
28 JULY: HOW HAS THE RECENT VISIT FROM HIS EX-WIFE

affected the subject?

The visit from his ex has exhausted him. Nothing earthshaking while Anna was

here. Nor dreadful. If anything some old currents seem to be running smoother, clearer.

But every cleanup of toxic waste also stirs sediment up from the bottom. Yesterday he

stood there on the beach gazing into that now-sweet now-placid nicely-aged face he had

seen so often (back then, back then) twisted in pain and anger.  And who had caused the

twisting? Transparently generous of her to share the blame that was so overwhelmingly

his. But through that gesture had come a sharp razoredge of truth: the burden he had

dumped on them by leaving Boston.

 So there they stood, the former couple, their daughter’s parents, here in the

present, that shared past not so much a trailing wake as a Hokusai wave frozen in time at

their backs. And thinking of that leaves him drained.

What else did he see frozen in the wave of her face?

Hers was a face he knew by heart when he was still writing poems.

Poems? What sort of poems? Give us a sample circa 1980.

What dragged me out of sleep was a nightmare about chaos:

I was trapped in rising water and some idiot had lost the key

that would free the hatch or gridwork, the woven net of chains

in which I roared like a beached sea creature but

I groped in the ship’s belly only to find

mis-mitred joints, screws without threads, seams oozing caulk

and behind the last partition a cabal of mutinous carpenters

pissed at me for discovering flaws that were after all

clearly within the province of their  fallen craft

spelled out in terms precise on a typed bid

I somehow couldn’t find, rummage as I might



in Silver’s sea-chest and even in the light of the real day

the crows scattered off-key-cawing as I pushed out the door:

they knew my mind was unforgiving hornets,

they could smell a man disorder had enraged

to a cluster of snarling buckshot

and the people of the city shrank back

as I strode toward the Capitol chanting

a mantra vengeful and Sicilian, sixguns and grenades

clanking against my polished chainmail vest.

In this poem the poet wants to frighten the world because he is afraid.

Yes. What he feared most back then was involuntary memory. You can police and

patrol the mind, censor its contents, turn off certain taps, post the rules, bar the door,

swear not to think and then all of a sudden a sound (traffic copter) or smell (diesel fumes)

or visual fragment (car fire on the Southeast Expressway, plumes of black smoke, whiff

of burning rubber, tightening in the gut, sweat on the bridge of your nose, acid taste of

impending horror, the guilt Why did you bring me here, asshole? lock and load the

incoming flare of napalm of the bamboo of the rose of the sizzle of burning flesh the roar

the whoosh the mud the pinnng! of a bullet past your ear. What braindead fantasy are you

acting out here lost in the jungle you fucking idiot?

That fear became a member of the family. And the wrestling with that fear

became like drunk college boys roughhousing in somebody’s living room: valuable stuff

gets toppled, heirlooms shattered, carpets stained. Indelible home brew, brewing in the

home.

That morning when he left to join the Convoy: perfect early summer day, breeze

off the harbor, gulls snarking overhead, sparrows gangbanging in the privet, and Anna

stood at the door of the apartment chewing a strand of hair (Suzy wrapped comically

around one of his legs as though to tackle him and he promising to be back in a month,



max) and the look on Anna’s face so obviously said: You Have Chosen This So Goodbye

Forever.

Of course Nicaragua was full of its own horrors and of course he sympathized

(wouldn’t have been there otherwise) but their horrors weren’t his (except occasionally in

his dreams). He had arrived during the Contra war but ironically had seen exactly one

gun his entire time in San Juan: the AK-47 the mayor kept propped against the wall

behind his desk, because of course he was a Sandinista and orders must have come down

from Managua that you needed to show you were ready to jump up and rush out into the

street to defend the revolution at the drop of a cap. But that was just theatre, at least down

south.

And then one day after living in San Juan for two, three, four years? he realized

that he had not heard a chopper in all that time (wait, one exception, some old Russian

eggbeater carrying a famous Japanese architect and mega-planner over the area where the

New Canal might be built and everybody rushed out of their houses to see) and the

further realization that months would pass without his hearing or seeing an airplane of

any sort.

And there was smoke, but mostly it was white. And there was diesel, but it had a

homey, pleasant, go-to-market smell and blended seamlessly with whiffs of grilled-meat-

smoke and the scent of ripe fruit in the sun.

So Nicaragua gave him a breathing space. And he breathed and breathed, and the

days became weeks, and the months became years, and so here he is, stirred up and

exhausted by a visit from his ex.

Maybe because he sees how much has been stripped from his life since his years

with her. Like poetry. He told her he hasn’t written a poem in years.

Use it or lose it.

But does he miss that?

The phantom itch of the amputee.

Similar distinguishing marks?

A kind of dopey willingness to drift from year to year without. . . .

Without what?

Without creating something worthy of his talents.



Such as?

We’re not sure. We don’t know that yet.

What are the subject’s main strengths?

A love of language, of languages. A love of physical work, of birds, of children,

of fish, or riding waves. A tenacity that sometimes surprises him. A devotion to the

people of this region.

What is the subject’s main unfinished business?

I. . .we. . . .  Unfinished?



SOLENTINAME:  An archipelago of islands down in the southeast corner of Lake

Nicaragua (Cocibolca). The poet and liberation theology priest Ernesto Cardenal lived

there among the local campesinos between 1965 and 1977, enacting a dream he and

Thomas Merton had elaborated in the Trappist Monastery in Kentucky: a “Christian base

community,” in which political and spiritual consciousness would grow side by side.

Communal living and basic literacy were followed by poetry and painting workshops.

Their eyes now open, the liberated campesinos took part in a 1977 assault against a

Guardia Nacionál fortification on the mainland; as a result, their community was

destroyed and the islanders fled into exile (except for some poets who were either killed

or imprisoned). After the Revolution triumphed, Ernesto became Minister of Culture for

the new government. The painting school has continued; the poetry has disappeared.

SONSEGUITE:  A heavy clay-like soil common in southern Nicaragua. In the rainy

season it turns into instant mud and squeezes water to the surface in localized flows

called vertientes, so that if you build a floor on sonseguite and cover it with tiles, the

water may come oozing up through the floor and flood the room. Try to dig wet

sonseguite and it sticks to your shovel or mecana like moist pumpernickel bread-dough.

When sonseguite is dry digging it is like trying to cut through half-baked bricks; dried

vertientes in a field of sonseguite crack open to form mini-crevices. To build a house or

school where there is sonseguite means you have to excavate to a depth of at least 40cm,

fill the hole with piedra bal—n (fieldstones) or cascajo (rocky rubble), smooth it out, and

then proceed to build your floor.

TAMAGÁS: A small tree with sweet flowers favored by honey bees. In Carlos Mejía

Godoy’s hymn to the revolution, ÒNicaragua NicaragŸita,Ó we sing  ÒAy Nicaragua sos

m‡s dulcita que la mielita de Tamag‡s/ Pero ahora que ya sos libre, NicaragŸita, yo te

quiero mucho m‡sÓ [Oh Nicaragüita you are sweeter than the honey from the Tamagás

tree, but now at last you’re free I love you even more].

--J.P.’s Nica Lexicon



AUGUST 4: SUZY PACKING, RAIN FALLING, JESSE ROCKING IN THE

ancient abuelita, back and forth, back and forth.

--What should I feel? she says. I feel sorta guilty, leaving, with everything so. .

.up in the air. Like I’m walking out on Camilo or something. But he’s not here to walk

out on, is he? I mean, what choice do I have? I was always going to leave anyway.

--Of course you were, says Jesse.

-- I was never going to take him with me.

--No, of course not.

--So what should I be feeling right now?

--You say you feel guilty, but I can’t see how that makes sense. How are you

guilty? You have nothing to do with his. . . with the fact that he’s not here. You’re not to

blame for anything.

--I don’t know. I just don’t know. Maybe if he and I had never gotten together

nothing would have happened to him.

--Whoa, no fair. You can’t run the big reel back and edit what’s already

happened.

--Sure, right, but I still can’t help thinking that leaving now is what? Disloyal?

Something like that?

--You’ve done what any good friend would do. You’ve been worried, you pushed,

you asked questions. You’ve done what you could to help find him.

--I just. . . . Look, Jesse: what if after I leave he doesn’t turn up?

--He may not. But he could.

--Whether he does or not, I have to. . .I’ll have to. . . . I think about being up in

Berkeley, doing my graduate student thing, and I’m all y’know involved in my life up

there, but let’s say once, twice a day, his face pops up in my mind, my mind’s eyes, or

somebody says the name “Sanchez,” and suddenly there he is again, he’s present, he’s

there, somebody I really liked, somebody maybe I was kinda beginning to love, and he’s

there but he’s not there. I’ve thought about this.  I know already what I’m going to feel

like. I’m going to feel like shit.



--No doubt. And if you hadn’t met him, become his friend, you wouldn’t be

hurting. But answer me this, pal: do you really really wish you’d never met him?

Seriously?

--No, of course not. It’s one of the best things that’s ever happened.

--All right, then. There you have it. If the wages of sin is death (which may or

may not be true) then the wages of loving is sometimes feeling like shit.

--Can I quote you? she says, turning away. (Is she hiding tears?)

--Besides, as I say, he may yet turn up. I’d let you know in a flash.

--I’ve already decided not to get my hopes up.

--That’s smart.

--But you should know: I don’t see myself coming back here, not for a while.

--No? says Jesse, his heart sinking into his stomach. I thought you were beginning

to really groove on San Juan.

--Sure. But I just can’t picture myself here, and Camilo not here, as though

nothing had happened.

--Well that’s sad.

--Doesn’t mean you and I won’t see each other. They’ve got these wonderful

things called airplanes. You could call Managua and get your Thanksgiving tickets for

San Fran. You could do it today.

--Thanksgiving.

--Yeah, some Dungeness crabs and a little Chardonnay from Sonoma, just like the

Pilgrims.

--Sounds good, he says without much conviction.

--Because, hey. Look at me. Hey! she says, pummelling him with her pillow,

we’re back together, you and me. The Father-Daughter Reunion thing? It worked, it

really did. OK?  OK?

--OK, he says, lifting his arms to mock-defend himself.

--And don’t you forget it, you big doofus.



30 JULY: IN THE LIQUID ELEMENT SUMBERGE YOURSELF AMNIOTIC

anamnesis because seaswimming is saltbathing and bodysurfing is bodyserving and every

surferdude spends his long lonely deliquescent life waiting for the Perfect Wave.

And what is a wave? Jesse Pelletier asks nobody in particular, floating belly-up in

the backwash at 6 in the morning. You see it coming toward you, looming upward as it

nears, and if you plant your feet on the sandy bottom you feel the water rushing around

your waist toward the approaching wave.  So a wave is NOT a mass of water moving at

high speed through other water but a pulse of ENERGY that moves through existing

molecules of water, momentarily LIFTING lots of them up into what looks like a moving

hump, but achieves this only by sucking up into the crest lots of the molecules BEFORE

and BEHIND the hump (which is why a bay empties out before a tidal wave).

