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  PROLOGUE

  THE CALDRON

  Sea life boils throughout the water column off Alaska. On the seafloor crawl thick king crabs with sluggish claws, and spidery tanner crabs, both in search of baby halibut, cod, and other bottomfish. Meanwhile, mature bottomfish search for baby crabs. Deeper yet, in trenches below the seafloor, mill fat black sablefish. In the center of the water column swarm cloudy masses of minute plankton—simple-celled animals and vegetables the size of pinheads—which are gobbled by pollack, herring, capelin, and all manner of other fish and crustaceans. Not all creatures commit to a single plane. Big squids and little shrimp stay deep during the day but storm to the surface at night. Halibut lie half buried in mud with only watchful eyes exposed, then flash upward at the sight of prey. Cod also hover near the bottom, but scoot anywhere to follow opportunities higher in the water.

  Swimming near the surface are schools of plankton-feeding salmon and other anadromous fish that hatch in fresh water, migrate to salt water, then return to fresh water to spawn. Marine mammals, ranging in size from clam-crunching otters to majestic whales, roam the Alaskan waters from floor to surface feeding as they please. Above them, seabirds dive and peck at such surface-cruising fish as their beaks can handle.

  Plankton to whales, all follow their predatory rhythms. Big eats little all the way up the line, and life flourishes throughout the caldron.

  

  Sea creatures reproduce most abundantly in the cold waters of the world that are underlaid by continental shelves. Few seas are as cold, and few shelves are as vast, as those in the Gulf of Alaska and the Bering Sea.

  Winds that blow over the relative shallows of continental shelves cause the waters to circulate from seafloor to surface, unlike in deepest ocean where currents drive the water only horizontally. The wind-driven circulation upwells seafloor nutrients from the lightless depths. Traveling upwards with the nutrients and feeding on them are the plankton. When the plankton approach the surface they absorb the light available there—which they need as much as food in order to grow—and they multiply by the billions. In tropical water the warmth matures them so rapidly that they zip through life and die within hours, but in cold water plankton stay roiling through the column alive and fresh. They anchor the aquatic food chain.

  Into this rhythm enters man, the universal predator of land, air, and sea, whom nature has programmed as relentlessly as the plankton to eat or die. With hook, spear, net, and cage this two-legged intruder has devised ways to inject himself among the sea’s occupants and take his nourishment as efficiently as the cod. He enters the oceans with cunning and skill.

  The twin caldrons of the Bering Sea and the Gulf of Alaska thus teem with both fish and fishermen. The fish and marine mammals have no choice but to be there. Seabirds cannot roam too far from water. The fishermen who choose to enter the system may have other options on land, but on water they must accept some of the most primal forces of God’s universe. They live with sunrises, storms, and tides, self-reliant and alive, absorbed for the time into nature’s ocean cycle.
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  STORM FIELDS

  SHELIKOF STRAIT APPROACHING KODIAK, 3 JULY 1978

  Minute by minute the northeaster gained momentum as it tunneled its force between the dim, snowy mountains on either side of the strait. A swell bigger than the rest rolled toward them, built into a foaming monster, and tried to engulf the bow. Instead, the boat rolled up steeply and gracefully before the sea could break in force, and globs of water that drummed on the wheelhouse roof dissipated into thick ripples down the windows. I don’t feel like bucking this today, Hank Crawford thought without heat.

  The others whooped, enjoying the ride, their feet in sandals braced apart on the pitching, carpeted deck of the wheelhouse. Good boat. And he knew how to handle her, that’s why they could laugh. Another wave came, then another. He steered smoothly to meet them. Where better could he be, after all, than here aboard his own boat, in control, heading home, the hold plugged with salmon? It barely mattered, much, that he was tendering other guys’ reds from Chignik instead of catching them with Jones and the rest off Igvak. That was the price for owning too big a boat to limit-seine between crab seasons. What the hell, this is my time, he decided, feeling mellow about it, and this is my place.

  “Shitty weather, eh Hank ol’ boss?” yawned Seth, swaying with the motion.

  “Never seen worse, man the lifeboats.”

  

  “Man, remember two winters ago in the Bering, way north around Misty Moon and Pribilofs in the Bering? Man, gusting a hundred, ice all over the crab pots? Had to crawl ass-level just to chip ice? That’s the day, man, I thought we was ..When Seth trailed off, Hank knew worse memories had returned.

  John and Mo, the other crewmen, remained quiet when the two old-timers started reminiscing. Their history aboard the Jody S covered months instead of years. “Hey, you apes,” said Hank to draw them in. “Signing up to box tomorrow?”

  “Not me,” John declared. His big eyes seemed always serious and disapproving. “Going as far from town as you can get. My girlfriend and a book.”

  “Sure, Boss, hell yes,” said Mo in a voice as sturdy as his arms. “Do it for the boat, okay?”

  “I didn’t mean you had to.”

  “Only one Fourth of July a year—I want to. How about you, Boss, you going to take on somebody?”

  Hank steered them through a drumming wave, and called over the noise: “No chance. There’s Jody if I want a fight.” They all laughed.

  One of the waves rose out of all proportion, its rhythm broken by a cross swell, and the bow suddenly thudded into a wall of sea rather than riding over it. Catapults of water shot toward them. “Duck!” cried Hank, crouching. The force moved through as if no reinforced glass intervened, crashing the windows to engulf them in kicking, pulling water. It covered Hank with frightening coldness. Spitting bitter salt, eyes nearly blinded from the sting, he struggled upright into a blast of wind, his hand still clasped on the steering lever. The boat veered to port with a jolt like a kick. Without control they’d broach! He gunned the engine and steered to starboard. This took the boat on a sickening roll that slammed water and debris around his legs. The next wave broke and covered them with new water that surged through the door to the bunks and galley below.

  He kept his voice calm. “Seth, check engine door, start bilge pumps. Mo, John, open survival suits, don’t panic.” Seth’s burly figure stumbled away dripping, faster than the others could merely gain their feet. With one hand steering Hank grabbed both sideband and VHF microphones: “Allships, Adele H and allships, this is Jody S, Jody S, just north of Miners Point Shelikof Strait, stand by, Jody S two miles off Miners Point just north—” He held off declaring Mayday, but kept his grip on the mike. Who’d be around? Most boats fishing Igvak would have headed home to Kodiak for the holiday. To his men, shouting to make sure Seth heard: “Turning hard to starboard, hold tight, Seth hold tight.”

  He maneuvered the boat onto the crest of a lesser wave, then throttled full ahead and turned the rudder hard. She dipped, rolled, and rose, to slamming wood and metal, as water swept his feet. “Oh Jesus!” wailed John. Seth and Mo bellowed obscenities. There was a moment of disoriented chaos, then blessed stability. Thank God for power, the boat had pivoted before the next trough caught it, and they rode on an exact opposite course with seas astern. He adjusted to quarter the seas for retreat into Uganik Bay. The violent pitch became a bouncing roll.

  “Seth! You okay?”

  “Yeah, but wet as a fucker. Bilge pumping good, both engine room and hold. But fuckin’ water everywhere in the bunks and galley. Need help down here.”

  “Jody S, Jody S, you read me? Over,” from the sideband. It was Jones Henry’s voice, from the Adele H, wiry and calm but urgent.

  Hank motioned the other two below. John stood wide-eyed and trembling, barely able to hold himself upright, his wet hair slapped to his head like seaweed, a mess of debris plastered around his legs. He might have been twenty-two, but he looked as helpless as a kid of ten. Mo, younger in years, had already managed to extract three of the survival suits from their thick bags despite a bleeding gash in his arm. He quickly laid the heavy foam rubber garments on the chart table and started to go. Pausing halfway he returned, punched John on the shoulder, and led him along.

