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Introduction
Alaska - turn a corner and very soon human beings are
an afterthought deﬁned in very harsh ways by geography.
Second chances are hard to come by; nature doesn’t even
know who a person is, let alone care, yet second chances
are one of the very reasons many people come north, one of
the many contradictions. Southeast Alaska is approximately
the size of Florida, an archipelago of thousands of miles of
coastline and islands. People can lose themselves there in
those backwaters if they want to, they can be free from the
constraints of civilization as long as they are very careful
and listen to the weather reports. Alaska has a price.
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Going South

U

nited States Coast Pilot-Paciﬁc Coast Alaska: Dixon
Entrance to Cape Spencer-22nd edition, is one of a series
of nine nautical books that cover a wide variety of
information that is important to navigators. It says on page
120, paragraph 422, “Vixen Harbor, 0.8 mile E of Union
Point, is about 0.4 mile long, with an even sand and mud
bottom and an average depth of 4 ½ fathoms. The entrance
channel, about 100 yards wide, has depths of only 2 fathoms.
In entering proceed carefully to the N of the small island at
the entrance.”
On the northwest side of the entrance to the harbor, a
ﬁnger of land runs due east until it slowly disappears into
the waters of Ernest Sound. As it runs out from the trees,
about halfway, the blueberry bushes and alder trees give
way to patches of eel grass, then to gravel and rocks. Finally,
the boulders at the water’s edge give way to slick brown
beds of kelp. When the salmon are running, seals will bob
their heads up next to the kelp beds, getting gulps of air,
maneuvering for a dash out of the cover of the kelp at their
next meal.
On that ﬁnger of land where the inner harbor begins to
open into a pocket, on a patch of white gravel surrounded
by eelgrass, a woman sits on a green army surplus dufﬂe bag
3
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staring at the water. The ﬂood tide is slowly creeping up the
beach. The patch of gravel is dry. It holds the leading edge of
the water, rolling it under slightly, making it stand up, and
giving it a rounded look. The dry gravel resists but the tide
is relentless. The woman is lean with stringy muscles that
stand out on her forearms and the veins on her arms stand
up ﬁrm as if they were chiseled there. She is bone-tired. She
is lost in thoughts that run together and compete with each
other for her full attention. She has a hard time holding on
to each thought long enough to give it proper consideration
before another slips through her shield of concentration,
presenting itself with all of its possibilities. Like the seal
darting out of the kelp beds, her mind keeps darting off in
different directions.
She shifts her weight on the sea bag but does it carefully,
somehow thinking that any undue movement might attract
his attention. She doesn’t want him to come to her; she
doesn’t want to give any vague excuses to talk because there
is always the possibility she will stay. God damn it anyhow!
The ﬁrst long shadows of evening at her back start
moving away from the tree line that is some two hundred
yards away. She tries again to watch the tide wash over
the gravel as if it might become some sort of meditation
allowing her to deal with her thoughts. That’s right, I’ll start
there. I’ll try again with the tide. It is a transient hope. After
watching the water cover a section of the quartz gravel she
thinks, The job I had in Kirkland at Salty’s restaurant was
a good job, the tips were almost as much as my salary - nice
people to work for, good crew. He is going to need to check the
bilge pump. I’ll bet it blew a fuse last night trying to pump all
of that water - too tired to wake up - hope I don’t have to spend
the night here - I’ll sleep in the damn bushes before I go back
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to that boat. “Friction, viscosity?” She says these last words
aloud and the sound of her own voice makes her jump. She
guesses if she did have to spend the night on the beach it
wouldn’t matter much, one more day in all the other days.
Two or maybe three hundred yards behind her, towards
the back of the harbor is an old wooden, double-ended
ﬁshing boat built in the 1920’s. It is rigged for salmon
trolling, its thirty-foot-long, wooden trolling poles are askew
at odd angles and the stern rests on land, far above the water
so the cockpit and power gurdies* are partially covered by
the branches of a large hemlock tree. The bow lies straight
down the beach toward the water and the boat rests on its
starboard side. Several of the twenty-pound trolling weights
that had been on deck are now resting in the scuppers
inside the starboard rail. They are caught between the ribs
forming the framing for the gunwale as they came through
the deck. The incoming tide is just beginning to creep up
the bow stem. Several small trees near the boat have been
cut with a chainsaw and the lightness of the stumps stands
out among the grays and greens; they look as if they don’t
belong. The trunks are bucked up into short lengths and
are lying next to the boat on the beach. They are ready
to use to prop the boat upright when it is ﬂoated by the
incoming tide.
A line runs at an oblique angle from the mast to a
large cedar tree to which a come-along has been attached.
Another line runs through a scupper on the starboard rail.
