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MARK DICKSON

Destination

If you say a word too many times,
it loses all meaning.

Somewhere, soapy water and a child’s
breath consummate their liberation

as a bubble, which, for a moment

or two, swallows the dim pastoral,
bends it and bursts, like clapping
hands or a shallow gasp.

A patient mother shrugs
and that’s the whole of it.

The Earth pulses and shudders
beneath the Camera’s pensive eye.
A strand of hair frames a landscape,
wrestles with the breeze, and makes
a theater of the stoic hills.

A stream descends lazily to the left
of the lock, and to the right,
translucent like a quiet passion.

If you shut your eyes, it blinks
out of existence, still murmuring

a syllable, endlessly leering, breathlessly

vocal. Your silence speaks volumes.
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MARK DICKSON

Minor Religion on a Fall Day

Peripheral angel, perpetually lodged

in the corner of my eye

felt-tip wings paint landscapes autumnal
a cloud

I cannot escape the possibility

of rain (a shadow hovers hungrily
a listless dance of droplets looms
heavy on my dream-decked eyelids

like the pitter-patter
pitter-patter
of equlibrists’ footsteps)
on this parade Main St. is lined perennially
with the same barren trees and smiles, tugging

gingerly at the backs of both wind-beaten ears

and wind-beaten years breathing landscapes
autumnal

this wind is an angel taking flight

You will haunt these streets endlessly under my gaze.
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PETER J. SARTORI

The Dump

Down the alley about a half block from my house sat the dump. It was actually
PatReilly’s back yard, where a garage, or something, once stood—the foundation still
visible in places. The dump was a great ground swell of earth.and junk: rotting wood,
a rusted dryer, a wood-burning stove, cast-iron tub, porcelain sink, rusty mattress
springs, pipes, bicycle parts. Weeds swallowed everything. Crab grass swayed in
wind-like waves, the white edges of a bathtub jutting frozen, rising out of the earth;
half-buried shells of cabinets appeared buoyant on the wind-swept grass; weeds
wrapped around stiff rusty mattress springs; and clops of mud were packed in flaking
lead pipes. @here was a hedge of rusted barbed wire bordering the alley, strangle vines
curling and tangling around it. Scavenging through the dump was entering another
world; it was a treasure trove of twisted nails, glass doorknobs, rusted barrel rings—
a paradise.

I loved the dump, but it was teeming with snakes. They swam through tall grass
and hid under rocks. Sometimes during the summer, Pat and some of the others would
go into the dump and hunt for them. I loathed snakes, but I went with them. And I
never acted scared of the snakes, not in front of Pat. He sensed fear like a dog and was
relentless. He would inevitably catch one and torment some poor fool, usually his
sister Annie.

It was mid-summer, before seventh grade, the last time we went snake hunting.
The morning was hot and nobody wanted to come out. We usually played baseball,
but that day there were only three of us. We hauled ourselves over to the school yard
anyway and sat around throwing stones and swearing. Pat Reilly was a pro at
swearing, a natural, and Junior Hernandez could swear in Spanish, which we thought
cool. About a hour of hanging on the monkey bars cursing—if our mothers could
have heard us—Patty decided that we ought to do something exciting. Earlier that
spring Pat and Junior found excitement in throwing rocks at cars on the highway.
They said they shattered a couple of windshields. I was hoping he didn’t want to do
that. T would have had to lie and say Mom wanted me home for something—my dad
would have killed me. Instead, Pat said we ought to hunt for snakes in the dump. I was
all for going to the dump.
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We crossed the street to Pat’s house. Annie must have been watching us for she
flew out of the house as we approached and joined us.

“Hey!” she piped, jumping off the porch, “Mom said I can play with you.”

“I don’t care.”

“What are we doing?”” she asked.

“Hunting for snakes.”

