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There may not be things �man was not meant to know,� but there are certainly things people would rather not know!
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A warm southeast breeze was rising as Mary Kelly parked her car and walked across the thin ridge of sand that divided the marshy pond from the open Bay. The tall cattails and pampas grasses waved like a field of wheat, their movement making a reedy rustling symphony beneath the chirping of the frogs and the occasional bird song. She searched the edge of the grasses for the spit of sand projecting out into the dark, brackish waters that would mark the beginnings of the path to Jake�s shack. A few steps into the jungle of growth was enough to reveal that the path was clear, however, and she soon encountered the first plank on the long walk to Jake�s shack.
Once among the grass, any cooling that she had from the breeze disappeared. In late August the marsh was redolent with life and the heady smells of rotting fish and decaying vegetation, all vital to the cycle of life in the Bay. A swarm of buzzing flies and mosquitos rose about her, their thin keening cries a bothersome noise in her ears. It was their larvae that fed the aquatic life of the marsh. They were the bottom rung of macrolife at the start of their lives and fed on the top rung as adults. Without the halo of insect life the marsh would die, and the Bay would soon follow. That was one of her responsibilities; to see that all the essential forms were preserved and cherished.
When she was younger she had heard of communities pouring oil on marshes such as this to kill the mosquitos. Some had filled them in with fly ash or construction rubble. Naturally the frogs, minnows, and larger game fish had disappeared as well. Eventually, even the ducks and Canadian geese wouldn�t stop on their annual migrations. Some people regretted the loss, but at least they didn�t have to worry about the mosquitos any more. Damn egocentric fools, she thought.

Jake�s shack had been built on the edge of a small feeder stream between the center of the marsh and the pond, as he called it. The shack was typical of many of those built by fishermen around the Bay; its bare wooden siding a uniform gray from years of exposure. Twenty crazily angled stilts, searching in the rich black goo beneath for solid ground on which to lean, supported the floor of the shack and held it above the high tide.
The rambling walkway from the end of the sandy path ran to Jake�s doorway. The walkway was as ramshackle an assortment of driftwood as she remembered. The wide gaps between some of the boards still offered a danger of a misstep, since the boards had been set to the length of Jake�s own stride. This made her keep her eyes on the walk rather than view the wonders of this small inlet marsh.
She noted that all of Jake�s boats were tied up beneath the small shack, indicating that he was at home and not out tending his crab traps, fishing, or drinking coffee with his buddies across the way. Chessie, his mongrel retriever, barked a welcome as she emerged from the covering grasses and made the assortment of cats scavenging the fishing boat scurry for cover.
A long black box covered part of the shack�s roof. It was a shallow affair, its interior a mass of convoluted hose, covered with Plexiglas. The hoses emerged from the box to connect to an oil drum reservoir. The entire assembly was painted a matte black. The components had been her present to Jake in return for his help on her initial survey of Bay grasses. Jake had assembled them into a solar hot water heater for his modest home using plans from one of his magazines. He was handy that way.
An assortment of solar arrays, chargers for his batteries, she supposed, lay on the roof beside the heater. Above that, near the peak was something new. It looked like a 55-gallon drum sawed open and the halves placed side by side. Some new solar gadget, she supposed. Jake had a penchant for assembling gadgets out of things that came his way. It was no wonder he had opted for the simple life, she thought; if he had been in the thick of civilization he would have gone into overload with gadgetry. Or maybe that had been his problem: had he been a scientist or engineer of some sort? Maybe he had been one of those on some failed defense program that was made obsolete by the fall of the Soviet empire. He never said much about his former lives and she would never pry.

�Hello,� she shouted when she got closer. She had to stoop to pat Chessie on her oily head as the big retriever wriggled toward her in a shameless display of affection. The two of them had become fast friends after their first startling encounter. She called again. There was no reply.
As she drew closer to the shack she noted that the door and window were shut tight; a strange thing to do in such heat. Maybe he had gone out and shut the place up. But why would he not take the dog with him? She rapped lightly on the door. �Jake, it�s Mary. Are you in there?�
The door swung open almost immediately. �Come in. Come in. Quickly, now,� he said by way of greeting and waved her into the cramped interior.
