My nane is Quincy Mieller, but since the nmerchant marines |'ve been known
al nost exclusively as Miuley. It has nothing to do with ny character, however.

Far from being obstinate or contrary, I'min fact |iberal and engaging. A nore
ent husi astic conversationalist you're not likely to find; sailors are lonely,
I mean, and hungry for conpany. If anything, | suppose—and this just because

I'"mhonest to a fault—+ err toward the overbearing, as isolation is sonething
I"ve had ny fill of.

And yes, if you detect a hit of defensiveness in my voice, you' re not far from
the mark. That so much shoul d have conme from a sinple m sunderstandi ng one

ni ght twenty years ago is so far beyond conprehension that it's actually
anusing, | think, or at |east revealing of human nature.

But | get ahead of nyself.

Never mind that you already know nmy story. That you nmore than likely grew up
withit.

To begin, then, twenty years ago | was thirty-eight, salty and fully-bearded,
recovering froma near-fatal accident which had | eft ne conval escing for
nearly fourteen nonths. During those weeks upon weeks in bed, the room
unconfortably still—+ hadn't been | andl ocked for nmore than two consecutive
nmont hs since ny twenty-second year, when | thought marriage was the cure for

| onel i ness—+ could feel ny skin growing pale and translucent, my |ips becom ng
tender without salt to rine them Because of the injuries to my throat, too,
the doctors wouldn't allow ne any tobacco; | couldn't even chew upon ny pipe.

"Il spare you the fates | wi shed upon those doctors—urses | picked up in
ports all over the world—-but, |ooking back, | see of course that they nore
than likely wanted me out of their hospital as nmuch as | wanted out nyself.

Since the ninth nmonth, | had said so little, even, that they called for a
battery of tests to gauge ny psychol ogi cal health. Though |I tried to tell them
all | needed was a view of the sea, the snell of brine, still, they poked and
prodded ny mind until | did in fact shut down. I'mnot proud of it, but, |ike
the tarpon on the deck, his side still bleeding fromthe gaff, 1'd fl opped
around as long as | could, and found that useless, so was now just staring,
waiting for this ordeal to be over.

The nurses took turns rolling ne fromside to side to mnistrate ny sores and
perform other indignities.

In ny head, though, | was sailing. On the open sea, a boat pitching beneath
me, | was beyond the reach of their needl es and swabs and catheters and small,
polite questions.

As the days passed, they cane to nmy roomless and | ess, content that ny body
woul d either heal itself in tine or that I would, one day when they weren't
| ooking, sinply stop trying.

To them | nmean, even twenty years ago | was already an antique, a throwback
to another century, another way of life.

And, if I'"'mto be honest here, yes, | did indeed stop trying, finally. But the
body breathes whether you want it to or not. The heart keeps beating. Perhaps
because it knows nore than you do—knows that, past this experience, a whole
new life will open up, and whatever infirmties persist, they can be dealt

wi th one by one.

That's all in the future, though



Ri ght then, on ny back in bed, mles fromthe shore, dose upon dose of
antibiotic and painkiller pulsing through ny veins, it was hard not to fee
sorry for myself. To let that consume ne.

It was finally a nurse by the nane of Margaret whom | woke to one day. She was
dabbi ng the wetness away fromthe corners of ny eyes, and adjusting the
various lines that went into and out of ne.

"Does it hurt?" she said, her fingertips light on ny right forearm

| closed ny eyes, made her disappear

The next tinme | woke, however, she was there again. Evidently she'd been

tal king for sone minutes, telling me about her social life, her famly, her
dreans and aspirations. | let her words flow over ne |ike water and studied
the cursive letters of her name, and watched as, in slow notion, |like picture

cards flipping one after the other, she pointed a syringe into one of the
tubes that fed ne.

How I ong this went on, | don't know. If I'd first seen her on a Wdnesday

t hough, her badge still new enough to be hand printed, then this was at |east
a Monday.

What she tal ked about the nost was a certain boy nanmed Billy, | think. How

he'd wronged her and was continuing to wong her, but she was going to show
hi m

| opened my nmouth to tell her sonething but only emitted a rusty creak, ny
voi ce broken from dis-use

She smled, pursed her lips, patted ny tender right armand asked if | wanted
to see the ocean?

Though | couldn't talk, still, she saw the answer in nmy eyes—'ve always had
expressive eyes—and, with the help of another nurse, maneuvered mny atrophied
body into a gleaning silver wheel chair, pushed nme down hall after hall, ny

heart beating intentionally for the first time in nonths, the fingers of ny
left hand gripping the brown plastic arnrest, her subdued | aughter behind ne
tittering out between her closed lips.

If | could have spoken, | was going to tell her how, if she wanted, | m ght
nane ny next ship the Margo, after her, and all the rest after that as well:
Margo 11, Margo |11, Margo IV, a fleet of Margos fanned out across the

shi pping | anes fromhere to the South Pacific.

