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Prologue

 


The boy had seen her doing it with Billy . . .
he had run, but knew she would be coming, fast.

He stopped running, turned and scanned the
village and the path running down to it. Martha was coming, though
he couldn’t see her. Off he went again, shirttail flying, his
tennis shoes padding softly on the dusty path.

“Jimmy, I’m gonna cut your tongue
out!”

This time he saw her, coming up the hill. Such
a big fuss, that he had seen her and Billy doing it. Mother would
be mad if she knew, so Martha would slap him around then make him
swear he would never tell.

Where could he hide? She could climb hills
better than he could, and he didn’t have enough of a lead to get
lost in the woods. He ran on, making no effort to be quiet. Dust
sprayed from his shoes slipping on the steepening path.

Then he saw the shed in the small grove.
Hidden in the stunted spruce, he’d nearly forgotten it, with its
door and maybe a door latch. Maybe he could keep his sister from
catching him or at least hold her off until she got over her
mad.

He stopped at the shed’s door, and took a last
look. He couldn’t see her, but she was coming. The door opened
easily, and best of all, it had an inside latch.

Relief was short-lived. His feet stopped
moving as his eyes swiveled upward. Hanging by a rope from a rafter
above him, was a man. It was the white postmaster, his head twisted
funny, slack-jawed, slowly swinging back and forth in the draft
coming through the doorway. His arms hung straight down with his
hands curled into fists. As usual, he was dressed very properly in
a white shirt and a conservative brown tie. His glasses were tilted
on his head while his eyes stared blankly into space.

The footfalls sounded louder on the path.
Caught between the living and the dead, Jimmy froze.

“Jimmy, I swear you’re not going to live to
see the sunset.”

A hand clamped his shoulder.

“Jimmy, why did you? Oh, my God, it finally
happened.” After a few seconds, a tug came on his shoulder. A
gentle tug, with no anger in it.

“Come away Jimmy. This is not for
us.

 



Chapter 1

 


I stood at the edge of the gravel runway, my
suitcase getting heavier every second, and watched the small plane
disappear into the morning sun. It was probably a mistake, coming
here.

“Here” was Howe’s Bluff, a western Alaskan
village in the middle of nowhere, a place I had never heard of
until yesterday. The plane trip was uneventful enough, except for a
pilot a little bit on the surly side and a few flashbacks. But
getting here was the least of my troubles.

The Postal Service is like the military in
some ways. You go where they send you. I tended to get sent new
places when my drinking got out of line. Yesterday, or was it the
day before, my boss in Anchorage called me into his office then sat
for a while glaring at his unlit cigar while I stood, shifting from
foot to foot. Finally, cigar back in his mouth, he threw his feet
up on his desk and leaned back.

“Bronski, what am I going to do with
you?”

I maintained my upright position and remained
quiet. There’s a time to be quiet and right then was that
time.

“Bronski, the line has been awful slow,
lately. You’re the line supervisor. Why have you let it get that
way?”

He gave me a hard look, and I returned it. He
was right about the line, but it wasn’t my fault. A lot of people
had been sick and he knew that. But you can’t punish someone for
drinking unless their performance suffers. The line was an
excuse.

“Well, because of your fine work, I’m going to
give you a rest. I’m sending you off to this place out west that’s
so small it’s barely on the map.” He opened a drawer and pulled out
a manila envelope. “Here’s your instructions and airline ticket.
Now, get out and try to be at the airport on time.”

So, I had turned on my heel and left the
office with no idea where I was going.

The plane disappeared and I was left watching
the dust settle and getting warmer by the minute. My old silver
wire-rims were dusty so I took them off, and gave them a good
cleaning, which let me see the heat waves coming off the runway. It
was August, the temp in the upper seventies, and in Alaska, that’s
almost hot. I pulled off the jacket I brought along just in case I
started sweating.

As I did so, an out-of-place noise disturbed
the quiet I thought was normal in a place like this.

I watched an old green Chevy pick-up dart
around the ruts in the road and wind its way to the one-room shack
near the end of the runway. It came up to me and shuddered to a
stop, enveloping me in a cloud of dust. A big native guy in a black
uniform got out. My five-feet eleven-inches felt small beside
him.

“Hey!” he said, “You Leo Bronski?”

I nodded and started coughing.

“Hey, sorry about the dust,” he said with a
smile. It gets pretty bad around this time of year. It’ll change to
mud before long though.”

Like hell, he was sorry. Having fun at a white
man’s expense was probably the local pastime.

“It’s all right,” I said. “I’ll get over
it.”

He gave me a clap on the back and smiled at my
glare. It was a good thing I was going to be here only a
month.

“You gonna be the new temporary
postmaster?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“You want me to carry your bag?”

“No, I got it.” I tried to say this as
casually as I could. The truth was, I had five whiskey bottles
mixed in with my clothes and I didn’t want the village constable to
know. This was a dry village.

“Okay, suit yourself.”

He ambled over to the driver’s side of the old
pickup. I walked around to the other side and nestled the suitcase
in the rear, hoping the bottles wouldn’t break before I got to my
room, or wherever it was I was to stay in this Godforsaken place.
After we climbed in on our respective sides of the truck, he
shifted a camera with a telescopic lens to the middle of the seat
and stuck out a hand.

“By the way, my name is Charlie. Charlie
George. I guess you can tell what I do here by my
uniform.”

I stopped coughing, turned and shook hands
with him; mine lost in his huge ham.

“I gather you’re the guy that tries to keep
the peace in this place.”

“That’s me, although there’s some who say I
ain’t been doing a very good job, seeing as how you’re taking the
place of a man who committed suicide a few weeks ago.”

“So I heard. Hopefully, I’ll last a month
until the permanent postmaster gets here.”

He started the truck and gave me a
smile.

“You’ll do fine. Unless you let the place get
to you.”

Before I could figure out if this was a
warning or friendly advice, we were off in a drag start, back
wheels spinning, causing a dust cloud to form behind
us..

We rattled down the road into town at all of
twenty miles per hour, which was plenty fast since Charlie seemed
to hit every bump he could. The truck put up with him, like an old
dog with a young pup.

I braced my feet on the floorboard, grabbed
for a handhold and worried about the bottles in my
luggage.

Outside, beyond the dust cloud, there wasn’t
much to see, just alders and brush. Then around a curve we spotted
a girl who waved enthusiastically. I turned to see her still waving
before she disappeared in the dust.

Charlie gave me an elbow on the arm. “That
good looking piece of tail is Crazy Mary.”

“She looks good, all right,” I
answered.

And she did. Despite the dust I was able to
make out the almond shaped eyes, light brown skin, and short
haircut. Jeans and tight sweatshirt completed the
picture.

I turned to look at Charlie.

“Is she the village girl?”

He took his eyes off the road to meet my gaze
squarely. “Only if she wants to be. She’s eighteen, but if I were
you, I’d keep my hands off. She has a kind of
boyfriend.”

The old truck jumped a bump as if to add
emphasis to Charlie’s admonition.

“Fine.” I said. “Anymore do’s and
don’ts?”

I muttered this, looking out the windshield so
Charlie would understand I didn’t really want to hear any more of
the town’s problems. I was only going to be here a month, for God’s
sake.

“Yeah, but we’ll handle them as they come
along.” He slapped the steering wheel and laughed a big belly
laugh, like he had me pegged, ready for darts, on the town’s
wall.

We turned at last onto the town’s dusty gravel
main street, which paralleled a fair-sized river churning along in
deep-cut banks. There were about twenty buildings on each side of
the road, mostly older one-story brown-colored houses. Halfway down
on the left—the river side—was a Russian Orthodox Church, what
looked like a store and then what must have been the community
hall. On Main Street, Charlie really put the old pickup to the
test, pushing it to an even thirty for a few seconds. Then he
backed off on the gas pedal and stomped on the brake, sliding to a
stop in front of a small gray building on the right side of Main
with a flagpole in front.

“Okay, Mr. Postmaster, here’s your new home.
Fancy, huh?”

I turned to Charlie and smiled a smile that
could be best described as insincere.

“Thanks, Charlie, thanks for
everything.”

I bailed out of the old truck and extracted my
suitcase from the rear of the pickup with a prayer. And praise be,
no telltale leaks, no clinks of glass for an inquisitive village
police officer to notice. Suitcase safely in hand, I looked up to
see Charlie with a big smile on his face. Within two-seconds flat I
found out why, because the old pickup took off, spinning its back
tires.

I stood there in the dust and listened to
Charlie’s laughter as he drove on down the street. This was not a
good beginning. To hell with him, at least my suitcase was
intact.

 



Chapter 2

 


The building in front of me boasted a small
sign that noted this was a United States Post Office. For once, the
sign made me proud, because even here in Nowhere Land, the United
States was represented. So what if I had been banished like a
misbehaving Roman nobleman to some remote part of the empire.
Howe’s Bluff was still the United States and I was part of
it.

