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Dedicated to those whose circumstances have pushed them to find their own strength and a better life.


“A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.”

—John A. Shedd


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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My life has been shaped by all the people and experiences I’ve encountered along my path, especially those within these pages. Though individuals in this book may remember events differently, this story reflects my recollection of events and conversations, much of which were directly transcribed from my personal journals. The name of the ship and some, but not all, of the characters’ names have been changed to protect individual privacy and anonymity. I hope my journey will encourage you in your own.
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PROLOGUE
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I stood bracing myself at the open hatch of our 141-foot commercial fishing vessel, only steps from a roiling sea and the incoming longline with pointed hooks whirring past my limbs. I knew why I was here. I thought about my path all the time. At age twenty-four, I fled the chaos of family, still tugging at me from the Midwest, to pursue my dreams of graduate school and an environmental career in Seattle. How could I have predicted that dead-end waitress jobs, disappointment, and rejection would push me even farther . . . to Alaska’s Bering Sea, some of the most dangerous waters in the world?

As a fisheries observer, I would monitor fishing activities, sample the catch, and report the data back to the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), where it’s used to support sustainable fisheries management and establish fish quotas.

Ostensibly, I would also have to learn how to live and work side by side with these rough-and-tumble fishermen with no reprieve, a life for which no instruction manual or training video could have fully prepared me.

What’s it like to spend three months as the sole female, an outsider, working among twenty-five fishermen aboard ship on the unpredictable Bering Sea, halfway between Alaska’s remote Aleutian Islands and Russia? In a time before cell phones, email, and TV’s Deadliest Catch craze, I found myself there—on treacherous waters, in a frigid processing factory, beside a captain in the bare warmth of a wheelhouse, in a dark bunk of a shared stateroom, in cramped quarters, never far from the center of the dogpile. Many before me have sought Alaska, a land of back-breaking work and mind-blowing scenery, in search of escape, adventure, opportunity, and high wages. Some, like me, came from a life shaken and unhinged, but somewhere at sea, we discovered a strength we didn’t know we possessed, strength we’d carry with us for a lifetime.
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BOARDING

“ALL rows board immediately,” the attendant said over the loudspeaker, as if we were under emergency evacuation. Whoever heard of a plane leaving early? My new friend and fellow observer, Stephanie, and I, having arrived minutes earlier from Seattle, funneled through the gate in Anchorage, only vaguely aware of the risks ahead of us. I can’t believe I’m doing this, is the thought that keeps running through my head.

Over the loudspeaker I hear, “Inclement weather is fast approaching at your destination in Dutch Harbor, Alaska.” Which is code for: “Board now, because the longer we wait, the higher the risk of going down.”

With thirty-degree temperatures and snow mounting outside the airport windows, I shivered, despite the warmth inside the airport. But it would be worse up there; everything would be worse. I needed more time to think, to reconsider my impulse decision to work a ninety-day contract as a federally certified scientist aboard commercial fishing boats on the deadly Bering Sea. To the crew, I’d be a “fish cop,” a “narc,” a “snitch” of sorts, but all I wanted to do was accurately report what I saw and not stir up any trouble. Still, maybe they wouldn’t want me there. The newspapers, media, and three weeks of training had forewarned me of the dangers, but the $2,400-a-month paycheck outweighed the risks. I’d have to work at my two restaurant jobs for three months to earn the same salary I’d make in one month at sea.

The other option: remain in Seattle as is—rejected from the University of Washington (UW) graduate program in fisheries and waiting tables to pay the bills. Seattle was booming with jobs for dot-commers in the 1990s, but there were few available for a twenty-four-year-old biology major. I wondered if I should forego my silly dreams altogether and crawl back to the Ozarks to be swaddled in family commotion. Or perhaps return to my childhood roots in Chicago. Maybe I should allow myself to be pulled to another extreme, to Miami to be with Luke, my first love and first kiss from eighth grade. After our recent reunion, I worried that by walking my butt and hard-earned degree onto this flight in search of a fat paycheck at sea I might miss out on a chance at a real career—and maybe love—on land. And yet, no other promising option presented itself after living in Seattle for nine months.

