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GYOTAKU: Japanese from gyo “fish” + taku “rubbing” a form of art dating from the 1800’s originally used by fishermen to record their catches.
By placing the “subject” on a flat surface and painting one side with sumi ink, a piece of rice paper is carefully applied on top of the subject and is pulled off with a mirror image created on the paper.
Joe Salas, whether by accident or inspiration, created Death Impressions.
**1**
“Strung me along for over a year,” Joe had blurted. “Where’s my one man show? Know where? Right in this cruddy bucket of water, that’s where!” She didn’t know how bad he wanted it. Yes she did. He’d told her. She didn’t care. He wasn’t going to let the spinster bitch get away with it.
“This is not,” Lydia hissed, “the time or place!” Her elderly Botox-petrified skin stretched into a lopsided sneer as she desperately tried to smile at her art gallery clients already making for the door.
So, okay, she couldn’t see much humor in his standing with one hand wrapped around the mop handle and the other in the air like a lost prophet, eyes wide, all teeth. And, okay, he had announced to a room full of clients that featured artist, Furguson Novello, had been arrested for buggery. But then he’d said he got off. But couldn’t resist adding, “On a technicality.” Sure, it was all a lie, but the best he could come up with. On such short notice.
Not the time or place? “Just as good a time as any!” Joe had gripped the mop with both hands, “What do you say folks? Don’t leave—we’re just getting started.” He’d flailed the mop across the hardwood floor as if to cut them off at the ankles.
Their reactions, mouths open in shock, too frightened to know what to do next. Screams and squeals erupting from the crowd—Gratifying! For a moment, all was right in the world of Joe Salas.
Then, as a parting shot, she’d told him, as if an afterthought, “Mr. Salas, I got a phone call while you were entertaining our guests. Now what was it?” Put her finger trembling with anger to her lips while contemplating, “Oh! your father. He’s been in a car wreck. Now where did they say it was? Sounded like down on Bay Street somewhere.” Her eyes glittered black and small in a thicket of mascara gloom. “Oh, and as you can probably guess—this is your last day.” She’d squeezed out a little rat-mouthed smile.
****
Dirty blond hair tied into a graying weedy ponytail that recedes from a burnished bald spot on top, Joe Salas’s reflection at forty nine suggests a hard ridden sixty. Cycling past a scattering of derelict shops, he catches his fleeting spectre in their dirty glass. Despite trying to turn away an anguished gaze, he’s unable to resist the odd appalled sidelong glance at the face fluttering by—like his own, but grimacing, abased and mocking.
That biker, smudged and distorted, is not as he sees himself, despite the liberation of having just been fired from a job he hates. Him, forced to clean an art gallery amid other artists’ work while his creative pastels, yellowed and torn, lie stuffed in the portfolio lashed to the back of his bicycle. Feels, after what just happened, empty—a lost, post-frenzy buzz he thought would’ve lasted at least till dark.
He races passed Magnolia Avenue, hot wind pushing at his back, inhaling the smell of Lake Eustis and creosote oozing from the railroad timbers snaking along its shores. Pedals and weaves through parked cars, skitters ahead of sluggish traffic, tailgates red light runners. Cycling feverishly, he imagines various horrible fates that could befall his ex-boss, Lydia Stein VonGloss, the arty broad he secretly calls the Botox Queen. Pictures it in his mind. A bloody stump where her head used to be.
Joe curses the traffic, speeds past Lakeview Avenue, over the sidewalk, and through the parking lot of the no-name filling station, gasoline vapors and burnt motor oil thick in the air. He’s suddenly haunted by the memory of his Mom’s death. Two years ago to this day. She’d left him and his father standing in a crowded hospital hallway as her body was wheeled past them to the freight elevator like so much dirty laundry, Joe’s father holding her sweater as if she’d forgotten it. He and Joe, back at the house, had simply closed the door. It was all they could think to do.
Traffic is still moving, but slow. Joe thinks it’s a good sign, no vehicles stopped in the roadway with impatient drivers when he pedals up the sidewalk. A crowd’s gathered at the produce stand on Bay and Atwater, rubberneckers eager for gossip. Cantaloupes and oranges scattered across the lot collect in the gutter and splatter in the roadway. The air reeks with a cocktail of radiator fluid and juice fresh-squeezed under passing tires.
Three city patrol cars cluster in the parking lot, blue lights proclaiming a sideshow for those savoring gore. Other than the fruits, doesn’t appear to be any. Joe recognizes his father’s 1989 maroon Buick Century, only the rear trunk visible under the collapsed wooden produce stand, chicken wire across the back glass.
Watermelons lie busted, bleeding down the lot’s incline. For an instant Joe sees it as blood, maybe his father’s, imagines him crumpled underneath waiting for extraction. As he gets closer, he can just make out the driver’s door. Open and empty.
An ambulance idles behind the third patrol car, paramedics standing around as if there’s nothing to do. Joe thinks maybe he’s too late. He rides up behind the third patrol car and sees his father sitting in the passenger seat, the door wide open, holding a gauze pad to his forehead, walkin’ stick between his knees. The air conditioner blows full blast in his face, his thin hair streaming back as if in a wind tunnel. The cop sitting behind the wheel writes on a clipboard, pulling at his sweaty life vest.
“Pop?” Joe asks.
Anthony Salas’s eyes shift, his head moves only slightly.
Joe knows not to ask if he’s all right. He’s not. There’s a look of embarrassed bewilderment in his father’s eyes, fixing on Joe then turning away. Pop starts to speak, mouths a word in silence and stops.
