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A Final Affair

In the middle of downtown Hope (described in the tour books as a “quaint and historical island paradise in Southeast Alaska”) is a patch of fenced-in muskeg from which three licheny log posts peek, the remnants of a pioneer’s cabin that started sinking into the muskeg the months following the 1954 earthquake and officially succumbed to the ground around the same time that the runway was built in ‘67. Wild blueberries and salmonberries grow there as do dwarf trees covered in lichen, wild roses, and a very hardy Swiss Chard that went rogue after an avid public-lands gardener planted twenty seeds of it in 1970. Long-timers and local historians believe that the cabin belonged to an un-named man who came up around 1905 to look for gold. Accounts from that time mention a white man, “hairy as a bear,” who frequented the brothel, often sang “uproariously in the road exhibiting no shame” after visiting the bar, and, once he discovered that there was no gold on the island, put all his efforts into building a log cabin “about which he appears to know nothing.” No one knows what happened to him, though by some accounts he went crazy and disappeared into the mountains. 

In 1969, the Hope General Assembly agreed to officially designate the spot “a place of historical significance,” and erected the fence and a placard with an artist’s rendition of what the cabin might have looked like. And even though the cabin might as well not even be there, there are, after all, those three licheny posts, which lend a certain historical and mystery-tinged aura to the place.

Whenever old-timer Maggie Whitehall passes the sunken cabin on her walk from the library, she likes to imagine what Hope would have been like then: the one dirt road imperfectly hacked by the Russian missionaries into the muskeg and ash spewn from the eruption of Mt. Agnes 5000 years ago, sitting dormant one mile from Hope’s shores. The crazy white man piecing together his cabin from felled spruce trees; working away at it and looking sexy while doing it. He’d be fit and muscular. He’d exude sweat and alcohol, tobacco and fire smoke. It would be dark and smoky in the cabin; it wouldn’t keep the ocean wind or cold, rain or snow out at all. And beyond it would be a great wild humming quietness full of grizzlies, deer, bald eagles, ghosts.

Maggie was one of the first to come up as a nurse in 1945 when several hundred troops were stationed in Hope to defend the country from a possible Japanese infiltration from the Pacific. She still has fond memories of making out with Jim Johnson in one of the bunkers by the runway. He was the first one she let touch her breast, which soon became all too common with other men. She discovered how lucrative and satisfying it was to work evenings and nights in the “gentlemen’s trade,” which filled a gaping niche in Hope for all those sex-hungry men up for the war or fishing or hunting or business-starting. They were a varied bunch. Some hated the rain and boredom of island life; couldn’t wait to get back to Oklahoma or California or Pennsylvania. Others had left behind acts of crime or unfortunate family names that would have destined them to lives of averageness or poverty. In Hope they started over again, pretended they were somebodies who took what they wanted and went on to open restaurants and Hope’s first stores and became powerful and rich. Maggie called the shots, learned that she was good at it, and the men respected her seeming expertise, not for once taking into consideration that she simply had one of those fantastic imaginations and was in fact living the clandestine life she had always imagined for herself. Free, wild, unapologetic. 

She is now seventy-nine and wears her black hair in a bulbously bisected beehive so that it rather looks like she’s carrying a large, decapitated ant on her head. She has never once left Hope since 1945, not even the year her best friend got married back home in Philly or after the 1954 earthquake or the year her mother died or the summer of 1985 when it rained without stopping from April to mid-May and then again from September through November. There had been more suicides that year than any other, which is why Hope’s two drug stores now stock lights especially designed to combat seasonal depression, which are available year-round. She volunteers at the library and is often seen walking slowly to and from there in her red polyester jacket, hands around stacks of books. 

Somewhere along the way she also became known as Hope’s sole witch, though many of the Tlingits know that that’s just not true; that she’s simply the only white witch in town and they can’t account for her powers at all.

Maggie is one of those good witches, people say, but Holly, head barista at Lucy’s Café, hopes, hopes, that she also works those less-than-good spells.

“She probably charges good money for those,” Holly tells her Puerto Rican mother over the phone.

Holly likes to think of herself as a hardened hipster who dyes her hair black to hide the gray because who wants to see gray on a 28-year-old. Definitely not her. And then on top of that she favors streaks of barely visible purple to give herself the feeling of “purpleness,” which is an aura that has always spoken to her in ways she can’t quite define. But the hardened part is something she can’t put her finger on, whether it’s because of her run-away father or her high-strung mother or her aunt who always had a comment for her during her (horrible) teen years: Vas a salir así? Dios mío!