I walked up the three steps to the front door
and almost dropped my suitcase, because the most beautiful woman I
had seen in a long time came swinging out with a small package in
hand.

She was a native, but she looked liked she
belonged in a big city mall; black shag hairdo, with big gold hoop
earrings. The right height, too, because the top of her head would
just about hit me in the nose. It was the dark blue eyes that
completely stunned me. When she looked at me, all my senses came to
a stop, the world no longer existed and I was hers.

“Good afternoon,” she said in a low contralto.
This was not some young snippet, but a woman in her
prime.

“Afternoon,” I stammered back. If it had been
the Old West I would have tipped my hat and added a “ma’am,” for
this was a sophisticated woman. She went by me. I noticed her brown
knit sweater and light brown slacks that weren’t too tight, but
tight enough to show a nice pair of buns bunching back and forth
like cats in a bag. I shook my head, sighed and hoped she got a lot
of mail.

There was a tug on my sleeve.

“Sir?”

I looked down to see a couple of what I
guessed to be close to middle-aged native women dressed in Levi’s
and sweatshirts. Twins. They too were well proportioned and I began
to think I had stumbled into Nirvana. They must have guessed my
state of mind because they gave each other meaningful looks. It did
not take much to imagine what they were thinking.

The woman with the gold earrings
had done it again.

I pulled myself together. “Yes?”

“My name is Jean,” said one.

“My name is Jeanette,” said the other. “We
work here.”

“Great.” I shook their hands in a solemn
official manner. I couldn’t help wondering how these women, not
much more than five-feet tall; could heft the required 70
pounds.

“C’mon inside,” said one. I’d figure out the
names later.

“We’ll show you around,” said the other.
Without further word, they herded me into the post
office.

It was bright and cheery with posters and
signs. There were the usual sections of numbered boxes and a
counter with cable anchored pens. Except for an old man propped in
straight-backed chair before a stove in the middle of the lobby, it
was a miniature of U. S. Post Offices everywhere.

“Your lobby looks nice,” I said, looking
around as if I knew what advertisements and posters were supposed
to be up.

“We try to make it just like he wanted us to,”
the one I thought was Jean said.

“And who might that have been?”

“Mr. Justus,” said Jeanette, as she slipped
the suitcase out of my right hand.

“Oh, you mean the previous postmaster?” I
asked, temporarily forgetting the bottles stowed in my
case.

There was no answer from either of them. Only
a certain measure of sadness passing over their faces.

“Hello, how are you?” a low voice
said.

The old man stood up from his chair by the
stove and slowly moved toward me. His eyes were locked onto mine
and I had the feeling of facing a corporate C.E.O., one who barely
came up to my chest. He shook my hand in a prolonged iron grip. I
sensed being measured, as to whether I had the right stuff. He gave
no sign whether I had passed or failed.

“My name is John Ermoff,” he said.

“I’m Leo . . .”

“I know who you are.” He turned slowly and
walked back to the chair beside the unlit stove.

I looked at the woman I thought was
Jean.

“His chair.” She said this as if it had always
been so and that it was his by right.

Jeanette pulled my sleeve. “C’mon, we’ll show
you the back room.”

I smiled to myself. Gulliver, being led by the
Lilliputians.

The back room did not surprise me. Again, a
larger postal facility in miniature with a sorting bin and a couple
of tables arranged in a neat orderly fashion. Postmaster Justus may
have been out of the mainstream, but he knew how to keep a
facility. So why had he committed suicide? Boredom? Not enough to
do? The hopelessness of living in an isolated community? A lot of
questions with no answers. But these were questions I did not have
to answer, I would be here for only a month.

Another tug of the sleeve. “Sir? What do you
think of our post office?”

“Uh . . . very nice. I especially like the
position of the tables in relation to the sorting cases and the box
section—shows organization.”

The sisters smiled, probably relieved I knew
my business, and wasn’t just another white man with a handsome
face, serving time here as a punishment for past wrongs.

Jeanette shifted my suitcase from one hand to
the other, and no doubt noticed my staring at the old cloth bag
that held so much of my life and the security I needed. I imagined
her wondering how it could weigh so much.

“You would like to see your room?”

I nodded. “Just show me the way and I’ll let
you two get back to work. We have the needs of the service to think
about, don’t we?”

Jean looked at her sister and sighed. I had
sounded like a manager. That old phrase, “the needs of the
service,” had been used by postal management since before the Pony
Express.

They led me through a back door of the main
room into a smaller room painted the same lime-green color as the
rest of the building. There was an oil stove in the middle, which
divided the bedroom—a double bed and a dresser; from the kitchen—a
table and two chairs, an electric stove, and a small sink with a
rusty five gallon can to catch whatever went down the sink’s drain.
Thank goodness, there were two windows, one over the sink and one
by the back door. The almost mandatory T V and VCR sat in a corner
by themselves, and there were a few cabinets for food storage
attached to the walls in various convenient places.

“The bathroom?” I asked quietly.

Jeanette pointed to a five-gallon can covered
by a seat, in its own special spot over in the bedroom area. I
smiled. A yellow can with a seat painted a bright red, with a few
yellow daffodils added for contrast. In this world, it was a luxury
item of some beauty.

“It’s uh, very pretty.” I murmured.

“Jean painted it.” Jeanette said, suddenly
sober, a mood I knew to be unusual for her. Maybe everything hadn’t
been peaches and cream between the postmaster and his workers. Jean
gently laid my suitcase on the bed. Did she know what it contained?
I hoped not. She turned, a smile cracking the lines on her
face.

“Okay, we go back to work now.”

As they turned to go, a thought occurred to
me, something that needed asking. “Before you go, can you tell me
where the previous postmaster lived?”

“Here,” Jean said.

“He was supposed to be temporary, too,”
Jeanette chimed in. “But he decided to stay longer.”

Yeah, that he did.

I nodded and thanked them for the information.
They exchanged glances and walked out of the door into the sorting
room. I carefully unpacked my bottles and hid them in different
places around the room. Why would a temporary postmaster want to
stay longer? Did he simply like the life style out in the bush? Or
something else? That old creepy crawl feeling I had known in Nam
started sliding down my back and instinctively I looked around, as
if I was back in the jungle. It had been a long time since that
feeling and I wanted no part of it.

Damn the boss. What has he gotten
me into?

I finished unpacking my bag and walked out
into the sorting room. The twins looked up from what they were
doing.

“When does the mail plane come in?” I
asked.

Jean looked at her watch then at her sister,
who looked at her watch, then they both hesitated a second, as if
trying to decide whose turn it was. In the end, it was Jean who
spoke—I think.

“Thirty more minutes, at 1:30 p.m.”

“How do we get the mail from there to
here?”

“Sometimes we don’t, sometimes it’s
Charlie.”

I removed my wire-rims with one hand and ran
my other hand through my hair. Okay, so things weren’t as
regulation as they looked. How in hell did a non-postal employee
sign the papers when the mail left the plane?

I took a deep breath and put my glasses back
on.

“Who signs the release forms?”

“Charlie,” Jean answered.

“Whose name does he use?”

“His own.” Jeanette replied.

“His own.” I looked down at the floor, then
back up, staring into nothing. “Of course, his own.”

It figured. With as big an outfit as the post
office, anybody could sign almost anything without anyone being the
wiser. So why would Charlie need to forge a name, like a
postmaster’s? Because it was so right, so dumb, I started laughing.
The two women looked at each other, with startled looks. Then
because the postmaster was laughing, something must be funny, so
they too started laughing.

I stopped after a tear started flowing down my
face and looked at the two women in turn. “Charlie, does not pick
up the mail from now on.”

A look of amazement replaced the smiling
faces.

“What will Charlie think?” Jean
said.

I smiled a Cheshire cat’s smile. “I don’t care
what Charlie thinks. That’s postal property and I’m responsible,
therefore I pick up the mail, understood?”

The twins leaned toward one another, as if for
protection.

“Yes, sir.” They said in unison.

I nodded. It was my first pronouncement, and
it had come off well.

But, wait a minute.

‘Um,” I said, “Will we have to borrow
Charlie’s truck?”

“Oh, no,” Jean said. “It’s not Charlie’s
truck. It’s sort of a village pet. Anyone can use it, as long as
they put some gas in it.”

“Fair enough, where is it?”

The twins stared at me without looking at each
other. Then silently, they led me to the front lobby, around the
counter, past the old man sitting in front of the stove and pointed
out the front window. There, down the street past the church and
commercial store, about a hundred yards away, sat the old pickup. I
sighed. I had only been here an hour and already I was going head
to head with law enforcement. A drink of solid vodka would have
been welcome, and I resolved that a mid-morning pick-me-up was
going to become a good habit.

