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  JONES’S SHADOW

  ALASKA, KODIAK ISLAND, UGANIK BAY, LATE JULY 1982

  Jones Henry was dead and that closed the book. Whether his ashes, soaked in scotch, had lured the humpies into the Adele H’s seine, or whether nature on its own had packed Uganik Bay with a greater storm of salmon than predicted, glistening silver fish thrashed the water to a boil inside the net.

  It was “Yow!” all afternoon. And “Oh maa-an.” No one aboard considered whether their shouts at the abundance covered grief for the recent past or came whole cloth from the present.

  Hank Crawford, at the controls despite the cast on his shoulder, assumed the calm of command although his spirit whooped with the others. He guided brailer loads raised on the boom from water to hold. Fish bodies quivered against the tight meshes. When the big dip net opened, fish slurped out and thudded into the hold. Briny smells filled the air. Glassy wet covered metal and oilskins. Hank breathed the very heart of fishing again, at last. When it came time to harden the net and bring the remaining catch aboard, he leapt to grip web at the rail alongside his crew. They pulled arms-to-back as in the oldest times of fishermen, Hank as best he could. The bag of net upended to pour twisting fish around their legs.

  “Yaa-hoo!”

  So it went for set after set on the day they consigned Jones Henry’s ashes to the water aboard Jones’s own Adele H.

  It was the culmination of two terrible weeks that had started for all of them, except Hank’s wife Jody, within the salmon gill net fleet of Bristol Bay. Hank and his crew aboard his large Jody Dawn had been tendering fish received from smaller gill net boats, including Jones Henry’s. During a storm, Jones’s boat had lost power. When Hank didn’t concentrate enough on present fishing, he could still see those waves smashing Jones’s boat onto the mudflats that had been the graveyard for boats over the years. A helicopter from the cannery managed to lift Jones’s single crewman Ham to safety. But during the hour before the chopper could return after refueling, the boat, with Jones aboard, began to break up. Thank God I went no matter how it turned out, Hank could tell himself now. He had risked his own life to launch a dinghy and row in to rescue Jones, and did indeed in the process smash part of his own Jody Dawn, but Jones had been his mentor and beloved friend. The shoulder he’d dislocated pulling Jones from the water was small price.

  Then he’d done all he could to warm Jones under the frigid spray while he himself turned nearly too numb to function. Nobody’s fault, the outcome. The helicopter had returned as soon as it could, and managed to tow the dinghy to safety, but even so Jones, a man in his sixties, had died of exposure.

  Hank looked over the water at sights that had been a part of his friend. Oh Jones, he thought, picturing the man with all his stubble and spit. Back in Kodiak we gave you a proper church funeral, followed by an open bar aboard your beloved seiner that we’re now riding in your honor. Even your new widow, Adele, agreed we did it right. But, Hank thought, somewhere now, Jones’s caustic tongue must be summoning all the devils at the sight of Jody working on the deck where Jones had never allowed even Adele to set foot. And what would Jones say to Adele’s calling the unbelievable from the pier as they left to bring Jones’s ashes to his favorite fishing ground, inviting Jody to be the Adele FTs new skipper? It was just a joke, of course—Adele’s jibe at all the men who held Jones’s same superstition—but Hank doubted Jones would laugh. He stroked his beard. Admit it was funny, though, Jones: those startled male faces.

  At least, thought Hank, Jones would have appreciated the way we gave his ashes to the water. All those boats in sight that stopped fishing to blow their whistles. And, then, Jones, you’d certainly understand that, since we’d traveled clear around Kodiak Island and the fishing was hot, we all then voted to stay and fish ourselves. Call that our own way to recover.

  Hank looked around to ensure that nobody was watching, and pulled himself back into the present.

  He cruised, looking for signs in the water. A breeze kicked along the surface. In the bright sun a glint could be fish-ripple or gust. His to figure, a hide-and-seek game reading the signs, requiring him to think like a predator half fish. Down swooped seabirds, looking also for their dinner. Their white wings merely quivered as they glided. This was the kind of fishing he wanted to do, in a boat big enough to keep elbows free of shipmates’ ribs but small enough, at 58 feet, to allow him to smell the water. It didn’t satisfy the power urge of his 108-foot Jody Dawn but . . . He glanced along a neat wooden panel, cleanly varnished except for the scuffs where binoculars dangling from a holder had bumped. Nice boat. She handled to his touch. Jones Henry’s boat would have been no other way: Jones had kept her fit and had honed her performance. The creaks of her wooden hull were almost the voice of Jones.

  Suppose he fished her the rest of the season while they repaired his Jody Dawn? It would give him some fresh air before resuming the hassle with the Japanese company he’d contracted to, back in the real world.

  Around ten, however, with time before sunset for at least one more long set or a couple of roundhauls, Hank called halt. He joked about tender greenhorns and endured Seth’s jibes, but in truth he himself had suddenly lost his juice. He wasn’t that long out of the Anchorage hospital, and his shoulder ached in the cast. When they delivered to a cannery tender, he watched with rare detachment as his guys in the hold, waist-deep in dead fish, competed boisterously to see who could toss his quota into the brailer fastest. Jody, fatigued also at last, merely watched and egged them on. They anchored, hosed down, crammed in Mo’s quick-fried hamburgers, draped wet socks above the galley stove, and slept within seconds of hitting the rack.

  Hank declared he’d sleep on the wheelhouse couch to not disturb his wife in the narrow skipper’s cabin. Jody understood. He still needed space and time. He woke around 2 AM and walked to deck. Jones had been laughing in his dream, not dryly as he had in life, but comfortably. Jones, you dear pisser, he’d told the dream, you never should have bought that extra boat you didn’t need and gone to fish in places you didn’t know Jones laughed again, this time with a Jones-like crackle: for once, Crawford, mebbe you got something right.

  Hank stretched on deck with the satisfying ache of idled muscles bent again to purpose. Calm water reflected the lights of other sleeping seiners whose generators hummed. A piney odor drifted from shore. The pale sky of the new day silhouetted points of spruce atop low hills. Two nights before (or was it one?), under way from Kodiak with Jones’s ashes, while fogs drifted and he lay on deck where now he stood, he’d dreamed of shipmates lost to the water. Now, even though this was Jones’s beloved boat that the man had nursed and petted, Jones slipped into shadow with the others.

  Dawn slowly invested the trees and boats with detail. Only weeks ago (or was it years?), he himself, gasping in spray and rising tide to save Jones, had escaped the same death by frigid water. And now clear light etched masts and branches in water that rippled smiling with: Me? Eat you? Never.

  He relieved himself in a neat arc over the side. The splash broke the stillness. Then he washed his hands with dew from the rail. Something stung. A red blister bulged between softening callouses. Hands gone soft. And he still felt tired. Should go inside and sleep some more while nobody watched. He enjoyed an eagle’s swoop as he stretched again. Muscles stiffer than they should be after a mere day of work that had been routine not long ago. Hurt shoulder, good excuse for a while. Jones Henry at more than sixty had pulled any weight he chose until his final few minutes, so his own age—thirty-five or whatever—wasn’t old. (Nearly thirty-eight!)

  Of course he was no longer that smooth-skinned kid from Baltimore who showed up on the Kodiak docks a few years ago, panting to get on a fishing boat (nineteen years ago!). Hired by Jones Henry, he’d been a kid jumping to please on his first boat, in the very Uganik Bay that now received his piss afresh. Now he was a highline skipper with his own boat, one bigger than any that Jones ever sailed (or wanted to—another story). And with his Jody, his three kids, a house overlooking the bay. All.

  He leaned down to check current, looking into brown-green water smooth enough to reflect in the boat’s lee. A face looked back, all beard, cheekbones firm, man in charge. The friendly water detailed none of the creases—not wrinkles—around the eyes that stared close-up from a mirror: creases from squinting into rain and sun. Seasoning. Badge of life on the water. Jones had been wiry, tough, acerbic, strong. How did Hank Crawford compare, now that he stood alone with his mentor dead? If he had ever pictured himself as he would become, he’d wanted it to be as a man strong and straight. Not acerbic. Anger, yes, real and large at times, although sometimes feigned to make a point. Not wiry. When he walked ashore his chest led the way and he felt muscles against the shirt. Bearded presence that filled a room. Gaze that firmed equally on man or woman. Jones hadn’t laughed much. He himself laughed, whenever he felt like it, a rumble that his ear told him had deepened with time and authority. Everyone knew him to be a high-line skipper, no need to show it off any more than Jones had. A man at home in his time and place, able to handle anything on the water. Jody could bring him to earth, he could admit that, but it didn’t happen often.

  And this fatigue: just temporary.

  A splash. He peered toward the sound. Suddenly a salmon leapt straight, silver against dark water. Hank strode inside and started the engine, then shouted below, “Mo or Ham. Anchor!” Seth appeared in the wheelhouse buttoning his pants.

