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Send Her My Love 

 

 

Willa met Dot on the first day they’d both started at The Academy of the 

Immaculate Heart of Mary in the fall of 1943. They’d both been sent to the head 

secretary to fill out admission forms, and while they waited on the hard bench outside 

her office, they became friends. 

I’ve never gone to school before, Dot said. I always had a lady tutor at home. 

Willa noticed that she’d taken off her coat, a little white curly lamb coat, and 

was sitting on it. 

I learned at home too, Willa said.  

Dot held out her hand and they shook on it, and Willa wondered if Dot would 

drop her the minute she found out that Willa was a scholarship girl. In truth, for the 

last three years her mother had taught her and the rest of her siblings in the afternoons 

after she came home from teaching at a rural schoolroom a few miles out of town.  

 After school they smoked cigarettes that Dot had concealed in a little tube-

shaped compact with a false bottom. Later, Dot would give Willa her own little 

compact, the one her mother called a dance hall purse. Then Willa’s mother had 

confiscated it, telling her that nice girls didn’t own such things until they were at least 

twenty-five, and even then it was questionable unless they were married ladies. 
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Immaculate Heart was downtown, closer to Dot’s house than Willa’s, and on 

that first day it was a natural progression that led them to wander down Dot’s street, 

into her kitchen, and then finally out to the backyard to eat little sandwiches and 

smoke another cigarette in the shadows of the elm trees.  

We look like little twins, Dot said.  

Willa looked at Dot: blond hair, white blouse, white skirt, white socks, brand 

new brown and white saddle shoes. Embroidered on the blouse pocket was a shield 

with three red swords.  

Not identical, Willa said. My shoes are black and white, and my hair is black. 

Another cigarette? 

Aren’t you worried your mother will look out the kitchen window and see? 

Not particularly, Dot said.  

Mine would. She’d look out and say something dull. Where there’s smoke 

there’s fire. Something like that. And then we’d be in real trouble. 

Dot laughed, blowing smoke out of her nose. She held her hand with the 

cigarette up and out in the air, tilting her head back like a movie star.  

My mother is fond of little luxuries, Dot said. She likes little bits of nonsense, 

and there’s a variety of ways to keep her happy. 

Willa laughed and said that her mother was never happy. 

Later, Willa learned that Dot’s mother ordered whatever she pleased from mail 

order catalogues: fur coats, boot laces, sheer aprons, padded hangers, lilac scent, bed 

jackets, lucite bangles, compact mirrors, white leather ice skates, and dressing cases. 
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The newest this or that. Dot’s mother had charge accounts in all the big stores in 

Minneapolis and Chicago. Willa had heard her on the telephone. All she had to do was 

ask the operator to dial Lord and Taylor and they’d put a shop girl on the line and then 

she’d ask for whatever it was she wanted: Edelweiss finished lambskin gloves, please. 

The washables, yes, that’s right. In brown, beige, navy, white, and gray. No, I already 

have them in black. Size 5¾. And you know what would be a wonderful idea? A 

dozen of each. Then I’ll never be without a clean pair.  

 Willa knew her own mother never ordered anything from catalogues, and it 

certainly wasn’t because ordering by mail was too slow, as her mother claimed. 

After the first week at Immaculate Heart, Willa started meeting Dot on the way 

to school. Every single morning Dot answered the door, telling Willa that her mother 

always slept late and her father always left early. Her father was a private doctor with 

many private cases. House calls, that kind of thing. Willa would nod. Then Dot would 

look her up and down, laugh, and say that they looked just like twins. Yes, identical 

down to their very socks. After school they’d stand in the backyard smoking 

cigarettes, and by October they stood around and wondered what they were going to 

do once it got too cold to stand around under the trees.  

What about your house, Dot said. 

Couldn’t we just hide in your cellar? 

I thought you said your mother taught school.  

We’d get home all at the same time. 

I want to meet her, Dot said.  Let’s go tomorrow.  
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Willa looked down, cupping her hands around her cigarette, which wouldn’t 

light because of the wind.  

Tomorrow isn’t a good day. Where do you get all these anyway, she said, 

holding the cigarette out toward Dot. 

My brother left drawers full in his room when he left for the Army, Dot said. 

Don’t you think it would be nice if we sent him some, Willa said.  

She’d seen the photo of Dot’s brother in uniform on the big fireplace mantel in 

the front room. It was the only photo in the room. She could tell he was tall because in 

the photo he was standing next to the front door, his head almost touching the lintel. 

He had his hat in his hands. She knew that Dot had snapped it the day he’d left. His 

name was Edward. He was eighteen. He was at some Army base waiting to be 

deployed overseas. 

Dot pushed the collar up on her white curly lamb coat. The wind lifted her hair, 

blowing it across her eyes.  

Wouldn’t it be a laugh if you sent him a letter and a picture? I think you’re just 

his type. 

Dot lived in a big white house on Eighth Street, a house with a front and back 

staircase, and blue hand-painted tiles in the bathroom. It was just Dot and Edward, 

Mother and Father, and a Boston Terrier named Nugget. According to Willa’s mother, 

this meant simply that Dot’s father had done very well for himself. To Willa this 

meant that Dot had her own bedroom with a goose down comforter that she called a 

plume puff, turquoise chintz chairs, starched matching curtains, and a vanity table with 
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a set of solid silver brushes that she didn’t have to share with younger sisters or hide 

so older brothers didn’t pawn them. At Dot’s house, Nugget slept in a basket at the 

end of her bed.  

 

 

Halfway through November, Dot’s mother had answered the door one 

morning, wearing a bed jacket over a day dress. Dot wasn’t ready yet, either, and 

Willa had to sit and wait until Dot finished eating her oatmeal.  

Mother got an early morning telegram, Dot said. 

I was thinking, Willa said. After school let’s go downtown to the drugstore and 

look at magazines. 

She’s upset. My brother got his orders to ship out.  

Dot reached down and fed Nugget a piece of burnt toast from an otherwise 

untouched stack in a toast rack by her elbow. He took the piece of toast and carried it 

out of the room. From the front of the house Willa could hear Dot’s mother on the 

phone. Long distance, she said, connect me to 7-330.  

Where’s he getting sent? 

England first, I think. I told her that you and I were going to send him a 

package. Do you want a muffin or something?  

Willa shook her head. 

After the drugstore let’s go to your house for once, Dot said.  
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From the front of the house Dot’s mother said, And I need two black silk ties, 

Army regulation. And socks. It seems they never issue enough. How many? Let me 

think a moment. It’s early here, and I hadn’t planned to do any telephoning at all 

today.  

You got oatmeal on your collar, Willa said. 

Dot looked down at her blouse.  

There isn’t time for a change, Dot said. I’ll have to risk it.  

Blame it on your brother, Willa said. 

She laughed, but it didn’t cover the sounds of Dot’s mother ordering on the 

phone. 

During morning prayers the nuns told the class to reflect on something 

important, and Willa reflected that it was probably wrong to take a dime from her 

mother’s purse that morning. Dot lit a candle in the cathedral for her brother. They 

signed up for a scrap metal drive. They endured algebra and then geography. They 

passed notes back and forth. Dot kept writing about wanting to meet Willa’s mother. 

Would she approve of her? Did she order things by telephone? Had she been very sad 

when Willa’s father died? Yes, Willa wrote, no, yes. And Willa wrote about Dot’s 

brother. Did he like licorice? Did he leave a girlfriend behind? No, Dot wrote, no, no, 

and no. During afternoon prayers one of the sisters noticed the oatmeal stain on Dot’s 

shirt. 

Lines after school, the sister said. 
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I must have spilled this morning when we got the telegram about my brother, 

Dot said. 

Willa kicked Dot under the desk, and on cue Dot started to cry. The sister 

pulled a rosary from somewhere inside her habit and for a moment seemed to count 

the beads. They clicked as they slid through her hands. 

Cleanliness is next to godliness. Order starts at home. A perfectly white shirt 

makes for a clear mind, the sister finally said.  

After the day’s last bell, Dot gave Willa the letter for Edward, a list of things to 

buy him, and a five-dollar bill. While Dot wrote lines, Willa shopped at the corner 

drugstore. She took a basket from the front counter and filled it with packs of 

Wrigley’s gum, Yardley soap, a card of metal buttons, a spool of green thread, a 

package of needles, a Superman comic (#14), a tin of Vaseline, a tiny first aid kit, two 

Hershey’s bars, a bottle of aspirin, a toothbrush, dental floss, a ballpoint pen, and a 

funny toy paper airplane kit. She also added two things of her own: a mini set of 

playing cards and a strip of snapshots from the photo booth. She set the basket down 

on the floor outside the booth, put in the dime she had stolen from her mother, and 

shut the curtain. The photos turned out reasonably well. Her Immaculate Heart 

uniform looked bright and white. So did her teeth. Her hair looked very black. 

Everything else looked just a little washed out—but grey did that to a person. She 

purchased all the items, had the mini packet of cards wrapped separately, and waited 

at the soda counter for Dot. When Dot finally arrived, it was unfortunately too late in 

the afternoon for a visit to Willa’s house. 
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Willa and Dot wrote letters to Edward together. Dear Edward this and dear 

Edward that. They told him about funny things that happened at school. The time one 

of the sisters slipped on the ice and took the Lord’s name in vain. The day they snuck 

Nugget into school for a lark. They made sure the letters were light and funny. They 

reported his mother’s conversations they’d overheard: the newest scent was Chantilly, 

a perfume for a lacy, spicy, frothy female, and twenty-five dollars was ever so much a 

lot to pay for make-believe rubies and sapphires.  

They sent Edward the package. But not the mini playing cards—those Willa 

kept wrapped in packing paper and hidden in her wardrobe at home. Just for fun, they 

sent him the photo booth pictures. During a sleepover at her house, Dot decided that 

next they should send a photo of Willa in her pajamas with Nugget in her lap.  

Edward likes you, Dot said. 

He’s just polite, Willa said. 

He’d written Dot a thank you for the package. The note was short. He wrote 

that he was glad Dot had found such a good friend. He asked her to tell their mother 

not to send anymore socks. Much love to all. PS, he wrote, we’re soon being moved to 

parts unknown. That was it, and now they were going to write him again. 

When the war’s over he’ll come back, and you can marry him and live right in 

this house, Dot said. 

What if your mother finds out that we borrowed one of her nightgowns? 

She just ordered new ones last week, Dot said. Actually, she ordered tailored 

pajamas. She’ll never miss this one. It’s old.  



9 

 

Willa hid her face against Nugget’s side, and Nugget wagged his tail. She 

sniffed Nugget’s neck. The nightgown felt cool, silky. She didn’t like silk. Made her 

feel naked. 

 

 

Two days before the sleepover she’d decided to write Edward herself. She’d 

copied down the address when they’d taken the first package to the post office. She’d 

found out people could send their solider mail for free. Victory mail. She’d written on 

a sheet of her mother’s pink stationary: Dear Edward, This is your sister’s friend 

Willa. I know we’ve never met, but the nuns at school keep reminding us to do our 

part at home. Some girls knit socks. Some collect scrap metal. I decided to write you. I 

wonder if you ever get lonely.  

 

 

Still, she was surprised when a few weeks later she received a reply. A reply 

sent to her house, addressed just to her, his letter a tiny photographic reproduction of 

the original. He wrote that he remembered seeing her at mass on holidays. Her family 

always sat in the back row. Her mother always wore the same dress, but it was a nice 

dress. He remembered Willa used to wear her black hair in one long braid. Yes, I 

remember you, he’d written. Sometimes it’s lonely. Please tell me more about 

yourself. And so she wrote back. She didn’t tell Dot.  
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She wrote that she liked snowstorms, pine trees, velvet, sleeping outdoors, 

telephone calls, lemons, collies, rumbas, and Gilbert and Sullivan. She disliked 

picking tomatoes, leaky pens, chow dogs, cream, Betty Grable, fog, knitting, 

geraniums, bow ties, and oak trees. She wrote: Maybe this wasn’t what you wanted to 

know. I could tell you other things. My father died years ago. I had a sister who died 

too. My mother remarried, my father’s brother and he’s nothing like my father was. 

He’s not good for much. He drinks. We don’t have a dog, but we do have two cats 

named Pipsqueak and Mouse. Pipsqueak had a kitten last year, yes, just one. My 

brother named the kitten Mouse. Pipsqueak is tiny, but Mouse is even smaller. She 

was born without a tail. After Mouse, Pipsqueak isn’t allowed out of the house 

anymore. The river is starting to freeze, and standing on the banks you can hear the ice 

shifting. It sounds like rifle shots. The old men are talking about soon cutting blocks 

of ice. Hope you are well.  

By December the cold came, and Willa took to lining her boots with 

newspaper and carrying a hot potato in her pockets when she walked to Dot’s house. 

Dot stopped wearing her curly lamb coat and switched to a heavy wool one. They still 

had to wear skirts with their uniform and they joked that if they got lost in the snow no 

one would find them because of all the white. After school, if it wasn’t too cold, they 

walked to the frozen river and skated with the rest of their classmates. Edward kept 

writing letters, to both of them, and just to Willa. They wrote back frequently, and 

Willa wrote on her own almost every day. Holiday entertaining became Dot’s 

mother’s pet pastime. She had them carry up boxes of old silver to polish, serving 
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trays, drink shakers, buckets for champagne. One Friday afternoon Willa helped Dot 

put scented toilet tissue in the bathrooms for that evening’s entertaining. Willa’s 

mother bought tiny tins of chocolates and baked fruitcake. Dot knitted Nugget a 

sweater, Willa put bells on her cats, and Edward’s letters to Willa became more 

serious.  

Hiya, Pipsqueek. There isn’t much I can say, and I’m not sure I can write about 

most of the places that I’ve been. It’s forbidden, but you know that already. Saturday 

morning they woke us up in the middle of the night and told us that we had to screen: 

go house to house to search for weapons. Knives, guns, swords, pitchforks, those 

kinds of things. Most of the women answered their doors in their night things—and 

none of them looked as swell as you did in that photo you and Dot sent. Afterwards I 

got my first bath in almost four weeks. Not exactly the dashing hero in the photo on 

my parents’ mantel. Probably not the guy you dream about. At any rate I’m feeling 

fine, sometimes scared, but other guys get more afraid than me. Sometimes when I get 

especially afraid I imagine we said goodbye before I left. We stand in your front yard, 

and although I don’t want to leave, I keep glancing at my watch. It is summer, and you 

keep sneezing from the August wheat dust. I tell you, Pipsqueak, you’re the grandest 

girl on this earth, and I love you very much. You walk me to the sidewalk, and I bend 

down and kiss you. Later, I’ll find a single strand of black hair on my collar, and I’ll 

carefully put it in my cigarette case. Someday you’ll understand what I mean. There 

are other things that I pretend to remember: I am certain that you always stick your 

tongue out when you play piano, you must like reading hardboiled mystery books, and 
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when you stub your toes you sometimes swear. Most of all, I’m positive that you are 

not the kind of girl who orders from catalogues or does things just for a lark. 

 

Somehow Dot got it in her head that they should send Edward a bottle of 

whiskey for Christmas. She brought it up while they sat on the river bank and laced up 

their skates. Nugget sat next to them, licking his paws, pulling out chunks of snow 

from between his toe pads. It was a Saturday, and neither of them had any homework 

for once.  

It would be easy, she said. Hadn’t Edward sounded pleased when they’d sent 

cigarettes? 

Willa looked at her. Dot had on a hunter green skating costume, something her 

mother had ordered from a sporting store. Her matching mittens went up to her 

elbows. Willa’s mittens weren’t anything special. But Willa had better skates. 

Professional. White elkskin and Spaulding blades. She’d won them from a radio 

program last year.  

You can’t send whiskey through the mail, Willa said. 

You know yesterday, how I had to stay after again for talking out of turn in 

geometry class? 

This is the last weekend we can skate, Willa said. They’ll start cutting ice 

blocks on Monday. 

Jolly Wilkins had to stay after too. She’s a senior, you know. She’s that tall girl 

with bottle blond hair.  
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Why’d they keep Jolly after?  

Nugget got up and shook the snow off his coat. Dot took one of her mittens off 

and adjusted her wool socks. Then she took out two cigarettes from her pocket and 

handed one to Willa. 

She cut chapel too many times. Anyway, you’re missing the point. She’s 

engaged to some fellow who’s now stationed in Italy, and he wrote that he was tired of 

drinking wine all the time. 

Willa lit her cigarette and Dot leaned in to catch the match before it went out 

from the winter wind. Willa exhaled. In her pocket was her reply letter. 

Edward wouldn’t want whiskey, Willa said. 

Listen, Jolly told me how to send it. You just bake a heavy loaf of bread. Sure 

it wastes flour and rations and all that, but it’s a small sacrifice to make for the 

pleasure of your serviceman.  

Why whiskey? 

Men like whiskey, Dot said. You get one of those smaller bottles, and once the 

bread is baked you cool it and hollow it out. Then you wrap the bottle in some cotton 

wool, and put it in the bread. It’ll go through the mail easy as can be. 

Isn’t Jolly worried her fellow will get drunk on duty? 

Won’t this be a lark, Dot said. Imagine Edward’s surprise.  

Edward likes to smoke, but not drink, Willa said. 

How would you know? Jolly said that your stepfather should have some 

hidden away. Everyone knows he drinks. I’m counting on you to supply the whiskey.  
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Willa put her cigarette in the snow and watched it melt a hole. Nugget started 

to bark. Dot got up to adjust her skirt, then bent to take off her skate guards. 

 Dear Edward, Willa thought, I hate your sister’s elbow length mittens. I hate 

her hunter green skating costume. I hate that she doesn’t mind wasting flour. I hope 

this doesn’t come between us.  

I’m going home. It’s too cold to skate, Willa said. 

Dot shrugged and told her she’d come over after school Monday for the 

whiskey, and if Willa didn’t have it, well, Jolly certainly would. Besides, wasn’t it 

time she invited her over? 

Sunday morning Willa set her alarm and woke up long before anyone else. The 

house was cold. Pipsqueak and Mouse refused to follow her. They stayed curled up 

under her quilts. She’d decided she’d better give Dot the whiskey, let her get her way. 

She knew her mother hid her stepfather’s unopened bottles in the bottom of an old 

hope chest. It was supposed to be a secret, and no one was allowed to ever open that 

chest. The hope chest itself had a false bottom, which was where the liquor lay, but 

mostly the chest was filled with her father’s old clothes.  

She carefully opened the chest and took her father’s clothes out. His work 

shirts, his handkerchiefs, his flannel lined pants. His fireman’s hat. His winter slippers. 

His leather bag with his razor and brush. His wallet.  

His wallet felt dry, almost papery. She smelled it. It still smelled faintly of 

leather. She opened it. She’d never seen the inside, not even when he’d been alive. 

There was a ten dollar bill, a receipt for gasoline, a skeleton key, and a photo of her 
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mother. Her mother looked almost not like her mother at all. The eyes were the same, 

but she was young and her head was tilted just a little to one side. There was a single 

daisy in her upswept hair. Willa flipped the photo over, but there wasn’t a note, there 

wasn’t a date. It was blank. She put the photo back, but took the ten dollar bill, folded 

it, and put it into her dressing gown pocket. When she opened the false bottom she 

found four bottles of whiskey, a bottle of bourbon, and a dusty bottle of beer. She took 

the smallest bottle of whiskey, and carefully put everything back: the bottles, the false 

bottom, her father’s clothes. Before crawling back into bed with the cats, she put the 

ten dollar bill and the whiskey in her drawer next to the tiny package of playing cards 

and all of Edward’s letters. She didn’t even feel guilty, which surprised her.  

Dot hardly spoke to her during school on Monday, and they walked to Willa’s 

house in silence. Snow fell, and they didn’t laugh, even when they both slipped on a 

patch of ice at exactly the same time. Dot carried a basket with the bread. They went a 

few blocks before either of them said anything at all. 

Edward wrote Mother that he’s in love with some local girl, Dot said. But he 

won’t say who.  

What did your mother say? 

Well, you know my mother. She called up her favorite New York stationery 

shop and inquired about prices of wedding invitations. Dot pretended to hold a phone 

to her ear just like her mother. Not just any stationery, but wedding invitations. Yes, 

something special, maybe a little bittersweet. Bayberry on blue? Well, that’s certainly 

reasonably priced. Anything a bit less pedestrian? 



16 

 

Dot looked at Willa, but Willa didn’t look at Dot. Instead she watched a milk 

truck slide down the street and into the curb before coming to rest. Willa asked Dot if 

she thought the milk spilled. The driver got out of the truck to inspect the damage.  

Jolly invited me to her Christmas party this Friday, Dot said. Should I go? 

 

 

No one was home except Pipsqueak and Mouse, who both came to greet them 

when Willa unlocked her front door.  

You never told me you had cats, Dot said. One’s even missing a tail. 

We’d better get the whiskey and leave before anyone comes back, Willa said. 

Pipsqueak and Mouse followed them up the stairs to Willa’s room. Willa 

nodded and Dot sat on the bed and ran her hands over the quilts. The cats wound 

themselves around Willa’s feet. Their fur felt soft. She opened her drawer. She let her 

fingers brush over Edward’s letters, and then took out the bottle of whiskey. She 

handed it to Dot and waited until Dot took the bread from her basket. The loaf looked 

fresh, whole, but sure enough, Dot had cut into one of the ends to hollow out the 

middle. The bottle disappeared into the bread.  

Just the right size, Dot said as she held the bread up for Willa to see.  

Willa took the letters, Edward’s letters, out of her drawer and also held them 

up. For a moment she wanted to laugh. We look just like twins, she thought. Expect of 

course I have black hair. Dot lowered the bread into the basket. 
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We’ve been writing back and forth for weeks. He tells me things he can’t tell 

you, Willa said.  

I only meant for us to cheer him up, Dot said.  

He likes champagne, but not whiskey. He likes mystery serials but hates 

variety shows. He hates telephone conversations but likes getting mail. He prefers 

Spike Jones to Glenn Miller. It’s in one of his letters, Willa said. 

You wrote him behind my back? 

I’ll show you to the door. Mother will be home soon, and I can’t have you 

accidentally letting the cats out, Willa said. 

Once Dot left Willa had an idea. It couldn’t hurt to do it just once, Edward 

would never know, and her mother would never miss her father’s ten dollar bill.  

She used the phone in her kitchen and called the number that Dot’s mother 

always called. Long distance. 7-330. Yes, I’ll hold. Men’s floor, please. Yes, the 

pinseal wallet that was in your Christmas catalogue last week, is it large enough to 

hold a small photo? Yes, the one lined with rayon moiré, the one that costs seven 

dollars plus shipping.  

 

 

That Friday, while Dot was across town dressing for Jolly’s party, Willa 

received a letter. It was short. It read: Yesterday I dreamt we went to a picture show. I 

don’t know which one, expect that it must have been a comedy because we couldn’t 
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stop laughing. And then we went swimming in the river, it was summer again. We 

didn’t have swimming suits. Just imagine that.  

Later Willa found out that Dot never sent the whiskey. Instead she’d taken it to 

Jolly’s Christmas party, where she’d gotten so drunk that Jolly was forced to call 

Dot’s mother. Jolly told everyone what happened. The whole school also knew that 

Willa wrote to Edward. After that Dot no longer attended Immaculate Heart, and they 

were no longer friends. When the wallet arrived, Willa carefully inspected the inside, 

just in case she never saw it again, and sent it to Edward. In March, when the snow 

started to melt, and on the river the ice was cracking like rifles, Jolly Wilkins told her 

she’d read in the paper that Edward was listed as missing, feared killed.  

It doesn’t mean he’s dead, Jolly said. But if he is, you know they’ll send his 

things to his mother. She’ll read your letters. 

Willa imagined Dot’s mother. Probably on the phone. 7-330. Lord and 

Taylor’s. Women’s floor, please. I need to order some black dresses. Yes. In black. 

You see, my son’s been listed as missing in action. I’m not fond of rayon. Do you 

have any in pure silk? Yes, I realize silk is hard to come by these days, but if he’s dead 

I want to do things properly. I know you’re sorry, but do see what you can do about it. 

