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Editor's Page: 

As Permafrost finishes up its fourteenth year of publica-
tion, the editors would like to thank Helen Harrel, who 
significantly assisted us with the financial aspects of the 
journal. It was not uncommon for us to call her up for advice 
or track her down in Wood Center to compare notes. 

We would also like to thank the Associated Students of 
the University of Alaska Fairbanks and the Alaska Associa-
tion of the Arts for their continuing financial contributions. 
These two organizations have always supported Permafrost's 
commitment to publishing writers who are pursuing the 
survival of literature on the last frontier. Our experience as 
editors of a small literary journal has taught us the difficulty 
in separating money and art; without the first, we could not 
share with you the second. Because of the assistance of the 
above-mentioned institutions, we have been able to focus our 
energies on editing the magazine without worrying about 
whether or not this issue would be financially possible. 

Because each small literary journal struggles to sur-
vive, we want to thank all of our contributors and subscribers 
and encourage you to support all small literary journals. 
Through them you support writers. 

David Howell 
Karen Sylte 

--Editors, Spring-Summer 1991 
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Judith Slater 

The Salt of the Earth 

On our third date, on the way home from the movie, Paul said, 
"Let's stop by my house for a minute. My mother wants to meet you." 
That sounded ominous. But the minute I walked in the door, Paul's 
mother raced to hug me. 

"So this is Annie!" she cried. ''I'm so happy you're here.!" 
I didn't know what to make of this. Nobody called me Annie; 

I hated the childish-sounding nickname, but when Paul's mother used 
it I didn't mind a bit. I was barely nineteen, desperate for approval, 
and accustomed to cool scrutiny by the parents of boys I went out with. 
"The last one was prettier, don't you think?" I imagined them saying 
to each other behind my back. 

I was to learn that Rita--that was her name--would have 
rushed to embrace me if Paul had introduced me as an escaped convict. 
But I didn't know that then, and her eager, breathless affection was 
just what I needed. I surprised myself by thawing my arms around her 
and hugging her back. · 

"Come in!" she said. "Sit down! What can I get you? Tea? 
Coffee? I sip coffee all night long, it seems like. I always have a pot 
going in case somebody drops in. Or would you like Coke? I know we 
have Coke. Just anything you like." 

Rita wore black stretch pants, a bow blouse, and pink fuzzy 
slippers-- frumpy clothes that had the shapeless mass-produced look 
of discount stores. But there was something innately stylish about her 
light quick gestures and fine-drawn features-- an aura of faded-
movie-star glamour. 

I asked for a Coke, just to be polite. Paul requested ice water, 
and Rita rushed to fill our orders. Then we all sat in the dark living 
room. The television glowed with a greenish tint even though the movie 
that was on--Gaslight, I realized after a minute--was in black and 
white. The only other light in the room came from a backwards dock 
on the wall, the kind of novelty item you sometimes see in bars, its 
backwards numbers glowing yellow. There was a rocker and a 
Barcalounger, but instead of a normal sofa, two vinyl benches sat side-
by-side against the wall. The benches looked very odd there, as if they 
belonged in a restaurant booth. I learned, later, that Paul's father was 
owner of the Pelican Bar and Grill, and that he was always hauling home 
items he thought the family could use: a bar stool covered in cracked 
green plastic, for example, that Rita had turned into a plant stand. He 
was especially proud of his idea to rip those benches out of a corner 
booth nobody at the Pelican ever sat in anyway. Sofas were expensive; 
think of the money he'd saved. 



* 
But that night I knew none of this. I didn't know what Paul's 

father did for a living; I don't think Paul had even mentioned him. 
"More Coke?" Rita cried suddenly, jumping up. I looked at her, 

surprised. My glass was full. I'd barely taken the first sip. 
"Sit down, Mom," said Paul. "We're fine.'' He turned to me, 

smiling. "You can't come to our house without my mother jumping up 
and offering you things to eat and drink every five seconds. All she 
thinks about is food. Of course, it's feeding other people she thinks 
about, not herself.'' 

Paul sat back, arms crossed over his chest, the picture of 
self-assurance. I envied that assurance; it was a quality I'd admired 
in Paul from the beginning; yet in her eager desire to please I felt far 
more empathy with his mother. I smiled at her shyly, and she 
immediately smiled back. She was being so nice to me. And who was 
I? Just one more in a string of Paul's girlfriends. How could she even 
keep our names straight? Yet she had called me Annie, as though we'd 
been friends for years, kindred spirits. 

Ominous music came from the television set, and Paul leaned 
towards it. Ingrid Bergman started up in wide-eyed terror at the 
ceiling; the gaslights dimmed and there came the sound of footsteps 
from the attic. That was it for Paul; he abandoned all attempts at 
conversation, and sat forward, hypnotized by the movie. Rita 
appeared not to mind that, or even to notice. She perched, birdlike, on 
the edge of the rocker and told me story after story of Paul's childhood. 

" ... And there he was," said Rita, "two years old, standing on 
the kitchen counter pulling a butcher knife out of the knife rack. I never 
did figure out how he got up there. He stood there smiling at me like 
a little angel. I didn't have the heart to yell at him.'' 

I gave Paul a sideways look. I'd have died if my mother had 
started revealing embarrassing details from my childhood in front of 
a new boyfriend, but Paul seemed not to hear a word his mother was 
saying. He stared at the TV, even during the commercials. 

"His babysitter used to tell him he looked just like Tony 
Curtis," Rita said, leaning toward me confidinglyin the dark. She 
lowered her voice. "I have to admit he was always my favorite child," 
she said, and added with surprising immodesty, "He has my looks." 

This was true. Paul and his mother were both slender and 
attractive, with sparkling dark eyes. When, later, I met Paul's 
younger brother Rod and his sister Debbie, they seemed liek pale, 
washed-out versions of Paul. They "took after" their father, Rita said. 
But then, of course, I didn't know what Paul's father looked like. 

"My old man drinks too much," Paul said to me a few nights 
later, his eyes on the waterbed commercial. We had just watched Days 
of Wine and Roses on late-night television, so I guess it was a good lead-
in. We were at my house this time; my parents had already gone to 
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bed. 

"He had an accident a few years ago," Paul said. "He threw his 
back out in a major way. He's had operations, but nothing's helped so 
he drinks. He doesn't trust pain pills, he says they make him crazy." 

"Oh," I said, casting around in my mind for an appropriate 
response. I wanted to say the right thing, the thing none of his previous 
girlfriends had been understanding or sensitive enough to say. 

But maybe I didn't have to say anything. Paul didn't look 
especially upset, and his voice was calm and detached. He might have 
been discussing Jack Lemmon's acting career instead of his own 
father's drinking problem. He shrugged. "Anyway. He spends most 
evenings at the Pelican Bar. He owns the place, so he hangs around 
there pretending to work. So. In case you're wondering why you 
haven't met him, that's why." 

I couldn't imagine it. The kind of self-confidence Paul radiated 
suggested a supremely well-adjusted childhood, full of Little League 
and Boy Scouts, utterly lacking in family skeletons or psychological 
trauma. "How does your mother handle it?" I asked. "It must be hard 
on her." 

Paul shrugged again. "She does okay. She's got Rod and Deb 
and me. She's always focused on her kids more than anything else. And 
he's not a mean drunk or anything." 

The waterbed commercial was replaced by a Twilight Zone 
rerun, and Paul perked up. I could feel his attention slipping away, and 
he speeded up his story to get it over with. "The sad thing is it's so 
recent, " he went on. "When I was growing up, my father worked all 
the time. Now he can't, and that frustrates him. He didn't start 
drinking a lot until after I was away at college, so it didn't affect me 
the way it did my brother and sister. They had to be home with it--
to see him change from somebody they depended on to somebody they 
didn't even really know anymore. It's been hard on them. 

"But not on you?" 
"No," he said, in that abrupt tone I was learning meant I don 't 

want to talk about it. "I told you. I was already away at college by then. 
It didn't affect me." 

After the first time Paul told me about his father's drinking, 
he didn't mention it again. "That's taken care of," he seemed to say to 
himself. 

Paul's father was named Marv. That, and the fact tha t he 
owned the Pelican Bar and that he drank, was all I knew about him for 
weeks, maybe months. He took shape in my mind as a silhouette-- a 
shadowy, faceless presence. 

Occasionally, when Paul and I want over to Paul's house to talk 
to Rita or eat one of her meals, there would be the sound of a truck 
pulling into the gravel driveway. Rita would listen and say, "There's 
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Marv," and we'd fall silent in mid-gesture, a spoon halfway to a mouth, 
a hand reaching out for a water glass. 

Sometimes there would be no further sound at all. That meant 
Paul's father had pulled into the garage and simply stayed there, 
sleeping in his pickup truck. Other times there would be the slam of the 
screen door and footsteps trudging up the back stairs; that meant 
Paul's father wasn't quite so drunk, and was able to navigate the stairs 
to pass out in his own bed. Either way, Rita'd say, "I wonder if I should 
keep his dinner warm. I wonder if he'll want to eat when he wakes up. 
I guess I'll save some just in case." Then she'd smile and say, "But now, 
you two go ahead and eat. What will you have with dinner, Annie? Some 
coffee, some wine, both? Paul? What can I get you?" 

Rita 's cooking was like nothing I'd ever come across in my life. 
She had her specialties. She'd say, "Come over on Sunday. I'm going 
to make my tacos," or "my flank steak and fried potatoes," or "my 
macaroni salad." 

The fried potatoes swam in butter and grease; the macaroni in 
the salad had been boiled until it had begun to disintegrate and then 
bathed in quantities of Miracle Whip, which Paul's father brought home 
in gallon jars from the restaurant. In Rita's kitchen were restaurant-
sized containers of everything: giant-sized jars of ketchup, a life-
time-sized bottle of tabasco. She used all these ingredients liberally. 
She was a generous cook--generous with spices, generous with the 
time she spent in the kitchen. Her cooking was Mom's Home Cooking 
with a vengeance, and it was nearly inedible. 

It didn't occur to me to criticize it, though, not even inwardly. 
I was dopily, desperately in love with Paul by that time. I was nineteen. 
I wouldn't have dreamed of questioning a single thing about him. That 
vacant, slack-jawed stare that came over him when he listened to 
music or watched television only indicated a depth of concentration and 
an intensity of spirit. His mother's spaghetti sauce with its secret 
ingredients of pickle relish and Worcestershire was wonderful; what-
ever problems I had swallowing it lay in my bland and unadventurous 
palate. 

And as for his father's drinking problem, what drinking 
problem? I had never seen it. 

One Saturday night, Paul and Rita and I were sitting down to 
a meal of Rita's navy bean soup and fried bread when there came the 
noise of wheels on gravel. We all stopped short, and then I put my spoon 
down. This was a new set of wheels. 

Marv, drunk, pulled into the driveway in a slow, deliberate 
way, proving to some imaginary policeman that he wasn't drunk at all, 
look how carefully he was driving. 

But now the gravel was flying; a car, something lighter than 
a pickup, screeched in and came to a halt. A few seconds later the back 
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door burst open. Two men and a woman stood there, smiling. I didn't 
know which of the men was Marv; I searched their faces for signs of 
resemblance to Paul and found none. 

The woman was fiftyish and big-boned--not fat, exactly, but 
on the verge. She dressed in a way similar toothe way Rita dressed, 
stretch pants and a polyester blouse, but she had none of Ritas' natural 
elegance. Her makeup was thick and heavy, and her blond hair had the 
ratty look of too many perms and too many dye jobs. 

"Hi, honey," she shouted, and threw her arms around Rita. 
half expected Rita to draw back, but fo course she didn't; she embraced 
the woman with equal enthusiasm. "Faye!" she cried. 

"These men were a teensy bit drunk, and I didn't think I ought 
to let Marv drive, the condition he's in, so I brought everybody around 
in my car. I knew it, I knew it, I told Marv we'd be showing up right 
in the middle of your dinner. You must feel just exactly like shooting 
us. You go on and eat now. Now that we've got Marv home safe and 
sound, we'll be on our way." 

"You most certainly will not. There's plenty of food . Pull up 
a chair." Rita sounded thrilled to have unexpected guests showing up 
in the middle of dinner. Bu·t it was true there was plenty of food; she 
always cooked three times as much as she needed. "You too, Dale," 
said rita to the big, ungainly man who stood next to Faye. "Sit right 
down." 

So now I knew which man was which. Marv carried the party-
sized bottle of Canadian whiskey he'd brought in with him to the center 
of the table. His walk was unsteady, and at first I thought he was 
reeling with drunkenness, but then I remembered what Paul had said 
about his back operations, and I realized that what he was doing was 
limping. 

I had expected a monster, a dragon breathing fire and gin, but 
Marv was nothing like that. He was several inches shorter than Paul, 
and he was going a little bald and a little gray. He wore square dark-
rimmed glasses, and looked as harmless as an accountant. He had a 
friendly manner and an easy, infectious laugh. 

"So this is Paul's girlfriend," said Marv. "Hi, sweetie. It's 
nice to know you." It's nice to know you. It was a phrase I found 
enormously comforting--as though it were not only possible but easy 
to know another person that purely, that instantly. 

Marv turned to Paul. "How's our boy?" he said with real 
tenderness, and reached over to touch Paul's shoulder . 

Paul drew back--or rather, in. He stiffened, and said, 
"Great," in that curt way of his. I knew he was angry, but in a sudden 
shifting of alliances I sided with his father. I thought Paul was being 
self-righteous. His father smiled across the table at me and gave me 
a little wink. I smiled back. 

Rita bustled to find extra bowls and silverware, and Faye, 
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who seemed to know where everything was, rushed to help. Within 
seconds, the table was set and the food was passed just as if a dinner 
party for six had been planned all along. 

"Well, we're celebrating," Faye announced, and lifted her 
glass. "Dale and I are getting married!" she practically shouted. 

We all turned to Dale, who shifted, embarrassed. Like Faye, 
Dale was big and loose-fleshed. He looked like the kind of man who 
would be expansive and gregarious, but he wasn't. He stared down at 
his soup bowl and muttered, "We decided we might as well make it 
legal." 

"You sneaky son of a bitch!" crowed Marv, slapping his thigh 
with delight. He reached across the table and punched Dale on the 
shoulder. "You didn't breathe a word of this. Why didn't you tell us?" 