  “Jody S, Jody S, you read me? Over.”

  “Stand by, Jones,” snapped Hank, and let the microphone dangle. He watched each roll anxiously. She bounced back from port, but paused sluggishly to starboard before returning. The unevenness meant more than mere water sloshing below. Some weight had shifted permanently, leaving a steady list extreme enough for another trick sea to capsize them. Everything in the engine room was bolted, the big objects on deck secured. That left the hold; fish must have shifted when they turned. Could he risk guys on deck? Leaning far out the lee side, he watched the stem where water slapped over the rail and gurgled across the main hatch. Ahead he could see surf breaking below the high bluff of Miners Point, they were that close to shelter, but if another rogue wave caught them, running unstable . . . He bit his lip, trying to decide as he shouted for Seth and the others.

  “Jody S—”

  “Adele H, Adele H, this is Jody S. Howdy Jones. Strong nor’easter out here, warning all boats.” He considered, decided it would be no secret. “Big sea stove in our windows. Got a starboard list but soon under control, headed for Uganik. No emergency but you might stand by. Out for now.”

  Seth had cuts on his face and grease everywhere on the light clothing he wore. Even his eyebrows dripped grease. Laugh about it later. Hank said that their salmon might have shifted, and Seth required no further explanation. The sideband began to sputter with voices led urgently by Jones, asking if he needed help, demanding a confirmed position. Hank studied the restless water, ignoring the calls but relieved to be monitored. Decide quickly. “Seth take over here. We’ll slow to minimize the waves and find you the easiest course to steer while I go down—”

  Seth grabbed his survival suit from the pile and began pushing his feet into the booted legs. “I’m deck boss here, not you. You steer. Tie a line around my waist, and this rubber thing’11 float me if I get washed over. Just promise to fuckin’ turn around for me.”

  It made sense. “We’ll throw John over to save you instead,” Hank said to lighten it.

  “No way . . .,” murmured John uneasily.

  “Hey, that’ll do it,” Seth hooted.

  Hank watched tensely through the limited view around the housing as Seth, belayed to a line and suited in the clumsy orange rubber coverall that enclosed everything but his face, helped Mo lift the heavy hatch cover, then jumped through the opening into the fish. Despite his own care, water kept breaking over the rail to unbalance them. Where the hell was John, he should be helping! Oh. Mo had a similar line tied around his waist, presumably tended by John out of sight since it stayed taut with jerking exactitude.

  Seth wriggled into the mass of salmon slanted high to starboard, and began pedaling his legs to start them moving. Sluggishly the load began to shift. As the boat slowly regained balance, several high gusts blew and a wave lapped into the hold. “Mo! Tell him to get out, we’re okay now.”

  

  Mo conveyed the message and called: “Says the boards on the starboard bins, they’re broken loose, he’s going to put them back, that’s why the fish shifted, says won’t take long.”

  The gray water kept rolling. No lee for at least another mile and a half. The orange figure slipped from view. Boards thumped as Seth worked them back into their tracks, then silence. “What’s he doing? Tell him that’s good enough.”

  Mo leaned into the hold just as a wave poured over his back. He cursed automatically and grinned up: “Pitching fish into the port-side bin. Says too bad we have so fuckin’ many. Want me to go help?”

  “No, no, mind his line, tell him hurry.”

  Suddenly a wave swept broadside, inundated the hatch opening, and drove Mo across the deck. Water filled the hold so high that fish floated out. Hank started down, crying, “Pull his line, pull, Pull\” then backtracked at the thought of losing the boat without control. He switched the steering to autopilot, and raced down the ladder to deck through the galley, shoving John aside in the doorway. Mo tugged at Seth’s line, but it hung on some hidden snag. Hank submerged his head in the hold to grip the line better, yanked it in different directions until the snag freed, and pulled desperately until a blessed piece of orange appeared. The survival suit kept Seth afloat but he was limp. They grunted him out by the arms as waves hit the boat freely. Lost heading, throttle must have slipped to neutral, Hank thought. What should he do? What choice? They rested Seth head down, bent at the midriff over the rim of the hatch, to grip his legs and pull him out the rest of the way. On an impulse Hank pounded Seth’s back, bringing a gush of water from his mouth, followed by gagging and coughing. Thank God, thank God. He pounded again, then rushed back toward the wheel-house.

  John stood mesmerized, blocking the doorway with one leg braced inside, his hands knuckled white around Mo’s belay line. Hank shoved him aside roughly. “Go help, dammit!” John stumbled to obey. “Carry Seth up to the wheelhouse!”

  At the controls Hank pushed the throttle and regained way to gun as hard as he dared toward the mouth of Uganik Bay. Even though the wind blew off their stem quarter it penetrated the glassless windows to chill his wet clothing—nothing but shirt and jeans since he’d been riding in the impregnable comfort of a heated wheelhouse. With the hold awash, dribbling out fish, they now rode more stable but lower. The deck dipped at the waterline. A wave could now flood through the galley from astern and pour down to the engine room. Like running in mud, how could he be in all places? Mo backed up the ladder with shoulders bent, his arms locked around Seth’s chest as he dragged him. Hank rushed to take over: “Quick, go back and dog the galley door, quick!”

  “Done, Boss. It’s okay, I got him, he’s puked a lot and talked a little.” Hank slapped Mo on the shoulder and returned to the controls.

  John trailed behind, holding Seth’s legs as he muttered: “Oh Jesus, never seen anything like this, and heavy . . .”

  When we’re safe, Hank decided, this boy goes. They propped Seth against the chart cabinet on the soggy carpet, kicking broken glass aside. Hank knelt and shook him. “Hey, open your eyes, say something that makes sense so we know you’re not as gassed as you look.”

  “Next time, I’ll fuh . . . fuckin’ steer.”

  Mo started to peel down Seth’s survival suit but, “Leave it on, keeps him warm,” said Hank hastily, not adding that the boat might still capsize. They raised Seth’s legs and drained water trapped in the suit as John grumbled that no wonder those legs had been so heavy. Water gushed out at Seth’s neck and he complained obscenely that they were drowning him a second time. Hank could have shouted and hugged him in relief, but said, “Reminds me of killing Rasputin, they had to try five or six different ways. Keep trying, Mo.”

  “What’s Rasputin, Boss?”

  “Jody 5, Jody 5, you read me?” from the sideband. Hank grabbed the mike and reassured Jones Henry. “I’m steaming back toward you through Kupreanof,” Jones continued. “You need me?”

  “Thanks, thanks, no, turn back and go on, but thanks, don’t lose your tide. See you tomorrow in town.”

  Jones’s tone relaxed. “Stove in your wheelhouse windows you say. That ain’t my twenty percent of the Jody S, is it?”

  “Sorry, partner, what else would it be?”

  By the time they reached Uganik Bay and easy water, Seth had wriggled himself free of the clumsy survival suit, and he and the others were making heavy jokes as they salvaged and picked through the mess. The pump in the fish hold gradually lowered the water and then drained it, so that they rode with freeboard again. Probably only a hundred of their few thousand fish had floated away. Mo found boards to shore up the lower half of the windows. Water had swept through the galley and among the bunks where sleeping bags and clothes had tumbled to the wet deck. They now wore an assortment of woolens, mostly wet, covered by oilskins that helped block the cold air.

