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FRANK KOOISTRA

The Young Marrieds

Concentrate today, intent on the future,
The mortgage for a lakeside home

Swelling like a symphony’s first movement
In their minds, a contract and seal

Of their mutual habitation, applauded

By neighbors, approved by parents;

They will have to give up the little island
And the graceful arch of the picketed footbridge,
But, like the red-winged blackbirds

In the catails, they follow the imperative
Of nest building, and prepare for the
Children who may or may not come. If their
Nest remains empty, it will not fall apart,

As the birds’ nests do; if no children

Appear the wife will wear big bows, and the
Flower beds will be planted more brightly,
And the husband will grow more silent.



JEANPAUL FERRO

Human Bondage

On the bed, the-girl-next-door,

plum push-up bra, cotton panties,

the brownish blonde mouthing Lyle Lovett,
between the Bahamian house and the walkway
of old Duval Street bricks,

her house shivering in the heat, shadowy,
philodendron and cypress vine by the steps.

Her father comes in from the hallway and
locks the door, the Homecoming Queen
from Texarkana — the Texas side —

the Brown hopeful, he touches her face,
pushes her back, seven years of this,
eleven and now eighteen, his far fingers,
momma in the room beside them.

Her sister walks in,

“Did you two brush your teeth?” she says.



KATIE DEGENTESH

Pandora Speaks

I.

[’ve seen nothing unseamed
without wanting to slit it.

I've picked the legs
from a daddy-long legs

and watched the soft dot
left behind die.

iI.

I'd beat any child

that promised perfection.

When they brought

the new baby home, I said:
Put her on the stairs

and see what she does.



MARK TAKSA

The Report. The Knife

The boy did not miss the facher

who wrote from a rainy gutter,

according to the institutional pen,

and he never wanted to know when the doctor
would untie the arms of his mother’s jacket.

When a donor placed a penny

on his bed, he said thanks and sang

and the lady asked if he would sing

to all the ladies in her cake donating club
and he sang and said thanks for an extra slice.

The waif loitered by the lawn

and readied to run, but the social worker
reported the boy was planning to mend the gate.
In the steam of the laundry room, the boy
muttered that he was breathing brimstone

but, the report continues, he joined

the other waifs in the Saturday ironing

as if he wore their clothes.

The only recorded pain is glasses

for the busted eye. In the flooded basement,

I fool myself that someone has read the true ink
before it was washed away, remember

the inmate punching the waif’s eye,

sicting on his chest, holding a knife to his neck
which becomes my neck and the file is melting
with the weeping of the witnesses.



BRYAN KYSER

What’s That On The Horizon?

ANu

Anu Balgernash is dyslexic. And mute. He also suffers from epilepsy, retardation,
muscular dystrophy, eczema and near-sightedness. But he can skip real well. He
started when he was six months old, before he could walk. He just up and went,
Mother says whenever she speaks with shoppers at the supermarket. She watches
him skip up and down the aisles, looking to see who else is watching him, ready
to seize the film should anyone take a picture. Anu jerks and slaps his arms up
against his chest, urinates on the linoleum rtiles near the frozen bakery section.
Thar’s just his way of saying hello, Mother says. Pay no mind to him.

MOTHER

Anu’s mother wants something to be proud of. The shoppers at the supermarket
are amazed that Anu can breathe after a seizure, nonetheless up and skip, which
he does as if nothing happened. Some stare, others think it is a show and applaud:
throw money. Mother catches every episode on 35mm film, transferring it later
to slide. She prizes her collection of black and whites, and has been, since Anu’s
birth, at work on a documentary. One day she will win a prize, perhaps the Pulitzer
or MacArthur. The “National Enquirer” and “Star” have paid her $500,000 so
far for minimal accounts of Anu’s birth, and press her agent daily for the exclu-
sive rights to the full story and photographs.

HELENA

There is a large colony of French dissidents in Helena, Idaho. When they came
the population of croissant eaters increased from one to five hundred and sixty-



two, and the demand forced the supermarket to install larger freezers and open
an entire croissant aisle. The French picketed the supermarket, shouting at the
shoppers and waving signs: FROZEN CROISSANTS ARE SACRILEGE! Sam MacClupky,
the only croissant-eating non-Frenchman living in the region, was overjoyed at
the new trend, changed his name to appeal to the new clientele, and opened his
own shop.

At dusk the clouds over Helena are red and stringy. Skywatchers drive from as far
as New Mexico, Florida, and New Jersey for the lowering of the flag in front of
Sam Petrie’s House of Croissants, the best place in Helena to see the sunset.

Anu cannot stand the smell of fresh croissants. His legs and back stiffen and his
face breaks out in black pustules.

THE BIRTH-OMEN

The people of Helena read the sky like a deaf person reads lips. Dusk is the most
important time. They believe a child’s physical characteristics and future can be
read in the sky’s coloration during the first twilight. A child born on the day of a
blue dusk is destined to be wealthy, on a red, strong, on a pink, gay, on a yellow,
intelligent, on a brown, clumsy, and on an orange, handsome. Children born
during a gray dusk tend to die mysteriously within their first eleven years, and
those born during an eclipse develop limps before they reach puberty.

Mother named Anu after the Babylonian Sky-god, believing in their legend that
mankind was formed in his image, molded as if out of clay by his wife. Mother
chose the name long before her son’s birth, as well as the sky conditions which
she calculated on a color wheel used for cosmetics (red and blue become purple),
and would draw sketches of what she foresaw; a strong and wealthy son, dressed
in robes, standing in front of Sam Petrie’s, waving to a crowd of the envious. And
she, in a silken gown on the steps above him, smiling,

She had the dream when she was twelve, and had been confined to the school
library and set under the librarian’s eyes, absently flipping pages in a book left open
on the table before her. And while kicking the table, trying to drive the librarian
crazy, by chance passed over the legend of the Sky-god, and it being a red dusk as
she read, thought it to be prophecy. She stopped kicking and waited to be released,
searched the shelves for books on photography, hopeful that she could learn and



document her newfound destiny, and found a list of instructions in one of them
which she followed carefully, buying a camera and her first roll of film, and con-
verting her bedroom closet into a dark room.

THE DOCTOR

Only one doctor resides within fifty miles of Helena. He holds a degree from the
Pasteur Institute in Paris in yeast infections, and arrived with the first busload of
French dissidents. He is a nice looking young man, neat and clean, although ever
furrowed in concern over the state of yeast, which he knows clings to underarms,
bicep tendons, and the groins of both men and women.

The doctor mistook Anu’s birth for hemorraghic fever. He sealed the blood pus-
tule in a petri dish for study and confined Mother to a cot in his lab, hoping to
contain the epidemic long enough for the media to arrive and credit him with
finding the disease. However, Mother demanded that no one see the fetus, hiring
two guards, one to watch the hall, the other, the front door.

Townspeople, tourists, and local reporters swarmed outside the doctor’s lab,
curious to see what a child born during a purple dusk looked like, and even after
bribing the guard, learning that the child was too small to see, still wanted to peer
at it through the microscope. The guard was more than willing to accept further
bribes, and wrote on a tourist’s napkin: The child’s infested with plague; which
the tourist, running for the parking lot, screamed. The crowd rioted, threw bottles
at windows and overturned cars, demanding that the diseased tissue be boiled in
one of the doctor’s steam-vats. Tourists hopped in their cars and sped for wide-
open spaces. Onlookers crammed into phone-booths to call their families. Women
and children, afraid that they would be trapped in their homes, ran down the streets
carrying arm-fulls of china, crystal, and jewelry, screaming. Those with radios called
nearby hospitals, newspapers, and television stations with reports of men clam-
bering out of the woods with pustules on their skin and breathing a thick yellow
gas, cows giving birth to headless babies, an alcoholic whose liver fell right out
from between his legs, and that rats injected with the disease were being parachuted
out of airplanes all across the northwest. Rumors reached other states that towns
had completely vanished. The townspeople panicked, believing that with such
news, no one would be coming to help them. Some lay on their roofs in gas masks,
shooting at anything that approached, others burnt their houses, cars and cloth-
ing, took shovels and broken branches and sacrificed lambs and cattle, hoping to



prevent the plague from spreading. When the news of the epidemic reached
Washington DC, government agents were flown in and the town sealed off.

After consulting his wall chart on skin diseases, the doctor discerned that there
was not a fever, and that the fetus simply had not matured. He believed by using
the yeast and fungal ointments he had been experimenting with, he could accel-
erate the fetus’ growth. After two months of moving the infant into larger petri
dishes and changing the ointment dosage, he noticed the infant’s deformities,
which were many: a pretzel spine, pock-marked skin, crossed eyes and a tongue
that dangled two inches out of his mouth. Mother insisted her cot be kept next
to the plexi-glass incubator where the infant was stored and film be delivered
outside the door by the pharmacist who had to wear a sealed suit supplied by the
CDCin Atlanta. With the help of the doctor, she invented a camera that strapped
to her head and lowered down like a visor, and snapped pictures as the doctor
worked. He insisted that the kinks in the infant’s spine were clear indications that
he had an innate balance and dexterity, and when at six months, he was finally
removed from the last dish and began to skip and dance, the doctor was deemed
a miracle worker.

The doctor became a legend. Reporters and television crews hurried into town to
cover the story and to interview him. He hired a lawyer and a media consultant,
as well as a diction coach to help him practice for the news conference. It’s all in
the picking of the fungus, he said. And yeast. Lots and lots of yeast. But he was
thinking: I hope they don’t film the left side of my face. I don’t want them to see
my mole. Mother called her copyright lawyer and slapped an injunction on him
and refused to show the photographs of Anu’s birth. She also refused to display
the camera she used to take the pictures which had been strapped to her thigh
with the doctor’s belt. In return, he filed a law suit under patent pending laws, as
did Mother, both claiming ownership of the camera and the film.

BABYLON

Babylonian priests believed all newborns, whether human or animal, were omens
and read each deformity as a representation of a different fate for the land. Mid-
wives inspected children born with the heads of goats or sheep to see which way
their heads were turned. A goat head turned left meant plague or famine, turned
right, an abundance in crops and livestock for seven years. Occasionally there
would be a double fetus, a combination of animal likenesses. The favorable head



was left alone, the disfavorable head sewn into a sack, carried by bearers to the
Mediterranean and tossed into the sea.

The deformed children were hidden in clay urns until a new moon, then made
to stand in brass cages until a half moon, then made to roll 33 times over on the
lowest tier of a ziggurat devoted to Beltis, the goddess of motherhood. They even-
tually grew up, but were unable to shake the social stigma of their birthmarks,
and often were called names such as Goat-breath, Goat-head, or the Goat.

THE PENIS

Mother knits a sweater for her boyfriend, the Penis, a tall trucker with hairy
muscled arms and a liking for peach cobbler. He visits once a week, eats dinner
and helps work on household projects. Tonight he builds a swinging dog door in
the dining room wall, not far from the dinner table. Anu crawls back and forth
through the door as the Penis, washing up for dinner, smiles at Mrs. Balgernash,
who smiles back and sets the hot cobbler on the table next to where he will sit,
rubbing the warm oven mitts between her thighs. The Penis eats while she knits,
teetering back and forth in her rocking chair which is positioned at the edge of
the table under a framed photograph of an aged woman cradled in the same chair.
Anu is continually confused as to which is his mother. He blinks, dizzied by the
flashing movements of the chair, and frustrated that there is no such motion in
the photograph. The Penis licks cobbler off of his spoon and runs his tongue along
his teeth and along the insides of his cheeks. Anu is tangled in the dog door and
convulses, his elbows flapping, his legs kicking him forward as if unaware that
the rest of his body is incapacitated. Mother flips a miniature camera in front of
her eyes, the camera the Penis bracketed to the front of a construction worker’s
hard-hat, replacing the visor the doctor had built which, after she wore it for seven
years, killed the hair follicles under the straps. The Penis points the tip of his boot
toe in the frame and Mother salivares.

SuNDAYS

Every Sunday, Sam Petrie sells seasoned strips of meat on his heated croissants, a
town favorite. Meat is expensive so he hunts the strays that raid the dumpsters in
the alley behind his shop, trapping them with nets of various sizes, each designed
to hold specific animals: mice, rats, cats, raccoons, squirrels, badgers, beavers,



snakes, crows, pigeons, and rabbits, and once even caught an elephant that had
wandered into his shop in a jester’s cap and baggy purple and green ear flaps.
Deliveries to the supermarker are made only when there is a halo 22 degrees from
the sun on a clear day, the townspeople believing it to be a sign of freshness.
However, the weather service has predicted a month of rain. The townspeople are
not concerned, confident that there is enough food in the storage lockers at the
edge of town. Sam Petrie anticipates a food shortage. He has stockpiled frozen
meat in a bunker under his store, knowing that, with the clouds and rain, there
will be no deliveries, and when the lockers run empty, no food, and his, the only
shop in town. He thinks: Can anything be better? He waits, eager for the money
the hungry customers will bring,

BABYLON

If there was a famine, the Babylonian high priests sacrificed a sheep, cut out its
liver, and inspected it to see which side was bloated. If the right side, only one-
third of the population would die and the land would escape drought. If the left
side, the land and all its people would be consumed by dust. If both sides, the
priests erected an obelisk facing north, and sacrificed a sheep every day for seven
days or the famine would linger for seven generations.

THE FAMILY DOG

Every family in Helena owns a dog, believing that they howl at certain phases of
the moon because they are sacred animals. Dogs are loyal, obedient, easily trained,
and the only animal that is taboo to eat. Training usually falls on the eldest male
in the family: a grandfather, father, uncle, or sometimes the eldest son. Extreme
care is taken not to run over a dog by foot or with a vehicle or sled, drop a dog
into a ditch, leave a dog locked in a freezer, or let a dog drink from stagnated water.
It is believed that anyone who injures a dog, or stands idly by during such an even,
will become sterile, suffer racking chest pains and inflict seven months of rain and
flood on the community.

Since coming home from the doctor’s lab, Anu has trained the family dog, teach-

ing it how to skip, roll its eyes back so only the whites show, and urinate standing
up, a trick the Penis taught him on their first meeting,
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Sam Petrie tempts fate and chases Anu’s dog. For five years he has been crafting a
net specifically for the purpose of trapping it, and he sneaks around the plinth in
town square, hoping to catch it unaware. Sam Petrie is an anarchist at heart, and
would like to lure the hungry people of Helena to eat the taboo meat in his next
batch of Sunday Specials.

While Sam Petrie hunts the dog, a gang of young boys, their faces smeared with
garbage, crouch around the dumpsters in the alley, and creep through the back
door. They stuff croissants under their shirts and into each other’s pants. They
eat and eat, farting and emptying their bowels on the counters, chairs and in the
register. They take the croissants into the alley and throw them at one another.
Sam Petrie, hiding among the bushes with the dog under his arm, watches the
children raid his shop. He lays the dog on its back, his knee against its throat so
it cannot yelp, and, with his hunting knife, in one quick motion, severs its left

hind leg.

SOMEDAY

Anu’s mother drives off with the Penis in a white Ford pickup and never sees Anu
again.

THE wooDbs

The woods surrounding Helena are considered sacred, the townspeople believ-
ing it to be a sign of growth and prosperity, and thus the ideal base for the fungus
industry, their primary source of income. Families train their dogs to defecate over
the soil, which croppers stamp with their bare feet into a mud-like paste and
sprinkle with spores which are spread evenly by rubbing them in their palms and
berween their fingers. All fungus patches are made in this way; molds, morels,
truffels, mushrooms, and moss, which are picked and sold for materials for mak-
ing food preservatives, yeast, steroids, foot powders, and penicillin. The doctor
carried the first set of spores in a temperature-stable briefcase all the way from
France, planting them immediately upon arrival.

Since fungus does not need sunlight to grow, it is considered the ideal crop,
immune to the random effects of the weather. To perpetuate this ability to sur-
vive under diverse conditions, the Town Council has ordered the tree-tops pruned
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into the shapes of popular cloud formations: the stringy cirrus, the coarse surfaced
and thick alto-cumulous, the sheeted strato-cumulous, and the fog-like stratus.
Unfortunately, each year twenty of the trees die, eaten by the mold and moss,
leaving only dried-out husks and petrified stumps which the doctor injects weekly
with bioengineered tree sap in an attempt to rejuvenate them. Occasionally, a tree
is beyond saving and must be dug out of the ground with a crane and a new sap-
ling planted in its place, the wood of the dead tree fashioned into toothbrush
handles. Every week, the doctor appears on a television ad, standing in front of
charts and diagrams, offering medical ways in which trees and fungus can live
together, a 1-900 number listed at the bottom of the screen.

Green, the rarest color of the sky, is a religious color. The town has won awards
for its green woods, has pictures and articles in “Nature” and “Outdoor Life.” Great
lengths are taken to maintain its image. A canal diverts water from the nearby Snake
River, flowing under the mulch in irrigation pipes that rise up in mushroom-shaped
sprinkler heads that the doctor outfitted with chlorophyll filters. Volunteers snip
any leaf, sprig or branch that does not meet the Greenness Standard which is
printed on test strips that volunteers pin to their jackets and on postcards sold to
tourists, a well known slogan printed on the back: We'd rather raze the woods and
sow the soil with salt before we'd compromise our green.

THE CHILDREN

Children in Helena are raised to button the top button of their shirts, comb their
hair with brushes made from petrified wood, and utilize both sides of any square
of toilet paper. Toilet paper, which is a tree product, and which can only be ob-
tained by cutting and shredding a living tree, is banned, and because of this, bath-
rooms are few and far between. The few outhouses that do exist have corn-on-
the-cobs hanging on the insides of the doors. The Town Council passes a bill that
allows children and senior citizens above the age of eighty-five to relieve them-
selves in the woods and along the sides of the street where, in an effort to spruce
the town up for visitors, rows of fungus planters have been built.

Boys pick on Anu because he cannot recite their gang motto, girls under ten tease

him, joking that his skin afflictions would go away if he bathed in a tub of burn-
ing oil, and gitls over ten ignore him, afraid of catching his disease.
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THE LETTER

Anu receives a letter from his mother. However, he has never seen a letter before
and cannot read. Anu does not believe she is gone. He sits in front of the photo-
graph that hangs over the rocking chair, waiting for her to speak.

Before leaving, Mother left a note for the doctor asking him to overlook their past
differences and to look after Anu, making sure he took his pills and injections,
wore his knee, hip, and back braces, and received his weekly lotion rub and hot
oil bath.

While visiting the Balgernash household to check on Anu, the doctor notices
that the family dog has choked on a piece of paper and is dead. He wakes Anu
and inspects his mouth to make sure he has not been similarly hurt. Anu does
not know what death is, and faints and convulses on the carpet. The doctor picks
through the dog’s saliva with a scalpel and pieces together portions of a letter. He
wraps the family dog in the dining room tablecloth and takes the child and the
sample back to his lab.

CARMEN

Carmen is seven years old and the prettiest girl in Helena. She is also the smart-
est, or so her parents say, claiming that she had been born under a dusk so yellow
it was golden. They have raised her under a strict educational regimen, hiring only
the finest tutors, excelling at math, biology, astronomy and physiology, and as a
sign of her high birth, only buying yellow socks and shoes, bonnets, blouses and
skirts for her to wear. They have recently signed contracts for her to perform on
a home fitness video for children so that she can show off her innovative “Pat-
tern-Weave” skipping and rope jumping technique which she calculated using
anatomical structures and gravitational figures.

Every Sunday boys of all ages pummel each other in front of Sam Petrie’s House
of Croissants for the right to give her a Sunday Special. The other customers have
long given up on trying to stop the fights so they wager on the bouts while eating
croissants and drinking coffee, fixing the odds according to fluctuations in the
air pressure: a drop meaning favor for the challenger, a rise for the champion of
the previous fight. Children born under a red dusk receive set odds of 1/2 to one.
Carmen jumps rope next to the plinth in the square and waits patiently for the
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winner and a taste of the week’s mystery meat.

Carmen envies Anu because he is the best skipper in Helena. She studies his ev-
ery move and seduces him with coy looks and brief flashes under her skirt. She is
jealous because she has never been able to master his jerks and sudden changes in
direction, and once, late at night, she followed Anu, imitating him. She fell into
a trench, broke her leg and nearly suffocated.

BaBYLON

Babylonian priests sponsored contests in which children competed and their fa-
thers bet and could profit at the expense of the demons that the priests claimed
inhabited all children before the age of puberty. They pitted child against child,
demon against demon, sometimes throwing them into pits to beat each other with
goat’s bladders stuffed with sheep’s wool, or tying them by the waist to large stones
and having them race over a hundred yards of gravel, or making them walk on
coals to see whose feet would be burned least. If a child was victorious, the de-
mon was strong, and the father proud that he was so important to warrant a major
spirit to possess his child. If defeated, the demon was weak, and the parent re-
lieved to be spared thirteen years of torment. If a parent lost money on a contest,
the child could be taken to the ziggurat and sold for twenty pieces of copper.

THE EXPERIMENT

The docror fills out court documents, hoping to adopt Anu and gain serial rights
to the letter, as well as the legal freedom to use Anu as the subject in an essay titled
“Fungal Techniques of Genetic Regeneration” which he knows, someday, will win
him the Nobel Prize. He has signed a deal with a pharmaceutical company, which
has already paid him over $100,000 in research grants, and is interested in mar-
keting his regeneration formula XP-7, doubling his 8% royalty if it will work on
non-living tissue as well as on humans and animals.

The doctor experiments with strange fungi and attempts to regrow the missing
parts of the letter, the sections the family dog digested. He has already recovered
more than half of it, and believes he can recover more from the dog’s stomach
which he empties with an industrial-strength vacuum cleaner that he suction-cups
to the dog’s behind. He picks through the vacuum bag, retrieving bits of paper
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which he first marinates in a yeast broth, then dries under a heat lamp and seals
in a petri dish.

Anu assists him by searching the woods for dung which the doctor has already
dissected into a mineral white powder, and which Anussifts, picking out the molds
and spores the doctor has trained him to see and which he needs to concoct his
miracle glue.

There is no food in Anu’s house or in the doctor’s lab, and as he skips through the
woods he eats the mushroom caps he finds growing near a patch of rust mold. As
he continues the doctor’s errand, his mind swells with strange images: he sees the
Penis, stooped naked over the dog bowl, and Mother, squatting next to the rock-
ing chair, wiping her behind with a piece of paper that she lifts and waves at him,
then skips away, the photograph that hangs over the chair taped to the back of
her head. Anu does not understand what she means. He blinks, dizzied by what
he sees, and collapses into a red coral fungus. When he awakens, he gathers a few
hand-fulls of the mushroom caps, putting them into his pockets and into one of
the freezer bags.

THE LETTER
The doctor has partially regenerated Mother’s letter. During his daily journal entry,

he says into his miniature tape recorder: Is there nothing science cannot accom-
plish? The letter still has a few gaps and holes and missing punctuation, so he fills

in the blanks himself.
CARMEN

Carmen develops a limp and wears the sole of her left shoe thin.

ANU’s BuLL

When Anu was five, his mother read him bedtime stories. His favorite was the
“Bull of Anu.” According to Mother, the Sky-god sent the bull down to earth to
punish mankind for their wickedness. Anu was fascinated by the picture of the
bull, and would get down on all fours while she read, ramming her belly with the
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top of his head and stamping on her feet with his hands.

The circus returns to town. Stage-hands work hard to set-up the scaffolding needed
to raise the big-top in town square, centering it around the plinth. This year’s main
attraction is a bull and its troop of midget handlers, hired more because they were
midgets and a big box office draw than because of any exceptional skill or renown
in the field of bull-handling, and who will be dressed as clowns come showtime.
The bull will spear burning logs with its horns and chase the midgets who will
strip off colored wigs, noses, gloves, boots, coats and overalls which the bull will
trample and chase the midgets until they are nearly naked, left only in polka-dotted
swimming trunks, and who will then dive into an iron water tank.

