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A Place for Real Things 

 

 

 

Dad was fuming mad at me. I could feel it, even 2,700 miles away, Dutch Harbor to 

Long Beach, as the crow and Alaska Airlines flew. 

Dad wanted to lecture me, lecture me severely. A good daughter, I knew I could call 

him from Ziggy’s and let him.  

In 1994, not everyone had telephones; some on the island didn’t want them. Kept 

for homesick fisherman who’d drunk away their pay at the infamous Elbow Room Bar, was 

a free phone on the wall of Ziggy’s Mexican Restaurant.. 

I’d been on-island perhaps a week, desperately thrilled I’d escaped my separate-

bedroom marriage, my credit-cardaholic husband, and the scorn of the children he’d taught 

to disregard me. 

Relieved to be away from our tenant, Bob, the married man with sly innuendo. This 

friend did no wrong in John’s eyes. I told my husband about Bob’s advances. John laughed. 

Bob’s little circle always got John to invest our money into their enterprises, no matter 

what I wanted. 

Three cardboard cartons, some clothes, my laptop. That’s what I’d brought. Chris 

sent me a round-trip, good-anytime Mark Air ticket, in case, he said, I didn’t like him, or the 

island, or changed my mind and wanted to go back to California. 

Not a chance. Third day on the island, we’d been out in the deep snow of Ski Bowl 

Mountain, where the Allies trained winter soldiers in World War II. Chris called out 

landmarks—Haystack, Pyramid, Nirvana Hill. Long-legged, he slogged ahead. 
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Then I felt it. The silence. The rich quiet of the Real World. Not a shiver of manmade 

sound. 

I swiveled, surveying the mountains, iced-over waterfalls, cliffs, hills, with happy, 

exhausted eyes. White on white, when I looked ahead. White on white: a new page. 

I was tiring, but should I admit it? In this new existence, would that be strength, or 

called weakness? Ahead of me, Chris threw himself down on a hummock. To prove worthy 

of this harsher land, I forged on. But when I came abreast of Chris, like a marionette with 

sliced strings, I sank into the snow.  

And there, right there, was the cliff’s edge. I rested my head on my arm for a 

moment, amazed to be alive. 

I looked into the gorge. 

“How far down is it?”  

“Hundreds of feet,” said Chris. “You didn’t see?” 

Yes, hundreds of feet of air, punctuated with spires and mounds of rock. Chris 

wasn’t a good trail guide.  

“Next time,” I said, “give me a clue.” I looked at him. “We have to go to Ziggy’s 

tomorrow, so I can call Dad.” 

“Only decent thing are their milkshakes,” Chris warned, pulling me into his lap. “You 

could use one or two.” 

I was thin, desperate divorce not a recommended mode to achieve healthy weight. 

We walked home as shadows became night.  



 

Place  3 

Home was a World War II officers’ cabin, locally called a cabana. Four officers 

bunked in its 16 by 20 feet. Now it sheltered two. Three, counting Thor, a golden lab that, 

like the 4,000 souls on the island, seemed deliriously happy to meet me. 

“No electricity, no refrigerator,” Chris said, opening the door. “We use the entryway 

for that.” He carried me into the cabana and I looked around. 

“Good to have many heat sources in the Aleutians,” he said. 

Heating requirement covered: Propane cook stove to light with matches. Diesel 

stove, made from a fifty-five gallon fuel drum, hulked in a corner. Red-orange, a 

Scandinavian fireplace was in an awkward spot. 

Six months Girl Scouting paid off; I lit a fire in that pretty fireplace, first morning on 

the island. For coffee, a hefty Alaskan roast, I boiled water on the propane stovetop.  

Toast required timing to retrieve from the broiler. I cut slices from the round 

sourdough loaf shipped from San Francisco, my birthplace. This was historic sourdough, 

aromatic and chewy, with a thick, golden crust. This island was a place for real things. 

 

I took Chris a big mug of coffee, buttered toast atop the cup, balancing my way up 

the ladder to the loft, where he sipped as he admired the mountains through the window. 

Next I brought up my own breakfast. The molecules of sourdough from San 

Francisco and the coffee from Alaska anchored and steadied me. I never thought I’d leave 

California, the end of the rainbow: orange groves, easy freeways, beaches, and bodysurfing. 

Wonderful until millions of people came. 

I didn’t want to look at Unalaska through the windowpane. I wanted to get out into 

it. But, first Dad. Figure out some way to make this right with him.  
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“Let’s drive down after I use the outhouse,” I said, to hurry Chris a little bit. “Will 

Ziggy’s do shakes at breakfast?” 