  Outside, a figure slighter than his solid crewmen climbed around to the bow. It wore short Terry’s hooded jumper. “Honey,” Hank called out, “let one of the guys do it.”

  Jody turned with mock gravity. “Your guys are still waking up. Do you want to fish or not?”

  He started to ask if she was sure she could handle it, thought better and waved her on. She undogged the chain and kicked it loose as confidently as any man, but he at the controls still brought in the anchor as slowly as he could. Yet she had once worked on deck like a man, almost.

  “You’ve got crew to do that,” muttered Seth.

  “Jody can handle it.”

  “Not the point.”

  The chain-in had barely begun before big Mo and bigger Ham hurried around the cabin. “Miz . . . Better let me . . .” said Mo.

  Jody calmly cradled the shank of the anchor, flicked black mud from one of the flukes, and turned to give them her wide-mouthed smile. “Morning, boys.”

  “Morning, Miz . . . You didn’t ought to . . .”

  Hank ignored their discomfort but avoided looking at Seth beside him. “Keep it down out there,” he muttered through the window. “Need to tell the fleet we’re ready to buzz?”

  Jody continued. She dogged the chain with a kick to finish the job, then grinned at Mo and Ham. “Who’s making coffee?”

  Hank in the wheelhouse caught Seth’s sleeve. “Jumper off the starboard beam.” As they watched, another fish splashed from the water.

  “I’m on it.” Seth headed below.

  Hank leaned out the window to those on the bow. “Get fishing. Quietly.”

  “You got it, Boss,” rumbled Mo in his best approximation of a whisper, and hurried aft. Hank heard gear clank almost immediately, and glanced through the back window to see Seth buckling the suspenders of his oilskins as he sprinted over the stacked net to the skiff. Good crew.

  “Boss. . .” Ham, still on the bow, hesitated with the frown that Hank had begun to recognize meant his new man faced a problem. Jody gestured Ham ahead of her. He left obediently, but climbed at once to the wheelhouse.

  Hank paced, eager to fish. “You’re second skiff man, Ham. Better get out there.”

  Ham’s head brushed the wheelhouse ceiling so that he hunched his thick shoulders automatically. It made him look as uncertain as his voice. “Boss . . . Sir . . . ?”

  “What? What?”

  “You know things better than I do, sir. But, other seasons at least. . . ?” He indicated the raised skipper’s chair where the urn with Jones Henry’s ashes had rested the day before and where Jones himself had sat peering ahead for years. “Captain Jones . . . No disrespect, sir . . . I’m really grateful you’ve took me in your crew, I mean, really . . . but Captain Jones made something of he’d never put out his net before six in the morning if it was a Monday, like right now. Don’t ask me why. Like he’d sure never leave port on a Friday, so we’d wait until one minute after midnight into Saturday morning. I just thought you ought to know, being this is Captain Jones’s boat. Was his. Sir. And what with adding a lady who works on deck—Captain Jones would never even let one on his boat. Not like I’m superstitious like the old-timers, sir, but. . .”

  Hank wanted to laugh but found his throat tightening. To gain a moment, he said lightly, “Stop calling me sir. I’m not much older than you.” Further sounds of preparation came from aft. Seth in the skiff and Terry, Mo, and Jody by the winch all looked up at the wheelhouse, waiting and ready. There to starboard leapt a jumper. Time to move, not talk. “Take it like this, Ham. You and I put Jones’s ashes in that water yesterday. Now look at all the fish coming our way. Don’t you think Jones down there’s helping push them toward us? So I’d say he’s okay with what we’re doing. In the skiff if you’re going.”

  “Yes, sir!”

  Seconds to let Ham bound to the skiff. Another salmon leapt with a loud splash. “Ho!” Hank shouted. Mo’s mallet hit the release, the hook clanged open, and the skiff glided off in the direction of Hank’s arm. He wanted to dance, indeed, hopped in place. The net, with one end attached to the skiff, swished from deck to the bump of its corks, and payed out between skiff and boat with corks floating a beaded line. All of it was action that cleared the cobwebs.

  His tight gaze stayed where he’d last seen the fish jump, while his arm directed the skiff and its lengthening line of corks. Like breath itself, the way his body felt the motions. From shoulder to knees he nudged the skiff. His hands held the unseen fish in place while he pictured the wall of net beneath the corks slowly encircling them.

  Voices and clanks of skiff-launch came from other boats in the bay. The day’s race had begun! Quick check on his own deck below: Terry straightened gear and shipshaped. Jody at the plunger smacked the cupped heavy shaft into the water with an expert touch, creating the noise and bubbles that scared fish into the net. Poor Mo stood beside her, hands out, wishing to take over the job. She pulled no rank as skipper’s wife—no, she did, or Mo would have had the plunger. Determined to prove she could still crew her weight, and doing so. He enjoyed the sight of Jody reverted to the boatwise woman she’d been before they’d married.

  A first touch of sunlight over the mountains spiked gleams on their yellow and green oilskins. Out in the skiff, Ham’s arms pumped steadily at the plunger. Good man, but heavier and more eager than skilled. Instruct him later to pop that cup deliberately for max effect. (Spare him having Jody demonstrate.) Seth hunched at the tiller both calm and alert, an old hand at it like Hank, even though in recent years they’d worked pots together rather than a seine. He should wean Seth into his own command, he thought, not just Hank Crawford’s deck boss and relief skipper. Release him for his own good despite the need then to find a new mate whose sea-sense bent with his own. It was not the first time the thought had occurred.

  Back on deck Jody had relinquished the plunger to Mo and stood with Terry. The little guy—no taller than Jody though he pulled full weight at work—was showing her how to coil. He spun an arm’s length of line with his hand, flipped it into a natural circle, and dropped it symmetrically on top of the other coils. Made a cheerful joke when she did it clumsily, so that she laughed also and kept at it. Nice man. He alone didn’t seem threatened by Jody’s presence aboard.

  Jumper again, farther from the boat. Whether a single fish or betrayer of a school, it was moving away. Hank circled his arm in the air for Seth to see, then called to deck: “Roundhaul! Coming in.” Seth’s skiff slowly pulled the cork line into a wide circle and headed with it back to the boat. Mo on deck thrust the plunger furiously, while Terry and Jody waited at the rail to receive the skiff’s line.

  The few sets yesterday after the spreading of Jones’s ashes had honed them, and the operation progressed teamlike. Ham leapt from the skiff, where Seth remained, to join Terry on purse lines at the winch. Mo kept plunging. The taut circle of net still in the water had loosened into an uneven float of corks. Seth caught a line from the boat, and gunned his skiff to hold the boat free of entanglement in the seine. Jody first hosed some seaweed from deck, then waited to strap the net line over the power block when the time came. They were jobs that the others would have absorbed routinely, Hank knew as he watched. Jody was one hand more than needed.

  Time to stack. As the net rose dripping through the power block overhead, Ham took center position to distribute web. Mo hurried to the corks so firmly after stowing the plunger that he must have feared Jody would grab his job again. Jody instead headed starboard to the rings, possessively, leaving Terry idle. He shrugged in good humor. Hank de-bated. The guy was smart enough to handle a boat, and needed experience. “Okay, Terry, you take over the controls here from me.”

  Hank retreated to the wheelhouse, odd man now himself, restlessly watching. But when the rings snagged on the shaft—routine problem— he jumped to deck for hands on rope and metal.

  “Didn’t you think I could handle that?” Jody’s tone had the edge that Hank knew could take the matter in directions easy or tense.

  “Gives the old man something to do, honey.” (Why, after all, hadn’t she stayed home with the kids?) He glanced casually. Had his guys caught that edge in her voice? Terry looked away discreetly: yes. Other boats circled nearby, all of them now geared for the day and scouting fish. Two boats hovered within earshot to assess the Adele FTs haul. From the bridge of the Hinda Bee, old Gus Rosvic, former buddy of Jones Henry, watched in silence, as did his crew on deck below. Did they see a skipper in charge, or a fellow run by his wife?

  “Puttin’ the old lady to work, eh, Hank?” called a man Hank’s age and build from the bridge of the Sleepthief Two.

  “Keeps her out of trouble.”

  “Haay Jody.”

  “Hi, Jeff.” Jody continued placing net rings on the pole as they dangled free from the power block overhead. She grabbed each with the correct twist that lined them for the next set, keeping pace and rhythm.

  “Rumor’s all over the fleet, you know. About Jones Henry’s widow? Now that she owns the boat you’re on, the rumor is she’s going to make Jody the skipper.”

  Hank laughed. “How rumors fly. From a joke yesterday, eh, honey? We were leaving the Kodiak dock to bring Jones’s ashes over here, and there was discussion over Jody’s coming along.”

