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In memory of Margaret, whose love was fierce.









It is a rich hour of mammalian desire—a phantasy of Nature—godson, let us disport in dulcet leisure and leave behind Job! Job! Job!


—Pietro di Donato, Christ in Concrete
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And a note on spelling


The place-name Allegheny sometimes appears in this memoir as Allegany. The author lives in the hills of the Allegheny Plateau and near the river and national forest given the name Allegheny, but also lives near the town, county, state park, and Native American reservation given the name Allegany, a regional variation of Allegheny.









The Lay of the Land


With a map spread before him at the kitchen table, my father seemed a dream of the misty Alleghenies. He took a deep drag on his cigarette and appeared to me behind the smoke of his chant: Munger Hollow Kinney Hollow Skunk Hollow Salt Rising Road Promised Land Road Stony Lonesome Road Great Valley Little Valley Starvation Hill Bear Creek Wolf Creek Trapping Brook Hanging Bog Town of Kill Buck. He told me his favorite place in the Alleghenies was a trout stream with the Indian name of Ischua: he said he didn’t know what the name meant in the Seneca language, but that if I listened carefully I could hear the water in “ISHooway.” I tried. And though I couldn’t hear the water, I said I could. He smiled and told me about the glaciers that had gouged the hollows and valleys, about the wolves that must have denned near Wolf Creek, and about the lives of pioneers, the Mungers and Kinneys, whose names survive on maps but no longer on their weathered gravestones. He punctuated his excitement with drags of smoke and gulps of beer—and like a toddler learning to speak, longing to please, I searched in stumbling whispers: “ISH-oo-way, ISH-oo-way.” I tried speed: “ISHooway ISHooway ISHooway—”


“You like that name? You can hear the water?”


I wasn’t sure yet. I nodded.


He nodded and grinned and said, “Mark, go get me another beer; would ya?”


I fetched a brown bottle from the cardboard case on the porch—he liked his beer warm—and when I reentered the kitchen I could hear that in the living room Walter Cronkite had signed off and the shows had started. Yet my father was still sitting at the table in a cloud of smoke, studying a map and ready to talk some more.


Normally when he returned home from the power plant—still hearing the high deafening whine of turbines and the pounding rattle of coal dropping through chutes—all he wanted to do was eat supper, loll in his easy chair, smoke and drink, and fall asleep while the television blared. And yet when I handed him the bottle of Genesee and began to turn away, eager to join my mother and sisters in front of the television, he quickly motioned me back into a chair at the table to hear more mapped tales. I dutifully sat, and listened.


A few days later at supper, he announced that he planned to stop working so much overtime at the plant. Also that he had all but decided to buy some land on the Allegheny Plateau where the glaciated hills knuckled across the Pennsylvania border into the high dairy country of southwestern New York: “Land with a good spring so we can have clean drinking water and a trout pond. A place where we can build a little cabin. Where we can all spend summer weekends and where Mark and me can stay in deer season.”


He had often talked about buying land in those rugged hills south of our home near Buffalo, but this time he spoke with more longing than usual, and I can still see his hands motioning as he seemed to plead, nails black with grease and coal, his wrists scabbed and scarred from the molten metal of welding, uncharacteristically punctuating his speech as he groped for the words that might help us to see his dream. For a few moments after falling quiet, he continued awkwardly gesturing.


Kim asked if the bugs would be bad in the woods. April asked if there would be bears. And I asked how good the television reception would be so far from Buffalo. Mom stood up and began clearing the table, the silverware and dishes clattering louder than usual. Looking down at his plate as if ashamed, he added quietly, “It’s been a dream of mine.”


A map can show you where you’ve been and where you intend to go, but not if you’ll get there or what will happen if you do: it tells a story in the past tense. That evening when my father was possessed by a map at the kitchen table, he could see the routes from wilderness to settlement, could trace the stories of the cougar and bear and wolf and beaver and elk and the great forest and the legends of the thirsty men who felled trees, slew beasts, broke soil. He could see the routes he himself had traced to steep hillsides where he had searched for a gushing spring that would quench his coal-dusty thirst. In the place names, he might have seen the claims that people make on the land; and in the symbols for cemeteries, the claims that the land makes on people. But on his map, he could not yet dream the end of his own story.


That the land would dream.
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Imagine a dream that’s also a real place, a forested hilltop above Ischua Creek on a muggy afternoon in 1792—one of countless crests among forested hills rolling to the horizon like waves on a green sea—as the land-company crew begins unpacking and attacking their lunches of salt pork and fried bread. Sitting Indian-style on the leafy ground, swatting at deer flies, the head surveyor drafts yet another line on the working map of the newly designated Lot 32 of Township 3 and Range 3, chewing the dry stringy meat as he works in a dirty folio that is becoming dotted with his sweat. Most of the crew are too hungry to even talk, but one of the axmen, who seldom converses even if he has been drinking spirits, mounts a horse, his lunch still packed. The head surveyor looks up to say something, but then merely watches as the axman rides off into the woods.


The axman hasn’t gone far, over a sudden dip that hides him from their view, when he smiles at hearing a few of the crew make their predictably pitiful imitations of howling wolves and screeching Indians. He knows well that not many miles from here, the Seneca, allied with the British during the War for Independence, captured a patriot and lashed him pleading to a young oak. They made a small slit in his abdomen and tied a length of intestine to the tree and forced him to run screaming ‘round and ‘round until disemboweled he was left to die alone in a tangled heap of himself. Not to be outdone, one of General Sullivan’s troops later made leggings from the skin of a freshly slain Seneca warrior. The axman also knows that on remote Allegheny reservations the defeated Seneca are now starving and diseased and drunk and converting to Christianity too late to be saved. Wolves, though, he has seen almost daily.


