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“There are known knowns. There are things we know that we know. There are known unknowns. That is to say, there are things that we now know we don’t know. But there are also unknown unknowns. There are things we do not know we don’t know.”




—Donald Rumsfeld, February 12, 2002






















THE UNKNOWN KNOWNS

























ONE










The obvious way to describe water is with adjectives. People like to say water is murky or dappled or turbulent or calm. They call it brackish, crystalline, emerald, white. Deep, shallow, filmy, or unfathomable. But all those adjectives don’t even come close to describing water like it really is. They just float across the surface, like dead leaves or algae.




You could also try describing water with action verbs. You could say it rushes, or pours, or drips. You could also say it seeps, for instance. Water can boil or it can freeze or it can steam. But it doesn’t matter how many verbs you throw at the water; they don’t stick either. Trying to describe water by what it does is kind of like telling a story by throwing a book at your wife.




Another way people sometimes describe water is in context. I’ll give you an example: a man walks by making water noises. His tube socks are drenched and they’re going squish, squish, squish. With every step he takes: squish, squish. But when you ask the guy if he wants a dry pair—you have the socks right there in your hand; you even offer them to him—he shakes his head no. And that’s when you hear it: you hear the fluid slosh inside his skull like milk in a coconut.




Here’s another example of describing water in context. A little kid is pulled out of a swimming pool. His skin is red and raw. He’s crying without making a sound. Something bad has been done to the water.




Or here’s an even better example of water in context: two women go over a waterfall in a big bucket. The water is so crazy all around them that no one can hear them screaming, not even the women themselves. An ambulance backs up to the edge of the water. The lights are insistent, swirling. They paint the mountain red, and to look at them makes you feel like you don’t have enough pockets to put your hands in.




There are probably other examples that I’m sure you could come up with. But here’s the one I keep coming back to, the one that’s relevant to my present circumstance. A guy jumps into a swimming pool, pointing his toes to mitigate the splash. Water knifes up inside his swim trunks, it pinches his nipples. He blows bubbles through his nose to prevent the water from entering his skull. The water floods his thinning hair and his body hangs limp in the pool light. The body hangs limp while the guy thinks about water.




That guy is me. I am the guy in the water thinking about water.


















TWO










More context. My name is Jim Rath. I was born in Columbia, South Carolina, where I grew to my current, completely uninspiring height of five foot six. Five years ago, for reasons that were obscure at the time, even to me, I moved to Colorado Springs. I am currently age thirty-eight, though that number seems to be changing rapidly and time hasn’t been especially friendly to me. I’m hairy-armed and cowering, a guy you’d expect to see squatting by a campfire just a few weeks before the beginning of history. People say I have a high forehead, but I know what that means. I’m losing my hair. No great loss; I was never all that handsome or brave anyway. And my balding caveman looks never matter much when I am standing underwater.




It was after hours in the hotel pool at a Colorado Springs Hilton. The month was August but the water felt more like March or April. I descended, eyes closed behind my scuba mask, until I felt the grout and the grit of the tile floor against the balls of my feet. The pockets of my Jams were lined with lead fishing weights to keep me from floating away. I drew down the intake of the snorkel so it would barely breach the water. My presence would be difficult if not impossible to detect from above. Then I opened my eyes and described what I saw through the lens of my diving mask, writing everything down in a waterproof notepad.




My goal was a thorough understanding of water. But not on a chemical level. Not in any way that you could test. That wasn’t of any interest to me. I had more consequential interests. I wanted to know why the water is always calling to us, what it wants to tell us. Where do we belong in relation to it? I asked. What is the water hiding down there? I was in the pool to ask the hard probing questions that no one else would ask. Because I figured out some time ago that the truest and most singular way to know the water is by getting right in it. By reaching in with bare hands and pulling out a couple of its slippery monsters.




For six months in 2006 I spent every free night I had at the Colorado Springs Hilton hotel, standing for hours at a time on the swimming-pool floor, my head totally submerged, just gazing into the water. I was fortunate enough at that juncture in my life to have a lot of free nights, so I was at the Hilton about six or seven times a week. At first all I saw looking into the water was water. But as time passed and my senses got more acute, I started to see other stuff. Crazy stuff. Edifying stuff.




There is—and this sentence is the threshold of plausibility that I will ask you to cross if you dare to read the rest of my story—a lost civilization in the water.




I’ll say that again, and invert the sentence, so you can get used to the idea: in the water there’s a lost civilization.




And what I’ve seen over the past twelve months has me totally convinced that it’s been down there for thousands and thousands of years just waiting for us to discover it. I have a name for it, which I made up myself, but it fits. Nautika.




Though I arrived at this discovery almost a year ago, and all kinds of negative circumstances have intervened since then, my eyes still ache with the marvels I beheld down there in the Hilton pool and in hotel pools across the state of Colorado. I’ve been diagnosed with a chlorine condition, and I still take drops. But I’d trade both my eyes to see it all again. I’d trade my wife (again). I’d trade my happiness (again). And (again) I’d trade my freedom. Again, again. Even though the ankle bracelet doesn’t fit like they said. You don’t “get used to it like a new pair of dress shoes.”




