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ABSTRACT 

 

In this collection of short stories, I have attempted to capture truth in unexpected places.  

For instance, a recent amputee resents her limitations until a brush with her past and the needs of 

another drives her to act and she discovers her ability.  �Crutches� reveals a character developed 

from within.  Dawn�s frustrations, stubbornness, and humor illustrate her fully lived past and 

approach to her future.  In �Noel�, a waitress treats herself on her birthday which makes her 

recall her past and envision her future and the life that she can lead on her own.  Evie�s 

transformation shows the lifelong discoveries of a woman and the breaking point, which 

ultimately propels her on.  �Winning Hands� captures a career woman who visits an elderly 

relative seeking support and validation and instead finds the miseries of Dementia and the 

frustration of lost time and opportunities.  Crystal not only faces her aunt�s limitations, but her 

own in the inability to communicate with her aunt.  In �Trophies�, a restaurant manager returns 

home to find her ailing stepfather, a lost inheritance, and her estranged brother, but rediscovers 

their connection in the catch of her life.  Stephanie�s problems with her past are overshadowed 

by her concerns and suspicions about her inheritance.  However, she confronts her fears and 

reconnects with her brother and reconciles her past.  Finally, �What Lasts� portrays the struggle 

of a sister to provide for herself during the Great Depression and the result of her secrecy and 

deception.  This historical story illustrates the timeless concern of self-preservation and the story 

of Agnes� deception to achieve her dreams.  Ultimately, in this collection I have tried to create 

lasting characters, characters who invite the reader in and develop a true connection.    
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Crutches 

 

Dawn sat in a dusty brown recliner watching Wheel of Fortune while her daughter, 

Heather, cleaned the living room.  Stumped on a seven letter �thing puzzle� with only one vowel, 

an I, Dawn�s lips moved quickly, silently, mouthing possible words, trying to solve it with each 

spin.  Her favorite contestant was a black man in a tailored blue suit, an accountant from 

Alabama.  She tried to telepathically send him her suggestions.  He reached down and spun the 

wheel hard, his competitors watching bankrupt click by.  The wheel landed on the special pie and 

he pumped his fist, selecting an N.  Vanna walked across to spin the third letter.  When he 

reached down to spin again, Heather walked in front of the television, dusting the rickety cart 

where it sat.   

�Move, Heather, you�re in the way.�  

Heather turned around, her thick hair falling out of her bun and sticking to her face.  �Do 

you want things clean or not?� 

�No, not in front of my TV I don�t.  Scoot.�  Dawn leaned to the left, almost falling out of 

her chair as her right thigh jerked in the air.  She hadn�t been able to find her balance since her 

right leg was amputated six weeks ago.   

Heather shifted a step to the side.  �I swear you�d be satisfied living in a hole.  I�m not 

going to let you live like this, and I pray to God my baby does the same for me one day,� she 

said as she rubbed her bloated, pregnant belly.   

�You�re still in the way,� Dawn replied, pulling the lever on the recliner and pushing 

down the footrest with her left heel, shutting with it a bang.  She scooted forward on the cushion, 

placing her hands on the armrests, and struggled to hoist herself up, tilting her hips to the right 

and lifting her crutches, placing them together in front of her as a lever for balance.  Heather 

rushed over to lift her up.   

�Wait I�ll help you.� 

�You could help by letting me be,� she said as she heard the TV audience applaud.  

Heather knelt to boost her up.  On the screen, Blondie jumped up and down and her favorite 

contestant shook Pat�s hand saying goodbye.  She had even missed the solution. 

�Dammit!  You made me miss the puzzle.� 

�Mother, you could show some me some appreciation.  You�ve been impossible since 
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you�ve been home.  Now where are you trying to go?� 

Dawn shifted her crutches and flopped back into the recliner, rocking it backward with 

force.  She placed her crutches against the wall and flipped the footrest back up. 

�Nowhere.  Forget it.� 

 

 

Dawn was released from the hospital a month ago, after a week in the rehabilitation 

center learning to live without her right leg.  Heather moved in and slept on the couch for a week 

of hell for both of them.  The nub beneath Dawn�s right knee still hurt but Heather expected her 

to use the prosthesis.  She couldn�t stand to strap metal leg under it.  It pinched and tugged at her 

thigh and it made her feel handicapped.  When she was younger, her father told her that crutches 

were a funny story, a cane was always a sad one.  Well, so was a fake metal leg.  Dawn didn�t 

like the idea of going out and seeing people look at her pants leg dragging, or the obvious 

absence when it was pinned up.  She didn�t want the metal leg or a wheelchair�they were 

symbols that she was forever dependent, handicapped.  She didn�t want anyone to feel sorry for 

her.   

 

 

Heather vacuumed through Seinfield and started dinner.  At eight o�clock, she walked up 

to Dawn.  �Ready to eat?� 

�Maybe, smells funny.  What is it?� 

�Salmon patties.  It was all that was left in your freezer.� 

 �That�s because I didn�t eat it the last time you bought it.� 

�Well, you have to eat.  Come on, I made potatoes too.� 

 �Probably lumpy,� Dawn said as she pushed up out of the chair, holding onto Heather for 

support.  �I can make it on my own you know.� 

�I know but it�s faster this way.  You need to sell the trailer and move to town with me 

and Buddy.� 

�No, thanks.  Let�s eat these salmon crappies.� 

Heather pinched Dawn�s skin.  

�Ow!� Dawn laughed, rubbing her arm. 
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�It�s not funny,� Heather said.  �You�re being mean.  If I wasn�t cooking for you, you�d 

be living off chips and salsa.� 

 �At least chips and salsa taste good,� Dawn said, sitting down at the table.  Dawn 

relented, forcing a few bites down, mumbling the whole time.   

After dinner, Heather sorted through her mail and picked up the dishes.  �Do you need 

anything besides dog food and toothpaste?  That�s all that�s on the dry erase board.� 

 �Yeah, chips and salsa.� 

 �I swear.� 

 �Go on, get home.� 

 �I�ll call you tomorrow.�  Heather grabbed her purse and went to the door.  �Be careful,� 

she called over her shoulder.   

�Co�mere Pumpkin,� Dawn called.  Her Pomeranian perked his ears and looked up at her 

from his tuft of auburn fur.  His fur was thick around his narrow face, making him look like a 

miniature lion.  He hopped up, ran, and jumped into her lap, turning around in a circle before 

sitting down to be petted.   

�When is that girl gonna leave me alone?   You�d think I was the child, the way she acts, 

huh baby?�  She rocked back. Heather thought that she was the Almighty, taking college classes, 

working as assistant manager at Wal-Mart in town, and six months pregnant with her and 

Buddy�s first baby.   

Things weren�t so easy when she had been her age.  Dawn had Heather when she was 

only fifteen.  She had started out dating the quarterback when he asked her to be his date at the 

homecoming game and cheer him on.  By December, he had forced himself on her.  She didn�t 

even know what rape was, she just knew that Will paid attention to her and told her she was 

sexy.  But he broke it off over Christmas, after finding another girl to take advantage of.  When 

she missed her period in January, he denied that they ever had sex and spread rumors all over the 

school that she was a slut who had slept with all of his friends.  Her parents put her out, ashamed 

that their little girl would do such a thing.  She�d been making it on her own ever since.       

Dawn thought that she�d done right by Heather, but there was no way was she moving to 

town to live with her.   There wasn�t much work that she could do but she was getting disability 

since she couldn�t tend bar anymore.  Maybe she could get on Wheel of Fortune and they could 

fly her out there to play.  She could hide behind the wheel and no one would know that she was 
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missing her leg.  She was pretty sure she could win.  She reclined and closed her eyes, slowly 

rubbing Pumpkin�s soft ears until she fell asleep.   

 

 

When Dawn woke, The Late Show was on and Pumpkin was scratching at the back door.  

Hoisting herself out of the chair, she used her crutches and walked across the kitchen, letting 

Pumpkin out on the porch.  She leaned out through the screen and breathed in the fresh night air.  

It had rained while she slept.  The wood on the deck was still damp in spots and the trees 

hanging over the trailer were dripping with dew.  She turned and walked into the kitchen.  The 

gray linoleum was cool under her socked foot as she planted the plastic tips of the crutches and 

slowly slipped forward.  She opened the freezer and dug into the box of ice cream sandwiches, 

pulling out one for dinner and reaching to the bottom of the box for her bag of dope.  Stuffing the 

bag into the pocket of her jeans, she held the sandwich between her fingers and went to the door.  

She propped it open with the leg of her crutch and scooted her body through.  She walked to her 

fabric Wal-Mart lawn chair and felt the seat.  It was mostly dry.  She settled down into it, putting 

her ice cream in one cup holder, her weed in the other.  Dawn set her crutches down and opened 

the bag.  She held it to her face and breathed in, savoring the rich smell.  She pulled out her pipe 

and pinched the grass into the end, packing it tightly, then brushing stray pieces back into the 

bag.  She balanced the loaded pipe on her left knee and took a bite out of her ice cream, chewing 

the soft chocolate, and licking the dripping vanilla from the center, letting it slide down her 

throat.     

This was the one pleasure that Dawn could still enjoy, sitting on her deck and smoking, 

listening to the Suwannee River lapping below.  Mike had helped build the deck a few years ago.  

It was the nicest part of her trailer.  He had found the wood cheap and worked for beer.  He was 

one of the few people on this end of the river.  They used to go on rides together.  Now he just 

stopped by to check in on her like a big brother. 

The air was thick and humid but a brisk breeze was blowing in.  Dawn pulled her hooded 

zipper sweatshirt around her and looked out over her deck, staring at the shadows of the trees on 

the other side of the river, gurgling beneath her.  The moon was partly hidden by clouds, faintly 

lighting the night.  In the daylight, the sun glinted off the red-tinted water.  The moss and 

minerals mixed with the water and trailed like thinned blood through the banks.  She couldn�t see 
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it unless she stood at the rail and looked down over the hill beneath covered in brush and weeds.  

There was a small rocky path down to the water, but she could no longer climb down it.    

She glanced at the side of the house.  A blue plastic tarp covered her Harley Softtail.  She 

couldn�t bear to see it mangled, but she didn�t have the money to repair it.  There was no use 

anyway since she�d never be able to ride again.  No more rallies, reunions, or poker runs.  She 

couldn�t balance and stop on one leg and her crowd didn�t cater to anyone falling behind.  Shut 

up, put up, and keep up, that�s how it worked.  

Last summer, she, Mike, and a few others had ridden down the coast to the Keys to go 

camping.   They lay on the beach, drinking can after can of beer.  They smoked and swam naked 

in the ocean.  She walked into the water, jumping into the waves, letting them roll over her.  The 

moon was only three-quarters full but she howled anyway, leaning back, letting the waves lift 

her.  She felt something brush her back and screamed as Mike picked her up and pulled her 

under.  She surfaced, gasping for air, and his mouth met hers.  They tasted each other�s skin for 

the first time in the tart salt water, then snuck away from the others and made love in the sand.  

She fit naturally in the crook of his arm and it felt right to her because they were already friends.   

Three weeks later she wiped out.  She always leaned into the air on curves, letting the 

torque pull against her.  The wind blew blunt against her knuckles when the turn felt right.  The 

bike hummed beneath her as she zipped between cars, rocking the bike back and forth.  This 

time, she hit a slick spot on the road. Her back tire slipped just a little and she was too far into the 

lean to pull out.  The muffler hit and she went down, the bike spinning.  Her right leg was pinned 

and she was dragged seventy-five feet.  

 

 

Headlights glinted across the trailer and then went black.  Music played faintly.  There 

was a dead end on the other side of the river where teenagers liked to park.  She could barely see 

the shape of a truck through the trees.  She took another hit and rolled her head back, watching 

the dark shadows.  Spanish moss hung in branches, quivering in the breeze.  She heard a car door 

slam and the interior of the truck illuminated someone getting out of the passenger side.  A boy 

was leaning across the seat.  She couldn�t make out what they were saying, but she heard the 

pitch of a girl�s nasal voice and a tenor responding.  She looked down at Pumpkin curled at her 

foot and rubbed him with her big toe. 
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# 

 

She remembered when Heather started dating at sixteen.  The boys couldn�t get enough 

of her thick amber hair.  Dawn tried to be understanding and let her go out on dates but she had a 

strict curfew of midnight on school nights and one o�clock on weekends.  Heather had obeyed 

the rules until she started seeing Jimmy, a halfback on the varsity football team.  Dawn waited up 

for her, drinking coffee in the kitchen until she heard the pickup rumble into the driveway at one-

twenty in the morning.  She glanced at the clock every few minutes, ready to pounce when 

Heather snuck in the door.  She waited until two and then glanced out the window.  The truck 

still sat in the driveway, lights off.  She walked out the door, letting the screen door slam shut, 

and marched up to the passenger door.  The windows were fogged and she couldn�t see anything 

inside.  She tapped the window and heard rustling, mumblings, and Jimmy, �Shit.  What the fuck 

is goin� on?� 

The window cracked down an inch.  �Yes?� Heather asked. 

�Get your ass out of there and inside right now.  It�s two in the goddamn morning.  What 

do you think you�re doin�?� 

�Just a minute.�  The window rolled back up and Dawn tugged at the locked door handle.   