The maple and scattered elm and ash are straight and tall, and the beech broad and gnarled. The horse is more hindered by the thick mossy boles of windfalls than by the thin undergrowth of the forest. Twice he dismounts and digs into the earth. This is not the lot he will buy with his earnings from the Holland Land Company, the soil too shallow and stony. But eventually some other land-starved man will buy it on credit, pick it from a map at the urging of a Holland Land Company agent who will tell the aspiring pioneer whatever he wishes to hear.


The sweaty axman dismounts at a gushing spring, and on his hands and knees sips clear icy water off smooth stones. He decides to eat his lunch there, where he can forget about danger and ease his exhaustion. Already some of the crew have abandoned the job and returned home after too many weeks of mud and rain and fording freezing streams and climbing steep mountains; too many weeks of the tearing briars of tangled deadfalls; too many weeks of fitful sleep on hard ground while wolves howl and cougars snarl in the darkness; too many weeks of hungry mosquitoes and flies. The axman is certain that many of the first settlers will also quit, defeated by the land and lonely for family and comforts left behind. But he himself so likes the outdoors and dislikes human company that he enjoys eating his lunch alone in the wilderness and rarely thinks about home.


How many years has he dreamed of this? He smiles and leans back against the smooth bark of a wide beech, gulps his food, closes his weary eyes, listens to pristine water rise gurgling from deep within the earth, and feels himself imagined.












The Stories They Told


Coughing men stripped the black seams of Ohio and Kentucky, heaped full the platters of long trains and trucks and lake freighters, and sent the dusty piles on their way to the Huntley power plant in western New York. There, other coughing men labored in coal dust and fly ash and dreamed that they were somewhere else. In the Huntley coal yard, where several hundred thousand tons were kept in constant reserve, the coal was gradually pushed to and fro to prevent it from erupting into flame under the pressure and heat of its own immense weight. The shifting mountain dwarfed the growling bulldozers as if they were Chihuahuas nipping at the heels of a sluggish giant. The men on the dozers coughed.


Sheets of black dust flowed down the slopes of the black mountain whenever it rained. Out onto the swirling Niagara River and fast past the downstream string of factories, refineries, mills, and waste sites between the rusty cities of Buffalo and Niagara Falls. To create the thousand-degree steam that spun its enormous turbines, Huntley each day guzzled nearly a billion gallons of the river and chewed up and burned seventy-five hundred tons of the shifting mountain without diminishing its lumpy black size. The long trains and trucks and lake freighters never ceased their full coming and empty going—like the workers who came and went through the gate house of the plant.


My father was one of them.


He began to work at Huntley in 1948, when Buffalo was still a major city. But both the city and the plant would age badly. By the 1960s, Huntley still provided electricity to over a million homes and hundreds of factories, but it had become creaky and cranky. In the intense heat and din of the laboring plant, most of the three hundred workers spent their shifts sweeping the thickly dusty floors, shoveling up the constantly spilling and leaking coal, and repairing the machinery. And dreaming of other places.


At the end of his long shift, my father showered away the fly ash and coal dust, changed into clean clothes, then drove to a bedroom community where the light was bright and the heat effortless. He entered his cozy house swinging his lunch pail and looking as scrubbed as when he had left for work. And as long as he did not cough up black phlegm or work up a gray sweat, no one in our bright and clean home would notice how much ash and dust had lodged in his lungs and pores. Not even my mother, who greeted him with a kiss full on the lips. Instead, his family sensed the plant’s residual dirt and noise and heat in his weary being, taking note of his mounting agitation, like a team of weathermen trying to predict the arrival of a storm.


Dad went to work for the Niagara Mohawk Power Corporation right out of high school. He was assigned to work at Huntley in the utility crew.


The workers called it the shit crew.


Each morning the utility foreman swore over the phone at his gray metal desk while he received instructions from above, tipping back in his chair as he spoke. The crew of ten sat on battered wooden benches, heads bowed, eyes half-closed, yawning, moaning, muttering profanities. My father was usually ordered to sweep floors. Fresh sawdust soaked with oil in a wheelbarrow had to be scattered over the concrete, then piled by push broom into black heaps that were shoveled back into the wheelbarrow, three loads to every original one, then the whole lot shoveled into a Dumpster. By the next day the floor would again be coated with coal dust and fly ash. Sweeping was not particularly tiring, but on a hot summer day the top floor of the plant might reach 120 degrees. Filth clung to my father’s sweat-drenched work suit and ground into his skin.


As much as he hated the monotonous sweeping, there were worse jobs. On one Monday the utility foreman slammed down his telephone receiver as the eight o’clock bell clamored, and asked a worker who had the same job each day, “Harry, what the fuck you waitin’ for?” Next came the floor assignments: “Bob, Tony, Fred: sweep two, three, and four. Alex and John: seven and eight. Then get back to me. You hear, Alex?”


“Yeah.”


“An’ don’t take all fuckin’ day up there, either.”


The foreman said to my father, “Same place as Friday, boy.”


He was up and out without speaking. More than one hundred workers were on the day shift, but the plant was so immense that he encountered no one until he had crossed a cement corridor with grating and arrived at an elevator. Along with two mute men from maintenance, he entered the elevator, which already held eight other mute men. It rose through the piercing noise and intensifying heat, stopping several times before reaching a screaming floor. There he made his way past a huge pump that was making most of the noise; then he went along a narrow grated walkway between boilers and climbed up a ladder to a cramped four-foot-high area above a boiler.


