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For Susan Wheeler





To the Gate



AFTERNOONS SHE LEAVES the house that’s gray with the smell of her father’s dying and heads for the race track, letting the colors, the sounds stab at her: the green of the track, the blue of the hot sky, the red of the flowers.


Shouts: “Come on! Come on . . .” — “Get it up! Get it up . . .”


Jockeys—sexless and raised above flashes of trembling horseflesh. Cheers. Disappointment. A flurry of tickets on the ground. The rush to the windows to cash in on winners.


She’s dizzy from the sun, the noise; yet, she keeps walking. Smells of buttered popcorn. Spilled soda. Hot dogs and ice cream. Young men in red T-shirts: Saratoga. Their arms brown, smooth with sweat. She drifts through the grounds, wishing she could feel something. Arms and T-shirts. Red. She brushes her bare arm against that of a man passing her. No sudden twinge. Like touching a wall. Others. Her flesh against theirs. Skin. Young skin like hers. Nothing.


•   •   •

Nights she lies on the cot outside her father’s open door, her head beyond the frame so she won’t see his face, only his hands on the blanket, veined and large, too large for his shrunken body. Spots of light brown on his crinkled skin. The gray smell of his cancer has permeated the walls. His breath is shallow. So faint it could stop any moment. And though she can’t see his face, it is with her as she lies on the cot, stiffly. His shriveled lips partly open. A pattern of veins on his yellow skull. Like those pictures of emaciated beggars in religious books. This is my father, Elise tells herself, eyes burning, dry. This is my father who is dying. Yet, she feels nothing.


•   •   •

Mornings after the nurse arrives, she gets up from the cot. Moves into her room across the hall. Closes the door. Sleeps without dreams. Wakes in the early afternoon to his dying smell, surrounded by things he built for her: the bookshelves, her desk, the windowseat. On the wall his charcoal sketch of the farm in Vermont where he grew up, a cape cod dwarfed by the weathered timbers of the barn.


When she tries to remember what it felt like to love him, she can’t. It’s as though she were tilted back to the first six years of her life when she felt like a fraud each time her parents told her they loved her. She wasn’t sure what it meant—this thing they called love. Whenever she replied, I love you too, she was afraid they’d find out and send her away. When, finally, she began to link her feelings to the word love, she felt relieved, grateful.


Lying in her room, weighted by the heat of the August afternoon, she finds it impossible to imagine herself returning to law school. Finds it impossible to imagine anything beyond this summer.


•   •   •

Men in red T-shirts. She walks into their way. Collides with them. Wants the shock of another body against hers. Wants to suck up the energy of the races, the colors, the sounds. Perhaps this is what it’s like to be dead—to feel nothing. Yet, she felt after her mother died five years ago: rage, grief, guilt.


The sun burns her bare legs and midriff. She wears her briefest shorts, a blue halter. Sandals. Her hair twisted up to keep her neck free. The grass shimmers under the heat. Shouts. Laughter. Children running. The smell of steamed hot dogs. She eats to service her body. Drinks lemonade that tastes flat. Welcomes the pain in her tooth as she chews the ice. Stares into the sun until everything swims yellow.


•   •   •

When he opens his eyes, they’re milky. Clouded. He doesn’t recognize her and whimpers when she sets the straw against his lips. Lifting his neck with one hand, she flinches at the touch of his papery skin against her palm. His head lolls back—a limp puppet. His hands move across the blanket as if searching for something.


Only last fall, when he pruned the hedge in front of the house, his hands were steady, his hair full. He wore a chamois shirt that smelled of clean sweat and pipe tobacco. She can’t connect that man to him whose face is a nest of bones against the pillow.


The bar is half dark, filled with people though it’s only late afternoon. She finds a stool by the bar, orders beer, wanting the bitter taste in her mouth. A man asks her to dance, and she presses against him on the crowded floor, swaying with the music, trying to drown within the noise, the bodies. He brings her tighter against him, runs his hands down her back, her buttocks. Slides them up along the sides of her body to her breasts. She lets him. They dance, his breath heavy, and she wills herself to respond; yet, her feet move automatically, and she finally loosens herself from his arms, knowing it wouldn’t change anything if she went to bed with him.