Willa went home and got the tiny package of playing cards and all Edward’s letters 

out of her drawer. She could hear her mother and stepfather arguing downstairs. Her 

father had never argued with her mother, not once that she could remember, but that 

was a long time ago, and maybe she was wrong. She sat on her bed, with her cats, and 

read each letter over. The last one said: When you see Dot, send her my love. 
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Good Work, Sister 

 

 

Union Station was busy—men in uniform, porters, women with kids. Max 

squinted in the bright Los Angeles sunshine. The trains, the noise, the long rows of 

posters: LONGING WON’T BRING HIM HOME, GET A WAR JOB! MY GIRL’S A WOW! KEEP 

’EM SMILING WITH LETTERS FROM FOLKS AND FRIENDS—WRITE AND WRITE OFTEN. He 

shaded his eyes with his hands. The poster closest to him showed a picture of a shiny 

roadster, driven by a happy couple. The picture was crossed out with a large red X. It 

said: IS YOUR TRIP NECESSARY? NEEDLESS TRAVEL INTERFERES WITH THE WAR EFFORT. 

However, the couple certainly looked like they were having fun.  He wished he had a 

car, that’d he’d driven, that if it had to be the train he could have at least had a whole 

Pullman to himself. But even if he had a car, he reminded himself, he probably 

wouldn’t have had the gas—not these days, anyway. He put his suitcase under his arm 

and got in the first empty taxi. 

A female voice: Where to? 

Max rubbed the sun out of his eyes. A woman rested one hand on the steering 

wheel, draped the other around the front seat. 

Surprised, are you, the woman said.  

No, not really, Max said. I suppose you drive for the war. Nothing surprising in 

that. 
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He thought she looked like of one of the poster girls, the pretty redhead, with 

her fingers pressed to red lips: SILENCE MEANS SECURITY.  

This woman didn’t have red lips, but the red hair was styled the same way. She 

had both hands on the wheel now, and her head was tilted just so, but he didn’t say 

where he wanted to go—although he did have places he must go, errands to attend to, 

limited time. But really, he thought, what’s the rush. 

She fiddled with the meter and asked him again where he wanted to go. 

Oh, I don’t know, why do you take me around, show me Los Angeles, beaches, 

all those picture stars they say are supposed to be frolicking about. 

I’ll tell you what, she said. She was looking at him through the rearview 

mirror. You’re my last fare of the afternoon. I’ll take the long way back to the garage, 

and no one will know I wasted gas. If you see something interesting, just tell me to 

stop. 

He said OK. She started driving. At the red light she stopped next to a black 

Mercedes driven by a woman wearing a leopard print hat and dark glasses. Max 

leaned out the window. The car was clearly from the thirties, well taken care of, as 

was the woman. Visible in the windshield was a letter A—civilian gas, four gallons a 

week. The woman in the dark glasses didn’t look at him. He turned back to the taxi 

driver, who was still staring at him in the rearview mirror. 

I wouldn’t be caught driving that if I was her, she said. 

Max shrugged. It’s a good car, even if it is a bit older, he said. 
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She looked at him some more. He knew his answer wasn’t the right one. FUEL 

FOR THEM MEANS LESS FOR YOU. She smiled anyway. The light changed, the taxi jolted 

forward. 

My name’s Corrine. 

She smiled and kept driving, kept asking questions, kept looking at him in the 

damned mirror. What’s your name? Are you a solider? Why aren’t you overseas? A 

Navy medical examiner’s assistant? In San Francisco? Are you on leave? Have you 

been here before? Do you like my new dress? Am I asking too many questions? 

Max answered politely—she wasn’t bad-looking. Nosey, maybe, but he liked 

her voice. She told him there was only a block to go. He told her to stop, to let him off 

at the drugstore on the corner, to drive the taxi back to the garage and come back and 

meet him. She agreed, and as soon as she agreed he felt a little sick. He shifted the 

suitcase across his knees. He knew he should have taken care of the letter first, like 

he’d promised, before picking up taxi girls, before enjoying the sun, or whatever he 

was supposed to enjoy here. 

At the lunch counter in the drugstore Max waited—first ten minutes—then 

fifteen. He drank a cup of coffee. He checked his watch. He walked over and looked at 

the motion picture magazines, Photoplay and then Movie Land. He’d started drinking 

a cherry coke when she came in and sat down next to him. She apologized: had to 

park, the boss, that kind of thing. Max asked what she wanted, told her it was on him. 

They sat there, side by side, waiting for their fried eggs and toast. Max asked a 

few polite questions, where was she from, if she had sisters, how’d she become a taxi 
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driver, of all things, even in the middle of a war. She giggled and said she’d started as 

a welder. She’d left school at seventeen, which, she said, seemed like the patriot thing 

to do. It was those posters. Her mother disapproved, even if it was patriotic. Mothers 

always do, Max said. He put his hand on her arm. The eggs and toast came. She told 

him she lied about her age and got hired by a shipfitter, took a two-week course, and 

became a tacker. After a few months she was promoted to a journeyman welder. She 

liked welding, maybe even better than driving a taxi, but the arc, the flash burns, hurt 

her eyes. You didn’t really think about it at the time, but she’d be out with friends and 

her eyes would start tingling, the sting would increase, and then for a few hours she 

wouldn’t be able to see a single thing.  

Max nodded. He was sitting very close to her, he knew she was watching him, 

but he was afraid to look at her. She was playing with her eggs, pushing them up onto 

the toast. 

Once, she said, she’d been out with a sailor and it happened. Only he didn’t 

believe her. He thought she was trying to get out of the date. He yelled at her, told her 

she was shirking her civic duties, a night on the town to get him through years at sea, 

that kind of nonsense. Thought she didn’t like him, just walked off and left her, alone, 

and blind. She didn’t even know exactly where she was. 

Max shook his head and told her she shouldn’t date sailors. He should know. 

He’d done enough shore patrols. 

But you’re in the Navy, she said. Maybe I shouldn’t be out with you. 

I’m not a sailor.  
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You’re worse, she said, laughing. You touch dead people. 

She put her hand on top of Max’s hand, the hand that was still on her arm. Her 

finger nails were carefully rounded, and she had nice white moons. 

That doesn’t explain why you’re driving a taxi now, he said. 

But it does, she said. When that sailor left her, blind, she started crying right 

there on the sidewalk. She thought maybe the tears would help. After a few minutes a 

taxi driver pulled over and took her home. Her mother answered the door and, hearing 

what had happened, wouldn’t let her weld anymore, or date sailors. 

Naturally, Max said. 

Her mother thanked the taxi driver and insisted that he stay for coffee. He said 

that he actually owned the taxi company, and was looking for capable girls, that most 

of his men had left and joined the war. That is, if her eyes went back to normal and she 

could pass a vision test. The next day she reluctantly quit welding and took up driving.  

She went quiet. Max sneaked a look at her eyes. They were green and didn’t 

show any signs of damage. 

But what if your eyes had never gone back to normal, what if you’d stay blind? 

Then he said I could be a radio girl—a taxi dispatcher. 

They looked at each other and laughed. The old man behind the counter came 

back with a single slice of pie. On the house, he said. He winked at Max. Corrine took 

her hand off of Max’s but she didn’t move her arm out from under his hand. Max 

didn’t know what to do. He looked at the old man. He looked at the pie and his toast 

and eggs. He thought about the woman with the hat and the dark glasses. He looked 
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down at the suitcase and thought about the letter. He wondered where Corrine’s sailor 

was now. Maybe in the Pacific. Dead, maybe, with his dog tags kicked into his teeth. 

Corrine was watching him again, he could tell. He turned his head and looked at the 

fan magazines.  

Have you ever met any picture stars? 

Well, yes, you run into them now and then, Corrine said. 

Really? 

Once I saw Groucho Marx eating a cheese sandwich at a lunch counter down 

on Sunset. 

Did he have his cigar? 

My friend Nina works at Paramount as a typist and gets invited to parties 

occasionally. She’s always allowed to bring a date and, on occasion, she brings me.  

But you’re a girl. 

Yes, but since when has anyone complained about an extra single girl at a 

party? 

Max nodded.  

Well, it’s not exactly the real reason, Corrine said. You can bring a girl on 

account of the lack of eligible bachelors in America these days. 

Max nodded again. He looked down at his suitcase. He wasn’t really listening 

anymore. His hand started to sweat on her arm. He doubted Corrine noticed, or cared. 

She seemed happy to talk. Maybe it was a skill she picked up as a cab driver. LOOSE 

LIPS SINK SHIPS. He started thinking about the telegrams, how they mostly read the 
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same. The Secretary of War deeply regrets to inform you that your (husband, son, 

brother) (name) was killed in action in (the Pacific, Europe, Germany, whatever area) 

(date) while (action). The Navy (or Army, or whatever branch) expresses profound 

sympathy, etc. Confirming letter follows. 

Max knew that the Navy never actually delivered the telegrams. That was a job 

for Western Union. But just the same, everyone in the Navy knew what they said. 

Once, wandering in San Francisco on a day off, he’d watched a Western Union boy, 

about sixteen, approach a house. The boy had walked quickly—in retrospect, Max 

thought, to avoid the neighbors. A very old man across the street had stopped 

sweeping the sidewalk, leaned for a moment on the broom, dropped it, and ran up the 

steps into his house. Max stopped walking and watched the boy ring the doorbell. A 

woman wearing curlers answered the door. She took the telegram. The boy said he 

was sorry. The woman opened her mouth, surprised, and then slammed the door. Max 

stood still. The Western Union boy stood still. The old man who’d been sweeping 

came back out of his front door, along with a very old woman, and they both ran and 

knocked on the woman’s door. The Western Union boy turned around, stuck his hands 

in his pockets, and walked away down the street. And Max, you old son of a bitch, he 

thought, you just kept standing there. 

He looked at Corrine. She was still talking.  

Well, if I can get an invite for tonight, would you come with me or not? 

Yes, Max said. He wasn’t sure what else to say. 

Hold on, I’ll call my friend at Paramount. Got a dime? 
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She was gone a while. Max put money down on the counter. The old man 

came back and took the plates, even the pie, which was untouched. He didn’t say 

anything, but he was still smiling. Corrine came back and Max half rose out of his 

seat. She shook her head. Nothing doing. Not tonight, anyway. But tomorrow night, if 

he was still willing, her friend could give them invitations to a rather exclusive party, 

one that benefited the Hollywood Canteen. If he could wear his uniform, look official, 

he wouldn’t have to dress up. That is, she said, if you don’t have other plans, other 

people to see. 

When he didn’t say anything she said that she could pick him up on her last 

taxi run, and then they could take the bus to her friend’s apartment. Her friend had a 

car, gas even, she’d drive them to the party along with her date. Max stood and picked 

up his suitcase. He told her it all sounded good. Except for one thing, something he 

had to get done tomorrow. He’d promised, he said. 

What is it? 

I have to deliver a letter to a girl. 

Corrine frowned.  

She isn’t my girl, Max said. She’s a relative of the head pathologist. Maybe a 

niece, or a cousin twice removed, I can’t exactly remember. Her husband was killed. 

Corrine’s mouth opened slightly. 

She knows he’s dead, he said. She’s already gotten the telegram. But they 

always send a confirming letter, usually by mail. This is just a favor, a personal favor. 

He patted the suitcase—the letter’s in here. 



27 

 

Corrine smiled, and said: Well, how about I pick you up and take you in my 

taxi. You’ll have to get there somehow. You can be my last fare.  

Sure, Max said. Sure.  

He slept badly that night. He didn’t dream. He woke up sweating. He put 

slippers on, went down to the hotel desk and asked for a postage stamp.  

At this hour? 

Please, it’s important. 

The desk clerk rummaged around behind the desk and shook his head. Can’t it 

wait until morning?  

In the morning he hung his uniform in the bathroom, hoping that a hot shower 

would steam out some of the wrinkles. He wanted to do this neatly, have the whole 

day go neatly. He showered and shaved neatly. He left his uniform hanging, put on 

yesterday’s street clothes and went down the block to eat breakfast. The sun was 

bright and he wished for sunglasses. He read the paper, folded it up neatly, walked up 

and down the block, paced his room, bought a hotdog for lunch, sent a telegram home, 

then a postcard (Greetings from Hollywood). An hour later he bought a new pair of 

socks, went back to his room, took another shower, and sat naked in front of the desk 

fan, waiting. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t know what to say, or what to do, and the letter, after all, 

wasn’t unexpected. No, something else bothered him. He looked at his new socks, 

then at his old ones. They were still perfectly good, just dirty. He never wanted to 

wear them again. USE IT UP, WEAR IT OUT, AND MAKE DO. He sat on the bed and thought 
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about the beginning. The fog, the hills, the coast. The Navy pathologist, an older man, 

had told Max that normally he’d have been considered too old for service, but his long 

career as a medical examiner in the Bay Area made service to his country possible. If 

no one else is around, he said, Max could just call him Bill. Bill showed him the ropes. 

He showed him how to get the body on the table, how to record the weight of organs, 

label little vials of blood, how to line cotton wool into the cavity and sew it shut, how 

to disinfect the table and his hands. It was only after he was done, that first day, that 

Max asked about the man that they’d taken apart, put back together, and wrapped up. 

Who was he? Where’d he come from? Bill looked at the charts he was carrying. 

Accident at the docks, possible intoxication, never even made it to the Pacific, not 

even out to sea. Bill shook his head and watched Max. Normally, Bill said, we’re not 

this thorough—they don’t often send us overseas casualties anymore, just bury them 

where they fall, and the few that die here we look over and send home. As an 

afterthought he said, in the last war, I was a medic. 

 

 

Later, after another shower, Max put on his uniform and new socks. He rolled 

his old socks up and hid them under the mattress. He was late, and when the desk clerk 

from the night before asked if he’d found a stamp, he didn’t answer. Corrine was 

waiting for him, leaning against the passenger door, her hair covered with a kerchief, 

her hands in her jean pockets. 
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She patted her head. I got it done. After you’ve played mailman we’ll stop at 

my place so I can change, and then we’ll return the taxi and wait for our ride to the 

party. We won’t even have to take the bus. 

Max nodded. She opened the passenger door and told him that on this trip 

she’d feel better if he sat up front. As she drove he kept glancing at her, trying to read 

her face. She stared straight ahead—except once he caught her looking at the typed 

address on the envelope sitting on his lap. IF YOU TELL WHERE HE’S GOING HE MAY 

NEVER GET THERE. She drove for a very long time, past palm trees and parked cars, 

bars and beaches, hotels and hospitals. She parked in front of a little yellow bungalow. 

The paint was peeling. A baby carriage sat in the yard. The house next door looked the 

same, except it was painted white.  

Technically, we’re not in Los Angeles anymore, Corrine said. 

Wait here, Max said. 

The woman that answered the door didn’t say anything. She took one look at 

his uniform, at the letter in his hand, and pointed to a sitting room down the hall. Max 

sat down and she shut the door. She said she knew why he was there. She’d been 

expecting him, not exactly today, but in general. Max felt bad. She kept touching her 

hair, nervously. She said she preferred if they did this quickly, that considering the 

circumstances, it would be easier on her this way. She said she had told her Uncle Bill 

that it would have been easier on her if he’d not have intervened—if the letter had just 

arrived by post. Max thought she looked very small, but very brave. She took a 

cigarette from a box on the little table next to her chair. Max got up and lit it for her. 
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She took a drag and puffed smoke at him. But you know my Uncle Bill, she said. 

Always does the right thing. 

Not knowing what else to do, and still holding onto the letter, Max started 

repeating what Bill had told him to say—the words sounded empty now, he wished the 

woman would cry, or at least look at him. Instead she puffed smoke at the walls, the 

room growing hazy. He told her all the little details, that as next of kin she had the 

right to request what he had been carrying, that he’d been buried overseas, the Graves 

Registration knew exactly where. He pulled out the letter, waving away the smoke, 

when from somewhere in the house a baby started crying. The woman snuffed the 

cigarette and took the envelope.  

Is that everything? 

Max nodded. I’m truly sorry, I didn’t know your husband left a child. 

She looked at him, but Max looked away. He hated Bill. DON’T BE A SUCKER, 

KEEP YOUR MOUTH SHUT. 

You don’t mind if I don’t walk you to the door. The baby, she said. 

As Max stood up to leave, a man opened the door. Celia, the man said, the 

baby’s crying. 

She looked at the man, and then at Max. 

My cousin, she said. 

How old is the baby? Max said. 

He’s brand new, the woman said. 

Max looked at the man, who was scowling. Was the woman blushing? 
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I’ll show myself out, Max said.  

When he got back to the taxi, Corrine was humming. She’d left the car 

running. Max got in and told her that he needed to send a telegram right away. 

But the party, she said. 

Please, he said. It’s important. 

Max told the kid at Western Union that he wanted a night telegram. Delivered 

letter to niece and her cousin. Congratulations on your new grandnephew. 

It’s nice to see a fellow send good news for once, the kid said. 

 

 

Corrine was waiting, staring at him, as usual. 

You didn’t have to delay your plans, he said. 

I thought you wanted to go to the party, she said. 

Two days ago I didn’t even know you.  

He looked at her green eyes, the tears in the corners. He apologized— told her 

he wasn’t sure what put him in such a bad mood. She should dry her tears. She had 

such lovely eyes. When she wasn’t crying, that is. Him? It was just that damned letter 

business. Yes, he was sure the party would cheer him up. Yes, she looked alright, even 

in jeans. He always said yes. 

At the party everyone laughed and drank, even Max. The drinks were carried 

around on little silver trays by women who all looked like the woman in the Mercedes. 

The girls wore little red, white, and blue romper suits. There were sailors and soldiers, 
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airmen and army personnel. There were girls, lots of girls, girls from the pictures, 

from the makeup departments, wardrobe, secretaries—armies of girls. There were 

stars, well dressed, elegant, wearing ruby, sapphire, and diamond pins, or fine silk 

bowties. Max recognized their faces, some from when he was very small, some from 

the magazines, some from the picture shows he’d seen lately. They laughed, and 

frequently stopped to talk to men in uniforms. Photographers snapped press photos. A 

newsreel crew sat drinking gin-and-tonics in an out-of-the-way corner. The war effort 

at home. Corrine couldn’t quit pointing. Yes, Max said, yes, I see. Corrine was dressed 

up. She had on a long yellow evening gown. She wore long gloves—just like Rita 

Hayworth’s. See, we’re even wearing the same color. She’s across the room, on the 

other side of the dance floor. 

Yes, Max said. 

Rita Hayworth’s gloves suited her arms so perfectly, and they were gold, not 

yellow. Corrine’s gloves looked too tight, borrowed. He took another drink from a 

passing silver tray. He missed her blue jeans, he missed the way she draped her arm 

across the seat of her taxi. 

Let’s go for a walk, he said, or to a picture show. Or come to San Francisco 

with me. 

She laughed, putting one gloved hand over her mouth. 

Please, he said. 

The band stopped playing and a girl jumped out of a big white cake. The 

crowd laughed. Corrine stared. Max’s uniform itched. He thought about Bill’s niece. It 
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wasn’t Bill’s fault, Bill obviously didn’t know. He couldn’t blame her, not really. He 

looked at Corrine and imagined standing on a ship, her on the shore, waving, they’d 

worry about life together later, if he came home. AMERICA’S WOMEN HAVE MET THE 

TEST.  The band started again. She held out her hands to dance. Just a minute, he said 

as he took another glass from the silver tray. 

 

 

Later: Corrine left the party. Someone, a producer, or director, had seen her 

from across the room, liked her yellow gloves, and invited her to finish the celebration 

with a few other guests at his house. Corrine had pointed at Max and asked if he could 

come too. The man had punched him on the shoulder and said sure, a sailor, of course. 

But Max said no. He didn’t feel well. It’s the alcohol, Corrine said. The producer, or 

director, or whoever he was, looked at Max and said that he’d be over in the corner if 

they decided to join him. He gave a slight bow to Corrine and turned around. Max 

shrugged and reminded her that he was leaving tomorrow. He was tired, his uniform 

was dirty, he should really take her home. He looked at her green eyes. One of them, 

he was sure, was actually hazel, not green at all. She rubbed her nose with her gloves. 

Her friend, the one who had gotten them the party invites, walked up. Corrine turned 

and said something in her ear. Max watched the producer talk to the saxophone player 

from the band. The girl who had jumped out of the cake was now standing next to 

him. 

We’re going to that party, Corrine said. 
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What about going with me, Max said. 

Do you mean it? 

He looked at her. He would never leave on a ship, but it could still be nice. He 

pictured her driving a taxi through the hills of San Francisco. The fog, the sea, the 

waves.  He thought about Bill’s niece, the way she filled the room with smoke. He 

remembered the smell of disinfectant, rows stainless steel tables. A CARELESS WORD, A 

NEEDLESS SINKING. 

No, he said. 

You’re just another sailor, she said. 

 

 

It was late now. Max leaned against the wall in the men’s room. The bathroom 

attendant wiped water off the counter and watched him in the mirror. Max felt sick. He 

wondered what would happen if he didn’t take the train back to the Navy, if they’d 

send a telegram to his family, or just a couple of men wearing official uniforms. He 

wondered if Corrine would be the next Rita Hayworth. He felt guilty and decided it 

must be the new socks. After a while the bathroom attendant asked if he could call him 

a taxi, or perhaps find one of his friends. Max told him he’d walk. Sir, the bathroom 

attendant said, no one walks in Los Angeles. So Max took a taxi, and the taxi driver’s 

name was Ned, and Ned didn’t say a word. Max paid him and walked into the hotel. 

You have a telegram, the desk clerk said. 

Can’t it wait until morning? 
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There was a call too, the desk clerk said. 

A girl? 

A man. Long distance. 

Max took the telegram up to his room. He’d left the bathroom light on, and the 

fan was still spinning. He hoped the telegram was from Corrine but he was sure it was 

from Bill.  

It was short. Port Chicago Explosion. Take first morning train. Over 300 dead. 

Max put the telegram down on the table, but the blowing fan fluttered it to the 

floor. He set the alarm clock. He washed his face and brushed his teeth. He hung up 

his uniform and packed his suitcase. He took off and folded the new socks, and 

retrieved the old ones from under the mattress, and sat down at the desk. He decided 

that in the morning he wouldn’t get a newspaper to read on the train. The long line of 

men on the steel tables would tell him everything he needed to know. MATERIALS 

WASTED MEAN LIVES WASTED. Through the hotel room window he waited for a yellow 

taxi to drive slowly by. 
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Gumball Charm 

 

 

Last week, Max took Vera bowling. Violet was her real name, but Vera 

sounded more sophisticated. He didn’t really care if she was named Violet or Vera. He 

just bent down and tied his bowling shoes a little tighter. She wore a purple 

monogrammed twinset, the green embroidered neckline a sharp mark against her 

chest.  And when he looked at that neckline he wanted to touch it, trace his fingers 

over it, but instead he told her that he knew a Vera once, a long time ago, in fact, a 

very long time ago. And Violet, of course, wanted to know, was she as sophisticated 

as she? Max told her it was hard to tell—Vera had died as a child. There was no telling 

what she’d have become if she grew up. That, of course, made Violet start her sniffing 

noises. Well, I never, she kept saying, but Max just turned his head to watch the guy in 

the next game get a strike. 

Tonight, they were at the Silver Moon. Violet was wearing an orange dress, 

one that Max thought didn’t particularly suit her red hair. There was a small gold pin 

on her chest, the letter V, and her hair fell loosely around it, framing it. Even in dim 

light the pin reflected small strange shapes. He thought he could see the curve of a 

spoon at the bottom of the V. This bothered him, or maybe it was the orange dress, he 

couldn’t decide, so he got up and moved to the other side of the table and sat next to 

her.  
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Violet, he said, I’m not the marrying type. I don’t want to be tied down right 

now. 

Are you sure you aren’t a newspaper man, Violet said. Because they’re the 

only type I know who isn’t of the marrying variety. All they do is work.  

Max shook his head. Like I said last week, I was raised by an aunt and uncle. 

My mother died.  My family banked and raised horses. I was a coroner’s assistant 

during the war. I got my high school teaching certificate in college and now I’m an 

insurance man. 

He watched Violet consider this, stopping to chew her Doublemint. She smiled 

when she heard horses and banking.  

Then you’re just confused, which is almost as bad as being a newspaper man. 

I don’t make more than fifty dollars a week.  

That’s what all the boys say. Let’s go dancing. 

No, Max said, let’s play shuffleboard. 

 

 

The next night Max took her dancing. Other nights followed—maybe even 

many nights. They spent quiet nights playing board games in Violet’s mother’s house 

with the parlor door open. They went again to the Silver Moon. Their third time 

bowling Violet was incessant. Well, she said, what’s your excuse this time?  