Giving up another sigh, I thanked the twins,
went out the front door onto the dusty street and shuffled my way
past the small church building toward the pickup sitting beside
what must have been Charlie’s house. It was a single story
bungalow, probably the best looking house in the village. The
closer I got to the pickup the more I felt that alienating the
village constable, might not be a wise thing to do, but I was
committed. I could literally feel the twins’ eyes boring into my
backside. If I didn’t do what I said I was going to do, then for
sure I would lose respect in their eyes and would become someone
merely to be tolerated—a lone white man in a jungle. A mosquito
buzzed my ear and beads of sweat started forming on my forehead,
just what I needed. I drew even with the passenger side of the
pickup.

A quick look inside the cab revealed the keys
were still in it. Ah, the solution to the problem. I would simply
get in and drive away. Let Charlie come to his own conclusions. It
was the coward’s way out, but I really didn’t feel like having it
out with anyone. I rounded the front of the pickup and jumped in. A
pump of the gas pedal, a turn of the key, and the old pickup roared
to life, just as it was supposed to. The gears ground a little as I
searched for first, but eventually I found it, pulled a U-turn, and
headed back to the post office. In the rearview mirror I noted
Charlie’s head poking out the front door of his house, mouth
opened.

Back in front of the post office, I came to a
stop gently, maybe to give the old pickup a rest after Charlie’s
mistreatment. A look in the rearview mirror revealed the street was
empty except for two or three people. Odd. This was a fair-sized
village with side streets, one that required a postmaster and two
part-time helpers. Where in hell was everybody? But then, this was
summer, so probably everyone was out fishing. A check of the time
on my wristwatch showed 1:30 P.M.

“Sir, it’s time for the mail
plane.”

Damn, where did Jean come from? Her face in
the outside mirror was just inches from the window. I must be
getting slow. I looked into her eyes; eyes that said
nothing.

“Uh, you ready to go, Jean?

“Yes, sir. Jean will stay here to watch the
office.”

“Oops, sorry. I guess I haven’t learned which
name goes with who.”

She nodded and walked around to the passenger
side of the pickup. “It’s all right, sir, people are always getting
us mixed up.”

“Jean, ah Jeanette, you don’t have to call me,
sir, really. You can call me, Leo.”

I swear if her face had been a light bulb, it
would have lit up to full power.

“Thank you, sir . . . Leo. We got so used to
calling Mr. Justus, sir, it became a habit.”

The old truck roared to life and I proceeded
to look for first gear again. Finding it, I slowly let out the
clutch and we moved out slow, like I was taking my first driver’s
test. I looked over to Jeanette and saw not a middle-aged woman but
a young wistful girl. Funny what a let-up in tension can do for a
person.

“Did Mr. Justus like to be called,
sir?”

A nod from her was all I got. I smiled to
myself. With a name like Justus, why would anybody want a first
name?

“Watch out, Leo!”

I woke up from my reverie just in time to
crank the steering wheel to the right to avoid hitting Crazy Mary.
She of course, was waving and laughing as if almost being hit was
an everyday occurrence.

“Son-of-a-bitch! Where in hell did she come
from?”

“From behind a bush.”

Fully awake now, I looked in the rear-view
mirror to see her still waving. “What the hell was she doing,
taking a pee?”

“Yes.”

God damn it, I could have killed
her. Crushed the life right out of her, leaving a bag of bones and
blood and a bunch of loved ones to feel the loss.

I realized my hand was trembling, and that
brought me back to reality. I was stone cold sober. No one had been
hurt. I was driving an old pickup down a dirt road at trolling
speed. It was all right.

Slowing down, I looked over to Jeanette to see
a concerned worry frown. The middle-aged woman was back.

“Sorry, I lost my temper back there,” I
said.

Jeanette nodded and kept her eyes straight
ahead.

I sighed. No points there, Bronski. If I
wanted to regain points, I would have to keep myself under control.
The important thing was to concentrate on the job at hand and try
to forget the past.

Without further mishap, the old truck pulled
up onto the plain that served as the town’s airport. I switched off
the engine and settled down in my seat to wait. Jeanette still sat
quiet, hands in her lap. A light breeze coming through the window
teased her graying hair. Heat waves shimmered above the runway. A
mosquito wandered in through the window looking for a snack and I
waved at it absently.

“Nice day,” I ventured.

“Yes,” Jeanette answered, still staring out
the front windshield.

My hand patted my shirt pocket in vain.
Although I had given up smoking, it was times like this I needed to
smoke—real bad.

Jeanette opened the glove compartment. “You
want a cigarette? Charlie keeps some in here.”

I took a deep breath, “No, thanks, I’m trying
to quit.”

Jeanette looked my way and blessed me with a
smile. “Charlie too. He keeps them here for
emergencies.”

“Does Charlie have many emergencies?” I asked,
still watching the heat waves.

“About two packs worth a week.”

“No, I meant in general.”

“Oh,” she said, her smile
disappearing. “Some.”

I yawned. “What kind of emergencies does
Charlie have?”

“Drunks.”

Now there was a non-committal answer if I ever
heard one. Drunks are a problem everywhere. I was just about to ask
her what other problems Charlie had, when a hum sounded in the
distance.

“Plane’s coming,” she said. “I’ll get the
sacks ready.”

Before I knew it, Jeanette had bounded out of
the cab into the back of the pickup. So much for conversation. It
was my understanding the pilot spent little time on the
turn-around. It was land, shut the engine down for safety and get
the mail off the plane ASAP. Sure enough, in nothing flat the pilot
had taxied the plane right up to the pick-up with the wing over the
top of the pickup’s cab and shut down. I waited until the pilot had
hopped out and then backed the pickup to the cargo door at his
direction and the unloading of the mail began.

The pilot, a young guy in khakis and brown
jacket, gave me a look. “Who are you?”

“Leo Bronski. I’m the new temporary
postmaster.”

“Where’s Charlie? Isn’t he supposed to be
picking up the mail?”

“Not anymore.” I answered, as if it was
unimportant, and began helping Jeanette unload mail sacks and
boxes.

The young man stood with one hand on the
pickup bed, the other scratching at his face. “So you’re taking
over.”

I paused, uncertain how to answer this last
statement.

“I don’t know about taking over, but seeing
the mail gets transferred from plane to the post office is part of
the job.”

After that exchange, Jeanette and I spent the
next ten minutes unloading the plane as fast as we could. Out of
the corner of my eye, I watched the pilot tapping his fingers on
the side of the truck as if he were debating with himself.
Meanwhile, I worked up a sweat placing the packages from the
by-pass mail pallet onto the bed of the pickup.

By-pass mail is how the bush survives. Most
foodstuffs for the local village groceries come this way. Rather
than go through the usual post office routine, the foodstuffs on
their pallets are merely unloaded on the post office loading docks
in Anchorage or Fairbanks by the supplier, then shipped as is to
the respective village. It is up to the village postmaster to watch
for any discrepancies.

“That’s all, Leo”

I stood up from placing the last package on
the bed of the pickup.

“Good,” I answered, “this old truck is getting
full.”

The pilot handed up a clipboard with a
stare.

“You want to sign this?”

I took the clipboard from him and started
looking at the paperwork, making sure it was in order. It looked to
be so I signed it off. Finished closing the cargo door, the pilot
walked over, grabbed the clipboard out of my hand and stalked back
to the plane. Not very sociable. Ah, well, what the heck. I jumped
down from the bed of the pickup to the ground.

I looked around. Where in hell was Jeanette?
The plane’s engine had already started, no doubt the pilot was
waiting on us to move out of the way.

“Jeanette!”

“Up here!”

Of course. Sitting on the boxes to make sure
they didn’t fall off. I sighed, and got into the truck, started it,
and off we went down the hill to the village. This time I kept a
hard look out for Crazy Mary, but she was nowhere in sight. As I
turned on to Main Street I saw a man in a black uniform with a
stern look on his face standing in front of the post office.
Uh-oh.

 



Chapter 3

 


“Bronski, I need the pickup!”

This was accompanied by a finger poke on my
chest as soon as I jumped out of the cab. I knew this confrontation
had to come. Having control of the pickup was part of the scenario
of having control of the village. Or maybe that’s how Charlie saw
it. As for me, I knew I needed the pickup to get the mail at the
airport.

In many small towns and villages in the
Alaskan west, the post office was the center of things. If a woman
was the postmaster, then the post office is where the women of the
town met for a few minutes each day to discuss the local news. If
the postmaster was a man, it was much the same, except the men met
instead of the women.

When I received the first finger poke, my
first inclination was to try something physical, like a remembered
karate kick from my days in Nam. But, reason forced its way into my
brain, and I realized Charlie was probably waiting on me to try
something. I decided to hold my temper in check, so I put my hands
in my pockets and smiled.

“Charlie, you can have the pickup as soon as I
get the mail unloaded. You wouldn’t want the town to go without
their mail, would you?”

“Huh?” The finger lowered.

“Well, you know how everyone depends on the
mail, right?”

“Yeah . . . ?