•   •   •

The nurse has prepared a light dinner for her: a salad with pale strips of turkey and cheese spread over the top like a wilting flower.


“You don’t need to sleep in the hallway, Elise. Your room’s close enough.”


“I might not hear him.”


The nurse is a kind woman, a tall woman with wide wrists who likes to earn overtime. “Stay as long as you want to,” she encourages Elise every afternoon. And she advises her, “Hang around the fifty dollar window. That’s where the pros bet. I always do before I take my money to the two dollar window.”


But now she walks from the house, and Elise watches her through the kitchen window, the white of her uniform, of her shoes and stockings, until she gets into her car, a bright red Toyota. Upstairs, in the silence, he is waiting for her to watch him die. Her legs feel heavy as she walks up the steps and stands in the open door of his room. His nose juts from his sunken features; yet, his chest still rises with each breath. Nothing has changed. His hairless skull yellow in the dim light. His hands like broken birds on the blanket.


•   •   •

Lying on the cot, she tries to replay the colors of the track, the sounds, the body of the man in the bar. Yet, everything has faded as though it had happened inside this house. Her father’s breath is faint, so faint that sometimes she thinks it has stopped. But, straining for it, she hears it again. It’s almost dawn when a familiar voice startles her.


“Three feet to the west . . .” His voice. Strong. “From this point 230 feet straight to the gate post.”


Somewhere, within his decades of memories, her father is walking the property line of the farm in Vermont. She remembers the gate post. Weathered. Smooth. There was no gate, but at the other end of the post stood a picket fence. As a child she spent summers on the farm. Until her grandparents died and it was sold.


“And from the gate post twenty-eight rods up the hill to the granite marker.”


She pictures him in heavy boots, counting his steps as he walks uphill through a low stand of pines in the frosty morning air, measuring the land he knows so well. His voice is steady, that of a man who knows his territory, who takes pride in the land he returned to every summer with his children, the land he helped his father clear, muscles swelling on his arms as he lifted cut lengths of timer.


“From the granite marker south . . .” His voice rises. “ . . . to the brook.”


The brook where she piled rocks into a dam, sectioned off a small basin to sail the boats he made for her from twigs and leaves. She couldn’t see the house from the brook. Only meadows. Clumps of grass to her ankles. Her heart beating, she waits for her father’s voice to take her down the wide dirt road through the orchard, past the shed with the ciderpress.


She finds herself standing by his bed, leaning over him, wanting to keep him connected to his memories. Her memories. “The orchard. We’re walking though the orchard . . .”


But his voice has stopped. His eyes are closed, and his breath catches each time he exhales. Yet, only moments ago he was free, striding the boundaries of his parents’ land, deciding his own direction.


Lifting his head, she carefully supports it with one hand while raising his pillow. Now his breath comes easier. The blanket above his chest rises. Falls. Rises. A blue vein pulses in his temple.


Her throat aching, she whispers, “The ciderpress. Remember the smell of the apples?”


His lips move.


She draws closer.


“Three feet to the west . . .” He has returned to where he started out. “From this point 230 feet straight to—” He moans. His fingers pluck the blanket.


She lays her right hand over his frail fingers. They tremble. Then yield to her touch and rest. His skin is warm. Dry. “To the gate post,” she urges him on.


“To the gate post. And from the gate post 28 rods up the hill . . .” Her father’s voice swells. Fills the room. “ . . . to the granite marker. From the granite marker south . . . to the brook . . .”





Neah Bay—Four Miles West



THE OLD WOMAN who runs the pink motel paints seascapes in childlike forms; they cover the walls of the five motel rooms that block the view of the sea from the small house where she lives with her husband, a house that reeks with the odor of too many cats.


