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To Jacqui Carr





Sometimes, when one person is missing,

The whole world seems depopulated.

—Lamartine,

Premières Méditations poétiques, 1820
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Several myths surround the aster, a fall flower available in both large and dwarf varieties. Virgo is reported to have sprinkled stardust over bare ground, causing the earth to bloom with the very first asters. The goddess Asterea, upon finding no stars in the heavenly firmament, cried such voluminous tears that every drop caused a flower to bloom. Other names for the aster include starwort, the eye of Christ, and kallistos stephos, Greek for “most beautiful crown.” Greeks believed that burning aster leaves repelled evil spirits. Aster salve was alleged to cure rabies. Strangely enough, it’s the violet aster that produces green dye suitable for wool. The poet Virgil boiled asters in wine and placed the tea near a beehive to sweeten the flavor of the honey. In China, asters are planted systematically, one shade blending to the next, to create a rainbow.








Beryl Anne

1

Peter Jennings and the Bear




THAT SEPTEMBER, Anchorage had more moods than a menopausal woman. The sun shone one day and disappeared the next. The leaves began to turn russet and gold, but instead of falling hung on to branches, unwilling to let go. When the first frost came, and the last of the columbines shriveled, people sighed with relief at the return of what seemed like normal autumn weather. Then, a week later, it was warm again, and pansies close to the earth shamelessly opened their petals to take in the shine. Perhaps most troubling of this out-of-season business was the bears. By the end of the month they were usually bedded down for the winter, and stayed that way until spring. This year, however, bears ventured out long past their usual hibernation dates. Programmed to fill their bellies in preparation for sleep, they got into trash, foraging like ravens, and were seen taking dog food from dishes left out for retired huskies. The newspaper’s gardening column warned bird lovers like Beryl Reilly to hold off filling feeders with thistle and sunflower seeds for the chickadees for fear of attracting ursine visitors. A bear encounter was the last thing Beryl wanted. Life was hard enough already.

She sat on the leather living room couch with her journal in her lap. It was a small book, its cover a map of the world. For the last five years she had marked in red pen every place she and Earl had traveled. The western United States, their slow drive through the South and up to New York and Canada, and then beyond the Atlantic, where the line stopped, and they’d flown to Europe. Earl wasn’t the “see the British Isles tour” kind of traveler. Despite his casual clothes and fondness for diners, he flew first class wherever he went. He knew cutting-edge places to eat, where to shop for French jeans, and most of all, where to listen to the best live music to be found. He had friends in far-flung places, places he often traveled to on a moment’s notice. But since the middle of summer, when he’d announced that he wanted to stay home for a while, Earl had spent most of his time in the basement, which he’d converted to a music studio.

Beryl uncapped her pen and wrote down exactly what she was thinking:


Earl’s going to leave me. He thinks I don’t know, but a woman can tell. When I walk into the kitchen and he’s reading the paper, he tucks the sports section under his arm and heads downstairs to the studio. A shrink would call that “cave time,” and advise me to “take care of my needs myself,” but a shrink doesn’t live with Earl, I do. He spends more time down there with the guitars and recording equipment than he does with me. Clear through the kitchen floor I hear him teasing notes from his guitars and keyboards. I imagine him adjusting the knobs and plunking the strings with the tenderness and attention he used to shower on me. With the flick of a switch he can loop a chord progression into a never-ending spiral, infuse an electronic drumbeat without a drummer within a hundred miles. Just the other day I heard the chugging sound of a locomotive passing underneath me sounding so real I ran to the window to look for a runaway train.

An extra inch separates us in bed. My lover, who has always turned to me in his sleep, now sleeps on his left side, turned away. When I ask, “Do you want spaghetti for dinner,” he looks at me as if I’ve asked him to account for every single day of his life. No matter what I say, it puts him on edge.

Okay, so I’ve skipped a few periods. Maybe I am in menopause, the practical joke nature sics on woman so fiercely we wish our cramps and embarrassing accidents and water weight back again. Does he think I’m happy about hot flashes, mood swings, and my faltering libido? And lately I admit I cry at television commercials showing a tender family moment, and the one-legged chickadee hopping around our deck hoping for some crumbs tears my heart as if it’s made of tissue paper, but is that necessarily a bad thing? I’ve been around the block. I know that in a man’s world problems exist to be solved. What if I don’t know what the problem is? “Just let me be sad,” I say, and off he goes, alone, to the studio, to the bookstore, or to hike away from me, and I’m afraid he’s never coming back. Yet sometimes we have sweet reunions. He whispers in my ear as he undresses me, and I feel the very pores of my skin open to take him in. And I want to say it doesn’t matter, but it does, because I know Earl’s going to leave me.
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Five years back, when Earl had bought her the house, Beryl had imagined growing old there, the two of them, their life worn to softness by the years they’d weathered. Bohemian Waxwing, the oddly constructed house, was an Anchorage landmark high on the Hillside with its curving roads and occasional seventy-five-miles-per-hour winds. The builder had been a sculptor, married to a woman who was a serious bird-watcher. He’d set down his chisels to design a house that embodied his beloved’s favorite bird. The roofline made up the arch of the bird’s spine and connected two window-filled wings. To be sure, it was an unconventional dwelling, but the bank of windows struck Beryl as particularly illogical, since a week didn’t go by without her hearing a fatal thump and finding a cooling feathered body lying on the deck. The house’s story had its dark side as well. When the artist’s wife developed a particularly aggressive form of breast cancer and died, the husband left town, and for years the house sat empty. Apparently nobody wanted to take a chance on hand-hewn beams if they came with the specter of love cut short.

But after walking through the empty rooms, Beryl told Earl she didn’t believe in curses. She’d never thought she’d own a home, but she began to warm to the idea of decorating with earth tones and soft linens, making this place a reflection of the two of them. “Every house has a history,” she said, “and every history holds its measure of sorrow.” It was a house, for Pete’s sake; Earl had put it in her name. Real estate, like lingerie, wasn’t returnable.

Many nights she stood on the balcony wrapped in a blanket watching the northern lights shimmy across the evening sky. The aurora rippled and waned, varying from green to purple to—on rare occasions—nearly red. Supposedly, way out in the bush, if the conditions were right, you could hear it hum and whistle, but Beryl had never been that lucky. The lights almost made her believe in God again, but come daytime her confirmed distrust of the Creator of the universe came rushing back. There was too much sorrow on earth to believe that a Supreme Being would allow that kind of pain. Beryl told herself she believed in concrete details, in evolution, in matter she could touch, like the rich, dark earth, and her foul-mouthed parrot. Now that she lived where she could experience seasons, she believed in the earth all the more strongly.

Beryl studied the Alaskan landscape, the names of the mountains and glaciers—Sleeping Lady, Denali, the Knik, and Matanuska. She memorized the names of flowers like the periwinkle blue forget-me-not, assorted columbines, and the frankly yellow butter-and-eggs. She cooked reindeer sausage and tried salmon jerky, but Earl preferred plain old meat loaf, mashed potatoes with a puddle of butter in the center, and lima beans straight from the can. When he said thank you—like a man who after years of unwrapping ties and leather wallets finally receives the big red tool chest from Sears—that was enough for her. They sat together at the kitchen table eating while Hester Prynne, Earl’s tabby cat, peered down from atop the fridge, and Beryl’s parrot Verde muttered obscenities to himself from his elaborate, toy-filled cage. She loved her life, even if her boyfriend didn’t love her.
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The morning she’d decided to confront Earl, he was up before she was. She washed her face, ran her fingers through her curly hair, and poked at the bags beneath her eyes, which, like unclaimed luggage, appeared to be there to stay. She heard the downstairs television switch on, and sat on the end of her bed, tying the belt of her pale pink chenille robe while gathering her nerve.

I will get through this, she told herself. It’s time I took control of my life anyway. I’ll learn to drive a car. Make an effort to find new friends. I’ll let my emotions out instead of filing them away for that rainy day that never comes. I’ll—what was it her friend Maddy had said the last time they talked on the phone? “Fake it until you make it.” A mantra for recovering alcoholics, it would work for newly single women as well.

Downstairs she stood in the kitchen and called his name. Her knees shook and she felt her stomach turn over. “Earl? Honey? We both know things can’t go on like this. Can’t we talk about it?”

For a long time he didn’t answer. Rather than ask again she stared at the screen and watched Peter Jennings narrate in his strong, clear anchorman’s voice over footage of whatever the latest world crisis was—teenage mothers stuck in the welfare system, drug cartels financed by unwitting Americans, a war that was always brewing someplace—oh, the specifics didn’t really matter. Beryl stood at the kitchen table holding on to her elbows while Earl, on the living room couch, leaned forward concentrating on any news but hers. When he didn’t answer her question, she sighed, swallowed against her nausea, and went upstairs to take her shower.

