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DEAN TRIPP

Leaving Adak
“The glacier was God’s great plough set at work ages ago

to grind, furrow, and knead over, as it were, the surface of the earth.”
—Louis Agassiz

January 1996
My mother leered at us, my sister and me, over her Bible. She looked like a 
Welsh shepherd. Her face was reddened by the unseasonably dry January air; 
her brown eyes were scrupulous. She had Irish copper hair and pale, soft facial 
features. The prominent bridge of her nose was crooked from a childhood 
injury, and her nostrils were naturally flared and then chapped by the multi-
tudes of tissues she used to combat her cold. It is the last concrete image of 
her that I have. Catherine and I would often joke that her face was red from 
screaming at us. Outside the small bay window we added lore to our traded 
stories under her ever-present gaze. We would make her a legend: so intimi-
dating that the wind wouldn’t touch her, lest it be pushed back much harder. 
She was equally frightening as a mother—to challenge her would be to defy 
generations of child abuse that her family lauded as good Catholic parenting. 

I palmed Catherine’s back to brace myself as I rose, my joints frozen by 
the snow. We were making a snowman to show my mother how talented we 
were. This was solely for her. We had no real neighbors. Our home was skirt-
ed by hedge rows and dead fields. The nearest home was about a mile away, 
nestled in rural seclusion. The single lane dirt road that linked us to them 
and the main road was even further away. It was a rarely-maintained ribbon 
of asphalt that was regularly driven only by our mailman, Joe. He came every 
Wednesday in spite of the snow that blanketed the road. Our ears had be-
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come accustomed to his station wagon’s chained tires sputtering and grinding 
at every turn or pothole. Catherine and I had grown fond of Joe and his Long 
Island accent. He would tell us fantastic stories of working for an unnamed 
Mafia boss as we helped him carry things into the house. We were equally 
excited for what Joe brought: usually food my mother had ordered the week 
before, sent from the mainland to our roomy Alaskan island. Sometimes, 
though, our father would send us a letter talking about the vast expanses of 
America he’d seen. He sent poorly-written postcards with pictures of sunny 
ocean scenes he wished we could see with him. He drove trucks for a living, 
sending money and word back every other week. 

This year he was not back for Christmas or the New Year. Instead on 
Christmas morning we unwrapped toys while our mother read the apology 
letter he’d written. At that point we hadn’t heard his voice in seven months, 
a new record. I was twelve and Catherine was ten. My mother performed the 
job of single parent with angry flair: a tyrant whose word was law. We would 
resist occasionally to spite her. We were trying to prove something, though we 
never knew what. She would send us to bed with stinging cheeks and runny 
noses from tears we’d hold back until the lights went out. We would cower 
from her until we’d forgotten our previous punishment and try again. It was 
like trench warfare; we were the bored forces inciting tiny battles. We didn’t 
care to think about the consequences. We just wanted to prove to ourselves 
that she wasn’t just a domestic teacher and priest. We wanted her to be our 
mother too. It was the one role she couldn’t quite play.

At 2:30, our mother shouted, “James, bring your sister inside!” through 
the barely open front door. Recess was over. The snowman would have to 
remain incomplete. We were homeschooled for two reasons: one, because 
my mother felt that God belonged in the classroom, and two, because there 
was no school on our island anymore. We were the youngest two people 
there—among about a dozen people under the age of eighteen left. The adults 
(mostly native Aleuts) worked to keep their home from falling off the map. 
It’s the rock they clung to since the Coast Guard shut down the base bringing 
most of the servicemen and their families back to the mainland. When they 
left in 1994 they took the need for the college, the McDonald’s, even the high 
school, for a time—we were living on the government’s newest lost cause. 

On that particular day we were learning mathematics. I was starting long 
division and Catherine was tasked with her multiplication tables. We worked 
vigilantly, all too aware of the punishment we might receive if we didn’t look 
busy. Idle hands were the devil’s playthings, after all. My mother coughed 
hoarsely as she watched us work. When we finished she would grade our work 
in front of us, compare our scores. One of us would be praised, the other 
guilted into trying harder next time. Today I performed more admirably. My 
mother kissed me on the head as she got up from the kitchen table to check 



7

on dinner. Catherine was shifting on the wooden chair, tearing up at the red 
pen marks before her. She always took it hard when she did worse. When she 
seemed particularly sad, I would try to do poorly to make sure she wouldn’t 
cry anymore. She deserved the love more anyway. I was the first child—the 
sole focus of attention for two years. 

“Dinner will be ready soon. Go wash up,” our mother said. Catherine 
shook the tears from her eyes as we walked up the narrow stairs.