But of course that was just talk—+'d never owned ny own ship before, and
didn't have one waiting for me when | got better

And anyway, where she was taking ne was a joke of sorts.
She finally stopped our peranbul ations in the waiting room with nmy chair
pushed up to a small aquariumw th exotic fish, and, every ten seconds, a

treasure chest that would burp air up to the surface.

| closed my eyes, woke again to Margaret's hand on a syringe, then slept and
sl ept and sl ept.

The next time | came to she was stroking the top of ny left hand and tal ki ng
about Billy again.



Evidently | was supposed to have forgotten about the waiting room about the
ocean.

| can renenber ever shoal in every port |'ve ever drawn water in, though
| shut ny eyes and shut ny ears and |l et her have ny hand. Just that.

How |l ong this cycle repeated itself, | don't know M guess would place it at
two nonths; after a while Margaret becanme a practiced-enough nurse that she
could haul me into ny chair herself, just by leveraging me with her hips and
t he brakes on ny bed, and | was a practiced-enough patient to believe that
what she was shooting into ne syringe by syringe was salt water, and that the
dreans | had were just the ocean inside, bending itself to the noon.

Instead of going to the waiting roomnow, she was wal ki ng me outside, her

voi ce drifting around ne. The air was supposed to be good for nme, | think. It
was stale, though; there was no salt init, no spray, and the horizon was
forever blocked by trees and buildings, the sky enpty of properly-w nged

bi rds.

One day, as had to happen, | suppose, Margaret asked her question again: Did
want to see the ocean?

| tried to nove ny left hand to indicate that | got this joke, yes, thank you,
how nice, but | don't think she was | ooking anyway.

Back in the roomthis tine, instead of pushing the sharp nose of the syringe
into the line that went into ny injured arm she instead enptied it an inch
into ny mattress.

"I don't want you going to sleep just yet," she said, w nking.
It nmade ny heart beat, not with fear, but, in spite of what | knew, hope.

That night—+ could tell it was night by the wi ndowshe cane back for me. Her
shift was over; she had her overcoat on over her thin cotton uniform

| opened my mouth to ask a question but she just patted ny shoul der and swung
me down into ny chair.

As you've by now of course guessed, we weren't going to the waiting room and
we weren't going to the paved wal ki ng path, but the back door, and, past that,
Margaret's | arge car.

She folded nme into the passenger seat, ny chair in the trunk

"Wher—=2" | tried to get out, but she guided ny hand back down to ny |ap, eased
her car down the slope of the parking lot.

Across the road there were sirens, and, wal king through a pool of light, a
police officer with a dog on a |eash

Margaret tensed and snmiled at the sane tine.

"One of the slobbering naniacs, M. Mieller,"” she said, nodding to the woods.
"Probably just wanted to see the ocean, right?"

"Muley," | tried to tell her



Even though the road we took was nmore downhill than up, which is to say we
were headi ng generally closer to sea-level, | had no illusions. After the
aquariumin the waiting room | knew | was going to be lucky to even snell the
salt through her air conditioner vents, nmuch |less feel any spray on ny face.

At the same tinme, however, if this was to be an end to nmy suffering, then so
be it.

| pushed my back into the cup of her passenger seat and waited for whatever
was to cone.

As 1'd expected, instead of following signs to the marina or some other place
of portage, she instead wound us through a nmaze of residential streets I could
never retrace. Billy wasn't down any of them though, in spite of her
muttering his nanme. Vaguely, | had the idea that her intent was to induce pity
in himby pretending | was her war-addl ed uncle; that, for a few m nutes, he
was going to have to pretend to be who | was supposed to be expecting himto
be. Wiich is to say Margaret's.

The profanity seeping over fromthe driver's side of the car, too, though
vituperative and heartfelt, still it was light, amateurish. 1'd heard worse in
Morocco at fourteen years of age, and just over a bow line tied inproperly.
How t hat Moroccan sail or mght have cursed had his intended been with soneone
else, it burns ny ears just to think about it, and makes nme snile a little
too. Other people's suffering can be conmical, | mean, when seen froma

di stance. Even mine, | suppose.

That's not to say | can't still remenber the fear that rattled up through ne,
however, when Margaret took her car from asphalt to gravel, and then from
gravel to dirt. The trees crowded around us, nmade the sky small. | started
breathing faster, so that she had to | ook over, narrow her eyes.

"This isn't a good tine for this," she said.
| closed ny eyes.

Under her thigh was a hunting knife, the kind with a rosewood handl e and a
brass finger guard.

At a certain point on the dirt road, she turned the lights of her car off,

and, when we saw the tail lights she evidently knew, she turned her car off as
wel |, coasted into a slot between two |arge trees.

