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On Thinking There Are

Too Many Ways
To Start a Poem About Death
Clint McCown

Lola has her dancing dress on.
However.

We get the word that some great poet died,

but that’s not stuff to slow us down.

Sure, some of us brushed past him from time to time,
but we never sat on his apartment stairs

drinking until 4am,

or heard him talk about his kids,

or saw him shred a lampshade with a Guatemalan bullwhip,
three

quick

strikes

that made the room go dark.

That part was played by Omar,

who once hit a dried frog

dead center

to beat me in a blowgun tournament

in Tyler Fleeson’s dining room.

So when I hear that Omar, too, is gone
I’m stopped.

For the most part

we keep uneasiness behind us.
It pushes our sails open so we can move.
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The deck seems calm.

Even at funerals:

the hand above the grave serves ritual only.

What dirt we sprinkle on

won’t cover any ground except our own.

The hillside is littered with handiwork,

both ancient and fresh. .

But we’ve left the age of picturesque gravediggers,
weathered seadogs with their shirtsleeves rolled,
leaning patiently against long-handled shovels.
Now a man with a backhoe waits at the mortuary garage.
He’ll scoop the hole shut without daintiness.

It’s what we want, after all:

efficiency unslowed by love’s superstitions.

Ritual

is useless

except in turning us away.

Ritual is what we do best.

Two cockatiels in my family room

make sharp, unspellable noises

like that moment in Psycho

when the shower curtain gets jerked aside

and the butcher knife poses for the camera,
pausing for that eternal fraction of a second
before finally striking down.

It’s an image of Aristotelean perfection:

the corrupted, naked beauty we can never save.
And Hitchcock, that sly bastard,

puts us in the shower, too;

feeds our voyeurism with meaningless glimpses
until there’s no escape.

The consequence: a lifetime

in which to fear strange music;

a new mistrust of shadows
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wavering behind transparent walls.
We know from that point on

which way our blood will circle down the drain.

We know there is no limit to the waste.

for Omar Castaneda

and with thanks to Keith Ratzlaff

13




American Highways
Clint McCown

There are things
we do not go back for:

the road map, say,
refolded on the pump;

the old umbrella

raveling from its spokes,
forgotten on a toilet door;
the red windbreaker

on the café chair, recalled
too late, too dark,

an hour down the road.

Speed lures us
into strange beliefs.

We hit the interstate’s
long stride, slipstream
into the white blur of travel.

Transformers line

a shriveled ditch;

a ghost creek

feels its way by wire.

Ahead, we look
for signs, for exits
with the services we need.

Remembering, we curse
ourselves, and take the loss.
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Midwestern Wish
Clint McCown

I want to be a cowboy

standing in front of a cigar store
twirling a rope

a lariat

and wear chaps

and a silver buckle

and a six-gun slung low

glinting in the sun

maybe a hat

dusty white

not ten-gallon, but smaller

with a sharp crease

and a curved brim

more Colorado than Texas

my horse idling by the hitching post
dust in the street

a dollar in my pocket

that’s all

that simple
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Blackbirds
Keith Ratzlaff

Two blackbirds in the garden

after rain; two blackbirds

grazing towards each other

in the litter from last night’s wind.
And I could tell you, “A blackbird

is flying past the open window.” Or,
“A blackbird is flying past

the open window and landing

on the grass”—and think it was a story,
something worth telling, but it’s not.
And all day dark blurs in the glass,
of wanting to say as if I could be sure
that the blackbird flying

past the window just now

is one of the two I saw this morning
hunting worms in the grass.

The windows are full of blackbirds;
blackbirds are slender light

on the clothesline wires.

In the paper this morning

a love story with pictures:

an ornithologist cradling a plover
he’d banded in his yard

exactly a year ago on Friday.

A bird come back to him
unlooked for, beyond hope

and peril and happenstance.
“Boy Meets Gull—Again,”

the headline says.
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“This Time Real Thing.”

It is something

I could tell you at breakfast—

a story not of blackbirds

come to the lawn in anonymous coats,
but of a man, coaxed by photographers
into slipping a tin bird-band

on his own ring finger,

as if love were fame and surety.
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Empty Hands
Jeff Gundy

How long since I’d mowed behind the house? The yard was
knee-high with heavy, thorny weeds. The people sitting in my
lawn chairs didn’t seem bothered. I grumbled on around the
house, found the whole back corner bare and skeletal, the siding
stripped. I tidied up a little, shook my head, tried to think
when I'd have time to put it right.