I was standing on the bottom of the Hilton pool. I looked up to see the surface rippling overhead, responding to the whims of the central cooling unit like a kind of weather. Up through the varying strata of water I studied the domed roof of the hotel solarium, its brown steel ribbing and frosted glass expanding against the moonlight like the room itself was taking a deep breath.




We’re in the habit of calling it the surface of the water, but couldn’t it just as easily be the boundary of the air? Because it all depends on your perspective, where you’re coming from. And either you cross the air-water boundary in the spirit of humanity and good faith or else maybe you should just stay in your lawn chair with your beer and tell your wife how pretty the ocean is.




I consulted my watch. It was a Helvner, waterproof and pressure-resistant to a depth of five hundred meters. Only three thousand of these babies are made each year by special appointment of the Saudi navy. You won’t believe what they retail for. I’m lucky to have a generous uncle with connections in the Mideast naval community and cash to burn. Of course I don’t have the Helvner anymore. That was one of the first things I had to sacrifice.




I made a note of the time in my waterproof notebook: 10:49 p.m. Then I focused my eyes on a light burning at the far end of the pool. I thought simple thoughts; I thought about hydrogen bonding and refraction, basic properties of water. And slowly, so slowly it seemed to happen in reverse, I entered the semiamphibious state of advanced consciousness known to the Nautikons as ooeee. This is not the place to divulge the secrets of ooeee, but suffice it to say it’s a regimen of circular inner breathing designed to stimulate the latent man-gills. And in my case I also use a snorkel.




It is in this altered state of awareness that I receive certain “reports” from the annals of Nautika. They come to me like radio waves but thicker, with colors and bodily sensations attached. I have visions, smeared and echoey, but visions nonetheless. I get the narrative and absorb the granules of sociological detail that are critical to my knowledge of our lost aquatic ancestry.




Yes, our lost aquatic ancestry. You think I can’t smell your suspicion? Oh, I can smell it, all right—the fruited stench of unbelief, even through the supposedly impenetrable membrane of the page. You have your reservations. The scrutiny in the eyebrow area? I’m painfully familiar with it. Jilly did that too, the director at the Center for Gender and Power. She was afraid of my ideas. So was my wife. You think I’m crazy too.




Jim is a damaged person, you think. His reason has been cracked by emotional pressures exerted from his social milieu and from his inner makeup dating back to a codependent childhood with a single mom. That’s probably what you’re thinking, or words to that effect. You’re figuring this guy’s life went sour so his mind retreated somewhere less stressful. Maybe he has a chemical deficiency or a surplus, or both. Maybe his wife contributed to this imbalance through negligence. It happens.




Believe me, I understand your doubts. I’d have them too if I weren’t me. But I am me, as evidenced by my being held accountable for actions widely perceived as mine. And besides, if you think this is hard to swallow, just wait; the curve of credibility doesn’t get any gentler from here on out.




There are questions that demand answers. Sure there are. Why was a guy named Jim Rath spending hour upon precious hour in a hotel pool in a city called Colorado Springs? What motivated him? I wouldn’t blame anyone for thinking my behavior was out there, or even antisocial. I wouldn’t even blame you for concluding, circumstantially, that I did all those terrible things they say I did. My wife talked to CNN. So did some regular lady from my hometown who I’d never met, about intubation, paralysis, how I’d never understand what that felt like. They all say I’ll be judged. And they’re right: I am being judged. But believe it or not, Jim Rath’s motives were pure, and his heart, the private heart imprisoned within his public heart, it is fully innocent.




I’m a curator by training, with enough credits for a master’s and three years of on-the-job experience building exhibits at the Colorado Springs Center for Gender and Power. I’ve always sought truth in dioramas, in glass-walled habitats and pinprick galaxies. At the Center for Gender and Power, I tried to inject each of my costumed scenes with something more than theater. I wanted them to pulse and sweat and live, to seize the viewer by the collar and say, I am the world!




If you don’t believe me, you should have seen my Twelve Scenes from the Life of Margaret Sanger. I gave the mother of modern birth control more than period costume—I gave her a period, complete with a meticulously reproduced menstrual rag. Jilly the director wasn’t impressed, and maybe this episode led indirectly to my dismissal a week later, but I’m the kind of guy who says you have to immerse yourself in it—or what’s the point?




What many people fail to realize is that curating isn’t just about arranging stuffed penguins around a Plexiglas ice floe or turning Styrofoam balls of varying diameters into a solar system. It’s also about research and meditation, and it’s about thought experiments. A museum is a world that you can see every inch of in an afternoon; so that world has to be real and simple and true from the minute you walk through the turnstile to the minute you reenter the blinding sunshine of the disordered general world with the little metal pin still clipped to your lapel.




In the summer of 2006 I was planning a new museum. My own museum. It had to do with water, so I wanted to learn everything I could about water from the inside out. The museum I had in mind was going to be based on the Aquatic Ape Theory of Evolution expounded by the noted visionary and scholar Elaine Morgan. If you’re not familiar with it, look it up right now. It’s all completely well founded and empirically documented. David Attenborough did a special on PBS. This isn’t fringe science I’m talking about, not by any stretch, no matter what the pith-helmeted old Richard Leakey cabal tries to tell you.