�You�d better hurry up.�  Dawn stood outside the door and stared at the tinted windows 

until Heather exited, her hair knotted and messed, her cheeks flushed.  She had missed the third 

button on her shirt.  Heather glared at her mother and marched past, inside the trailer and into her 

bedroom, slamming the door.   Dawn followed.  She tried the knob but it was locked. 

�Heather, open this door.� 

�Leave me alone.  I hate it here.  I hate you.� 

�Oh, now you hate me?  I just saved your ass from getting pregnant.�  

�Like you did?� 

�Yes, like I did.  I don�t regret having you but I worked for every damn penny I have and 

I�m not gonna let you screw up your life over some white trash kid.  You�re staying in school 

and you�re gonna do things the right way.� 

�Stop trying to run my life.  I�ll do what I want.� 

�You�re too old to be acting so stupid.�   
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�Leave me alone.�   

Dawn tapped her palm against the door and backed away with a faint smile.  

 

 

She could hear the voices across the river more clearly now.  They seemed to be coming 

from near the riverbank.  There were some paths worn into the side where kids could scramble 

up and down to the water.  A boy�s voice did most of the talking.  Then the girl responded.  A 

smack sounded loud from the other side and the girl yelled in pain. Another smack and the girl 

started screaming, �No, Robbie. No!� 

Dawn pushed up from her chair and grabbed her crutches.  Pumpkin started barking.  

�Hey!� Dawn yelled.   

It was quiet on the other side of the bank.  Dawn walked to the rail and could make out a 

shadow crouched on the ground at the base of the tree line.   

�Hey!� 

Nothing.  She would have to hop down if she was going to help the girl.  If she called 

someone, it�d take them a half hour to get there.  At the end of the deck, she stepped off into the 

grass by the edge of the hill.  She lowered herself onto her left knee, dropped her crutches and 

braced her hands into the dirt.  Leaning into the hill, she tried to hop down backwards.  She dug 

her toe in and looked down for places to land, a few feet apart.  It was about eight or nine feet to 

the bottom.  She jumped.  Her toe skidded off the dirt, sliding on the loose particles of gravel.   

She slid downward, her toes trying to grip and her stump banging into the ground.  Dawn clawed 

at the dirt and stopped.  Fuck.  She had gone about three feet.  Pain flared through her amputated 

leg and her fingers were cut.  Scooting to the side, she twisted her leg, wedging her foot 

sideways until her back was against the dirt.  She was quiet, trying to control her ragged breath.  

Maybe she had scared them off.  If so, she�d be spending a lot of time down there until someone 

helped her back up.  She sat quietly and listened.  The water lapped, a bird flew past cawing, and 

a muffled scream echoed across the river.     

Dawn took a slow breath and held it, lifting her heel and pushing off.  She slid down the 

hill, rocks digging into the backs of her legs, her butt.  Her arms flew out to the side, dragging 

then lifting, trying to slow her descent.  When she hit the bottom of the incline, she rolled into 

the soft white sand, gasping for air, spitting out grains of sand and dirt.  Across the river, all she 
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could see were the dark shadows of the trees.  She crawled to the water and pushed herself up, 

splashing to distract the boy and make him think she was coming over.  She held her right arm 

straight out in front of her to look like a weapon.   

�Stay right where you are you son of a bitch.  I can see you and I got a gun. If you don�t 

leave that girl alone right now, I�ll shoot your ass clean off.� 

She heard scrambling, then a tall shadow stood, hands raised. 

�Help me, please help me��  

�Shut up.� There was a thump, then a yelp. 

�You do that again and I�ll shoot you on principle.�  She fell silent, trying to recall the 

name she had heard.  �I know who you are, Robbie.  Now walk back to your truck and get the 

hell out of here.� 

�Shit.�  He backed into the trees and a door slammed.  The truck�s engine turned over, 

and tires spun, catching in the dirt as he rumbled back through the tress.   

�You okay over there, girl?� 

�Help me, please. Oh God, help me.�  She started whimpering.   

Dawn started to move forward and the bank dropped away.  She flailed her arms  

backward splashing, choking on water.  Her left leg finding footing, she struggled to stand up, 

sputtering. 

�Are you there?  Help me,� the girl cried. 

�I�m here.  Its okay, now calm down and focus.  Are you ok? Did he hurt you?   

Did he rape you?� 

�No ma�am.  He hit me a few times.  I don�t even know where I am.� 

�Well, that�s okay.  We�ll get you home.  Now, I can�t get over there to you.  I�m going 

to help you but you have to get over here.  You know how to swim?� 

�Yes.� 

�Ok. Swim on across the river.  I�ll help you get fixed up in my trailer and we�ll take you 

on home.� 

�Okay.� 

The crying subsided a bit and the girl stood and walked into the water, splashing loudly.  

Then she began stroking, paddling across towards Dawn.  The girl crawled onto the bank in the 

sand next to Dawn.  Her hair was stringing down in her face and her shirt was rumpled and torn 
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at the neck.  There was a large welt by her right eye and a blue mark starting to form.   

�What�s your name, darling?�  Dawn reached out and rubbed her arm.   

�Mary.� 

�I�m Dawn.  Now we got to get up this hill and you�re gonna have to help me okay?   

Then we�ll get you cleaned up and home.�  Dawn rolled onto her knee and started to stand.   

Mary gasped, looking at her stump.  �Oh my God.  How�d you get down here?� 

�I hopped.  Now if you�ll climb up behind me, I�ll hop a little bit at a time but I need 

some leverage to balance against.  I need you to get planted so I can use your shoulder.  My 

place is just at the top of this hill.� 

Mary helped Dawn over to the hill and braced her so she could grip into the side of the 

hill.  Dawn slipped and fell back into Mary, who struggled to hold her up.   

�Get some good footing and I�ll try it again.�   

Mary planted her feet and pushed Dawn.  She made it four or five feet up and then pulled 

herself the rest of the way.  

�All right, now let�s get inside and get you cleaned up and warm and you can call your 

mama.�   

Mary followed silently.   

 

 

Dawn picked up her crutches and they walked inside the trailer.  The phone was ringing. 

�Why haven�t you been answering?� Heather asked.  �I�ve called three times.�   

�What do you want?� 

�I�ve been having contractions!  It really hurt.  I�m not due for two months.  What do I  

do?  Buddy�s working late.� 

 �Wait a minute.  What did it feel like? Are you still having them?� 

�A sharp cramp.  It doubled me over.�   

�Well, how many did you have?� 

�Only one, about a half hour ago,� she said, starting to calm down a bit. 

 �It�s probably those salmon patties you ate.  Honey, don�t worry.  Cramps can  

happen.  If you have more or they get worse, give me a call back.  I can�t really talk right now.� 

�Why not?  Where were you?� 
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�The river.� 

�The what?  What were you doing down there?� she screamed into the phone. 

�Swimming.  Now I�ll call you back in a few minutes.� 

 

 

Dawn clicked off the phone and looked at Mary, standing in the kitchen dripping,   

waiting for help.  The clothes hung on her thin frame and she was shivering, watching Dawn.  

She kept glancing at Dawn�s stump, then back at the floor.  Dawn looked down at herself.  Her 

shoe was caked in mud, her leg was bleeding and there were cuts on her forearms and hands 

from the hill.  She was a mess.      

Dawn shrugged and started to laugh.  �Guess I should have some steps put in.  We�re 

quite a sight, aren�t we?�  Mary nodded and looked at the floor. �Well, speak up girl, it�s okay.� 

Mary looked up and stared.  �What happened to your leg?� 

Dawn shifted her weight on the crutches, uncomfortably.  �I was in a bike accident.� 

 �Someone hit you?� 

�No, a motorcycle accident.  I wiped out.� 

�Oh.� Mary nodded.  She looked Dawn in the eye for the first time.  �Don�t they  

make fake legs or something?� 

�Yes, they do.� 

�I bet those are easier to get around with than crutches.  Why don�t you get one of those 

instead?� 

�Maybe I will,� Dawn replied.  �Maybe I will.� 
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Noel 

 

Happy birthday to me.  Evie lifted her head and looked at the ringing alarm clock.  It was 

six, time for Chuck to get up.  She�d only slept three hours.  She rolled over and nudged Chuck 

with her elbow.  He reached over and clicked off the alarm without getting out of bed.  Instead, 

he snuggled against her back. 

�Morning, babe,� he said, brushing her hair back against the pillow.   

Evie mumbled and rolled onto her stomach, pulling away.   

�Come on.  Just a quickie, hon.�   

Evie stayed face down.  �Not now, Chuck, I just got to sleep.�   

�You know, don�t say I never try,� he said, swinging his feet onto the floor.   

Evie rolled back over and grabbed his hand.  �Come here,� she said pulling him back 

onto the bed next to her.  �I�m just tired.� 

He stretched out and kissed her lips, then her neck, and she wrapped her arm around his 

neck.   

She reached out and tilted his chin towards her so she could see his eyes.  �If you really 

want to try, why don�t you go get a checkup?� she asked.   

His face hovered over hers.  �There�s nothing wrong with me.  I�ve told you.  I�m not 

going to the doctor.� 

�What are you afraid of?� 

�Afraid?  I�m not afraid of anything.  I�m just tired of you harping on me. So what if we 

don�t have kids?   Is that all you care about?� 

�I want to have a family Chuck.� 

�We have one now.  Just forget it.�  He crawled out of the bed and went into the  

bathroom, closing the door.   

 

 

At ten, Evie climbed out of bed and stretched.  Climbing over Chuck�s dirty clothes, she 

walked into the bathroom and instinctively took her foot and swiped Chuck�s wet, squishy 

towels across the floor and into the corner.  After her shower, she dried herself off, hung her 

towel over the shower rod, and wiped down the mirror to look at herself.  Thirty-four.  She still 
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had nice hair, even if it was a dull brownish black.  She kept it below her shoulders to make her 

look younger than she really was.  She turned to the side and looked at her butt and legs.  

Waiting tables for so many years had kept her skin from sagging and her legs were still in good 

shape.  Her fingers trailed from her pubic hair to her breast bone in a straight line.  She placed 

her palm against her stomach and took a deep breath, watching her skin expand and take shape.  

Shrugging on her faded, pink terry cloth robe, she felt damp spots and knew that Chuck had 

dried his hands on it after he had thrown all the other towels on the floor.   

In the kitchen Evie opened a pack of Virginia Slims and lit one.  Microwaving a cup of 

black coffee, she looked through the cramped pantry for something to fix for breakfast and found 

a box of banana nut muffin mix in the far back corner.  She cleared some counter space, putting 

the waffle iron and the George Foreman grill back into the pantry.  Chuck loved to buy the latest 

gadgets off of the infomercials while she was at work.  In the past six months, he�d bought the 

Perfect Pancake maker, the EggWave, and the Bowflex total workout machine, which still sat 

unassembled in the garage.   

Evie mixed the batter, folded in the chopped nuts, added a bit of coconut (her mother�s 

favorite), and poured the mix into a cupcake pan, pretending that she was making breakfast for a 

family instead of herself.  After popping it in the oven, she grabbed the bowl and spatula and 

shuffled out the back door to sit on the patio.  Evie plopped down in the sagging plastic lawn 

chair and stretched out her bare legs in the sun.  She scraped out the batter left in the bowl and 

licked the spatula, just like she would let her children do.  While she waited for the muffins to 

rise, she lit another cigarette and stared out at the long, uneven grass. 

Thirty-four years and what had it gotten her?  A cramped two bedroom house in an aging, 

residential neighborhood of Denton, Texas; a distant husband; and her night-shift job at Denny�s, 

where half her coworkers didn�t speak any English and she had to point to the skillet pictures on 

the menu when she gave them her order slip.  She worked from five �till one in the morning.  

Most mornings, the manager had her stay until three or four to cover for somebody who quit, got 

pregnant, or took too many drugs to come to work that night.     

In high school, she�d thought she had a chance to make it out of the dry, baked dust of 

Denton, maybe drive to the beach somewhere and live in Corpus Christi or Padre Island.  She�d 

look at the map and trace the line where land met water, letting her fingers linger out in the Gulf.  

She imagined the seagulls flocking over her, eating pieces of stale bread from her fingers, 
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circling, diving, floating through the air.  She wondered what the waves felt like, washing up 

over her toes, the foam licking at her ankles.  She could rent a small beach house, work in a café 

where she knew everyone�s name and could take her time refilling their coffee and chatting with 

them, and sit on the beach every day and read.  She wanted to have children and teach them to 

build sandcastles, chase sand crabs, and learn about the tides.  And she wanted to learn to swim 

out into the waves and let them wash over her, lifting her body in the swells. 

The small metal wind chime hanging off of the porch jingled in the wind and swung the 

tiny flying bird in hypnotic circles over Evie.  Five years of marriage had stifled her dream.  She 

shook herself out of the moment and checked her watch to see how much longer the muffins 

would take.  An ant climbed over her big toe and she sat still, watching it disappear into the tall 

blades of grass.  Their scrappy backyard was small, but it was perfect for a little dog or even a 

kid�s playhouse.  Chuck didn�t really like children; he considered them a nuisance, something to 

clean up after instead of a beautiful gift.  Evie had been to the doctor and taken fertility tests, but 

she had learned that her body was not the problem.  Chuck refused to go to the doctor; it was a 

sign: he was not meant to have children and was satisfied with that.    