A wave of cool air hit her face as she entered, startling her. �What�?� she exclaimed. �When did you get air conditioning?�
Jake laughed and waved her to the one chair in the room, flopping onto his bed to face her. �Gadget�s on the roof,� he said by way of explanation. �Got the idea from a man over to Eastport. Split a drum and fitted some mirrors to the insides. Got a pipe runs along the focus that�s filled with ammonia and runs into a water tank. The sun heats the ammonia�makes it boil, you know. I run it through a little water tank and let it condense.�
Mary gave a little start of surprise. This was straight out of her physics lab. �And the condensation draws heat from the water and cools it!�
Jake beamed as if his prize student had gotten the right answer. �Yup. And I also run it through the solar heater to gather some more of the waste heat. The whole rig gives me about a hundred pounds of ice a day, if I need it to keep the fish fresh. Chessie likes her fish cold, you know.�
�But where does the cool air come from?�
�Oh, I just have a fan that blows across the ice. Makes it real nice in here, don�t you think?�
Now that she was used to it she realized that the initial feeling of coolness was just the change from the outside. Jake�s primitive air conditioning put the cabin at a warm eighty plus degrees, not the frigid seventies she found in most homes and offices. Still, even a few degrees of cool was some relief from the stifling August heat outside. �Very nice,� she replied.

After finishing the chicken and biscuits that she had brought for dinner, they sat on the pier outside and watched the huge red orb of the Sun sink into the smudge on the horizon that was the western shore of Chesapeake Bay. A scattering of clouds was being painted by the lowering Sun in golden hues that turned to rose and finally to dim gray as the light faded. It was a show unmatched by any other in the world.
The conversation went as most do, wandering about through the lives of both of them. Mary related her battles with the budget folk to get more funding for environmental studies. Jake responded by telling her about the half dozen herons that fished the shallow waters nearby at low tide. Mary mentioned the frustration she had in gaining recognition from her male coworkers. Jake pointed out the spot where he had seen a large snapping turtle surface the previous day. Mary spoke with feeling about the ongoing rebuilding of an improved relationship with her parents. Jake mentioned that old Sands, who had helped design his little sailboat, had passed away last year. Each mentioned the important things in their lives; each related the scale of the arena where they chose to live.
�Heard tell one of your floats was down by Eston,� Jake remarked. �Doing well, are they?�
�You mean you didn�t know?� Mary exclaimed with surprise. �Jake, they were your idea. I had no idea you hadn�t even seen one yet.� Somewhere along the line Jake must have been forgotten. She was sure that invitations to their construction and launching had been sent to him.
�Didn�t want to go cross the pond,� Jake remarked, referring to other side of the Bay, when he saw the concern on her face. �All them buildings and roads make me nervous,� he explained. It was a typical �shore man�s excuse for staying on the rural eastern side.
Jake�s gift to her was a concept to build a floating platform on which Bay plants, barnacles, and sea grasses could grow and be anchored in the shallow waters where natural marshes had disappeared. The platform would provide a perfect habitat for fish and crabs as well as acting as a natural filter for the waters around them.
She had taken that idea to her boss, Jim Shepherd, and, alter endless presentations to officials from every agency dealing with the Bay and a mind-numbing round of political fundraisers, lunches, and dinners, had finally secured enough funding for a few experimental platforms; a feasibility study, they called it. Unfortunately the funding didn�t go far enough to do anything meaningful. Only ten of the prototype platforms had been built by one of the Baltimore area aerospace firms. That was one of the political compromises they�d had to make. The key vote had been held by a politician whose constituents were impacted by cutbacks in the defense industry. This was a way of getting some credit for steering work their way. Mary was shocked at how quickly the funds disappeared.
Still, even with only ten platforms they could do some interesting things. They�d anchored one in each of the major feeder rivers; the Susquehenna, Patapsaco, Elk, Chester, and Choptank rivers. The rest were scattered in areas where pollution was suspected due to fish declines, habitat disappearance, or the like.
