DALLIANCE

[From “Kerplunk! Stories” Patrick McManus, Simon & Schuster, New York, Copyright 2007, Patrick McManus]
Mr. and Mrs. Gibbons were reading the Sunday Seattle Times at the table in their sumoom. A faint mist drifted down outside. Like most Seattle residents, the Gibbons thought of mist as "sunshine."
Carlita, the maid, attired in a short black dress and a crisp white apron, came in with tea, eggs Benedict for Mrs. Gibbons, and scones and orange marmalade for Mr. Gibbons.

"Ahh!" said Fred Gibbons. "Warm scones. I love warm scones with orange marmalade. Thank you, Carlita."

Dorthea peered over her paper and half-glasses and said curtly, "That will be all, Carlita."

Carlita gave a little bow and left.
Dorthea dug into her eggs Benedict. Fred hated eggs Bene​dict. He hated even to watch someone else eat eggs Benedict, particularly his wife. He concentrated on buttering his scone. A precise and tidy man, he buttered with great care, as if re​storing a Rembrandt. He was pale and soft in the face, and his carefully trimmed dark-brown hair seemed to emphasize the paleness and softness.

"What about the Dalliance?" Dorthea said abruptly, dabbing eggs Benedict from her lips with a linen napkin. It was about the tenth time that week that Dorthea had mentioned the boat. Fred was too polite to think of his wife as nagging. She did do a great deal of reminding, however.

"What about it, exactly?" Fred asked, carefully concealing his irritation.

"Well, how much is that man behind in his payments?" 
"About a hundred and fifty."

"Thousand."

"Yes. One hundred and fifty thousand."

"So, when are you going to take the boat back?"

"Soon," Fred said. "I have the papers made out." 
"Tomorrow is soon," Dorthea said. "A week from now is not soon.”
"It's kind of sad," Fred said. "After his wife died, he sold everything he owned and poured it into the boat."

"Not your problem," Dorthea said. "That was my father's boat. Papa never took it out but he still kept it in perfect condition. Why he ever wanted the Dalliance in the first place is beyond me. And such a silly name for a boat! But there's no reason for us to carry that Pierson fellow simply because he's run out of money."

"Ike Pierson," Fred said. "He lives on it, you know. It's his home. He's quite old."

"Yes, I do know. Old people can be rather messy, too. He's probably made a mess of it. You have to deal with this, Fred. Tomorrow! Bertie will be finished with law school in a few years and maybe then you can let him handle the difficult stuff. But for now, you still have to do it."

Fred doubted his son would ever get to law school. Bertie hated even the thought of it. But maybe he would be good at taking boats away from old men. That would please his mother, although probably not as much as law school would.

The next day Fred drove north the sixty miles from Seattle to the marina at Anacortes. He found Ike Pierson on the aft deck of the boat. The old man was shirtless. He was sitting on his haunches, paintbrush in hand, touching up some trim with varnish. His hair was white and wild and hung down to his deeply tanned shoulders. For his age, Fred thought, Pierson appeared surprisingly fit and limber.

"Ahoy there, Mr. Pierson," he called out. He felt foolish saying "Ahoy."

"Ahoy there yourself, Mr. Gibbons," the old man said, straightening. "C'mon aboard. Well, I guess it's not up to me to be inviting a man aboard his own boat. I suppose you have the papers there in your briefcase."

"I'm afraid I do," Fred said. "I'm so sorry about this."

"Don't be," Ike Pierson said. "It's not your fault. You carried me a whole lot longer than any banker would, I can tell you that."

"I guess," Fred said. "But this boat has been your home."

"And a darn fine one, too," Pierson said. "But you don't have to worry about me, man. I've been poor before. I know how to be poor. I figure I'll get me a little place over in Spokane, something within walking distance of a library. And a grocery store. I like to read." He gave a little laugh. "And eat!"
Fred smiled. "Spokane?"

"I think maybe. Spokane is a good place to be poor. The fishing is good, too. And I won't have to look at the damn ocean. You fish, Mr. Gibbons?"