  “Ohh, discussion; yes, we heard. OF Jones never let even his wife come aboard, did he?”

  Jody grinned as she worked without losing pace. “Come back in a week or two, Jeff.”

  What’s that mean? wondered Hank.

  Watching them from the other boat, Gus Rosvic shook his head. Hank knew him well enough to know what he was thinking. An old-timer of the Slav generation from Anacortes. Face all scowl lines and leather under a faded Greek fisherman’s cap. His Hinda Bee, painted mostly gray, looked well kept but as glum as its skipper and as stolid as the husky younger crewmen watching from deck. Gus had hung out with Jones Henry. The fleet joked over the two old skippers, both good at their game, bitching over beers about the Japs and everything else wrong in the world. Too bad, Hank decided. Let him stare. People would have to get used to a woman on deck.

  “Hey, man,” called Ham to one of the crew, Buddy or something. Bud muttered a return but looked away.

  Whether Hank cared or not, he was glad when the Hinda Bee circled and left. Left, in fact, straight through other boats and out of sight. So be it, thought Hank. We’ll keep distance between us if that helps.

  The set came aboard. About a hundred fifty humpies, neither bad nor spectacular. “Ahh, now,” called Jeff. “We made five-buck bets on Jody being aboard. Whether it meant you’d plug the net or water-haul. Nobody thought to bet for in between. Come on, Jody. My fin was for you.”

  “And which of you put five that I’d sink the boat?”

  Jeffs crewmen around him laughed, but not as if it were out of the question. “Come on, Jody, we’re not that superstitious.” The Sleepthief Two moved off.

  The encounters left Hank with a sudden feeling of malaise. He pretended to be hearty as he sent the others in for breakfast rather than set again at once. “After all, we’re on vacation.”

  “You sick or something?” Seth called from the skiff. He tied astern and strode up over the net, then lowered the bill of his cap and threw back his head in a way that had become his gesture. “When did you start calling mealtimes when we’re on the fish?”

  “Gettin’ old and lazy.” In truth, he’d begun to shake from fatigue like the day before, although he concealed it. Still not recovered from the disaster. Jody watched him closely. “I’m going up and look at the charts,” he muttered to cover. “Too many boats now crowding us here.”

  Jody followed him to the wheelhouse. “You look as spaced out as in the hospital. Lie down a while and let Seth—”

  “No, no. I’m fine.” He watched over the water to avoid facing her. The Sleepthief Two, not far away, had just released the skiff pulling its end of seine through the water. “Just give me a few minutes to myself, honey.”

  “Why don’t you stop calling me honey.” She said it lightly.

  “Come on, you are my honey.”

  “Out here today I’m your crewman.”

  Ten years ago, when they had fished together, her name would have been Jody. Three years ago he’d have not seen her point, but now: “Got it. But. . . just give me a little space. Okay?”

  She studied him, nodded. “Got it.”

  When she was gone he hurried to the captain’s chair by the controls, put the clutch in neutral, and closed his eyes for only a minute. A comfortable buzz settled over him like a veil. He woke to the sound of laughs below and the smell of bacon. Close by in the water the Sleepthief Two’s net rose like a sail over the power block, dripping water over the guys stacking it. They’d made a full set, so at least a half hour must have passed, maybe more.

  Boats were everywhere in various stages of seining. He eased the engine into gear and glided gently among them, avoiding their nets. Maybe below they hadn’t noticed. Now, indeed, he needed to find uncrowded water.

  Jody joined him, holding two mugs of coffee. “Awake now?”

  He laughed, rose, hugged and held her. “Did I at least fool the others?”

  “Mo and Ham for a while, I guess. They’re so innocent and trusting, and Mo was busy doing breakfast. Seth knew right away. He’s hot to fish like you are usually. Without me there, he’d have been up here shaking you.” She lowered her voice. “Is Seth getting out of hand? I know he’s always been scratchy.”

  “No problem. Leave that between Seth and me.”

  “Well, I’d say it’s time for him to marry and get a boat of his own. He’s beginning to challenge you too much.”

  Hank tried to lighten it. “Shall I tell him that?”

  She ignored him, and settled on top of the cabinet by the captain’s chair. “Terry, now, simply made a joke of the boss’s nap. He’s good to have around.”

  “Okay, hon . . . Jody. Okay.” Shouldn’t be talking about his guys with all of them just below.

  “It’s a nice boat. Do you think it handles well?”

  Where was this leading?

  “You know, Ham was Jones Henry’s skiff man formerly.” She seemed to speak casually. “Why don’t you let him handle skiff?”

  “And put my senior man Seth on plunger? Come on.”

  “No. Give Seth the wheel. He runs the Jody Dawn for you off season. Let him skipper this. You know you need a rest.” A pause. “I’ll go as Ham’s skiff man. Learn new tricks.”

  Hank was glad that a clearing had opened in the water. It allowed him to gun the engine to a throb that precluded talk, and to peer ahead without facing her. Birds parted gracefully from his bow. The boat rounded a spit, past a beach with board-and-tin shacks. “Setnet camp,” he said, glad for diversion. “Wonder who runs it?” She didn’t answer. Farther along, two bears lumbered through a stream pawing fish. “Look. Bears. Competition.” Silence.

  He reached a cove removed from other boats that he remembered from working with Jones Henry, and reluctantly slowed the engine.

  “Hank, you may as well hear me.” Her voice was deliberate. “I’m going to take Adele Henry’s invitation seriously. You go back to your big Jody Dawn and do whatever you promised the Japanese you’d do. I’ll captain this boat. I want you to break me in.”

  He kept his back toward her to hide his expression, but said quietly, “What of three kids at home, Jody?”

  Her voice remained reasonable. “Adele would love to take them for the summer. Now that Jones is gone, it’ll give her purpose until she pulls her life together. And the salmon run slows in September in time for school, then stops until next June. Besides, Henny’s nearly eight. He can ride aboard and—”

  He faced her with no attempt to lower his voice or mask his agitation. “When my son’s ready to fish, he’s going with me! That’s mine, my job. No harm for you to keep the kids in a fish camp earlier this summer before Jones died. I didn’t like it much, but it was on land and you needed your freedom, you said. But when my son . . .”

  They stared at each other. Her gathered battle expression that he knew well—wide mouth pursed and eyes cool—eased without losing direction. “All right, Hank. Got it.” She took his face in her hands and her voice softened. “I understand. Our sons are yours to teach on the boat.” She kissed him and turned away lightly. “But don’t forget your daughter.”

  He relaxed, started to joke that Dawn could remain her mom’s project, thought better of it.

  “Now,” continued Jody, businesslike, “that leaves breaking me in to skipper this boat for Adele.”

  “Hold on, I haven’t—”

  “Terry’s already taken me down to the engine room and shown me—”

  “Terry did that?”

  “Terry even said he could crew with a lady skipper if it was me.”

  “Terry said that?”

  “Don’t worry, I wrung it out of him. Now, I know my way around boats but I’m rusty. And I’ve never taken command; there’s always been you or somebody else in charge. One thing—I need to understand the skiff part of seining better. Come to think of it, I really ought to go out with Seth instead of Ham since Seth’s the expert deck man.”

  “Like to see you wring him.”

  “Then, of course—especially—I’ll need to spend time with you in the wheelhouse. But do you think Ham would come crew for me? Just for the rest of the summer, of course. It is the boat he knows since he worked for Jones. And I know you took him on out of kindness, extra man you don’t need.”

  She won’t be home to cook my meals, he thought. And what will the guys say all along the docks? He faced her, trim and determined, and saw the Jody he’d chased and married nine years ago. Be honest: he’d urged and pursued her. She had often refused because she didn’t want to be tied down, the independent woman who crewed on boats as she chose and didn’t want kids. Now she’d raised him three wonderful children, done it with love and care. “Well, hon . . . Jody. I guess we’d better work it out.” He started to consider. Ham could go if he was willing—he was extra for the moment. But she needed somebody more alert than Ham to look out for her. What if he spared Terry for the rest of the summer? If Terry agreed, of course. Decent man with good judgment; he’d see she came to no harm. That would ensure that the engine didn’t die under some greenhorn and drift them onto rocks. “Poor guys in your crew, if you could ever slap one together.”

  “There’s always kids on the dock. They’ll know beforehand who’s skipper. And, incidentally, who says I won’t hire women?”

  Suddenly Hank was ready to laugh. “Poor Jones. He dies, and less than three weeks later the bitches—uh-oh, the witches—take over his boat.” He held out his arms. “You’re the witch for me.”

  “The bitch, too. Don’t kid yourself.” They hugged.

  Her shoulders felt so slight beneath the heavy wool shirt! Impulsively, he shifted his good arm to her waist and started to dance. Instead of resisting she laid her head against his shoulder. They swayed.

