Cajun Reeboks
By Taylor Brown

Ruben stove his feet into the white rubber boota/bie on the boat. Cajun
Reeboks, shrimpers called them. They rose kneg-hmlaces, much brighter than his
yellowed socks.

When he pulled the truck into the gravel lot af tharina, Old Wilfred and Pettit
were smoking cigarettes near the busted soda ngdhia circular imprint of dip cans in
their back pockets. They were both drinking Cocda€, and Ruben knew they'd spiked
the shiny red cans with slugs of the hard stu#firtbheeks red-flushed, their voices loud.

They stood smack between him artte Georgia Wildhis 60’ shrimp trawler.
Built in '79, wood-hulled, with twin K19 Cummins esels, she’d seen better days. Her
white paint was flaking, the galley and bunkrooworsgl rusted like a ship scuttled
aground. He was the sixth owner. The bank stih@d better than half, but hardly
anybody owned his own boat, not these days.

He closed the truck door with a creak and slammedit into the dented side
until it clicked. He grabbed his gear from the la@d slung it over his shoulder and
started toward the dock.

Sundown, red, bled along the mainland west. @larsg the causeway had just
begun to turn on their lights, their taillights atodn signals blinking in the dusk. They
made a low and unbroken whoosh over the rivers@argh grass.

He could overhear the whiskied old men as he aghed, their talk hardly new.

“It's the goddamn Chinese,” Wilfred was saying.hey undercut ever’ damn
thing. Price of wild-caught’s dropped forty pertsimce they started all that, that—"

“Aquaculture,” said Pettit.

“All that goddamn aquaculture. Them farm shrinagp igo taste, you ask me.
Like munching celery. Why anybody buys them isdreyme.”

“No margin left in it,” said Pettit, shaking hislol head. “You know them Gulf
Browns going for a dollar a pound. Paid out thme#n 1960.”

Wilfred nodded. “World’s getting ugly, Pettit, dalon’t you go thinking
otherwise.”

Ruben walked up. “Evening, gentlemen.”

Old Wilfred eyeballed him, bloodshot. His whiteated tongue caressed the
chapped flesh of his bottom lip.

“You sure getting out late, ain’t you Ruben?”

Ruben, younger by decades, shifted his weight badkforth, foot to foot.
“Naw,” he said. “Just getting out early.”

Wilfred squinted at him. “Got you a real sweehégp-hole you want to get to,
that it?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe. Or maybe you got you a little bit of sdimag else,” said Wilfred.
“Maybe you got you little of that ‘square groupér’.



Ruben looked at Pettit, who just shrugged andddak his own white rubber
boots, dark with old fish guts and blood. Rubenhed his duffle higher on his shoulder.
“Excuse me, gentlemen, but | got work to do.”

He turned his shoulders edgewise and walked batwien.

“Bet you he does,” said Wilfred to Pettit. “Betwbe’s got a whole load of the
square stuff.”

Ruben’s boots clopped hollowly down the floatingklono time to bicker with
the old man, Wilfred, his sun-splotched face twddtea righteous sneer.

Ruben couldn’t blame them, not fully.

A half-hour later and’he Georgia Wildvas rounding the eastern jetty, the boat’s
big diesels rumbling underneath his boots, blackksturling over the white V of the
wake. Ruben lifted one hand from the wheel andagpit wide before his eyes, the
black-lined palm, the fingerprints grease-inkece’d-been fixing mowers all day to
make rent. Then came the call about tonight’stcatc

He rubbed one palm against the other, hard, malagdilaments of dead skin,
grit-black, but his hands were no cleaner. He dedithe jetty, out of sight of the
marina.

The boy, his contact, had wanted to meet him laatke dock, but Ruben knew
better. He knew the geezers like Wilfred wouldhbeging around, spittle-lipped and
jealous of cash-in-hand. They might talk to sonalyhéooking for a handout.

Ruben looked past the last jagged rocks of th gtd saw the neon blue kayak
floating several hundred yards off the beach. Bdweraised his paddle. Dusk purpled
the water. The kayak was bright and alien on thtew

Ruben pulled to a float alongside and pulled thy dboard. They hauled the
kayak over the side by the lanyard, and then Rylogmted to a tarp.