In line and ready to board the plane, I overheard a guy say, “I’m getting on this flight no matter what. My brother just got killed up there.” I turned to my new best friend Stephanie looking for either a kick in the pants or a sign that we should turn back—as if we needed another sign. Unwavering, she said, “This is only the beginning, Girlfriend!” A kick in the pants it is. I didn’t know then how this one choice would help loosen the stranglehold of my past and shape my future.

As we took our seats on the half-occupied, twin-prop plane, I said to Stephanie, “Next they’ll haul us over the drop zone and expect us to jump out when the door swings open.”

“Yeah, and we’ll both do it, because we won’t be called chickens,” she replied. “Right?” We scanned each other’s grimaces for some encouragement.

The oversized vinyl seats provided ample legroom, and as I stretched out I noticed the stained ashtrays in the arm rests and the missing chips of paint on the speckled wall. This plane had probably been kicked around since the 1940s, when Reeve Aleutian Air first flew to Dutch Harbor. Call me chicken, but I hoped its maintenance was up to date.

Hours earlier, on the first leg of my flight, the pilot out of Seattle’s SeaTac airport had said, “There isn’t a prettier place to fly out of on a clear day than Seattle.” I’d left behind the first signs of spring: temperatures in the ’50s, mountain snow melting into river valleys and streams, the bright fluorescence of new shoots, and the scent of cherry blossoms and hyacinths breaking through the wet earth. I’d looked out the airplane window over the evergreen hillsides, surrounding waters, and the Cascade Mountains. The captain reaffirmed my decision. That beauty. That is another reason why I’d left Missouri behind for Seattle. Now I aimed for the unknowns of Alaska.

Leaving Anchorage, I caught a last glimpse of civilization as it disappeared behind continuous white peaks of a different range, the Chugach Mountains. Perched on the edge of my seat, I contemplated this new adventure to Dutch Harbor—800 miles southeast of Russia, 846 air miles southwest of Anchorage on Unalaska Island at the end of the Aleutian Peninsula. Dutch, like Hawaii, is included in The Chain—volcanic islands making up part of the ominous sounding Ring of Fire that surrounds the outer Pacific Rim. Unlike Hawaii, there would be no palm trees, luaus, hula dances, or floral leis upon my arrival. In less than two hours, we’d be standing at the edge of the subarctic tundra.

An hour into the flight, Stephanie and I, the only two women passengers, sat silent, too nervous to speak and too macho to admit it. The roar of the twin engines magnified my fears. I searched for assurance in the glazed eyes of the guy with flushed cheeks and a rusty Brillo pad beard sitting across from me. Another sat folded in his seat with a stocking cap pulled down over his bushy hair to his wide-open mouth. A guy about my age, in sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt, snored and overflowed into the aisle. The men had scattered and passed out like dead fish after consuming a day’s worth of alcohol in one morning of travel. Soon I’d be eating, sleeping, and working side by side with guys like these.

I was assigned to the F/V Nomad, a 141-foot freezer longliner that fished with fixed gear by hook and line at different depths to target Pacific cod, black cod (sablefish), turbot, and rockfish. She was only one of more than 300 commercial fishing vessels and twenty shoreside processing plants to carry an observer at some point during the Alaskan fishing season. Vessels between sixty and 125 feet required an observer only 30 percent of the time; larger vessels had 100 percent coverage, and smaller boats were exempt. I could have been assigned to a shoreside processing plant or a “Mothership,” a giant ship tied in the bay that accepts and processes fish from other catcher-only vessels. Catcher trawlers fished midwater or on the ocean bed with a net, and without factories aboard, they held their fish for days on refrigerated seawater until they were delivered to a shoreside plant or a Mothership for processing. As a first-time observer, I would avoid being selected to be on a crabber, which has a short season with high risk; I’d need more experience and my sea legs first. Like Stephanie, I could have been assigned to a big ol’ factory trawler that caught groundfish by dragging a net across the seafloor. Their catch, like ours, would be processed, packed, and frozen onboard. With each of our trips lasting weeks, possibly months, there wasn’t much chance that Stef and I would return to Dutch Harbor at the same time.