He stretched his ropy muscles in both directions. I snagged the coffee mug before he 

reached maximum. “Don’t know if they do, this early. You’ll have to ask.” 

 

I slipped on my boots and trotted up the hill to the Little Castle. It no longer flew the 

pennant that prompted the island children to give it the fancy name. To me, the outhouse 

wasn’t primitive; it was quiet. Restful. Near the trail, a daffodil unfurled, golden yellow. I 

smiled at it. 

 

 

I smiled all the time now. I smiled when we went to the market for deep-fried junk 

food, and to recharge my laptop at their deli.  

When folks asked Chris, “This your transplant?” I smiled. When they waved at me, I 

smiled, and even reciprocated. Bouncing along gravel roads or hiking hills, I smiled. 

People asked what I was doing, such hard work on my computer. I smiled, 

explaining editing a Western for Sacramento sharpshooter, Red Johnson. My speech eased 

to match local pace, losing its brisk California edge. It was the best office, Eagle Market’s 

deli.  

I signed up for grant-writing class, also for distance classes with University of Alaska 

Fairbanks. I smiled at poet Jerah Chadwick, college coordinator, later Alaska Writer 

Laureate. 
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“Oh, you’re a poet, you’re a writer,” Jerah fluttered, as though I was something rare. 

“I want to see your work. You’ve got to get back into college.” Then he saw my face. “Don’t 

worry,” he said, “we’ll do all the paperwork. Where’d you go before?” 

“Been two decades since Los Angeles Harbor College,” I said, as I looked at a poem 

he’d written about cottongrass and mousenuts. Mousenuts? 

“You’ll love it here,” he assured me. “Very small classes. How are things going with 

Chris?” I couldn’t help but smile. 

“When I first came here to be with Mike,” Jerah said, leaning over his desk, “we lived 

in an old Quonset, wide open on the north. No wall. We had goats. We froze, and we were 

happy. Are happy still, though not freezing anymore. Where will you live now Ski Bowl’s 

being torn down?” 

“We’re going to build a houseboat.” I smiled. 

I met Chris’ former wife, Marlaine, a silver-haired, tanned Alaskan beauty. I smiled 

as we shook hands. “At least he’s not drinking anymore,” she said. “Not for at least a year, 

so you have a good chance.” 

I nodded. 

“How many kids do you have?”  

“Two.“  

“Still in the cabana?” 

“Yep.” 

“The corporation’s going to tear them down soon, you know,” she said. Ounalashka 

Corporation owned most of the island, wartime cabanas an unhappy reminder the Aleuts 

were forcibly relocated to Southeast Alaska for the duration.  
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“We’re going to build a houseboat,” I told her. 

 

Oh, yes, I was going to do it all. Break my chains, find true love on an island paradise, 

go back to college, rescue my children and give them real life and freedom in Dutch Harbor. 

I’d filet salmon, pick berries, and bait the hooks for Chris’ fishing boat. 

And build a houseboat. Talk to Dad. Explain. Might not need to explain much. Last 

Thanksgiving he’d said my marriage didn’t seem like a marriage at all. He was right, of 

course. Dad was always right. 

Problem was, times had changed and Dad had changed with them. When my parents 

divorced, he found Born Again Christian roots, and a much less liberal attitude.  

I was living with a man I wasn’t married to. Left my kids back in California with their 

father, working in Sacramento now, after years of out-of-state contracts away from us.  

My eight-year-old son welcomed the offer of an adventure. But my twelve-year-old 

daughter slammed her bedroom door when I said she could come to Alaska when school 

was out.  

“I hate Alaska and I hate you!” 

 

 

What was I going to say? Where would I find the words? 

“It would help if you called him Mr. Goodrich, if he wants to speak with you,” I told 

Chris. 

“I’d be delighted to talk with your father,” Chris said, his blue eyes actually 

twinkling. “He sounds like an interesting man.” 
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My father, the inventor. Born with the Socratic method and quality control genes, he 

tested everything and everyone. Who said he’d “taught me everything he knew, and I didn’t 

know nothing.“ 

 

 

We rocked down from Ski Bowl in Chris’ battered red truck, Thor hogging the front 

seat. 

Ziggy’s gave us milkshakes, though it was morning.  

Chris talked with the cook at the counter. I set my shake on a table, eyeing the 

phone, a lone fixture near the windows. 

Chris’ soft voice faded as I walked over. The heavy receiver was greasy with old 

beer, smoke, and male sweat. 

It buzzed at me, the first appliance demanding my notice in the week or two since I’d 

left California. Stomach somersaulting, I hung up and turned around. All of them, cook, 

waitress, and Chris, watched. I wasn’t smiling now. 