Every middle-schooler knows about the Fossil Gap. The missing footage in the filmstrip of human evolution, the bit that would explain how we came down from the trees and stood upright on the savanna to take a look around, and how we grew noses with downward-pointing nostrils and used them to look down on each other. If we could only fill in that gap, we’d understand ourselves. But there aren’t any fossils to tell us that part of our story. Why would millions of years’ worth of fossils suddenly disappear from the Olduvai Gorge? Because we’re digging in the wrong place. We’d need frogmen to find those missing fossils. Elaine Morgan tells us that during the Fossil Gap humankind went aquatic, took a three-million-year sabbatical in the sea. And it was underwater where we made the leap from fuzzy little golems to self-knowing humans with posture and tools.




All three mammalian subclasses—the monotremes, the marsupials, and the placentals—have sent what they call volunteers back into the water, where they gradually reevolved into aquatic species. Long ago some rodent went swimming and turned into a beaver. A horse got wet and gave us the hippo. A bear went scuba diving—and hello!—look who’s a walrus.




Then there’s Steller’s sea cow, the bovine of the deep that was hunted to extinction in the 1700s. A sea cow. A cow of the sea. Here’s how I see that happening on the white retractable screen of my genetic imagination. Picture a single cow: she’s sick of macho bulls, sick of horseflies, sick of bedding down every night in her own excrement. So one afternoon she takes a look at the ocean and says to herself: “Well, that’s an option.”




This would be on the Kamchatka peninsula. At sunset. The tundra burns red and the cormorants cry for their supper. She walks to the edge of the paddock and across a stretch of dark sand to contemplate the vast Bering Sea. It’s starting to appeal to her. No flies, no bulls, clean, maternal.




She dips one hoof in the surf and feels a weird sensation course up her shank. It’s the spark of natural selection, and it gives her chills, right down to the udders. Two hooves in the water and she stops to practice holding her breath. Next she’s up to her knees in the green froth. The sun tosses its last honeyed arc across the water and the fire enters her intelligence. She takes a few more steps, lowing to herself. The shore is steeper here, and with each step the sea claims more and more and more of her hairy hide. The forelegs wither into flippers. Her back legs fuse together to form a broad paddle. As the fur falls away, her body goes sleek and green. She arches her back and with a flick of her tail plunges into the briny cold Bering. Her skull telescopes into her shoulders; her belly balloons; and her big cow eyes grow even bigger, astonished at becoming the next new thing on earth.




The same thing happened with people.




My museum was going to do for the aquatic ape what the natural history museum in New York City did for Steller’s sea cow.




I don’t want to get bogged down in theory or bore you with all the evidence, but it’s my conviction that this lost aquatic civilization was destroyed in a volcanic eruption some 3,500 years ago. (More on this later.) The Museum of the Aquatic Ape would lay out the grand design and social history of our former seafaring cousins in a sequence of dioramas. The sculpted figurines would be built to scale with poignant details and fins and real emotions on the faces to register what we’ve lost. This, I thought, was the only way to get people to listen. Show them the drama. Convince them that it was real and felt and endured and forgotten. That’s the power of a museum.




You couldn’t strictly classify this as Science. It’s more poetic than that. I saw it like a mental dovetailing of Margaret Atwood, Hélène Cixous, and—I don’t know—Stan Lee, maybe. That should give you a feel for the density of gravitas I had in mind for this place. And despite what my wife said, it had nothing to do with Aquaman. The Museum was social critique, a protest; it was a counterweight to the blatantly masculinized Savanna Theory of human evolution; Louis Leakey would fume when he came through the high revolving door; it was the truth. But I don’t want to go into all that right now. My wife’s name is Jean.




Sorry for the long-winded explanation, but that’s why I was spending all those hours underwater in a Hilton pool. I was designing a museum about water, so I had to immerse myself in it. And things were moving along at a good clip. They were. But then Jean smart-bombed the sacred bonds of our marriage, and then the Nautikon arrived on the scene, and the Feds got involved and—well, everything went to hell.




 




Yes, to hell. Which is where I am now, doing all this remembering. Every story gets told from somewhere, and my somewhere is here on the deck of the Endurance, my houseboat and my holding cell. But it hardly matters where I am. Wherever I go now—hell, the federal penitentiary, a secret prison in the Balkans—I’m in Nautika, even with the security cuff strapped to my ankle. They can’t rendition you from your dreams. Even right now as I sit in my deck chair rubbing my foot to get the feeling back in my toes, I see it. Before me lies the chalkboard bay scribbled with whitecaps. Gusts of sleet wipe it clean, but not before I read the word that’s being spelled out there for me: NAUTIKA.




















THREE










But I’m getting way ahead of myself. Slow it down, Jim. Deep breaths. Let’s go all the way back to the Hilton. To me, standing on the floor of the pool, looking into the water.




In the amphibious state of ooeee, time does not pass with its usual rigor. The Helvner told me that it was after midnight (12:06). Meaning that I’d been under for more than an hour (1:17). I made a note of this and surfaced. My hair felt brittle and my eyes ached from the chlorine. I gathered my things and slipped under cover of darkness to my waiting Corolla.