  “Hey, Boss,” called Terry as he appeared up the ladder; then, “Whoa, sorry!” as he saw them. “Bet you haven’t seen that Fish and Game boat heading to our stern.” He kept a straight face but his eyes were merry. “Want me to dig up a jukebox?”

  Hank released his wife, smiling. “Routine Fish and Game stuff. They’ll just check our papers. Offer coffee; I’ll be down. Stop staring, guy, scoot!” Terry gave a mock salute and started off. “Oh,” Hank called after. “Might as well get out your licenses. Assume you brought ’em—deep shit if you didn’t.” As Terry’s head disappeared, Jody gasped and cupped a hand over her mouth. Hank studied her. “Oh boy. You don’t have a license, do you?”

  “No.”

  Hank bounded down the ladder. The men were already around their bunks rummaging through seabags for papers. “Hear this! Jody’s along only as a passenger. She hasn’t handled gear, she’s not fishing. No license. Got it?”

  “Might have known,” said Seth.

  Mo and Ham exchanged puzzled glances, then understood. “Don’t worry, Boss,” soothed Mo, and Ham echoed with, “Sure, Boss, sure, we got it.” Mo continued elaborately, caught up in the situation. “Your lady, Boss, she’s just come along for the ride, that’s exactly—we’ll be cool about it. Whoever saw a lady like that work a plunger, huh? But can we say she makes coffee and stuff like that?”

  Hank looked around for Terry as he muttered, “Coffee, does dishes, sure, sure, if anybody asks.” Suddenly their enthusiasm warned him. “No. Don’t say anything. Let Seth and me do the talking. Understand?”

  He hurried astern, where Terry had just caught a line from the Fish and Game’s rubber dinghy, and clapped Terry on the shoulder. “Jody’s got no license,” he whispered. “We say she’s just along as a passenger. Understand?”

  Terry squinted and frowned. Had he heard the words clearly? Hank wondered. Too late to repeat as the dinghy brushed alongside and two officers in khaki shirts with green insignia jumped aboard. Hank knew them. They all shook hands.

  As Hank predicted, the inspection was a routine perusal of the boat’s papers and fishing licenses, along with a look at the fish in their hold. Jody sauntered to deck smiling, and stretched as if she’d just come from bed. She had found some clean clothes not stained from fishing. “Heey-y, Jody,” said one of the officers. “Life of leisure, eh?”

  “Never slept so much in my life, Charlie. How’s Edna?”

  “There’s a rumor back in town. We thought maybe you were already skipper here and telling Hank what to do.”

  “Got that one wrong,” muttered Seth.

  “You know about rumors, Charlie,” said Jody easily, flashing her smile.

  “Comes of a widow gotten kind of confused, eh? Suddenly gets crazy ideas. Poor old Adele, she needs time. Jones Henry wasn’t that easy to live with, I hear. Best thing, she’ll sell the boat.”

  Jody stretched like a cat. “Wouldn’t be surprised at anything. But better not call Adele old to her face.”

  “Commit suicide? Not me.” Officer Charlie drew Hank aside from the others. “I’m not asking unless she’s got one, but does your good lady have a license?”

  “Nope.”

  “Urge you call somebody in town, run ’em to Fish and Game and get her one fast. Anybody out here with binoculars knows Jody’s working nets alongside your guys. I’ll talk to the clerk by radio. With a guy, even you, I’d have to write a citation, but with a woman—”

  “Appreciate that. Will do.”

  The officers left with a wave, and: “Jody, enjoy your sleep.” They straightened back to official staunchness as soon as their dinghy headed for other inspections.

  “I’ll be damned,” declared Jody. “They didn’t even consider if I handled gear or had a license.”

  Hank shrugged in sympathy.

  “Guess that settles it,” said Seth, pleasant for once. “Your wife takes it easy till we get back to shore.”
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  With the urgent radio call to buy Jody’s license, Adele Henry, back in Kodiak, learned that Jody had decided to take up her invitation. “Oh, Jody, I can’t believe it!” she exclaimed. “No—yes I can, yes I can! Poor Daddy, what he’d have thought, poor man. I’ll just have to get over that. Now. Wait. Let me get something to write with. I’m excited as a baby.”

  So it happened. Mrs. Judith Sedwick Crawford would take command of the fifty-eight-foot limit seiner Adele H to fish salmon around Kodiak Island for the rest of the summer. To see it through safely, Hank recruited half of his own deck—Terry and Ham—to crew for her. When the word spread in town it amused some, wives and husbands both, but appalled others.

  The once-unthinkable to Hank became his concentrated project for the next several days: to hone his deckwise wife to the mysteries of spotting and capturing humpie salmon from the viewpoint of the wheelhouse. He took on the job in orderly military fashion, as befitted even a one-hitch naval officer with a year of Vietnam service. She paid attention soberly, although sometimes the enormity of the new venture troubled her enough to escape into lighter talk than he thought appropriate.

  Seth O’Malley, age thirty-two, Hank’s second and his fishing companion for more than a decade, watched glumly. Despite coming from southern California where anything went (and where he’d spent a restless year as a freshman at UCal Berkeley), he’d acquired an opposite outlook in Alaska. For him, the whole process of letting a woman run a boat undermined a man’s position in town. (Unless she failed.) If he was ever dumb enough to marry, Seth told himself, it wouldn’t be to a woman who jerked him around like that. His woman would keep house, raise kids, and come no closer to the boat than to wave good-bye. Jones Henry had that one right. Maybe the old pisser was right in a lot more ways than anybody ever gave him credit for. Seth’s face, in the old days puplike—as had once been his nature—behind a shaggy beard, was now shaved and square, weathered brown around eyes known for their glare. Given his height and shoulder breadth and his deep voice, he had become a presence, and knew it. His nature in the process had grown brusque, or, as he saw it, responsible. “When you know firsthand like I do the tricks the ocean can play,” he’d say gravely if twitted, “you don’t laugh at nothing about catching fish.” Thus, he seldom joked, never felt like joking in light of how the world banged you down if you let it.

  Big Mo Wheeler, age twenty-seven, Seth’s shadow for years since Seth as deck boss had trained him, felt obliged to echo Seth’s disapproval when the two talked—or rather, when Seth sounded off in private. But Mo’s loyalty to Hank as boss, held in awe, kept him ready to cooperate. Mo was not, in any case, a man of independent opinion. He worked hard and well, and had mastered all fishing-boat skills that required practical reflexes. He did as he was told with consistent good humor—glad enough not to still be on that Iowa farm and expected to go to Methodist this and Methodist that after long days of work—happy to be on a high-line boat under one of the best captains around, and therefore, a man respected on the Kodiak docks.

  Ham Davis, also twenty-seven, was Mo’s buddy and carbon copy in both build and obliging temperament. He, too, had escaped from the fields, although he remembered his Idaho farmboy days with greater warmth than Mo. Now they even had girlfriends ashore who looked alike. But Ham came to the crew with different loyalties than Mo. Circumstance had shunted him from crew to crew. Originally, he had been Tolly Smith’s man aboard the Star Wars, but that meant nothing when the king crab stocks collapsed in 1981 and Tolly lost his boat to the bank. Hank, Tolly’s old friend, had persuaded Jones Henry to take Ham aboard. Now, after the way it had all happened like a nightmare, Ham would revere the memory of Captain Jones forever; would choke with tears whenever he remembered that Captain Jones might still be alive—still bossing him sharply, which would have been fine, fine—but for the disaster, when he’d forgotten his survival suit and Captain Jones made him take his own, leading to Captain’s freezing to death in the water. Never forget it. If Captain Hank’s wife was going to run the boat for Captain Jones’s poor widow, and they wanted him aboard, that’s all there was to it, no matter that he’d rather work under Boss in a crew with Mo. It might even be his rightful punishment. The main thing: He hoped guys ashore wouldn’t make fun of him for having a lady skipper. Fights were a lot of trouble and sometimes hurt your knuckles.

  Terry Bricks, twenty-five, from Oregon, watched it all as lightly as a grasshopper on a weed. However this wind blew would be all right. He owed nothing to Jones Henry’s memory but a chuckle over how things were turning out with Jody and all, Captain Jones being such a lady-hater—at least on the boats. That Jody was something, holding out like she did. Boss had his hands full with such a lady, but he was plenty lucky. If he himself had been so lucky, he wouldn’t now be divorced and lonely each time they came to port. At least he’d finished with saying yes to a woman who’d complained right after the wedding that his clothes smelled fishy, and started in on him right away to be some gas pumper or shoe salesman ashore so he’d be home nights. When Boss himself asked if he’d crew for Jody and make sure the engine stayed running, it was easy to say sure and mean it. Jody wasn’t like some ordinary broad anyhow. Maybe you’d never agree to call her Boss, but the way she looked you in the eye, you knew she could take charge. And for once he’d be with somebody as short as he was—maybe not when on deck with big Ham and all, but in the wheelhouse and around. He and Ham together, they’d protect Boss’s lady and make sure she did all right.