His arms folded into a “convince me” fashion
with full eye contact. I almost grinned. Military commanders and
then civilian bosses had tried that old trick on me since day one.
I simply stared back at the forehead of the other party. The other
party usually got tired of looking into my eyes because they
couldn’t see anything but a solid stare. After seeing the eye
contact trick wasn’t going to work, Charlie backed off a step and
relaxed. There would be no fisticuffs this day.

“Charlie,” I continued, “the only time I want
the truck is to pick up the mail. It is for the good of the town.
I’ll even put some gas in once a week. How’s that for a
deal?”

Hands on his hips now, Charlie nodded. He had
to. I was being very reasonable and peaceful. It’s hard to hit
somebody when they’re being reasonable and not presenting a threat.
I admit to breathing a sigh of relief. If I thought the town was
quiet before, well, it was really quiet now and I could imagine
eyes digging into my back from all directions. I jumped back into
the pickup.

“I’ll be done with the truck as soon as I get
it unloaded, okay?”

Charlie nodded again as I started the pickup
and drove it around to the side of the post office. Jean
immediately popped out of the side door and we began unloading the
mail into the back sorting room. Jeanette gave me a
smile.

“You handled Charlie real good,
Leo.”

I watched, maybe with a little pride, as Jean
gave her sister a questioned look.

“Leo?”

“He says we don’t have to call him, ‘sir.’”
Jeanette answered.

Jean looked to me in disbelief.
“Really?”

“Leo is my name, not sir.” I answered and
smiled to show how munificent I could be.

“Ah . . .” was all the talkative Jean could
muster.

We started unloading the truck without further
conversation to slow us up. When we were done, I moved the truck to
the front of the post office with the keys left in the ignition to
show my good faith. Charlie would hopefully do the same for me.
Strange, though, that he did not say one word about not picking up
the mail from now on. That set me to wondering what kind of a deal
did he have with the former postmaster? Maybe he simply told the
postmaster he was picking up the mail and that was it. Well, I
reasoned, time would tell. Anybody that said village life was
simple, did not know what they were talking about. The boss had his
nerve, telling me that coming out here would be a rest. I left the
pickup and walked back into the post office, there was work to be
done, and I needed a stiff drink—straight up.

~

It was late evening with the sun behind a
cloud and a fog coming in from the river. I stood in my darkened
quarters with a glass of my favorite beverage in hand, looking out
the side window with its curtains partially drawn. Wouldn’t do to
have people see me drinking Jack Daniels. Jack Daniels was my one
true friend and I wouldn’t want him to be ashamed to be seen
drinking with me. I could talk to him and say anything I wanted. He
helped me maintain that brick wall that hid those things I didn’t
want to see. From time to time, a brick came loose, but “Old Jack”
helped me mortar it back in place. I held the glass up and studied
the fine brown liquid. I sighed with contentment.

The day hadn’t gone so bad, “Eh, Jack”? A
misunderstanding or two, but things had gone well during my first
day. After the little run-in with Charlie, life in the post office
settled down to sorting mail, front counter and customer attention
and the routines of running a post office.

There was one interesting interlude when a
Jimmy somebody came in with an artifact from somewhere and wanted
to know in a few slurred words if I wanted to buy it. I said, “no
thank you.” No need to get something that might be stolen. His
sister came in shortly, a Martha somebody, wanting to know if we
had seen her little brother. She was upset, probably about the
artifact. Huh, brothers and sisters, who could tell.

I rubbed the almost-empty glass against the
stubble on my cheek. Should I grow a beard here or continue to
shave? Would anyone in the village care whether a white man shaved
or not? Probably not. Shaving would mean lugging a little more
water from the town’s well located in the powerhouse. Hauling water
and the continued thrum of the powerhouse engines would take some
getting used to. Another rub of the glass against my stubble, I had
a beard when . . . quick! I finished off the glass and noted that
my brick wall was safe for the moment.

Out the window, I saw a woman come out of the
fog into the light of the lone street lamp, which had just turned
on. Instinctively, I moved back into the room so she wouldn’t see
me staring at her. It was the good-looking woman in the brown
outfit I’d seen this afternoon. Damn, if she didn’t look nice and
while I thought about lust and silk sheets, she disappeared back
into the fog. Others came and went in a hurry, each disappearing
into the fog apparently following the woman. Was something
mysterious happening, or was my drink and imagination working
overtime?

Eyes drooping, tired of thinking, I turned
away from the window and decided to hit the sack. My day was
over.

 



Chapter 4

 


“Bronski!”

It was the boss, yelling in my ear with his
usual assertive manner. I took time to glance at the girls who had
become quiet, moving boxes as if afraid they were going to wake a
cranky baby.

“Yes, sir.” I answered, trying to keep a
neutral tone of voice. My little voice already was offering
opinions why the boss would be calling when I hadn’t been here
quite twenty-four hours. Maybe Charlie had called or maybe someone
had noted the smell on my breath? I let the speculations die away
and listened to a cheerful boss—for once.

“So, Bronski, all settled in?”

“Yes, sir, things seem to be going
okay.”

“Good. Good. Anything you need that I can
send?”

I about dropped the phone when I heard that
question. The boss was being too nicey-nice. Besides, he would
never consider sending more vodka, so it was apparent I would have
to get that on my own.

“No sir, everything is fine. I have
enough.”

I looked up. The girls had edged closer, still
moving boxes. Evidently, the big boss didn’t call that
often.

“Well, Bronski, I’ve been talking to some
people.”

“Excuse me, sir.”

I covered the mouthpiece. “Girls, would you
mind going up front, I think I just heard somebody come in the
door.”

They exchanged looks and nodded, then slowly
walked toward the front. For sure, something juicy was going to be
talked about.

“Okay, sir, I’m back.”

“Somebody listening, eh, Bronski? You moved
them off? Good thinking.”

I rolled my eyes. The boss was laying it on
thick. He never, but never, complimented people. It was not in his
makeup.

“What was it you wanted to discuss?” I asked,
in what I hoped was a suspicious manner.

“Well, I was talking to a postal inspector the
other day; you know John Crouch, don’t you?”

Yeah, I knew the man. He was the kind of guy
so suspicious, that he ran a check on his mother one time, so the
rumor went, wanting to know if she got a traffic ticket when she
was a teenager. A real son-of-a-bitch who loved to see people
bleed.

“Yes, sir, I have made his
acquaintance.”

“Oh, yes, I remember now. The time when you .
. .”

The boss coughed. Another delay, while he
tried to extract thirty years of cigar residue out of his lungs. He
finally stopped. He would live for another day.

“Let’s see, where was I?”

“The time when I . . .” I intoned helpfully. I
wanted to see how he would get himself out of his foot-in-the-mouth
situation. He came back loud and strong.

“Like I said, I was talking to John the other
day and he was wondering if you could sort of keep your eyes
open.”

“Keep my eyes open?”

That was a good one. What postmaster wasn’t
supposed to keep his eyes open?

“Yes, it seems Justus’s relatives don’t think
he would commit suicide. They say he was too together for something
like that.”

I nodded. Now I understood—or at least
partially understood. The other day indeed. Sending me out here was
no accident and had possibly been decided weeks ago. They couldn’t
send an up-front kind of guy. Nope, they had to send a misfit, a
drinker, somebody whose problems would meld in with the community.
Yeah, I understood, all right.

“And you want me to keep my eyes
open?”

“Right, nothing official, you understand, just
nose around.”

I was angry. “What if my nose gets lopped
off!”

“Now, Bronski, don’t get in a dither! Just
keep your eyes open, that’s all.”

“Sure, boss. Sure. I’ll do that.”

If he heard the sarcasm, he gave no sign of it
and switched the conversation to other admin stuff. Eventually, he
rang off, leaving me with a phone in my hand and what amounted to a
real disgust with my asshole of a boss. Nose around. Ha! Yeah, I
would nose around all right. I’d find who kept the hooch in this
town.

With the phone back in place, I decided a walk
was in order and walked toward the front lobby where the girls
obediently stood. There were no customers, just the old man sitting
there calmly smoking his pipe. Totally illegal, of course, but how
do you tell an Eskimo elder that smoking was a no-no.

“Ladies, I’m going for a walk. While I’m gone
I want you to clean up the lobby and find an ashtray, maybe a
bucket with sand, for the old man. If there are any phone calls,
take a message, all right?”

They nodded in unison and jerked their heads
as I slapped the counter in frustration thinking about the boss and
his order to nose around. I walked through the door into sunlight,
hands in my pocket. I had not the slightest idea where I was
headed. I simply had to get away. Immediately, I regretted my
haste, wishing I had taken time to have a stiff jolt out of that
first bottle of vodka, already a third empty. God, what was I going
to do when I ran out? DT’s, like on my first dry out did not appeal
to me. Eyes to the ground, I almost ran into the old pickup. I
needed a cigarette and moved quickly around to get one of Charlie’s
out of the glove compartment.