Crouched on his hands and knees, he surveyed the space. Most of the area was deep in fly ash. A long hose, connected to the vacuum system of the plant, lay in fresh ash that had accumulated since Friday, when he had left much of the area clean. He put on goggles, then a respirator. Immediately his perspiring face felt uncomfortable within the rubber and he began the labored deep breathing necessary to obtain a sufficient air supply. He pushed off his cap and crawled farther in, and picked up the eight-inch-circumference vacuum hose. He handled it gently, but fly ash began to fill the air and adhere to his sweaty work suit and skin. A few minutes later, another member of the utility crew, with a shovel, joined him, and the air quickly became saturated as the two men, shoveling and vacuuming, worked blindly in a gray cloud.


After several months in utility, he was trained to weld and was promoted to the maintenance department, where his own father was foreman. There my father was as happy as when he had first been hired by the power company, and this time he didn’t become as disappointed. He worked in the same noise and heat and dirt, and his ankles and feet and wrists were severely seared whenever molten metal splattered into his shoes or gloves. But now he was a skilled laborer and problem solver with job security and a fair paycheck. Now truly he was set for life.


He proposed marriage to Eva Wagner.


And as he perspired at his wedding reception, coal dust and fly ash flushed from his pores and turned his white shirt gray.


My grandfather climbed out of the Dodge on the slushy shoulder of the road, a cigarette dangling from his lips. My father speared the snow shovel into a lumpy pile. He searched his coat pockets for his pack, bumped the bottom on his wrist, removed the last cigarette with his lips, crumpled the pack, and dropped it back into the pocket. As my father lit up, his right hand holding the stainless steel lighter and his left hand cupped around the windward side of the cigarette, my grandfather, a little out of breath, asked, “Have you picked names yet?”


“Yep.”


“Another Barley, huh?”


“We thought about it, but then we decided that if we name a boy after you, every time someone said, ‘Barley, stop picking your nose,’ neither of you could be sure which one they meant.”


“Or, ‘Barley, get out of that beer.’ ”


Dad took another drag and, exhaling, said, “Kim Arden if it’s a girl, and Mark James if it’s a boy.”


Barley looked into the road where a car was slinging slush and shook his head twice. “Bad luck, that name James. Don’t know how it got started in the family. There were James Phillipses even back in Ireland.” He brushed snow off the back bumper of Dad’s car, sat on it. My grandfather reminded Dad that Uncle James had died in a construction fall, and less than a year later one-year-old James Junior had died from pneumonia. “And in Ireland one of my father’s brothers was a James who as a boy got his skull cracked with a hammer in a fight with one of his brothers. After that he never could read or write anymore. So as you can see, that name taunts fate.”


My father well knew the family legends, but playing along, he asked, “Then why the hell did you name me James?”


“We couldn’t give up hope, could we?”


Most of us know the American legends: the surnames and ethnic backgrounds and other details vary, but not the thrust of the stories. The Welsh horse-trading ancestor, whose first name is now forgotten, who settles in Ireland during the eighteenth century. The Welsh-Irish great-grandfather who runs away from the horse farm to work in the Belfast shipyards, and when work slows, he steams to America and becomes a successful black-smith in booming Buffalo. The grandfather who becomes an ironworker even though two of his older brothers have fallen to death on the job—but who, after breaking two ribs on the job, takes a safer and better paying job as a power company foreman. The father who becomes a welder at the same plant. All of them always chasing work, capturing it, becoming better.


In these legends, equal opportunity laws don’t exist, the wife stays home, the kids do their homework. Each generation buys a bigger house than did the one before, and the American economy grows stronger forever. Yet within the telling of these apple-pie legends comes a long pause. The forward march of material betterment halts, a gap like an erased portion of a tape recording, a story within a story untold. Occasionally it happens when the teller has just mentioned in passing, attempting nonchalance, the death of his father or mother. Suddenly weary, he rests. And before the momentum of the legends drives him forward again, he dreams of a small retirement farm on the lake plains or a hunting cabin in the Alleghenies—and only then, but often enough, will he tell a story of tragedy or disappointment.


It was from my father and uncles that I heard the legends, but never from the person who had passed the lengthening legends on to them—never from my grandfather. By the time I had turned eight in 1960, I was spending more time with him than with my overtime-working, tired, and easily irritated father, but I heard no legends from my grandfather. By then Grandpa had sold his home on bustling Pries Avenue in Buffalo and was living with Grandma in the countryside. Along with a small house, his rural property consisted of a chicken coop, cramped workshop, and vacant barn on eleven flat acres of abandoned crop land. The house had a leaky roof and drafty windows and peeling paint, as if he had traded his large and sturdy city home for one that better reflected his old age.


In the yard on warm summer evenings, sitting in metal lawn chairs or stretched out on the grass near the pear trees and hand-operated water pump and metal pink flamingos and free-ranging chickens stalking dew worms, Grandpa sipped beer and I gulped pop and we talked until dark. On spring mornings, we hiked the abandoned fields beyond the barn, where suddenly cock pheasants leapt, beating into cackling flight in the intense slanting sunlight—exploding prisms. In the cool barn, we shared seats on moldy bales of hay while among the rafters pigeons flapped and cooed and sparrows chirped and fluttered, and we could almost hear, in the faint wafting odors of old manure, the lowing of long-departed cattle. He gently teased me, encouraged me to talk about my life, listened sincerely.