She didn’t say anything, glad to be with us. She liked the dump too, but not to
hunt for snakes. We walked down the gravel drive that ended behind the house and
faded into patches of dirt and grass. We webbed out over the dump like spreading
fingers, reaching. I grew giddy and wanted to frolic through it, but didn’t; Annie did
though. Within, the weeds undulated, rising here around my ankles, now around my
knees. The mere brush against my legs sent shivers over me, and I wiped me calves
with my hands. Pat and Junior turned over rocks and upset anything they thought a
snake would slither under. I found some cracked flower pots. Iliked these, the way
they felt rough and sandy. I plopped down on my knees to dig them out.

“Patty!” Annie called.

Pat’s head popped up over the half-buried tub. “What?”

“Come here!”

He leapt over the tub and bounded through the weeds. His eyes scanned the
ground for snakes. “Where is it?”

“Look,” she said, pointing to pieces of green glass.

I quickly stood up and looked around as if hunting.

Pat fingered a piece of glass out of the mud. He flicked off a chunk of dirt,
examined the glass, holding it up to the sun; then he flung in against a stone, shattering
it into shards. Annie picked up the broken glass, while Pat hurdled back and pulled
out an old bike wheel along the way, pumping it in the air, whooping like a baboon.
He hurled it into the alley, almost hitting Junior. “Watch out!” he called, laughing.

I squatted, trying to disappear, the weeds tickling my thighs. Irubbed a hand over
them. Annie and the others were off searching. I sat in the grass near an outcropping
of flagstones, legs outstretched, wanting to be alone. I picked up a stick and was
brushing it over the weeds, then poked around a large slab. Weeds flicked and rustled
near my feet. I curled in my legs and rose on my knees. More stirring and I heard the
slick hiss of something moving over dried grass. I peered into the weeds. It was sleek
and iron-black with dull yellow stripes running down its back. It glistened in the sun.

I almost screamed.
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With the stick I poked at it. It coiled and drew back its head, opening its mouth
wide and red, revealing its pale-green underside, so smooth. I froze. It held me in its
sight for a moment, its tongue flickering the air. Ijiggled the stick and it struck it and
recoiled. I felt the strike, a living thump, and dropped the stick. The snake reared its
head. Ileaped up and was about to move away from it when Annie shrieked, “Patty!”

His head popped up, and he and Junior bolted over to us. The snake slithered into
the weeds.

They rushed to where I was standing.

“Where’d it go?”

I pretended to search. “Over here,” I said and timidly poked the weeds with my
stick.

“They’re not poisonous,” sneered Annie.

“I know,” I snarled.

Pat looRed, but it was gone. I was glad, I did not want to hunt for snakes and was
hoping they’d go away. However, he continued to poke around and, suddenly, he
began to lift the flagstone that lay strewn about us. Junior joined him, and I helped,
though hesitantly. Pat moved about, hunched over, arms swinging loosely at his
sides. He kicked at a flagstone with his foot, reached under a corner and heaved.
Black beetles and centipedes scurried into the weeds, and silvery leaches clung to the
rock. He loosened and lifted another. After a third stone we saw it slithering into the
weeds. He tossed the stone aside and stomped on its tail. “Gottcha!” he shouted. He
placed his other foot closer to its head. The snake snapped and bit at his shoe. Annie
yelped. He inched his foot up the snake and pinched its neck just below its head with
his forefinger and thumb and lifted it. It stiffened in his grip.

Its jaw opened, its tongue flickering. It was thick and fat. Pat said it was one of
the biggest he’d ever seen in the dump, or anywhere. I stepped back. He eyed each
of us, then whipped it straight up into the air. “Flying snake!” he yelled.

Annie scream and we stepped back. It looked like a stick twirling in the air, then
bending S-like. It bounced when it hit the ground and froze. It was about an inch thick
and all of two and a half feet. Jolting to, the snake coiled and lunged forward.

“Get it!” Pat cried.

We went wild, and I was almost giddy with excitement. My breaths came quick.
Pat snatched a rock and threw it down on the snake. It coiled and froze, then tried to
slither into the dump, to get away. It moved laboriously. In a wild frenzy Junior and
I grabbed rocks. We cried and hurled rocks at it, as if some game. Stones fell onto the
middle of the snake with dead thuds. It crouched, both ends curling inward. I picked
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up another stone and smashed it against the snake. It jerked, and as the stone crushed
its midsection, nearly splitting it in two, [ saw its jaw open white and wide and lock.
Its tail twitched and curled tighter. We were relentless, smashing it, crushing its head,
the black and yellow skin tearing open, scarlet blood and filmy stomach lining
running together. We battered it until even its tail ceased to twitch.