The drive home from the hotel that night was an exercise in mounting dread. Inside our suburban Colorado Springs town house, my wife waited for me—or maybe she didn’t. I was already beginning to suspect that she wanted out of our marriage. This suspicion would be borne out, and painfully so, on the night when she actually left me. Jean disapproved of my ambitions, the research in the pool, the museum; the mere mention of them plunged her into a sullen silence. She married me on the supposition that I would be a balanced helpmeet, that I would pull my weight. Oh, sure, she knew I was whimsical, a little flighty even. But she was drawn to my boyishness, my comics collection, the scale models that I’d had shipped out from my mother’s attic in South Carolina.




The first year we were together I was still holding down the gallery job at the Center for Gender and Power. And even when Jilly asked me to clear out my desk, I handled the disgrace like an emotionally mature person. This was October 2004, when I was still reeling from my Margaret Sanger coup. I’d pushed the conventions of sociopolitical diorama design to the brink of acceptance. (Or maybe a millimeter beyond that brink, if you ask Jilly.) Anyway, I got fired. Jean had just accepted my proposal of marriage that spring, and I didn’t want any bad blood in the professional sphere of my life to hemorrhage into the personal one. So I put on a brave face.




“I’m just going to dust myself off,” I remember telling Jean the night I was laid off. This was after three years at the Center, so there was a lot of dusting to be done. The silica of shame was thick on the knees of my downfall.




“That’s the spirit,” she’d said. And it was.




The next morning I made a few calls and got a job with a literacy group that paid well and allowed me to travel. If you’ve never seen a bookmobile, it’s a vehicle stocked with books that are doled out free of charge to underserved schoolchildren. Mine was a Chevy van decorated with a huge bespectacled worm. For months I rose diligently at 6:00 a.m. every school day to make my rounds of the local libraries. I sat Indian-style on the primary-colored carpets to read Clifford en español.




A couple months later Jean and I were married, and I moved into her place. She owned a town house in the kind of complex where everyone wants to have dinner parties all the time and no one takes your designated parking space. I’ll never forget the night after our wedding, when I backed the Corolla up to the town house door. I was so excited I accidentally popped the hood and then the gas cap before finally finding the ejector lever for the trunk. The car was packed with my meager possessions, most of which were tied up in garbage bags and pillowcases.




I didn’t get out of the car right away; this was a moment to savor. I remember thinking that if I savored it long enough Jean might rush outside to help me carry in my stuff. But she didn’t, and after fifteen minutes the car started getting cold, so I gave up waiting. I had to knead my backside to get the blood flowing again. I’d expected this to be a big moment, but instead my leg fell asleep.




“That all you brought?” Jean said. I was standing at the threshold of married life with only a microwave oven in my arms. She was wearing a terry bathrobe and a big stocking cap. I wanted to kiss her, but the oven would have gotten in the way.




“There’s more stuff in the trunk.”




She gave a weird smile and stepped aside to let me through. I set the microwave on the kitchen bar and turned around to face my new bride. I still don’t know where she got the costume, but there she was—big, physically edifying Jean—wearing a leotard adorned with a stylized gold eagle. On her head she wore a golden tiara, and on her hip a golden lariat. On her wrists she flashed a pair of silver cuffs.




“Diana Prince?” I whispered.




“Steve Trevor,” said Jean—said Wonder Woman, my wife—with a wink. On the sofa between us lay a U.S. Army dress uniform, with a natty peaked cap and patent leather shoes. I wasted no time getting in costume. Then Jean lassoed me with the Lariat of Truth and dragged me into the bedroom. We made love in character once that night. And then we made love out of character, or rather in the character of ourselves, twice.




Nearly two years passed. There were more playful sex scenarios and there was plenty of emotional growth, though in retrospect probably not enough. But in those heady first months of marriage we were into each other to a degree that suggested longevity. As an evolutionary strategy, love works too well. We should know what it’s really after, where it leads.




By the beginning of last year the first blush of romance had peeled away and the rough glue-smeared underlayer of misery had become plainly visible.




When I arrived home from the hotel that night, I could see the yellow curb stenciled with our condo number. I wish I could say this was a welcome sight, but frankly it filled me with apprehension. I parked, hauled up the hand brake, and listened to the engine tick as it cooled. To my freaked-out ears it sounded like some sort of urgent telegraph message. The message was telling me to restart the car and drive away. Do us all a favor, Jim: go. Disappear into some dull yellow obscurity where your ideas can’t hurt anyone you love.




I walked to my doorstep and inserted the key in the town house door but waited a minute before turning it. I had good reason to hesitate. For many nights I’d come home to find Jean in a state of emotional nonpresence. What I mean is that she’d thrown up an invisible shield of isolation around herself. An empathy partition. You could walk all the way around it feeling for an opening or a loose panel, but there was no way in. She looked painfully pretty inside it, and completely unmarried.




At last I turned the key. The sound of the bolt scraping in its chamber had all the finality of a cocked rifle. The door swung open and I stepped across the brass jamb.




Jean sat on the couch, watching Nova. She didn’t look up. It was as if I reflected a frequency of light that was beyond her perception, ultra-ultraviolet. I could see her splayed form molded by the glow of our single torch-style lamp. She looked like a person of import lying in state. She looked dead. She looked at the TV.




I closed the door softly. In these new condos there’s no other way to close a door. You can’t slam it no matter how hard you try, and I’ve tried, believe me. I hung my laser-pointer key chain on a hook, watching it bang softly against my wife’s laser-pointer key chain. Banging and intertwining and deflecting. Like us.