While positive affirmations—such as “No fear!”—ballooned in my head, the bad weather was upon us. The pilots were rumored to be Vietnam vets, experts in the art of landing on tiny jungle airstrips, but I hoped we wouldn’t need their unique talents this day. My stomach twisted like taffy, and a volcano of bile upwelled in my stomach. I had not yet mastered the appearance of bravery and confidence. I moved to an empty row in the back of the plane, where only a barf bag tucked into the seatback pocket comforted me. My eyes closed tight, and my muscles stiffened through the turbulence as I prepared for the downward thrust of this roller coaster ride. Would seasickness be worse?

We descended through clouds stacked between the frozen hillsides. I scanned the gloom for a bandage strip runway and envisioned us crash-landing in the water before I’d ever have a chance to sink on my fishing vessel. My grip on the armrests tightened; I tensed as if I were sitting in the dentist’s chair and he was coming at me with the drill. The harrowing succession continued: fog, white-capped black water bound by cliffs, then, slam! My belt tightened like a noose around my stomach and my face jerked toward the seat in front of me. The wings tipped side to side as we skated at an angle to a smoking halt. We stopped short of the end of the airstrip, where asphalt met angular piles of rock down the slope to icy water. Held breaths released upon touchdown, followed by applause from the liquored up but well-seasoned passengers. The pilot, giddy from avoiding a crash, crackled over the speaker, “Welcome to the wild west of Dutch Harbor, Alaska!” Population 3,000.

My drunken companions stumbled out the tail exit of the plane, and I wondered if I’d have to share a room with any of them. Stef and I jumped into the cold and planted our feet on mud-laden rock that may as well have been the moon. Surrounding us was more rock . . . and water—water from the sky, water in our eyes, and rivulets on the gravel road running into puddles. I looked for the highest point, Makushin, an active volcano on the island, but cloud cover blunted its peak. I had woken up in Seattle, one of the country’s hippest cities, and now I stood shivering in a small outpost on the Aleutians, one of the last major wilderness areas in North America. Stephanie and I walked side by side with our arms draped over each other’s shoulders like security blankets. I leaned into her and said, “We’re going to cry every day.”

Our observer coordinator, who was stationed in a community bunkhouse in Dutch, greeted us outside the rustic airport. His fogged up John Denver glasses were the only thing visible beneath his bangs and layers of hoods. Six inches of mud caked our neoprene boots, gluing us upright against the horizontal rain and sleet. Rugged. Bare. Frozen. Gray. Desolate. The laughter, excitement, and anticipation Stephanie and I had shared were gone. Despite how terrified we felt, we gave each other the it’s-going-to-be-okay look.

The coordinator helped us load the eighty-plus pounds of equipment we each were carrying into the bed of a pickup. My sampling gear—rubber gloves; two scales; a five-inch thick manual; data sheets; tally-counters; fish, bird, and mammal identification books; clipboards; a bottle of oil (to help prevent rust on the equipment); glass vials and preservative; a measuring tape; a small bucket; scalpels; and a calculator—along with my sleeping bag and rain gear, was packed in two blue laundry baskets that were roped together. Our dread mounted when he said, “Hop in,” and we realized he meant “Hop in the back” and not the warm, dry cab. (Say goodbye to comfort.) We hurdled the pickup’s tailgate and sat in the bed with our gear for the coldest five minutes we’d ever spent.

Before we could wrap our minds around our new situation, we were dropped between two freshly painted blue ships. Stef would be first to board her vessel. It was a black, dented 186-foot factory trawler—not the shiny luxury yacht I’d somehow envisioned. Only the fierce wind and sleet forced us onto the deck, a junkyard of clanging metal. We dodged piles of netting and oddball gear, while spying eyes watched us from dark shadows. Stef’s main worry had been the crew’s confrontational reputation she’d heard about from other observers. But seeing her boat now, she had a bigger concern. “Laura, this sucker is gonna sink. It’s too rusty to be seaworthy.”