"Fish? No, no, I don't fish." Fred felt embarrassed not to have fished.

"Well, let's get them papers signed," Pierson said. "I know you're a busy man. Can't be wasting all day with an old fool like me. And I got to get started packing up."

"I'm in no hurry," Fred said. "I kind of hate to admit this, but I've never been on the Dalliance before."

"No! You've never been on the Dalliance before? I have to tell you, Mr. Gibbons, that is a mortal sin. Here, I'll give you a little tour. You're in for a treat."

Much to Fred's surprise, it was a treat. There were two staterooms, each with its own bath and shower. The Dalliance could sleep six comfortably, up to eight if they were on exceptionally good terms with one another. Off the galley was a combined dining area and lounge. Even a person as fastidious as Fred would have been hard-pressed to find a smudge or a speck of dust anywhere. Chrome, brass, and polished teak gleamed on all sides.

The bridge was a glowing mystery of electronics. Pierson tried to explain the navigation system, but finally said simply, "Pick out a spot anywhere in the world and it will take you there."

"Really? Anywhere in the world?"

"That's right. Well, shoot, I might just as well take you on a little cruise. Give you some idea of what a dream the Dalliance is. What say, Mr. Gibbons?"

"Gosh, I ...I guess that would be all right. Not too far out, though."

The twin engines rumbled to life somewhere below them. Ike deftly backed the boat out of its slip. Moments later they were in the open water of the bay. Gulls swooped noisily around them as if in gleeful celebration of Fred's maiden voyage on the Dalliance.

"Shucks," Pierson said after a bit. "We might as well put out a rod, just poking along the way we are. Might catch us a salmon. Here, take the wheel, Mr. Gibbons."

"Oh, no,...I better not!...”

Pierson let go of the wheel and called back as he headed down to the deck, "Just hold her steady and on line with that point across the way, Mr. Gibbons."

Fred seized the wheel in a death grip. He steered straight ahead, hoping nothing would get in his path. Like, say, a ferry! He took a quick glance back over his shoulder. Pierson, his white hair streaming out in the breeze, was baiting a large and deadly-looking hook. Then he swung the line and the string of flashers out into the wake of the boat. He inserted the rod into a holder and returned to the bridge. Relinquishing the wheel, Fred felt an odd twinge of reluctance.

Scarcely ten minutes later, Pierson roared out, "Fish on!" Fred almost jumped out of his skin.

"Go grab the rod and start reeling!" Pierson ordered. "
No!" gasped Fred. "You do it!"

"Can't! Got some tricky waters here! You have to do it!" Fred scrambled down the ladder and grabbed the rod out of its holder.

"Haul her back hard!" Pierson commanded from the bridge. "Then reel like crazy!"

Fred hauled back hard. The force of something wild and powerful surged through the rod and into his hands and arms. His heart leaped in his chest. He froze, half in fright, half in awe.

"Reel!" screamed Pierson. "Reel!"

That evening they took the dingy into a rocky beach and Pierson splayed the salmon out with willows and cooked it Indian-fashion over a driftwood fire. They ate the salmon with ice-cold beer. The salmon tasted so good it brought tears to Fred's eyes.

"The smoke," he explained.

Pierson smiled and nodded.

Back on the boat, Pierson suggested it might be better if they stayed anchored for the night. "We can head back in the morning."

"I suppose that would be all right," Fred said. He pulled out his cell phone. "I'll call Mrs. Gibbons and check with her."

"Great Scott, put that thing away!" yelled Pierson. "Two things never allowed on a fishing boat—bananas and cell phones! Been the rule ever since Noah launched the Ark!"

"Sorry," Fred said. "I'll call Mrs. Gibbons in the morning. From the marina."

"Good idea," Pierson said. "About tomorrow, Fred-you don't mind if I call you Fred, do you?-well, I've been thinking we might run across to Vancouver Island in the morning. We could have breakfast at the Empress in Victoria. You could call Mrs. Gibbons from there."

"Yes, by all means, breakfast at the Empress! I recall they serve a very good scone there."