  Hank stayed at the wheel. He ducked occasionally into his adjacent skipper’s cabin to separate wet books, papers, and clothes, then returned to watch for setnets and other obstructions. Fingers of snow remained on top of the mountains around the bay, innocent-looking pockets deep enough to bury a hiker. Rich green covered the lower slopes. The growth resembled grass from a distance, but he knew it for a wiry jungle two or three feet high. A bear pawed salmon from one of the stream mouths, glanced up at the sound of their engine, retreated a pace, then returned to dinner. Overhead, eagles soared on powerful wings, gliding around each other in easy patterns. A sea otter, afloat with all four paws in the air and a half-eaten clam on its belly, plopped from sight when the boat approached. Hank usually enjoyed the sights of nature’s process, but today he thought of rocks not far beneath the surface waiting to rip a boat’s hull. It was a world that made way for man but gave him no quarter.

  The boat passed through a series of sheltered inlets that allowed a passage skirting the rest of Shelikof Strait. The inland route took longer, and with time already lost they’d have to wait for the next slack at Whale Pass, not reaching Kodiak until morning. He remained tense enough that when John brought a bologna sandwich he waved it aside.

  It was nearly ten in the evening. The sun, still an hour from setting, shone through the ceiling of gray-clouded sky to slice bands of orange across the green slopes and glow pink on the snowy higher peaks in the center of Kodiak Island. The place had a spooky quiet, a deceptive peace only yards from the tumultuous whitecaps beyond the entrance. Should never have risked Seth in the hold. (But Seth may have saved them from capsizing.) If he himself had entered the hold as he intended, would the others—no help from John—have been able to pull him free while keeping the boat stable, or would he now be discovering the secrets of the hereafter? How often would his luck hold? The image of Seth, unconscious, made him want to cover his head. My God, each of his choices bore death’s shadow. Some day he’d decide wrong.

  Down below, Seth yelled something jovial about cruddy socks that wouldn’t need washing now. Mo took up the noise with yells about cruddy shorts, and, judging from the guffaws and splats of wet cloth they had launched a battle. He needed an explosion too, his body ached for it. Instead, he leaned out a window and wrung water from his sleeping bag.

  Seth and Mo grab-assed until they generated the energy to finish cleaning. John did everything they told him, willingly. He must have sensed the thread by which he hung. By midnight they had reached Viekoda Bay. The sky was nearly dark, and Hank decided to drop anchor rather than risk standing watches. If the others were as drained as he, they all needed sleep. Mo, with a noisy groan of relief, fell onto his wet bunk without bothering to remove oilskins or boots, and in a minute he was snoring. John undressed, and huddled under a salt-clammy blanket. Seth wandered aft, ostensibly to check damage, but he remained to kick at the hatch absently and look out over the water.

  Bone-weary, his stomach still knotted, Hank hesitated by the damp bunk in his cabin, then climbed to the bridge on top of the wheelhouse to stare at the black mountains and black water. The smell of vegetation wafted in, with a strength increased by their days of nothing but sea odors. He was sick of wondering what he should have done better, but putting it from mind gave no peace since it remained as malaise. Could have killed Seth! If he went back to crewing on somebody else’s boat—Jones would have him gleefully—he’d still make enough, yet be done with the decisions. And when the time came to horseplay he’d let off steam, gobble a fistful of food, crash into his bunk, and be snoring in a minute.

  Seth appeared and settled quietly on the storage chest beside him. They said nothing for a long time. Hank counted the years they’d been together—eight from the time as greenhorn deck slaves on that old Norwegian’s dragger, shoveling shrimp until they ached; four from the time they nearly died together on the life raft with Jones, Ivan, and Steve. No one had ever shared more of his life’s grit. He broke the silence to keep from getting maudlin. “Can’t sleep?”

  “Guess I like smelling the air. You all right?” Hank said that he was. “No sense your feeling bad over anything happened today. You done the right thing each step of the way as far as I could see. As any of us could see.”

  “I thank you for saying it. I’m not that sure myself.”

  Seth rolled some pot from his leather pouch, took a drag, and passed it over. “Paper’s half soggy but she’ll draw.” Hank refused. He had tried to discourage Seth from smoking the stuff, with the mitigating knowledge that he and Jody had stopped only since the kids came. “You need it, come on, everything has a time and place, in the words of Henry Crawford.”

  Hank laughed. “Is that the kind of shit I feed you guys?” He took the joint, lit, and drew, holding the smoke in his lungs until a cough forced it out. The lightest finger of repose passed through him. He lit again to fortify it. “Well, you know, Jody would give me hell if I lost a deck boss, so I got a little shaken.”

  “You got shaken? Those damn survival suits might keep the water out, but they just as like to keep it in. Hot inside? Like flushing a toilet the way I pumped sweat, man. There I was down in the gurry kickin’ fish, and after a minute the sweat started bangin’ into my eyes, and the hands in that thing? Try wiping your face some time with big stiff flippers! I didn’t mind a bit that little cold shower.” He rolled another joint and took a long, slow draw before handing it across. “Thought for a minute you wouldn’t get me in time. My arm got tangled, one of those boards, it must have jammed against me. That was last I remembered. Then next thing I woke up, I thought Fuck, I got to puke, guess he got to me after all.”

  “I didn’t want to lose a good survival suit.” The smoke was mellowing him enough to require no more than a slight further push to make him emotional. “Too bad you weren’t quick enough, before you stopped being useful, to grab those fish that floated away.”

  “I appreciate it anyhow, you bearded fuck,” Seth said quietly.

  Hank steadied his voice. “Any time, buddy.”

  The darkness deepened so that the water finally merged with the mountains, and the outline of the mountains against the sky became a blur. Brush crackled a few hundred feet away as some nocturnal animal moved about, and a plop of water signaled a salmon jumper who might in daylight have betrayed his entire school to the nets, but the brief night around them remained essentially silent.

  “John goes,” Hank declared.

  

  “Come on, he works hard on deck and he tries. I was dead-ass like that myself once, I don’t know about you.”

  “Come on yourself, Seth. Some guys don’t have the right reflexes. You want to protect every wimp, ever since the life raft and what you think happened. Sorry I mentioned it.”

  “I gave up and disgraced myself, you can say it. And I don’t want to see nobody go through what I did after that, not for something I can help. Remember how we dodged the rats, bunked in that warehouse waiting for any skipper to take us? Well John, he hitchhiked all the way from Kansas, then pounded docks and worked the slimer lines just like we did for months and months before Jimmy broke his arm and you took him on.”

  “My mistake, he looked strong. A kid who’d given up college after a couple of years like you, like I might have. I thought he’d make good company. Hundreds of kids pound the docks, Seth. The only thing you might owe them is a free chow in the galley now and then.”

  “Anyhow, I’ve spent good hours training this guy. Give him another chance.”

  Hank rose and stretched. “One more trip. Out of pity for a deck boss whose brain sprang a leak today. If John can handle the gear, it’s only because you taught him by rote. He doesn’t understand how it works. You’ll teach him emergencies the same way? A thousand different emergencies?”

  “He’ll click in soon.”

  “Let’s get some sleep.”


  

  2

  PUNCHBAG BLUES

  KODIAK, 4 JULY 1978

  Next morning as they approached Kodiak harbor drumbeats thumped across the water. Parades had already begun. As they passed the boat harbor en route to the canneries they could see bobbing gold tassels on banners that the Coast Guard marchers carried past the reviewing stand, then the swirling high school pompoms. They’d missed the morning ceremony for those lost at sea during the year. Hank had planned to ring the bell himself for Joe Larson, lost crabbing off the Aleutians in December, then to spend a minute holding Steve and Ivan in his mind’s eye to keep alive their memory.