We stopped.

A stone lay on it. Pat pushed aside the stone with his foot. The snake lay smashed,
shredded, torn black and red. It wasn’t coiled but mangled, no flicking tongue. Where
it split, the white filmy plasma and stringy intestines, oozing, were lifeless little
worms. ;

“Christ,” Junior said, “are those babies?”

A stone fell with a thud.

“Don’t snakes lay eggs?”

“They’re like little worms.”

“No,” Pat said. “Garters lay ‘em alive.” He was hunched in a frosty silence, his
hands clutching a large stone.

A long time I stared at the snake, at the little worms. I thought I saw them move.
And for a moment I fooled myself, thinking they would be all right. I waited for
something to happen, for someone to speak. We said nothing. Pat kicked the rock
back over it. We stood for some time, unsure. I don’t remember turning to leave. All
I know is I left; I ran home, not for any reason but to be there...and not here.
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MIKE PEARSON

Cellophane

Maybe it is possible

to purchase beauty

in a bottle

wrapped in clear, tight
cellophane

like packaged plastic surgery—
epidermis yanked across skulls
like thesthin skin of a snare drum.

Maybe, you can buy it

at Wal-Mart

tucked between canned hams,
tunas, oil filters, and chainsaws.

Maybe, rugged individualism and
independence have been

killed off by packaging.

(The Stones of Venice bleed.)

And maybe, flag-waving, patriotic,
good Christian-Americans

were the first ones

to embrace capitalistic socialism.
Damn Pinko Commie Bastards!
(Ahem.)

Here it is. A box marked
Home Face Lift Kit, made by
Kraco (as seen on T.V.),
shrinkwrapped

in clear plastic

Towers



12

containing a beautiful woman

with high cheekbones,

full lips, and tight eyes

staring out from beneath the cellophane.
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MIKE PEARSON

Diner Semanti-Phonics

She stretches
a rubber band
snaps it
between thumb and forefinger.
(The tepid coffee struggles
to fulfill itself--

fails.)
Her uvula wiggles
ecstatically
as
her tongue rolls
around
pesky morphemes
(Hardening residue of
yellow yolk
glazes
the porcelain plate.)

Gnawed
to the quick,
fingernails
drum
tiny paradiddles
(The yellowed fluorescent
hums--
Bb sine waves.)
“We are wind instruments,
essentially . ..”
(Lungs push air

Towers
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vibrate larynx.)

“. .. and verbalization is volume,
pitch, timbre”
(klangfarbenmelodie)

“. .. not that it matters,” she says, “but

language forces insularity. . .”

(bilabial, alveolar, labiodental)

“I can say more with my body than with words.”
(Ssssibilance)

“...some words stay

draped over hangers

like Sunday clothes . . .”

(liquid, nasal, fricative)

“...or maybe, like the interview suit that hangs
shamelessly out of sight.”

(decibel, Hz, frequency)

“. .. words cause

misunderstandings . . .”

(Voiced)

... if we could link our minds”

(Voiceless.)
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CARYN TALTY

Journey to Freedom: A Lithuanian
Story

e

Barbora Sernagaite made her way out of the forest and into the clearing. Above
her, still a few hundred yards in the distance, was the hill. She sighed deeply at it,
whispering “Kryziy kalnas,” The Hill of Crosses.

She had always come here with Motina, just to pray for Papa, Pranas Sernas. As
a child, she remembered clutching a fistful of Motina’s dress, trudging what seemed
like hours, jitst to reach the hill. Papa wasn’t up there, but Motina would always go
there to say her prayers for him.