"We wanted it to be a surprise. We wanted to spring it on you," 
said Faye. "Guess we did, didn't we? Marv, I wish you could have seen 
your face!" She hooted with laughter. 

Rita leaned over and hugged Faye. "''m so happy for you, 
honey." 

Faye brushed back tears. "Now look at me," she said. "Crying 
like a bride. Well, what the heck, that's what I am, isn't it? It's just 
that you two are our best friends in the world, and I'm so happy you're 
here with us right now, you and Marv. You two are the salt of the earth. 
Hey, Dale!" she said suddenly. "Let's do this up right. Let's go to Vegas 
and take Marv and Rita along to be our best man and best lady. We'll 
drink champagne, play some blackjack, win enough to pay for the trip. 
What do you say?" 

Dale shrugged. "Why the hell not?" he said. For some reason, 
this remark struck everyone as hilarious, and the table rocked with 
laughter . 

After that, everyone was funny. Any comment anybody made 
was greeted with whoops of laughter and Marv slapping his own knee 
if he couldn't reach anyone else's. He kept yelling at Dale, "You son of 
a bitch!" in the most delighted way. And even though the level of the 
bottle got lower and lower as the evening wore on, nobody seemed 
really drunk, just high-spirited. Even Rita took occasional birdlike sips 
from her own little glass of whisky. 

I wasn't drinking anything but Coke, but I began to feel 
lightheaded, lifted up by the party atmosphere. Even Paul seemed to 
be enjoying himself, not saying much but sitting back smiling in a 
daydreamy way. 

Rita was in her element, leaping up and down, ladling extra 
helpings of bean soup. Her own food went untouched. As she passed 
plates and refilled glasses, she launched into a joke about two lawyers 
in a bar. "Or, no, wait, it was two doctors. That's right, it had to be 
doctors because one of them says to the other one, something about a 
stethoscope.... No, wait, that's not right either." By the time Rita got 
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to the punch line, which made no sense, even Dale was roaring with 
laughter. 

"I swear she does this all the time," Marv said affectionately. 
"I never saw anybody get things so screwed up." 

Rita shook her head and laughed. "It's true, it's true." 
"That's so cute, honey," said Faye. "You are the cutest thing. 

You are our best friends in the world, you and Marv. You're going to 
be my best lady at my wedding, and I won't have it any other way." 

And then, as I suppose I should have predicted, things turned 
ugly. It happened in a sudden, rearing-up way. One minute everyone 
was laughing at a joke Faye had made on herself about wearing white 
on her wedding day, and the next minute Marv, reaching over to pat 
Faye on the thigh, said, "You old heifer! I can just picture you in white 
lace, all right!" 

It might not have been so bad--one of those awkward mo-
ments, a joke that falls flat, and there's an uncomfortable pause in 
which nobody quite knows what to say, and then somebody rushed to 
change the subject and the moment passes. 

Rita tried. "More bread?" she said brightly, and passed the 
plate. 

But then Marv said it again. He hadn't noticed the lull. "You 
old heifer!" he shou;ted, and the word seemed to bounce around the 
room, echoing, and Marv kept laughing, the same laugh I'd found so 
charming and infectious earlier, only now it was going on too long and 
too loud. Even though I wasn't holding Paul's hand anymore, or touching 
him at all, I could feel his body stiffen beside me. 

And Dale, who had been drinking straight shots of whiskey all 
evening, stood up clumsily, reeling, and slammed his fist on the table. 
Plates and glasses and silverware jumped, and I grabbed at my glass, 
but it was too late. Coke spilled everywhere and the glass rolled off 
and hit the floor . It didn't break, though; it was indestructible, 
restaurant-weight glass, courtesy of the Pelican Bar. 

"You asshole!" roared Dale, and lunged at Marv. "You insulted 
Faye, you son of a bitch! You called her a cow." 

"Dale!" Faye tried to laugh, and the sound came out as a shrill 
hoot. "Come on, Dale! You know that's just Marv's way. Marv and 
I wouldn't know what to say to each other if we didn't insult each other. 
Come on now, you're being silly--" 

Dale flailed like a parody of a drunk trying to fight. He jabbed 
at the air with his fists. Paul and Marv got on either side of him and 
held his arms, but Dale was surprisingly strong. He pulled away, drew 
his elbow back like a pitcher winding up for a fastball, and hit Marv on 
the side of the face, open-handed, with a loud slap that echoed. 

Marv staggered back. For a moment I was afraid he was going 
to fall, but he held onto a chair and steadied himself. In slow motion, 
he raised his hand to his cheek. He didn't look angry, or even hurt, only 
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surprised. "Hey now," he said softly. "Hey now." 

"You idiot'" Faye said. "Marv is your friend, you big bozo. 
Marv is your best friend in the world. Why did you go and do such a 
stupid thing? Drunk or not. I swear. Defending my honor, for God's 
sake. When I think of the names you've called me.... Are you all right, 
Marv?" 

"Sure," said Paul's father. "Sure." But then his face 
crumpled, and he grimaced and passed a hand over his face. He was 
crying. 

I heard Rita sigh--a sound so soft I was surprised I even heard 
it. 

Marv struggled to get himself under control. He lifted up his 
glasses and wiped away the tears. But his tears unleashed something 
in Dale, and now Dale began to cry, too-- great howling sobs, animal 
noises. He sank so heavily into his chair that I thought it would break. 

Faye sighed. "Oh, for Christ's sake," she said. "Well. Looks 
to me like we've worn out our welcome, doesn't it?" She turned to Rita. 
"''m sorry, honey. These guys. I'd stay and help you clean up, but I 
think I'd better get this lunk home to bed. When they get like this, you 
know how it is." 

"I know," said Rita. "Isn't it the truth?" And she smiled. She 
even hugged Faye good-bye. 

Paul and his father maneuvered Dale toward the door. Tears 
streamed down Dale's face. He clutched at Marv. "''m sorry," Dale 
sobbed. "''m sorry. You're my friend. Salt of the earth." 

"You old sea horse," said Marv, his voice so brimming with 
emotion that he seemed on the verge of tears again. Fondly, he patted 
Dale on the shoulder. 

I trailed after them. I stood in the doorway and watched them 
load Dale, like luggage, into the back seat of the car. Faye made her 
way to the driver's side, none too steadily. She saw me standing there, 
and waved to me. Then she drove off, spraying gravel. 

I went back inside and made efforts to help Rita clear the table. 
"No, no, no," she said. "I don't want you to do a thing." The empty 
whiskey bottle was nowhere in sight. She had already disposed of it, 
had already mopped up my spilled Coke. 

I wanted to say something to comfort her, but I didn't know 
what. I looked at her fine tapered hands, the cheap white blouse with 
the ruffle around the neck, the delicate lines of her face. 

Finally I said, "Maybe I should go, then. Maybe I should have 
Paul take me home." 

"Oh, no, Annie! It's early. Stay and watch TV with me. It'll 
just take a minute to finish up these dishes." Her voice held almost the 
same tone of hearty hospitality she had used when Faye and Dale first 
showed up. If you didn't know, you wouldn't think anything bad had 
happened at all. 
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I went into the living room. Surely it had been no more than 
five minutes since Faye and Dale had driven away. Yet there was 
Marv, asleep in the Barcalounger as though he'd been there for hours. 
He might have been anybody's father, even my own, dozing after a 
home-cooked meal. The room was dark, but the television glowed; Paul 
had tuned in Johnny Carson. It was that late. 

Paul lifted his eyebrows and gave me a small smile. "Well," 
he said. "Now you've met my dad." 

"Is he all right?" 
"Just dandy," said Paul shortly. He turned back to the 

television. 
I sat down on the edge of the restaurant-bench sofa and 

watched Johnny Carson's mouth move. Rita came in with the coffee. 
Paul accepted a cup without taking his eyes off the screen. She poured 
a cup for me--l had begun drinking after-dinner coffee with Rita , 
because it was easier to accept it than to say"No, thank you," a dozen 
times in an evening. She sat down next to me, and for a few minutes 
we pretended to watch Johnny Carson with Paul, but if you had quizzed 
us, we wouldn't have been able to name any of Johnny's guests; we 
wouldn't have been able to retell a single one of Johnny's jokes without 
muffing the punch line. 

The television glowed weirdly. There had always been 
something wrong with the color; Johnny and his guests looked lizard-
green. "I almost married someone else," Rita said suddenly, leaning 
toward me in the dark. "No, I shouldn't put it like that. It never got 
to that point. Still, he proposed. He did. And I wanted to say yes." 

She made no effort to lower her voice, but then, there didn't 
seem to be any reason to. Marv, there in the lounger, was dead asleep. 

We sipped our coffee in the darkness. The backwards clock 
read twenty minutes after eleven. I had gotten so I could tell time by 
it as easily as I could by a normal clock. 

"It was World War II," Rita said. "The day after Marv left to 
join the Army, his father came over with a letter from Marv. Folded 
up in the letter was an engagement ring. I was still in high school." 

She glanced over at the sleeping Marv. Her gaze was 
deliberate, appraising. "I didn't want that ring. I can say that now. I 
couldn't, then, not even to myself. And anyway, how could I send it 
back, with him going off to war? Marv was so young, too. Barely 
twenty ." 

She held out her hand, looking at her wedding ring as though she 
couldn't for the life of her figure out how it got on her finger. 

"I used to practice wearing that ring, at the laundromat or a 
store where nobody knew me. I thought if I could just get used to the 
feel of it, I could get used to the thought of being married to Marvin. 
But I couldn't get used to it. And I got to thinking ... who was to say I 
had to wear it? How would he know if I didn't? So I put it away, Annie. 
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Just put it away. She sighed her soft, barely audible, sigh. 

"Then I graduated and Marv was still at war, and I got a job 
in Santa Cruz. It was a happy place, with a boardwalk, the roller 
coaster. You could almost forget that there was a war going on at all, 
except for all the servicemen around, on leave or in port for a night 
or two." 

I could imagine just how it must have been. "''ll bet they all 
thought you were beautiful," I said softly. "Like Ann Blyth or Vivien 
Leigh. And one of them asked you to marry him." 

She nodded. "Of course it was silly. We'd had two dates. Not 
even two. One-and-a-half. He had come into the Western Union office 
to send a telegram to his mother letting her know he was safe, and 
when he was finished it was time for my coffee break, and he asked 
me to have coffee with him. That was our first date." She laughed. 
"Fifteen minutes long, to the minute. Western Union insisted on 
promptness. He made a joke out of it, dragging out the seconds so he 
wouldn't have to take me back one second earlier than he had to." 

There was a silence. It stretched on so long I finally realized 
the story was over. Rita laughed, ambarrassed. "Now you must never 
breathe a word, Annie. He's so jealous, Marv is. It was twenty-five 
years ago, but if he ever found out, it might as well have been 
yesterday." 

Six feet away, in his Barcalounger, undisturbed, Marv snored 
lightly, even delicately. It wasn't an annoying sound at all; it was 
almost comforting. He still had his glasses on. I wondered whether 
tomorrow there would be a bruise where Dale had hit him. 

Rita's eyes flickered to the television screen. Johney or his 
guest must have said something funny; peals of laughter rippled from 
the studio audience. "I guess it's better just to leave things the way 
they are, isn't it?" she said. "Not to think too much, or try to imagine 
your life turning out a different way." 

She looked around the room, even though it was so dark outside 
the glow of the television that you could hardly make out anything 
except the lumpish shapes of things. I wonderd if she was seeing that 
room the way a stranger would see it, all that bar paraphernalia 
substituting for regular furniture. Or if she was seeing the bar stool 
as a real plant stand, pretending that the clock didn't run backwards, 
that the sofa was a real sofa, that her husband was sleeping. 

I married Paul a year later, and six years after that we were 
divorced. In those years I ate many meals Rita had cooked, and I met 
a few more of Marv's true friends like Faye and Dale, hangers-on who 
showed up for the free liquor and food and never brought any of their 
own. 

Slowly, the Pelican Bar went broke. Marv couldn't contain his 
peculiar habit of stealing from his own business. He supplied his family 
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with food and furniture, his friends with liquor. An excess of 
generosity was his problem. He couldn't stop giving his friends drinks 
on the house, and then more drinks. It got to the point where he gave 
drinks away to strangers. 

And then I left, and I don't know what finally happened to any 
of them, even Paul. 

After the divorce, I replayed scenes from our life together. 
I still do. I try to uncover the moment--there must have been 
one--when there might still have been the chance to turn things around. 
Sometimes I rewind even further, to our courtship, those first early 
days. 

My memories focus more on Rita than Paul, though. When I left 
Paul, I left her too. I ran for my own life, and abandoned Rita to hers. 
And even now, if I walked back into her living room right this minute, 
into that dark house, after all the bitterness between Paul and me and 
all those years, I know she'd throw her arms around me. "Annie!" 
she'd say. "It's so good too see you!" And she'd sit me down and make 
me drink a cup of coffee. The coffee would be bitter and muddy, but 
I'd drink it anyway. The pot would have been plugged in all day long, 
just on the chance that company would come. 
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Lisa D. Chavez 

The Perfecting of Desire 

This is what matters: 
the curve of muscle 
in his forearm, the way 
he smells: smoke, old leather, 
and beer. What matters 
is desire, and the way 
his beard rubs my thigh, 
the way my breath stops 
as he slides inside me. 
Our flesh sighs into light, 
into flame, darkness illuminate. 
Stripped down to the porous 
skeleton of necessity, we are refined 
to pure male and pure female, encompassed 
by forces larger than ourselves. 
My teeth graze his neck; 
his hands bruise my shoulders. 
And when we come 
to ourselves, slightly sheepish, strangers 
in our own bodies, we do not speak 
of the place we left. 
Some nights, we surrender 
like angels, shaky and awed 
by what we can do. 
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Every Day She Bathes zn the Sea 

the waves lapping at her 
like hungry mouths. She remembers 
the first man, how he parted 
her thighs with teeth and tongue, 
how he left a bit of his hardness 
wedged within her. 
Each one added to it, 
until her stomach grew firm 
and translucent as a ball of amber. 

At night her full belly glows. 
The men come, sniffing and pressing; 
she lets them take her 
behind the sea-wall and hibiscus. 
Firs t only the handsome waiter, 
then others: a laborer with bad teeth, 
a boy thin as a blade 
of grass. Entering her, they become 
intangible as air, leaving her free 
to think of the ocean: spirals 
of tiny fish, barracuda still 
as swords beneath the waves. 