  Jody and Jones Henry waited with the cannery crew to catch their lines. She wore slacks under a plaid shirt beginning to bulge. The ponytail of her auburn hair caught the light even under a gray sky, as she followed the course of the boat with eyes narrowed at sight of the boarded windows. Hank at the wheel attempted a grin and waved, but she only nodded.

  Jones, head tilted beneath a visor cap, wore his usual denim fleece-lined jacket over oilskin pants. A brailerload of dripping sockeyes rose from the Adele H moored nearby. He took in the damage with a few glances, then returned to work.

  When Jody came aboard she stopped at each of the men in turn. “Mo, that bandage on your arm . . . John? You look all right, I’m glad. Seth, your face is cut, did you put anything on it?” When she reached Hank in the wheelhouse she said nothing, just hugged his waist as he encircled her with his arms and held her. He breathed the clean smell of her hair, and savored the warmth of her body. The bulge was a precious part of it. The others busied themselves on deck. Mo and John pitched fish from the hold, including Seth’s share, while Seth did Hank’s job steadying the brailer and recording weights.

  “Well,” she said at length, releasing him, “this place is a mess.”

  “Should have seen it twelve hours ago.”

  “Are you hiding wounds under those clothes, or is it just what I see?” He shrugged, enjoying the attention, and found her a bruise to kiss. “Poor baby.” Then, seriously: “You’re tired. Was it bad?” He told her it wasn’t anymore, and she became cheerfully businesslike. “When Jones said your windows were smashed, I ordered new ones cut right away, and called the Seattle insurance people. Any other damage?”

  “Don’t think so. Later.” He put his arm around her again, and brushed his beard gently against her forehead in the way she liked. “I missed you, that’s the bad part.” They swayed together like teenagers at a prom, reluctant to release each other. “Kids good, I guess?” She nodded against his chest. “How’s the friend inside?”

  “I’d kick him back if I could.”

  A cannery hand came to say that Swede needed to see them. “Well,” said Hank as they climbed the open metal stairs in the noisy, echoing cannery, after passing a line of kids and Filipinos gutting belt-loads of salmon, “drink’s what I need.” At the bend, out of sight, he hugged her shoulder and touched her ear with his tongue. “I know what I need most. Let’s not stay long.”

  She put her hand to his mouth. “Darling, I’m goddamned spotting. Don’t ask the details, you’d just get sick. Dr. Bob says we ought to leave it alone for a few weeks to play safe.”

  “You’re in some kind of danger?”

  “Calm down. It’s part of the whole stupid business.”

  Maybe he shouldn’t have been so persistent about their having a third. What if it injured her? He went limp and drooped his head to make a joke of it but the day, which had begun to seem agreeable despite fatigue and the repairs ahead, had lost its promise.

  Swede Scorden, his lean jaw set as if he were still biting one of the cigars his doctor had made him relinquish, held a phone and blanketed the reports and papers on his desk with notes scribbled in a heavy pen. He motioned them to chairs, opened a desk drawer and produced a bottle, pushed it toward them, and set out glasses one by one, without lifting his gaze.

  “Want me to get you a chaser?” Hank whispered. Jody shook her head, but stopped him pouring at the one-finger mark. He gave himself a full tumbler, and drank half at one gulp. She frowned. He winked back as the Scotch burned smoothly down his throat.

  At a break in his conversation Swede snapped: “Any damage besides the windows?”

  “Shaft might be twisted but I don’t think so. Get Slim, we’ll start on it clockaround tomorrow. How long will new windows take? Why’d you call us to Kodiak anyway, instead of delivering ashore in Chignik? Cash buyers are all over the place there, taking your fish.”

  “I needed product here to keep my goons busy.”

  “You don’t even let your poor goons off to watch the parade,” laughed Jody.

  “And they come back drunk? Hold on.” Swede told somebody on the phone to check figures again and get them straight this time. “LSD confirmed? Then fire ‘em. Whole crew. Leave Orion tied to the pier, I’ll send replacement. Next opening’s when, six tomorrow night? High tide’s at four? Meet the first morning plane. No, they don’t work ashore for me either after drugs. Boot ‘em from the compound. I’ll pay fare back to Seattle to get rid of ‘em, but they camp at the airport until they fly.” He slammed down the phone, and spoke pleasantly. “Bristol Bay. Ever been there? Not to be missed.”

  Hank turned to Jody. “You heard. He’s still the prick of the fleet, still the cannery boss from the Middle Ages.”

  “So. Cash buyers in Chignik you say?”

  Hank took another swallow. “Paying a twelve cents premium. Watch out. Crews get restless when they see the numbers on those buyers’ signs. Your deals with skippers don’t reach the crews.”

  “Any boats contracted to me, caught delivering to cash buyers, go off my list.” Swede reached to find his cigar and snorted to remember he had none. “Unless my tender lets them down.”

  “Guys don’t need your company store anymore.”

  “Oh? When a boat busts its windows they’re still ready to kiss any part of me that sticks out. You know cash buyers who stock parts and keep a skilled boatwright on the payroll? Jody, how did such a mushhead land you? Go on, drink up, pour another, pass it over.”

  “You machos,” said Jody drily. “Hank’s had enough. And Swede, you dealer . . .” Her eyes narrowed. “Who’s the Darcy B cash-buying for in Chignik? I hear it’s for Swede Scorden.”

  “That’s crazy!” declared Hank.

  Swede half smiled. “Who told you that?”

  Jody smiled back. “Deny it.”

  “Hank, cage your wife. No, get rid of him, Jody. Come back alone any time, you’re the brain. Don’t look so shocked, sonny. Everybody in this game hedges his bets. Look at him, all virtue. Join the world, Crawford. All’s fair.” He poured, then shoved the bottle back across the table.

  “No more for us,” Jody declared.

  Hank, scowling, purposefully drained and refilled his glass. He’d begun to feel it and didn’t care. Cagey prick. Competing against his own men but holding them to the rules! And Jody, she knew and didn’t tell him. Hell with staying sober. Nothing he could do with her today required temperance. He rose to the window and glanced over masts, gray choppy water, and the low spruces of Near Island. Couldn’t the sun ever shine in Kodiak? And the smashed Jody S moored below. Ought to be down there on deck where he belonged. A brailerload of dripping salmon swung from the hold and rose to the pier, where a kid in oversized yellow cannery oilskins emptied it onto a conveyor belt. The fish thumped out stiffly, oozing blood and gurry, reds that had sparkled silver in the nets a day or two ago. Sorry stuff. And the boards across Jody S’s windows looked sorry, battered, irresponsible. Jones Henry, still in oilskins from his own boat’s delivery, emerged from the Jody S wheelhouse checking damage. As a partner, Jones had the right, even at only twenty percent remaining, but he, Hank, should be there in control. He took one more swallow as he headed toward the door and his boat.

  “Hold it, Crawford, I’m not through,” barked Swede sharply enough to stop him. “Jody, make him sit. Listen, Hank. All hell’s loose in Bristol Bay. Reds are plugging the nets. I just fired my tender crew up there on the Orion, and you’re beached till we fix your boat. Now you take a rest tonight, let Jody be nice to you. Then, nine-thirty flight tomorrow, you and your boys fly to Naknek and take over the Orion.”

  

  Hank laughed roughly, annoyed. “My boat needs fixing. I’ll be here to see it’s done right.”