The bull is trapped in a cage in the back portion of the big-top, surrounded by an
electric fence which the handlers, asleep on a block of straw, have left unlocked
and have forgotten to turn on. The bull pecks around one of the five warning signs
on its cage, on which is written Do Not Feed Bull, and snorts when Anu approaches
with a handful of the brain-inducing mushrooms. The bull, delirious, rams the
cage with the top of his head, twists and bends the bars with his horns and tramples
free, charging out into the woods and spearing a tree which after ripping out,
stampedes back into the big-top, the handlers diving into the water tank and
peeking out over the rim, and the bull, rampaging into the stands and mistaking
the children for the midgets, chases them back into the woods, the children strip-
ping off their clothes behind them. Some hide under their shirts or pants and are
kicked, others slip and stumble over one another and are stomped. Carmen limps
and cannot get away. Sam Petrie lures the bull into the alley with a trail of frozen
raccoon-meat and traps it under one of his two-ton capacity nets. Parents wander
the streets, shouting their children’s names, but dare not venture into the woods
because they are afraid the bull is still on the loose.

Parents suspect what has happened to the children but are afraid to go looking
for them. They have no idea that Sam Petrie has caught the bull because he has
not told them, and he has taken the opportunity to cut it into steaks.

THE DEAD

The dead smell up the woods and the wind carries the odor into town. People

cannot enjoy their meals. Attendance at the supermarket reaches a low. Sam Petrie
cannot sell his latest batch of Sunday Specials and ends up throwing it all away.
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The doctor enters the woods in a gas mask to investigate, dissecting bodies, drawing
sap from the trees, and jarring air for quality testing. Upon his return, he announces
that there is a plague, and plans to document the disease in his medical journals.
Tourists hop in their cars and speed off for wide-open spaces. The circus, which
had remained, demanding the safe return of the bull, packs up the other animals
and moves on, leaving so hastily that they forget to tear down the scaffolding in
town square. The townspeople, accustomed to panic-situations such as these, rush
to the plinth and pray for a cure, climbing up and down the scaffolding and form-
ing a large, tall tower of bodies. The Town Council condemns the woods, fearing
that the trees will wither and the green leaves turn yellow, and afraid that the news
will attract the media, and reading the redness in the sky, and despite the protests
of the doctor who stands in front of the woods pleading, decide to burn it to the
ground.

BaByLON

If there was a plague, the priests sacrificed a child, buried him sitting upright, but
first cut out his liver and inspected the gall bladder to see which tract was elon-
gated. If the right tract, the plague would be overcome. If the left tract, the plague
would spread. If the plague disintegrated the child’s gall bladder, they inspected
the hepatic duct. If there was not a hepatic duct, then the liver-gate. If there was
not a liver-gate, then the land would lose its ability to absorb water and would
sink into the earth under a great flood.

THE PLAGUE

A heavy rain extinguishes the fire. The water floods the canal, breaks through the
irrigation pipes, and turns the woods into a swamp.

The doctor, frustrated that his adoption request was denied, cannot even use Anu
in his upcoming book, or mention his name in a television interview. Realizing
that the child’s presence only interferes with his endeavors, he kicks Anu out of
his lab and drives him out of town with a stick.

Anu does not know which way to go. He stands at the edge of the street, not
knowing which way leads back to town and which way leads to his mother. He
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eats a handful of the brain-inducing mushrooms in the hope that he can remem-
ber, and skips down the road.

THE CLONE

The doctor searches the back of the refrigerator and removes a petri dish that he
had placed in cold storage, a tissue sample of Anu’s when he was just a blood
pustule. He plans to accelerate its growth as he had before, only this time, change
the chromosomes to that of a girl, adopting the child and raising her as his own
daughter, documenting the experiment on video cassette, detailing each stage, the
injection of the fetus with drugs that will induce additional afflictions: asthma,
arthritis, cataracts, a brain tumor; then curing them, using new fungal balms. He
calls his lawyer, his press agent, his diction coach, anticipating tabloids, scientific
journals, offers for lecture tours, conferences, money for research. He is not ready
to give up on the Nobel Prize.
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GREG BACHAR

The Dust of Square Yards

[k

“Big Hans, you're going to be spanked

Big Hans blushed and wrung his clammy hands. The year was less than a week
old and already Rock had tattled on him twice for nibbling at the dough.

“Big Hans, you're one big pig of misery!”

Collard moved around the butcher block to knock the white cap from Big
Hans’ head and paddled his wide waddling bottom with a wooden fork when Big
Hans leaned down to retrieve it.

“Hey!” Big Hans yelled, still blushing. “It was only a nibble, hey?”

“Nibbles,” Collard said, his lips quivering. “Not « nibble, son. Nibbles. A res-
taurant won't run with a nibbler in tow.”

Rock entered the kitchen, motorcycle helmet in hand. “Ah,” he said with a
smirk after surveying the scene. “Someone’s been paddled, eh?”

“And you!” Collard shouted, pointing at Rock with the fork. “Rotten meat!”

Rock shrugged and slipped out of his leather cycling suit. “Ouch ...” Big Hans
whispered, one hand pressed to his paddled bun as he shuffled off to the refrig-
erator.

“Cut rate,” Rock said, now in his chef’s uniform. “I buy what we can afford.”

“Cut throat!” Collard shouted. “Goddamn hens picking their own heads off!”

“Big Hans looked across the room at Rock. Rock winked. Big Hans giggled
with his floured fat hands in front of his mouth. Collard stalked out of the kitchen.

“Where's Frieda?” he muttered under his breath as he disappeared through
the bead curtains into the dining room.

“Goddamn hens,” Big Hans whispered. Rock threw a brussels sprout at him.
Big Hans smiled, ducked and dug his hands deeper into the dough.

“It must be nice,” Rock said.

“It is nice,” Big Hans said. Then, after a nibble: “Hey, what must be nice?”

“To be so dumb!” Rock shouted.

Big Hans wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his floury head. “It
is nice,” Big Hans said. When Rock turned his back to him to go into the refrig-
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erator, Big Hans licked a chewy string of dough from his fingers and sucked on
it.

Collard stalked back into the kitchen. “No Frieda,” he said. “No Frieda in
sight. She’s late again.”

“Frieda’s getting married today,” Rock said, cradling a big steel bowl of greens
in his arms. “Remember?”

“No one told me that,” Collard said. He sat on the peeling stool next to a
pile of potatoes.

“I dida’t know,” he mumbled sadly, and shook his head.

“You don’t know,” Rock said, “Cuz you don't ask.”

“And you know why I don't ask?” Big Hans said from the dough board.

“Cuz you don’t want to know!” Rock and Hans chanted in unison. Collard
put his head in his hands.

“What are we going to do tonight?” he said.

The front bells rang, the front door slammed. Collard lifted his head, walked
to the kitchen door and parted the bead curtain to see who had just come in.

“Damn,” he said. “We've been seated. Someone forgot to lock the front door.”

Big Hans and Rock looked over Collard’s shoulder at the couple that had
seated themselves at the window table. Collard stepped back suddenly to avoid
being seen and knocked both Rock and Big Hans into the cutting table.

“Be quiet,” Collard said. “Don’t move. What do we do? We've got to think
of something. Frieda’s not here. We should have locked the door. Now we're
trapped. No way out without being seen. Oh, the troubles ...”

Big Hans sighed and returned to his kneading. Rock focused his attention
on the parsley sprigs in front of him on the table. Collard watched them work
with a look of panicked indecision on his face.

“All right,” he said. “We’ll serve them ourselves.”

“We?” Rock asked.

“We,” Collard said. “Big Hans, wash your hands and bring them a menu.”

“But Collard,” Rock said, a lilt of fear creeping into his voice, “You'll box our
little domicile taut with your mending ways.”

Big Hans blushed and walked slowly towards the door. “Must I? Must I?” he
thought. Collard and Rock watched through the beads as Big Hans approached
the customers.

Big Hans smiled shyly at the couple. His face was red. He placed the menus
on the table and put his trembling hands deep into the pockets of his baking smock.

“There are your menus,” Big Hans said. “No specials today, hey?” Big Hans
turned and walked slowly towards the kitchen. The couple spoke with each other
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in sign language as Big Hans passed through the beads.

“They’re deafl” Rock said. “Hey you!” he yelled through the beads. Neither
one of the couple looked towards him. “Hey you!” he yelled again, “You got ants
in your pants?”

“Shut up, will you?” Collard said, and stepped down hard on Rock’s foot.

“Yeah, shut up,” Big Hans whispered, one finger in the dough again. He smiled
when Rock flicked a pea at him that landed in the cake batter. “Someone’s in for
a surprise, surprise,” Big Hans said. Collard stood near the bead curtain, staring
at the customers and wringing his hands. Rock tossed a salad. Big Hans took a
deep breath and lifted a ladle full of cake batter to his watering lips.
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SHANNON HAMANN

Niagara Falls

A poet can't change the world

but he can ruin your evening.

No wonder poets are paid less

than the homeless:

they annoy you longer.

On the other hand, a painter can change the world:
look at Hitler.

I am painting my apartment in May.

It’s a beautiful spring day in the State of New York.
It sounds like a conceit,

but I dream in poetry.

I dreamed I was dancing on a hillside and singing,

Its a beautiful day,

and Doris Day is in town.
Lets grab a lemonade

and hit the fairground.
Let5s kiss a butterfly

and kill twenty-four hours.

Leave Grandma in the car

and hold hands and kill a child.
Well kill a butterfly

and kiss twenty-four hours.

Its a gorgeous afternoon

and Susan George is here to stay.

I am bursting with joy!
And the reason is:
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money: the State of New York gave me some money.
Let’s rename New York, New Yellow

for its tremendous sunshine.

Even if I am hit by a bus,

I will be shipped to Paradise

(the town in California where my parents live.)
I would kiss Mussolini if he gave me $7000.
Did you hear we're going to Iraly,

my money and me?

I so love this world,

this better mousetrap world,

a world where Money and Joy are twins

at a fork in the road,

a world I am changing in tiny, tiny ways.

I shop and shop!

I kiss Voltaire!

I love the state of New York!

Did you hear the good news?

Christ, Jesus is coming

and

Icarus didn' fall for the reason you think: he was shot.

23









FRANK KOOISTRA

The Young Marrieds

Sport a summer balcony piled high with chairs

At one end, hiding the barbecue which

Looks black with grease and cold; the husband

Has learned to grill chicken and pork chops,

But for now his friends are no longer lined up along the rail,
Silver beer cans in hand; they are gone for the season,

All bragging rites stored up for the summer,

When the trees hang over the lake, and the trail bikes

Sit parked in the graveled parking lot, watched closely

By the over-excited, adoring dogs.

Later, at the in-laws, the husband will brag a little,

And his wife will support him in his fancy;

Husband and wife are learning to support each other’s dreams,
Which is the start of a long relationship,

A fairly happy one.
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FAYE KICKNOSWAY

Breakfast in Santa Barbara

“I don’t know why we had to meet; we could have
handled this by phone. I haven’t read any of the
mail I've gotten from you. Not any of it. I haven't
even opened it. I never open it — just tear it up and
throw it away. I don’t want to hear from you.

Your letters are deadly, anyway. Only asking for
money. And the paper is the wrong color. And

you should type. Your handwriting isn't at all
legible. I'm very nervous here. I don’t want to

be here. I only came because you said it was impor-
tant. I don’t see that it’s so important. I never

even screwed you. I never even saw you with your
clothes off. I'm probably the only man in Southern
California who hasn’t screwed you or seen you
with your clothes off. And I have to pay. It was

the best contract you ever had. You're rich. I've
kept up my end of the bargain. Haven'’t I? You
can't deny it. I don’t care what you say. Let’s

get out of here. I have to be back by eleven.

Can't we get this over with? I don't understand
why we had to meet. Why it was so important.
We could have done this by phone. I hate Santa
Barbara. Why here? Why not San Francisco?

We could’ve had lunch instead of breakfast. Made
a day of it. It would’ve been cooler. I have to

read scripts. I have to be back by eleven. Don't

you have enough from me? Haven't you taken
enough? Who else would've taken such good care
of you? And I never even laid anything but a
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brotherly hand on you. What more do you wane?
My god, look at the time. I have to get back. I
have scripts to read. You're wasting my time.
Don't you realize that? You're wasting my time.

I have appointments. I have to see my lawyer. I
don’t care how dull it’s been for you. That’s not
my problem. I have enough troubles of my own.
Why do you want to burden me with yours? My
god, you're rich. You shouldn’t have any troubles.
And you have that Pete or John or whatever his
name is. I can’t help you. I can barely help my-
self. You've squeezed me dry. I haven't anything.
Between you and my first wife, I'm a pauper. |
haven't anything. My god, I hate Santa Barbara.
It’s so provincial. It’s so dead. And in the mor-
ning. I don’t understand why you chose this place.
I’'m here, aren’t I? Isn’t that in good faith? Isn’t
that good enough for you? What more do you
want from me? Don’t you have enough? If any-
one asks me for my autograph, I'll throw up. I'm
not kidding. 'm exhausted. And I have appoint-
ments all day. You're not the only one who wants
to see me. And I have scripts to read. And my
lawyer — I have to see my lawyer. Haven't we
finished? Can’t we get out of here? Haven't

you wasted enough of my time already? My

god, this is a horrid place. It’s wretched. I want
to get out of here. I want to get out of here.”

T Previously published in All These Voices (Coffee House Press, 1986)
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FAYE KICKNOSWAY

Book Report

1

King Lear was a lively person.

He had a talent for vile

and swollen prose and never spoke
in a simple, human voice.

He had daughters, most delicious
in their clothes, who spoke constant

poetry.

11

His one daughter, the good one,

had nice clean hair.

That’s how he always knew her:

by her nice clean hair. The other daughters
could have been anyone; he'd never

have guessed. The only way he knew

them was they never called him King.

I
He sent each daughter the following
letter:

“Will you tidy up the dust in this room?
Will you obey it? sit down near it

and wink your eyes at it?

I am your driver’s license; I know all
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the facts

and possibilities of your name.
The possession of anything larger
than your name

would be a joke.”

v

He quit his job as king

and took a larger job

as a crazy person. He liked the job
alot

and had a friend

who gave him lessons.

\4

If King Lear had been more simple,

if he had done his own laundry

and taken out his own garbage, he'd never
have had the problems he had.

Most of what happened to him

was made up, and he didn’t like it.

V1
He took his friend into the woods
and yelled at him and at the storm

that blew his clothes off.

No wonder his daughters took offense.
They wanted him to act normal,

not clumsy and peculiar.

He wanted to be memorable and walked
around the countryside

yelling at the trees and houses.

No wonder it all blew down or
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fell over. No wonder his friend

got sick or hanged or shot.

On the way to the emergency room,
his friend whispered to King Lear
that he should stay alive

and start a war.

VII

When his friend died,

King Lear no longer had anyone
to whisper jokes up his sleeve,
and his daughters found him
sitting in a tree, helpless.

He died that night.

He did it long-winded and surly,
but that was all right;

it was done.

1 Previously published in Al These Voices (Coffee House Press, 1986)
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JANNA ANDERSON

Buicks

My name for the duration will be Late, a combination of my two favorite
emotions, latitude and calibrate. This story is about a villain; but it’s primarily
about the hero, me, Late, who is frequently early and usually punctual, never hav-
ing been late for anything on any occasion in my brief history.

As a child, my favorite plaything was my torque wrench. For those of you
unfamiliar with this instrument, it’s simply a wrench with a gauge on it. Said gauge
lets you know just how much macho you've spent in tightening your bolt. I found
my torque wrench in the back of our stationwagon after a trip to the mechanic.
At first, I thought it was a giant thermometer. I tried it out on my brother, who,
incidentally, wasn't very cooperative. I got it into his mouth okay, but he couldn’
grasp the under-the-tongue concept. It took my parents over an hour to dislodge
the tool from my brother’s mouth. Then my mom finally explained what it was.

I spent the better part of my childhood, including the teen years, unscrew-
ing every bolt I could find, then measuring the force with which I could drive
them back in. Being a child, and a rather puny one at that, my torque readings
never impressed anyone, least of all myself. For a time, the readings were so low
that bits of the stationwagon and my brother’s bike flung out into the street when-
ever the vehicles were used. I was forbidden to enter the garage until my four-
teenth birthday. By then, I was a master. By adulthood, there was nothing I couldn’t
torque.

Sure, I could torque up any bolt. Aside from that, my automotive abilities
were remedial at best. What little skill I had made me a popular customer at the
garage where I took my Celica. I was given carte blanche to torque any bolt in the
place. I torqued against the best of them, and I always came out ahead. The me-
chanics loved it. I could work off my repair bills torquing away all afternoon. Then
King Lear showed up.

We weren't really Lears. My father’s maiden name was Abernathy, and I use the
term maiden because, quite honestly, until the incident he was more of a maiden. He

32



was allergic to artificial fragrance. The irritation was so intense that Dad’s eyelids would

flutter in agony whenever he caught the scent of a fragrant youth. In high school the
girls actually thought it was cute, as girls would. But the boys, the jocks ... their co-
logne drove Dad wild. His lids would convulse in that flirty way of theirs. Eventually
this resulted in Dads face being bashed against a dumpster, rapidly, repeatedly, until
almost every bone was crammed inward.

Several surgeries later, Dads face had been restored to human, although the brow
remained permanently furrowed, eyebrows sinking down to his lids. And his pupils
never dilated. These factors rendered Dad forever leering. So taken with his new ap-
pearance, Dad legally changed his name to Lear, a misspelling on his part. To this day
he loves to sit in the park and stare at picnickers. After several encounters with local
authorities, Dad’s plastic surgeon issued a medical alert bracelet.

And, of course, the only woman who could possibly marry such a man happens to
be the same woman with the perverted sense that would allow her to name her only
son King.

So, King showed up in his hot pants and ponytail. He was charming, charis-
matic, the whole yard and a half. And he had all the right tools: socket sets, bit
drivers, soldering gun with trigger-controlled heat element, even his own air com-
pressor. And ratchets. [ love ratchets and he had them all: standard, quick release,
fine tooth, flex-head, fine-tooth flex-head quick-release. He even lined his tool
chest with floral shelf paper. King meant business.

He was supposed to tow my Toyota Celica to the shop, but along the way we
got sidetracked. I found an old issue of Penthouse under the seat. It was the les-
bian edition. I scrutinized each page.

“Does the tow company provide this?”

“It’s mine,” King said.

“Oh, well. That’s different,” I said.

“Does it offend you? You some kind of Fundamentalist?”

“No, I'm not offended. I'm not even a Fundamentalist. I don't think, any-
way.

“You'd probably know if you were.”
“Mmm, [ was accidentally ordained a few years ago when I stumbled into a
tent meeting.”

“You’re a minister? Ever do any funerals?”

“No, but I've done two baptisms. My brother and my pet rat. 'm not sure if
they worked, though. Both were done against their wills.”

And that was enough for King. He skidded into a QwikCash parking lot, built
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the momentum, and gunned it through the intersection against the light.
“How about I fix your car? ’'m a mechanic.”

I never said I was a mechanic. I believe I told Late I could handle the job but left
the specifics as vague as possible.

He said he was a mechanic. You said you were a mechanic. This is a private
narrative, King. What kind of authority are we going to have in this story if you
comment on my exposition?

Sorry. Continue.

“Are we heading toward your house?” I asked.

“Yeah, so as long as we are, how about it?” King said.

“Sure, but you got a loaner for me?”

“Gor six. Take your pick.” I walked along the curb in front of King’s house,
inspecting his Buicks. I kicked tires, started engines, checked under hoods. Me-
diocre mechanics, really, but I selected a Riviera based on the rather beautifully
stitched repairs in the upholstery. I asked King if he had ever worked as a seam-
stress.

L used to be the county coroner until I realized I'm squeamish about those kinds
of things. I didn’t elaborate on the career move for Late, but it may help explain the
events to come. One thing, and one thing alone, disturbs me about fresh cadavers: they
move. My corpses kept sitting up — really, they do that — and I kept pushing them
down. One day, I stopped. I was backlogged in the issuance of death certificates. There
must have been a dozen corpses in one room — it was a small county — each one
lying on a stretcher. One by one, they popped up, causing their sheets to slide down
their faces into their laps. Some sheets fell to the ground, depending on the springiness
of the corpse. I continued filing reports, pretending not to notice. Then the last one
Pops up, an olive shoots out of his mouth and pegs me on the Adam’s Apple. I grabbed
his sheet, pulled out an indelible marker, and wrote in huge print:

Pursuant to our request, Mr. Lear is resigning from his position as County
Coroner, effective immediately.

Respectfully submitted,
The Dead

1 selected the four most posable corpses and arranged them in a line, arms held

high and gripping my linen of resignation. I positioned the remaining eight corpses
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around the room for a company mixer. After twisting each mouth into appropriate
expressions — grinning, snarling, gaping — I gave each one a specimen cup of form-
aldehyde. Their arms stayed raised in a toast as I made my last phone call from the
county building: Auto-Bon School of Automotive Technology.

Here I was selecting a Buick, one large Buick, with this man, this coroner
making promises about my engine. He'd knocked out the front wall of his house
and had a hydraulic lift built into his living room. How could I not trust some-
one who destroys 140 square feet of drywall for the sake of machinery?

“The carburetor needs to be overhauled,” he yelled from under the hood of
my Celica. “And your heater core is leaking onto your floorboards. What have
you been putting this thing through? You ride the clutch, don’t you?”

She rode the clutch. I'll swear it in court.

I've never ridden a clutch in my life. A girl oughta know if she’s riding one.
Then, after three weeks of borrowing Buick after Buick, I realized I wasn't getting
the Celica back. King, it seems, failed the foreign car portion of correspondence
school. In fact, I had to do a few minor repairs on half the Buicks I borrowed.

“Look, one in-house project and I'm set,” he told me. “How much different
can it be? You know, other than that basic genitalia, reproductive organ thing,
there’s not a whole lot different in each human body. And even with the differ-
ences they do have, knowing one, you can pretty much fake your way around the
other and still come out with a top notch autopsy.”

“Okay, King, you've got a week,” I said. Really, with my car in nine plastic
crates in his living room, I had few options. “But I'm taking another Buick.”

My next Buick, the Skyhawk started with any of the keys on King’s peg board.
None, however, opened the door. The trunk was only reachable through the
driver’s-side back sear, which was always folded forward to leave an opening. King
hadn’t even bothered to hose off the wasps and gnats from the grill.

“You have fixed cars before, right?” I asked.

“Of course,” he said.

“How many?”

“Nine.”

Three. But I didn’t think shed hang around long enough to figure it out. No one

else had. Before Late, they were primarily old ladies. I bought the tow truck at a police
auction and a scanner from a pawn shop. When a call came in, Id intercept, arriving
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within two minutes, and close the deal before the bona fide tow guy had a chance.

“Hi, maam,” I would say. I even tipped my cap. After making some small talk
and inspecting the damage, I would strike. Of course, it was all'a bluff, Few of my
mechanical facts were correct.

“It looks to me like some minor problems, yet all of these combine to bring about
a rather significant mechanical breakdown in your vehicle, which the gas station you'd
like me to tow you to would recognize immediately. That is, unless they have one of
their scrubs on the case, which is perceivable considering the vulnerability of a lady in
your situation when it comes to matters of mechanical engineering. Few people have
the ability to effectively troubleshoot their own automotive malfunctions, a fact that
leads to the inflated costs of routine maintenance. Now, when I tow you to the station,
make sure they don't want to replace the timing belt, and when they tell you the struts
are shot, you just tell them the ride is plenty smooth on these, and if they mention brakes,
you tell them the disks are 80%. Gaskets and seals, that’s what to remember. You may
need a new battery, but only let them put in a Delco. Make sure you watch them, too,
and get the old bastery 1o make sure they really replaced it. Make sure to get all your
old parts and inspect each replacement closely. Can I help you into the truck, maam?
1 have the latest Redbook you can take with you. This late in the afternoon, you'll prob-
ably have to wait an hour or two just for an estimate.”