But because I was too young to believe it, my grandfather never told me what he had learned in his old age about the impossibility of forever. And so together we drifted lazily over sunken family legends that I had yet to learn and he was trying to forget.


Once when he was preparing to smoke wasps out of his workshop, he pointed above the workbench to a large framed photograph of a man with thick frosty hair and bushy eyebrows, a long nose, a handlebar mustache, a stern expression. The man was his father. Although my grandfather didn’t keep the photograph in the house, he hadn’t discarded it; he kept it in the workshop, as if his memories of his father were inextricably tied to labor. After he identified the man, I asked why I didn’t know him. He explained that his father was “long dead”—and then he fell quiet for a while before beginning to tell me about his dream of someday visiting Ireland and Wales.


The youngest of eight children, my father never knew his paternal grandfather except through the family legends that begin with the unnamed Welsh ancestor who settles in Ireland. The legends accelerate with the story of my father’s grandfather, Samuel Phillips, running away from the Ulster farm and sailing to a new land. The legends are full of prideful work, and yet are gripped by the clutch of gravity, the power of molten rock—bettered lives nonetheless hurtling to earth. The laboring of the heroes cannot alter the endings. And sometimes, as in the tragic legend about the man my father was named after, labor is the ending.


The story always begins, “It was a cold morning in 1918.”


It was a cold morning in 1918. After stepping onto a beam from a barge listing with a cargo of iron beams, James Phillips rode the ascending strip of iron. He gripped one of the spreaders of the cable, wrapped slowly upward by the chugging and popping cantilever crane. The beam swung slightly in the wind that gusted off the wide icy river. On days like that, with the metal cold and taut and stressed by the wind, he worried about joining his older brother, who a year earlier fell to his death—or, as ironworkers describe such accidents, “took the dive.” One part of him feared, and a different part of him reasoned that it couldn’t happen twice to the same family.


He puffed on the stub of a cigarette hanging from his lips and gazed out over the moving ice and shivered in the moist wind. When the beam was so high that he could see the white earth curve far beyond the opposite shoreline, wind rushed through the open skeleton of the bridge with sounds like random organ notes blasting crazily. He noticed that the cable was gradually twisting, and he crouched and cursed the part of himself that made him choose to ride the beam rather than the elevator cage. The beam had nearly reached its destination, where three of his buddies waited, yelling down to him words that he couldn’t make out in the wind, when he heard a sharp bang. He knew that no automobile, nor the crane engine, had backfired; he understood, even in the split second before he was in midair, that the cable had snapped.


I heard it more often than I heard any of the others—a half dozen times before I turned nine years old—”The Story of the James Phillips Who Fell.”


The tale of work, gravity, the reclaiming earth.


One morning my grandmother told my grandfather a shocking story about himself. Dad was sipping tea and reading the Sunday Courier-Express and smoking cigarettes. Several butts were heaped in the clear glass ashtray in the middle of the kitchen table. Mom was washing the breakfast dishes, and I was sitting across from Dad, trying to gulp down my cereal and milk before he recalled or noticed something that I had done wrong. Grandpa strode into our house without knocking and abruptly stopped in the middle of the kitchen. “This morning your ma doesn’t know who I am. She doesn’t know me. When I told her, she said her husband is dead.”


Dad said, “She said that?”


“Yes. I’m dead.”


“She’s not there alone, is she?”


“No. Your sister—”


He broke down.


Mom led me up to my room. I asked her why Grandpa was crying, and she tried to explain, but I couldn’t understand. Hadn’t Grandma always been old and blind and funny in the head?


Even after she lost her eyesight, my grandmother had managed to cook, feeling her way around the kitchen. But I always took it for granted that even blind women should cook for their husbands. I was far more impressed by her ability to find her way to the television set, switch it on, and settle back into the rocking chair whenever the clock chimes told her that Groucho Marx would be cracking jokes on You Bet Your Life.


Grandpa once left me with her when he went out to feed the chickens and collect eggs. I tried to sneak hard candy from the glass bowl on the coffee table. But somehow she heard as I carefully lifted the lid, and asked sweetly, “Mark, why don’t you have a piece of candy?” Convinced she was faking her blindness, I walked up to the rocking chair and waved my hands in front of her eyes. She didn’t flinch.


Although blindness didn’t confuse her, vascular dementia did. Sometimes she insisted Grandpa was still an ironworker helping to build a bridge over the Niagara River and that they still lived on Pries Avenue in Buffalo. During her spells Grandpa had to be with her constantly; otherwise, she might leave a pot of food burning on the stove while she wandered down the cellar stairs to change the diaper of an imaginary new-born in a nonexistent nursery.


Until that day when he wept in our kitchen, Grandpa often spoke to my father about wanting to visit Ireland and Wales. He had wanted to meet his cousins who still lived on the small stony farm that had been his grandfather’s; wanted to walk the walled boundaries of the land, enter the dank dimness of the barn, touch the cool thick walls of the white cottage; wanted to visit the grave of the grandfather he’d never met, in the stony land of Ulster, unmarked. Wanted to bring home a jar filled with soil of Wales, the place of origin; another with soil of Ireland, the place of interlude; and a third filled with the merging water of the Atlantic.


But then Grandma told him, as if he were already a ghost, that her husband was dead. He never again mentioned Ireland or Wales.