  “Jody can supervise your repairs here, you know that.” Swede’s voice smoothed. “You worked to kick the Japs off our fish. Don’t you want to see its success? We’ve backed them off the Aleutians, they’ve stopped intercepting our reds headed to the Bering, and the reds are plugging our nets in Bristol Bay. It makes hauling reds in Chignik look like dollhouse.”

  Jody deftly appropriated the glass, then held his arm. “I’ll take this one home. Seth can bring the boat around.”

  Hank pulled away. She should understand! Tendering was shit, hauling other boats’ dead catches like a mule, never hands on fish that still thrashed. Not what a fisherman did. “We’re not for hire anymore.”

  “Tell him what he knows, Jody. You need money for your big Marco one-oh-eight. Whether you need a new monster boat or not. The thing is, Crawford, I can trust you and your boys because you’re too dumb to cheat me.”

  “Swede you old fucker, hear this. Bristol Bay is not my turf. Little gill-netters? I’d as soon pick potatoes. I’ve never fished there, I don’t plan to.” “Fish, Hank, fish! Big reds, sockeyes. Money! All you do is collect and take ‘em in to the cannery.”

  “No.”

  “Then listen. Three thousand, cash, under the table. Then two-fifty a day for you, a hundred and sixty for each of your men. End of season adjustment for a good captain.” Hank guided Jody through the door too firmly for her to pull away. “Jody, I need the idiot.”

  “I think we have to take a walk,” said Jody quietly. “We’ll let you know.” “Four thousand,” Swede snapped, “My donation to the new boat and we settle it right now.”

  Jody looked at Hank and her eyes narrowed. “We’ll take a walk, Swede, and let you know.” They descended the metal stairs to a forklift area by the gutting lines. Hank started toward the quay and his boat. Jody guided him firmly the opposite way to the managers’ parking lot. They stopped by their station wagon and she squared in front of him. “Unless that storm really threw you, Hank . . .”

  “I’m fine!” He wanted time with her, and his injured boat needed him, and he knew that he was going to be persuaded.

  

  “Every thousand we put toward the new boat is one less to pay the bank at interest.” The Scotch had spread its warm fingers. He shrugged. Back at the office they shook hands with Swede, but Hank bargained to leave on a later plane that would still let him catch the tide, and that any later adjustment would include his men.

  With the decision made, his anger subsided. But he insisted on going to his boat. Jones Henry had left, and they could see his Adele H nearing the harbor breakwater a mile away. Seth virtually strutted when told to take the Jody S around after they unloaded and hosed.

  “I need to stretch. Leave the car here. Let’s see some Fourth of July before you nail me in.” They walked hand in hand along the potholed road that connected the canneries and town. It was as deserted as a Sunday offseason except for parked vehicles leading to town past the docks, net loft, and hardware store. A band still played. They could feel the thump of drums and brass before they distinguished a tune. “The kids need to see this. Where are they?”

  “They’re in town. Adele gave me the day off to comfort the shipwrecked fisherman.”

  The words made Hank lighthearted. The right wife, okay kids whom he’d soon see, friends, a sound boat soon ready to fish again. He slid around to face and hold her, and stomp-danced in time to the band. She laughed in the throaty way he never tired of hearing, and followed his lead.

  People clogged the roads around the square, many of them strangers. Not many years past, before the town started growing, such a percentage of unfamiliar faces would have been remarkable. The parade had just finished, and the tag end of a marching band, trailed by horsemen in cowboy hats, dispersed by the ferry pier where a Japanese research ship lay moored. Nearby, the Coast Guard cutter Confidence was open for holiday inspection. The local politicians, ministers, and Coast Guard brass who had formed the reviewing party stood handshaking each other. The crowd drifted toward the cutter and the boxing ring in front of the American Legion Hall.

  Hank had no desire to discuss his accident, but it had become the day’s news in the fishing community. People stopped to ask questions, commiserate, offer advice, reminisce about their own close calls. He listened and answered, trying to be polite while he kicked one foot against the other. When Jones Henry—up from his boat and changed into shore clothes—joked wryly about the damage he changed the subject. The massive dose of Swede’s Scotch had left him logy. He needed to run, play thumping basketball, anything but talk.

  “Daddy, Daddy!” Henny raced to claim him, bouncing on sturdy fat legs. Hank swept him up, twirled him with mock growling sounds as the child squealed, then hugged him tight. Dawn, barely toddling, called and he grabbed her in his other arm. The minute he smooched her wonderfully soft cheek she demanded release and squirmed back to the ground, independent as a cat. Henny pummeled him and called for another swing overhead. “Hey, kumquat, go easy,” shouted Hank, increasing the roughhouse. He loved the easy power with which he could handle his boy, and the feel of the kicking little body.

  “I hope that poor child survives to reach adulthood,” said Adele Henry. She wore the expensive fur-trimmed brown suede coat Jones had bought her in Paris, over a sweater and puffy slacks. Women her age should stick to dresses, Hank thought mildly.

  “Come on, Mother,” growled Jones beside her. “You’d put him in lace pants if you had the chance. He’ll be pulling nets with us in five, six years, he’d better learn to bounce.”

  “Oh yes, pull nets. That’s what you thought with your own boys, daddy, and with that talk you drove one straight into being a computer salesman, and poor Russ never settled to anything. Jody, don’t you think Hank’s being too rough?”

  “I think he knows when to stop.” Jody said it with cheerful offhandedness, but with an edge that made Hank glance over. The wide mouth was smiling, but the eyes narrowed just enough to send a signal. He gave Henny a final bear hug and set him down. The boy began to cry—no whimper, Hank noted, but a good, lusty yowl. “I told you so,” said Adele, and bent to pick him up. Henny pushed her away, his face red and woebegone, and wrapped his arm around Hank’s leg. Hank tried to keep his grin in check as he lifted the boy high, with enough gentleness to keep Jody appeased, then draped him over his shoulder like a sack and patted his bottom.

  “Me too,” said Dawn. He cradled her up to his other shoulder, then maneuvered her back down as she started to squirm, stealing a peck on the cheek in the process.

  

  Hank finally told Jones the details of the Shelikof Strait accident, and listened politely to his former skipper’s advice on what he should have done. Jones might still own twenty percent of the boat, but it made Hank restless to be instructed. Traffic drifted around them. Hank held back until Adele complained that the line to visit the Coast Guard ship was getting longer and longer, and they’d already had to wait as long as it took to get into the Louvre in Paris, France. “He wants to make sure Seth brings his boat over safely,” said Jody. He liked the way she understood without needing diagrams. Adele was a grand person, but she had never tuned so to Jones. He kept Henny draped over his shoulder as the women left to save them places.

  “You’re lucky,” said Jones. “That Jody.”

  “You’re lucky too, don’t groan at me. How many dames would have put up with you all these years?”

  “I never hear the end of them two weeks in Europe.”

  “Best investment you ever made.”

  “I saw enough of Frenchies during the war. This time they fed us snails. Figure the rest for yourself.”

  They watched critically as the Jody S left the cannery pier and glided through the breakwater to its mooring at the floats. Seth stood on the bridge, erect and grave, with Mo and John behind him practically at attention. Hank frowned. They actually enjoyed his absence! Shouldn’t have jumped into Swede’s Scotch that way, and then let Jody bully him, should have brought in his own boat. The mooring accomplished, Seth sauntered among the other boats with John and Mo still a pace to the rear. His stocky body had an easy, powerhouse sway that might have amused Hank at another time. Was that why Seth wanted to keep John, to have a sycophant who followed behind and kissed his ass?