That first puff was wonderful and I moved up
the street, puffing and blowing smoke, making up for lost time away
from that wonderful onerous weed. Slowing down, I took time to look
around and saw people watching me. Great. I’m on exhibition,
smoking like a steam engine. Hell with them. Let’em
watch.

Calmer now, more aware of my surroundings, I
saw a path that ran up the side of the hill back of the houses on
my right. I made for it, still wanting to get away from people so I
could think. Above all, I needed to think how I was going to “nose
around” without the whole village knowing. I doubted there was an
answer, but maybe I could fool them for a while.

The path passed between a couple of houses and
climbed the hill. I trudged, hands behind my back until I was
halfway to the top. From there, I looked out over the village and
the river below. It was another beautiful cloudless day, everything
so green in its late summer prime it hurt your eyes. But now, it
was hard to appreciate what I saw and I became still angrier with
the boss. “Nose around,” he said. Damned if I will. I’ll tell old
Crouch I didn’t hear a damned thing. Nope, not a damned
thing.

Shaking my head, I continued my climb. I was
near the top of the hill and my cigarette was down almost to the
filter. Regretfully, I threw it down on the dusty path and mashed
it. No need to start a fire. Now that would be something to call
home about. I could see the look on the boss’s face.

“Yup, boss, I burned the village down. You got
anything in petty cash?”

I almost laughed at the thought.

Looking up, I noticed a small shed off in a
grove of stunted trees. Maybe it was a place to keep furs in the
winter? With curiosity getting the better of me, I wandered toward
it. It appeared to be nothing but an old weather-beaten wooden
building about thirty feet long and maybe half as wide. I stopped
just before I got to the open door and looked back toward the path.
Nobody around, I decided to go in and see what was there. After
stepping inside I stood still to let my eyes get accustomed to the
interior. It was not an airtight shed. Beams of light poked through
here and there onto a hard packed dirt floor. Over in the corner I
could see a pile of what looked to be old skins. My nose wrinkled
at the musty smell. The door slammed behind me.

“Hi Mr. Postman!”

I stood, petrified. Scared out of my wits.
Footsteps moved around to my front and then slowly moved into a
circle of light in front of me. First there was a shag of black
hair, then the pretty face and then the rest of her, standing there
in jeans and a sweatshirt cut off at the midriff. It was Crazy
Mary.

“Hi Mr. Postman! Scared ya, huh?”

I swallowed hard, trying not to show my anger.
I wanted to yell and ask her what in hell she was trying to pull,
but I had a feeling she wasn’t doing anything but being Crazy
Mary.

“Yes, you sure did. Was it fun?”

She put her hand over her mouth and
giggled.

“Sometimes. Sometimes people get mad when I
scare them.”

“I bet they do,” I answered. “Do you come here
often?”

She shook her head. “Sometimes.”

Abruptly she turned and pointed up toward the
center of the room.

“That’s where he die.”

I stared upward and saw a piece of rope
dangling from a rafter. A chill came over me and I knew, but I
asked anyway.

“Who died?”

“John. He let me call him, John.”

“John, who?” I prodded, just to make
sure.

“Justus. John Justus.”

A long breath escaped my lips. She began
moving again. This time she was moving in a circle around me and
the rope hanging down above me. I let my eyes follow her as she
skipped around a circular path worn into the dirt. She began to
whisper as she skipped. What was she singing?With each turn of the
circle she became louder as if hypnotized with her own words, and I
shook my head in sorrow as she repeated them in time to her
skipping.

“Song, song. Hung, hung. Song,
song. Hung, hung.”

“He’s done . . . done, done. He’s
done . . . done and gone.”

“Gone, gone. Gone,
gone.”

Song, song. Hung, hung. He’s dead
and gone.”

“Mean old man is dead and
gone.”

I couldn’t take it anymore. “Mary! Stop
it!”

She stopped, as if shaking off a trance, then
started to giggle, which then turned into what I knew to be an
insane laughter. A laughter I last heard in Nam when a woman
died.

That thought thankfully disappeared as she ran
toward me and embraced me in a full-length hug—quivering. Against
my better judgment, I put my arms around her. This was not right. I
shouldn’t be here. Before I could disengage my arms, she became the
old Crazy Mary, leaning back to stare straight into my
eyes.

“Hey, Mr. Postman, wanna see my
breasts?”

With those words, I dropped my arms and shook
my head. Now I really regretted walking into this place.

“No, Mary,” I said gently, “no.”

She pouted and stepped back.

“Why?”

“Because it’s not polite to show your breasts
to strangers.” I said in a strong and what I hoped was a fatherly
voice.

“Well, Mr. Justus did. He said they were
pretty. He even felt them. Sometimes I showed him my ass. He really
liked that!”

I closed my eyes and swayed for a moment in
the darkness of the old shack. If I hadn’t opened them when I did,
I would have been physically sick. Sick at heart and sick to my
stomach. Finally, I found my voice.

“Better run along, Mary.”

“Okay,” she said cheerfully, “but if you ever
want to see my breasts, I show them to you.”

And out the door into the bright sunlight she
went, skipping as gaily as a young schoolgirl on her way to class.
I stopped at the doorway and put my hand out to brace myself,
wishing I had a ticket back to Anchorage. I had my own troubles and
sure as hell didn’t need the village’s problems. Her words came
floating up the path.

“He wouldn’t let me show my breasts to
him.”

I groaned and looked up to see whom she was
talking with. Of course, it was Charlie, who else? He would be
wondering what I was doing in the old shed. Charlie was no dummy.
If I suddenly began walking all over the village, poking my nose
here and there, he would probably guess I was being more than just
friendly. If I were going to find out anything, it would be without
Charlie dogging my trail. Hadn’t I resolved to myself I was not
going to get entangled in the village problems? I sighed and moved
out of the doorway into the bright sun. Mary moved on down the
slope, leaving Charlie to watch me walk down the path toward him. I
was not looking forward to the upcoming conversation. As I drew
near, I could see Charlie had a resigned look to his face. I tried
to be cheerful.

“Good morning, Charlie.”

He nodded and gave me a questioning
look.

“Good morning. You were out taking a
walk?”

“Yes, only I didn’t realize where I was
walking to.”

Charlie nodded, and I thought I saw belief on
his face.

“You saw the rope?”

“Yes.”

“I’m gonna have to get a ladder and cut it
down. It’s become too big a thing for Mary. She goes up there too
often.”

I nodded and said nothing for a few seconds,
but then I had to ask the question.

“Mary show herself to most
everybody?”

“Not everybody, just to those men she
considers worthy. I’ve talked to her about it a lot, but it doesn’t
do any good.”

There was a sad look to his face and I felt
sorry for him. I also had a hunch whom the “kind of a boy friend”
might be.

“It sounds like Postmaster Justus overstepped
his bounds.”

Charlie gave me a guarded look.

“Yeah, he thought she was a piece of candy and
he used her. I’m glad he’s gone. He was a dirt-bag asshole, in more
ways than one.”

“Sometimes the post office doesn’t always do
the best job when it comes to assigning temporary postmasters,” I
answered, and immediately wished I hadn’t. Now Charlie would be
wondering about me. What were my problems, and what would I do to
screw up his village? But, he didn’t say anything, just sighed and
moved back down the hill, mumbling something about a ladder. I
watched him for a minute and then I followed, thinking how good
that jolt of vodka was going to feel. I became concerned again
about how I would replenish my supply of liquor.

As I moved off the path back onto the main
street, I noticed how shabby everything looked. Junk was piled
everywhere, especially snow machine parts. The village could
certainly use some sprucing up. Maybe a coat of paint wouldn’t hurt
either. It came to me that I was judging according to my white
urban ways. The people here were not necessarily rich and therefore
made do the best they could. So different from what I was used to.
I wondered if I would be accepted as part of the village and
decided I probably would not. After all, I was only another white
man passing through—a necessary evil.

The church’s door opened and a man in a black
cassock stepped out—a white man. He came toward me, a wise looking
man with a head of white hair with a beard to match and black rim
glasses. When he drew up to me he smiled and extended his
hand.

“Good morning, I’m Joseph Martavich and you
are Leo Bronski. I heard about your arrival yesterday. How are
things going?”

“Okay,” I answered and then shook his
hand.

He invited me in for a spot of tea. At first I
wasn’t too hot about the idea, I’ve been around priests before,
some good and some bad. Some of the chaplains in Nam liked the idea
of being back in Saigon before nightfall, leaving us
ground-pounders to face the night and the meaning of life. But he
insisted, “After all, the mail plane isn’t due until this
afternoon.”

We entered the church and I was struck by the
fact that there were no chairs or pews. Later I would learn that
church might last three hours with the people standing all the
while, a long time for a Protestant boy. Quietly, we made our way
down the middle of the church, around the altar to a small room in
back.

“Coffee or tea?” He asked.