“It’s okay, Pop. I’ll take care of it.” Joe makes eye contact with the cop behind the wheel, nods, afraid of what the charge might be, not sure what to say or ask.
“You family?” the cop asks, still writing. Briefly glances up, notices the small leather bags suspended by chains on Joe’s belt, places for personal stuff—money and mints. The leather gloves with the finger tips cut off make the cop shake his head at the oddball, remembers seeing the guy riding around town from time to time in the same khaki camp shirt and matching shorts like it’s some kind of uniform.
“Son,” Joe tells him, biting his thumb nail.
“What’s your name?”
“Joe. Joseph Salas. What happened?”
Pop starts to speak, but tucks his chin in and goes silent again.
“Hit the gas instead of the brake. Lucky no one was hurt.”
“My father’s hurt.”
“Refused treatment, Mr. Salas. Signed a waiver.”
“Pop, why don’t you let ’em look at you?” Joe reaches up to peek under the gauze. Pop yanks his head away and pushes off Joe’s hand.
The cop nods as if Pop has confirmed his last statement, starts on the narrative for the report.
“Maybe the brakes are bad,” Joe adds.
“We thought of that. Fire Rescue guys tested them. Work fine,” the cop says, still writing. “Mr. Salas, are you aware of your father’s driving history?”
“Why?”
“Did you know about the five other accidents this year?”
“Five?” Joe turns to the Buick tucked in by crushed fruit.
The tow truck arrives with a beefy driver who’s on a first name basis with everyone on scene. Kicks two by fours and split plywood aside to check underneath the Buick.
“A rise in accidents is a symptom of a bigger problem. I’m going to require him to take a test, Mr. Salas. I also recommend he visit his doctor, see if anything might be going on no one is aware of yet. I suspect his insurance will increase after this one, considering the damage. Does he live with you?”
“No, no he doesn’t.”
Joe leaves it at that, hopes the cop won’t pry and ask why, say, ‘You don’t care for this old man?’ Then forced to dig into the past, twenty years of crap neither he nor his dad would want to dredge up.
“Anything besides that bike to get around on?” The cop hands Pop the ticket for his signature. Pop peels the gauze from his head, his hand shaking, takes the pen and scribbles on the line. A two-inch gash smiles from his forehead. Blood dries at the edges and over the top of his right eye.
“Just my bike,” Joe answers.
“Need to make arrangements to get him home then. His insurance has taken care of the rest. Looks like he’ll need a replacement radiator.”
Pop’s Buick is hooked and dragged out of the produce stand. Remains of the store sign collapse onto the parking lot. Undamaged fruit disappears as gawkers drift off.
Joe walks around the car thinking of who to call, doesn’t think the old man can manage on the back of his bike.
Broken grill pieces protrude from the Buick and a two by two impales the radiator. Dents in the hood, roof, and both front fenders. A wooden bench lies in splinters, the leg supports caught underneath the car frame dragging along unruly fruit that dislodges and makes a mad dash for the street.
It’s drizzling when Joe’s friend Betty shows up to take Pop home. Joe stands in the rain at the edge of the road and knows from this day forward his life will be changed. The cop told him that in so many words.
**2**
Joe has wanted to be an artist for as long as he can remember. Being an artist allows him to escape into a world he creates and controls, to color it in the vibrant hues lacking in his real life, and to gesso it over if the final product doesn’t meet his expectations. Living in canvas allows him to scream, silently. It shows in his work, emotionally dark behind vivid tropical colors that seem brazen lies, leaving the public with an uncomfortable sensation of foreboding. Critics call the work raw, too unorganized for commercial profit, mediocre at best.
Dusk, especially on the boardwalk by the lake, offers God’s artwork. Joe watches the radiant sunset, warmed by a red orange wash against his pale skin, yet he is filled with an overwhelming depression that not even the soul-calming spectacle can assuage. Easy to resent it, envy the careless grandeur, regret the talent he lacks, mourn even more his lack of inspiration.
Over the railing, Joe watches a dead catfish float among the water lilies, pale, gutted. Water birds hover over it for a moment, pass on it leaving it for nibbling small fish. Joe wonders if, hooked by a fisherman, it was tossed aside because it didn’t meet someone’s standards. Wonders if they’d considered the wastefulness, or reflected that fate had placed it, too, among living things.
Joe mounts his bike and pedals across Bay Street passing street tough locals on the sidewalk, careful not to look them in the eye. Uses peripheral vision to watch them until well out of reach. He’s always sensed that he offends people. Not so much from his character, but from his elusive, introverted demeanor. As if they think he can’t be trusted.
He leans his bike against the brick wall in an empty alley and collects discarded paper and cardboard boxes out of a commercial dumpster and piles them on the crud-encrusted asphalt. He retrieves his tattered work from the portfolio, lays them on the pile, lights a match, and flips it on top. The edges curl and smoke, orange red, eating away. Ash flakes blacken the air, drift to the rooflines.
Mourning the loss of his final sketch and the end of a promised art career from Lydia, Joe notices, even now, the way the colors play off each other. But like the work, the promise evaporates, replaced with bad news and no severance pay.
Six minutes destroys the work. Chunks of cooling ash disintegrate under his foot, smoke fills his lungs. The portfolio hangs gaping from his bike as if in the throes of its own silent scream.
**3**
Anthony “Pop” Salas’ place is in the Eustis city limits, a modest cement block home built in the 1950s, surrounded by newer homes feverishly constructed within the last ten years in a mixed neighborhood. Turned out a flood of tourists didn’t want to leave.
Homes are clustered together; Pop’s is on a cul-de-sac, his backyard fenced in with chain link, the far end dumping into natural wooded acreage with an artesian pond.