  As Seth ascended the gangway from the floats and saw Hank watching, he drew a breath that pulled his shirt against the buttons. “All delivered,” he announced expansively, without bothering to append the word “Boss” that Hank often denied to Jody he desired of his men. (At least, Hank told himself, I’m honest enough to recognize the contradiction. After all, though Seth was younger, he and Seth had once crewed together as equals, so why shouldn’t the guy avoid that word?) Hank shifted his boy to a piggyback position, using the activity to cover any reservations that his face might have shown, and complimented Seth.

  

  It helped none that John declared in a studiously serious voice: “That was the smoothest docking I’ve ever seen.”

  “Glad you’ve got enough reflexes left to tell,” said Hank curtly, and felt petty at once as John averted his eyes and fell behind. He felt more foolish still as Seth observed to Jones that there was nobody like “ol’ Boss” for bringing any boat alongside in any kind of shitty weather.

  What did he have against John, after all? The kid was a little bit refined, not comfortably rough. He shaved and combed, and even now wore a clean yellow stay-press shirt instead of plaid flannel with sawed sleeves like the others. The campus still clung to him. The boats had removed all traces of Seth’s single year at Berkeley. He himself, a Johns Hopkins bachelor and former Navy JG, could turn his background off or on to suit the circumstance. The hands that held his son’s legs were thick, strong fisherman’s hands. A kid from Kansas like John should have big hands and hail from the wheat fields if he wanted to make it on a fishing boat, not from some accounting school. Was that all he had against the guy?

  John might have been subdued, but he kept rubbing his sideburns as he glanced about restlessly. His black hair, plastered like a mold when wet, blew soft and long in the breeze, and he kept adjusting his cap over it. Hank felt compelled to make amends. “That Cindy you keep mentioning, she’s somewhere around the comer? Take off and find her, man.”

  “I guess she got tired of waiting. I told her we’d be in yesterday like every other boat, or at least by early this morning.”

  “Earlier might have found you dead,” Hank snapped. Henny on his shoulders began to aim playful slaps on his forehead. “Stop that!” he said too loudly, then took the child’s hands and swung them lightly to soften it. He told his crewmen, didn’t ask them, “By the way, get your fun now. We’re going to fly tomorrow to Bristol Bay at eleven-thirty, to take over one of Swede’s tenders.” Seth said he’d always heard about those Naknek sockeyes, so, great! If Seth thought that, so did Mo. John pulled a long face. “We can do without you,” said Hank.

  John considered. He probably guessed the threat to his berth on the Jody S if he stayed behind. “I’ll come.”

  “Well,” Mo declared, “I better go over and sign for the boxing. Two or three of us from the other boats, we plan to mix it up together, make it like—see whose boat’s best, you know? Ham Davis from the Star Wars, Smeltzer from the Lynn D, Butch from the Joe and Edna. Ham especially, eh Boss? With you and his skipper’s always giving each other a hard time?”

  “Hell yes,” said Hank. “I’ll put fifty bucks on that one, and I’ll flush out Tolly besides.”

  “You mean you’ll fight Tolly Smith, skipper to skipper, after Ham and me’s had it out?”

  “No, no, we’ll drink and cheer.”

  Jones looked around. “I’ve got another fifty says you’ll take Ham, but don’t tell the old lady. Mebbe you won’t mind knocking down the Star Wars candidate for both Jody S and Adele H together, since my boys ain’t so young?”

  Mo swelled visibly. “Honored, skipper, honored.” He slapped Seth on the shoulder. “You taking on anybody?”

  “Only apes punch it out,” said Seth cheerfully.

  “I used to box a little,” said John. The others glanced at him, then continued with their plans.

  First Hank and Jones were obliged to join the women for a tour of the cutter Confidence. When the route took them past the Japanese research ship Jones halted, as Hank feared he might. “What are those cursed buggers doing here on an American Holiday?”

  “Just good will.” Hank kept it light.

  “Gals are waiting. Come on.”

  “Never trust a Jap alive. Treacherous from Pearl Harbor to the end, to this very minute. On the Canal they’d surrender with a hand grenade in their shirt, blow us up with them.

  “Guadalcanal, you’ve told me. Terrible. I know. But the gals are waiting.”

  “Believe it!”

  The queue at the gangway moved aboard at last. The Coast Guard ship was enough a piece of the seafaring scene that the two had visited her on business and knew some of the men. Jones grumbled: “We never had to shuffle through some line just to bump against a crowd of old hens and landlubbers who don’t know the difference between a winch and a fiddly.” (“Be quiet, daddy,” snapped Adele. “You’ve never taken this old hen to the Coast Guard before, so be a gentleman about it. And I’m sure Jody knows a fiddly when she sees one.”) On the other hand Henny, who still rode Hank’s shoulder, struck such a romance with the 20mm guns mounted on the bow—he ack-acked exuberantly while his feet thumped a tattoo—that Hank relaxed and laughed as he cushioned his chest against the hard little heels.

  

  Swede’s whiskey still kept him dizzy but had no effect on his ability to cradle Dawn and let her down again whenever he chose, while steadying Henny. He joked with the gunner’s mate on duty by the 20mm. The kid, scrubbed for the occasion, kept trying to explain his charge in more detail than anyone around wanted to hear. Hank let the words pass over him, interjecting a knowledgeable question now and then, as Henny took his fill of the guns. Ever since his first ride with the Coast Guard years before, a kid himself from Jones Henry’s boat searching for bodies after the old Whale Pass disaster, the cleanliness and order of military ships had both attracted and repelled him. Navy service had made him part of the community, but duty in its fleet still seemed sterile—at least impersonal—compared to fishing boats. The men aboard were seafarers of a different sort, regulated not by the feeding habits of fish but by commands over a speaker. Could this gun-struck kid tie even a bowline?

  He remembered well: That wardroom coffee so long on the burner its acrid odor scorched the room; wet heat from the marshy Vietnam jungles that no amount of air conditioning dispelled; orders given and orders taken. He glanced up at the long array of windows on the Connie’s bridge, located higher than any mere ten-foot sea could reach. On watch aboard one Navy ship of his duty he’d borne responsibility for nearly a hundred men. He’d handled a ship that could have swallowed a fishing boat in its hold without listing. It had been exhilarating. The kid who fretted his hours over a 20mm gun probably got to fire it now and then, to taste the smoke and feel the force he had unleashed. What a small, grubby command he himself had settled for, after all—to shepherd boatfuls of fish into a cannery dock, when he might by now be maneuvering a great gray warship into Hong Kong or Naples or Rio to the accompaniment of jets spouting from harbor tugs. He squeezed Henny’s legs, firm and smooth and vulnerable, to reassure himself.

  An officer in dress blues and braided cap strode over. His face, still young, had creases at the mouth as he smiled. “Tommy!” growled Jones warmly. He and Hank were greeted in turn by name. “Now here’s a man,” Jones continued, placing a hand on the officer’s shoulder. “We’re going to lose him to Washington, D.C., and I expect he’ll set them politicians straight. Commander Tom Hill, he’s captain aboard here and he’s one man the foreign buggers watch out for.”

  “I’ve heard,” said Adele, impressed. “And you know Jones?”

  

  “We need support from men like Jones and Hank, Mrs. Henry. And they give it. Hi Jody.”

  “Tell her,” said Jones. “Tell her how you caught a Jap just last winter in the dead of night, sneaked up on him fishing our fish in our water. Hank sent us the article. If it wasn’t for fellows like this, the foreign buggers would keep raping our fish even worse than they do. Now you tell me, Tommy. Our boys Ted Stevens and Don Young in D.C., they worked all those years for the two-hundred-mile law they passed last year, but the foreigners still fish right under our noses.”