Later she could hear Earl bumping around in his studio, but she didn’t go after him. She tried to work on some embroidery, but she had a headache, so she took a nap. She dreamed of her friends in California on the flower farm where she’d once lived. It was a typical, sunny autumn day, and the smell of chrysanthemums was thick in the air. Phoebe, who had inherited the farm from her aunt Sadie, was telling them all something Sadie had said about growing roses, and Beryl couldn’t help but smell the soft, dusty petals even deep in her subconscious. When she woke, the September sun was waning outside her bedroom window, bathing the birches in failing light.

Downstairs the kitchen lay half in shadow. While she could have turned on any number of lights, she didn’t want the scene to have sharp edges. Earl was bent over the kitchen table writing checks from one of those enormous checkbooks, four of them to a page. He paid all their bills, and every month he gave Beryl more money than she knew what to do with for “household expenses.” She hardly ever spent it unless she was buying him a gift. After all this time she had a bank account well into the mid–six figures, which didn’t seem quite real when she opened her statement and examined the balance. “My buddy,” she said as she rubbed his shoulders, “buddy” being her term of endearment for this skinny, gray-haired virtuoso who collected signed first editions and traveled to Europe as easily as people around here drove to the Kenai Peninsula for the weekend. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

Earl reached up and patted her hand. “Nothing’s wrong.”

Beryl took a breath, let it out, and spoke before she lost her courage. “Earl, don’t do this.”

“Do what?”

“Retreat from me,” she said. “Go all icy and distant and pull away when I go to touch you. If there’s something wrong, let’s talk about it. Fix it. You know I love you, right?”

He stamped the envelopes and stacked the bills in a neat pile before he answered. “Beryl, I’m as fine as anybody is these days,” he said. “The economy’s in the toilet, and Bush is in the White House. Ask me again in four years.” He closed the checkbook and stretched his arms above his head, neatly moving away from her in the same movement. “I need to get out. Winter’s coming. It makes everyone feel a little claustrophobic.”

Just then Verde squawked from the front room. Beryl’s severe macaw didn’t appreciate being left out of any conversation, and this one was no exception. Beryl opened a cupboard to get him some peanuts. “There’s still some light. We could hike Powerline Pass trail if we hurry,” she said. The hike wasn’t exactly challenging for someone like Earl, but it wore Beryl out. The views were stunning, but unless you were looking inside a Wal-Mart, gorgeous scenery pretty much set the standard for south central Alaska.

The set of Earl’s shoulders was stiff. Maybe this was all about impending winter. Maybe she was, as her stepmother used to say, “borrowing trouble.” But deep down she felt sure he was trying to figure out how to leave—how a man could do that after promising a woman “forever.” It gutted her legs, but she took a breath and forged ahead. “Look. I can tell you want to leave, and not just for a little while. So let’s get it out in the open. Be grateful we had five years.”

He stared at her, measuring her words.

“This isn’t a trick,” she said. “I’m sad, but I won’t fall apart. Why don’t you go take your hike? I’ll stay here and make some bread. That rye you like. And soup. When you get home, we’ll work this out like adults.”

Earl smiled in such plain relief that Beryl fell for him all over again—the shy, reluctant grin, the slightly overlapping front teeth, and the crinkly lines near his eyes that smoothed out when they made love. “Are you sure?” he asked.

Sure? About dismantling her life? Well, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d done it. “Why would I lie to you?”

“No reason. Okay, then. I think I will go. On the hike.”

As if she’d signed his permission slip, Earl was out the door in twenty minutes. No perfunctory goodbye kiss, just him grabbing his daypack and jacket and a terse “See you later.” Beryl glimpsed a wave of the hand with the callused fingertips she loved to feel travel across her skin—though she hadn’t in quite some time, and now she was going to have to say goodbye to all that. He’d return less burdened. They’d eat dinner and push their plates aside and open their mouths and behave like civilized people. You love that couch, so you keep it. I know how important your books are to you, so I’ll help you pack them up so they won’t get damaged, when all she wanted was to sidle up close, unbutton the top of his Henley and run her hands over his chest until he got the idea that using bodies instead of words was a much better form of communication—and medicine to heal most rifts.

Instead she put on her winter jacket and gloves and set out for her own walk. A spattering of rain, typical of the autumn season, darkened the tarmac. Soon, enough moisture would collect in the graveled places and turn to frost. They lived too far up the Hillside to have streetlights, but it was still a fairly spendy neighborhood, complete with a homeowner’s association she continually worried would discover her past felony conviction and boot her out as undesirable. Beryl tried to imagine who lived in the houses on the acre-plus lots. Some were styled in a postmodern box shape, with paned windows like staring eyes. Others were massive log-home forts, and when Beryl looked at them she pictured entire forests giving their lives to become pretty lumber. Rarely on her walks did she encounter a neighbor. Oh, sometimes a dog walker would give her a brief nod, but nobody spoke beyond “Hi,” or “Cold, isn’t it?” If you lived this far up the hill, people figured you didn’t want to be bothered. She had her hands in her pockets, her head down, the posture of brooding, and was trying to reconcile what had happened in her kitchen half an hour ago with what would happen when Earl came home. Menopause had delivered her a unique method of reasoning, such as, “If Hollywood can make such authentic love stories, films that make a person cry time after time, then why can’t human beings stay in love for longer than five years?” Furthermore, was the whole idea of finding one’s soul mate doomed to failure? A beautiful pipe dream with a hairline crack? Could anybody sustain a relationship and maintain a sense of herself? Phoebe had nearly lost herself when Juan died. The love of Ness’s life had left her with HIV. And why couldn’t Nance, who would make the best mother, have her baby instead of three miscarriages?

After she’d thoroughly depressed herself, she pictured Peter Jennings, his handsome face, the dark hair graying at the temples, his professional calm, and wondered if he was like that in real life, if he was married, and who the lucky woman might be.

In fact, she was so caught up in her thoughts she didn’t see the bear. To her it looked as if her neighbor’s front-yard spruce tree had suddenly sprouted a goiter. What the hell, this was Alaska. Anything could and did happen, people falling into glaciers, the legalization of marijuana, the mayor shutting down a harmless library exhibit because he wanted to pretend there was no such thing as gay pride. But in the next instant, the tree goiter was on the ground on all fours, breath steaming from his nostrils, looking as surprised by Beryl as she was by him.

She tried to remember bear etiquette—were you supposed to run, like you did with moose, hauling ass as quick as possible from those deadly hooves? Bear claws were huge and thick, scar makers of the highest order. Maybe she was supposed to stand absolutely still, or was she supposed to make noise? Bear bells and pepper spray—just about every Alaskan store had them for sale—and a joke to tell along with them—but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to know they wouldn’t do diddly against a pissed-off bear. Should she back away? She didn’t see a cub. Sows with cubs were the most dangerous. Was it a black bear or a brown one? It was hard to tell in the shadows. She remembered a Tlingit tale she’d read in a book she’d bought at Title Wave Books.

“A woman is out gathering berries with her family. Surprised by a bear, she drops her basket. The bear takes her away. He becomes her husband. She makes his dinner. From their passion, children are born. Her husband treats her well. It’s a good life, except for her occasional wondering about her life before this one.”


Then, depending on the version, her brothers return for her and kill the bear, which by now she loves with all her heart or, seeing how bearlike she’s become, they kill her, too.

Beryl closed her eyes and thought of the people who might possibly miss her should this bear take her life—her girlfriends back in California, definitely. Earl? Of course he would, for a while anyway. She smelled the bear’s harsh odor, or maybe it was her own fear rising. All she knew for certain was that when she opened her eyes, she was home, having run all the way and seeing nothing. But even standing on her own front porch the feeling of safety eluded her. Peter Jennings, she thought. Peter would have known what to do.
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To calm herself she would make bread. First she sifted the rye flour with wheat, shook anise seeds from the spice tin into the mix, and in another bowl she stirred blackstrap molasses with melted butter and warm milk. Then she spaced out for a moment, staring at the bowls, trying to figure out what was missing. Her mind returned to the bear. She remembered that her neighbors had hung a bird feeder in the tree. The poor bear was hungry, that’s all. He was looking for something to fill his stomach before hibernation. Maybe he didn’t like the taste of fifty-three-year-old women. Maybe he had a good laugh at her running down the street like her hair was on fire. Oh my God! Yeast! How could a baker forget the leavening? Outside it had begun to rain.

The six-burner restaurant stove was so powerful and efficient at baking that the bread was done and cooling on the wire rack in three hours. Its perfume filled the kitchen, and made Beryl so hungry she went to work on a white bean soup, taking time to chop shallots and then to lightly caramelize them before adding them to the soup. Such careful attention made the difference between an okay soup and a meal so wonderful that she knew Earl would ask for seconds. There was sour cream to dollop on top of the soup, and chopped green onions to sprinkle across. Why not put as much care into this dinner as all the others? She had just finished washing her hands when the phone rang.