Hope had been that dream place for Holly, far from Portland and the big city, a place where you could know everyone if you chose to and not if you didn’t; a place where you could really be free. You could also make a name for yourself, if you wanted, which is why she liked acting in the local plays where she favored loud, brazen roles and loved the make-up and costumes and the fact that people in town would recognize her afterward and say how great she was. The local radio station, KROAR, would let anyone have their own show, even if you had a stutter, spoke with the whisperings of a moth, or had a tendency toward uncontrollable laughter when nervous. It fucking didn’t matter! But especially, Hope was a place where you didn’t have to face the white face all the time and all that mainstream shit. You could just sort of be, but better yet, be exactly who’d you’d always hoped to be.

Holly met Maggie over coffee during her break one morning, having phoned Maggie two nights before expressing the need for “consultation.” Consultation! Maggie had laughed loudly into the phone, which was one high-pitched burst. Wherever could you be going with this, child?  

It was just to get a sense of her, Holly told herself, not being one to rush head long into things. Was Maggie sane or just some crazy old woman who liked to walk around with her hair all up? Holly knew of her and knew what people said. She was one of Hope’s “originals.” She volunteered at the library and the animal shelter. She ate every Thanksgiving in the community dinner at the Alaska Native Brotherhood Hall because she had no family. She had been a call girl back in the day when every Alaskan town had them. Some said she still was. She mostly kept to herself though everyone revered her.

And finally, here Maggie was,  a small coffee table between them, drinking a mug of black coffee, shoulders slightly hunched as if she were trying to capture the heat from the coffee and direct it within. Holly noticed how smooth and pale her face was, only a fan of wrinkles extending from the corner of her eyes, skin hanging loose from her jawline. Her nose was long and thin, the bridge high but distinctly feminine; “lady-like,” if there was such a thing. And what hair! Piled on and black as coal. But more than anything, it was Maggie’s smallness that surprised Holly; the way her tiny body barely filled the space of the wooden chair; the way her wrist bones rotated like dials whenever she drank from her mug. And yet, Holly felt that there was something distinctly robust about her, whether it was because of the way she kept watching Holly, focused, even when people passed by, or the way she threw back the last mouthful of coffee in one quick, surprising motion, setting the mug back down without a sound. 

Holly lowered her voice and bent her head over the remnants of brown milk foam sticking to the sides of her mug. “I’m having man, husband troubles. I may need some, well, assistance.” And then lowered her voice more. “Spells and such.”

From the beginning, Hope had provided Holly with so many delightful distractions. The white men, for one, who were tall and bearded and built, but only in that humble sort of way where you had to see them naked to really see. But then the effort of having to see them order their espressos from her even when they were already over or she was planning on telling them that they were going to be over that night, that afternoon, that moment. “It’s over,” she had told Ben over the foam in his latte, into which she nevertheless couldn’t resist swirling a coffee-tinged heart because he was so sweet. Some hadn’t taken it so nicely. Some had even been put off Lucy’s Café for a time, instead going to Hope’s second café, The Kingfisher, down by the docks.

Matt, however, had been different, and though he was fifteen years older, she had married him in a small wedding on a boat in the harbor. They had circled into the bay and followed an Orca and her two babies because seeing them was remarkable; a good token, people had said.

At first it was a dream life. The fact that they could drive down to the docks in the night and find his little skiff; that they could make that thing rock and roll, the wool blanket laid down, the metal ridges of the skiff’s floor cutting into her back, one time seeing the lid-less eye of a salmon caught, staring at her from against the side, forgotten. The games of Scrabble in his rented wood-smoked cabin that let in the weather yet shared the esteem of the other sea-stung houses that hunkered against each other like barnacles, an enviable line on the small peninsula that jutted out into the harbor from downtown. You had to know someone to get into one of those places. And then José was born and time passed and he was a 2-year-old, and Matt would take him to the café so that Holly and the others could play with him, bring him bits of hot bagel or blueberry pie or smoked salmon quiche. Those were memories she still had, despite it all. Matt’s other lovers soon came to encompass their little family like fringes around a quilt, sewn on tight. In the pure, blissful innocent early years, she could let it pass her over, assume the best, find fortitude in the immense love she thought she had for him.