  One evening Hank pulled them into the Uganik cannery and delivered pierside to give Jody docking experience. He accompanied her from frame building to building along the boardwalks, suddenly nostalgic. Unlike the dozen canneries in Kodiak town itself, seasonal canneries in remote places like Uganik Bay on Kodiak Island were self-sufficient villages, and Hank enjoyed them as such. Little but the paint had changed since his greenhorn days here stapling boxes and forking fish from hopper to slime line. In the long warehouselike processing station, it could have been the same Filipino men as two decades ago who stood shoulder to shoulder in long green oilskin coats. They lined the conveyor belt leading from the iron chink that lopped fish heads and tails. Their same lined faces—or duplicates of a next generation—stayed frozen in the same scowls while their hands, with factory regularity, cut fish carcasses or hosed and scraped them. “Just think of it,” he muttered. “Thousands and thousands of humpies through their hands, their lifetime summer after summer.”

  “So?” Jody shrugged. “Then they can pay their bills and be home with their kids winter after winter.”

  Farther on, clattering machinery stamped cans into shape and pushed them along overhead racks to belts where chattering native women filled the cans with fish. Odors in the warehouse building progressed from brassy slime to heavy fish steam down by the retorts that cooked the sealed cans. Nothing had changed. Hank started to explain the operation.

  “You don’t think I’ve worked in a salmon cannery?” said Jody dryly. “Just not this one where you say you came of age.”

  “Every smell takes me back,” said Hank, unabashed.

  “You can play wistful, but you wouldn’t want to be back here any more than I would.”

  “But. . . we were so free.”

  “Speak for yourself. No foreman ever tried to paw you.”

  Across the ramp leading to the piers, another building housed a newer operation to freeze the fish. Along these belts stood kids of a college brightness. They giggled and kidded above a blast of rock music while their hands, in heavy rubber gloves, scraped the usual fish guts and blood. The girls wore kerchiefs and the men white paper caps, but they all looked fresh from the campus.

  Just how I started, thought Hank. Summer adventure from Johns Hopkins U with never a thought of staying. Then Jones Henry took me on his boat. The cycle of years with Jones, first as mentor, then partner, then rival and antagonist, made his throat tighten. He needed to turn away.

  “The girls may be dressed for sloppy work,” observed Jody, “but most have sneaked a little lipstick, I see. Just like we did.” With hands on hips, she added, “As for the boys, not a bad crop of young studs there, beneath those oilskins. The lipstick might just pay off.”

  Hank disliked remembering that part of Jody’s life before she took him seriously. But okay, he’d play her game. “Yup. I remember once putting on a slimy wetsuit to dive beneath floating offal and free some clogged scupper. Volunteered in fact, to impress some sweet little—successfully impressed, I might add.” She merely raised an eyebrow. He should have kept quiet. “Oh man, we were young!” he added quickly.

  “Speak for yourself.”

  They separated. Jody went to the little cannery store for toothpaste and for work clothes to replace the borrowings she had been wearing. As Hank headed to the machine shop to grind down a winch guard that chafed, he continued to enjoy memories. Some of the steamy odors might have been miserable throughout those fourteen-hour days sliming fish, but now they evoked younger times. On the boardwalk, a short Japanese in a hurry nearly bumped him as they passed. The man’s crisp brown cap and shirt each bore a round Japanese insignia. That had changed! How freely they’d once talked of distant Japs who “raped the resource.” Now, he was in their debt (although friendly enough), and on automatic to not even think the word Jap.

  In the machine shop they loaned him goggles to use the grinder. He had finished and turned off the machine when a voice behind him growled, “Surprised she’s not doing that for you.”

  Hank turned to face Gus Rosvic of the Hinda Bee. He braced for a showdown. “Hello, Gus. You have a problem?”

  “Only with the memory of poor Jones Henry.” Up close the man’s lined face didn’t seem hard, only troubled. What showed of his hair beneath the worn cap was more gray than brown, and turned white at the shaggy sideburns. Rumor had it he’d passed seventy. A slight bend of shoulders didn’t keep him from standing erect.

  Hank eased. “I loved him too, Gus. But he’s dead. I’ve got other things to consider.” A burst of metal hammering drowned Gus’s reply. Hank motioned him outside, using the time to choose his words. “I respect you, sir. But sometimes old ways don’t work in new times. I’m sorry.”

  “I heard it at Jones’s funeral, all the talk. How you tried to save him. Good for you. And I see that shoulder’s still in a cast.” Gus looked up at him with clear eyes surrounded by wrinkles.”But son—let a woman on poor Jones’s boat, and now they say she’s going to run it? That ain’t right.”

  Hank had no answer since nothing was going to alter. “I’ll do this. I’ll see that Jody keeps Jones’s boat away from yours as much as possible. Two of my best guys are with her. They’ll keep her out of your hair.”

  “However you do, it ain’t right. And I think you know it.” Gus started away, then turned back. “And son, I know it ain’t my business. But all this going to Japan that Jones told me you do. You’re too young for Pearl Harbor, that’s the trouble. Or you’d never have anything to do with those little yellow killers. You ain’t in their pocket now, are you?”

  “Take it easy, Gus.” Hank left him quickly.

  He headed toward the mess hall where the crew was to meet for an off-the-boat lunch that he’d arranged at the cannery office. Just put Japan out of mind today, he told himself. Time soon enough to face it. He looked around him. So little had changed—same net lockers, dorms, laundry shack—except in himself. Near the mess hall a circle had gathered. Seth’s unmistakable voice roared, “Break it up!” Hank hurried over.

  Inside the circle Ham and the Hinda Bee’s crewman, Buddy, glared at each other, fists clenched, blood on each of their faces. Seth stood between them, glaring around. “Nothing here for you,” he barked at a knot of curious cannery workers. “Go back to cuttin’ up our fish or whatever you do.” His tone backed them off: pale kids in floppy landsman boots with heads in paper caps and kerchiefs. Seth gripped Ham and Bud by their shirts and pulled them one on each side toward the back of the building. They followed docilely under his authority, trailed by fellow crewmen of both boats. Seth appeared enough in charge that Hank felt no need to intervene.

  “You want to fight, now you got it,” Seth continued. “But you take on all of us.” His glance included Mo and Terry, who stepped forward gravely, while the men of the Hinda Bee nodded in turn. “Me, I’d rather save my hands for the nets, and settle it next winter in Kodiak.”

  Zack of the Hinda spoke up. “First time somebody’s made sense.”

  “Okay,” said Ham. “But Seth, you tell ’em to stop mouthin’ off like that.”

  “We’ll fuckin’ do it like we please,” said Bud. He was not as big as Ham, but probably just as strong. “Our skipper says it’s only days or even hours before she screws up, and we’re making it interesting is all.”

  Terry sauntered up. Although he was shorter than the others, they knew him enough to listen. He held up two twenty-dollar bills. “It’s all I got here in my pocket, but call each one of these things witch’s dough, each a hundred bucks. It says that, starting today through the rest of this opening—since both our boats are empty now, we can count from zero—we highline you guys out of the water. Out of your pants! End of opening, we check it out fair from our delivery tickets. You takin’ me on, or are you scared a lady’s going to beat you?”

  “You’re on. Fuckin’ right, you’re on,” declared Zack, picking through his pockets. “Got bucks here somewhere says kiss your two hundred good-bye.”

  Terry held out his hand. “Then shake on it, and I don’t need to see your money.” Their hands met, and pumped in decisive jerks.

  “You and me started this, Bud.” said Ham. Another two hundred for me if you got the guts. I don’t have it here but I’m good for it.”

  “You got it!” They shook. Each began to squeeze the other’s hand. Neither let go. Their mouths tightened and their solemn looks fixed into glares.

  After a minute Terry stepped in lightly. “At three both you apes let go, ‘cause it’s a draw. Understand?” Each nodded, their glares still rigid. “One. Two. Three!” He slapped the gripped hands and they parted. Both seemed relieved.

  Hank saw Jody coming down the boardwalk. She walked purposefully but with a lilt. “I’ve been having a good time,” she announced happily. “You’ll never guess who I saw.”

  A sudden hand tousled Hank’s hair with the force of a wire brush. The man wore a gold earring and coveralls. Merry eyes peered beneath a shag of graying hair tied in a ponytail. It was Tolly Smith.

  Hank gave a yell and pounded his back. “I left you in Seattle more than a year ago, you sweet fucker. Hair cut like a convict, ass tied to a lathe or something. They finally run you out?”