Several weeks after that morning in 1961 when Grandma informed Grandpa that he was dead, he fell ill. My family visited and found him laboring for air in his small bedroom, which was acrid with Vicks VapoRub and hot and sticky with vaporizer mist. He didn’t seem to know I was present. Not understanding how weak he was with pneumonia—that he was slowly drowning—I felt slighted. I pushed aside the drape that served as a door and fled the crowded uncomfortable bedroom, striding past Grandma, who was rocking blindly in the small dim living room. And without putting on my coat, I stepped out into the cool air and sunshine of the open yard. On the bright thin fading snow, the red and white chickens clucked and scratched for food.


A few mornings after the disappointing visit, my mother sat on the edge of my bed and gently rubbed my back. As I woke, she told me I didn’t have to go to school that day. My eyes popped wide and I asked, “How deep is the snow?”


She took a deep breath. “Grandpa Phillips has gone to heaven to live.”


I sat up. “What do you mean?”


She said he had gone to heaven and would never be back. I still didn’t understand. She explained that he had died in a hospital, and angels had taken his soul to heaven, and I would never see or talk to him again until some day a long time away when angels would also take my soul to heaven. I said, “No!” I lay back down and pressed my face into the pillow. And for the rest of the morning, I refused to talk to her.


I returned to school the day after the funeral. I told my friends that my grandfather had “died of ammonia.” During the bus ride home, I walked up to Johnny Burbidge, a neighborhood playmate who was standing at the front of the bus. As the doors hissed open to let him out into his yard, I demanded to know, “You’re glad my grandpa died; aren’t you?” I wanted him to say he was glad, wanted an excuse to pretend he was one of the angels who had taken Grandpa to heaven. I desired to thrash him until he cried for his mother.


He looked at me curiously. “No, I’m not glad.”


When I walked into my home, Mom asked how my day had gone. I shrugged. I climbed the stairway to my bedroom, shut the door, and crawled into bed. And I didn’t leave my bedroom until late that evening when my father came home from working overtime at the plant.


That spring, Dad was working long hours of overtime while his brothers were putting in equally long hours as construction workers. Although all Grandma’s children agreed to take turns caring for her, only my uncle Al took time off from his job to prepare the estate for sale. But he did not do so happily. He set aside some items: a few power tools, a double-barrel shotgun, a cookie jar, a set of green mugs from which his father and grandfather had sipped beer, the big family Bible, a box of curled photographs, a tattered feed bag full of freshly plucked and gutted poultry. Then, without checking with his absent siblings, he trucked almost everything else to the nearest dump. The ornately framed photograph of his grandfather he left hanging in the dusty workshop to greet the next owner.


By the time my father had a day off, it was too late. Floorboards creaking, he wandered the vacant house. He opened closets, drawers, cupboards, all empty. Before he left each room he paused to gaze around for a final time. I followed him, asking questions that he ignored. Where was everything and who would live here and could this be a haunted house now and who would feed the chickens and could we please please please take them home with us and why was there an echo?


After he climbed down from the empty attic, we went outside and he locked up the house. The overwintered lawn was beginning to grow again, and we could hear a raucous flock of crows in the field beyond the barn. I followed him to the barn, where he merely peered into the dimness and then over my objection passed by the chicken coop. When he opened the door to the workshop we could hear the dull rattling buzz of wasps and could see that still hanging on the wall above the workbench was the framed photograph of his grandfather draped in cobwebs. Dad quickly stepped to the bench as if he might take the photo, but then merely stood there for a few moments before turning to leave.


During the short drive home across Pendleton, we passed the small ranch-style homes of factory workers where kids I recognized were playing quarrelsome basketball on concrete or blacktopped driveways in the sudden heat, shirts and skins. The road shimmering, we passed the flat treeless stretches of farmland, some abandoned and weedy, and some recently plowed, the dark soil clumped and warming in the sun. By then I had given up asking questions, and while I gazed out the passenger-side window my father suddenly looked over at me as if he had just then realized I was along. “Well, Mark, whataya say? I guess you and me better go fishing. Don’t you think?”


Because he had never taken me along on one of his fishing trips, I didn’t know what to say except, “There’s fish in one of the ponds behind the house.”


He laughed. “No. Real fish, not stunted bullheads. We’ll be after big fish. In the river or someplace like that.”


“Today?”


“No, not today. Soon.”


“How big will the fish be, Dad?”


“You know what else? This summer we’re gonna go on a vacation, too.”


“You mean summer vacation?”


“No. That’s just being off school. I mean I’m gonna take time off work and we’re gonna go on a real vacation.”


“Johnny’s family went on vacation last summer. Why do people go on vacation?”


“You’ll see.”


When we were home, he spread maps of New York and Ontario on the kitchen table. When Mom asked him where he was going, he replied, “I don’t know where, but this summer we’re all going on a vacation.”


She asked, “Are you telling me a story?”


By the time my mother woke me on school mornings, she had cooked breakfast and laid out clothing for my sister and me and had filled the kitchen sink with steaming sudsy water; by the time I was ready for school, the washing machine in the basement was already chugging. She kissed Kim and me as we left the house, had milk and a snack on the kitchen table when we returned from school, served a big homemade dinner, helped us with our homework, tucked us in, and kissed us good night. We were traveling through life in familiar territory. But one evening she responded to Dad’s criticism of a meal by overturning the kitchen table—a different and rare sign that I didn’t yet know how to read.


Once while she was urging me to do better in school so that someday I could go to college, I asked her if she had gone. She looked up from her housework, laughed briefly, and said, “Back then college was only for rich girls who wanted to find richer husbands.”


