 1997, I pick up the receiver. The voice comes cold from the other end: “I am the parish priest of Baker County, Oregon.” At first I am confused, but then I know. I had talked to Dad a few nights before on his drive from Colorado to Oregon. He told me about the redheaded woman he had met, how she is so soft, like peach fuzz. “We are calling her Peach Pussy,” he tells me. “That’s gross, Dad. What about the woman in Oregon you are driving to see? What about Freda, in our cabin in Colorado?”


I look out the window to the empty teak table. My little sister looks at me, on the phone with the priest, and we hear him say through the receiver, “I am looking for Mrs. Stirling.” My sister knows there is something wrong too. She and I walk the phone up the stairs, leaving a trail of wet, foamy tracks. I cannot bring myself to open the door to Mom’s room, knowing that she is in there with her lover for a late afternoon tryst. Jeannette knocks and opens the door a crack big enough to pass the phone through. Silence. Then a shrill scream. Then a sound of something collapsing.


We push open the door to see her crumpled on the floor. I notice Mom’s spine, arcing like a string of pearls. Her legs tuck under her, her face hides in the fold of her arm. Her body tremors with each released wail. I know Dad is dead. I want to reach my hand to her back to comfort her, but it looks translucent, and I fear my hand may sink through and disappear and break what membrane holds her all together. Pain has left her so exposed, like when the beak of an octopus drills into the small, spiraled, delicately layered, calcified swirl that protects the creature inside. I feel her wails, but I am not able to release the cry that is in my own heart. Mom dissolves further away from me as my heart solidifies within a thin, crystalline veil. Fragile like a crust of sugar, but its shell strong enough to not collapse and calcify too quickly. I pick up the phone scattered inches from her hand on the floor and listen.


As the priest speaks, all I can do is remember a time just a year before, when Dad and the boat are still real. The priest’s voice turns to that dull hum in my head and my mind fades back to the world I know so well. I am on the boat. I feel my face and hair sweat plastered to the musty, blue terry cloth covering of my bunk. Dad’s fifty-five-year-old hand gently shakes my shoulder to wake me for my three-hour sailing shift.


But on the boat he would wake me from this dream, and bring me tea, and we would talk about books we love. On the boat, the phone would not ring like this and clench my heart. I would not have to say goodbye like this to him also.













chapter two

earth angels







The morning sun tries to reach through the sheer shades of my sister’s room where I drift to sleep and wake sporadically in the panic of knowing that Dad is no longer alive. The tenuous fabric that I have known has had its centre torn out. Like a black swirling hole in the ocean that Dad has disappeared into and I am at the edge of.


I cannot pull myself out of bed. The air seems black, and the humidity presses down on me like heavy weight. My eyes are swollen and tired. My heart hurts. I feel empty like something is terribly wrong. I make myself grip the bed frame and drop my feet onto the floor and feel the wood with raw soles. For a moment, I fear the ground might not still be there at all. But I make it down the stairs and outside to feel the dirt and grass, to see the sunlight reach through the leaves of the trees. I cannot hear anything except the roaring hum in my head.


There is the round, teak wood table under the Cinzano umbrella, but again, Mom is not there. I don’t know where she is, but I know I need to get to the table to sit down before I collapse. I don’t know how long I sit there. I feel the skin of my cheeks tighten with the hot breeze as my tears dry, then moisten as they pour down my face again, like dripping wax.


After some time, Mom appears in the chair next to me. She is almost fifty now. Still healthy. Slim and muscular. She keeps herself tan and blond. The sun is high overhead. I hear Enya playing. Mom puts a bottle of white wine on the table, two glasses, and then hands me two white pills as she pours wine into the glass in front of me. “What are these?” I ask. “Valium,” she answers. I thought I was done with alcohol and I know the pills are a bad idea, but I swallow them with the golden liquid anyway. And I slide into that false, warm comfort once again.