Not one of them ever made it into the truck. They asked if I did car repair, I of-

fered them an irresistible deal, called them a cab, and drove away, still talking non-
stop. It's difficult to believe someone, let alone six someones, would allow a stranger to
tow away a significant piece of personal property without asking for information about
my supposed shop. I must admat, even I was impressed with that kind of charm. I took
their phone numbers, told them to call the tow company if they needed me, then called
them daily with estimates and updates. They loved me. Probably still do.

I had to use a different tactic with Late. Shes not very old, but she didn’t seem
very bright, either. Actually, she seemed a little off Late sat in the cab of the tow truck
that day, picking at the duct tape on the seat and talking about lesbians. I believed
this one would just lose interest if I prolonged the repasr job long enough. A week, maybe
two, and shed stop showing up. One month, then two went by, and still, every few
days shed come chugging up in a Buick, demand her car, and sit there on the hydrau-
lic lift until I rolled her Celica into the living room. I could have given the Celica back,
but by now I'd invested so much time into stealing it I couldn’t end it there. I'd just
have ro wait it out. I removed every part in the car, including the seats and arm rests.

Pretty soon, I got this idea. I ran an ad in the PennySaver and within a day,
King’s Buick was sold. I took the bus to King’s house. I could see him from two
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blocks away, just sitting in his open living room watching CNN. My Celica was
hoisted on the lift, untouched. I took my house key, started one of the Buicks,
then shut it off.

“King, how’s the Celica?” I called from his Buick. He hopped off the chair
and grabbed the alternator out of a crate.

“Fine,” he said. “Just finishing this ....” He had to look down at the par, and
he still didn’t know what it was.

“Oh, the alternator,” I said. “How much longer you think it will take?”

“You want it done right, Late. I'm not going to do a hack job on the engine
just to have it fail. That happened once at the County. Backlog of eight bodies,
and I rushed through the last four, trying to please everyone. Family, funeral di-
rector, file clerk. You know what compromising thoroughness in the interest of
expediency caused? I artributed a massive brain hemorrhage to a fatal shot to the
head and ended up cremating the wrong stiff. You wouldn’t believe the havoc that
caused at the hemorrhage’s funeral. Know what happens when you stick half a
head in the coffin of the local grocer? Not nice, Late. Unpleasant, really. Every-
thing would have been fine if it hadn't been open casket. You don't want some
hack job, now, right?”

“No, you take your time. I'll just help myself to a Buick.” This time it was
the LeSabre. King had hammered out the dents and sanded the body, so the car
had a smattering of white splotches on each side. Despite the appearance, it sold
within a week. The Regal sold in two.

She never even noticed I hadn’t replaced one part in her guted Celica.
He never asked about the depletion of his motor pool.
“Do you need any help, King? I could bring over my torque wrench.”

“You're getting a complete overhaul for nothing, Late. I suggest you forego
the condescension,” King said.

“King, I really can torque,” I told him. “You ought to see me torque before
you call me condescending.” I grabbed his wrench and gave a quick torque. From
the look on King's face, I knew he wasn’t going to challenge my reading.

“That’s just a loaner, Late. I'll charge for any mechanical problems caused by
miscellaneous torque use.”

“Look at that reading, King. Can you believe it? From a wimpy little chick
like me? What's your best? Come on, let’s see it.”
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“You want this car overhauled or not?”

“Yes, which is why I'm offering to torque for you. A girl can’t get anywhere
in today’s competitive world unless she’s willing to torque her way through. I can
show you how to really put your muscle behind it, King. I'm renowned for my
abilities.”

“A girl shouldn’t live on reputation alone. Someday you may not be able to
put out the readings you give now. What then, Late? Where’s all that torquing
going to get you?” If I weren't in the middle of stealing his cars, I would have forced
my torquing on him. At least he had worked himself into a slight ego-hysteria
over my challenge.

I was beginning to really hate this girl. She flitted around my lifs all day and
thought it was incompetence that prevented me from finishing the Celica. Me, the mas-
termind of a car thefi ring, thought of as a mechanical plebe. If I werent trying so
hard o steal her car, I would have showed her what real torquing is about.

“Your car will be ready next week. Don't call.”

“Sure, King. I'll just come on over. It’s no trouble. I have my own torque
wrench, you know.” And that was it. King had his own equipment and wasn’t about
to let any feeble lictle screwball like me out-torque him. He grabbed auto parts at
random and bolts by the handful. He wouldn't even look at me. With surgical
precision, King assembled each part into the beginnings of an engine. He didn’t
notice when I drove away in the Skylark, which a buyer was waiting to see.

1 applied every bit of mechanics and physiology I knew into getting that goddamn
Celica back in working order. If a working car was what it would take to get rid of
Late, I would even consider bringing in a mechanic. I worked all night on the Celica
and was actually pleased with the progress. It reminded me of the John Doe homicide
pulled out of the Pixiland wishing well. They brought me in at 2 a.m. to find out what
the guy died of Turned out to be a drunk who probably mistook the well for a urinal,
tumbled in, and drowned. I couldn’t find any evidence of a homicide, and believe me,
they had me hack every organ in him. Although it's not considered routine, I went abead
and completely reassembled him and gave his insides an orderly appearance before we
sealed him up. I was publicly commended for my work.

The new owner of the Skylark dropped me off in front of King’s house. I

peered into the living room, where King maneuvered the engine hoist over the
Celica and lowered the engine into place. He stood over it, torque wrench in hand,
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tightening and snarling and twitching. Not bad work, from where I stood. He
may get the foreign car certificate yet. I slipped into the Century, which [ left in
my brother’s driveway. I set a new torque wrench on the driver’s seat so there would
be no mistaking the nature of the gift. When I returned to King’s, the Celica was
on the lift with King underneath. He didn’t say a word, so I grabbed the keys off
the peg board and got into the Limited.

I'd saved the Limited for last. This, of course, was mine. I didn’t return to
King’s, not even to check on the progress of the Celica. King must have known
the truth by this point and

She knew. She knew about the Buicks. She probably contacted the police, if she
wasn't with them from the start.

I lived in fear each day that I would be incarcerated for my actions. When no
one, not King, not a policeman, not a repo man showed up, I got paranoid.

They were confiscating the Buicks. Any day now, they would come for me.

Just what was he planning, anyway? He was probably having me followed and
photographed in the Limited. Building his case. It got so bad I started using rental
cars. | always specified a foreign model and never kept it over a day. The Limited
stayed tucked in the garage. Soon, I had depleted my Buick resale savings on the
rentals. I had to use the Limited. I crouched down below the steering column and
drove from memory. It started out as a quick trip to the fabric store, but every
time I peeked over the wheel, I thought I saw someone filming me. From the rear
view mirror, | watched a Sentra tail me for three miles. He must have known I
was on to him, because he eventually let up. Probably called an alternate before
he did. I pulled into the QwikCash parking lot and turned around. When I reached
King’s house, I parked the Limited in front, slipped out, and ran for the bus.

I put the finishing touches on the Celica and took it around the block. It was quite
possibly the best overhaul I'd ever done, domestics and corpses included. Maybe I could
at least get the foreign car certificate out of this mess. I parked the Celica behind the
Limited, placed the keys on the peg board, and wrote up an invoice. I wrote up in-
voices for the six Buicks, too. For the next three months I spent every day at the law
library working on a defense. I've got a long wait until the statute of limirations ex-
pires. In the meantime, I've started correspondence classes at the Par-One-A-Legal
Paralegal Institute.
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THOMAS GRIBBLE

And Now a Word from Suburu

I want to answer with a question.
Is that a nose job?

I can’,

she’s dripping,

rubbing her icon armoire,

reifies it as Lucifer.

And this piece is from England.
And this piece we refinished.
And this piece is a crapper.

I want to pelt her with lit cigarettes.

Wash her mouth out with whiskey.
But I quit six years ago,

she quit nine years ago.

So I tell her,

my son’s a Jehovah Witness.

You're a Suburu.
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JAMES HELLER LEVINSON

The Infiltration of History

into a thing — [non-withstandment] —
parcelled synergy, strained pebbling dust-wanding
plumb reunion(s) — in the passenger seat

of the old Ford planed over Cindy after a year of lackluster
even the buttons bristling my right hand
invoking blouse my left sinking for the lever

and with an upward flick ... full recline —
memory’s needles knitting an

assemblage of hers darting to

the bullseye of seat, purchase

of olfactory filings each scent blooming

an arise of configurations — Eileen’s

furling red hair, freckles, marbled skin ...

Shelly, the raven ... — the

rear seats children saturated: christmas carols,

the dreaded “Are we there yet, Daddy?” Barbie doll
hair moussed to the upholstery ...

Seated in Madame Wu'’s

guests of your friends whose new home

in Bel Air we have just come from

“I just did it Tuscan,” Marsha said. The piéce

de resistance the dining room table once

a stone floor in Tuscany. Your friends

praised my new Cadillac Seville STS

with the Northstar system and while

I thanked them I said I preferred

my Ford which had been stolen and answered
“The History” to their “Why?”

Marsha chummed into your ear, “It
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must take him a long time

to fall in love.”

At the breakfast table in my house in Chatsworth
I look down on the floor and

say, “How about making a table

out of Chatsworth vinyl?” We

share a good laugh over conversion properties.

It is only a few days until

Christmas with New Year’s right behind
and you are no longer with me.

I imagine the holidays without you,
think of the

Ford, of the thieves looting through

the interior,

strickening

the occupants.
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MARK ANTHONY JARMAN

The Land of No Odometers

[ roar past my funhouse reflection in the silver line of snaking Airstream trail-
ers, my testy car pulling me from East L.A. to southern Alberta, to Jawbone Lake.
There is something in deserts I respect; punk roadrunners with lizards dangling
from beaks, doves in cactus calling coo-coo, coo-coo, and that impressive collec-
tion of junked refrigerators and slot machines. I met my Intended in a salt-brush
desert. Now, in the lingering last light of a Nevada sunset I spy tiny monsters
hurtling toward my head, looping, barreling over ugly scrub and cliffs: jets pro-
tecting us in the desert. I see them well before the shrieking arrives, sense the change
in our air as these metal blackbirds sweep over the unearthly lit green highway
signs, streak the level desert floor, spooking the few wild horses we haven't yet
hunted down. My Volvo runs amazingly well now, this dry heat warming my car’s
obscure bones, arid desert air pushing easily through twin carbs. I pass every car
on the road while the sun beats behind weird cloud cover and mad prehistoric
bids rocket past the same way the racing sun seems to, visible then not visible in
the weird crowd of clouds.

Young crewcut pilots hang upside down in their modified suits, their pale
calibrated brains aimed down at earth as they cross Hebrew-looking mountains,
and [ imagine arks sailing calmly over these test ranges and desert rats. I am aging
quickly and I have no sanctioned profession. God has not yet given me word to
build a boat, but there’s still time. I possess one suit and one RRSP; I'm a one
trick pony, amusement for the cigar smokers, the wax-cup beer drinkers; I'm a
rubber chicken circuit jester who travels and drinks. But what the hell! I had fun
and [ knew what I was getting into. Now if only I had enough pro games for some
kind of real pension. Or even get reimbursed all my moving expenses.

The lovely desert fills with mirages: water, sanity, coins in a shower of gold
from a machine. Las Vegas billboards loom like giants, larger, jets like gnats cir-
cling my shorn head. My engine’s valves tap into Hollywood mufflers under the
Air Force’s impressive alloy plumage. On the long climb east, several cars pull off,
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overheating, hoods open like awestruck mouths. Bats feed at rare blossoms as aged
tourists scratch their heads and beg for water. Two Snowbirds argue whether
Nevada is the Silver State or the Sagebrush State. They commence clapping each
other with canes. Cacti throw shadows of demented dancers, prone hills look like
sleeping wives and a drunk young cowboy does softshoe in the sand and rabbic
brush. He’s in an old-fashioned white flatbrim Tom Mix hat, tux and tails, pants
tucked inside his cowboy boots; his snakeskin boots point down like a ballet dancer
and his arms are held way up, his fingers snapping. His hat tilts down, putting
his gaunt, scarred face in shadow. There is something in the desert he loves. He
must have been immaculate the night before in his tux. I see he is blind, he has
lost his eyes somewhere. (The dark and vicious place where thee he got cost him
his eyes.) Just what do they do with eyes at the hospital? Into the dumpster out
back, like shucked oysters? Out vile jelly. Those in science may disagree but surely
an eye is more than a simple lens; it’s a miniature mind, possessing its own pow-
ers and peeves, did love you once, was the more deceived, etc. You can't just toss
an organ like that into a plastic bucket on the floor, pretend it’s a tennis ball that’s
lost its fervor. While the blind cowboy softshoes, his outside women cruise the
malls, just looking, thank you.

I ask if he wants a ride but the blind cowboy says no. I give him half a lime,
that beautiful fruit, and one freezing can of beer from my cooler. A purple hearse
weaves past us going way too fast. The hearse veers into the desert toward Joshua
Tree, trailing a plume of dust while the Byrds’ Sweetheart of the Rodeo plays on my
tape deck; pedal steel guitar soars: “You ain’t going nowhere,” they drawl. There’s
a horse’s skull nailed to a miner’s cabin, a chalky relic. Just as the Byrds tape fin-
ishes I pull into town, pull into Circus Circus for free drinks and twenty-five cent
slots. My sweaty soul hits a wall of air-conditioning and neon mayhem. A man
who looks like Jesus in a bad toupee buttonholes me, begs of me Please mister,
money for food.

“Now why should I give you money,” I ask sensibly. “We're in Las Vegas. You'll
just gamble it away.”

“Oh no,” he says in an amiable tenor, clearing up any confusion. “I have gam-
bling money.”

In landscape this dry I think of my young pal Surfer Joe pinned under all that
water: riding one last barrel, a growler, a right side ripple, then inside the hooks
into the land of no odometers, the land of lost apostles. Surfer Joe used to fly a
6’4" squashrail right under the black piers, a jet, a blinking shadow flicking through
the pilings and sharp barnacles and deadheads. He was a goofyfooter, didn't go
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for the regular stance and now he is killed on The Pipeline, a run he made known.
Shredding breaks, mushy reform waves, slop, all the way past the crooked pier
and then he slides under and an unfamiliar hand grabs his foot and holds him
there for a while. Just long enough. His eyes staring at me. I closed his eyes. I placed
Philadelphia subway tokens on his eyes. I close my eyes, go under into intoxicated
motel sleep. And each motel morning I shall be lifted (under new management)
at the white crack of noon. Check out time is eleven. No lifeguard on duty at the
pool. The white wooden tower is empty. Something telling me that Waitress X is
a cul-de-sac. I climb to sudden startling views, brief meadows, then down to clang-
ing pointless railroad crossings. I am crossing mountains of slavish taverns where
the taxed, hulking jukebox plays only Sinatra, Dorsey, and Husker Du, and that’s
all right by me.

I am inside our motel pool; under pepper trees, under cayenne trees; I am
underwater rising from the bottom toward the blue above the water. I see my hands
reaching, or rather, I see their reflection. It’s not a hallucination. I try it again and
can see a perfect mirror image of my hands, a religious image, two hands open
and pointing to heaven, rising. I dwell on drowned Surfer Joe: this was his last
vision. For some reason I cannot do the same trick with my face. I am in a village
in a crook of mountains, dark evergreens rising right of the highway, a snowfield
above to the left, a brilliant river in a curve around us, some blue of the sky living
as well in the snow, the motel pool bright as liquid metal. I am inside it, the lig-
uid metal, inside the pool.

The landscape turns and hides from me as I drive around obstacles, cliffs,
through the spoked valleys. I lose direction and seem to hold the wheel in a turn
of 360 degrees churning dizzyingly downhill. The wheel bends the driver. My fan
belt breaks and the heat gauge goes off the map. I park under a tree and heal the
fan belt with hockey tape. This delivers me to a gas station, will deliver me to my
Intended again. The grease monkeys, busy betting on a cockfight in one of the
bays, won't help. They make me sort through a heap of fan belts for my number.

I drank freezing ginger ale across the Mormon State, floating past smoking
islands of Dickensian steel mills while keeping an eye out for Marie Osmond. I
never associated Utah with steel. Utah is named the Beehive State. It’s refreshing,
the first time I've been somewhere named after a hairdo.

Cops ignored my speeding in this indigo paradise or else the Volvo was in-
visible to the Latter Day Saints. How can you be in California one day, Idaho the
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next? It’s pretty. Deer are dying of black tongue disease, carried by gnats, bucks
dead up in the aspens around the ugliness of the hotel, tiny details dragging them
down. I like this spacious country, these lost peaks and pillars of salt, these ex-
pansive valleys and tank towns: I can tell I'm close to home. I'm pedal to the meral.
I can sniff it across the border. 'm declaring nothing. I'm there.

At my Salvage King Ya! junkyard I am ringing my modest borders with swift
growing willow, so as not to offend /a turista, Luddites, etc. Also wild roses, patio
lanterns, golden birds overhead. I am a King of Junk, King of something. I have
empire, I have magnesium wheels and rare metal parts, but skip-tracers are on
me like ugly on a pig.

Previously I was middle management, a bit of a con, an attendant lord swell-
ing whatever. A grinder, a plumber, skin of teeth in a hair-trigger nigger republic.
Now a hunter and collector, an antiquarian with fabulous auto limbs and glass
bug-eyes for sneaky sports cars. Coyotes come every night to sniff my friend Neon’s
life-size papier-mache dinosaur, paying homage to other ancient kings. A red
rooster crows, saying, Bring your bullet-nose Studebakers and three-wheeled
Messerschmits, your power glides, hot rod Lincolns and Morris Minors. Your
Borgwards from Mexico. Your Simecas. Your DeSotos. Your ex-jocks. Your dino-
saurs. Your hearts and fenders.

More horse trouble, more horse opera: my ex-wife Kathy is driving my truck
with her Arab stallion in the back of the truck, its front leg broken into seventeen
pieces. A morning breeze rises from the valley below, cool as the lake, but I like
the window down, my arm out of the truck, insects bouncing off skin into a dust
cloud, thinking of her in our old bed still in the old house and in that skin of the
climbing year these fields black, spring seed walked across fields every year rising
to the sun moving north and rain falling straight, or grain falling to hail or hell or
blades, another dead winter, then between clods, that sheen, green life again, ev-
ery moist spring, killing and lifting whirls of wheat the color of her hair year after
rolling year living so close to her, my seed in her once. I can’t talk to her right now
and think again of her favorite horse, the Arabian, broken in the back. I say noth-
ing, but I see her glare out the window like a god at redtail hawks over hay and
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Charolais in a balance of sun and rain and grass. Hubcaps nailed to a jackleg fence,
wood ready to collapse and bargain with the earth. Why me? Kathy thinks. The
same old question. Why does everything happen to me? She looks, sees everything.

“The Big Guy in the Sky puzzles me,” Kathy says. “I haven’t had much luck
with his mysterious ways. Would you term yourself an optimist? Why is my horse
dead? Why now? Why do I have such problems with men? Why? Why? Not a
clue, haven’t the foggiest. Why? No use asking that particular question. Little use
asking any question. Better yet, let’s pretend to ask questions.” I listen as she drifts
through each traffic light, faster and faster, red or green, until we are near the
slaughterhouse.

“Do you believe in anything? I believe in lots. In jetlag, for instance. Home-
made beer. That stuff that kills carpenter ants and only costs $4.99. Is hot desire
good or bad? I used to be really fond of men. And my horse. I had hopes. Nice
ass. Good legs. Now? It’s like I'm a high-rent cunt and no one can make the pay-
ments anymore. 'm in the window and I don’t move. I'm nailed to the spot.” She
is near tears is what she is.

“Honey, where is this damn place?” she asks.

“Turn left here, can’t you smell it?” A stench in the neighborhood. Do they
get used to it? I hope they get a break on the rent.

“You look great, youre eminently fuckable,” I say in the wrong voice.

“Don’t make me laugh,” Kathy says. “This gets us nowhere, know what I
mean?

Is she on diet pills again? I still love every woman I've known, but I don't tell
them. Or I do and it drives them away.

“This high-rent stuff,” I say, still trying, “don’ talk that way.”

“Listen. Something is dead. My stupid goddamned horse is dead.”

“It’s not dead yet.” Which is true but I wish the words were back in my mouth.
The horse’s leg is broken in seventeen places. My ex-wife looks at me as if [ am a
complete idiot for about several thousand moments.

We drive. There are no coins in the fountain, so to speak. There is a poachy
meadow of Poland China pigs. First she goes too fast and then we're going about
three m.p.h. on a city byway.

Out of the blue Kathy says, “The ref ejaculated him. I swear to God that’s
what the ass on TV said, not ejected him but ejaculated him from the game.”

“You're blocking the traffic,” I note politely.

“Oh, shut up.” Her favorite phrase.
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I used to say she was good looking, and Kathy would look embarrassed and
say, “Shut up.” I'd say a meal was good — “Shut up,” she'd reply. What a brain,
I'd tell her during Jeopardy. “Shut up,” she'd say, bashful.

I have to learn to say that tactfully, like she does.

Shut up, please.

Please shut up, honey.

Thank you for please shutting your big fucking trap.

Fermé la bouche, s.v.p.

Years ago I was hanging out, killing time, laying low in Fort McLeod, a small
town south and east of here — I was shooting pool with a young, long-haired
Blackfoot painter. Charlie Russell of all people is his favorite artist. Dry country
but fields of mustard so yellow it’s like Van Gogh on acid.

“You have a big mouth, Indian,” the Cowboy said by the lit pool table, “a big
fat mouth.” This is the Cowboy’s version of shut up.

The Indian was Golden Gloves once. He beat the Cowboy outside, quieted
him, shut the Cowboy up. The Cowboy folded like a kid’s stroller and thought
things over for a while, feeling he was a man more sinned against than sinning.

Imagine us all stuck inside a space ship. “Please shut up.”

“No, you shut up!”

Out you go, out the little hatch. Lost in space.

At the renderers my ex-wife and I wait and wait in the boneyard smell until
the SPCA and the schoolchildren’s tour finally leaves. A backhoe bucket cradles a
giant pig, a red monster in a posture of unwanted, violent death. I wonder if
Pocklington, that puffed up meatpacker, owns a piece of this place. The man leads
Kathy's stallion inside. He's holding a .22. In a minute he comes back and hands
Kathy the empty halter.

“Done,” he says.

It’s their meat now: seventy cents a pound. It’s gone up, was thirty-one cents
the last time I was here.

There’s a hot market for horsemeat on the Continent. They’re killing all the
wild horses in these foothills for a few hundred dollars. (Win an all expense paid
trip to Europe!) They shoot them, they run them down in trucks, all-terrain ve-
hicles, or skidoos. Snares hang at neck level on the horses’ favorite trail, although
it may be a few days before anyone gets around to checking the traps or the salt
licks and fancy locking corrals. One day you gallop around under the breezy ram-
parts of the Rockies and the next day you're sausage in the City of Light.
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Everywhere I wander they're snuffing out the last of the wild horses: Utah;
Nevada; the Cariboo; on the road to Bella Coola, where they compete with the
domestic stock for precious pastures; on the military range around Suffield’s na-
ked plains, where the army says they're culling them for their own good; or here
in the foothills west of Jawbone Lake, where my neighbors kill them for the equiva-
lent of baby-sitting money. Kathy and I drive out of the gluefactory air of the city.