Each of the major rivers carried its individual load of pollutants into the Bay�s ecosystem along with the fresh water that maintained the Bay�s unique brackish mix. The Susquehenna drained a watershed that extended clear into the rich and overfertilized farmlands of Pennsylvania and northern Maryland. The Elk drew waters from the Atlantic, thanks to the Chesapeake and Delaware canal which provided a route for foreign life to enter the Bay, not to mention an ungodly mess of ships� detritus and jetsam. The Patapsaco drained industrial Baltimore and contributed a rich assortment of chemicals and heavy metals, as well as the often ineffectively treated effluent of a major city. The Chester and Choptank were estuaries of the Bay rather than flowing rivers. Nevertheless the farms surrounding them washed a good deal of fertilizer and crop control chemicals into the water.
At the end of the season the institute would conduct a detailed examination of the flora and fauna that populated the platforms. Each oyster and barnacle, every root and leaf would tell the tale of what it had picked up from the waters and give a good indication of the degree of damage the Bay was suffering. These biological filters would reveal subtle things that their spot samples would miss and provide a good, long-term view of what was taking place over the course of a year.
Mary�s original idea had not been to use the platforms as floating collection sites for the environmental studies but as change agents for the Bay. If they used huge numbers of them the sheer mass of aquatic life would actually filter the water and help cleanse the Bay. A flotilla of platforms would help replace much of the ecosystem that had been lost through development and industrialization. But the funds they�d secured could only go so far and this year�s allocation was gone. She�d have to wait for the next round of budget talks in Annapolis to get any more.
�Listen Jake, I�m running down to Eston to check on the platform we put there. Maybe you�d like to come along.�
�I might go that way when the weather cools a bit,� he mused. �Been a while since I had the Gull out. Be a nice fall cruise.� Gull was Jake�s ten foot wesort-rigged sailboat; a flat-bottomed rowboat with more sail than sense. With him and the dog in it there was barely enough room to shift around when moving to a new tack. Fortunately Chessie had long ago learned how to avoid being dumped when the boat came about, and scurried forward whenever she saw Jake let go of the jib sheet and start to shift his weight. Jake, on the other hand, had learned that an eighty-pound dog moving about in a small boat must be taken into consideration. The two of them had learned much about swimming and righting a dunked wesort in the process of reaching their accommodation. �Yup, might be a nice little trip down there.�

The tide was running north at this hour of the morning, making two-foot waves in the Bay. A front was coming through later in the day and the stiff breezes that usuatly preceded a storm were already kicking up from the southeast. The Whaler she had borrowed from the DNR handled the water well, planing over the tops of the waves with only moderate bounce. She noted the number of sea gulls floating on the surface, another sign of bad weather.
It took less than an hour to make the run out of Eston�s tiny harbor down to where they had anchored the platform, and all but the last fifteen minutes was in the open waters of the Bay. She spotted it as soon as she rounded the sandy point that marked the entrance to Candle Creek.
The point was typical of the sand ecology in this part of the Bay. Beneath the dirty-looking sand was a web of roots and plant life; dune bean runners would weave under the deep dunes, Russian thistle and cockleburr would inhabit the inward reaches. Probably some marram, sand-reed, and psamma were also around, although she couldn�t see it from this distance. Altogether they were one of the most interesting environments in the Bay, and one that was routinely destroyed by weekend boaters who didn�t appreciate its wonders.
Candle Creek originated far to the east, meandered through numerous fields and woods before it came to Eston, where it wandered through the town like some drunken snake before heading in a straight line to escape into the Bay.
The institute�s crew had anchored the platform out of the creek�s main channel, quite close to an eroding bank that was gradually being undercut by the water�s flow. The creek was calm and still as she cut the motor back and coasted to the side of the platform, holding out her hands to prevent the bow from striking the fiberglass flotation tube.