  “Some of you big fishermen didn’t read the fine print,” said Jody pleasantly. “Hank’s tried to tell you. The foreigners can bargain with the State Department for any quota that Americans can’t catch.”

  “You hear that, Daddy? Jody keeps informed even if you don’t.” Jones frowned at his wife but said nothing. As they left the ship, Adele took his arm. “But I must say Daddy knows everybody, even though we spend winters now in San Pedro. Not the president of France, of course, when we went to France last year. But just since we’ve been back this summer, when Governor Hammond came through campaigning for his re-election, and then Mr. Hickel against him, it was ‘Hi Jay’ and ‘Hello Wally,’ and you should have heard the ‘Hi Jones’ right back.”

  “You got to know the big fellows to get anything done,” said Jones, mollified.

  Hank stayed apart, still daydream-skippering a warship into Rio or Hong Kong. Or skippering a cutter like Tommy’s. A few months earlier he had ridden the Confidence as a guest to observe the extent of the foreign fleet still off Alaska: longliners and draggers by the sickening hundreds, still allowed to fish American waters and get away with what they could. Some obeyed the rules, others evaded them cleverly. Tommy, a true hunter, cruised silent in the winter dark, when the foreigners, used to being watched only in daylight, relaxed. Nighttime boardings, the ship’s boat over quickly with a large party rather than the usual one or two. As some of Tommy’s men fanned out to inspect both holds and crevices, others occupied the captain and mates with paperwork. Meanwhile, the boat zoomed astern to search for illegal catch hurriedly dumped. His operation had the excitement of the chase, with the occasional big one as reward. Commander Hank could have stalked these superfish.

  

  “Don’t you think so?” asked Jody.

  “What, dear?”

  “Sleep, Hank. You don’t listen. A while back we were coming to town for just a minute and then going home, because you were so tired—”

  They stopped. “You said I was tired, honey, I didn’t.” Abruptly he lifted Henny to the ground and swung Dawn into his place, a gesture against favoritism. “I’m just fine. We’ve got to go cheer Mo when he boxes.”

  Her mouth tightened. He knew she found the boxing stupid since crewmen needed their hands, but why should she be angry? She’d said herself they couldn’t have sex. Dawn began to squirm. He raised her up and down several times, both to divert her and to use a few muscles, but soon Henny had regained the shoulders. Tired? Hell, he now had energy that needed steaming off. Sleep was the last thing he needed. They headed toward the Legion Hall in a drizzle too light to disperse anyone. Firecrackers popped from a rooftop, and others answered from the harbor. Beer cans crunched underfoot as they drew closer to the ring. The town was in full swing. People clapped his shoulder and offered drinks.

  Mike Stimson, Jody’s old skipper, hailed them. A gold chain bounced against his open shirt and a gold watch gleamed on the thick arm that held out a bottle of the best. Jody laughed and took the first nip. (Should she be drinking when pregnant? And like that in front of the kids? It was all right for men . . .) Mike declared loudly—not for the first time—that fishing had no more piss and zing since losing his cook and head net-puller eight years ago. The praise brought the wide smile to Jody’s face, and when she invited Mike to make her an offer the direct, sassy eyes flashed as they had routinely a half dozen years before. Hank took it in secure good humor. He declared how peaceful and free life would be again if Jody found somebody else’s head to bang with a frying pan, but his hand eased around her shoulder.

  The boxing ring stood on a raised platform. The bouts had already begun. Hank knew the two crewmen who dodged each other’s gloves as a referee trailed them. By the steps below stood Tim from the Legion—he’d evidently closed his filling station for the day—coordinating the matches with microphone and clipboard. Beside him waited two kids in white T-shirts, joking nervously, their Coast Guard jumpers draped on a nearby rail. Just behind them pranced Mo, and Ham from the Star Wars, perform ing elaborate bends and stretches. Seth stood alongside, drinking from one beer can and holding two others.

  “I got him scared already, Boss,” called Mo, beating his chest. His beefy shoulders hid the muscles beneath like plaster on a wall. Glad I’m not going into the ring with him, Hank thought appreciatively. Ham, a big homely boy who grinned more than he talked, had the build to match Mo’s. Even match. Walt, the deck boss aboard Star Wars, started slapping oil onto Ham’s arms. Seth countered, rubbing beer over Mo.

  “Where’s your skipper hiding?” said Hank. In answer, Tolly Smith bear-hugged him from behind, then tickled Henny until the child kicked so hard that Hank had to swing him to the ground. Tolly grabbed him back up for a noisy roughhouse, then held still as Henny touched the gold ring in his ear. The two had reached an agreement that Henny could play with it if he didn’t pull. Henny usually remembered since a further privilege, playing with the big gold nugget around Uncle Tolly’s neck, hinged on his honoring the pact.

  “Okay, man, this is it,” Tolly declared. “I’m tired of your corking me on the grounds. I’d never cork him, Jody, that’s all lies. Our two deck apes’ll have it out, and justice will prevail when your boy hits the canvas. You dumb enough to bet on it?”

  Hank tried to sound casual as he caught Tolly’s eye. “No need for that. Come on, Jones, let’s buy him a drink.”

  “Hell with that,” said Jody. “If you place bets it’ll be in front of the budget directors.”

  “Daddy’s certainly not making any bets,” said Adele. “Are you, Daddy?”

  “Be quiet, woman. You don’t know anything.”

  “Ho ho ho!” Tolly stuck out his chest and looked around grandly. “I used to know these people when they roamed free as buffalos, the way Istill do. Jody, you’d make your own bets back then. And as for this shaggy corker”—he tousled Hank’s hair—”remember when you was a greenhorn college kid at Swede’s old cannery? Closest to a beard he had back then was when he forgot his safety razor. I taught him all he knew, that summer.”

  “You still dump cologne like mouthwash and stink like a whore’s kitchen,” said Hank easily, finger-combing his hair back into place. “Some of us change for the better.”

  

  The announcer called the next fight as the two in the ring, one with a reddened cheek turning purple, tapped gloves and retired to scattered applause. Below, the Coast Guard kids mounted the steps to begin. Seth and Walt started massaging their charges in earnest, and Mo had removed the bandage from his arm. Beside them stood John, typically both in and out of it, holding everybody’s beer cans.

  “Hundred bucks,” said Tolly. “That’s starters, that says my Star Warsis top boat in the ring.”

  “No sweat there,” said Hank, hoping Jody would not embarrass him. She merely shrugged. “Jody S gladly covers that to make a little party money.” He had planned to reach a hundred after opening with fifty, but now he’d be forced higher. Jones, glaring at his wife, made good his promise to stake fifty on the honor of the Adele H, and Tolly accepted with an inevitable jibe at the age and infirmity of Jones’s crew. Adele’s raised eyebrow promised later discussion, but she held her peace.

  The boxing caught Henny’s attention and he grappled his way back to Hank’s shoulders. “My daddy do that!” he declared, and started imitating the punches with such vigor that Hank had to steady him.

  The Coasties slugged earnestly, although by the end of the two-minute round their initiatives became less and less frequent. Soon Mo and Ham were strutting up the steps as the announcer gave their names and boats, and declared that by their request this would be best two out of three rounds. They’re so young and full of themselves! Hank thought. He himself was hardly old at thirty-three—Jones pushing sixty was still a hard man to outfish—but when was the last time he’d strutted? Down the mud-ice ruts of Dutch Harbor, maybe, after delivering a deck load of king crab. Or passing out cigars throughout Kodiak when Henny was bom, after missing the actual birth by two days as he tried to dovetail a Bering crab run with Jody’s bio clock. (She’d said herself that meeting boat payments was all the more important if they were going to have a family.) When Dawn was bom they both agreed he’d stay with the crabs. Hell with that, this time. Other men helped deliver their kids and this would be his final chance.

