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Jayne knew exactly how she, Russ, their daughter Alyssa, and a cat ended up living out of a beater Econoline van, now parked at a Fred Meyer’s One-Stop Shopping Center in Portland, Oregon. It was as obvious, as unavoidable, once things were in motion, as a good car wreck. Some six months ago, things got tough when Nehalem Lumber laid off Russ and all the other mill workers.

Nothing Russ or anybody did. The word was simply “No more logs to cut.”

Jayne saw Russ and his buddies try as they may to keep each other up with jokes about tree huggers and owls. He put a bumper sticker on the Econoline: ARE YOU AN ENVIRONMENTALIST OR DO YOU WORK FOR A LIVING? Russ’s buddies got a kick out of that one.

But Jayne realized the growing truth of a mill that would never reopen was bearing down. They scraped by with money from unemployment. Russ even admitted that because he was out of work, he should take off the bumper sticker. Then he got madder about bureaucrats stealing their way of life and decided the bumper sticker would stay.

Weeks rolled by. The owl jokes got scarcer and what Jayne heard out of Russ was talk about buddies moving on. Some set off for Seattle to drive trucks at good pay, bach-ing it until their families could come up for more permanent arrangements.

Things, though, would not turn for Russ. And when they wanted to have a garage sale and raise money, they discovered Vernonia had too many garage sales and too many people holding cash tight. One thing led to another. They gave away most of their junk, kept a few good things with Russ’s brother, and then, a few weeks back, with the rent due, took up life in the van.

Jayne lit one of her cigarettes, the Virginia Slims she called Ginny Skinnies. She did not mind the waiting. Who knows? Russ could get on at Fred Meyer’s.

Back of the front seat in the Econoline, Alyssa screamed Toby scratched her, but Jayne knew a scrawny kitten was not up to scratching anybody. “Alyssa,” she said in a voice wise to kid tricks. Toby had escaped into the plaid flannel liner of one of the two green sleeping bags.

Jayne let it be and looked over the sorry, plain apartments just outside the parking lot. Did people living there have any idea how quick their personal situation might just sour and leave them out on the street?  She took a long drag, then lowered her eyes and blew a smoke ring with her lips O’d-out like a hungry fish.

Alyssa giggled, then tried to stop, without much success. She was being bad. Jayne raised her cigarette, gave her four-year-old the eye.

Alyssa had Toby up on his hind legs. The light-colored fur on his chest and belly showed more than the darker tabby stripes. Poor Toby looked like some Muppet she wanted to make dance.

Jayne stubbed the cigarette in the ashtray.

“Alyssa, put him down, right this second. Now!” What was it with kids that made them enjoy torturing animals?

“Mommy, I’m not hurting him,” Alyssa said softly like she might get spanked. “Toby wants to play.” She started to smooth the fur on his back, but he crawled away for the other side of the van.

“Give him here,” Jayne said. “He probably wants to go and your teasing don’t help things one bit.” Jayne winced at the idea of cat pee on sleeping bags. Would that smell ever hang around for a while.

Alyssa flopped over, grabbing the cat by the tail like she was in a game of tackle football.

“Alyssa, watch yourself—he’s going to take a leak!”

Jayne took Toby in hand, pushed open the door, got out, and plunked him down on the blacktop. His spindly legs made him look unsteady. He sniffed the pavement. Jayne got a handful of cat litter and tossed it well under the van. She didn’t need Russ yapping about stepping in a cat’s little puddle.

“Whatcha doin’? Whatcha doin’?”

“This primes the pump,” Jayne said, then she picked up Toby and slid his spindly legs smack in the middle of the cat litter. He stood still, then scratched with a forepaw. Alyssa hung out the door, head upside down to see everything.

“Alyssa, get back in the car.” Toby was pawing to cover up a patch of damp cat litter.

Before Toby could walk anywhere, Jayne grabbed and tossed him on the sleeping bags. Alyssa took him in her arms.

“I love you, kitty. Don’t ever leave me like Figaro. Poor Figaro.”

They found old Figaro lying on the back steps, flies all over his head. Jayne told Alyssa he had gone to heaven where every cat is happy. Didn’t matter. Alyssa cried she would never have another cat so special.

That is, until Toby a month ago. Toby was free and came with markings just like Figaro.