This part is hard. A FedEx package comes with Dad’s belongings from the truck. His Levi jeans, his white Fruit of the Loom T-shirt, his Ray-Ban sunglasses, and his leather wallet. His watch, the one with the warranty to never break, is back too. That watch survived without a scratch when he and his sailing partner, Charlie, one of our greatest family friends, threw it against a brick wall to test its warranty. But now it is broken and scraped and encrusted with white blood cells from the accident. His ski jacket has dried blood caked through it also. The priest said he was sleeping in the passenger seat when the truck was smashed.


Again, the phone rings. It is Thomas, Dad’s attorney and friend in Colorado. I am the “executrix” of Dad’s estate, he tells me. Dad is a single man, and I am the oldest of his daughters, appointed to piece together the mystery of his treasure map. We have to obtain appraisals of the lands he has purchased over the years through sheriff’s auctions, trades, and cash deals. I think of the tree house we lived in, with its freezing pipes. I think of the dome—the community gym he built that we used to play in, its trampoline, hidden in the floor, that we bounced so high on, the uneven parallel bars, the rings that hung from the high, high ceiling, and the dark, musty cinderblock shower that scared us with its shadows and spiderwebs. I think of our boat. It all clicks … he had been teaching me all along. I know his plan, his philosophy, his methodology, his mother’s hand scribed accounting methods. I just do not know about some of the properties he owns. Or the number of women he was with, or when. Or the bills. I have no choice but to drive back to Colorado. I cannot go home to Gottfried.


We—Mom, my sisters and I, our friends—are all so wrapped up in our own grief, no one knows what to do. I feel even more alone. I wonder what is going to get me through this. My experience, my education? Maybe my naive trust, or whatever this unknown drive is inside.













chapter three

funeral







Driving once meant freedom and adventure. What Dad and his friends raised me to live for. Wind in my hair, hand flying in waves out the window through the resistance of wind, singing at the top of my lungs. Now, I cannot even start the engine. My fingers are white as they grip the steering wheel. My heart races as I imagine how the accident might have been, speeding down a rural highway, lazing off the road in hangover fatigue. An overcorrection of the wheel that sends the truck rolling, crunching metal and flesh. This vision repeats over and over in my mind. Over two thousand miles I must drive alone because no one else can bear to be in a car; it feels like a death sentence.


Then I drive up the hill, in view of the mountains and sagebrush and billowing white clouds, to the gravel driveway of the old ranch land where we have lived on and off, in the old cabin, in the tower house he designed on the back of his Copenhagen tobacco can … these homes that we lived in while under construction. And when they were finished and sold, we went to the boat on the ocean. This home I drive to is finished. Just in time for the funeral.


Dad’s friends Duncan Colman, Amit, and Charlie stand on the deck of the home. Duncan skied with Dad. They were all friends in Colorado when Dad started building homes. This home, Dad shot a bullet through with his .22, from his bed through the ceiling, to show how sturdy it was. Charlie, too, had been living with Dad when that happened, in the guest part of the house. Charlie, I understand, is why we sailed where we did, and he was on our maiden voyage with me as a toddler. Dad met Amit in Haifa after his journey though the Suez Canal. Amit was working as a banker and Dad walked up to him and asked him to cash an American check. Amit laughed and denied him, but liked his enthusiasm, and their lifelong friendship began. Amit ended up moving from the Middle East to live near us when I was young. He bought me my first pair of earrings and he still is family to me.


The deck is angular, with wrought iron railings. Railings Duncan leans against, his broad square chin angling up towards heaven, maybe in reverence to Dad. His sweatshirt has black Sharpie, self-drawn cartoon caricatures of pig-men: the fascist pigs, with ballooned dialogue declaring themselves as such. Duncan is against anyone, especially corporations and government, taking advantage of individuals, our earth, and limiting freedom.