“Are you channeling Martha Stewart?” her friend Phoebe asked when Beryl explained the dinner menu.

“I hope not,” Beryl said. “Didn’t she run over her neighbor or get really fat?”

“According to the rumors,” Phoebe said. “At least you aren’t being investigated for stock shenanigans.”

Beryl could hear Phoebe’s five-year-old daughter, Sally, screaming in the background. “What’s wrong with the little princess?”

Phoebe sighed. “Her highness is making sure everyone knows that she is not pleased with her dinner menu. How can any child of mine hate vegetables, I ask you? Suddenly all she wants is bacon or cheeseburgers, even for breakfast.”

Beryl thought about how a change in appetite could be an omen, and how the words omen and ominous and were so obviously related, but how did the English language go from there to the word augury, or the queen of them all, portentous? She got so distracted that Phoebe had to startle her back into joining the conversation. “Beryl Anne? Are you still there?”

Hormones. The answer had to be hormones. She’d find a doctor and get a prescription and start taking them immediately. “I’m sure picky eating’s just a phase, Pheebs. Sally won’t perish if she eats a hamburger now and again.”

“Over my dead body. They put all those nasty growth hormones in meat nowadays,” Phoebe argued. “I don’t want this child needing a bra by second grade. Oh, my God, Beryl. Think about it. My daughter is going to have bigger tits than me by the time she’s thirteen years old! Probably even before that.”

Now the rain had turned to snow—the first flakes of the season. They’d melt before they hit the ground, Beryl thought. She and Phoebe laughed, and for the moment things were so nearly like the year Beryl had lived at Bad Girl Creek that she felt as if Phoebe were down the street, or in the next room, even, instead of a six-hour plane ride away. She flew down to see them twice a year, but this winter she’d asked Earl if they could stay home. Winter in Alaska was slow and quiet, cozy. Beryl wanted to read, play with Verde, and cross-country ski along the Coastal Trail. If they traveled at all, she wanted to head back to New Mexico, where Earl performed music in out-of-the-way bars, tried out his new material, and where Beryl had first met Maddy, who was now living in Nashville, sans Rick, whom Beryl never thought was good enough for her anyway. When Earl left she would be alone for winter. Well, alone wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. She took a breath and decided not tell Phoebe about the breakup. The last thing she wanted was to add to her friend’s burdens.

“The reason I called,” Phoebe said, “is my love life.”

“You have a love life? That’s wonderful, Phoebe. Who’s the lucky guy?”

“Hang on. It’s not what you think. I went on a movie date with my Rolfer, Grant. He’s very nice, and he’s handsome, and the movie was pretty good, too, but Beryl, am I nuts? The whole time we’re sitting there in the theater all I can think is I’m sitting next to the man who knows my misbehaving muscles intimately. Not to mention he’s seen my”—she paused and lowered her voice—“my bird’s nest peeking out from my underwear a time or two. Honestly, I was so nervous I couldn’t eat my popcorn.”

“Your bird’s what?” Beryl asked.

“Think metaphor,” Phoebe said. “Precocious little pitchers have big ears, remember. Well, anyway, it was a tense evening. And he asked me to go again next week. Do you think that means something? Or is he just lonesome? I wonder if maybe he parked in a handicapped space and got assigned community service and I’m the service? Oh, enough about boring old me. How’s the love of your life, you luckout?”

“Earl’s fine,” Beryl said.

“Pass the phone so I can say hi.”

“He’s out for a little hike, otherwise I would.”

“He goes for hikes a lot, doesn’t he?” Phoebe said.

“Well,” Beryl said, looking out the kitchen window at the fat flakes illuminated in the porch lights and wondering where he was, if this would be the last time she had a right to feel this way. “Hiking’s a religion up here. If it’s a nice day, you go fifteen miles. If it’s a crappy day, you only do seven.”

“Wait. Isn’t it dark all the time now?”

Beryl craned her neck to see if she could catch a glimpse of the driveway. Earl was probably in his truck, driving up the hill this very minute. She’d explained Alaska’s light-and-dark peculiarities a thousand times, but her friends in the Lower Forty-eight persisted in believing that Alaska had two seasons, light and dark, so she’d finally quit trying. “How’s Nance doing?” she asked. “Ness? Mimi and Dayle? David? Anyone heard from Maddy?”

“Maddy sent us a CD,” Phoebe said. “Mostly cover songs, but man, she can really belt it out when she wants to. Did you hear that Rotten Rick had to go back to work? He got a job writing for that retirement newsletter! Ha. Everyone else is fine. Mimi and Dayle are currently broken up, however.”

“That’s too bad.”

“It’s a stalemate with those two. Dayle misses Alaska and wants Mimi to move there with her. Mimi refuses to leave Bayborough because her grandkids are here. Of course, her daughter-in-law still won’t let her be a part of their lives, but Mimi persists in thinking that will change.”

“Tell Dayle she can come stay here if she wants. There are whole rooms I haven’t explored. Sometimes I feel like I live in Manderley.”

“I loved Rebecca,” Phoebe said. “I was maybe ten when I read it for the first time. It was so creepy and romantic all at the same time. Kind of like love, actually.”

Beryl said, “I think I read it in prison.”

Both were silent a moment, and Beryl felt the shift in tension even before Phoebe spoke. Prison had ended ten years ago, and her friends loved her through and through, but every time Beryl made a reference to it, there was this momentary awkward hush. “There is one thing I wanted to tell you,” Phoebe said. “Before you hear it from someone else.”

The receiver suddenly felt leaden in Beryl’s hand. “Oh, God, Pheebs. Save the worst news for last. Tell me what happened.”

“Nance lost the baby.”

“No. Oh, not again.”

“Yeah, she did. Yesterday.”

In her nearly five years of marriage to Phoebe’s brother, James, Nance had been pregnant three times and miscarried three times. This made attempt number four. Beryl had watched Phoebe make the transformation from “Eh, who needs a baby” to a darned good mother, but Nance’s maternal impulse ran clear to the core. Beryl’d never known anyone who wanted a child so badly.

“And she made it so far this time,” Phoebe said.

“What’s the doctor say?” Beryl asked.

“Time to give her body a rest.”

“How long a break does she have to take?”

“Actually he said to stop trying altogether.”

“Does that mean they’re going to adopt?”

“Sally, you put that video down this minute!” Phoebe sighed. “Sorry to sound like such a crab, but I cannot bear one more viewing of The Little Mermaid today. I should probably hang up. Poor Nance. They really thought this time was going to be the charm. The ultrasound looked good. It was a boy.”

Beryl didn’t want to think about it, but now the picture was in her mind, a tiny boy waving from across the creek that ran behind the flower farm. His face was in shadow, and he pressed his palms together and dived into the water. “Is she eating okay?” Beryl asked. Nance was anorectic, and too much stress could potentially send her back to the days of apple skins and half-cup cottage cheese entrées.

“James says she is. He made her go back to the shrink. Says she just needs time to grieve the loss. That’s the one thing I suck at, you know? I’m just not a patient person. Never have been, never will be.”

Beryl understood that, probably better than any of the other women who lived at the farm, but they had no idea why, and she hadn’t gone out of her way to tell them. All Beryl’d revealed of her past was hints that a series of long-ago obstacles had kept her from having a career as a teacher. She’d closed off that portal, kept it from the world, and living in Alaska had only reinforced the wall. “I’ll write her a card,” Beryl said, hearing the sound of a car pulling up. “I have to hang up now, Phoebe. Earl’s back. I have dinner ready.”

“Keep in touch, Martha,” Phoebe said. In the background there was a crash, and she sighed again. “I’d better go sweep up before one of the animals cuts a paw. Love you, Beryl.”

“Love you back,” she said, and hung up. In the time they’d talked, the weather had turned bad, one of those freezing rainstorms that made Alaskans stay indoors and light the woodstove.

Beryl waited for Earl’s whistle as he took the stairs, the familiar clink of his key in the front lock, which generally triggered Verde’s explosive greetings—a cussing parrot never ran out of things to say—and for Hester Prynne to jump from her perch atop the refrigerator, but instead, the someone rang the doorbell. Who would it be at this time of night? Maybe Airborne Express. Earl was always getting packages. She answered the door and instead of her true love, she met a state trooper. Snow and rain had dampened the shoulders of his extra-large jacket. He looked so young for someone that tall, his face unlined, his cheeks as smooth as a boy’s. “Yes?” she said. “May I help you?”

The trooper removed his hat. “Ma’am, does an Earl Houghton live here?”

“He does,” Beryl said. “But he’s not in at the moment. Is there something I can do for you?”

