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LOOKING FOR GOD
By Kristen Smart Rogers

God the Father is a Bantu warrior. Tall as a tree, black and
shining like basalt. Leopard skin around his loins, two-edged spear
upright in his hand. Lightning face, sharp and quick. God the
Mother beside him, ,fierce and beautiful. Her onyx breasts gleam.

Vickie Sowards leaned her forehead against the window of
the hotel room. Thirty-four floors straight down, cars scurried
like ants. The room was rose and gray and it smelled of stale
cigarette smoke and nights smothered in malaise. God’s black
face filled the cavity of Vickie’s chest, but the ghost of her own
reflection, dark-eyed, weary with travel, was the only reality
here. She turned from the window.

Someone was tapping on the door: her mother.
Vickie took a breath into the hollowness of her mouth, then

she let the breath escape and went to open the door.
"Are you ready?" her mother said, gliding into the room,

looking all around at everything--the pinched bedspread, the
pile of flung-off clothes, the shabby daughter. Her mother’s
face was lustrous as pearl, and the lips that touched Vickie’s
cheek were fragrant. "Keep your drapes closed, Victoria," she
said.

Without a word Vickie pulled the drapes across the window
and the headlights and the neon signs and the building across
the street vanished. Her mother smiled suddenly and held out
her coat. "Help me into this, darling, will you?" she said. The
coat was sensuous and heaw in Vickie’s hands. "I don’t wear
my furs very much anymore, you know," her mother said,
slipping into the sleeves. "I don’t want to deal with those
people, those animal-lovers who do such awful things." Again
she smiled, over her shoulder. "These are terrible times, really,"
she said. "So much friction over the smallest things."

They went out into the hall then, and pressed the elevator
button. "Well!" said her mother, touching Vickie’s hair. "In all
these years we’ve never been to New York together. I’ve got
ballet tickets for tonight; how does that sound?"

Behind the elevator doors stood a short man with a large,
pocked nose. Because he stood in the center of the space, they
had to step to either side of him and the three of them sank
earthward, each studying the descending numbers above the
doors and holding one hand in the other as they endured the
interminable wait. At the end, just before the doors released
them into the lobby, Vickie glanced at the short man. His eyes,
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fixed on some intangible point, flickered j ust barely, as though
he knew her story only too well.

They came by taxi to a restaurant where the waiters were
dressed in peasant shirts and baggy pants.

"This is where the celebrities come, then," said Vickie.
"I’ve seen a few. You never know," said her mother. "Keep

your eyes open." The leather of the seat was soft as newborn
skin. Vickie watched the people at the tables around them.

God, perhaps, wears a face of unearthly beauty. Adonis. The fao~
qf vi rility.

It made her smile, this sudden need to find a tangible God
how, ever since she had kissed Duane and the children ,good-
bye, she had looked everywhere, searching the faces spinning
past her in the airport concourses, memorizing profiles of the
passengers in the frail plane that lifted them all only barely
beneath the porches of heaven. At home, standing on the red
earth of the desert, watching the brindled sky swivel around
the four directions, she had not needed to know these things.

When a waiter brought the menus, Vickie watched him
closely, looking for mysteries in his stolid face. His mustache
brushed his lips.

"Are there any famous people here tonight?" Vickie asked
him.

"Victoria--" said her mother.
The waiter straightened slowly, and regarded Vickie with a

faint smile. "I’m afraid not," he said. "Lunch was very big,
though. I waited on Suzanne Somers."

"Oh. Well," said Vickie, chagrined. She half-lifted a hand m
self-dismissal. "I just wondered."

"You haven’t told me very much about the children yet," her
mother quickly said. "Is Molly still horse-crazy? Is Peter walk-
ing yet?" The waiter left.

God is Sam 5hepard, thin, melancholy, with eyes that haw:
suffered. God is Farrah Fawcett, and her hair is as pale as the
daisies she sprinkled here and there on creation day.

Vickie found words, but not the right words, to tell about
her children, her husband, her life among rancher,,; and
Navajos and endless country. The ranchers she knew were
great believers in the wickedness of coyotes. They set out
poisoned bait on BLM land. ’I hate it," Vickie said one night
~vhen the windows were open to the desert and the curtains
billowed with the echo of coyote howls. "It’s not right."