Stepping in behind the couch, I spoke to the back of my wife’s head, but she didn’t turn to face me. So I circled the sofa and spoke to the front of her head. She shifted to the left and groaned to let me know I was blocking the TV. At my back I could hear galaxies being born. The soundtrack was synthesizers and wind chimes. In front of me, my own galaxy was dying, in utter silence. This went on for several minutes, me moving from the front to the back of the couch, until I finally got the picture. She clicked off the remote, sat up, and knotted the sash of her bathrobe.




Our marital trouble boiled down to a difference of opinion. I contended that the world deserved a Museum of the Aquatic Ape, deserved to know the alternate truth of human ancestry. Jean contended that I needed to get a job. But I’d had jobs. I drove that bookmobile for a whole year before I hit the train. I challenge anyone to drive a commercial vehicle in a big red dog costume without incident. Besides, I wasn’t the first guy to be propelled toward great things by failure (take Gandhi, for example, or Don Quixote). And I’m definitely not the first visionary-like personality with a disapproving spouse.




Her voice reached my ears like an incantation from beyond the grave, all echoey and slo-mo. I thought, naturally, of Doctor Strange, the shaman of Marvel Comics. How he sat lotus-style on that pentagram rug in his Manhattan town house, summoning genies with Sanskrit spells.




“Are you even listening?” This was Jean’s voice, suddenly become clear, earthly. I realized that she’d been talking to me for some time. “I said your mother called.” She inserted an ugly pause. “Again.”




There was resentment on that front. Jean was convinced that I’m unrealistically attached to my mother. She called her Betty, after Betty Friedan, although her name is in fact Gerry. Gerry Rath, Ph.D. Jean made fun of her drawstring pants and her cropped hair, her ceramic vagina art.




I tried squeezing into the few available inches at the foot of the sofa. Jean’s foot recoiled at the touch of my thigh and I heard her groan. In fact she has a nice way of groaning. It’s the same sound she made during our lovemaking. Back when we still made love. For Jean irritation and amorousness have the same repertoire of noises. That was one of the things that turned me on about her initially.




When I landed the job with the literacy group, we decided to go out and celebrate. The Corolla was in the shop, so I borrowed the bookmobile. When I pulled up in front of her apartment complex, she groaned at the scandalous nature of what I was driving. I winked. She climbed in the sliding side door.




It was Jean who got the idea to read “bedtime stories” in the back of the bookmobile (although I was the one who took the heat for it from my superiors). And this wasn’t exactly Berenstain Bears or Make Way for Ducklings. The material was far more advanced.




She groaned when I told her about what happens after hours in Busytown, when the Lowly Worm comes out of his apple. She groaned and groaned until the bookmobile was filled with the sound of her groaning.




I mark that night as a watershed in my feelings for Jean. Those feelings have not abated, no matter what she’s done to me, or I to myself.




“Are you even listening to me? I said Betty called. For like the fifth time.”




“I made a lot of headway tonight,” I replied, raising my eyebrows in an expression of positivity.




“Did you see Corey?” She asked this without any real interest. Corey was the night clerk at the Hilton. He was a nice guy who was weirdly jazzed about what life had handed him, despite what it had in fact handed him. We’re talking about a man who wore a neck brace and did the over-the-back slam-dunk gesture at every perceived victory. Our relationship involves comics. It’s a bond, so he gives me special access to the hotel facilities after hours. Jean always disliked Corey, or disliked the me that she saw through the lens of Corey.




“I got some cool ideas about weaponry,” I said, placing my hand on her ankle—a mistake. “Normal weapons like lasers would dissipate in the water, so they used these sonic cannons—with like a burst of superfocused sound. They were pretty cool weapons.” I withdrew my hand and mimed a shoulder-mounted rifle, like a bazooka or something.




“She said do you want her to send some vest to you. You left a vest there that you made in fifth grade.”




“And also there are cultural echoes with like dolphin language and whale calls,” I said. “Which are supersonic too.”




“A vest she said you made out of yarn or something. I can’t believe you made a vest.” She still wasn’t looking at me. “Do you want to know what I think the subtext of that phone call is?”




“Come on, Jean. Everything doesn’t have a subtext,” I said. Jean has a degree in psychology, which has been a help/hindrance in terms of her own personal growth. “The thing about supersonic rifles is they could frighten and confuse an enemy without actually killing him.”




“The subtext of the phone call is this: Look at my creative son, he’s so creative. You don’t deserve my son, Jean, you little bitch, because you don’t value how creative he is. He made a vest out of yarn and you can’t foster his creative vision.”




I sat forward. “She wouldn’t say the b word.”




“And do you know what the sub-subtext is? Or the sub-sub-subtext?”




“No.”




“Then I’ll tell you.” Here she Frisbeed a throw pillow across the room. “Your mother is a very lonely and depressed person.”




I tried to put my hand on Jean’s ankle again but discovered that it was still a mistake. She sounded a meaningful sigh and picked up her water glass.




“Will you turn off that light on your way out?” she said.




“On my way out where?”




“Out to the bedroom.”




Jean had slept on the couch off and on for the past three weeks. The couch was close to the front door. And the front door was the door that she would very soon walk through to abandon our marriage.