The trooper had one of those military-short haircuts. Beryl invited him in to the foyer, where true Alaskans took off their shoes without a moment’s thought as to the state of their socks. Only a cheechako—a newcomer, like she had once been—would stand there shod and dripping. But even though this man clearly wasn’t a cheechako, water puddled around his boots on the slate tile. “I’m sorry to tell you, but we found his truck by Eklutna Lake.”

Beryl looked at him. “Eklutna Lake?” No one went there after summer’s end. The roads were impassable in snow. “No, he went for a hike up the Powerline trail.”

“Ma’am, we found his truck off the road in the trees. Keys in the ignition, motor running, no sign of him. What with this ice storm—”

Beryl shook her head no. “You’re mistaken. He’ll be back any second.”

The trooper looked at her sadly, as if his mouth were brimming with a speech he’d memorized from training, only to realize it was not going to make things any easier for either side of the equation. Beryl’s knees began to buckle. “Ma’am,” he said, catching her by the arm to steady her. “Is there someone I can call for you?”

However long it took to fall, Beryl had time to remember when she had been the one delivering bad news, six years back, on Phoebe’s wedding day. Her fiancé, Juan, had been killed in a multiple car wreck on his way to their wedding. The pain of seeing the mangled cars and the devastation of Phoebe’s life lay right below the surface, and if Beryl thought about it for longer than five minutes, she broke down. But now other memories began crowding in, demanding time and attention and recognition. Right then she would have given both her arms if that state trooper would just put his Smokey the Bear hat back on and go deliver his bad news to the house next door. He held her upright, struggling to maintain eye contact, to let her know just how serious this was.

He could have gone to Eklutna, Beryl reasoned. It was a beautiful lake. In the summer they’d kayaked there. Portaged their gear to a quiet spot, made love on grass so green it seemed to glow beneath their flesh. The trooper helped her to the kitchen table and got her a glass of water.

After she drank, Beryl pulled herself together. She could hear the soup bubbling on the stove. “Tell me,” she said. “Even if it’s really bad. Don’t leave anything out.”









Thomas Jack
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The Bird Whisperer




DURING THE WINTER MONTHS, Raptor Rehab’s frenetic pace slowed to a dawdle. Summer volunteers returned to university to further their studies, found jobs at big box stores that paid minimum wage, went to two-dollar shows at the Bear Tooth Theater, or drank more than usual and waited for spring. Life wasn’t nearly so interesting outside the center. Where else could a person bask in the good feeling that he’d done something positive for the winged residents of Alaska? Treatment continued with a skeleton crew of three salaried employees and a handful of longtime volunteers, some of whom’d worked there for as long as a decade. Thomas Jack had done both jobs. Now he was paid a small salary and had his own key to the place. He showed up for work before eight and stayed until things got done, and when they didn’t he sacked out on the office floor by the cages of Mr. Jay and the resident redpoll, Lipstick.

Thomas could remove a fishhook from an eagle’s beak, though somehow in doing so, his cleft palate scar always began to tingle. He performed physical therapy on ravens’ wings, and doctored eagles too weak to try to bite him. He stood by the vets who volunteered their surgery skills, and sometimes he knew which way they were going to probe before they did. He scrubbed guano out of Astroturf cage liners; handpicked grub worms from the canvas littered with sawdust and potato slices, and chopped donated salmon into bird-bite-size chunks. Then he weighed them in kilograms, injected each piece with Lactated Ringers Solution, and dusted the lot with vitamins before setting the tray inside a cage to tempt a sick bird. Birds responded well to him. He knew not to try to catch an eagle without backup. He accepted the fact that no matter what a person tried, some birds did not get well; yet when he was on watch, it sometimes seemed they tried harder to heal. Of Thomas Jack, Dr. Simpson said, “That dude’s got the mojo,” and most everyone agreed.

Thomas Jack was who the vets called at three in the morning. They knew that he’d work a Saturday shift without complaint, and if a cage of baby swallows came in needing to be fed every twenty minutes, and Thomas said he’d do it, come morning every one of those swallows would be alive. Nearly everyone who passed through the double doors noticed that Thomas looked a little like an eagle himself, with those deep, hooded brown eyes and the hooked Roman nose. He was half Tlingit and half white, his skin the color of Starbucks latte, and his inky hair hung halfway down his back. A few years ago, when Raptor Rehab hosted an open house to raise funds, some Daily News reporter took it upon herself to bestow on Thomas the title “Native American Bird Whisperer.” Since then he had suffered endless jokes regarding Robert Redford movies and how exactly was it one said “Thanks for the Oscar” in Eagle. Periodically, the paper ran a picture of whatever bird they had in-house that week, and made mention of Thomas Jack, “still whispering after all these years.” When elementary school kids came to the clinic on a field trip, Thomas spun them stories of how in the old days, a Native man could speak to animals without moving his lips. He’d make his eyes go wide and his voice as steady as a metronome. It quieted the kids for long enough to get them past making jokes about bird scat and the stink of fish.

Today he was working with Alma Santangelo, who’d been there a month longer than he had and never let him forget it. Alma sometimes got a bug up her behind about the ravens’ diets. The weekend volunteers liked to fork out dog food for the ravens because it was easy and nutritious, and the food detail then took about thirty minutes and much less elbow grease. “It’s downright laziness,” Alma said, her voice getting that shrill tone to it. “Not to mention unhealthy. And these are the same individuals who buy organic bananas and granola for themselves. How hard is it to chop eggs, defrost fish, crumble birdy cornbread over a pie plate and sprinkle in a few berries?”

On this subject she could go on for hours. Thomas knew Alma just wanted to be heard. Her with that blowhard boyfriend sporting his mullet haircut, drunk half the time. When they did bother to come home, her daughters ran roughshod all over her. One of them had been busted for prostitution, and the other one was dancing at Showgirls. Raptor Rehab was about the only place where Alma felt in charge. This was the real miracle of listening, Thomas thought. Birds were walks in the park compared with Alma. Maynard, the other paid employee, sometimes referred to her as “Bitch and Game,” but he didn’t really mean it. Today Alma was particularly steamed because a Sunday volunteer had fed a convalescing raven McDonald’s french fries.

“Junk food!” she wailed. “Would you feed a Big Mac to a cardiac patient? What the hell is wrong with those people? What do they do all day? Sit around and play cards? You’ll notice nobody bothered to do a load of wash, either.”

Thomas wanted to interrupt her. He wanted to say, Look at the raven’s chart, Alma. Bird hasn’t eaten for a week, yet he scarfed the fries. The raven’s a scavenger, food’s food, and when somebody’s given up, you tempt ’em however you can. But his grandmother, full Tlingit and from a Raven clan, had brought him up to respect people and to listen politely. When the doorbell rang, Thomas offered to get it, leaving Alma in the food preparation room. She was probably telling her sad story to the twin freezers stacked high with rats and mice sorted according to size and color, alongside moose meat so old the gray surface was visible under the plastic wrap.

Far more interesting was the curly redhead at the door. She looked about forty, maybe a few years older. She held a powder blue bath towel in her arms. Inside the bath towel was a dazed looking magpie. “He flew into my window,” she said as behind her a blue-and-white City taxi pulled away. “Can you help?”

“Bring him in, and I’ll take a look.” Thomas Jack opened the door so she could come inside. He gestured her past the display case filled with various sizes of eggs, an abandoned nest, and the taxidermied great horned owl that was losing its stuffing. Usual clinic procedure was to allow the rescuer to come in and watch the intake exam, but most of the time they dropped the bird and ran like hell. This one tied her jacket around her waist and slid on a pair of rubber gloves without Thomas asking her to.

“Has West Nile virus found its way up here yet?” she asked. “Do you quarantine all newcomers as a matter of policy?”

He sprayed the exam counter with Nolvasan disinfectant. “No and yes. You happen to know the approximate time of the bird’s injury?”

She looked at her watch. “Twenty-six minutes ago. It takes the cab company ten minutes to get up the hill to my house, so twenty minutes there. Add in the four it took me to get the towel, call the cab, and a minute here talking with you. He’s moving his head, so his neck’s not broken, but he’s in shock, and I’m sure he has a concussion. Do you guys use dex? I’d say he weighs—” and he watched her use her fingers gently to assess the bird’s heft and tell him in kilograms.

He lifted the bird off the scale, leaving the towel and, mentally subtracting its weight, amazed at how close she was. “Dex” was short for dexamethasone, which was indeed their standard treatment for a shocky bird. Thomas Jack cocked his head. “How come you know all this? You got birds at home?”

“Just one,” she answered, frowning. “A severe macaw that appears to be having a nervous breakdown.”

“Really? Why do you suppose that is?”

“I don’t have a clue. I’m about ready to call in the pet psychic lady on the Discovery Channel.”

He laughed. “I love that show. So how come you know to glove up, worry about West Nile, et cetera?”

She folded the towel around the magpie while Thomas checked his wings. “A few years ago I worked at a bird rescue in California. Probably by now all the procedures have changed. What I said—well, it just comes out automatically. I’ll shut up now and let you get to work.”