Later she’s crying and I drive her the rest of the way, getting used to the soft
feel of my own brakes again.

Once I could ... I touch her shoulder.

“Don’t!” she says as if 'm killing her.

“Don’t what?” I say.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I don't know. Whatever you're going to do.” I guess
I've heard vaguer warnings than this.

Just past the renderers is a rainbow I refuse to acknowledge. We drive in circles
bur there’s no odometer so the miles don’t matter anyway.

At the cabin, I decide: work, effect repairs, salvage. Must fix that sinking
driveway, that sinking feeling.

I dump a load of pit-run gravel, ten yards of black, evil chunks and rocks. I
shovel it hard and rake it flat, shovel and rake, sweat pouring from my eyes, my
yellow shirt soaked to me. It’s not an ark but I am fixing things up. It’s therapy.
I'm getting in touch with my inner child to make it hand over the proceeds of my
paper route. My face says rictus then I see her strolling dusk’s grassy road. My ex-
wife brings me lemonade in a metal pitcher, her confident walk back. I knew youd
be doing something, Kathy says, I just knew it.

By the well the ground has also sunk. I shovel clay into the depression. I miss
the desert, the bats at blossoms and blind cowboy dancers, the reliable mirages.
The sodden lumps of grey clay make great smacking sounds when they land. I'm
fixing nothing. RCAF jets wander past from Cold Lake. I will dig until this is
finished; I'll set up lights so I can see. See better. In the motel pool in the moun-
tains I could only see my hands, the underside of the water an imperfect mirror;
I failed to see my own face. “Oh, no,” the man in the toupee said, adjusting his
face, glad to help me on this one, “see, I have gambling money.”

[ am drifting my spade into grey matter, digging metal into some huge brain
under these pitiable poplars, waiting to find a horse skull’s eye sockets, a calcified
memory, my separate reflections dangling on an endless convoy of stainless steel
Airstreams.
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YUNG KIM

Part-time Insomniac

Back to night lessons because sleep never learns. All
the cracks in the walls are delicate wrinkles

in your sheet of resistance. Any

politician behind a closed door knows: the corner
of an eye, the sides of speech don’t lie. I think

your face is a free road map leading

to certain gas station attendants who know how

to point you North when you're heading South.

Granted: I treat sleep like a bad spouse. I'll be filing

the smooth papers for my divorce from sleep

in Mexico when spring starts to inspect the trees.

The weather should attend a twelve-step program.

It gambles like the well-fed high-roller in Atlantic City,
the guy with so much wealth he naturally shits pure gold.

Understand: It wasn’t the gas, the glamour, the prospect

of good weather, or luck in the form of a rabbit’s foot

dropped on a highway shoulder somewhere to be looked for.

If you left your keys on the greasy counter of a Dunkin’ Donuts
who wouldn’t expect you to back up ravenously, anally
retracing your steps?

That’s where it is.

I'm walking backwards without eyes

in the back of my head for the sake of finding

the one neon mistake, telling me I was wrong.
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SHARON SCHARFF

Deux

Do I demur?

Embarking on the tongue
rolled out just before me.

All just a deluge of tomatoes,
earnest bed-making

and diplomacy

(mostly diplomacy).

On the edge of an eddy
I taste the only thing
that is still sticky.



SHARON SCHARFF

Pulp Personals

Lonely cactus, funky pot
Seeks more arid space
To extend my thistles.

Enjoy sunsets, mirages,
Left-over lizards that sink
Into my soil, contemplative

Thought and bodily adornment.

The dirt goes with me,
The funky pot stays behind.

52



KIRBY WRIGHT

Dear Gordon

Dear Gordon,

I remember The Pink, this motel/night club/coffee shop thing off Interstate Five,
a stone’s throw from Tijuana River. There’s this suck-dirt band playing “Sympa-
thy for the Devil” off-key and two guys sitting at the bar. Just me and these two
guys sitting at the bar, so we start talking. One’s a doughboy who says he’s doing
deals with Liz, says he’s at this Hollywood party and she’s snorting coke like a pig.
The other guy’s this thin actor — flaming but quiet.

“You've got a nice body,” the actor tells me. “You've got a real nice body.”

Later, in their room, ’'m between them on the couch. The doughboy gives me his
card and starts showing Polaroids of parties in Malibu — one’s got these three
black men rimming a blond.

Then the doughboy says he’s on some psychiatric drug to stabililze himself dur-
ing and after binges — he winks at the actor and disappears into the bedroom.

So I'm on the couch, alone with the actor. I ask his name. He says something
something. He unzips me. Before I know it, I'm pumping his mouth. He does it
slow. Slow and steady. But I urge it, like I've got to do it before I know it’s me.
After I explode he’s upset. “What?” I ask. “Too bad,” he goes, “I wanted to suck
all night.”

Now I'm sure that actor was DaFoe. Same voice. Same face. Identical body.
Whenever I see him on the big screen it all clicks. DaFoe blew me! My spunk gave
him his big karmic break — a week later he lands 7o Live and Die in L.A.

Barbara Walters asked DaFoe about his personal life. “Wild acting life,” he goes,
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“Tame personal life.” Ha! But you know, deep down, I respect him. He knew what
he wanted and went after it.

I threw away my agent’s card the day after, thinking I might get gay carrying it.
That was my only “in” into Hollywood. Those were my days of wine, roses, and
raging homophobia.

See you at the baths.

Love,
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FRANK KOOISTRA

The Young Marrieds

Are out again tonight, along with the rest

Of the renters at the barn red, white-trimmed

Lakeside apartment house; the husband is

Deer-hunting in Pennsylvania, wearing his electric socks,
And his wife is visiting her sister and mother, and becoming
Indistinguishable as family again. When the husband
Climbed out of his camper/truck in the morning drizzle
His wife luxuriated in bed, wondering why

Her desire for her husband’s touch never tired.

Today, however, she will devote herself to

Her mother’s complaints about arthritis,

And her sister’s two white cats, who crave touch too.
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GREGORY A. RYAN

Bugging

The reel-to-reel tape slips

through fuzzy pads while naked adults

(two women, one man) press their hips

to wood. Spies listen

to the ménage behind a sheetrock

wall. The government form has no box

for wood. The spies follow orders, often
without laundered shirts. Then, “freer
commitments,” the trio chants, “there is no God.” Oak
leaves scratch the windows. The tape recorder
picks up the rain. “Goin’ broke

cause of this,” the spy without

glasses grumbles. “Statepen wants guards —
moonlight,” another agent

replies. He eats a small danish. The nudists
switch on a blowdrier, but

no one touches it; it pushes hot

air across the carpet. They

start making sucking noises. “What the?”
the spies ask. “Not.” “What the?” the spies
ask again. The phone rings.

Sixteen pool cues and a photo of Karl Marx
appear in the salon de sex. “Statepen, eh?”
couple passes these rooms. They

are stilletoed by a revolutionary

who resembles Montgomery Clift, if

he were Italian. The spies call Deli

Mart and order sandwiches. The elderly
couple bleeds to death. The nudists

try to press their hips to wood.

69



GREGORY A. RYAN

Autumn Landscape

The Judas tree is unknown

to forests of buttonwood and
hawthorn outside of Salem.

In a sepulchre newly opened
tattered satin slips down

a broken femur, then the wind
sends the cloth onto headstones.

Tulip leaves drift into

pools. The swollen river

has now receded, leaving no
vestige of centaur, golem, or
succubus. Now teeth rattle

in frost, pumpkins roll uncarved
and children hide inside visions.

Saint Paul’s Church is empty. Boys
at the Newton School protest words
in the Heptateuch, and the night
sky is made of only moon, stars
and space. Coins are collected.
Frost, all vapor melts in the noon
sun. The absence of apparitions,
the flutter of sound, and a flurry
of snow suppress the wind from
snapping frozen willows, the tall
grasses bleached by the frost.



NORMAN THOMAS

Coffee

Inside of white milk, like a crumb

from your lips, words you say

to me sometimes make me feel

that your legs cover mine again

or enclose me in a circle of assurance
before I slowly turn the tables on you.
This friendship is a warm and lonely kiss.
It has its moments when it comes undone
like a country hippie girl’s work shirt

and calls the two of us Mama.

A hummingbird floats beside a tree limb

in the window.

[ like talking,

listening,.

I don't think it has to go anywhere.

We always go for coffee, meaning

that we enjoy passing time

among the peppered omelets of creation.

One enjoys a slice of another’s experience.
The moment the lips realized they were lonely
they stayed, and stayed,

so it’s no surprise they love their conversation.
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RICH IVES

A Successful Business Man Takes Up Needlepoint

I don't know who I'm telling this to but I'm screaming the words are babies I want
to step on them I want to hate my mother adequately because one of my neigh-
bors is trimming his lawn and his smile is killing me I have to eat it I have to digest
clippings at night because his wife saves daily obituaries of Kentucky bluegrass
tennis muscles gleaming brown I'd have to try to love her because I think I should
want to and she wants to be able to say yesno just in time for the weather to drive
me crazy with excuses this is America I don't have to go hungry it has to be this
easy we have to be able to do something with our hands.
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KIMBERLY KNUTSEN

Miss South Umpqua

His songs are like crying. Sometimes, when I'm all alone, Ill lie there in the
dark and cry right along with them. I'll look out my window ar the fat, summer
moon and stare so hard that, when I close my eyes, I can still see it. That’s what
I'll do with Jesse Ray. Stare at his picture and close my eyes, drifting with his sweet
guitar, bringing him back, right by my side. Warm and close, rough hands on my
belly ... eyes I've known forever. But then I'll wake up and he’s gone. And I'm here
looking at the dead face of the moon.

I was feeling full of sass that Halloween day. I'd just won the barrel racing
over at the round-up, plus been crowned Miss South Umpqua Rodeo Queen. 1
walked into the Dairy Queen thinking, goddamn I'm hot. Back then, I'd let my
hair hang in my eyes and peer out in a come-hither fashion I got from an old
Brigitte Bardot movie. I fancied myself a sex kitten and wore angel tops and hip-
huggers to let my belly peek out. I was proud of my body. It was curvy and won-
derful, like a great new toy from God. Seeing as I was really into Cher, I constantly
flipped my long, blonde curls back in that graceful-but-God-this-is-hard-work way
she had, and it made my Nana Lurene suspicious.

“Pretty is as pretty does,” she'd say, and raise a penciled eyebrow at me.

I pulled open the door to a whoosh of refrigerated air. Nana and Auntie
Maybelline had finished their shifts and were preparing to go out cattin around.
They had on their prowling outfits, Nana in orange lurex capris and a black hal-
ter, Maybelline in hot pants and shiny, white Nancy Sinatra boots. Auntie leaned
on the milkshake machine, sneered into her hand mirror, and wiped lipstick from
her teeth, while Nana gazed into the other side, picking with the tail end of her
rattail comb. Her beehive was fresh and strawberry-colored.

When I was little, Nana told me horror stories of what happened to bad girls
who'd set their beehives and then leave them, unwashed, for weeks at a time, adding
layer upon layer of sticky Aqua-Net, wrapping them in toilet paper at night for
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preservation. Well, she said, sometimes those girls would be found dead, rats and
roaches having eaten into their skulls. Nana said she ain't never had nothin hidin
in her hair except for the time she was keeping her switchblade up there, when
Rayjean was having problems accepting the fact that shed dumped him and kept
following her around, peeking in windows.

“I'm a queen, Nana. They picked me!” | waggled my silky sash and raced over
to hug her. Nana fiddled with her false eyelashes, muttered, “Queen schmeen,”
but then grinned like the jack-o-lantern plopped in the dessert case.

Royalty or not, Nana and Maybelline headed off to the Diamond Stilletto
for Pink Squirrels, leaving me to gloat over my great day with the soft serve and
Silent Jerell, the fry-cook. Silent Jerell hadn’t said one word since the day our kin-
dergarten teacher, Miss Nutt, caught him digging in his pants and then sniffing
his fingers, and spanked him and told the whole class to never let him touch us as
he had cooties now. I was always nice to Silent Jerell, and whenever I smoked a
joint out back, I'd share with him, although I must admit, I'd take my hits first
and leave him with the roach.

I was making my specialty, a double dip cone, dipped in cherry first, then
butterscotch, when in walked the man I knew would be the fire in my passion for
life. I felt as if I'd been dipped in ice water and hung out in a heat wave. This fella
was beautiful bad news, I could tell that right off. He strutted in, full of hellfire,
knocking out the electricity, all the lights dimming around him. I couldn’t quit
staring although I could feel my specialty dripping down my wrist. I watched
rattlesnake boots cross that dirty linoleum as if they owned it. A flashing belt
buckle, an enormous eagle, sat as pretty as you please, right #here, as if to say, “Well,
lookie what I got.” I moved my eyes slowly down mean-lookin legs and back to
the gaudiest purple blouse my Auntie Maybelline never wore. His eyes flashed,
looking me up and down and right through to my quivering insides. He had on
a big black hat like the devil mighta wore, long wild hair, and a ragged fu-manchu
framing lips the colors of rose petals.

“Darlin, give me one of them Dilly Bars,” he said, so slow and sweet, just
waiting for me to fall into his honey pot.

“Baby,” I said, drawing myself up to my full five-feet-ten-inches, and sway-
ing ever so slightly, “we’re all out of them Dilly Bars, you gonna have to choose
something else.” I stared right into those hot brown eyes and tingled like a cat on
a live wire.

“Then I'll have you,” he drawled, taking a slow, deep breath, and I thought,
well, butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, mister.

“Tain’t for sale.” I flipped my hair and swayed over to the fryer. [ inspected
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the french fries a bit, then peeked out from under my eyelashes, and damn if he
wasn't hopping over the counter.

“Hey, buddy!” I was a little nervous then, as he could very well have been
one of those Hell’s Angels, and I wasn’t about to be raped between the freezer and
the fryer, with Silent Jerell crouched out by the dumpster, smoking, his mind blank
as snow. But he didn’ stop, he came right on up, pinning me to the wall, so close
I could smell bourbon and smoke and the sky.

“'m gonna marry you,” he whispered, so soft I could barely hear and then
Bam! he kissed me slow and deep and hard. I groaned and thought, well, here I
am in heaven. He released me and started to walk away.

“Whait.” I grabbed his hand. He had on about a million rings and a tiny tat-
too of an angel. I was stallin for time, dying for him to kiss me some more, but he
just stared. So finally, I kissed him, pressed up real tight. I was close to fainting
when he pushed me away and swung over the counter.

“I’ll be back for that Dilly Bar,” he said, real serious, kissing my hand, letting
his tongue touch it. I noticed a red devil tattoo on his other hand. I closed my
eyes and swooned, and when I opened them, he was gone.

His name was Jesse Ray. His mother had wanted to name him Jesse Garron
after Elvis’ dead twin, but when she woke up she was as high as a coot from the
anesthesia and couldn’t for the life of her remember what Elvis’ dead twin’s sec-
ond name was, so, after cryin and fussin a bit, she ended up naming him Jesse
Ray after her husband’s drinking buddy Ray Bartell who was the first soul she laid

eyes on when she come to.

Last night I had a dream my old kitty cat, Barney Rubble came back to life.
He was stone dead, stretched out stiff on the porch like he was enjoyin the day,
when all of a sudden, he started to wiggle and squirm and jerk and he was really
alive again! Mr. Rubble, I cried, holding out my hand, and he hissed and scratched
it and streaked off to the pond, but still, he was alive. I was frantic. If they could
do that for old Barney, then they could fix Jesse up too, couldn’t they? But deep
inside I had this sinking stone of dread. I knew there was no use even hoping.
Miss Nutt, my kindergarten teacher, came over and explained it all for me.

“Barbara Dean,” she cooed, so sweet and sticky I almost puked, right there
in my dream, “Honey ... they can’t fix your Jesse ... why, they just can’t find all the
pieces.” She smiled real nasty and pulled a hand out of her desk drawer. I reached
out and touched it, felt cool fingers close around mine. I woke up, stared out at
the desert sky. I saw something shoot across, then explode and fizzle down. Was
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it a comet or a shooting star? I felt warm. Jesse Ray was near.

I was sitting atop my baby Mariah, prancing along the waterfront. Everyone
was cheering and I waved ever so ladylike and grinned like a hyena. Nana and
Auntie Maybelline squealed when they saw me, and shook their little red, white
and blue flags.

“Oooohhhwwhhheee, git it while it’s hot!” howled Nana’s new boyfriend
Memphis Bob. Memphis Bob was a pig farmer and he looked like a little piggy, I
thought, with his round tummy and glittering eyes. But he was real sweet to Nana,
buying her those Whitman's chocolates and taking her out to smorgasbords all
the time. The other day, Maybelline told her she was looking a little well-fed, and
Nana just smiled and patted her belly, said, “Gitls, I'm full up on love!”

So there I was, watching the rainbows my tiara cast on my hand, when I saw
him. My Dilly Bar man. I couldn't breathe, he was standing ten feet away, a grape
sno cone in his hand. He was long and lean in black leather pants, his legs like
licorice whips, his bare chest smooth as white bone. His hat was pulled low, shad-
owing his eyes, but I could see those lips, smirking real wicked-like. He handed
his snow cone to the old lady next to him and strolled right on up, nearly collid-
ing with my arch enemy, Cassie Pringle, a majorette who'd called me a “hussy” in
the sixth grade. I stared straight ahead, smile frozen into a grimace, about to fall
off Mariah I was shaking so.

“Go away,” I hissed. “You're gonna get me dethroned!”

“Yeah, baby, I shore am,” he drawled, and damn if he didn’t pull me down,
right off Mariah, holding me in his arms like I was his bride.

“Come to daddy,” he whispered, all hot in my ear.

I breathed in his smell, leather and sweat, and it was like a drug.

Mariah flared her nostrils, snorted, and he slapped her butt, handed the reins
to Cassie who marched furiously in place. “You are in serious trouble,” she sneered,
pointing her baton at me. Sunlight glinted off her braces, and I knew she was right,
knew I didn’t care.

He carried me through the crowd and down the riverbank, setting me on a
jagged rock in the shade of the steel drawbridge.

“You're crazy,” 1 said, noticing his braceler of tiny skulls, the fine streak of
hair from his belly button down.

“I can't stay away,” he sighed, coming real close. He lifted a piece of hair that
was stuck to my mouth and growled.

“Buddy, you just ruined my career.” I poked at his chest. He grabbed my hand,
slowly sucked my finger. I shivered. Across the river, a roller coaster rocketed into
a stand of pines. He had a bottle of Jack Daniels stashed away, and we sipped it
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slow. It was sundown, the sky a heavy red, the river black and swollen. The air
was cool, and screams drifted over the treetops.

“How come I ain’t never seen you around here before?” I asked, wanting to
touch that fine streak of hair, trace it with my tongue.

“I'm a musician.” He ran a finger inside my rhinestone cowboy shirt. “I left
South Umpqua at age fifteen to play with the Almighty E, God rest his soul. It’s
fate that [ came back and had me a hankerin fora cool ... sweet ... treat.” He licked
his thumb and slowly ran it over my nipple. I dropped my head back, looked up
at the bowl of sky swaying overhead. “Baby,” I breathed, “this is fate, right here
...” I straddled him on my knees, “... and right now.” I took off his hat and kissed
him like I'd never done before, knocking him back, pinning his wrists to the rock.

He moaned, undressed me slowly, kissing me hot everywhere, leaving a trail
of quivering nerve endings like the stings of some weird insect. When I was na-
ked except for my tiara and white anklets, he pulled me down onto him and ook
me someplace I ain’t never known.

Jesse and I were married that night, at the only Twenty-Four Hour Church
of Elvis in the world. We had as our choice of preacher, Young Hillbilly Elvis, Elvis
Hollywood Style, or Old Fat Elvis Before He Died. I wanted the young hillbilly,
because he was the cutest, but we got stuck with the fat one. Seemed Young Elvis
had found himself a live one, and Hollywood Style was passed out in the third
pew, Blue Hawaiian /e around his neck, bottle of Southern Comfort tucked under
his arm like a teddy bear.

Fat E seemed kinda depressed, but he was sweet, and when he said, “I now
pronounce y'all hitched,” he sneered, waited a beat, and then Elvis-walked over
to the organ and serenaded us with “Suspicious Minds,” which Jesse had picked
out special. He said it had real good memories ‘cause when they played it on tour,
the real Elvis would read the words off of index cards taped to the insides of his
rhinestone cape, and once, Jesse had stuck a naked twat from Penthouse there
instead, and he said Elvis got a real kick out of it and let him ride on the big bus
that night. He said they ate toasted-cheese sandwiches and watched Kung Fu.

“I'll never make you cry, Ull never leave you lonesome, and baby, I'll do right
by you.” These were Jesse Ray’s promises to me, and he whispered them in my
ear, that night at the Mollalla Dream-A-Ways Inn. We were lying in a tangle of
silky, pink sheets, and I rested my head on his chest, thrilled with the wild stranger
God had sent into my life.

“Little girl, where’s your mama and daddy?” he asked, and I grinned, delighted
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that we were conversing, gettin to know one another. I looked into his eyes and
they were happy, not scary at all anymore. And his smile was too cute for such a
bad boy.

“My daddy died in a mysterious nuclear accident, he never knew me. All I
know is that he turned pale green before he died, and that he liked cream-chip-
beef on toast. My mama went crazy soon after and tried to jump off the Bridge of
the Gods, but this fella lured her down with some Ju-Ju-Bees, and [ guess she liked
what she saw ‘cause she run off to Peru and I ain’t seen her since. She was tall
though, like me.” I curled my knees up to my chest.

Jesse Ray lighted two cigarettes at once and handed me one. I stretched out,
silent, staring up at the strange brown stains on the ceiling. One looked like 2 hand,
pointing its finger at me. I looked over my shoulder at Jesse Ray. He was staring
at me, a sad look on his face. He took my cigarette and pulled me real close, breath-
ing into my hair.

“Baby, you're an angel,” he sighed, and I drifted off, his hands warm on my
belly, lips soft on my neck.

In the beginning, he was so earnest and sweet. Like a little boy with water-
slicked hair, all ready to be the best he can be on the first day of school. Then he
got lost and sad and mean somehow, but I could tell he was just ashamed of him-
self, like a dog with a bad haircut. Everybody said, leave him Barbie Dean, he’s
nothing but an oversexed polecat. But he was my man, my cowboy ... and he
needed me.

“Baby, I'm bigger than the King now. I'm a superstar and superstars don’t have
to be home on time for supper!” Jesse Ray stomped across the pink wall-to-wall
in his python boots and Santa Claus boxers, bottle of Old Granddad in hand.

“Well then, Mr. Superstar,” I hollered, “you can just git your hind end out
back and eat with the dogs!” I picked up the bowl of frank-n-beans I'd been slow-
cookin all afternoon and heaved it at him with all my might.

He laughed and ducked and the frank-n-beans exploded against the wall, ooz-
ing down the glittery gold wallpaper with the cracked hearts. Jesse Ray, drunk as
usual. Out on the road for months, pale, his face puffy from his excesses. He'd
drop in every once in a while, ignore my home-cookin, kiss me like I was his Aunt
Shirly, and then shoot off, howling up the night with his good-time buddies. He
sat around all day with his beer belly, drinkin and watching All My Children, and
getting touchy when I vacuumed and he couldn’t hear.

“Iknow abour those girls,” I said, fighting for calm, “all those flashy chicks
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with the big butts, stickin their stuff in your face and wavin it around.” I picked
up a handful of raw hotdogs and squished them through my fingers, sobbing. I
raced across the room at Jesse who was crying by then he was laughing so hard,
laughing at me. I hauled off and socked him as hard as I could, right in the jaw.
It hurt my hand, but before I could shake it, he backhanded me across the face.