“Cover it with that,” he said.

The boy wore a clean white wife-beater, no wriskléle was tattooed with fancy
designs, green-scrolled with hieroglyphics Rubeevknothing about, nor wanted to.
The boy worked as a bartender at a fashionableyaioe tourists went. He looked at
the tarp, gleaming with fish scales and scum.

“Why?” he asked.

Ruben’s boots stopped on their way to the whea@oude turned. “Cause if
anybody sees us from the air, they’ll be damn susps what a little blue thing like
that’s doing on a boat like this.”

“How come?”

“How much that thing cost?”

The boy shrugged. “Thousand bucks.”

Ruben turned toward the wheelhouse. “That’s wheg,said. “Now cover the
fucker up.”

He heard the boy wrestling the tarp behind him.
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A mile out, nightfallen, clear water gone darkheTboy gave him a slip of
notebook paper, the edges torn from spiraled bqnd@oordinates scribbled in ball-
point. Ruben typed them into the GPS and sted&m bnto the correct heading.



The boy spent most of the cruise seaward sittmthe topdeck, smoking skunk-
grass from a glass pipe. He offered Ruben somd&aben said no. He watched the boy
lounge on the deck, his arms curled round the mggnis cargo shorts clunky with
equipment.

Ruben tried not to dislike him.
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Midnight they reached the honey-hole. The droptpo

“This it?” asked the boy.

Ruben nodded.

“You sure?”

“Yeah I'm sure,” said Ruben. “I been finding fiskiholes since you were
sucking milk.”

“This is more than a fishing hole,” said the bthe whites of his eyes gone red.
“People | work for don't like slip-ups, and me Hnit.”

Ruben wanted to tell the kid where the fuck hddatick his slip-ups, but kept
his trap shut. Somewhere in that boy’s cargo sheas an envelope of bills, good for
rent and boat payments for three months at leadtkigking his cocky ass overboard
wouldn’t please the landlord, his ex-wife, or hide girls.

The boy stepped into the wheelhouse, hands ddeip pockets. He shivered.
“Fuck it's cold out here. It was ninety degreesha shade today.”

Ruben could see the gooseflesh on the uninked pathe boy’s shoulders, the
white bellies of his forearms. Ruben spat on therfand rubbed the white bubbles into
a dark stain with the toe of his rubber boot.

“That was on land. There’s no metal or plastitloere to trap the heat, nothing
to block the wind.”

“Colder without all that shit, | guess.”

“I'd of thought you knew that.”

The boy huffed. “Course | do, but it wasn't ethes cold the other times.”

Ruben sniffed. “Never gets much warmer than tMaybe you should of
invested in a sweatshirt stead of all them tats.”

The boy said nothing, and Ruben felt sorry abbetdcomment, an ugly thing to
say. He looked down at the stain of his spithall taken on a shape, looked like. A
shape he sought: hook-bodied and antennaed. Magbleis interpretation, maybe not.
He toed his rubber boot into it, like stamping auliug, trying for something else.

“Fancy boots,” said the boy, watching.

“Cajun Reeboks,” said Ruben. “Damn fancy.”
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Two a.m. they heard the far-off drone of the dotame, low as the peal of
thunder across the waves. The gentle rock of tla¢ $eemed to grow less friendly, the
sea grown meaner, more uncertain. Ruben scanadubtizon for the lights of other
boats, saw none.



The boy took a device from the huge thigh pockéti®cargo shorts. It looked
like a short flashlight but no light showed whenpumched the power button.

“Infrared,” he said, his back to Ruben. Then ladked out into the bow of the
boat and raised the device like a torch, unlithassky caterwauled louder and louder.

The boat rocked harder. Ruben knew the sea neushiie-capping out there but
couldn’t see it, the stars sparse, no moon. Thedres obscured by a low ceiling of scud.
No problem for the drop plane, he guessed. It bégaircle them, the pilots surely
picking out the beacon with night vision optics.

He thought for some reason of his ex-wife, Andeegspare-bodied girl with black
hair that zigzagged her face. The image of héstit him. She worked at the bank
now. Was dating a loan officer, he’d heard. His tittle girls like miniature versions of
her, no mark of him in them he could ever see,goatl for them. He didn’t suspect foul
play, just their luck.