“Coffee,” I replied. Much to my surprise he
asked if I could do with a drop of whiskey. To which I almost said,
“Praise the Lord!” Somehow, I held my breath and uttered a quiet
and formal, “Thank you, I would.”

After heating the cold coffee in a microwave
and throwing in what I thought was a handsome dollop of Jack
Daniels, I grew weak with anticipation. How I stopped from
swallowing the whole mixture down in one gulp was, I thought, a
show of character on my part. Finished with his preparation of tea,
he sat down in a chair at his desk while I sat in the lone lounge
chair.

“Well, what do you think of our
town?”

“It’s . . . it’s different than I thought it
would be.” I answered, taking my second gulp. My stomach began to
warm, and I felt the hint of a fuzzy glow. I was going to like this
man.

Then, with “Jack” to show me the way, I
related my experiences with Charlie and Crazy Mary. I didn’t tell
him about my own mentally retarded sister, alone in this world, in
a home. That was another brick in my wall that was better left
alone.

“Tell me,” I went on, “does she get taken
advantage of very often?”

He sat his cup down.

“I’m not sure, remember I’m usually only here
on Sunday’s. My being here now is a special occasion I’m attending.
I really don’t think she gets hit on as often as you might think.”
He smiled. “I’m sure you’ve heard how it takes a village to raise a
child?” He frowned. “Although I’m very surprised to hear about
Justus. I suppose I should have known better. Every man or woman
has a darker side, and apparently Justus had his.”

Another gulp and the coffee cup was
empty.

“Some more coffee?” He asked.

I wanted another cup, but I shook my head,
thinking there might be other times when I might need a taste of
“Old Jack” even more.

“No. Thanks for the offer. Perhaps another
time.”

“Of course, anytime. It’s not easy being the
only white man in town and an unknown one. It’ll take time, but I’m
sure you’ll be fine.”

I left by the back door wondering if I had
just been through a counseling session. It had been a long time
since I had been in the presence of someone who seemed to have an
aura around his head. Maybe I was imagining it? How much did he
know about the untimely death of one John Justus? Would he tell me
if he knew? I left these questions in my subconscious as I entered
the street again and walked in a calm deliberate manner toward the
post office, ignoring the ever-barking dogs. If it wasn’t for “Old
Jack,” I wouldn’t sleep at night. It seemed there was always a
moose or bear around to cause a cacophony of noisy
barking.

I turned toward the post office, noting with
relief the flag was up. It seemed the place would go on conducting
its business with or without me. So what was I doing here? After
this morning’s telephone conversation the answer was obvious. I was
to be a detective, something I didn’t want to be, a despoiler of
village life, or something akin to that.

At the steps in front of the post office I
grabbed the handrail and looked up just in time to see the woman
with the gold hoop earrings coming out the front door, package in
hand. Today must have been a blue day, because that was the color
of her turtleneck sweater, a vest with its ornaments, and her
pants. The clothes matched her eyes exactly. She looked absolutely
stunning. I swallowed hard and paused in mid-step, a peasant
regarding his queen.

“Good morning, Mr. Postmaster!”

I brought my foot the rest of the way down and
stammered a return. If asked to call up what I said, well, I’m
afraid my memory was blocked for that few seconds I saw her above
me. If she had asked me to slay a dragon—I would have. I would have
knelt to kiss her ring and that would have been enough. Was she
married or attached? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. There was, I
sensed, an inner strength to her and I wanted to know more about
that strength.

I was in love. Call it schoolboy love or
whatever name you want to give it, I just knew I wanted her—real
bad. She moved up the street a ways before disappearing between a
couple of houses, with me watching every step she made. At last, I
snapped out of my reverie and realized somebody probably had seen
me with my mouth open. It would be grist for the rumor mill, but I
didn’t care. If the world ended this day, it would make no
difference. I had been to the mountaintop.

Jean was behind the front counter and if she
had noticed my schoolboy adoration, she gave no outward sign. The
old man sat at his post by the stove staring into his own distance.
Was it the past he saw, or the future? If he saw anything, he
wasn’t saying.

“Everything going okay?” I asked.

“Yes sir, uh, Leo. Everything is
fine.”

I gave her what I hoped was a dazzling smile
and moved on to the rear, to see what Jeanette was up to and found
her at the desk. After grabbing a cup of coffee, I sat down beside
her and took a sip.

“This is great coffee, Jeanette.”

She smiled her thanks.

“Mr. Justus taught us. He was very particular
about his coffee.”

“Mr. Justus hard to get along with?” I asked,
looking her straight in the eye.

“Sometimes.”

I nodded to show I had heard and thought,
yeah, I bet he was a real, son-of-a-bitch. He probably had been a
bad manager somewhere and the Postal Service had sent him here,
just to give his employees at his home office a break. The Postal
Service rarely fires its managers. Usually, they are transferred
elsewhere, with management hoping the errant postmaster would
improve at his new station. Just about always, the manager’s
problems went with him. Perhaps I ought to ask the Boss about a
certain Mr. Justus. Jeanette’s uplifted eyebrows told me it was
time to change the subject.

“Say, who was the woman that picked up a box a
short while ago?”

Was that a look of amusement on Jeanette face
or was I imagining things—again?

“Woman?”

“Yes, you know, the pretty one with the gold
hoop earrings.”

Was Jeanette trying not to laugh? I could just
hear her telling her sister. It would be a big joke how the
postmaster had so craftily worked his way around to finding out who
that woman was.

“Gold hoop earrings?”

“Yes! The lady with gold hoop
earrings!”

While Jeanette’s eyes widened at my outburst,
Jean yelled from the front.

“It was Helen!”

“Helen?” I asked in a softer voice.

Jeanette nodded, as if now it made sense to
her.

“Oh, yes, Helen Ermoff.” She said, her face
reflecting nothing.

I took another sip of coffee and wished I were
elsewhere. A quick look in Jeanette’s direction showed her serenely
staring at a box on the table. I sighed and got up, wandered about
the room, poking at this and that, trying to look professional.
When the idea of being professional stirred in my brain, I turned
to thinking again about Justus. How could such a supposedly
hard-nosed professional person who wanted flowers painted on his
honey bucket commit suicide? Frustration with the system and the
people around him? I gave up thinking about him and trying to put
on an air of normality. I spoke.

“Think it’ll rain today?”

Jeanette gave me the only answer she
could.

 



Chapter 5

 


I awoke. Groggy, with a mean headache. Simply
put, I drank too much last night. Not because I had to, but because
I was so bored. At least in Anchorage there were things to do. A
person could go to a bar, or the movies, or heaven forbid, walk the
malls in search of that special someone. My social life wasn’t what
you call good. Opening up to someone was not my cup of tea. The
kind of people I met in bars had their own problems. Add Alaska to
a person’s problems and well, it was a near catastrophe. It was the
long hours of darkness in winter that could do a person in. Some
people had it in them to fight it and some didn’t.

I rose up on my elbows and squinted up toward
the window. It figured. The sun was shining, bright and cheerful.
Hell. I decided I might as well get up even if it was the weekend
and no work to speak of. Oh, there was paperwork, but I believed
paperwork could wait until the day it was due. I turned over on my
back and stared at the lime-colored ceiling. No squares or
curly-cues there to count. I sighed and listened to my stomach
rumble. Was it hunger, or was it registering its protest about last
night’s drinking?

Okay, Bronski. Time for action. I bravely sat
up and swung my feet to the floor. Well, hell, it was going to be
all right. The anticipated dizzy feeling mostly stayed away. Time
for the big test, that of trying to walk. I stood, keeping myself
positioned so I could fall back on the bed if need be. Glory be. I
made it. It was gonna be an okay day.

~

I walked toward the city dock in reasonably
good spirits. I had eaten a hearty breakfast down at the village
store, done my laundry at the laundry room and emptied my personal
honey bucket at the village dumping spot. The morning had gone
okay. True, there was a little staring at me by the other patrons
in the restaurant, but that was to be expected. I was the new man
in town, and not just any man. I was the postmaster, the man who
held a lot of power. It was, “Don’t mess with the postmaster, or
you won’t get your mail.” A great spot to be in, if a person went
for those kinds of control. Personally, I did not go for that
stuff, because I knew from experience, what went around usually
came around to haunt you. And I had enough “haunts.”

Stepping on to the dock I looked down toward
the end and saw a lone figure with a pole in hand. Now that was
something I hadn’t done in years, held a pole in my hand and waited
for a fish to take my bait. It seemed I never had the time. As I
drew near, I said a healthy, “Good afternoon!”

The figure stirred and turned partway. It was
the old man from the post office lobby. He nodded and went back to
his task at hand.

“Great day, isn’t it?” I said, with what I
would call restrained enthusiasm.

Another nod.

“Catching anything?”

A slight shake of the head was all I got in
return.

Not to be deterred, I walked over and sat down
beside him. I resolved not to say another word. It stood to reason
this old man was one person I had to get on good terms with,
otherwise I was not going to get very far in my effort to do the
boss’s bidding of melding into the community.