Now, Holly cautiously raised her eyes to gauge Maggie’s reaction. Maggie, however, was suddenly deep in the throes of deep and phlegmy laughter. The person at the next table turned to look. “I’m sure we can make something happen, dear,” she said just as loudly, wiping away a tear.

Holly felt her face grow hot, something she was not at all accustomed to. She brought one hand to her forehead. Then she grabbed her elbows and gave them an imperceptible squeeze as if combating a growing cold. 

“I wouldn’t call them ‘spells,’ however dear,” Maggie said quietly. Her eyes were little balls of black and the wrinkles around them seemed to quiver with joy, as if her eyes were silently laughing. Maggie continued talking quietly, and Holly suddenly realized that she felt violently indebted to her for the discretion, for who in her right mind considered spells by which to rid herself of a cheating husband? 

And yet, why not? It was a different frontier here, after all. Anything could happen and anything did! Everyday, people in Hope learned to return to the sacred earth; to live off the land and forage like their ancestors; to build cabins with their own hands and commune with animals as if they were brothers and sisters. And witches, they were among the oldest, most sacred professions, of the earth and the heavens and Mother Nature. It is simply a returning, Holly thought, a returning to the way things have always been.  

Maggie continued to talk slowly, quietly. She had the habit of sticking her tongue out, periodically, and swiping it across her lower lip. Holly watched her lips move. She knew then that Maggie’s mind and will and personal power were of the highest variety. She couldn’t help thinking that she and Maggie, they actually probably had a lot in common. They were women who had done and would do what they wanted. They could feel the magic of the natural world around them. They had been freed by it. Nothing like decorum would ever define them. 

“They’re more like workings,” Maggie smiled, revealing browned teeth.

“Yes?” Holly stared into Maggie’s eyes, feeling no more trepidation; feeling free and elated. We could be long lost relatives, really, couldn’t we? she thought. 

“But let’s not talk of these things here.” Maggie began to collect her things from the table and floor, her sweater and red jacket, her large bag, three books. Her gaze fell to the task as her little hands moved quickly. “I’ll mail you a contract. Thus, I’ll need your address.” Then she stopped and looked at Holly again with laughing eyes. “No, I don’t just know it, in case you were wondering. And, hon,” she looked instantly grave, “I’ll need to know just what exactly you intend. Whether you want your husband out of the picture or out, if you understand what I’m saying. The world is a complicated place, yes?” 

On her walk home, Holly thought about Maggie’s question. She had never wanted anyone dead, not her father for leaving them or her mother for forbidding dating or even that jackass fisherman Billy Wuthers who had smacked her a good one when she had dumped him, after which she had kicked him solidly in the balls and left him moaning and hunched over on the dock with the gulls screaming overhead. No matter how bad someone had been or could be, she just couldn’t ever see them dying because of it. That’s my one weakness, she acknowledged. I’m not badass enough. I couldn’t, for instance, torture someone for information. But on second thought, she knew that if anyone ever tried to harm José, she could kill. Or at least severely maim. 

She crossed the street at the four-way stop, walked past the Presbyterian church, and was soon in her neighborhood—the “old” Hope where she and Matt had bought a small single-story slat house with peeling shutters, lopsided cement steps a previous owner had added, and a rotting shed to the side in front of which she parked her fifteen-year-old Corolla and Matt stored his kayaks. Matt, however, hadn’t lived there in 6 months. He had moved back into the little cabin on the jutty they had rented when they’d first married, though Holly knew he spent most of his nights with his latest girlfriend, Florentina, a visiting marine biologist from Switzerland. 

Holly was thinking about the ways of killing and could see herself in every scene, a veritable Uma Thurman. In one, shooting Matt in the head. In the next, using expert martial arts to beat him, broken and hemorrhaging, to the ground. By the time she was home, she felt fierce and powerful; hot to the touch. 

José, now eight, was sitting at the dining room table, which she and Matt had excitedly bought for $2 at the Hungry Hippo thrift store ten years ago, doing his homework. He was such a good boy. He didn’t deserve any of this. She pulled out one of the chairs, sat down, and heaved an enormous sigh. She touched José’s cheek and ran her hand through his thick black hair; thick like Matt’s, black like hers.

When José’s homework was finished they had dinner, washed up and went to bed at the same time because she was always so exhausted at the end of the day. But in bed, she couldn’t help it. Couldn’t help wondering about the reality of things, how some people stayed in love while others didn’t. Some needed to roam; others could be happy, satisfied with things just the way they damn were.