“Uh, oh,” Jayne said, “doesn’t look like Daddy’s got good news.”

Head down, Russ walked back to the van with a bunch of papers.

“How’d it go?” Jayne asked.

Russ pulled himself up to a full six-foot-two and shook the papers like he just might throw them away. “Oh, nice guy and all, wants me to fill these out even though he doesn’t have any current openings and nothing coming up.” He gazed skyward.

Jayne got another cigarette going. “Oh, sure,” she said, her words mixed with smoke, “like on the off-chance he’s got some dork in mind he’s set to fire any day.” Jayne kept an eye on Alyssa.

“Right. Sounds like a line he’s paid to tell anyone comes in for employment.” His words trailed off.

“Daddy’s getting a jo-ob,” Alyssa said to Toby all sing songy. She had him dancing on his hind legs again.

“Did you tell him you wanted to work produce?” Jayne asked.

“You bet. First thing I said. But he said most likely any opening’s gonna be bottle returns.”

“Bottle returns!”

“That’s what I thought. Then I asked him what the pay was, how many hours, I couldn’t believe it.”

“That job’s for a kid living at home.”

“Yeah. I came right out and said no way could I feed a wife and kid and live any place half decent here in Portland.”

“And little Toby!” Alyssa cried out.

“I don’t know,” Russ said. “That little kitty might have to go out for his own dinner this situation don’t pick up.”

“Mommy, you said we’d keep Toby.” Alyssa looked at Toby’s golden eyes. “You said he was for me. You did.”

“Alyssa,” Jayne said, “that’s not what Daddy meant. He just meant we might have to find someone to take Toby in if we can’t feed him. That’s all.”

Alyssa’s face twisted with pain as if she knew Russ was really thinking about dumping her cat at the pound.

“No, no, Toby’s mine. I’ll always take care of him.” She was crying.

“A cat? That’s the least of our worries,” Russ said to Jayne.

Alyssa sobbed tears that got her face good and red. She gasped for breath and blurted out, “Toby’s mine. We’ll run away. We’ll live in the forest.” Jayne reached one hand back as if to comfort her, then glanced sideways at Russ.

He had out the electric blue nylon wallet and tore back the Velcro flap stained with grease. “Look, this is it, not even one hundred fifty.” Russ thumbed the twenties, the fives, the ones. He slapped the wallet shut. Alyssa got quiet. “This is it. Spend it on food and gas and there’s nothing more. So if that cat’s gotta go, it’s because he’s taking chances like all of us.”

He grabbed the bag with Toby’s food and asked how many cat food cans were left. He ignored Alyssa hugging Toby. Russ counted cans. “Five more days, Toby, you’re on your own.”

Jayne turned away from Russ. Stared again at the apartments. Why did he single out Toby? And five days? A hundred fifty’s not gonna let the rest of them eat much longer. A month, if that. Russ was not in a good mood. She would keep her thoughts private.

They stopped at a pay phone by a gas station. Russ had focus. He copied out addresses for another Fred Meyer, some Safeways, and an Albertson’s, all on the Eastside. Jayne did not see what it was with grocery stores. He could cast in different waters. But Russ knew what he wanted: “Produce, not bottle returns.” He said it was a matter of saying the same line over and over. Somewhere, some grocery store had to buy the pitch and take him on.

Jayne wanted to tell Russ to apply some place that advertised openings, but then buried in the van was a family heirloom. A pickled thumb from one of Russ’s uncles. He axed it off on a dare. Russ could have inherited a genetics problem about not letting go of a challenge. Anyway, Jayne understood, had no advice, especially with how Russ felt about Toby.

So in a parking lot, out a parking lot, the Econoline went and they hit a total of five stores for the afternoon. While they waited at each stop, Alyssa went back to teasing Toby. The shrieks and questions were such that Jayne promised her she could suggest one thing for dinner. At Albertson’s, Russ returned to say, “There’s only so much rejection a guy can take.”

“You made it through your list of stores,” Jayne said.

“And I’m beat as a broken drum.”

Jayne glanced at store shoppers coming out the automatic doors, pushing loaded carts. “Hate to mention it,” Jayne said, “but this place as good as any to get some things for dinner.”

Russ folded his arms on the steering wheel and rested his head.