Hot tears flooded my cheeks. I closed my eyes and sank to the carpet, my
cheekbone pounding, heart crashing in my ears. I felt ashamed, and wanted him
to die for what he'd done.

“Baby,” Jesse whispered, “I'm so sorry ... I just see you so disappointed in me,
I see it in your eyes, and Barbie Dean, it kills me.” He tried to kiss me and I'slapped
him away. He touched my cheek and his hand was cool.

“You're my life,” he cried, so sad and urgent that I couldn’t help myself. I took
pity on my poor, misunderstood cowboy, opening my arms, whispering, “Come
on home.” I rocked Jesse, my hands wrapped in his thick hair, and told myself
that maybe sometimes, to see the gold, you just have to look a little deeper, that’s

all.

Times were slow and pretty. Jesse Ray and me were lounging by the pond. It
was the kind of summer day that made you feel like a soft hand was touching you.
I was a tropical gal, working on my tan, sticky with cocoa butter. I wanted Jesse
to take an interest in his skin color, so we could look like one of them matching
couples I liked to look at in the mall, but I knew he'd think it was a stupid idea.

“You look like a vampire in bermuda shorts,” I ventured, wiggling under his
hands as he traced hearts and circles in the oil on my back.

“Good,” he grunted. He dropped his cigarette into an empty Dr. Pepper can.

“What are you writing?”

“A secret message.” He kissed the nape of my neck and pulled me into the
shade of the pecan tree. I took off his hat, rested my head on his shoulder.

“You really can’t give me a baby?” I lifted his hands from my breasts and placed
them on my belly. Jesse ignored me, pulled off my pink leopard-print bikini top.
His long hair caressed my nipples and I had to fight to concentrate.

“Answer me,” I pleaded, almost gone as he was whispering in my ear, his cheek
silky against mine.

He looked up, held my face in his hands. “I told you, doctor said I smoked
way too much pot, said it'll do that to a fella.” He sighed loudly and shifted me
off of him.

“Don’t be mad.” I laid back on the crazy quilt and pulled him down. He
smiled, held his finger to my lips when I started to speak. My bottoms were off
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and he was inside me, lickety-split. His shorts landed in 2 mud puddle and the
old hound from next door lifted them gingerly and raced around the side of the
house. Jesse started to move in a real slow, dramatic way, like he was in a movie.

“Jesse, wait, my thing’s not in.”

“Baby.” He stopped, opened his eyes, raised up on his hands. “I told you I
can’t have me no babies so quit your damn worryin!” He sighed again and then
closed his eyes, trying to concentrate.

“I don’t believe you,” I said, so quietly it was almost just a thought, and then
I pulled him close, wrapped my legs tightly around his back.

“Nana, your Barbie here’s in a family way,” I said brightly, turning on the litle
pink TV, concentrating on The Dating Game.

Nana sighed, got a pruney look on her face. “A no-good skunk sure ain't gonna
give you any good babies. You've made a hell of a bed, missy, and it don’t look too
comfy.” She shook her head, settled onto the blue-flowered couch. Her hand
trembled as she turned up the volume.

“You know,” I said, lighting a cigarette and blowing the smoke her way, “you've
been a mean old bitch ever since Mr. Piggy dumped you. And for Maybelline, at
that.” Her face tightened. I smoked and stared at bachelor number three. He had
yellow blow-dried hair, was a Pisces, considered himself a swinger. “I'm proud to
be havin the man who loves me’s baby. I thank God every day for my Jesse. I have
so much love I'm about to bust. And you might as well curl up and die with your
cranky ways.”

Nana jumped up, grabbed my shoulders. “You are ruining your life with this
hoodlum, Barbie Dean.” She shook me, tears brightening her pale eyes. “You were
Miss South Umpqua Rodeo Queen!”

I started to cry, knowing she was right. Jesse'd never quit his drinking and
carousing. I knew there were other women, I could smell it on him, see it in his
eyes. And it killed me, just tore me apart. But there was nothing I could do, not
a damn thing. Because when he held me in the misty mornings, singing softly in
my ear ... or the time I rode the bus out to his show in Butte and he was so proud,
showing me off to all the crew ... when he'd tell me, Barbie Dean, I love you for
all time. When it was really him, really my Jesse who was crying and telling me
that he needed me. Well, I'd rather die than live without that.

“He’s all I have.” I wiped my cheeks. Nana raised her eyebrow. In the back-
ground, bachelor number three met his date, a stricken look on his face.

I had a dream that I had my baby. It felt so good, but what came out was
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piglets. A whole mess of pink, squirmy piglets. They were slimy and their eyes
were gooed shut and in my dream I thought, ooohhh, God, gross! But then they
looked at me, and I saw that they all had Jesse Ray’s eyes. Sweet honey eyes, so sad
and full of love. Then I was happy.

[ came home from my doctor’s appointment and the house was strangely
silent. There were no soaps chattering in the TV room, and it was time for Al My
Children. Dust swirled in columns of sunlight, and the dog from next door was
rubbing his back on the couch, gnawing on a cushion. I heard Lynyrd Skynyrd,
faintly, from the bedroom and figured Jesse was napping. He couldn'’t sleep with-
out music, said the emptiness in his ears talked to him, drove him crazy. I kicked
off my red heels and padded to the bedroom. I could hear Jesse’s steady breath-
ing. I slipped off my jumper, pulled my hair from its ponytail.

The majorette boots were the first thing I saw. Sitting neatly at the end of the
bed, fringed, toes pointing outwards, silver spurs glittering. I froze. Jesse and Cassie
Pringle wriggled, oblivious, on our new Sunrise Mambo print bedspread. I looked
at Jesse’s white ass, working away, with my name tattooed across it, Barbie Dean
Forever. Cassie’s braces gleamed, her red hair spilled from the edge of the bed,
sweeping the floor, and she slapped at Jesse’s back rhythmically.

“I got my ultrasound today,” I said weakly, and then panicked. I was naked.
I looked frantically for my robe, and then stared at my new bedspread, humili-
ated. Jesse and Cassie gaped at me, lifeless as wax figures. Jesse’s hips twitched,
once, his eyes black, opaque. I noticed my robe, twisted around Cassie’s long, white
neck. Rage shot through me and I picked up Cassie’s baton, asked, “How could
you let her wear my robe?” and whacked Jesse as hard as I could across his back.
The white rubber knob flew off the baton, hit the ceiling, landed in the African
violet.

I ran out to the car and crouched in the back seat, sobbing. The ultrasound
card stuck out of my purse, and I picked it up, looked at the little creature. I saw
shadows and light, eye sockets, a spine curved like a shrimp. Its mouth was open
and it was laughing.

“Jesse, it’s over,” I told him. He was smoking, naked in the tub but for his
black felt hat, freshly sprung from the slammer after spending the weekend there
for calling Ralphie Butkus, “Miss Ralphie Butt Kiss,” and then biting his ear until
it bled. He'd told me that Cassie had given him drugs, that he'd been out of his
mind, but I still wouldn't lec him touch me. He was pale and subdued that In-
dian summer night. Clouds of steam hung in the tiny room and outside the sky
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was the color of peaches on fire. I knelt on the seafoam tile, my maternity smock
up around my ribs so he could feel the baby kick.

He looked at me, his brown eyes soft and wet. “You're my sunshine baby and
here I've gone and kicked it all to shit!” He threw the soap across the room, hung
his head and cried, his thin shoulders shaking.

I sat, silent, on the toilet. I looked into the mirror and my face, framed in a
ring of fat, gold cupids, was pinched and tired. I look old, I thought sadly. After
a moment, I took off my smock and shorts, knowing I was probably the stupid-
est girl God put on this earth, but tell me, how could I miss out on the good part?
I climbed into the tub and took off Jesse’s hat, smoothing back his damp hair. I
straddled his legs and kissed his forehead.

“Jesse Ray, you promise to be sweet to me. You swear to me,” [ said fiercely,
digging my claws into his tattoos.

“Darlin, 'm home for good,” he whispered.

The sundown before Halloween, I gave birth to little Jessica Annie. Jesse was
off in Weed, jammin with his new band, but as soon as he got the call from Nana,
he hightailed it on over to the airport, finishing up his set with, “Folks, I got to
be gittin, 'm a daddy now!” He'd met some guy in import/exports with a two-
seater and they were hurtlin towards home before I was even stitched up.

At midnight, Halloween, my Jesse Ray disappeared from this earth forever.
The little plane exploded up there in the lonely desert sky, just miles from home.
Parts of Jesse were scattered all over that cracked red earth, and his light was left
floating up with the stars.

Sometimes, now, I think of what I'll tell baby Jess about her daddy. I can
really say, “Sweetie, I never knew my daddy neither, but I know he liked cream-
chip-beef on toast. And your daddy? Well ... he liked to fuck.”

No, I think I’ll tell her about a boy and a girl and this wild, wild ride that
neither one had the sense to get off. And I'll tell her don' ever let it pass you by.
When you see it, jump on and hang on for dear, sweet life.

As for me, well sometimes I'll wake up and stare at the moon and think of
Jesse’s laughing face. I'll remember his gentle hands and rambunctious ways. And
I'll get down on my knees and thank God for smilin on me the way he did that
sweet, almost-perfect time.
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HELENE PILIBOSIAN

Common Denominator

I am the pink light,

you are the blue

searching the atmosphere

like strobes. (Is it the pretension

of stairs that annoys you?)

I comb the fashion of wool,
you crimp a curl

and twirl a baton.

Someone announces
Cinderella as if she were
a movie, a four-star
common denominator

from the horse and carriage
turned diesel-burning bus
stopping at every third street.
Fluorescent ware follows us

to the office and up the stairs
sparing only the theater

of the home front

where we are the drama

swallowing TV,

we, the generations

and generators of screens
and their succession of stars,
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we, the Styrofoam cups

and the coffee of digression,
we, the pizza trays

and the better endings,

we, the purple hips

and polka-dot stockings,
we, the girl-talk that lurks,
balks, walks. We

throw out crumbs
for a pigeon’s coo,
linger longer in a store
to finger china saucers,

emblazon our clothes with patterns,
pat on dry makeup

to absorb the secrets of the years.
Fables such as hers wear

those tints upon their sketches,
melt the icicles into drops

of sense, song and dance

in the pretension of light.



FRANK KOOISTRA

The Young Marrieds

Windows reflect bare black branches

And grey sky, the terrible time

Of a dying season reflected in the dying day,

Afternoon in late November, when the

Pumpkin-orange school bus negotiates

The banked road to Point Comfort, pulling through the golf course,
A great golden carp swimming past the fifth tee,

An emperor’s promise in bulky golden sides,

Even if the whole earth turned a dead ear.
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SAM HOLCOMBE

Swarm

I needed to figure out a way to get home from the hospital right away, while I was
still angry enough to act. My cabin was about fifteen miles away, out in the woods.
The nurse was watching my swollen face with an anxiety that I thought I recog-
nized as lust. She had an undershot jaw and the hungry, hollow-eyed look of some-
one who is bored between drug experiences. The name on her plastic badge was
Erin. I slowly eased my hand between her knees.

I had already recognized her as a parasitic type of bee, the kind that lives in the
hives of other bees. The cuckoo bee is an example. They neither contribute nor
produce anything, and are, therefore, the most worthless and dependent type of
bee, only useful if you can trick them.

“Got a car?” When she nodded I continued, “When’s your shift finished?” My
voice sounded as if my lips were anesthetized, and in fact they were, comically
enlarged, and as tight as a straining balloon.

“Eleven.” She had a husky, smoker’s voice. I suspected that she hung around in
bars and cast knowing glances.

“Meet me by the flag pole in the front parking lot at eleven fifteen. And bring
me my clothes.”

She looked at me for a2 moment. As she continued to stare uncertainly, I added,
“There’s no reason for them to connect us when I end up missing,” Erin turned,
and walked out of the darkening room on the thick and squeaking soles of her
white nurse shoes.

I saw the sun turn red just above the horizon, and a haze was cast over the ev-
ergreens. The dusty smell of evening came in from the parking lot and the forest.
I lay warching the sun set until Erin came back with my clothes.

“T had to brush them with a wire brush. They were full of stingers. Just putting
them on probably would’ve sent you back here. What did you do to those bees
anyway?”

“I was taking their food.” She looked curiously at me. It suddenly occurred to
me that maybe I was a parasitic bee too, but that passed. I don't even need others
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to amuse myself, much less survive.

Besides my antagonistic personal history with Samson, there were a number of
obvious aberrations in his conduct that should have made me suspicious. He loved
money, which may seem surprising in a2 man who tried to make it as a rural me-
chanic and bee inspector. However, he telephoned me (another aberration) and
offered to sell me a productive hive for fifty dollars, less than a third of the price
usually asked for a good hive. Being a stupid, guileless man, unaccustomed to
dealings with humans, I never thought to ask him why.

He brought the hive in the middle of the night, and he was wearing a lot of
protective gear. That should have made me suspicious too, because honey bees
are very inactive at night, especially during cool, early autumn nights. Normal
worker bees and drones proceed through days like normal worker humans and
drones; they are cowards and fear conflict of any kind. They will suffer daily in-
dignities to avoid it.

There were also the remnants of a small fire smoldering in the bed of his truck.
Smoke makes honey bees sluggish and inactive, and is used when honey is being
removed from hives. It is not usually necessary for transporting a hive.

When [ handed him the money, his thick hands closed over it quickly, and he
gave me the most positively evil smile I have ever seen. His tiny little forehead
crinkled up under his curly black hair and he snickered under his breath, heh heh
heh. Most transactions between beekeepers happen at night, and that is some-
thing I usually like about the job. Meeting other men in the forest to exchange
money in the dark is pleasingly arcane, but as Samson and I stood there by the
edge of Veineker’s cornfield in the middle of the night, I felt like I was making a
bad deal with a burly little demon.

Later in the week I got up before sunrise to check my hives. It’s important to do
thar a lot, because disease spreads quickly between bees, and a bad hive must be
burned immediately. Since I was looking over the hives by the cornfield, I decided
to check the new hive to see how they were settling in.

As I walked up to the hive, with its cracking red and white paint, the first few
stings startled me. They were on my ears, where the skin pressed against the screen
of the veil. I slapped at the bees, but only succeeded in driving the poisoned stingers
deeper into my flesh. I set down the aluminum bucket I was using to collect some
combs from the more successful hives. You have to be careful this late in the year
not to take too much honey away. Otherwise the hive might not withstand the
winter.
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When the first bees made their way into my veil I should have gotten away while
I still could. I hadn’t really taken precautions, because most of my bees know me
and my scent. The only protection I wore was a loose veil to keep them away from
my face when I was working, and a thin pair of gloves. I was already feeling crawling
feet and stings at different places on my body, but I had stopped reacting to each
one of them.

For some reason, probably the same reason that wicked little Samson had
counted on (my stubbornness), I insisted in lifting the lid off the hive. Before
hundreds of them rose at one time to envelop me I caught a glimpse of the most
productive hive I have ever seen. The bees were dark, moving with that strangely
mechanical energy they share with their cousins, the ants. The combs were so fat
that their drooping hexagonal surfaces almost touched as they lay suspended in
their frames. The hive was nearly solid with dark honey.

There are three types of social bees in a hive. Besides the queen, there are hun-
dreds of drones, who are fertile males, and thousands of workers, or sexually un-
derdeveloped females. In most hives, the mass of bees are so busy crawling over
one another while trying to get their own little jobs done that they don’t even notice
the beekeeper. When a big hand reaches down and takes up a good amount of
their year’s work, they just allow themselves to be brushed off the comb. These
bees are like the French: they are capitulators.

As I found out, the hive that Samson had so generously sold me was a hive of
fascists. They came out of the hive like SS shock troops. They didn't even wait to
find out what I was up to. There was a loud and angry buzz from the hive and a
brown cloud rose. I dropped the lid back on the hive. There was a general burn-
ing sensation, and my mouth and throat seemed to be shrinking. I pounded at
myself, hoping to crush the insects, but there were too many individual pains to
react to. I looked down to where the stingerless bees crawled, dying on the or-
ange pine needles, trailing their white intestines. They had died leaving their sting-
ers in me.

I was suddenly very close to them. In fact, my veil pressed them against the
pine needles. I studied the articulation of their thoraxes, the pollen baskets on their
small hairy legs. I heard the noise of a tractor in the distance, and struggled over
onto my back. I'looked up, and from around the clustered forms of honey bees
on my veil, saw the sun as a shrinking red dot under an enlarging disc of gray.

Erin drove a small red car. It smelled new inside, and I had to fold my legs up

uncomfortably and duck for the entire ride. She had changed into a tie-dyed T-
shirt and jeans. She lit up a joint and offered it to me, but I refused. I needed to
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be very aware, and I wanted the bees to be able to recognize my smell. There was
already the chance that none of them would recognize me, after all the shots and
disinfectants of the hospital.

We quickly passed through the outskirts of town and soon Erin was unfamiliar
with the countryside. She was venturing outside her support network, and if she
failed to prey on me she would be stranded. We turned past Veineker’s dairy farm
where the warm smell of cow manure oozed into the car. Erin was stiffening. The
weed was making her paranoid and she was beginning to wonder what she could
really get from me.

Maybe I was the sort of bee who would prey upon her, not a solitary bee at all,
but a parasitic cuckoo bee. As her tiny engine labored up Granger hill to reach
my isolated cabin, I suspected that she had begun to think of me as a crazed and
dangerous hunting bee who had danced a deceptive pattern. But there was no
turning back.

I am a solitary bee. I do not secrete wax or protect a queen. Solitary bees are
known for the types of shelter they build: Carpenter, Mason, Plasterer and Bur-
rowing bees. Though they are loners, they communicate, like other bees, through
patterned dances.

My cabin is surrounded by a grove of aspens. They are slim trees with white
bark that shines oddly in the moonlight. The cabin itself is built largely with granite
I dynamited and quarried myself, so I suppose I am a Mason bee. At night, the
light rock is about the same color as the aspens. I could tell that this was impress-
ing Erin, who had gotten out of the car and was revolving in the slow-motion
clarity of stoned appreciation.

I could hear the dogs barking as they ran toward us from down by the stream.
Two of my goats, Castor and Pollux, came trotting out from behind the cabin,
and Erin squealed. Castor is a billy goat with long horns, and Pollux is a nanny.
Castor came up to me and sniffed disgustedly, before approaching Erin. She was
starting to climb backwards onto the hood of her car while Castor nibbled at her
jeans. She kicked at him, and he lowered one of his horns.

“Don’t kick him and he won’t hurt you.”

The time was just about perfect. The moon was full and had risen right above
the circular stand of aspen. It was a cool, late-September evening and the fascists
would be slow-moving,

I began picking up small dead tree branches to make the fire. When I got an
armload together, I threw them in the corner of the bed of my pick-up. Erin had
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warmed to the goats and was giggling as they nibbled at her hands and clothing.
She had no idea what I was doing. I would bring her along just for the hell of it,
and she still wouldn’t know.

I got my veil and a pair of coveralls that I had covered with wax in my early
days of nervous beckeeping, Wax helps to deflect the stings. The hive that Samson
sold me was the only aggressive one I have ever handled. Normally, when I worked
with my other fifty hives, I was never stung at all. When I lifted the lid, a few
drones would crawl on my hands but I just brushed them gently back into the
activity of the hive. I had even stopped being careful about protective clothing,
and only wore a veil and gloves. This time I zipped my veil onto the coverall, form-
ing a seamless protective suit. I would have a lot of wood smoke, to daze those
fascist bees.

I called out to Erin. She was laughing hysterically, and the goats were having a
great time tickling her. Castor was poking her sides with his horns and Pollux was
nibbling at her fingers. She was completely helpless. Goats are some of the smart-
est animals around, and they have a great sense of humor. You can always tell when
they’re smiling.

I drove down the hill and along Veineker’s corn field. Thousands of my bees
pollinate his corn every spring. He always has one of the best crops in the county.
I keep several hives along his fields. I suppose his oldest son Caleb saved my life.
He called the ambulance when Samson’s bees put me down, being too smart to
come and get me personally. One of the paramedics that came for me was so badly
stung that he had to be treated as well. I decided to send both of them some honey
as a joke, probably the same corn-blossom kind that these hives produced. It’s very
sweet and light-colored.

I stopped the truck and checked all my zippers, to be sure that there were no
openings for them to get in. The gloves were part of the coverall and made of a
thick polyester material. I turned off the lights, turned on the radio for Erin, and
told her to stay in the truck. She was looking at me like I was some sort of ma-
niac, but I didn’t bother to take my keys because I didn’t think she would drive
off. She was too confused to do anything but sit.

I turned on my flashlight and took a big pile of the sticks I had gathered from
the back. About four feet from the evil hive, I set up a teepee of sticks, and squirted
them with lighter fluid. A small blue blaze sprang up quickly, and the wind shifted
to blow the smoke over the hives. I saw that my luck was holding.

When I shone my flashlight on the hive, a few bees were struggling out, but
they seemed to be having a lot of trouble moving. They were certainly nothing
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like as energetic as when hundreds flew out in a storm and covered me with stings.
When the fire was burning well, I pushed it with a larger stick until it was about
a foot away from the hive. Then I covered the flames with a several handfuls of
green grass and a thick cloud of smoke rose up. I waited fora moment and squatted
with my hands around the base of the hive. I straightened my spine and rose. The
hive was surprisingly light, and as I walked I pressed my face against the wood,
felt the vibrations of thousands of wings and bodies, and heard the buzz of their
activity.

With the hive safely in the back of the truck, I drove slowly to Samson’s house.
I hoped that the town sheriff would not take this chance to make an appearance,
as I drove down the dirt roads at the witching hour with my bee gear on, a hive of
psychotic bees in the back, and a stoned nurse in the passenger seat.

Samson was a mechanic, and dozens of cars were spaced round his house and
barn. In the field behind his house there were dozens more, organized in aisles, so
that they could be easily dismembered, and their parts recycled. He kept his hives
spaced throughout the cars in place of guard dogs.

We had gone to high school together, and had both competed for the arten-
tions of my ex-wife Carla. Carla is a stewardess now. She lives in Atlanta. She isa
capitulating social bee who thought she was solitary. Now she flies around in an
airplane giving drones and workers drinks all day.

Samson had made two passes at her while we were together. Once, when we
were all in high school and I was away at a football game. The other time was
when I was in the service. That time he came out to my old house with a bottle of
wine. My dogs chased him off, and the shards of the wine bottle that was broken
in the pursuit were still lying by the side of the shale footpath when I finally got
home.

I cut my lights some time before I got to the his house and backed in slowly
behind Samson’s pride and joy, a well-preserved ‘66 Dodge Power Wagon. From
my description of him, it should be obvious that Samson was a parasitic bee, and
so I did not really feel guilty about what I was about to do. I walked up to the
Power Wagon and gingerly opened the driver’s door, being as quiet as I could be.
In the eyes of the law and the local community, Samson would be within his rights
to shoot someone who was doing what I was. Erin gave me a terrified look, but I
only raised a finger to my lips and motioned for her to stay where she was. I don't
know what she was whining about. Those were the cheap thrills she had come
for.
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I climbed gingerly onto the bed of my truck, and started another small fire
with the remainder of the sticks. I was concerned that the motion of the truck
might have gotten the bees agitated, but none of them had ventured outside the
hive. When I lifted the lid, I saw that the bees were drawn closely around the queen
in a seething ball. They were ready to swarm.

Holding the long handle of the stainless-steel queen net I felt a surge of terror,
even inside all my protective gear. Erin was right that anything more than a sting
or two could be fatal to my fragile system. I remembered that unlike the workers
and drones, the queen’s stinger is unbarbed and can deliver any number of stings.
After a worker or drone stings, the sting remains in the victim, dislodging the
thorax and digestive system when it comes off,

The device opened when I squeezed the handle, and then closed like a tea strainer.
My objective was to enclose the queen in the small silk net. Then I could lead the
whole docile hive anywhere I chose. This was a tall order in the dark, with my
eyes as swollen as they were.