So: troughs fore and aft, and in between those sunken reservoirs the

BILLOWING like a shook bedsheet—which is why we both whip the sheet alley-UP!

then jerk it DOWN to create a creamywhite billow.

And what is bodysurfing but a speck of mammalian delight hitching a free ride on

the broad indifferent lift-and-collapse of that neither-gas-nor-solid we on this planet

know as water? Of course art is required: you have to catch the wave when it’s just ripe.

Too soon (not quite breaking) and you’re left behind; too late (already broken) and it flips

you, twists you, grinds you flailing downward (like when things started to get really bad

with Anna: head over heels directionless sprawling panicked out of control: too late!); but

just right, just breaking, you plunge and take two strokes forward to be moving at the

wave’s speed when the wave and you merge, your lungs extra-full of buoyant air, then

hands at sides, head poked out, body as board, down you slide, and this is when you can

look left or right down the tube which is your tube because this is your wave.

Cabalgando tumbos the Nicas call it: mount like a horse and ride tumbling in.

Return to the key part of the lesson: as you stand chest-deep waiting for the wave

to arrive the water around you rushes out to be part of the surge that’s about to carry you

in. So what seems to have slipped away comes back to lift you up and hurry you on.



BOOK FOUR

Virga Jesse floruit,

Emanuel noster apparuit,

induit carmen hominis,

fit puer delectabilis.

Alleluia.

--Magnificat



SUZY IS GONE, THE RAINS HAVE LET UP, THE LAND IS STILL AN

intense green--especially the parched or burnt-over pastures of early May-- and he and

Caitlin manage to find some time alone together at least once a week. Sometimes they

meet on her boat, which if Sex Happens (about half the time) and the wind is blowing (all

the time) can mean tricky and distracting counter-rhythms. They tried it once on the old

couch in his study, but Socorro’s subtle passive-aggressive semi-scowl the next day cast a

pall over that particular venue.

--I don’t think she likes me, said Caitlin.

--Really? Why do you say that?

--She’s jealous.

--Jealous? But she’s my. . .employee.

--Yo, dude, hello? You just pretending to be dumb? She watches you like a hawk.

And sure enough a few days later, as he was returning from an errand at the

Portuaria, he heard they two women’s voices raised in the kitchen area, and not just

raised but overlapping, talking at the same time. Certainly he wanted to know what it was

about, but for some reason he kept finding reasons not to ask either one what had

happened, and after a while it seemed (conveniently) too late.

The NGO Conference in Managua has given them a reason to spend a couple of

nights at the Hotel Mercedes, across from the airport.  Jesse has been asked by several of

the US groups he works with to attend and report back to them. The meetings themselves

are interesting enough--lots of smart people committed to the welfare of Nicaragua

exchanging neat ideas and spinning out mixed narratives of stop-and-start development.

Even Jesse gets to make a little presentation, about the link between rope-pumps and

increased food output in the dry season.

Caitlin disappears during the day, which leaves Jesse time to schmooze and renew

old friendships. Roy Larsen plays a prominent part in the discussions, speaking an icily

perfect Spanish, and attracts a lot of serious-looking eco-type young women, both Nicas

and foreigners.

During one of the breaks he and Jesse, orange juice in hand, stroll aside out of the

main group and watch the children of the delegates romp in the kiddy pool. Roy is

fidgety.



--Nothing new in San Juan about Camilo?

--No, says Jesse. They actually sent down someone from Managua to, quote, take

over the investigation. But he was gone within a week.  Can’t blame him. They have

nothing solid to go on. Just threads. What about you? Anything on your end?

Roy runs his finger over the rim of his glass and clears his throat.

--Before, we. . . had our suspicions, but now we have determined that there is real

money missing from one of the accounts that Camilo had access to. Perhaps two

thousand dollars. Of course he is not the only person with access to the account, and the

bookkeeping all around is very very how do you say, sloppy.

--So what does this tell you?

--We don’t know what it tells us. We all love Camilo. But it doesn’t look good. I

personally find it very painful to think about.

Caitlin has left a message at the desk that she’d like to be picked up in front of the

Inter at six. The drive into town is more oppressive than ever: more threadbare kids

mobbing the car at every traffic light selling chiclets, mattresses, batteries, blue-tinted

water in plastic bags, cheap watches, bags of limes, and rags--just all-purpose rags.  The

business façades along the strip seem brighter and more prosperous as the desperation of

the urban poor increases.  So what else is new?

The air conditioning on the Rover not having worked for years, he drives with the

driver-side window open (but the doors locked), which means he has to make eye contact

with the army of the “informal sector of the economy” every time he stops. Their

salesmanship is manic, beyond insistent. When he shakes his head no, two or three

vendors take this as a cue to jostle each other, jockying for the best position to wave their

wares in his face.

--¡Ey, meester, berry berry goo hach!

--¡Gringo! ¡Gringo! Colchoncolchoncolchon. . . .

--¡Chele! ¡Yubai, yubai, yubai! !Aguaaguaagua!

Managua is worse than a dump or a wreck. It’s a case study in chaotic neglect and

shapeless sprawl. Even now, almost thirty years after the great earthquake, you can still

drive past the weed-and-squatter clotted ruins of tremor-tumbled buildings. International



aid in 1972 was massive and rapid; Somoza pocketed it all. Now shanty towns worse than

the bidonvilles  of postwar Europe fester alongside the bright sheen of MacDonalds and

minimalls. Home-made boxy wooden wheelbarrows lurch and rattle past the windows of

the John Deere, Toyota and Mercedes showrooms. He has always hated this feeble

excuse for a city, and when he has to pick somebody up at the airport, makes a point of

detouring via back roads through the scrappy prison town of Tipitapa rather than cross

Managua itself with its suicidal traffic circles and garbage-filled drainage ditches.

The “center” of Managua--between the National Assembly and the

Intercontinental--has broader, cleaner streets, but with its huge empty swaths still seems

aimless and perpetually unfinished. He’s seen photos of the

pre-quake downtown--crowded sidewalks, nice buildings, streets clogged with tailfinned

cars: what looks like a real city. Now Managua has no more idea what it is or where it’s

going than does the country of which is it the capital. Like Washington, politically

equidistant between New York/Boston and Atlanta/Richmond, Managua was a

compromise site between the liberal (sometimes Jacobin) tendencies of the university

town of Leon and the agrarian-patrician splendors of Granada.

Caitlin has bought a dress in one of the shops in the Inter: it’s a slinky black

sheathe with string-straps over the shoulders and with her big black shades she looks like

a toast-colored Audrey Hepburn. And she’s a little loopy and distracted, as though she’s

been smoking something.

They sit at an outdoor table at Antojitos. He’s drinking cold beer but she’s doing

Margaritas.

--So I was at the market, the big one, what do they call it, Roberto something.

--Huembes.

--Right, so I’m wandering around in a kinda daze, like wow, there’s so much stuff

and it’s all so crappy, but I don’t want to stick out like some sorta tourist, so I start buying

fruit and things just so I won’t, just so I’ll look like I’m actually there for a reason, so I’ve

got my arms full and I sit down in this little park and I’m suddenly surrounded by kids, so I

just start giving them oranges and tangers and all and the swarm of them gets bigger and the

next thing you know we’re having this kinda party but let me tell you, these kids are

scrawny and dirty and and their clothes are full of holes and I doubt they’ve ever seen the



inside of a school. I mean, with juice running down their arms, they’re just kids, but I can’t

even begin to imagine what their. . .homes are like.

--They’re like the campesino shacks you know from the woods out beyond

Ostional--muddy dirt floor, rusty tin roof, no windows, full of smoke, but lots and lots of

them, hundreds, jammed together chockablock. . . .

--Plus, guys kept trying to pick me up.

--That must have been fun.

--Yeah, sure.

--But you weren’t wearing your killer little dress, I hope.

--Get real.

--Anybody cute?

--They mostly looked just hungry, young guys wandering around with nothing to

do, nowhere to go.

--Managua’s like most cities in what they used to call the Third World: full to the

brim with people who’ve left the farm for the joys of the metropolis. In the country they

knew how to stay alive with a hoe and an ox and a few seeds. But the country is boring,

at least to the younger ones. They want, or think they want, urban action--noise, speed,

money, clothes. But when they get here it’s just a lot of other campesinos, like you say,

wandering around, camping out in some shanty town, hand to mouth, scrounging up their

next meal, their next ten cordobas.

--Poverty! It makes my head hurt to think about it.

--One thing it does is to make kids, and not just girls, vulnerable to foreigners

with money. I’ve seen tourist women with their Nica  boytoys in tow. The kids think it

means a ticket out of here—Stockholm, L.A.-- but then one day Sugar Mama leaves and

there they are, back in the shack where they started.

--Me, I’ve already got my boytoy, she says, gripping his knee under the table.

They take a late swim at the Mercedes. Someone has forgotten to put the two aged

macaws back in their cages: the rainbow-colored birds sit chained to a limb of the grand

old guanacaste, muttering gutteral obscenities at the swimmers.



Since that first night on the boat their sex has gotten easier, more natural, and (he

has to admit) less exciting than the first time when everything was slow and new and

cautious. But tonight, in the big queensize bed, nothing’s easy: she keeps shifting

positions, searching, impossible to satisfy until finally she has him on his back while she

towers above him, having carefully impaled herself, head thrown back, riding him as

though he were a saddle. Jesse has seen this perpendicular configuration in the movies,

and no doubt it’s supposed to generate all sorts of erotic heat, but in practice keeping his

pelvis raised and his prick in its Fully Locked and Upright Position while she bumps and

grinds gives him little pleasure and mainly just hurts his spine.

She, however, seems to have found what she was looking for, and when she

comes, gasping, he feels her tremble and in the dim light coming through the curtain sees

her actually hug herself and sway from side to side above him, humming in a high-

pitched nasal near-squeal.

His quick decision to do what he has never in his life done before, not once,

which is to fake his own orgasm, comes from a confluence of needs and hesitations: he

must relieve the pressure on his back; he feels his erection involuntarily on the verge of

collapse; he’s immensely tired; he’s vaguely, inexplicably ticked off at her; and Eros has

fled, really fled.

So he does: the obligatory moan, one last arching of the hips, a respectable pause,

then he rolls her off to the side and detaches.

Fortunately she does not ask him “how it was.”

She goes on humming, lower now. They are lying side by side, holding hands.

Then they fall asleep.

He wakes only once, at some nameless hour: the light still the same, a late night

or maybe very early morning plane whining up into the sky, Caitlin quietly snoring, a

single night bird--probably a calandra with its endless tu-tu-tu-tu-tu--and a single thought

catches in his mind: that Sandino was murdered a five minute walk from here and

tumbled into a pit prepared earlier that evening by prison labor.