As we grew closer to abandoning Stef on her crap-trap vessel, I thought, We (I) needed a more gradual transition, a segue. Oh God, help me. The rush to the airport, to the next plane, to the back of a pickup, only to be directly dropped off at some honkin’ heap of metal was too much. Stef’s room was not yet ready for her to check in, so we waited in the galley. Within minutes, a stubbly faced crewman handed her a bottle of Windex and a box of dryer sheets and said, “Here. It’s for the odor in your room.” We were both speechless as we realized this was the real deal. How could we ever have prepared for this and still think it was a good idea? I thought back to our training class and our hell-and-brimstone instilling instructor. We had three weeks of exaggerations to weed out the wimps, right? No, it really was that bad. As I exited the galley, Stef stared back at me over her shoulder as if handcuffed and hogtied in an orange jumpsuit, exiting a courtroom after being given a lifetime sentence. Poor Stephanie. Poor me; my sentencing was next.

Back in the bed of the pickup, its tires kicked up chunks of mud and gravel as we jerked through potholes and curved around the wave-battered shoreline to another industrial dock and group of vessels. I dumped my gear over the tailgate and looked up at the bow before me, which displayed a different name than the one I’d been assigned. A lump swelled in my throat, and a wave of panic engulfed me as I said to the observer coordinator, “Wait. This isn’t the Nomad!” I was mentally prepared to be on one type of vessel, but I knew I could be tossed onto another at the last minute.

Holding his hood in place, the coordinator shouted over the howling wind, “Out there!” and pointed toward the water. To my surprise, there she was—count ’em—the third boat from shore. With limited dock space to accommodate the many vessels, they were tethered together, port to starboard, extending out into the bay. My ship’s dark blue hull peeked out from behind the two closer vessels like a shy child. I was relieved to be on my assigned vessel, but had no idea how I would I manage the transfer with all my gear in this crappy weather. It was time to take off the training wheels and get a big push onto the freeway.

Jumping from boat to boat was not mentioned in training, so it had never registered on my list of concerns. What else hadn’t I thought about in advance? Determined to not look like a wuss, I confronted the obstacle course with the confidence of a boot camp rookie. Each vessel swayed to its own bucking rhythm, cushioned by the squeeze and release of the round buoys sandwiched between them. The three-foot voids seemed like chasms, too wide to hurdle safely, even with webbed cargo nets hanging between the frigid thirty-six-degree water and me. The crewmen in front of me crossed without hesitation; those behind me waited as I paused. Like a line of busy worker ants, we carried our surplus back to the nest. Though I wanted to hunker down in defeat, I shrugged off the frozen sleet, heaved my gear onto the railing, and leapt across the first gap. I would conquer the other two crossings like any difficulty in life, one at a time.

After the second successful crossing, a tall crewman with dark skin and large hands said, “Let me help you.” He grinned and traded me his box of lettuce for my burdensome gear. I wondered if I’d just dropped a few rungs on the ladder of respect. I’d learned to do for myself instead of asking for help from others, fearing they’d be put out. Was this crewman chivalrous, or did he think I couldn’t do it? I stumbled with each step, but managed to coax the produce over the final rail. How much heavier would fish be than lettuce? With my feet firmly planted on my boat, I’d entered the ultimate masculine world.

The bitter cold stung my lungs as I surveyed the outside of the ship. A white foremast, a beanstalk ladder leading to a cluster of lights, and a massive black crane dominated the bow like a giant yin and yang. I was now the shy one, hiding behind the box of greens. The uppermost deck held a confusing network of smokestacks, lights, radar domes, and antennas. The middle deck held javelin-like aluminum poles (buoy markers), slanted and layered into white PVC pipes attached to the railing; pink buoys tied together like balloons; and other equipment unfamiliar to my amateur eyes. Most importantly, I spotted the bulky, white-washed cases containing the life rafts. I would not forget their location.