Evie stubbed out her cigarette and flicked it into the dry grass and went inside to eat her 

muffins.  She had been planning today for about a week.  She would take some of her money and 

go buy a nice dress, walk around the mall window shopping, maybe see a movie, and then stay 

home and cook so she could have dinner with Chuck before going to work.  She already knew 

that he�d probably forgotten to buy her a birthday present, but maybe if she stopped by his office 

and told him about dinner, he�d bring her some flowers.   

Chuck had tried to win her over at first:  he would come in Tuesday nights after his 

bowling league and sit in her section, buy a cup of coffee and smile, watching her, catching her 

eye.  She could feel him watching her move, his eyes following her as she picked up orders, 

filled water and coffee, and cleaned tables as they cleared.  She seemed to run the place.  The 

official boss was a man in his early twenties, fresh out of some associate program.  His pimply 

face and large ears revealed his frustration and lack of authority.  He stayed in the back and left it 

to Evie.   

During the day she cared for her mother and was constantly taking care of others.  

Chuck�s attention was nice.  Evie started slowing down to chat with him. Here was a man who 

was interested in her and saw past the uniform.  She liked his large smile and the way his hair 
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curled.  He took her out to dinner a few times, sympathetic that she could only leave if she found 

someone else to sit with her mother. So he continued to visit at work, sitting with her at break, 

lighting her cigarette and asking questions that she thought no one cared to know, her favorite 

candy, what country she�d like to visit, and her favorite day of the week.   

When her mother got worse, Evie had taken extra hours to pay the medical bills and 

eventually put her mother�s house on the market.  Chuck determined that he could buy it and let 

them stay and see how things went in the future.  When Evie�s mother died, she�d wanted to get 

away from Denton and separate who she was from who she had become.  But since Chuck had 

bought the house for her, she felt committed.  He moved in and helped her clean it out while he 

was settling in.  Once they were married, he became content.  He had won a wife and it was her 

duty to take care of things as long as he made the money.  He�d still kiss her forehead gently in 

the mornings before leaving for work and always bring her home something, usually just the joke 

of the day or maybe a fortune cookie that he had saved for her from lunch.  Once a week, he�d 

come in for late night pie at the restaurant and flirt with her, pretending he was a stranger and 

drawing weird looks from the other customers.  After a year or two, even that stopped.  They 

pulled away from one another.  She wanted him to be a father.  He wanted someone around.  

Evie was tired of trying to love a husband that didn�t want a family.  She still tried to find ways 

to connect with him and remind him that she was still something more than just someone to 

screw when he woke up with a hard-on.   

After breakfast, Evie dressed in jeans and a knit top and dug through the bottom of her 

makeup case.  Underneath the tampons, she had a little over two thousand dollars in fifties.  She 

had been saving for the past four or five years.  It was the only thing that she ever lied to Chuck 

about.  Chuck didn�t believe that she should handle the finances since he felt he had bailed her 

out, so he only let her keep a small allowance and spent the rest of the money on gadgets.  But 

her mother taught her to always have emergency money on hand.  For a while, she tried to 

earmark a portion of the checking account as savings, but Chuck resented her interference and 

spent it anyway.  So, six years ago she decided that she had to start hiding some.  She blamed the 

smaller tips on a bad economy, or people getting cheaper.  She didn�t really know what the 

money was for, but it was for her and her alone.  She folded two of the fifties into her pocket and 

smiled.  She was going to make this a good birthday.     
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# 

 

She drove to the strip mall, which snaked around the parking lot making the long line of 

shops into an L.  Middle-aged bald men pushed rent-to-own furniture, discount clothing.  Chuck 

sold insurance.  He could sell a policy for life, flood, fire, car, health, disability, and the chance 

that a plane would crash within the borders of Guam on odd-numbered days.  He pulled in 

somewhere around forty-five thousand dollars but wasted most of it on buying the latest 

infomercial item.  When Evie entered the air-conditioning from the sweltering heat, an out to 

lunch sign sat on the secretary�s desk and there was no one in sight to greet her.  Chuck�s office 

was empty and Evie walked down the hallway, looking into the offices.  She peeked around the 

corner into one of the other sublet offices and knocked.   

�Excuse me, do you by any chance know where Chuck is?� she timidly asked the back of 

a tall chair.   

�Yeah, I do. Who wants to know?�  A pudgy man in a wrinkled blue plaid shirt swiveled 

around to face her, a sarcastic grin on his face.   

Evie straightened and replied in her no-bullshit tone that she reserved for bad customers, 

�His wife wants to know, that�s who.�  

The man�s smile widened and he winked at her.  �He just stepped out for lunch, Mrs. 

Chuck. Can I help you?�  

�Yes, I�d like to leave him a note.  The secretary�s apparently out to lunch, too.�   

�Heh,� he giggled, �Don�t worry �bout that honey.  Why don�t you stay here and chat 

with me?�   

Evie glared at him across the desk and he shrugged.   

�By all means, leave a note.�  He pushed a notepad and pencil across his desk.   

Evie scribbled the time of dinner and asked Chuck to meet her.  The man watched Evie 

write the note and fold it three times before handing it over to him.   

 �Be sure he gets it,� Evie told him on her way out.  

 

 

Evie walked along the sidewalk, the heels of her clogs creating a clip-clop cadence 

against the concrete sidewalk.  At a pet store at the end of the strip, she stopped to watch puppies 
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playing.  She felt a sense of longing as she pulled the door open and was met with the jingle of a 

bell and the strong musty odor of pet food and chemical air fresheners.  Evie squeezed behind a 

display of aquariums and made her way to the back past the shelves of food and terrariums 

containing lizards.  She stopped in front of the birds.  She whistled and clucked softly at the 

cockatiels, parakeets, finches, and canaries that jumped from perch to perch, chirping.  One small 

canary in particular caught her eye.  He had an unusually dark tuft of feathers on the tip of his 

wings that contrasted his brilliant golden yellow color.  He pecked through his food dish with 

swift jerky motions, sorting kernels from husks.   

The bird reminded her of her mother�s pet canary, Chipper.  He was the only thing that 

her mother ever took any joy in once she had a stroke.  She had loved his soft melodic songs and 

had watched from her wheelchair as the small body flitter from perch to perch, smiling while 

Evie fed him from her hand.  After Chipper died, her mother seemed to slowly give in to the 

emptiness.  Evie went from carefree to responsible in the weeks after her mother was released.  

There had been no one else to take care of her mother because they couldn�t afford a nurse.   

Every morning she had fed her mother soft foods, spooning applesauce between her soft, 

dry lips, wiping the drool away with a napkin, then offering her a straw with orange juice.  Then, 

Evie moved her mother�s wheelchair outside into the morning air, placing it just under the 

awning, where she could sit in the shade.  She�d leave her mother outside and clean the house, 

stripping bed linens, doing the dishes, and maybe sneaking away to read Woman�s Day for a few 

minutes.  After lunch, her mother had physical therapy.  Evie would wrap her mother�s hand 

around a small ball and squeeze, counting to twelve, then releasing.  Then, she�d helped her to 

stretch before a nap.  Eight years Evie cared for her, changed her clothing, her diaper.  When her 

mother died, it was a blessing, but Evie still felt the loss: of her mother, of her opportunities, and 

of the possibility for what could have been. 

�Can I help you?� 

Evie jumped and whirled around to find a tall man in round glasses quietly studying her.   

�Were you looking for a canary in particular?� he asked. �Would you like to pet one of 

them?�     

�No, uh, no,� Evie sputtered, flustered that she�d been caught in a daze.  �I was just 

watching.  They�re so pretty.� 
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�Isn�t the one that has a few dark feathers beautiful?  Gentle, too.  Hardly bites at all.  

Here, let me get him out.� 

�No, that�s okay,� Evie replied, but the man had already lifted the gate and the small 

canary was flying erratically in the cage, avoiding his hand.  He was finally able to pin the small 

bird to the floor, gently lifting him and holding him in front of Evie. 

 �See,� he said, �isn�t he a sweetie?  Here, you can hold him.  Grab his body right where 

my hand is, okay?� The man cupped the canary in his large hands and gently handed him off to 

Evie.  She giggled. 

�You handle him well.  Have you had a bird before?� 

�Not in years,� Evie breathed.  The tiny bird pulsed in her palm, its silken feathers 

ruffling under her fingertips.  His head moved constantly, eyeing Evie and his surroundings.   

Chipper had never liked being held, but she had quickly trained him to sit on her finger. 

 �How much is he?�  

�We have a special going for July.  You can buy any male canary and a cage with food, 

health supplements, and a toy for only $89.99.� 

�Oh, dear.�  She could never spend that much money on this little bird.  Chuck would be 

upset if she brought home a pet.  Yet, the canary seemed to relax and started to groom its 

feathers.  She held him up to her face, looking in his eyes, listening to the clear melody coming 

from his throat.  He seemed to belong to her already.  It was her birthday after all, and a long 

term investment compared to a new dress. 

Turning back to the smiling man, she said, �I�ll take him.� 

Evie placed the cage in the passenger�s seat of her car and buckled the seat belt across the 

cage.  When she got home, she took him out and put him on the kitchen counter where he could 

get some sunlight from the window.  She tucked her finger through the wires and wiggled it 

while the bird pecked at her nail. 

�I think I�ll name you Noel,� she told him.     

Evie hummed along with the bird�s changing melodies as she bustled around the kitchen, 

cleaning, and chopping up vegetables.   

 

# 
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At five-thirty, Evie sat at the square kitchen table and quietly ate roast beef sautéed in 

mushroom sauce, with corn on the cob smothered in butter.  She pushed her slice of roast back 

and forth across the plate, cutting off pieces now and then, but mainly staring at the cracked paint 

in the corners of the ceiling.  

 �I have to go to work soon, Noel.  I called the boss and told him I had a flat tire and I�d 

get there soon.  He�s going to dock my pay and make me stay late, I just know it.  I was hoping 

Chuck�d bring me something and we�d get to spend a few minutes together.� 

Noel jumped to his lower perch and cocked his head to the right looking at Evie.  He sang 

quietly, matching Evie�s tone.   

�It�s too late to eat with him anyway.  So much for my birthday.  Can you sing happy 

birthday?� she asked, standing and moving closer to the cage.  She sang to Noel, �Happy 

birthday to you?  Happy?�    

He blinked and looked back at her, silent, then chirped once.   

�Close enough,� she sighed and went to get ready for work. 

 

At 6:45 she heard Chuck�s Mustang pulling into the driveway.  Chuck bounded inside, 

�What are you still doing here?  Why aren�t you at work?� 

�I left you a note.  I cooked dinner for you so we could celebrate my birthday.� 

�Oh, shit.  I�m sorry, Evie, I saw a note left on my desk on my way out but I never 

stopped to read it�� he trailed off.   

 Evie paused for a second. 

�I�m sorry babe. I�ll make it up to you.�  He reached out to grab her elbow, but  

she pulled her shoulders back.  �Anyway, you know you shouldn�t be going to work late.� 

 �It is my birthday.  I�m going in, I just thought it�d be nice--� 

 He sighed.  �Nice to get in trouble at work?  Nice to get kicked out on the street �cause 

we don�t have enough money?� 

 �If you wouldn�t spend so much money on those damn toys of yours, we�d have enough,� 

Evie replied, her voice strained.     

 �I�m the one that makes the most money around here, so I�ll buy��  Chuck�s voice 

trailed off when he saw Evie�s face.  She was looking outside at an older black Camaro that 

slowly drove by the house.       
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�Is that car looking for you?� Evie asked, running to the door.  She could see only 

taillights.  Coming back in she demanded, �Who�d you have coming over here?�  

�No one.  Every time a car drives down the street it has to be my fault now?�   

Noel had started flying erratically, his wings beating inside the wire cage, jumping and 

flying in his tiny square.   

�Was that your little secretary or somebody else?�   

�It wasn�t anybody.  What are you accusing me of?  You don�t even know what you�re 

talking about!� 

Noel began screeching over the yelling, sounding strangely like the monkeys on the 

Discovery Channel.  The sound pierced the air, drowning out their yelling.   

�What the hell is that?� Chuck yelled, spinning around.  

�It�s my new bird.� 

�New bird?  Have you lost it?  How much did it cost?� 

�I make my own money and I�m keeping him.�  She moved closer to his face, determined 

to stand her ground.   

�Who do you think you�re talking to?  You ain�t keeping no damn bird in this house.� 

�Yes, I am!� Evie replied.   

�No, you�re not.�  Chuck�s voice dropped and he stepped towards her.  �You won�t keep 

that bird.�   

Evie shrunk back.  �I�ll do whatever I want to,� immediately wishing she could take the 

words back.  

�We�ll see about that!�  Chuck walked over to the counter and with one arm, swept the 

counter clean, knocking over a bag of potato chips, rattling mom and pop salt and pepper 

shakers, and sending the cage skittering across the floor.   

Noel screeched in his cage as it fell off of the counter, thudded against the floor, bounced 

and slid into the wall.  He landed in the bottom of the cage, flapping limply. 

�No!�  Evie shouted and dove to the ground as Chuck walked outside, slamming the 

door.   