I got into bed still wearing my swim trunks. Once I was comfortable, I propped the three-ring binder on my knees and wrote the following:








Nautikon weaponry: shoulder-mounted sonic rifles, “startle” grenades, and hypersonic scatter guns for dispersing schools of marauding bull sharks. There was no war within Nautika because of women running the government, so the weapons were strictly for protection and could only be wielded by the Dolphinwomen cavalry—who were outcasts and sworn to self-immolation after battle!! See-thru glass breastplates?







I woke up the next morning to a distant sense of toasting bread. I heard it before I smelled it, raisin swirl, discharging noisily out of the toaster. Then came the unmistakable sound of a butter knife rasping testily across a dry surface.




“Jean?” I said. No response. I paused a few seconds and called again: “Jean?” I heard the chuckling of her laser-pointer key chain. I heard the front door close, that horrific vacuum-seal sound. Then the town house was quiet except for my tentative breathing.




That morning I spent writing, or really just taking notes and making pencil sketches in my binder. For a while I fell asleep on the couch. When I woke up it was Jean’s imprint on the corduroy upholstery that I felt, not my own. Her residual body heat was trapped somewhere deep in the cushions, and I tried with mind magnetism to extract it, draw it into myself. I know everyone can understand this, because we’ve all been in love before. But it didn’t work, so I was forced to lie there feeling her warmth from an upholstered distance.




I slept again and this time I dreamed about being trapped under an endless sheet of polar ice. Above me I could see the sun, weak and blobby like the beam of a flashlight through the wall of a pup tent. I looked for a hole or some slushy area compromised by algae, but there was no escape.




When I woke up the third time it was well after noon. My hair was still ratty with chlorine, so I showered and even took the time to use a cream rinse. I made an egg sandwich and stared at the stainless-steel door of our dishwasher while I ate. By the time I realized that there was egg yolk in my hair, it was already dry. While I was sponging my sideburns it occurred to me that the day was slipping away. I had to get something done. So I drove out to the storage plaza, stopping at the Hot Mart on the way for a coffee and a chocolaty Paycheck bar.




Stor-Mor is just past the airport, several acres of identical orange-and-white corrugated buildings inside a high security fence. When I signed my contract two years earlier, they gave me a four-digit pin number for the front gate, but I forgot it. And anyway you can punch in any four digits and the hydraulic gate opens. I located my unit, easing the Corolla close to the entrance. The combination to my padlock was 19L, 25R, 3L. I nailed it on the first try. (The agents would famously use a bolt cutter; maybe you saw the footage.) The garage door shrieked as I clean-jerked it open, then I stood back to let the hard Colorado daylight color my secret library.




The storage unit was my only selfish space on earth. Until they got that warrant and hauled everything in for state’s evidence, no one else had ever been allowed inside. Not even Corey at the hotel had clearance to see it, and certainly not Jean. She would soon prove that she couldn’t be trusted around mint-condition comics.




I slipped on my white gloves and stepped inside. At the center of the room stood a lopsided globe of Earth-Two, the Golden Age planet of DC Comics. This was a science fair project of mine, aged twelve, that took some two weeks to complete. Looking back, I see it as quite possibly my first curatorial effort, the precursor to the Museum of the Aquatic Ape. I did a Mercator projection and some careful research to map the many nations and kingdoms and then pasted all this onto a papier-mâché ball.




Jean never got to see any of this. She would have laughed. I invite her to laugh now as loudly as she wants. Let everyone laugh at my private world. Who cares? I have no secrets anymore. The newspapers have made sure of that, and the subcommittee is telling the world all it wants to know about Jim Rath, prisoner, pariah, domestic terrorist.




The walls of the storage unit were arrayed floor to ceiling with acid-free archival boxes. These I had alphabetized clockwise around the perimeter of the room using gummed labels and a Sharpie.




In the extreme upper left corner you would have found my second most valuable item on earth, Action Comics No. 99 (the one with Trick-Shot Shultz using Superman’s forehead as a golf tee; F; $445). In the same box I kept the premiere issue of Atoman (featuring Wild Bill Hickok; VG; $280). Then there was The Beyond No. 17 (“You have called us forth by playing the Lyre of Doom! We are ready to do your evil bidding, master!”; NM!!!; $330).




Nearby, I kept one of the most trenchant meditations on male insecurity ever. This was The Cat No. 4 (“All my life, humans have hurt me—hounded me! Today, all mankind will fall—beneath the hooves of the Man-Bull!”; VG; only worth $5, but to me it’s priceless).




Dead ahead, midway up the shelves, was a complete series of Mr. District Attorney, including the prescient issue No. 5 (“Exposing the cruelest racket in the world—‘The Counterfeit Medicine Mob!’”; G; $60). Next to that was Nyoka the Jungle Girl No. 27 (NM; $280). Skip a few boxes, and you’d find Plastic Man No. 39 (VG; $136). “Who dares follow Plastic Man down the stairway to madness?” I can’t tell you how many times I answered that question in the affirmative.




I had a real oddity from 1952. The virulently anti-McCarthyite issue of Shock SuspenStories (Jingoistic he-man says: “Give it to him, the dirty Red!”; Modern woman says: “Stop it! Please! What you’re doing is wrong! Act like Americans!”; VG; $205). My collection also included several well-preserved issues of Rulah, Jungle Goddess. Why so many comics about feral women? Feel free to write your own report on this topic and e-mail it to the Pentagon.