Duane lay with his hands beneath his head. "Try to under-
stand. Coyotes are smart, damn smart. They know how to get
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"Don’t worry," the coyote man said, narrowing his eyes, looking straight
into her face. "I’m not after your soul. I’m not even after your purse."

what they want. If you’re a rancher you have to hate coyotes.
It’s part of the job."

In Blanding, Utah, it was half-raining right now, half-snow-
ing, and the shed was leaking, and Molly was coming home
from Brownie Scouts. Duane was frowning into the pages of
some report. He had remembered to thaw the casserole she
had left m the freezer, and the warmth of it baking, its calm
and enfolding smell filled the house. The print that Molly
brought ihome from Sunday School still hung, slightly askew,
on the impassive refrigerator: Jesus, in the garden--the aged
olive tree, the hands clasped in endless pleading, the face
invented by human longing turned upward, looking beyond
the edge of the paper, frozen in doubt.

Here, at the Russian Tea Room, someone filled her glass
every few minutes, the linen was stainless and smooth against
her fingers, oil paintings looked languidly down on her from
the walls all around. The room quivered with sleek conversa-
tions, the: silvery clinking of crystal and china.

I1~ Blanding, winter had risen from the earth, stripping the
trees bare. Sometimes it seeped through cracks into the house
where she kept watch over her children and whe~e she slept

curled into Duane’s arms. But here, in the bright city, where
emeralds glittered on her mother’s neck, winter was obliterated
entirely.

Her mother had stopped listening. She leaned over and
murmured into Vickie’s ear, "A man over there has been
watching you."

"You’re imagining things," said Vickie.
"I am not imagining things," said her mother, arching her

eyebrow. "It’s the man at the corner table."
After a moment, Vickie glanced around. He was alone. His

hair fell to his shoulders in gilt-colored curls. Over the back of
his chair was draped what looked like the hide of a coyote. She
met his gaze for only an instant. Her face burned where his
eyes had touched it. The tension of moonless, coyote-filled
nights rose up in her. She twisted the ring on her finger. "He’S
not looking at me," she said.

Her mother blotted her lips with a napkin. "Nonsense. He
wonders who the beautiful girl is."

"Right," said Vickie.
Her mother smoothed a strand of hair from Vickie’s fore-

head. "I’m taking you shopping tomorrow," she said. "When
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was the last time you bought yourself something nice?"
When, in those ancient days, calling home from college,

Vickie had first hinted that there was a Duane in her life, her
mother had laughed. "Range Science! My God, Victoria. Don’t
they have any pre-med students at that school?"

Vickie glanced at her blouse--it was old--and then, fur-
tively, at the man in the corner. A woman was sitting down
across from him, and he was grinning at her, showing his white
teeth. By the time Vickie and her mother left, the man and the
woman were leaning across the table toward each other, intent
in their encounter.

At midnight, in her hotel room, Vickie pulled back the
drapes. In the building across the street a man was hunched
over a desk. She craned her head to look toward the sky, trying
to find the tops of the buildings, but they went up forever; they
were like sandstone walls that never stopped rising, and her
abdomen fluttered at the sensation of verticality.

God is not ten billion years old and slower than a tortoise, with
a beam that trails behind him. Could not, could not be. She would
find him.

The first thing she saw the next morning was the coyote
man. She went into a deli for a bagel and there he was.

"Hi," he said, raking Vickie’s body with his eyes. He showed
his teeth. His eyebrows were thick and black.

The pulse of the world ceased for an instant, until she closed
her eyes and brought it back. "Hello," she murmured.

"Hey," said the man at the counter, handing over a bag and
some change. "You want this, or what?" She took the bag and
turned away, trying not to think about coincidences or statisti-
cal possibilities, trying not to notice the sudden numbness in
her brain.

She went outside. It was not at all cold. She knew perfectly
well that he had followed her, she could feel him behind her,
but it seemed wise to pretend that she had never seen him, that
she would never need to look at him again. She set off walking
toward the Museum of Natural History. Her mother was not
well this morning. A big storm--the first real snow of the
season--had come through the Four Corners last night. The
roads were icy, Duane had told her on the phone. They’d
closed the schools. The children would spend the day at their
cousins’ house. Duane had things under control.