I entered the starboard door with caution as a few crew members squeezed by. One seized my crate, and I could swear he licked his lips—and not because he loved raw vegetables. Another, Dean, with seductive green eyes and a captivating smile, leaned with one knee bent against the wall outside my room, eager to greet the new female aboard. I felt like a juicy, USDA prime steak as Dean, the deck boss, showed me my quarters.

He removed the grimy baseball cap he wore backwards, rubbed his balding head, and said, “Here’s your stateroom.”

It was more locker room than stateroom. I whiffed the stale air and dropped my duffel bag and backpack. The tiny space had dull brown indoor-outdoor carpeting, alder-toned paneling, and four bunks, commonly called “racks.” Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary defines a rack as “an instrument of torture on which a body is stretched.” That’s pretty close; or maybe “a shelf” is a more apt description. I would soon be sleeping on a shelf.

Dean flexed his biceps as he put his hat back on, smacked the bunk on his way out, and said, “You get this one above Jazz. He’s the cook. He snores. He snores and farts. A lot.” He added with a wink, “If you can’t sleep, I’m down the hallway on the left.”

“Um, thanks. I have earplugs. I’ll be fine,” I said. “But can you direct me to the bathroom?” Like a puppy, scared, excited, and overwhelmed in its new environment, I could have peed my pants.

“You mean the head? Well, since you’re the only woman aboard, you’ll share one with the two engineers. Go through their room, which is on the right,” he winked at me again. “Opposite my room.” All directions from Green Eyes would be in reference to where his room was located, so there was no confusion in case I wanted to visit him among his seven roommates. I had landed on a singles cruise and just discovered I was the only woman who had signed up.

“Half the battle is getting there,” they say. My voyage had begun at sunrise, when the taxi dropped me and Stef at SeaTac Airport. Curbside, I had unloaded my duffel bag full of Army Surplus and Goodwill supplies, all I’d need to blend in with the crew: oversized flannel shirts, hooded sweatshirts, baggy sweatpants, and a winter Army jacket. Next to the duffel bag sat my two laundry baskets on wheels, lashed together and waiting to be pulled, like a little blue wagon on a rope leash.

I wheeled my geek gear to the Alaska Airlines terminal. The long line of fishermen eyed me and my absurd load. I might as well have been wearing a clown costume.

Single and just twenty-four years old, men were always vying for a larger space in my mind. I scouted the lineup for any cute guys. I knew if I was ever to have a serious relationship, I needed to surround myself with exceptional men, those I’d consider marrying—probably those found on land. I didn’t think fishermen were my type, but neither were some of my recent interests. The Greek restaurateur with the refined palate who often took me to dinner was too short. The hiker from the South was overly polite and spoke with a little too much sing-song in his voice. The hard-bodied, African American banker and bouncer, who gazed at himself in every window, was stacked with muscles as well as serious debt. The preacher’s son spent his daily word quota crooning in his music recording studio with few left for me. Then there was Luke, the real estate entrepreneur in Florida, who always had a place in my heart. I wondered if he would be right for me now. Perhaps going out to sea would rid me of dates born from flattery, loneliness, and love of the idea of being in love, but without any future potential.

I came close to settling once the year before I moved to Seattle. He was a former high school heartthrob who was living in the Chicago area while I studied in Missouri and ventured to Maine on a summer research scholarship. His feelings then progressed faster than mine in the year, and he moved to Seattle because of my plan to go there, despite my rejection of his one-carat ring and proposal. His arms no longer made me feel safe. His eyes didn’t hold mine when we kissed. My heart no longer jumped when we embraced. Our flame reignited and burned briefly. By the time I moved to Seattle, I was relieved to learn that his restless self and the diamond ring were headed in another direction . . . to Utah to be with a new girlfriend.

Couldn’t I find a good man, or did I avoid long-term relationships by dating the wrong men? Or were men put in my path to distract me from my goals? My mom encouraged me to be independent, telling me, “Make your own money first,” and “Be able to take care of yourself. Don’t wind up being dependent on a man.” I set aside my desire to find love and focused on finding a career. Maybe Alaska would teach me some lessons about life and love. Sea would be a place to clear my head, for surely I’d never be interested in a fisherman.