�Ssh.  Quiet down baby, it�ll be alright.  It�ll be alright,� Evie said between sobs. �It�s 

okay.  Mommy�s going to fix you up.� 
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Noel lay twisted underneath the water cup.  The tiny wooden perch had broken and a 

piece of wood pierced the black tip of his wing and had pushed into his body.  Evie carefully 

picked him up removing the wood from his wing.  She could feel his tiny breast heaving beneath 

his weakening screeches, his heart reverberating like a Congo drum in his chest.  She rocked him 

back and forth. 

�It�s okay, it�s okay.  It�s gonna be okay,� she chanted, swaying.   

Noel kept squawking in pain and Evie knew that she had to end it.  She stood and carried 

him to the counter, grabbing a kitchen towel and wrapping his pulsing, bloody body in it. 

�I�m sorry, Noel, I�m so sorry.� 

Evie laid him on his back and kissed the messy feathers on top of his head.  She 

smoothed them back down before rolling the towel tightly around his head and squeezing until 

he stopped chirping.   

She stood at the counter, her tears falling on the countertop.  She sobbed and sobbed, 

finally kneeling on the cold linoleum floor, coughing and gagging.  She lay on the floor for ten 

minutes shaking on the cold tile.  Evie wondered if she could suffocate herself, somehow 

smother herself and die right there on the floor, leaving her pale body for Chuck to find.  Slowly 

she stood and went over to the cage, righted it, and cleaned the floor.  She replaced the good 

perch and placed his wrapped body in the cage, wiping more tears away.   

She carried him to the backyard.  After digging an eight inch hole near her favorite 

dogwood tree, she gently laid Noel�s body down and covered up the body with dirt.  As she knelt 

on the ground and she smoothed the dirt, thinking of waves washing into her, soothing her body.  

She checked her watch; it was only seven.  She could just pack and leave.  Start over.  She would 

be gone before Chuck knew she had left.   

Evie walked inside to the bathroom, stripped her clothes, and stepped into the shower.  

She rinsed off the smells of the day, scrubbing away defeat, rubbing her skin nearly raw, leaving 

her clean.  Evie stepped out of the shower and dried her body and her hair completely, using all 

of the towels and then dropping them on the floor.  Slipping into her pink robe, she felt the dry 

terry cloth rustling against her skin.  Satisfied, she stepped over the wet towels on the bathroom 

floor and grinned.   

In the bedroom she changed into clean jeans and a sweater and packed a duffel with 

shorts, some jeans, and an assortment of t-shirts.  Then she opened a drawer and dumped all of 
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her bras and underwear on the top, stuffing socks into the side of the bag.  She stood and took a 

deep breath.  She was sweaty when she plopped on the bed and looked around.  Behind the bed 

sat the same headboard that belonged to her mother and behind that, the same faded, peeling 

paint.  There were only two pictures in the room, one of Chuck and Evie on their wedding day 

and one of Evie and her mother, taken years ago.  She picked up the second and rubbed her 

finger across her mother�s lined face.  Her mother was striking and Evie had grown into the same 

profile.  What would you do?  She knew that her mother would stay, just as she had in her 

marriage.  But she was not her mother.  Evie stood and put the picture in her bag.  She grabbed a 

plastic bag and took it into the bathroom, loading shampoo, soap, toothbrush, and her favorite lip 

gloss and mauve eye shadow.   

Then she walked to the living room and took out her two oldest photo albums, which 

contained pictures of her growing up.  She looked around, grabbed her mother�s old afghan, her 

current romance novel, and her slippers.  She dumped this bag by the duffel and walked though 

the house trailing her hand against the walls.  She remembered cutting her knee and bandaging it 

herself, because her mother was ill and her father was gone, the early fights between her parents, 

before he left.  And she remembered the holidays.  Every Christmas that they spent together, her 

mother would wake her up early and drag her into the kitchen where they cooked together.  They 

would make pancakes, waffles, muffins, and French toast smothered with syrup, strawberries, 

butter, and jam.  Then, they would sit around the tree with carols playing and stare at the 

beautiful decorations while they ate breakfast, the best present of the year.   

Evie walked out to the garage and searched for the battered red box that held her 

mother�s old ornaments.  She found it crunched beneath some of Chuck�s lawn equipment and 

the tenderly pulled it out, opening the flaps and checking inside.  Only eight of the twelve were 

left.  The colored glass balls had lost most of their glitter, but the hand-painted swirls of gold 

remained.  She took the box and loaded them into the trunk and went back for her bags.  On her 

way out to the car, she picked up her wedding picture.  Silver framed her smiling face, her hair 

falling loosely across her forehead, her right dimple showing.  Her left arm was draped over 

Chuck�s shoulder, showing her simple gold ring.  The picture had flashed right before she 

blinked, causing the skin around her eyes to crinkle, creating the effect of a smile that would 

never fade.  She turned it over and left it lying on the table on her way out the door. 
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Winning Hands 

 

I hadn�t seen my aunt in over eight years but when I rang the bell, I did not expect her to 

be old.  Aged, yes, elderly, yes � but the wise, healthy, jovial old person who sleeps a lot and 

wakes with a happy story to tell of the good old days.  My cousin had mentioned in her annual 

letter that June had good days and bad days and would need to be placed in a home eventually.  

That seemed to be the norm for the elderly these days.  Nothing to worry about.   

June approached the screen door cautiously.  My aunt had become feeble and weak, as if 

waiting to die, her body already crumbling.  Her shoulders hunched; she hobbled to the door, her 

body skeletal.  I stared hard at her, trying to recognize my aunt in the older woman with flat 

gray-brown hair who stood in front of me. 

�Hello?� she said, looking me over and opening the screen halfway.  Dogs barked loudly 

and I saw two of them run up behind her heels.   

�Surprise!� I said throwing my arms out.  �Hi, Aunt June.  How are you?�  I reached 

forward to pull her into a hug, but she pulled out of my grasp letting the screen door slam back 

onto my wrist.    I yelped, yanking my arm back.   

She squinted at me.  �Who are you?  What do you want?� 

�It�s your niece, Crystal.  I�ve come to visit you.� Her skin was sallow and dry.   

�Crystal, my little Crystal?  Where is she? What grade�s that little stinker in now?� 

�I�m Crystal.  I�m all grown up.  Can I come in?� I asked, starting to step forward.   

She looked at me blankly and shrugged.  �Ed should be back soon.  I guess it�s all right,� 

she said as she turned and shuffled back inside.   

My Uncle Ed had been dead for twenty years.  I shook my head and followed her inside.  

Maybe this was one of the �bad� days.   

�June, I haven�t seen you in awhile.  Remember, the last time was at Grandpa�s funeral in 

Madison?�  

The room smelled musty and the air tasted stale.  Sam, a golden retriever, and Harvey, a 

schnauzer, (dogs I remembered from my childhood visits) jumped up on top of me, knocking me 

back into the wall.  I started to scratch their ears, then pulled my hand away in disbelief.  They 

were covered in matted fur.  Large, dirty clumps hung off of their bodied from their bellies, their 
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sides, even under their chins.  Poor Sam was the worst, barely able to see out from behind the 

wet, dingy fur hanging in his eyes.   

June was big on good manners, good behavior, and good dogs. When I was younger, my 

family visited my aunt and uncle every year.  We lived in Appleton, and a few times each year 

we�d drive the four hours to Tomahawk and then down a gravel road to their frame house, 

nestled in evergreens.  June was my uncle�s second wife and the rest of the family kept her at a 

distance, but I never did.  As soon as we�d arrive, I�d drop my things at the front door and play 

with her dogs on the carpet under the oak dining table, while she yelled at me for not behaving 

like a lady as I wrestled her bull terrier into a table leg, bumping my head.   

She always took her dogs to be groomed once a week.  Bathed, clipped, and returned.  

For herself, she visited to the beauty parlor twice a week.  June had coiffed hair if there ever was 

such a thing.  She curled, colored, and teased her brittle ends until her hair floated around her 

head in a sparse red ball, accentuating her sagging tweety bird cheeks rather than complementing 

them.  Now her flat hair was matted to her head and just as unkempt as her dogs�.   

June walked to the dining table as I tried to step over the dogs without tripping, while 

they bounded up and scratched my legs with their claws.  June sat down in a rocker, her bones 

showing through her twill pants.  I wondered when she had last eaten.   

�Could I take you to dinner?� I asked, wondering how we would survive the dinner 

conversation if she didn�t know who I was.   

�No, thank you.  I�ll wait on my husband.� 

�Are you going to cook?� I looked over at the empty sink and guessed the answer. 

�I�ll wait on him so it doesn�t get cold.�  

�I haven�t seen you in so long.  Why don�t we get a bite to eat?�  

She looked over and shook her head emphatically, her flat hair jostling around her head.   

I sat down at the table and ran my fingers across the oak grain.  In the center sat a dusty 

centerpiece of plastic fruit, an overflowing ashtray, and a half finished game of solitaire.  I 

remembered sitting in these chairs for hours with June, her cigarette smoke curling around my 

head while we played Rummy.  June was a competitor.  She was a polite woman and would 

follow the rules, but she�d make damn sure to use them to her advantage.  June always beat me; 

she didn�t believe in letting children win.  Usually the scores ran up to 500 for her, 120 for me.  

But when I spent the summer with her when I was twelve, I learned to watch her habits.  June 
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liked to wait for me to lay down a straight or three of a kind and then she�d play off of my cards, 

earning points with kings and aces.  She rarely picked up the whole discard pile just to get one 

card.  That�s the way I loved to play.  I couldn�t stand to watch that queen lay at the bottom of 

the pile while I held two in my hand.  I�d watch her add cards and think of how I could use the 

three and four if I took all ten cards to get to the queen.  As soon as it was my turn, I�d scoop 

them up, trying to hold my cards with both hands and sort them.  June would lay down an ace or 

a two and go out immediately, stranding me with negative points.   

Slowly, I learned.  The first time I beat her, I kept all of the cards in my hand until I could 

go out.  She laughed at me, when I scored fifty points and she had zero, but it ticked her off.  I 

slowly built up my score, thirty or forty points a round.  She adjusted to my new style, but it 

aggravated her to lose control of the game.  June caught up and the score went up to the high 

four eighties, the game resting on one last round.  After two or three hands, I chanced it.  I 

scooped up six cards, able to go out with all but one.  She overreacted, played her few points and 

went out, hoping that I had a high card to count against me.  It was a two.  I won by eight points.  

She stood and walked off to smoke a cigarette, leaving me to shuffle the cards.  When she came 

back inside, she gave me a hug. 

�I knew you could do it,� she said.   

That was the first time that anyone told me that they had believed in me.   

 

 

Now I wanted to talk to that woman again.  My aunt.  Not some shell of a person.  I 

looked at the cards lying on the table.  The ace of hearts was at the top but there were eight piles 

instead of seven and some of them were scattered.  One pile looked as if she had intentionally 

ordered a ten, seven, six.   

�June, would you like to play cards with me?� 

�Two people can�t play solitaire.� 

 �I thought we might play Rummy.� 

�Rummy? I don�t know how.� 

�I could show you.  Or maybe we could play Solitaire and work together.� 

June waved me off with her hand.  �That�s such a bother.�   
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I stood, deciding to change my approach.  I picked up her knit sweater from the back of a 

chair and handed it to her with her purse. 

�June,� I said, kneeling next to her.  �On the way to eat, we can drop the dogs at the 

groomer.  When was the last time you were in?� 

She looked up at me and cocked her head.  �Oh, about a week or two.  My, they have 

gotten shaggy this time.  The number�s on the desk I believe.  Who did you say you were?�  

�Crystal,� I responded, looking for the phone number.   

�Crystal who dear?� 

�I�m your niece, June,� I replied, getting impatient with the questions.   

She stood and walked over to me, studying my face before hugging me tightly.  �It�s so 

nice to see you again.  I didn�t know you were so grown up.  What are you doing nowadays? 

Please sit, have some coffee.  I�m sorry for the way the house looks.� 

 I hung up the phone afraid to say anything that might break the spell as she shuffled to 

the counter and found two coffee cups.  She placed a new filter in the pot, filled it and turned it 

on, digging out some sugar and creamer from the cupboard.   

�It�ll take just a few minutes.  Tell me all about your life, dear.� 

I slid into a chair next to her and held her hand.  �I�m so excited to see you.  I�m sorry I 

missed your seventieth birthday.  I couldn�t get time off.� 

 June fluttered her hand in the air.  �It was really nothing.  What work are you doing?� 

�Well, I�m an assistant editor for Sports & Fitness magazine. I�ve been there two years.� 

�My, my.  Assistant editor.  That sounds glamorous.�   

It did sound good.  S&F liked to have representatives travel to all their promotions and 

take care of the grunt work.  I was used to standing behind the scenes, handing out business 

cards, checking that the magazine sponsors were happy, and cleaning up afterwards.   

 �You are really doing well for yourself, dear.  It sounds wonderful.� 

�It is.  I�ve gotten to meet some really wonderful athletes and some very famous models.�   

�Models?  Well, I don�t think much of anyone that gets paid to look pretty.�  June smiled.  

�Have you met a nice man yet?�   

�I�ve been focused on my career a lot lately, but I�m sure he�s right around the corner.�  I 

gave her a halfhearted smile.  Traveling city to city for the past two years had left me little time 

for family, pets, or even a plant that didn�t die.     Robert, my last boyfriend, had made that clear 
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when he left me a voicemail to break up with me.  It lasted six months, a sort of record for me.  