It’s like I said the last time Violet, Max said. 

It’s Vera to you, Vera said.  
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Max shrugged but he felt a little bit bad. Not too bad—but bad enough. She 

folded her arms across her chest, covering her V pin. So, the silent treatment, nothing 

new there, he thought. He watched the automatic pinsetter. Gone were the days when 

all the pins were set by hand. He thought that most things in the world were so much 

easier now, faster. When he met her working behind the counter at Smith’s she 

seemed simple enough. He liked her red hair, her neatly filed nails, the way she 

chewed gum when her manager wasn’t looking. He’d always liked girls with red hair. 

They met just the way people do in the movies. He walked in, sat down, ordered 

coffee, and walked out with the promise of dinner later that night. He wasn’t sure, but 

he thought she showed him her legs on purpose when she bent down to pick up a 

dropped fork—gave him an extra scoop of ice cream on his apple pie—she called it 

alley mooed.  And he’d found that cute. Sophisticated even. He called her two days 

later—used his office phone after everyone had gone home. Why spend a nickel if he 

didn’t have to. She was giggly and he had a suspicion that the operator listened in. 

Operators, he thought, always do. That was six months ago and in the movies, he 

realized, they’d already be married. And if it was just like the movies, she’d be packed 

off to Reno in another month. He’d be sulky and she’d get tired of him taking her for 

granted, never noticing her new darling monogrammed dresses and hats. She was 

bored. He didn’t make enough for a mouse to live on. She was going home to mother. 

She was going to Reno. And  maybe she’d have already met another man more 

promising. 

It’s your turn, he finally said.  



39 

 

Nothing doing, she said. 

She sat on the wooden bench, her arms crossed. He bowled for her, bowled the 

rest of the game for both of them, and then took her home. 

The next day he went to work, at night he went to the movies—let a few days 

pass, worked on a suspicious car claim, investigated a house fire, took the outer office 

secretary out for a drink—but not at the Silver Moon. 

I thought you would have asked me out sooner. But I heard you had some girl, 

the secretary said. 

What gave you that idea, Max said. 

At my old job the boss asked me out after a week. 

What about the boss here? 

He has his own private secretary, as well as a wife, which I’d say is plenty for 

anyone. 

They danced, he ordered her another gimlet, and it was getting late, but she 

wasn’t ready to go, not just yet. It’s Friday, she said. No work tomorrow, no dictation, 

no mail to sort. Let’s go for a drive, she said.  

He drove her out of town, the road straight, the landscape empty, the sky 

moonless. When she asked where they were headed he said it was just a drive, one that 

went out and back. No stopping. She rearranged her skirt and said that was simply no 

fun.  

I’m just not the parking type, he said. 

I should have guessed, she said. 
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Don’t take it so hard, he said. I already have a girl, and she’s trouble enough. 

Oh, I know all about it. That Violet girl called the office last week looking for 

you. Called five times and I told her you were out all five times. Third time, she asked 

how much you made a week. 

Now she’ll know I wasn’t joking, Max said. 

I don’t usually give out that kind of information, but she had some nerve.  

And you said I don’t make over fifty a week. 

If that, the secretary said. I thought you two were over. 

Oh, so now you’re on the make, Max said. 

I never planned on making shorthand into a career, the secretary said.  

Since when am I a good bet? 

It’s been going around the office that you’re getting a big raise next week. 

Some guys have all the luck, Max said. 

She laughed, and Max pulled the car into a field and turned it around to take 

her home. When they reached her boarding house he told her that maybe she should 

try the other guy they worked with, Murphy, he was on the market. But she just 

laughed again and said that she’d heard Murphy wouldn’t be getting a raise any time 

soon.  

On Sunday, Max found Violet waiting on his apartment building’s front steps. 

She was snapping her gum, sitting on the stoop, tapping her feet, just waiting, and by 

the time he saw her it was too late to turn around. He thought maybe it was the sun 

shining down on her red hair, or maybe the way she was tapping her foot, but he 
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decided to sit down. As he sat down, her foot stopped tapping. She told him not to say 

a word, not a peep. Didn’t he know she’d been looking for him all week? Didn’t he 

know that no matter how busy he got at the office, no matter how many secretaries he 

had, no matter how many cockamamie claims he went on, she was waiting for him? 

She stopped a second to swallow her gum and when he started to open his mouth, she 

put her hand up. With her other hand she opened her purse and took out a new stick of 

gum. She stood up, unwrapped the gum, straightened her hat, and told him a thing or 

two more. Boy, she let him have a real piece of her mind. She briefly paused to stick 

the gum into her mouth. He’d better remember her number soon or the next time he 

called she just might be washing her hair.  

 

 

Monday morning the secretary smiled at him like nothing had happened. Max 

lifted his hat as he passed her on his way to the office. When he opened the door 

Murphy dropped a comic book. 

I thought you were the boss again. He’s been in here once already. Looking for 

you, Murphy said. 

Max picked up the comic book. Little Lana.  Lana was wearing a red playsuit, 

holding her boyfriend’s hand as they strolled down a beach.  

Still reading this trash, Max said. 

Have to keep busy somehow, with you doing all the work, Murphy said. 
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The boss’s private secretary showed Max into the big office.  The boss was 

sitting behind his big cowhide desk. Behind him was a wagon train mural, and in big 

letters: PIONEER MUTUAL. On one side of the desk sat a row of black telephones. On 

the other side was a stack of papers and a framed picture of a woman that Max was 

sure must be the boss’s wife.  

You picked a hell of a day to be twenty minutes late to work, the boss said. 

He stood up from behind his big desk and pointed at a leather chair. Max sat 

down and apologized. The boss nodded and with his hand dismissed the apology.  

Never mind that, the boss said. I have a proposition to make. My brother runs 

the Pioneer Mutual branch down in St. Louis and he’s currently shorthanded. Needs a 

good claims adjustor for six weeks. 

What happened to his last adjustor? Why the pinch? 

The boss opened one of the drawers of his desk, took out a handkerchief, and 

wiped his face.  

Had an unfortunate accident. Hit by a tight driver last Saturday evening. Laid 

up in the hospital. He’ll be out at least six weeks. Right in the middle of a busy 

insurance season too.  

Max shook his head and asked why he was the one being lent out. 

A man likes to help his brother out, and you’re the best guy here, the boss said. 

Who’ll take the claims here, Max said.  

Murphy, the boss said. About time he earned his comic book money.  

The boss chuckled, and Max decided to risk a little laugh himself.  
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And after six weeks in St. Louis? 

Six weeks expenses paid. Then you’ll come back here, with a raise. What do 

you say to a hundred a week and your own office upon your return?  

Max leaned back in his leather chair. What would happen once Violet heard 

about this? But six weeks out of town was time enough for her to forget all about him. 

Maybe he could set her up with Murphy. Maybe it was enough time for her to elope 

with someone else. She seemed to like that waiter at the Silver Moon.  

Max looked at the boss. For the first time he noticed that one of the wagon 

train horses was missing an ear. Someone had forgotten to paint it in. He smiled and 

stood up. So did the boss. They shook hands, Max leaning over the cowhide desk, the 

boss gripping hard. The boss said there was just one more thing before it was all 

settled. Pioneer Mutual was a family company. He’d like to see Max settled. The boss 

pointed at the framed picture of his wife. Put down some roots once he returned. 

People liked that in an insurance man. Good for business. The company saw him as a 

kind of investment. Besides, a man starting out could support a family on a hundred a 

week.  

Max took a good look at the boss’s wife. She had small, almost perfect teeth. 

Her head was tilted just a little to one side. She had both ears. Looked like a sound 

investment.  
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When Max got back to his own office Murphy was still reading Little Lana. 

Max sat down, and Murphy put his feet up on his desk. 

Did he give you the old song and dance about a raise, he said. 

You’re on your own for six weeks. Makes things tough with you and Little 

Lana, Max said. 

Max put his feet up on his own desk and loosened his tie a little. 

Did he mention this is a family company? Did you get a load of the wife’s 

choppers? 

Go ahead, be a wise guy, but you’re about to earn your keep, Max said.  

Murphy tossed his comic aside, took a long look at Max, opened his desk 

drawer and pulled out a different comic.  

The boss tried this on me before. You know Swanson up on third? He had your 

desk before you got here. Now he’s one floor up, a wife and two kids, a third on the 

way, and he makes 150 a week. Mortgage on his house. The firm’s got him good. 

Needs every penny. 

Good for Swanson, Max said. 

It wasn’t supposed to be Swanson. The boss tried it on me. A raise, a stint out 

of town, the whole kitty. But I told him I was settled just fine. Told him I couldn’t 

stand the thought of leaving my poor sick mother alone for the summer.  

Guys like you don’t have a mother, Max said.  

Guys like me have Little Lana and all the time in the world.  
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Max had two weeks until he left for St. Louis. The boss gave him money for a 

train ticket, including a sleeper. He bought his ticket but kept the sleeper money. He 

could sleep in the regular car, free and easy, out on his own. He decided that he owed 

it to Violet to let her know, to break it off, to tell her that he was in St. Louis 

indefinitely. She wasn’t a bad girl, but a little too hell bent on becoming his wife. It’d 

be easier this way. But when he called her up, her mother answered and told him that 

Violet was busy, that she said to tell him she was washing her hair. He told Violet’s 

mother that was fine with him, that he’d just called to let her know he was leaving 

town for a while. Then he hung up, felt a little sweaty, maybe even sad, but it was 

nothing, he told himself, that a trip to St. Louis couldn’t cure. Yes, life was certainly 

looking up.  

Life stopped going his way on Monday of the second week. Monday was 

Violet’s day off. He went down to the drugstore for a little lunch, knowing she 

wouldn’t be there. A sandwich, some pie, a cherry soda, and suddenly feeling 

sentimental, he bought the newest copy of Little Lana. Decided he wanted to let 

Murphy know there weren’t any hard feelings.  He was on the ups and poor Murphy 

was on a one-way track down. Right before leaving the drugstore he decided to get 

something for the secretary too. No hard feelings there either. He couldn’t blame her 

for trying, and it was a shame really that she had to put up with Murphy. But then 

again, she knew he was coming back with a hundred a week. Couldn’t get her hopes 

up either. A Penny charm would be just the thing, a little token to remember him by. 
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He put a penny in one of the gumball machines and turned the knob. A tiny white 

celluloid kangaroo fell out.  

Back at the office he tipped his hat at the secretary, the comic book tucked 

under his arm, and was about to present her with the kangaroo when she told him to 

hang on a darn minute, to not be in such a rush. She had a message for him. Of course 

it came in while he was out.  

Violet called, seemed to think she owed you some sort of apology, the 

secretary said. 

Max dropped his hat, let his arm fall back down to his side, the little celluloid 

charm hidden in his fist. 

I told her I didn’t blame her, wanting to clear the air and all before you left, the 

secretary said. 

Max looked at her. But the secretary wasn’t smiling. Her face looked perfectly 

poised.  A real professional, he thought. 

Violet wanted to know where you were going, didn’t seem to have a clue that 

you’d gotten a raise, would only be gone six weeks, and all that. You must be awfully 

sore at her if you didn’t let that slip, the secretary said.  

How’d she take the news, Max said. 

Oh, she took it calmly enough. Wanted to give you a message. She’ll be 

waiting for you after work. 

Waiting where? 

That was the entire message. No location. No details. 
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The secretary smiled and Max slipped the little kangaroo into his pocket.  

 

 

He was cautious as he left work. He had Murphy check out front, as well as 

both sides of the street before he left. But the streets were empty, and that was a bad 

sign. He knew, and he was right, that Violet would be waiting for him outside his 

apartment.  

She was wearing a new dress, and when she saw him coming, she stood and 

smoothed the fabric over her legs. He thought she looked as beautiful as ever. The red 

hair. The little red mouth, snapping gum. The dress suited her. The letter V was 

carefully pinned to the side of her hat.  

Don’t be sore at me, she said. 

Didn’t your mother give you my message? 

You’ve been planning this all along, and when I called today and found out 

about the raise, about your plans, I felt silly for ruining the surprise.  

It’s been fun, but I’m leaving in a few days. 

Never mind that, she said. I took care of everything. Went shopping. Picked 

out the ring. Got this dress too. I can wait a few weeks until you come back. Mother 

and I can plan everything.  

Violet, you just don’t understand. I can’t marry you this way, he said.  

Oh, I know I should have waited. Let you pick the ring, surprise me when you 

came back, but I didn’t want you to go away thinking I was mad at you. 
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When he didn’t say anything, she took his hand and told him that it would be 

hard for him to believe, but when he’d called she really had been washing her hair. 

Cross her heart. Honest. Then she turned on the waterworks. He gave her his 

handkerchief and promised her he’d take her to dinner, anywhere she wanted, if she’d 

just stop crying. For godsakes, if she kept up the boohooing his landlady would come 

to gawk. She didn’t want that, did she?  

 

 

On Tuesday morning he was nursing a hangover.  When he asked Murphy for 

some aspirin, Murphy told him it still wasn’t too late to take his advice and make the 

six week stint in St. Louis a permanent vacation.  

She was waiting for me at my apartment. She started to cry so I took her out, 

Max said.  

One last night on the town, one more spin around the dance floor, something to 

remember you by, Murphy said.  

Something like that, only I promised to marry her at some point.  

How much did you drink first? Obviously enough to forget that you wore that 

same suit yesterday. 

Well, this is a family company, Max said. 

And now you’re settled. It’s good for business.  

She’s not that bad, Max said. 
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Did you take her back to your place for drinks? Did moonlight get in your 

eyes? Going to get her a ring over your lunch break? Seal the deal? Leave for St. 

Louis with a clear conscience, not to mention a ball and chain? 

Murphy flipped open a comic book. This time Little Lana was alone on the 

cover.  

Max knew Violet was working the lunch counter at the drugstore, so he 

popped in and got her to make him a carryout sandwich.  

No mustard, Max said. 

I know, I know, she said. 

But extra mayonnaise. 

You know where to find the jewelers?  

Two streets away. Got the address written down in my pocket. 

It’s on hold under your name. 

Cut the crusts off too, I don’t like crust on rye. 

Such a little boy. But I knew you’d be the marrying type in the end. 

He ate the sandwich on the way to the jewelry store. The sandwich had too 

many sweet pickles, and she’d gone heavy on the onions, but he’d made up his mind. 

He’d use the sleeper car money as a down payment on the ring. She wasn’t a bad girl, 

really. She’d look good in a photo on his desk. Better teeth than the boss’s wife. 

Probably from chewing all that gum. 
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The only other person in the jewelry store was the girl behind the counter. She 

had her chin resting in her hands. On one wrist was a large diamond bangle. On the 

other, a celluloid charm bracelet.  

It looks like one of your wrists comes from the wrong side of the tracks, Max 

said.  

She laughed and held out both of her wrists towards him. 

I bet you can’t guess which one actually belongs to me, she said. 

He bent close, pretending to inspect the diamond bracelet and then the charm 

bracelet. She smelled good, like vanilla and coffee. He touched the diamond bracelet 

and told her she must own that one. Laughing, she shook her head.  

We get to model one piece a day. Advertise a bit. Show off the quality, she 

said. 

A girl like you should be showered in diamond bracelets. 

You certainly know the right lines, she said.  

Nothing else but. Let me see your charm bracelet, he said. 

She held out her other wrist. The bracelet had two or three dogs, a tiny bagpipe 

player, a white trolley car, a red camel, a tennis racket, a sailor, a black cat, a lucky 

horseshoe, a chicken, a boxing glove, a firefly, a cow, a guitar, a bunch of grapes, an 

owl, and an elephant. She even had a tiny pirate ship.   

Nice collection, but there’s no kangaroo, he said.  

Haven’t had the luck, she said. 

What’s your name, Max said. 
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My name’s Willa, but I’ve just got to tell you, there’s a dab of mayonnaise on 

your chin, she said. 

She took out her handkerchief, reached across the counter, and wiped off his 

face.  

He took his own handkerchief and mopped his forehead. He laughed and told 

her she looked like a girl who knew exactly how to get a guy out of a tough spot.  

Jewelry often helps, Willa said. 

Do you have a ring on hold under the name of Max, he said. 

Let me go in the back and check. 

While she was gone he put his handkerchief back in his pocket and pulled out 

the little celluloid kangaroo. He set it on the counter, but changed his mind and hid it 

in his fist. She came back with a little white ring box. She opened it for him and held it 

out. The tiny diamond flashed as she handed it to him. 

This here is the problem, he said, and gave her back the box.  

She told him that if the diamond was too small she could help him find a larger 

one, but he shook his head. He told her that wasn’t it at all. 

Getting cold feet? 

It wasn’t my idea in the first place. She just decided to take matters into her 

own hands.  

Was it the girl who came in yesterday? Didn’t stop chewing gum?  

He told her the whole story. St. Louis. The boss. The boss’s wife. Perfect teeth, 

two ears. A family company. And ever since he met Violet, she’d been taking him 
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around and showing him living room sets and china patterns. She wasn’t a bad girl, 

but for once he wanted to date a girl who didn’t think going bowling was the first 

logical step to a bridal suite.  

Willa shut the ring box and took the diamond bracelet off her wrist, laying both 

the box and the bracelet on the counter.  

So you’re saying you’re just not the marrying type, Willa said. 

It isn’t exactly that, Max said.  

Just not the right girl, Willa said.  

Well, what would you do if you were me, Max said. 

He smiled at her. In his palm he could feel the little plastic kangaroo getting 

sweaty. She smiled and told him to wait a second. She thought she had just the thing 

to solve his problem. She turned, taking the ring box with her, and went again to the 

back of the shop. While she was gone, he rubbed the plastic charm on his pants, trying 

to dry it off. The sweat, he thought, made the charm look nice, shiny.  

Returning with two more boxes, one larger than the other, she told him that a 

charm bracelet was just the thing to give the girl in question. Only ten karat gold, of 

course, but still a friendly gesture.  

Willa opened the case, took out a thin gold charm bracelet, and laid it out on a 

piece of blue velvet that was sitting on the counter. She told him that the real trick was 

to make sure the girl couldn’t get any funny ideas. He didn’t want his intentions 

misunderstood twice, now did he?  

No. Certainly not, he said.  
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Then this is what you give her, she said.  

She opened the second box and took out a tiny golden horseshoe charm, picked 

up the bracelet, and clipped it on. She held it up for him in one hand and displayed her 

own gumball charm bracelet at the same time. He noticed for the first time that her 

bracelet also had a yellow upside down horseshoe.  

A horseshoe for best of luck. And best of all, she can’t even complain you’re 

cheap since it’s all genuine gold, she said.  

He told her that a charm bracelet with a single charm seemed gloomy. Did she 

have a letter charm, say a V?  

Willa assured him that even with another gold charm the thing would still be a 

much cheaper deal than a diamond ring, even a small diamond ring. She smiled at him 

and told him she’d have the bracelet wrapped and ready for him at the end of the day.  

After work, Max went back to the jewelry store. He still had the kangaroo 

charm and he wondered if he’d be some kind of chump if he gave it to Willa. He liked 

her. She seemed fun, and despite working in the midst of wedding rings, she didn’t 

seem overly eager to snag the next available customer. He imagined Willa going with 

him to St. Louis, at least for a week or so. She could call it a little vacation, get some 

time off from the store. He’d give her the sleeper car money for a ticket. It could be 

fun. He’d assure her he was an OK guy, he worked for a family company after all. The 

boss expected big things from him, at least steady and upstanding things. And it 

wasn’t that he didn’t want to ever marry, he thought, he just didn’t want to marry 

Vera, or Violet, or whatever she called herself.  
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 Willa was waiting for him. She’d wrapped the bracelet in brown paper. She 

also had a blank card, one with three kittens on it, for him to make his intentions clear. 

Said she’d have the delivery boy bring it around to Violet’s address first thing in the 

morning. Probably kinder than him going in person, didn’t he agree? 

  As he was trying to think of something to write, Willa locked the jewelry 

store door and closed the window blinds for the night. He couldn’t think of the right 

words. He watched Willa put the rings and necklaces and things from the display 

window into a little storage case.  

Advertising’s important, but we don’t want to attract thieves, she said.  

I’m not sure what exactly to write, he said. 

I’ll help you when I’m finished closing up, she said. 

He opened and shut the card, chewed the pen cap, picked up the carefully 

wrapped box. He put his hand in his pocket and took out the celluloid kangaroo. When 

Willa disappeared in the back of the shop with the display case, he went behind the 

counter to dig through the trash. He pulled out a discarded jewelry box and crumpled 

sales slip. If Violet could see him now she’d tell him to behave, that he was acting in 

the most uncouth manner, and he’d tell her something along the lines of where’d you 

learn a word like uncouth, and then she’d just snap her gum at him, looking sulky. 

Something like that would never do, so what was there to feel bad about? 

He opened the box and carefully placed the celluloid kangaroo inside. He 

smoothed the crumpled sales slip and turned it over. Somewhere in the back Willa was 
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humming. This time he knew what to write.  When he was done, he put the sales slip 

under the box and waited for Willa.  
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Everybody Doing Pretty Here 

 

 

In 1955, when the Air Force started building on the far outskirts of town what 

the local paper called an Aerospace Defense Command Center, the town was excited. 

To quote the local paper, which the town often did, this would surely show those no 

good Soviets exactly what they were dealing with. Their town would be ready. Uncle 

Sam, in all his bounty, had chosen their town. Their little stretch of prairie. Fortunate 

stroke of luck, they all said. Nothing terrible will ever happen here now. 

But when the Air Force came that fall, the men came. When the men came, so 

did the women. The women were sometimes wives and sometimes not, which 

precisely started the trouble. The women of the town, the women and wives who had 

been there long before the Air Force, recognized this problem right away. Certainly 

they hadn’t foreseen such a problem. Shocking. Upsetting. They all agreed: these poor 

boys, they protect our country, we must protect their honor. But how? Their husbands 

mostly shrugged. A few insensitive ones said things like: how do you think I passed 

the time during my Pacific tour? Or, too bad these girls aren’t French, oh la la, the 

French girls I met during the war! 

The practical husbands suggested their wives turn a sensible blind eye. After 

all, the entire town was doing more and more business since the Air Force came, and 

wouldn’t more business be good? Wouldn’t it possibly mean that summer vacation for 
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them? That fur they’d been eying? New shoes for the kids? A deluxe electric stove? 

Money to send to their mother for her operation? A way to pay off the mortgage? 

When Willa asked her husband he just shrugged and said that he felt sorry for 

those women, not the Air Force boys. When she asked him just what exactly he meant 

by that, he only shrugged. When she said, wait just a darn minute, he had the audacity 

to go mow the lawn. Both the front and the back, and then, to add insult to injury, he 

washed the car. When he finally came back in for supper he wouldn’t say another 

word on the subject. 

And so the women talked amongst themselves. Over clotheslines. While 

waiting to collect their children at school. At bridge parties. Morning coffee. 

Afternoon cake. Church socials. In front yards, and backyards. Between grocery store 

aisles. Slowly, they made plans, organized, enlisted the help of their friends, typed 

pamphlets and letters, and armed themselves for battle. They would, in effect, drive 

the vice out of their town. If they didn’t have their men behind them, they at least had 

most of the priests and ministers. 

They worked all winter. To do her part, Willa typed most of the letters, ones to 

Air Force generals, Air Force wives, senators, the president, the first lady, the 

governor, the pope, the bishop, the mayor, not to mention letters to the editor. When 

her husband told her that he was glad to see she was putting that typing course to good 

use, she asked him if he really thought so. He went to shovel snow off the front walk. 

The women who were not involved in letter typing, or ladies league speeches, those 

other women, took up residence above Pistol Pete’s Saloon, a place that Willa heard 
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described as an establishment that had been going downhill for years. Those other 

women wore fur coats to ward off the snow, the bitterly cold weather. Those other 

women were careful, but conspicuous. And, as the town women complained, they 

often were seen buying new stockings, stocking up, with the same ease as every other 

female on cans of soup and Spam at the Red Owl Grocery, even frequenting the movie 

theater on what was presumably a slow afternoon. No, they said, it must not be 

tolerated. But nothing happened, the months passed, seasons passed, and the Air 

Force, the town, and all of its various women continued: writing letters, buying 

stockings, talking over clotheslines, and comparing the prices of canned goods. Willa 

found this rather curious. 

Nothing happened, she said to her husband over dinner one night. Typed my 

fingers raw, not even a response from the mayor. 