“I wouldn’t make you do that. I’ll go in,” Jayne said.

Alyssa jumped, holding on the seat back. “Potato chips, mommy, potato chips.”

They headed over to Forest Park where tall fir trees kept things well in the shade except where sunlight sparkled off a playground slide, a pair of swings, and a merry-go-round, which had a real circle of a rut from kids running next to it.

Alyssa wanted someone to push her on a swing. Jayne sighed. Who could blame the kid cooped up in the van all day? But Russ said first came dinner. Jayne made tuna-and-mustard sandwiches and they broke open the bag of chips and with Pepsi from a 32-ounce plastic bottle, they washed it all down.

After the food was gone, Russ asked Alyssa if she was ready for the swings.

“What’s for dessert,” she said, then giggled.

“Young lady,” Russ said, as if holding back a spanking, “you better be thankful, you got to eat.”

“She is, Russ. You saw she ate most of the potato chips.”  Jayne tied off in its plastic bag what was left of the bread, wondering how to use it for breakfast tomorrow.

Alyssa giggled.

Russ kneeled and brushed his daughter’s bangs away from her forehead. “You think she enjoys being a pest?” he said to Jayne.

“No, I’m not,” Alyssa said. She put hands on hips, elbows out.

“Then let’s see you over on the swings.”

Before long, Russ was pushing Alyssa in the swing so far off the ground, she laughed nonstop. She shrieked. Jayne remembered Alyssa could be fun when she was good.

Jayne tossed the trash. What could tomorrow bring? It had been one discouraging day for Russ.

After Alyssa tired of the swing, the merry-go-round, and the slide, they sat around the table and fed Toby dinner and told stories about when things were easier back in Vernonia. The cat licked his fur, cleaning himself. The sky went dark like the shadows around them. With the four of them at the picnic table, Jayne felt for a moment oddly happy, remembering they were a family, forgetting they were living out of a van.

The park was empty and Alyssa was half-asleep against Jayne. Russ yawned.

Jayne carried Alyssa over to the Econoline and Russ followed with Toby. After some tired words, they were ready for the sack.

In the morning, Jayne woke to the sight of Toby curled up on the dashboard. His fur seemed almost on fire in morning light. Jayne studied the glow about Toby. She had slept really well. She was so rested that she did not feel like having a smoke or feel like she needed coffee just yet.

Toby’s tail twitched like he was in a dream. How could he know he had five days of food left?

Jayne could see that Toby acted as if things would turn out okay. He had no sense of how tomorrow things could get bad. The sun was there keeping him warm. What else did he need to know?

Jayne knew things would be okay for them too. Toby would keep them going.

Russ zipped himself out of the sleeping bag. His tousled hair needed combing, his stubbly whiskers, shaving. She could kid him about applying for a job looking like that, but she wouldn’t. On the front seat, Alyssa slept on, one side of her face reddened with crease lines from the upholstery where she’d turned over. Jayne wanted to untangle the small blanket about her feet, but it was no use waking her.

“Look at that. Asleep.” Jayne whispered to Russ when he straightened up for a look, mostly out of habit, at his daughter. “She was so upset yesterday. Hard to believe it’s the same girl.”

“Upset about what?” Russ locked eyes with Jayne like he was trying to figure how much argument was on tap. “You startin’ in on the cat again.”

“Russ, I’m sorry. But I’ve decided we’re gonna keep Toby. Come hell, come high water. We’re gonna keep him. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry, she says. Sorry is another mouth to feed.” Russ whipped closed the top flap of the sleeping bag, his face settled down to a good crabbed look. Jayne eyed Toby. His fur had stopped glowing from the sun. She needed to calm down; she wanted a cigarette. “What do we have?” Russ said. “Six dollars less than I counted out yesterday.”

“Wait a minute,” she said. “That cat never ate through fifty cents worth of food any day of his life. So what’s the six dollars? Besides, that’s not the problem. Problem’s Alyssa thinks you’re gonna take Toby to the pound so they’ll put him to sleep.” She took a slow, deep breath. Russ could get her mad, she’d let him.

“She didn’t get that idea from me. Personally, I don’t believe in pounds. Set him free on some back road, he’ll survive in the wild—”

“Survive in the wild—you think we can?”