Chris slid off the barstool, gave me a little hug then picked up the receiver. “What’s 

the number?” 

It was easier to dial than speak, because my tongue kept pushing the top of my 

mouth. Chris kept his arm around my shoulder, which helped. I was so cold, first time I felt 

cold on the island. 

The phone rang and Dad picked up, 2,700 miles away.  

Dad must have been waiting for me to call. I really was in trouble. 

“Hello.” 
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“Father?” 

“Becky! About time you called!” 

I cringed. He was right, of course. I took a deep breath. “I’m at a restaurant, you can 

call me here. The number’s 907, 581, . . . ” Island numbers were all 581 prefix, 907 the area 

code for Alaska. 

He called right back. 

“First of all,” Dad said, “I want to talk to Chris. But before anything else, your 

husband, that rocket scientist, is an idiot for losing you.” 

“Thanks, Dad.” Maybe this wouldn’t be so hard. I smiled a tentative little smile. 

Chris took the receiver. “Hello? Mr. Goodrich?”   

“Are you Chris? Take her to church!” Dad bellowed to my true love. “There must be a 

church out there.”  Oh, no. I moved away to let them talk. 

“Beck?” I took the phone from Chris. 

 “Yes, Dad? What did you think of Chris?” Maybe I could steer him away from me. 

“Forget Chris,” he snapped, “I want to talk about you. You! You’re doing things most 

girls do in their twenties!” he thundered. “Running off to islands with strange men. What do 

you have to say for yourself?” 

“Just one man, Dad, and only one islands, and when I was younger, I didn’t have the 

chance. I got tied down early, with, uh, things.”  

Right. Things like years of unpaid labor in the family business, a short, nasty 

marriage to a wife beater, five years with the Canadian boyfriend, who loved me but 

wouldn’t marry me. And I wanted children and marriage. Not lots of children, like my sister 

had, just a couple of kids and an average amount of domestic bliss. Was it so much to ask? 
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I think he remembered that; he wasn’t thundering any more. 

“So, you’re going to live on this island in Alaska, and build a houseboat.” 

“Yes.” 

“You’re going to live with this man without getting married?” 

“I’m already married. Might take years to get divorced.” 

“On a houseboat.” 

“Yes,” I said again. Where was he going with this? 

A short pause, and a different tone in his voice when Dad asked, “And just what color 

is this houseboat going to be?” 

Oh, no. This meant something, but what? I leaned against the wall and pounded my 

brain. A test and I was going to fail it, just as I’d failed so many other tests he’d given me. 

Then it came. The answer to the riddle that would allow me to proceed past the 

deadly Sphinx.  Gordon Jenkins album: Seven Dreams. It had to be from this record! In the 

fifth dream, the dreamer rows over to a pink houseboat to borrow a cup of sugar or 

something. This 1953 album played a hundred times into my infant brain. 

“Not pink, Dad. Chris said we can’t paint the houseboat pink.” I needed a bit more 

time to remember what to say and how to say it. Dad was only Pass or Fail. 

“Isn’t pink a good color for a houseboat?” 

“It’s not nautical.” Just a few more moments!  

The phone cable thrummed, waiting. The clue was pink. Pink, yes, but pink wasn’t 

the important part. It was right next to the important part. Tricky Dad! 

The dreamer overhears the couple on the houseboat, together many years. Now she 

wants to get married, but they don’t have a church, or money for a ring, a dress, anything. 
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All they have is each other. The man reassures her with a gently humorous song, the refrain 

of which I now deliver to my father: 

“But Dad, living on a houseboat ain’t like living in sin.”  

The 2,700 miles is a silence stretching not only over distance, but somehow, over 

time. This is what you taught me, Father. I’m in need of your blessing now. 

Finally Dad replied. “Well, Becky, I guess you’re right. Living on a houseboat ain’t 

like living in sin.” 

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“And the kids? Are they going to come live with you?” 

I assured him I would give them the Unalaska experience. 

“You’ll come visit, won’t you?” 

“Of course I will, Dad. But in the winter, when it’s not so warm down there.” 

We made our goodbyes, relieved we’ve picked up pieces of our not-always logical 

lives and been able to, somehow, fit a few together. 

“Just one more thing, Becky.” 

“Yes, Father?” 

“I still think the houseboat should be pink.” Then he hung up. 

Of course he was right. Dad was always right. 

I replaced the receiver softly. And turned to look out the windows, past the few 

buildings, up into the hills, where I’d explored the old bunkers looking out onto the sea.  

Time to get going. There was a houseboat and a new life to build. Even if the 

houseboat never would be pink. 