The damaging nature of typing then should make you happy to be a housewife 

rather than a secretary, her husband said.  

She could see he was smiling, and since he was in the middle of eating 

Swedish meatballs, she took this as encouragement that he’d have to sit through and 

hear her out. She gave their baby another bite of mashed carrot before continuing. She 

could hear the television on in the other room where their other children sat watching, 

ready for bed in their pajamas, having eaten before their father came home from work. 

But surely it’s illegal, she said. 

What’s illegal? How much time secretaries spend typing?  
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He was still smiling, but no longer eating. She watched him push meatballs 

and egg noodles around on his plate. He had turned his head, perhaps to listen to the 

children in the other room, or perhaps to the television. 

Those women, she said. I see them around town, the children see them around 

town. Just the other day, at the park, no less, one was walking a little dog, a 

Chihuahua, right in plain sight. And the children actually asked me if they could go 

pet her dog.  

Nothing illegal about walking a dog, her husband said. 

Of course I told the children no, she said. What else could I say? But they 

wanted to know why not. 

He picked up his plate and carried it over to the sink. The television went 

silent, probably accidently turned off, and one of the children started to cry. He smiled 

at her again and told her he’d better go see what the heavens was going on in the 

living room. She turned and spooned more carrots into the baby’s waiting mouth.  

It was true, she had seen the woman at the park, walking her little dog, and the 

children had asked a lot of questions. But that was only because the woman with the 

little dog had sat down on the bench next to her. Willa had been sitting with the baby 

stroller parked next to her, while the children went down the slide, pushed each other 

on swings, and filled their shoes with sand. Although it was a nice fall day, sunny and 

fairly warm, no one else was in the park. Perhaps, she had thought, because it was 

after school hours, late afternoon, when most children were at home, or eating early 

suppers, or doing schoolwork before their fathers returned home from work.  
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She saw the woman walking toward her, hips swaying, the dog pulling on the 

leash, pulling both of them forward. The woman was wearing a cream dress with a 

light pink fur coat. The dog was also wearing a pink fur coat, a miniature version of its 

owner’s. Willa’s heart started beating fast. She considered calling the children, leaving 

the park. But to leave they would have to walk by the woman and the dog. So she sat, 

and the children kept swinging and laughing, and the baby stayed asleep, and Willa 

kept her eyes on the woman. The woman had nice red hair, but it clashed with the pink 

coat. Willa thought the woman was probably older than her, and somehow this 

surprised her. She watched the dog stop and pee, and the woman bend down and 

carefully check to make sure it hadn’t damaged its miniature fur coat. The woman 

walked straight towards her, the dog pulling the leash taut so it could sniff at the baby 

stroller, sniff at Willa’s feet. Then the woman sat down. 

Or, as Willa thought about it now in her kitchen, spooning carrots to the baby, 

it was to her horror that the woman sat down next to her. The woman sat down, 

smoothed her coat, her dress, and then bent, calling the little dog over, and smoothed 

its coat.  

It’s a nice day, the woman said. She snapped her fingers at the dog and it 

jumped onto her lap. This is Eddy, she said. Upon hearing his name, Eddy wagged his 

tail.  

Willa nodded and then turned to shift the baby carriage out of the afternoon 

sun.  
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You’re one of those town ladies, the woman said. I’ve seen you with them 

passing out those pamphlets. And once, maybe just last spring, you and some other 

lady pointed at me at the Red Owl Grocery. You were wearing a navy blue coat.  

I’m sorry, I don’t remember, Willa said. 

I was buying some steak for Eddy. But don’t feel bad, it’s the same welcome in 

every other place I’ve been. 

Just then the children spotted Eddy. They pointed and yelled about the dog in 

such a loud voice that the baby woke up and started crying, and by the time the 

children reached the bench, the dog had jumped off the woman’s lap and started 

barking.   

Can we pet the dog, they both said. 

No, it’s time to go home. 

She stood up, and even though the baby was still screaming, she started 

pushing the stroller towards the path, her two children running behind her. 

I want a dog, her son said. 

I want red hair, her daughter said. 

Let’s not mention this to dad, Willa said.  

Why not, her son said. 

I want a pink coat, her daughter said, and turned to point at the woman.  

And Willa turned to look back at the bench, and saw that the woman was still 

sitting, and Eddy was still barking.  
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And so she had gone home and made dinner for the children and got them 

ready for bed and told them that as a treat, they could watch television. She hoped, 

although she felt guilty, that this would keep them from mentioning the park to their 

father. She cooked for her husband and mashed carrots for the baby, thinking of the 

woman in the park. The pink coat. The dog. The dog’s pink coat. And as she sat 

feeding the baby, she wondered, since it was now dark, if the woman had gone to 

work. She imagined crowds of Air Force boys on leave for the night laughing and 

drinking at Pistol Pete’s. She wondered if pink fur coats were expensive. 

 

 

The next day, after walking the children to school, Willa talked to her neighbor 

over the clothesline. They shared a clothesline and they were both hanging up tiny 

shirts, little pairs of pants, small dresses, even smaller socks. Overhead, Air Force jets 

left white contrails in the sky. Sometimes the jets were so loud that the women had to 

raise their voices. 

In the park, did you just say, the neighbor said. 

In front of my children, Willa said. 

And your baby not even a year old, the neighbor said, and shook her head. 

Surely the baby won’t remember, Willa said. 

But children are so impressionable at that age, the neighbor said.  

Something has to be done, Willa said.  

What did your husband say? 
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I was too ashamed to tell him, Willa said.  

And you talked to her? A grown woman wearing such a pink coat.  

They stopped the conversation in time for lunch, but it was resumed over 

afternoon coffee, then carried over to the next day’s bridge party, and then the Ladies 

Aid got word, and the Junior League, and the PTA, and soon every woman in town 

was sure that this time something must really be done. It’s one thing for them to live 

above Pistol Pete’s, but quite another to take over the parks. What’s next, they said, 

our husbands? Our homes? Yes. Those women must be run out of town.  

A march was planned: a parade that would wind through town and end in a 

protest with signs and singing across the way from Pistol Pete’s. And they could, if 

need be, repeat this process, make it a daily vigil, see what those women thought about 

that. They would save the town. They would save the boys. Victory over vice. A date 

was set, a day that would take place in a month, a date that left enough time to 

properly plan, to rouse their fellow women through calling trees, and coffee dates, and 

fliers. Someone would type a flier, someone else volunteered to pay for copies from a 

printing press. More letters needed typing. 

But every time Willa sat down to her typewriter, she saw the woman on the 

bench. At first she thought it was the distractions at home. The baby always crying, 

the dishes, the coupons to be cut, her husband underfoot, the other children screaming, 

and when she mentioned this to her neighbor over the clothesline, her neighbor offered 

to babysit. Anything, she said, for the cause. But when the house was quiet it was 

worse. She saw the woman on the bench and the dog. And instead of typing, she 
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walked to the park, sat on the bench, and waited. Sometimes, on days when she had 

the car for shopping, she went to the Red Owl and lingered at the meat counter. But 

the woman never came.  

A week passed, and soon someone called for a copy of the flier and the letters. 

The fliers needed to be passed out, circulated, spread around town, but of course, they 

must get printed first.  

I’m not quite done, Willa said. 

But surely, just one flier doesn’t take a whole week. And there were very few 

letters this time. 

The baby had a cold, the children, school projects. You understand, Willa said. 

The woman said that she did, but she’d be back the next day. 

The next day Willa didn’t wait for the woman. She typed the flier, put it in a 

document envelope, and taped it to her front door with a note: My excuses, something 

came up. Flier enclosed. Letters posted. She signed the note with blue ballpoint pen. 

She bundled up the baby, walked her children to school, then walked to the 

park. It was a cold day, and the wind, although sporadic, was bitter, and she could feel 

it chapping her cheeks and lips. She pulled a little pink knitted blanket around the 

baby’s face, but she didn’t turn for home. In a bit, she told the baby, we’ll go home in 

a bit. 

An old woman was sitting on the park bench throwing bits of bread to a few 

pigeons. Willa had seen her there before, sometimes asleep, sometimes reading a dime 

store paperback, but mostly, she sat and fed whatever birds happened to be around. 
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The playground was empty, but when the wind blew, the swings moved back and 

forth. Willa pushed the stroller over, scattering the birds, and sat down next to the old 

woman. The old woman took her gloves and pointed at the baby. 

Not good weather for a day at the park, she said.  

Do you sit here often, Willa said. 

The old woman scratched her head, nodded, and put her gloves back on. She 

said she went to the park, oh, almost every day. Fed the birds. Got some air, stretched 

her legs. Husband had died, children grew up, had to keep busy, pass the time. 

 Have you ever seen a woman here wearing a pink fur coat? She has a little 

dog, and the dog wears a pink fur coat too. 

One of the pigeons returned, and the woman threw another bit of bread. The 

wind blew, and Willa rearranged the baby’s pink blanket and waited for her to 

respond.  

Her with a pink fur coat, she said. Yes, just the other day. Sat down on the 

bench with me. She was crying.  

Did she have the little dog? 

The dog, that was the trouble, the old woman said. Said someone ran it over. 

Was it an accident? 

I might be old, the old woman said, squinting her eyes, but I know she’s one of 

those women. I know. I’ve been around. Wasn’t no accident. 

As she raised her voice, the pigeon took to the air, and the wind blew, and the 

swings moved back and forth, and Willa told the old woman that she had better get the 
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baby out of the chilly weather, and left the park. The old woman yelled after her as she 

left, her voice carrying with the wind. 

I know what you women are up to, she yelled. I know.  

The next time Willa saw her neighbor over the clothesline, she tried to tell her 

about the old woman, about the dead little dog. She tried to describe the exact way the 

swings moved back and forth, the exact way the pigeon cocked its head, eating the 

bread, listening. But she couldn’t. The jets flew overhead, just like always, leaving 

contrails, and she had such a headache.  

You’re sure it wasn’t an accident, her neighbor said.  

I’m not feeling very well, Willa said.  

Maybe an angry client, the neighbor said.  

The old woman said to leave her alone. 

But if we leave them alone, there’s no telling what the world will come to.  

The jets are so loud today, Willa said. 

The institution of marriage, the neighbor said. 

I need an aspirin. 

Setting a moral example for our children. 

I need a nap, Willa said. 

Public decency, her neighbor said. 

She turned to leave, and the neighbor had to yell because a jet, another jet, flew 

overhead. She yelled: If they don’t leave, something terrible will happen. 
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Over the next few days the fliers circulated. They were hanging on street poles, 

on the bulletin board in the Red Owl, and someone (Willa suspected it was the 

newspaper editor’s wife) had stuffed one in every Sunday paper between the funnies 

and the sports section. Willa’s husband asked if she was the one who had typed it, the 

Sunday paper spread before him as he ate breakfast.  

So what if I did, she said.  

I don’t want you to go, he said. 

I’m setting a moral example for the children, she said. 

I’m not saying it’s right, he said. 

Standing up for the institution of marriage, Willa said. 

We should leave those women alone, he said. 

What about public decency, she said. 

I have a headache, he said as he folded up the paper. 

Somewhere in the house one of the children started to cry.  

Willa said: If they stay, something terrible will happen. 

But the next day, Monday morning, Willa didn’t think that if those women 

stayed, anything really terrible would happen. They’ve been here this long, she 

thought. Mondays were always her grocery and shopping days, which meant she had 

the car for the whole day. After she took the children to school and dropped the baby 

with a sitter, she drove her husband to work and explained to him that really, most 

likely the ladies in town just needed something to do, a new cause, a crusade. Nothing 

that terrible would happen. Those women didn’t seem likely to leave any time soon. 
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And the Air Force didn’t seem likely to leave. Probably nothing would happen at all. 

He didn’t say anything, so she kept talking. 

You remember two years ago, she said, when we all raised money for the 

tuberculosis society, and the year before when we rallied for that widow falsely 

charged with mail fraud.  

But this is different, her husband said.  

He sat with his briefcase on his legs, his sack lunch balanced on top of the 

briefcase. A light changed to red and, caught unaware, she slammed on the brakes. His 

lunch slid off the briefcase, landing on the floor.  

I hope I didn’t smash your sandwich, she said. 

Never mind the sandwich, he said. I thought you liked staying at home. 

The light turned green and she hit the accelerator fast. His lunch bag tumbled 

again. She wanted to tell him about that woman’s pink coat.  

Instead all she said was: It’s a peanut butter sandwich. But I’ll get more of that 

ham you like from the Red Owl today. It’s on sale.  

She did go to the Red Owl. And she did go to the deli counter to buy the ham, 

but there was a long line and she had to wait. She looked around and thought she saw 

a pink fur coat disappear down an aisle. She told the lady waiting in line behind her to 

jump ahead, that she had forgotten something. But when she reached the aisle, it was 

empty, so she took off at a run, her heels clacking on the Red Owl tile, towards the 

front of the store.  
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A crowd had gathered, staring out the big glass store windows. Bag boys. 

Checkers. Shoppers. The man who stocked the fruits and vegetables. Willa pushed her 

way to the front. Out the window she saw the woman in the pink coat yelling. 

Who’s that woman yelling at, a checker said. 

Some man, the baker said. 

I think it’s the one getting into that blue sedan. 

The crowd pushed closer to the store windows.  

What’s she doing now, someone said. The blue sedan sped away. 

Let me through, Willa said, and pushed her way through to the doors.  

Once outside the store, she walked slowly towards the woman in the pink coat 

slowly. She wasn’t sure why. The woman in the pink coat didn’t seem to hear her 

coming, didn’t seem to hear the shoes slapping the concrete, and as Willa walked 

towards her, the woman bent down and started unbuckling her shoes.  

I hate these shoes, the woman said. 

Who was that in the blue sedan, Willa said. 

Willa was sure that the crowd from inside of the store had followed her 

outside, but she didn’t want to turn around to look.  

What’s it to you, the woman said as she stood up, a shoe in each hand.  

We met once, at the park. I was there with my children and you sat down with 

your dog.  

She didn’t know what else to say. She should just walk to her car, drive home. 

Forget the whole thing before something terrible happened. But instead of taking out 
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her keys, or going back in for the ham, forgetting the whole thing, minding her own 

business, Willa found herself telling the woman that she was sorry about the dog. Such 

a small dog and oh, the matching pink coat. 

The woman in the pink coat turned and said that fine, if Willa cared so damn 

much, she could give her a ride. She needed a ride somewhere, anywhere.  

Oh, Willa said, well, yes, I suppose. 

She pointed at her car, and the woman shrugged, and together they started 

walking towards it. For a moment, Willa remembered the ham, and on sale even, but 

then someone from the crowd yelled, and she decided it was just too late for that now.  

When they got into the car Willa asked the woman if she wanted to be dropped 

at Pistol Pete’s. But the woman, who was now taking off her torn stockings, said no, 

not Pistol Pete’s, not ever again. And so Willa took her home, despite a nagging worry 

about what her neighbors might think.  

Because, Willa said, I don’t know where else to take you. 

My name’s Laura, the woman said. 

Willa wasn’t sure what to do about Laura, so she told her she still had a few 

hours before she had to pick up her children from school and the baby from the 

sitter’s.  

I’ll make us some coffee, Willa said as she motioned for Laura to sit down at 

the kitchen table. Can I take your coat? 

Laura set her shoes down on the table, took off her pink fur coat, and handed it 

to Willa. The coat was soft and heavy. Maybe dyed fox fur. Willa carried it to the hall 
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coat closet and looked at the label. Jean Eclipse, Hollywood. The label was 

embroidered in gold thread. She hung up Laura’s coat and her own navy wool one. 

She’d never had a fur coat. The neighbor did, but not her. 

She went back to the kitchen and started measuring the coffee. Laura had shut 

the drapes and turned on the kitchen light, and she was sitting, playing with one of the 

baby’s spoons that must have accidently been left lying about after that morning’s 

breakfast. Her shoes were still on the table, and next to them her torn stockings and 

pocketbook, but Willa decided not to say anything just now.  

I hope you like your coffee without sugar because I’m out. I was going to buy 

more today, but I suppose it’ll wait until tomorrow.  

I don’t mean to intrude like this, Laura said.  

I was also going to buy some ham, it was on sale, you know. I suppose I’ll just 

tell my husband I had a headache, a splitting headache, and couldn’t finish the 

shopping.  

I’ve been all over, but I’ve always had Eddy. 

Made him peanut butter and jam today, just like I gave the children. I suppose 

he’ll have to put up with one more day of peanut butter and jam.  

It wasn’t an accident. That man in the blue sedan. His wife.  

I don’t mean to intrude, Willa said as she put the coffee cups on the table.  

She wanted to get me back. And she did, Laura said.  

I’m out of sugar but I have milk, Willa said. 

I had a husband once, Laura said. 
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Does he know, Willa said as she pushed the milk bottle towards Laura. 

No, Laura said, he died a long time ago.  

Over coffee they decided what to do. The whole time Willa thought how 

strange it all was, but she didn’t say this. Instead she told Laura if she wanted to leave 

town that she should. The town certainly wouldn’t stop her. That she’d give her the 

grocery money she hadn’t spent and she’d drop her at the train station between picking 

up her children and getting her husband from work. Laura agreed and told her she’d 

take a train back home, to California, she had a sister there, or she used to anyways. 

She’d repay her once she was there, borrow it from her sister, or find a job. Send her 

the money in the mail. Willa said, sure, why sure, and decided it wasn’t polite to ask 

her exactly what kind of job she meant, and suddenly she had an idea. 

How about this instead, Willa said. I’ll trade you my grocery money, plus a 

new pair of my stockings for your pink coat.  

Laura smiled and said fine, that it was too warm to wear in California anyway, 

and Willa wondered what had happened to Eddy’s pink coat after he died, and she 

thought about the label: Jean Eclipse, Hollywood. 

I’m sorry, Laura said, but could I ask one more favor? Could I freshen up 

before it’s time to go?  

She left Laura at the table and went to her bedroom. She had two new pairs of 

stockings, still in their wrapping, and she took them to the bathroom and left them on 

the counter with a set of clean towels and a new bar of soap. She went back to the 

kitchen and told Laura to take a bath if she wanted, that she had to say she looked a 
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mess, that there was still two hours before she had to get her children. Was she really 

sure she didn’t want to stop and get her things from Pistol Pete’s? 

Willa waited until she heard the water running, then went to the hall closet and 

tried on the pink coat. She felt sad, she wasn’t sure why, but she knew she could never 

wear the coat anywhere. It fit her perfectly, and boy, was it soft. She left it on and 

went to the kitchen and put the grocery money in an envelope for Laura. Laura’s shoes 

and pocketbook were still on the table. 

Maybe it was because she had on Laura’s coat, or maybe because she realized 

that she hadn’t heard any jets today, or maybe because the drapes were closed and she 

could hear the water still running, that she decided to go through Laura’s pocketbook. 

It was a small pocketbook, not as well made or expensive as the coat, this 

much Willa could tell. Inside she found a key, one she assumed opened a room at 

Pistol Pete’s, a dollar bill, a tube of pink lipstick, a brass dog tag that read EDDY, a 

coupon for the Red Owl, a postcard folded in half, and a small picture of a man, its 

corners worn and creased.  

She unfolded the postcard. The front said GREETINGS FROM CHICAGO and had a 

purple sketch of a sky scraper and a lake. She turned it over and read the very small, 

neat handwriting:  

 

Hello, my Sylvie-poo, how are you? Everybody doing pretty here. 

Weather just grand. Went to the movies last night to see the new Gable. It was 

so-so but we had fun anyways. Carl went fishing this morning and caught 
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three. One weighed 2, one 6½, and the other 7½. These are the first he caught 

this spring. Say, Carl wanted to know if Ma’s birthday was in May. Well, he’s 

a bright one, it’s February 9. He forgets things but I suppose I love him 

anyways. 

 With lots of love, and best wishes for all. 

  Laura 

 

It was dated, Willa noticed, April 3, 1940. The address was for someone in 

California. Maybe the sister, Willa thought, but the postcard had never been sent, and 

it had no stamp, no postmark. She looked at the tiny picture of the man. He was 

wearing an army uniform, and he wasn’t bad looking, although she thought he looked 

very young, maybe just 18. The back of the picture had his name, Carl, and a set of 

dates, 1922-1943.  

She put everything back, the key, the lipstick, everything, except for the 

postcard. She went and got her typewriter and set it up at the kitchen table. She could 

still hear the water running in the bathroom, and she thought she heard Laura 

humming. She put in a sheet of paper and typed. 

Everybody doing pretty here, she typed. Weather just grand. By the time she 

heard the water turn off, she had finished, put the postcard, the pink coat, and the 

typewriter back, and folded up the sheet of paper into a very tiny square which she put 

in her own pocketbook. By the time she had picked up her children and dropped Laura 

off at the train station, there were jets and contrails once again in the sky. She picked 
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her husband up from his office but didn’t say anything about Laura. She was sure he 

somehow knew.  

Later that night, after all the children were asleep, he told her that someone had 

called his office to tell him she had been acting strangely at the grocery store. She told 

him it was true. She’d had a terrible headache, she said, and she’d had to leave. She’d 

lost the grocery money too. No ham tomorrow, she said. 

Promise me you’ll leave this whole thing alone, he said. 

Everybody doing pretty here, she thought. 

The next time she did laundry, the neighbor was waiting. She’d heard all about 

what happened at the Red Owl from her sister. Her sister’s girl worked in the Red Owl 

bakery and watched the whole scene. And someone else had told her, she couldn’t 

remember who, maybe that busybody down the street, that Willa had been seen 

dropping that woman off at the train station. Was it true? Had she really gotten one of 

those women to leave town?  

But Willa just said her head hurt, and went back into her house, where she 

made herself coffee and calculated how many hours it took to take a train to 

California. And later that week she didn’t go to the march, despite the women in town 

calling her, begging her, they’d heard all about the Red Owl. It was just what they 

needed, a role model, a real leader. Imagine, they said, Willa had succeeded where 

everyone else had failed. 

She stayed home and oiled her typewriter. A headache, she said. And the 

march came and went, and nothing terrible happened. Nothing happened at all. The 
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jets flew back and forth. Ham went on sale. Husbands went to work. Children went to 

school. The baby cried. The pink fur coat sat in her hall closet, untouched. There was 

coffee and church and laundry. And for a while, a year or so more, those women 

stayed. And then one day Willa heard over coffee, while hanging laundry, she could 

never really remember—these things gave her such a headache—that finally 

something terrible had happened. 

 One of the Air Force boys, drunk, tired, the stress of the Cold War perhaps, 

had snapped and killed one of those women, and the woman was found naked and 

dead outside of town. Or maybe it wasn’t that at all. Maybe it was one of those 

women—tired, overworked, underappreciated, the stress, the loneliness, all of that—

who had killed one of the Air Force boys. Stabbed him in the chest in front of Pistol 

Pete’s. Left him to die as she drove away in his car, only to be found by the cops two 

days later, hiding two towns away. Or perhaps the murderer was a person from town, a 

woman fed up with the laundry, a man tired of God knows what, Willa didn’t know, 

couldn’t remember the details, but she was sure this was what she heard. It was in the 

papers, but she didn’t read them, gave her such a headache. And anyway, she thought, 

the details didn’t matter. Everybody doing pretty here. Weather just grand. Those 

women—Laura—had left.  
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Red Snowflakes 

 

 

When Max’s grandmother was dying, this is what she told him: She 

remembered planting Russian olives in the cemetery. She’d been very young. Russian 

olives here, her father said, but poplars for shelter belts. Later, once the Russian olives 

grew up, spread out, and her father lay permanently under their shade, farmers started 

complaining they sucked up too much water. Many were chopped down. There were 

bonfires. Yet poplars were still used as shelter belts. It was then, fifteen years later, the 

year the Russian olive trees she planted were chopped down, that she met her husband. 

She met him at a bonfire. The bonfire, she is sure, burned the branches of Russian 

olives. And so it was. A long time ago it sometimes seems—such a party.  

When his grandmother was dying, this is what Max told her: In the spring, 

when the snow melts, we’ll plant a Russian olive in your yard. You’ll see. You’ll sit in 

a yard chair and together we’ll dump buckets of water on it. Everyone will come. 

Mormor was propped up in her bed, her little dog slept next to her on a pillow. 

But he knew that surely she couldn’t wait for the ground to thaw, she couldn’t 

wait for a Russian olive. Only her body would wait until the snow melted and the dirt 

loosened. Until then, she would be frozen, just like the earth. 