My mother had been valedictorian of her high school class, but in our neighborhood in Pendleton in the 1960s, where the women’s liberation movement was merely a rumor, her intelligence didn’t matter. Few of the women worked outside the home and even fewer had college educations. From early each morning until late each evening, they cleaned, cooked, raised children, and occasionally talked by telephone, the neighborhood grapevine through which it seemed the worst thing that could be said about another woman was that her house was dirty. Still, Mom did once take an entrance test offered by a correspondence school for writers and was told she had “excellent potential,” a judgment that the grader probably would have passed on Bonzo the Chimp. But despite Dad’s halfhearted encouragement, or because of it, she decided against enrolling in the school.


It was a few weeks after Mom decided against correspondence school that she overturned the kitchen table. Later that night, my sister and I woke to shouting. We children crept to the edge of the stairs and listened in terror to bursts of words that made no sense to us until Dad threatened to move out. We rushed down the stairs, pleading, “Please don’t go, Daddy! Please!” Then our mother and father, at first shamefully and then lovingly, embraced.


After he had settled into his chair and downed a few beers the next evening, I asked Dad if he might still move out. At first he shot me one of his fiery goddamnit-I’m-tired glares, but then he noticed how frightened I was and quickly patted me on the head, his sudden anger melting. “No, don’t worry,” he said. “Parents just get in fights once in a while. All parents do. It blows over.” When he saw that I was still worried, he said, “The guys at the plant who aren’t married are miserable. Getting married is the best thing I ever did.” He added that Mom was a damn good wife. “She’s gotten better, too, the longer we’ve been married. Having kids makes a woman better, just like having puppies makes a dog better.”


A few weeks after the nighttime argument, Mom signed out of the library several books about unidentified flying objects. Every few days she finished one of the books and passed it on to Dad, who for two weeks watched almost no television. To my sister Kim and me they repeated harrowing stories about earthlings kidnapped by little green vivisectionists and about airplanes that crashed mysteriously or simply disappeared after the pilots reported seeing strange metallic objects in the sky. Soon, night after night, all four of us were spotting UFOs. Within a half mile of our house there was a much-used landing strip for small airplanes, but we chose to believe that the lights we were seeing were the “multicolored, hovering lights of alien spacecraft.”


Then one day, without offering an explanation to the rest of us, Mom stopped reading and talking about UFOs. For the next several days, she cleaned and scrubbed with fury, as if she had suddenly looked up from a book and realized with panic that the real threat was within the house.


One afternoon while she was vacuuming the carpet beneath the coffee table, the sucking hum deepened and then rose into a high whine, the cleaner shaking, the odor of smoldering rubber, of a slipping belt, filling the house. She switched off the cleaner and tipped it on its side. Soon she extracted a plastic soldier. I thought she would complain about my having left it on the floor, but she didn’t seem to notice me watching from the kitchen. She put the toy into her apron pocket, turned the machine right side up, switched it back on, waited a moment to be sure it was working properly, smiled, and patted the handle.


Over a month passed before we went fishing. The welding crew needed to work long weeks to help repair the machinery that frequently broke down in the old hulking plant. “You can’t pick and choose your overtime,” Dad often complained. “You start turning them down too much and they don’t ask you anymore. They ask someone they know will always say yes.”


He rarely had to work on Sundays, but often worked ten-hour shifts on weekdays and eight hours or more on Saturdays. During his time off he was exhausted. On a normal Sunday he slept until almost noon, ate the big fried breakfast that Mom had prepared, watched a football or baseball game if one was on television, then mowed the lawn or puttered at his workbench in the cellar. After that he gulped supper, watched more television, and drank beer. Around midnight, he shuffled off to bed or simply fell asleep in his easy chair. Then it was Monday again and my mother was saying, “Come on, Jim, wake up. Jim! You gotta go to work. Jim!”


Part of me was sorry to see him when he rose late on Sundays, and was glad to see him leave for work on Mondays. He labored in intense noise and filth and heat, welding inside boilers or crevasses of machinery, where the sparks and molten metal seared his skin and the acrid fumes inflamed his lungs. He might work under such conditions for sixty hours a week. I spent Sundays trying to avoid his glare; it was as if the welding arc had ignited something deep within him that made his stare hot. I sometimes could feel his glare burning the back of my head, and when I spun around I knew that I was about to be chewed out for having a messy room or mediocre grades in school or acting goofy with my friends. Or for avoiding him. If I didn’t feel the heat fast enough, didn’t spin soon enough, he might slap the back of my head. Other times, he said nothing, just glared, a hot silent treatment that might last for days.


His long silences should have relieved me: they meant that I wouldn’t be yelled at or slapped. Instead they terrified me; I didn’t want to lose him entirely. He was two men. One was tired and irritated and explosive; the other, who was patient and respectful, hadn’t been working overtime or had just returned from a fishing or hunting trip. When he was giving me the silent treatment, I felt that I was losing both fathers.


One Sunday he rose early enough to take me fishing, and to set the Erie Canal on fire. Literally. He slept in later than he had planned, but we were at the dock by midmorning. While gassing up the outboard motor, he spilled fuel onto the oily water of the canal. When he dropped his cigarette, the floating gasoline ignited and then the floating oil. The flames whooshed fifty feet before he could scramble back onto the dock, but just as suddenly as it had started, the fire extinguished. Shaking his head, he muttered, “Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch.” He sat down on the edge of the dock, his feet dangling over the water, and watched the black smoke lift and dissipate. He said, “I need a Genny.”