I’ve come to this beach with my daughter, Kathryn, after spending the summer without her. My last summer before I turn forty, and my lover is drawing away from me. He wants to get married and is beginning to believe me that I don’t want to get married again. A week before my daughter returned, he cried in my arms when he told me that he is forcing himself to stay away from me. I feel fragile. Raw. Try not to cling to him.


I convince my daughter to go beach scavenging with me. She’ll be thirteen the end of September, less than a month away, but she looks older in her tight black skirt and purple shirt which her father let her buy. Huge pieces of driftwood—entire trees—lie on the sand above the high tide mark. Jagged and bleached, they remind me of dinosaur bones. When I touch them, they feel like silk. We pick up cone shaped shells and stones that are hollowed and smoothed by the waves.


Inside her largest stone Kathryn finds a shell which she can’t pry out with her red fingernails, and for a moment she’s almost as enthusiastic as she used to be before she left last June. “The snail must have climbed inside the hole when it was quite small,” she tells me, “but then it got too large to get out and finally died.”


The stone is smooth, reddish, and looks like one of Picasso’s sculptures—rounded and fertile. For a while she carries it, but then she drops it back on the sand. When I bend to pick it up, she shakes her head as if impatient with me. Since it’s too big to fit into the pockets of my windbreaker with the shells, I cradle it in my arms.


Soon Kathryn grows bored and returns to our room to read the Glamour magazine she bought in Seattle while we waited for the ferry. On the stretch of beach below the motel the old woman’s husband has piled up twigs and split logs of tamarack above the charred remains of a fire. I sit down on a piece of driftwood next to it. Early this morning—it wasn’t even five yet when I woke up and looked out of the window—I saw him and the old woman on the beach. They looked like oversized children. She stood behind her easel, a brush raised in one hand, gazing across the strait as if seeing the scene she’s painted so often for the first time. Wind raised her thin, white hair from the collar of the cardigan that hung loosely from her massive shoulders. The old man—a hunter’s vest over his plaid shirt—carefully laid the firewood into a pyramid shape. When he finished, he walked over to her and, his shoulder almost touching hers, looked in the same direction.


Digging my toes into the cold sand, I watch the light changing to the mauves and pinks of evening. My daughter has spent two months with her father in Colorado. I’ve never been away from her this long. All summer I’ve looked forward to our vacation, imagining us by the edge of the water, laughing, running, perhaps playing chase, our feet whipping the shallow surf into a fine spray, our voices soaring into the air that’s rich with the smell of salt and tamarack and kelp. But Kathryn doesn’t like the motel, the beach, the swarms of spotted kittens that rub against our ankles and try to dart into our room when we unlock the door. She has told me the old woman looks like a witch with her tooth stumps and the white whiskers that sprout from her upper lip. When I hugged Kathryn at the airport, she seemed embarrassed. Despite my objections she wears make-up and clothes that make her look like a little hooker.


I feel ashamed of that thought, but I can’t help it. When she left, her blond hair hung down her back; now it’s cropped short except for a skinny tail in back of her neck which she dyed black in Colorado. When she asked me last spring if she could wear her hair like that, I wouldn’t let her. Maybe I should have. I’m not sure. From what I gather, she was left alone most days while her father went to his office. He gave her money for food, for the movies, for clothes, but when he came home one evening and found what she’d done to her hair, he phoned me to say how disappointed he was with her choices.


I’ve been careful not to mention her hair at all. Careful with other things too. Like not being silly the way we used to be together. Or not giving her hugs though I want to. There’s something plastic about her. Brittle, almost. As if she might break. She holds her arms close to her body, hardly speaks, and avoids looking into my eyes. Many girls her age dress and behave like that—I know, I see them in the hallways of Kathryn’s school or at the clinic when their mothers bring them in to my office for check-ups or advice about birth control. It doesn’t help to remind myself of that. In not too many years Kathryn will have left me. Though I’ve tried to prepare myself for that, I suddenly feel it has already happened. It’s much too soon. For her too, I believe.
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