Your Norwegian has gotten very bad, she said.  

Almost as bad as your English, Max said and smiled. 
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Bah, she said. It’s my only gift to you, it’s your mother’s mother tongue. 

I don’t remember my mother, Max said. 

Which is why your children don’t understand a word I say. 

They’ll come to see you this weekend, Max said. 

Arriving by train? 

Yes, Willa and the children are taking a train, he said. 

But that’s three days away, she said. 

It was true, but it was the best he could do. He wished his wife was there 

already. She’d know what to do, what needed to be done. Right now a local farmer’s 

daughter, the Pedersen girl, had been looking after Mormor, at first coming only a few 

times a day to cook and clean, but then more often, to feed her and take her to the 

bathroom. She’d called Max after she’d had to spend a few nights. It wasn’t that 

Mormor was getting old, she’d told him, because Mormor had been getting old a very 

long time. No, she’d said, it wasn’t that at all. The doctor said that Mormor was dying. 

You’d better talk to my wife, he’d told the Pedersen girl. Later, after the phone call, 

his wife told him he’d better make the drive. Your mother’s mother, she said. 

The dog woke and stood up and shook itself, and then settled closer to 

Mormor, who was staring out the window. Max poured her a glass of water from a 

pitcher sitting on a tray next to her bed. There was a blue box of Coast Maid Sanitary 

drinking straws. The box had a smiling cartoon picture of a nurse who said: Protecting 

our Nation’s Health. He put in the straw and held the glass for her. Her lips, he 

realized were cracking. 
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Can I get you anything else? 

She shook her head, folding her hands across her chest. 

I know you’re tired, he said, but can I ask you something? 

Next to her, the dog sighed. Or was it her? He couldn’t tell. 

I want to ask you about my mother, he said. 

Mormor turned her head towards the window again. 

But then she answered him. 

She held you even while she died, she said. The doctor wanted to put her in a 

sanitarium for consumptives, but she wouldn’t go, she was always a stubborn 

daughter. In the end, we had to wash the blood she coughed out of your baby hair. 

You shouldn’t tell me these things. That wasn’t what I wanted to know, Max 

said. He could feel his face turning red and then he told Mormor that he thought he 

heard the Pedersen girl coming in the kitchen door. 

She isn’t supposed to come today, Mormor said. 

I’ll go check and come back, he said and he felt just a little sorry for lying. 

He went down to the kitchen, to where the old wall phone was. He knew it was 

a party line phone, and that any of the surrounding farms could listen in on his calls, 

even if he spoke Norwegian, but he didn’t care. 

After two rings, the Pedersen girl’s father answered, and he sounded happy to 

hear from Max. Mr. Pedersen said it was a shame about Max’s grandmother, he went 

through the same thing with his own mother just last year. Terrible, he said, had to 

wait for spring, finally got her into the ground, just before he planted the soybeans. 
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Sorry, Max said, I hadn’t heard. 

I suppose you’re calling about the coming snow, Mr. Pedersen said. I suppose 

you’ll be wanting Hazel to sit with your grandmother while you go for supplies. I’ll 

send her over. 

Max hadn’t heard anything about snow. The sky was blue as anything. But he 

hadn’t listened to the radio or gone into town since he’d come to Mormor two days 

ago, on Monday. And if this was true, if snow was coming, then he’d have to get 

supplies anyway. 

That’d be it, Max said, and then, thinking fast, asked if it was going to be as 

bad as they said. 

Worse, Mr. Pedersen said. Worse. 

Max hung up and went to the window. The sky, still blue, but now there was 

wind in the trees. He decided to call his wife. 

Long distance, he told the operator. His wife answered and said she was just 

about to call him. Did he know that a storm was coming? She wasn’t sure if they’d get 

there by Saturday. Train tracks might get snowed under. She’d changed their tickets so 

she and the kids would get halfway there by tomorrow, and then, if the snow 

happened, which, she said, it was bound to, she’d stay a few nights in a hotel, a little 

vacation, then they’d get to Mormor’s next week. 

What about the office? It doesn’t run itself, Max said. 

I’ll call your secretary. She’s capable. Let her run the agency for a few days. 

I suppose she can at least take calls, Max said, and file paperwork. 
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Will Mormor make it to next week? Do I need to tell the children? 

Max thought he heard someone else on the line, surely not the operator, maybe 

someone from the farm over. He could hear breathing. He wondered if it was the 

Pedersen girl, or some busybody from town. Maybe it was just the wind. Maybe it was 

just his imagination. 

What? I didn’t hear you, Max said. 

Willa asked him again. 

I’ll call you later, he said, something’s wrong with the line. Operator? 

Operator? 

Hazel arrived just after he hung up the phone. 

Drove the truck over myself, she said. 

He hadn’t seen Hazel in a long time. Not since she was a baby, not since he 

himself was a boy and would spend long summers with Mormor. She looked younger 

than twenty. He knew that neighbors gossiped that Hazel had been some kind of last 

ditch effort by the Pedersens to have a son. Kinder folks said she’d been a happy 

accident. Hazel was number seven in a long line of sisters. 

Mormor’s upstairs, he said. 

Is she worse? 

I don’t really know, he said, the doctor hasn’t been here since the day I came. 

I’ll see if he should stop by before it snows, Hazel said. 

She went to the sink and started washing the dishes Max hadn’t bothered to do 

since he came. He felt guilty about that, and so he stood there looking at her instead of 
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going out to his car, driving away, maybe into town or somewhere, like he’d planned. 

She turned around. She’d put on a blue feedsack apron, one with tiny printed blue 

kittens playing with  pink balls of string. Her hands were red, soapy.  

I know it isn’t the right time to ask, she said, but once Mormor goes, will you 

sell her farm? 

He hadn’t thought about it, he wasn’t sure who would even own the farm when 

she died. Probably he would, although he wasn’t entirely sure. It had been in their 

family, he knew, for years. It was homesteaded land. Good, rich land and probably 

worth quite a lot now. 

He shrugged, and when he didn’t say anything Hazel apologized and said that 

she was just wondering because in the spring she was marrying Wes Stokka, and they 

were looking for land of their own. Wanted to stay in the area. But never mind about 

that now, she said. He told her he’d be back in a few hours, if that was OK with her. 

She shrugged, and when she didn’t say anything else, he left. 

His car started easily, but he let the engine warm anyway. The air wasn’t so 

cold anymore, he could tell it was warm enough to snow. Smoke blew out of the 

house’s chimney at an unnatural angle from the sharp wind. The house needed paint, 

the white peeled and the porch sagged. But the value wasn’t from the house. The 

money, he knew, came from the land, the kind of soil the farmers called black gold, 

and all you had to do was plant. Not exactly the land of milk and honey, but surely the 

land of wheat and flax. The crops practically grew themselves, the dirt just as rich as 
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the Nile’s, and the river, it flowed in the same direction, up into Canada and 

eventually joining ocean waters.  

As the car warmed he imagined selling his insurance agency and having his 

family move in with Mormor. But something troubled him. Something from oh, years 

ago. It had been winter, this he was sure, because he remembered wearing scratchy 

sweaters, woolen pants. Perhaps it had been Christmas—it would make sense that he’d 

have been here at Christmas—and he had gone sledding with some boys from a farm 

over. He thought he had probably been seven or eight. His grandfather had made his 

wooden sled, and there were big red snowflakes painted on it, and he and the neighbor 

boys had spent an hour waxing the metal sled runners. But there were no hills, so the 

boys took a pair of their father’s milk goats and hitched them to Max’s sled. It started 

snowing, heavy snow, and they laughed, but the goats kept pulling them towards their 

barn, towards home. They cut switches from the shelterbelt trees and drove the goats 

out towards the open fields. The snow kept falling and Max’s heavy sweaters and 

woolen pants were no longer just wet, but frozen stiff. 

We should go back, he said. 

No, the neighbor boys said, we own these goats. 

But it’s my sled, he said. 

No it’s not, they told him, it’s your grandfather’s. When you leave, it always 

stays at his house, and his house isn’t your house. You don’t even have the same last 

name. 

Who told you that, he said. 
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They said that it was something everyone around here knew. He lived with his 

aunt and uncle, but he wasn’t adopted. His mother was dead. Max had some other 

name, probably his father’s, and no one had seen him for years.  

So he shut up and stayed, and when their eyelashes started freezing together, 

they knew they were in trouble. And then they had started to get very sleepy. One of 

the goats pulled loose and ran away. The two neighbor boys tied the other goat to the 

sled and sat down on it, leaning against each other with their eyes shut. Max tried to 

tell them it wasn’t fair, that it was his sled, and he didn’t have a brother, but he was 

too tired, and so he sat in the white snow and shut his own eyes and dreamt of his 

mother. 

He hadn’t died. The boys’ father had somehow found them, and he had taken 

them all home where they eventually recovered. Except the first goat, the one who had 

run away, died, froze to death out on the open fields, and his grandfather had taken 

him to see it as a lesson three weeks later. The goat, between two drifts of snow, had 

its eyes shut. A dog had chewed on one of its legs, but other than that, it looked whole 

and perfect. Frozen. 

Later, the sled was burned in a spring brush burn, as another lesson. And now, 

as he sat in his car, he remembered that at the time he had cried because he realized 

that the sled really hadn’t been his after all. The local paper had run a story with the 

headline TWO LOCAL BOYS AND A THIRD BOY ALMOST FREEZE TO DEATH IN FREAK 

WEEKEND BLIZZARD. 
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The drive into town only took thirty minutes. His car radio kept cutting in and 

out, and the ploughed frozen gravel roads were bumpy. No one else was out on the 

road, but he saw a flock of sparrows rise off a snowy field, resettling eventually in the 

exact same spot. He decided he’d first go to the bar and see who was around. Check 

in, catch up, hear all about the coming snow, the high school basketball team, who’d 

made a mint that fall from alfalfa. With one hand still on the wheel, he felt his pockets 

for his wallet. He could buy everyone a drink. Then he’d go to the grocery, get some 

milk, maybe some women’s magazines for Mormor, even if they were all in English 

and she couldn’t read them, and then he’d go back. 

But the bar, like the road into town, was empty. Only the bartender, a 

newcomer Max didn’t know, and two retired farmers were there. He knew both of the 

farmers, a pair of old brothers, they had been around almost as long as Mormor, and 

spoke the same language. He went up to them, said hello, and sat at their table. 

Heard you were here. Sorry to hear of your grandmother’s decline, the brother 

with the big nose said. 

How’s the wife and kids, the other brother, the one with a long scar above his 

eye, said. Did they come too? 

What are you guys drinking, Max said, as he signaled to the bartender. 

Nothing more for me, big-nose said. 

My wife’s against it, scar-face said. 

They stared sadly into their glasses. The bartender came over with a glass of 

water for Max. 
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So what’s the news with the snow, Max said. He noticed that his glass of water 

didn’t have any ice. It looked rusty and smelled faintly of iron. Well water. 

The one with the scar waved his hands towards the door and said that as far as 

he was concerned, they were in for it, the worst weather they’d seen in an age. 

His big-nosed brother agreed, said he could feel it in his bones. Both knees and 

one elbow. 

They all fell silent for a while, while the bartender wiped the bar and stacked 

glassed, but then Max decided he’d take a chance. 

Say, fellows, Max said, did you know my mother? 

The brothers looked at Max and then at their beer, and then at each other, and 

sighed. 

She was a lovely girl, scar-face said. 

Should’ve married a local boy, that’s where she went wrong, big-nose said. 

After all, didn’t I have two eligible sons? 

The phone behind the bar rang and the bartender answered and called Max 

over. 

It’s Hazel Pedersen, he said. Says the doctor was over at your grandmother’s 

and that she’s gotten a lot weaker. Hazel thinks you should get back sooner than later. 

Let me talk to Hazel, Max said. He wondered how she knew he’d be there. 

Probably called around town, supposed it wasn’t that hard to find out. 

Sorry, the phone’s not for customers, the bartender said. 



87 

 

Max put his winter coat back on, his hat, and said so long to the brothers. Big-

nose asked him to tell Mormor that he’d stop by with his wife after the blizzard and 

look in on her. Scar-face told him that if he sold her farm he’d better sell it local. 

Who says I’ll sell the farm, Max said, and left. 

He stopped by the store, got some food, a few cans of beans, a loaf of bread, 

and then filled his car at the station. The sky was no longer blue. It was now grey, but 

the wind had stopped. As he paid for the gas, the station boy told him it sure looked 

like snow, jerking his thumb at the sky. By the time Max reached Mormor’s farm, it 

was snowing unnaturally big flakes. Hazel was waiting for him in the kitchen. She had 

made him some kind of casserole for dinner, some broth for his grandmother, and 

cooked carrots. The house was warm, and Mormor’s dog slept curled up next to the 

oven. Max pointed upstairs, towards his grandmother’s room. 

She’s sleeping now, the doctor gave her something. 

Hazel was holding a pair of knitted mittens. She held them up and said that 

Mormor gave them to her just before the doctor came around. Light green mittens, 

with red snowflakes. He told Hazel that she’d better get going, it was starting to snow. 

I’ll phone tomorrow and see how she’s doing, Hazel said, and left. 

He whistled to the dog, who briefly opened its eyes and then put its head back 

down on its paws. He listened for Hazel’s truck to leave, and then he went upstairs to 

Mormor’s room by himself. He stopped by the spare room to put his coat away in the 

closet. Someone, probably Hazel, had made the bed and set a pile of knitted sweaters 

on it. He went over to the bed and saw that each sweater had a tiny tag pinned to it. 
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The top one was a very small sweater, orange with yellow chickens, a baby sweater, 

and the tag read: “for the next baby in the family.” Underneath it was a brown sweater 

with a green dragon. It was for his son. There were five more knitted bundles. A pink 

one for his daughter. A green cardigan with fancy glass buttons for his wife. A delicate 

cream shawl with a sealed envelope pinned to it. The envelope had his aunt’s name, 

Cora, on it. And last, a pale blue sweater with red snowflakes. There was no tag, but 

he knew that this one was his. He held it up, shook it, hoping that a letter, an envelope, 

maybe a slip of paper, or something, would fall out. But nothing happened. He noticed 

that his sweater’s blue yarn was very soft, an expensive yarn hard to come by, but the 

red was rough, scratchy, common. He took his sweater off, one that had come from 

some store, one that his wife had brought home for him, and instead put on the light 

blue sweater. He wasn’t sure he liked the light blue and red together, and for some 

reason it reminded him of his father. 

He had asked Mormor about him only once. Mormor had been knitting scarves 

at the kitchen table. His grandfather had probably been out in his fields or oiling 

machines in the barn. Max had sat down next to her, and just boldly asked. Why did 

his mother marry his father? And why did he give him away after she died? 

She loved you very much, which is enough, Mormor said. 

Did she hate his father? 

 He asked her again. She dropped a stitch and put her knitting down. 

When I was very young, we lived next to a lake, but then we left, and crossed 

the sea, and we came here. I never saw the lake again, and I hardly remember it. But 
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there was a lake, and I once lived next to it, and that was enough. This was all Mormor 

had said.  He’d never asked any more questions after that. 

He decided he wouldn’t ask any now. He left the light blue sweater on and 

went to check Mormor. She was sleeping, her head propped at a funny angle. He 

noticed new bottles of medicine on the tray. Hazel had put a chair next to the bed, and 

on the floor was a photo album he’d never seen before and a shiny new bedpan. The 

drapes had been left open, exposing the outside, and the snow was falling fast. He 

looked at her again, and then went over to the tray to read the medication labels. The 

bottles were set on top of a short note from the doctor. Now he was sure she’d never 

wait until spring. He left her door open, but took the photo album and went down to 

the kitchen to wait. He sat at the table and the dog jumped on his lap. After a while he 

put his head on his arms and fell asleep. 

The kitchen was dark when he woke up, and the wind had come back. He 

could hear it, the house was creaking and cold, even though the radiators banged and 

clanked out heat. He whistled for the dog, but when it didn’t come running, he was 

sure it had gone up to sleep with Mormor. He wished Hazel hadn’t left. After checking 

Mormor, who was still asleep, he tried to call his wife, but the phone wasn’t working, 

the line was dead, and he wondered if it had snapped in the wind. Maybe a car had slid 

off the road, missed a turn, spun out into a ditch and hit a telephone pole. These things, 

he knew, happened, and with weather like this, it was possible. He would just have to 

wait it out. 
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After eating some of Hazel’s casserole, he remembered the photo album. The 

cover was leather, expensive looking, but very old. He wondered if it was something 

Mormor had brought with her from Norway as a girl. He was about to open it when 

the dog barked to be let out. He hadn’t heard it come downstairs, and suddenly he felt 

very alone. He looked out the kitchen window but couldn’t see anything. He looked 

for a rope, something to tie the dog so it couldn’t get lost, wander off and freeze. 

Finally, he found a ball of twine in one of the drawers. He tied the dog to the twine 

and opened the door. He held the twine ball in his hands and the dog ran out barking 

into the wind, the twine unraveling. The snow was already deep and the little dog 

didn’t stay out long. It came in shivering and snowy. He got a dishtowel and rubbed 

the dog dry. 

Don’t worry, he told the dog, you’ll come live with me. 

When he sat down, the dog jumped on his lap. He pulled the photo album 

closer. The leather cover was a bit dusty and he took the dish towel, now wet from 

wiping the dog, and rubbed the dirt away. The inside cover page was hand-inscribed: 

Family Mourning Album. The next page had a list of ledgers, like a family Bible, with 

names, and birth and death dates. Most of the dates were from the nineteenth century. 

But towards the bottom, second to last, was his mother’s name and dates: Stella 

Bakkum, Born July 26, 1904 — Died March 13, 1926. Now he knew she had died in 

spring. The last entry, the one under hers, was his grandfather’s. He flipped through 

the pages. Photos of mothers holding lifeless children, elderly people propped up in 

chairs, posed to look lifelike, all of them his long lost relatives. He stopped to look at 
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one in particular, a small girl propped between her parents. The small girl, he realized, 

had his nose, or rather, he had hers. He studied the family. Her parents looked off into 

the distance, their faces sad. Someone, perhaps the photography company, had tinted 

the small girl’s cheeks pink. Her name, Mim Bakkum. He wondered if the photo was 

from here or from Norway. The back of the photo might say, but he didn’t want to pull 

it off the fragile black page. He imagined relatives sending these photos across the sea 

with long sad letters, giving their sisters or grandmothers or uncles one last look. He 

put the album down, afraid to reach the end, afraid he might see his mother. He 

worried someone had posed her, and set him in her arms, a final token, a memento. 

But would she even be there? Surely by the time she died such photos were no longer 

taken, and were no longer usual things. Mormor probably had just recorded her name, 

that’s all. He could feel the dog shifting in his lap, trying to get comfortable, and he 

could hear the wind shaking the house. He wasn’t sure what would be worse, so he 

decided to go ask Mormor. Gently, he set the dog down, and for once it followed him 

upstairs. 

She was awake, looking at the ceiling. She turned her head, slowly, and her 

dog leaped onto her bed. 

I see you found your sweater, she said. 

Yes, but my birthday isn’t until next fall, he said. 

Oh, I just wanted to give it to you early, that’s all. On account of the snow, she 

said. 
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Thank you, he said, the blue yarn is very soft. Do you want a glass of water? 

Some soup broth? I think Hazel left some for you. 

No, she said, I’m not feeling so hungry. 

Do you want some more of the medicine the doctor left? It’ll make you sleep. 

No, I’ll have until spring to sleep. 

In the spring we’ll plant a Russian olive, he said. You’ll see. 

I told Hazel you’d sell her the farm, she said.  

Mormor, he said, I want to ask you some things. 

She shut her eyes and put her hand on the dog. 

I’m not sure I have any answers, she said. 

So he only asked her about the place she was born, and she said she was born 

in 1875, and that she was born next to a lake, and now it seemed like a very long time 

ago. 

You remember being born, he asked. 

No, but I was there, and that was enough, she said. 

He sat in the chair a long time, all night. The power went out, probably 

snapped in the wind, and he brought candles, the blankets from his spare bed to heap 

on her. It wasn’t that he was afraid of death. He had once been a medical examiner’s 

assistant for the Navy. He’d touched it, handled it, held it in the Navy, but in the Navy 

that was all he did, he didn’t watch the people die, they came to him after, unmoving 

objects, pieces to his job. He’d never watched it, just waited for it. 
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He tried to call the doctor, carefully feeling his way down the dark stairs to the 

phone, but the phone was still dead. He wished his wife was there, and the children. It 

wasn’t fair she hadn’t gotten here in time. He went back upstairs. 

Mormor didn’t talk for a long time, until she said it was hot, and he fanned her 

face with a magazine and she fell asleep. The radiator clanked. Mormor, he said, but 

she didn’t wake up again. He could hear the storm, and the wind, and the snow pelting 

the house. She was breathing, slowly, in and out, in and out, and then, towards the 

morning, the room getting lighter, the candles melted all the way down, she only 

breathed in. And he noticed that the wind, too, had finally stopped. The dog, sleeping 

next to her, kept breathing in and out. He held her hand an hour more, until the sun 

rose. 

He looked out. Even though the bedroom was on the second story, the snow 

had drifted high against the house, swooping over the eve of the roof, blocking part of 

the window. Everything was flat and endlessly white. The glare hurt his eyes. Sundog 

rainbows circled the sun. It made him think of an old joke from when he was a kid: 

North Dakota is so flat that you can watch your dog run away for three days.  

He slid the windowsill up an inch. It was surprisingly easy, and he thought it 

would have been frozen, stuck, the wood swollen from the weather, the winter. The air 

was cold, very cold, which is what he wanted, even though he worried about the 

house, the pipes. It was probably way below zero. Much too cold for more snow. 

There, Mormor, he said, you’ll keep until spring. He looked at her a little longer, stood 

next to her, and then called the dog. The dog jumped off her bed, where he’d slept 
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through everything. Max left her bedroom, took a candle, shut the door, and went 

down to the basement. 

Mormor’s dog followed him. The basement was dark, the windows covered 

with snow, the power still out. He held the candle up. He hadn’t been down there in 

years, but it seemed to be the same. One of the walls held shelves of Mormor’s 

preserves: apple butter, rhubarb jam, chokecherries, sweet pickles. Another corner 

held coal. He went to a corner stacked with crates and boxes and found his 

grandfather’s wooden cross-country skis. The tips had painted red snowflakes and the 

skis hadn’t been used for years, he knew this, but he was sure they’d be OK. He sat on 

the floor, putting the candle carefully next to him, and looked them over. The dog sat 

down, too, and went back to sleep. The skis were sticky from pine tar, worn down, the 

three-pin bindings looked fragile. He stood up, rummaged, and found a can of wax, 

the poles, and his grandfather’s old ski boots. Yes, he thought, what else can I do? 

He carried the skis and the poles and the boots up to the kitchen, and got ready 

to leave. He tried the phone again, but it was still dead. He waxed the skis, put a 

sweater on the dog, a little sweater that Mormor had knitted. It had little red 

snowflakes, just like the skis. He remembered asking her once, as a boy, what red 

snowflakes meant. Sometimes, she’d said, a red snowflake is just a red snowflake. Not 

everything means something, she’d said. In fact, she’d said, most things in life mean 

hardly anything at all. 

He ate a sandwich and fed the dog. The photo album was still on the table, 

where he’d left it. In the kitchen drawer he found a pen, and opened the album to the 
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ledgers, and wrote in ballpoint blue: Rose Viola Bakkum, Born September 14, 1875 

— Died February 9, 1956. He put on two pairs of pants, and over the blue sweater he 

added three more he had brought with, and three pairs of socks, his coat, his gloves, 

his scarf, everything, but when he tried the kitchen door it was blocked by snow. The 

front door was worse, and finally he settled on crawling through the sitting room 

window, putting first the skis out, and then the dog, and then he crawled out himself 

and shut the window. The snow was soft, his feet sunk, and he plowed his way to a 

clear space of yard between two large drifts. The dog followed behind him, panting. 

He tried to see his parked car, but it was buried, a mound, just a pile of snow. The sky 

was very blue. The coldest days, he knew, were sunny ones. 