The motto of all these men I am raised by is to journey to “the land beyond, beyond.” A Mecca of sorts. Paradise and freedom. And they all go for it. Duncan was an Olympic ski racer, a little if not certifiably nuts, and one of Dad’s greatest friends. There is a story that has given him the nickname “Duncan Duck”: He was so excited when he won a ski race that, at the finish line, he plunged his head into a snowbank and started quacking. On our boat we named our first pet, a Philippine duck, after him.


Duncan lives in his old blue pickup truck. The passenger side window is missing its glass and is duct-taped and covered with plastic. His truck has a camper on the back where he and his dog, Kiki, sleep. Kiki just had puppies. Duncan brings the puppies into the house, into Dad’s kitchen, opens up the dishwasher door, and urges the puppies to jump in. Eager muddy feet paw the opening and Duncan nudges their furry bottoms right up into it. Once his intentions become obvious, someone stops him. It could be my mom. I vaguely hear a gentle voice, drifting from a grieving and confused state: “No, Duncan. Don’t close the door. The puppies might not survive a bath in there.” Watching it all pass in seemingly slow motion, Duncan’s idea strikes me as practical. Spray the puppies off a little bit in there. They are pretty muddy after all. And they stink. Just the quick cycle, no detergent. Dad’s ex-girlfriend Freda washes her waitressing aprons in there.


From the other side of the house, rowdy conversations drift. Carl Erickson is here. I do not know him as well as I do Charlie and Duncan, nor do I have the same affinity for him. There is the lore of drug dealing and drug doing, and the greed for money and usury linger in his path like no other in our clan. I follow Duncan through the house. He wanders like a bear ambling his way from one side of the house to the other; it distracts me from the fact that Dad is not, and never again will be, there.


Gripping my drink, I watch Dad’s attorney and friend, Thomas, who called me in Pennsylvania. The dear, refined man. Such a gentleman with pleated khaki pants. His hair and beard, once blond, are now silvered grey, trimmed neatly. His crisp blue eyes show a sharp-thinking mind. But his cheeks and nose give him away. Over them the skin stretches translucent, revealing webs of purple veins and broken blue capillaries. He walks as if his hips need oiling, shifting one higher than seems necessary, to get one foot in front of the other.


Emma, the closest to me of Dad’s girlfriends, comes and puts her arm around me. She has red hair like fire. Blue eyes and big breasts. She lived with us from when I was ten until fifteen. She probably saved my life with the love and attention we shared, and still share. She sings—always bluesy songs. She flirts, loves, and cries. She taught me the capitals of the countries in South America: Asunción, Paraguay; Paramaribo, Suriname. Time living with her was like burrowing through black moist soil on a hot summer day.


Freda, one of Dad’s latest girlfriends, comes up next to me and pushes her shoulder into me, seeing my eyes follow another woman, with soft red hair, mingling around the funeral. The woman skirts most people, just watching. She had been with Dad the night before the accident. We had never even heard of her before that. She gave my sister, also with soft red hair, a white silk pillowcase, “to protect your hair when you sleep,” she said. When I ask Freda the woman’s name, she says, “You mean Peach Pussy? I don’t know her name.” I do not ask further.


“He was with you longer than any of these, besides Mom,” I say to Freda. A few months before the accident, Dad moved her to our cabin down the road. I don’t want to talk to her, but it’s impossible not to. I remember Dad’s description of her: “A hard worker.” I think, brash and loud. Maybe quick and funny, keeping Dad on his toes. “Down to earth,” he would say. But he also said she needed to go to finishing school. She gets right up close when she has something to say, like now. So you can feel her spittle on your face. A rare breed, Dad said.


We both quiet when Ruby, for whom he had left Freda (no, not Peach Pussy, but the woman he was driving across country to see) walks behind us towards the deck. She came all the way from Oregon. Ruby is a few years older than I am. Soft and mysterious, long blond hair and deep pools of black-brown for eyes. Her cheeks white like pearls but slightly blushed. He loved her. I did not know her. I do not want to. She lives by a river in southern Washington in a house with a dirt floor. She raises stallions and greyhound dogs and young children. She has cherry trees and keeps bees. Later I find poems from her.