30 AUGUST 2000

 DEAR JOHNNY,

Yes, your goddaughter has fled to More Golden Regions, leaving your humble

and obedient servant lurching about as before but not as before. Great slabs of stuff have

happened since she came on May Day, chief among them Jesse’s New Love Interest and

Let’s Play “Where’s Camilo?”

As for the first, what can I say except Regular Sex is Good. Well, sure, I can also

say she and I get along swimmingly and we are now officially acknowledged from one

end of town to the other as A Couple. Do we have a future, you ask. Like the lady says in

the song, the future’s not ours to see.  But it’s moderately pleasant for now. More than

pleasant? I plead the fifth.

The Camilo inquiry gets thicker and murkier. I have already floated before Your

Lordship my first set of guesses about where he might be and/or who might want him out

of the picture.

But since I first broached these suppositions, other possibilities have surfaced

(and to give credit where it’s due, I owe most of these new leads, if you can call them

leads, to Socorro, whose kitchen table across from my office has become Gossip Central,

with an endless stream of women dropping by at all hours to sip coffee and rehash the

latest village news). First, there is in fact a small fishing boat overdue--WAY overdue--

owned by one Emilio Guzman, an old friend of Camilo’s. He might have joined them for

a day’s fishing and still be out there.

Next, there has been increased drug trans-shipment activity around here by the

(don’t laugh) Ukrainian Mafia (remember, this country was crawling with Rooskies in

the 80s) and they tend to hire local kids to help out and pay with staggering wads of

dollars. These Ukrainians are not always nice people. I am told by unimpeachable

sources that they do not hesitate on occasion to project high-velocity lead into the gray

matter of those they mistrust. Could Camilo have been involved with them? Or

accidentally run afoul of them? I only report that last week a Uki and two Nicas were

busted with 300 kilos of Coca bobbing in a panga off a playa called Brasilito where

Camilo apparently keeps a palm-thatch’d love nest (Has Suzy been there? Don’t ask).



Socorro also says she heard an already third-hand rumor about Camilo and some

German woman getting it on in some Biosphere Monkey Reserve over on Ometepe (the

twin-volcano island in the big lake). This resonates with the story of the Psychopathic

Killer of these parts (of whose doings I have previously informed you), who may or may

not be a German, and who may or may not be murderously jealous of his girlfriend who

reportedly likes to bed the flower of our youth (male variety).

And speaking of Biospheres and monkeybusiness, I have been chatting discreetly

with some of Camilo’s friends in the ecological community in Managua. They say he had

been working with them on a masterplan to turn the entire Brito area into National Park,

with strict protection for endangered species, which of course would mean stiff

endangerment for projected species such as bulldozed hillsides, paved-over wetlands,

seaside lots, casinos, resorts, not to mention a container port.  There is Serious Money

behind the plans to develop Brito. There have also been rumors of some pretty strong-

arm tactics to get poor folks to sell their land over there. For a while there were noisy

protests against the developers’ land-grab, but curiously enough the opposition seems to

have evaporated.

I will add my own bit of gossip (which is as yet not current in San Juan, and so as

of this moment you are in a privileged position, but must swear not to tell Suzy): Camilo

had access to a dollar account at one of the ecological outfits, and a good chunk of cash

went missing about the time he did.

When one tries knocking on official doors in Managua or Rivas to get Proof,

Clarity, Confirmation to illuminate one or another of these potential threads of causality,

one is asked, ever so politely, Who the fuck are you? And why in the world do you, who

are not a Nicaraguan, want to know? Or one is told, We know nothing; there is nothing to

be known. Please leave.

Aside from being a tick on the butt of the National Police and the Attorney

General’s Office, I have tried to get the country’s two dailies interested in some

investigative journalism around Camilo’s disappearance. El Nuevo Diario (center-left)

did a short, cursory piece, and quoted me as a friend of the missing man, anxious for any

and all information the public can provide. But so far not a peep from nobody.



You will perhaps recall the remark of our colleague Capt. Ahab: “All visible

objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. But in each event--in the living act, the

undoubted deed--there, some unknown but still reasoning thing puts forth the mouldings

of its features from behind the unreasoning mask.”

Ah, but my dear Captain, what if the act shimmers elusively between life and

death, and the deed is doubtful? That there may be some unknown but still reasoning

thing at work behind our lives seems possible. But something irrational and unknowable

could be just as likely. Il n’y a rien hors du masque.

And on that epistemologically bracing note, I bid you

good night, old hoss,

Jesse



THE THING IS SLEEK AND LOW, SORT OF LIKE BUSH SENIOR’S Kennebunkport

cigarette boat but even more nouveau-vulgar and showy, painted metal-sheen green with

tinted black windshield and lots of chrome, a kind of floating Darth Vader dart. It makes

a halting, smoky, throaty, impatient  budda-bu-budda rocking at quayside as Croce hands

down several coolers: food, bait, beer, ice. The last thing it’s made for is fishing: no

chairs aft, no rod holders, the gunwales wide like a bench, a raking stern.

Tapper says it belongs to some friends of Croce’s from Managua. Before that it

was the ex-clusive property of some who knows probably Colombian narcotraficantes,

got seized by a joint DEA/Nica taskforce one night off Corinto loaded up with abouta

coupla thousand keysa coke, biggest bust in Nica history (did Jesse hear about it?) so

after they threw the mixed Ukrainian/Nica crew in the clink, they just dragged the boat up

outta the water and propped it up with 4x4s in front of the Corinto police station until the

Managua friends noticed it and convinced some other friends in what passes for the

government that some old law permitting the sale of goods seized in criminal enterprises

applied in this case and why shouldn’t the friggin national bank account get a little bump

in its cashflow?

Not that the price agreed on was very high and not that a lot of that bread ended

up in Managua, heh-heh.

--Anyhoo, it’s in mint condition, state of the fuckin art, everything like digital and

foolproof, and with that pair of Rolls engines down there under the decks this sucker can

really sit up and haul ass if it needs to. We shoulda had one a these babies down on the

Delta.

It’s a weird day: hot, humid, overcast, the sea fairly flat, some thunderheads out

on the horizon, a little breeze blowing out of the south, which is ominous. The last time

Jesse went online to check weather.com for the Mexico satellite image was two days ago.

There was a big mass of angry red and orange clouds off the Costa Rica-Panama border,

but when he clicked the icon to see the storm mass in motion the image just froze, so

there was no way to know how things had been changing from 4am to 10 am to 2 pm to

6pm.  He could conceivably have checked the weather again this morning, but Tapper’s

call came at dawn:



--Hey, Bro, get your butt down to the dock. We’re gonna do us some fishing

today.

--What do you mean, said Jesse, rubbing his eyes. We’re going to fish from the

jetty?

--Naw, man. I found us a boat.

--What boat?

--Surprise. Just get down here. I got bait, tackle, everything.

So Jesse only had time for a quick coffee and pico and a goodbye to Socorro, who

told him to be careful out there.

--I’m always careful, Jesse had said.

--No, you’re not, she’d said. You like to take risks.

--We’re just going fishing. Looks like a nice day. The sea’s calm.

--Calm? she said scornfully. Our Little Puddle, calm?

--Oh, hush, said Jesse. I’ll bring you a nice parguito for supper.

Of course he hadn’t didn’t realized Croce was coming along until he got to the

edge of the wharf and looked down and saw a figure in designer shorts and immaculate

white shirt busily stowing stuff. A little late to back out.

Jesse had frowned at Tapper as though to say: you want me to spend the day with

this jerk? And Tapper had shrugged and given a little wink that seemed to say: Be cool,

man, it’s just fishing.

Jesse asks if anybody has checked the weather. Croce smiles archly:

--Not to worry. 88 partly cloudy 20% chance of a shower. Another boring near-

perfect day in Paradise. How’s that sound, Captain P?

--Good enough, I guess.

--Gets hot, we’ll probably be glad to get a little sprinkler, says Tapper.

Croce steers them slowly out of the harbor.

--How is it your Managua friends let you use their expensive boat? says Jesse.

--They’re idiots, says Croce. Two brothers, Gustavo and Carlos. Neither one of

them has ever had a fast boat. I think they bought it just to have it. Carlos took the family

out the first time, showing off, turned too fast, nearly flipped over, threw his mother clean



out of the boat and into the water. Man, was she pissed. So they don’t use it much any

more, just leave the key in the house and keep urging me to use it whenever I want.

--And do you?

--I don’t much like stinkpots, says Croce. I’m a sailboat guy. Got my eye on a

nice 36 footer down in Panama.

--Me and Jesse, we like fast boats, ain’t that right, Bro? says Tapper.

--Faster the better, shit yeah, says Jesse.

--Well you want to take over for a while? says Croce, turning to Jesse.

--Um, sure, why not.

The boat drags at lower speeds, so as soon as they are past the peña, Jesse opens

up the throttle to halfway and the roar picks up and the bow drops down to plane and they

go flying past the rocks at an amazing speed, a high upright tailfeather of spray spouting

in their wake, a steady thunk-thunk-thunk under their feet as they split open the waves.

--How’s it feel? says Croce.

--Not bad, says Jesse. Lot of power.

--Give her a little more, says Tapper at Jesse’s side.

--Hold on, let me get used to this first.

They pull away from the land fast, fast.

--Where we going? shouts Tapper.

--You want pargo, snappers?

--Whatever you say.

--Then let’s try the deep water off Brito.  That OK with you, Croce?

Croce shrugs indifference.  Jesse slowly turns the wheel and they swing off to the

north, which means bellying into the backsides of the rolling waves pushed up from the

south, which means a rhythmic leaping up and falling down: ker-WHUMP, kerWHUMP.

Despite himself, Jesse feels his spirits rising.

Nacoscolo and Marsella slide past on their right, the latter guarded by its

shiprock. Then the headland that hides Toro, then the surfing beaches around Majagual.

--Where’s your property? says Jesse above the roar.

--What? squints Croce.

--Your property near Majagual.



--Oh who the fuck knows. Over there somewhere, just beyond the little bay. (He

gestures vaguely toward the land.)

As the giant rocks off Brito come closer Jesse starts a wide arc that takes them out

to sea. As the coastal hills shrink, the sterile mile-high peak of Concepción, way over on

Ometepe, pokes itself up above the eastern horizon. Jesse points it out.

--Yow! yelps Tapper. Where’d that come from?

--Grew overnight. Mushroom.

About three miles off Brito Jesse throttles back and puts it in neutral.

--So what do you think? says Croce.

--Amazing, says Jesse. This trip usually takes an hour and we did it in, what?

fifteen minutes?

--Why fart around when you can go first class, says Tapper.

--What sort of anchor do we have?

--Anchor? says Croce. I dunno, how deep is it here?

Jesse looks at the digital gauge.

--Looks like 80 something feet.

--Forget it, says Croce. All it’s got is a mooring anchor. Can’t we troll?