Smoke eddied around me and swept down into the open top of the hive. I
thought I noticed a rise in the hum from the bees. With my left hand holding the
flashlight up, I squeezed the handle of the net open and began to slowly force it
to the center of the boiling bees. When I reached the center of the humming ball,
I closed the net and slowly began to lift. The bees rose with the motion. They
thought I had the queen.

I dropped the flashlight and lifted up the net. Hundreds of the bees settled along
my arm. I could feel their weight and the motion of their crawling. Others flew
in tight patterns around the head of the net. I eased myself down from my tail-
gate and walked slowly toward Samson’s truck, carrying my buzzing load. Some
of the bees had settled on the side of my veil, making it even more difficult to see.
But a swarming hive is very unantagonistic, and at this point I did not have to
worry much about stings.

When I reached Samson’s truck, I moved the net under the driver’s seat and gently
shook my arm. As the bees settled on the springs under the seat, I squeezed open
the handle and felt the weight on my arm lighten dramatically. All but a few bees
were off the netand I jerked it back and gently closed the door of the truck. Look-
ing at the driver’s side window, the only suspicious thing that I noticed were a
few lost bees crawling on the window and a few crushed ones on the ground. They
would start to build a nest in the springs of the seat, and by morning they would
be their nasty selves again. Samson had made the mistake of thinking that as a
solitary bee I was afraid of conflict and would live with indignities, but I doubted
that good old Samson would notice his mistake before it was too late.
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FRANK KOOISTRA

The Young Marrieds

Have two more days to work until Friday
Christmas Eve, when the bitter aroma of

Welding sticks can be laid aside, and the

Green screen flipped off. Can work

Define them in a misty photograph

Of the Christmas season, or does it take
Something more? Being around is more important
Than being important, as most families are during the holidays,
Important and complete. We must remember that
In the face of that humble birth, when a star
Shone down, the well-accommodated folks in
The inn missed everything that night;

Just another desert Holiday Inn

And a lot more miles to make tomorrow.
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WENDY HERBERT

Southern California Savior

I search for the man
with the yellow backpack
whose his eyes caress

the computer printout
inside his rib cage

I can only dream

Stalk him

mother of children

veer around corners

searching for his blond profile
what does he possess

iI.

I wait for him

beside the heave and bind of busses
the arch of a sycamore

with an electric outlet in its trunk
plug in

flip the switch

illuminate the answers

on three-by-five cards

form 1040



reality

on a timer

the sprinklers jet their arching click of water
every inch of the lawn soaked

the white house numbers glistening

on the drenched cement

while the man with the yellow backpack
hovers like the Holy Spirit of Connection
the Bible in his backpack

translated into forty languages

each one foreign

wave to the trashman

weekly priest of repetition

prophet of boredom

the paint peels on my eaves again

I wait for the burning bush

1.

denim flashes between maples

his saunter

the man with the yellow backpack
doesn’t know I wait to see him
turn the corner
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TOM BAER

Aloe Up

Live in the

sea desert,

ragged dune
desert, torn

desert — palmetto,
liveoak, raccoon,
panther, coral

and, amid, Christ
building surfboards
on the road

for ALOE uP
SUNCARE PRODUCTS.

And the loving
kindness of

the struggle:

the wee four,

wee, the wee four.



TOM BAER

Storefront: The Church of God of Cleveland, Tennessee in
Edgewater, Florida

The storefront’s

high art: flac,

plastic bouquets
against white

ripple sheetrock;
mid-calf, floral-
printed seventeen-year-
olds getting

down on The Black
Gates; jump-up

of such stuctering
grace as to impel
upjumpers

toward the storefront.

See them, their hands
outstretched, out.

S0



TOM BAER

Numberless magnificent women ... Women whom | adore ...

Tuesday night Prayer Meeting: Mothers ..

a1

. After Velasquez’
“African Heads”

Tinted,

bedraggled —

her humanness;

just her hair
(worked on,

worked up)

tinted, bedraggled ...

II.

Seated

beside me (three or four
chairs away), when
she knelt, murmured,
her forearms leant

on the chairrail
forward of her, she
waved her arms — -
her right hand,
fingers beringed,
stroking Christ,
stroking her child.



MICHAEL MURRAY

The Virgin Mary Throws Herself A Baby Shower

THAT MORNING

Elizabeth called again, Joseph says. She’s not going to be able to make it to
day. She said the baby stirred in her womb or some damn thing. I dont know.

Is she okay? Mary asks.

She sounded okay, I guess. I don’t know. She said she might come by tomor-
row, when she felt a little more up to it.

Thanks, honey.

I'm gonna go ahead and sweep the porch and put up a few chairs. That sound
okay?

That sounds great. What would I do without you?

I don’t know. Make a baby or something.

Oh, stop.

Say, how long you gonna be in there?

You need to go?

No. Just wanted to see how you look. You gonna wear that new scarf I got
you?

Sure am.

No big rush. I just wanted to see how you look.

I’ll be out in just a few minutes.

The mail came.

Yeah?

Got some note about the census.

Whatd it say?

Oh, we'll talk about it later. 'm just holding you up. I'll be out front.

Okay, honey. I'll be out in a minute.

(At this point, while recognizing the inberent risks in terms of covering material
as familiar as this, it nonetheless becomes necessary to comment upon several aspects of
the Virgin Mary’s announcement that she would, in fact, throw a baby shower for herself

92



in her apartment (the apartment she shared with Joseph, her husband) prior to the
birth of her manchild.

First, it needs to be stressed that Mary was a very shy girl. She had been raised in
a proper home, and it occured to her that the upcoming scheduled birth of a messiah
would gather quite an attendant crowd. Since there would be some degree of nudity
involved in giving birth, Mary — in her modesty — wanted to be surrounded by as

few people as possible. So, to facilitate this, she decided to plan an event prior to the
birth that could be attended by all interested parties, at which time she would make
an announcement regarding her wishes (and the respect in which she expected them to
be held) in the matter of her and Joseph’s future privacy.

Second, Mary and Joseph’s rental agreement included a stipulation that no chil-
dren were allowed to live on the premises (Son of God or otherwise), and since they
had not acquired definite lodgings for the upcoming months, she quite simply did not
know where the birthplace of her child would be located. Rather than take a chance
that gifs intended for the baby could be lost in the mail, she had arranged for storage
space for them at the home of her parents until she and Joseph could find permanent
quarters.

Third, the reader may be concerned with regard to the lack of attendance by The
Three Wise Men (Melchior, Balthazar, and Caspar) in the following account. In point
of fact, these three “kings of Orient” were quite fascinated with astronomy; it was
through a study of the night sky in their native lands (and the appearence of a bright
star they did not recognize) that they learned of the coming of the savior. After com-
pleting their calculations as to time and place of birth (a due date of approximately
December 25th; approximate location of Bethlehem [and in both respects they were
much more accurate than anyone could have dreamed}), they were forced to begin their

journey east (by camel) almost immediately so as to be on hand to present gifts (gold,
frankincense, myrrh) to this newborn king. Some experts believe they may have started
their travels as early as eighteen months before the actual birth; others believe it could
have been as few as six months. Be that as it may, when Marys personal invitations to
the baby shower arrived for each of them at their respective courts, they were not on
hand to receive them. Thus, they were among the very few who actually visited the
Baby Jesus in the manger at Bethlehem.

Finally, the editors note that it would be ludicrous to make an attempt to list all
of the people who stopped by the apartment that afiernoon with gifts for Mary and
her baby. So, in the interests of (and preservation of) narrative excitement, the follow-
ing is only a sampling of the more compelling interactions (nine all told) between the
Holy Family and their guests, which have been synthesized into one continuous “con-
versational stream”. Also, please be aware that, in some instances, the actual order of
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visitation has been adjusted to enhance this same (we hope) narrative excitement, and
that certain italicized actions (which we have tried to keep to a minimum by using
them almost exclusively for transactions) have been included to further assist in the

“readability” of the piece. {mm})

EVENTS OF THE SHOWER ITSELF

Mary, you remember Pete and Ed, don’t you? We all work together down at
the shop.

Well, yes, I do. Ed, wasn’t it your little boy who made that concrete pyramid?

Spewed real lava too. Well, it was more of a hot paste, I guess. But he colored
it some to make it look molten. Clever little bugger that one.

I’'m sure he takes after his father that one, She says.

Thanks, ma’'am. Well, me and Pete just thought we'd stop by. Brought you a
little something, too. Pete, you got that box there?

Yeah.

We done this up ourselves. Joe helped a little on it too, I guess. A little advice
here and there, anyway.

It’s beautiful.

That's real oak. And we painted it red so you'd always remember ... what are
you nudging me for?

There’s other people in line, Pete says. He nods his head. Ma'am.

Well, anyway, Ed says, we think it’s a beautiful little box. A boy could keep
all sorts of treasures in there.

And I'm sure he will, She says.

Here, I'll take that back in the other room, Joseph says.

Mary hands him the box.

Have we met before? She asks @ young woman standing in front of her.

No. My name’s Olivia. Though I did play you in a movie once.

Did you?

Yes. And I came because I got a lot of power from that role. I just wanted to
tell you. I brought you this blanket. Alpaca, they call it. The animals aren't killed
for their fur. If you got a bit chilly in the evening, you could throw it on your lap.

[l set it cthere now, I think. It’s a bit chilly here on the porch.

My husband left me, you know. To marry an ice skater. And she had a ter-
rible haircut.

I’'m so sorry.
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He's dead now. I'd like to think that the power I got from playing you ... well,
let’s just say there was a plane crash.

[ see.

We'll just leave it at that, okay?

Yeah, that’s fine. I appreciate the blanket.

Ifll keep you warm.

U'm sure it will. Mary tilts her head to one side. Do 1 know you?

Name’s Floyd, ma’am.

The barber?

Yes, ma'am.

Floyd, Joesph says, returning.

Hey there, Joe. Just stopped by for a minute, ma’am. Just wanted to let you
know. Don't have a real gift for that little one of yours or anything. But I did want
to let you know this: my door is always open, free of charge. Anytime. I do good
work, you can ask anyone. You can ask Joe here.

It’s true.

[ believe you, Mary says. I liked that last cut of Josephss.

And sometimes these boys let their hair go, if you don’t mind my saying. Gets
all long and stringy. Kinda dirty looking. Just ... well, anytime, like I said. I got to
get back though. Can't make no money standing around. He nods his head. Ma'am.
Joe.

He’s a funny one, isn't he? Mary says.

Well, he’s honest at least. If he gives his word about something you can bet
he'll stick to it.

He’s like my husband then, isnt he?

Well, shoot.

Hello.

And you are? Mary asks.

My name’s Walton. Mrs. Walton. I just wanted to bring you this pie. It’s still
hot, but it'll be just as good at room temperature. I know there’s all these people;
you might not have time to have a hot piece right now.

Well, and I've just eaten.

That’s okay, honey. Like I said, it’ll keep. It'll be just as good at room tem-
perature. That is a beautiful scarf, if I may say so.

My husband gave it to me.

Is that blanket Alpaca?

Yes.

I have one myself. They’re very warm. And the animals aren’ killed for the
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fur.

That’s what I heard.

Well, I just wanted to let you know, I've had quite a few kids. A good num-
ber, let’s say. And I just wanted to let you know that you're doing the right thing.
They’re just such a joy. My oldest boy is a writer. Maybe you’ll have a writer there,
you never know.

My husband’s a carpenter, Mary says.

Sometimes a boy will go off all on his own. Just do something you'd never
expect. Like maybe be a writer or something. Well, I see you got all these people.
I hope you enjoy that pie. I'll still be good at room temperature.

Thanks a lot, Mary says, turning to Joseph. Honey, will you set this in the
kitchen?

I might sneak a quick piece while it’s hot, too.

Have all you want, She says. She adjusts the blanket on her lap.

Hello, Mary.

Good afternoon.

We've not met. My name is Serrano. I'm happy to have a moment with you
while you're husband’s in the house. I heard this woman in front of me talking
about her son the writer. I take pictures. I have a very specific request to ask of
you.
And what’s that?

When the baby is born. If you could save the placenta for me. I know itis a
strange request.

It certainly is Mr. Serrano. It seems very personal. I might ask what you want
it for.

I want to take pictures of it. I photograph bodies, and the fluid in bodies,
and I'm fascinated by your son, and who he will be. I'm trying to explore the re-
lationship between the human and the spiritual, the body and soul. I revere your
son. I mean no disrespect. [ will return the placenta to you if you like. I will take
very good care of it.

I don’t know, Mr. Serrano. It still seems an odd request to me.

Well, I can only ask. Here is my card. Please call me if the answer is yes. If
you must talk it over with your husband, I understand. I also have this for you.
It’s a photograph of you. I took it when you were first arranging that blanker on
your lap. You might give it to your husband.

I'll think about what you are asking.

I could expect nothing more.

Mary sighs and looks at her photgraph as Serrano steps away.
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Hey there, Rock Hudson looking to get built on.

Excuse me?

Rock Hudson. Good to know you.

I don’t believe 'm familiar with you.

I heard something about the beginnings of a church here or something. ‘And
on that Rock I will build my church.” So here I am.

I’m afraid I don’t know what you're talking about.

A play on my name there. A reference to Peter. Peter will be the Rock. Any-
way, that sounded a whole lot better in my head. Forget I said anything. Oh, and
here’s a pair of gloves for the kid. It gets cold in the desert at night. I'll work on
my delivery. It’s screamingly funny in my head, I assure you. Through I may never
get a chance like this again. Oh well.

I do appreciate the gift, of course.

Say, did you hear Jim Nabors died? You know where they found him?

I just have no idea what you're talking about.

Well, never mind. It’s actually not that funny anyway.

Who was that? says Joseph, returning.

A very strange man, She says. I didn’t understand a thing he was talking about.
But he did bring this pair of gloves.

They look warm.

Hello there, folks. My name’s Junior Gilliam, and I wanted o take up justa
minute of your time, if I could.

Of course, She says.

You see, it’s like this. A bunch of us saved up and we all got this ball glove for
your son. It’s an infielder’s glove, to be honest. I seen them fine gloves Mr. Hudson
just gave you, but this is even better.

But there’s only one.

You only need one, thats the thing. One glove to pick the ball up, be demon-
strates, and then a free hand to throw over to first. We got it figured that your kid’s
gonna be perfect for the infield. Maybe a second baseman, kind of scrappy, you
know? And in the batting order he'd go second. We got no doubt in our mind
he'd have the bat control for hit and run. And then he might have to take a strike
or two for the team, you know, if there was someone on first. And of course all
the sacrifices. I'm telling you he'd be perfect. I just wanted you all to have this
glove. The sooner you get him out there in the field the better he'll be.

I guess as he gets older I could hit him a few balls, Joseph says.

That’s all we ask. It’s been quite a pleasure, and I might just mention that
you'll need to get some kind of oil or something to keep thar glove slick. You'll
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want that boy’s glove to be 7ealslick. You both have a fine day now.

What was that all about? Mary asks.

Baseball. I might be able to explain it sometime if we had about two days in
a row freed up for it.

Madame?

Yes?

Allow me. My name is Mr. Humbert. A pleasant rise of the belly about you,
[ll grant that. I've seen bigger, though, let me assure you. But I see in your face ...
well, I'd heard from others, of course, but to see you in person it becomes clear to
me: you do have a bit of the nymph about you, don’t you? I dont mind telling
you I expected as much. Virgin birth, indeed. If I could prevail upon you ...

Get him out of here! Joseph yells. I don’t want his kind around. I've got a
sense about you, Mister. Joseph wags bis finger.

And who was that? Mary says. I haven’t known hardly any of the people we've
seen today.

Well, I'm sorry I lost my temper there. But I had a sense about him. I don’t
like the idea of him being around.

He’s gone now. Was that Ed and Pete who grabbed him?

[ asked them to stay around a bit. I didn’t chink there'd be any trouble, but
you never know. It was just to be on the safe side, you could say.

Well, it seems, sir, Mary says, addressing the final man in line, that you are
our last visitor of the day.

I was here early, but I decided to wait till everyone else was done. I won't keep
you long. I know you've had a difficult afternoon. You'll want to rest soon, no
doub:t.

I will, but please: don’t rush.

My name is Joseph, from Arimathea.

My husband is Joseph as well.

I know. I know of your husband. I had a dream, like he did, and the Lord
came to me. Your son will do great things. You may know that already, or you
may not. Burt I believe he will. And I have something for him. It’s in this enve-
lope. It’s the deed to a piece of land. All legal and notarized. He may not need it
for a long time, but I want you to keep it for him, in case something happens to
me.

Where is this land?

It’s not far. But please, leave the envelope sealed until ... well, you know when.

Well then, Mary says, drawing the scarf tighter around her neck, thank you,
Joseph. I will keep it safe for him until he needs it. Would you like to stay for
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dinner, Joseph? It’s late.
No thanks. I have to get back now. Joseph bows slightly and turns away.
Another dreamer like my husband, Mary says. I'm cold, Joseph. I think I’ll
go in now. There’s no one left to see.

THat EVENING

So many thank you notes to write, She says.

I don't know, Joseph says. They say this kid is supposed to be some kind of
whiz or something. He may be able to help. D’ya ever think of thar?

You mean maybe he’ll be a writer?

I don't know what I mean exactly. You want some of that pie she broughe?

Maybe a little piece or something.

Well, I'll get you one.

You're so good to me.

The Lord said I had to be. He told me that in a dream, you know.

I guess I heard that somewhere before.

(There is one final comment to be made, however, and it relates to the rather
charming home life that Mary and Joseph apparently shared, one rich in humor (it
would seem) and full of a tender love. And that is simply this: some might believe that
Joseph was a bitter man, married to a beautiful woman who had been inseminated
by God, and who was ostensibly off limits to him as a sexual partner. In fact, there are
some hints as to the possibility of bitterness demonstrated by a few of the sarcastic com-
ments he makes in this account. But Marys casual, non-threatened responses to his sar-
casm suggest a conversational ease with her husband, and within this ease an inti-
macy is implied, though whether or not this intimacy transferred to a shared sexuality
is unclear. Certainly, though, it remains very clear that if Joseph was bitter in any way,
it was not something he directed toward his wife.

The reader may infer from this what he or she chooses. {mm})

29



CHARLES WONG

Kalaimoku Street

The dark skeleton of this city

casts broken shadows

that hide old life

in looming buildings

They line the streets-

moon and streetlights

in pale ribbons or canted triangles
show their off-white dirt-stained sides
But trees planted

during the cusp of Waikiki

have roots so well developed

that the sidewalks reach up to them in devotion
One would think those sidewalks

are covered with motor oil or urine
but the busy still walk by

in groups often passing in

black skirts or beige slacks

or singly in a dark flowered aloha shirt
window shopping at the traffic button
Those neon lights that come

from everywhere clash with

the streetlights and change the faces
of everyone who walks by or

even who loiters.
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SUSAN SCHULTZ

Psalms

Gravitas is gravel, and discourse drivel,
bridesmaids midges, hikers hoity-toity,

cast in the tradition of saints as salubrious
soldiers, fortunes few, though fiduciary.

Envy the ants’ economy, their expenditures
ideal, piled in pyramids, the pharaoh lost,
sphinx’s whiskers wisps, evidence

that catastrophe promises less than deliverance
delivers. Take me on, said one to the other
bandito, for I wear my bandanna as a veil,

read Hawthorne, and hawk Bibles in Camelot;
once I fell in a dusky moat and was believed
drowned, until a crane (bird, that is) swooped
to save my tender hide, hid me amid rushes,
and called me Moses of the burbs.

Write my blurb and ye shall be redeemed, videos
made of your waist as it shrinks to fit

Plato’s form. New brand, I think, Socrates

to wear. The mad king Hieronymous Bush,
preppy, laundromat owner, respected rubbisher,
inchoate Klinghoffer (no, tragedy escapes

this bard). I argued the film fed the party

line, Eden in jodpurs — where’s the h, I wondered? —
as a grandson grimaced at his fallen plastic
plane. I scotched it and Jack was really my man
until he left for the sodden plains of romance
on the installment plan — will she, won't she,
and should I? The psalmist said it best,
botching only the accident, speaking plain
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and puissant: thou shalt take on the salt

of this earth and rub your wounds with it,
until Pharaoh frees the waves, gives passage
to thine own eyes alone, and earth shall receive
this host, heaven its weary tenant, and hell
shall be a dream of steam. Satan gives unto
David his due, though Goliath sues for libel.
Words escape not in the air that angels climb,
their starched wings creased, a pilgrim’s songs
seducing the very herons who,

alert to winds, whistle down trains,

glorious and winsome as the man who sits
to write a personal (compact memoir,

the spirit’s morse): “Archipilotecht,

lover of order and ardor, seeks cell-mate

by boat’s end; respond with photo 1D

and cash advance. Pleasure on demand.”
Abrupt, denial reduces contempt

to insufficient form; ulterior alterity

aligns stars with headlights.

The freeway’s blocked, toll’s installed,

loves lost as found, and hope — ah, hope

is happenstance to those who grieve,
glowing like candles in pumpkins, inward

as the bard’s bird, counting measures

before the last repeat launches solitude

as its double, the loneliness of arches

once the last burger’s gone. Let me count
the wizened ways I loved you, and replicate
as on xerox the fates that brought us there.
Karma knows what caste can;

and cash can do no more.
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SUSAN SCHULTZ

Metaphors That Live By Us

The poetry of finding is one of saying,
as poor are those words whose death

is moored, their meanings unfit to print
except as self-epitaphs. To cut the stone
is another matter, labor requited only
by clement weather and what rubbings
there are that loved ones take. Stolen
words are best whose flight insures
freedom. And jousts are gratis whose
alimony is not offered, but chivalry demands
no substantial payment, just reductions
in brownie points given by the queen
and her jack, the fiefs of battle.

Sound the horns! Let foxes run, whose
lives are their own, til dogs — their
distant cousins — have their day. Sport
requires its victim. Let the hoe cut

what it will: root or chalice, it angles

in on any claim, like brokers angling

for profit, or anglers fishing for belief.
Can we not cast a wider net, incorporate
others (not simply this most masculine
of the meditative arts, the casting out
and the rowing in, the lures and hooks)?
[ insist that sewing’s better, though

I sew not but that the figure’s cheap,
cloth sturdy, and seamstresses fear

no evil but what is badly cut.
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Apostles on the beach believed

that what they saw was water:

was clarity of substance disguised

as transparency, internal flow

that magnified the reef beyond compare,
made fish dawdle in their lanes,

let eyes wander as they would — access
the only freedom that taunts us, when
we are wise. I tried the allure,

its failure foretold in repetitions

that are my life’s worst fears,

banal only from the river’s ledge
where “scientific point” alerts us

to duty as we debark to gaze on
valleys, and the sed’s utter

beneficence to blue. Land me here,
my words are tied: I've fallen

(sayeth Satan) and my back is cold,
my feet singed in sacks of fire,

and none forgives me, though it
plainly says. Even fallacy doesn’t

work on these stubborn ones,
humorless to earth’s ends, who

insist on edification, their kids

taking it in, as deer salt, prowling
alleys to find me where murders
tempt them to revulsion and some-
times joy. Who’s to blame? Not

those whose saxophone announce

a willingness to tune. Nor presidents
in short sleeves, turning pink

as a parakeet’s song that tweaks

our ears, a tin beauty beholden

only unto those who weep their troubles
at the feet of angels whose vestments
are flung over the very rails of heaven.
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LARA STAPLETON

Promise

Victor’s own trainer named him Kid Candlelight. The lights would go out.
Boom. Every time. 0 in 9 when he quit, a big, hulking loser of a kid. Cruiser weight
at 16, six-foot-two, one hundred and ninety-one pounds. In the last bout, half
the spectators yelled for Victor’s opponent to drop the knife. He bled that much.