  Mo and Ham spent little time circling and testing their footwork before one and then the other leapt in with a jab. Their usual friendly faces wore fight scowls. Mo sent a right that thumped against Ham’s chest with out budging him. Then Ham grabbed the opening to land a hard blow to Mo’s jaw. The two broke, danced for a moment, and headed straight into each other again. This time Mo’s swift hook found its way to Ham’s cheek. Ham delivered one to Mo’s solar plexus that budged him only a foot, and the two ended in a clinch that the referee broke.

  Hank, Jody, Jones, and Tolly cheered and grimaced with their men. Only Adele, holding tight to Dawn’s hand, took it coolly. Henny, on top of Hank’s shoulders, became a crowing extension of his father. At the two-minute bell the fighters streamed sweat, but they still pranced like racehorses. The referee called the round a tie. Jody pushed through to the comer where Seth was sponging Mo to shout her encouragement.

  “Two young men who need their hands for fishing,” said Adele. “It’s foolish, but they are beautiful, aren’t they?”

  Tolly returned from his man, grinning. “Double you both.”

  “Covered for Jody S’,” Hank declared.

  Jones hesitated. “Cover him, Daddy, cover him,” snapped Adele. “Don’t let your man down now.”

  John, the detached crewman, joined them. He declared to no one in particular that Mo lacked strategy, that anybody could see the opening Ham left when he put too much body in his jab. And Ham for his part was dumb if he didn’t see that Mo’s left jaw hurt and he’d left himself open on the right by protecting it. And Mo’s arm after all had that fresh cut on it that you could work over, since all’s fair above the waist.

  Hank turned on John furiously as Tolly laughed, “Sonofabitch, thanks,” and hurried back to his man just as the bell rang to start round two. “Lean on his left jaw, Ham,” he shouted up. Back with Hank he said, “Nice boy you have there, goes for a fellow’s cut arm.”

  “Well, they were just my observations,” said John. “I’d offered Mo advice and he wasn’t interested, so I figured nobody cared.”

  Ham heeded his skipper’s call and worked Mo’s jaw, but Mo took self-protection lightly enough that he managed a punishing blow for each opening Ham left in the process. But high stakes or not, Ham avoided Mo’s wounded arm. By the end of the round, their bounce diminished, the two walked solemnly to their comers to cheers from the audience as the announcer declared that this was a fight, finally, ladies and gentlemen. Their seconds watered them with vigorous concern.

  

  The referee called the round for Ham. Hank put down Henny, ignoring his objections, and grabbed John’s arm more roughly than intended. “If you’ve got any goddamned advice this time, advise your shipmate.”

  “Don’t shove me like that, please, Skipper.”

  Mo in his comer was breathing hard. He listened to John when Hank told him to, but the instructions were so detailed (they’d been clear enough when John was mouthing off in front of Tolly!) that Hank knew Mo was not assimilating them.

  “Yeah, Boss, my jaw hurts, but don’t worry, I got him on the run. You watch, this round.”

  Back with the others, Tolly suggested they triple their original bets. Hank and Jones agreed, tensely.

  Despite Ham’s advantage, Mo managed in the third round to knock him down for a count of four after storming in with an offensive at the starting bell. Both men slammed each other equally, and Hank groaned for his crewman’s jaw. When the final bell separated them they stood panting and slumped, eyeing each other with their scowls still in place. The knockdown earned Mo the round. The referee declared the entire bout a tie, and asked if they wanted to go another round for sudden death. The audience yelled its approval.

  “Sure, I guess,” said Mo slowly. “Hell yes.”

  “Hell, sure, yeah,” said Ham with equal slowness.

  Hank turned to Tolly. “We need those guys to fish. A tie suit you?”

  “Tie’s fine. Let’s stop it.”

  The two skippers shouted up praise and ordered their men down. Mo and Ham drew simultaneous breaths of relief—they resembled each other closely—grinned, hugged, and left the ring together as another pair of crewmen took their place. On the ground, Seth and Walt happily poured beer over their charges. Somebody’s bottle, passed mouth to mouth, was quickly emptied by the group slapping their fighters’ backs.

  “My daddy do that?” asked Henny excitedly, pointing to the ring. Hank tickled him to divert his attention, but the child said through his yelps and giggles, “Do that, Daddy, do that!” What would it be like to spar with old Tolly? Something for Henny to remember about his dad. They’d be almost an even match—Tolly a hair shorter but maybe more solid. Hadn’t put on gloves for about five years, be fun . . . As he took his snort from a bottle he warned himself it was probably the booze that had him so full of balls, but this insight left as soon as the bottle passed on to Jones. “Think you could last a round up there with me?” he asked Tolly casually, in private.

  “Not me, buddy. I set nets and make bets.” Well, thought Hank comfortably, I tried.

  Somebody had to go into the Legion Hall to bring out drinks, since the children were with them. The skippers began to argue without heat over who should buy. It was more a ceremony, making little difference. Each would buy eventually.

  “I never saw such a bunch of old men for making up their minds,” said John with half a smile. “Let this one be on me. What’s everybody drinking?”

  Nothing this asshole said was right! “You mean you’re tired of advising the enemy and want to take on the rest of us?” Hank’s voice rose to the kind of roar he usually reserved for the deck with the engine gunning. “Instead of advice, why aren’t you up in that ring if you know so much? That too close to the real thing?” The group suddenly became a center of silence in the noisy square.

  “I’m not afraid, if that’s what you mean,” said John slowly. His face had a bland expression that could have masked deep feelings, but the apparent detachment made Hank even angrier. “And while we’re at it—Boss—stop riding me. And I don’t like anybody shoving me. I try to do my work—”

  “Feeble try!”

  John considered for a moment. Then, in a husky voice that had at last lost its cool: “Want to go up there in the ring with me yourself?”

  “You’re fuckin’ A!”

  Jody came between and pushed them apart. “Stop this bullshit.”

  Her tone usually gave Hank pause, but he brushed past them all and strode to the steps of the ring. “Sign on a match here, Tim.” he said calmly. The ring was empty, waiting. The others protested, Seth with vehement concern, Jody so coldly he knew he’d hear of it later. He permitted himself a few perfunctory stretches, but within minutes of their exchange he and John were stripped to the waist, gloved, and facing each other on the raised platform.

  Hank fought with spirit. But John was a dozen years his junior and, it turned out, a college varsity boxer. By the end of the two-minute round Hank had been forced to pick himself from the floor twice, and although John’s nose bled the decision was clearly his.

  The party continued for a while. But it hardly amounted to much since Jody, after watching the fight to its conclusion, took a taxi home with the kids before Hank descended from the ring. Tolly produced a box of multiple-string firecrackers. They banged with enough noise that Seth and Mo said they were just the thing. But halfway through the box Tolly stopped, because nobody was really paying attention.
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  Next morning at breakfast Jody remained cool, although she served his favorite pancakes and sausage. Henny chattered around, still talking about his daddy in the boxing ring. Now and then he’d hit himself in the face, cry “bop bop,” and fall to the floor. The fact that Hank had been the loser didn’t bother him. Outside the window, fog obscured all but pale shapes of houses and the harbor masts. Good. The plane to Bristol Bay wouldn’t fly.
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