Mom leans on the counter where Freda and I sit. Amongst it all, she tries to make sense of his death, of these women. Still beautiful. Still feisty. She takes the torch as his first, or—if you consider the annulment, his second—wife. She lived with him on the boat the longest. The one he had children with. The classy but bereaved, considering the circumstances. The inebriated singing siren wiggles her butt to the music to make us laugh. I get up and go downstairs to the living room. I cannot laugh.


There are photo albums on the living room table. Albums of my childhood in Peng Chau, Hong Kong, with Mom and Dad and Charlie. In Singapore: a three-year-old me sitting on the boom of our boat atop a furled sail. And the Philippines: a photo of Dad and a gaggle of children splashing in the water on a beach … children wearing nothing but the biggest smiles I have ever seen, and me with them. And photos of Dad sailing through the Suez Canal as the first sailing vessel after the Six-Day War. The shot of him taking a sun sight off the port of Djibouti with his sextant is one of my favorites. There are photos of Mom in her small red bikini with me, brown on the beach except for a shock of white hair to match the white Seychelle sand. In Greece: I can almost feel the hot breeze and see the dried brown grasses sway. Dad runs and I try to keep up, to the tops of the mounts where gods and goddesses sing. We run up there to the water wells to sing with them. They echo back to us from the deep, dark caverns. We toss wildflowers into the sky to be carried to the ocean below by the wind.


There are photos of Emma in Jamaica; Montego Bay, and Rick’s Café—I can still remember. Her flame hair and a preteen me in white cornrow braids with dark tan scalp showing through. On the boat in the Cayman Islands where, instead of learning about something like the Battle of Gettysburg, I learned that the rum trade runs wild, and I learn about my body from a strange woman. Another of Amit, my sisters, and me in Marsh Harbour. These photos. The only evidence of a vague and chaotic childhood. The only tangible evidence of his life. My fingers drift past them, not touching them for fear of ruining them. The memories. Him.


I find myself needing to leave, arm locked with my sister, drifting down the stairs of the deck out into the field of sage and paintbrush. We just walk. Moths still flit. Grasshoppers jump and hum. The clouds drift long white streams in quiet, through the setting sun, as they always do.


When we return to the house the sky is cobalt and shadowy. Wine bottles and cracker bits litter the kitchen counter. Clear glass bottles have toppled over on the counter, broken onto the floor. Cups with limes and cigarette butts decorate the windowsills and lift a sour stench into the air. I find a blanket to cover Duncan, who sleeps with Kiki and her puppies on the couch.


And the photo albums. There are blank white squares on the old yellowed pages where photos had recently been but are now missing. This is what makes the tears come. The best of the photos memorializing the sailing are gone. I do not know who took them, but the power of the blow to my heart is irrevocable. Outside now it is dark. Only a ghost of Mount Sopris’s peak hovers somewhere high in the night sky. A flash of lightning brightens gold for a moment. He is gone.













chapter four

roots







After the funeral I walk the old wagon roads through the fields down to the home where we used to live. The cabin was built in the early 1900s by settlers to this land. They grew potatoes and hay, and raised pigs and cows. The cabin is now half-owned by Dad’s ex-girlfriend, Freda, and we own the other half. I go inside, as the door is open. I see a jar of our sea glass collected from Hong Kong, Manila, Greece, the Seychelles. And a Dutch cookie tin filled with coins from the same places and more. Coins with square holes, intricate flowers, and birds. They do not belong to her. They had nothing to do with her. But she has them. I walk outside and around back to the old outhouse and tackle cabin, the old potato cellar I used to play in.


Roots reach from inside of me, they reach and grab to explore what is near. The green shoots curl around the earthen cellar mound the settlers left behind. Now the cellar sprouts sage and Indian paintbrush on top. I can still crawl through the grey, split four-by-fours that form the dark rectangular entrance into the cellar, where roots could survive through dusted snow and blue-sky winters, and hot-wind-scoured and rain-deprived summers. Inside is now just barren earthen walls. And shade. Beside the cellar is the big wooden shed. The lopsided structure still holds cracked-leather livestock tackle. There are rusted cans filled with sour black oil. A bee swims in circles to eventual stillness.