It had been four summers already since she had been there with Motina. Back
then the hill was littered with yellow rue, and they seemed to carefully weave
themselves among those crosses. Little Dora had pranced around Barbora, waving her
bouquet. Mommy and I will make you a wreath! Surely that Jonas will want to marry
you then! This made Barbora angry, but she held her tongue. Back then Jonas
Steponaitis was only a village boy she hardly knew, but he was handsome— and so
she’d begun to watch him, from her sitting room window, as he walked passed their
cottage every afternoon. He’d glance her way, tipping his cap, then he’d continue
down that slim dirt road towards Radviliskis. Barbora may have been angry at Dora’s
boldness, but she was secretly hopeful. When they had finally reached the top,
Barbora bent her head and prayed those suspicions would come true, and they did.

Life seemed so simple then, even though it was never easy. She knew it was
because Motina was always with her. Barbora held a tight lip this morning when she
left home, but by afternoon she realized her foolishness. The baby inside her was
making her tired, and her feet were sore. One of her sisters should have joined her.
Even Dora would have been good company today. No, she eventually reasoned,
they’d have too many questions, and some things are better left unsaid. She was a
married woman now, and her troubles were her own, not Motina’s or her sisters’.
Without God’s protection she was going to lose Jonas. The Russians would take him.
Send him away. She knew that much, although Jonas said little else. Weeks ago he
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told her he’d take care of everything, not to worry. He had a plan and promised to be
careful.

So last night Barbora tidied the back end of their little cottage after Jonas’s Mama
and Father had gone to sleep. She swept the stone floor, folded the old, worn coverlet,
and then rested it on a wooden chair. She wasn’t going to leave a speck of dust.
Barbora knew Motina and Mama would divide their belongings, what little was left.
She could not give reason for talk. Everything must be in order. They would move as
the dead move, carrying nothing.

Soon darkness forced her to stop. Barbora turned the wick down to the last, and
waited in the dark for Jonas. This she did for Vytautas, and because of Motina. She
remembered how she carried him up that embankment years ago. Ne. No one could be
trusted, and she could take no chances. She hated waiting, hated being alone, and
worse of all, hated the darkness. But flickering lights in cottage windows could make
soldiers think about secret meetings, make them break open the doors and walk in.
The darkness was safer because they just didn’t bother sleeping houses. Only once,
that she knew of, did they do this to a family in Zarasai. The Russians caught the
deserter and brought him home. Then they shot him between the eyes in front of his
wife and son.

So she sat and worried, lost in these thoughts, until the tiny cottage door softly
clicked. Jonas was finally home; it was all set. We 're leaving tomorrow after dark, was
all he said. She understood. Then the two slipped under the covers for a long sleepless
night. The Sernai family was going to get very bad news, and Barbora wasn’t sure how
they would take it. RadviliSkis had been her home for 22 years, and now, because of
the Russians, she was forced to leave with no hope of returning.

She thought all this as she bowed before the hill. Rosary beads rattled against
wooden crosses, playing a soft melody. Barbora came mainly for God’s help, but
walked up that hill with her eyes fixed on the ground. She knew those old superstitious
women, heard them tell their stories about those birds. They were storks—white,
long-legged birds with narrow, pointed beaks. The women claimed these storks could
tell the future. All it took was just one look. Barbora was scared, so she carefully
avoided any chance of a sighting until after Dievas had heard her plea. She secretly
hoped her petitions would persuade the heavenly Father to open her eyes at the right
moment. She wanted to see two happy birds lingering on that hill.

The old Jurgaiciai mound had heard many broken-hearted prayers since those
first crosses were laid sometime during the first uprising in the 1830s. That’s what the
old women said. Those first crosses had rotted into the earth, but new ones rose up like
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bad weeds, to spite the Russian enemy. The old women claimed that there was never
a time when the hill was without crosses. It was a sacred place; villagers went there to
pray for God’s help. They prayed, from atop the hills, for children, for freedom, for
the safe return of missing relatives, for the ones who left never to return, just as she
would be leaving.