  “Couldn’t stand it, couldn’t stand it. Jody! Hug me again, baby, whether the old man sees it or not!” She threw her arms around him with a laugh. He lifted her by the waist and spun her. “Oh man, you’re just my people. Down at Seattle terminal every day with my tail drug near off, every day I’d look through the shop window and see my old boat gone back to the bank, lyin’ dead like she was saying, ‘You asshole, you deserted me.’ You were so ahead of it, man, gearing your new engine for more than crabbing when I built cheap.”

  “Yeah, well . . . hard to predict.”

  “Not all bad for me, though,” Tolly continued. “Jennie and I got married, you know. Tired of living in sin like the good old days and yah yah. Never would’ve happened if I hadn’t sobered up from losing my boat. And Jennie’s part Alaska, too.” Tolly stopped and swept his arm grandly around the scene. “Oh, man. You and me bunked in that dorm on the hill, remember? And slimed fish under that tin roof down there. And made out nights right in that shed where I’m pointing, still there—remember? Yours was named Audrey; no, Elsie, right? Uh-oh; excuse me, Jody, but way, way before your time.”

  Hank turned anxious. Wrong time to be joking about his affairs, even the old ones. But Jody shrugged it off with, “Nice you boys weren’t lonesome.”

  “You wouldn’t believe! Well. So all of a sudden, last April in Seattle I bumped into Swede Scorden on the docks, and before we knew it I’d signed back here, me as assistant engineer. And Jennie runs the egg line with some little Jap yappin’ down her neck—but he’d better keep his hands off her. We’re back, man! Even if it’s not on a boat.” He became serious. “You don’t know any boat needs a skipper? Our contracts with the cannery end next month. Neither of us wants to go back to Seattle.”

  “We’ll keep an eye out,” Hank assured. A truck beeped behind them without warning. He dodged, jarred his shoulder in the cast, and gasped at a shaft of pain. Jody began to knead around the cast.

  Tolly patted the cast. “Don’t think everybody hasn’t heard what happened in Bristol Bay. They say you risked your skin to save Jones Henry.”

  “Not now. Some other time.”

  “Understood. Understood. But what’s this they say about you and the Japs, man? They say you’re now their big—”

  “Save that too.”

  Tolly sighed. “Wouldn’t mind the Japs come to me like that. But hey!” He grabbed their arms. “You’ve got to say hi to Jennie. Then chow tonight. Cook’ll find us steaks; he’s my buddy since I fixed his big fan. We’ll party like old times, never mind that everybody’s workin’ double shifts to keep up—we’ve got a big occasion here.”

  Hank suddenly wanted to get away. “Party some other time. But let’s see Jennie, sure.”

  They had started toward the roe shed when somebody shouted for Tolly because the iron chink was clogged. “Stay for chow at least,” Tolly called back on the run.

  “We’re fishing and headed back out. Soon. Soon!”

  After lunch Hank hurried with Jody back to the boat, relieved that her “Elsie, eh?” was only amused. Nostalgia had stopped overwhelming him. Had she forgotten what he’d done in Japan last spring? At least forgiven.

  Back on the boat, Jody’s shakedown continued.

  The opening lasted more than a week and they fished all of it. Since they had come from Kodiak merely to scatter Jones Henry’s ashes, no one had packed chow for more than overnight. The cannery had steaks enough for workers but only basic food to sell to boats. Seth hung strips of salmon to dry, and the leathery odor joined the odors of fresh fish and engines. Mo alternated salmon boiled in seawater with salmon fried in bacon grease until Ham and Terry groaned. The previous crew on Jones’s boat had left cans of baked beans and tuna, which helped, while the tender to which they delivered sold them coffee, bread, cheese, macaroni, and onions. The men yearned for meat.

  “This chow seems good enough to me,” declared Jody with hands on hips. “What more do you need to stay fishing?”

  Hank glanced at the anxious faces of her two designated crewmen and laughed. “Maybe salt beef and hardtack’s the great tradition, but not when you’re close to town and making money. When you’re skipper you’d better keep Terry and Ham happier than that. And whoever else you pick up.”

  “Meat and fresh stuff,” said Terry confidently when asked what should be ordered. “Green stuff and, like, carrots and apples. Oh. Don’t forget peanut butter. And candy bars, things with nuts. But mainly steak.”

  From Ham: “Just give me meat. And ice cream. And bug juice? Raspberry bug juice is best. Best in ice cream’s chocolate fudge. Meat, well. . . you know . . .” He grinned, unsure how far he could go. “Prime rib?”

  There were also deck and engine supplies. Adele Henry, in Kodiak, copied the list by radio, with only an occasional gasp at its extent. “You’d think the boat was left untended for years instead of a few weeks since Daddy left for Bristol Bay. However! Shackles? Does Sutliff’s have them?” Hank advised her on stores and establishing credit, and offered himself as reference in case there was a question. “You mean poor Daddy’s name isn’t enough after all these years?” Before Hank could answer diplomatically, she continued, “My God, I’m busier than when Daddy was alive! But don’t worry, the children are fine. Dawn makes friends everywhere and Henny tags along like a little man. Pete’s my baby, he still keeps me company. Now Jody? Are you there? Jody, listen to me. Don’t let those men get so full of themselves that—wait. Somebody’s banging on the door with no consideration. I’m coming! Oh. It’s one of Dawn’s little friends. What was I saying? Never mind. Jody, you take care, and remember— Pete! That’s not clean, honey. I’m going. Yes, of course I’ve got the list. Good-bye.”

  “Are we putting too much on her?” Hank wondered. “She’s only a . . .” he checked himself.

  “A poor widow? You wait.”

  Hank, in teaching Jody, found his wisdom challenged. “Why do you always work nets to starboard?” she demanded. “Why not be flexible?”

  “Everybody does it that way.”

  “That’s a big man’s answer.”

  Hank remained patient. “The gear and controls are set that way, by the starboard rail. Look, you wanted to learn. I’m telling you how everybody sets their seines. If you want to do it backward, go ahead—find out the hard way.”

  “Find out what? That another way might work better?”

  “Look! These things have been worked out with experience.”

  He said it with such exasperation that she patted his cheek. “You’re so serious, it’s fun to tease you.” A splash and they both turned to watch a choppy stretch of water. A minute later a fish leapt dark against the light.

  “Now, Captain,” said Hank, back to business, “that a humpie or a chum?”

  “Straight up and then down in the same place? That’s a humpie. Straight out of the water and down again.”

  “Good. How would you tell a chum? Remember, he’s worth more than a humpie.”

  “Bigger. Jumps not as high. Wiggles his tail, that’s important. And maybe he’ll just fin instead of jump.”

  “You could have a humpie finner too.”

  “Well then, I’ll just set on either and catch ’em all.”

  In the wheelhouse, with voices crackling on separate frequencies left open, Hank checked her out on radios. “The CB there monitors boats close by, the ones fishing around us.”

  “I know that, Hank.”

  “Anyhow—then the VHF over there covers us within about thirty miles. We keep that on emergency frequency at all times. Then the single sideband, that’s for farther away—for weather reports, all that. We did sideband in Puale Bay when Adele stood by as your matron of honor over radio from Kodiak, remember? But we had CB for Jones Henry’s boat alongside us. On that good day.” The memory sent his arm around her, of riding out a storm while Jones as captain read the ceremony that married them. His hands started to move further.

  She kissed his cheek but gently pushed him away. “We’re working, mister.” She unrolled a chart of the bay. “Get to your schoolmarm pitch on this if you have to. But I’ve read charts before, you know.”

  “Well. Yes. Always check first to see if soundings are in feet or fathoms. You know a fathom’s six feet?” Her look told him she knew. He drew a breath, annoyed at her self-assurance. “Each degree of latitude on the chart divides into sixty minutes, each minute a mile—a nautical mile, longer than a land mile—but never mind that.”

  She took up calipers to show that she knew, and began to measure spaces along the bottom of the chart.

  “No. He stayed patient while glad he’d found her mistake. “You measure that along the sides.”

  “Oh. Yes.” She worked correctly, and announced Uganik Bay to be five miles wide and about fifteen miles into the arms.

  He had started to explain magnetic deviation when a voice on the CB radio said, “Boats fishing South Arm or East Arm, this is Sleepthief Two off Mink Point. Little engine problem here. We think it’s a faulty fuel injector if anybody’s got a standard Jimmy-engine spare.”

  “Yo, Terry,” Hank called. “Check if Jones kept an extra.”

  Jody frowned. “What if we need one ourselves? That’s why we’d carry it.” Hank brushed her off.

  Other voices on the CB began to give advice in case the trouble was something different. By the time Terry called up with the part and Hank started to offer it, two other boats had logged in and the Lady West was en route to deliver one.