On the walls are hooks with farm machinery parts fabricated in coils and gears like artwork. On the shelves stand bottles of thick purple, green, and white glass that hold the spirits the workers must have drunk as they rested here after work, in the cool shade. The shed is where I go in my heart of curiosity, of history, the land beyond. I meander for hours then go outside into the blinding light and see the outhouse. I want to sit on the splintered wood bench inside, so I do. The sun still shines through the crescent moon carved in the door, making light on my thigh a tattoo that has never left me. The moon, her shadow and her light, is always with me.


The house, old cabin, and shed are cold. Even in summer. Cool breezes seep through the chinking of the beams. Yet the bathroom in the house is warm, so warm the bees built their hive behind the toilet wall, I remember from when I was small. That is why we used the outhouse in summer. We cut out the plywood behind the toilet to see the beehive, the wax lobes draping and dripping with dark syrupy honey, humming. Moving with legs and wings and work. We also used the outhouse in winter when the water pipes froze.


When I am small, I can hear the hive hum as I stand over the heater vent at night. It blows warm air up my light blue flannel nightgown. The edelweiss-embroidered ribbons flutter up, like the tell-tales on the sails of our little boat. As I stand over the heater, I know we will leave here again soon. To find him. My calloused feet will move from these blue-specked laminate tiles of the bathroom floor to the dirt-caked floor of the potato cellar, where wood planks with rusted nails are scattered. I sometimes step on them in the dark and feel the steel puncture my rough skin, finding the soft fleshy inside, that cries blood mixed with iron oxide. Like on the salt-streaked teak decks of the boat slick with ocean albumen when I stub my toe on a cleat and the whole toe end flaps … red blood reaches in streaks on the sloshing decks and I can see the tender white layers of skin inside. The roots reach everywhere.


The small wooden table in the kitchen of this cabin is oval with leaves inserted. This, I remember, is where I learn my left from my right, standing against it, looking out the window it is pushed against. Not port and starboard as was ingrained in me, but left and right. Mom and I sit there often. She takes time that day to draw with me—a ballerina because I am getting good at dance. I am even asked to go to a competition in Utah. We draw a beautiful girl, with a bun and a tutu, on point. I feel proud. Then she draws a squiggly line from the bottom of the tutu to the dance floor … a dribble of pee. And I feel shame. I don’t think I can make it in Utah.


When Dad lives in this cabin he puts me to bed. I sit cross-legged with my back to him, and he brushes the tangles from my hair. He gives me back rubs and stories. Walks his fingers up my spine: ants, spiders, and spots. His voice carries me. Spots where his fingers press in twos down my spine, spiders where his fingers run all over my back. Scratches and tickles and bedtime stories. Stories of travels, of homes he is designing in his mind, or his out-of-body experiences.


And then he is gone. I want to leave also. Want to leave the empty cabin with a manual meat grinder viced to the counter. Leave the laminate brick tiles that cover the natural wood of the cabin floor.


Most of my life I love to leave. Even one summer of back rubs and bedtime stories, and their fighting, I pack a metal bowl and fill it with fruit, and water so it stays fresh. I cannot stand the fighting and want to run as far from it as I am able. I pack a sarong, a jar of water, my book and a journal, a candle and a lighter, and sling them onto my back. I hold the bowl of water on my head and start, in the waning bluish-grey of cooling summer evening, up the old wagon trail towards the baby juniper tree. There is still red Indian paintbrush, cactus blooming white crepe flowers and spines that no matter how hard I try to avoid, somehow fling up from my heels into my calf or skirt hem.