A lone dead pine towers above the tree line like a giant skeletonized scarecrow stripped of clothing.
Pop likes the view, feels the developers don’t know about it yet, but knows it’s a matter of time before bulldozers level the land and build half-million dollar estate homes four to an acre. Any hole filled with water is deemed lakefront, even if nothing more than an overrated retention pond.
For now, Pop has an unobstructed view of natural Florida, its subtle seasons and the varied wildlife that call it home.
At eighty, Pop starts his day at five sharp, never sleeps in, never travels, and never wants to be a bother. It takes longer now to dress himself. Arthritis seizes the joints under thin sun spotted skin draping his frail bones. He bends now slightly at the waist and shoulders. Movement’s slow, pain gauged by the failing ability to shuffle his bad right hip, stiff from a Korean war shrapnel wound. Friendly fire. Some days are better than others. Rainy days just miserable.
Despite these physical ailments, his tongue is opinionated, sharp. At times cantankerous. He’s relinquished his freedom to the Florida Department of Motor Vehicles with little fight. Nothing more than a muttered argument he didn’t want them to hear anyway.
Simply not lifting his leg to the brake had caused the accident. The muscle rebelled, froze, and he’d stared in horror as the Buick rolled onward. At the last minute the spasm subsided, and in panic, he’d jammed his foot on the accelerator instead of the brake. Damn! Citizens were glad to force one more geezer off the streets, didn’t care that he quietly mourned this final vestige of independence.
Days after the accident, in front of the mirror above the bureau, Pop tightens his leather belt, his left hand shaking from the ebb and flow of a tremor, a neurological problem, the prodrome of dementia. He pulls his false teeth out of the soaking glass, squirts on Denture Grip and sticks them in his mouth. Smacks his lips at his reflection. Minty fresh.
He brilliantines the small cowlick of hair that mutinies to a spike—a chronic scrimmage for the better part of seventy years—then pulls the dry bloody gauze off his forehead and inspects the head wound in the mirror. Seen worse. Goes into the bathroom, fashions a half-assed bandage out of toilet paper and sticks it on with Scotch Tape. Decides to skip the shave today. Pulls the sheet over the pillow and limps to the kitchen in his ratty slippers.
Fog drifts across the back yard, hovering just above the tops of the newly planted ligustrum hedges along the chain link to the shed at the corner, a scene from the kitchen window Pop looks forward to every morning. Most mornings the view is clear, but when the dew point is just right, moisture collects like a soft blanket shrouding all things beyond the walls.
He fills the thirty-year-old percolator with water from the tap, spoons in a chicory blend, and plugs it in. Taking two cups from the cabinet, he places them on the kitchen table along with a box of bran cereal, a half-gallon of skim milk, jar of prunes, and the Daily Herald. Takes his time getting into the chair.
Joe slithers in, hung over, eyes half shut.
“Jo Jo. Got coffee goin’ there.” Pop makes a stiff half turn as if the coffee pot will heave itself from the counter to the table. Freezes with his hand outstretched.
Joe waits, expecting Pop to say something else. “How’s your head there?”
“Not so bad.” Pop turns back to his cereal bowl and begins to eat. He unfolds the paper, section at a time, shaking his head now and then as if another truth has been confirmed in the editorial. Eyes to the paper he asks, “How’d you sleep?”
“You live with that dog long?”
Pop looks up, confused.
Joe rubs crust from his eyes, “Damn thing yapped all night.”
“Dee Dee, the big black girl next door. Her dog. Hear it more in the room you’re in. Advantages to a hearing aid. Sometimes turn it off at night. Don’t hear a damn thing.”
“I hear just fine.”
“Yeah, betcha do. I’ll talk to her, but don’t expect much. Not a friendly sort, that one. Give her lot of room. Why I put that big wood fence up on the side she’s on.” Pop crawls out of the chair, goes to the pot, and pours coffee into his cup. The cup clatters on the saucer as he carries it back to the table.
“Lived here long, the Dee Dee woman?” Joe pours a cup, the aroma taking him back decades in this very room.
“Year or so. Bought from old Elsie, remember her? Mom looked in on her every day. Had to go into a nursing home, no one to care for her after Mom passed. Dee Dee woman said the poor old thing left the place a mess. Lots of cats. Garbage and stuff stuck around like scabs. Want cereal?” Pop slurps milk from the spoon. A limp bran flake hangs from the stubble on his chin.
“No, not hungry.”
“That woman kick you out?”
Pop pushes the bowl away and starts on the prunes—sees the obvious disgust in Joe’s face.
“Not my favorite, either. Eat ’em last.”
“What woman?”
Pop screws up his face, stabs a prune. “Where you work!” Bites off half and prune juice trickles from the corner of his mouth. “Where you goin’ next? Jobs hard to find around here. You can forget that drawin’ crap and find a real job.”
Severed prune quivers on the fork.
“It is a real job. It was.”
“Whatcha do to get canned?”
“Bad customer relations.”
“Yeah?”
“I’ll find something. Shop says the car will be done in a day or so,” Joe says to change the subject. Stares out the kitchen window.
Movement through the fading mist along the edge of the pond catches his eye. A turkey vulture drifts in from out of the mist and lands at the pond’s grassy rim. He can see two of them now, black, stoic. Within seconds, a third circles the dead pine and lands on the broken stumps at the top.
“Big birds,” Joe mumbles.
“What’s that?”
Louder, Joe says, “The birds out there. Like they’re gathering for a meetin’.”
“What’s that?”