But here in New York it was endless spring. The coyote man
came up beside her. She did not look his way. People of all
shapes and fortunes streamed past them. She walked faster,
tried to think about Blanding, where she was safe, where she
had memorized the edges of the horizon, where the faces of
everyone, Indian and Anglo, were weathered chunks of rock.
But here, on 57th Street, she felt as though she were seeing the
whole mottled mosaic of humanity for the first time. She
remembered the bagel and pulled it from the sack and then
realized that it was not what she wanted after all. She stuffed it
back into the bag.

"Let me guess. You’re not from New York," said the coyote
man at her side. "You’re not even from the East Coast." She
knew that he was trying to look into her face, but she didn’t
care. She kept walking, weaving past the faces of executives,

secretaries, deliverymen, models. It’s broad daylight; there’s no
danger, she told herself.

"Look, let me put you at ease. I’m no rapist," he said.. His
voice sounded familiar, as though she’d heard it before. It was
a strong voice, and she had a certain respect for strength. She
kept walking.

"Myself," he said, "I’m rich, not that it matters." An imputse
to see the owner of this voice, just one more time, came over
her, and she sidled her eyes in his direction. He grinned.

She knew that she could not let him continue. When they
reached a corner, she stopped and got out her map. "Please--.
leave me alone," she said.

He leaned toward her ear. "I can help you get to wherever
you’re going," he said in a low voice. She snapped the map shut
and strode off, trying to feel with every nerve whether he was
follov~qng or not. She turned onto Central Park West and
suddenly he was beside her. Her ribs twitched.

"Get away from me," she hissed.
"Look," he said. "You think I’m out of line, but I’ve learned

to be direct. I don’t let opportunities go by." They were
walking past old apartment buildings that fronted on the park.
Vickie ~vanted to imagine elderly ladies and poodles living in
them, to imagine mistresses and dogs on languid strolls in the
park.

She had a sudden lonely vision of the faces of her children.
"I’ll scream," she said.
"Let me make it clear," the coyote man said. "I’ve had all

kinds of women and there’s something different about you."
He took hold of her elbow-~her stomach lurched--and pulled
her to a stop. His eyes flicked across her face. "You’re ready for
me. You’ve waited a long time, and I’m here."

She yanked her elbow away. "Look, mister," she said, but he
was smiling impishly and she lost track of her anger. Maybe he
was Jewish. One of God’s chosen people. How could she tell?

"Don’t worry," he said, narrowing his eyes, looking straight
into her face. "I’m not after your soul. I’m not even after your
purse."

Before she knew it, she’d let half a smile escape, but she
snuffed it out and spun away from him. He grabbed her arm
and grinned again. "That was a test," he said. "You passed."

Duane was cleaning up breakfast now, wiping off the high
chair while Robert pulled pans from the shelf by the stove. She
saw him, in that brown flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up,
filling the sink with hot soapy water.

"Here’s your test," she said. "Get lost." Adrenalin was flood-
ing her veins. It was a sweet feeling.

He moved his hand up her arm, up over her shoulder~
toward her neck. His touch was hot, and she jerked away.
~’Look. I’m married, I have three kids. How’s that?" She had the
sudden odd sensation that she was trapped in celluloid, lost in
the middle of a movie with an inevitable, melancholy plot.

"It’s fine," he grinned. "Just fine."
Perhaps this man could teach her about God. Perhaps it was

this very possibility that had led her here. She set her mind
hard against such a vision. But the old apartment buildings
rose up like temples. Perhaps in a room up there ....
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She began to walk again, faster, almost running. He talked
his way alongside her, she felt him pulling at her. She tried to
shut him out by watching the gray concrete moving beneath
her, watching as carefully as if she were back in the desert,
balanced on a foot-wide sandstone ledge, five hundred feet
above a canyon floor. Nothing but Duane’s voice could[ pull her
across places like that--at least, in the days before it became a
necessity to find God, no matter from what height she ap-
proache.d him. Unwillingly she looked again at the coyote
man, searching his face for answers. He had wide nostrils and
bright teeth. The coyote coat seemed to her a mantle of power,
something a shaman might wear on the darkest nights. She
wondered why she was not afraid, whether he had twisted
something inside her to block out fear.

Then he stopped suddenly and, as if she were belayed to
him, as if she had no power to walk on alone, she stopped too.
She looked around at him, measuring time with her breaths,
trying to slow the storm in her head.