While he sat and put on the skis, the dog peed against the drift, marking the 

house, and then came and stood next to him. Max picked it up and settled it into his 

coat, the dog’s warm body against his own. Christ, he told the dog, it’s cold, but what 

else can we do? He said this in English, which surprised him, and he quickly tried to 

think of the Norwegian words for skis, snow, dog, red, but the words didn’t come. He 

wasn’t sure the dog knew English. Isn’t that funny, he thought. So he stood, tested the 

skis, and when he was sure they’d hold, he set off towards the tall shelter belts of 

poplars, the only things that stood out against all that white and marked his trail to the 

Pedersen farm. 
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Hollywood Ending 

  

 

Years later, now thirty, Willa dreams Clara has blond hair. Platinum blond 

hair. She isn’t a child anymore. She’s grown up. Wearing slinky silk. Silver fox fur. 

Holding champagne in her hand, she says, So nice of you to drop by. She’s still dead, 

but decidedly older. Still stunning, always. She holds a long cigarette holder in her 

other hand and she says, Don’t forget, dinner’s at eight. 

When she died the entire town came to Saint Peter’s, all bent on paying 

respects to their own Shirley Temple. So unexpected, everyone said, although 

everyone knew that it was, indeed, not unexpected. The child—beautiful in life—was 

not in death and had not been for quite some time. The coffin, open, even though it 

shouldn’t have been, looked very small in the front of the church. Because it was 

summer, and wild flowers were free, a few vases of daisies flanked the coffin. But 

because it was a hot summer, one that scorched the earth and wilted wild flowers long 

before they’d been picked, there weren’t nearly enough. Before the funeral, her mother 

went up to the coffin and apologized. None shipped by the refrigerated train. No 

beautiful, perfect, greenhouse grown flowers. Remember the flowers at your father’s 

funeral? The white lilies? Even a bunch of white roses? A single hot house orchid? A 

shame, the town whispered, uremic poisoning, kidney troubles, nothing they could do. 



97 

 

But the family’s used to tragedy, they whispered, this can’t be so hard. Besides, they 

added, nodding, one less mouth to feed.   

Willa heard the sea of whispers from the front pew where she and her family 

sat. Her mother, stiff in a new but borrowed black crepe dress, ignored them. Willa 

said: Don’t they know that whispering is louder than talking? Her mother, twisting a 

worn man’s handkerchief embroidered with a CH, ignored her too.  

When Clara died, finally died, as the doctor put it, Willa and her brother had 

been let into the room to see her. Her little brother brought in a fire truck, a gift from 

the firehouse after their father’s death. He wanted to play with Clara. Willa told him 

Clara couldn’t play anymore. Their mother was sitting next to the bed. The doctor’s 

stethoscope hung from his neck. Willa had been afraid to go into the room—their 

room. Or it had been, until Clara got sick and no longer woke up. Since then, Willa 

slept on the floor in the hallway. The room was always dark, the shades drawn. But 

when the doctor had opened the door, he turned on the light so they could, as he put it, 

say goodbye more naturally. Willa shut her eyes. She was afraid that Clara would look 

like their father had. Her brother refused to go in. She smells, he said, she’s always 

smelled. Their mother rose from her chair and screamed to get out, get out now. She 

screamed and screamed. The doctor, turning red, shut the door and Willa, turning red, 

left her brother, whose face was red from crying, standing in the hallway with his red 

fire truck. She went downstairs and stole enough money out of her mother’s pocket 

book to go to the picture show. 
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The newest Barrymore was still playing, starring both Lionel and John. But she 

really only liked John. One ticket, Willa said. She gave the ticket girl too much change 

and when the ticket girl handed two dimes back, she told Willa to keep a better eye on 

her candy money. And then: How’s that sister? Fine, Willa said, she’ll be better any 

day now. The ticket girl smiled with white crooked teeth, and said, it’s the last 

showing, sure you don’t want to wait until tonight when something new plays? No 

thanks, Willa said, folding the two dimes into her palm. Shiny dimes to buy candy and 

popcorn. And she did, after a considerable amount of guilt, buy popcorn and black 

licorice at the little refreshment counter. She found a seat in the mostly empty theater 

and realized that she’d never had popcorn or licorice at the pictures before—she 

realized she’d never stolen. She hadn’t seen this picture yet even though it had played 

a few weeks already. Sitting in the red velvet seat, hands buttery and wet with sweat, 

she watched the predicaments unfold. John Barrymore had always reminded her of her 

father, even though the two didn’t look a lick alike. She had stacks of fan magazines 

with the great profile on the cover. Hid them under her bed, Clara’s bed, safe from her 

mother. 

She sat in the theater and memorized the silk dresses, the lion shaped aspic, 

and cried, boy did she cry when John Barrymore took the gas. She cried so hard that a 

woman three rows over got up and gave her a clean hanky from her purse. There, 

there, it’s only a movie. She cried so hard that she fell asleep and woke up much later 

in the darkened theater to a screaming girl in the clutches of a giant gorilla. Two seats 

away a girl kept pushing a boy’s arm away from her shoulders. Willa got up and 
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spilled the rest of her popcorn but did not go home. She went out of the theater, into 

the hot night, and walked up and down Main until she realized no one, not even her 

mother, was looking for her. 

Early the next morning, when she finally went home and fell asleep in the 

hallway, the stolen hanky from the woman in the movie theater still in her dress 

pocket, she dreamed. She dreamed of John Barrymore lifting her onto his shoulders 

and carrying her out of the theater. Dad, she says, let’s bring Mother some flowers. 

John carries her on his shoulders to a flower shop, where they buy exotic potted 

orchids. Willa holds a potted orchid. John holds Willa. Willa’s mother smiles and 

waits in front of their house until she sees the orchids and then starts screaming. Too 

expensive, she screams, Clara needs a new dress. Don’t be absurd, John says, lifting 

Willa down off his shoulders. I make more than two thousand dollars a week in the 

pictures. Willa says, It’s because of his winsome face. In that case, Mother says, I 

need a new black dress too. Naturally, John says, naturally, and he takes the potted 

orchid from Willa’s hands and smashes it against the sidewalk.  

She woke up. You can sleep in the bed again, her mother said. The linens are 

clean. New sheets? No, her mother said, just cleaned, and went back downstairs to the 

kitchen. Willa got up and followed her. The neighbor women were already in the 

kitchen. They explained over brought coffee and buns that they had let themselves 

in—the door wasn’t locked—didn’t think the family should be alone, not now 

anyways. Willa’s mother thanked them and looked at Willa, so Willa thanked them 

too, aware that she was still in yesterday’s dress. The neighbors discussed the funeral, 
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the tombstone. What’s it going to say? Where would Clara be laid? Next to her father? 

The spot’s already been paid for, in times like these it might be smart. Who had the 

money these days to buy a new plot anyways? Her mother shook her head. She wasn’t 

sure. The women gulped their weak coffee, played with the edge of the table cloth. 

Willa leaned against the wall. After two or three cups of coffee, one of the women said 

that she didn’t mean to intrude, but was it really proper to let Willa go to the picture 

show yesterday?  

 

 

The theater was boarded up, a sign was painted on the plywood: COME TO THE 

NEW DRIVE-IN. The lights in the marquee were all missing—broken, busted out, gone. 

She went by St. Pete’s and parked in a new parking lot, leaving the car unlocked, the 

windows rolled down, since she’d been smoking again, and really, she didn’t want to 

explain to Max that she hadn’t quite managed to quit. She left her purse on the driver’s 

seat but took the pack of cigarettes and a lighter. She slammed the car door and headed 

to the cemetery. She didn’t bother to sidestep over graves. The headstone, all the way 

in the back, was simply marked OUR BABY. She thumped the cigarette pack against her 

palm, pulled one out and lit up, puffed, and said, How’s it going, Clara-baby. She 

noticed her old cigarette butts in front of the gravestone and brushed them to the side 

with her shoe. She stood for a while, hand on one hip, blowing smoke through her 

nose, then turned back towards the car, flicked her cigarette, and let it burn itself out in 

front of the baby. 
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On the way home, back to Max and the kids, she opened the car windows to 

rid the car of smoke, or what Max called carcinogens. She took the long way home, 

the way that skirted the edge of town, and noticed a billboard for the new drive-in: 

DOUBLE FEATURE, TONIGHT, STARTING AT DUSK, DON’T MISS AMERICA’S FAVORITE 

VINTAGE VIXEN’S LAST HURRAH IN SARATOGA. ALSO PLAYING, DINNER AT EIGHT. DON’T 

BE LATE! 

At home, she found Max digging in her refrigerator. He pulled out a milk 

bottle and shut the door. She told him she was sorry she was late, the plot needed some 

weeding—she could barely read OUR BABY on the stone, what with the crab grass and 

dandelions. Max poured milk into a cup. 

How about a night out? How about taking me for a date at the new drive-in? 

What about the kids? 

I’ll call Betsy down the street, Willa said. She doesn’t have a boyfriend, she’ll 

be home. Even on a Saturday night. 

Fine, Max said. By the way, what’s playing? 

Willa was excited. They got there early and found a good spot. A few high 

school kids were waiting around, hanging out of cars, caressing their dates’ shoulders 

or knees. See what Betsy’s missing, Max said. Willa laughed and they went and got 

popcorn and two bottles of soda. 

The night was starry, clear. I saw this movie years ago, Max said, putting an 

arm around Willa. Willa said nothing—she shouldn’t have smoked all those cigarettes 

this afternoon. What, dear? Shh, Max said, it’s starting. Willa sighed. Aren’t drive-ins 
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so much nicer than theaters? Max shushed her again. She tried to concentrate on the 

movie. She remembered it all. “Don’t forget, dinner’s at eight.” Why, she thought, I 

never noticed you could see their nipples through those thin dresses. And she cried. 

During the intermission Max said he’d go get more sodas. Willa nodded, still 

wiping her eyes. Actually, she thought, she didn’t want any more soda. She looked out 

the car window and watched the couple next to her. Were they kissing? She got out of 

the car and stretched, looking at the stars.  

Max came back right before the second movie started. People were still 

slamming car doors, milling about, bringing out blankets for the back seats. Willa 

wished they would have brought a blanket, and when she mentioned it to Max, he 

laughed, and said, Well, we didn’t come here to park.  But he gave her his jacket 

anyways. Yawning, shutting her eyes, she leaned against his shoulder and listened to 

the actors deliver their lines.  

“It’s a problem,” Clark Gable says. 

“What do I care,” Lionel Barrymore says, “I’m always reduced to playing the 

grandfather.” 

She can hear Barrymore breathing. Someone touches her lightly on her back 

and she opens her eyes. She sees a hand, an impossibly handsome, smooth but manly 

hand, in black and white. The man bends down, his hand still on her back. She can feel 

his mustache on her cheek.  

 “She died,” Gable says, patting Willa on the back. “It was most unexpected.” 

“The peroxide finally poisoned her insides,” Barrymore says. 
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“Who?” Willa says. 

“Why, Jean Harlow, of course.” 

“Right in the middle of shooting the picture,” Gable says, throwing up his 

hands. 

“That was years ago,” Willa says. 

“Perhaps,” Gable says, sitting down. “But it stopped production, and now 

we’re stuck.” 

“It wasn’t peroxide,” Willa says, slowly remembering, “It was kidney failure.”  

“I’m not in the mood to argue,” Barrymore says. “I’m tired, I’m going to go 

take five, take a nap, get out of this screen makeup.” 

“You know,” Willa says, “I was in love with your brother when I was a child.” 

“He’s dead now too,” Barrymore says, edging his way off the sound stage. 

“I know,” Willa says. “The gas.” 

Barrymore shakes his head. “Call for me when production starts again. I need a 

drink.” 

Willa turns to watch him, but an extra runs on the set shouting lines at the top 

of his lungs. He yells, “Why, honey, you look sharp as a razor,” and somebody else 

yells for him to shut up, it isn’t time for him yet. Gable, she notices, ignores this.   

“Well, aren’t you going to do anything about it?” 

Gable shrugs. “A role without an actress is just words.” He settles himself in a 

camp chair that has somehow appeared on the sound stage. Willa walks around the 

chair and Gable follows her with his eyes. She looks him in the face and thinks, his 
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mustache, oh, his mustache. She pauses to examine the back of the chair: GABLE, of 

course, with a star under his name. He turns around and examines his fingernails. His 

nails, she notices, are nicer than hers.  

“She collapsed on the set. She was getting sweaty during our love scenes,” he 

says, smoothing his mustache. “And to think that I imagined her chills and damp 

armpits were simply screen chemistry.” 

“Yes,” Willa says, “I suppose you do have that effect on women.”   

“Would you like a chair?” Gables says. 

“That would be nice.” A chair appears next to Gable’s. Willa checks the back 

before she sits down: WILLA, of course, but with no star, not even a small one.  

A stage hand comes out and starts moving around the scenery. Willa watches 

as plywood stables, bales of hay, and a rack of silk dresses get pushed across the stage. 

She remembers, vaguely, that the movie’s supposed to be about a racetrack, a love 

affair, perhaps even gambling. A TRIBUTE AND A TRIUMPH THAT THE WORLD 

DEMANDED TO SEE. 

 “The movies have changed,” Gable says, sighing. Is he surveying the drive-in 

crowd? She tries to look into the distance. She tries to see Max and their car. Nothing 

is there. Just key lights. An abandoned film camera. A director’s megaphone. 

“The Hollywood Reporter once said about me that a star in the making has 

been made, one that, to our reckoning, will outdraw every other star. Never have they 

seen audiences work themselves into such enthusiasm as when I walk on the screen.” 

Willa says nothing. 
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“So you agree,” he says to Willa. “I don’t blame you for being impressed, but 

it doesn’t matter, does it? Here I am, just the same, stuck because some dame died, 

and not just any dame, an irreplaceable American goddess of a dame.” 

“You know,” Willa says slowly, “I could replace her.”  

She looks down, surprised at herself, unsure what has come over her, and 

examines her fingernails again. It’s obvious that she’s done a lot of dishes. Out of the 

corner of her eye she can see Gable shaking his well-groomed head and telling her it’s 

impossible. Hopeless. He’s stuck in his prime in an unfinished film. Harlow was his 

close friend, just anyone wouldn’t do. Besides, he adds, she’s too old now. It’s not the 

thirties anymore. Years have passed. She has wrinkles. She’s no longer a starry-eyed 

kid. But Willa is sure she’s meant for this role. She remembers the lines, the borrowed 

hanky. She remembers the stolen dimes. 

“I’m not so bad,” she says. “Older, yes, but more responsible. And anyways, I 

bet she always got in the way. Messing up her lines. Taking all the attention for 

herself. Too adorable for her own good, for your own good. And when she got sick, I 

bet no one paid attention to you at all. Kicked you aside. Made you sleep on the floor.” 

Gable gets out of his chair. He is shorter than she thought, but she doesn’t care. 

He smells vaguely of leather, of fire smoke, of celluloid. She watches him watching 

her.  

“Your hair’s all wrong—black, nothing at all like it should be. Hers was so 

blond, almost white. I’d go as far as to say platinum, but what can you do. But your 

bust, yes, you do have a chest, though, and you’ll fit into her dresses nicely.” 
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Instinctively, she wraps her arms around her chest. He stands behind her. 

Through the thin canvas of the chair she can feel something being traced on her back. 

She counts five points. She thinks she must be dreaming. The director appears stage 

left and picks up his megaphone. “Let’s get working, people.” Barrymore wanders 

back on set, rubbing his eyes. She catches the faint whiff of whiskey as he walks by. 

Make-up girls appear with puffy brushes and powder.  

“Wait,” Willa says. “Where did you leave off shooting? What was her last 

line?” 

“Goodbye,” Gable says. “Her last line was Goodbye.” 

The director shrugs and agrees. 

“We better reshoot starting from the cigar scene,” Gable says. “Better leave 

them laughing.” 

“This is, after all, the movies,” Barrymore says.  

The director shouts for the storyboards. Retake. New scene. Straight from the 

top. Lights. Quiet on the set. 

But my lines, Willa thinks, I don’t know my lines. She’s wearing slinky silk. A 

large, oversized cigar appears in her hand. Gable smiles, a winning smile. She’s seen 

that smile before. On the cover of Motion Picture? Screenland? Photoplay? She isn’t 

sure, but it doesn’t matter. This smile, for once, is all for her. True, it’s not John 

Barrymore’s, but he’s dead, which she figures is a good enough excuse as any. Gable 

sticks out his well-groomed black and white hand and helps her to her feet. “Always 
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the gentleman,” Barrymore says. And for some reason, Willa, in her silver screen 

dress, starts to cry. “What an actress,” the director says. “What a performance.” 

 

 

You fell asleep, Max said. The movie’s almost over. 

Was it good? 

No, Max said.  

He put one arm around her shoulders, the other holding his empty soda bottle. 

It’s just that you can tell halfway through that Harlow died, he said. She simply 

disappears from all the scenes. 

Willa looked out the passenger window. The car next to her looked empty. The 

credits rolled. When Clara died, her mother had found out about the dimes. Her 

mother hadn’t said a word. Instead, shortly after, her movie magazines had suddenly 

gone missing. Willa liked Clara. Until Clara’s skin started turning yellow, and she 

slept all the time. One afternoon Clara fell asleep and stayed asleep. A coma, the 

doctor said. Our baby, her mother said. 

On the way back to the house, Max and Willa argued about who would take 

Betsy home. 

It’s just down the street, Willa said. 

It’s late, Max said. 

I’ll take her home and stop to get some cigarettes, Willa said. 

I thought you quit, Max said.  
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Willa took Betsy home. When Betsy asked how the drive-in was, Willa said 

she wasn’t missing anything, not a darn thing. After that Betsy looked out the window, 

and when Willa dropped her off, she felt guilty enough to pay her a little extra. She 

drove to the corner market, which was closed, and bought cigarettes from an outside 

vending machine. Max, she knew, was waiting. Let him wait. She thought about her 

children at home, sleeping. They were fine. Wouldn’t even miss her. She’d be there 

when they woke up. Across from the market a streetlight threw shadows on the 

boarded up theater. Her father used to take her here on Sunday afternoons. Matinees. 

Whatever was playing. When the show was over they’d leave through the stage door 

and pretend they were sneaking way from mobs of fans. Her mother stayed home to 

take a bath, greeting them when they returned in high necked a long white nightdress 

and a matching dressing gown. Well, she’d say, do I look ready for the Coconut 

Grove? Ready for the Cotton Club? The Chez Paree? 

 She left her car parked at the market. The front door had new heavy plywood 

boards, and she decided not to bother, not with the streetlight, not in plain sight of the 

street.  She went down the dark alley towards the stage door. She could hear crickets 

and maybe a stray cat scrounging around. She leaned against the brick wall, and 

whispered here kitty, kitty. But the cat didn’t appear. The crickets sang and the bricks 

felt rough and cool in the night air.  

The stage door had plywood that also smelled new but Willa was hopeful. 

Maybe the workmen had badly nailed down the board, or the door itself was unlocked. 
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She tried to pry the plywood away with her hands. The wood splintered only slightly. 

If only she had a crowbar, a hatchet, maybe a pickax. She looked up at the stars.  

Clara was born a few months after their father had died. Before Clara died, her 

mother was almost happy again. A gift, her mother said. Our baby. Clara was 

beautiful. People stopped her mother in the street to tell her that they couldn’t help but 

admire her daughter. She had bright curly hair, which in the summer sun turned almost 

white. She had big cheeks and red lips. Money was tight, but Clara always had new 

clothes, ribbons, toys. Her mother had cut up that white silk dressing gown to line 

Clara’s bassinet.  

The alley cat meowed, and Willa waited to see its eyes glow in the dark. But 

no cat appeared. Everything was dark, quiet. It was time to go home. She lit a cigarette 

and put her other hand against the theater’s brick wall. It was cool and unbreakable.  

She’d liked Clara. Until Clara’s skin started turning yellow, and she slept all 

the time. One afternoon Clara fell asleep and stayed asleep. There’d been no miracle, 

like in the movies, and Clara never woke up. A coma, the doctor said. Our baby, her 

mother said and Willa stayed silent. 
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So Different From the Plains 

 

 

It was Lou Anderson who first told Max that Unter shot a rifle from his hip. 

Point shooting, just like in a war movie. He swore to Christ that it was true. It was 

over morning coffee at the corner café. Max and Lou had coffee together every 

morning. Lou’s dentist office was under Max’s insurance office. Unter, a quiet man, 

had moved to town recently, and bought a flower shop next to Lou’s dental practice. 

Lou was friendly. It was fall, it was pheasant season, and Lou had asked Unter to go 

hunting with him just that weekend. It was Monday now, and Unter shot his gun from 

his hip. Max didn’t know exactly what this meant, but the way Lou said it, the way 

Lou tried to take a sip of coffee but instead spilled some over the side of his cup, made 

it seem bad. 

I haven’t forgotten details like that, it was part of our training so it was also 

part of their training, Lou said. The Applegate method. Kill or get killed. 

Whose training, Max said. 

What do we know about Unter, Lou said. Why is he here? 

He knows a lot about flowers, Max said. 

Something’s wrong, Lou said and got up to pay their tab. 

They walked back to their respective offices without talking. In front of 

Unter’s flower shop, which still had the CLOSED sign on the door, Lou shook his head.  
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Political asylum, Lou said. He told me. After the war, he immigrated. 

They stood in front of Lou’s dental office, and Max handed him a cigarette. 

Lou took out a silver lighter but didn’t light up, and Max thought that maybe he 

understood what Lou was getting at. It would be a pretty bad thing to accuse a guy of. 

Maybe he’s not what you think, Max said. After the war lots of Germans 

immigrated. 

But Max believed Lou. Lou never lied.  

I learned things in the Army, Lou said. And a German who shoots from the 

hip. A bad sign. Surely once a commando.  

 Don’t get excited, Max said. Maybe he learned to shoot by watching movies. 

Westerns, gangster pictures.  

Lou pocketed the silver lighter and the cigarette. And Max thought, not for the 

first time, that Lou had ridiculously large hands for a dentist.  

I’ve got to go wash up, I have a Mrs. Amoy coming in for a crown at 11:00. 

Don’t want to keep her waiting. 

They wouldn’t let someone like that in, Max said. 

See for yourself, Lou said. You take him next weekend. Ask him. Watch him 

shoot. 

If you need anything, Max said, I’ll be upstairs.  

Upstairs, in his own office, Max made a list of why he believed Lou.  

Lou was his dentist. Lou never overcharged, not for any kind of bridgework, 

cavity, or cleaning. In fact, Lou often undercharged, letting Max make up for it during 
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morning coffee breaks. Before Lou was a dentist, he’d been in the Army, some kind of 

special unit. Elite, was the word that Lou used. But somehow, despite being elite, Lou 

had been imprisoned for a year in a POW camp. Lou kept this fact mostly to himself. 

He’d mentioned it only twice, and only in passing. Max supposed Lou had had a hard 

war. What else did Max know about Lou? 

 Before the Army, Lou had been accepted to—and on the point of attending—

some fancy East Coast university. Wanted to study Classics. Lou never said he’d 

regretted not going to that university, not studying Classics, but Max knew he 

regretted it. 

Whenever folks asked Lou what in the hell he would have done with a Classics 

degree, he’d say, not without a little smile, that he’d have become a dentist. He had 

very white teeth, which made him look like a good dentist. But no dentist did their 

own teeth. And when he smiled that little smile, Max knew this was a lie. He knew 

that Lou could imagine a thousand things to do with a Classics degree from an Ivy 

League joint. Max knew that Lou kept all his patient records in Greek. He’d once seen 

his own record, a little diagram of a mouth with X marks over the teeth with cavities. 

But the notes, he just couldn’t understand.  

In high school, Lou was the captain of both the debate and football teams. In 

high school, Lou courted the prettiest girl in town, finally marrying a poor, sweet but 

plain farmer’s daughter, and Max knew that this was one thing that Lou didn’t regret. 

Lou had a different smile for his wife. Some people, Max decided, would call it 

genuine. 
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And mostly Max knew that Lou wouldn’t lie because Lou was raised by strict 

Protestant parents: no dancing and no cards. But what about Unter? 

On the other side of the paper he made a list of what he knew about Unter. 

Unter was quiet. Unmarried. Kept to himself. Came to town within the last year. 

Bought the flower shop from a couple who then retired and moved to Florida. Paid 

cash. Max knew Unter paid cash because his wife had told him, had heard it from her 

beautician. Max had tried to joke with Unter. He’d said to him: Must be nice to own 

the business lock, stock, and barrel. All Unter said was: Yes. Unter had been cutting 

roses for a bridal bouquet, long-stemmed red roses, and Max had asked him if they 

were expensive. Yes, Unter said. And the business is well? Yes. That was it. They 

hadn’t talked more than that, except for the occasional hello.  