Soon Motina would come and pray for her too, and not just for Papa and the
others. The crosses on these hills were mostly fresh and orange like the one Barbora
had planned to leave. Some were gray and worn, however, from time. Barbora
reached into her pocket and pulled out a small wooden cross, draped it over the old one
her mother had planted and crossed herself. That’s why Barbora came— to share her
hopes and fears with God, to stop the sickening pain in her heart.

Barbora got down on one knee and crossed herself. Dievas would listen to her
here. After all, she had come a long way for help.

Quietly, she rose to her feet and looked at the cloudy sky. A lone bird slowly
circled the mound. Barbora gasped, then lowered her head in fear. A lone bird meant
only one thing: she would travel, but what about Jonas? Would something happen?

Her heart thumped loudly, tremendously. She climbed to the top of the taller hill,
the most holy ground, knelt beside the brick chapel, and gazed at the surroundings.
Hundreds of crosses decorated these hills, marking the secret burials of those
Lithuanian rebels and the prayerful pilgrimages of people just like her. Each cross was
carefully carved, and left on Kryziy kalnas believing Dievas would answer.

With a soft rhythm that matched the tapping beads, she prayed: “Sveika Marija,
malones pilnoji, VieSpats su Tavimi. Tu pagirta tarp motery ir pagirtas tavo stnus
Jézus. Sventoji Marija, Dievo motina, melsk uz mus nusidéjélius dabar ir misy
mirties valandg. Amen.”

The prayer was silenced by her tears. This journey, the details of it, was easier to
think about than the leaving. Her strength and resolve was beginning to melt away.
This is why she often chose not to pray. Her words just sounded like a child’s begging.
Motina had always taught her that God was more pleased with deeds than words. So
Barbora knelt in silence; she needed to let the grief out, but didn’t know how. Then
finally, she wept, not exactly willingly but uncontrollably, like a child. She cried for
Motina, for Jonas, and for Lietuva, soiling her freshly pressed handkerchief with
foolish tears. Thinking she should have more control, she wiped her tears in anger, but
her grief was long lasting and exhaustive. It drained her, but gave her strength.

Perhaps she was no longer alone now. She felt it in her heart, it was a warmth, and
it moved over her shoulders, as if it were there to share her burdens. She understood.
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The rebels. They fluttered, softy and gently, caressing her damp cheeks in a careful
rhythm. With her eyes closed and her ears toward the earth, she listened. From beneath
the soil the winds blew up: “I§laisvink mus.”

“Taip.” Free us too, she prayed. The rebels stopped a moment, then changed
directions. The winds of time are pushing us away. Remaining here meant captivity.
Nothing had changed since the rebellion, and the men-folk talked as if nothing would
ever change. Maybe Jonas is right. We must go. She descended the mound with a
resolute mind but would not forget that lone bird above Kryziy kalnas. He, too, was
a warning.

Those voices remained on Barbora’s mind when their ship set sail in Hamburg.
She had packed what little she and Jonas could carry in two small bags. They had
journeyed by wagon and foot, through forests and fields at night, to the port town of
Klaipeda, a safe harbor, where they waited several days, just outside the city center,
for their boat to Hamburg. If caught, Jonas would have been imprisoned for desertion,
and Barbora interrogated. So they waited, breathlessly, for a small fishing vessel to
dock off the coast in the middle of the night. There were others. None dared speak by
day or sleep by night; instead, they tucked themselves away in a remote farmer’s hay
barn, a kilometer from the sea.

Then God sent the fog. It came in the early morning hours of Palm Sunday, as the
Russian troops approached Klaipeda.

Barbora shuddered at the memory of it all—the frightened run through
the fields, the crowded boat, the cold dense air, and the long passage through the dark
to Kiel. Their journey had been many miles by sea. No one spoke a word until
midmorning, when the crew announced a safe entry into German waters. Barbora
clutched the railing, lifted Motina’s cloth to her nostrils and sighed. It was over, the
leaving. Behind her now was home, to be left in her mind. She looked forward but her
heart pulled her back, toward the east, toward Lietuva.

With the back of her hand, Barbora wiped the useless tears staining her face. The
sickness. Ocean air stung her cheeks, dampened them. When she lifted the cloth to her
head, Motina’s stern voice echoed through the darkness.