The amber grows heavier each day. 
She imagines walking barefoot 
across the burning coral, waves sucking 
at her calves, her thighs. 
She knows how water loosens 
the skin, imagines it peeling 
away like petals falling 
from a rose. The current 
will expose the black flapping thing 
inside her, let the lump of amber 
drop in a single, painless spasm. 
Freed final! y from the net 
of bone and skin, she will glide 
like the ma nta ray--
dark and fantastic. 
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Judy Doenges 

Incognito 

The only way I was able to afford a one bedroom apartment, 
especially on the near North Side of Chicago, was through the 
generosity of my grandmother, who left me ten thousand dollars when 
she died. The money came in May, while I was living at my parent's 
home in the suburbs, a bland ranch house I was forced back into by 
layoffs on the Keebler cookie packaging line. 

My grandmother's money satisfied me psychologically as 
well by giving me an opportunity to infuriate my parents. A few days 
after I moved back in I had announced to my mother and father that I, 
their only daughter, was gay. A week later, the day my grandmother's 
check came in, they glared at me all the way to the bank and then to the 
car dealership where I bought my new Toyota. They sat in the back 
yard the whole day I moved out my belongings, holding drinks and 
staring hard at the flowering lilacs. 

After a week in my new apartment, which was in a quiet and 
dirty neighborhood full of other gay people, I began to think of my 
unemployment and idleness as something rather ethereal--an image, 
actually. Unemployment was the stunted maple tree outside my 
bedroom window, green and glowing in the late morning summer 
sunshine. The tree was the first thing I saw when I woke up and it 
heralded a new and empty day stretching out before me. I would see 
the tree, feel the Chicago humidity rally around my body, and I would 
close my eyes to daydream about all the leisure activities I wasn't 
enjoying. Something that was very real, however, was my loneliness. 
It caused me to stare dry-eyed every day at all the men and women 
loving each other on TV. 

Early one morning I woke to the sound of someone dragging 
boxes up the building stairs. When I looked at my talismanic maple, I 
found a white cat teetering on the upper branches. It opened its mouth 
to meow, but didn't make a sound. I got up, put on an old tee shirt and 
running shorts, and opened my apartment door. 

A woman lurched down the hall, hauling one end of a futon 
mattress. She pulled and then paused, pulled and paused, as if she were 
heaving up a sail on a huge boat. Her ash blond hair just swept her well-
muscled, freckled shoulders. She was at least a head taller than I was 
and had on a jogging outfit and sneakers; her feet looked as big as 
paddles. I followed behind her as she entered the apartment next to 
mine. 

"Is that your cat?" I asked from her doorway. She already 
had a print hung on the wall, a red silhouette on white of a woman 
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throwing the shot put. 

"What cat?" She threw down one end of her futon and kicked 
it. 

"This white cat I saw looking in my window. I've never seen 
it before and I thought it escaped. My name is Abby, by the way." 

"Theresa," she said, smiling, as she walked over to shake my 
hand. 

I had rarely shaken hands with a woman before and the 
politeness and briskness of it shocked me. Theresa had a quick grin and 
small, sly green eyes. She stood with her hands on her hips, breathing 
heavily. I leaned on the door frame. 

"That's Binky," Theresa said. "I let her out so she could get 
acclimated. " 

"This is not a good place for cats," I said. Had I read this? 
There were cats everywhere as far as I could see. "The little boys 
down the street like to throw rocks at any animal they can find. " 

"Binky's tough," Theresa said. She smiled, dismissing me, 
and turned away. 

A few days after Theresa moved in I was on the front steps of 
the building, getting ready to take off for a job interview. Theresa flew 
down the stairs and raced to her car, then off to work. "Hi," I called 
after her, but she was already halfway down the street. I thought of 
Theresa all the way to the bank, where I failed my secretarial skills 
test, and even on the way home. She was sure to be too busy, important 
and pretty to be available. I imagined her at her office, teeth gritted, 
her mind racing through deals, women and men falling at her feet. She 
would not be interested in a woman who made thirty errors in a sixty 
second typing test. 

I had a college degree in anthropology, unused, so my strongest 
skill, I thought, was overlooked. What set me apart from the average 
job seeker was my ability to see the meaning behind common ritual. I 
could bore through difficulties with merciless analysis. I knew the 
petty meaning of my parents' social prejudices and had experienced 
first-hand hollow moments between men and women. Now I would 
enter a matriarchy- return home to a symbolic womb. Sisterhood. 
Love. Emotional riches. I knew the danger, however, of discussing new 
discoveries while one was in the field- it tainted one's findings. I'd 
made that mistake with my parents. Now I would watch silently as the 
secrets of this world were revealed. I would wander among the 
natives. I would bathe in the gay waters of Chicago. 

Oprah Winfrey had voyeurs on her show the morning of my 
bank interview, and they were busy confessing their sins. All the 
guests had been placed behind screens and had electronically altered 
voices. One man admitted to Oprah that he had had a normal childhood, 
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no hanky-panky, until one day, Bang! he found himself looking through 
his sister-in-law's bedroom window. Oprah conjectured that this 
came from the man's frustration at not feeling loved. A woman in the 
audience insisted that this frustration had an unacceptable manifesta-
tion. The man and Oprah agreed. 

"It's your way of saying, ' Me! Me!', I would bet," the woman 
offered. "By just looking you don't have to worry about interaction 
and you can still get what you want." 

"Yeah, yeah, " the man agreed, "no-fault love." 
I would have Theresa over for dinner. I decided on Wednesday 

so I could give the illusion of being too booked on the weekend to have 
her over then. That night I washed my hair and let it dry into ringlets 
and I even put on clean clothes, then I ventured down the hall to 
Theresa's apartment. I felt like Andy Hardy. 

She answered the door with chopsticks in her hand. I smelled 
soy sauce. "You're eating," I said. 

"Yeah. Would you like some? I made a lot." 
"No, thanks . How's Binky?" 
"Okay. She brought in a baby squirrel yesterday." 
"Oh, jeez. Hmmm. Well, I came here to ask you to eat again, 

Wednesday, at my apartment. I can tell you about the neighborhood." 
"I though you just moved in." 
"I did. Last month. But I'm very observant." I wondered if 

this was flirting. 
She smiled. "Sure, I'd like to do that. Can I bring anything?" 
"Binky can come if she wants. I'm starting to miss animals 

now that I live in the city. I'll see you. You can come at six." I turned 
abruptly and left. 

For the next three days I cleaned my apartment, throwing out 
newspapers, sniffing and discarding at the refrigerator, and vacuum-
ing while Theresa was at work. I liked to think that I was cleaning out 
some deadly toxic debris left over from my youth in the suburbs. But 
my actions remained exactly what they were: attempts to look good 
on the surface when I fully intended to remain cluttered underneath. 

For one thing I didn't know what rules to follow. Theresa was 
entering my territory so I could watch her and learn about her, but 
there was also the chance that she'd be interested and would look back. 
What would she see? Every day without fail my mirror offered up a 
very round-eyed woman with bushy, dark curly hair and a skinny, 
shapeless body. Theresa would see someone watching her, waiting for 
the go-ahead to be in love, waiting for the confirmation that she'd made 
the right choice. It had to be too much responsibility for one person. 

She stood in my doorway on Wednesday, looming beautiful and 
large, and clean too, in red shorts and a white tee shirt. Binky hung 
over one arm, her eager eyes roaming my apartment. 
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"Here you are," I said. Then I talked very fast. In fifteen 
minutes I told Theresa about the layout of the neighborhood, Max, the 
gay man across the street who I had met, the landlord, a Norwegian 
immigrant who had a potato patch behind the building, and the weather 
for the next week. 

"Abby, good heavens," Theresa said, laughing. She sat down 
on my couch, setting forth a cloud of dust. Binky ran over to my potted 
palm and dug away in the dirt. 

"I thought you were working nights," Theresa said. "I never 
saw you. And I knew you didn't leave for work in the morning like I 
did." 

"I don't have a job right now, though I'm looking. I've got some 
money saved up." 

"Oh." Theresa nodded and rubbed her thighs with her palms. 
Someone once told me that people with cash use it as a buffer 

against intimacy. I suddenly wished I were anyone else, and smiled. 
"What do you do, anyway? Binky looks so sad when you go off in the 
morning." The cat clawed her way across the bottom of an arm chair 
and hung there, staring at me from upside-down. 

"''m an assistant loan officer at Continental Bank. They keep 
telling me I can move up." Theresa smirked. 

"Not bad. That's my bank, actually. I like the high ceiling." 
I sniffed the air. The dinner was burning, but I didn't want to move. 

Theresa laughed again. "Need a loan?" 
I thought for a minute of the possible benefits of knowing a 

lesbian loan officer. Loans for houses that two women could buy 
together; remodeling loans to prepare for the baby you both could 
adopt; money for trips you and your lover could take to Greece where 
you would stomp around ruins, getting sunburned while looking for 
goddess remnants . 

"No offense, but something smells funny," Theresa said. 
"Enchiladas," I said. I ran to the kitchen. 
The dinner was crispy, but saved. Binky sat at the window all 

through the meal and mouthed up a storm at the sparrows. I got a 
stomachache as I took my last bites because I wondered what to do 
next. Show slides? Talk about family? Friends? Feminist theory? 
Discuss Levi-Strauss? Margaret Mead? We could always look through 
my old books for color plates of ancient amazon axes. 

Theresa had crossed over to the couch and now sat next to me. 
She kissed me on the lips. "Hi," she said. 

I always wanted to believe that I had one of those lives that 
could be changed in a split second, that I was someone who would be 
present at the dawning of a momentous age or a great event. Here was 
my chance but I still didn't hear bells or see the coming of deities. I 
smiled at Theresa and waited. 
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She looked at me, puzzled. "Well?" she asked. 
"Well! I exclaimed. 
Theresa nodded. "You haven't had many lovers, have you?" 
"Women lovers?" I asked. I slapped my palm down on her 

thigh, hard. "Not many," I lied. 
"How many?" 
"Numbers matter?" I tried to look shocked; I knew numbers 

did matter. "None." I smiled. 
Theresa kissed me again and Binky jumped onto my lap. 

spread my fingers on Theresa's thigh but kept an eye open to watch for 
any change on her face. 

Theresa didn't call me and I didn't call her over the next week, 
but I kept watching her comings and goings. She never glanced towards 
my window. What did it really mean now that I had consummated? Was 
the initiation over? Was I now a true lesbian? Or did I just have an 
isolated piece of excitement? 

Everything kept telling me- my intuition, the rare light and 
clear weather, even Binky and her escapades- that I should get out and 
enjoy my new life. After all, I had been waiting for this for years. I 
had supposedly found myself. But a few days later when I sat, nervous 
and poised for another job interview, this time in a fancy restaurant, 
I remembered that the key to discovering one's new identity lay, of 
course, in intimate social intercourse with one' s true subject. In-
stead, I was perched on a high-backed black velvet chair facing 
Frankie, a man with an enormous moustache and tiny eyes dashed with 
red . 

"So, you're a college girl." Frankie sized me up. "Think 
you're too good to throw food around?" He tapped his stubby cigarette 
on the edge of an ashtray. When he laughed, his beautiful teeth parted 
for just a moment, then set themselves into a voracious display. 

"I like to observe people, to learn from others whose lives are 
different from my own," I said, full of confidence. "The Masai of 
Africa, for instance, are brave warriors, very traditional and very 
fierce. Even given the enormous cultural differences separating them 
from us, we can still learn much about our own lives by studying theirs. 
One can see, even morally, what one Jacks, where one could be 
stronger. A waitress must know these things. To watch customers, 
to be able to instinctively sense what they need; that's important. 

Frankie nodded and looked thoughtful. "You ever waitressesed 
before? " 

" No. " 
Frankie fiddled with his cigarette pack, then got up and left. 

never told Theresa about these failures- I never told her 
anything. Instead, I Wiltched and listened from my apartment, guessed 
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her thoughts, studied her movements. Oh, how to proceed? Finally, 
Theresa must have gotten fed up because she began to appear, in late 
July, with increasing frequency at my apartment, sighing and rolling 
her eyes at me whenever I opened the door to let her in for the night. 

Out of guilt for never calling Theresa I agreed to drive us to 
a woman's bar, but I got us lost three times along the way. I finally 
found myself inside a huge room, with a bar on one side and a dance floor 
in the back, surrounded by mirrors. Dozens of women gyrated to music 
with a heavy beat. I put on my sunglasses. 

"Abby, for heaven's sake," Theresa said. "I'll go get us some 
beers ." 

I lolled next to a pinball machine. 
"This is called coming out of the closet," Theresa yelled in my 

ear, handing me an Old Style. 
"Where's my apartment? Where's my TV? Where's Binky?" 

~ipped my beer and looked around the bar. 
Theresa waved. "There's Kathy!" 
"You know people here?" I groaned. 
A tall, blond woman worked her way over to us. She had a set 

of long, straight teeth, like one of the Osmonds. Kathy peered into my 
face. "Do you have an eye infection, or something?" She tapped one 
of my lenses. 

"I'm just incognito," I said. ''I'm posing as an average 
person, watching from afar." 

Kathy smiled and looked from me to Theresa and back to me 
again. We all smiled, like idiots. 

"Would you like to dance?" Kathy finally asked. We danced 
to four songs. At the end of each one Kathy would go into a frenzy, 
moving faster and faster, until the song was over and she would stop 
and look around, wiping sweat from her face. Theresa finally cut in and 
I went back to the pinball machine. 

A woman was standing down at the paddle controls. Then she 
saw me she moved closer and set down her beer. She had very short 
red hair and one eyebrow that remained higher than the other, giving 
her a skeptical look. "You're Jenny's sister, aren't you?" she asked. 