But when he thought of that bank man patting thitlie heads, a viciousness
flooded his veins, something glandular, and the ééavhat was happening here, now,
was snuffed out by greater prerogative. He’'d shmsge sleek-haired bank men, so few
lines in their faces, so clean their nails, andlggammed. He'd show them he could
pay his debts, and then some.

He saw the boy waving the beacon in a wide citble halo of light visible to
men high above, invisible to him.

The drone descended right down on them. Rub@peateout of the wheelhouse
to watch. He saw nothing. Just a black thundprofasky and the crash of water. The
drone trailed away.

The boy came aft. “You got a flashlight?”

Ruben went to a locker outside the wheelhousegahthe big spotlight.

“Fifteen million candlepower,” he said. “We shddind it.”

“Them,” said the boy. “Find them. There oughb®three.” He pointed
randomly. “Shine there.”

Ruben sniffed but did as he was told. Nothing.

“There,” said the boy, pointing in another direati

Ruben scanned the waves. Still nothing. Theldddor ten minutes, no
packages. Before, he’d half hoped the boy woutdsgasick, shut his ass up. Now he
was glad to have somebody else to share the bgildanry.

The boy jumped and pointed to starboard. “There!”

Ruben caught sight of two packages just beforg dinepped behind a swell. He
handed the light to the boy.

“You keep on them,” he said. “I'll steer.”

Five minutes later they were hauling the squarégarkages over the side with a
hooked gaff, careful not to puncture the outer dafeurlap, the shrink-wrapped bricks
stacked inside. They situated the big cubes sydeide on the afterdeck, the boat’s most
lucrative catch. There was a still a third onetbete. They searched and searched and
turned up nothing.

“Think they only dropped two?” asked the boy.

Ruben shrugged. “I'm just the boatman,” he sdkdell if | know if your buddies

gypped you.”



The boy pinched his bottom lip between his fingé¥/ay | see it, you and | are
in this together now, whether we like it or not I8t’s cut the shit and find it.”

Ruben almost wanted to pat the boy on the shaubdedidn’t. He looked at the
gooseflesh on him, like some kind of scaled sKihey took turns using the spotlight to
scan the black hills of water, naked save glimneémgindswept foam, no packages.
Ruben had not realized how difficult this would be.

They’d drifted away from the drop point. Rubentared back to the very heart
of it, hopeful. He came out of the wheelhouse tad the light from the boy. He was
scanning in a southerly direction when the lighgleded back at him, reflective, the
white gleam of a fiberglass hull. He blinked aatvsa center console kingfishing boat,
tri-motored for offshore work, rolling just off threstern, the nam€ashflowscrolled
along the waterline, a pair of men hauling thedipackage over the gunwale.

The image of Wilfred at a payphone exploded innhiisd, the receiver gleaming
with the old man’s saliva.

“Hey!” yelled the boy.

Ruben turned, saw the boy, saw him yank openldipeocf a cargo pocket, pull
free a semi-auto pistol. Small, black, expensiVbe boy worked the slide as Ruben
lunged toward him, across the deck, his free hartsti@tched to bat down the weapon,
his eyes set on the kingfish boat. He saw a thad come round the far side of the
control console, a carbine leveled at his shoulérben thought to drop the spotlight a
second too late. It clattered; everything wentklsave the staccato burst of gunfire,
blue in darkness.

Ruben slipped on a bit of loose rigging and cragbduds knees. He put his hands
down to steady himself and felt something liquidtioa deck, thicker than water. He
heard the manic wail of outboards in flight.

He scrambled all-fours across the deck until meecto the body of the boy, the
sound of ragged breath. He tapped his hands etengifor the spotlight, found it,
worked the on/off switch over and over until it Gaimack to life. He shone the light on
the boy, his face ghosted whitely in the overstrbagm, his blood so dark on his chin,
his throat. Ruben swung the light down his body saw the black stars in his chest,
three abreast.

He went back to the boy’s face. His breath wggea in his throat, his eyes
wide, his chest heaving. Ruben thought of allfisie he’d seen gasping on the deck,
gaffed and asphyxiating, and this boy with as whiteelly as any of them, working with
just such mania for life.