Why had he married her? Matt began to muse moments after their ceremony was over and the Orca and her two babes had descended for good. His parents had gotten a divorce when he was a sophomore in college, though it hadn’t come as a surprise. Afterward, when he visited his dad in the sleek silver condo his dad had bought before the divorce was final, he watched him field two, three girlfriends at once, incredulous and amused by his dad’s sudden Don Juan-ness. His dad’s happiness seemed frenetic, as if a dog long leashed suddenly released to the streets. 

Matt was picky, and the sex was never right away. But it was almost always releasing, and not simply in the biological sense. In the psychical sense. He loved himself this way, and he loved every single woman he had been with. By the time he met Holly, he had slept with dozens of women but knew them all like the sparse freckles scattered down the length of his arms, or the constellations he could name when star gazing. When, at 35, one freckle looked like it was turning cancerous, he went in to have it looked at and thought again of Tiff, how he had heard just a week before that she had drowned herself in the river near her parents’ house. She had been shy and timid at first, still a virgin at 27, but he had helped her come out of herself, even convinced her to take a trip with him to Costa Rica where they had watched the sea turtles lay and bury their eggs and then walk across the sand back into the ocean, leaving their eggs utterly behind, exhibiting too much blind faith in nature, he remembered thinking.

Matt had decided as a teenager that married life would never be for him. It probably shouldn’t be for anyone. The matrilineal Maso in southeastern China, he had read in his Women and Anthropology class in college, accepted multiple men as lovers. No one married there; it was considered unnatural and impractical. It was a freer society, it seemed to Matt. Love and lust were given free agency, and people could be with each other in earnest without succumbing to the bullshit of pretense. 

And so at his wedding ten years ago, with his and Holly’s happy friends around them, and the orca family slumping their way into the bay, and Holly before him in her short white dress and off-white veil fashioned from old curtains found at the Hungry Hippo, he assumed he had married her because it would be different for him than it had been for his dad and, well, than it was for everyone else. He could take it to another, truer level in Hope, whatever that might be. He’d certainly have it figured out by then, he thought. 

Yet there he was, having just said “I do,” a gold band snug around his finger, and having absolutely no idea to what level his moments-old marriage had arisen.

Today he sees that, despite the uniqueness of life in Hope, he had foolishly fallen for it all. The wife, the house, the kid. The sex with Holly had always been good, even when he was with another; even when they were fighting. It was when she stopped talking to him in those moments of passing, the close encounters in the tight kitchen just before leaving for work, the intimate teeth-brushing in their small bathroom, the chatter of determining chores and other domestic-ness that were the true tokens of their love, that he knew it was coming to an end–had already been over for a while. Also, when they ate together on those rare occasions toward the end, trying to preserve the peace for José’s sake, Holly would slam down the dishes of food on the linoleum table so that in between the silence, Matt smiling at José and José watching Holly bring his hoped-for favorites, there were great big spasms of sound, hardness coming into hardness. Sometimes, a handful of green beans would slide off onto the table; once, a slick piece of chicken landed in Matt’s lap.  

He believes he knew Holly wanted him out before she knew it herself, and so he simply left her a note one morning while she was sleeping, I think it’s time I move out. 

When Holly found the note on the kitchen counter, she couldn’t control herself. She ripped the paper into a hundred pieces, squeezed them in her palm, and dumped them into the stainless-steel saucepan Matt liked to cook his omelets in, and set fire to the pile, watching the pieces curl and turn to ash. 

The next day, they both sat down with José between them on the couch and told him how mommy and daddy were just taking a little break, kind of like the time he had to take a break from his best friend, Justin, who kept biting him when they were three. For an eight-year-old, he seemed especially mature, but Holly hoped this wasn’t just to compensate for what she and Matt lacked. Shouldn’t he be a bit more eight-year-old like, whatever that might be? 

Maggie’s contract came three days later in a used manila envelope with a piece of white paper taped across the front to cover the old address. There was no return address, but Holly knew. Inside was one lined paper. Handwritten in pencil, the letters were small and square-ish and perfectly proportioned.

September 24, 2005

Holly Lopez agrees to pay Maggie Whitehall $250 cash, plus two fresh king salmon for services rendered as follows:


	Professional assessment of situation at hand, which is the desire to make Matt Adler disappear at the request of Holly Lopez, the aforementioned’s wife. Such assessment may include research into Matt’s whereabouts at all times of day, and an in-depth study of his routines and patterns of behavior. I reserve the right to follow him with discretion, gather pertinent information, and contact Holly with any questions that may arise.