He said, "Right here is where Lennon was shot."
She stared at him, and then at the building.
God’s hair, flowing like a fountain.
She felt herself lurch toward the coyote man, :suddenly

weak. He pointed out the exact spot; she searched the pave-
ment for blood stains. She looked up at the crouching facade
of the building. The stones were dark as dusk.

Jesus was slain for my sins.
The coyote man’s eyes were on her. He laughed. "Just

another guy’ getting bumped off," he said. "Happens every day."
Vickie looked at him and he looked at her and his eyes

burned her skin. "What are you saying?" she said, slowly, a line
from a script.

He twisted his mouth and lifted his hands heavenward to
demonstrate his innocence. "Happens every day. Believe me."
He moved toward her. "Someone could come along right now
and slit both our throats and nobody would even notice." He
showed his teeth.

A gust of sudden cold wind swept along the ground. She
shivered and shifted her eyes away from him and looked at the
place again. She thought about the Blanding cemetery, the
crooked pale stones marking the oblivion of a handful of
Mormon pioneers. "Go away," she said in a hollow voice. The
doorman looked their way, curiously.

The coyote man shook his hair and stepped toward her.
"When are you going to trust me?" he said. He slipped his
coyote hands around the base of her skull. He leaned close and
she smelled his maleness and the strength of it and grew a little
dizzy.

"You’re almost there," he said. "You’re alone on a precipice
and you planned it that way and that’s why I’m here." She felt
his broad tlq~umbs on her cheeks and a brush of fur against her
neck. His image filled the universe: the heavy eyelids, the mane
of hair, the white grin. She opened her mouth to make him
leave . . . or maybe to join him, to let him show her what he
knew. She let her head rest in the wide hands; she closed her
eyes and searched for the clarity of instinct to decide the end,
but then sl~.e felt a muffled warning: "Keep your eyes open,

Victoria," said the shadow of her mother’s voice. "You never
know."

At the instant she slid her eyelids open, a rabble of people
burst into her vision. They sprinted across the street, brandish-
ing spray cans, their faces purple with rage.

"Wolf hater! Murderer!" they screamed. Vickie felt the
hands on the nape of her neck go tense, she heard a howl, she
smelled the shock of paint and saw red slashed across the
world. The coyote man leaped around, and The Dakota and
the street and the park and the doorman all spun with him,
and for an instant Vickie saw nothing but sky, and then the
Furies were gone, clattering right over the place where John
Lennon stepped to his death and shouting back over their
shoulders, "Murderer! Murderer’s whore!"

The coyote man cursed and shoved Vickie aside and sprang
after them.

She gasped. He’d disappeared into the maze of streets, but
her skin still remembered the touch of fur. She looked over at
the doorman, standing like a statue before the shrine. As
though she could outrun this place of blood, she fled.

God is the Trickster. Coyote. Wily, unpredictable.
She ran recklessly along the gray sidewalk, and then the

museum reared up in front of her. She leaped up the steps,
fumbled in her pocket, and pulled out a bill to thrust at the
man behind the window. He handed her a round badge to put
on. She took it without curiosity. When it fell through her
fingers and clattered to the floor, she didn’t notice. She pushed
her way around the edge of a crowd of schoolchildren and
hurried on, breathing hard, in no particular direction. There
were no famous people here, only’ bones from the past in glass
cases, but her mother’s voice told her to keep her eyes open.
You never know, said her mother’s voice. You never know, you
never know.

And then she was alone. She closed her eyes and stood
alone and felt her heartbeat grow slow and loud. When she
came to herself, she found she was standing at the entrance to
a great hall, a dark hall ringing with ancient voices. She stood
there for a long moment, trying to remember the name of this
place, trying to remember how it was that she had been here
before, trying to dare to walk, slowly and alone, down its
length.

The hall was swollen with darkness and she entered it
against her betterjudgment. On either side rose up the totems
of the Northwest Indians--fish and birds and animals and
grotesques: the countless faces of God staring at her with
impassive eyes.                                               ~.,

THE SALMON LEAPING UP AGAINST THE STREAM

After suffering, the body
broken. That ecstasy
of blood in a still pond.
A place to return to.
The beginning of knowing.

--TIMOTHY LIU

NOVEMBER 1991                                                                                                      PAGE 29