Now, after a day of being tossed between taxis, planes, trucks, and ships, I knew most of the battle was still ahead. I stood in my empty stateroom waiting for my thoughts to catch up with my unbelievable reality.

Looking at my gear pile, I hoped I didn’t forget anything. There would be no running to the store at sea. One thing I knew not to forget was my bulky red gumby survival suit, which was pushing out from the grates of my baskets. The night before, I’d waxed the stiff zipper again and again to be sure it was functional. Then I slithered into it, put up the hood, and zipped it. I repeated this procedure multiple times to ensure I could do it in under a minute, like we’re supposed to do. I might not have felt completely secure with all my other duties at this time, but I was confident on how to get into that sucker. Fast. My life depended on it.

Slowly, I unpacked and jammed my clothes into two drawers and a gym locker of a closet. Royal blue curtains, providing my only source of privacy, were strung along my rack. I wrapped a clean sheet around the flimsy mattress pad, unrolled my flannel-lined sleeping bag, and shoved my gumby suit into the dim corner of the three-by-seven-foot bunk. The coffin-like space was all mine. Now, if only someone would bring me some Windex and dryer sheets.

We were still docked shoreside, but soon we’d face unrelenting wind, snow, ice, and squalls of mountainous waves. Despite my three weeks of training, I still felt as if I’d been plucked from a picture in a handbook and dropped onto a real-life commercial fishing boat, not knowing what living with these fishermen would really be like. There was nothing for me to do. I had no responsibilities until we started to catch fish, but we’d have to travel a day or more to reach the fishing grounds. I contemplated getting off the boat to call someone and freak out, but the boat was leaving as soon as the groceries were aboard, and I had no idea where to find a payphone anyway. Plus, I wasn’t too eager to practice my long jump between vessels again. There was no hand to reach out and hold me up and no turning back from this boatload of men.

I was caught in a force between the moon and sun, like the ocean tide, steadily shoving me away, while simultaneously trying to drag me back to shore. Now, I’d been pushed even farther away from family and the life I aspired to on land, to the edge of the world it seemed, where I might just fall off the horizon.

All I wanted to do was curl up in my bunk with my loyal friend, my journal, turn off the lights, and never leave. But I had to learn my way around the ship . . . and the guys. I guess it was time to put on a brave face and mingle.
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THE TOUR

WITHIN hours of boarding, I met the captain. I assumed he’d be a loner, comfortable with isolation. I knew they spent most of their time solo, at the helm. Would he be an antisocial recluse, a brokenhearted poet, or a gnarly dictator? As I entered the wheelhouse, he hung up the radio, turned around, and cast me a white smile, from dimple to dimple, beneath his thick mustache, “Hello. I’m Captain Gabe.”

Hmmm. Kinda Marlboro Man handsome. I was pleased to see he wasn’t what I’d expected: a wrinkled, thick-skinned, scratchy-throated man with a mane, yellow slicker, and a missing finger, like I’d seen on the frozen fish stick commercials. His outgrown hair indicated he’d been at sea for at least a month or two, but the sparkle in his sapphire eyes and pleasant tone told me he was in good spirits.

“Welcome to The Love Boat,” he said. “Have you seen the ship yet? I’ll give you a quick tour.” I had considered being a cruise director, like Julie on The Love Boat, but this was no cruise ship. Gabe motioned me toward the stairs, “After youuu, Duuude.” He was about ten years older than me, but used the lingo of a teenage surfer fresh off a California beach.

“Speaking of dudes. How many dudes are we talking here?” I asked.

“Twenty-five, including myself,” he answered. “Unless someone quits before we leave the bay. Which is entirely possible.”

It would be full-on all men—all the time.