“What did you do wrong today on your tables?” I asked as we both stood 
before the ancient bathroom mirror washing our hands. 

Catherine’s face was warped by the imperfections of the old looking glass. 
“The sevens,” she answered with a frown. “I never remember the sevens.”

I offered to help her learn them, to get the blank tables from my mother 
and educate her before bed. She declined my help, as she always did. Cath-
erine felt like a child when I helped her. She made sure I knew she was no 
such thing. 

In February my mother’s cold seemingly grew worse. After fits of hack-
ing, she would wince and wrap her arms around her chest from the pain. 
Throughout all of this she refused our suggestions that she tell someone she 
was sick with anything worse than a cold. The letters from our father came 
less frequently. He had been given more jobs, hauling things long distances, 
sometimes across the whole country. He sent us pictures of sunsets and more 
money than usual. 

Our lessons became less and less a part of the day. We were allowed to 
spend more time out in the fenced-in front yard. We made modifications to 
our snowman as he solidified with the sunlight and the cold. Sometimes our 
mother would fall asleep while we played, leaving us to our own devices in the 
yard. It had been many years since we’d had it in our heads to attempt escape. 
When we were younger and the summer hovered over us we used to try to get 
past the green fence. Catherine would step on my back and unlatch the han-
dle to the gate, freeing us in a flick of the wrist. Our mother was always soon 
behind us, never letting us get any further than where the walkway met the 
road. Now we were smart enough to know that the only thing out amongst 
the snow or brown fields was endless nothing or abandoned homes in faded 
bright colors. Instead of running and playing, we’d talk for hours about what 
we figured our father was doing, or what we would do when we grew up. 

“I think that I want to write books. Or poems,” I said as we dug in the 
snow looking for sticks we’d never find. 

“Why?” Catherine asked, squinting to look at me over the glare of the 
sun. “You’re so good at math, you should be a mathematician.” She struggled 
with the word, smiling a little, clearly proud at overcoming such a grand 
term.
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“I don’t like math,” I assured her. “Do you remember those stories Mom 
would read to us when we were kids?”

“I think so. The ones with the geese that pray?” she asked, referring to an 
obscure Grimm fairy tale that fit my mother’s Catholic agenda.

“Yes, sort of. I want to write stories that will make people happy,” I said, 
beaming with pride at my future accomplishments. 

“Well, I want to be a doctor,” she replied, obviously uninterested in what 
type of poetry I’d read. “I want to fix sick people like Mom.”

“Mom has a cold; you can’t fix that.” I said. I saw our mother’s under-
statement as truth.

Our mother called us inside after her nap, cutting off our conversation. 
There were no further lessons, just a dinner that consisted of Campbell’s 
chicken noodle soup and a sleeve of stale saltines. My mother sent us to bed. 
Her chorus of pained coughs followed us upstairs from the living room. She 
never came to see us in bed anymore. She took to sleeping on the couch as if 
the trek up to her room was too taxing. We became the sole inhabitants of the 
second story. That night Catherine was buzzing with ideas for her future. We 
talked until the early morning. We talked like time meant nothing, enjoying 
our newfound social privileges. I dreamed that my father was on an island 
covered in black sand. I could see him from my boat but I sprung a leak. He 
watched as I sank, shouting “James,” as if yelling my name would stop the 
ocean from consuming me. 

The following morning we slept in. At 10:30 I awoke and plodded down-
stairs, wearied by sleeping into mid-morning. There was no familiar smell of 
coffee, no bustle of breakfast preparation. All was quiet and still dirty from 
the night before, at least by my mother’s standards. There were three bowls 
in the sink, bits of noodle and pools of chicken broth were left standing. My 
mother seemingly hadn’t woken up yet, which was unusual. I checked the 
couch, her new bed, and found it was empty. A dull crack echoed from the 
backyard. Then another. I spotted my mother chopping wood in the March 
cold, wearing her big green coat and white tennis shoes. With every heaving 
breath and split log, her lungs paraded off sharp coughs. I slipped on my 
boots and went outside to help. 

“It’s cold. We’re almost out of wood in the stove,” she said, wiping her 
mouth, her back to me. She spoke to the sound of the door closing.

“You’re sick, Mom,” I said, gesturing for the axe once I arrived at her side. 
“Let me.”

She continued to chop, ignoring me. After four swings and more ex-
hausting coughing fits, she relented.