And 1o this very day there’s evidence. No cartilage in the bridge and one nostril
crawling up on an angle. Not that that’s a problem. He’s not ugly. Women still
like him. He’s tall and sharp-dressed with only a slight belly, and he knows how
to be the gentleman.

He loves to tell the stories. Pow. Boom. He laughs. He can laugh now be-
cause he understands the reasons and he forgives himself for blowing that shot.
There was marijuana, and Marlene and a couple of guys, buddies he used to run
with until all hours of the morning.

When Victor showed his promise his own father had been so excited, his father
had seen Victor as a man and lifted his own glass to him and let him run all hours
of the night and party and be beamed at by girls who thought he had a chance
too. Victor lost his concentration, that acuteness that they knew meant he had it
in him. He lost his discipline to premature glory, fell apart. He had been very prom-
ising. They had thought they could make a boxer out of him because he was fast
and accurate for a kid of his size. They had seen him in practice, coming into this
state of mind. He would narrow his eyes and there would be one thing he wanted
and he was quick and powerful when he sparred. He choked in public. He could
never enter that state, never tune. The trainer was sure he would get over his stage
fright, until about 0 and 6 and then he threw up his hands and said “Kid Candle-
light,” kind of under his breath but loud enough that it was overheard.

There would be so many things to think about that Victor couldn’t think at
all and when he finally got Marlene pregnant, Victor himself knew he did it half
on purpose. A good excuse to be needed for something else.

Now, Victor owns a diner and other small businesses. He makes so much



money that last month he went to Puerto Rico for lunch. He told his wife he was
going fishing, got to the airport at dawn, met a lady in Old San Juan before noon,
took her to a hotel, and even made it better than a quickie before turning around,
landing at Kennedy and having a late dinner at home.

He runs numbers. Which he doesn’t have to feel guilty about. It doesn’t hurt
anybody except those who have it coming. Those who open a spot too close with-
out checking or workers who try to beat him, skim a little off the top. These people
know what they’re doing when they do these things. Even so, he has never tried
to make anybody truly suffer. He just did what was necessary. He has destroyed
businesses but not people. Even when he found the woman from the laundry was
taking him for two or three a week, all he did was fire her.

Victor sells chances and luck. He doesn't steal personal property or make
people sick with addiction. Not like the young men on this block. His diner’s block.
They know him here. The young men on this block, always there. The young men,
the ones selling crack cocaine or guarding crack cocaine or just hanging out. Vic-
tor is not in the business of drugs, though he dabbles himself just a bit for dis-
traction. Always there, those kids on the corners, in front of the businesses, the
video store with a handful of tapes, the record store with old disco albums, the
grocery with 30 rolls of the exact same brand of yellowed paper towel. Sitting on
cars or talking on pay phones, business deals, or talking to girls where their mothers
can’t hear. And at night the girls are there too, some of them with baby strollers.
No matter if it’s way past midnight, the gitls are still there. On the hoods of cars,
one hand on a young man’s knee and the other on the handle of the baby stroller.

The other day, when Victor was closing up at two, just before he pulled down
the gate in front, he saw a dozen kids wander into the neighborhood. Or try to
look like they wandered, because there has to be a reason a dozen strangers come
into the neighborhood, and spread out over the street and look at all the stoops
and corners and puff out their chests, but still look for each other in the periph-
ery to know they’re not alone. A dozen fifteen year olds, mostly skinny, walking
purposefully, slowly. The one in front — the oldest, biggest, sharpest, took a last
drag on his cigarette. He was squinting and he held the thing between pointer
finger and thumb. Then he dropped the butt and stepped on it and turned qui-
etly towards the projects and the others followed with their eyes sweeping the
streets, watching with as wide a scope as possible.

When they disappeared behind the buildings, the streets were almost empty
of girls and the young men were standing together in a few larger groups. They
gathered from the pay phones and stoops and corners and hoods of cars and stood
only in three places, in front of the bodega and the record store and the first side-
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walk that winds into the projects.

Victor’s keys were the loudest thing on the street as he locked the door be-
hind him.

The next few days, he asked around, but the only thing he heard was that
four days later they found a junky’s body in the butcher’s dumpster. It was only a
junky, but still, there must have been family.

In Victor's own day, they fought with their hands or maybe a knife if things
were really crazy, and Victor himself hardly ever had to fight because he was so
big and people left him alone.

Now Victor lives in the suburbs and they don’t have to deal with that shit.
Victor has been a good father. They stayed married. He bought a house and there’s
no trash in the street. Nothing smells like urine. His daughter talks just like a Jewish
girl and his son is skinny and soft, truly a pussy, but they both go to college and
Victor could cry for being proud.

Tonight was a terrible night. There were a number of hits and all that’s left is
seven worn hundreds. Victor palms these sad bills and tucks them away.

George from the hospital is trying to beat him. Not skim a little off the top,
but massacre Victor’s livelihood, take him for all he’s got. George from the hospi-
tal was doing great business, twelve thousand a week for a thirty-five percent cut.
Victor gave him an extra large cut. And then he starts getting hits for nine or ten
every other week. Yesterday, Victor told him, be here no later than 7:45 but George
came in at 8:03. Victor didn’t have the second number yet, all he had was ‘5.” If
George had someone at the track, he could have gotten a call before he stepped in
the door and said sorry he was late.

Victor had ‘5-2 ...” by 8:06 and wouldn’t you know, George had between seven
and seventy-three dollars on every 5-2 combination.

Luckily it was 5-2-8 which paid only seven thousand. If it had been 5-2-1,
Victor would have owed nearly sixty thousand dollars.

George must be stupid. No one has ever attempted this kind of devastation
before. It’s too bad because Victor liked George. George had ribbed him about
the ladies and asked how he made out.

Victor always has a last cigarette in the window, watches the street before he
pulls the gate down. This is usually his delicious moment of quiet. He sits and
puts his feet up on another chair. But tonight, this George thing makes his temples

throb.
And then three of his spots have been shut down in the last two weeks. Each

107



time he had to bail the guy out and pay a fine. And three spots is starting to look
like someone is putting it all together or giving information. Spots get hit all the
time, but not three in two weeks. Sometime soon, they’ll hit the office again and
he’ll have to destroy paperwork and spend the night in that hard, rusty cold.

Victor thinks he might be losing it, and sitting there in the dark with his ciga-
rette, a rush of panic overtakes him. The police and the numbers and George and
the hospital and the laundry, it makes him dizzy and for a moment he’s not sure
his limbs will go the way he directs.

He takes a deep breath and calms himself with Bernadette. Bernadette is the
biggest thing. She is the one. She is eight years older than him, a sophisticated
woman. They've been at it for half a decade. She quit him for a year in the middle.
She is married too. Bernadette’s children are older and out of the house and her
husband runs around at night. When the husband calls to say he won't be home
until late, meaning tomorrow, he has business to take care of, a friend from out
of town, Bernie says okay and calls Victor. He closes up by two and they meet in
an after hours club.

Bernadette drinks scotch like a man. Johnnie Walker Red straight up. She
laughs in all the right places. She waits for half an hour and if Victor is later than
that, she leaves. And then she won't call him for a month. She can call him at work,
but she herself does not work and there’s no telling when her husband is home.
Victor has to wait until she’s done being angry.

She has recently forgiven him. And tonight Victor will meet her at three, and
have two drinks and then kiss her. He wants to take her lower lip between his teeth.
Not bite, just hold her lip there gently for a moment and show that he can be
trusted. She has the blackest, sleekest hair and he'll kiss her and slide the pins from
the back of her head and cool his hands on her hair as it falls.

Victor butts out his cigarette, rests a moment in the peace of the closed-down
diner. The outside noises, the yelling and the radios and the honking, they have
settled into a hum. And the diner, its grease and the clanking and the constant
phone — in the dark it’s all gone.

It’s Bernie’s eyes, though. Bernadette has light eyes. Bernie Bernie Bernadette
who has almost forgiven Victor for the last offense, who will meet him at three
o'clock. She is a dark woman with eyes much lighter than her skin. They come
out gold, tiger-colored, and they’re big and when he apologizes, and sits in the
quiet and takes her hand and waits for what she'll say, every simple blink will be
a stoking.

Victor washes his hands. He checks the mirror and smoothes the hair over
his ears one last time. He steps outside, grabs the top of the metal gate, rises on
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his toes a bit to get ready for a good smooth yank and hears some footsteps and
looks over his shoulder and it’s a young girl he knows and she says hello.

“Hello, Miss Lucia,” he says. She is a young girl with a crush on him. She
hovers and smiles, looks at the sidewalk. “Where are you coming from at this late
hour?”

She shrugs deeply. Lucy loves Victor. He's kind to her. He asks after her mother
and remembers the things she says. Did you get over your allergies? Did you enjoy
the movie? That deadbeat uncle of yours still around? He remembers she doesn’t like
her eggs runny and reminds the cook as soon as she walks in the door. Her mother
plays 205, Lucy’s birthday, and Lucy is sent with a couple of dollars on days her
mother feels lucky. They hit a couple of months ago and her mother bought Lucy
rollerblades.

Lucy is stacked. Curvy is not even the word. She’s like a twisted balloon. Waist
and wrists and ankles of a tiny child and hips out to here and breasts underwire is
having trouble containing. Pow. Boom. A body like that is a tragedy on a girl like
Lucy. Her face has remained for years in the height of the awkward stage. She might
never come out. She has pimples and she plucked the inside half of her eyebrows
so they sit four inches apart. What young men will do to a girl with a body that
won't quit and a face like that. What the girl will do for them.

Victor knows she has a crush on him. He thinks it’s cute. She makes him feel
generous, the way she lights up with his attention. This sweet, sad child floating
in blue jeans.

He was rising on his toes to yank the gate down and then go meet Bernadette.

“How was business this evening?” Lucy asks, straightening her arms, hands
deep in pockets. She rolls her head to her shoulder. Her hair is pulled tightly and
smoothed with gel.

“Just fine, Miss Lucia. Okay.” And while they’re exchanging pleasantries and
during the smallest most subtle bend that Victor makes before going up on his
toes and again grabbing the gate to yank, something happens around them.

Men, Victor’s age and slightly younger, walk very quickly towards a big brown
sedan. Somehow, too fast for seeing, they open the doors. Then they lean against
the open doors and the bumper and push the car a body’s length forward. They
do not start the engine.

Next to Victor’s diner, there is a fenced-in parking lot with the door chained
shut. The brown sedan had been blocking the tall wire door of the fence. Some-
one undoes the chain, clang, clang, clang, and pulls the big gate back. A truck
comes along with a little blue sports car in tow. The truck swings through the space
where the sedan was and enters the parking lot. And then, while this is happen-
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ing, behind the choreography, a van pulls up. And so one guy rushes over and
holds up his flat hand like a traffic cop. You can see the van driver at first look
nervous and then hang his wrist over the steering wheel and shift impatiently. The
truck backs out without the blue sports car and takes off and then they let the
van go. The chain is slid back through the fence. The sedan is pushed back where
it was.

Lucy looks to Victor and he’s reaching up for that gate and then one more
thing happens. Somebody starts throwing gravel. Maybe a kid. Little kids do things
like that. It ricochets all over the walls, pelting enough so that Lucy bows and covers
her face. One of the men from the cars stops and looks up to see where the gravel
is coming from. By the time he looks up, it stops, but he keeps looking up. It could
come from a window across the street and it could come from the building above
Victor. The man is looking up and up to figure it out.

It’s not even that, it’s when the other men look back at this last one, and make
an agreement in one quick nod. One more will stay behind and the two of them
will be the ones to take care of this gravel problem. Another stops walking, and
the two of them scan the roofs and upper windows. They have their eyes narrowed
like the last hard hit of a cigarette. That is when Victor forgets the gate and tells
Lucy to get inside.

Victor makes Lucy stand behind him at the door. He is very bulky and blocks
most of the doorway. He watches for a second as the two men scan upwards, grip-
ping something in their jackets, and then Victor decides it’s better not to watch,
and turns to Lucy and says, “We'll just wait here for one moment.” They stand
next to each other, without talking, like in an elevator, and then Lucy braces her-
self.

It is not a coincidence that Lucy passes by as he is locking up. She’s got things
she’s planned to say to Victor, who would guard her from gravel and worse in the
street. She’s nervous. Her adrenaline is betraying her and she might cry if she speaks.
She had a plan when she came here and she just must take a breath and say ic. “I
have something for you, Victor.”

“What is it, Lucy?” He glances out to see if they can leave yer.

Bernadette.

The two men are still combing, their hands in their coats.

Lucy produces a square pocket mirror in purple rubber casing. She dips her
pointer finger in the casing and slides out a razor blade.

“All right, come here.” Victor locks the front door quickly and then leads her
by the elbow to the office where they cannot be seen. He locks that door too. If
he does blow, he'll fuck her. Victor knows this. Pow. Boom. Lucy with stubble for
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half her eyebrows. He’s calculating the time before he’ll meet his real woman. It
won't be so bad. Bernie will wait a litcle while. And if he does a couple of lines,
he'll be able to make Bernadette listen like she should. He'll be confident, say what
needs to be said.

Victor takes the hand-held mirror and lays it on the desk. He reaches out so
that Lucy can give him the cocaine. She puts her little folded paper in his palm.

Its nothing. Damn, it’s not enough. Perhaps, if Victor did this entire quan-
tity by himself he might get off. Stupid girl saving her pennies for this pathetic
seduction. Victor could give it back, or he could cut her a measly portion. She
could probably get off on a thin litle piece of shit. Victor checks his disgust. He
doesn't say anything but the sigh of frustration cannot be helped, and when he
does this, it’s not like Lucia doesn’t notice. She curls her back, with those breasts,
as if to compensate. Victor sighs one more time for resignation. This is silly. He’s
thinking of time and getting it over with and maybe getting some more blow on
the way to meet his lady friend. He opens his desk drawer and pulls out a bortle
of White Label. He pours two shots in plastic glasses and toasts Lucy.

“Salud.”

“Salud.”

Victor pours two more and warms his stomach. He cuts himself two-thirds
and does it quickly. Lucy does her thin line and giggles.

Nothing. This produces nothing and Victor pours another shot, leans against
the desk with a far away look.

Lucia has been dumped by a boy who now hates her. Victor can save her.
Victor has been very kind to her for a long time. He asks after her mother. Very
polite. This is a kind-hearted man. But his mood has changed. She has got to do
something. She steps closer, everything about her body offering itself, shoulder
blades pinched, head rolled back so that she’s all breast and neck. The air goes
tender around them. He could lift a breast slightly with his knuckles. Victor pours
another shot. Victor can be good to this girl.

He fucks her kindly, simply. This is a girl that boys fuck to say they've fucked
her. Acrobatically, steering by thar tiny, grippable waist. I did this and then I did
that. But Victor, he isn’t like that. He’s all fingertips and air. When it’s over, he
pours a double shot and then another.

He wakes just before dawn on the office couch. The girl’s face is on his chest.
Her hair is greasy with gel against his skin and his own breath tastes rotten. He
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wakes to a chilly, sour hangover.

He reaches for his underwear. He shakes Lucy.

“Sweetie, we gotta go.” Lucy rubs her eyes, sits for a moment and stares.

“Hurry up,” he says. Without looking and to save time, he runs to the bath-
room while she’s dressing. He brushes his teeth, smoothes his hair. His face is
flushed and red and he’ll have to think fast and be sharp. He can't do it with the
girl there. He'll think in the car.

Bernadette. And then if she abandons him he’ll be depressed and unbearable
for months just like last time and his wife will threaten to go, too. And then his
kids will always be cringing like he’s some kind of monster.

On the way to the girl, on the way to hurrying her out, he pats his pockets
for the seven soft hundreds in the money clip and they’re not there. He checks all
his pockets, left breast, right, pants front and back, twice, again. The money is
not there. He looks on the desk. He moves things, stacks of papers, the ashtray.
He puts away the bottle of White Label, throws out the cups, wiping lipstick away
with his thumb. He checks the floor, beneath the cushions of the couch. The girl
stands waiting by the door.

“You seen my money?”

She says she hasn't seen his money. He looks out by the door where they stood
hours ago. He looks out front under the gate. He looks in the bathroom, the
counter, the floor. He gets down on his hands and knees and checks under the
sink, behind the toilet. His head is pounding and he has to breathe carefully to
keep from throwing up. His palms and knees are damp and that disgusts him. He
finds the girl dressed, watching hesitantly near the front door.

He curses Lucy. He digs his thick fingers into her arm, and pulls her into the
office and stuffs those same thick fingers into the cups of her bra and then he makes
her take her clothes back off, stand with her bare feet on the grimy office floor.
She’s sobbing.

“You took my fucking money.”

“I didn't take your money, Victor,” and then she says, “I swear,” and that ce-
ments it. He searches every crevice of her clothes, the whites of her pockets, her
socks. He turns the lining of her panties out.

“You took my fucking money.” He finds nothing, throws her clothes at her.
“I don’t know where you put it.” He's tempted to throttle this girl. She’s hysteri-
cal, all mucous and gasping. Cowering in the corner, arms over her head, like he
might hit her when he would never do that, when he’s not even like that. “Get
the fuck out of here.”

“I didn’t do it,” she moans and snorts and pleads and runs with her fat face
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out the door. Her red eyes and pimples and her smeared runny nose.

Victor's mouth is coated. His headache is shrill. He'll drive by Bernie’s place
and see if her husband’s car is on the street. He'll say he was in jail. He'll tell her
he loves her, cry if he has to. He'll buy a dozen roses on the way. He'll tell her
about George and she'll feel for him. If she lets him make love to her he will give
to every single surface of her body. He'll take her to San Juan for lunch. If her
husband is home, he’ll wait until a decent hour and then get his lady cousin, the
one that is good with secrets, to call and ask for Bernadette. If her husband an-
swers, he won't suspect a thing. Victor’s cousin will pretend to want to go shop-
ping, and set up a meeting.

But the money. The damn money. He hasn't a cent on him and he'll have to
pass by his house or wait until seven for his partner to show. He'll need money
for flowers and a hotel. Victor throws his weight into a chair to sulk and decide.
The answer will come to him. Bernadette will say okay, okay and put her slender
fingers to his lips. His headache pounds. Everything smells like bleach. He grips
his own skull.

Three years ago, when Bernie quit him before, he couldn’t sleep and he be-
came irritable and started to hate his wife’s ways. The way she breathed in the
morning. The peach fuzz on the back of her hand, the way she punctured peas
before she ate them. He told her to fucking stop that. She got him aggravated and
one day she answered, “So leave,” and the kids sneered and folded their arms.

This can’t happen again. He wants to see his son graduate. His son is soon to
graduate and make a sound and honest living.

Victor’s sour, bleached headache.

Bernadette. Everything crumbling around Bernadette. He must look a wreck,
and he walks to the mirror and when he’s doing that, he feels an extra softness to
his step and wouldn’t you know, the seven worn hundreds must have fallen to the
bottom of his sock.

So now he rushes and straightens himself. He left the gate up all these hours
and thank God nothing happened to his diner. He yanks the gate down. He goes
rushing for his car. He parked five blocks away in a better neighborhood for cars.
Funny how there is the feeling of dew in the morning on this street with no trees.
He'll take her earrings out with his mouth. She’ll be angry and scream at first and
then after he pleads, she’ll say, okay, shhhh and rub his head.

Victor goes sprinting for his car, and in his shape, walking quickly is not even
easy. He walks like a madman, like a force beyond his control shoves his legs one
after the other and the rest of his body wobbles and can barely keep up. He’s sprint-
ing, huffing and puffing and nauseous and dreaming of comfort. The spill of her
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hair.
What she’ll want is convincing. As much as she’ll hate him she’ll want to be
made to believe. He has done this before in crucial moments in his life.

Back before he was Kid Candlelight, when he absolutely knew he had it in
him, Marlene was a pretty girl just a little younger than Lucy. Her cheeks were
full and smooth. Young men came to her with gifts. She wasn't like Lucy. She wasn'
the girl young men yelled at from their cars. Marlene was the one they turned up
their radios for. They hoped she'd look and then they’d pose with their toughness
and their property. Victor was a boxer and she believed in him. Tears lined her
lower lids and he touched them away with the crook of his finger. He cupped her
face, palms to her chin and fingertips to her ears, like thirst. A canteen or a chal-
ice or a gourd. He pulled her close and meant what he said. Lips just short of a
kiss, he said, Baby I will. We can. I promise. He said, Baby I can save you. Baby
be strong. He said, baby, baby, baby.

He could do this for Bernadette, drink from her face and make her believe.
He jumps in his sleek little car and starts the ignition and in a way he knows he’s
got it in him. He can be sharp and grip the loose and scuttling ends. But then
again, he’s bracing himself for the worst. He's started over before and he knows
how it is and he expects to be miserable and survive.
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FRANK KOOISTRA

The Young Marrieds

Grow tired of slush and cold fingers

In the morning, scraping windshields

And sweeping snow from the hood.

The husband scrapes his wife’s windshield,
If she remembers to remind him, but she
Shivers in her cloth coat until the car
Warms up, about the time she pulls into
Work. His outside work gives him the edge
In arguments. She prefers the windows
Shut and two quilts — he prefers to throw
The window open and stand naked in front
Of the lake, which she calls “in all

His glory.” But for him,

A bare and essential body soaking up

Cold starlit air is how he marters

To the universe, which he believes in.
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GEORGE EGON HATVARY

The Jungle

The four-engine transport gives me the shivers as we walk up the ramp. We're
a mixed crowd of officers and men, mostly from the Pentagon, going on various
missions. I see Ray walking ahead with his duffle bag on one shoulder, the peak of
his overseas cap set in his dark, curly hair which defies regulation length. I instinc-
tively pull back. I'm now his quarry. My ordinary fears of going overseas—the
jungle, the sickness, the snipers—fade into my fear of Ray’s next move.

As | enter the plane I see him going up the aisle. He is large and has a face to
go with his body—heavy jaw, prominent forehead, large, brown, open eyes. All
seeing. “Art is seeing,” he used to say.

I sit down next to Hiro Nogami, several seats behind Ray. Hiro looks at me
shrewdly; his narrowed eyes seem to detect my nervousness.

“I've never flown before,” I lie.

He makes a half turn to pat my shoulder. “You'll be okay.” He has a pleasantly
rugged face, with large incisors and fleshy lips. He’s a master sergeant and the leader
of our trio. He has our travel orders to New Guinea, where we’ll do intelligence
work. The island is once again in Allied hands. The war is in its last phase, with
the fighting chiefly in Okinawa. Tokyo is being raided daily.

We begin to taxi. The propellers are whirring outside, but it’s still like riding
on a Fifth Avenue double-decker, until we come to the runway. Now the engines
begin to roar, shaking the whole damn plane. We forge ahead, reaching a high
speed—still on the ground—but in the next moment the ground falls below. I feel
is Ray who'’s casting me into space.

Hiro and I talk Japanese.

“Shuppatsu wa saitei da na.”

“Fe.”

“Naoshita no?”
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“Ee, naoshita. Domo.”

Ray and I studied Japanese in the Army Specialized Training Program at the
University of Chicago. Hiro is from Oregon. He, like our Nisei instructors, spent
time in a detention camp.

[ look out at the tapering silver wing and whirring propellers. Down below
there are patches of green, yellow, brackish blue—a strip of water, maybe the
Potomac.

The breach between Ray and me was caused by a girl. More precisely his wife.
Except she wasn't his wife when [ first knew her, so I'm not totally in the wrong.

Hiro catches an expression on my face I'm not even conscious of. “You look
like you're in a bad way.”

“I hate it when we go through a cloud and the plane drops,” I say.