--Not for pargo. They’re on the bottom.

--Can we drift?

--We’ll have to.

They break out three of the expensive-looking all-but-new rods and rig for bottom

fishing, using small squid for bait.

--The bottom is like hilly here, says Jesse. Look on the screen there. See that little

hump coming up? That’s the sort of place the pargo hang out.

The depth-and-fish-finder shows a little lego-like pile of pixels drifting toward the

center of the screen.

--So what’s the drill here? asks Tapper.

--Let her down fast to the bottom, and when you feel the lead hit, or  rather when

you feel the line go slack, draw it back up a few feet and just lift it slowly up and down.

It’s so deep you won’t feel them nibble or anything.



--So how do you hook them? asks Croce.

--You just get them on the upswing. You’ll know you’ve got one when the line

suddenly gets heavy.

They have to lean way out over the gunwales to get their rigs in the water, then

down go the lines, humming and hissing off the spools. The boat bobs and pitches in the

waves. Jesse feels his line go loose, reels in a few turns, and starts lifting and lowering his

rod, using the seesawing of the boat to help.

--How we doing?

--I dunno, says Tapper. Am I on the bottom yet?

--Got one, says Croce, his line suddenly stiff. Fuck, it’s huge.

Croce’s drag spins and sings, paying out line.

--Could be a snag, says Jesse. Reel in, Tapper.

He and Tapper start to bring in their lines, but Jesse feels a solid weight on his and

has to draw up six feet at a time, leaning back against the rod and then quickly reeling in

the slack. They’re drifting fast: Croce stands there, frozen, watching the spool on his reel

get smaller and smaller. Tapper curses angrily grinding his handle. Jesse sees the big

orange-red body coming up out of the green water at the end of his line.

--Watch out! Here she comes.

He tightens up and waits until their side tips down and then swings the big fish

right up out of the water into the boat: a beauty, maybe eight pounds.  Then he just lays

the rod flat on the deck and goes over to the controls. The fish flaps and slides and

slithers around, banging into chairs and tangling the line.

--Is this the ignition?

Croce seems not to hear. Jesse turn the key: nothing happens. Then he spots a

button, pushes it,  and the big twin engines belch and ignite.

--I’m going to take us up above the rocks, see if pulling from the other side will

get the snag loose.

He edges the bow up against the (now stiffer) breeze. Croce’s line begins to go

slack. Tapper finally manages to get his rig on board; his bait is gone. Croce winds

frantically, his line now trailing right out behind them. At the top of the big arc Jesse is

making Croce’s line stiffens again.



--Horse it, shouts Jesse. Pull it up and down. I’ll try to hold us in place.

He finds reverse and swings the stern up into the wind. Croce’s line seems to be

pulling him toward the bow. He’s jerking the rod back with all his strength.

--Fuck! Fuck it! Come loose, you asshole.

But now waves are breaking over the raking ramp of the stern, and water is

beginning to slosh into the sunken deck area. Jesse throttles down and they begin to drift

right back over the pixelly pile of rocks eighty feet below them. Croce winds frantically

and stumbles from the bow area back to the stern. At one point the line goes straight

down from the bent rod, taut and pinging like a harpstring. Then they have swung around

and the line is trailing out behind again and Croce steps on the slick, wriggling pargo,

slips, the rod leaps out of his hands and disappears overboard.

Nobody speaks. Jesse stands holding the wheel, Tapper is flopped in one of the

chairs, and Croce sits on the gunwale examining his bumped elbow. Only the gasping

pargo is moving, jammed into a corner. Out of nowhere a grey curtain of rain has come

between them and the coast range.

--Well that was fun, says Tapper at last. But maybe we should do some trolling

instead.

--Yeah, mutters Croce, still rubbing his elbow. Trolling. Get some mahi-mahi.

Dorado.

--Gotta go way offshore for them, says Jesse. Five or six miles minimum.

The rain is about to reach them. But out to sea in the west it looks bright and

sunny. Croce comes forward and takes the controls; Jesse moves back, takes a seat

opposite Tapper, and starts disentangling the pargo from his line.

--Hold on, says Croce, and he jams the throttle forward. The boat plunges and

leaps up out of the waves and whacks and yaws its way out toward the sunny patch

offshore, huge spray flying out and behind them, the motors grinding and roaring and

moaning. Jesse and Tapper lock glances; Tapper just grins and shakes his head, holding

tight to the armrests of his swivelchair.

The segments of the coast range not veiled in rain get smaller and smaller.

Concepción is gone. For a while they hit a less choppy patch and the hull skims and

leaps--for a split second not touching the waves at



all--from swellcrest to valley like a deranged banshee. But the boat’s heavy and solid and

despite the noisy shudder of the hull whacking down again, Jesse feels that unless Croce

makes a sudden turn, they’re probably pretty safe.

After about ten minutes they’re in an area of full sunlight and almost no wind.

There is no sign of the coast at all. But when Jesse looks to the south he sees an entire

wall of dark, towering, cauliflowery cumulus. One of them is forming an anvil on top.

--OK, gentlemen, says Croce. Rig for trolling.

Jesse and Tapper each let out a long line with a bucktail jig. Croce swings around

and they start trolling north, away from the thunderheads.

--Now this is more like it, says Tapper. Wanna beer?

--Sure, why not.

Tapper digs in the ice past the glassy-eyed pargo and brings out three cans of

Victoria. He tosses one to Jesse and then goes forward and taps Croce on the shoulder,

but Croce waves him off, lost in some bitter, concentrated self-communion.

--Fuckin gorgeous redfish, man, says Tapper, clinking cans with Jesse.

--Pargo.

--Yeah, paargo. But I’m next.

In fact they both get strikes at the same instant, and when Croce slows down,

Jesse jams his rod into the seat-back, which leaves him free to gaff Tapper’s tuna, atœn

blanco, the best kind. Then Tapper reciprocates.

--All RIGHT! says Tapper, bopping fists with Jesse when the fish are on ice. This

is what I had in mind, my man. You and me, blood brothers from Nam, pulling in them

fish. Don’t get no better than this.

Those are good fish, says Jesse. We ought to save a filet or two and smoke ‘em.

--Smoke ‘em! What the fuck? You mean like smoking weed?

--Yeah, why not, says Jesse, just roll a little fish in paper and light up. Sure.

What’s the matter, man, you never had smoked tuna?

--Smoked tuna?

--Yeah. I serve it to my guests for breakfast. They think it’s prosciutto, country

ham, whatever.



--Tuna prushoota? I’ll take your word for it. I don’t do fish for breakfast.

--What, you never had lox on a bagel?

--Yeah. No. Sure. Plenty a times. But not for breakfast.

Despite the basso continuo of the idling motor they hear the deeper roll of

thunder.

--Uh-oh, says Tapper. Who’s that knockin at the door?

--Looks a little better over there, says Croce, gesturing to a brighter patch of sea

over to his left.

He throttles up and they go flying off toward the pool of light. But it seems to

recede, then dissipate as they approach.  Now there are high billowing grey clouds all

around them, and they can see pulses of light flashing from within the swelling masses.

Lower down, dark swags of rain, here, there, everywhere.

--Uh, Captain Har-purr, sings Tapper, comically nervous, You do know which

direction home port is, don’t you?

--Sure, says Croce, swinging one way, then another, as though looking for the exit

door. We got GPS, right here. It’s already got San Juan punched in. All we do is follow

the dotted line.

But there is no exit door. It’s like The Pit and the Pendulum, thinks Jesse: the

walls closing in.  Tapper is on his second, maybe his third, beer. Croce is hunched

over the GPS. Jesse wonders what Suzy is doing at this very moment.

The rain hits with a hissing roar. It’s like standing at the edge of an expressway as

big trucks whoosh by, only louder. There is no shelter except a tiny cabin/galley, hardly

big enough for one of them, much less all three. So Tapper and Jesse just hunker down in

their bucket chairs getting drenched, Croce hunched over the GPS screen, speed reduced,

visibility about ten feet, thunder all around them.

For a moment the rain lets up and then the blinding deafening bolt hits the water,

momentarily gouging a deep steaming hole in the waves right next to the starboard side,

spraying them with boiling water.

For a long beat they are stuck in a freeze-frame, breathless.

Then they come to.

--Holy shit! screams Tapper, wildly brushing his arms as though stung by bees.



Croce has been knocked down and writhes on the deck, holding his right hand.

Jesse’s first thought is to somehow cut the engines, but despite the ringing in his ears and

his half-blinded vision and scalded arms, he realizes that the motor’s already dead.  He

makes his way on his hands and knees over to Croce, who is curled into a fetal ball,

groaning. With his shades knocked off and hair plastered against his pale brow, he looks

for the first time like a scared little boy.

--How you doing, man?

--Hurts, whispers Croce between clenched teeth. Hurts.

--Let me see, says Jesse.

Croces hand is red and burned-looking.

--Tapper! shouts Jesse.

--What? What? says Tapper, like a man suddenly roused from a deep sleep.

--Ice. Get me some ice.

Tapper looks wildly around.

--Ice?

--Just kick that cooler over to me.

But Tapper seems not to understand, so Jesse crawls over to the cooler and drags

it back with him over to where Croce lies. The ice is rosy with fish blood, but he just fills

Croce’s cap with it and then guides the burnt hand into the cap.  Croce recoils at first, but

then lets his hand sit lightly on the dripping slithery mess.

--How’s that feel? says Jesse.

--Better, says Croce, sitting up now, breathing fast, staring at his hand.

--Man oh man oh man! shouts Tapper. What the fuck was that?

--Lightning, says Jesse. We got zapped. Better get back. Croce’s burned pretty

bad.

--You see that fuckin hole in the water? says Tapper. Fuckin bowl a hot soup! I

never see anything like that in my whole entire life. Look at my arms! ‘Slike second

degree or something.

--Yeah, says Croce. Get back.

The rain has let up and the wind has started to blow, but from what direction?

Visibility is still tight. There’s no way to tell where they are or where they’re drifting.



As soon as he makes it to his feet and takes hold of the wheel Jesse smells the

burnt wiring. The ignition key is still on, but the entire dashboard is dark: no GPS, no

depthfinder, no digital compass. Starter button: nothing. He clicks the key off and on

again, off and on: nada.

--Uh, we got a little problem here, gents, says Jesse.

--Problem? says Croce, looking up, eyes wide.

--Looks like our circuits got fried.

--Fried? says Croce.

--Nothing works, nothing turns on.

--Yeah, but the motor still works, right? says Tapper.

--Nope. Looks like we’re stuck here for a while.

--Stuck here? says Tapper. You mean, like. . . . You gotta be kidding. What about

the Coast Guard?

Croce’s laugh is like a little scream: --Coast Guard! There’s no Coast Guard, or if

there is they don’t have diesel for their boats or their radios don’t work or they. . .they. .