He walked to the car, opened the trunk, and lifted out a brown bottle of Genesee beer. As he returned to the dock with the bottle and chest, I suddenly recovered my ability to speak. “The water caught on fire!” I yelled, pointing. “The water caught on fire!” Dad opened the bottle, tossed the top into the canal, and gulped, his head tipping back until his red cap fell to the dock.


Eventually we departed, the bluish exhaust of the twenty-horse motor hanging in the air behind our little rented boat. The boat was continually rocked by the wakes of bigger boats in the narrow canal. We passed under painted steel bridges and by floating tree branches, plastic bottles, dead fish, turds, brown and white foam, past a field where small boys threw rocks that fell short of us, past backyards where people waved from lawn chairs.


While we passed a cemetery, Dad told me that the canal was lined with the graves of the men who had dug it. Irish immigrants who “were called canawlers and died like flies and were replaced with new canawlers who died just as fast.” They worked with picks, shovels, and dynamite, inching through muck and clay and bedrock for a monthly payment of ten dollars, board, and several jiggers of whiskey. Each summer for many years, he said, the completed canal was briefly drained and the canawlers hurriedly cleaned it of silt, trash, sunken logs, rotting corpses.


And then once again he was telling me “The Story of the James Phillips Who Fell.”


When eventually we chugged into the Niagara River, I felt that the entire breathtaking world had unfolded into wide sparkling blue. I saw zooming pleasure boats and a tug pulling a barge and a distant freighter that Dad said might be loaded with coal for the power plant, and beyond the boats the shoreline of Canada, the aluminum window panes and white siding of houses flashing in the bright sunshine. Sitting on the backseat, Dad swung the motor, aimed the boat upstream, and opened the throttle; the engine sputtered and then roared and belched smoke, and the propeller churned up heaps of water, slowly moving the boat against the current that ran strong to the falls.


It was almost noon and hot despite the breeze when he cut the motor. We were offshore from a red brick building that was longer than a football field and rose several stories in a jumble of variously shaped and sized tiers. “Well, this is where I work.”


On the hot aluminum seat I slid to the side of the boat nearest the shore and stared at the plant. Dad’s job was so much a part of our family conversation and so shaped our lives that the words “the plant” always registered like the name of a boss, as if my father or mother were talking about someone powerful who was named Mr. Plant. Now from my seat in the boat, I saw that the closer a brick tier was to the river, the squatter it was, as if Mr. Plant were crouched forward to drink. The river swirled where water was guzzled in and passed out through the immense submerged pipes. The humming of the jumbled transformers rose and fell, like troubled breathing. Long trucks were lined up in the coal yard, dumping black food near the mechanical feeders; other long trucks were carrying away what my father told me was fly ash, the waste matter. Mr. Plant belched steamy heat and ireful smoke into the sky. I tried to see what was in the belly of the big boss, but the windows were too grimy. Pointing up at a catwalk that ringed the top of a towering smoke stack, I thought of “The Story of the James Phillips Who Fell.” I asked, “Do you ever have to weld way up there?”


“Not very often.”


We dropped anchor. He told me that whenever workers cleaned the water intake screens of the plant, they discovered that scores of big fish had been trapped by the powerful sucking. A worker once hooked onto something so heavy that a buddy had to help him raise the long cleaning rake, hand over hand, until an enormous sturgeon flopped bleeding on the floor of the Water Intake Building. They preserved the sturgeon on a wheelbarrow loaded with cafeteria ice. That evening they sold their catch, laden with roe, to a seafood shop for one hundred dollars—about a dollar for each year that the fish had lived.


We baited our hooks with live crawfish. Sweating in the sun’s glare, talking, eating sandwiches and candy, drinking beer or pop, pissing into the water, daydreaming, we fished for two hours without a nibble. Then the line suddenly stripped off my reel, the drag buzzing. But before I could react the line went limp—broken. “Jesus Christ!” said Dad. “That was a hell of a fish! A muskie, I’ll bet ya anything!”


For a while, we leaned forward with our eyes fixed on the narrow tips of our rods, expecting another huge fish to seize one of our hooked crawfish. But the water swept by the anchored boat, and the sun crept brightly, and we became bored with the gently bobbing ends of our fiberglass rods, watching instead the water skiers out on the blue river beneath the blue sky as we sweated in the aluminum boat. Once we were rocked by the wake of a long fiberglass speedboat, its pointy bow bouncing above the water as it roared close to our little craft. Dad became surly. “One of the big bosses at the plant has a boat like that,” he said. “You’ll never see him working on a weekend. If he fishes, I’ll bet he hires somebody to clean them.”


He had been yawning all morning, and now, with his reddened tired eyes, he glared back at the power plant, its sooty darkness, and ignored my questions. Eventually, he said, “I don’t know why the hell I picked this spot. I guess I’m too used to coming here for work.”


I felt the welding arc as he fixed his eyes on me. I knew that the plant had reclaimed one of my fathers, and had left me in the little boat with the other. But I didn’t want our day together to end yet. I failed to heed the heat. “Let’s move,” I said. “Let’s try a different spot.”


“Ah, the hell with it. They’re not biting. And I’m tired. We’re going home.”


“But Dad—we haven’t caught anything.”


Suddenly he was more than surly. “Don’t you appreciate anything?” he shouted. “I finally get a day off and we went fishing. Do you know how tired I am? Do you know what it cost me to rent this boat?”


“Okay, Dad. It’s okay.”


He glared at me for another moment. Then as he turned away, I felt the electricity in his eyes flicker and nearly go out. He quietly asked, “We had a good time—didn’t we?”