He was secure teaching high school history and didn�t understand that I was just starting my 

career and had to be dedicated.    

�I�m glad that your work is going well,� she said.  �I always knew that you�d make it.�  

Actually, I hadn�t. I had been passed over for a promotion last month because I didn�t have 

enough computer training.  To get to the next level I�d have to take night classes, but I was 

exhausted the few hours that I spent at home.  But I didn�t want to tell her and dampen her 

spirits.   

June smiled and stood to pour the coffee.  I jumped up.  �No, let me get it.  Please, tell me 

how you�ve been.� I walked to the counter.   

I listened for June to continue as I brought the steaming mugs of coffee over.   

�I remembered.  You always drink yours black, right? 

�What did you say?�  She looked up at me confused and frightened, her brown eyes 

cloudy.  �Where�s Ed at?�   

�June, it�s me, Crystal.  I reached over and touched her hand.  �Remember?� 

�Who are you?� she cried, pulling her hand away and standing up abruptly.  �Where�s 

my husband?  Why are you bothering me?�   She pulled out a cigarette and lit it shakily.   

�I�m your niece,� I repeated quietly, backing away.  I sat down in her rocker and drank 

my coffee, defeated and wondering when I should leave.   

Sam walked over to me and nuzzled my hand.  At least I could get the dogs in to be 

groomed before I left.  I patted his matted head and called the number taped to the desk and 

dropped June�s name, hoping to get in quickly.  They refused. Apparently, she had set several 

appointments and then forgotten them before getting blacklisted.  But, they wished her the best.  

That was a fat lot of help.  The other two groomers were booked solid for a week.   

�For a town of 2,000 people, they sure do groom a lot of dogs,� I muttered, turning back 

to June, who had let her cigarette burn down to a nub in the ashtray.  �You don�t happen to have 

any clippers, do you?� I asked her.   

She shook her head in reply.  

�I�m going into town, would you like to go?� I coaxed. 

�I don�t know who you are or why you are in my house but my husband will be home 

soon and I think you should leave.� 
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I nodded as I backed away.  �I�ll bring some food back for all of us, then.�  I couldn�t 

remember if I was supposed to correct senile delusions or play into them, but I figured I�d end up 

doing a little of both if I was staying for the afternoon.    

I wasn�t completely surprised at June�s hostility.  I knew that she could be stiff and 

demanding.  When I turned twelve, my mother sent me to live with her for the summer, hoping it 

would serve as a sort of cheap Emily Post camp.  After my parents dropped me off, I ran inside 

excited to spend the summer away from my parents.  June knew how to cook and play cards and 

have fun.  My parents were never home to make anything that didn�t come prepared straight out 

of the box.  My aunt had a different agenda in mind.  She closed the front door behind me and 

turned around, watching me play on the carpet with her puppy.   

�Stand up!� she ordered.  �This is not a vacation, young lady.  You are going to act 

properly while you are staying with me.  Now sit down at the table.� 

I stood up, my lip trembling and I looked out the window to see if our car was still 

outside.  It wasn�t.  I slid into a chair across from her, her eyes following my movement.    

�Elbows off the table, young lady.  Sit up straight, don�t slouch, you�ll be come a 

humpback like that,� she instructed.  This was ironic I thought, because she had a rather hunched 

frame.   

�I want to go play with the dogs,� I whined, patting my leg, trying to get the terrier to get 

up from his food and come over and lick my toes.   

�There�s plenty of time to play. The dogs are eating.  Now you need to learn to act like a 

lady.  Even if you insist on wearing these ratty boy clothes, we can make you act like a lady.�   

 The entire month was a battle.  My mother had told her she didn�t mind if I wore jeans, 

but June would have none of it.  She took me shopping for a lacy pink dress that I wore for 

dinner the first Sunday.  That night, I managed to rip the hemline and a sleeve while playing with 

the largest, a golden retriever puppy with thick claws.  June was furious but used it as an 

opportunity to teach me to sew.  The next day, I stabbed the needle into the cloth, making wide 

and crooked stitches.  She�d take it from my hands, undo them, and sit while I tried again.  The 

fourth time she pulled them out, she redid the hemline herself.   

Although I didn�t live up to her expectations that summer, I did learn.  I learned how to 

chew with my mouth closed, eat slowly and pace myself with the others at the table, and, 

surprisingly enough, good posture.  A year after that, my father was transferred and we moved 
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further south.  Then, I only saw her at reunions and funerals, but we always shared a special 

bond.     

 

   

After trying the five and dime, the grocer�s pet section, and the bait and game shop, I 

finally found a grooming kit at the ACE hardware store between the car detailing and paint.  

After I stopped and bought a bucket of chicken and drove back to her house, I sat in the car and 

read the directions for the clippers, giving myself a pep talk.  They seemed simple enough, just 

like shaving with an electric razor.  They were safety clippers and I just had to run them along 

the fur, after setting them for how short I wanted to cut.  I gathered everything and walked back 

inside, knocking briefly with the back of my hand as I let myself in.   

�I�m back,� I called, determined to get through to her once more.  If I could deal with 

Gabriel Reece, I could deal with my elderly aunt.   

June looked up from her rocker in confusion and stayed seated, still hunched over.  I set 

the table correctly, taking care to place the knives facing in, when I laid out the silverware.   

�Light or dark?� I asked, breaking open the bucket of chicken.   

�I really should wait on Ed, but I guess I�ll just have a leg for now.� 

 I set out her plate with a leg and a thigh and then heaped potatoes and macaroni and 

cheese on the side before serving my own.  She sat down and began eating without waiting for 

me.  She used her fingers for the chicken, plucking it from the bone.  Grease dripped down from 

her fingers.  She spooned a large amount of whipped potatoes into her mouth and chewed 

quickly, gulping it down, but stopped after only a few bites.   

 �Ohh, I�m so full,� she said, leaning back.   

 �Why don�t you eat just a little more?  What was Crystal like when she was young?� I 

asked, hoping to see a flicker of the woman I once knew.   

 �Oh, little Crystal.  She never would mind.  That girl would have been pretty if she would 

have tried, but she just insisted on being a tom boy.  Always playing with the dogs, never would 

listen.  Smart, but she wouldn�t follow any rules.  What happened to her anyway?  Is she in high 

school?� 
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 I choked down my potatoes and stabbed at my chicken.  At least I wasn�t talking with my 

mouth full.  �I hear she did quite well for herself,� I said flatly, wishing I had never started her 

talking.   

 I managed to keep dinner conversation to a minimum after that and then quickly cleared 

the plates.  I got both dogs harnessed and tied outside and hooked up the hose, looking over the 

directions to the clippers one more time.   

 

 

The large golden retriever trembled beneath my fingers as the metallic clippers began to 

hum.  I tried to run it through the dog�s fur, but it wouldn�t trim through the thick fur.  Taking a 

scissors, I pulled the fur away from the skin and worked the scissors through, sawing the fur off 

in pieces.  Matted clumps of dirty hair piled up while I continued to carefully pull the clotted fur 

away from the skin, trying not to nick poor Sam.  Sam�s skin twitched beneath my hand as if he 

sensed I didn�t know what I was doing.  Yet he stood still, staring at me through glossy brown 

eyes, waiting for me to shave him clean again.  As I groomed Sam, I looked over at June.  She 

sat quietly, but her fingers followed every cut I made with my scissors. 

 �Have you done this before?� 

 �Oh, yes, I groom dogs at home all the time,� I said. 

 �You should do it professionally, you�re quite good at it,� she said with a smile. 

I moved to the second side of Sam with the scissors, cutting into the thick fur blindly, 

hoping to stay away from his skin.    

 �Be careful now, don�t nick my Sam.  I hope you know what you�re doing.� 

I looked up and nodded, feeling a prick at the back of my neck like she�d been reading 

my mind.  She nodded absently as I moved to his face.   

 �Have you done this often?�  

 �Oh, yes, I worked for a summer as a groomer for our vet.  I needed a little money in 

college and picked it up as a part-time job. I just love animals, and working at the vet�s office 

was a dream.  Would you get me a few towels?�  

 I used the scissors to cut the fur away from Sam�s eyes and then started running the 

clippers along his fur, shaving him closely, since I didn�t know when he�d get groomed again.  
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Once he could see clearly, he nuzzled his nose against me and I scratched him behind the ears.  

June returned with a fresh cigarette but no towels.   

 �Who are you?  Are you the new dog groomer?� 

 �Yes, June, I�m your niece, Crystal, but I�m also a dog groomer.  Would you bring me a 

few towels please, and some dish soap as well?� I remembered reading somewhere that 

Palmolive was the gentlest soap to use on animals if there was no pet shampoo available.   

�Crystal?  How wonderful.�  I looked over at her, watching for some new expression or 

clue to when she was there and when she wasn�t.  She still looked old and confused.   

�Thank you so much for helping me with my dogs, dear.�  She bounded inside and I 

stood to follow her, afraid that the moment would pass if I waited.   

�June?� I stuck my head inside, not wanting to track up her floors.  She stopped and 

looked at me.  I didn�t know what to say to keep her with me.  �Do you remember when we 

played cards?� 

�I suppose dear.  That summer that you stayed with me.  We had great fun, didn�t we?� 

�Yes.  Did you let me win?�  

�Did I let you win?  I never let anyone win.� June sat down in a chair and sighed.  

�Except for your family�I could never win with them.  Your mother and father hated me so 

much.�  She pulled out a cigarette and lit it.  �When I had an affair with your uncle, it was 

something.  We fell in love right away.� 

I placed a towel on the floor and quietly slipped inside and sat down next to her.   

�It�s funny.  I remember him so clearly.  The first time I ever saw him, he wore a brown 

corduroy suit and his hair was cropped close to his head.  The way his ears stuck out, you would 

never imagine.  He walked up and asked me if I had the time, and I said yes, and just paused.�  

June smiled, taking a slow drag.  �Oh, I was such a flirt in those days.  He waited just smiling at 

me.  Then, he said, well, how much do you have, and I said, lots.  That was it.  We were an 

item.�   

Lots of time.  That was it.  Lighting didn�t strike when she was at work sixty hours a 

week.   

She pointed her cigarette at me.  �He was already separated from Rose, but to your family 

I was this young home wrecker.�  She stubbed out her cigarette and shrugged.  �They thought I 

pulled him away.  I guess they felt the same way about you.� 



 31

I reached over and held her hand.   

June smiled, the skin around her eyes crinkling.  She reached out to hold onto my 

forearm.  �What was I supposed to do just now?� she asked.  �I thought there was something I 

was supposed to do.� 

�That�s okay, June.� 

She flicked out her cigarette.  �There was something I needed.� 

�Palmolive,� I replied, squeezing her hand.    

 

 

Outside, Harvey lay off to the side, waiting on his turn.  After I shaved Sam clean, I 

switched to work on Harvey.  At least Harvey was a short-haired dog.  He still had matted fur, 

pressed close to his belly and hind legs, but it wasn�t knotted with twigs and dirt like Sam�s.   

 June returned with a towel and a bottle of soap and sat back on the stoop watching, her 

face content.  After I finished with Harvey, I used the hose to wet both dogs down and suds them 

up, slicking the soap away.  Small dirty puddles formed beneath both as they were washed clean.   

 �Would you help me dry them, June?� I asked, taking a large towel from her and leaving 

one on the step.   

 I untied the dogs and opened the towel, hugging Sam tightly with it, drying his wet, 

shaved body.  June wiped the other towel across Harvey as he jumped up into her face giving her 

sloppy kisses.    

She smoothed the damp fur back from his head and tenderly rubbed his ears.  �My baby,� 

she said.  �I love you so much.�   

�June,� I said as I finished drying Sam.  �I�ll make sure that your dogs are always taken 

care of.�  

She looked over at me as Harvey licked her face.  �Thank you dear,� she said as I 

released Sam and he ran to join them, jumping into her arms while June laughed a dry, hoarse 

laugh and kissed him on the snout. 
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Trophies  

 

Stephanie was watching cartoons when Steve walked in the door.  His curly brown hair 

was sticking out from under a cap and new wrinkles framed his eyes.  His stomach strained at his 

flannel shirt, hiding another twenty pounds on his frame. 

�Hey brother,� she called from the couch, her feet propped up on the end.   

�I didn�t know you were coming,� he said as he walked into the kitchen and tossed his 

keys. 

�You said come, so I did.  You�re getting a beer belly.� 

�Two weeks ago I told you to come.�   

Stephanie shrugged.  �I couldn�t afford to just pick up and go.  Some of us don�t have the 

luxury of setting our own hours.� 

She had pulled double shifts and worked late for the past two weeks filling in when one 

of the other shift managers quit.  Even though she had managed at Friday�s for the past three 

years, the head manager rarely gave her any slack.  She put in over fifty hours a week under 

those fluorescent lights, singing birthday songs and making sure the bartenders didn�t give out 

any free drinks.  She had enough to do without running off to Wisconsin to take care of her 

stepfather.     

 �When�d you cut your hair?  I always liked it long,� Steve said as he walked over and 

plopped down in his recliner.   

Stephanie looked up at him with a smirk.   

�Jack had another stroke,� he said. 