.fuck! There’s no way they’re going to send the Coast Guard.

--Who knows we’re out here? says Jesse. You register with the harbor master at

the Portuaria?

--No, says Croce. He’s been taken care of.

--Taken care of? says Jesse. What the hell does that mean?

--He’s gets a stipend, not to ask questions.

--So he doesn’t even know we left.

--Maybe. . .I don’t know.

--And what about your friends, Carlos and. . .

--Gustavo. Carlos and Gustavo.

--Yeah, do they know you took the boat out today?

--No. I just use it whenever I want. They don’t need to know.

--And the Capitanía up on the hill?

--The military people? No reason. Shit! This hand is killing me!

Jesse sighs and looks at his watch. It’s just short of noon.

--Hey man, says Tapper, we got any painkillers?



--Better yet, says Jesse, we got a cell phone?

Croce’s pasty, sweaty face lights up. --The phone! Yes, of course, right there in

my bag. Let me have it.

Jesse brings the bag over and with his free hand Croce digs out his cell phone.

--Want me to dial? says Jesse.

--No, no, I can manage, says Croce, wedging the phone between his knees and

punching in a number with a trembling finger. Then he claps it to his ear.

--Who are you calling? says Tapper.

--My people in Managua.  They’ll know what to do.

He tilts his head, listens, frowns, shakes the phone, puts it back to his ear, holds it

at arm’s length, shakes it again, listens again, and then angrily, awkwardly, lefthandedly

pitches it into the sea.

--Piece of Jap shit! Nothing! Nothing!

The phone actually floats for a while on the waves. They watch in silence. Then it

sinks, spiralling down into the green water like a seedpod from a maple.

--So now what? says Tapper.

--We just wait, says Jesse.

--Wait? says Croce. Wait for what? Wait for who?

--How should I know, says Jesse. If you didn’t tell anybody at the Portuaria we

were leaving. . . .

--Don’t blame me! says Croce. I did what I always do.

--Right, says Jesse. And so here we are. Did you even tell anybody at your house?

--What about the housekeeper, says Tapper. What’s her name? With the big tits?

--Melida? says Croce. She’s useless. We come, we go, she doesn’t keep track of

our movements. I only tell her what she needs to know.

--And she didn’t need to know you were going out to sea, says Jesse.

--Fuck her! She’s not important! And what about you? Did you tell anybody?

--Just my manager, Socorro.

--So what did you tell her, says Tapper.

--That I was going fishing with some yankee friends and I’d be back by dusk with

some fresh fish.



--All RIGHT! says Tapper. At least somebody knows we’re out here.

In Jesse’s mind’s eye, an image of Socorro standing at sunset at the main door of

the Gringo Pinolero, drying her hands with a dishtowel, staring up the street, waiting for

him to come home. And what is Caitlin Cuadra doing right now? He has no idea. The

screen is blank.

--Percodan, says Croce. I’ve got some Percodan.

He fishes in his bag and pulls out a plastic prescription tube, opens it, pops a

couple of pills, and then holds it out to Tapper.

--Thanks, man.  My arm still fuckin hurts. Jesse?

--No thanks, I’m cool. But what have we got to eat?

--Sandwich fixings in the red cooler, say Croce. And some peanuts.

But when Jesse opens the cooler, the bread is sopping wet and falling apart and

the baloney--or “Mortadella” as it’s called in Nicaragua--smells off.

--I think the meat has turned, says Jesse.

--I just grabbed what was in the fridge, says Tapper.

--Been there for weeks, says Croce. Have some peanuts.

Jesse does, with a second beer, and then feels immensely sleepy. Tapper and

Croce have already nodded off into Percoland. He closes his eyes to the steady rocking of

the boat. . . .

They’re wakened by a new downpour, the sort that only the tropics can produce:

huge drops, so thick you can barely breathe, noisy, thick, relentless. The first thing Jesse

notices is that the sunken passenger area is filling up with water: of course there’s a drain

but the bilge pump is zapped.

--Hey, Tapper, give me a hand. We’ve got to bail this sucker out or we’re in deep

shit.

Tapper stumbles zombielike to the rear where Jesse is already bailing with the

now empty lunch cooler. 

--What do I use?

--I don’t know. Try the lid from the big cooler.



Tapper wrenches the lid from the cooler holding the fish and ice and tries to bail,

but all he manages to do is to throw water up into the air.

--Here, says Jesse. Spell me for a while?

--Spell you? What the fuck does that mean?

--Spell me, take over, do it for a while, says Jesse, handing him the cooler.

Tapper works slowly but steadily for a while. The rain stops suddenly and the

water in the cockpit is now only a couple of inches deep. Jesse examines Croce’s hand:

it’s swollen and looks like its filling up with some yellow liquid.

--You got to keep it on ice, says Jesse.

--Yeah, right, OK, says Croce. Can you bring the big cooler over here?

--Sure.

Now Jesse and Tapper are in the swivel chairs and Croce is propped up with

cushions against the bulkhead, his left hand plunged into the bloody ice of the cooler.

The storm has let up and a filtered golden light fills the air. The sea is calm.  Jesse checks

his watch: 4:45. His stomach growls.

--Man cannot live on peanuts alone, he says. Who wants some sushi?

--What? says Tapper, screwing up his nose. Raw stuff? No way. I’ll just have

another Perky. How about you, Croce?

--Yeah, yeah, sure, says Croce, popping a couple more, then holding out the

brown tube.

Jesse lifts one of the tunas up onto the shelf above the stern and guts it with the

knife from his Leatherman, blood and entrails slopping down the incline. Then he cuts off

a little steak’s-worth and brings it forward.

--How’s the galley stocked? says Jesse. Any soy sauce? Wasabe?

Croce manages a feeble croak of a laugh: --Galley! Wasabe! That’s good.

--How about ketchup? says Tapper. We got some of them little envelopes from

the airport.

--Why not? says Jesse. All-American Sushiburgers, hold the fries.

He puts the chunk of tuna on the cooler lid, squirts out some ketchup, dips and

bites. The sauce is disgustingly sweet, but as we say in Nicaragua, con hambre no hay

mal pan. The tuna itself is not bad.



--It’s OK. You guys want some?

Jesse holds out the lid with the meat. Croce screws up his nose and waves it away.

Tapper tries a little bite, gingerly.

--Yech! Gross.

--Well, maybe later, says Jesse.

--How about maybe never?

There’s a grating, bumping noise coming from the stern.

--What the hell is that? says Tapper, suddenly looking spooked and wild in the

eyes.

He and Jesse make their way aft. A big shark is chewing the bloody incline at the

waterline.

--Shark! screams Tapper. A fuckin shark! Get him, get him!

He lunges for his bag and with amazing speed pulls out an automatic pistol. He

grabs Jesse’s arm with one hand to steady himself and starts firing.

--Die, Mobyfucking Shark! Die!

The bullets splash around in the water; two of them rip holes in the fiberglass of

the stern. The shark is gone.

--Whoa, whoa! shouts Jesse. Tapper! Put that away!

Tapper is trembling and sweating, the gun still aimed at the water.

--I hate those fuckers, he says, real venom choking his voice, his breathing short

and choppy.  I hate sharks. Hate ‘em!

--Give me the gun, says Jesse.

--What? says Tapper, as though waking from a dream.

--Come on, Tapper. No shooting guns on the boat, OK? Just give it to me.

--Jesse, Jesse, sure, sure, says Tapper. Sure, whatever.

Jesse takes the gun and stuffs it back into Tapper’s bag.

--Why’d you bring a gun fishing? says Jesse, gripping Tapper’s shoulders, half

holding him up, speaking quietly up close to the grizzled face with its red, tear-filled

eyes.

--Whales, sharks, pirates, all sorts out shit out here, whispers Tapper. All sorts of

shit. Better safe than sorry.



--Yeah, well, what do you say we don’t shoot the hull full of holes or set the fuel

on fire, OK? That sound good?

--Yeah, sure, you bet. Whatever you say.

Tapper looks suddenly immensely droopy, eyelids closing, balance going. He

throws his backpack into a corner, stumbles toward it, drops down, makes a pillow of the

bag, and falls fast asleep.

Jesse wakes to the sound of a plane overhead. It’s pitch dark, no stars. He hears

Croce scrabbling around in the compartment under the steering wheel. Then there’s a

flash as the flaregun spits upward. A pink light glows for a few seconds in the low

clouds.

--DOWN HERE! shouts Croce. And then, more softly,  as though talking to

himself, Down here, down here.

The drone of the plane gets dimmer and dimmer.

At first light, Jesse opens his eyes. He’s been curled up in the corner opposite

Tapper, who is lost to the world. Croce is still in one of the swivel chairs, scrunched

down, feet on the dashboard, his left hand plunged in the small cooler in his lap. Maybe

it’s the pre-dawn glow, but he looks really pale.

--Hey, Len, how’s the hand? says Jesse.

Croce lifts up the hand and examines it carefully.

--No worse, I guess. But the ice is all melted.

Jesse checks the big cooler. There’s still some left. He pours the water from

Croce’s cooler into the big one and puts in a double handful of ice in the smaller one.

--Thanks, says Croce. He picks out one piece and sucks on it.

It’s still overcast and windless. A fine rain is falling. The sea is smooth and oily.

--So tell me how you ended up at the Embassy in the ‘80s, says Jesse.

Croce collects himself, as though recalling that he has had a life up until being

trapped in the present, and pulls himself up in his seat. It’s hard to tell if the pain pills

have worn off or if he has taken more or taken something else. But he’s definitely wired.



--Well look here’s how it goes here’s the deal. I was too young for Vietnam you

guys lucked out by the time I was old enough in ‘75 it was all over. My father. My father

kept saying I should lie about my age and just sign up.

--He wanted you to go?

--Oh yeah yeah for sure. He was one gung-ho career officer from the what they

call the Great Generation you know all set to go fight Jerry and the Japs but what

happens? he gets his knees fucked up in a freak training accident and spends the war

behind a desk. The great disappointment of his life. The great disappointment. He really

wanted me to, to, well you know save the family honor or something you know.

--But you didn’t lie about your age, says Jesse.

--No no. I figured they’d find out soon enough I’d lied and then they wouldn’t let

me into the CIA or the Foreign Service or anything at all.

--Which is what you really wanted.

--Sure. I was a true believer. I mean I was never as anti-communist as my old

man--he was way out there on the John Birch fringe--but I understood the threat the

threat to our way of life, understood who our enemies were. So I finished Georgetown

and took my PolySci M.A. in my hand and marched right over to the State Department. . .

. Could I get gangrene or something from this hand?

--I doubt it, says Jesse, lying. It’s like a bad burn. Just keep it on the ice.

Croce suddenly looks on the verge of tears.

--What the hell are we doing out here? How did this happen?

--Roll of the dice, says Jesse. Could have happened to any three fishermen.

--But they, they won’t find us, will they?

