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1. Pie
My mother bakes pies for the Clearwater Café.  Three dollars a pie, five pies a day, two days a week. She does this because it is winter, and because my father, a lumberjack, will be laid off until spring.  The tall, young cedar he harvests for poles become too brittle in sub-zero weather to withstand the felling.  They “snap like toothpicks,” he says, and I remember the neighbor girl’s arm, snapped just so.

I miss his comings home, the in-rush of dusky air, the diesel scent and sharp smell of yew sap.  The way he kisses my mother on the lips, once, twice, three times.  He sleeps until noon, but she rises before dawn, sets the oven, dusts the counter with a fine sift of flour.  Today is lemon meringue, chocolate, banana, coconut cream—pudding pies, winter pies, not dependent on summer’s fresh fruit.  The huckleberries we picked in August remain untouched in the freezer.  Small and precious, impossible to cultivate, they are saved for family, for February when we might die for a taste of summer, for July when we know, finally, that the picking month is upon us, and we can let go our last reserve.  Through the dead winter, they remain swaddled—double-bagged, triple-wrapped--their pungent perfume enough to taint the backstraps of venison, the trout in their currents of blue ice.

Crisco scalloped from its can, dough slapped and rounded, rolled to a disk, folded half and quarter, trimmed and finger-thumb fluted, pricked against shrinkage, baked golden. With her husband out of work, she sees it as necessity, this labor of scalding, thickening, whipping the whites to stiff peaks.  My mother believes in the silence and submission of her sex, her place at home.  In our shotgun shack miles from town, surrounded by tamarack and lodgepole, she keeps my father’s shirts chastely ironed, his canvas pants modestly patched and creased.  She does not shear her hair or wear makeup to beg the attention of other men.  She does not sin, except, perhaps, in the making of these pies, which she slides into the crate’s dark interior before waking my brother and me for school.

Snow bows the tips of hemlock, slides from the down-turned branches of fir, from the tin roof warming.  Drifts pile higher against clapboard.  The pies ride warm between us in the Chevy’s backseat as our mother makes a first attempt at up the long driveway, the steep chute of ice to the road.  “Hold them,” she instructs.  “Don’t let them ruin.”  My brother and I steady the crate as the car slides back to its point of repose, and we begin another run.

All the long way into town, our bellies full of egg yolk sopped with toast, we breathe in the sugary steam.  At the café, we wait as our mother hauls the pies to the door, hesitates a moment at her reflection in the glass, touches the apple of each cheek, disappears inside, where the men sitting at the counter wear Filson wool, green flannel, calked boots.  Like our father, they are sawyers, loaders, limbers, swampers.  They are Swanson and Tundevold and Larrabee.  They are missing an eye, an ear, an arm, a half-dozen fingers between them.  When our mother returns, the crate is empty, her face flushed.  She tucks a few bills into her wallet, says, “That’ll get us a little farther.”

When, at school, I open my lunch pail, I find a peanut butter sandwich, a Thermos of hot chocolate, a tinfoil packet I unfold with great care.  Inside, the scraps of her making, dusted with cinnamon and sugar, miraculously whole.  These, I do not share.  I lick the foil clean.

2. Tupperware

I am fourteen, the youngest of women gathered in Spokane, Washington, for the regional Tupperware convention.  We sit in folding chairs at the center of the banquet room, surrounded by new products in Harvest Gold and Avocado Green skillfully stacked and balanced:  celery crispers, ice cream savers, lettuce keepers, bread safes, Jell-o molds.  All with a lifetime guarantee.

It is 1972, and my family has left the logging camps, moved to the small city of Lewiston, Idaho.  After a year of savage rebellion--fragrant baggies of marijuana, black lights, Hot Pink posters, boys with Electric Blue eyes--I have been sent north to live with the preacher’s clan in hopes I will straighten-out, come back to the fold.

As we sing the Tupperware song (“You can’t beat it, don’t you try!  It’s the best that you can buy!”), we clap and harmonize as we do at Revival meetings, except no one is slain by the Spirit, none cries out in the tongues of angels.  Instead, we are brought to a pitch of high keening by the nation’s top saleswoman, who paces the platform, provokes us into liturgical response:  “WHO’s going to book one hundred parties?”  “WE are!”  “WHO’s going to earn a trip to Disneyland?”  “WE are!”

Back at the parsonage, I fill out invitations and mail them to the few young women who attend our small church.  I help unload the blue plastic suitcase, nest an attractive display, serve coffee and squares of spice cake iced with creamy frosting.  I give my first demonstration, two thumbs running the rim of a mixing bowl, pulling back the tab, burping out the air, snapping the seal shut, sealing freshness in.