With a sage branch, I sweep to clear a spot below the juniper tree and spread my sarong. I peel an orange, its citrus spray smells comforting. I watch the evening clouds billow slate grey and flash with lightning. I see the side of Basalt Mountain glow blazing red with its fall bush-oak leaves and the last of the sun. I write in my journal. About yearning. A little girl yearning to harness some stirring power in her heart. My eyes awaken to the clear black sky pinholed with stars. The night air is cold on my skin and I feel alone. I do not want to be so alone. I gather my things and walk back to the cabin.













chapter five

wendy







It has been eleven months since Dad’s accident. My sister Emily and I think we are finally ready to visit the boat, his sanctuary, my only consistent home. Think we are going to resurrect her. Maybe even him. We carry a notebook filled with lists. Lists for the boat like oysters, wine, bread, and apples. Electrical wire splicers, rags, disinfectant, and lavender candles.


We fall out of our old red truck outside the boatyard in the Ballard neighborhood of Seattle, Washington, and conspicuously walk through the lot towering with dry-docked boats. The smell of epoxy resin and ocean make me lightheaded with ecstasy. Men in overalls soiled with barnacle scrapings turn their heads as we float through the dockyard. My sister’s strawberry blond hair follows her like a gown and her eyes smile with the teal blue of the tropics. We see our little boat bobbing amongst the fishing rigs, the houseboats, the bedraggled vessels tied to the dock. The Cattle Creek, named after the housing development our dad sold to have her built. Baby Beans is the name of his next subdivision. He asked me to name it when I was five, and I did, after the dolls I played with on the boat.


We step aboard and she trembles like an old genie waking up after a thousand years. She is another sister to me, and so much a part of me. We unlock the padlock, push back the hatch and pull out the wooden slats. A musty odor of circumnavigation, foreign ports, and sweat kept stale for too long envelop us as we crawl into the little belly below. We take our bearings and my sister finds a list my dad had written on the chart table: batteries, caulk, Wendy, wrench, O-ring. “Wendy,” my sister laughs. “Who is Wendy?” I wonder why it does not say Freda, or Ruby, but all I can do is shrug. Then a silence falls over us. My sister puts her hand up to his bookshelf. The Bhagavad Gita, P. D. Ouspensky, Albert Camus, James Joyce, Carlos Castaneda, a Bible…. She stills herself before she touches anything. I can tell by her eyes she is somewhere else, someplace where and when he still is.


I head back to the fo’c’sle and toss my duffel bag onto my worn, blue terry cloth bunk covers. A poof of mildew mushrooms up. I see the little set of carved wooden drawers at the end of his bunk. I reach for the top drawer and jiggle its latch until it slides open. There is a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses and his sailing knife tied to a lanyard. Under it, I find an envelope.


My sister sees the envelope and we both sit down on his bunk looking at it until my trembling hands are able to peel open the crackled adhesive. Inside, a folded note reads, “I love you.” Inside the folded note lies a nest of wiry blond hair. Short and curly. I look at my sister’s wide eyes as both of us explode into uncontrollable laughter. Tears drip from the corners of her eyes, I snort, she tries to talk but can get no words out as she gasps for breath. “Wendy,” I say, recalling the mystery item from his list, another woman he loved.


On the Ballard Docks, we inventory the contents of the boat. “Wow. This is serious survival gear,” my sister says. We section off the dock with piles of line, spare anchors, dowels for plugging holes, extra cleats, fuel hoses, winch handles, and vials and vials of morphine. I always knew Dad was out to meet whatever God is face to face, but never until then had the perspective that he might be putting himself, us, out there purely to tempt fate.


I open more of Dad’s drawers to see what else I might find. A Tupperware container full of leaking batteries, a little white flag—a surrender flag—wrapped around something. I unroll and unroll until something long and dimpled falls out. I hold it in my hand briefly, then drop it and watch it roll down the narrow wooden teak floor under the table between the bunks. A pink vibrator. A rounded end with little nipples, and a blunt end where batteries insert. The boat rocks with the wake of a passing vessel while we just stare, stone-faced. “Wendy!” my sister finally cheers. Wendy becomes our mascot, lashed to the tiller.