  Jody laughed. “Wasn’t it the skippers of Lady West and Sleepthief who had that fight in Tony’s last spring and landed in jail? Something about their wives?”

  “That’s different. You’d better learn the difference.”

  Jody alternated wheelhouse observation with crew jobs, even those a skipper traditionally did not perform. Terry showed her how to troubleshoot in the noisy engine room, to check RPM’s, battery water, and oil and water temperatures, while assuring her he’d do it all. But, methodically, she wanted to know what to expect. When it came time to pitch fish at delivery, she pulled on oversized hip boots left by a previous crewman and climbed into the hold with the others while Mo fixed dinner.

  The sight made Seth snort. “Hey,” said Hank diplomatically, “Why don’t you stay topside and check scale on the tender? Three in the hold’s enough.”

  Seth continued to descend the ladder. “Without me it’d be more like two and a half today.”

  To Jody in the hold, the brassy smell of salmon dead no more than a day evoked memories of independent bachelor days when she had worked on boats, usually as cook in the galley, never called on to pitch fish except in an emergency. Not a bad smell down here, she decided. Terry quickly made a joke of how he and Jody were so short they sometimes got too buried in fish to move anything but arms. Cold fish carcasses soon chilled her legs through the boots. Indeed, in the low space where they needed to crouch, the rigid, slimy fish held her fast. When the loaded brailer rose over their heads bulging with a few hundred pounds of fish, it was hard work to back under the deck boards and avoid the dripping slime.

  After they had pitched some thousand fish into the brailer for loads that Hank lowered and raised from the controls above them (which earlier she herself had handled beside him), she could move more freely. She found sorting by type of salmon easy since the smallest, the humpies, dominated the catch. Only occasional chums had appeared in the seine, and they were larger, to be set aside for separate delivery. Her hands soon worked automatically, and her main concern was to keep up with the others.

  Each person, counting silently, was to throw fifty fish into the brailer to make a load whose weight could be approximated. Her hands gripped slippery tails, but often fish slipped free of her slickened gloves to bounce short of the brailer rim and back into the pile. The air of the hold, at first frosty enough to show their breaths, soon turned steamy. Sweat trickled into her eyes; she had nothing not fishy to wipe them with. Try as she would, Seth, Terry, and Ham reached their fifty fish before she had tossed thirty—Seth at a deliberate pace, the other two competing. Seth waited with hands on hips, but Terry would say gaily, “Ten each more, Ham, race you buddy,” to catch her up.

  Seth, standing opposite her, broke his pace and leaned into the brailer to pull out a fish she had thrown in.

  “Baby chum?” asked Jody.

  “Early coho. You better learn those things.” Without further explanation, he intercepted others.

  When they had climbed from the hold and hosed down, Terry drew her aside. He had laid out three salmon on a board. “Now, here you got a humpie—people also call it a pink—about a two-pounder. It’s the littlest salmon, and he’s got that sort of a hump on his back, which is why we call him humpie, so he’s easy to tell, mostly. The middle one’s a chum—also call him a dog salmon, four- or five-pounder. It’s easy to sort when there’s only those two kinds. But. . .”

  Terry paused for emphasis, then held up the fish on the end. “This here’s a silver, also call him coho; maybe this one’s only three pounds, which is why you confused it with a hump, but they get a lot bigger. Look at their tails first. Humpie tails is spotted and the others have stripes. Chum’s stripes are milkylike, cohos more clear. See? And chum has a thinner tail. Now, we don’t get silvers generally for another month, but that’s nothin’ to count on, like Seth showed, and silvers bring a better price than chums, which of course are worth more than humpies, so you want to keep them sorted. Now, see the chum—he’s got no spots up here on his body. A silver now, he’s got these little spots, see? Whereas a humpie has bigger ones even though he’s a littler fish. And a thicker tail.” He looked at her earnestly. “It’s easy once you get to know it. Couple of years since I’ve salmon fished. But once you get it. . .”

  Jody nodded with tightened mouth. Did I ever know all this? she wondered. Suddenly she lost confidence. What am I trying to do? she thought.

  “Later, in September,” Terry continued, “maybe you’ll see a king or two, people also call them chinooks. Best way to remember, they’re usually bigger than the others and they got black inside their mouths. Now reds, sockeyes, the fifth kind of salmon—you know them from Bristol Bay, little reddish inside the gills sometimes? Silvery tail stripes? Stuff like that? Sockeye runs hit Kodiak Island on the Shelikof side—but they’re over for the year. Anyhow, skippers don’t have to sort. You see how Boss just runs the brailer? Don’t worry, Ham and me are good at sorting. All you got to remember when you’re skipper is, that each kind of salmon brings a different price. Silvers bring higher than chums and chums is higher than humps.”

  “Thank you, Terry.”

  “Sure. Me and Ham, we’ll see you through. Don’t you worry.”

  Worry she did. Memory of days spent carefree on boats had deceived her. She’d steered boats and felt their reaction against currents, but with somebody else in ultimate charge to help or take over. And every boat had a different feel. What if somebody fell overboard in rough water where it was hard to maneuver? Steering in open water was easy—but what of docking with everybody watching to see if she’d bang the pier just like a woman? Radio bands: which for calling ashore and which for the Coast Guard if trouble hit? The life raft tied over the cabin—did anybody know how it worked? The fish ticket the tender gave after delivery—what if they’d cheated on weights when she wasn’t looking? My God, she should be home making sure her children didn’t come to harm! Not too late to call it off. Make it a joke. They’d kid, everybody would, then all would be forgotten. Adele might be disappointed, but then she’d just sell the boat, take the money, and go on back to San Diego or whatever. Or find a man to run the boat.

  While she worried, Jody continued to press and make herself learn. She compiled lists of questions, more than she wanted to admit she needed to know. She asked Terry some of the questions first, casually in other forms since he needed little prompting, so that Hank wouldn’t realize the extent of her ignorance. Questions even of Mo and Ham. As for Seth . . . he belonged to Hank and would soon be off the boat. Her boat. She smiled. Then the big sour grumbler would need her permission to come aboard.

  Hank, once committed, watched his men to make sure they did right by his wife. Asking Terry and Ham to crew for her had been easier than expected, so easy that he jealously wondered for a moment. But, as Terry said without being asked, “She’s our family too, Boss. Don’t you worry.” It wasn’t going to be easy for two strutting men to crew for a woman. He knew they’d be teased ashore, even tormented. Nice guys.

  As for Seth, deck boss and relief skipper of the Jody Dawn, his biggest problem beyond resistance to any new idea was losing his best deck man, Terry. Loss of the newcomer Ham mattered less but was still an annoyance. Hank soon realized that “consulting” Seth had been only pro forma since Terry had already said yes. Wrong strategy, Hank concluded, except that negative Seth might have changed Terry’s mind, while Jody needed a good engine man above all else for safety. Seth was becoming as scratchy as Jones Henry at only half Jones’s age, and his temper blew increasingly. On deck he couldn’t be bettered for knowledge and reflexes. Their careers had run together for too many years to consider parting. He’d saved Seth’s life at least once, and Seth probably his by solving problems before they became emergencies. But what of Seth’s reaction two weeks ago, when Hank stepped into the life raft to rescue Jones and Seth, trying to stop him, had cried: “You’re all I got!” It troubled Hank whenever he remembered. Seth’s dependency had become a burden.

  Hank watched Jody take hold with reluctant admiration. Part of him kept hoping that she’d give it a try for a few days, then change her mind, and they’d conclude the thing as casually as it began. She had their children to raise! And once she hired crew it would be all the harder to back out. But he didn’t want to see her fail. In the wheelhouse, after two days, he let her scout and decide where to set with only an occasional comment. She took the controls, maneuvered, and directed the sets with driving energy. Hank watched with a mixture of concern, even irritation, but also pride and love as she ran from wheelhouse to deck shouting, sometimes laughing, the ponytail tucked inside her shirt to avoid machinery tangle, a baseball cap squared on her head, all business. (And all business at night after he’d followed behind for hours, his wife too keyed up and too weary for more than a good-night peck on the cheek.)

  Her instincts were good, while her alert mind absorbed facts that she needed to cram. She became confident. Too confident, he felt. “Wrong water here,” he observed once. “You ought to be closer to shore, especially with the tide going out.”

  “This still looks good to me,” she declared, and shouted Ho! astern for the skiff to go. It turned out to be the best haul of the day. All but he and Seth exclaimed and congratulated. Her bounce and grin didn’t help. During the next set Hank saw clearly that the net was going to encircle short of the fish, but said nothing. An hour’s tow brought in three fish. He shrugged and felt justified, but also ashamed.