Thomas gently extended each of the magpie’s wings. Mags were as hardy as tomcats, and just about as scruffy. Nothing broken. Alma came into the room, saw them at the table, and gathered up the intake papers. She laid them down on the edge of the exam counter and peered into the towel. “Want me to give the injection?” she asked.

Thomas said yes and recited the dosage. He and the redhead held the bird while Alma worked her fingers through breast feathers and with an alcohol rub, cleaned a patch of skin. The shot went in easily, and they rewrapped the magpie to take him to the quarantine cages. “I can take him,” Alma said.

“I’ll finish the paperwork,” Thomas said, taking up the intake report. “You don’t have to give your name,” he said to the redhead. “But if you want me to call and let you know how the bird does, I’ll need your phone number.”

She was looking all around the building, and for a moment she didn’t seem to hear him.

He tapped the pen on the counter. “Or I’ll just put down ‘anonymous.’ It’s up to you.”

She let out her breath and told him her name. “That’s B-e-r-y-l, like the stone, not the pickle barrel. Last name is Reilly.”

“As in ‘the life of’?” Thomas Jack said.

“Well, gosh. I’ve only heard that about ten million times before.”

“Sorry. Soon as I finish this paperwork I’ll give you the nickel tour. Then I’m going to talk you into volunteering here.”

“Thanks, but I can’t.”

“Stay for the tour?”

“No. Volunteer.”

“You work eighty hours a week or something?”

“Actually I don’t have a job, but I still can’t do it.”

He watched her surveying the shelves of supplies, their pitiful boxes of outdated gauze pads and precious bottles of disinfectant. She would say no three more times, he figured, but in the end he’d get her to agree to at least come back.

“You think the magpie will make it?” she asked as he slid the paperwork into the half-full binder of records they kept on each bird.

“They’re pretty hardy,” he said. “Come on, let me introduce you to everyone.”
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Everyone meant the birds. Most of their patients weren’t going anywhere except to a good home, where they’d live out their days in a nice roomy cage, get handled on a daily basis, and once a month or so, take a trip to a school or a bookstore to perform an education event. Thomas Jack watched Beryl-the-stone-not-the-pickle-barrel’s face as she took in their haughty juvenile eagle, a study in brown feathers and royal attitude, despite having had half his beak shot off. Dr. Simpson was experimenting with fiberglass materials to create a prosthetic beak, and he figured she’d do it, too, if such a thing could be accomplished. Their goshawk was getting spoiled, but he was such a gorgeous bird that that seemed inevitable. They had a merlin that was on its way to Homer this very afternoon—Homer had been asking for one for five years. The cussed raven pair that came in a week before had already torn up the newspaper lining their cages and bitten one of the Sunday volunteers, probably for running out of french fries, Thomas imagined. Did she know about the statewide shortage of tetanus vaccine? Beryl nodded yes. She stood a long time looking in at the eagles. Seeing a wild bird up close was a darn good show. Thomas Jack took her into the baby bird room, opened the screen door, and led her inside. “That cage in the corner,” he said. “I was just about to clean it. Would you mind holding Saint Francis while I do?”

“Saint who?”

Thomas Jack wrapped the pygmy owl in a flannel cloth and set the bird in her hands. He’d come to the center with his top feathers torn out, probably hit by a car, and a mild concussive injury that abated after a week. His tonsure made him look like a tiny pissed-off friar. The little guy was so enraged at being lifted from his secure cage and the spruce branch wedged inside for a perch that he clicked his beak furiously. The soft way Beryl cradled him in the flannel, the look she gave him, as if Thomas and the quail and the duck weren’t even there—well, Thomas knew he had made a dent. Women and owls, he thought; there was a strange connection, sort of like women and horses. He’d long ago given up trying to understand such pairings. Usually he left the cleaning detail to the volunteers, but today he laid clean newspaper in the cage as slowly as he could get away with. He fetched six thawed mice, bloated to comic book roundness with the injection of Ringers, and set them in a clean recycled Lean Cuisine entrée dish.

“Even saints get antsy,” Beryl said, “and I think this one wants back in his cage.”

“Here. Give him to me. It’s time for his breakfast anyway.”

Thomas laid the mice on the Astroturf bottom of the cage. The owl immediately took one, neatly flipping it into his beak, and then worked his whole body in a series of shrugs to get the mouse down. Thomas bagged the bird’s latest pellet and dated the label.

“You save their pellets?” she said.

“We recycle their recycling,” he answered. “Science classes dissect the pellets, stuff like that.”

“He’s a beautiful bird,” Beryl said.

“Yeah. We get a fair number of owls,” he said. “Let’s go see the water pens.”

He took her through the maze of water pens where they sometimes had a swan or a variety of ducks, but today the pens were empty and drained. Summer had been an entirely different story. While the rest of Anchorage was out in the endless sunshine, wearing sandals and shorts, Thomas had worn hip boots and Carhartt overalls to work. To him summer smelled like the guano of a hundred screaming gulls.

Beryl stopped in front of the eagle cages again. “This probably sounds rude, but how do you get the money to maintain a place like this? In California, and I lived in a wealthy county filled with bird-watching retirees, we had a facility the size of a closet.”

“The one good thing to come out of the oil spill,” he said. “This place exists in case of another one. Should that happen we have twenty-four hours to clear our birds out and get to work on theirs. That’s a day I hope will never come.”

“I take it you were in Valdez? That must have been hard.”

He nodded. “It’s still a mess. Go to the beach, turn a rock over, and dig down a few inches. You’ll find oil. Shall we go see how the magpie’s doing?”

“Yes, definitely.”

The bird was perched in the corner of his crate, glowering at them, his food untouched. “Give him time,” Thomas said. “It’s like if you or me hit the windshield in a car wreck. Head’s gotta ache.”

“Yes,” Beryl said. “I can relate. I started getting headaches this summer.”

“Seen a doctor?”

She smiled at him. “From what I’ve read, it’s all part of the dreaded ‘change of life.’ ”

Thomas liked her face, the serious set of her jaw, and that she wasn’t averse to laughing at herself. The way she studied things, taking in detail after detail until she had a clear picture of the whole, impressed him. Maybe she had come from California, but this was not your basic lunch-and-shop woman. In the front office he introduced her to Mr. Jay, possibly the oldest blue jay in captivity, blind in one eye, the other missing entirely, thanks to some boys and their rock-throwing abilities. Lipstick had an unfortunate feather disorder, and looked as if he were constantly molting. Both had been at the center so long that they knew the routine better than anyone. Lipstick liked the white mealworms, but he would not touch the brown ones. Mr. Jay wanted pine nuts and a pinecone to tuck them in to or he’d squawk up a storm. “So, Beryl,” Thomas said. “That’s all of it. What do I have to do to talk you into coming back, giving us a try? Buy you lunch?”

“Thanks, but this part of my life’s over with. I’ll always love birds, but I’m done with the rescue end of it. I just can’t take it when they die. And the ones that respond and get released, I miss them too much. Not to mention the politics involved. A person gets tired of begging for money, you know?”

“Come on,” Thomas said. “This isn’t California, it’s Alaska. We’re easygoing.”

She shook her head no. “I’ll write you a big check. Think of all the medicines you can buy with it.”

“I’ll happily take the check, but why don’t you come in tomorrow, just to hang out? Maynard will be in. He’s a good guy, into falcons. He’d love to meet you. He’s got a scarlet macaw at home. Plus you can monitor the magpie’s progress.”

She looked away. “You’ll hate me if I take a pass.”

“Not if you give me a good enough reason.”

She touched the bars of the redpoll’s cage, and Mr. Jay said, “Good bird.”

Thomas noticed that made her smile. Figured, what with her owning a parrot.

“My life’s sort of a mess right now. I don’t know how much help I could be, really.”

Boyfriend trouble, Thomas Jack figured. It was epidemic. He handed her a brochure. “Read this when you have a minute. Maybe you’ll change your mind.”

“Thanks. Is it okay if I use the phone to call a cab?”

“A cab? If you need a ride home it’s no trouble for me to drop you off. This is about the time I go out for lunch, anyway. Who wants to spend ten bucks on a cab?”

“It’s okay. I have the money.”

Thomas Jack pointed to the donation box. “Then stick a tenner in there and let me drive you home. I love macaws, and it’s been a while since I saw a severe, and you said he was having some kind of breakdown. Maybe I can help. Alma!” he called out. “I’ll be back in an hour.”
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“I’ll be damned,” he said when he turned onto her street. “You live in the Nuthatch.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your house. That’s what people call it. On account of the man who built it poured hundreds of thousands of dollars into it, and it ended up looking…well, like this. He was…eccentric, I guess is the word for it.”

Beryl gave him a look. “You mean a nut.”