Pop turns stiffly in his chair and adjusts the hearing aid. Sees that whatever it is has Joe’s full attention. “Get all kinds. Not as many song birds as before. Not since that Dee Dee woman. Her dog chases ’em off. Not so many now.”
“You ever see the big ones down there, the vultures?”
“Them? Been comin’ round for years. Don’t bother anyone. Big story in the paper …last month I think. Roostin’ on folk’s houses, pool screens, shittin’ on everything. They say their shit’s like acid. Protected, the paper said. Can’t kill ’em.”
“You don’t say?”
“Yeah. That’s what it said.”
Pop gets up, places the coffee cup in the bowl and sets them in the sink. “Listen here JoJo, since you’re out of work and all, you can stay here ’till you get on your feet. Whenever you feel like it.” He squeezes dish soap in the rag and holds it under the faucet. The silence is long and uncomfortable, Joe staring out the window and Pop washing dishes.
“I’ll leave the pot. Get more coffee there when you want.”
Joe nods.
“You can even move those boxes in the room you’re in to the shed out there. Give you more space.”
“What’s in ’em?” Joe asks eyes still fixed on the window.
“Old crap. Just things I’ve been packin’ up. Too damn lazy to take it out. Do what you want. It’s all the same to me.”
A slight half turn, Joe starts another question, stops, lets it drop.
**4**
“Raisin Pie. In the army, that’s all you got. Little squares. They didn’t rot, you see. They’d come dried and stuck in boxes for months, but when we got ’em, they’d be gone in minutes.” Pop points a finger at the windshield, “If stored too long they’d get brick hard. You could break a tooth.” Taps the dash with a knuckle.
He stops talking, watches things out the window go by as the car moves through town, and suddenly as if he’d just remembered the rest of the story says, “But, it was better than sucking glue off paper.” Pop’s tongue rolls across his top denture. “Damned sticky things they were, too, raisin pie. Jammed in your teeth and we couldn’t brush. Not so much. Teeth’ed rot and get infected.
“Sittin’ in that damn foxhole, I seen other fellas do it, you know, take the bayonet off their rifle, jam it in the mouth, crack, pop, and out it come. Old rotten tooth. Good riddance. Some fellas passed out. We’d stick his bayonet back on his rifle and prop him up. Eventually he’d come to. Then another box of raisin pie’ed come along and be gone quick like the last. It was a helluva thing. Don’t like raisins much. Be okay to eat ’em now though ’cause I ain’t got any teeth left.” Pop clicks his dentures together.
Joe issues a grunt just to let Pop know he’s listening. Sort of. He’s heard the raisin pie story before, can recite it. When his Mom was alive, she’d interrupt Pop’s endless storytelling by asking a question and it always stopped him cold. Apparently early in their relationship she had discovered that little trick, but now she’s gone it just seems disrespectful to use it on him like that.
So, Joe nods, mumbles a yes now and then, thinking of anything but the army or raisin pie.
“You drive better. Remember when I took you out that first time and you, you were comin’ to that light and it turned yella? You panicked and were gonna’ brake but hit the gas instead? Flew through that intersection doin’ about forty, up on the shoulder and down the ditch we went.”
Pop’s thin lips peel around his false teeth.
“Predisposition,” Joe says pulling into the Walgreen’s. “Mom gave me lessons after that. Don’t remember you laughing about it then.”
“Yeah, well …” Pop drifts off, hands over a prescription. “Damn funny now.”
****
“Anywhere else?” Joe asks crawling back into the car.
“Publix might be good. Gettin’ low on grub.” Pop takes the bag from Joe’s hand and opens it, takes out the brown prescription bottle and pulls it close to his eyes. “This the right stuff?”
“It’s the right stuff, Pop.”
“They can mix it up on you, you know. Give you the wrong stuff or too much. Call it a clerical error. Next thing you know you’re face down in the toilet. Happened to Verge. Remember Verge?”
Joe works his way through the crowded parking lot. “Not really, Pop. It’s the right stuff.”
“They mixed it up on him and he starts shakin’ and gaggin’, floppin’ around like a fish and down he goes.”
Pop takes the lid off and picks out a pill, holds it up to his face.
“He die?” Joe asks.
“Naw, a few days in the hospital’s all. Killed on I-95,” Pop says dropping the pill back in the bottle.
“Because of the meds?”
“Car flew across the median. Hit him head on.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“He was an asshole. Insisted we all call him Colonel. I think he was just a lieutenant colonel. Can’t prove it,” Pop stares out the window. “Don’t suppose it matters now.”
“Don’t suppose it does.”
Pop leans into the windshield, “Get that space.”
“What space? Crowded here. Should a gone to the new one by Beall’s.”
“She’s comin’ out, just wait.”
“We’re blocking traffic, Pop. Pissin’ people off.”
“Horse shit, just wait.”
Horns start to beep behind them. Pop cusses an old lady out as if she can hear him. On the fourth horn beep Pop starts to open the door, gripping his walkin’ stick like a weapon.
Joe knows he’s going to step out and start yelling profanities to no one in particular, just anyone in the line of fire. To his relief the old lady pulls away and he tucks the car into the slot without further incident. It brings back memories of Pop swearing at traffic, or at neighbors he felt had wronged him in some trivial way. The embarrassment feels the same, the heat on the back of his neck, sweaty palms, knot in the gut.
“Tried to hit on her,” Pop announces as he pushes the door shut and steps into the lane blocking traffic again. Joe grabs his arm and ushers him closer to the rear of parked cars, forcing him to a stop before they cross in front of the Publix grocery.
“Who hit on her?”
“Verge. Mom told me about it.”
“When that happen?”