With the evening sea breeze, ships pass and their captains bellow to us with horns. We pry open raw oysters with Dad’s knife. We drink out of the old plastic tumblers that had served as our drinking vessels on board, the ones he sometimes peed in when the ocean was too rough or he was too drunk, then rinsed only briefly with sea water before filling them for us.


With the rising sun I am up the mast untangling electrical wires. I connect what I think is the mast light, but my sister calls back “stern light,” and the stern light connection turns on the light for the head. But there is always a light that turns on, and that means there will always be a horizon for me to sail to.













chapter six

the legal system







In the courtroom I sit reliving, or reinventing, Dad’s accident and wondering how the legal system can do this to people. Something strange is going on: our court case simply tries to obtain funds from the policy insuring his life, which he paid heavily into for years, but we have to sue for it. The strange part lies in who we have to sue. We have to go through a small auto policy in order for Dad’s life insurance policy to kick in, which should be easy. But we have to fight for it. Because of politics, and “lifestyle” issues.


And it is not like we want the money for ourselves; we have an inheritance tax bill payable to the IRS in nine months, my sisters and I learn quickly after he dies. First, the lawyers have to be hired, with a retainer fee, to research all his legal documents. He has no business name. This is one of the problems. Everything is in his own name. He is self-employed. Because he does not have businesses, or estate planning, as he was young and invincible, we are hit with the worst-case scenario that others bypass with LLCs and wills and family trusts and loopholes; we are billed the most you could possibly pay. Then, the appraisers must be hired to value the land Dad purchased over the years. It is mostly raw land, with no income at all, but apparently it has increased in value. He does not have much cash in his bank accounts.


At the time, my waitressing jobs bring in a few hundred dollars cash a day, pretty good, I think. My three younger sisters still attend school: Emily her first year of college, Sadie her last year of high school, and the youngest, Jeannette, still in middle school. She lives with my mom, who was receiving alimony. The court freezes all of Dad’s accounts.


The will appoints me executrix. It sounds like dominatrix. Or something sneaky and bad. In the courtroom I feel like the kitschy star of one of those reality shows I hear about. TV and reality shows, both of which make me feel uncomfortable because they clash with something in my soul that strives for balance. It seems that from the perspective of the jurors, who are not even allowed to know that the insurance company is involved, the name executrix suits my character perfectly. They think we are trying to sue our family friend, when we are merely trying to get access to Dad’s insurance policy, which he paid for. We look like assholes. I hate this system.


You see, in order to get the life insurance policy, we have to sue, personally, the man who was driving the truck when the accident happened. It was an accident. Amit, whom I have known since I was five, whom I love dearly—one of Dad’s best friends—he is in the hospital with severe back injuries, mourning Dad’s death. We are expected to sue him for reckless driving for something like a hundred and fifty thousand dollars so we can get to the insurance policy, which covers anything over that amount. We were not going to sue him, but Amit encouraged us to. Or else we lose all of Dad’s property. Everything he has. Even if we try to sell it in a fire sale no one would pay the money it is appraised for. And it won’t sell in nine months. Not in time to pay the tax bill. The tree house is infested with beetles, has no heat, and the plumbing backs up. The gym is, in any regular person’s eyes, a cinderblock dome with mold and cobwebs and frozen, broken water pipes. The tower-house cabin is half owned by Freda and we can’t sell the other half to someone. Apparently, there is fine print we all missed in the National Surety Co. and Fireman’s Fund Insurance Co. policies. Getting the first amount, by suing our close friend, is not going to be easy.