Space was limited on a ship half the size of a football field. A narrow hallway split the thirty-foot beam of the vessel starboard to port. We started the tour at the galley in the stern of the ship. Two tables were covered in green grippy net and bordered by a wooden lip. Centerpiece sectionals held napkins, salt, pepper, ketchup, hot sauce, syrup, salad dressing, and anything else that could roll or take flight during bad weather. Plastic baskets of VHS videos—probably more along the lines of The Terminator and Aliens than When Harry Met Sally —teetered on the end of one table. Staying optimistic, I assumed no X-rated films were aboard. Next to the recirculating iced tea and red punch dispenser hung a bookcase of tattered paperbacks, mainly sci-fi and legal thrillers. I anticipated lots of grunting, swear words, peacock struts, chest-beating, and arm punches under a swirling cloud of cigarette smoke in this space. The clock ticked away the minutes above an empty corkboard. Would there ever be a notice or news to post at sea?

The kitchen was equipped with the usual commercial appliances: stove, refrigerator, deep sink, and dishwasher. Everything was tied, bolted, or glued down, which clearly indicated that every day would be like living through an earthquake. Bungee cords were not on my gear list, but scanning the galley, they should have been. Jumbo cans and spice containers lined the counters. I zeroed in on the wide selection of oversized knives, secretly hoping no ex-cons were aboard. Little did I know that many fishermen worked at sea as a condition of Huber, a temporary prison work-release program. They’re free to work at sea or go back to jail. I wondered if being cooped up on a boat for three months, with nowhere to roam, might feel like jail. Still, I was lucky. The unadorned vessel was only a few years old and freshly painted. This might be as good as it could get.

A chipper voice perked up over the Boyz II Men cassette playing on the boombox. A black man with a bulkie roll figure hidden by a white crossover collar chef shirt introduced himself, “Hello. I’m Jazz. I’m the cook, housekeeper, and chief bull-shitter. I guess we’re roommates, too.” His undereye bags, purple and swollen as if he had two shiners, creased while he informed me, “Your laundry day is Wednesday. Put it in a bag with your name and throw it in the laundry room by 7:00 a.m.” He pointed to the small landing down the stairs from the galley. My first thought was: Wow, what luxury. Someone is going to cook my food and do my laundry. But then I realized, my snoring, farting roommate is going to wash, fluff, and fold my bras and underwear! I expected every man aboard to know all the details of my undergarments, right down to the percentage of cotton, by nightfall on laundry day. I could hear it now, “Yes, shipmates, the observer wears Jockey bikinis and French cuts in solids and stripes.” And, more embarrassing, “Her B-cup Maidenform bras have “Precious Littles” written on the tags!” My underwear might as well be raised up the mast and displayed—a flag of surrender. Suddenly, I was glad that I left my lacey and racy collection behind.

Then, a horrifying thought hit me: What about my monthly? Accidents were bound to happen within the next three full moons. Where would I rinse and dry my skivvies? In the head I had to share with two engineers? Dangle them off the blue curtain on my rack, face-to-cotton-panel with my three male roommates? I couldn’t toss those in the wash for Jazz to casually discuss around the galley table. If I jettisoned them overboard instead, I pictured them dragged up by fishing gear, like a stray message in a bottle. This was one of those things I hadn’t thought about in advance.

The tour continued. Captain Gabe showed me other staterooms, all the same wall-to-wall brown, differing only in the number of bunks—two, four, or eight. He then ordered two crewmen to haul my cumbersome sampling gear down the steep metal grid stairs to the processing factory. As the captain led me through rows of ogling eyes, I greeted each one like I was petitioning votes for Prom Queen, hoping to gain their favor. He introduced me to the first mate, Hobey, who worked opposite Captain Gabe’s shift. Hobey wore a baseball hat over his Billy Ray Cyrus achy-breaky mullet and a grin that was a combination of Cheshire cat and an actual catfish. Although he seemed nice enough, he doused himself with Patchouli. I told the captain that it reminded me of the anal gland musk of poodles—a scent I became all too familiar with while working at a veterinary clinic. “Yeah, well, he thinks chicks dig it,” he explained.

The crew included all varieties, except for the female kind. Extreme weather and fishing probably attracted personalities that stood well outside the bell curve for normal. My decision to work here placed me out of the “normal” range, too.