This high-tech version of the platform looked quite unlike Jake�s original. Instead of logs the main flotation was provided by three twenty-four-foot pontoons made of layers of fiberglass. Instead of found lumber as cross members this version sported titanium struts epoxied into the pontoons. A mesh of polyethylene formed the base for the layers of humus and sand instead of Jake�s rough net and straw arrangement. The platform would last forever, plus one day. That�s one of the benefits from being built by a company used to dealing with MILSPECs, she mused. Now if only the damn thing didn�t cost so much!
She moved the boat along the side, searching for the anchor bolts they�d used to tow the platform here. She found one near the registration decals: Since the platform was man-made and capable of movement through the water it had to be registered as a vessel and all the taxes paid, including the exorbitant yachting fee the feds had levied. They were sort of lucky in that; one foot longer and the fee would have been another $120 more per platform! She quickly drew a line through the tow anchor bolt and threw two half hitches to secure the boat.
A quick examination of the overburden indicated that several birds had chosen to build sloppy nests among the grasses. They were either cormorants or coots, she theorized. The grasses seemed to be doing well, although the sonnet looked slightly yellow. She looked out along the creek�s bank and saw that only the cattails and pampas were present. None of the smaller grasses filled the spaces between. Carefully she pulled up a specimen of the sonnet, roots and all, and placed it in one of her plastic specimen bags for later examination at the lab. In another bag she put the usual samples of cattail root and leaves.
The submersed eel grasses also looked stressed so she removed entire plants from the underwater support instead of just a sample. As an afterthought she strained and struggled until she�d hauled one of the three mushroom anchors that held the platform in place into the boat. She scooped a generous sample of the muck that coated the inside into a collection bottle. Perhaps there was some clue in the residual sediments. She stirred the mud to see what squirming life was present and was surprised to find the muck strangely dead.
The rest of her examination of the platform was routine. It showed no signs of drift from its position. The mesh was providing enough support for the array of life on the top, and the bags of oysters that hung from the floats appeared to be surviving. She had put a few of those in her collection bags as well. Since everything was in order she worked her way back to the boat, set it loose and headed back out into the river. If she was lucky she would beat the dark clouds that were even now making their appearance on the horizon and be on her way back before the storm hit.

�PCBs, asbestos, and quite a bit of metals�that�s what�s making your grass so yellow and killing the oysters,� Donald remarked dryly. �Got to notify the EPA on this one, Mary. This stuff is really dangerous!�
�How in the name of bloody hell can this stuff be getting into Candle Creek?� she said plaintively. �There�s no chemical factories around there. No heavy industry either.�
�Well, that�s not the only way these things get into the water. Lots of stuff contains these; industrial machinery, paints, antifreeze, cleaning solvents, just to name a few. I wouldn�t be surprised if it wasn�t some farmer�s leaky drums stored away in a barn or some old stuff shoved into a culvert somewhere that�s doing the damage. But that�s not our problem. Let the environment boys track it down and handle it, that�s their job.�
Mary swore. �The EPA guys won�t be able to get to this for another year, what with their workload and small staff. We need to do something sooner.� To her mind this was the same as poisoning a city reservoir, only then just a few people were at risk, not an entire ecosystem. How could people be so stupid as not to realize what effects their actions had on the Bay? Damn, she was going to have to talk to Jim Shepherd about this, maybe he could spark some of his political contacts to take quicker action.

Jake had had a pleasant sail down the Bay in the crisp fall air. Sailing on the Bay was mostly a spring and fall affair when the breeze had some character and you didn�t have a problem filling your sails with wind. Midsummer was the doldrums, limp canvas and water like molasses. Man could lose twenty pounds sweating away an August afternoon, it was so bad. But this morning was perfect sailing weather. He�d been on a fifteen degree heel ever since leaving home.
After he exited the Chester he took a long tack across the Bay to the mouth of the Patapsaco, and then back past Middle River where he picked up a nice off-shore and high-tailed it due north past Banner Point. By the time he pulled into the harbor and walked up the slight grade to Es-ton night had already fallen. The diet of sandwiches and water that had sustained him through the long day had left him with a hunger for something more substantial, so he headed down Glochester to the Crabbin� Inn where he knew he could get some good cream of crab soup and a nice crab-cake or two cheaply, it not being the type of place the tourists would likely visit. They could even provide a bit for Chessie, since they already knew her good manners and careful behavior wouldn�t create a problem.