“Some people say so,” Thomas allowed. “Funny thing is, the way it’s built? The wings and so on, the red underneath the back end of it? It really does look like a nuthatch.”

“Oh,” she said softly. “I thought I was the only one who noticed.”

“Nope. I saw that right away. So. Which way is in?”

“Just park in the driveway. The wall there? Behind it there’s a stairway. You just can’t see it from here.”

No kidding. From where he sat in the front seat of his Subaru, it looked like there was no way in whatsoever. Thomas parked in the driveway, and she led him up the stairs to the front door, where spruce and birch leaned in close enough to touch. This monster of a dwelling was like nothing he’d ever seen. It beat all. The structure had enough wood in it to build maybe twenty houses. It looked like it was perching there on the lot, prepared to take flight for some other planet where a construction like this was considered a thing of beauty.

As he walked behind her, he noticed she was the same height as he was, five five, but he had close to sixty pounds on her. She was definitely older than him, but pretty the way some white girls can be, relaxed with themselves, forgoing the makeup.

Even before Thomas saw the bird he suspected it was a boyfriend-leaving thing. It was best to go into these situations with a clear mind, no prejudices, so he set his impressions aside. The problem could be as simple as the bird was tired of its diet or preferred its cage in a different corner. Really, when it came down to it, it didn’t take much to make a bird happy, except to let it be a bird, throw a little consistent affection its way, and keep the rules clear. The cage was clean, roomy, and the toys looked worn from play. Looked as if Beryl spoiled him rotten, because on top of his cage was a parrot version of the Alaska Club gym. He noticed the TV was on. “You watch a lot of tube?” he asked.

“Not really,” she said. “I leave it on for Verde when I’m not here. To keep him company. He gets lonely.”

“Well, first off I’d change the channel. CNN’s a little depressing,” Thomas told her as he walked around the living room, taking the bird’s-eye view and finding the place dark and cavernous. The bird needed more light, for sure. She had an odd mixture of nice things in the room, such as a leather couch that smelled like a saddle, but cheap things, too, like a crappy old lamp carved to look like a raven mask, only it was badly chipped and made of plaster. “That bad-news station has your bird in a world of worry.”

“I keep the sound low,” Beryl said defensively.

Thomas Jack took Beryl gently by the arm and steered her around to where the cage stood. After placing her just so, he took her place on the couch, facing the TV. He upped the volume and made a big show of enormous fake tears and wringing his hands. “Bwaah,” he said. “Oh me, oh my! The world is coming apart. The sun is a burning star. Any minute now there’s going to be another earthquake. And a tsunami. Maybe even a nuclear bomb.”

He watched Beryl Reilly fold her arms across her nice-size breasts and give him an irritated look. “I’m not a demonstrative person,” she said. “Most of the time I don’t even say a negative word.”

He shook his head. Oh yeah, sure you don’t. This was the hardest thing to explain to people. Any pet worth his salt would get to know his human’s body language and moods. Where there was love there was intimacy, though where there was intimacy there wasn’t always love. It was a sadly simple fact. “You may think you’re projecting this calm air, but your little green friend here has the coping skills of a three-year-old. He’s picking up on your fears. With all your worrying you’re telling him the world’s not a safe place.”

“I feed him special treats all the time,” she said.

Thomas nodded sympathetically. “I think that might be why so many kids are overweight these days. When they cry and act out, somebody stuffs chips in their mouths or hands them a soda. A treat isn’t what he needs.”

“Then what is?”

Thomas got up and walked to the cage. He took Beryl’s hand and laid it on the cage bars. Verde was excited, and it didn’t take ESP to know he was thinking, Openthecage, openthecage, openthecage, but Beryl was a million miles from hearing that. Maybe she was thinking about her boyfriend problems, or wondering if she could afford the taxes on the enormous house. She was not thinking, “Hello, birdie, come out to play,” and that was the problem. When he finally undid the latch and opened the parrot’s cage, Verde snapped blindly, but Thomas was ready for him and had placed his body between the bird and Beryl.

Beryl grasped Thomas’s arm protectively. “I don’t want him to bite you.”

Thomas took out a pencil he carried in his pocket and gently pressed it into Verde’s breast. “Knock off that shit and step up,” he said, and Verde did. “What makes you think he’ll bite me?”

“He doesn’t know you. I heard you were never supposed to force a bird to do anything, that doing so was the quickest way to lose his trust. I mean, look how afraid Verde is.”

The bird wasn’t afraid; he was being a brat. Once Verde was on the pencil, Thomas transferred the bird to his right hand, which by now was gloved. Verde squawked and tried to bite him again, but Thomas moved his hand over the parrot’s body, gently patting, vibrating his fingers, the same way a horse trainer would sack out an orphan foal to gain its trust. “I’m not going to hurt you, buddy. You can count on old Thomas Jack. I’m from a Raven clan, and I know from birds. Things are a little strange at the moment, but they are going to be A-okay.” Thomas turned to Beryl. “A frightened bird clings to the bars or cowers in a corner. Yours is ticked off. He’s waiting you out, Beryl. As long as he can make you give up, he’s got the upper hand. Trust me. You sit down on the couch there and watch the clock. Verde and me, we’re going from wild to mild in one hour or you don’t have to pay me for my time.”

Thomas said that knowing full well it wouldn’t take him more than half an hour to get the bird to trust him. In five minutes he had him lying down in his hand, showing him his yellow feathers. He gave the joker a belly rub. Thomas held a sunflower seed between his teeth and bent his face down so the bird could take it.

Beryl was close to tears. “Maybe it would be for the best if you took him home. He obviously adores you.”

Thomas stroked the bird’s head. “Now, why would I want to do that? Every day at work I have a new bird. If I kept one at home, he’d be lonesome like Verde is. Come over here and put on the gloves. Ask him to step up, then transfer him to your left hand.”

“I’ve never worn gloves with him. If I start now, won’t he see that as me anticipating him biting me?”

“He doesn’t want to bite you, but what if he does? It’ll hurt and then it won’t and it’s not the end of the world, no matter what CNN says. Just put the gloves on every now and then. Be unpredictable in the glove department but consistent in everything else.”

Clearly Verde loved Beryl. He fluffed up his feathers and trilled to her. His head feathers puffed up like he was trying to impress a lover. When he stretched his wings up, Beryl knew enough to mimic him. Watching these two was like reading a history book, Thomas thought. Hard times, a strong bond, Beryl leaning on the bird when a man let her down, Verde trying like hell to get her to listen to him, Beryl just missing hearing what the bird had to say because she was trying so hard to hold it together instead of letting herself be human. They’d enjoyed a stretch of good times, but not in Alaska. Verde didn’t quite understand Alaska, and in particular the falling snow he could see from the living room window. Snow terrified him. Every night Beryl went upstairs. He couldn’t see or hear her. If he called out, she didn’t come. When Beryl left the house he screamed for her to come back. And why was that? The man had left, Beryl was terribly sad and afraid, and Thomas hated the fact that his initial impression was correct, not because it meant extra work with the bird, but because no matter what he did with him, the real problem lay with Beryl, and no man was trained to handle women.

Thomas talked to Verde, trying to communicate that women were emotional creatures, and that her crying and moodiness would pass in time. “I don’t mean this in an unkind way,” Thomas said to Beryl, “but are you by any chance a control freak?”

She looked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Thomas grinned, flashing his white teeth, and the scar above his upper lip from his cleft palate surgery crinkled like it always did. “You know. Lay your clothes out for tomorrow before you go to sleep. Can’t let dishes stand in the sink. Won’t ride a roller coaster?”

“So what if I am? I don’t see what that has to do with my parrot.”

Now he’d ticked her off. He tried again. “Mrs. Reilly, I’m just trying to give you information.”

“I’m not married, and I’d prefer that you call me Beryl.” She looked him square in the face, waiting.

Huh. Maybe the boyfriend problem was a big problem. Time to change the subject. “What I do isn’t magic, you know,” Thomas said. “I’m not casting stones at your life, believe me. All I’m doing is being honest with you about what I sense is wrong.”

Beryl went to the kitchen, which was just off the living room. It was decorated with those cupboards that look old because someone painted them that way, pale yellow, like winter sun peeking through a frosted window. She opened one, causing a stack of empty margarine tubs to topple onto the counter. Trailer-park Tupperware, that was what the people in his Muldoon trailer tract called that stuff. But she had Kaladi Brothers coffee and a fancy electric grinder on the counter. Thomas slipped a peanut from his pocket and watched Verde track it. As soon as the bird stopped complaining, Thomas gave him the nut. The bird muttered and cracked the shell open, happy to concentrate on his treat.