I wasn’t entirely clueless about what it would be like as the sole woman aboard ship. My senior year of high school, when I moved from Chicago to the Ozarks of Missouri, I was the new girl, fresh bait, the city slicker plopped into a small town, and the only female in shop class. I hoped this wasn’t a throwback to high school, where I’d felt like a conquest. With twenty-five guys aboard, I knew there could be some attraction, but fraternizing or “physical or emotional involvement,” was highly discouraged in training.

“Oh, I can see you’re going to get a lot of attention,” Captain Gabe said at the base of the stairs to the wheelhouse. “Even though you’re the only woman aboard, an attractive woman I must say, they’re harmless. It’s me you have to look out for.” Unsure if he was joking, I was both flattered and frightened. What else would I have to be on the lookout for?

“Okay, I gotta go run this ship,” he said. “You’re on your own from here.”

Not yet ready to explore on my own, I headed back to my room—my safe zone.

Though my mind-set was to expect the unexpected, I was unprepared for what was to come next. I knocked on the closed door of my room. “Hello. Is anyone in there?” I asked.

“Yeah! Yeah!” said a scratchy voice. “Come in.”

I cracked open the door and edged my way in until my eyes bulged out at the bulge staring back at me. Roommate number two, standing proud and hairy-chested with nothing on but white briefs.

“How’s it goin’?” he asked casually, acting unstirred.

It’s my first day aboard, and I’m already looking at a strange man, my roommate nonetheless, in his underwear! It was no accident. He seemed to revel in making me uncomfortable.

I wanted to tell him off, but instead I snatched my yellow Walkman and cassettes from the closet. As I strolled out past Fruit-of-the-Loom in his one-man panty parade, I fixed my eyes on the slanted patch pocket, front and center of his pelvis, and heckled, “Is that supposed to impress me?” I stared him down like an animal vying for territory. I marched out the door like a boxer leaving the ring after a TKO. The complexity of my situation was becoming clearer.

Before arriving on board, I never thought much about where I’d sleep or who’d wash my undergarments. I was used to guy behavior, with communications short and to the point. I assumed the crew would act like a houseful of brothers, like my own. Except for the guy norm of leaving the toilet seat in the up position, why should gender matter? I assumed the unwritten rules still applied:

•

Clean up after yourself.



•

Don’t leave the lights on.



•

Be quiet when someone is sleeping.



•

Wear pants!



That’s it. But after my close encounter with Underwear Man, I realized I’d have to figure out the “norms” on a fishing boat. I had ventured to the other side and was clearly in Man’s Land now.
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DEPARTURE

BLACK floats wrapped with rows of rubber tires bumped between our vessels. Russian men, with serious eyes and gold teeth, stood on the deck of the adjacent ship in their warm fur hats. Before heading to the fishing grounds—north of the Pribilof Islands, “The Pribs”—we made a twelve-hour pit stop to offload the product from the previous trip onto a 400-foot Russian tramper, an international fish taxi, anchored in the bay. I watched as cranes swung pallets of frozen fish over the cargo net and then lowered them into the tramper’s freezer hold below deck. Two of their crewmen guided the cable; one of them flipped me off. Nice! The tramper would haul the catch to Japan, where it would be held in cold storage and then redistributed or auctioned to the highest bidder.

Our crewmen hung over the railing with their arms outstretched, waving cartons of cigarettes at the Russian men. “Hey, you! You want?” they yelled, their eyes gleaming at the Russians’ prized pelts perched on their heads. Neither party understood the foreign chatter, but the message was clear: several cases of American smokes in exchange for Russian fur hats. Minutes later, Dean with his inviting green eyes and a burnt stub of a cigarette in his mouth, wheeled around the corner. He proudly offered me an official, well-worn, oil-stained, Russian hat as if he’d won me a stuffed animal at the county fair. The luring of the new girl had begun.
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“Laura Hartema is a woman made of steel navigating the rough waters
of life on and off the Bering Sea. Good read.”
—Edgar Hansen, cocaptain/chief engineer, F/V Northwestern, Deadliest Catch
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