“After he died.” Pop grabs a shopping cart, throws his walkin’ stick in, and shoves the cart through the store as if he doesn’t care who’s in the way.
“He hit on her after he died?”
“No, Who-Ass. She told me about it after he died! Damn good thing. I’d a sent him home to glory early.”
Joe stands at the dairy counter, stunned. Pop hasn’t called him Who-Ass in thirty years.
****
Pop sits in his recliner reliving his war days, watching John Wayne blowing Japs out of bunkers on the Afternoon Theater.
Joe wanders from room to room, ghosts introduce themselves, memories blossom that he has been comfortable to let die on the vine.
Pop’s bedroom is exactly as it was two years ago. The same bedspread, same knickknacks peppered on the bedside tables, faint smell of menthol rub and Dial soap.
There’s a collection of containers on the bureau, some he can remember giving his Mom throughout the years. Cut glass perfume bottles, a hand carved wooden box he made in middle school—still filled with small jewelry. The tissue box, the prescription bottle for cholesterol, the brush and comb set handed down from her mother. All coated with a film of fine dust.
He picks up her perfume bottle and inhales, runs his fingers across the brush imbedded with strands of silver hair. He sets the bottle back and pulls open the top drawer where her clothing waits for her return, as do the clothes on her side of the closet, and the winter things stored under the bed.
Two years she’s been gone, but her things still wait.
In the bathroom, Joe finds her Skin-so-Soft bath oil, her toothbrush in the holder next to Pop’s, her half empty tube of toothpaste. She’d told him once that if you wanted to get along in a relationship, each should keep separate toothpaste. It was Crest for her, Colgate for him. “It keeps the peace,” she’d said.
Joe’s chest tightens, fills with pain, the things waiting, him waiting. Pride kept him from saying words while she was alive, words she needed to hear, words that would have made a difference. He tells her now from time to time in his head as if she might possess some supernatural power to hear his thoughts, wonders what she would have said.
It occurs to him what Pop’s life must be like living here without her, waiting, passing the time, leading a half life. Merely existing until together again. A daily routine with no passion, memories held so close they’ve become his life, not interested in new memories, the old ones sacrosanct, not to be defiled by actually living.
Joe sits on the edge of the bathtub and realizes Pop has never once complained, never uttered a bitter word about his loneliness. He must feel it, because just sitting among her things, Joe feels lonely. He feels lonely for Pop in a deep, painful way, as an outsider, an intruder to their sixty-three years of secret life. He senses the whole house has become hallowed ground and it’s he who’s unclean.
**5**
Three in the morning is a sacred hour. Not to the damned dog. It yaps at shadows, at possums that wander up from the pond hopeful for garbage or left out scraps then goes silent just long enough to allow Joe to fall back asleep. Starts yappin’ again as if it knows.
The barking incites dreams of his Mom, times and conversations he doesn’t consciously remember, places he’s never been, with vague silhouettes always watching, judging, whispering—
“This Atwater? Thought I was on Bay Street, but looking for Atwater. Jeez, I think I’m lost.” One way left, one way right, a siren in the distance. Joe’s Mom insisting, “Go on, Joe, you gotta find him.”
Lost his bike. Thought he was on it. He stands now in the middle of Bay Street under the school zone sign, yellow lights turn red, the siren getting louder, Joe hears his Mom yell, “You gotta find him, Joe. I think he’s hurt bad!”
Heart pounding, sweaty palms, Joe sees a guy standing in the medium holding a ‘will work for food’ sign. “You seen my Pop? He’s been in a car crash. Atwater they said. Can’t find it.”
“Moved Atwater,” Beggar says holding his sign. No one on the street. Not a soul.
“How can they move a street?”
“Dropped it at the end of Kurt Street. More room for the fruit.”
“That’s right!” Joe yells. Suddenly remembers Pop’s Buick plowed into a fruit stand. What he was told. “How far?”
“Can’t help you now. Gotta get these kids across the street.”
“What kids? They’re no damn kids. How do I get to Atwater?”
“Take the train.”
“What train? It that far? Told me he was just down the street. Could get there on my bike!”
“Don’t see no bike. Need help across the street?” Beggar asks, points towards the sound of an on-coming train with an orange in his hand. “Better go quick. You miss it, he’s dead!”
With each new awakening Joe’s reimmersion in sleep brings more frightening dreams, so by the first light of day they’ve burgeoned into sharp-edged nightmares.
Pop doesn’t say much at breakfast, senses the dark mood Joe’s brought to the table. After a few days of living together, a routine has developed. Joe has assimilated into Pop’s world, given up much of his own. Without work or art he doesn’t have much.
“Goin’ to Wal-Mart in a little, Pop.”
“Yeah? Whatcha gettin’?”
“Plastic containers. Thought I’d transfer the stuff from those old cardboard boxes into plastic ones. You know, the ones with the lock lids?”
“Yeah? Maybe you can buy you some new clothes while you’re at it.”
“What’s wrong with these?”
“That all you got?”
“No, but I like these.”
“Looks like you’re going on a safari. And what do you keep in the little pussy bags there?”
“Stuff is all. It bother you that much?”
“Yeah, sorta does. But do whatcha want.”
“Come along if you want. Leavin’ soon.”
Pop nods, throws his hand up as if to brush him out of the house. “Stories comin’ on. You go.”
Joe stands by the door watching the old man without his realizing he’s still there, watches him take the remote, pull it to his face, stick his thumb on the channel button, then point it at the TV.
The Guiding Light. Pop’s favorite. His Mom got the old man hooked on it after he retired from the insurance company. They’d talk about the characters as if they lived in the neighborhood, Pop remarking how much of a slut Reva was and how Josh could do better, Mom saying how Reva was really misunderstood which launched into an afternoon of who was in denial and who was better off. Joe smiles.