She sat up, propping herself on her elbow.  �You said he was fine.� 

�He was.  He wants to see you.  He�s been asking.�   

�I got here as soon as I could.�  She met his flat gaze, adding, �I�m here now.� 

He leaned his head back.  �Well, they don�t think he�ll ever talk again.� 

�You said his last one was minor.�  She shifted her feet underneath her body.   

�You still should�ve been here.� 

Maybe, but has he ever come to Phoenix?  Did he even call when I got promoted? 

�I�ll see him tomorrow,� she said.   
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He nodded and scraped some caked chalk off of his shoes.  �I�ve been trying to get stuff 

in his house together so we can get him into the nursing home.  Between trying to take care of 

him and closing up the shop, I�m beat.�   

Cleaning up Jack�s stuff was the last thing she wanted to talk about.  �Why don�t you let 

me take you to dinner?� she asked.  

�Just give me a minute,� he said walking into his room.   

Stephanie stood and stretched, leaning back on the couch, looking at Steve�s small house.  

Three deer heads mounted against the plain white walls, on the fourth wall, his prize forty-five 

inch Muskee that he caught when he was fifteen.  The giant fish stretched across the blank wall, 

mouth open, teeth bared, lure hooked through its lips.  She walked over and touched the green 

and silver body, thinking what a hit it would be back at her restaurant.      

She rummaged through the cupboard to find a clean water glass, disgusted by the dishes 

stacked in the sink and on the counter.  A bulletin board tacked nearby was filled with pictures 

and phone numbers.  Next to the number for the hospital were pictures of fishing trips with Steve 

and Jack, and a few from Steve�s guided trips.  She recognized one of them.  She was in the right 

corner, holding up a stringer of fish from a Fourth of July fishing trip, one of the last things they 

had all done together.  Centered in the board was their mother�s wedding picture.  Her mother 

was striking, with clear blue eyes, deep brown hair, and a gentle slope on her German nose, the 

family heirloom.  Their mother stood next to Jack, kissing him on the cheek, happy that she 

finally had a complete family.   

Stephanie had always been just fine with the three of them.  That�s the way it always was.  

Her father had left them when she was five and they had moved on.  She hadn�t thought they 

needed Jack�s support, or the bland, loyal, quiet type of love that he offered.  Their mother had 

always been full of life. Jack was the quiet one in the shadows, happy to have someone, anyone.  

The last picture was taken just before they moved into Jack�s house, days before Stephanie�s 

sixteenth birthday.  Jack had taken a shot of Steve, Stephanie, and their mother sitting on boxes 

outside the house.  They blamed Stephanie�s unhappiness on her being a difficult teenager; she 

didn�t bother to correct them.  They all leaned in to hug each other, her mother and Steve 

grinning, Stephanie with a forced smile.   

 

# 
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They got into his worn Dodge pickup and backed down the driveway to Hwy 51.  

Stephanie stared out the window at the darkness.  In her mind she saw the rows of evergreens.  

The faint smell of the paper mill and pulpwood mingled with pine.  She knew it still looked the 

same, always would.   

�I don�t know how you lived here all these years,� she said. 

Steve reached over and turned down the classic rock. 

�What?� 

�How can you stand living here?  Nothing ever changes.�  

�That�s what I like, Steph.  I like driving over Lake Alice every morning and thinking 

about taking out a group that caught their limit.� 

�You�re such a sap.� 

Steve looked away and turned the radio back up. 

Even though this was the first time Stephanie had been back in four years, she never 

missed Tomahawk.  Every time she came back, she remembered the funeral parlor filled with 

bouquets of flowers masking the underlying musty smell of closed rooms.  Her mother lying in a 

closed casket with a beautiful picture displayed nearby.  Stephanie knew that her mother had 

managed to make living here bearable simply by her presence.  Without her, Stephanie wasn�t 

going to waste more time in this town if she could help it. 

Steve turned right and drove a mile across the main bridge over the Wisconsin River, 

turning into a shopping center lit up by one red neon sign.  In the corner sat a small Chinese 

restaurant that looked like a restored diner.  She couldn�t remember what had been there before, 

when she had been growing up.  White and red tile and red plastic booths lined the walls around 

a rollaway buffet.  Steve pointed at the corner booth and they slid in.  A sixteen-year-old girl 

with pigtails and bad acne walked over and laid out silverware.   

�Hi, Steve,� she said, sneaking a glance at Stephanie.  �Two buffets?  What would you 

like to drink?�  They gave their order, and she bounced away. 

Stephanie followed Steve to the buffet and took a plate.  The white ceramic had several 

chips and she flaked a piece of dried food away and picked up another plate.  This would never 

fly at Friday�s.  She picked at soggy egg rolls, greasy low mein, and shriveled sweet and sour 

chicken, then slid back into their booth.  Steve was already stuffing his face.  He chewed quickly 
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and wiped his wrist across his chin while Stephanie spread her napkin and pushed around her 

asparagus.   

�Jack�s not doing well, and he knows it,� Steve said, leaning forward.  �He gave me the 

power of attorney to handle his affairs.� 

�Why?� 

�Because we�re the only ones left to look after him.� 

�We?� 

�Yes, we.�  He paused.  �He always treated you well and now he needs help.� 

�He treated Mom right.  He treated you right.  I never asked for anything from that man.  

So, what?  He has money to cover the nursing home.  Enough so he won�t have to tap Mother�s 

investments.� 

�Steph, Mom�s investments don�t exist.  I�ve looked at the books.�   

�Of course they exist.  What do you mean?  He spent her money?� 

�Steph wait�� 

�He wasted our money and now we�re supposed to take care of him?�   

�I can�t find any sign that she ever had money.  There�s no record.  I was going to ask 

him this morning.� 

�You don�t think he could�ve faked the books do you?� she said laying down her fork.  

She couldn�t believe that Mr. Honest Day�s Work would drop so low.   

�Well, I�ve gone back twenty-five years, and it shows that Jack bailed Mom out of debt.�   

�Bullshit.  Who kept the records?  Jack?�  

�Steph, we moved three times before coming back here.  She was always spending 

money.  She never told us no.  She never told you no.  Not only is there no money, I think it will 

take most of Jack�s savings for the nursing home and it will be gone in a few years.� 

�I don�t believe it.  He took it.  He had to.  She used to sit with us on the porch swing and 

have us dream about all the places we would travel and the things we would do.� 

�Listen.  This is what I�ve been thinking.  I keep the bait shop and pay any extra bills.  

We sell the old house.  After Jack is gone, I�ll split any profit from the shop or buy you out or 

something.�   

Stephanie picked her fork back up and twirled a noodle.  �So there�s nothing.  Not even 

enough for Jack, but you end up with the shop.  Right?  That�s your plan?  He already helped you 



 36

buy your house.  As a matter of fact, he�s given you all kinds of money.  You�ve come out all 

right.  What about me?  I�ve been struggling the whole time.� 

She still had two more years before she could start Friday�s business training to have her 

own restaurant.  Then maybe she�d be able to earn enough to pay back her credit card debt.  She 

could barely make the minimum payments now.   

Steve pushed his empty plate away.  �I earned that down payment by working for him for 

the past five years.  And I didn�t have to move away to some big city and spend all kinds of 

money on going out and traveling.  He�s in debt, too.  He�s got a loan against the shop that he 

used when Mom was in the hospital. It�s still got seven more years to pay back.  Don�t you even 

care that he�s sick?� 

�Yes.  No.  I don�t know.  As long as he�s not in pain, what difference do we make?� she 

paused.  �How much is the shop worth?� 

�Maybe $130,000 or so.  It�s mainly only the good name and the loyal customers.  It 

doesn�t bring in too much. Look��  Steve reached over and touched her shoulder like a father, 

trying to console her and make peace.   

She immediately stiffened, her chest tight.  She hated to be patronized.   

He pulled his arm back and continued.  �I want your blessing on this, Steph.  I know 

Mom always promised us money but there�s nothing that we can do about that.�  He dropped his 

eyes and looked at the red, shiny table.  �Look, I�m just glad you came up.  It�s nice to have you 

around.� 

She looked over at him.  �You bet, bro,� she said, thinking she was right to wait so long, 

there was nothing for her here.      

 

 

Stephanie stood in the hallway outside Jack�s hospital room the next morning.  She 

pulled her fingers through her short brown hair and tugged at the bottom of her blouse, trying to 

get rid of some of the wrinkles.  Steve had already gone in, but she was debating on finding her 

way back down to the gift shop.  She could hear his muffled voice, but there was a pale peach 

curtain hiding them from view.  For a moment, she imagined her mother lying behind the 

curtain.  Thin, frail, bald.  She shuddered and tried to control her shallow, quick breaths. 

�Steph, come on in,� Steve called.     
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She hesitated, blew out one long breath, and walked around the curtain.  Jack patted the 

bed with his left hand.   

�Hi, Jack.� She leaned forward to give him a hug, but held him at arm�s length  

when she smelled the flat musty smell of his bed.   

Jack was once a strong man.  At 6�4�, he�d had broad shoulders and a thick neck.  His 

face was rounded with dimples and a wide smile. He tried to smile at her now.  The right side of 

his face hung slack and the left corner of his mouth twitched.  She forced a smile and a nod. 

 �How are you doing?� she asked, hating herself for sounding so stupid.     

He looked into her eyes and lifted his hand slowly, tilting it from side to side.  So-so.   

Stephanie was unsettled by the silence.  Steve stood on the other side of the bed, his 

hands in his pockets.  It was obvious that two weeks in the hospital had aged Jack.  She couldn�t 

imagine how much this kind of care cost. 

�You gotta get better so you can take me fishing, you hear?  I don�t think Steve knows all 

the good spots.�    

He smiled with his eyes and nodded stiffly, placing his hand over hers and squeezing as 

he looked at Steve.  

She squeezed back and looked around at the cold, sterile room, her eyes landing on the 

muted television, the bottom bar trailing across the screen with new headlines.  CNN was 

forecasting a continued recession and cutbacks in all areas, including entertainment and dining.  

Great, she thought, more hours for less pay, if I�m lucky enough to stay at the same restaurant.    

She realized Jack and Steve were both watching her and she stood abruptly, �Jack, um, 

I�m going to go find a nurse to see if there�s any new developments.  I�ll talk with you later.  See 

you outside, Steve, � she mumbled as she left the room, walking past the nurse�s station and 

down to the parking lot to wait.   

  

 

Stephanie woke in a panic at four a.m.  Her chest was cramping and she balled her knees 

up and waited for it to pass.  The doctor had said that her stress levels were too high and were 

bringing on the attacks.  So far, they were mainly at night.  She had only slept for a few hours 

with the help of a couple Tylenol PM.  The last thing she remembered dreaming was closing the 

restaurant at night.  It was the worst part of the job.  She�d be the last one on closing detail, 
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meaning that after she let all the wait staff count out, clean up and go, she�d have to do one last 

check through the kitchen, check the office, and make a few last trips out back.  The most 

dangerous time of night was just after closing, when the restaurant was empty but full of money.  

In her dream, she had walked through the kitchen and found a large trash can that hadn�t been 

emptied.  She started to drag it out the back door, propping it open so she could reenter quickly, 

and crossing the back parking lot.  She felt all the empty darkness around her and jogged to the 

dumpster, tossing the trash out, and hustling back to the door.  The door had shut and she dug out 

her keys without thinking.  When she pulled open the door, she was knocked over to the side as 

Steve ran past her with a black bag.  She called after him before going inside and finding that the 

safe had been opened and cleaned out.   

She rolled over, wrapping the covers around her, wondering if the dream was some type 

of premonition.  Was Steve stealing from her?  Would her brother do that?  She started to cry 

quietly.  She hated being strapped for cash and she hated even more that she was expected to 

help out a man who had never been more than a stranger who she had to accommodate.  She 

knew that Jack liked black coffee, reading the obituaries, and starting a new book by reading the 

last page first to see if he liked how it ended.  But she�d never known him to give her a hug when 

a date called to cancel, to help her move when she left town, or to even send flowers when she 

had pneumonia and was hospitalized.   

She lay in bed for another thirty minutes before getting up for coffee and sitting at the 

kitchen table.  She stared out the dark window, picturing Jack�s house only three-quarters of a 

mile away.  She knew why Jack had made the down payment on this place; after Steve had lived 

at home for so many years, Jack hadn�t wanted him to move far away.  But, Jack had always 

been reluctant to help her.  She couldn�t believe how much bigger Steve�s house was than her 

cramped one bedroom flat in Phoenix that she struggled to pay for each month.   

�Morning,� Steve said as he stepped out of his bedroom in jeans and a thick wool jacket.   

�Where are you off to?� She felt guilty, like Steve knew what she had been thinking.     

�Thought I�d get in a little fishing this morning.  Haven�t been out in over a week.� 

 �How long you gonna be out?� 

�Don�t know.  Few hours maybe.  I thought I�d run up the river and try for some pike.� 

Stephanie tilted her cup back and looked at him.  Maybe there was a chance to find out 

what was really going on.  �Can I go?  I only need ten minutes to get ready.� 



 39

His back was to her as he buttered some toast.  �Sure.  Didn�t think you�d want to.� 

She was starting to get out of her chair but she sat back down now.  �I don�t want to put 

you out if you want to be alone.�   

�No, no, it�s fine.  Go get ready.  I�ll get the extra poles.� 

 

 

There was just enough light for Stephanie to see the outline of the dock and Steve�s boat 

tied up to it.  He had a fiberglass Tracker that was only a few years old, with a large outboard 

motor.  The finish glinted in the faint light and she knew that the boat would be spotless.   