  By now Ham occupied the skiff full-time since he would be Jody’s skiff man, with Mo and Terry alternating second position. Jody rode as his second once or twice daily, working the plunger, then leaping back to the main deck after the seine had encircled the catch. Seth watched her restlessly. One day as they readied a new set, he entered the skiff. “This trip’s mine,” he told Ham. “Go back on deck.” Ham, used to obeying, obeyed.

  Jody had already taken position. Seth appeared to ignored her. Terry hit the release hook and the skiff pulled free of the boat dragging out the seine. “What you want,” Seth began impersonally, his gaze straight ahead, “is to fix in your mind the way the fish act.” Step by step he instructed, gradually warming. While he accepted command signals from Hank on the bridge, he maneuvered on his own and explained each move, then explained why Hank had given the signal from the boat’s viewpoint. “You got to leave some initiative to your skiff man if he knows what he’s doing. But with Ham, you got to take charge more than with me. See that tide rip? Worth going a little wider to suck in what may be riding it. Now you plunge—not there, out as far as you can while I’m trying to pull toward ’em. Hit it! Think of herding cows—maybe there’s one going to get away if you don’t scare him back. Plunge!”

  Jody plunged, and listened, and strove to absorb. Her ignorance was increasing! When Ham ran the skiff they had followed Hank’s signals from the boat. This was different—a fisherman’s mind at work creatively.

  Seth became impersonal again. When the set was completed and they returned to the boat, she thanked him. “You got it,” he said abruptly, and started off. Then he stopped and faced her. “Everything you do, it’s got ways to do it. Not just skiff. All kinds of stuff you can’t learn in two days.”

  “I hear you.” It increased her unease.

  Fish and Game extended the opening day by day into the second week. By now Hank had moved into the skipper’s cabin with Jody. One morning Jody rose unrested from the narrow bunk below Hank’s. She had lain awake in the dark trying to picture the flow of hydraulic lines from Terry’s sketches. Suddenly the steady hum of the generator had changed. What’s wrong? If wrong, what to do? The hum returned. So much not understood, that in the old boat days others had simply handled while she thought she knew it all. Not ready. July had passed to August and the days were peeling off. Soon they’d be back in town, Hank and his men to return to their own boat and then he to Japan for his mysterious deal, she for supplies and for extra crew if she chose. Then, back to Uganik Bay or elsewhere around the island. If she chose. On her own.

  Decision: time to call it off. Announce with firm, good-natured cheer. She dressed with elbow-tight movements in the close quarters, quietly to not wake Hank. Take coffee before facing anybody.

  Hank coughed to show he was awake, but remained in his bunk. “Boat’s all yours today, captain,” he said quietly. “Get out there and fish.”

  Good. Face it. “Since you’re awake I’ve got something to admit, Hank. I’m not—”

  “Can’t hear you.” Hank rolled over and covered his head. “Wake me for lunch.”

  “It’s not working.”

  “Shut the door when you leave.”

  It was so final that she started out. Coffee first. But damn his arrogance!

  As she left, Hank declared evenly, “You’ve come this far, Jody, and you’re doing fine. Run the whole show today before you decide. I love you. Go!”

  She shivered despite his words—they blocked an easy escape, however grateful she was for them—shivered despite the heat in the galley. The place was deserted, and quiet except for the puff of the propane stove left on low during the night. She turned up the burner and readied the coffeepot, then straightened cups on the hooks, wiped the condiments in the rack, shuffled fish delivery tickets that had already been sorted and logged. Each mechanical step postponed serious thought.

  On deck she breathed the wet morning air and shivered again despite a thick hot mug of coffee she held in both hands. She felt so numb and alone! Mist rolled among the nearby boats at anchor, showing some with a full spread of nets and corks heaped on deck and skiff bobbing astern, hiding others except for a tip of mast or top half of suspended power block. Anchor lights reflected on patches of water, and dimmed or glowed through curtains of fog. The sight soothed, then suddenly panicked her. Barge into this intact society of boats and fishermen? Men who answered to the water and had adapted to its conditions while she lived ashore and raised children?

  Not yet 4 AM by the galley clock. All crews still slept except for a kid on one stern relieving himself. He noticed her, and quickly turned away although she tried to act as if she hadn’t seen him. The trouble with a woman in the fleet. The poor men needed to think before they even pissed, no matter how like a guy the woman made herself to be. There was no way around some things. Who’d want to see a woman squat on deck just to prove equality? It remained a brotherhood. If she failed, any husky teenage boy with two weeks on the plunger could echo Seth’s inevitable “Could’a told you.”

  A gust of wind swirled the mist while it jerked the boat at anchor and rattled the rigging. She enjoyed the sound, rocked comfortably with the feel. “But I damn well am part of this,” she muttered. Entered it at scrub level all those years ago, broken free from Army brathood and come to Alaska for the hell of it. Survived. “No man’s squeeze unless I chose.” She smiled. How to tell your kids that one? Worked ashore at canneries and that diner destroyed in the earthquake. Cooked chow on boats and helped on deck, salty-tongued and untouchable. “Unless I chose. I’m as much a damn part of this as any man!”

  Independence had been her pride and reputation. Now the mirror, when she used it, reflected a tamer face. The very fact that she now needed a mirror to put on lipstick or brush her hair proved the taming. In the old days such things fell in place or not. Giving in step by step. Give in on this with the Adele H, and farewell altogether to the old image of Jody.

  She’d probably loved Hank from the time they’d met. No, not when he was that drip-eared college boy nursing pennies over diner coffee while he tried to find a boat job, and she was the waitress who poured it impatiently. Only a year or so later during the cleanup after the ‘64 earthquake had she begun to feel interest despite her conscious detachment. His eyes trailing her—she might have acknowledged sooner except that her growing attraction to him might have endangered independence. It had been her own decision, finally, to crawl together into the same sleeping bag after a rough day cleaning earthquake debris, that night on Jones Henry’s boat where by then he crewed. It didn’t mean marriage. But he always returned after she’d reluctantly shaken him free. Even later when they lived together, she hadn’t meant it to be marriage.

  Then she married him in spite of it. By then enough years had passed that he skippered his own boat. She loved him deeply, and he’d forced her to admit it. Bearded, earnest Hank, grown from green kid into able and intelligent man, insistent and decent. All of it now settled years ago and three children to prove the settlement.

  Until his trick with that woman in Japan last spring. Would she have known if he hadn’t confessed? Damn right! He wasn’t a good deceiver. She’d let her hurt run its course in anger, but she’d meant it when she’d kicked him out of the house. Be true or go. She’d seen enough of mate-swapping in Kodiak, and slimy excuses from both sexes of long separation on boats. She could go alone again if need be, even with the children. But thank God he’d faced it honestly, and convinced her it had been the only time, never to happen again. In the wake of reconciliation she’d buried her resentment over his letting the Japanese take their house as security on his boat. But damn Japan! They’d had troubles before that, but never betrayal.

  A stomp, and Terry appeared yawning from the galley, unzipping his fly. He stopped when he saw her, and his hands automatically covered himself. “Oh. Hey—sorry. Didn’t know—”

  “Don’t worry, I’m turning my back.”

  “I’ll go inside or something.”

  “No need. Just don’t expect me to go in either. I’m busy looking at the water. We’re on this boat together.”

  “Well. . . here goes, but it won’t feel right.” A light splash ran its course. “I might have known you was up since coffee’s made and Mo’s still snoring. Want more coffee? I’ll bring it.”

  “I can get my own, thanks. You don’t need to treat me like a woman.”

  “You think Boss gets his own coffee if he’s studying the water?”

  She started to insist that she was no skipper yet, but instead changed the subject. “The generator. Does it sometimes skip? Last night I thought. .. ?”

  “Shifted, maybe. Nothin’ to worry ‘bout.”

  “But our engine. Does it need some kind of overhaul?”

  “Naah. Engine’s good. Good. These Jimmy engines, some young guys call ’em old-fashioned and got to have the latest Cat or Volvo, but they hold up good. Ol’ Jones Henry never let anything go bad on his boat. He was professional.”

  “Terry . . . I asked you this once before, but what do you . . . what does Ham think about working for a woman?

  If I should take over the boat?” “If? I thought you was.” A pause. “Ham’s okay with it. Don’t worry. And don’t let Seth scare you. What you don’t know is, he’s been driving Ham and me crazy with instructions about what we’d better be sure to do after he’s gone. To not fuck—not screw—not make dumb mistakes. You know?”

  “You mean Seth assumes I’m taking over?”

  “Sure. We all do.”

  A fish jumped. Another leapt from the water, wriggled its tail for the instant it remained suspended, then splashed back. “Chum jumpers,” said Jody, not bothering to ask for Terry’s confirmation. Suddenly she felt able. “Get the others up. Let’s fish!”

  “You got it!”

  As Terry hurried off, she added with a grin, “But let Hank sleep. Old bosses need their rest.”

  Terry looked at her, startled, then laughed.
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