I’ll wrap up our tour on the bottom shelf, where you’d find one of my most prized possessions shielded from insidious forces and mildew in a doubled plastic sleeve. Wonder Woman No. 26 (“The Golden Women and the White Star!”; G; $260). If this had been Superman, the price would be double. But that’s the Neanderthal world of comics collecting for you! You should see the meatheads who do the appraising.




I tugged a length of kite string to snap on the overhead bulb and then pulled down the garage door behind me. My task was secret—I was looking for the so-called lost issue of Namora (No. 4, 1948). Suppressed by the Comics Council, halted by the publisher, this was one of only five copies extant on our planet, or any other planet that I know of. Now, thanks to your government trying to protect our vital interests, there are only four. Taking out insurgents one rare, collectible comic at a time!




Namora, if you don’t know, was the cousin of Prince Namor, the Sub-Mariner. Like Namor, she was fathered by a land dweller but raised in Atlantis, where she joined the ruling elite. In the late forties they handed Namora her own series, but it was discontinued under suspicious circumstances after only three issues.




I removed the apocryphal issue No. 4 from its plastic sleeve and laid it out on my felt desktop, using long surgical tweezers to turn the pages. It looked so frail, the images so quaint, with their one-piece bathing suits and USO hairdos. Who would ever consider this a threat to American values? What could be so dangerous about a half-aquatic heroine with shapely legs and somewhat libertarian ideals? Historians will tell you she was gagged for her overt feminist themes, and for the “unequivocal depictions of Sapphic romance.” And it’s true, issue No. 4 describes a feminist coup in her undersea birthplace, Maritanus. Under the mutinous leadership of Namora herself, all the women depart to establish their own colony deep in the Sea of Japan. There they form a psychic alliance with the Amazons to battle a school of marauding bull sharks. At the end we see one cell depicting subaquatic homosocial hand-holding. Big deal.




It was my mother who acquired this relic for my collection. The occasion was my eighth birthday, and it probably cost her plenty. On an assistant professor’s salary this was a huge sacrifice, one that I have never forgotten.




I’d come all the way out here to Stor-Mor because I couldn’t remember an important detail from this issue. How did Namora and her rebel band get from Maritanus to the Sea of Japan? I found the answer on page 24, a caravan of blue whales with saddles strapped to their humps, those little huts you see on the backs of camels in movies about Cleopatra. This was something I could definitely use in a diorama.




We’re talking now about my physical storage unit. But of course I had another unit. It was padlocked in the section of the brain where we keep our hopes. Based on certain pressures I feel when going there, I have determined that it resides somewhere in the rear left of the skull. This is where I built my conceptual dioramas and printed the imaginary white placards to hot-glue on the walls beside them. This was the Museum of the Aquatic Ape of the Mind, behind its own shrieking garage door, corrugated orange and white, no secret password to enter, no archival boxes for the agents to raid, no voice-mail messages for some congressman to broadcast in front of a whole chamber of dignitaries.




I sat down and felt the pressure of tears mounting in my sockets, felt the heaviness in the rear left of my skull, and with these sensations came a wave of sadness.




 




By the time I got home, Jean was already back from the office. She works in organization management for a corporate development firm. When you’re dealing with Complexity Theory and critical thinking all day, it can get pretty stressful. You’d be surprised how much resistance there is when you offer alternatives to command-and-control leadership methods. So I couldn’t blame Jean if she brought her work home with her sometimes.




I lingered at the door, car keys and laser-pointer springing from hand to hand. From there I could see her on all fours in the full bath, rummaging through the cabinet under the sink.




“I’m back!” I shouted cheerfully but maybe not loud enough.




“Where did you put my goddamn razor?” said Jean. “Have you been using it again?”




“I went out to do some archival research,” I said. “For the Museum.”




“Why can’t you shave your armpits with your own razor?” she said. And then to herself: “What’s wrong with him?” Her head was under the sink. I could tell by the muffled quality of her voice.




“So—did you eat yet?” I fired the laser in the direction of the bathroom, drawing the shape of a heart on her substantial behind. “Hon?”




“If you don’t stop with that thing, I’m going to have my brother break your fingers.”




“Okay! I was thinking burritos.”




I’d learned from experience that the best way to manage Jean’s bad weather was with a steady outpouring of sunshine. Stay positive, Jim. Stay up. Let her know she’s safe. Of course that tactic failed miserably in the end; nothing could keep the storm front of heartbreak at bay forever.




Even as I sit here on the deck of the Endurance, on this dismal, drippy night, I feel the muscle reflex at the corners of my mouth that signals happiness. My lawyer congratulates me when I smile. “Keep it up, Jimmy,” he says. “It helps.” This is the Fat Man, my court-appointed counsel, with his steady intake of Diet Pepsi. I am a cheerful person by nature, but the more I think about where that’s gotten me, the more I want to repudiate optimism in all its forms. I can’t think of a lot of compelling reasons to smile. But look here: at the corners of my mouth. They point in the direction of optimism. Keep smiling, I say. Keep shining.




My wife and I spent the rest of that evening in separate states of engagement. Jean watched a depressing show about child prostitution on public television and ate a microwave burrito. I ate a microwave burrito standing at the kitchen island, watching Jean.