	The establishment of Matt’s permanent residence outside Hope; that is, I will cultivate in him the desire to leave Hope, Holly, and José. Such “cultivations” will remain at my discretion.



At the bottom of the page was written: 

Please be discreet. Holly, your word will act as acknowledgment and agreement. Call me upon receipt. 974-8854. 

At the bottom, in elegantly sloping cursive, her signed name. 

Maggie Whitehall.

Holly read it several times while perched on the seat of the couch, thighs tense, arm muscles clenched as she held the paper. Finally, she breathed, and then laughed once into the quiet room. That was her voice! That was she in the contract, about to take action! 

She picked up the phone. Maggie answered immediately. She must have known I was going to call, Holly thought, and felt sparks of self-congratulation at having made her exemplary decision. 

“And to be clear, dear,” Maggie said, “you just want him out of Hope.” 

For a moment Holly couldn’t imagine what she was talking about, and then she replied loudly, “Oh! Yes, yes, yes. Yes, just out of Hope. Really, I, I can’t imagine . . . the other. It’s not necessary. I think, I think José should have him in his life a bit. ” 

“Very good,” Maggie answered and hung up.

Eight days later, Maggie had established what she felt was a satisfying, accurate, and in-depth assessment of Matt. She had never noticed him before, and now that she knew so much about him, she was beginning to feel somewhat warm towards him. He was just another human being, after all, and, despite Holly’s feelings, not the devil. In her work, she always strived to remain both objective and driven.

First the obvious. He was of above average height, though Maggie herself would have classified him as “short” compared to the type she usually went for. He had a small-ish face with close-set eyes and a pointy chin, attractive cheekbones, dark eyes, long lashes, and the most incredible curly dark hair. He seemed at once aware of his most attractive features and indifferent to them. 

He was a naturalist and spent his days working for the Department of Fish and Game. He had an office (the walls covered in topographical maps and a stunning photo of the Baranov Range, framed, above his desk) and spent some time in it, but spent most of his days in the field, taking boats or small planes out into the wilderness. He listened to classical music with a proclivity towards the Romantics, but also to Dave Matthews Band, the Beatles, and, often when cooking, jazz. He listened to New Age when he did yoga, which was almost every evening. He spent the majority of his nights with Florentina in her apartment out by the ferry. On Mondays he took José out to eat at the Three Amigos Mexican restaurant downtown where he always ordered the chicken chimichanga and José ordered nachos with beef, no onions. Maggie always followed, hovered, and sat at an unremarkable distance. She was good at this.

He had many friends who liked visiting when he was in his office. He always offered them coffee or tea from a little plug-in he kept on top of a file cabinet. They would sit and talk and laugh. When he walked around town, people crossed the street to talk to him. He seemed well-liked and loved. He liked to laugh but was never overbearing. Listened but always had something to add. The way he held himself reminded Maggie of some of the men she’d known in her day; leaning slightly on one leg with his hands in his pockets, chin down but eyes on the person talking; every so often taking his hand out of his perfectly-fit jeans and running it through the curls near his right temple, sometimes rubbing his fingers across the faint stubble at his chin. He doesn’t even realize he’s admired, watched, she thought to herself one afternoon while watching him from around the corner of the Russian Orthodox Church downtown. He doesn’t care, and yet. He knows that this, this uncaring, is also precisely what makes him attractive! Afterwards, she rewarded herself for all her hard work by treating herself to a martini at the Seafarer’s Bar. Men are such lovely playthings, she eyed herself appreciatively in the mirror across the bar.

When Matt wasn’t with Florentina or José, he liked to visit an old girlfriend who worked as bank manager at Hope First Bank. She was married, so it didn’t appear that either one was taking things too seriously. She lived in a mansion on the hill above the animal shelter in the new development. Her husband led hunting expeditions all summer and wasn’t around. Matt often visited her Saturday nights. Maggie watched them in the hot tub until the cold of the night drove her back into her little Honda and home again where she could compose her notes. 

Occasionally, she called Holly to keep her informed. She wasn’t sure she liked  Holly, who seemed just a tad too something–naive, hot-headed, so very young. And Holly tended to get just a bit too chatty whenever Maggie called. But checking in, Maggie knew, was part of the job, and doing a half-assed job was not her style. 