If he had been able to know a bird’s thoughts, and if a bird thought like humans, he figured Verde would deliver a speech instead of the hysterical curse words he’d been flinging about. Thanks for the peanut. She’s hard to take care of. I’m about to start pulling out my feathers. Can I get you to pull that telephone cord there out of the wall? Maybe play some music? It’s too quiet here since the guy left. At night I can hear her crying from clear up on the top floor.

Thomas sat down on the leather couch and picked at a fleck of red paint on his faded Carhartts. Daily yoga kept his legs limber and muscled. He could chop wood and haul his own water, yet he’d never been successful with women. He had sort of quit thinking about them, but, meeting her, he was reminded of all the reasons it was worth getting your heart trampled on just to spend time with one. He took off his fleece-lined jacket and folded it on the cushion next to him. Underneath it he wore a black T-shirt that showed off his pecs, which were toned from doing handstands. Today he’d tied his hair back because he didn’t want it in the way while he worked with the bird. The weight of it gave him a neck ache, and he wanted to undo the tie and let his hair fall loose around his shoulders, but he didn’t. This woman who was more skittish than her bird might misunderstand such a gesture.

Beryl handed Thomas a cup of coffee and a coaster to put it on. “It’s hazelnut,” she said. “Someone gave it to me as a gift, and I’m out of Italian roast.”

Her hands shook a little, and he could tell she felt ashamed for not considering how Verde felt about the television news. She stirred her own coffee but did not lift the cup to drink.

“Go easy on yourself,” he said. “We’re all in the same bowl of soup, you know? What’s the point of sitting around feeling bad about a simple mistake? Time to snap out of it, I say. You’re in charge here. Verde knows how to act around that kind of setup. Look at it his way. You’re a hundred-and-twenty-pound lead bird, asking Verde to run the show.”

Beryl stayed quiet. Thomas sipped his coffee. Frou-frou girl brand or not, it was tasty. They looked out the window together into the small yard surrounding the big house. There were tall spruce trees out there, one as wide around as a man. Birch trees, a Japanese maple, and some lilac bushes that looked newly planted and would make a lovely winter snack for passing moose. Snow was beginning to fall, fat white flakes tipping the spruce branches behind her strange house. Thomas noticed a moose path there between two birches. A place the cows came to rest, have babies, forage the fancy landscaping, and why not? “You know what Alaskans say about people who are together when the first snow of the season falls?”

She set her cup down on the table. “That they’re destined to become ski partners?”

He laughed. “You don’t make it easy on a guy, do you?”

“I can’t think of a single reason why I should.”

“Well, hell. Not all of us are bastards.”

“Sorry.” She looked down at her hands. He noticed they were freckled, the nails cut short, none of that lacquered crap. With all the pans hanging from the pot rack, he wondered if she liked to cook. Cooking for one was a dreadful thing. He wondered what it might be like to cook in a kitchen like that. Did she like smoked fish? He’d been craving it for a while now—salty smoked fish. He was pretty sure he could get the parrot sorted out in two visits, but Beryl, she was going to take a while longer.
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Before his third visit—it was on the verge of becoming a habit; she showed up at the bird center around ten via taxi, walked around with him while he tended birds, and then he drove her home—she’d actually walked in to the center with a smile on her face. Alma called her the Hillside Debutante, and made fun of her taking taxis instead of driving herself. Thomas finished up his paperwork and handed her some feathers to log into the envelope where they kept a count that went straight to the Federal Government. Tribes needing eagle feathers for ceremonies could apply and receive them, but that was all. Anything sold to the public as an authentic eagle feather was most likely dyed turkey, he said. Beryl nodded politely like she already knew that, and once again he felt like a dope.

On the way home he asked her if she wanted pizza or burgers. “I’m not hungry,” she said.

“Well, I’m buying one of each,” he told her. They took them to her place. While Thomas ate he gave Verde another lesson in manners. The room had changed since his last visit, and he tried to put his finger on what was different about it. There was now very little in the way of personal objects out and about. No more framed snapshots, the decorative vase was missing, and a hanging plant that hadn’t looked too good had been moved to the graveyard out on the deck. Verde, on the other hand, had a new parrot gym constructed out of PVC pipe and elbow joints.

“Look at that snow coming down,” Beryl said, and Thomas did. Just as it had for the last three days, it was snowing steadily, and all that had added up to a pretty good dump. Any minute now the snowplows would head out to scrape paths. “You’d better start for home or you’re going to get stuck here.”

Thomas looked at his boots sitting in a puddle on the entry floor tiles. He surprised himself when he realized he wouldn’t have minded getting stuck. “See you tomorrow?” he asked at the door.

“Maybe,” she said.

Which was what she always said.
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She didn’t show up for a week, and Thomas broke down and called her. “How’s the bird?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said listlessly.

“You sick? There’s flu going around.”

“No, just tired.”

“How about I come by and bring you some soup?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and he was afraid he was losing her.

“I’m coming over,” he said, and hung up before she could say no. “You can help me release the magpie.”
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Thomas never really got over how it felt to see a bird that had once been cage bound take off into the sky. Because the bird had been found at Beryl’s, that was where he was being released. Thomas stood on the deck, snow underfoot and bird feeders behind him filled with seeds and suet. “You open the cage,” he told her.

She undid the latch, and the magpie hopped out. He looked around, scolded them fiercely, grabbed a sunflower seed, and made for the upper branches of the spruce. “Oh,” Beryl said. “He looks so beautiful back where he belongs.”

Thomas squeezed her hand. “You know what they say about two people releasing a bird into the wild?” he asked.

She smirked. “That they’ll never eat fried chicken again?”

“That they’re destined to be friends for life.”
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On his day off he drove her to Russian Jack Park to eat sandwiches and watch the winter birds. Every now and then a sharp-shinned hawk in a spruce tree turned to watch them. “Hawks are regular Sherlock Holmeses when it comes to hunting,” he told her. “I’ll bet money that somewhere beneath the tree where the hawk’s perching a mouse has a nest in the snow. Or maybe an Arctic hare’s blending in with the snow.”

Beryl watched but didn’t say anything. Her roast beef sandwich had one bite out of it, and she was fishing in her purse for a couple of Tylenol. “Headache,” she said, swallowing two with a sip of her Diet Coke.

“You shouldn’t take those pills,” he said. “They’re bad for your liver.”

“My liver doesn’t have a headache,” she said. “My head does.”

“That’s tension,” he said. “You need to go dancing, knock the kinks out.”

“I haven’t danced in five years,” she said.

“Why not?”

“I guess I just haven’t felt like it.”

Nearby two bald eagles watched the hawk. “They know we’re here,” Thomas said. “They’re too nervous to go after prey with us watching. We should go dancing sometime. I’m a terrible dancer, but I make up for it by being enthusiastic.”

They stayed quiet for an hour, pretending they were “like trees,” which was what Thomas’s grandmother had told him to do when bullies called him names. Just when Thomas felt himself about to doze off in the warmth of the car, his belly full, this pretty woman beside him, the sharp-shinned hawk quickly darted out to grab a smaller bird that Thomas had missed seeing entirely. “Well done,” Thomas said. “Good catch.”

“Don’t you wonder?” Beryl said, turning to him, her hand closed around the soda cup, “what made him choose that exact moment to strike? Out of all the others?” she added. “How he knew?”

Thomas shrugged. “Who can tell what makes a bird do anything?” he answered, feeling reasonably sure they weren’t talking about birds at all.

“I have to fly to Juneau next week,” he said. “I’ll be gone six days.”

“What are you doing in Juneau?”

“Bird things. A lecture, a meeting.” He wanted to ask her to come, but was afraid if he said so she’d run.

“Have a good time,” she said.

“Beryl?”

“Yes?”

She looked at him calmly, the little wrinkle between her eyes the only imperfection on her otherwise pretty face. “Your headache better?”

“A little,” she said.

“I could rub your neck.”

“How about when we get home?”

And he drove her home.
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Maynard said she hadn’t showed up at the center while he was gone, and she stayed away another week before Thomas broke down and called her again. They’d pretty much gotten the parrot back on track, and he didn’t really need to come back if she kept up the way he’d showed her. “I have this list,” he said, referring to the troubleshooting agenda he’d typed up on a computer at the center. On it were twelve signs to watch for, and his standard lecture on biting. If the bird bit, and the handler pulled his hand away, and the next time you approached him you tensed up, expecting the bite, he’d learn that biting meant power. For that reason alone he suggested she keep up with the gloves, wearing them intermittently, just to keep Verde on his toes. “Okay if I bring it by this afternoon?”

“Sure,” she said, without much enthusiasm.
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Beryl offered him a plate of homemade chocolate chip cookies the minute he came in the door. She looked awful, like she’d quit eating since the last time he’d been there. He wondered why she made cookies if she wasn’t going to eat them. “Those look real nice,” he said, “but I don’t eat sweets.”

She looked crestfallen. “Oh. I made bread yesterday. You could take the second loaf home with you.”