The boy’s eyes rolled once into his skull and tbame back, looked at Ruben,
the pupils dark-welled despite the white blazehefspotlight, as though they could no
longer keep out all that light. “Call somebody¢ $aid. “You got to.” He reached for
the light, his hands ice-cold over Ruben’s. “Tleap help me.”

Ruben stood into darkness. He looked down abdlyecradling the spotlight to
his broken chest, his face alight. He knew whold@ome if he radioed for help: the
Coast Guard. Cutter, helo, maybe both. Theydhymtaway a long time for this. He
could already hear Wilfred saying he’d hauled ne@ord catch of square grouper, gotten
his worthless ass twenty years.

The boy coughed, liquid in his windpipe, his facessy-mouthed as a boy in a
highchair, his eyes still white-bulbed with somadkbf wonder. Ruben turned and



staggered toward the wheelhouse, his vision blingesib much candlepower. Inside he
pulled the mike off its hook above the wheel antetlithe VHF dial to the emergency
frequency and keyed the transmit button. Theweat silent, no crackle, waiting for
him.

Ruben opened his mouth to speak the boy’s fatadthing came, no will to
speak his own. He waited a long minute, thenfiethe transmit button. The mike
crackled in his hand, static.

He looked for something to help with the bleedamgl found a dirty rag that lay
wadded against the windshield, rigid with sweat athd He went back to the boy and
looked down at him and wrung the rag in his hatmis)ate, the boy’s face gone
porcelain in the spotlight, frozen, his chin andb#t all black with unstaunched spirit.

Ruben stood over him. His face tight, lips grins, forearms torquing the rag. At
the edge of the pool of light, he could see thesemhite toes of his rubber boots dark-
flecked with butchery, liquid but already dryingusting. He looked down at them a
long time. He looked until his hands quit wringiaigd he could see nothing very
different from how his boots always looked aftafay at sea, at work.

He squatted down and removed the light from thésbiace. He slipped his hand
into the cargo pockets and found the envelopewéatded with bills, and stuck it in his
back pocket, bent double like a wallet. He patteddeck until he found the pistol. A
Sig, .40 S&W. He stuck it into the waistband of pants, the round left chambered in
case the kingfishing boat came back for the otvergackages sitting on his deck. He
went to an aft locker and removed a rust-bled anatength of chain.

The chain slid loudly across the deck. Rubentlayi flat and rolled the boy
inside, mummifying him in stainless links. He &t strangely mean shape of the anchor
on his chest and dragged him to the stern of tla lgounting as he hauled him onto the
gunwale. He rested the chained body there a lomgent, catching his breath, and then
he pushed him overboard. Ruben watched the b&y &ighost retreating into oblivion,
his mighty-inked limbs flailing slowly, their desig shorter-lived than the legions they
would feed.

Ruben pushed the parcels overboard as well. ketitigfishers find them, be
satisfied. Then he took up the spotlight and katlight, cloaking the boat in darkness.

He could not go back. The other boat could beimgib ambush him off the
coast, and what of the boy’s employers? They'dkime’d tipped off the hijackers, get
rough, threaten him with his little girls, his extev God knew the banker couldn’t
protect them.

He bent down and cleaned his boots with the ratpoat-shrift job, the rubber left
glistening like fresh-bought sneakers on a Fridghth When he was done they shone
strangely against the deck, too bright, like theghthgive him away. He went to the
wheelhouse, stepping carefully to keep his bo@arglthe newest deck-blood puddling
into the old, drying into the dark stains of loggeads, blue crabs, other bycatch.

Inside the wheelhouse tiny electronic lights blidkeand burned, unfazed, his only
stars. Ruben set a course eastward. Toward Basrmaybe. Then south to Nassau.
The Tortugas. That's all he planned. No thoudlthe past, the future. He looked only
to the horizon, squint-eyed for the pale bladead to cut his darkness, but saw
nothing, the lighted world too distant, farawayEasope, Africa. He held his gaze into
the black. Finally his eyes began to adjust, higilp dilating to darkness, his vision



delineating the pulleys and rigging of his littl@sd, his wood-decked island on the sea.
Past that lay the black shifting of the sea, thixekt hour given depth and shape, no light
to thwart his vision.
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