“Do about fifteen more,” she said, adding a “please” as she thrust the axe 
handle into my hands. She left me no time to protest or ask when class would 
start. She knocked the snow from her shoes on the wooden steps and went 
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inside.
Once I’d finished my work, I brought an armful of kindling to the wood 

burning stove. I placed the bits of wood piece by piece into the black cast-
iron behemoth, its belly barely warm. Poking the embers around the new, 
dry wood, I began to think of how long it’d been since we’d seen our father. 
I remembered him explaining the act of stoking a fire like it were a voodoo 
priest’s summoning ritual.

“The flames won’t come unless you surround the logs with hot embers,” 
he explained in his quiet Midwestern drawl. He initially showed me when I 
was five, as if he knew I’d have to do it in his absence. With the logs aflame, 
I shut the grate of the stove and went inside, suddenly upset with my father. 

The air inside the house began to circulate, to become warm and dry 
again. The dishes were still in the sink and my mother was again absent. I 
rifled through the books and loose paper on the kitchen table until I found 
my English work, set on learning alone if I had to. Half an hour into my 
grammar exercises, Catherine came down the stairs. Her eyes were just free 
from sleep and a yellow lock of hair dangled in sweeping arcs across her fore-
head with each step. 

“What time is it?” Catherine asked groggily from the bottom step.
“It’s 12:30,” I answered, aware I hadn’t seen or heard my mother for more 

than an hour.
She was in her bedroom when I finally found her. I was frantic and out 

of breath after the search. We weren’t allowed to go into her room but after a 
dozen knocks she came to the door, grimacing. 

“I’m sorry, Mom, I just didn’t know where you were,” I said, expecting to 
be punished for bothering her in her room.

“I’m too tired to come down today; go do your schoolwork. You know 
where we left off.” At this order Catherine and I went once more downstairs, 
confused that education had seemingly lost its importance to her.

After a week of self-educating and a never-ending struggle to keep our 
house warm on our own, Catherine and I realized our mother should go to 
the hospital. She would not listen, offering only very weak responses about 
how she felt: “Fine, just tired.”

 We went to Joe when he came the next day with the mail, pleading 
that he talk to her and show her reason. We were scared then, finally aware 
of what her wavering health meant for us. She was thin and pale. Her eyes 
had collapsed into her skull; to look into them was like staring into a well. 
After he spoke to her alone, my mother grudgingly agreed to make her way 
to the local medical center. Joe told me later that his horror at her appearance 
is what convinced her to leave. She’d simply ignored her body until it was 
so far gone. There she was almost immediately diagnosed with pneumonia. 
They couldn’t do anything to help her on Adak with the tiny medical center 
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that was left. She was taken by plane to the mainland a few hours after she 
arrived. We waited behind for three days with Joe, waiting for the next supply 
boat. We rode it back to the mainland, impatiently wondering at my mother’s 
health. Catherine and I talked loudly, pointing at the seabirds grazing the 
placid, rippling surface of the water, trying to distract ourselves from worry-
ing. Catherine was five the last time she saw the world outside Adak. 

She asked, “Do you remember when we watched the ice break? On the 
boat with Daddy?” 

“Of course,” I said, hoping we’d see more before we made it to the hos-
pital. 

Shortly after we first came to Alaska, when Adak bustled, our father 
found a boat that made tours north, along the glaciers. There we watched the 
spring shatter the ends of them into the ocean. Once home, Catherine and I 
had asked our mother to teach us about the ice. It was so alien and we need-
ed to make sense of it. She told us that what we watched was called calving, 
when the massive chunks of ice cracked into the ocean below with a roar. 

“I miss Daddy,” Catherine said, watching her boots kick back and forth 
as her feet dangled from the high bench.

“I do too,” I said, wondering if he would already be there attending to 
our mother as best he could. He always did care about us, I never doubted 
that.

“Do you think Daddy will come back with us when Mom gets better?” 
Catherine looked hopeful.

“Maybe we’ll all go back with him,” I said, tired of home, of the solitude.

The hospital was quiet when we arrived at 3 AM. The emergency room 
was brightly lit, barely active itself. A woman holding her stomach and winc-
ing sat on a chair drinking from a paper Dixie cup. Joe told us to buy drinks 
from the vending machine as he went to the desk to ask where my mother 
was. He returned in a few minutes with grief in his eyes.

“Your father is here; he’ll be coming to see you in a coupla’ minutes. Let’s 
just sit over here.” 

As we sat, Catherine and I were too distracted by thoughts about our 
father to worry about our mother. 

Our father entered the waiting room—the specter from almost a year 
before, an eternity to a child. He’d aged less than our mother and he looked 
happier, not so beaten-down by the world. Joe stood to greet him and took 
him to talk out of earshot. Our father never took his eyes off us as he spoke. 
After they talked he shook Joe’s hand and Joe went to the front desk again. 
Our father came over, crouching down on his knees to see us at eye level.