At the car, Joe sees the Dee Dee woman collecting her paper, the yappy dog at her heel. Not as small as it sounds through the fence, mid-sized Chow mix, black fur, lots of needle-sharp teeth. Bares them at him behind her back. The shrill yap seems to him to be caused by neutering, no more male hormones, just bitterness.
Dee Dee’s unfriendly, doesn’t engage in neighborly conversation. Almost as if she knows he hates her damned dog, can smell it on him.
Joe takes it all in, she in the muu muu housecoat wide open from the breast down, pedal pushers so tight her brown thighs rupture the seams, gut puddled around the waist band.
The sight antagonizes him. “You let that dog out all night? Why don’t you keep him in? Yaps and howls all night. No one can sleep.”
No comment from her end, just suspicion. She screws up her face, her thick lips pursed like a medieval gargoyle. At least in his mind.
He shudders as he backs out of the driveway, can feel her eyes on him until he’s safely out of sight.
****
The shed, weathered but with good bones, the lumber pressure treated, not the warped four by fours thrown on the discount pile back of the lumber yard. Not in this shed. Twenty years ago, Pop took great care to craft this project, hand-selecting each board, sighting to see if it was true, checking it for fractures and knotholes. More than a shed, it’s a warehouse harboring the Salas’ dying lives.
Spider webs hang thick across the shed door, a month-to-month rental turned yearly sub-lease. Eight-legged tenants sucking the life from unsuspecting insect visitors. Even tearing the anchor lines from the webs doesn’t faze them, and not until the web shrinks away do they defiantly move on. Joe shakes the lock, coaxing the key into the rusted channel.
Mildew and used motor oil stench fill his nose in total darkness. He flips on the light with his elbow, sees there’s nowhere to set the box and drops it at his feet. Joe can see the shed needs reorganization, a hardy pitch session for decades’ worth of accumulated crap.
Partially decomposed cardboard boxes stacked to his left absorb spilled Havoline forty weight motor oil and a half empty bottle of Malathion that makes the room reek. It seems to affect insects seeking cover in the dark—dead cockroaches on their backs, legs tucked in, silverfish, centipedes—all waiting for Mr. Shop Vac.
He finds a wooden footlocker, army green, faded shipping addresses stenciled across the lid stored under the workbench, no lock, no interest in years. Pop doesn’t come in here much anymore. Too much stuff overwhelms the room. Open the door, find a spot, shove stuff in, close the door quick. Who cares what lives in there? Whoever it is can eat the shit up, just don’t show itself.
Joe’s history, too, is dying in here. Neglected battered toys, games with missing pieces, the baseball equipment Pop bought hoping—another reminder of failure and disappointment covered now in gray mold.
Sports wasn’t in Joe no matter how hard Pop tried to convince him otherwise. He wanted to draw, hated the running, sliding, pain. The ball slamming into his glove hurt his hand. And when the pitcher landed a fast ball in Joe’s gut that was the last straw. After that, he refused to touch a ball of any kind. Ever.
Pop didn’t speak to him for days—called him “pussy boy.” His mom ended that, told Pop to keep his name-calling to himself. The term Who-Ass was coined soon after. Shit head was ruled out. Had to call him something. Joe just didn’t seem appropriate for the way he felt about the kid, needed to let him know where he stood. At first Joe didn’t understand what Who-Ass meant, but soon just the tone and the way it was said let him know it was derogatory. Not a joke slap on the back and laugh sort of thing. It was used to remind him of his failings, the stupid Who-Ass label as if tattooed on his forehead—just in case he wasn’t sure.
****
A rat scurries under the workbench thumping and knocking paint cans together. Joe thinks he remembers seeing a rat trap under the kitchen sink.
Black trash bags pile up on the curb, filled with empty spray cans, split water hose, broken tire gauge, moldy clothes, ancient Christmas decorations, and an assortment of the mercifully unidentifiable.
One very large rat is stuck to a yellow sticky trap bought at the Winn Dixie, eyes glazed over, bloody foot half eaten off.
Three hours of cleanout leaves the shed with a nice open space, the bench empty, waiting for a project, the cutting tools arranged on pegboard above it, pruning saws, loppers, shears, and a surprisingly sharp machete. Screwdrivers find a home in the toolbox underneath and there’s even a nice utility sink to wash up after. That seems to be where the rat lived, its nest compiled from scraps of fabric, fiberglass insulation, and dried leaves from Pop’s garden. Now dumped on top of the corpse.
Across the yard, Joe drags the last garbage bag, the one that holds most of his childhood toys, grade school diplomas, report cards, certificates of award from elementary school. God knows why his Mom kept those. Every kid got one. He was nothing special. And early drawings—she’d appreciated them. Seemed to at the time.
A shadow the size of a small plane passes over the yard. Joe ducks, looks up as a turkey vulture sweeps just over the tree line, flaps its wings to gain altitude and makes another swing over the house.
Stepping from the side yard to the front, Joe is startled by two vultures less than twenty feet from where he’s standing. The bag in his hand drops at his feet. Can’t concentrate and hold on to it. Two vultures fight over the contents of an open garbage bag at the curb.
One vulture pulls something away from the bag and hops across the sidewalk with it. From where Joe stands, it appears to be the rat still stuck to the yellow sticky pad, black feathers now added to it. The second vulture hops after the first, a flurry of black feathers, hissing, aggravated, pissing on the sidewalk. The rat is severed, only the top half still attached to the adhesive pad.