For a long tinme then we just sat there, the two of us, and, slowy, | tuned
into a new set of sounds: the woods. And, unless as | was m staken-as it
turned out, | wasn't—the taste of salt in the nowstill, un-air-conditioned
air.

The sea. She was cl ose.
| tried not to let this know edge flash across ny face.

In her lap now, Margaret had a rope. She was trying to tie a knot but naking a
conplicated job of it. My left hand fl oundered over alnmost on its own, guided
the end of the rope up and under and back on itself. She appreciated this,
pul l ed the knot tight, nodded a reluctant thank you to me and then woul d no

| onger neet ny eye. Such is the way we treat the rabbit we're about to carve
for dinner, | suppose.

It had felt good though, the rope against my skin again.



Margaret patted the noose she now had and stood fromthe car, locking all four
doors before wal king away into the darkness.

What did she need ne for then? The knot?

| stared at the spot she'd di sappeared into but couldn't figure it out, and
finally consoled nyself trying to roll nmy window down to bring the sea nearer
It was electric, though, and | had no keys.

How long | sat there after she left, | have no idea. If | slept, it was only
for mnutes, and if | humed, it was only to hear my own voice. In the absence
of nmonitors and punps and footsteps, the world was rushingly quiet, and not

cl ose enough.

At sone point, anyway, Margaret strode across a bare place between the trees.
The rope was no | onger across her shoul der, and the knife was held in her
fist, |ow

| tried rolling ny wi ndow down again, and was still clattering away at the
butt on when she was suddenly at ny door with the car keys.

"Your turn," she said, smling.

Sprayed across her shirt was blood that had dried al nost bl ack

| nodded, gave ny weight to her, let her heave me into my chair, pull ne
backwards through the trees, tunp ne into a clearing behind the car | was
pretty sure was Billy's.

The reason | say this is that, hanging froma thick Iinb above the car was a
man of no nore than twenty-two. A boy, really. Hi s hands had been tied behind
hi s back, and his throat had been carved out. Fromyears of handling knives,
instantly understood the angl es: someone had sat on his chest and worked on
his neck with a blade. Calmy, deliberately.

And then he'd been strung up, with a knot only a sailor would know.

Whi ch was of course what she needed ne for

She pulled the enpty wheel chair back into the darkness and | | ooked where she
was | ooking: to Billy's car, its vinyl roof pattered with bl ood.

Through the foggy gl ass, facing forward—away—there was a girl.

| shook ny head no, no, and, because the sea was cl ose and because it didn't

matter anynore, | found the strength to pull nyself forward with my left hand.
It was torturously slow, however, and filled ny | oose pants with tw gs and
dirt which nettled ny bed sores. But the girl. |I had to tell her, had to get

her to | eave, to |ive.

Because | couldn't stand, | of course latched onto her bunper with ny |eft
hand, and then on the fourth try was able to hook ny right under her whee
wel |, pull nyself forward by inches.

By this time she was aware of the sound | was, had | ocked the door, had, even
though it wouldn't help her see, turned on the done light and started grindi ng
the starter.

She was saying her boyfriend s name | ouder and | ouder, and then shrieking a



little.

It didn't matter, though. Al | had to do was pull nyself up level with her
wi ndow and tell her about Margaret, that we had to go now, that, that—

| didn't even know what. But somet hing.

Wth nmy left hand | gripped the | edge of her back door, and with ny right, the
| arge functional hook the doctors were trying to teach me to use, | pulled
hard on her door latch, ny head rising even as the car started, pulling nme up

up.
| couldn't hold the car there, though

It dragged ne for maybe ten feet, and then the straps on the hook |let go of
the stunmp my forearm had become and | was rolling in the dirt, Billy sw nging
above me, Margaret in the darkness all around, and this is how stories begin,
yes.

But none of you were there for the part after the girl left, my hook
clattering in her door latch, the part where | crawl ed arm over armthrough
the trees until first light delivered to ne a beach, a surf, which | rolled in
for hours, and have never really left since. Not |onger than overnight,
anyway. And, no, the nane | had then, it's not the same | have now+the world
is the world, after all—-but nmy ship, ny lady, she is the Margo. Not in honor
either, but in defiance: six years after ny escape fromdry-dock, | read the
account of that night, and found that the authorities had nanaged not only to
scrub any reference of Margaret fromthe public records, but, because of the
violent, infectious nature of her crime perhaps, they' d also erased the very
hospital 1'd conval esced in, so that all that was left for the newspaper to
report was that a patient, deeply disturbed by having had to cut off his own
armoff with the neck of a bottle to escape drowni ng, had escaped the nental
hospital the town was built around, and succeeded in killing and hanging a
young boy named WIIliam Jackson before di sappearing, presumably, into the sea.

"Il admit to that |ast part anyway.