Unter had small hands. He seemed young, not older than Max. Always wore a 

brown hat. He had no scars. Brown hair.  

Lou had fixed a cavity for Unter and hadn’t charged, but it hadn’t gone unpaid, 

wasn’t exactly free. Unter paid him in flowers. Almost every day Lou took flowers 

home to his wife: tulips, tiger lilies, roses, daisies, mums. Once, only two weeks ago, 

it was an exotic potted orchid. Max thought it was probably the orchid that made Lou 

invite Unter hunting. Repayment for repayment.  

Max was sure Unter was lonely. Harmless and lonely. Maybe Unter had been 

in the war, what man wasn’t, on either side? But what of it? Once, Max had stopped 

by his office on a Saturday. It was right after Unter’s arrival in town. Unter was 

singing an old Hal Kemp song. Singing it loud. Singing in English. Singing while 
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cutting sunflowers, arranging them in a vase. The man was a terrible singer. At the 

time Max had thought: the man must not have allergies. The man was a terrible singer 

but had good taste in music.  

 

Max didn’t talk to Lou the rest of the day. Not that he usually did, but for some 

reason he expected Lou to come up the stairs and explain exactly what he wanted with 

Unter. But closing time rolled around, and Max thought, the hell with Lou. 

On his way to his car, Max stopped by Unter’s shop and asked him to go 

hunting, and Unter, said yes.  

I have a good bird dog, Max said, a big retriever. We call him Rusty.  

Yes, Unter said. 

We’ll meet at your shop, Sunday, early in the morning? Do you have a gun? 

Yes, Unter said. I used to hunt with my father. 

Unter had his back to him, clipping baby’s breath. Max wanted to ask him why 

he was late to work that morning, why he was clipping baby’s breath, what it was for, 

but he didn’t. He wanted to ask him about Lou, but he didn’t. Instead, he told Unter 

that he’d be seeing him, and Unter just said: Yes. And on his way home, Max 

wondered what he’d prove to Lou, and maybe the real problem was that Lou’s war 

wasn’t over yet.  

His children were outside when he drove up to his house, chasing Rusty 

around. Rusty was wagging his tail, a tennis ball in his mouth, leaves that had fallen 

from the trees stuck to his coat, a red maple leaf at the corner of his drooling mouth. 
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Max could see his wife standing in front of the kitchen window, watching. When he 

opened his car door, Rusty ran over and dropped the tennis ball at his feet. He told him 

good dog and went into the house.  

His wife was still standing in front of the kitchen window, washing potatoes in 

the sink. He set his hat on the table and she turned around. 

Rusty’s been doing it again. Twice I caught him sitting in the rocking chair, 

batting at the fish, she said. 

He’s a good bird dog and the children like him, he said. 

He isn’t normal, she said. 

He isn’t doing any harm. So he acts a little bit like a cat.  

Max’s tie felt too tight. He took it off and laid it across his hat. He could faintly 

hear Rusty barking outside. Sometimes, Rusty barked at the sky.  

He just needs more exercise, Max said. And attention. I’ll run him hard 

hunting Saturday. I invited Unter, the man who bought the flower shop under my 

office. 

That German fellow? 

Yes, he said as he unbuttoned his collar and rubbed his neck. 

He isn’t normal, she said. 

Max shrugged and picked his hat and tie up from the table and carried them to 

the bedroom. He shut the door and fished his little book of phone numbers out of his 

shirt pocket and looked up Lou’s home number and dialed. Lou answered after the 

fourth ring. 
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Say, Lou, Unter was in his shop cutting baby’s breath.  

I don’t care if he was tying ribbons around lambs, Lou said. 

Maybe he just had a hard war. 

I had the hard war, Lou said. 

Who didn’t? 

You, Lou said. Never even left American soil. 

Max cradled the phone between his ear and his neck and took off his cufflinks, 

then started undoing the buttons on his shirt. He could hear Lou on the other end 

drumming his fingers on something, maybe a kitchen table.  

A regular party, Max said. Working in a Navy coroner’s office. Swell time. 

Just watch him shoot, Lou said and hung up the phone. 

Max laid the receiver on the bed, on top of his tie and hat, and undid the rest of 

his buttons. The dial tone hummed, but he didn’t care. He rubbed his hands together 

and tried to remember exactly how dead skin felt. Then he thought of something else. 

Weak winter sun. Sand. The bay. Seagulls. The way his shore patrol band felt 

on his arm. A little too tight. The SP in white. His baton, a little too heavy. It was early 

in the morning and all the sailors had gone. For some reason, on the shore, in the bay, 

it was just him. He’d  been whistling. The wind. The water. In the distance, a bridge. 

A child bobbing in the surf. He’d been tired and his eyes weren’t sure. And then the 

waves turned it and he knew. He knew he should call the police. Wade into the water 

and drag it out. Yell until someone else came. But he didn’t. He was so tired. He knew 

how heavy a wet body would be. How the skin would feel, cold like the nose of a dog. 
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It’s none of my business, he’d told himself. Just forget all about it. And he kept going, 

his baton swinging and hitting his leg. Later, he looked for it in the newspaper but 

there’d been no mention. Later, he thought about it all the time.  

He thought about calling Lou back, but decided against it. Just forget all about 

it, he said. 

His wife opened the door and came and hung up the phone. Rusty padded in 

right behind her. She picked up his hat, hung up his tie, folded his shirt. Rusty wagged 

his tail and pushed his nose against his hand. She smiled at him, and Rusty’s tail 

knocked against her legs.  

Some people have normal husbands, she said. 

Max laughed. They both laughed. 

 

 

The rest of the week went slowly. Lou flatly refused to join him for coffee. On 

Tuesday he claimed he was needed for an emergency root canal. Wednesday, a 

chipped tooth. Thursday, bridgework. Friday, gingivitis.  

I get the point, Max said. 

Just watch him shoot, Lou said. 

On Saturday, Max woke up early. His wife and children were still asleep, and 

even Rusty seemed tired. Come on boy, he said as he loaded his old rig. Rifle, shells, a 

knife, sandwiches, a thermos of coffee. He opened the trunk and spread an old tarp for 

the dead birds. He hadn’t gotten a deer permit this year, but he decided he didn’t care. 
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The morning air was cold, silent, still. It would be a good day, with blue skies and 

minimal wind. The rig started slowly. It’ll snow soon, he told the dog. Rusty curled up 

on the back seat, resting his snout on the butt of the rifle. 

Unter was waiting in front of his shop, leaning against a gun case, wearing 

funny looking plus twos, bright yellow socks, and a tweed jacket. He looked like a 

movie extra. Max parked the car but didn’t bother getting out. Instead, he reached over 

and opened the passenger door. Rusty sat up and started panting. Unter climbed in, 

turned towards the back seat, carefully set his gun down on the car floor, and patted 

Rusty. 

You look ridiculous, Max said. 

Unter agreed, but he was smiling. 

Max told Unter he was taking him to his favorite spot. A stretch of land that 

bordered the Missouri River. Tall grass, good shelterbelts. Grouse. Pheasants. 

Belonged to a rancher, one of his best insurance clients. Land was posted, but Max 

was allowed access, or rather, in the fall he could hunt, wander the land, and in return 

the rancher paid less for his insurance. Worked out for everyone. Had to watch out for 

cattle, though. A few years ago he’d gotten mixed up and wandered into a pasture with 

the rancher’s prize bull. 

What happened, Unter said. He reached down and adjusted his yellow socks. 

Nothing, I ran fast, Max said. An innocent mistake, that’s all. 
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The drive took a little over an hour. Max rolled his window down. Rusty kept 

panting and shifting around in the back seat. Unter didn’t say much. He kept his hands 

folded in his lap and looked out his window, but he didn’t roll it down. 

Do you like hunting, Unter said. 

Max was surprised by the question. 

No, he said. I like the sun, the air, the quiet. But if I come home empty-handed, 

my wife wouldn’t understand.  

He didn’t tell Unter that he liked watching the bird fall from the sky, and his 

dog track it, then carry it back to him with a soft mouth, but that he was sad when he 

laid the birds out in the back of his trunk. Their glassy eyes. The broken feathers. 

Somehow the birds became different when he got them home. A sort of souvenir. And 

even later, it was something else entirely, and he laughed, reminding the children to 

chew carefully, to watch for BBs.  

The sun was out now, the morning no longer so early, and he turned the rig 

onto the bumpy gravel ranch road. As they got closer to the house, a big collie started 

chasing the car and Rusty started barking. A man came out of the house and leaned 

against the porch. A woman followed him. She wiped her hands on an apron.  

This will just take a few minutes, Max said. I want to let them know we’re out 

there, see where we can wander. Just wait here. 

Max rolled up his window and let Rusty out of the car. He didn’t want Unter to 

hear him explain who was with him. 
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He came back to the car with two fresh buns. He opened the door and whistled 

for Rusty. 

Here, Max said as he handed Unter one of the buns. We can hunt the south 

fields. 

They drove a while more, parked the car, and hopped the barb wire fence. 

Unter’s plus twos caught on a barb and he laughed as he cut himself free with a pocket 

knife. He told Max to look at some big sunflowers. Imagine them in a vase, he told 

him. Just imagine. 

Rusty ran out ahead and the day was warm. The grass, brown, dry. They 

walked for a while, carrying their rifles, and everything was quiet. Max kept touching 

the dog whistle around his neck. The wind was still and they didn’t see or hear any 

birds. After a while they stopped, had some coffee, and while they drank, the wind 

came up. 

The wind’s a good sign, Unter said.  

Where did you go with Lou last week? 

Lou’s a bit strange, Unter said. 

Oh, Lou’s alright. He just had a hard war. 

We were out all day, Lou shot a few birds and then I shot one. 

He loves to hunt, Max said. 

After I shot one, he wanted to go home. He didn’t say a word the rest of the 

day. 

Maybe he was tired, Max said. 
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No, it wasn’t that. I know it wasn’t that, Unter said. 

Suddenly there were geese overhead. They flew low, calling to one another. 

Max shrugged and screwed the cap back on the thermos.  

Maybe Lou just wanted to know where you learned how to shoot, Max said. 

But Unter seemed not to hear. He was straightening his socks, loading his gun, 

walking briskly away, toward the geese. Somewhere in the distance Rusty barked.  

It was a good afternoon. Max shot two geese. Rusty, with his soft retriever’s 

mouth, the birds’ necks dangling as he ran, brought them back and dropped them at 

their feet. Max told him he was a good dog. Unter didn’t shoot a thing. He trailed 

behind. He clipped a few sunflowers and carried them at his side along with his loaded 

rifle. They both laughed as they scrambled down the banks of the Missouri. They both 

laughed as Rusty swam out to the middle of the river, turned around, and shook all 

over them on the shore.  

Aw, what does Lou know, Max said. 

He slapped Unter on the back when he said it. He wanted Unter to know that 

the past had to stay in the past.  

It’s getting late, Unter said as he turned away. 

True, Max said. It’ll be dark sooner than later. 

Max put the dog whistle to his lips and blew. They started up the river bank, 

back to the top of the bluff. Rusty ran to them, and then past them, running ahead, 

barking at the sky. 
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But on the way through the field, on the way back to the car, Max tripped. He 

tripped and his gun went off. 

The gun—it was an accident—the gun had gone off. He was sure, he swore to 

Christ, that the safety had been on. The shot scared him, and as he tripped and fell he 

checked over his body. Hell, he said, shit. He wasn’t sure where the shot had gone. 

But he knew Unter, at least, was safe behind him. 

Before he stood up he started to whistle. Here boy, here Rusty. He heard birds 

in the trees, he heard the wind, and wasn’t the day beautiful. The sun, warm and 

round. Unter came up behind him, asked if he was OK. Where was that damn dog? 

Rusty came. He heard the whistle and he came. He struggled along, just like 

deer did when a bullet didn’t quite hit the mark. Dying slowly. And Unter, seeming to 

understand, raised his rifle to his hip and shot.  

They didn’t move for a long time and everything was still.  

I never killed a man, Max finally said. 

You still haven’t, Unter said.  

Unter pulled the petals off the sunflowers he’d cut hours earlier. Max had 

unloaded his gun and put the shells back into his pocket. Three were missing—two for 

the birds, one for the dog.  

In the Navy I never had to deal with blood, Max said. Bodies, yes, but bodies 

don’t bleed. 

It’s getting dark, Unter said as he picked off a burr that had gotten stuck on his 

plus twos. 
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Max carried Rusty to the car. Rusty was heavy, and at first he tried to carry the 

dog in his arms, but halfway to the car he had to stop, rearrange, find a better way to 

move the deadweight. He took the dog whistle off his neck and dropped it in the grass. 

Unter carried both their rifles and their thermoses and held the dead geese gingerly by 

their necks.  

Unter opened the trunk for Max, and Max laid Rusty down on the tarp, the 

geese next to him, and they drove home. They didn’t stop at the rancher’s house, even 

though it was something he usually did, even though the collie chased them down the 

road, and one of the rancher’s sons came out to the porch and waved.  

Lou’s a sonofabitch, Max said.  

I never hunted with my father. He never taught me how to shoot, Unter said as 

he rolled down his window and threw a handful of sunflower petals out into the 

evening air.  

Then Lou’s right, Max said, and Unter rolled up his window.  

Yes, Unter said. 

  

 

By the time they reached the town it was dark. At a red light he stopped the car 

too fast and they could both hear Rusty slide around in the trunk.  

Max parked the car in front of the flower shop and told Unter to take the two 

birds from the trunk, but Unter said he didn’t know what to do with them, he was very 

sorry, but he just didn’t know how to clean them.  
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On the way home Max stopped at a service station payphone. He called his 

wife and told her. He said: don’t let the children out, the dog is dead.  

And when she didn’t say anything back, he told her again.  

I told you that dog wasn’t quite right, she said. 

He was a good dog, Max said. 

He thought she might be crying then, but he didn’t say anything about that. 

When he got home his wife was waiting alone on the front steps. He told her 

he’d tripped. His hunting boots, old, worn—he’d had them for at least eight years 

now—were clumsy. 

And the dog? She wanted to know. It was an accident, wasn’t it? 

He opened the trunk and she went back in the house and came out again with a 

pink sheet, one of the extras from her linen closet, and tucked it around the dog.  

He wasn’t normal, the way he barked at shadows and watched fish, she said, 

and he agreed.  

She turned on the light inside the garage and spread out newspaper, and he 

carried the two dead geese to her and then went back to shut the trunk. She watched as 

he cleaned the birds, and she watched as he split open their gullets, which were stuffed 

with sunflower seeds and a little corn. And he remembered that once, when they were 

first married, out of habit, he’d cut a Y cut into a bird he was cleaning, and she’d 

gotten angry and told him he’d better not waste any of the meat. He wanted to ask her 

if she remembered that, but she was standing there with her hands on her hips and her 

nose a little red from crying, and he decided not to. Instead, he cut up the meat and put 
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it into a metal pan, and she took the pan from his hands and went back to the house. 

Once she was gone, he cut off one of the geese’s wings, opened the trunk, and tucked 

it in with Rusty.  

  

On Monday, Max went to the café early. He knew Lou would join him. He 

knew Lou wanted to know. Lou was smiling when he came in, whistling some 

familiar song. He’d left his dentist smock on and the pocket had a tooth. Lou stopped 

at the counter, picked up two cups of coffee, and carried them over himself. 

What did you think of his shot, Lou said. 

Accurate, it was dead on accurate, Max said. 

But I’m right, aren’t I? 

Ask him yourself, Max said and got up and left. 

It was a beautiful Monday and he decided that if he felt like it he could have a 

few more hours out in the country. He had to bury Rusty and his wife decided that it 

better not be in their backyard. He had an idea. It had been raining, but that meant 

nothing at all. Actually, it helped. The earth would be soft from the rain. Easy to dig. 

He’d find a spot down by the river. It was great to be away from the office—just him 

and the dog. California had been some kind of beautiful, he thought. So different from 

the Plains. He looked at the sky, which was still grey from the rain, and knew it would 

snow sooner than later, and told the dog this, even though the dog was still and cold in 

the trunk of the car. To hell with Lou, he said. To hell with Unter. And he told the dog 

all kinds of stories he’d never told anyone else. Most people have war stories, he told 
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the dog. He said: It was the end of summer, Lake Ida in Minnesota, and I thought I 

was going to die from the wheat dust. I was ten years old. The doctor had told my aunt 

to take me away to the water, to Lake Ida for some air. So there we were, but despite 

the water there was still wheat dust and grass, and whatever else grows in August. Hay 

fever. She and I were staying in a rented cabin, taking the air. My uncle stayed home 

to work, but sometimes came weekends. Everyday she rowed me out to the middle of 

the lake and I’d breathe for a while, then she’d row me back and make lunch. Once I 

caught her crying, and I knew then that she thought I might die just like my mother 

had from TB. The thought of it, the unfairness of it, made me angry, and I took a jar of 

mustard from the table and smashed it on the cabin floor. And my aunt, she turned, 

wiping her face with the backs of her hands, and started laughing. I recall exactly what 

she said. She said, no mustard for your sandwiches today. It made me so angry.  

And as they drove along, down the bumpy gravel roads, the shovel bounced off 

the backseat and landed on a bouquet of sunflowers. And as they bounced along, the 

dog slid around in the trunk.  

  

 

Two weeks later, when Max drove up to his house, his children were outside 

chasing two Springer Spaniel pups. One of the pups looked much smaller than the 

other. One of its legs seemed shorter than its others. The runt, maybe. The kind of dog, 

Max thought, that stayed home to clean up the crumbs the children dropped during 

breakfast. A family dog. But the other was surely the pick of the litter. The other pup 
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was the kind of pup that grew up to grace the covers of Gun Dog and Field and 

Stream. A dog like that cost money. His wife came out to his car and instead of getting 

out, he rolled down his window.  

From Lou Anderson, she said. Some patient paid him in purebred puppies.  

Max swore, rolled up the window, got out of the car and walked into the house. 

He stopped at the kitchen table and took off his hat, his tie, his cufflinks, and from 

outside he could hear his wife say loudly to the children: Sometimes I don’t think your 

father’s normal.  
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Cotton Wrinkles 

 

 

That night they only got as far as Medora. Hadn’t even crossed the state line. 

Willa told Max that at the rate they were going they’d never make it to San Francisco. 

Didn’t he remember they only had three weeks before they had to pick up the kids, 

send Bobby off to college? And if she had to be honest, she didn’t want to be gone all 

three of those weeks. She had stuff to get done for fall—canning, school supplies, 

airing the sweaters and wool pants. Besides, who had ever heard of a three-week 

vacation? 

We’ll make it in plenty of time, he said. This trip, you know it’s important. I 

want to go back, I want to see what’s changed, what I remember. And what’s the 

hurry? If we hurried today we’d never be having this steak dinner for two.   

He watched her play with her fork and then put it down. She looked over her 

shoulder and then directly at him. But she was smiling, that much he could be sure of. 

A waiter stopped at their table, asked if there was anything else he could get for them. 

The nerve of this man, she said. He takes me on a five-hour drive to the state 

line to a place where you sit outside and eat a steak that’s been skewered on a 

pitchfork and held over a bonfire. 

In that case, I’ll bring you the bill, the waiter said.  

Max nodded, but he could tell she wasn’t actually mad.  
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We’re going to have to tip him extra now, he said. 

She laughed and asked him, not for the first time, if he thought the kids would 

be all right. They had left four of their five kids with her brother and his wife, 

Babbette. Their oldest son was staying at home, working a few days a week for their 

insurance business, but mostly, as Max put it, Bobby was just wasting his time until he 

could move out and waste time at the university. Max told her not to worry, that she 

could call up Babbette tomorrow, see how everyone was, make sure there hadn’t been 

any fires or severe cases of the mumps, before they kept driving west.   

The first day, the day they had gotten only to the state line, they had taken 

what the map called the scenic route. They drove from Minot through Fort Berthold, 

where they stopped for lunch. They made other stops along the way, mostly to visit 

insurance clients, ones Max had known for years. They ate sour cream and raisin pie at 

a farmhouse just outside of Dickinson. When they’d finally reached Medora Willa 

said, I just never can remember why they call this place the Badlands.  

The next morning they woke up early, at dawn, and over breakfast decided that 

they didn’t really feel like driving through Montana. You start driving in Montana and 

you’re still driving through Montana the next day. Better to go down through South 

Dakota. In the long run, it might be even faster. Nothing to stop there for. No, 

especially since they’d taken the children to see Mount Rushmore years ago and at this 

stage in life they didn’t need to see it again. So they drove through South Dakota, 

spent the night in Laramie, Wyoming. After dinner they stopped at a payphone so 

Willa could call Babbette. Max leaned against the phone and read the local evening 
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paper: someone won a prize for crossbreeding hardier sheep, a notice about a public 

land sale, and a small article about some new sticky situation in Vietnam.  

Babbette wants to know how our trek across America is going, Willa said. 

She held the phone against her ear with her shoulder. She was smiling. He 

rolled up the newspaper, but before he could say anything she turned back to the 

phone. You know Max, he heard her say into the phone, so far so good. She looked 

happy but he knew she wasn’t sure why they were going on this trip. She didn’t 

understand why it had to be San Francisco. And it had to be San Francisco. A month 

ago, when he told her he wanted to go on a road trip, one just with her, she’d 

suggested driving to New York City. Maybe drive to Niagara Falls—it would be just 

like a second honeymoon. Or why not Atlantic City? She’d never been east of Chicago 

or south of St. Louis. They could drive to someplace in Florida. She’d never seen the 

ocean. Sure, it must be hot in Florida around the middle of August, but a little ocean 

breeze would make things all right. And really, going to Florida in August was a great 

way to save. The off season, didn’t he know? And he’d told her no, it had to be San 

Francisco. He was feeling, well, just a little nostalgic. Besides, she could see the ocean 

there.  

For crying out loud, she said, you were in San Francisco twenty-five years ago. 

You didn’t even like it then. You didn’t like being in the Navy. The people you served 

with, they left a long time ago. What’s there to see? What’s there to feel nostalgic 

about? 
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He couldn’t tell her that once he’d had friends there, a wife and husband, and a 

shoe advertisement in a magazine had made him think of them, well made him think 

of the wife specifically. He’d been sitting at the mechanics waiting for a new set of 

tires to be installed. There’d been magazines. Life and Look and National Geographic. 

The usual waiting room stuff, and they had bent pages and were all flipped open at 

random, which is usually the case with waiting room magazines. He happened to glace 

at one of the ads and see the leg, the blue shoe, the details in the ankle bones. He 

flipped to the cover and realized it was an ad in Look. The leg made him feel curious, 

nostalgic even, and for a moment he wasn’t exactly why. The blue shoe was just a 

shoe. His wife had two pairs, although not blue, that looked similar. It was the ankle 

bones. He had known a woman once who had ankle bones just as delicate, just as 

perfect. She’d been a dancer, and he supposed this explained her nicely turned foot. 

She’d been married, and he’d been friends with the husband too. Betty and Sam 

Wong.  

His urge to visit San Francisco had started then, and by the time the mechanic 

told him his tires were finished, he’d made up his mind to go and look up Sam and 

Betty. But he didn’t think Willa would understand this sudden desire, a soft spot for a 

finely turned ankle. So he waited until the right moment. They’d been sitting at the 

kitchen table. It was late at night, most of their children were asleep. Bobby was out 

somewhere with his new girlfriend, Sandy.  Max had mentioned this trip casually, but 

he knew that she understood he was serious.  

I just want to see what I remember, he’d said. A vacation would do us good. 
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She’d asked him if he was having some kind of midlife crisis. Her friend Dot’s 

husband had bought an old motorcycle last month—not even a week after their oldest 

daughter had gotten married. He’d told Dot he just wanted to have something to fiddle 

around with in his old age, and then he took it out for a spin, got drunk, and spent the 

night in jail. Dot was dead sure it was a midlife crisis.  

California had been some kind of beautiful, Max said. 

The problem isn’t what you remember but what you’ve forgotten, she’d said. 

But now, as he watched her talk to Babbette on the pay phone, he thought that 

maybe she understood, or was at least willing to pretend that she did. Which, he 

decided, was good enough for him. 

 

 

Max insisted they stop the car outside Salt Lake City—first at the Great Salt 

Lake, and then at a little rest stop out on the Salt Flats.  