“Come here you two,” he said with tears in his eyes, his arms outstretched. 
We both got up and quickly met his embrace. He hugged us for what felt 
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like minutes in the sterile fluorescent lights. He let us go, sitting down on one 
of the metal chairs, beckoning us to sit next to him.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t around much. It’s just after the divorce I didn’t know 
if you’d wanna see me; you stopped sendin’ letters,” he quietly went on, not 
giving us time for the word ‘divorce’ to sink in. “I… I need to tell you some-
thin’,” he said, his throat quivering.

Catherine and I exchanged confused looks.
“Your mother, she died last night. She was real brave, but she was too 

weak to keep fightin’. I’m sorry,” he said, waiting for us to react.
I’ve heard people say that when they were told someone they loved died 

that they thought it was a joke. They sort of laughed, said their Come on 
and It’s not funny until the horror of truth slowly sunk in. I reacted that way, 
begging my father to admit his lies while my sister cried, too young to doubt 
her father. 

We both went to sleep that night in the hotel room my father and his 
friend were staying in. The television that would have normally interested us 
was overlooked. We were drained of emotion. We were tired and out of tears. 
We slept better than we should have on the hard springs of the mattress, un-
der the creased comforter depicting moose and beavers happily living along 
a stream. 

The next morning our father introduced us to his silent companion, our 
step-mother. She was a small woman with black hair in a pink parka. Her 
name was Denise. They had been married for eight months. He was shocked 
and guilty that our mother hadn’t told us about the divorce, about the apol-
ogy he’d sent along with last year’s Christmas gifts. She just signed the papers 
and quietly sent them back. She never even flinched or hinted at the change 
to us. I sometimes think that if she lived, she would have let us go on be-
lieving that he was just too busy for us, working away across the country. In 
truth, he hauled cargo around North Carolina and the rest of the southeast, 
a job much less grand than the cross-country escapades he told us about in 
letters. He would apologize to us for the rest of our lives. 

In the time that we waited for the plane to North Carolina we heard news 
of Thomas Chaplin, a boy around our age who died in a plane crash heading 
back from a supply run with his mother. She survived for four hours in the 
barely-warm-enough March ocean, clinging to one of the plane’s pontoons 
and holding onto Thomas’ hand as if he were still attached to it. The rest of 
him was found 30 meters from her. The boatman who plucked him out with 
a tuna net had to hold the boy’s mother back as she tried to graft his hand 
back onto his flesh, as if it would restore life in his frozen body. It felt like 
our home had become a place where only death existed. For some reason, 
even years later, this image stuck with me more than my mother’s death. I 
don’t imagine her on the glistening morgue table we never got to see. Instead 
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I picture Thomas Chaplin bobbing on his back like a week-old county fair 
goldfish. It’s strange, what memory deems important. As we flew to the East 
Coast, our mother was buried in Adak among the bones of the natives and 
the military men who’d died in their short stay. My father didn’t have any 
more time to spare or he’d lose his job. Nobody but Joe and the island’s only 
priest attended her funeral. 

North Carolina was a monumental adjustment. Denise was patient with 
us. She waited for us to come to her when we’d finished mourning our moth-
er. She would prove to be a good parent. She grew to love us and we came to 
love her. Catherine and I went to public school and did well. Our pale skin 
tanned in the hot sun. We adapted. Our father pleaded with us not to blame 
our mother for letting her pride keep us in the dark about their divorce, for 
letting herself die. It was difficult. I hated her for a long time. Now I don’t. 
It’s simple like that. It’s hard to know if I can ever love her, considering that 
she only lives in my memory now—only in the kind of dreams I want to end 
that never do.

Catherine graduated high school early and moved to New York City. 
She wanted to see the lights and to experience something new. I stayed close 
to home. In my freshman year at UNC I decided I’d like to become a social 
worker, to try and help kids who were displaced by tragedy. Catherine and I 
were not orphans; we were something different. We were like the ice that we 
watched fall into the sea all those years ago, when our family was still happy 
and intact. We longed for the way the freshwater cavalcaded into the salt, 
ignorant to what their mixing meant. We floated as two pieces shorn from 
the same whole, wanting everything new but only decaying with it. We were 
inundated by the promises of warmth and new places until we dissolved into 
it with everyone else. We were the late spring calving: the son and daughter 
of an unimaginable wasteland. We drifted south far too quickly. We had our 
freedom, but was it what we needed? What we deserved?