“Sernai women do not cry.” She nodded, as if Motina could see it, lowered her
arm, and let the wind wipe her cheeks instead.

Barbora longed for Motina again. She missed her short, plump mama with red
cheeks and callused hands, all from the hard work. Marta Sernasiene worked harder
than most men. When Papa died, it had been a terrible shock, but little Vytautas and
Barbora’s second Daddy were a terrible blow as well. Through it all, Motina never
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stopped working. She had too many children to rear, and the farm still had to be
worked. Motina toiled night and day, like the others, to pay those taxes. She hated the
Tsar and taught Barbora to feel the same. They were slaves only, because their land,
like most of the land, was controlled by him and his soldiers. When there wasn’t
enough food for all of them, she’d often say, “We farm to feed our family, but we feed
the Russian pocket instead.”

By day she and the boys toiled, while Barbora looked after the little ones, but at
night Motina worked in hurried silence. Without their lantern, she went into the fields
and scythed as much wheat as she could, threshed it, and thén ground it into flour.
With her bare hands, Motina scooped each measure of flour into an old burlap sack,
and then used her nimble fingers to sew it shut. It was dangerous work, this silent
labor, but it had to be done. When finished, Motina buried each sack beside their old
shed and covered it with peat. Only then would she sleep, and only until sunrise.
Motina always feared discovery, not just by the Russians, but by their nosy neighbors
too. Getting caught meant months, years in jail. It was better the others did not know.
No one could be trusted in Radviliskis, aside from the priest.

Although Motina was fond of Jonas, Barbora knew she felt he was too tender.
Motina wanted her to be strong, so she often treated Barbora with a harsh tone and a
stiffened back whenever Jonas was too soft. The night they left for Amerika, Barbora
cried openly. Jonas consoled her, but it only caused more tears. He asked Motina for
a cloth, but she just straightened her back in the chair where she sat, lifted her chin, and
looked away. Not good to cry, she said coldly. Barbora was in the room, but she felt
as if she weren’t. This was very painful, but always the way with Motina. Eventually
she sighed, slowly wagged her head, and rose from the chair.

Motina knelt over her chest awhile before choosing her very best cloth, a
wedding gift from Papa’s mother. Folded, pressed, untouched since her wedding day,
it opened like silk in her rough hands. The edges were still made of perfectly starched
embroidered lace. Motina carefully laid the cloth in Barbora’s lap. S was on it, stitched
in blue, the old letter, the one the Russians burned had forbidden. It was cherished for
its defiance, inherent in the stitching. Why would Motina give such a gift? Barbora
could not cry into this precious cloth. It would disgrace Motina’s good intentions.

Motina stood a moment looking almost as if she might cry herself. Then she
swished across the floor, maybe to deny the stinging in her own eyes. In a stern voice
she firmly ordered the tears to stop, Sernai women do not cry. Motina was harsh, but
she had spoken out of love. Barbora couldn’t understand this. Motina was always this
way. She was only twenty-one when Papa took ill with the blinding fever that killed
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him. At that time she had already lost a baby, and was left to raise Barbora and two of
the others, so maybe there was just no room for comfort or grief. Barbora was seven
when Motina married again; it was expected. It was no good for a woman to live by
herself. And in ten years’ time she lost two more babies. They were too small, perhaps,
too weak to live.

Life got better, until the Russians finally came to their village. It was only a matter
of time, really. There were accusations, made by a neighbor, probably to save his own
skin. Lies. But it did not matter to the soldiers. They came at night and took Barbora’s
second Papa just the same. Young Vytautas had run off to find him. Only a small boy,
but he was too quick for Motina or the others to catch, but not quick enough for the
rising waters. He drowned that night, but Motina did not cry. She would not let the
neighbors see her tears. There was a traitor in Radviliskis, who she was certain would
live with the image of her in that soaked dress, carrying Vytausas’s limp body up the
muddy embankment. Motina had looked into all their astonished stares, one by one.
She looked for the guilt, but only found suspicion. So she held her head high and
slowly walked home. This kind of strength, this determination, this is what Barbora
must know. She would take this quality of Sernai women with her to Amerika and
teach her daughters to be the same way.