In San Francisco we're issued jungle gear—waterproofs, leggings, mosquito
nets. None of the men who come off the plane are being sent to a combar zone,
yet we're issued sidearms and ammunition.

“Better get in some target practice if you guys haven't used these before,” the
supply sergeant says.

[ pull the huge, weighty service revolver halfway out of its shiny leather hol-
ster, then let it slide in again. It’s an ugly thing—its proximity is unsettling. The
rifle we used in basic training was assigned to us for drill, for cleaning, sometimes
for shooting, with the ammunition carefully portioned out; then it was locked
up again. It wasn't really ours. This thing is. It’s going to live with me. I feel men-
aced by it. I'm not the type to carry a handgun; my orientation is far less physical
than mental. I've been lucky in the army with non-combative assignments and I
sometimes forget I'm a soldier. The war is nearly over and I wonder if they are
going to make me kill at this late date.

Ray is something else. I see him holding this ugly thing and pointing it at
me.

We go through a line with medics shooting needles into us from right and
left, infecting us with touches of typhoid, typhus, and yellow fever. For the next
couple of days we lie lethargically in our bunks or stagger about. In half-feverish
daydreams [ have visions of Ray raising his .38 until I see only the small black
circle of its muzzle. New Guinea will give him the perfect opportunicy—some-
where in the thick, dark foliage, with sniper shots ringing out to divert the rest of
the team. Boom! For fucking my wife.
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It all began at a New Year’s Eve party in Chicago, when I walked into the
bathroom and saw her in a short-sleeved black dress with a plunging back, stand-
ing before the mirror, adjusting the veil coming down from her hat.

The moment of crisis during which I should have said, “Excuse me,” stepped
back and shut the door, had passed.

“Well?” she said.

“The door was unlocked,” I said.

“You have a lot of nerve, nevertheless.” She studied herself in the mirror.

She had good features and a kind of liquid body, her red-brown
hair curling up from under the brim of her hat.

“It could be worse,” she said, as if to herself. “It used to be much worse.” She
turned to me.

“What?”

“Can’t you tell?”

I couldn’t. I looked at her oval face—the narrow, Grecian nose, the sensuous
mouth, the large olive-green eyes.

“My skin.”

I now noticed that her cheeks were pitted, bearing the scars
of former acne. The veil concealed them well.

“That’s nothing.” I half meant it. “You're beautiful.”

“I wish I could believe that. Are you having a good time?”

“Sure. Why not?”

She was studying me and I felt hot under my collar. My brief period of bra-
vado was over and I became conscious of my limitations—chiefly my lack of ex-
perience with women. There was a ripeness about her, although she couldn’t have
been more than twenty-two or three.

“I don't like parties,” she said. “They bring out my maddening shyness. Be-
cause I'm so maddeningly aware of the superficiality of everything everyone says—
which my shyness makes me even more aware of. It’s a vicious circle. It makes me
want to break out—do something crazy—like make love with a stranger in the
bathroom.”

Perhaps she was drunk. Perhaps I was too, more than I realized. Perhaps this
was not a bathroom around us; perhaps I was dreaming up this old scrubbed tub
and this sink and this gaping toilet.

And her.
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“You appeal to me,” she said, “I like your eyes. Are they blue or green? And
there’s a kind of sweetness about your mouth—the way the corners turn up. You
look ingenuous. Yet you look very male.”

We stood face to face. I felt paralyzed. Suddenly fingers began to unbutton
my blouse, unbuckle my belt. I took over with trembling hands, dropping my
pants, struggling with my shorts over my erection, while she unhooked her stock-
ings and pulled up her girdle.

“You might lock the door,” she said.

I reached back and turned the lock.

We made contact standing up—she half sitting on the sink, I with bent knees
going up into her.

“You can stay in—I'm wearing a diaphragm,” she said.

I scarcely knew what a diaphragm was. No girl had ever let me go this far
with her, except the kind you had to pay. I couldn’t contain myself. I shot off in
wild spasms. It took me forever to come down to earth.

She was tidying up with a matter-of-factness that reduced me to silence. I
finally managed to ask her name.

“Arlie.”

“Mine’s Harry Cobb. Do you go to school here?”

“Yes.”

“Can I see you again?”

“Possibly.” But she left the bathroom before I had a chance to ask for her phone
number.

I started to wash up, staring at my face in the mirror, feeling stunned, trium-
phant, confused. Had something really fantastic happened between us, or was she
crazy, or drunk, or more likely a nympho, and I'd simply opened the door at the
psychological moment?

Back in the living room I saw her talking to Ray. I made a move toward them,
then stopped myself. She was clearly a nympho. So why butt in? Let them go into
the bathroom next. Then back at the dorm Ray and I would have a great talk about
her.

I'stood at the buffet table drinking a glass of punch, wondering at what point
theyd go off together. But they started to dance—and danced on as record after
record fell on the turntable, her veiled head nestling against his shoulder, his big
arm pressing her close. I began to feel jealous. I wanted to go up to them, grab
her by the arm and say, “Look here!” Then suddenly I became concerned with
Ray. I must warn him about her.
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I hesitated for a couple of days. I'd have to tell him about that bathroom
scene—but by now he was going with her.

“She’s one hell of a girl,” he said, “She had a miserable adolescence with her
acne, but it gave depth to her. Suffering does that. She’s beautiful, don't you think
so, Harry? When I look at her I don’t see her complexion. But she needs to be
assured, she needs love. So she screwed around some, so what? That’s all in the past.”

Yet one night Ray staggered into the dorm in a state of drunken fury. “Bitch
stood me up. I waited for her at this bar for three fucking hours. She comes all
penitent, bawling. She ran into a former boyfriend and one thing led to another.
Came right out with it. So I hit her.”

I winced hearing that he hit her. But then this kind of thing happened again.
I'd see them together and she'd have a black eye or a swollen lip. But she hit him
too. He once showed me a gash in his chin where she'd thrown a pair of scissors at
him.

Yet he started to talk about marrying her.

“You don’t want to marry a girl like that.” But my words sounded hollow. Ray
was five or six years older than me and knew more about women than I did. There
was more to this girl than I had realized. But this idea only increased my resent-
ment. I had a prior claim to her. That bathroom scene kept haunting me.

He showed me some sketches he'd made of her in the nude. His dark, open
eyes were on me, studying my reaction. I felt certain shed told him abour us and
this was his way of getting even with me. The sketches were good, but all the more
hurting. I began to dislike him.

He and Arlie got married. I put a good face to it, shook his hand, wished him
happiness, but secretly it rankled, as if he'd married her to spite me. We were in
Wiashington by now; they lived in a ramshackle apartment downtown. Ray said
they had some bad fights and he ran out, or she ran out—and he never knew where
the hell she ran to. I tried not to gloat. He said as a married man he was far more
jealous than hed expected to be. It sounded like a warning.

One night I saw her at the Willard Bar. I'd seen Ray earlier at Fort Myers; it
was obvious they were on the war path. She was wearing a purple outfit with a
purple veil over her face, drinking a whisky sour. I ordered a beer and another drink
for her, and we talked.

“We're definitely through,” she said. “We fight too much. It was a mistake to
quit school for this crappy life. I'm going back to my parents for the summer, then
back to the U of C in the fall.”

She excited me as much as she ever had. More, in fact. I walked her home, she
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invited me up and took me into the bedroom where I saw her half-packed suit-
case. Sex was better this time than doing it standing up—my body in full, extendcd
contact with her beautiful body which I'd seen only in those torturing sketches.

Yet when I left I thought of her as a tramp who had enticed me to commit
the worst sin of my life, the betrayal of a friend. It didn’t help to see him first thing
as [ walked up to the barracks. He was sitting outside, sketching by the light of
the electric bulb above the screen door.

He looked up and studied me. “How was it?”

I tensed. Had he just gotten back from town himself—maybe seen us leave
the Willard, or enter their building, or seen me leave half an hour later? “How
was what?”

“You look like you were on a hot date.” His face was in shadow, his half-grin
like a sinister mask.

“I wasn', as it happens.”

“Let’s go have a beer.” He shut his sketch book.

“No, I had a few already.” I just wanted to get away from him. I went in, then
I heard the screen door bang a second time. He dropped his sketch book on his
bunk and went out again—presumably to have that beer by himself.

I began to avoid him; he became morose. I didn’t doubt that if he had any
contact with Arlie he'd gotten the truth from her and was set on revenge. He had
a violent streak—1I had only to think of the marks on Arlie. Sometimes when we
passed each other or exchanged a word he'd fix me with his dark, intense eyes men-
acingly.

%Vhen Colonel Keating, our office chief, asked for three volunteers to fill 2
shortage in the field, first only Hiro raised his hand. But then Ray did also, knowing
full well that the colonel would draft me as the latest addition to our staff. He'd
go to the jungle with me. There was no escape from him.

We land in Port Moresby on the south coast of New Guinea and fly on in a
smaller plane, over the Owen Stanley Mountains, to Aitape in the norch. We re-
port to Flight Officer Wade Spencer, a young Englishman fresh from Oxford with
a boyish face and a high-pitched voice, who tells us to call him Wade. There’s a
large, ruddy, seasoned Australian sergeant with him by the name of Greg Manches-
ter. There are only five of us making up the team.

Wade briefs us in one of the barracks on stilts serving as headquarters. “The
area around Aitape was a battle zone as recently as May. There’s hard fighting still
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to the east and south.” He shows us on the map. “We'll be closer to it than you
think. We may run into some isolated nests of Japs or snipers. We'll defend our-
selves if attacked, but we're not supposed to initiate any engagement. We'll be
staying pretty much on the trail of the Seventeenth Infantry Brigade, looking for
disabled Japanese planes...”

We're standing in a semicircle before the map tacked on the wall, and every-
one looks grim. Ray is next to me. Suddenly he places a hand on my shoulder.
I’'m stunned and confused. The gesture is a relic from our past friendship; I try to
see it as something totally spontaneous, unrelated to anything else between us.
But I can’t. I'm scared of him. He's holding me close just to position me better for
the kill. I endure the contact for a few more seconds, then break away.

“Between April and May the Japs were using a new type of navy plane, and
Colonel Keating wants to know more about them. Where were they made? In what
numbers? And so on. Plates from them will say a great deal.” He shows us a sil-
houette of the planes. “Shaped not like this, but like this, fellows. A kind of bump
near each aileron.”

In the evening we drink beer and write letters. Ray, two bunks away, is chew-
ing on his pen. Suddenly he jumps up, strides over, glares down at me. I think
this is it. My heart is in my throat.

“She wants a reconciliation—"

[ stare at him.

“Her letter was waiting for me in San Fransisco.” It’s in his hand, half
crumpled. He reads from it: ““We shouldn’t make any final decisions while you’re
overseas. We should talk more. [ still love you.” I was going to tell her to go to
hell. I'd had enough. But, now, I don’t know.”

It’s inconceivable that he doesn’t know about us. Then why is he telling me
all this? Because he has to tell someone and there’s no one else. It doesn’t mean
he’s not planning to punish me. He simply needs me for the moment, the two-
faced bastard. I swallow, my throat dry. “Sure, give ita chance.” My
heart is hammering. Why is it so hard to say this? Am I in love with her?

He returns to his bunk.

In the morning a jeep takes us thirty miles southeast, near Tong, in the
Torricelli hills beyond which the road becomes a trail. The jeep turns back and
we trek into the jungle. We're supposed to cover ten miles the first day, but an
hour’s march dissolves any idea of time and distance. When you look around a
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wall of greenness comes at you and you realize that you're drenched in sweat and
your feet are in mud. Something suddenly flies at you—a bird, a bat—you can’t
see its searching eyes, its quivering antennae, as you flail, duck, shriek. I do this
more than the others. They might toss their heads whereas I double up. I'm con-
scious of overreacting. It’s the gestalt of fear. How will I be able to survive here?

Birds are sitting overhead—parrots, birds of paradise with elongated tail feath-
ers and brilliant ruffs. They cry nerve-shatteringly in a variety of pitches and tim-
bres. All I hear is Ray! Ray! Ray!

“Shut up you guys!” Hiro calls up into the cacophony.

Sandalwood, mangroves, rubber trees entangled in aerial roots and lianas ris-
ing toward the grayish dots of sky in the green ceiling. Dark, leathery leaves reach-
ing out to you as if with a purpose.

I tell myself I've nothing to fear from him as long as there is just one other
person with us. Does he have the same thoughts about me? How does he know I
won't anticipate him? How can he be so sure I'm no killer?

Suddenly a snake. It’s hanging down, it’s head at eye-level. I freeze. Wade
shoots it from close range—the menacing symmetry all gore and slime, the coils
of the body rigid, the hanging tail jerking in reflex. I can’t move. My GI boots are
sunk in mud. I laboriously pull out one, then the other.

In the afternoon we hear explosions in the distance. They come from mor-
tars or Allied planes. After a while it starts to rain—not too heavily; it’s more a
leaden, steady rain. There used to be a trail here, Wade says, but we can’t find it.
Maybe we're on it. It’s hard to breathe the heavy, wet air; you become aware of a
permanent odor of decay. You think about malaria, in spite of the atabrine in you;
you think about Japs holding out in ambush. Now the stench becomes worse—
rotten eggs. I can't breathe. My stomach is churning. A human corpse. A bird flies
up from it. It’s black, half consumed.

“The Japs hir'd naitives to do their cairryin’ and pyed ‘em in worthless money
and when they fell ill they left the buggers to die on the road,” Greg Manchester
tells us. He was on the Kokoda trail three years ago.

“We ought to bury him,” I say.

“We've got to keep going,” Wade says.

Bur at that moment Ray picks up the shovel we carry and throws it at me.
On a reflex I catch it by the handle; otherwise it could’ve brained me. The vio-
lence is still in his eyes as he calls to me, “Go bury him.”

I'm shaking all over. Do I need further proof of his evil intentions? He'd been
waiting for an opportunity, but he could wait no longer and he let himself go.
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Precipitously, impulsively, stupidly. Even if it had worked, there would’ve been
witnesses. But the bastard will try again, and again, and again, until it does work.

Toward evening we see live natives. We've been following a stream and now
come to a village of a few straw huts on stilts. The people are friendly.

“They hate the Japs,” Greg says. “On the other side they used to greet us with
lotsa noise and bring us fruit and flowers.”

“Hell, there’s a whole battalion of them somewhere about, under Aussie non-
coms,” Wade says.

Lean dark men in loincloths and women with pendulant breasts, some with
babies in nets hung around their necks—watch us go by in the rain. They shyly
return our greetings. The children, less reticent, venture closer. A little removed
from the thatched huts there rises a high structure with a peaked roof, decorated
with grotesque figures in gorgeous colors.

“Haus tambarans,” Greg says. “Spirit house.”

When the village is out of sight there comes the sound of bamboo flutes,
making me think of masks and headhunting and cannibalism.

“Wishin’ us a happy journey,” Greg says.

O God, more like a journey to hell. I watch Ray trudging ahead, carrying
one of our two submachine guns, the sleeves of his loose fatigue jacket rolled up
on his hairy arms, his fisherman’s hat flopping on his head, his helmet atrached
to the pack on his broad back. I foresee the next violent outburst without wit-
nesses—the two of us face to face in some hidden corner of this jungle. But now
he stops, turns, waits for me to catch up. I have no choice. I'm getting closer, closer,
feeling sucked into his eyes. He grabs my shoulder and makes me walk with him,
pulling me roughly to him, saying conspiratorially, “How would you like to kiss
those dugs?” He makes a face, then laughs uproariously. I'm trying to conceal my
trembling. ’'m trying to understand him. Something glimmers, something I read
once about the secret attraction between husbands and lovers, but I don't feel any
of that. I don’t share whatever need makes him touch me. He repels me. 'm pain-
fully conscious of his large, hirsute body, the dark carpet of coarse hair on his chest
climbing up to his Adam’s apple, spreading to his shoulders and back, coming down
his arms, his meaty hands—a butcher’s far more than an artist’s—tufts of hair on
his blunt fingers that end in big, square nails. And his stink. We all stink, but his
stink has an especially rank, sour quality. How can any woman love him? Remain
faithful to him?
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The rain has let up and the earth seems harder. We find a place that has been
cleared by mortar and aerial bombardment, with shell holes, uprooted and leaf-
less trees. We pitch tents, then stand guard by twos, for two-hour periods, with
poised submachine guns and .38s in our belts. Besides Japs, there are poisonous
snakes to think of, Wade says. I tune out. I can’t handle any more fears.

I finally force myself to sleep, but I wake up before it’s time, feeling horny.
Arlie appears out of the darkness, teasingly, her nude figure almost close enough
to touch, then receding, her smiling mouth hovering elusively. I grope for her,
then hold her close, my face buried in her breasts, my arm coming up between
the cheeks of her ass, my palm spread out on her back as I enter her. I barely have
to touch myself to shoot off.

The darkness is not total. A faint moonlight seeps into my tent and as I turn
my head I gasp with horror; I see a figure standing at the opening, looking at me.
I don’t see his face but his stature is unmistakable. “What do you wane?” I call out
hoarsely. He retreats. But I don't dare go back to sleep. I lie awake, waiting to be
called.

Hiro and I stand guard next, our faces wrapped in mosquito netting; we are
straining our eyes and listening. The moon seems fainter, the jungle almost black,
almost silent; only the insects buzz and whine. Had I been dreaming a while back?
Or had he really stood there at the opening of my tent spying on us? With a gun
in his hand?

Then Wade stands guard. In my tent again, I give myself to the fantasy of
getting Ray before he gets me. Crawl into his tent and do it. Which is absurd, but
if I got him alone somewhere... I'm horrified by my own thoughts. Just a week
ago they would have been inconceivable. I never had such thoughts in my life.
I'm sure it’s this miserable jungle that’s affecting me with its basic law: kill or be
killed.

When I next wake it’s light, and I hear the rumbling of cannons in the dis-
tance. When I step out of my tent I stop and stare. Propped up on a tree there’s a
white rectangular board a foot and a half by two long. Ray stands before it, paint-
ing. There are tubes of oil at his feet, brushes in his hand—and on the board a
picture forming in thick green whorls.

We all watch, mesmerized. A wildly colored parrot appears in the picture, then
a dark bird, then something human-shaped, brownish. Sometimes he plucks off
an insect and swears. But more are getting stuck in the paint. He is working fe-
verishly, trying to finish the picture by the time we have to pack up and move on.

He applies the last glob of paint and stands back. The parrot and the dark
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bird are sitting on a native’s half-consumed corpse as if they were talking, the green
whorls creating a sinister turbulence around them. Everyone is impressed.

He signs the picture “Ray.”

Suddenly he snatches it off the tree and hurls it away. It makes a wide arc and
disappears in the bush.

“Nothing lives beyond the moment,” Ray says. “Why should ar?”

Protests. “Oh, come on...” Hiro and Greg disperse to get their gear ready.

I linger. “Do you think when Michelangelo died, St. Peter’s should’ve been
blown up? I never heard anything so stupid.”

He turns on me viciously, grabbing the collar of my fatigue jacket, his fist
against my throat. “I know you screwed her in Washington. Don’t think you'll
get away with it.” He gives me a shove as he lets me go and I totter back.

I want to run after him, hit him, kill him, but I can’t even call out, “You
bastard!” I'm paralyzed by his threat, humiliated by what he has made of me—a
plaything for his moods, a passive object of his tyranny.

Our first plane is an RAF fighter—what’s left of it. One wing is burned off,
the nose buried in the turf. There are a couple of charred trees near it, yet some-
thing must have stopped the fire—maybe the rain. There’s something of the pilot
visible in the cockpit.

“We'll bury him,” Wade says.

He doesn'’t take his officer’s privileges but digs with the rest of us, then he
and I climb up the wreck with handkerchiefs tied over our faces. The stench is
bad and I breathe through my mouth and try to hold back my revulsion. I never
touched a corpse before and this is not the one to practice on. I try to grab it by
the charred sleeve of the uniform, but the cloth disintegrates and what I feel is
bone.

“Pull,” Wade says from the other side.

I do. I'm trying to grab something solid—we both pull—I'm trying to keep
my eyes averted from the face which still has some raw, maggoty flesh clinging to
the bones. Finally we manage to pull the body out and let it tumble down to the
ground. I've been able to control myself well, but now I go and throw up.

We take off one dog tag, then lower the body and cover it with earth. Wade
says a short prayer. Ray letters the marker. “F. Lt. Edward Rydal, RAAF, age 27.”

The second plane is Japanese, but it looks like the old type. The pilot must've
bailed out before it crashed. Hiro climbs up into the fuselage in any case and takes
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off the plates.

The next one looks like the new navy model Colonel Keating is interested
in, but we can't be sure, since both wings are gone. The plane is on its belly, the
remains of the pilot’s body spreading its stench all over the area. This time Ray
goes up with his tools. I watch him shove the body aside as he works. After a while
he comes down jangling some plates in his palm, comes all the way to me, jan-
gling them and grinning,

“No need to be scared of corpses, Harry. They won't hurt you.”

Wade pairs us off on searching missions—Hiro and me, Greg and me, finally
on a sunless, drizzly day, me and Ray. Had he asked for it? I almost ask Wade, but
I don’t want to show fear. We start out in silence, with drawn guns against pos-
sible snipers.

It’s a bad day for me. I feel more flushed than usual, there is a pounding in
my head and a vagueness sitting over my senses. I may be coming down with
something. If the atabrine in me is an antidote to malaria, it may not be an anti-
dote to ten other kinds of fever you can get in this hellhole.

Soon the trail becomes nearly impassable. We use our knives to cut our way
through. Ray forges ahead to explore the way around a swamp with a disregard
for becoming my target that I can’t understand. As soon as the gray air swallows
him up I rush ahead, trying frantically to keep him in sight. I can’t bear not to be
able to check his moves, his sudden turns.

We pass a rusting American tank sunk hopelessly in mud, then we come to a
stagnant pool with a greenish, slimy surface. I see something move in it. A croco-
dile? For all I know, the pool may be connected to a larger body of water. A log is
lying across the narrow end, and as I speculate whether to try to use it as a bridge
or brave the hopeless tangle around the pool, I drop my arm, lowering my gun.

I suddenly realize that I don't see Ray. Like a fool I let him get behind me.
Terror grips me and I'm at once burning up and shaken by cold chills. I feel the
muzzle of his gun in my back and hear his voice: “Wade into it, Harry.”

“Wha-at?”

“You like to get into dirty holes, so wade into that one.”

“No!”

“Up to your neck. I'm counting to three. One—"

I become hysterical. “There’s something in that shit—a crocodile—"

“You'll be able to see if there is.”
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A sob breaks from me. “You can’t do this, Ray. I'm sick—"

“Yes I can. Two—"

“No!” I scream. “Go on, shoot, you bastard!” But with that I whirl around.
There is a blast and he falls.

I scarcely know it was my gun that shot him except it’s hot and smoking in
my hand. I bend down to him, doing what was drummed into me—tear off his
bloody shirt, empty his pouch of sulfer powder into the oozing hole in his stom-
ach, try to dress the wound. I avoid his eyes but I can’t shut my ears to his moan-
ing.

“Sniper.” I shoot into the bush to convince him.

His lips are moving, trying to form words. I bring my ear close to his mouth,
fighting the wild crawing above, making out “mommet,” then amidst blood
bubbles, “Harry...the moment.”

“Easy, Ray.”

Something glimmers before me like the patch of sky breaking through the
green canopy overhead—the question as to whether he had really told me to wade
into that pool and shoved his gun in my back, or if it had all been a product of
my paranoia.

I’ll never know.

The jungle sings his going. The giant eucalyptus leaves reach out, the insects
swarm angrily, the birds of paradise, the parrots, the macaws peer down crawing,
screaming, howling. Ray! Ray! Ray!
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