"No, I only wish. No sisters." 
"You look like Jenny's sister. What's your name?" The 

woman knocked into me. 
"Abby." 
"''m Bud Light." 
"Who Light?" I leaned closer to the woman's face. 
"Bud!" she yelled. "Bud Light. Get it?" She held up her beer 

and laughed. 
"Oh, oh," I said, vigorously nodding. "You are what you 

drink." 
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"Yeah. I guess so. 
Theresa and Kathy came off the dance floor, breathless and 

laughing. I felt Bud's hand slide down my back and pinch my rear. 
"Ow!" I cried, jumping away from the pinball machine. 
Bud laughed. 
"Jesus, Bud." Kathy said. "Have some decorum." 
Theresa looked at both of us, me rubbing my butt and Bud 

smiling and sipping her beer. She took my hand and led me silently out 
of the bar. We left Kathy and Bud arguing at the pinball machine. 

"You'll talk to anyone, won't you," Theresa said when we got 
to the car. 

"I don't know," I replied. "Are you jealous or something?" 
"You don't know who's good or bad, yet. You can't tell." 
'Tm still deciding. I have to watch for signs." I sighed. "I 

hate going out. Something stupid like this always happens to me when 
people are around ." 

"People are always around, Abby." Theresa stared at me for 
a minute. "It doesn' t matter." She leaned over and kissed me, then 
fell back in her seat. I started the car. 

My mother called me in the middle of August. I had had fair 
warning of the call in the form of a postcard of Grant Wood's American 
Gothic . On the back she had written, "We love you very much. Are 
you happy in your new lifestyle? We will call, OK? Love, Mother and 
Dad." 

"Lifestyle!" I said to mother on the phone. "This is no 
lifestyle, this is my life." 

"Whatever you say, dear. Your father and I would like to see 
where you live- if it's safe. Chicago is so dangerous, you know." My 
mother, miles out in the suburbs, hadn't been to the city for a good 
twenty-five years, since the appearance of a new arm of the Eisen-
hower Expressway and the South Side riots. 

''I'd rather come to your house," I said. "And I'd like to bring 
a friend for dinner." Theresa was tactful and sociable and pretty, and 
an assistant loan officer. She was probably the best lesbian I could 
bring, besides the fact that I was pretty sure I loved her. 

"Male of female ?" 
"Mother." 
"I was just asking. 
I heard mumbling. 
"Your father wants 

Hold on a minute." 
My mother got back on. 
to know is she the kind to drink beer. He 

says he can lay in a case if she is." 
I didn't say anything. 
"We'll look for you both at five on a week from Saturday, 

then," my mother said. 
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I was up late the next night, watching an old movie while Binky 

prowled my apartment. I was shocked that Theresa had left her alone 
all day, so I gave the poor animal the crusts from my pizza, which she 
pounced on and juggled for a while, then ate. Something rustled at the 
door but I couldn't see anything past the blue of the TV. A note lay on 
the floor. It was from Theresa, inviting me to a celebration party at 
her apartment on Saturday. I could bring friends. "Where's my cat?" 
the note ended with. 

This would be my chance to tell Theresa about my parents. I 
could also look forward to a room full of strange women, maybe even 
some from the bar. What would I wear? What would I say? I could see 
myself drowning in an ocean of women, going down slowly, a terrified 
smile on my face. 

I took my six pack of Old Style down the hall at about ten on 
Saturday and walked into Theresa's small apartment, already packed 
with women. The only men- Max from across the street and another 
guy I didn't recognize- waved at me from across the crowded room. 
Theresa was nowhere in sight. 

I wedged myself into a corner and opened a beer. A clump of 
women stood around the windows smoking joints, while a couple held 
each other and danced slowly, even though Janet Jackson blasted from 
the speakers. A few women looked at me and smiled. Theresa came 
around the corner from the kitchen and caught my eye, then held up a 
finger and went back into the kitchen. 

Max and the other man made their way over to my corner. 
Finally, someone I could talk to. 

"I never see you," Max said, shaking his head and rattling my 
arm. "This is my lover Steve. Steve, Abby from down the hall." 

Steve smiled and shook my hand. He had warm eyes, like a 
counselor. He also had on a khaki skirt and carried a clutch bag. New 
discoveries were in my face, with a vengeance. I tried not to stare. 

"Have you known Theresa long?" Steve asked. 
"Not long enough," I said boldly. 
Steve and Max looked at each other and smiled. Steve scanned 

the party. "What a beautiful family I have," he said, sighing. 
"I beg your pardon?" I asked. 
"Steve sees us all as sons and daughters," Max explained. 
"That way, I never feel lonely," Steve said. "And besides, 

really feel it's true." 
"But you don' t even know these people!" I cried. When I looked 

out at the party I didn't even see people; all I saw were twenty or so 
complex, closed-off lives. Because intimacy made me so queasy I 
couldn't see why anyone would yearn for it in such large quantities. It 
was as if Steve was happily driving a car into a brick wall, over and 
over again, too dense to feel the pain. 
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"You have to look for what we have in common, not for what 
sets us apart," Steve said. 

"Yeah, and besides," Max said, "look where most of our 
families have put us. Outside. They've closed the doors in our faces." 

I stood there, dazed. As far as I was concerned, gay people 
made up an amorphous, loose, happy group, pairing up for love but still 
remaining outlaws. This family business seemed too familiar and 
dangerous. An old idea like that made the present very confusing. Max 
and Steve kissed me on the cheek and moved away. 

I stood in my corner watching women kiss, hug, dance, drink, 
and smoke. They moved towards each other and then away, yet there 
was always something between them: a hand, a look, some sympathy, 
even if they weren't in a couple. Some women seemed to be 
sweethearts with everyone in the room. Theresa came out of the 
kitchen several times but she always got waylaid and ended up in a 
group of laughing women. Someone moved up beside me and I turned 
to see Bud Light, grinning up at me. 

"Hi, there," she said. 
I moved my back against the wall. Do you want a beer, Bud?" 
"Sure. Have you been here a while?" 
"About an hour." 
'Tm getting bored. I know a lot of these people, but I had bad 

business with some of them. Do you .know what I mean?" 
I didn't have a clue. Bud seemed a lot less drunk than when I'd 

last seen her. "Do you know Theresa well?" I asked. 
"Oh, sure. We were together awhile in college, but we fought 

like dogs. We're antagonistic friends now and that's fine with me. 
She's a good kid." 

kitchen. 

"I like her," I said, taking a deep breath. 
"Ohhh," Bud said, nodding slowly. "Well." She grinned. 
"Abby!" Theresa called. She was on her way over from the 

I waved and smiled. Bud guzzled her beer. 
''I'm sorry I haven't been able to talk to you yet," Theresa 

said, grabbing my hand. "Are you okay?" She glowered at Bud. 
"She's fine, for God's sake," Bud said. 
"''ve been waiting to talk to you," I said. "How the hell are 

you?" I squeezed Theresa' s hand. 
"Great. Work's going well, I"m healthy. Got good friends. " 

Theresa gestured toward the party. 
I felt very light headed and buoyed by the sight of Theresa. 

"My parents called me," I began. 
"Who?" Theresa was surveying the party. "Oh, your 

parents. What have you been up to lately, anyway? I haven't seen you 
in ages ." 

28 



-----------------------------------------* 
"It was just two weeks ago you came over after work." 
"I guess you're right." 
"Well, my parents called, wanting to make up. They want to 

have me for dinner." 
"That's wonderful!" Theresa was smiling only at me now. 

She seemed full of empathy. "They had to accept you sooner or later. 
Right? Didn't I tell you it would work out all right if you came out-
joined the crowd?" 

I looked around at the crowd I hadn't really joined. Everyone 
was dancing and talking and making friends, all involved in ancient rites 
that were mysterious to me. "So I'm going to my parents' house and 
I thought I'd bring someone," I said, still looking at the party. It was 
futile. This woman and I had made love, but we didn' t know each other. 
She was nice enough to like me, but she had all this. And now, I realized, 
her empathy was just sisterly, or worse, motherly. Where could we 
possibly go from here? I was the little-known friend invited to the 
family dinner, accepted only on the surface, out of charity. 

Theresa looked worried and sad. She opened her mouth to say 
something to me, but I had already started to speak, almost shouting. 
"Look, I"m not asking you to marry me or anything. It's just dinner. 
Just help me out a little. I've got to start somewhere." 

All the women seemed to stop what they were doing to look at 
me. The party froze until I was the only active guest, embarrassing 
myself by suffering. 

Theresa tried to hold my arm; Bud grasped my hand. But I drew 
back, getting ready to leave- maybe I could salvage some pride if I got 
out fast. Yet when I looked out at the room again I saw a crowd of 
women's eyes, all familiar. They were telling me everything 1 didn't 
already know. 
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D. D. Sipe 

What Hearts Will Do 

A heart in love is in equilibrium. 
Crooked pipe made straight. 
Cool water moves in and out. 

A heart in love is strong, 
can bear heavy mistakes, 
tread water for years. 

A heart in love may never break down, 
let go, under bushels of taken for granted. 

But each heart has a number, a counting 
a knowing when balance is lost. 
And each heart will open its arms, 
let years fall hard, 
turn and walk away. 
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Diamonds 

I saw a knot of northern light explode into a thousand mile ring. 
Neon ribs of God. 
I saw Aurora like miles of ribbon laid on its side 
green, red, white 
dancing like the heart of God 
when it is not breaking. 
I cried. 
I fought silver salmon all day 
on the Clearwater river, 
saw their angry angled leaping, 
saw them fall like failed rockets. 
I was seasick on Stillwagon bank. 
Chumming my guts out in the troughs of swells 
until the hook-up and eight hundred fifty pounds 
of bluefin tuna said no, no, not this. 
I took my first trout from the Pemegawaset River 
in the holy mountain light of a Sunday in July 
and cooked it over coals with a potato. 
I picked through three and a half feet of Alaskan ice 
in 42 degrees below zero and caught one eight inch rainbow 
just to say I did it. 
I heard the wind play my tippet 
when it was tight from a bonefish run 
and saw wild dogs cross a Bimini mudflat. 
I was close enough to see the spirit in a wild eagle's eye. 

I have paid a price 
to move beyond my single stoplight town. 
I don't feel like I belong anywhere. 
I don't know the secret morning sounds of children. 
There is no greener grass 
and no better cliche to tell you with. 
But I have this: 
All of it, all the memories 
are better than gold. 
No one can steal them or repossess them. 
They whirl and shine like perfect diamonds 
in my strong box mind. 
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Near Lone Star, Nicaragua 

She is washing dishes when she notices 
two soldiers standing in the cracked road. 
"Joaquin donde est a?" 
Glass breaks behind her and she wheels-
wheels into lightning and thunder. 

Her husband, near the kitchen door, 
meets wounded roaring air. 
It chews out his ears, 
throws him against the wall, 
then pushes the back door off its hinges 
and disappears. 

The children hear this 
from under the naranja tree. 
They see the white door spin and fall. 
The youngest thinks it is a storm and is afraid. 

They find blood on the wooden table 
and on the walls. 
They find their mother 
blown down through floorboards. 

Their father cannot hear them crying. 
But when they find him, 
he sees them as blurs 
and feels their small hands. 

"Los quiero," he tells them. 
"Oiganme." 
They lay their heads on his legs 
and hold his hands. 
They take in each word, 
savour his voice like candy 
for hours until it is gone. 
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Daniel Jones 

What You Want Out of It 

You asked me to tell you the most moving story I know, so I'll 
tell you this one, but it's not about me- let me make that clear right 
form the start. It's about a guy I knew who drove his car into the 
Allegheny River. His name was Mitch Marzolf, a good Pittsburgh 
name, and his car was a beige Plymouth Duster- jacked-up, fat-
wheeled, exactly as wide as the dock he drove off. 

I saw Mitch do this. Both Kevin and I did. We were on Kevin's 
ski boat at the marina, where we happened to be waiting for Mitch to 
join us, and we weren't sure if he was going to make it or not, since 
he hadn't been able to make it in the past- no excuses whatsoever- he 
just wouldn't show up and we'd have to call him at home and he'd be 
there saying he couldn' t make it and that he had to hang up now, bye. 

So Kevin and I were biding our time loading the boat with drinks 
and eats, untangling the ski gear, when here comes Mitch down past the 
boat garages and then right out onto the dock in his car- onto the main 
section of dock which is higher than us and permanent. Now this main 
section I'm talking about stands maybe eight feet above the water on 
algaed, wooden pilings, whereas we're moored out there at river-
level on one of the floating sections. So you can sort of imagine my 
perspective of the events to come. Exactly what happens next, though, 
as Mitch proceeds to drive the length of the dock and off the end to his 
death, is not at all like you'd imagine. By that I mean it's not like in 
the movies where the car goes tearing down the dock, slats rattling 
under the tires like piano keys, pigeons taking flight, fat-old-men 
fishermen leaping into the water from the maniac driver's path as the 
car rips by and then sails off, airborne- a split-second of held-breath 
silence- before it plunges into the river or lake or ocean bay, or 
wherever the scene takes place, and swirls and sinks, bubbling. 

Nothing like that. See, Mitch has got to go real slow because 
in this case the dock's only as wide as his car, and if he' s not careful 
he'll hook a tire and go over and find himself sitting there in the 
shallows, water only up to his chest maybe, rescuers sloshing around 
on all sides. That's what occured to me later, at any rate, in 
explanation of the slowness. I figured he must've known he needed to 
make it cleanly off the end where there's current, and where the 
water's deep, and sewage-thick, where his car would nose itself over 
the edge and begin taking on that heavy water, which would carry him 
down and away towards the muddy, reedy, carp-laden bottom he 
planned to have serve as his grave. 

So that's what Mitch does. He inches down the length of that 

33 



*---------------------------------------

dock like he's in a parade or something. Maybe in his tipped-over 
mental state he imagines he really is in a parade of some demented sort. 
But he doesn't have a look even remotely resembling parade happiness 
on his face. His face is perched over the steering wheel, lip-bitingly 
concerned, and he's eyeing the edges of the dock as he guides his car 
down that narrow, trembling construction. He goes so slow the fat-
old-men fishermen in his way have ample time to gather up their 
awkward gear and run in front of him, off to safety down the ramps 
that lead onto the floating sections where Kevin and I are, out where 
the main dock T's out at the end. They don' t hurl their fat selves into 
the river. Who wants to get wet? Or hurt themselves, possibly? It' s 
only a prank at this stage, people are thinking. The fishermen are 
pissed-off and shouting rudenesses over their shoulders as they run. 
People are laughing. But my good friend Kevin, who's no slouch when 
it comes to on-the-spot, accurate analyses of events, realizes, 
looking up from his project of untangling the ski rope, that Mitch is 
intending to kill himself. "Jesus Christ, Larry. Holy fuck," he says, 
rising to his feet- yards of tangled ski rope spilling from his stunned 
hands. 