The gray sow stood on the metal tank, rooting at the fence. I
prodded at her and she backed off, grudgingly. A bird, raven
or hawk, stood poised on her back. A fog in my head. The
black boar, even bigger, faced me till I turned, then slid fast
and casual through the weak spot in the wire. He wheeled
toward me, glaring.

I looked wildly for a weapon, knowing he was too much for
me, and as I hesitated he slipped between me and the house
and turned again, leering, nothing, nothing between us but my
empty hands. And nothing left to do then but jerk and shiver
and wait for the other world to swim back, the world where I
have no barn and no hogs in it, where nobody knows my damp
and seedy heart, where I get up and walk to the bathroom and
lie down again and listen to the door that must be just a little
ajar, bump, bump in the windy night, and what is it, I think,
what is it, what.
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The Uses of Metaphor
Jeff Gundy

To keep the cows in. To romp
and roll, to gambol. To learn

to love your childhood,
soybeans and alfalfa, cowflops,
the soft-eyed Holsteins halted
on the path waiting for you
while you waited on them,

heart big in your chest as finally
you dared it. Boy eaten by cows.

What does it mean? How do

you know until you’ve shoveled cow,
pig, and chicken shit, until you’ve sat

in a Mustang ragtop with a letter jacket
and a grin and a cute girl who’d

never really go out with you.

Until you’ve chased the tight end

from Gridley sixty yards downfield,

not losing ground but not gaining either,
a step too far away to dive for his heels.

Until the cows come home, until

the ball’s in your hands, four seconds
left, two points down, and you find
the seams and bend at the knees and
lift the first shot and the second

just over the rim, sweet and smooth
as butter on new corn,

rain on sweet clover,

the church’s one good bass
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crooning through “How Great Thou Art,”
the skin just below a girl’s lips,

the big blue Mercury sailing,

tires whispery in the hot night.

The rest of your life. What it means.
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Because You’re American

Kevin Stein

You love the hum of a well-oiled engine about to turn 200,000,
camera on passenger seat to shoot the ticker at 199,999.9,
AM news announcing the Philippines has named a golf course
in honor of John Paul II, not because the Pope plays but because
his helicopter landed there and thus consecrated eighteenth
green and clubhouse bar you’re half a globe away from,
wheeling through big bluestem, oak, and black locust to (no
kidding) grandma’s house beside the bridge where now an
exultation of white pelicans drifts the Des Moines River, central
Iowa sudden late March exotic and you in wonder of America,
what with pelicans in Iowa and bolus doses of vitamin C said
to restore smokers’ tarry lungs, though more research is needed
to explain why white pelicans fish cooperatively like good little
Marxists, lining up to beat their wings upon the water and
drive fish to shallows for easy dining, which to your amazement
they’ve begun to do while the car clicks toward 200,000.2,
but the camera’s in hand to get the pelicans in full collective
display as the moment fritters away to Stephen Stills singing
“Deja Vu” so why not pull off to snap the pelicans sparkling
like crystal shards in a punch bowl, though a guy with an arm
crutch clutters the foreground and it’s best to wait until he
clears the shot but he won’t any time soon, left crutch plodding,
right arm reaching back to yank right leg, shoulders and hips
lurching to swivel and shudder ahead. Because this is America,
the engine strums its oiled strings at a buck twenty-five a gallon,
Barry Manilow oozes from the single muffled speaker, and the
guy with crutch has covered a yard, maybe two, his face a
proud saucer of water. There’s “Chilly Billy” broadcasting from
the brand new HoJo on I-80, free mugs and tee shirts, free
rooms for seniors who’ve lost a spouse. Because this is America,
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there’s stale Doublemint in the glove box, a black man in a
Jeep stopping by the guy with crutch, who shakes his head,
flaps his arm, then waves “Go on, go on” till the Jeep launches
loose gravel like the rockets that protect us. There’s grandma
waiting, winners screaming madly over tickets to
“Independence Day” and the D] swearing he owns photos that
prove we’re not alone. There’s “Deja Vu” all over again on
Double Play Tuesday, joke as obscene as Stills’ singing at
Woodstock II. Because this is America, and you’re American,
you love the guy who reaches back to yank his leg, oh blessings,
white pelicans in Iowa.
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Heading south
on [-90

the day after
IU’s loss to Duke
in the Final Four

My son,
sleeping

We're left

in the dust

by cars

with Go Big Red
license plates

Red and white
streamers
on antennae

The whole world
& everything in it
hurrying home

to Indiana

I was a boy there
in basketball days
when the world
was basketball
and Indiana

Hooster Zen
David R. Young
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Now we let
the traffic go
& exit at Beloit

On Townhall Road
a friend has built

a wooden tower
next to a silo

He calls it,
Pier Into Space

We climb
four ladders
to the top,

a platform
by the silo’s
rusted dome

On a narrow,
wooden bench
we drink brandy
from jars

& discuss

our losses

My son
stays below,
his life

just begun

He wants to hug
the ground

Back on earth
my friend & I
play one-on-one
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on a court

in the barn:
plywood floor,
glass backboard,
vintage scoreboard
with a buzzer

that works!