--Yeah, sure, of course they’ll find us.  So, you joined the Foreign Service. How’d

your Dad take that?

--He was OK with it. He’d have preferred the military. But he thought maybe I

could bring some what he called “backbone” to Washington. He never NEVER forgave

them for giving in to the peaceniks and bugging out of Vietnam. He pretended to be

grumpy I was working for DOS rather than DOD but deep down I think he was proud of

me.

--Uh, OK: and then what?



--Some nothing assignments at first Gabon, New Zealand, Uruguay the usual but

when I was in Uruguay I co-authored an internal whitepaper a whitepaper about

streamlining counterinsurgency and low-intensity warfare and I got picked up as the Hot

Young Turk and they sent me to Managua to help with the Resistance.

--The Resistance. You mean the Contras, says Jesse..

--Yeah, sure, the Contras.

--So what’d you do for them?

--I worked in the Press Office at first. My job was convincing the media that we

were dealing with the first Soviet beachhead on the mainland of the Western Hemisphere.

I was good. Want some peanuts?

--No thanks. Don’t eat too many: they just make you thirsty. So: the Press Office.

--Then I worked on keeping them supplied.

--Up in Honduras?

--Yeah, says Croce. And elsewhere. Airlift and stuff.

--So you knew Ollie North.

Croce pauses. So far he has been gazing out over the water, but now he looks at

Jesse carefully for the first time: he seems to be realizing he’s been rattling on about old

classified stuff as though Jesse were on the team. But is he? He stiffens.

--Yes, I knew Colonel North.

--And?

--He did his job and I did mine.

Croce has been steadily reviving as he talks: he seems on the verge of fully

recovering the snotty, supercilious twerp Jesse first met at Ricardo’s Bar. But then he

looks at the ice and looks back at Jesse.

--That’s where I got to know Tapper.

--Where? Managua?

--Honduras.

--Tapper was in Honduras? Doing what?

--Training. Ask him. He can speak for himself.

--Fucking right I can speak for myself, mumbles the crumpled heap in the corner.

Tapper yawns, stretches and sits up.



--Hey, Tapper, says Jesse. How’d you sleep?

--Like an angel, man, says Tapper. I dreamt I was killing sharks with a bazooka.

What’s for breakfast?

--Beer, peanuts, and raw fish.

--What? No tuna prushoota? I’m really pissed. So: what’s on today’s agenda aside

from running out of beer and starving to death?

--I think that pretty much covers our options, says Jesse.

--Good, good, keep it simple, says Tapper, taking a handful of peanuts.  So: I’m

off in la-la land and I hear the word Honduras and suddenly I’m wide awake. What the

fuck’s been goin on here?

--I’ve been listening to Croce’s life story, says Jesse.

--Aha! says Tapper. Complete with Daddy breathing down your neck?

--He says you were in Honduras, says Jesse. You didn’t tell me that.

--You didn’t ask me that.

--So what were you doing?

--Sorry: CLASSIFIED TOP SECRET.  You want to know what I was doing? I

was teaching a bunch of barefoot peons which end of the gun the bullet comes out of. I

never seen such a bunch of con-genital idiots in my life.

--I get the picture, says Jesse.

--Well that’s good. I’m glad you get the picture. We was fighting the good fight.

The Very Good Fight against the Commie Sandinistas.

It’s a challenge. Tapper is grinning with this Come On and Pick It Up look on his

face. Croce is silent, studying them both.

Now Jesse wonders: do I open the whole slimy murderous bag of snakes of the

Contra War?  What do I gain? I’m stuck here with these guys for who knows how long,

maybe right up to the end. Tapper’s OK now, but there’s still some pills left. Plus, he’s

got a gun. No: best let that sleeping dog lie.

--Croce says he’s sorry he missed Nam, says Jesse at last.

--Oh yeah, says Tapper. I heard that one about twenty thousand times.

--He thinks we gave up because of the protesters.



--Yeah, well, I keep telling him: Croce, I say, oh Croce, we got our butts kicked

good over there. The Veetnamese won the war, in case you didn’t hear. They put our

balls in a vise and squeezed and squeezed until you know we just had to say UNCLE!

UNCLE SAM IS FUCKIN OUTTA HERE!

--We could’ve won, says Croce, looking suddenly very pale. We could’ve won if

we’d let the military have what they needed, let them do what they needed to do to finish

the job. What we lacked was national resolve.

Tapper whistles the first bar of “The Marine Corps Hymn.”

--That’s one analysis, says Jesse. Another one is this: the Vietnamese wrote the

book on National Resolve. We weren’t even in the running. We were amateurs at empire.

We were sort of like American tourists in Europe, picking up a few superficial habits.

--Like prushoota for breakfast! says Tapper.

--We tried to pick up French colonialism where the French had left off, continues

Jesse. We didn’t call it that; we called it The Fight Against Communism. But it wasn’t

communism that whipped our asses. It was Vietnamese history. We were just a footnote.

We. . . .

--It was the right war! cries Croce, sounding a little strangled. It was the right war

to fight! We were undermined! We should have stayed the course.

--You wouldn’t say that if you saw what happened to the guys who didn’t come

back alive, says Jesse.

--Not to mention those who did, says Tapper, giving Jesse a little nod.

But now Croce is trembling, his teeth are chattering. Plus, there is sweat pouring

off his face.

--Hey, man, you OK? says Tapper.

--He may be dehydrated, says Jesse. Give him some of that icewater.

--But it’s full of blood, says Tapper.

--Doesn’t matter. He needs liquid.

--And maybe another Perky.

--Sure, why not, calm him down.

Croce is gasping: --I’m. . .I’m. . . .



--Here: swallow this, says Tapper, holding a pill in one hand and a cup of rosy

water in the other.

Croce swallows and grimaces.

--More, says Tapper.

--Enough, whispers Croce.

--Drink it all, asshole!

He does. Then Jesse pulls Croce’s hand out of the small cooler. It’s a horrible

reddish-yellow color and swollen about twice its normal size.

Croce’s asleep again. Tapper’s dozing. Jesse looks up and out. There’s still that

low overcast but it’s brighter. He rises and stretches. The air is sweet, there are seabirds

of some sort skimming the surface: light, unanxious cries. Before you start in again

worrying about being found, señor, permit yourself simply to BE for five minutes. Put the

fracas of the moment aside and bathe in the calm light: just step out of the plot of the

wretched story you’re tangled in like stepping out of wet clothes, breathe deep, send your

mind out to skim the wavetops. Just so: just so: now let that calm sink in. Remember: you

can will that panic down.

Mid-morning: the sun has broken through, but still no plane. Tapper has given the

raw tuna a second chance and has now scarfed down a fair amount. Jesse roots around in

the little cabin/locker area and comes up with a flashlight, an old first-aid kit, and a half-

bottle of ron plata.

--Looks like our lucky day, says Jesse, holding up his treasures.

--Oh yeah, says Tapper, gesturing with both hands to indicate the three of them,

the dead boat, the wide sea. I mean, check it out: is this lucky, or what.

--We’ve been in worse scrapes. Remember that time Charlie had us pinned down

all night in the bullrushes? What was the name of that place? Up above Cao Lanh. Phong

something.

--Phong My! says Tapper, brightening. Remember? I say Fuck You and you say

Phong My?

--Oh yeah, right, right. Phong My. Plain of Reeds. It all comes back now.



--Fuckin right it all comes back, says Tapper. But then we had radios that worked.

First light, we called in the napalm, right?

--Right: the river looked like it was on fire. Yeah.

--Fire and water, fire and water. Here, lemme try that firewater.

Jesse hands him the white rum and Tapper takes a swig.

--Hoo! Fuckin paint thinner!

Jesse unpacks the first aid: gauze, tape, antibiotic cream, bandaids, aspirin.

--Hey, man, says Tapper, lowering his voice. You think maybe we should lance

that hand of his? We’re talkin pus balloon.

--I don’t know, says Jesse. We don’t want it to get infected.

--Already looks infected far as I can see. I think we oughta drain that fucker.

--You may be right.

--I mean, let’s get serious here: we got food and if we stretch it stuff to drink for

one, two, three days. Enough to keep us alive. It’s that hand that’s gonna be the real

problem.

Croce wakes, slowly, at mid-day, and they tell him what they’ve been thinking.

He’s looking drawn and pale.

--Do it, says Croce. Drain the sonofabitch.

Jesse sharpens the blade of his Leatherman as best he can against a loose piece of

pipe and sloshes it up and down in the neck of the booze bottle.

Croce grips the armrest of the swivel chair with his free hand and clenches his eyes.

Tapper holds an empty bait bucket under the swollen mass. Jesse makes a quick slice and

the foulsmelling yellow juice comes squirting out.

--Ugh! says Tapper, turning away, almost gagging.

--Let it drain, whispers Croce, his eyes bright. Let it all drain.

When the hand stops dripping Jesse slathers the incision in neosporin and puts a

light bandage on it. Tapper has tossed the whole bucket over the side.

--OK, dude, says Jesse. Good as new.

Croce is trembling a little but his lips are locked in a thin smile. Tapper offers him

the bottle and he takes a little swig.



--Cocktails before lunch, says Croce. God, aren’t we decadent.

--In fact you probably should try to eat something, says Jesse.

--How’s the tuna today?

--Not as fresh as it once was, but it’s still protein.

--Now that I think of it, says Croce, there should be a lime or two in the bottom of

that plastic bag.

--Limes! says Tapper. Now he tells us.

In fact there are limes in the bag, half a dozen. They share some lime-soaked

tuna-bits and rum with lime chasers.

--This guaro’s gonna dehydrate us we’re not careful, says Jesse. What’s the beer

situation?

--Two, says Tapper.

--But we brought no water as such?

--Nope, says Tapper. Just the brewskies and the ice. And that blood-flavored ex-

icewater, lemme tell you, it’s beginning to smell pretty rank.

--Well don’t throw it out, says Jesse. We may have to drink it one way or the

other.  I gutted the pargo and the other tuna, but they’re not going to stay good forever.

--Well let’s just rig up one of your friggin smokers, says Tapper.

--Right, says Jesse. We can open the only floating kosher deli in the Pacific.

--The Pacific, says Croce slowly. Where exactly do you suppose we are?

--Who knows? says Jesse. When fishing boats from San Juan lose their power out

here and start drifting, which they seem to do with idiot regularity, they tend to move

northwest. We could be off Puerto Sandino by now, even off Corinto.

--Puerto Sandino is the temporary name, says Croce, looking quite revived. They

ought to give it back its old name, Puerto Somoza.

--That sounds neutral enough, says Jesse. I can’t imagine anybody objecting to

that.

--Hey, says Tapper, why not just cut to the chase and call it Puerto Reagan?

They pass the bottle and half-lime around again. The sun has disappeared behind

a big dark cloud. The afternoon’s thunderstorms are suiting up.