“What do you mean by that?” Russ seemed as confused as some parachutist in a tree.

“Toby no more gonna survive in the wild than we can. You know that, Russ. If he’s done for, we’re done for. Admit it.”

“That the way you want to see it, okay. The money runs out, we’re all done for. So?”

“I was just thinking we’re all in this together.” The sleeping form on the front seat started to stir. “We can’t stop feeding Toby anymore we can stop feeding Alyssa or any of us.” Jayne thought it was cute how Alyssa would keep her eyes shut, the rest of her moving, when she awoke. “And you gotta hang on to hope that things will turn.” She pinched the toes of one foot, suddenly remembering past times she’d enjoy putting coral polish on her toenails. Not any more.

“You gonna give that cat a tin cup?”

“Okay, you keep it up, Mr. Smarty Pants Sad Sack. Let Alyssa and I be positive. We know there’s a job here in Portland. Russ is written on it in neon letters—” Jayne smiled at Russ like they could have been the oldest of friends.

“Stop it, you’re wishful thinking on me. That job sure ain’t got no Fred Meyer neon letters.”

Her face sweaty and flush, Alyssa pulled herself up on the front seat. Her eyes were opened wide like she was lost in the forest, running from that fairy-tale gingerbread house. “Mommy, they were after me. I couldn’t run. My legs wouldn’t move. I was so scared, Mommy.”

Russ’s eyes cut to his daughter with a peevish gaze. “That’s all those potato chips,” Jayne said softly. “You ate too many potato chips last night, Alyssa. Your blood gets agitated, then you get nightmares.” Even Jayne could believe that, or maybe it was that she felt hungry for some good food and a smoke afterward. “Say, I have an idea. Let’s eat breakfast at a real restaurant.”

“What and starve a day sooner?”

“No, over at Newberry’s. I saw the sign we drove by yesterday. Breakfast, dollar forty-nine. Two eggs, bacon, toast, coffee. What do you say? It’s their come-on special for us folks that are economical.”

Russ dropped back his head and gave the torn headliner in the van a quizzical look before he said anything. “I have a choice?”

Jayne figured a man’s stomach knows when to stop arguing. “And we could get Alyssa a glass of milk and give her some of our toast.”

“We keep him,” Russ said, flagging an index finger at Toby, “he better not bring me bad luck, all I have to say.”

At Newberry’s, the three sat in a row at an old-style counter, its shiny aluminum edging hugging the Formica top. The waiter, an older fellow with a gray crewcut, wore a black-and-white checked shirt under a white kitchen apron. After toweling off the counter, he hesitated about where the towel went, then he gave them breakfast menus with enough awkwardness that Jayne guessed he was covering for someone who was late for work.

Russ went ahead, ordered. Two of the dollar forty-nine specials and a glass of milk, which the stand-in waiter got down on an order pad. “Will that be all?” he asked, eyeing Alyssa, who was busy unpacking and sorting every jam packet from a counter bowl. Jayne thought better of telling him that Alyssa would share their toast.

Right when the waiter was about to clip the order on the carousel for the cook, Russ stopped scratching his chin and called out, “One other thing, I almost forgot, we’d like a side order of crispy fried spotted owl wings to go.”

“Maybe we should put that on the menu,” the waiter said. Russ’s eyes twinkled like he’d found a timber buddy.

“Russ,” Jayne said, “this is not Vernonia.”

He palmed Alyssa’s shoulder. “I can’t say threatening things about her four-legged friend, I gotta unleash a crack or two about Mr. Who-who.” Alyssa said the orange marmalades were first and slowly pushed the other jam packets aside. The waiter returned with two coffees and then fetched a glass of milk and a straw.

And minutes later, he brought two plates with the breakfasts and offered to get ketchup or Tabasco. “No,” Jayne said, “but can I trouble you for an extra plate. My daughter, she sometimes gets messy.” Alyssa wiggled away Jayne’s knife.

The waiter studied Alyssa, the four orange marmalade packets she’d piled up on the counter. “Sure thing,” the waiter said. “How about an order of toast on that plate?”

“No, she’s got enough with milk.”

“Today’s manager special. Extra toast on a double breakfast order.” He clasped his two hands together like he would be ready with the toast in a jiff.

“No charge?” Jayne had to be sure.