So I sat and watched the ripples in the water.
An hour went by with my eyes closed and I relaxed, letting the
sun’s brightness pour into me. It was quiet and peaceful here by
the river’s edge. The village dogs were even being on their best
behavior, with only a bark now and then to remind everyone they
were indeed on duty. At last, lest I get too comfortable and fall
into the river, I stirred myself, thinking it was time to get up
and move on.

“You want to fish?”

I jerked awake and nodded my head, no need to
push things by talking out-loud.

“I think you are ready.”

Well, now I had to talk.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Yes, you have to be . . .” he struggled with
the words, “Ready. Otherwise fish won’t bite.”

“I see,” I answered. “Well, that makes
sense.”

Emboldened, I went on. “Have you caught any
fish today?”

“No, perhaps I’m not ready or perhaps fish not
ready; too soon to say.”

He remained poker-faced. I couldn’t tell if he
was telling a joke or being sincere. I let my mouth turn upwards at
the corners, just in case. While I wondered about the joke idea, he
picked up a spare rod and baited the hook with some salmon
eggs.

“What are we fishing for?” I asked.

“Trout. You know how to cast?”

I nodded. I wasn’t an expert, but I knew the
basic rudiments.

“Here, take the rod.”

He handed me the rod, and I made a decent cast
out onto the river. With the cast made, I sat down beside him to
wait. We sat for a while. Occasionally he would light his pipe and
smoke a few puffs, letting the smoke drift my way. Smoke always
comes toward me. I don’t like it, but I accept it. The old man
removed his pipe from between clenched teeth.

“You did a good thing the other day,” he
said.

I coughed, wiped at my watering eyes and said,
“What good thing?”

“You didn’t let Mary show her breasts to
you.”

“Like I told her, it’s not polite to show your
breasts to strangers.”

He nodded and tapped his pipe on the dock.
“She has pretty breasts. They are part of her and she proud of
them. They are real.”

“Are you saying I should have let her show me
her breasts?”

“No, you did what you thought was right. For
you it was right thing, maybe for me it would be wrong
thing.”

Oh boy, a lesson in philosophy, I
thought.

“Have you looked at them?”

“Yes. When she was three years. They were
real, then, too,” he said with a smile.

“Better check your pole,” he added.

I did, but it was straight as an
arrow.

“What do you mean . . . ?” I started to say,
when wham! —The trout hit. By the way it hit, I knew it was a big
one. For the next few minutes I forgot all about my worldly
troubles as I battled the fish. In a way, I hated to take him, and
told the old man so.

“But it would not be real. You asked for him.
He give himself to you, now you must take him.”

I understood then that I had no choice. The
old man was right. I might be living in a play-world, but the trout
sure as hell wasn’t. So I continued the battle. Eventually, I
brought him in close and the old man scooped him up with a
net.

“Nice fish,” he said. “Twelve
pounds.”

“You want him?” I asked.

“No. He is your fish. You must eat
him.”

I nodded and sighed. I hated cleaning fish.
Before I could say anything more, the old man had whipped out his
knife, gutted it, then filleted it before throwing the head and
bones into the river.

“Hey, Mr. Postmaster, you want to buy a fine
spear point.”

I looked up from where I squatted to see the
same kid who had offered me an artifact a couple of days before. My
first inclination was to say “no,” as I had the first time, but
this time I decided to have a look.

“Let’s see what you have.”

The kid was right. I’m no expert, but the
spear point did look to be a fine piece of work. While I looked it
over, the old man began talking in Yupik and I could tell he wasn’t
very happy. But I could tell by the kid’s facial expression he
wasn’t backing down either. He was going to sell it, come hell or
high water.

“How much?” I asked.

The kid looked at the old man. “Twenty
dollars.”

I dug out my wallet. “Sold.”

The old man turned to me. “What he gets is not
real.”

“Well, maybe this twenty dollar bill isn’t
real, but what it represents is real.”

The old man shook his head and repeated, “What
he gets is not real. His mother . . .”

“His mother?” I asked.

His dark blue eyes regarded me. “She needs
money, for drugs.”

All I could do was shake my head and watch as
the kid took my twenty-dollar bill and ran back up the dock toward
the village. The old man had by this time settled back down with
his pole.

“Take your fish.” He muttered.

“But . . .” I started to say.

“Take your fish!”

Without understanding what he meant by the
word “real” and knowing I had evidently done the wrong thing, I
gathered the fish up and slowly walked back up the dock. My
audience and lesson in native philosophy was over.

From time to time, I would look back to see
the old man still sitting there, waiting on that fish. Hard-nosed
old fart. Trying to tell me what’s real, and what’s not real. No
doubt, if the conversation had gone on, he would have said we’re
just a speck of dust on a beer can. I entered the rear of the post
office, laid my fish on a cutting board and proceeded to whack it
into meal sized chunks, which I then put into the freezer
compartment of the refrigerator.

I checked my watch—five o’clock. Time for an
evening cocktail before dinner, so I poured a good two fingers into
a glass and sat down to study the lime-green walls. Something sharp
pressing against me in my pants pocket reminded me of the spear
point, so I drew it out to examine it more carefully. It looked
like any other old arrowhead and I began to regret buying the
thing. I realized I had bought it mostly because the old man was
against the idea. I would have made more points by not buying it.
But then again, if I hadn’t bought it, I might become known as a
righteous sort of guy and therefore not privy to what was going on
in the village. Life was indeed complicated and the thought Jimmy’s
mother was an addict bothered me. If what the old man said was
true, then I was probably helping her to get stoned.

My stomach growled and I laid the spear point
down. Time to think what I would do for dinner. I hate eating alone
and so I eat out a lot, even if I don’t have a dinner partner, just
to be near people and to listen as they interact with one another.
Sometimes it’s better than the movies. I finished off my before
dinner drink and decided to hold off having another until I got
back from the restaurant. A quick look in the mirror to make sure I
looked decent and off I went, looking for excitement or whatever
else there was in this place.

This evening was different from other
evenings. There were people all over the place coming and going. I
surmised it had something to do with the priest’s being there for a
special occasion. In fact, I wondered if there would be an open
table at the restaurant. To my surprise, there was one empty table
and so I made a bee-line for it. The other three tables were full
of laughing, talking people who mostly ignored me out of politeness
or at least that was the name I put on it. The food served at the
restaurant was basic, and maybe that was a kind word. But it was
good, if you liked hamburger kind of things. Like meatloaf. I’ve
always been partial to meatloaf. It was my mother’s favorite
dish.

“Are you ready to order, sir?”

Caught off guard I looked up to see a teenage
girl standing there. It was Martha, Jimmy’s sister. She was not one
of your giggly valley-type girls, no siree, this was all business
looking down on me and I knew she probably wouldn’t laugh at one of
my jokes.

“How’s your hamburger?” I asked, trying for a
joke anyway.

She looked around, maybe a little impatient
with the question and me. Seeing there was no other way she decided
to play it straight with the white man.

“It’s good. What kind do you want? Moose or
caribou?”

I stopped my feeble attempt at making a joke
and ordered an opened-faced moose sandwich with potatoes and gravy
all around. That and a Coke would fill me up. She left to fill my
order, and I was left with a Coke in my hand. I gazed around the
room. One table had emptied and much to my delight, not ten feet
away, sat the good-looking woman with the earrings. She was dressed
in the village’s normal wear of Levi’s and a blue sweatshirt, which
matched the blue of her eyes. It was those eyes that were smiling
at me. I felt an idiotic grin form. This usually happens when a
beautiful woman chooses to favor me with a look. Sometimes, I am
embarrassed by it, but not this night. I felt flattered and she
knew it.

Well, there was no doubt about it, I was in
love. Had been, ever since that first encounter on the post office
steps. Now, here she was, giving what looked to me to be something
akin to come-hither looks. I looked away to break the spell.
Something told me I wasn’t the first to fall under her spell, but
when love hits and a rational man turns into a fool, he really
doesn’t care. After taking a deep breath to relax, I noticed the
conversation in the room had quieted somewhat. The laughter had
become quiet subdued talk. I turned my head to face the front door,
trying to decide if I wanted to go on with this pre-courtship
dance. The rational part of me said not to, after all I was only
going to be here a month, right? But, the other part said that was
precisely why I should. Call it a shipboard romance and let it go
at that.

Well, it was a cinch I couldn’t keep staring
at the door and so I turned back. In doing so the decision was made
for me. There was no smile now, because those ruby red lips were
wrapped around a coke bottle, but those eyes were still focused on
me. I knew I was as helpless as the proverbial puppet on a
string.

The food came, or should I say, the waitress
slammed it on the table. I looked up with what I hoped was a raised
eyebrow meaning to show I didn’t understand the reason for her
action. Her brown eyes were full of what? Wisdom? They stared back
at me with an unspoken statement. I sensed I was in the village
cauldron of hot water. It was best I tread that water, finish my
meal and get out as fast as I could. She turned and left, leaving
me to my food, which I undertook to eat with great gusto. The
service might be lacking, but at least the food was
good.