All the way back, I thought about the fish that had gotten away. Dad believed it had been a muskellunge, but I was sure it had been a sturgeon. I still daydream about it: an immense sturgeon finning slowly over the bottom of the mighty Niagara, my rusty childhood hook yet embedded in its prehistoric mouth.


Like the other men who worked at the power plant, my father endured by dreaming. When a man felt his consciousness sweating away in the heat or was deafened by the rattling thunder of coal or had a coughing spell that left his sleeve smeared with black mucus, he turned inward and pictured, beyond work, a soothing shower and a delicious home-cooked meal and a soft easy chair and numbing beer and fantastical television and cool clean sheets. But then he also saw another day and week and month and year and decade and decade and decade at the plant. And so he dreamed.


Surely some of the men dreamed of striking it rich. Or of a younger and prettier and hornier wife with a flatter stomach and firmer breasts. Or of violence: the old lady bleeding from her bitching mouth, the neck of the girlfriend’s husband cut from ear to ear, the nosy neighbor’s ass kicked, the fucking power plant blown to Kingdom Come. But just as surely, most of the men dreamed of simple and peaceful pleasures. Dreamt of the house finally paid off and of shiny new linoleum for the kitchen, and of kids, of smiling kids and their smiling mother who would gratefully scrub the new linoleum. Or dreamt of a boat out on the blue breezy river, or of a cozy cottage or cabin where the door opened to clean air and a view of the glassy lake or green mountains far from the power plant. Work was the price of pleasure. Boring dangerous filthy sweaty deafening work bought relief from itself.


Dad had long dreamt of buying land and building a cabin, but since Grandpa’s death he had also been dreaming of a third child. In his dream he must have seen himself entering his house with his empty lunch pail, the rattling of coal still echoing in his head as a baby crawled to him across the new linoleum with a squeal. The echoes would fade and he would grin and reach down and swing the baby high, as light as a dream, and he would say to his wife, who stood smiling beatifically in the sparkling kitchen where she never tired or aged, “Good news! I don’t have to work this weekend! We can all go to the cabin!”


Mom had a simpler dream. She wanted the new linoleum.


Mom knew where his dreams would leave her: home with morning sickness and a fat belly and swollen ankles, then diapers to change while he worked overtime to pay the new bills. Or home doing yet more cooking and dishes and ironing while he spent his weekends building his dream cabin. Or the whole family would take a vacation at the dream cabin where she would do the cooking and cleaning and diaper changing.


While growing up, I heard my parents fight openly on merely three or four occasions, but for several weeks their opposing dreams quietly clashed. Although I didn’t understand its cause until years later when my mother explained it to me, I could feel the tension in the house. Her hugs and kisses were quicker than usual when he came home from the plant, as if she were afraid where the greetings might lead, and she made frequent mention of how much housework she had to do. Our meals became blander and smaller and I could see my father fighting back his anger as he ate. Once at the dinner table she broke the uncomfortable quiet by saying, “Wouldn’t you kids like new bedrooms? If I had a job, maybe we could have a whole new house.”


With prompt alarm I made it clear that I didn’t want a new house, and asked who would take care of me if she took a job.


She pretended she hadn’t heard.


And when she wasn’t looking, he winked at me.


Each year my father took one of his two weeks of vacation to make home improvements. In the summer of 1958, so that Kim and I no longer would have to share a bedroom, Dad converted our small living room into a bedroom and started building a new and bigger living room. In 1959, he finished the living room and poured a sidewalk. In 1960, he replaced the shingles and put down new linoleum in the bathroom. But in 1961, several weeks after setting the canal on fire, he announced, “I don’t care if this place falls down, this family is gonna go on vacation just like I promised.”


With several suitcases and boxes of food packed in the Ford, we rode to Chautauqua Lake, eighty miles southwest of Buffalo, where Dad had rented a small cottage and a boat with a powerful motor. There my parents forgot about bills and babies and his job, and they teased and tickled each other and had pillow fights that my sister Kim and I joined. And each afternoon all of us rode to the middle of the lake, where Dad or Mom jumped into the water and pulled on skis. Then the other parent opened the throttle slightly, and the rope gradually tightened, the motor briefly sputtering and smoking before it roared, and the skier rose onto the lake, weaving, bouncing over the wakes, arms outstretched as if reaching—but we were too far ahead, we kids, to be caught.


On the final morning of our vacation, Dad and I went fishing. He anchored the boat where the owner of a bait shop had suggested. In two hours we caught only a few small perch. Then Dad took off his shirt and sandals and in his shorts dove from the boat, staying down for so long that I feared he would never come up. As I leaned far over the side of the boat, staring desperately into the darkening green, he popped up gasping and grinning on the opposite side, waving triumphantly in his right hand a small white rock that dripped and glistened in the sunlight.


While we were returning to the cottage, we noticed that a fisherman in another boat had hooked something powerful: his pole was bent nearly double. His companion, who held a net, motioned for us to approach. When we were close to the other boat Dad cut our motor, and the man with the net yelled, “Do you have a gaff hook?” Dad shook his head, and the man yelled, “Damn!” The man looked around wildly as if a gaff hook might magically materialize, then yelled, “He’s got a helluva muskie on! We got a net but he’s too big! He’s a big one! We need a gaff hook!” The man who was battling the fish didn’t speak. His hair and shirt were soaked with sweat. Straining, he repeatedly lifted and lowered his rod, rapidly reeling in the slack. But each time he had the fish near the boat and his companion tried to net it, the water erupted and line stripped off the reel as the fish made another diving run.
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