Dee Dee’s front door opens and her dog flies out in a whirl of black fur, teeth, and spit. Dee Dee clutches the doorframe, screaming in a voice that rivals the dog’s, bolts from the porch, hair curlers flying, fat rolls undulating, losing a pink mule on the top step. Stops dead the moment she realizes she’s way too close to the action. It’s the first time she’s ever been struck speechless.
Vulture One takes to the air having swallowed its half of the spoils, wingspread stretching from what seems one side of the road to the other, barely clearing the body shop on the next street over.
Dee Dee Dog makes contact with the second bird just below the right wing, vulnerable, the sticky pad stuck on its bill, but now forced to defend itself. With a leap, it spins and becomes all outstretched wings, backing up, hissing, and in one fluid motion, pukes the remains of road kill eaten off Orange Avenue.
Dee Dee Dog stops barking, stops growling, inspects the regurgitated gift leaving just enough time for Vulture Two to take flight, sticky pad and all.
Dee Dee swings around at Joe, coiled hair spiking straight up, one curler still attached and hanging over her right eye. She glances down at the dog, sweeps it up in her arms and stumbles back into the house.
****
On a piling near shore, a great blue heron perches motionless in silhouette like a fugitive lawn ornament.
Three or four people fish at the edge of the boardwalk, bait buckets at their feet, poles over the calm water, concrete walkway stained with fish blood.
Tourists stroll around taking in the view and then get reeled in by wisps of charbroiled smoke from the shore’s Gator’s restaurant.
Joe hops off his bike and leans it against the railing. Betty stands in her usual spot with a fishing pole in her hands, two more poles attached to the railing with clamps, line slackened by floating bobbers. Three small fish swim in the bucket. Almost enough for a meal.
He can always spot her, cigarette hanging from the side of her mouth, squinting from the smoke’s sting. Hard looking for someone in her late forties, trauma in her eyes, experiences that can’t be buried deep enough. Hispanic women, he thinks, should age better than that, but not her. Skin’s like leather. Ten or twenty years from now she’ll be laid up in an ICU hooked to a respirator praying to die. That’s what he said to convince her to stop smoking, alarmed by the change in her looks in just the past year.
Two years in state prison didn’t help her looks none, either. Cancer maybe. Doesn’t bring it up, wouldn’t want to scare her with the suggestion of it. He’d noticed the cough. She smokes as if it’s salvation and drinks to smooth the edges. Joe doesn’t mind the drinking part. To stop her means so would he. He’s lightened up on the smoking issue. It pisses her off every time he brings it up, and lately it’s gotten between them. For him … stopping …well, giving up one more thing important in his life is out of the question.
He stands unnoticed watching her pile her lifeless hennaed hair on top of her head and secure it with a hair clip. A style she’s worn since high school.
The pole tugs at the railing bringing a moderately cheap thrill. Betty reels fast before a bigger fish eats her catch. The blue heron tilts its head, eyeing with interest as Betty pulls the line out of the water and clutches a sad flat excuse of a fish, gasping, resigned.
“What you got?” Joe leans over and looks in the bucket.
“What do they look like?”
“Ugly. Should you be eatin’ those?”
“Crappies.”
“Then why eat ’em if they taste crappy?”
“They’re called CRAPPIES! Don’t taste crappy.”
“Fine, eat what you want. Don’t know why you can’t buy ’em from the store.”
“They’re free. And I always eat. Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s impolite to look in someone’s bucket?”
Joe leans on the railing, staring into the water. His reflection ripples on the surface. “You just made that up.”
“No I didn’t. Old fisherman’s rule. Keep your nose out of another’s bucket. How’s Pop?” Betty unhooks the fish and drops it in the bucket. She squints at Joe to catch him in a lie.
“Better. Doesn’t say much.”
“They take his license?”
“Yeah. They won’t give it back,” Joe says gazing in the water.
“How’s he getting around?”
“I take him.”
Betty wipes her fish hands on her black spandex shorts and bends over to collect the tackle box, her breasts just shy of falling out of the blue print halter-top, the left nipple playing peek-a-boo.
A tattoo stands out on her fleshy right shoulder, a rose with a single drop of blood falling from the petal, the name “Jamie” beneath. Prison ink tattoos on each knuckle, love on one hand, hate on the other. Joe thinks they’re cool. He shares a similar single life, on the edge—familiar failures, never a success. He tries not to stare at the peek-a-boo nipple. Does anyway.
“You’re takin’ care of him? How’d that happen?” she asks shaking her head. “Man, can’t see that happening for the long haul. Few weeks you’ll kill each other.”
“He needs me. No one to help him out now. Gettin’ old, Betty.”
Gathering the poles, Betty steps into her green Dollar Store flip-flops, “Who? You or him?”
“Lonely I think, with Mom gone. Hasn’t changed a damn thing in two years.”
“What, you mean the house?”
Joe picks up the bucket of fish and walks off the boardwalk with Betty on his heels. “I mean it’s like she never died. All her stuff in the house, her clothes, personal stuff like that. Even the damn toothbrush.”
“Well, he doesn’t want to let her go.”
“Never will from what I see.”
Betty stops, gives him an all too familiar expression that says he’s a dumb-ass and should know it. “No, don’t think he will. Some losses never fade.” Betty’s trauma swells to the surface as if a memory’s replaying in vivid color.
He can’t look at her. He’s sorry he’s wiped her nose in it again. “I get that. It must make it worse having the stuff layin’ around like that, always reminding him. I’m not criticizing,” Joe says.
“Maybe for him it’s comfort. Eases the loneliness. Memories are all we’re left with in the end anyway.” Betty says it with a PhD on the subject of memories.