"Say, Fred, you ever been to the Queen Charlottes?" Pierson asked. “They're spectacular."

"The Queen Charlottes? No, I'm afraid not."

"They're islands sort of up by Ketchikan. You know what? We could run up the Inland Passage and be there in a few days."

"Gosh, Ike, that sounds like a terrific adventure. But I really don't think. .."

Five years slipped by, during which Dorthea divorced Fred for desertion. She had by then married a banker, a decent, steady, levelheaded man, unlike her ex. Fred still occasionally sent her postcards from various ports: Ketchikan, San Diego, Cabo San Lucas, Puerto Vallarta, Acapulco, Rio de Janeiro, and so on. One day Carlita came in with a letter from Rio. It contained a brief note from Fred and a couple of snapshots. Carlita looked at the pictures over Dorthea's shoulder.

Fred was seated in a deck chair on the Dalliance, holding a fishing rod. His hair was long and gray now, but it contrasted nicely with his skin, which was shiny with either sweat or oil, and the color of hickory nuts. He wore only a broad grin, a pair of cut-off jeans, and a folded bandanna around his head. He appeared extremely trim, fit, and happy.

"Meester Geebons!" Carlita cried. "He's so handsome!"

"He looks like a pirate!" Dorthea snapped. "Which he is."

She was referring to several savings accounts Fred had cleverly cleaned out before she could get to them. Leaning forward, she examined the picture more closely. "Carlita, can you make out what on earth is that little red thing protruding in from the edge of the photo?"

Carlita squinted at the picture. "Es a toe!" she exclaimed. "A leetle beeg toe! Has red nail polish on eet!"

"Good heavens!" Dorthea gasped. "I would never have suspected such a thing. Imagine that-Ike Pierson!"

Carlita smiled. She didn't think the toe belonged to Ike Pierson.

Another five years slipped away.

One morning Dorthea received a phone call from a man who said he was an official at the American embassy in Chile. The official informed her that Fred had died of a heart attack while fighting a swordfish. Dorthea was shocked. "Why on earth would Fred be fighting a swordfish?" she shouted at the official. "He can barely swim!"

The official informed her that a Mr. Ike Pierson had said he would be returning the Gibbonses' boat to Anacortes.

It was a couple of months later that Bertie Gibbons, now rapidly approaching middle age and long ago having given up any thoughts of becoming a lawyer, marched down the dock at Anacortes. As he approached the Dalliance, he noticed a tall, slender man standing on the aft deck. The man's white hair streamed out in the breeze as he watched Bertie approach. Bertie was pudgy and soft and pale, just like his father had once been, only more so. He brought with him a briefcase and a frown.

"Come to get the boat, did you?" the old man called down to him.

"Yes, I have," Bertie said sternly. "And it's about time, I must say.

"Indeed it is. Well, come aboard, man, it's your boat." "All right," Bertie said. "Actually, I've never been on it before."

"Never been on the Dalliance? Oh, how can a man live with a sin like that on his conscience! We must correct that grievous error immediately!"

After a tour, the two of them sat down at the table in the lounge. Bertie was surprised to see that the old man had gone to some trouble to prepare a rather elegant tea for them. He wasn't nearly the monster his mother had described. It was certainly a relief to have the Dalliance surrendered in such a civilized manner. The conversation was most pleasant. The afternoon slipped away almost unnoticed by Bertie. He sipped his tea thoughtfully as he listened to the old man relate various adventures. Then he said, "Tell me again about the Queen Charlottes. How long would it take us to cruise up there through the Inland Passage?"

"A couple weeks. Three, tops. By the time we get back, you'll be handling the Dalliance like a seasoned skipper."

"It sounds wonderful." Bertie took out his cell phone. "I'll call Mother and see what she thinks."

"Good lord, man! Put that away! Two things never allowed on a fishing boat-bananas and cell phones! Been the rule ever since Noah launched the Ark."

Bertie laughed and put the phone back in his jacket.

"Good," the old man said. "Now, if you're not going to eat the rest of that scone, pass it over. Along with the marmalade, if you please."