But Mitch is going so slow that when he reaches the end of the 
dock his front wheels just drop over the edge, and the car slides 
forward a violent yard or so on its frame, scraping, before coming to 
a shaky, teeter-tottering rest. How far away were Kevin and I? 
Twenty feet, maybe? Thirty? Anyway, close. And Mitch- who goes 
to high school with us in Fox Chapel, even though he's from down here 
in Sharpsburg where his asshole father's a steelworker or a Heinz 
ketchup bottler or something, I don' t know- he looks at Kevin and me 
then. I swear to God he looks right at us- a pleading, burning look- his 
eyes big and round and so awfully pathetic, and his face is all bruised 
and bloated, like he's holding his breath, but he's not holding his breath, 
and it's as if all the frustration in his life is embodied in the way he's 
perched there, like he can't believe it's not going to work, this escape. 
And he's so prepared, too: seat belt on, shoulder strap and all, plus the 
windows are down- all four of them anxious to suck in the fatal weight 
of pure river. 

So what does he do next? He's gripping the steering wheel, and 
he heaves his upper body against the damn thing, throwing his big chest 
into it gruntingly, the horn tooting sickly each time- once, twice, 
three times- as he attempts to nudge his stubborn vehicle over the 
threshold. That old Plymouth Duster is barely balanced there, and 
after a few tries he finally manages to nudge it over. I say "finally" 
even though it only took him maybe two seconds to do it. But as it was 
going on, as time stood still and as all other movement at the marina 
momentarily iced over. .. in that context, the word "finally" is indeed 
appropriate. 

So "finally" the big car tips forward and begins to slide- a 
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cringing, metal-on-wood, screeching slide. It slides all the way to the 
rear wheels that way, like some mechanical, ocean-bound elephant 
seal, and falls- the abrupt snag and roll of the rear wheels propelling 
it over topside on its short plunge into the green, soupy water. And 
that thing sinks fast then. It just goes under. After the initial splash, 
there's all this sizzling, which must have been water engulfing the 
muffler, I realized later, and there' s some brown steam from that, 
too, which is instantly swallowed up- the sizzling snuffed out and the 
brown steam commencing to rise in dirty bubbles for a few moments 
from the already vanished, upside-down automobile. Around that 
same time, Kevin and myself feel the waves from the impact under our 
feet- the boat rocking violently as we grip the railings to steady 
ourselves. 

Then the men with a presence of mind dive into the water in 
gallant rescue. Four fully-dressed men. Two dive in from the dock, 
two from the rears of their boats, and in a matter of seconds they all 
surface, slick-haired and gasping, only to go under again with a series 
of tennis-shoed flutter kicks- diving and surfacing, time and again, 
hopefully gulping air before going under and then hopelessly sputtering 
the same air back out the instant their faces break water. 

Two cop cars and an ambulance rush, lights flashing, to the 
water' s edge. A lime-green fire truck follows, lumbering out from 
underneath the black, cage-like expanse of parallel-to-the-river train 
bridge that separates Dugan's Marina from the rest of Sharpsburg. But 
by now it's already been too long, and while the scuba cops frantically 
don their gear, Sergeant Banker, who has busted up many a rowdy high 
school party in this area, and who has also busted up many a brawl 
between Mitch and his father, now that I think about it- he just stands 
out at the end of the dock, gazing into the river with his hands on his 
hips, wagging his big head like he doesn't understand this at all. 

And that's about when Mitch's father arrives on the scene, 
running pell mell down the length of the dock towards Banker. He's just 
shown up from somewhere, from wherever he and Mitch just were, 
and Sergeant Banker sets himself up to do something, like cops do- sort 
of crouching with his arms out, and waiting. And when Mitch's father 
gets close- the crazy bastard- looking like he's headed straight into 
the river after his son, Banker takes him down with a roll block and 
climbs on top of him and then proceeds to muscle him around on the dock 
until finally Mitch's father stops struggling and is just looking up at 
Banker like some scared boy, like someone in trouble, and there's blood 
all over his lips, which I thought was from the fall he took, but which 
was really, I found out later, from the fight he had with Mitch, and in 
any event his face is not something you want to look at for very long. 

After that, there's not much that can happen. The body still 
has to be brought up, and it is, and the car gets brought up too, but Kevin 
and I aren't around anymore when that stuff happens. We're long gone 
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home by then, which is pretty much how the story ends. 

Since this is not a very pleasant story, you purse your lips and 
sort of shake your head after hearing it, which is understandable. 
You're moved, perhaps. Or maybe it's just a reaction. But apparently 
you don't think the story's over yet, because you keep standing there, 
looking at me, like there's more to this I haven't said but will say soon 
enough if you stand there and wait long enough for it. 

So I teiJ you how Mitch's father had a total breakdown 
afterward, how he completely lost it, and now he now makes collages 
out of magazine ads as part of his therapy, pasting them all together 
on construction paper like a pre-schooler. 

But you only nod at me, like, Uh huh, go on. 
So I tell you about Dugan- the numbskull who owns the marina-

and how he sank these steel posts into the ground where the dock meets 
the pavement to keep anyone else from driving out there and killing 
themselves in the same manner. 

But this obviously still isn't what you're after. First there's 
this long silence, and then you just come right out with it. "But how 
did you feel?" you ask, shyly, like maybe it isn't your place to ask 
such a thing, but at this point you can't help yourself. 

But I don't say anything. What should I say? I told you at the 
beginning it wasn't about me. 

So you ask, politely, but with all hopes of getting a response, 
"How do you feel about it now?" 

But I just shrug my shoulders. 
By now you're getting a little frustrated, I can teiJ, even 

though you don't show it and never would, not under these circum-
stances. So finally, like some last-ditch effort, you ask, "Well, were 
you guys good friends, you and Mitch? Were you close? 

And this is what you rea lly want to know. This, for you, is 
what the whole story hinges on. In fact, the closer we were, the 
better, as far as you' re concerned. I know this because I' ve told 
Mitch's story before, many times, and at the end, when I tell people 
that Mitch and I weren't very close, that I hardly knew him at all, 
really , except that Kevin and I felt sorry for him and wanted to get 
him out water-skiing a few times, it's as if the air suddenly comes out 
of the story, and it all collapses, on both them and me, and they're 
strangely disappointed, I can tell, as they walk away. And for the life 
of me I can't understand why this is. 

So this time, with you, I say, tentatively, like I'm just trying 
it out, "Yeah, Mitch and I were close. We were practically best 
friends." And for a moment my words wobble in the air between us-
unsteady things- until you yank them down and haul them in, appre-
ciatively, like some special gift you'll now be able to carry around in 
your heart forever. 
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Charles Cantrell 

Watchmaker, Down 

A watchmaker who works near the viaduct 
beside a marsh where I photograph ducks 
was robbed and shot in the eye: the one 
that lets him fit rubies smaller 
than the eyeballs of ducks into the gold 
and silver guts of watches. 

In court a patch covered his eye. The man 
he identified wore dreadlocks and spoke cold 
as the marsh ice, where tonight I break 
a few panes with my boots, ducks probably basking 
in Florida or Georgia. I lie on the ice 
to feel the smooth hardness. I spread my arms 

and legs and make, with my parka 
and jeans, a blue X. From the clouds I must 
resemble a dark speck, maybe pried loose, 
no more than anything else 
adrift in the icy universe. 
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David Starkey 

At the Office of Employment Services 

A roomful of folks whose underarms all smell 
Is gathered to scrape up cash for the rent-
Among them me, writing a villanelle. 

The problem' s jobs that didn' t, somehow, jell, 
New months that find us with less than we've spent 
On the type of people whose underarms smell. 

The room's full of men too sick to get well, 
Proud-hearted and bent, dumb and grandiloquent, 
Among them me, writing a villanelle. 

Too, there's more than one fading redneck belle 
Of honky-tonk ball's past, now sharp as flint, 
In a roomful of folks whose underarms all smell. 

And though each job offered is low-wage hell, 
I'm almost fulfilled by my employment-
Sitting around writing a villanelle. 

You see, early mistakes will sadly tell 
For those who dare to dare and don't repent: 
These are the people whose underarms smell. 
Surely we're worth one half-assed villanelle. 
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Sara Darnell 

Sinking into Earth 

A river scurries down 
the driveway- braided 
stream of melted snow, 
silt, autumn' s leaves. 
April sun does this every year: 
turns my road 
into a mass movement of earth. 
I am learning 
to live with the mud-
no longer bother 
with rubber boots. 
In old running shoes 
I can feel into the ground, 
sink into soft puddles, 
grip the ice 
with toes damp 
from wading through streams. 
I play with the braids, 
take the shovel 
and dig channels, move whole rivulets 
in new directions. 
It plays back, 
forges new pattern, 
giggles through dams, 
until night air tempers 
its spirit. The river 
hides in ice 
until morning sun wakes 
it- and I slosh down 
its fluid path, born 
out of winter clouds. 
I wonder if my dam 
has held, when the river 
will sink into earth-
carry me with it. 
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Dovetail 

Blue sky raises the roof, 
the peak rising forty feet high. 
You walk the upper edge, 
and I look away, grounded to earth. 
You hammer, measure, oblivious 
to me. 
I only imagine 
autumn sun, birch leaves 
in the wind. 

I climb the ladder to the edge, 
afraid to ascend, and you 
smile, encourage me, 
though we both know 
I won't come higher. 
Climbing down, 
slowly, each step 
a moment out of time, 
I remember how we've built 
this house, floor by floor, 
year by year. 

You stay up there, 
in that open space all your own. 
I move away. 
From fifty feet your silhouette 
is marked against the sky. 
I wait for night, when shadows 
against the sky are invisible. 
Then we'll lie, curled together, 
like two of your corners, dovetailed 
to fit close, tight, 
so no light can break through. 
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Paul Levine 

Scrapbook 

1. 

Snap 
Sometimes I don't know where I am. I close my eyes and try 

to remember where I was. or where I was going. Or how I got here. 
And then a flashbulb goes off. Again. And I cover my eyes with my 
hands. 

That's one of me. With my hands over my eyes. Not knowing. 

The Doctor 
I fill out a form. Social security number. credit accounts. 

Money owed. Insurance. Do I swear? Am I indigent? And the red ink, 
like my blood, flows uneasily. 

I am weak, and the secretary wears a white nurses uniform. 
The doctor will see you now, she says. If you pay by cash or check. 
Someone comes in to take my picture. She is wearing a white miniskirt. 
Are they still in fashion? Where have I been during the last ten years? 
Married? Everyone has been married during the last ten years, she 
says developing the picture. 

That's me. Waiting for my doctor's appointment. 

The Drugstore 
Where do you live? 841. Doesn't wait for a street or a city 

or a county or a country. I live at 841. By the river now. But it will 
take fifteen minutes, he says. You can shop. He says. Large rimmed 
glasses. Brown. He also wears a white uniform. So I sit on a bench 
at the bus stop outside the drugstore and wait for my medicine. And 
the traffic stops, and people get out of cars and out of buses and wait 
for their medicine. In fifteen minutes. I pick up a megaphone and ask 
them to get in twelve rows. Those in the front, bend down. Those 
getting divorced, step to the side. 

I take their picture. People waiting for medicine. Those on the 
side are divorced. 

The Camp Director 
Sits at a table and watches the children walk in. She asks if 

they have books to read, for there is nothing planned for the day. She 
says she hopes there will be more kids coming to camp, but she is not 
sure, as she was lazy during the winter. She eats Hershey's with 
almonds and laughs. There's a Twinkie wrapper on a yellow legal pad. 
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There's pizza crust by her pen. 

Why are you ill, she asks, looking at my face that looks ill. You 
weren't ill last year. And where's your wife? She was with you last 
year. You haven't broken up, have you? Like everyone else? Not you. 
Have you? You need to swim during the summer and you need to play. 
That will make you feel better. Look at you. 

She bites into a piece of coffee cake and picks up a volleyball. 
I see you're living by the river now, she says. At night you can hear 
the tugs pulling long barges. 

She is round and soft, so I snap her picture. That's the camp 
director rolling a volleyball to me. 

How It All Started 
I never did take good pictures, so I was surprised when I opened 

the box and found a camera. My wife, my ex-wife, had given it to me 
outside under the peach tree during that green summer. That green 
summer with splotches of hot yellow. And not just an ordinary one, 
but one with several dials. I didn't know what they were for. But they 
seemed to turn, and wind, and click, so I snapped people along the way. 
Or things along the way. Since I got this camera. I put the pictures 
away in my scrapbooks. IN the new one with clear plastic cover 
sheets, and in the old one with black paper that needs glue. 

This One Was In My Car 
I found this one in my car. Under the seat. It is her picture. 

My wife, my ex-wife. Taken when we were in Cape Cod. I had said, 
you look well. And she had said, why do you look so tired? You were 
once so young when we got married. We were talking then, and I said, 
why do you look so tired? You were once so young when we got 
married. We were talking then, and I said, I'm going to see a doctor. 
I am feeling run-down. And she laughed and asked, a doctor? Why don't 
you tell me these things? And that's when I took this one. Before she 
told me she didn't want me in the bed anymore. Before she told me she 
didn't want me in the house anymore. Said we were growing apart. 

That's another one of her. In the backyard. Telling me we don't 
relate. 

That Was No Coffin 
That was no coffin on the truck. Although it was mahogany and 

it was rectangular. it had a wide drawer for keepsakes and a narrow 
one for a favorite picture or two. That's how I knew it wasn't a coffin. 
Because when I looked inside there was Chinese glass, and wooden 
matches, and picture postcards, and a magic kit, and other things that 
do not belong inside a coffin. Like candy canes and cookbooks and coffee 
cups and plastic flowers. I told the truck driver that I was frightened 

42 



-----------------------------------------* 
by coffins because I was weak an didn't know what to do. I told him that 
I was afraid to die. That everything was beginning to fade. And that 
when I went to hold on, there was nothing but air. And I couldn't grasp 
it. I told him I visit my children now because I can't live in my house, 
her house. That my wife, my ex-wife didn't want me. So I live by the 
river and watch the boats. He told me he was never married. He told 
me kids would drive him crazy. He told me he stopped counting the 
women he's had. He told me he's not afraid of dying. And he asked me 
why I didn't live like him. I told him I'd like to, but I had to pick up the 
kids at camp and I was getting sick. That I had many pictures to develop 
and many more to take. 