“No charge. What do you want, Miss: white or wheat?”

“White toast,” Alyssa said and he went to get the toast and Jayne took a sip of her coffee, blonde with real half-and-half. Why was her squirmy daughter so behaved in public? Maybe thanks to this man who knew a small kid wants her own toast, even when the parents have to watch their money, even when the picky eater is likely to eat no more than half a slice of bread.

With a few people here, there like the waiter, Jayne saw the city could, like Vernonia, be home. Once they stopped living in the van. The van where they still had to feed Toby what little food he really needed. Worse came to worse, she could pick up pop cans and beer bottles for that money. Russ was mopping his egg with toast. She knew he’d come around and not be so choosy about what job he wanted—then he’d get a bounce his way. Jayne knew that as live truth. And, hot damn, the owl jokes were back.
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What at first was an ordinary cool, moonlit night, a fog came and smothered. A drastic fog, it climbed the banks of the Willamette River to roll across, to take and hide the Irvington neighborhood, where a block away from storefront glare and crawling traffic on Broadway, apartment two-stories lined the next street, Schuyler. A cabdriver there, early on the pickup, stretched his legs, conceding the weather had slowed him down, would cut his pay for the night. He rested on the right front fender, gave hawkish attention for anyone leaving Tillamook Court. Behind him, the dome light emblazing ROY’S CAB CALL 555-1212 seemed likely to attract nothing more than weepy fog.

The building door opened. A tall woman, lean—the cabby guessed her a looker up close—paused, clasped her gray overcoat, then left it open. Her wool sweater, which might have been basic black, was more than offset by her pants—blue textured Matka silk that flashed even in the foggy air as she hastened toward the cabby, the sidewalk.

His wristwatch showed 1:58 am. He unslouched, tugged the brim of his sat-upon cap. “You call for a taxi?”

The handsome woman, keeping from him the transitory joy of eye contact, turned right. “No, sorry,” she said several steps away.

Her stride was with purpose. This was the last Kim expected to see of her apartment or what went with it. She scowled at the blurry street lights. That cabdriver, Why was he there? Were the gods toying with her again? Checking if she had lost nerve?

They would see. And they would be her only audience—this fog gave such sweet anonymity. She had held back, off and on, for weeks but soon with blissful seconds of wingless flight, pointing her toes—let the gods grade her high on form—it would end.

Yes, the gods saw this coming. They offered her signs all the time. Washing dishes, she would meditate on a sharp knife edge—far too slow, she knew that much—and music on the radio would segue, no pause, to Don McLean’s “Starry Night.” Poor Vincent. Beautiful, tortured Vincent.

Or she would be at the library picking up a new Grafton for the insomnia. On the bookshelf, completely misplaced, some agent for the gods had left PDR for Prescription Drugs.

So for the next half hour, Kim devoured the esoterica of phenobarbital, among other pharmaceutical choices, wondering how she could collect enough pills. And coincidence or not, Kim was now the same age—thirty-six—as Marilyn Monroe when that famed sister joined the exclusive sorority.

Kim shivered. Not that it mattered. She had no need to be warm again. Warm could stay away. All she needed was to walk less than two miles to the Broadway Bridge, where removing shoes she would have a railing to ease over and let go.

Then twenty yards distant, brake lights from the first passing car flared in the tumbling fog. White backup lights, then beside her, a power window came down.

“Excuse me, Miss, the idea of a date tonight fit your schedule?” He clicked on the headliner lamp. The man, older, looked like he could afford the car.

She lowered her head. “No, thanks, I’m out for a walk.” She gathered her coat flaps. Was this the last judgment from the relentless gods, this man suggesting she was a whore? The gods got that wrong. She had no use for money, not after tonight.

He seemed to be smiling at the hesitancy she felt standing there, her best silk pants almost garish in the situation. Wearing a jogging suit, he leaned her way in the cream leather seat, arm and hand riding the maple veneer trim. “I got a few hundred dollars, what do you say, we go some place nice?”

This would be her last chance to do sex. And if this guy tested positive on every retrovirus known to man, did it matter? No, not for Ophelia adrift in the Willamette when the sun rose. It didn’t matter, not really.

He pinched the remote fob on the ignition key, reached over, inched the door ajar like it was some bank vault.