Maybe Motina just wanted to stop the tears, but was afraid to get too close. Now
Barbora wished she had said more, done more, that last night at home. The family had
learned that emotions were dangerous, to be kept at bay, so it was no surprise, that
Motina had only bent down a moment and stiffly extended her arm to pat Barbora’s
soft belly. Hardly a bump yet, but inside was the Sernai future, and Motina was never
going to see it; she gazed at Barbora, made unlike herself. Did she think her to be too
small, too thin, not strong at all? Barbora hoped she’d always remember this moment,
Motina’s determination. She needed to be this way in Amerike.

The ship made a sudden lurch forward, jarring Barbora’s thoughts. Tightening
her grip on the rails, she was afraid of all its sounds. Darkness settled on her mind with
each foreign shout, gesture, hurried response...The sailors did not speak her
language; something to get used to from now on.

At times Barbora was certain her journey would end here, on the stern of this tired
old ship. Ships went down; even great ships. She had heard the stories about the
wreck. Several accounts circulated throughout their village. A great ship went under
only one month ago, the greatest ship ever built, on its way to Amerike. Wasn’t it
larger than the village? Didn’t it just break in two and get swallowed by the sea? Too
big for its own good, the villagers had whispered. If that ship was so great, how is it

20 Towers



that it could sink in just a few hours? Barbora sighed. This ship was big too, and it was
old, tarnished, and worn.

A German began to shout: “Frau! Halt!” Barbora knew what this man was saying,
even without his words, but still her heart pounded with fear. It was as if she knew
nothing now. How were they going to survive at all? She obediently stepped back, but
couldn’t let go of the rails.

Jonas had encouraged her to avoid those rails too. He told her about those horrible
burial practices in the early morning hours. Passengers lost during the night got tossed
over this very railing: mostly old men and delicate women. Barbora rubbed her hand
along it and thought about that bird. Would her Jonas get tossed over before the ship
reached Ameriké? Ne! Impossible. She put her hand on her belly. The tiny bump was
barely visible now, but in less than six months she and Jonas would no longer be alone.
He couldn’t die; Jonas was the stronger of them.

The first night was restless. Barbora lay awake with her head on her traveling bag,
frequently Wiping her sleeves, not daring enough to touch her head. The lice were
everywhere, it would only be a matter of time. The next morning she discovered the
open faucet in the north end of the ship’s bowels had only frigid salt water. She
cleansed her face, hands, and neck anyway. It was all pointless, really. The lice would
soon cover her body as it had already begun to cover the others’.

(S

Jonas searched the belly of the ship for Barbora, muddling through the hundreds
of steerage passengers camped there. The ship was just too big; he’d never find her
here. This section alone was the size of Marta’s allotment, and there were three more
tiers above. The belly had no portholes, so only a clever clothesline of blankets
marked the passage from day to night. After about a week many families had come
together, hovering around each other, singing songs, reciting prayers, telling
stories... Most were Lithuanian, but some were German and Polish; others he
couldn’t tell. He and Barbora had come alone only because Vytas, his brother, said it
would be best. He had been in America for almost sixteen years already. Barbora had
wanted to take Dora, but on this advice alone they acted. America turned back anyone
in bad health. If she fell ill, as children often do, they all could be forced to go back.

The belly’s stench was unbearable, so maybe she had gone above, for some fresh
air and a bit of a reprieve, Jonas thought. He was annoyed by the slight tickle in his
throat and relieved it with a hearty cough. Although he was a farmer’s son and used
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to the scent of livestock, Jonas had never been forced to live this way. He had spent
the night on a bed of hay once, to mind a cow in calf, but this place was much worse.
This is a cattle ship, not a passenger ship. There were hundreds of metal beds stacked
in threes and arranged in rows. They had no more space than a cow in her stall, and
they were thrown together by the hundreds. Even worse, beneath this room was the
propeller-driven engines with their noisy churning night and day. Steerage class was
more than unpleasant; it was downright dangerous. If they weren’t careful it could
cost them America, or worse yet, their lives.