A long limb has been tied to that line and lay parallel to the
rail so that any tension on it will be distributed along the
full length of the limb. A third line runs from the anchor
windlass down the beach toward the woman.
A man dressed in a wool sweater and green rain gear
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holds the end of that line. All the distinguishing features of
his face are covered with bushy hair and a beard, except for
his eyes which are dark and darting. He loops the line in
large half- hitches around a rock and when that’s done, he
walks to the boat, ties an eye in the line, and threads the
free end through it, then pulls, taking all of the slack out
of the standing line. When all is secure he turns and looks
at the woman sitting isolated near the water’s edge. Steam
rises from his head and his arms make wispy clouds that
quickly disappear in the air. He judges the distance to her,
shakes his head, and thinks, It doesn’t really matter how far
it is and it might as well be a hundred miles away. He turns
and walks back to the edge of the woods.
In a few minutes the sound of the chainsaw comes
rattling out of the trees and rolls over the water. The woman
doesn’t turn and look even though the sound is sudden
and startling in the miles of silence; she just hunches
her shoulders forward as if she is protecting herself from
something. Then she looks up at the expanse outside of
the harbor and again at those things that are right there,
before her. How did I get here? She looks around again as if
she expects an answer, there isn’t any, but she still hopes
to ﬁnd the end of the path that led to this so she can
begin backtracking and ﬁnd her way out. She holds her
head in one hand; her thoughts are still coming in bits
and pieces. Was it yesterday they had been in Petersburg or
the day before? When was it she had begun to wonder? All of
her small thoughts and everyday decisions begin to circle
her and stay out beyond arm’s length, just out of reach. She
looks at the patch of white gravel; the tide has now covered
it and is moving toward her feet. I am so tired. Looking back
at the boat she says, “I wonder if I have been very honest
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with myself.”
She stirs at the sound of an airplane’s engine, the noise
of the chainsaw stops, and the man walks out of the trees.
He looks up with his hand held out, shading his eyes
from the glare, locates the plane, and then walks slowly
down to stand by the beached boat. Her joints are stiff and
unyielding; it takes her a moment to get things going. Only
then does it occur to her that she’s been sitting there since
ﬁrst light. She stands slowly and stretches.
The plane ﬁnishes its downwind leg, banks into a turn,
drops over a far line of trees, then ﬂares out and lands in the
remaining few hundred feet, skimming on the ﬂat smooth
surface. It begins taxiing towards the beached boat.
The woman walks toward it and motions with her arm
for it to come to her and not the boat. She wants to make
sure the pilot knows she is the one to be picked up. The
plane veers toward her, the pilot opens the door, leans out
with his feet still on the rudder pedals, and strains to see
over the nose of the plane. After he shuts down the engine,
he backs the pontoons onto the beach with a canoe paddle.
She walks down the beach and hands him her dufﬂe bag.
He nods toward the boat, “What happened?”
“Lost our anchor in that storm last night.” She stands
with one hand on a wing strut while the pilot stores the bag
in the belly pan; she hands him her rain gear as well. Then,
almost as an afterthought, she dips her rubber boots in the
water, one-by-one on either side of the ﬂoat to clean them.
The pilot stands facing her on the ﬂoat, “Could he use
some help?”
She looks at him for a moment with her head cocked to
one side. “Well, I think so.” She goes on, gesturing toward
the careened boat and at the man who is now steadily
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ratcheting on the come-along, putting tension on the mast.
“What do you see there?” There is an edge to her voice.
The pilot shrugs and looks away, he can now see that his
question is much more complicated than he intended. He
also sees that she is angry, tired, and hurt.
She won’t let it go, “What do you see there?”
“Listen, I didn’t mean anything by the question. I just
wanted to know if he needed any help.”
She looks directly at the pilot, “What you see there is an
old wooden boat lying on its side that has been in need of
major repairs for God knows how long. On the starboard
side of the hull there are two or maybe three broken ribs. I
expect that now the starboard planking is so racked that it
won’t hold caulking over a season and maybe not that long
if you got in some tough weather. But when he gets back
to town, he will cork the seams, smear some concrete on
them, to hold it in there, and try and get another season
out of it.”
The incoming tide lifts the plane from the beach and it
begins to drift away.
“And the broken ribs? He took two two-by-fours from
the framing on the cockpit cover, nailed them across ﬁve
ribs, including the broken ones, nailed them down tight.
His hammer wasn’t big enough to suck the broken ribs back
into alignment so he scrounged up a big boulder from the
beach and beat them back into place.”
“That’s a good idea.”
“Yes, that is a good idea, but it would have been a better
idea if he had remembered to trim ten feet off the anchor
cable every year or so. That way it wouldn’t corrode and
part in a storm and then you wouldn’t need to have any
good ideas about hammering your boat together. I am tired
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of good ideas.”