--Sandino! says Croce. That old bandit! And the Sandinistas. Amazing. Your

friends the other night? The . . .Prices, is that their name?

--Meg and Dana? What about them?

--It’s just, here we are, in the millenial year, and the Berlin Wall has been down

for years, the Russians all have M.B.A.s, and your friends are still kowtowing to the

moral and intellectual vacuum of Marxism.

--Uh-oh, says Jesse. Who invited George Will to the party?

--I mean when an idea is dead, it’s dead, says Croce. It starts to rot.

--Like day-old tuna, says Tapper.

--I don’t know how Marxist they are, says Jesse. They just liked the Sandinista

revolution. At least at first. A lot of people did.

--But lost causes are so boring! says Croce.

--Well you guys helped the Sandinistas lose, says Jesse.

--Hey, man, says Tapper. They wouldn’t have lasted anyways. No Ruskies, no

Cubans, nothing.

--It was a Civil War, says Croce. We helped one side.

--You created and sustained that fucking Civil War, says Jesse.

--Who, me? says Tapper.

--Yeah, you, says Jesse, feeling his resolve to steer clear of the war dissolving in

acid. You know what they did, the Contras you trained? They slit children’s throats, they

disembowelled prisoners while they were still alive.

--Well what can you do? says Tapper, taking a swig and handing the bottle to

Jesse, who follows suit. You try to teach your people to behave themselves, but boys will

be boys. The Sandinistas were just as bad.

--No they weren’t, says Jesse (he hears his voice rising). They didn’t rape

campesino women at gunpoint until their vaginas were bleeding, then rape them in the

ass, says Jesse. They gave the campesinos guns.

--Which is what made them our enemies, says Tapper.

--Oh, Tapper, Tapper, wake up, man.

--Look, says Croce, taking the bottle and lime from Jesse. I’ll grant you this, the

Sandinistas did a few decent things in public health and literacy and stuff. But they were



doomed from the start. Tough luck, bad timing to have their game coincide with Reagan.

History was against them. You can’t fight history. They were bit players who wandered

on stage during the last act of the Cold War. But the outcome was preordained. Our side

was always gonna win and their side was always gonna loose and that’s exactly what

happened. So I don’t quite see the point of getting all worked up about who did what to

who or who’s to blame. Que será, será, know what I mean?

It’s been a chummy, edgy, slightly desperate drinking party up till now, but Jesse

feels an old rage rising up into his throat.

--So you guys came down to help the empire fuck up a pretty good little

revolution and now that it’s over you hang around and sop up what’s left: real estate,

shrimp, teenyboppers in miniskirts.

--To the victor goes the spoils, says Croce, holding up the almost empty bottle.

--It’s a free fuckin country, dude, says Tapper. Free trade, free pussy--well,

almost free.

--The end of the Cold War does not mean the US gets home scott free, says Jesse.

Capitalism or neoliberalism or globalized free trade, whatever, just doesn’t do it for the

world’s poor. It doesn’t get them what they need. They just get poorer. So they’re gonna

be increasingly pissed off, and there’s a lot of them and they’re gonna get even, one way

or another. Mark my word.

The day’s first roll of thunder, deep and sustained, reaches them. Croce suddenly

looks very nervous. A south wind has started to blow and the boat is rocking in the chop.

--Oh, man, not more fuckin rain, says Tapper.

--If it rains hard, we’ll collect it for drinking, says Jesse.

--I want out of here, says Croce, quietly at first. I really need to get back to shore.

No, this has really gone on long enough. Enough. I’VE GOT TO GET OUT OF HERE!

The veins are standing out at his temples. He stands up and looks all around him.

His white Polo shirt is stained and crumpled.

The clap of thunder seems right above them. Croce recoils as though struck in the

head, drops to his knees, and wedges himself into the corner.

--MAKE IT STOP! he shrieks. MAKE IT STOP!

Tapper sits next to him, an arm around his shoulder.



--C’mon, Len. Hang in there, man. Hang in there.

But Croce is sobbing and shaking.

Lightning and thunder and wind and squally rain all afternoon. Jesse rigs up an

old poncho to catch some rainwater in the smaller cooler. Croce looks absolutely

catatonic now: eyes empty, expressionless. Tapper doesn’t look so good either, a caged

animal.  During one particularly fierce downpour Jesse makes it on his hands and knees

to Tapper’s backpack, finds the gun, and slips it overboard.

Late in the day the storms pass off and it turns into a fine sunset, the big immobile

pillars of cumulus turning from gold to orange to scarlet.

At last light Socorro’s nephew Laureano brings his lumbering unpainted wooden

fishing boat alongside so quietly that at first Jesse doesn’t hear it.

Jesse helps (spooked, disoriented) Tapper and (shivering, delirious) Croce aboard

the Stella Maris.  He and Laureano secure the cigarette boat’s mooring line to their stern.

As though on cue swarms of stars pop out above the sea.

They are back in San Juan del Sur by ten.



TEPISQUINTLE:  A wild rodent, called paca or capybara in South America; sometimes

confused with the wild peccary known as guardatinaja.

TRAGO: Shot or slug, usually of rum. Flor de Ca–a is the preferred (national) brand in

Nicaragua, coming in a range of grades, colors and ages.

WALKER, WILLIAM: “The Grey-Eye’d Man of Destiny” came to Nicaragua from

Tennessee via California and an ill-fated attempt to liberate (invade) the Mexican state of

Sonora. In 1855 he and his “American Falange” of dropout roustabouts and fleabitten

mercenary desperadoes known as “filibusters”(q.v.) signed on to fight for the Leon

“Liberales” in Nicaragua’s chronic civil war. In little over a year Walker had had himself

“elected” President, reinstituted slavery, burned the colonial city of Granada to the

ground, and might have arranged the annexation of Nicaragua to the U.S.A. (southern

branch) had he not unwisely attempted to stiff the redoubtable Commodore Cornelius

Vanderbilt, who had obtained a trans-isthmian transit concession from a previous

government. The Commodore rallied other Central Americans (and some Brits) who

forced Walker to flee the country. After several abortive returns, he was seized in

Honduras in 1860 and shot. His fascinating book, The War in Nicaragua, published in

Mobile earlier in the last year of his life is the Mein Kampf of the era of Manifest

Destiny (southern branch).

--J.P.’s Nica Lexicon



JESSE E-MAILS SUZY AND ANNA WITH TWO SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT

versions of being thunderstruck and adrift with Tapper and Harper: for Suzy itÕs jocular and

wise-ass, dismissing the dangers; for Anna itÕs more businesslike, with a description of the

medical problems--the dirty water, HarperÕs hand, JesseÕs lancing of the boil, his fears of more

serious infection, the rescue, and HarperÕs slow but full recovery after the siren-filled trip to the

Gaspar Garcia Laviana Hospital in Rivas.   Only once, as he writes Anna, does he ask himself:

why am I writing my ex-wife about this?  The answer that bubbles up surprises him:  because I

might have died and we still care about one another and she has a right to know about such

things.

He leaves TapperÕs gun out of both versions.

--I owe you my life, Jesse says to Socorro.

--DonÕt be an idiot, she says, wrinkling her nose.  If you want to thank somebody, thank

Laureano.

--But it was you who spread the news. No one else knew we were out there.

She gives a grim little smile.

--I wish there was something I could do for Laureano, says Jesse.

--There is, says Socorro.  He needs a new engine for that floating coffin of his.  It was

lucky you made it back to San Juan.

--Sure, why not? What would that cost?

--They tell me Papigallo has a used one in good condition heÕll sell for mil dolares.

--I think I can manage that, says Jesse. But would Laureano accept a gift like that? HeÕs

very proud and independent.

--ThatÕs true. Maybe you can be, who knows, a partner in the boat or something. He

could pay you your share in fish. Atun blanco for your smoker up on the roof.  I think he might

agree. I can talk to him.

--Good, says Jesse. Do that. Thank you. I donÕt know what IÕd do without you.

She blushes and turns her head away to stir the rice.

Sor Trini meets Dolores Sanchez Mej’a outside the market.



--You look terrible, says Sor Trini. WhatÕs the matter? Is something wrong in

Ostional?

--ItÕs Camilo.

--Ah?

--His father insists there is no reason to worry. But I am a mother and I worry.

--But there is no news?

--Nothing. No good news, no bad news.  My sisterÕs boy just got back from San Jose

and said no one there has seen or heard about Camilo.

--Well that means nothing, says Sor Trini.  Costa Rica is a big country and San Jose is

a big city. He could be anywhere and no one from home would know.

--I know. But I worry.

--Leave it to God, says Sor Trini, patting the other womanÕs shoulder. God knows best.

But IÕll pray for you.

--DonÕt pray for me, says Dolores. Pray for my son.

The mayor, Yipito, has been elected to the National Assembly and spends most of his

time in Managua these days. His deputy, Mario Balceta, is Acting Mayor and has the nod

from the ÒzonalÓ  Sandinista hierarchy to run (and win) in the special election next year.  But

Mario is not Yipito: heÕs fat and relentless, with his sickly, obsequious little grin and his pose

as Òa humble man who works for the good of the people.Ó Business owners are quietly asked

to contribute to his campaign fund.

--We have to pay the little prick, says Barry Christian.

--Why? says Jesse. IÕve been shaken down in Managua, but never in San Juan. This

sets a bad precedent.

--If you want a permit or if you donÕt want your tax bill suddenly spiking through the

ceiling , youÕd better play his game. ArenÕt you planning an addition to the hotel?

--Yeah, I was thinking about it. But I never needed a permit before.

--Times are changing. Even the ricos down the beach in Las Quintas have to ante up.

They donÕt call Balceta el totolate--the tick--for nothing.  Besides, heÕs not asking much, a

couple hundred bucks.

--Well fuck him!



--Do you mean, Well fuck him I wonÕt pay, or Well fuck him I will pay?

--Oh I guess IÕll pony up, sighs Jesse.  ItÕs not the money, itÕs the principle of the thing.

--Principle! says Barry. In this country? Listen, the Nicas donÕt need the Mexicans to

come down here with their Plan Puebla Free Trade Zone to teach them how to take The Bite

from people with money.

--The Bite, The Bite, laughs Jesse. Balceta, Bite Me!

--Oh he will, says Barry. Trust me, he will.

Jesse and Caitlin have a quiet dinner at Bar Tere.  Her take on The Gringos Adrift is

sheer disbelief at the amateurishness of the enterprise: no ship-to-shore radio on an

independent circuit, informing no one at the Portuaria or the Capitan’a that theyÕd be out

there,  no backup drinking water or canned food, no battery-powered transponder, and

actually courting disaster by heading OUT INTO a belt of thunderstorms.

--Rubadubdub, she says. Three fools in a tub.

--Hey, take it easy. It was just bad luck. HavenÕt you ever been hit by lightning?

--Never. Not once.

--Not even close?

--Well, yeah, I did see a metal buoy get zapped once and like you say, it can really

scoop a big hole in the water.  And it sure as hell is scary.