“Well, now you know he’s kind of a skank,” Holly said during their first chat. 

“Dear, all men are skanks,” Maggie replied, already bored and regretting her decision to call that night. 

“Oh dear,” Holly was laughing. “You may be right! How right you are!” 

Maggie sighed and felt suddenly and surprisingly sympathetic. Holly, the sweet girl, did have such passion. And, yes, she had been dealt a tough hand for the time being. 

“He should have never cheated on you,” Maggie found herself saying. “He’s a nice man, love, and he should have known better.” 

Holly burst into tears. Hearing it said out loud like that, at long last, and from none other than Maggie, unleashed something in her, and because José was with Matt for the night, she could cry as loud and as hard as she wanted. “Fuck that Matt!” She screamed to the ceiling in between her sobs. Maggie pulled the phone from her ear and let Holly have her cry, though it was quite taxing and Maggie was having to muster up every last ounce of her patience. Should she charge more for this? Yet on the other hand, every girl needed a good cry every once in a while. She knew that. When Holly let it go on just a smidge too long, Maggie put the phone back to her ear and said loudly, “Yes, yes. But all is well. All is going well,” and quickly hung up.  

After two weeks had passed, a riotous thought came to Maggie one night at midnight as she roamed the low tide in the full moon, collecting bull kelp and mussels. There was something about Matt that was exceptionally unpredictable and manly. Unbearably sexy. She would have him herself! Of course–what a perfect way to kill two birds with one stone! She wanted him–desperately–and, of course, there was the matter of her contract with Holly. Had it really taken her two weeks to come to this conclusion? Two weeks of watching him order Americanos and rosemary bagels with sun dried tomato schmear at Lucy’s? Two weeks of his hair washing and teeth brushing; of toweling off in front of the foggy mirror? Of his lean, muscular nakedness? Of his making love in ways that were athletic, admirable, spirited? Here was a man who was loved, admired. But he was also a man who spent many evenings of his returned bachelorhood alone, eating sandwiches with pickles and drinking beer. Who ate Doritos when he watched movies and read from a Kindle in bed. Who seemed to prefer kayaking at sunset, alone. What a delightful conundrum he was. One of her greatest pleasures was watching him sleep as she sat near his bedroom window, never once hearing a wayward snore or fitful mumble. Instead, enjoying the calmness of his slumber; the smoothness of his skin; the tumble of his black curls.

Maggie knew it was Holly’s day at Lucy’s, so Matt would be at the Kingfisher. She walked down in her black miniskirt and her leather, high-heeled boots. She wore a tight, black low-cut blouse and a red padded corset underneath, the lacy edges of which she made sure were peeking out. She knew her breasts, as always, looked phenomenal and not simply great. In the cafe she hung her leather jacket on a hook by the door and spotted Matt alone reading yesterday’s local newspaper, The Daily Storm, a mug of coffee by his wrist. After ordering a double latté, she walked over. “Do you mind?” Matt, startled, looked directly into her breasts before raising his eyes to her face.

She slid into her seat and balanced her forearms on the table. “I’ve seen you around.” She cupped her latté between her hands and took quiet sips, her breasts rising with each sip. “It’s too bad we’ve only met now.” She extended her hand, then, and Matt eagerly accepted it.

“I know. Strange. I’ve seen you around too.” Matt proceeded cautiously, as if he had a brand-new species in his hands. Before him, one of those Hope characters he had been content to let remain somewhere in his periphery. He had never had a chance to see her closely, had never even desired it. But now that she was this close, he couldn’t think why their coming together hadn’t happened before. She was really, well. Magnificent. Her cheekbones were like a model’s, her skin smooth and flawless. Her large dark eyes seemed to spark. He thought that she couldn’t be more than fifty-five. But wasn’t she ancient? Hadn’t he heard something about her being one of the originals? Yet here she was, inches from him, and one of the most beautiful women he had ever met. “You’ve been in Hope a while?” He feigned complete ignorance.

“Long enough!” Maggie sensed his delicacy, which made her laugh loudly. I must relieve him of this ridiculous softness, she thought. 

“Not that you’re old,” he added.

“You’re very handsome.” Maggie addressed her coffee, then looked up and leaned forward, felt her breasts heavy on the tabletop and gently nudged them together with her wrists.