Joe hands her the bucket and pulls the bike away from the railing. Coming here’s a bad idea, putting this in front of her. Him forgetting. “Sorry I brought it up.”
“Ricky’s probation officer came by today,” she says adjusting her top.
Stopping his momentum, Joe says, “What he want?”
“Paroling him out. Wanted to give me a heads up.”
“He comin’ back here, you think?” He can see it scares her.
She shrugs, afraid to explore the possibilities. “What about your art, Joe?”
“What?”
Betty collects her gear, checks the fish in the bucket, debating on whether to take them home after all. “You gonna take the art somewhere else?”
“Don’t want to talk about it. Folks want the stick figures in primary colors. Artistically, I’m a dinosaur. Not that important anymore.”
“Bullshit my friend,” she says. “That’s been your dream since ninth grade.”
“Not workin’ out. Like everything else.”
“Stop the pity party. You got the talent. No one can take it away.”
“Anyway, I gotta take Pop up to the VA hospital tomorrow. Catch you later, Betty girl.”
Joe pauses for traffic at the edge of the road, crosses Bay and disappears behind Badcock’s furniture store.
Betty stands with the bucket in her hand, watching intently until he disappears from sight. Maybe she should tell him the secret she’s been keeping all these years. And that makes her think of Ricky who’s coming home. Better not tell. Not yet.
**6**
Sterile white block walls, polished tile, utility fixtures, not homey, not decorated, metal chairs in the waiting room, no magazines. No smoking, no singing, no loud talking, cough in your sleeve, please.
Three doors down, Pop lies in a ward shared with three other vets, all in various stages of dying. Pop calls it the dying room. He meets guys here at the VA while waiting for tests and never sees them again. Joe can’t convince him they’ve moved on, gotten better, didn’t need the room anymore.
“You always need the room. Once you check in, it’s a matter of time before they take you to the basement,” Pop warns.
“Are no basements,” Joe tells him.
“Somewhere in this building they take your dead ass to a cold room and that’s where you’re processed. Like Soylent Green.”
“Soylent Green?”
“That seventies Charleston Heston movie. Starvin’ over-populated world. Folks volunteer to watch a movie of what nature used to be like before it was wiped out, then get shipped off. Edward G. Robinson’s in it. You remember. They have to eat little green squares of human processin’.”
“They don’t process the dead, Pop. They don’t eat ’em, either.”
“Then where are they? In Spam cans or little green squares,” Pop says.
“They’re just out, livin’ on the golf course, gettin’ jiggy at the retirement home. I don’t know pop, quit thinkin’ the worst.”
“Yeah, well, sit your ass in here long enough and just wait. You’ll find out. Just wait. Don’t the Hawaiians got an appetite for Spam?”
Exasperated, Joe shuts up, knows the fight will raise Pop’s blood pressure and keep him here longer. Each time Pop needs tests it becomes more and more difficult to get him to go. Each time he does, he seems frailer, more frightened. When pinned down for a reason, he evades and shuts down. Come to think of it, the old dude by the door never did come back after his test. Joe keeps it to himself, gets up and points at the TV. “Got the clicker there. Goin’ down stairs for a coffee. Get you one?”
Pop waves him off. “You go.”
Joe holds his palm up, glad to go despite the guilt of leaving the old man alone. Wonders how he gets along, what goes on in his head.
Pop takes count of his mates, the room silent other than the constant beeping of patients’ monitors. Seventy year old Ted Something from Ohio is next to the window, shoved full of tubes, plastic bags hanging on both sides dripping into his veins. Pop thinks the old guy needs more than tests. Looks like he’s dying. Wonders if they’ve shown the old dude the Movie yet.
He has weird thoughts like, do people from other states taste different—if you had to eat one?
Sammy across the room has dementia, asks the same damn question over and over ever since he checked in, “Who are you?” After the first half hour of answering, Pop just clams up. And it seems Sammy just forgets anyone’s there and falls asleep. None of them ever have visitors, makes the whole thing worse.
Pop takes the remote and switches on the TV, surfs the channels at random. Suddenly fear grips him like a great bird of prey, followed by loneliness so deep that death has no ransom over him.
Joe’s been gone too long, maybe gotten nosey and stumbled in on the “processing” and become part of tomorrow’s lunch special. Pop stews in anxiety until Joe finally walks through the door with his paper cup, and Pop hits the channel button pretending to be interested in whatever is on the screen.
“Whatcha watchin’ Pop?” Joe sets the coffee on Pop’s tray, pulls a chair closer to the bed and sits down.
“Nothin’ much.”
“When did you start watchin’ TV preachers?”
“Benny Hinn,” Pop says, relieved he can remember the name after all this time. Mom would watch, suckin’ air when people fell out on the floor, awed at such profound wonders.
“Gave someone a palm spike to the forehead,” he tells Joe. “This guy here, some sort of brain thing goin’ on. Palm spiked him so hard I think he knocked the guy out!”
“Thought that was supposed to be the Holy Spirit workin’?” Joe ventures.
Pop shakes his head and waves the remote in the air, “Naw, knocked him out cold. He’ll come to in a minute and old Benny’ll tell him he’s cured, the headache’s from the power of the Lord. Hallelujah. You watch.”
Joe takes the remote out of his hand and surfs through a half dozen channels, settling on a basketball game. Sammy groans from across the room and yells, “Get that pussy moving!” and goes silent again.
They both watch him. “Dude’s not right in the head, is he?” Joe says it more as a statement, doesn’t expect Pop to give an answer or know what the old guy’s screaming about.
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