From time to time, I let my eyes flicker over
to the table across the aisle to see if the look was still there.
It always was. I looked around at the other patrons to see if they
were watching this little drama. Apparently, if they had noticed
something, it wasn’t worthwhile, because the room’s noise level
back to normal.

This thing with Helen? Yeah,
that was her name, was a first time for me. Oh, sure, there had
been a few times in Nam, but that was with ladies of the evening.
It was their business to give out those come-hither looks. This was
different. I wasn’t used to being pursued, if that’s what her
looking at me was called. It was nice, but scary. What could I do
for her? She surely could have her pick of men, so why me? To this,
my little voice had no answer. With a sigh I finished my meal,
drank my Coke, and let my eyes wander briefly to Helen’s table to
see if that old magic was still there. It was. Her blue eyes washed
over me, and I had the feeling I was glowing so much I looked like
a red stoplight. I gave her a quick smile of appreciation and
wandered into the store to pay for my supper. While I was there, I
decided to rent a video, something to bring me down from my high.
After looking over the selection I chose, The Bridges at Toko-Ri, an old
favorite of mine. The waitress was more sociable this time, giving
me a “Good night, Mr. Postmaster.”

“Good night,” I said, giving her a smile and,
wonder of wonders, I got one in return. Maybe I would be on her
good side after all. I left by a side door, knowing if I left by
the front door, I would encounter those blue eyes again. I needed
time to think this romance over. Things were happening too
fast.

Rather than walk up Main Street I chose to
walk in back of the buildings before crossing Main to get to the
rear of the post office. It would be difficult for me to sneak
around in this town. Too many barking dogs. Each house’s dog marked
my progress, and I gave up trying to be quiet about my walking.
With my attention on the barking dogs I felt, rather than heard,
the crunch of glass under my feet. Son-of-a-bitch! I had just
walked into a pile of broken beer bottles. There must have been
twenty of them lying in a pile on the path. I had heard of alcohol
being a problem in the villages, of course, but this was the first
time I had actually seen the evidence. I carefully moved away from
the broken glass and moved on down the path. Only now I kept one
eye on the dogs and one eye on the path. Next time I chose to walk,
I would stay on the main street.

Eventually, I made it back
to my room in one piece. I sat for a while in silence with a glass
of “Old Jack” and pondered the pile of broken bottles. That many
out in the open, bespoke of a real problem here in the village. The
question uppermost in my mind was, how did they get here and what,
if any, was the connection with the postmaster’s death? After a
while I gave up, and watched The Bridges
at Toko-Ri, losing myself in drink and the
story. My eyes misted over when Frederic March said, “Where do they
get such men?” And I had to say I didn’t know, but I knew from my
experiences in Nam that heroes were where you found them. No one
knew why a man would stand up and say, “I’m going, who’s coming
with me?” Away you went, following him through a hail of fire in
what seemed to be a stupid move. Yet, you lived and another man
died.

I went to sleep listening to the engines in
the power shed coupled with the faraway beat of drums and chanting
coming from the high school. I dreamed of Nam and blue eyes through
a smoky glass of “Old Jack.”

 



Chapter 6

 


“Leo! Wake up!”

I opened my eyes for a few seconds and
pondered where I was. The lime-green walls could have fit a dozen
places I’d been, especially in Nam, but the voice wasn’t
right.

“Mr. Bronski!”

Now that sounded different. I was not in Nam.
I was in Alaska. A check of the clock showed 8:00 a.m.

“Leo . . .” The voice sounded desperate and
familiar. I woke up.

“Jean?”

“No, it’s Jeanette.”

“Okay, just a minute.” I swung myself out of
bed. At least the pounding on the door had ceased, saving my head
for another day. I stood and lurched for my pants, which hung on
the back of a chair. My movements seemed especially slow. Must have
drunk more than usual. I put the Levi’s on with great care. No need
to trip and fall. Finally, pants on and shirt being buttoned, I
headed for the door. As I passed by the mirror I could see I looked
liked hell. Oh well, I thought, as I wrenched the door opened,
we’re just one big happy family, right?

“Yes?”

It was indeed Jeanette, wringing her
hands.

“It’s Mary, she’s gone.”

I had an idea which Mary, but I had to
ask.

“You mean Crazy Mary?”

Jeanette bit her lip. The look in her eyes
revealed nothing but pain and I was sorry I had thrown in the word
crazy.

“Yes. Charlie is asking everyone to help
search for her. We are meeting in front of post office at
8:20.”

I gave her what I hoped was a look of sympathy
and told her I would help. She thanked me and took off, probably to
pound on more doors. A look at my watch revealed I had time for a
shave and a piece of toast.

While I ran the old electric shaver over my
face, I reflected on the villagers and their relationships to one
another. Two to one they were all related. Did they regard each
other that way or was it something like, if you’re second cousins,
it’s okay to get married? I sighed and decided that’s what
anthropologists were for, to figure out these village
entanglements.

Finished getting ready, I wandered out the
front door to see about thirty people standing in small groups,
quietly talking and yawning. It seemed everyone was tired from last
night’s potlatch. I sat down on the front steps to wait. It wasn’t
long before Charlie came half-walking, half-running up the street
from the store. As he neared the group he began shouting
instructions. People began leaving in pairs for their respective
search areas. Jeanette shuffled her feet, and sighed anxious sighs.
At last, unable to bear the delay any longer she tugged on
Charlie’s arm.

“Charlie, where do I go?” She
asked.

Charlie eyed her and me with a speculative
look.

“Why don’t you and Bronski take the path up to
the old shed and look around there?”

Jeanette shook her head.

“No, Charlie, I want to go by the
river.”

“But I’ve already assigned a team for the
river.”

“Charlie . . .”

I was surprised at this small woman’s stand.
Maybe there is something to the old saying, “still waters run
deep.”

Charlie cocked his head, gave me a look,
whether to garner support for his decision or to see if I measured
up to his standards was beyond me.

“Are you sure, Jeanette?”

She nodded. I was left guessing why she was
making a fuss about this. To listen to her, you’d think Crazy Mary
was her daughter. I almost laughed out-loud at myself. Of course.
Crazy Mary was Jeanette’s daughter, as sure as I was standing
there. Charlie interrupted my thoughts.

“Yeah, okay, Jeanette, if that’s what you
want.”

“Yes, Charlie. It’s what I want.”

Charlie threw up his hands. “Okay,” he said,
giving me a look. “But watch out for bears. You know they are
pretty thick around the river this time of the year.”

By the time he got that out of his mouth,
Jeanette had taken off at a fast walk, leaving me to catch up. By
now, I wished I’d grabbed a bite to eat or drink. A shot of vodka
would have gone well, but coffee would have been better. By half
running, I caught up to Jeanette. I realized then she had a
knapsack on her back.

“Jeanette, you have anything to drink in your
pack?”

She turned to look at me, a rueful smile
barely lighting her features. I had a feeling she normally would
have told anyone else a definite “no” or at the very least they
would have to wait. But I was her boss, so I would have to be given
some consideration, despite the urgency of the mission.

“Sure, Leo. I have coffee.”

Without another word she stopped, opened her
pack, took out a thermos, and poured some coffee into an insulated
cup with a top. She handed it to me without ceremony.

“There. Now we go.”

Off she went, her short legs stretched out as
far as she could make them go. Again, I was left in the dust,
trying to drink and walk at the same time. Eventually, as we neared
what I took to be the river’s path, she slowed. She probably
realized she couldn’t keep that fast pace forever, or maybe she
knew we might bypass Mary in the thick brush. We tromped on for
another fifteen minutes before stopping.

“Jeanette.”

She turned and held her forefinger to her
lips. I shook my head and mouthed the word, “what?” She only held
up her hand and shook her head again. At first, I thought I heard
only the wind blowing through the spruce trees. Then, off to our
left, I heard a moan in the brush. I shot a questioning look at
Jeanette, but she only shook her head and curled her finger once.
Off the path we went into the brush with Jeanette leading the way.
Within a minute, we came to a small clearing and what I saw there
made me wish we had stayed on the main trail. A man lay there, or
was he a teenager? An empty whiskey bottle lay at his feet and a
still burning Marijuana joint lay in his fingers. Jeanette shook
him by his shirt collar.

“Mark! Mark! Can you hear me?”

There was a slight nod; eyes still
closed.

“You know where Mary is?”

His mouth turned from its down-turned sloppy
look, to that of a more sober countenance.

“Mom’s at home.” He slurred.

Jeanette looked to the heavens for a second
holding her temper and then looked back down at him, a mixture of
disgust and bitterness flashing across her countenance.

“I mean Crazy Mary!”

For a few seconds there was no answer, but
then his face got that happy drunk look again and his eyes opened
halfway.
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