Beginnings
T

here were two other people in the car
with Carolyn. They had taken a lot of money
that wasn’t theirs. Technically, it was the other
two that had taken the money: Calvin and
Ray. Carolyn had just sat in the car waiting
while the two guys hiked up the fire escape in
the back of the tall brick building, broke the
window, plucked the keys to the small Sentry
fire safe from the hide-a-key behind the dingy
microwave, and snatched the whole stash of
two thousand and some odd dollars.
She had sweated fiercely in the car while she
waited, even though it wasn’t that hot. Carolyn
thought it would’ve been warmer in San
Francisco in July – being California and summer
and all – but it was cool and windy where she
waited on one side of Mission Street, running
the engine until the boys came back with the
money. And when they reached the Golden
Gate Bridge in their Civic, there was so much
fog they couldn’t see anything but the road.
Even the massive, red, jagged-rising towers of
the bridge disappeared into the mist above.
“Easy,” Ray said from the back seat behind
Carolyn, who drove. “There’s nothin’ to hurry
for now.”
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“Just do what you’re doing,” added Calvin, who
sat beside Ray in the back.
They’d both hopped into the car through the
back door when they came running out of the
alley. Carolyn said one of them should get in
the front, but they closed the door and told her
to move it. She thought it looked stupid with
the two of them sitting in back like a taxi, like
they’d just robbed a bank.
Ray rolled down his window a little and wiggled
his fingers in the air outside. Carolyn wanted to
light a cigarette but thought it was too cold to
open her window and didn’t want the smoke in
the car.
“We should have a gun,” said Ray.
“Yeah?” said Calvin.
“What’ll you do with a gun? You’re so fuckin’
retarded,” Carolyn said. “You just wanna
spend the money. We shouldn’t spend it, yet. I
wouldn’t let you shoot anything anyway.”
“He didn’t say we were shootin’ anything,”
Calvin said.
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Ray tapped his hands feverishly on the top of
Carolyn’s seat, making it rumble beneath her
back. “Fuck it,” he said. “I’m gonna shoot all
kinda things in Alaska. I’ll get shotgun and a
rifle, after I lose you jokers.”
“Fuck you,” said Calvin. “I shot two deer last
year that weekend when you fags were playing
football. What’d you ever shoot?”
“Bullshit, you just shot one. You’re always
makin’ up something else,” Ray sneered.
“I fuckin’ shot two, but I just bagged the one.
The big one. The little one wasn’t worth it, but
I pegged it good. Whole leg went red in the
snow, it was shot. You never even been out with
a gun.”
“You’re just a lyin’ injun, all the same. All those
cousins of yours are thieves, wannabes. I knew
you were full of that same shit,” Ray laughed. “I
knew you’d steal that fuckin’ money. Easy, like
leadin’ an Indian to water.”
Calvin was half Cherokee and lived among that
side of his family in their small town outside of
Lincoln, Nebraska. It was the same town that
all three of them were from – where they had
been going to high school and where they’d
just left four days ago. Calvin and Ray hung out
because they smoked meth together at parties
and in the mornings before school, and Carolyn
had dated Ray for a long time, although she
didn’t think they were a couple anymore.
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“You’re all talk,” Calvin said. “You take it in the
ass with your football fags.”
Ray lunged at Calvin and shoved his forearm
against his neck, slamming Calvin’s head against
the window of the door. Calvin had thick,
overgrown black hair that usually fell onto his
forehead and covered the tops of his shoulders
– now it hung in a mess in front of his face
while his olive skin began to turn red.
“Fucker,” Calvin said and then kicked Ray away
from him.
“Whose stupid idea was this?” Carolyn yelled.
“Assholes! I’ll crash us, you think I care?”
Carolyn swerved their car into the right lane
as they drove uphill and entered a long tunnel.
Horns blared behind them and the angry
sounds echoed in the concave space. The boys
halted their struggle and Ray stomped hard
with one foot on the floor of the car.
It was quiet for a short while. Carolyn drove
with one hand on the wheel and one hand on
the pack of cigarettes that she twirled in the
empty passenger seat. She thought about how
far Alaska seemed. It almost seemed as far away
from her now as it had in Nebraska. She saw Ray
in the rear view mirror; he turned to face Calvin.
“I don’t even–” Ray said. “You’re the stupidest
Indian I ever met. I could steal from you and
you wouldn’t even know.”
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“Enough,” said Carolyn. “Enough. I could just
stop here. You two could take the asshole bus.
I don’t even want the fucking money. I’ll stop
right here. I’ll work at that Denny’s. It’s exactly
what I should do.”
For a moment she thought that’s exactly what
she would do. The night before, in Reno, Ray
had clumsily coaxed her into sex, and she knew
it wouldn’t be the last time. Which hadn’t
seemed so bad before they stole the money, but
now seemed like the kind of thing that would
only be followed by worse things.
Carolyn didn’t want to go along with taking
the money – except that the guy was black and
missing two teeth and a drug dealer, and she
figured they were doing those kinds of things
to each other all the time. That’s why he had
a safe. She didn’t really know any black people
in Nebraska. There were some Mexicans and
Indians, and a few Oriental kids that she
remembered hanging out with, and they were
mostly harmless. Although she didn’t like some
of their accents and was annoyed when they
didn’t speak well enough for her to understand.
But they didn’t bother each other really, and she
didn’t think anybody there was stealing much
from anybody else. It was nothing like the way
it felt when they drove through Oakland and
past Treasure Island into San Francisco.
When they’d gotten off the Bay Bridge and
down to the streets she’d seen homeless people
cluttered on the corners and smelled waves of
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urine when they’d accidentally turned into an
alley. They’d just been looking for some more
meth, but when they found some and Ray saw
the dealer tuck the keys to his safe behind the
microwave, he figured all they needed to do was
wait for him to come out front. While he shook
the dealer’s hand Ray looked out the window
and scouted the alley below the fire escape. He
told Carolyn he was a cowboy and the nigger’s
hideout didn’t stand a chance.
She thought the black guy must’ve been stupid
to be fooled by a loser like Ray. Anybody that
dumb deserved it. She didn’t feel sorry for him
at all; the guy had probably shot lots of people.
In the back seat Calvin and Ray burned some
meth on a corner of tin foil while Carolyn
followed the signs north along Highway 101.
“What way is this? Where’s the water?” asked Ray.
“This ain’t the coast. What you know wouldn’t
fill my pocket,” Calvin said.
“It’s California, man. Get your kicks, ‘cause
we’re outta here. Adios, gonads!” Ray said the
last part with a cigarette in his mouth. He
rolled down the window and cupped his hand
to light the Marlboro with a green Bic that he’d
peeled the label off of.
“You’ll be leavin’ me up in Anchorage when
we get there. I’ll just tell you now. I know
somebody in Anchorage,” Calvin said.
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“Uh-huh. Daddy’s boy. I know why you’re along
for the ride. Why d’ya think I asked you, stupid?
You hate those injuns much as I do – leaches
and drunks. Bet your daddy’s just an Eskimo
anyway.” Ray sucked a drag from his cigarette.
“Least I got reasons. You don’t even have an
explanation,” Calvin said.
“For what?” asked Ray. “What I need an
explanation for? You injuns don’t understand
cowboys, that’s why we kicked your ass.”
“Your daddy never even taught you to shoot a
gun. You wouldn’t make a fuckin’ cowboy.”