My dad worked on oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico when he was young. He rode motorcycles and hitched freight trains across the country. He worked in a flour mill in Seattle. He worked briefly in coal mines in Colorado, where he fell in love with the mountains. He bought property out in the middle of nowhere just because it was beautiful. He found acreage in a sheriff’s auction because someone could not pay their taxes on it, and bought it for $13,000. That was in the 1960s. The appraiser, in 1997, told the IRS it was worth $1,100,000. It just sat there, looking beautiful. Contrary to what the IRS expected, it did not grow money. Granted it has value, but when we try to sell it there are so many stipulations and strange easements that it is not an easy sale, and won’t, at that time, bring in that amount of money, but we are still expected to pay the IRS half that value in nine months.


We find he has other property like that. On some of them he built solar houses and tried to develop communities with open space and community hiking trails, ski lifts, and community learning centers. He was ahead of his time with green building and progressive living. He donated the gym space to a local school so rural kids could get an education. He always paid his taxes. “Deductions are cheating. This is what I make, this is what I owe.” Be a steward of the land, he taught us. It is not for you, but for you to take care of and give back with.


In the eyes of the system, the land was left to us, and now we have to sell all of it. Fast. Pay the lawyers and title companies and brokers and appraisers and hopefully have enough to pay our taxes on time so the interest will not begin to accrue. Selling the land becomes a full-time job in itself.


“These young ladies want to sue this man. A friend of the family. Millions of dollars. He runs a sandwich shop. What do you think, ladies and gentlemen of the jury?” They scowl at me, representing my sisters, whom I tell to stay home. I do not want them to have to see the slideshow of the gruesome accident. We never wanted to see it in the first place. When the priest, that night, first describes to me what had happened, I say we don’t want pictures. Descriptions were enough. I saw the blood on his ski jacket they sent back. The dried pus on his watch. I knew his skull was crushed. Trying to put emotions aside, I cannot help but think how wrong this all is.


The insurance company hires the prosecutor, who distorts this story. I begin to believe him. How horrible we are to do this. How selfish. I want to scream, “Not us! YOU! The insurance company that says we have a policy redeemable upon death! An accident like this is why he paid you for it!!” But I cannot say that. The judge sits me down in a little room before it all starts and tells me I can mention nothing about the insurance policy or the case will be thrown out.


Weeks of this in court. I cannot sleep and hate myself for being this person, this evil executrix, who is trying to get the insurance policy Dad had set up in case this happened. I can’t work and my family has no cash. I hate myself for dredging up all the facts in this courtroom that reveal to me what happened that day, two years ago, when the truck rolled on Interstate 84 outside of Baker City, Oregon. Age fifty-six. The stats on the death certificate are really all I knew, or wanted to know. But now I know every detail.


And then the insurance rep, who the jury does not know is the attorney representing the insurance company, pulls Freda as a witness. “Did Mr. Stirling live in any way that was outside of the norm?” Freda smiles in fond remembrance. “Of course! He sailed the world! He rode motorcycles. He rode his bicycle across the United States.” And then the question about drugs. “Well, yes,” she answers. “He drank a fair amount. And snorted a line or two here and there.” She is so honest. “And there were all of the women,” she said a bit more quietly. And the representative looks at the judge, who determines that his normal life expectancy would have been lower anyway because of his reckless lifestyle, so he would not have lived to a healthy old age to receive his life insurance benefit.


But the case gets thrown out anyway. Our attorney unearths a document, some insignificant title to some piece of land. It seems to have no bearing on the case but it had not been produced in discovery. Discovery is where attorneys exchange information to prepare for their charade. This charade had taken two years. So, we settle, still not able to claim most of the full policy he had paid for all those years. With the funds, we improve and sell land. Fast.


Finally, I understand why things happen in our legal system the way they do. The reason people who rip off thousands or millions of innocent people, or destroy a section of our ecosystem forever, go free and unnoticed or just get a slap on the wrist. If the jurors knew we were suing the insurance company, they would want us to get at least the amount of our policy. Maybe even more for all the time and hardship in court. The façade is in place to protect the insurance company’s rights. Our society’s safety net is based on fear—the thing that holds us back. But Dad jettisoned into the unknown, he tested his limits, so his scaffolding of protection was fragile.
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