That's him leaning against a mahogany box. Asking me why. 

By the River 
I walk down to the river when the kids aren't with me and 

throw rocks into the water. That's me, throwing rocks . 

Developing Pictures 
There' s a woman I know who develops pictures in her apart-

ment. She develops them for friends and I'm her friend. So she 
develops my pictures. When I go there, she sits on her bed that is 
covered with fabric of all colors and holds a cat on her lap and watches 
the floor. Until I come in with the keys she gave me and I hand her the 
film . 

That's her looking at the floor. Ready to cry. 

Swimming 
I am swimming just above the bottom of my pool. That's what 

I remember. The pool I had at my house. Her house now. I am pretending 
to be a large fish and there is a smaller one that is attached to me. It 
holds on, and even though I turn sharply to throw it off balance, it clings 
to my scales. I glide back and forth and move my fins and wonder why 
I built this pool. Whose deck chairs I never see anymore. 

This is one of my green-blue pool. See a shadow under water? 
That's me. Pretending to be a fish. 

Counting Boats 
The woman I know who develops pictures calls me sometimes, 

and asks me why I haven't been over. I tell her I'm dizzy. I tell her 
I'm tired. I tell her the boats go up and down the river. I tell her I've 
counted twelve in the last hour. 

That's me. Counting boats. 

Picking Up The Kids At Camp 
My wife, my ex-wife, asks me to pick up the kids and drive 

them to her house. She is bending down in the front yard and planting 
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flowers when I drive up. She is wearing shorts, and 1 look at her thighs, 
as the kids run to her. Her thigh is smooth and tan and I squint at the 
sun and the house and the roof and the sky. And look back at her thighs. 

This one is of her thighs. She is standing by the rock in front 
of her house. 

The Snail 
The kids look at a snail when they visit me. Actually, I see it 

first. The front steps of my apartment house extend from its shell. 
Funny looking thing. 1 bend down to look at it but get dizzy and cough. 
A neighbor passes by and asks what's the matter. I tell him I am tired 
and he backs away, careful not to step on it. We want it to move to the 
grass. 

This is one of a snail. Not able to move. 

Developing Pictures 
The woman I know who develops pictures is not there when I 

open the door. The note says you never come when I need you. The note 
says I can' t anymore. 

This one is of her apartment. Empty. 

My Building By The River 
This one is when I moved into the building by the river. Look, 

you can see my apartment. On the second floor. Just follow up from 
the green car. See that man over there? He's the superintendent. 
Here's another one of him. I have several more of the super. See his 
tattoo? He was a marine. He told me when he fixed the light in the 
bathroom. He tells all the people who move in. I think he's telling the 
couple standing near him. 

Camp Director 
The camp director is making a lariat when I come by to pick up 

the kids for the weekend. I tell her I am getting too weak to pick them 
up anymore. She asks me if I've been swimming. I tell her in my mind. 
She says she can see something good in me. She says she wishes she 
could help. She offers me a bite of a tuna sandwich, and a coffee cake, 
and a scoop of ice cream. She says the kids are swimming every day. 
That they want me to get better. 

That's one of her ice cream. Melting. 

Ready To Cry 
The doctor calls me back to tell me I'm fine. That the tests are 

fine. But that I have complications. That's what he calls them when 
he tells me I need a rest. I'm ready to cry. You can't tell. 
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Something Wrong 
My boss made me stay after work. I did something wrong, he 

said, but I forgot what it was. He had missed part of his chin when he 
shaved, and he looked ugly when he told me what I had done wrong. But 
I couldn't argue with him because he is the boss and I have moved into 
that new apartment by the river, and I have to send my wife, my ex-
wife, money for the kids each week. I have one of me writing a check 
for the children. I have one of me mailing the check in the mailbox so 
she gets the money on time. 

Here's another one of me. Sitting at my desk, staying after 
work. Sick. 

Fright 
Oh, you scared me. That's the lady on my floor. She came out 

of the elevator and I was just standing there. Sometimes I stand in 
front of the elevator for hours. Because I am too tired to go inside and 
press the buttons. So I lean on the wall. She once asked me where my 
wife was when she saw me with the children. She said that when I am 
with my children, I look like a bookend and the kids look like a shelf of 
books. She said I look like I'm missing a bookend. I tell her I am looking 
for a bookend. I tell her all people are searching for bookends. I show 
her a picture of people looking. 

She never makes any noise in her apartment. So I listen. 
Sometimes I listen with my head against the wall, and all I hear is quiet 
breathing. 

That's me listening to the emptiness of her apartment. Waiting 
for something. 

Key Back 
This is a picture of the lady who develops pictures. She' s 

bringing back all the ones she's developed. Her cat is with her, and she 
says she has found someone else. She says she doesn't want me to 
come to her apartment anymore. She says she wants her key back. 

That's me giving her key back. This is another one of her. 
Going. 

You Look How I Feel 
You look how I feel, someone at work said. I didn't know what 

he meant because I didn't know how he felt or how I looked, but I know 
I'm tired. So I asked him to take my picture, so I could see how he felt. 
A little later he asked me to go out for a drink with some of the others 
after work. I said I couldn't because I had meat defrosting and was late 
with a report. 

That's chopped meat. Defrosting. 

The Hospital 
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Here's a good one of me going to the hospital. They had asked 

everyone to come out to greet me. They were all crying when I stepped 
out of the car that had taken me there. The driver had tipped his hat 
and was crying. The doctors were waiting and had planned a reception. 
That one in front is my doctor. He makes plans for me so I can get 
better. I have one of his desk. [ have one of his wall. I have one of a 
spot on his wall. That's what I look at when he talks to me. And makes 
plans for me. That spot on his wall. And I think about pools and about 
boats. Twelve in an hour. Right in that spot on his wall. 

Waiting 
That's me when I got really thin in the hospital. Look at the 

needles they have in my arm when I stopped eating. Look at me holding 
the camera, while the tubes are flopping around. I'm trying to take a 
picture of the doctor. And he' s trying to take a picture of me. So we 
count to three and the blinding flash goes off. 

Sheets on the Bed 
This one is me. You can see my head sticking out from the white 

sheet. The kids are outside. But I don' t have one of them. My wife, 
my ex-wife, has brought them and they are looking at my window. I 
ask someone to take their picture. 

That's them looking at my window. 

That Was Last Month 
Now I'm resting. Because I need to, they say. So I am putting 

the pictures in order. All my pictures in order. The good ones, the bad 
ones. The ones I never remembered I took. While I wait for the hospital 
photographer to take my picture. 

That's me. Waiting. 
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William Jolliff 

Fisherman's Luck 

The odds must be small that it could happen once-
that a fishing child would jerk his line 
so perfectly, so sharply from a hidden snag 

that the leader would break between hook and sinker, 
that the slug would become a .30 caliber bullet 
fired by invisible string, destined to smash eyeglass 

shards into cornea, determined to slash the sunlight 
from half the child's world, so that thirty years later 
the man would finger the lid at night and figure odds-

doubly small that it could happen twice: 
still, it's the kind of twisted chance you calculate 
in half-light, that crosses the surface of your thoughts 

like a waterspider at dusk, when the bottom-feeders are biting, 
and you set a hook hard, though not too hard, 
when you stare across the fire and think of your sins, 

of women who've surprised you with anxious heat, 
or of a teacher you hated who remembers your name. 
It's the way you flinch when you consider 
the money you've won on unknown horses. 
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Mark Rozema 

Going Down Fast 

They call it "Rapid Disappearance Syndrome." 
Drowning real fast, like Willie Fancyboy 
who stood in the bow like a hood ornament, 
tipping back the Bacardi like it was a horn 
to blow. Then the skiff mushed sideways 
and flipped Willie over, the anchor line 
a noose around his boots. His waders filled, 
sucked him down like a Husky swallows food. 
Only four feet of water, but the wind 
whipping up and rollers pounding-
they couldn't find him. 

"Adii, it happens," people say. 
"Them Fancyboys, they're like that." 
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Alec Rekow 

The Farmer and the Storm 

When you come 
you will find him in the field 
near the house carrying 
a shovel over his shoulder. 

The roads will be rutted, 
scuttled with lizards, 
some magpies blown in from the willows. 

You will say he never hurries. 
His shoulders lever his shovel far behind; 
it hangs a rainbow from his suspenders, 
holds dirt on its blade. 

He stays all night, walks through 
alfalfa and clover with dandelions 
tossed in like spice. Wild 
iris swing on their stems. 
Clouds follow his shovel like lap dogs. 
Will he call lightning? 
His boots swing his feet from clumps of grass. 
His pants sag like a nomad's. 
His shirt clings to his skinny bird neck, 
eats up the veins that hawk his arms. 

He eyes the grasses 
in mouthfuls 
and in sizes of mouths 
of sheep, cattle and horses. 

Will he call lightning? 
He could tie his shovel against the chimney, 
cinch it tight with horse hair and grass. 
He could call the sky down, 
but he is all listening, not roars. 
You could say he never hurries, 
but then you've never seen him 
when water comes down the ditch. 
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Ben Groff 

Hand of God 

Dutton Thomas was not in an altered state when we brought him the 
Hand of God in a crab bucket, but he wasted no time. 

Roll me a big fot spleeb, mon, he shouted, as he cranked up the 
volume on Marley and the Wailers moaning out of the high-speed dual-
cassette tape deck recently installed just under the vertical speed 
indicator of his orange and green float-mounted Cessna 180. Rot race, 
rot race, this is a rot race, they sang, while an arm reached languidly 
up from the rear of the plane and passed him a burning joint the size 
of a cheroot. The joint didn't bother me.. Everybody from Ketchikan 
to Bristol Bay knew that Dutton Thomas could fly better twisted than 
any two clear-thinking individuals in their right minds. But the arm 
bothered me, because it was wearing the genuine Athabascan hand-
stitched caribou parka with three-fur trim I had bought in Anchorage 
for Maureen Stepanovitch, who was one of only two Caucasian females 
at the cannery that winter, and the other had venereal warts. 

There were cordscrew streamers, yellow and pink and white, 
dangling limply from the vault of the Cessna, and Maureen had on one 
of those red cardboard dunce-hats that hook under your chin with a 
rubber band. The plane's back seat had been removed, and the tapering 
compartment was stuffed with two nylon sleeping bags, three ancient 
ten-gallon gas cans, a half-empty banquet-bucket of Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, extra crispy, moraines of matted socks and underwear that 
looked like they'd been steeped in Quaker State, plus other remnants 
of the New Year's Eve paraphernalia he'd flown in from Kodiak that 
morning, including a shattered magnum of Cook' s Imperial Brut 
American. On the last day of the year, in the middle of a record crab 
harvest, one of our half-primitive Filipino sharemen had conveniently 
decided to run out of insulin, refusing (not in English) to sully his body 
with anything but U40 Ultralente, which I no longer carried in my 
dispensary. I think he hoped he'd end up in Island Hospital, but canny 
Sealaska sent Dut Thomas instead. I saw now that he'd flown in a few 
other medications for private use. Then the weather shut down, and 
he'd parked the Cessna in the ramp-shed at the end of our dock, where 
he settled in for a little crab festival of his own. Now it was 2 a.m., 
and I'd say the crabs were jumping. 

If you could call Dut Thomas a guy who wore his emotions on 
his sleeve, Maureen always carried hers on her fingernails, right up 
front. Now they were painted a deep, thick purple, almost black, like 
clotted blood. They held that parka shut against her white throat while 
she smiled at me in a way I knew I'd regret when this was over. She 
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said hi, Jack, as she climbed out of the plane from the pilot's side, 
almost climbing over the top of Out to do it, and as she did, her blonde 
hair swung down from both sides over her face, like a clam shell 
closing. She jumped to the wooden planks of the ramp with a rubbery 
thump of her apres-ski boots. There was ice on the pilings, soft and 
grey like oatmeal, visible in the yellow light from the sodium lamp that 
burned in the aluminum peak of the ramp shed and lit up a small slice 
of the wet snow falling silently into the waves. Oily black, they licked 
the foot of the ramp with a kissing sound. I wished I wasn't here. I 
wished it weren't the second hour of January, that king crabs picked 
a different time of year to drag themselves across the bottom of the 
Gulf of Alaska, that geeks Outside didn't have so much rotten money 
to spend on things like the hacked-off arms and legs of a king crab, and 
that there weren' t so many fishermen greedy enough to risk their 
boats and their lives and the lives of a six-man crew to give it to them. 
But greed is alive and well on Kodiak Island, which is why I myself was 
knocking on Out's door in the middle of a winter night on Agonlik Bay. 
If I didn't fish for crab, I didn' t cook them, either. I was better than 
that. My job was the company store and the small infirmary attached 
to the processing facilities. I'd been a medic long ago and far away, 
in Nguyen-land, and Sealaska paid me far more than I was worth. 

There must have been twenty or thirty Filipinos jammed 
around the stretcher there in the floatplane shed, all that damp and 
fis_hy breath rising to the metal roof, where it actually started to 
condense and rain back down on us. The crowd parted silently when 
Maureen jumped into them, still wearing the party hat, and just as 
silently closed ranks again after she had staggered through and climbed 
up to the dock, where she disappeared. They are a tractable people, 
the Filipinos. I watched her go, and thought about the way two king 
crabs mate: grabbing each other in the face with bony claws. I wouldn' t 
see her again. I picked up the Hand of God and showed it to Out. It was 
about the weight and heft of a frozen salmon. A rot race is right, I said, 
and we're going to lose it if we don' t get this individual to Kodiak fast. 
I said we got some massive tissue loss here. 