Matt turned red all the way to his hairline. He couldn’t remember having ever been talked to so forthrightly, so wide-openly. Maggie was so surprised by Matt’s adorable blush that she threw back her head, releasing a laugh that seemed to come from her very core. Her laugh was so contagious that Matt started laughing too, which relieved him of his worry about his ridiculous blush. What was he, thirteen?! When she stopped, she had tears in the corner of her eyes. She sighed and slid her hand under the table. Matt’s hand was resting on the top of his thigh against his groin. She found it and cupped it, her fingertips barely dusting the side of his hiding penis.

“Can I take you out?” she asked.

“Why not?” Matt replied.

Maggie spent the morning, as every other, lathering a thick brown salve across her face, sitting in a straight-back wooden chair in front of her large oval mirror. The beveled edges of the mirror seemed to suck in and catch the loose ends of her hair wild around and trap them there, bending, doubling, tripling them in stasis. Next to the vanity, her king-sized bed. All the furniture had come with the house that she had been fortunate enough to buy cheap from an old boyfriend 40 years ago. He had been given the house from his grandmother who had deep Russian and Hope roots. When Maggie touched the smooth wooden canopy of the bed or laid her palms flat against the carved dining table downstairs in the formal dining room, she seemed to feel a throbbing life there; knew that the furniture at least was still humming with youth even if she wasn’t exactly anymore. Now every realtor in town was waiting for her to die so they could get their grimy hands on her house upon the hill, and every priceless item in it.  

The salve stunk like dead fish and tasted salty. She spread it into the sides of her nose, to the edges of her ears, and across the seal of her lips. She closed her eyes and delicately spread it across her lids. She hummed a made-up tune to herself while sitting there, waiting the requisite three minutes, and rocked back and forth in her chair, listening to it creak with every rightward lean. The tune was one she had invented one night, decades ago, after enduring a client’s rough treatment. When he had awoken, he couldn’t move his body, the pain in his back and ribs excruciating. He saw her smiling and naked above him, standing in a straddle, her ankles squeezing the sides of his chest like vises, her long hair hanging down over her breasts. I’ll just take this money, she’d said, showing his wallet in her hand. You’ve been a doll. She left him there, paralyzed in pain. It was then that she realized she had abilities. Magic, the locals would come to say. But she knew they were wrong; that people were such silly stupid beings, always needing mystical or religious reasons to explain the unexplainable. But let them think what they want, she thought. The truth was simply her strength, her incredible resolve to not be overtaken or used; pushed around or told what to do and how to behave.

There were few women like her, who didn’t give a damn, who hated slovenly gossip. She dressed exactly how she wanted. She wasn’t afraid to show her substantial cleavage one day or button it all up another. She still wore short dresses if she wanted. Her legs were still strong and shapely if a bit loose in the thighs–who cared. She had hated those cliquey women in Hope who owned the shops and attended the same churches; who were active in the Rotary and Chamber of Commerce; who appeared in The Daily Storm every time they farted. They dyed their hair according to group-declared fashion; they hated lovingly; they distrusted; they flew to Seattle on shopping trips and came back with jewelry and expensive facial cream and new supplements. When she thought of Janet, the worst of them with her fake blond hair and mansion by the ocean, with her Lexus and prejudices (of course Maggie noticed  when Janet looked down at her through her black square-framed glasses, in just the way that she looked at the Tlingits or the grungy boat people or Jack the town drunk or the tattooed folk up to work the cannery all summer), she thought about Janet falling sick and simply wasting away without fanfare. And when that was exactly what happened, fifteen years ago, Janet dying from colon cancer, slowly, unexceptionally, Maggie thought for the first time that that whole process, the thinking of it, the wishing of it, the coming true of it, all did in fact signify some kind of magic. Or, more factually, some universal tendency toward justice that perhaps just maybe she had at her control.

Maggie pulled a clean, disposable facial sponge from the bag in the top drawer of her vanity and slowly wiped off the brown stuff. She had experimented for years to find just the right amounts of sea kelp, herring eggs, devil’s club, sand, and lichen. She had gotten the idea from an old Tlingit acquaintance, Elga. The salve left her face fresh, clean, and smooth. Why did she still feel as if she were in her twenties? In your heart, inside, you still are, she told her reflection, and smiled, lips closed. High cheekbones, tight skin except perhaps a bit around the eyes and jaw, hair gone pitch black instead of white. The Chinese believe that eating black sesame seeds will keep hair black, will in fact turn it black if already gray. Nothing was beyond possibility. Life continually amused and surprised her. 
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