When, twenty-five years later, a friend asks, “What is it about fundamentalist women and Tupperware?” I laugh.  Imagine some reason to dress-up, go out, get away--and not on Sunday.  The cake spiked with cardamom.  The prizes at the door.

That secret whisper of air.

3. Dirt

A year of waiting tables at Lewiston’s first and only disco.  Black polyester skirt, dancer’s leotard, three-inch-heels, four p.m. to two a.m., then an hour to close down, clean up, drink the bartender’s mistakes, smoke without interruption.  Up at seven to make my college classes.  My mother and father disapprove from a distance—a few miles, a chasm between us.

Exhausted, my grades wrecked, my financial aid in jeopardy, I say goodbye to twenty-dollar-a-night tips, put an ad in the paper:  “College student desires housecleaning jobs.  Reasonable.”

The surgeon’s wife, the dentist’s, the wife of the supervisor at the mill:  they need their houses clean.  They have five bedrooms, four baths, a hot tub.  Single-malt scotch, and vodka in the freezer.  They have five thousand Legos scattered across the carpet, Miniature Pinschers that crap behind the couch, a closet full of Debate trophies, letter jackets, pom-poms.  Cleaning out drawers, I find a yellowing suicide note framed in gold, the newspaper clues laminated in plastic—the oldest son, in the bedroom, with the knife.

When the husbands drop by during lunch hour, I hide myself in a bathroom, run water, lock the door.  The wives surprise me, coming home to check on my progress, to find their men.  I shine the broad leaves of philodendrons.  From between cushions, I pinch dimes, the torn-open wrappers of condoms.  In the bottoms of their nightstands, I find Hustler and Playboy, books on how to keep your man wanting more.  Sugary piles of sloughed off skin, miniature moons of toenails thick and thin, wadded Kleenex beneath the sheets.  I wipe around, dust over, arrange just so, leave be.

At the end of the day, I am gone.  I’m home in my apartment, where dishes pile the sink, cat hair furs the corners.  My hands smell of Pine-Sol and still I scrub them.  At night I dream the songs of their lives—Bobby Bare eight-tracks, Conway Twitty LPs, The Grateful Dead on cassette—I’ve listened to them all, anything to fill the pure whiteness, the silence of my work.

4. Wood
It’s the summer after I finish my college degree--the first in my family ever to do so.  My poverty is made genteel by the fact that I’m headed to graduate school:  my new husband and I have decorated our shabby rental with a torn sofa, a sprung-back recliner, stacks of raw planks and concrete blocks that hold a richness of books, but our income has dwindled to a trickle.  We’ve borrowed, pawned, sold every ounce of gold jewelry not on our fingers, and still we can’t afford a movie ticket or pay cash for a beer.

I remember my mother’s pies.  I have the gift of her recipe, her way with crust.  My ad in the paper brings one call for blueberry.  A bag of frozen fruit takes the month’s last few dollars.  The first batch of dough is too tough, the second too sticky.  I roll and patch, open the window to cool the oven-warmed kitchen.  Mixed with sugar, a little flour, sprinkled with lemon, the watery blue turns to syrup.  I brush the top crust with canned cream, slit a canvas of leaves and berries.  When I subtract the cost of ingredients, I have made one dollar for each hour of work.

My next ad reads, “Firewood split, $10.00 a cord.”  I’ve become apt at swinging a maul, our own small house heated with red fir and larch.  The elderly woman who calls has lost her husband, and her carport is filled with the last load pitched from his Ford pickup.  “I want to use the wood,” she says.  “The warmth will remind me of him.”

But it is my man and not me she has expected.  As I pull on my gloves, she worries, especially about my female organs, which she believes may be damaged by such labor.  During the four hours it takes me to split and stack the large rounds of tamarack, she brings me hot chocolate dolloped with whipped cream, macaroons fresh from the oven.  I am sweating in the twenty-degree weather; my breath puffs out in sweet clouds.

The smell of sap, the sheen of honeyed wood, the smoke from the fire already burning, my father’s words and instruction, how to penetrate the gnarled, unsplittable chunk:  on its side, the bit aimed straight at the heart of the knot.  The grain separates; the rounds fall into halves, then quarters.  I feel the muscles across my shoulders, down the backs of my arms, whispering their sore promise.

When I knock on her door to tell her I’ve finished, she writes a check, her script tremerous, thorned.  A five dollar bonus, she says, because I’ve worked so hard.  
It is enough, and I carry the check with me, folded and tucked.  I stop by the store, buy bread, a gallon of milk, a cheap bottle of wine to share with my husband who awaits my return, a rough season’s soup bubbling atop the stove.  He raises the spoon to his mouth and listens for my step at the door.
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