She was inside.

“No names, please,” she said, buckling in. “We don’t need names for this.” On the cushy leather seat, Kim noted the new car smell. A wedding ring glinted before he snapped off the light. “Nice car,” she said.

“Jaguar. New model, leasing gets you in so easily.” His face fell into a habitual smile, one that he perhaps had mastered. Kim guessed stockbroker or bank loan officer.

“You mind we run down to QwikBuy? I’m out of cigarettes,” he said.

“No.”

“I saw you walking back there, thought, Why is she out this late?”

Kim rested her head against the padded door pillar, noted the muted sound, Classical 88.8, what she listened to when she tired of song lyrics.

“Then I rolled down the window, saw your face in all this fog, wondered if I could make you happy.”

“Listen, I’m beyond happy, okay?”

“I know a motel over on Sandy. It’s clean.”

“Take me there.”

They eased into the half-empty parking lot. A big yellow, black, and red QwikBuy sign hissed above and cut the fog.

Kim peered inside. “I’m here all the time, stay put.”

“Okay, as long as you’re not having second thoughts.”

“Your brand?”

“Picayune 100s. One pack’s fine.

“Any special flavor on condoms?” Her wry smile was equal parts her not caring and the idea of being a step ahead of him.

“Hmmm. Lady’s choice.” He offered a twenty.

Kim rushed the snacks, candies, aspirin, cough drops to a corner shelf with its yin-yang combo of tampons and condoms.

Vikings. Nippled reservoir, no blowing off the sheath. Kim left those alone. Who would want a boring hydraulic engineer’s latex fantasy?

She grabbed another box. Pyramids. Flat black latex. Sexy, but odd.

Put them back. The choices. Ribbed and colored. Lubricated plain. Lubricated with spermicide.

Sheers, “The next best thing to nothing at all.” Those she took.

The cashier, she had seen elsewhere. Tall, outdoorsy, over-the-collar nutmeg hair. She glanced at the Jag. Her companion seemed troubled.

“This,” she said, package of Sheers on the counter. “And one pack Picayune 100s.” Then Kim remembered. The parked van on Weidler weeks ago. This cashier guy, arms on the passenger-side window, talking with, she must have been his wife. The guy’s facial stubble, how he dressed did not fool Kim—they lived out of the van.

He gave Kim a slow count on the change, like he was new to the employ of QwikBuy. Kim wanted to imagine him happy. She knew better.

They checked into The Breakers, a utility motel out on Sandy Boulevard. The night clerk, a Sikh with a flawlessly tied white turban crowning his thin dark face and darker beard, asked if adult movies might be of interest. Kim’s companion answered no and paid the thirty-five in cash.

In room 104, he dead-bolted the door, skinned the cellophane from the cigarette pack, lit up, and then in the lone Naugahyde chair sat, moving nothing more than hand and cigarette.

She shrugged off her coat.

He stared. With an exhibitionist’s appetite, Kim unclasped the silk pants and steadying herself, one hand on the dead TV, slipped them from her lithe legs.

Her unsmiling companion sucked and blew from the Picayune lodged in his fingers.

A drafty chill snuck over her skin and she longed to be warm in bed, body on body, fast-bound for a leg-shuddering climax.

But for now she had to be this stripper. In the orangy light, his eyes did no more than climb her legs and fasten on the mystery of the lacy white keystone at the confluence of her thighs. She did not have all night and pulled the sweater over her head, tossed it, and shook her hair.

“Well, you going to do anything besides smoke?” Kim was down to teddy and panties. “I didn’t come here for goose bumps.”

He crushed the cigarette to a disfigured butt. “Listen, maybe you’ll think I’m crazy, but how are you with just talking. I’ll still give you two hundred.”

Her jaw slackened. She studied him hard. So much for the promise of that arty Jaguar the other side of the hollow door, its engine ticking away, cooling down.

“Oh, a sense of humor, these gods, I’m with a eunuch.”

“I don’t mean anything personal, I just feel like talking.”

“I could be doing better things.”

“What?” He flared up another cigarette. “Out walking in the fog, mulling things over.”

Kim slipped in the bed, side nearest him, pulling a thin blanket over her legs. She pushed her hair back with both hands and scowled. “I’ve given up on thinking.”
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