“Fuck that sissy. I’m shady. Shay-dee! Fuck
Seattle.” Ray lit another cigarette. “We’re
ghosts in Alaska, man. I’m leavin’ you and all
your Eskimo shit in Anchorage. Carolyn and I
won’t need your shit ever again. We’re doin’ you
a favor and you’re a fuckin’ dick.”
“When you’re sleepin’ man, and you won’t even
know.” Calvin opened his window and tapped
the ashes from the foil.
Carolyn thought she might decide to stay with
Calvin in Anchorage. She figured there would
be jobs because of all the fish and the boats. She
imagined a mountain skyline and evergreens.

“I’d kill ‘im with these bare hands if he ever
came to me with a gun. Motherfucker. I’d find a
knife and slice him. You pissed your pants when
we broke that window. Hee-haw!” Ray tossed
his cigarette out onto the highway.

At the next exit, they found a place where they
could eat. Ray insisted on taking the bag of
money in with him and Carolyn kept the car
keys deep in her pocket. Calvin sat next to Ray
in the booth and he made Ray set the bag of
money between them on the floor under the
“I’m hungry,” said Carolyn. “We gonna eat today?” table. Carolyn was so hungry that she ordered
two plates of food; Ray said they should order
“Bet I kill somebody before either of you. Even as much as they wanted.
without a goddamn gun. In fact, fuck you both,
find me a Wal-Mart. I want a gun,” Ray said.
When they were done, the waitress dropped
“Did you see those fags in San Fran? I saw two
the check in the middle of the table and
fags, right away.”
Carolyn pushed the paper in Ray’s direction. He
didn’t look down at it, but just stared out at the
“Shit, I saw fags in Nebraska. You’re blind. We
other tables.
should leave you in Seattle. You can play with
your shotgun like Kurt Cobain,” Calvin said and “Look at ‘em all. Just a bunch of the
then flicked at his lighter, ready to smoke more damnedest,” Ray said.
meth.
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“What?” asked Calvin. “You’re blind.”
“Why do you keep sayin’ that? Haven’t you shut
up already?” Ray asked.
Carolyn pointed her finger like a gun and
clicked her thumb down twice—once at each
of the boys. She decided that in Anchorage she
would tell everyone that it started in ‘Frisco,
and maybe after Anchorage she would go
somewhere else. She stared out the window
beside the booth, her stomach hurt.
“It isn’t even worth it,” she said. “I swear to
fuckin’ God. Why the fuck bother.”
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