�Nice boat,� she said.  It was definitely an upgrade from Jack�s bass boat.   

�Great, isn�t it?  Just got her last year from, um, a buddy.� 

�A buddy, huh?�   

She waited while he set his thermos and tackle box in the boat, followed by the poles.  

Then, he climbed in and started the motor up.  Stephanie got down on both knees, her jeans 

soaking up cold dew off the boards.  Sticking out her right leg, she tried to plant it in the boat, 

but couldn�t get a solid footing. 

�Wanna give me a hand?� 

�Phoenix�s really done you in.  Can�t even climb in a boat anymore.�   

�There�s not a lot of boats in the desert.� 

He reached out and grabbed her waist, pulling her across the dock and into the boat.  He 

sat her down by the second chair, holding her shoulder while she moved to the front.   

�Used to just jump in,� he added, egging her on.   

�Let�s get going.  It�s cold out here,� she replied.   

 

 

A glow was building behind the treetops when Steve stopped the boat in a small inlet.  He 

trolled past lilies, through a shallow, and turned off to the right toward a bridge.   

�Duck down,� he said as they floated under with just a few feet clearance.  On the other 

side, the bank opened into a small cove.  The flat black water rippled in the light of dawn.  

Stephanie huddled into the only sweatshirt she had brought.  Steve handed her his coat and she 

tugged at the sleeves of the wool jacket until they hung past her fingers.  The day was quickly 
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getting lighter and she huffed her breath out to watch it cloud.  She looked over her shoulder at 

Steve, who had rocked back in his chair.  He looked more natural in the boat than she had ever 

seen him on land.   

�Look,� he said, pointing past her head and off to the right.  A bald eagle circled away 

from them, its wings dipping down as if in salute.   

Mist rose off the water, filtering the first rays that reached over the trees.  She couldn�t 

remember why she used to enjoy fishing so much.  Her nose was numb and running.  She swiped 

one arm across her face, scratching her cheek with the wool sleeve.   

�There should be a good chance of pike in this area.  It�s pretty secluded but has a good 

current.   I don�t bring most of the boats out here because it�s so hard to get to.� 

�Thanks,� she mumbled.  It was a nice gesture on his part, it just didn�t make much of a 

difference to her.  She planned to cast a few times, talk to Steve, and when she was done, tell him  

she needed a bathroom break and head back in.  He�d been quiet on the ride home from the 

hospital and kept himself busy over in the old house the rest of the afternoon, probably fuming 

that she had refused to go in there and help.  Anytime Steve was quiet, it was bad news.  She 

should have brought a book along. 

�I set your rod and reel with a spoon that they�ve been hitting.  It�s one of the best,� he 

said as he handed up the rod.   

She reached back and grabbed the tip of the reel, dragging it forward, but the lure 

unhooked from the eyelet and snagged on her coat sleeve.   

�Oops.� 

�Don�t tear the coat, hold on.�  He moved forward, leaning towards her.  She reached 

down and grasped the seat for balance and the hook ripped out of her sleeve, pulling tufts of red 

wool with it.  The boat rocked from side to side, the water slapping against the hull while Steve 

stood over her.   

�That�s my best coat. Careful, would ya?� He handed back the rod. 

�Sorry.  This is your best coat?� She whipped her arm back and cast forward hard, the 

lure hanging in the line and flipping the rod back and forth as the reel spun out line in backlash.  

�Dammit!�  She propped it against the boat and started tugging at the line.   

�Give it to me.  Take this one and cast easier, it�s got my mouse lure on it.�   

She took the pole from him, but then regretted it when she heard him sigh.   
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�I�m just a little rusty, that�s all.�  She took the new rod.  The plastic mouse lure was 

curved with two treble hooks hanging from the front and tail.  It was faded red, the color of 

Radio Flyers, and had yellow and silver striping.  She looped her arm over her head.  The lure 

made it ten feet out into the water and plopped down.   

�I�ll never catch anything at this rate,� she mumbled.  

She remembered Jack taking her out into the driveway when they moved in with him.  He 

had placed a bucket at the end of the gravel road and handed her a weighted line, making her cast 

repeatedly.  She loved to water-ski, but he insisted on her learning to fish.  The only reason she 

kept trying was the smug, quiet look on his face, challenging her without a word, daring her to 

prove herself.  She spent hours trying to hit that damn bucket.  Her shoulder had hurt for a week 

and she hadn�t been able to sleep because the muscles were so tight, but she was finally able to 

hit it four out of five times.  It was the only time he said he was proud of her.  

He wouldn�t be too impressed with me now, she thought.  He had told her to use her 

wrists, not her arm to cast it right where she wanted it.   

She reeled in and cast again, landing the lure thirty feet away.  Still short and to the left, 

but better, definitely better. 

Steve was still working on her first reel.  He had a cup of coffee from his thermos 

perched next to him.   

�Reel it in slowly, just a half turn at a time.� 

�So, when you gonna settle down with one of the these Tomahawk women, huh?  

Already have a house and a boat.  Seems like you�re quite a catch.�  

�I�ve got my hands full enough right now and there�s not much to choose from.�  He 

tugged at the backlash, snagging another knot. 

She shrugged and decided to change tactics.  �How�s business going?  Did you have to 

cancel trips this week?� 

�Pretty slow through last month.  It�ll probably be tight the rest of this month with Jack�s 

expenses, but it�ll pick up in June when it warms up and school�s out.  Then all the tourists will 

head up here.� 

�How do you think she spent that money that she inherited?  She told us it was, what, 

fifty thousand?� 
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�Steph, I don�t know that it ever existed.  We moved a lot; I�m sure that was expensive.  

Isn�t that how you got into all your debt?� 

�I wasn�t talking about me.  You�re impossible.� 

�Fine, then let�s be quiet and fish.� 

She had thought the sun would warm her up when it came out, but it wasn�t helping.  

Tucking her chin back into the coat, she let her eyes droop.  Steve had gotten the open reel fixed 

while they were talking and he cast continuously, reeling a fast spinner.  Her half turns slowed.  

Now she let the mouse sink almost a foot down before bringing it up and across the water.  She 

didn�t know what a mouse would be doing in water anyway, so she didn�t know how to make it 

look natural and didn�t care.  She glanced at her watch; they�d only been out an hour and she 

knew he wouldn�t head in until almost 9 o�clock, if not later, and he�d probably make her pee off 

the edge of the boat until then.  Visiting hours didn�t start until ten, so he was in no hurry.  She 

shifted her weight on the front chair, trying to get comfortable.  Her chest ached from all the 

casting, and now her tailbone was starting to hurt.   

She cast again, landing her lure in the shadow of a tree.  Perfect placement.  The tip of 

her rod twitched and pulled just enough to catch her attention.  She watched the end, waiting for 

it to move.  Her left hand was tight on the rod, her thumb and forefinger frozen on the reel. 

Steve had his back to her and she heard the spin of his reel and the soft plop when his lure 

struck the water.  Her rod bent sharply and the line went taut as the fish struck again and went 

deep.   

�Steve, I�ve got one.�  She yanked back on her rod, reeling a bit to set the hook and then 

watched the line stretch out.   

�You�ve got a big hit, Steph.  Keep it on the line, pull it in.  There�s a sixty pound test 

line on that reel.  Go ahead and work him.� 

She started rocking in, dipping her pole and reeling as she pulled back, dipping and 

reeling.  The reel only turned one revolution each time but she felt the familiar rhythm of 

bringing in a catch.  Her arms were tight and she used her whole body, marveling at the 

adrenaline coursing though her.  Her breath puffed out heavily as she pulled the rod from side to 

side.  She tried to use her back to take the strain off of the cramp building in her chest.  The line 

moved to the right and she shifted in the boat while Steve started the trolling motor to turn them.   

�Don�t let it go under the boat!� 
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She nodded, grinning stupidly, but did not look over.  The wool coat felt prickly, and her 

forehead had started to sweat.  She leaned back and to the left, reeling hard.  The fish leapt up 

out of the water twenty feet away.  Water flew off of its tail as it splashed back in, leaving rings 

on the flat surface.     

�God, that�s a good one.  What a pike.  Good God, did you see that?� 

Stephanie glanced over at him while pulling the line taut.  Steve bent over with one hand 

on the rail, digging out a net while glancing out at the water waiting for the fish to jump again.   

Her biceps were starting to burn and her back felt tight as the fish went back to the left.  

She was breathing hard, but she felt the oxygen filling up her lungs and felt fine. It was near the 

boat now, but still fighting.   

The last time she had been this tired from fishing was when she was seventeen and Steve 

was ten.  They celebrated the Fourth of July with Mother, Jack, and some of the neighbors.   Jack 

had taken them out early and all morning they fished, covering all of his best spots, and caught 

nothing.  Jack was pissed.  The fish fry wasn�t going to amount to much if the local guide 

couldn�t bring in any fish.  Finally, they had started on their way in, stopping one last time under 

the river bridge.  They cast out and Steve hit a fish immediately.  Stephanie followed, and Jack 

set a line while helping them bring theirs in.  By the time they got one off the hook, another had 

struck.  It was the stuff of legends.  They hauled in over thirty Bluegills, and fifteen Crappie and 

a few Smallmouth bass in about two hours.  Lunch was late that year, but she loved the feeling of 

standing on one end of the stringer holding it up with Steve and Jack, posing for pictures.  They 

had all done it together.   

Now she was struggling to bring in just one fish.  It was near the boat now, but still 

fighting.   

 �Pull it in, Steph, get it up to the edge.� 

She reeled in the line slowly and the northern pike swam beside the boat.   

�That�s got to be a twenty pounder!�   

Stephanie peered over the side and the long fish glinted in the sun.  A long black stripe 

ran down its back and silver spots dappled its belly.  The pike�s sharp, pinched head made it look 

mean but it tilted over on its side, its eye black and empty.  It thrashed in the water, until Steve 

got the net and scooped it in.   

The fish flopped on the floor of the boat and Steve held it with his foot pinning its belly. 
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He measured it quickly.  �That�s thirty-four inches!� he said, twisting the barbs out of its 

mouth, while its gills pulsed for air.   

She stood, catching her breath while Steve held the fish tightly, admiring it. 

�You could have this puppy mounted, eh?  This is a trophy.� 

She thought of the pike stretched across her living room wall, wedged between the pale 

pink southwest art, and giggled.  She stared at the pike wiggling in Steve�s hands.  It was almost 

as long as her leg and was still fighting.   

�Let it go,� she told him.   

�What, Steph?  Seriously, this is a keeper.� 

�I don�t want it.�   

He tore his eyes away from the fish and looked up at her.  �But�� 

She reached for the fish and pulled it away, but it slid out of her hand and flopped on the 

floor of the boat while she scrambled to pick it up.  

�Help me throw it back!�  

Steve sighed and pinned it again, holding it with both hands.  �Here,� he said, letting her 

hold it.  �But give me a minute before you do anything.�  He reached behind the captain chair 

and pulled out a small leather case. 

Stephanie had both hands pinning the pike down and felt it pulling and flopping against 

her hand.  �Hurry, it�s going to die.  What are you doing?�   

He turned back to her with a camera.  �Pick him up and smile, sis.  Got to have a new one 

for the bulletin board.  This could really help us advertise.� 

She knelt behind the pike and held it tight against her legs.  It was weaker and hardly 

struggling as he snapped the picture, satisfied.  �Okay, let�s get him back in.� 

She placed it in the water and moved it back and forth slightly to get water through its 

gills, but she was afraid it was too late.  The fish felt strange in her hands, slimy and still.  Then 

its tail flickered and it shot out of her grasp and disappeared into the dark water. 

She bent over the boat, washing her hands in the water. 

�What do you mean us adverstise?� 

�Jack was hoping, well, I was hoping, too, that you could help us manage the shop.  You 

know, even if it was long distance or something.�  He looked over sheepishly, his wispy brown 

curls hanging in his eyes.   
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Stephanie stood and cocked her head, smiling and breathing in the cool air.   �Maybe we 

can work something out.�   
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What Lasts 

 

It was the first week of August and Agnes had still not learned when the Pinecreek school 

would reopen.  She had taught at Pinecreek for five years, since she was seventeen, and she had 

finally been ready to make a life for herself, marry, settle down.  The crash of �29 changed all 

that.  Most of the jobs were kept for single women and the way times were, the last thing anyone 

wanted was a child.  The last few years, the school had only been able to provide room and 

board.  Then, last year, it closed after three months and she had to adjust to being back on the 

farm again. 

Her mother had insisted that she and Edith begin canning today.  A few sturdy green 

beans and peas had sprouted and, aside from saving a few for Sunday dinner, her mother wanted 

to can them all for winter, anticipating the worst.  Making the strawberry and blackberry jam this 

summer had been relatively easy, but canning food was much more difficult and taxing.  Agnes 

set out the canning kettle and boiled water from the well while her mother sat quietly on the side, 

mending intermittently.  Her mother was patching socks with pieces from flour sacks.  She had 

already used the flower print feed sacks for a new set of skirts for both girls.  Edith had worn 

hers this morning when she left for town to trade some eggs and cream for some wheat flour, but 

she had promised to be back for the afternoon canning.  Agnes focused on getting the jars ready, 

without waiting for Edith.  The skin of her hands was raw from pulling the sterilized jars out of 

the heated water.   While they cooled, she cooked the beans and peas, readying them for the jars.  