“Oh.”
The plane catches just a hint of a breeze and begins to
move ever so slowly toward the beached boat.
“If he gets back to town in one piece, and if the caulking
holds, and if the nailed-together ribs hold, he could get
three seasons out of it without a major reﬁt. Don’t you think
that’s a good idea?”
The pilot looks away and shrugs his shoulders.
The man at the boat moves down to the large rock to
adjust the half-hitches and to take more slack out of the line.
He is more animated now; the tide is coming in, moving up
the bow stem, the bow is beginning to ﬂoat. He hurries to
look in the hold to see how much water is coming through
the seams, then runs quickly back to the come-along.
The woman is watching the pilot closely as he follows
the man’s movements; she can see what he is thinking. “Go
ahead and ask him if he needs any help.”
“We had better get going lady, the plane is moving.”
“Don’t you think leaving is a good idea?”
The plane drifts on and is now just a few yards off the
beach where the boat lay. The man comes down the beach
to stand nervously next to the water. He faces the plane,
thinking there must be some difﬁculty. He continues to
glance over his shoulder and waits impatiently for a response
to his presence.
The woman is still looking directly at the pilot; she
leans near his face and speaks softly. “Ask him if he needs
any help.”
The pilot gives up all hope of getting out of this mess
easily. As he looks at the woman with resignation, he asks,
“Could you use some help?”
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“Thanks for the offer, but I think I have her ﬁgured
out.”
“You sure?”
“Yep, pretty sure.”
“Okay.”
The pilot still looks at the woman, trying to catch some
indication that he has pursued the conversation far enough
to satisfy her. Just enough to keep her calm. It’s forty minutes
back to town and that is all he needs, darkness is coming.
The man on the beach watches the woman closely now
but she acknowledges nothing. After a moment, he walks
back to the boat.
The woman becomes increasingly less guarded as the
distance between them increases; the tension visibly slips
from her. Momentarily she looks disheveled and, for the ﬁrst
time, there is tenderness at the edge of her eyes. “Okay, let’s
get out of here.”
The plane coughs, then starts, as it lifts from the water and
banks toward Clarence Straits. The pilot glances over to see if
she takes one last look at where she had been; everyone takes
one last look. She looks the opposite direction. They ride in
silence and the pilot is glad. He will be able to see the edges
of Ketchikan soon and all he wants is to get back to town
before dark. He looks for the ﬁrst time at her hands as they
lay in her lap. They are large hands for a woman, rawboned,
red, and swollen. She begins to talk again; he slides the right
earpiece of his headphone set from his ear to show her he
is listening. Her voice is worn and threadbare, she begins to
ramble. She reminds the pilot of prospectors he has picked
up after months in the wilderness, distant and wary, but still
wanting to hear a voice even if it is their own.
“Do you know how many cohos I can clean in a long
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day, that is, if I work most of the night?”
Don’t say anything, just let her talk, he thinks. He can see
Ship Island in the distance; he strains to see if any weather
has moved in on the south end during the day.
“How long do you think a person can go without sleep
or on just a couple of hours a day?”
The pilot adjusts his headset and shrugs again.
“No, the real question is how long can you just patch
things up? How many broken ribs can you ﬁx with used
two-by-fours? How many seams can you patch with concrete
and caulking hoping to get by a couple of more seasons?
How many times can you talk about how things are going
to be different when you really know they never will be?
You know, next year . . . Make love in a bunk that is next
to a 671 GMC diesel that smells like oil and exhaust. Just a
ﬂoat house - a bathtub for Christ’s sake.”
The pilot drops the plane to just above the water, he
doesn’t need to, but thinks it might be a distraction, but
it isn’t. The plane is just a speck in the landscape, hardly
visible, buzzing like a small insect.
She is silent for a moment. “I am tired and have been
patched together just like that boat.”
“We are about there.”
“Oh.” She looks up and watches the houses on the edge
of town ﬂicker by.
“You know when you asked him if he needed any
help?”
“Yes.”
“And he said, ‘I think I have got her ﬁgured out.’”
“Yes.”
“Did you think he was talking about the boat?”
“Yes, I did.”
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“So did I.”
When they land and tie the plane to the ﬂoat, she takes
her gear and says, “How much?”
“Two hundred and sixty dollars.”
She takes out a roll of hundred dollar bills from her
front pocket and gives him three. “That’s close enough and
worth every penny.” She puts her dufﬂe bag on her shoulder
and instinctively looks at the sky in the southeast, where all
of the bad weather starts.
The pilot calls after her as she walks up the ramp, “Where
are you headed?”
“South!” she yells over her shoulder.
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