Out snorted and said that is some tissue, Highjack. (I knew Out 
Thomas but he didn' t know me.) He said where I live we call that tissue 
an arm. Left arm, unless I'm totally shit-faced. He hit on the reefer. 
It made me nervous, what with the oxygen, but I didn' t want to say 
anything just yet. The victim was lying between us in shock, wrapped 
up in a pile of blankets on the field stretcher with only his face showing. 
To me, it was a face that cried out fetal alcohol syndrome, but you can't 
really tell with some of these monkey tribesmen, and he wasn't a kid. 
I'd thrown a tourniquet on the stump of his left elbow- I was happy to 
see Out wasn't totally shit-faced- and was blowing some O's into his 
squinty nostrils and a ton of saline into his vascular bed, wide open. But 
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the gomer was crumping, anyone could tell. I said Dut, I need you to 
medivac this individual. But Dut stretched and yawned and scratched 
his round belly and said is Semper Paratus taking the evening off? 

As a matter of record, I had just wasted fifteen minutes of the 
victim's life on the side-band to the Coast Guard Station in Kodiak. Call 
me crazy, but it sounded simple enough: Agonlik Bay requests medivac 
ASAP to Island Hospital, but the guy comes back on the line, very 
polite, and says Agonlik Bay, this is ComState Kodiak. I waited for 
more, but no more came, until the guy said Agonlik Bay, do you read 
me? Then I said roger and that seemed to make him happy, because he 
said Agonlik Bay, request your grid coordinates, over. I looked up at 
the trusting faces of all these Filipinos who had brought me the victim 
and were waiting there in the cold back room of the company store, and 
I sighed. I said ComState Kodiak, this is Agonlik Bay, how the hell 
should I know our grid coordinates, over. But the voice came back, 
polite and unperterbed: Agonlik Bay, your grid coordinates are 
154°10' west and 57°36' north, do you copy that? I had to admit, he 
had a smooth style. I shook my head and said roger, that is a copy. He 
said Agonlik Bay, request precise circumstances of incident. And then 
he said: over. 

I figured it was about over, all right. I touched the neck of the 
old man stretched out beside me. His carotid was thready and fast, like 
a baby's. I told him you're doing fine, pal, just hang in there. Into the 
mike, I said we have an elderly Filipino male who tore his arm off at 
0030 hours brushing out a conveyor belt. I thought that was 
reasonably kosher, and I added: over. But he said that is a copy, 
Agonlik Bay, which arm? I said does it matter? There was deep silence 
up at ComState for a moment, then the voice returned like a bad dream: 
The victim's age? He sounded a little less polite this time. I said he 
looks to be about sixtyish. He said Agonlik Bay, please determine the 
victim's age. I slammed down the mike and shouted at the old man, how 
fucking old are you? He just looked up at me, with eyes that were like 
a picture of eyes in a dictionary. A tiny Filipino woman in the front of 
the crowd stepped forward at that point with her hands folded at about 
belt-height, and softly explained, see does not speak English. I rubbed 
my eyes. I said thank you. I said would you please tell me how old this 
gentleman is, and she shrugged her shoulders. I said ask him, and she 
jabbered something at him, but he wasn't listening. 

I said ComState Kodiak, this is Agonlik: age indeterminate. The 
static seemed to go on for a long time, till the voice said Agonlik Bay, 
we copy that. The victim's name? I looked up at the little Filipino 
woman again, whose yellow polyurethane apron had "Alice" written 
on the bib in magic marker. She was wearing a bulky sweater 
underneath it, and filthy yellow gloves, and she had a calico handker-
chief tied over her head like a pickaninny. I would guess that she stank 

52 



-----------------------------------------$ 

of crab, but I couldn't smell it. She wasn't so old. I said listen Alice, 
I'm sorry this is taking so long, but what's his name? All I really 
wanted to do was go back to bed. Alice hesitated, and glanced at a few 
of her compadres. Then she shook her head. I said you must know his 
name, come on, his name, his name. I was starting to lose what little 
patience I had. Another Filipino opened her mouth just far enough to say 
the word Kamay. I said Kamay what? She said what sounded like 
Kamay lang Dios, and I grabbed the microphone and said ComState 
Kodiak, the victim's name is Kamay lang Dios, over. He said Agonlik 
Bay, this is ComState Kodiak, please spell the name. 

I shut off the mike and laid it gently down and tilted my head 
back and screamed at the ceiling. The Filipinos backed up and looked at 
me respectfully, then one of them began rapidly spelling the name, K-
A-M-A-Y, until Alice cut her off with a wave of her hand and addressed 
me with great formality. In fact, she said, that is not precise 
circumstances. I said pardon? She said Kamay ng Diyos is not precise 
name. Very carefully, I said then will you please tell me his precise 
name while he still needs one? Again she shrugged. He is known as 
Kamay ng Diyos, she said, the Hand of God. 

Half a dozen of them crossed themselves and bowed their 
heads. Did I care about this? I was starting to feel like it was only what 
I deserved. I would've lit up a cigarette, except for the oxygen. I 
would've lit up a hundred cigarettes and blown the whole God-forsaken 
place to Kingdom Come, but the radio crackled to life again and the calm 
voice said Agonlik Bay, this is ComState Kodiak: the name, please. His 
name will be Flip the Flop, I shouted, if you don't get that H3 off the 
ground in two fucking minutes. Then suddenly the shrunken old guy on 
the stretcher opened his mouth and said very clearly, like he was 
making a promise: Domingo. Baltazario. 

I looked at him for the first time like maybe he was human after 
all. Good, very good, I said, and patted him on the shoulder. I said 
ComState Kodiak, this is Agonlik Bay, we have a correction here, the 
victim's name is Domingo, D-0-M-I-N-G-0, Christian name Bill, come 
in, please. Please, I whispered. I realized I had begun to hope we'd do 
it, if only so I wouldn't have to remember Bill Domingo, and to tell you 
the truth I almost felt like crying. I'd been out here too long, and I had 
a bad case of the jitters. The arm didn't bother me-- arms were cheap 
up in I Corps in '68- but that morning Maureen had asked me how old 
I was, and she'd laughed at me when I said I was 39. She said why don't 
you work on a boat, or fly a plane, get out of here. It made me feel like 
there was something wrong with half a life, and that the better half, 
spent holed up in a crab factory on the side opposite the business end 
of Kodiak Island, with nothing in front of you but Shelikof Strait and 
nothing behind you but the memory of ever having felt at home in the 
world. For some reason, the life of Baltazario Domingo began to mean 

53 



* ----------------------------------------
more to me than it probably should have, and this smelled dangerous, 
but also, in the way of danger, uplifting. So when my buddy up at 
ComState Kodiak came back on the line and said is the victim an alien, 
please confirm, all I said was he sure is, and then I said over and out. 

I knew then that Dutton Thomas was our only hope. So we 
threw the arm in a bucket and trotted Bill Domingo down the dock 
through the snow to the ramp-shed, stumbling a little even under the 
storm lights, and I explained to Dut that the Coast Guard wanted to play 
by Wimbledon rules and Bill Domingo wasn't in that kind of mood. Dut 
smiled and said no, I don't believe he is, as he flicked the roach out into 
the choppy water. He said all in all this man don't look too shookum. 
Dut was one of these burly guys who carries his hands half open at his 
sides like he's ready to reach for an invisible pair of six-guns, and 
wears a little silver Jesus hanging from a chain at the open neck of a 
polyester sports shirt even when it's 15° outside and blowing hard. I 
would say he was about my age, although in a three-day beard he looked 
older. Now he stroked that beard and said just for the dim-witted, 
Highjack, you want me to make a high-speed downwind takeoff in the 
middle of the night and land her blind in Kodiak-town, is that the 
proposition? I said that's what it is, and he smiled again and said let's 
catch a wave. 

We cleared out a space for the stretcher in the rear of the plane 
and Dut and I hefted it up between us, with Alice in the plane to guide 
it in feet first. It felt so light you could hardly tell someone was dying 
on it, but he was, and for some reason he was now a little more lively 
and was working his good arm out from under the blankets. As we 
passed him carefully over our heads to Alice, the stretcher suddenly 
stopped moving with a jerk that almost tumbled Dut and I from the 
pontoon, sending the stretcher crashing to the deck, which would've 
been ugly, if someone's hand hadn't held all three of us firmly in place. 
It was the good right hand of Bill Domingo, and it was wrapped around 
the Cessna's forward strut like the claw of an eagle. Dut said this man 
don't seem to want to get into the plane. 

I said let go, Bill, but he wouldn't let go. I said Baltazario, But 
it was like he didn't hear me. Dut grabbed his hand and tried to pry it 
loose, but he couldn't manage it and still hold the stretcher on his 
shoulder. I shouted to Alice to please tell Bill the plane was safe and 
Dut was a fine pilot who would fly him over the hill to the hospital. Tell 
him quick, I said, and make him understand. She jabbered at him in that 
tongue of theirs that sounds like old junk rattling around in a shoebox, 
and he muttered something back, but didn't let go. I don't know why 
at a time like this, but I thought of a tree sloth. There aren' t many 
sloths on Kodiak Island but there were plenty in '67 in Panama, where 
I did jungle training before shipping out to Nam with the 3rd Marines. 
The only way to make a tree sloth let go is to amputate all of its arms 
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and legs. I found that out one night in Darien when I tripped over one 
of these buggers crossing the road. A convoy was expected down that 
road in thirty minutes and I figured it out that this critter didn't have 
a chance, so brilliant me, I picked him up and carried him to the other 
side. They had to chop his arms from around my neck with a machete, 
and we left him bleeding to death in a drainage ditch. I was washing his 
fleas off me for three weeks. 

I started to itch all over again thinking about it, but what with 
time that night I lost my temper. What's he say, I shouted at Alice, none 
too sweetly, and she said he say see will not go nowhere without his 
kabaong. 

What the fuck's a kabaong, I shouted back, and she said his box. 
His box, I said, what box, but they had a box, sure enough, the bunch 
of Filipinos, I'd been too preoccupied to notice them carting it all down 
the dock. It was made of dark, unfinished wood, neatly carpentered, 
five or six feet long and two feet wide, with a hinged lid. It was about 
the size of Bill Domingo. I figured it was his duffel and I told Alice 
bullshit, tell him he won't need underwear where he's going, tell him 
I swear I' ll guard his things with my life. She said it is not his things. 
Then what the fuck is it, I said, and I gave Alice credit, she was the soul 
of patience. Like a teacher, softly and slowly, gently even, she said 
he think he will die, then he will need this box. If he have not this box, 
then the devil catch him. 

Out chuckled and carefully switched shoulders under the 
stretcher. It's the man's coffin, Highjack, he explained. Any fool could 
see that, but so what? I said fuck the man's coffin. He said Highjack, 
that's no way to look at it. He said think of Queequeg, in Moby Dick. 
I said I never read it. He said you should. I said everybody around here 
knows something I don't know. Out said to Alice, tell him we'll take 
his Kabaong, honey, no problem. Tell him if he just lets go, we'll set 
him down, and put the kabaong in the plane before him. 

She told him, and he eased off his grip as he felt us lowering 
the stretcher back down to the deck. But it turned out that no matter 
how we tipped the coffin, there wasn't room in the plane for both it and 
the stretcher. I'd about had it. I said get the goddamn coffin out of here 
or we can bury the guy tonight and be done with it. I was bitter with 
Out, so for good measure I said, then you won't have to fly. For a 
second all you could hear was Bill's breathing and the wind whistling 
and the black waves licking against the pilings. Out looked at me coolly. 
He said easy, Highjack, don' t make the pilot nervous. I didn't say 
anything. He had a 50 foot rope in his hand and he said this is simple, 
even a cannery jerk like you can handle this. He tossed me the rope. 
He said we tie the box to the other side of the plane. I said what? He 
said sure, just like a canoe, that's how you fly them. I guess I looked 
at him funny, because he said no fooling, the aircraft likes it, long as 
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you set your flaps at 10° and don't try to bank your turns in too steep. 
They ought to tie coffins onto every plane. I just looked at him, and I 
wasn't amused. I said you're playing with me. He sighed and said 
maybe Maureen was right after all. I grabbed his throat but he had my 
writs in his hand and was bending it backwards till I thought it would 
break. Remember, Highjack, he said, I might get nervous. Then he let 
me go, and I fell back. He said I guess you can tie a knot, can't you? 

I nursed my wrist while he lifted the coffin out of the plane as 
if it had been made of styrofoam. I heard him speak reassuringly to 
Alice. He said don't worry, sweetheart, Highjack there will lasso that 
container to the aircraft and we'll be out of here in toot sweet. Alice 
explained all this to Bill Domingo, who finally allowed himself to be put 
in the plane, which was barely roomy enough even for him, let alone 
the body bag, plus the oxygen tank plus three gasoline cans, which Dut 
wouldn't leave. By this time Alice had torn down the party streamers, 
and they spread the sleeping bags on top of Bill and hung the IV from a 
popped rivet. Meanwhile I did my best to secure the coffin, with two 
guys holding it against the fuselage while I tossed the rope around the 
airplane twice and cinched the ends to one of the right wing struts. 
There were two smooth holes about a half an inch in diameter through 
both sidewalls of the splintery box, through which I was able to pass 
the rope and anchor it, which was the only reason the rig stayed put 
as long as it did. 

We settled Alice into the nook behind the co-pilot's seat, where 
she could touch Bill Domingo's nose with the side of her knee. She was 
a tight little package anyway, and we need a translator. Too late, Dut 
Thomas cried don't touch that door! but I had already opened the door 
on the co-pilot's side and pulled myself in. He said I forgot to mention, 
that latch is busted. Sure enough, the door wouldn't close, and he 
slapped my knee and said fasten your seatbelt, Highjack! At the last 
minute, he leaned out his door and somebody handed him Bill Domingo's 
arm. There was a place for it in the groove between our seats, with 
the whitish hand tickling both our legs. I figure you never know, he 
said, we might need it. He said it's amazing what doctors can do 
nowadays. He was homing in on my turf, but I let it slide. The fact was, 
I knew: we wouldn't need it. 