She paused to take a breath when Edith bounded inside, smiling, her blond hair curling into her 

slim face.   

�You�ll never guess what happened.� 

�What?� Agnes asked standing and walking back to the counter where the jars sat.   

�Edgar and I are going to be married!�  Edith ran over to Agnes and gave her a quick hug 

before running to their mother and kissing her on the cheek.  �Can you believe it?  After all this 

time!  He�s going to get a job with the Civilian Conservation Corps.  They�re starting work up in 

Minocqua and once he gets some money, we�re going to get married.� 

�That�s odd,� their mother mumbled. �He didn�t ask your father.�   

Agnes turned to Edith.  �When did he ask you?� 
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�Well, he didn�t actually ask me yet, but he told me about the job and said that he was 

taking it.  It�ll pay more than the mill.� 

�He didn�t ask you?� 

�He didn�t have to.  He loves me and he�s going to take that job so he can make real 

money.�   

Edgar was tall, with dark, cropped hair, and an easy smile.  He worked for his family at 

the mill, earning his keep just by helping them to stay in business.  All of the other mills had 

gone under when the banks foreclosed.   

Agnes shook her head and looked over at their mother who was quiet.  �After you pull 

your head out of the clouds, you could start helping me can.  I�ve been at it by myself for over 

two hours.� 

Edith held out her arm for a clean jar and she took a spoon and shoveled some beans into 

it, packing them in.   

�Minocqua�s over three hours away. When will you get to see him?�  Agnes asked, 

moving to the other side of Edith to seal the jar.   

Edith shrugged, her brow creasing, making her face seem homely instead of beautiful, 

and Agnes felt guilty for poking holes in her plans.  They quietly fell into the rhythm of work.    

Damp air filled the room and the flat smell of the beans permeated their clothes.  Steam from the 

canning kettle flushed her cheeks while Agnes cleaned off the outside of the jars before placing 

them in the kettle to bring to a boil.  While she waited for them to cure, she dreamed of the 

school reopening.   

This year, she would have a small class, maybe nine children.  More and more families 

were keeping their children home to work.  She was sorry that only some made it to their fifth 

year, but a smaller class meant that they would have enough supplies.  Right before the school 

closed, they were sharing readers and rationing paper for important assignments.  The older kids 

were gone, but she might get to see little Benjamin and Carl Willis, the cute red-haired twins.  

They would be eight this year and she couldn't wait to see how they'd grown, and how much 

trouble they�d caused.  At first they had played tricks on her, switching places so she never knew 

which to punish.  Then, she learned that Benjamin had an extra freckle on the left side of his 

nose and never missed a beat.  Their families owned land outright and were doing better than 

most.  She remembered the smell of maple burning in the wood stove and the feel of the chalk in 
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her hand while Hannah, the smallest, pulled at her skirt.  She was a good teacher and the children 

knew it.  She knew that many of them would grow up to work the farm or at the mill, but she 

believed that they would always benefit from knowing to read, write, and calculate their 

numbers.  She focused on the children that struggled and gave them that extra attention that they 

needed.   

After they finished canning, Edith started supper while Agnes stocked the cellar with the 

new jars.  She stacked the beans and peas in tight rows, marking the date on the lids.  She 

thought of the small can buried in the garden and the money that she had saved from teaching.  

Every week she had sent three or four dollars home to her family and also saved a dollar for 

herself that she never mentioned to anyone.  The money was all she was left with when the 

school closed.   

A few days after she came back from teaching, she had knelt in the soft dirt on the edge 

of the garden, burying her life savings of one hundred and three dollars.  She carefully tucked the 

thin folded bills down into an empty Calumet baking soda can and pressed the tin lid onto the 

thick cardboard cylinder, sealing it tightly.  Sliding the can down into the ground, she filled in 

around it and covered it with a few inches of soil.  The dry dirt smoothed easily across the hole, 

concealing it well.  No one trusted the banks to hold their money and it was too dangerous to 

keep the money in the house.  She still hadn�t told her family that she had kept this money, but if 

she left it in the house, no doubt Edith would find it.  Agnes had packed the dirt tightly and 

stood, dusting off her cotton skirt and pacing off the distance to the tree one more time.  Fifteen 

paces north of the tree, just a foot east of the garden.   

She stacked the last jar in place.  Maybe after times eased, she could move to town, find a 

nice man, buy a home.  She didn�t want to move in with someone else�s family or to stay with 

her own; she wanted a fresh start.  Agnes knew she wasn't a prize to look at, but she would make 

sure that she was worthy in other ways.  The money would help her to start her new life.  She 

could have a good life on the farm, it just wasn�t the life that she wanted.   

At dinner, Edith remained quiet while they sipped broth with pork stock.  Father was 

quiet and Agnes wondered if mother had shared Edith�s news.   He sat at the head of the table, 

spreading butter across his bread slowly.  His shoulders sagged and wrinkles framed his eyes and 

his lips, giving the appearance of tugging both down.  He finished with his bread and set it on the 

table sighing.     
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�The cousins are going to be moving in with us this fall,� he said.  �Frank thinks that 

they�re going to lose the farm.  I know we�re all going to do our best to make them feel welcome.  

A few extra hands around here will help the work get done faster.�   

Agnes reached over, placing her hand on her father�s arm.   

�Are we going to be okay, Father?� Edith asked.   

Agnes looked over, frustrated.  She should know better.  The bank wouldn�t give any 

more extensions and Father was already working extra hours, cutting wood, hauling manure, 

repairing carts for neighbors who could help in any way.   She knew that Uncle Frank�s family 

moving in was going to make things even more difficult.  There wasn�t enough to go around as it 

was.   

They�d fared better than most families in town because they had the farm.  Twenty 

Guernseys, fifteen chickens, eight pigs, and living on the river had kept them fed, even during 

the first few years after the bank runs.  Uncle Frank�s family lived further south, near town.  

He�d lost his job almost immediately and had tried to do what he could to support his family.  

She thought they were all going to make it, but the river was low and the cattle were hungry.   

�Father, is there anything I can do to help?� Agnes asked. 

�I don�t think so, honey, but it�s nice of you to ask.  Too bad that the school closed.�   

Agnes shifted, thinking of the money she had buried and feeling guilty.  She had sent 

most of her money home to begin with and they had always had enough to eat, but she was afraid 

of how her father would react if he knew that she hadn�t been totally honest, that she�d kept 

money out for herself.  She knew that if she gave it to her family, it�d help but it wouldn�t change 

their situation much.   

�Father, I can help,� Edith insisted.  �I�ll marry Edgar and move away in the fall when he 

goes off to work.� 

�What do you mean, marry Edgar?�  He looked over at their mother, who stayed focused 

on her food.   

�He�s going to take some work in the CCC and I could go with him.� 

 �Edith, that�s for single men.  You can�t go along.  When did you start this marriage talk?  

It takes money to get married, you know.�   



 50

She gasped and looked like he had slapped her with his open palm as she pushed back 

from the table, running into her room.   Agnes stood and followed her.  She thought Edith could 

use a reality check, too, but she still felt sorry for her.   

Edith lay on her bed, bawling into a pillow like a child.  Agnes sat at the foot of her bed.   

 �Come on now, it�ll be all right.�  Actually she wasn�t so sure.  She�d known Edgar since 

they were children and he seemed to really love Edith, but that didn�t mean that he wanted to get 

married.  He�d always been a little wild, a little fun, a little flirty.   

When they were twelve, Agnes dared him to walk across the stones where the Hill creek 

joined the Minocqua River.  Edgar had rolled up his pants and skipped across the first three 

stones, laughing and showing off.  When he reached the fourth, he slipped and fell, slipping 

under the water quickly.  Agnes had run down to the riverbank, wading into the water, looking 

for him to surface.  Instead of bobbing up, he swam out of the current and over to the side, 

floating face down at Agnes� feet.  She panicked, flipped him over, and dragged him to the bank 

where he started laughing and pulled her down into the mud, wrestling with her in the water 

when she resisted, angry at him for fooling her.  They rolled across the bank and he stopped, 

lying next to her, and smeared mud across her face and through her hair.   

Things seemed frozen in time, while they played together, talked, and picked on one 

another, until they turned fifteen and Edith turned twelve.  Hitting puberty early, Edith 

blossomed.  Edgar had always treated Agnes like one of the boys, and he turned his attention to 

Edith for good.   Edith brushed out her long hair, braided it with ribbons, and glowed when 

Edgar smiled at her.  They started dating seriously last year, but Agnes knew he wouldn�t settle 

down for a while.   

Edith rolled over and sniffled.  �I just want to get married.  You were able to leave for a 

few years.  You got to do something.  This is my chance.� 

 �I had to work really hard.  You shouldn�t marry Edgar just because you don�t want to 

live on the farm anymore.� 

 �It�s not just that, I really do love him. He�s all that I have.� 

 �I know, sis, I know.�  Agnes rubbed her back.  Edith was right; he was all she had.  

Agnes had the opportunity to make a life for herself but she had also done something with it.  

Edith had never left the farm because she had never helped herself.   
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Agnes stood and walked back into the main room and sat down.  Her father sat off to the 

side listening to Amos and Andy on the radio while her mother dozed quietly in a chair.  Agnes 

spread a quilt over her mother as someone rapped on the back door.  She walked over and 

opened it to find Edgar. 

�Hey Agnes.�  He smiled, shoving his hands deep into his overalls.  �Did you hear I 

found some work?� 

�Yes, that�s wonderful,� Agnes said, still standing in the doorway.  She paused, looking 

at his gray blue eyes, wondering what would have happened if Edith hadn�t fancied him. �When 

are you leaving?� 

�The project starts up next month.  As soon as I can get enough money to go, I�m 

leaving.� 

�It�s in Minocqua?� 

�Yes.� 

�That�s only an hour from Pinecreek isn�t it?� she asked. 

�That�s right.  When are you going back?�  

�I haven�t heard yet.�  She felt him looking at her, waiting, and she shifted her eyes to his 

broad chest. �Edith wants to go with you.� 

Edgar chuckled.  �Edith doesn�t want to go with me.  She just doesn�t want to stay here.� 

Agnes shrugged.  �Well, that may be true, but she does care for you.� 

�I know that,� he said, reaching out and leaning against the doorway.  �What�s wrong, 

Agnes, you�re acting strange.� 

�What if I went with you?� she blurted.  �I could go with you and help.� 

Edgar cocked his head and remained quiet.   

Agnes shifted uncomfortably.  �I have some money saved from teaching.  I have a 

hundred dollars. I brought it home and buried it.  That would help you, wouldn�t it?� 

Edgar dropped his arm down to his side.  �Why would you do that, Agnes?  You kept it 

from everyone?  I know you�� 

�What do you know, Edgar?  You don�t know anything about me anymore.� She spun 

around and bumped into Edith, who was standing around the corner.  �How long have you been 

there?� 

�What did you bury?  What are you hiding?� 
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Agnes sighed, defeated.  �I hid a little bit of money, that�s all.�   

�How much?  Is it enough for Edgar and I can get married?�  Edith reached out and held 

on to Agnes.  �You could come with us, too.  We could all leave.� 

Agnes turned back to look at Edgar, who shook his head briefly.   

�Well, at least help me dig it back up,� she said.   

   

 

Agnes found a lantern and they followed her out to the garden, as she paced off her mark 

from the tree.  She dug her trowel into the ground, scraping dirt over to the side, then prying up 

loose clumps of dry summer soil.  After inches of spring rain, the ground had baked in the 

August heat.  Agnes reached down a few inches but didn�t find anything.  She expanded her 

circle, poking the blade down into the ground, hoping to hit metal.   

�Are you sure that�s where you buried it?� Edith asked, watching intently.  

�Yes, it�s right in here.  Any minute now,� Agnes kept digging, looking over at their 

Father who stood back a few steps, quiet.  When the hole was almost five inches across and six 

inches deep, she found the small silver lid.   

�Found the lid!  It�ll be right here.�  She dug around the lid and shoveled out a large 

clump of dirt, hoping to reveal the can.  She scooped out more and then pawed through the 

clumps.  She pulled the sod away from a faded piece of red baking soda can.  It had 

disintegrated.  She pulled the pieces apart looking for the money and stared in disbelief.  Small 

green flakes of soft paper peeled apart in her fingers.  All that remained of her savings was soft 

flaky green tissue.   

�It�s all gone.  It�s gone!�  Agnes took deep breaths to stave off her tears and fell into a 

coughing fit.  She stared at her hands, covered in clingy thin paper.  She held her fingers up in 

front of her, spreading them apart in the lantern light.   

Edith dropped down beside her, rubbing the green tissue in her hands.   

�Is this some type of mean trick?�  she asked, glaring at Agnes.   

�No, I swear.  It was a hundred dollars.  It�s been here for a year.� 

�Agnes, I�m sorry.� Edgar reached for her arm and pulled her up, draping one arm across 

her shoulder.  �It just didn�t last.  Some things never will.� 
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