Margaret and two of her boyfriends were gabbing at the bar when they entered and took a seat. After five minutes, where he was left twiddling his thumbs, Margaret finally came over, threw a menu down on the table, and stalked back to the bar. �Hey,� Jake called out. �What the hell did I do?� It wasn�t like her to act so unfriendly.
Pete Stovall turned around from the bar and gave him a withering stare. �Damn eco-pussy of yours decided to kill the town. We figure that stupid floating thing of yours is what done it to us.�
�I don�t understand. How could the float hurt the town?�
�Seems Miss Ever-so-proper decided that her precious water was more important than our jobs. They shut down the plant. Said it was an environmental hazard.� He raised his bottle of Thomas Point and saluted. �Here�s to your damned ecology, Jake.�
Margaret chimed in. �Lots of folks around here going to be hurt by this, Jake. Half the town was drawing income from the plant. And there ain�t enough fishing, farming, and crabbing work had to be had �round here. I figure those that have some savings will move out, and the rest will go on welfare or something. And welfare folk don�t come �round here for dinner, that�s for sure.�
Now that Jake knew that he realized what had struck him when he first entered. Usually the Crabbin� was filled with a dozen or more locals having a meal or a snack, instead of just the three of them at the bar. Maybe he�d better find out more about this situation.
Margaret�s soup and crabcakes might have been their usual high quality, but eating them under the stares of the three at the bar made them practically tasteless. She�d not even offered to give the dog anything so Jake snuck her pieces of crab and most of the crackers under the table. He paid and left as quickly as he could. That night he and Chessie slept in the boat, under a tarp.

From what the mayor told Jake, the local situation was straightforward enough. The Eston plant had always been a marginal operation. Its two managers figured that, by spending little for maintenance, they could keep up an appearance of profitability, at least enough for their limited line, and keep the corporation from closing it down. Eventually the lack of attention to the physical plant resulted in rusting storage containers, leaking transformers, and decaying ceilings. The residue washed down the drains and into the creek, eventually finding its way to the Bay.
As soon as the corporation learned of the extent of the problem the plant had been closed. The only beneficial thing the corporation did was cap the drains and write a cleanup contract to CGI, washing their hands of all responsibility for what followed. Since nearly all of the workers were hourly wage rate there were no residual benefits, not even a health plan. The two managers were told in no uncertain terms not to seek transfers, or even further employment for that matter.
The town�s congressman and state senator had tried to find a solution, figuring that it was their help to the institute that had caused the problem, something they didn�t mention too loudly. Eston wasn�t on a main truck or rail route, didn�t have any natural resources to speak of, unless you wanted to corner the market on a poor grade of clay and sand, neither of which was in short supply in this eon. The pitiful excuse for a harbor allowed only a scant four feet of draft, making any hopes of attracting the tourist trade negligible. Most of the pleasure boating folk went to St. Michael�s or Cambridge anyhow. The local soil was suitable for corn and strawberries and made melons taste like the inside of someone�s commode. Even chicken ranching was out; Perdue had financed enough suppliers around the rest of the Shore that he didn�t need one more.
Fishing and crabbing were also poor sources of income. The local oyster crop hadn�t been good for years, and the clam market wasn�t worth digging for them. This part of the shore didn�t have enough estuaries or marshes to attract a large crab population. The few crab traps folks put out caught those heading up and down the Bay to more attractive waters and produced barely enough for a family�s feast.
Neither did Eston have a trained pool of talent that would attract another company. The work at the plant had been simple canning and routine mechanical work that didn�t require extensive training. Most of the people in the town were farmers or watermen and felt that was their true calling, even if they did have to do something else to live on. Jake had to admit that the future of Eston looked grim indeed. If even the politicos couldn�t steer work this way, what hope did the town folk have?