The Germans had already come and served the first meal: sliced bread with
potato soup. The rations were small, and Barbora especially needed them. “Where
could she be?” he wondered. She was easily depressed. Maybe he was a fool to think
he’d save their lives by escaping the Russian draft. Those goddamn Russians. In the
fall of Port Arthur eight years ago, they took two of his brothers as well. Then they
took Marta’s second husband. Now they wanted him.

Jonas saw the boys go off to fight a war that was not theirs, for a country that did
not respect his people, and yet both brothers died bravely and heroically. Lithuania
did not want war, but in the end, they had paid more heavily for it than their Russian
rulers. Jonas remembered the stories of soldiers lacking ammunition, of the
government supplying them with religious icons rather than bullets, and of the Tsarist
generals choosing to transport stolen Japanese treasures on trains rather than the
thousands of wounded men at Port Arthur. His brothers lost their lives waiting for
such a train to take their wounded bodies back to Moscow. It never came.

His only surviving brother, Vytas, chose America when the draft papers came.
Perhaps he was the wisest of the Steponaitis clan. And now Jonas certainly owed him
their lives. Without the Yankee dollars he had sent, the two wouldn’t have made it this
far. Jonas knew this was the only choice. They had barely enough money, even with
the generous amount Vytas had sent, to make the month-long journey from their
village to Chicago. Vytas had paid for the tickets; it was “a peasant’s space for a
peasant’s fare,” but it was all he could spare. Still, the thought of his brother troubled
him.

Vytas hadn’t always been so generous as to send money home. Jonas was only
seven when he left, and he knew full well that Vytas stole the family’s meager savings
to do it. The theft enraged his father, but Vytas could always see a way to justifying
anything. He wanted different than his brothers got, so he took what little they had to
get away. After the boys’ deaths, the family reconciled again. They kept in distant
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contact with Vytas through specially printed letters with hand-written messages.
Jonas knew his brother could not read and write. Someone close to Vytas had sent
them; perhaps it was a woman. This reunion was going to be odd. Would they know
each other, or would they pass each other as strangers?

Jonas had been the last, and by the time he had come of age his parents had
already lost three grown sons. They didn’t show as much devotion for Jonas as the
others, and he was strongly aware of this. But Marta had been the same with Barbora,
even though Jonas knew she loved her daughter deeply. It was just the old people’s
way. Love was never spoken with words in Radviliskis. It was a stiff understanding
that wasn’t explained.

Unlike Jonas, Barbora had been very close to her kin. She helped Marta raise the
others, offering them more tenderness, because she was much softer. Jonas
considered this softness as he ascended the stairs. He stopped to think, then continued.
Maybe it wasn’t her heart that troubled her. This morning an old man said something
disturbing testhem; 7 will probably die on this journey, and the Germans will pitch my
body over the rails. Jonas had shuddered at the thought. He felt that tickle in his throat,
but he was young and robust. Maybe she felt one too. Barbora had gasped, but was it
the old man’s words, or the cough? Of course, it could have just been the sickness. His
sister had warned him—told him it happens in the early morning hours. She said there
was no cure but a tender husband. Yes, he suddenly realized, she must be at those rails.

And there she was, poised, leaning slightly, clutching Marta’s cloth. “Barbora!
Barbora!” he shouted. She turned and smiled serenely, her hand cradling her belly as
a mother cradles a child. “You frightened me!” he exclaimed. “I nearly thought you’d
heave yourself over.”

O

Barbora shook her head. This man cared for her, and he was strong. She’d be
strong as well; they would not survive with the strength of just one man. In a hardy,
even tone she replied, “Don’t be silly. I came for some air. To feel what it must be
like—breathing free. I wanted to remind myself why we left—and tell our baby, too.”
Barbora gently rubbed her belly again. She would endure.

“You are Marta talking to me.”

“Maybe I am.”

Barbora smiled as her amused husband put his arm around her, and they stood
there, overlooking the growing landscape of sea and sky.
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