All this time the tape-deck was still playing: Rasta don't work 
for no CIA ... but the Wailers were now buried by the roar of the engine 
and in a flash the Filipinos were gone from the ramp-shed. The noise 
in there must've been pretty terrific. Dut and I had headphones over 
our ears, but poor Alice had to make do with her fingers, and Bill didn't 
even have any of them. The plane scraped slowly forward and down 
off the ramp, out of the shed's little square of light, and just like that 
we were lost in utter darkness, all the lights from the cannery away 
back behind us and out in front nothing but a black emptiness. It was 
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like blasting off into outer space, but without the stars. Only the 
instrument lights on the panel glowed faintly, like distant constella-
tions. The plane taxied forward as the engine warmed. I twisted 
around in my seat and felt Bill's carotid one more time. I found it, but 
barely. I looked at my watch and counted for fifteen seconds: 160. How 
you doing, Bill? I shouted over the engine. He didn't answer, but his 
eyes were open, staring straight up like an Egyptian statue into the low 
ceiling of the floatplane, and he wasn't breathing too fast. I changed 
his IV. Out was on the radio, I suppose to Anchorage, talking weather. 
It was pretty obvious what the weather was. Once we sailed forward 
out of the land-shadow the wind was fierce, corning from across island 
right down our tail, and the chop was like an earthquake underneath us. 
The snow was still blowing, what you could see of it, but the way we 
were moving it seemed to be falling straight down. I checked my own 
pulse, and it was galloping. 

Out carne on the intercom. He said this is going to be an 
interesting takeoff. I knew that already. At our backs the mountain 
shot straight down into the water, with the cannery built out on piers 
from a tiny shoreline, and out in front the narrow fjord made a sudden 
dogleg to the northwest, so that from a floatplane's point of view 
Agonlik Bay was a one-way street. Right now that street was a river 
of wind, blowing the wrong direction. I never knew why they called 
it a bay in the first place. It was stretching things. But maybe the crabs 
liked it. 

Just then Out jerked the plane up to hump speed and before you 
knew it we were on the step and banging down the fjord at a breakneck 
clip. Hang onto your kidneys! he shouted, not bothering with the 
intercom. I heard him just fine. Poor Alice was cowering against the 
back of my seat. Out poured on the gas and we were boating along faster 
and faster, jack-hammering the waves till my spine felt like it was full 
of potholes, but the airspeed indicator appeared to be broken. The 
Cessna would not come off the water. Whoo-eeeeee, Out yelled, with 
a five-G grin that made me think twice about that marijuana. We were 
at full throttle now and the panel was a blur. It didn't feel like water 
under the floats. It felt like an explosion. It felt like we were riding 
the barrel of an M-60 on full automatic. It even began to smell like the 
barrel of an M-60. Suddenly that dogleg was smack in front of us and 
the mountain reared itself up in our faces, black on black. Out Thomas 
steered the plane hard to the right so that for a split second I thought 
we'd flip over, but then there was open water ahead and the rocking 
seemed to break the floats free, and we were airborne. 

The silence was beautiful. As Out wheeled widely around into 
the wind, the plane lifted and stiffened like a flexed muscle. He pulled 
it up into a steep climb. We went through the ceiling at around two 
thousand feet, but it couldn't have gotten any darker than it already 
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was. Dut came on the intercom again. Check the box, he said. I peered 
out and backward through my side window, and the box was there. It 
had crept a few feet aft, but was still snug. Without a headwind, the 
flight to Kodiak took about thirty minutes; as it was, I figured maybe 
twice that, but I didn't want to distract Dut Thomas with questions. I 
needn't have worried. As soon as we were cruising, his tongue became 
as loose as an old man's dick, and he wore out the intercom. He said 
that was a kick, eh Highjack, grinning over at me. I didn't answer. He 
said I don't know if you know it, man, but anything gets old, even flying 
bush planes in the float country. He waggkd the wingtips just for the 
heck of it. Now I feel young, he said, don't you feel young? I felt old. 
He said you ain't still sore at me about that woman, are you? I said 
just fly the plane. He frowned and said you're still sore, that's not 
good. He turned to have a look at Bill Domingo. Highjack, he said, this 
man's trying to teach us something: life is short. Then he snorted and 
reached into the pocket of his sports shirt. He said whatever keeps you 
y11ung, go for it. I thought maybe winter flying at 6000 feet without ·· a coat on kept him young. He said what keeps a guy like you feeling 
young? I hunched down even farther into my parka. He pinched some 
snoose and said I'm just curious. 

I said getting off this fucking island. He laughed pleasantly and 
said you're off it now. He offered me snoose, and I shook my head. He 
meditated over the controls for a while as the plane bucked and twisted 
in the wind coming at us off the Gulf of Alaska. It whistled eerily in my 
unlatched door, which moved in and out according to the strength of the 
gusts. No, seriously, he said, where's your bliss? I said somewhere 
else. He said how come you ain't there? I said 'cause I'm here. He said 
I understand you got a family somewhere. My thoughts stood still. I 
said how in hell do you understand that? He said that girl. I said you 
and that girl in the back of your plane and that's what you talk about. 
He said shit, I couldn't get her to talk about anything else. I started to 
shiver. I said you got any heat? He said it's on full blast. I said I don't 
even know where they are. He said who? I shouted, my family. He 
nodded his head. It just don't seem like fun, he shrugged, shucking 
crab, but that's your business. I said they're in Ho Chi Ming City, and 
he said who? My family, I said, and he nodded his head again. He said, 
to me it's degrading to let shit happen to you. He said this without any 
special kind of feeling, as if he were explaining the way the airplane 
worked. 

I turned around so he couldn' t see my face, and got in position 
to check Bill Domingo's blood pressure. It was 80 over 50, with a pulse 
of 168. I said can' t this airplane go any faster? He said nope. He turned 
his head and smiled cheerfully at Alice. How you doing, babe, he said, 
you hanging in there? She was not bad looking, under her calico hanky. 
She nodded. There was a definite stink coming from under poor Bill. 
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Out Thomas sniffed the air like a bloodhound. He said man took a dump 
in the back of my airplane, Highjack. He flew in wounded silence for 
a minute, then he said, I hope they shoot me before I get that far. I said 
keep hoping. He said, to me it isn't manly to crap on yourself, those 
are my personal feelings. I said he couldn't help it. He said that's my 
point. 

Outside it was like we weren't even flying, it was just pure 
nothingness, black and empty, and I think Out Thomas was starting to 
feel the strain. Out of the blue, he said hey, are we in Canada? He 
waited for me to answer, but I wasn't about to, so he said I hope not, 
it's against the law to land a floatplane at night in Canada. I still didn't 
say anything. He said in Canada we'd have to fly around till morning. 
I closed my eyes. He said do you think this man could last till morning? 
It made me sick to have my eyes closed, so I opened them again. Out 
Thomas was fingering Bill Domingo's hand, the cut-off one. There was 
enough light from the instruments to show it pretty clearly. He 
fingered the back of it. I figured great, he was getting weird on me, 
but he said wowzer, Highjack, did you notice this? I looked, and the 
middle of the hand between the knuckles and wrist showed a heavy 
scar, thick and dimpled, purplish now that the rest of the hand was so 
white. Out turned it over. I said for Christ's sake, man, leave the thing 
alone. He said at least I got you to say something to me. He stroked 
the palm of it, and said look at this. I looked again. The scar went right 
through to the underside. It looked like the picture of an open eye, 
sitting there in the middle of the severed hand, staring up at us. Out 
Thomas laughed and said old Bill must really be accident-prone. He said 
what the heck do you figure he poked through there? 

A nail, Alice said. We both turned our heads. She was smiling, 
and it made her look about twenty years younger. Out said was he a 
carpenter? She shook her head. She looked a little like a girl I had once 
known. Out said I knew a roofer put three nails through his foot in one 
day. I was looking at Alice. He said you ever hear of anything like that, 
Highjack? I said never. He said those pneumatic nail-guns are murder, 
let me tell you. He turned around and said what was he, Alice, a roofer 
or something? She shook her head. He was not a roofer, she said, then 
she smiled again. The Filipinos are an attractive people, like the 
Vietnamese, only more dedicated. Out said you seem to know the 
story, honey, and I've got time, open up, and Alice said: He was 
crucified. 

The next thing I knew I was staring at gravity through a half-
open door so I grabbed my own controls and overcorrected as Out 
popped his eyes out at Alice in the back of the plane. I said holy Christ, 
but Out was mesmerized, and all he said was what do you mean, 
crucified. She raised her right hand over her open left and brought it 
down, holding an imaginary hammer, three times slowly, bang bang 
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bang, like a judge's gavel. That was all. There's a foxhole paleness 
you can smell-on a man even in the pitchiest bottom of the darkest night, 
and I smelled it now, as Dut wiped off his upper lip with the back of his 
hand and looked straight ahead of him. After a second, he said why isn't 
he dead? I could feel her smiling right through the back of my seat, and 
Alice said, as you see, it does not kill. She said, on the contrary. 

Dut Thomas flew the plane in silence for a while, checking his 
instruments. I could see his throat working and hear his mouth, like 
it was dry and sticky. He said where was this? She said on Mindanao, 
when he was young. He said why, and then he stopped, but she 
answered him anyway, it was his bliss. He swallowed hard and said 
you'd think it would kill a man. She said on the contrary, that's why 
he takes it with him every place. Dut lifted the Jesus out of his shirt 
and said, like this. She banged the side of the plane and said no, like this. 
Dut said the airplane? She means the box, I said, and then it hit me, 
those two holes in the sides of the wooden coffin, about the size of a 
spike. I got the picture, but I'm not sure Dut Thomas did, and I didn't 
feel like explaining. There was work to do. Dut was flying the plane 
absent-mindedly with one hand and rubbing the back of that hand with 
the other when he said out loud, I wonder what it feels like, and we 
heard a voice from the back of the plane, not Alice's. I spun around. 
It was Bill, but his voice sounded strong and deep. I said is that you, 
buddy? What you feel, he said, what you feel is a lifting up. 

I checked his pressure, and it was still falling. The funny thing 
is that he didn't look more septic, but the signs were bad. I turned up 
his oxygen and told him to just lie quiet, not to talk. His English was 
a little selective, anyway. We flew on quietly, then Dut looked again 
at his chronometer and said we should be over Kodiak. He put the plane 
into a cautious descent and around two thousand feet we broke out of 
the heavy scud into a wind that jerked the plane like a gut-hooked trout. 
As near as we could tell we were over water, so Dut rolled the Cessna 
in a big 180 and there were the lights of Kodiak, five miles ahead. Some 
pretty flying . 

Suddenly the plane lurched, and banked violently nose-down to 
the right. What the hell was that, I shouted , as the gas cans tumbled 
over on top of Bill Domingo. I was thrown against the door, which 
yawned under me so the roar of the wind blocked out every other sound 
until Dut managed to level the wings and pulled back strongly on the 
control column. What the hell's going on, I shouted again, gripping the 
stick on my side to keep from falling, but Dut was focussed, flipping 
his switches and talking into the radio, although there was no one to talk 
to in Kodiak at three in the morning. The VSI showed minus 1000, and 
the stall warning started to blare like a stuck pig. The coffin, Dut was 
shouting, check the coffin! I looked out the door as far as I could behind 
me, and there it was, fluttering around like a kite on the end of its rope, 
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six feet behind the tail. 

Dut said you were never a Boy Scout, were you, and smile at 
me. He said mea culpa, I should've checked your knots. I got out my 
fillet knife and opened it. Dut Thomas said you kill me now and we're 
all dead. But I shoved my door open against the weight of the wind and 
said l'm not going to kill you, it's time to shuck crab. 

As I leaned out of the plane, the wind stunned me, and it was 
hard to believe that it was only air and not something hard and flat and 
unforgiving against which I was being slowly crushed . I wrapped my 
fist around the haft of the knife as though that was the only thing that 
would keep me alive. I felt Dut throw his arms around my legs as the 
plane heeled over to the right again, and I could feel us falling. I was 
looking straight down at the waves coming up. I pushed my body out 
into the wind until it felt like the wind was wrapped around me, 
squeezing every last gasp out of me, but I couldn't reach it. It was like 
reaching into a waterfall, a crashing, numbing, roaring river of night 
and darkness, and inside the waterfall was something I needed. I 
couldn't even remember what it was. Finally I got my left hand onto 
it, but I couldn' t breathe, and my fingers were gone. But I pulled my 
right hand up, and I kept thinking don't lose the knife, don't lose the 
knife, as I edged it in slow motion back and forth across the quivering 
rope. It seemed like forever with the wind ballooning in my parka, 
which finally doubled up over my head so I was blinded. But I kept on 
sawing, smelling the salt and the seaweed rushing past, till I thought 
we were goners, then the knife was through and the wind slammed my 
head against the body of the plane as it righted and lifted itself seconds 
before we hit water. 

It was like hitting a concrete wall. We hit once, and stopped. 
I've seen breaching whales that threw up less water, and by the time 
Dut cut the engine and hauled me in I was soaked to the skin and 
shivering uncontrollably. Dut grabbed me by the shoulders and went 
berserk, shaking me painfully and shouting Whoo-eeeee! Alice was 
saying a feverish Hail Mary as the plane weathercocked on the tossing 
sea where we'd landed accidentally in the lee of Woody Island. I guess 
it was a miracle that we hadn't flipped or busted a strut or float, and 
no one was hurt. 

I shoudn't say no one. Bill Domingo was lying under a chaos of 
gear, staring up like before into the roof of the plane, only now he was 
dead. I told Dut Thomas, and the life went out of him. He slumped over 
the controls with his eyes closed, then he crossed himself. After that 
he seemed to wake up from a troubled sleep, and eased up the throttle. 
He brought us around, and taxied silently the final mile through falling 
snow to the inner harbor, which is called St. Paul's. 

There was an ambulance waiting on the deserted breakwater 
with its lights flashing crazily in the night. I figured it could wait. Alice 
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asked about the coffin, and I said it was gone. Her face turned to stone 
and without saying anything she reached over me and pushed my door 
open. She picked up the Hand of God and tossed it overboard. The arm 
made a splash and seemed to swim away, like a put-back fish. 

I wiped the blood from my eyes and looked at Out. He'd killed 
the engine when the boys on the breakwater reached the near grab-
line, and now he was scribbling something in his logbook with a broken 
pencil. One victim, no save, I said, then my teeth started chattering 
so bad I couldn't talk. He stopped writing. In the harbor lights I could 
see that his eyes were tired and aching and frosted with red. He said 
get into that ambulance, Jack. I touched his shoulder and my shaking 
stopped. 

I said Happy New Year. He said I doubt that. By the time I 
lowered myself from the plane, the snow had quit, and a sudden mist 
was rising like a blindness off of St. Paul Harbor. Alice said wait, and 
leaned out the door behind me. She smiled shyly, and said, I will go with 
you. 
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