Thomas started to say something, but she held her hand up, and he could tell she was on the verge of tears.

“Please, Thomas. I’m not very good at saying thank you. Verde means the world to me. Money isn’t enough for what you did.”

“Verde’s nuts about you,” he said. “All I did was remind him of the fact. And I’d love to have some bread.”

She cut him a slab and buttered it. He took a bite and mumbled, “Good.”

“I learned to make it in prison,” she said. “I was there five years.”

“Five years is a long time,” Thomas said measuredly.

“Five years is long in some places, but in there it’s forever. It’s part of why I’m not so good at being social.”

He swallowed the bread. “Hell, Beryl. Everybody has something like that hanging them up. Why else do you think people move to Alaska? It’s the end of the road. Anybody who’s searching or has nothing but burned bridges behind him ends up here.”

She laid the napkin she was holding down on the table. “Don’t you want to know why I was sent to prison?”

Thomas shrugged and said what he’d come to say. “What I really want to know is if I have to keep on making excuses to come see you. I mean, I like your bird, but it’s you I want to see.”

Out of sheer relief, she laughed. “You’re a terrible liar, Thomas Jack, and I am way too old for you.”

She put her face in her hands and kept it there.

Thomas decided that so long as they were laying cards down on the table, he had a few things to say, too. “Verde is punishing you for something. You had some big changes recently. Am I right in thinking a man left?”

She looked up.

“Some people can fix a car lickety-split, some can paint polar bears to beat Fred Machetanz. With me it’s birds. I know what affects them. Is there any chance you can get that boyfriend to come back and tell Verde a proper goodbye?”

Beryl got up and walked in to the kitchen. Thomas knew she was crying. Crying women didn’t bother him so much. His grandmother cried when her hands bled from working at the cannery, when Thomas got in trouble at school, when Thomas’s mother wrote from jail and asked for things his grandmother couldn’t provide. He waited for her to run out of tears and sit back down.

“Earl didn’t leave,” she said. “He kind of…well, disappeared.”

Even before she finished the sentence Thomas knew this Earl was the missing hiker from Eklutna Lake. He’d read the story on paper he’d lined the juvenile eagle’s cage with. HIKER STILL MISSING. FOUL PLAY NOT RULED OUT. Your typical Alaskan headline—if there wasn’t one like that in the paper it was a dead calm news day. The parrot thought it was his fault; Beryl thought it was her fault. Outside the snow was still dumping and now the wind was blowing, and Thomas would be back here in less than a month seeing to the bird unless Beryl opened up and talked about it. “You know, I could stand some dinner,” Thomas said. “Why don’t we cut up the rest of this fine bread and eat it right now? You got eggs in your fridge?”

He made her French toast, Tlingit style, with brown sugar and birch syrup and fried potatoes alongside. “The only thing missing is some salmon,” he said, laughing at her face as she grimaced. She ate like a starving person. He took his time. “When’s the last time you went to the market?”

“I don’t have a driver’s license,” she confessed. “I rode my bike to the store before all this snow fell. This is the first winter I haven’t gone Outside. I’m not used to it. Guess I’ll have to break down and call a cab sometime in the next week or so.”

“I could teach you to drive,” he said. “I’ve been driving since I was eleven.”

“Come on. Eleven?”

“My grandmother had cataracts. One day she just handed me the keys, and that was the end of her driving days and the start of mine.”

Beryl folded her napkin. “Was she the kind of grandma that read you stories, made you oatmeal?”

He laughed. “She told me to mind my manners, to be as nice to old ladies as I was to young ones, and boxed my ears when I forgot. I learned some stories, but not all of them came from her. There was a cousin of hers that had gone to drinking. Old Ernest. Sometimes I went downtown to look for him. I’d bring him a sandwich, and he’d tell me stories.”

She leaned against her upright arm, her plate clean. “Like what?”

“Kukuweaq, the ten-legged Polar bear, and how he taught Kucirak how to be generous. Why the owl dies with his wings outstretched. He was a pretty sad old guy. I don’t know what he wanted me to learn from them stories. I make a mean pot of oatmeal, myself. Mostly my grandma worked in the canneries so she could keep me fed and dressed.”

“Sounds like you had a pretty nice grandma.”

Thomas Jack was bursting with questions about the missing man, but his grandmother had taught him it was impolite to ask questions, and it was rude to look directly at a person. Of course in the white world no one knew that, and most of the time Thomas tried to fit in, but when he really liked someone, the old manners came flooding back and he got tongue-tied. “What do the cops say about your boyfriend?” he asked as he folded his napkin by his plate. But what he was really saying was, Forget him; how about we go for a walk right now?

“They call once a week,” she answered. “It’s the same old story. He either left or something happened. They’ll let me know if anything changes.”

“Not knowing can be tough,” Thomas said. He wondered if what she really meant to say was I am so lonely since Earl left, I’m turning into an old-lady nun.

“You’re holding up fine,” Thomas said, but in truth he was telling her, You look damn fine to these eyes, and I’d happily take you out to look for him, any other place you want to go, even upstairs.

She looked at him then, frank and firm, as if she was asking herself, What would Thomas Jack think of me if he knew I lay around in my sweats all day on the days he doesn’t come to see Verde? What would he think if he knew that at night after I cry about Earl, I imagine Thomas Jack taking me to bed and making me forget?

Thomas looked back at her. You can dress up like Batman, he thought. Don’t make no difference to me. Lady, I am smitten.

“I used to live with two women who were vegetarians,” she said. “In California.” What she didn’t say was, If you hadn’t been here, I wouldn’t have bothered with dinner.

Thomas held out his cup for a refill of coffee. He took a breath and said, “I’d like to make you a proper dinner sometime. I’m a pretty good cook.”

“It’s more fun to cook for two, isn’t it,” Beryl said, switching knife and fork around so she made eating an aerobic exercise.

She ate and Thomas drank coffee and talked about birds, and the tension between them hummed and crackled, and Thomas looked at the pulse in her neck and wanted to kiss it. Verde watched from his cage, and every now and then he chattered his pleasure at hearing two voices instead of CNN and Beryl’s crying.

Thomas had messed up with women so many times. Now this redhead. He thought about putting his arm around her, inhaling the fragrance of her hair, which he knew came from some kind of fruit-scented shampoo, and touching her white skin, soft and freckled and in some places so pale the blue veins showed through. He wanted to make her forget the man who disappeared, and hear her laugh again. But the name of the game was always restraint. He wiped his mouth and folded his napkin. As he got up, Beryl spoke.

“The roads have got to be bad,” she blurted out, rising and peering out the window so she didn’t have to face him, maybe. “I guess you could spend the night if you like. Any of the rooms on this floor are fine. The beds are made up, and there are towels in the bathroom. I’ll say goodnight now. See you in the morning.” And as she headed for the stairs, Thomas reached out and caught her by the arm.

“You didn’t tell your bird goodnight. Verde’s like a child. He needs a ritual as much as you do.”

Chagrined, she returned to her bird’s cage. Thomas watched as she sang him a little song with made-up lyrics, the kind of thing women do when they think no one is listening, and placed the sheet over his cage. Verde watched, too. Thomas knew the bird understood that this treatment meant that she loved him. Thomas was equally intrigued. He hadn’t intended on staying so late, but she made such good coffee it was worth savoring. Now they were standing in her living room facing each other, the bird and all that heartbreak of the missing boyfriend between them, wanting to go somewhere.

Beryl took his hand and studied it, turning it this way and that, feeling the scars he had from fights and just being a man in the world. She touched his scar from the cleft palate surgery, and he reached up to take hold of her hand. She gave it a gentle tug, and they moved toward the stairs, walking up together, side by side. At the top there was her bedroom, the large bed made up with colorful wool blankets and six pillows. Thomas thought he would feel that man’s presence here, but it was gone already. When he spied the French doors leading to a balcony, he gently steered Beryl to them. Outside the snow had stopped, and the moon glinted off the snow like it was one big field of crushed diamonds. They were treated to a magnificent boreal display, first green lights, like he was used to, and sometimes they paled to white, but then came these mesmerizing red trails. Down in Southeast, the northern lights were rare. His grandmother had taught him that they were an omen of change, and not necessarily good change. Sometimes, she’d said, they were the spirits of people who’d passed away, dancing and having a good time. Thomas Jack stood Beryl in front of him, his body just grazing the back of hers. She was warm; her muscles were tensed. He had a feeling that she’d never seen a thing like this. That somewhere inside she was smiling, shaking her head in wonder, that she wasn’t thinking of anything else but this moment, and maybe the best present he could give her was this, time away from all the fretting, the not knowing. So tonight’s lights were a good omen. He placed his arms around her, to warm her up, he told himself, almost but not quite believing it.

“You know what they say about two people who watch the northern lights?” he said.

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“I could show you,” he said.

“Okay,” she said.

So he did.
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