Deciding that he wasn�t terribly welcome, with half the folks damning him, along with Mary, for their misfortune and the other half planning on how to leave for better communities and cursing him for the drain on their savings, Jake pushed the little wesort into the water and hopped aboard to catch the outgoing tide. After navigating the shallow harbor he headed around the point to have a look at this platform everybody was so mad about. Mary had said they anchored it near the mouth of Candle Creek, if he recalled correctly, but he couldn�t see it from the point. He turned and headed back out into the river when he noticed a smudge in the distance. It looked like an island, only there were no islands in this part of the Bay.
So quickly that Chessie nearly fell overboard with the sudden heeling of the craft, he brought the bow around, swung the jib across and leaned out to flatten the vessel in the water. The wind bit hard into the sail and pushed Gull forward. The tide was running out into the Bay so he gained a knot or two from that in addition to the wind.
Within an hour or so he had caught up with the free-floating platform and made his boat fast to one of the steel rings. Chessie leaped across into the grassy mat, happy to be free of the tilting sailboat and splashing water that rolled off her oily coat. Jake pulled up one of the platform�s anchor lines and examined the ends. They had been cleanly cut just below the water line. Only a knife could sever a line that way, with no signs of fraying or stretching. Clearly someone in the town had taken their vengeance out on the most easily identified source of their problems and timed it to the change in the tides.
What was he supposed to do with this platform now that he had caught it? It was too large to paddle and too heavy to pull. Since the platform was scarcely two feet high in the water it wouldn�t show enough of a profile on radar or even to the eye until you were right up on it. That would be a hazard when it reached the eastern shipping channel. He hoped no freighter would be making its way into Baltimore when it got there; with the momentum those huge ships built up they�d have a hard time avoiding it, even if they could see it in the dark�and Jake didn�t have to wonder at which would come off second best. Be a damn waste to lose something so precious to Mary Kelly. If it missed being hit and destroyed by a tanker or freighter in the night it might even wander farther down the Bay, come aground in some lonesome backwater, and become a swim platform for some kids. He had to think of some way to get this huge, awkward platform under control.
By dead reckoning he guessed that they were making about two or three knots across the bottom, mostly borne by the outward flow of the tide and with a slight push from the wind on the tall grasses. Maybe he could rig some sort of tiller and steer the thing to shore before they reached the opening to the Bay. Quickly he lifted the tiller from Gull, grabbed some line and lashed it to one of the aft cross spars of the platform. The tiller�s blade only went down two feet into the water, hardly enough to exert much force, but even some steerage would be better than none. He tied the tiller so as to steer the platform toward the south side of the channel. After a long wait he saw that the combined forces of wind and tiller weren�t going to be enough to save the platform. It would be in the Bay long before it turned enough to matter. How could he gain more control? He sat down on one of the pontoons and thought hard as Chessie sniffed the deterius for any hidden ducks or geese she might have missed.
A sailboat uses two devices to move through the water. The sail gathers the force of the wind and is the prime mover. But without a cen-terboard providing a corresponding and opposing force on the water a sailboat would only move with the wind. It would have little control over its direction. Jake wondered if the mesh support, marine growth, and roots that hung below the platform would act as a somewhat inefficient but workable centerboard.
Worth a try, he decided, and grabbed the bow of Gull to haul her onto the platform. It was a struggle to drag her through the heavy grasses to the center of the float. �Not the man I used to be,� he muttered in self deprecation as he pulled the small anchor from the bow and lashed Gull to a cross spar. Once that was secure he raised the main sail and adjusted it to take advantage of the wind. He�d be sailing on a reach, so he could use the small spinnaker he kept on board. Quickly he ran the sheets through the two ring bolts at the platform�s stern where he could adjust the angle of the sail. �Need a whisker pole, I guess,� he muttered as he lashed the two oars together to form a heavy and awkward pole to hold the spinnaker in place. Finally he settled himself carefully to where he could see ahead, and waited for the wind and water to provide some help. He watched the land slip away as the platform started south, toward Poole�s Island.