“When do you plan to stop staring at me?” she said finally.




“Jean, is this something we should talk about?” I said. I wasn’t staring. “Talking might be a good idea. If it’s the Museum that’s bothering you, I can put that aside for a while.” This was all said in the spirit of diplomacy; but I couldn’t put the Museum aside—not for a while, not for a day. I was trying to be conciliatory, to the point of sugarcoating destiny, never a good idea.




Jean put the remainder of her burrito on the coffee table, perilously close to my autographed copy of Elaine Morgan’s The Descent of Woman. I worried about bean seepage but didn’t say anything. She considered me with paper-dry eyes.




“I don’t even know what museum you’re talking about, Jim. I don’t even know—”




“The Museum of the Aquatic Ape,” I volunteered.




“—what this museum is. It doesn’t exist in the reality of our life. The whole Aquaman thing, I mean it was cute for a while, but honestly.”




I surprised her by smiling. “This is good,” I said.




“Look, Jim.” She stood and moved close beside me. “This inner life of yours, I always liked that.”




“We’re talking. It’s a development.”




“I used to get a real kick out of your inner life. It was one of the things I liked about you.”




“Liked.” My smile vanished when I realized we were in the past tense.




“Yes,” she said. “Now I just want things to be real.”




“Liked?”




“You can go out to Stor-Mor and play with your models, but it’s got to be a hobby. Do you understand? I’m not just talking for me, because the next woman you meet—”




“Next woman?” At this stage I think I was yelling.




“—the next woman is going to say the same thing. Jim, you don’t even know how to swim.”




“I’m going to stand here until you take that back.”




“About swimming?”




“The other thing. The next woman. Which is pure fantasy. I’m not going to sit down or move or blink until you take it back.”




She turned off the TV, bundled up the remains of her dinner, and dropped it in the kitchen trash.




“I’m serious,” I said, trying not to move my lips, trying not to move anything. “I want to be adult about this, but I’m not moving.” She set the timer on the coffeemaker for 7:00 a.m. and went to the bedroom, closing the door behind her. “Not moving until you take it back!”




 




Jean returned forty-five minutes later, just as I suspected she would. She found me, true to my word, standing completely motionless in the dim kitchenette.




“You have to move sometime, jerk.” She pushed my shoulder and gave me a laughing look, as if we were complicit in some kind of comedy skit. I recognized what she was doing. She was giving me the opportunity to soften my stance, to acquiesce. But this was not an offer I could permit myself to take.




“I’m sorry I said you play with models. How’s that?” She poked me under the arm, a vulnerable spot. “Truce?”




I refused her extended hand and with it her offer of détente. To accept would have been a breach of my stated position, and then the whole thing would have crumbled.




“I’m sorry I said you stole my razor.”




I gave her a hurt look, trying not to move the muscles of my face, which is impossible. The hurt look requires a squinching of the eyebrows and the slight protrusion of the lower lip.




“Ha!” She poked with both hands now, index-fingering both my underarms. “You moved. Game over, Jim!”




I tried not to use my lips when I said, “It’s not the razor. It’s that you don’t believe in me.” I felt like the most depressing ventriloquist on earth. Try saying the word believe without moving your mouth. “You don’t believe in me anymore.” Next came the pleasant sting of tears, not from sadness but from keeping my eyes open too long. I wondered if even this tiny reflex action would count as moving.




“I do deleeth,” said Jean, mocking me. I held my position. She saw the tears in my eyes.




“No—come on,” she said, putting her face so close to mine that I could see the inconsistencies in her lip gloss application. “I believe in Jim.”




She put an arm around my rigid shoulders, now aching and starting to cramp. “I believe in the old Jim. I like the nerdy comics guy Jim. Bookmobile Jim. Sea Monkey Jim. But there has to be a part of your life that’s not that. I’m not saying you’re obsessed. Okay, you’re obsessed. But maybe that’s my problem. Maybe you need somebody who—”




“I don’t need somebody who.” My lips were still not moving, so the word somebody came out sounding like sundoddy. A tear had found its way into the trough that goes from the nostril to the corner of your mouth. Whatever that’s called. I couldn’t think of the name of it, but it tickled anyway. Still, I held fast to my position.




“Well,” she said, releasing my shoulders. I saw the diplomacy dry up. The window had closed. She was done. “Maybe that’s my point.”




 




By nine o’clock that night I had allowed my knees to buckle. Soon I was kneeling on the linoleum, my forehead resting against cool stainless steel. I was actively revising the rules, or adding new corollaries to the old rules. I thought that allowing gravity to do its work wasn’t, technically speaking, moving. Not in an active sense, not with malice aforethought and all. Out of the corner of one eye I could see the minutes ticking by on my Helvner.




Maybe, I remember thinking, maybe this is getting ridiculous. Maybe you should just leave, Jim. Go to the Hilton. Let Jean think about things while you’re gone. I was tired of playing the martyr. If she wanted me—the actual Jim, Sea Monkey Jim—she could make the next move. Why should I always have to make the next move?




I recall that being my reasoning at the time, which in retrospect seems kind of flawed.




When I stood up, my knees clicked. The sound was like a death sentence, a clicky death sentence. I didn’t recall my knees making noises before. I was thirty-eight years old in the worst way possible.
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