--I donÕt think I had time to be scared, says Jesse.

--Well I sure hope you learned your lesson.

--And what lesson is that?

--DonÕt go out messing with Mother Ocean unless you know what youÕre doing, unless

youÕre ready, really ready.  Ready for the worst.

--So what do you do if you run into electrical storms?

--Tie everything down including the tiller, bring in sail, disconnect the electronics, and

get my butt below--slap on the old Walkman and just chill. But what I donÕt do it break

CaitlinÕs Law.

--Which is?



--Keep it simple. I have an auxiliary motor I can start by hand. DonÕt need no digital

brain. And I never leave sight of land without knowing damn sure I could loose a mast and

drift for weeks and still have what I need to stay alive.

--The Independent Sailor.

--You said it.

--Well, says Jesse, remind me next time IÕm lost at sea to get lost with you.

--Oh, weÕd probably kill each other before it was over.

--And here I was going to suggest a weekend trip to Tahiti in the ole Tiburon.

--We sailed together our first date, remember? Ostional?  But IÕm not sure we could

last a month together.

A long silence ensues.



7 SEPT:

 I DID NOT DREAM MY ACTS.

 I stood there and pulled the trigger emptied the clip shot out the plume of fire

called in the jellied airstrike.

 I did these things.

 I did not not do these things.

My fingers stayed red for years.

I did not dream my acts.

Trees, so many trees: Abejon, Aceituno, which of course is not an olive tree,

achiote homegrown backyard paprika substitute when you break open the spiny seedpod

your fingers stay red for days, Aguacate avocado not to be confused with abogado for

making guaca (hole/burial mound/hidden treasure) mole (mashed sauce) but of course the

word itself has a treasure buried in its midriff, Almendro which comes in both Casa form

and Monte form and while not a true almond bears a white nut in its tough innards if you

have the patience to sit at curbside and beat it with a rock, Anona, Ardillo

So many names of trees: we made this list in Ojochal during a break in the

excavation work lolling about in the shade of the gallinazo, Balsamo, Brasil or brasilito

(beach of sighs) only grows at seaside or riverbank with its articulated tendons stripped of

skin anatomically correct, Cacao theobromo drink of the gods the fruit must rot for the

seed to ripen, Cachito, Caña Fistula emetic but cannot cleanse the stuff’d bosom, Capulín

with its sweet fruit, Caoa (Caoba, mahogany), Carao both  Estranjero and Montesca ¡ay

carajo! Carbón also called Ronron

Expiatory Empathy I wrote with a stick in the sand her womb sliced open by your

bayonet and then that first return to Nicaragua this time by air in from Miami on TACA

over Cuba (Isle of Pines) and the banks and casinos of Cayman and the muddy shoreline

of the Costa Atlantica then miles and miles and miles of nothing but trees mountains trees

rivers trees millions of trees crying out to be named

Cedro both Macho and Reál which while not a conifer still smells like cedar,

Ceibo (Ceiba) the grandest greatest clean upsweep of bigbellied trunk ¡O kapok tree of

heaven! Coco lop off the skulltip and sip the sweet juice or twist the fronds to make a

roof, Cocobolo, Cornichuelo whose longhorn becomes home to a tiny vicious guardian



ant (Let me drill into your prickly heart and make my home there and I’ll protect you

from a hungry world), Cortés (de la Cigüeña) yellow like Poroporo but with denser

clusters courteous stork blazing on the hillside, Coyol those spiny palms that seed

themselves in open fields we cut their honeywhite flowers in Lent to adorn the Via Crucis

then fell the tree and slice it open and let the juice ferment into chicha to celebrate the

death of the Father’s lost Son or the Son’s AWOL Father

From the air on a clear day approaching Managua you can see (to the right) the

Marrabios chain of fiery cones and the Segovias (where Sandino hid out) with Honduras

beyond and (to the left) Mombacho and the big lake and Ometepe and the volcanos of

Costa Rica beyond (Oros’ where they gunned down Gaspar) so that if you stretched your

arms out in the aisle (please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts and pull your

seatbacks forward) youÕd Embrace the Whole In an Instant.

But To be born Nica, figurase, is a kind of congenital mutilation,  said Rodolfo in

his cups ÀDid you know that seven out of ten Nicas wish theyÕd been born elsewhere?

TheyÕd rather freeze their huevos in Gringolandia or work like slaves in Costa Rica than

stay in the hijueputa Patria. A mutilation. Like a scar on the soul.

Chaperna, Chilamate (“El cabello hace nuevos troncos,” said Olga--the hair

makes new trunks, so one solitary tree can become a forest unto itself) Chilillo,

Chiquirín, Chocoyito, Espavel, Fruto Negro, Gallinazo, Gavilán, Genízaro perfect

deepgreen umbrellas out in the grassy rangeland, and don’t forget Granadillo, said Jose

Adán. . .

The problem with overviews is that we look down and see the vast sweep of the landscape of our

lives from the vantage point of timelessness indifferent aloof aloft but of course we do not live in

airplanes or up on lookout towers, now do we?

So that to say the Sandinista Revolution is no different from any other, that its decay from high

ideals into moneygrubbing corruption and internecine fratricide was preordained, its once-vivid

banners bleached of meaning and turned into dishcloths, to say that this is what history has in store for

all such communal self-delusions says nothing to our ineradicable sadness, our disappointment and

sense of betrayal of The Best of What We Are and Could Be.

But (said Rodolfo) what I canÕt understand is why you or anyone else in his right mind would

CHOOSE to BECOME a Nica.



Grefrú ¿but is Toronja the same as Grapefruit? Grosella (fruta amarilla)

Guacimón (both Ternero and Morenillo) Guacuco, Guachipilín for the keels of boats,

Guaitíl the other name for Tapaculo assplug bumstopper, Guanacaste a feathery fountain

of green and name of the province we once owned but the Ticos took away, Guapinól,

Guarumo, Guavillo, Guayabo (de Casa y de Monte) and girls that pick ‘em called

guayaberas, Guayacán with its mantle of tiny sky-blue blossoms and wood like iron for

tillers, Guiliguiste (Wiliwiste)

How easily young JP is convinced to run off from Chapel Hill to fight in Mexico

[boredom with school, rage at his father, a lark with his friend Macon].

But if I asked: Why  Exactly Did You Enlist for Nam what would you say? The

High Moral Ground ÒHow could I exempt myself when my students were being drafted?Ó

Sorry, that just donÕt cut it.

Could it be something as simple as: IÕm an American guy and I like guns.

I like the noise and the smell of the smoke and the things in front of me flying into

the air and falling apart.

 Not flattering but closer to the truth.

Like when you and Jimmy Barnes made an entire village of wooden matches

down on the sandbar in the creek and then lit one end and watched the fires  (pss! pss!

psspss!) leap from house to house.

Yes, that illicit joy like whacking off in unison in the woods

Helequeme with its day-glo orange papery blossoms, Hombre Grande boil the

bark and drink it for diabetes, snakebite, anemia, Hule is rubber, Javillo with its thorny

trunk no tree huggers need apply, Jícaro, the “calabash tree,” for making carved drinking

vessels, Jiñote, Jobo, Jocomico, Jocote eat the green olive-sized fruit in March

I did not dream my acts. I the agent acted.

You can name old JPÕs marital humiliations, his personal transgressions in the

Halls of Montezuma. Why can you not put into words what you and Tapper and the

others did that afternoon?

           Your brush-off of Meg and Dana: ÒI donÕt talk about that.Ó But now you sit alone

at your private machine. What holds you back from describing that dream-like scene

which you did not dream?



Laurél (Macho y de la India) Limón Dulce, Agrio, Indio, Mandarino y Reál

although which is green lime and which yellow lemon slips my mind, Madero when they

bloom in February the garrobos/iguanas and parrots stuff themselves on pink flowers and

the deadeye boys come with slingshots to blast them from the trees, Madroño our

national tree ¡Salva a tí, Nicaragua! Malacaguite, Malinche three sizes/types--flaming

roadside bush, candycorn sapling, giant Royal Ponciana fountain of red--named after the

Aztec princess who fell for Cortés and betrayed her own people (at least that’s the blame-

the-woman version) Mandarina tangers, Mango I dreamed of opening a chutney factory

in San Juan named Chut-Nica, Manteco, Manzano

Atonement, first meaning: to be at one with God.

But why not at one with the truth of what you have disguised and/or avoided.

 Or with yourself.

To seek atonement with oneself.

To be at one with that one you were and have become.

 Not the same as the man before hath penance done and penance more will do.

Manzanillo for little tipplers “If you sleep under it next morning you wake up

dead” said lost Camilo, Marañon cashew, Marango the Nica name for Moringa the

miracle tree from Northern India used elsewhere against malnutrition but here we stew

the blossoms with honey for cough syrup, Matapalo Tarzan vines that hug a tree to death,

Mora, Muñeco, Nancite like gooseberries, Naranjo O.J. Tree, Nim also from India you

steep the leaves in water homemade insecticide fastgrowing windbreak never turns brown

and Brother Antoninus asks: “Having done such things in the greenwood, what shall I do

in the dry?”

Had we actually been fired on? that is the question.

Certainly  Òa shot rang out.Ó

And certainly Òwe hit the deck.Ó

And certainly Òwe shook with fear.Ó

And then somebody (who was it? somebody) said Òit came from that hootch.Ó

 Or maybe it was Òdid it come from that hootch?Ó

Nispero, Ñámbaro, Ocornoque, Ojoche thus Ojochal a place full of ojoches,

Palanco, Palo de Agua, Palo de Leche sap like milkweed, Palo de Piedra, Palo de Rosa



bark makes a cure for children’s diarrhea, Panamás “Nada más que panamás,” Papaya,

Paraíso seed helps with diabetes, Pelejo de Toro, Pino, Piojo, Plátano, Pochote under the

full moon, Poroporo splash of yellow in January before the leaves appear first sign of

“spring”

And it was only two days after Eddy bought it they had sent six of us ashore to

reconnoiter and we were jumpy thatÕs for sure and lieutenant said On my count open fire.

On my count. Open fire.

 On. My. Count. Open. On. Open. Count. My. Fire.

Quebracho, Quebramaya, Quina (contra la malaria), Quitacalzón ¡Off with your

undies! pink-flowering Roble, Sacuanjoche the national flower, Sangregado golden

flowers another diabetes “cure,” Sapote (Casero y de Monte) also spelled zapote,

Sardinillo good small yellow-flowered tree for sidewalks and parking lots, Sincolla

fivefourthreetwoone. bang, bangabang.

So many names of trees: Tamarindo, Tapaculo, Tempisque, Terciapelo

fuck fuck fuck sir these dinks are farmers fuck fuck fuck

So many: Tiguilote, Tobaco, Yayo

smoke rising from the riddled cotton fuck the riddle

Zorillo