�Coast Guard� squawk� old man sailing an island, for God�s sake,� the radio blared. Mary snapped to attention and turned the squelch on the boat�s radio down. She always kept it tuned to the emergency channel when she was working in the channel. It was too easy for one of the big ships to sneak up on you and wash you overboard with their wake. Better to keep the radio on and hear the warnings of the pilots.
�Right in the middle of the channel south of Eston. Better get the Coast Guard down there before it rams something.� The voice of the Chesapeake pilot was on an edge between amusement and indignation. �Now that I�m closer it looks more like a pontoon craft with weeds on it. No, not a pontoon craft at all; there�s a little rowboat, an old guy, and a dog on it. Damndest thing I ever saw.�
Only one thing in that part of the Bay could meet that description. Mary thought, and that was one of her platforms. She grabbed the radio and turned to channel sixteen. �Vessel needs a tow,� she called and read off the position the pilot had reported. When one of the tow pirates nearest the spot answered she gave him her credit card information, hoping Jim would validate the expense, and issued destination instructions. With luck the vagrant platform and its erstwhile captain would be returned to Eston by nightfall. She headed back to shore to get in her car for the trip down to Eston, taking a grad student or two along for protection. The people had not been terribly friendly the last time she visited and, if they had gone to the extent of cutting the platform loose, there was no telling what they might do to her car.

Quite a crowd had gathered to see the tow vehicle bring the platform into the harbor. Both the Coast Guard and the DNR boys provided an escort and, if her guess were any good, had their little citation books all ready. She waved to the DNR boat to come over. She knew most of them personally, and used them to take her to the platform. Jake and Chessie were on deck sharing a mug of hot chocolate from the thermos. Most of the pirates had such little amenities for the people they rescued. A few of them even left it off of the list of charges.
�Never seen the like,� the capt�n said as she stepped aboard. �I�ve pulled barges, and boats, and jet skis, and even a sailplane, but this is the first time I seen anybody sailing a freaking island in the Bay.�
Meanwhile the Coast Guard were examining the decals on the float with some surprise. Mary imagined that they were disappointed that they couldn�t fault them for not having a registered vessel in the Bay. Too bad. The DNR boys went over to explain a few things to them.
Jake nodded as she came aboard. �Didn�t need no tow,� he remarked. �Could have sailed it back soon�s the tide turned. She�s a bit of a weather helm, but moves along pretty well for a jury rig. If she weren�t so damn high-tech I could have tuned her better.�
Mary didn�t doubt his words. With his experience on the water he probably could have sailed the thing around the world, and broken a record or two in the process. She looked at the way he had lashed together the sailing gear to turn the float into a sailboat. He just made the best of what he had at hand, and used his knowledge to solve the problem he faced.
Just then something clicked in her mind: The solution to the problem wasn�t to wish for something different but to make use of the resources at hand. If Jake could do that to the float, why couldn�t she do it with the town?
�Listen Jake, what if we figured out how to make the floats cheaper�use, oh, PVC pipe instead of those fiberglass pontoons? And maybe make the struts out of wood. If we made the construction cheap and easy we wouldn�t need the skilled labor: We could build them anywhere!�
�Like Eston, I suppose,� he replied with a smile on his face. �And they could use them around here to build up habitat for crabs and fish. Maybe get a decent crop of oysters, too.� Mary considered; the solution would take time to have the effect Jake mentioned, but she could use next year�s budget to make a much larger number of platforms�probably make a hundred for the cost of just one of the current models. The politicians would go along if only to save face after the plant closing. Yes, and that construction work would restore some of the income to this place until the crabbing and fishing improves. Maybe the floats would even help clean up the residual crap in Candle Creek and restore the natural balance.
�Thank you, Mary,� Jake said with a twinkle in his eye and a strong desire for some of Margaret�s cream of crab in his mouth: �I guess you just returned my present.�

Editor�s Note: This story is a sequel to �Jake�s Gift,� in our September 1993 issue.
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