If we keep stopping we’ll never get to San Francisco. We’ll never get home, 

Willa said.  

But it looks just like snow, Max said.  

If you wanted to see snow we could have stayed home and waited a few 

months, she said.  

Max turned to watch a mother and two sons posing for a photograph, the father 

holding the camera. One of the boys kept asking his mother if she was sure it was salt. 

If it was just salt, why wouldn’t they let him taste it? Because, the mother said, God 
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only knows where that salt had been. When the boy kept asking, his mother told him 

to ask his father. His father yelled. Didn’t the kid just hear his mother? She was 

speaking in plain English, for chrissake. He better not put any salt in his mouth, not if 

he knew what was good for him. 

Max turned to Willa. She pushed the salt around with her foot, ignoring the 

family.  The land, an endless white, made her hair look very black. She bent down to 

brush the wet salt off her shoes, and he noticed her old plastic charm bracelet dangling 

from her wrist. She hadn’t worn it for ages. She’d had it on the first time they’d met. 

He’d almost married that other girl instead. And before that there had been other girls, 

including Betty. But that was then. 

Do you still have that old plastic charm I gave you? 

I suppose, she said.  

Maybe I can get you another one when I take you to the amusement park they 

have down at the beach, he said. 

You know I get motion sick, she said. 

She stood, her hand on her hip, and watched the family with the two boys 

leave.  

Once, I took this girl there, on the rollercoaster. Big Dipper, I think it was 

called. She got so sick that I had to get a new uniform. 

Willa shrugged and said that if that kid was one of theirs, she’d let him eat a 

just a little salt. It couldn’t hurt him, not really.  
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They crossed Nevada in only a day. He hated Nevada. He imagined snakes 

crossing the sand. Snakes and heat. They stopped only for lunch in some dusty desert 

town, one that consisted of a filling station, a lunch counter, and a building with no 

sign and no windows that Willa insisted was occupied by what she called scarlet 

dancers.  

He bought a newspaper at the filling station and read it while they ate. The 

paper came from Las Vegas and was already two days old. The front page had an 

article about a new circus-themed casino opening that October. The article under that 

was about a showgirl who had turned up dead, and the paper was calling it the Lazy 

Legs Murder. England was sending troops temporarily to Ireland. Someone had 

developed a prototype for a supersonic jet. Updates about the Summer Olympics in 

Mexico. A small back page dedicated to entertainment and culture. Movie listings. 

Numbers for private showgirls. A list of best sellers lifted off the wire from New 

York. A new book review. An up and coming novelist, the voice of a certain 

generation. The review said the novelist had been born in North Dakota back in 1924. 

Why, Max thought, they were almost the same age. Had been born only a few towns 

apart. They’d both served in the Navy during the war. The novelist on the sea and he 

on the shore. Max looked at his picture, but the black and white had smeared from the 

newspaper press. Poor quality, papers these days. There had been foggy days in San 

Francisco. Standing on the docks, watching the ships go out, shore patrol. SP. The 

brass buttons on his coat kept falling off, the metal cut through the thread. Sitting on 

his cot sewing them back on. Max read the book review again. The loneliness of 
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winter. The paralyzing effect of rural isolation. The reviewer gave it three and a half 

stars—certainly a name to watch. Max tried to show Willa, but she saw the article on 

Lazy Legs and snatched the paper from his hands.  

There’s a guy from North Dakota in there, Max said, wrote a book. 

Let’s go to Vegas, Willa said. 

There’s bound to be bookstores somewhere in San Francisco. I’m going to pick 

up a copy. 

I have a good feeling, a lucky feeling about Vegas, Willa said.  

So did Lazy Legs, Max said. 

Willa flipped the paper over, and Max pointed to the book review. She sighed, 

but read the article. 

You got it all wrong, she said. This guy was only born in North Dakota. Says 

here he grew up in Ohio. Who wants to read about Ohio?  

 

 

The night they finally arrived in San Francisco, they ate seafood in the hotel’s 

restaurant and then drove to an old lookout point that Max remembered. They were 

tired, but they drove to the lookout point because even though it was dark, Willa 

insisted on seeing the ocean. They sat in the car with the engine off and the windows 

rolled down. They could hear the waves and the water. Willa said they should 

probably go back to the hotel and call Babbette, check on the kids, call Bobby, and 

Max said it was just exactly how he remembered—maybe better even.  
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But after a night’s sleep he wasn’t so sure. He got lost trying to find a 

bookstore, one that he found out no longer existed. He finally stopped and asked some 

longhaired kid who was sitting on the corner strumming a pink ukulele where the 

bookstore should have been.. The kid kept singing until Max gave him a dollar. But he 

didn’t know about any bookstores in the area. 

No one reads anymore, he said. 

But this book just came out, Max said. 

The kid considered this, and rubbed his chin.  

It’s all about making music these days. If you have something to say, you’d 

better do it through song. But whatever you do, don’t write it down and don’t go 

looking to read about it, the kid said. 

Max thought that the kid looked a little bit like his son. They must be about the 

same age.  He tried to remember what the book review had said.  

This book is about important things, like isolation and winter, Max said. 

You got it all wrong. There’s no meaning in books, the kid said. These days, 

it’s all about summer and love.  

Max gave him another dollar. He just wanted to know where a phone booth 

was, one with a complete phonebook. He had to find someone and he didn’t want any 

of the pages missing. The kid jerked a thumb down the street and started playing the 

ukulele again. Come to think of it, the kid didn’t really look much like Bobby at all. 

Bobby had shorter hair. No son of his would lounge around playing a tiny pink guitar.  
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He found the phone booth easily enough. He tried to shut the glass door, but it 

smelled like urine so he propped it open with his foot. But there was a phonebook. He 

ripped out the listings of bookstores and put them into his back pocket. He started 

paging through the residential listings but gave up. He couldn’t remember anyone’s 

last name. And to be honest, he wondered if anyone had stuck around. He certainly 

hadn’t.  

Willa was waiting in the hotel lobby reading tourist brochures.  

It’s about time, she said.  

I think I’ll go up to the room and take a nap, he said.  

Babbette called, Willa said.  

On second thought, I’m not that tired, he said. 

Two of the kids came down with a cold, but she said she’s managing it all just 

fine. 

Forget the nap. Let’s go for a walk. I want to look up this nightclub in 

Chinatown. 

We’d better call Bobby, make sure the house is still standing. 

Do you want to go or not? 

That depends on how nice of a place you’re taking us to, she said.  

The Jade was the real McCoy, Max said. I used to be friends with one of the 

floor shows. A married couple that danced. They sent me a letter once, after I left. 

Told me they were going to be extras in some movie.  

I’ll go put on my walking shoes, Willa said. 
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It took them a long time to walk to Chinatown. Willa kept stopping, looking in 

shop windows, pointing at all the kids lounging in the streets. She stopped and gave a 

five dollar bill to one girl holding a cardboard sign that asked for change to call her 

mother. Max told her not to waste money. That girl was certainly not one to call her 

mother. In fact, he doubted that girls like that had mothers. Willa told him that it was 

ridiculous to go to a nightclub in the middle of the afternoon looking for a pair of 

dancers who were now old enough to suffer from arthritis.  

The street out front looked the same. Same little laundromat on the corner. 

Same little noodle shop. And the Jade looked the same too. Except the front doors. 

The doors used to be red, but now they were gold. The sign out front said it was 

closed, but Max push one of the doors open anyway. He told Willa to wait outside, he 

just wanted to pop in—ask about that dancing act.  

Most of the club was dark. The only light came from behind the bar. The floor 

had carpet now. He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it under his feet. Maybe people 

didn’t dance anymore. Things came back to him in the dark. Betty and Sam. Tried to 

make it in the movies. The movies didn’t want them. The movies wanted girls like 

Ginger Rogers and men like Fred Astaire. Sam and Betty managed to become extras 

just once. That was it. That’s how these things go, he said out loud.  

The room was empty, and when no one came out from the shadows, or some 

side office, he walked behind the bar and rummaged for another phonebook. Still, he 

was surprised when he found their listing.   
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Everything felt all right. It had been winter when he first went to the Jade. 

Went with some guys he’d met. The guys had been waiting to ship out. A Pacific tour. 

Someone had got it in their head that they needed a night at a club. Someplace swanky 

with cigarette girls and a band. Floorshows. A lounge singer. Real cocktails. Class. 

Not glasses of beer. Glasses that came with olives on toothpicks. And Max had agreed, 

even though he wasn’t going anywhere soon. He had wanted to meet a girl, or maybe 

new friends, someone else who was sticking around just like him. When Betty and 

Sam finished their act they each selected a member from the audience to whirl around 

with on the floor. Betty picked him. Later Sam told him that kind of thing was good 

for business. If the audience member can’t dance everyone laughs. If they can dance—

well, people appreciate a good time. Max was a regular at the Jade after that. 

Sometimes he took a girl. Mostly, he’d gone alone, and waited for Betty to pick him. 

He took a bar napkin and wrote down the number, and because no one was 

around, he poured himself a shot of whatever was in the nearest open bottle.  

You haven’t been in there drinking, Willa said when she saw him. She had 

pressed herself up against the building. 

She had taken off one of her shoes and was shaking out her stocking.  

You shouldn’t just leave me on the sidewalk. I’m not sure I like this 

neighborhood, she said. Too many neon signs, and I can’t read what they’re supposed 

to mean.  

She leaned against the wall. Behind her, a poster advertised a tour of a fortune 

cookie factory. Max waited for her to finish rearranging herself and told her that he’d 
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found what he was looking for. Now he was going to find a payphone and plan their 

evening. Didn’t she want to meet some of his old friends? He wanted to look up a 

couple that he used to spend quite a bit of time with. He hoped she’d like them. He 

remembered the wife as kind. Willa told him that she wanted to go shopping, and she 

still had to call Bobby, and just why was it that every time she went out of town all of 

her stockings got runs or bunched up? 

 

 

When Max called Sam and Betty, it was Sam who answered, and when Max 

told Sam who was calling, Sam said he still sounded the same, the same old Max, even 

after all these long years. Sam told him to hold the phone—he wanted to tell Betty. By 

the time Max hung up they’d been invited over for drinks and dinner. After all, what 

were so many years between friends? 

Max handed the phone over to Willa. She had a stack of coins ready in her 

hand.  

Squeeze out of the booth first, she said. We won’t both fit. 

If you get hold of Bobby, let me have the phone a minute. I need to tell him 

something, Max said.  

But Bobby didn’t answer, and Willa sighed as she tried the number again. 

Maybe he’s out mowing the lawn, she said. 

You’re not worried, Max said.  

Willa put the change back into her purse and looked at him.  
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You know Bobby, she said. Probably went out with some friends.  Maybe he’s 

at Sandy’s house. Maybe he’s over helping Babbette. Really, he’s a good boy.  

Well, I just wanted to make sure he’s taking in the mail. Keeping things going 

at the office. He was supposed to send some forms out to a client, Max said. 

I thought you wanted him to get a taste of life on his own two feet? 

Never mind, he said. 

 If you want me to meet those friends of yours I’m going to need new 

stockings, Willa said.  

 

 

 Max told Willa they better leave the car at the hotel and take a taxi. Who 

wanted to worry about parking on narrow streets. Sam and Betty lived in a small but 

nice apartment at the top of one of those San Francisco streets that go straight up. The 

drive made Willa nervous and the taxi driver kept telling her to calm down, so Max 

felt he better tip the guy just a little extra. Right before they knocked on the door Willa 

turned and told him that they should have brought something, wine or some flowers. 

His friends were going to think they were inconsiderate. But before he could say 

anything the door opened. How strange, Max thought, because he didn’t recognize the 

man at the door at all. Sam’s hair had gone gray and he now wore glasses. He hoped 

Betty wasn’t gray.  

Heard a noise and saw you through the keyhole, Sam said.  

My wife, Max said and pointed to Willa. 
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A pleasure. Betty’s in the kitchen, Sam said.  

  

 

They sat in the little living room drinking highballs, occasionally refilling their 

glasses with ice or seltzer from a tray on a little side table. Max sat next to Sam, and 

directly across from them sat Willa and Betty. Betty wore purple hostess pajamas and 

a sheer white apron. Max noticed that Willa kept looking at them, and he knew that 

she would never wear such a getup. Which, he thought as he watched Betty take a sip 

of her drink, was a shame. Betty looked good, no gray hair, no spreading middle. She 

looked like the dancer he remembered, ankles and all. He looked at Willa. Willa 

wasn’t gray either, although he supposed it was just a matter of time. She wasn’t 

wearing her old charm bracelet. She had her ankles crossed. The nylons he’d bought 

her that afternoon showed from her calf down. Betty wasn’t wearing nylons. He 

wondered if it would be all right if he had some more gin.  

Max tells me you were in the movies, Willa said.  

Only once, and it was a long time ago, Betty said. 

You wrote me about it. It was the last time we heard from each other, Max 

said.  

It was one of those cheap murder mysteries. Producer wanted what he called 

an exotic flavor, Sam said. 
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Betty frowned, and Max remembered. He’d seen the movie twice. Both times 

he’d gone alone. Not much of a plot. Sam and Betty had only three tiny scenes. 

Although one, Max recalled, was a long dance number. 

We thought we were going to dance our way to stardom, Betty said.  

Sam got up and went to the side table. He fiddled with the seltzer siphon. He 

picked up the gin bottle, and sloshed it around.  

Almost gone, he said. 

We had a dance number, Betty said. The same one we were doing in clubs at 

the time. We did it for the film. Paid us fifty dollars each. 

Betty’s character got killed off, Sam said. The killer pushed her off the roof of 

the nightclub. 

Max held his glass out to Sam but kept his eyes on Betty. In the film the 

camera had cut away from Betty’s face to a close-up of a single falling shoe. He’d 

dropped his popcorn, surprised at how frightened Betty looked on the screen, surprised 

at the small size of her shoe. 

How exciting, Willa said. 

After the movie, we bought a little grocery store, Sam said. 

Why didn’t you keep on at the Jade? 

Sam had a funny idea that there was more of a future in canned soup and heads 

of lettuce, Betty said. 

The way I remember it, no one came close to you on the dance floor, Max said. 
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Sam set Max’s glass down next to the almost empty bottle of gin. Willa 

uncrossed her ankles, stretched them out, and re-crossed them. Her nylons looked 

bunchy, saggy even. Betty stood up and said that she was sure the roast was ready.  

 

There was wine with dinner. And maybe it was the wine, or maybe the gin 

he’d already had, but when Willa asked Betty if they had any kids, Max started to 

worry about Bobby on his own. But he didn’t say anything, and Betty said they didn’t 

have any, that they’d tried, came close even, but in the end it was just her and Sam. 

This shut Willa’s mouth. She sat there chewing her roast beef, looking at her plate.  

I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so nosy, she said.  

How many do you have, Betty said. 

Maybe it was the gin, maybe the wine, but Max told Betty they had too many, 

and Willa told Betty that their oldest was about to go away to college come fall, and 

Sam asked if they didn’t worry about the current situation overseas, what with a boy 

his age.  

He’ll be fine if he stays in school, Willa said. 

I heard they’re changing that, Betty said. 

Does he have a draft card? 

Not yet, Willa said. 

He didn’t answer the phone when we called today, Max said. It’s the first time 

we’ve left him alone.  

Anyone want more peas?  
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He wouldn’t get his card while we’re away, Willa said. 

If he pulls low he’ll go, Max said. 

Over my dead body, Willa said. 

There’s always Canada, Sam said. 

Back home Canada is only two hours away, Willa said. 

Maybe that’s why he didn’t answer, Betty said. 

She smiled and handed Max the peas. The purple silk on her sleeve brushed 

against his hand. Under the table Willa kicked his leg, and Sam shook his head and 

said he was sorry, sometimes his wife just wasn’t funny.   

By dessert Max was sure his leg was bruised. Every time Betty opened her 

mouth, Willa kicked him. Maybe it was the way Betty kept brushing his arm, passing 

him silverware, peas, more roast. Willa kicked him when Betty said things like how 

she just couldn’t stand all those new synthetic fabrics. She might be the wife of a 

grocer, but she wasn’t cheap. She preferred silk, maybe cotton. She kicked him after 

Betty said how poor of a dancer Max had been, how as darling as he was, he had just 

never seemed to get the hang of it no matter how many times she’d dance with him. 

Why, they’d danced almost every single night. He never improved. Willa kicked him 

the hardest when Betty said that if their son had lived to be born she’d send him to 

Vietnam. It was un-American for anyone to think otherwise. Kick, kick, kick. This 

kicking made up his mind. He agreed with Betty. No son of his was going to shirk his 

duties. He sure as hell hadn’t. Just because he’d been stuck in San Francisco the whole 

damn time wasn’t any reason for Bobby to up and jump the border. He was going to 
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call him just as soon as they got back to the hotel, and by God, Bobby better answer. 

He had a thing or two he wanted to tell his kid about being a man. Betty smiled. But 

Sam shook his head and tried to change the subject. Willa went on kicking. By the 

time Betty brought out a carrot cake, the candles on the table had burned low and 

dripped wax all over the lace tablecloth. Sam opened a bottle of dessert wine. Poor 

Sam, Max thought, just a grocer. 

To old friends, Sam said. 

To old friends and their wives, Betty said.  

To Ginger Rogers, Willa said. 

Sam lowered his glass, and Betty was the first to take a sip. 

Sometimes my wife just isn’t funny, Max said. 

Maybe it was because Betty laughed, maybe it was because Willa’s ankles 

were stronger than Betty’s,  but Max turned to Willa and yelled that she better stop 

kicking him. These were his friends. What did she know about it? And no matter what 

Bobby’s draft card said, if he was called he was going to go. Hadn’t they done their 

best to raise an all-American kid? A good boy? Not some kid that ran around with his 

girlfriend all day? She didn’t know what it was like being the guy stuck back home.  

Sam put the cork back into the dessert wine. Willa examined her dessert fork. 

Max felt Betty’s purple silk sleeve, her hand come to a rest on his arm. He turned 

towards her. She looked terrified, her beautiful face, terrified, just like in that old 

movie. That one tiny shoe, falling, and falling. After watching that scene he’d dreamt 
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for nights afterwards that he was standing on the sidewalk waiting to catch that one 

perfect little shoe.  

 

 

Sam called them a taxi. When he shook Max’s hand he said that he supposed it 

would be another twenty years. Betty hadn’t said goodbye. Willa didn’t speak to Max 

the entire way back to the hotel, not even when he paid the driver to make a detour, to 

drive them over the Golden Gate bridge, not even when he rubbed his leg and said that 

he was sorry, it must have been all those gin and tonics doing the talking.   

When they got to the hotel Willa headed straight towards the elevators, and 

went right into their room. Max told her that next time he’d listen to her. They’d 

vacation in Vegas. Or go to Florida. Hadn’t she always wanted to go to Florida? She 

sat on the double bed, carefully unrolling her new nylons off her feet.  

We’ll see, she said. She got up, went to the bathroom, and shut the door. 

 Max tried to call Bobby while Willa was in the bathtub. But Bobby didn’t 

answer. He was going to call Babbette, see if she knew where in the hell the kid was, 

but decided it was too late back home. He took the room key and rode the elevator 

down to the lobby. He asked the night clerk for an evening paper, but the clerk had 

just given away the last one.  

If my wife calls down looking for me tell her I went for a walk, Max said. 

The night air was cold. He regretted not taking a sweater. He jammed his 

hands into his pockets. The best way to keep warm was to keep walking. The streets 
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weren’t empty, even in the dark. On one corner kids wearing leather vests and jeans 

had started a fire in a metal trashcan. They held their hands out over the flames. They 

laughed. He wondered if kids in Canada did the same thing. And what about Bobby? 

For now they’d send him off to college, and that was that. Max went a few blocks 

more, stopped at a late-night diner, drank some coffee, and walked back to the hotel. 

Willa was waiting for him. She sat on the bed buffing her nails, the folds of her 

favorite blue nylon nightie bunched around her knees.  

I knew you’d be back sooner than later. You forgot your jacket, she said. 

If we leave for home tomorrow we might have enough time to make a detour 

to Vegas. We could even stay a week. You could play the slots, catch up on new 

developments in that Lazy Legs case, he said. 

I’m not interested in the tragic endings of cheap chorus girls, she said. I want 

to stay here one more day, check another department store. I overheard one of the 

other guests talking about an unbelievable sale. And we haven’t gotten any presents 

for Babbette, for the children.   

He took a step towards her. She stopped buffing her nails and looked at him. 

Well, don’t just stand there, she said. 

Sure, but if we stay one more day, then there’s one more place I want to go. 

It’s right by the coast. You might even see sea lions. 

She patted the bed next to her, then started rearranging her manicure case. She 

put the buffer back and took out a small pair of nail scissors. He’d always liked that 

she never, not even once since they’d been married, painted her nails. He’d given her 
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that manicure case a few Christmases ago. She’d been so pleased. He sat down, 

bending to untie his shoes. She changed her mind about the scissors and instead took 

out the metal nail file. 

 I like nylon, but I hate polyester. Cotton is nice, but it wrinkles. Only loose 

women wear silk. I just want you to know, she said. 

He nodded, then leaned over and smelled her hair. Like always, she smelled 

faintly of coffee and vanilla.  

 

 

In the morning, Willa didn’t mention anything about the night before, and Max 

decided he wouldn’t bring it up. He’d promised to take her shopping after lunch, but 

first he wanted to have a look at his old base. He’d told her it would give her a real 

sense of history. The drive from the hotel seemed short, and now he looked over the 

sea cliff. Down below seagulls crowded a dirty rock. Yes, he remembered this place. 

He turned to tell Willa. I remember this place, he said, but she couldn’t hear. He knew 

she couldn’t hear because the wind blew as it always had been blowing. He 

remembered that wind. It was still cold, and the cliff down below was far.  

During the war, he shouted, trying again, in vain, of course, but she smiled 

back at him anyway. He thought he saw her yell, what—at least he saw her lips 

moving. She looked almost young in her sundress. Then again, maybe it wasn’t the 

dress that made her look young, maybe it was her old plastic charm bracelet—

something only girls wore. And the way she held her hat onto her head with one 
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hand—that too was almost girlish. He turned to examine the old battlement. It had 

rusted, but really, he thought, it hasn’t changed. It was the type mostly below ground. 

Covered over, still hidden from enemy planes, still waiting, more than twenty or so 

years later, for someone to shoot them down. Those Japanese planes, he thought, the 

ones that never came.  

Because she couldn’t hear, because of the wind, because of the way her hand 

held her hat to her head, he yelled, Willa, let’s make love. Right here, in the 

battlement. She smiled again—this time shaking her head back and forth. She couldn’t 

hear. He couldn’t bring himself to yell that he wanted her. He didn’t want to make 

love. He had never liked the phrase, and with the way she looked today he couldn’t 

help it, he just wanted her. Instead, he got closer to the rusting structure and inspected 

it. It was small and narrow. There was no way in anymore. The cover had rusted shut. 

The sign warned to keep out.  

Despite the cold and wind, he sat down facing the sea. Ah, during the war! He 

tried to conjure nostalgia. He’d planned this trip back for so long. He wanted the coast 

to be as it had been—or at least the way it was in his memories. It was 1943. He was 

young. He cleaned up the dead for the Navy and on his days off looked for sea lions 

and girls, wandering the beach, braving the fog and the cold. He wanted to say to 

Willa: Look, this is where I went dancing on days off. This is where I swam. This is 

where I met that blonde down by the docks. Once I spent an entire afternoon alone 

with Betty. I know you don’t like her. I know I will never see her again—certainly not 

after last night. Boy, could she dance, but she loved Sam. This was then, before you, 
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before the kids, before whatever is happening to the world now. No one carried pink 

ukuleles.  

Instead, he thought about lunch, his hands jammed into his pockets. That damn 

wind. He knew the shopping trip was going to cost him. The long ride home. The cost 

of Bobby’s tuition.  Draft cards. The kids all needed new shoes. Soon it would be 

winter. He never managed to find that new book, the one about missing the snow, the 

cold. For a moment he wanted to walk to the edge of the cliff and drop one of his 

shoes. It would probably hit the rocks, but then again, the wind might carry it out 

towards the water.  

He turned his head. Willa was now waiting in the car. Almost patiently, he 

thought. He started towards the car. Back through California, Nevada, maybe they 

should try crossing Montana. The sea birds screamed. He remembered only the smell 

of salt.  

 

  