For my son
I hit one
from the corner

How the world
returns,
convincingly,
with a sweet
stroke
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The Fathers in Washington
David R. Young

Drinking with us at 3 a.m.

in the DC hotel room, a woman
young enough to be anyone’s daughter,
said, “It’s hard to think of you

as fathers,” or was it, “It’s funny

to think of you as fathers.”

Old friends together in the city

of stony fathers, doing our best

to be stone-faced by morning.

One of the fathers wasn’t here

this year; wasn’t here for years

(first one to go west,

Washington state, years ago)—

this year gone for good,

OD’d on junk. Then Allen Ginsberg
died, in New York, over the weekend.
Word spread at the convention.

One heard storytelling and keening
among the Irish-American delegation
in the hotel’s palmcourt lounge.

The piano player kept playing—
Tennessee Williams’ blue piano
from Streetcar, the chorus

for all that sorrow and desire.

I thought of the old musicians
from Preservation Hall stranded
at a motel in New Jersey,
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hauling chairs outside their rooms

in April, to sit and talk and watch
the American scene pass by,

endless traffic on the interstate,

poets behind tinted windshields,
hidden lives like the rest of us,

same old laughing, gnawing, sleeping.

I thought of Whitman on the open road,
Ginsberg at Naropa, and a father
riding westward to the Pacific shore.
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Prostitution
Amy S. Fisher

I can’t pass a water fountain without drinking from it. I
can’t pass a rock without kicking it or a flower without
picking it. You are annoyed with the stop-and-go of me. My
sister visited the bathroom of every restaurant we ever ate
in, I say, so one night my mother said that she would pay her
one dollar if she could go the whole meal without leaving
the table. You ask how much you would have to pay me to
pass a mirror without looking in it, to pass a cat without
petting it. I don’t know, I say, these things add up. I ask fora
pencil and paper to work the figures.

When my sister asked for her dollar after dessert my
mother felt vindicated. She believed she had proved that it
was all psychological. But I'm still not convinced. What
discomfort wouldn’t I endure at six for a knot of shoestring
licorice, a rainbow eraser, a ring set with plastic amethysts? I
try to remember if my sister whimpered, if she fidgeted, if
she ran for the house before my mother slid the key from the
ignition. I try to remember what happened the next time we
went out. Well, I say, we’re talking about twenty years’
worth of inflation. This is really going to cost you.
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Damsel Fish
Helene Barker

|

How loud the sounds of the storm tonight. The count
between thunder
says twelve miles away, eleven, ten and moving close as arms

to this country house called home. Yesterday, the after-
midnight

quiet of nothing but wind and black sky brought snow
down heavy

and large as baby fists. Once, a Wisconsin cousin taught
how
to preserve a snowman by pouring water over the top

to spill down, freeze the shell. It stood guard over the
gooseberry

bush fort where we’d imagine a house, a kitchen, the thorns
good

as silverware. We learn to keep order early. Then, the new
owner sliced out the trees, left a yard of stumps and
bramble. Sad

stumps, left barren. I want to hold them as if they’re alive,
hold
them the women do, going to poor hospital children’s

wards to cuddle hungry babies starved for touch. But I can’t
stop
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thinking of the downtown river duck who was nesting eggs,
found

in an alley last night, throat slit clean across like a scar. Last
night this happened, under the huge, beautiful snow. It won’t

leave my mind. Pain is a flip of a wrist, the spearmint
growing
under the porch step with baby’s cemented footprint. We are

rooted here. At least surprises don’t surprise, at least
the nomenclature doesn’t change, at least lilac still blooms in
season.

This house remembers everything heavy as snow, calls us
back
like a mother’s memory. It’s home, horrible as dying.

II

Look outside at four in the morning: nothing
looks real or even believable. So you make it up,
turn pictures into words, become a magician.
The back walk you can’t see was once a front walk
that levitated in a tornado while the dumb child
cowered under the kitchen table, tracing patterns
on the oak flooring with a slow, deliberate
fingertip, tracing the shapes of fear, and
everyone else gaped at the hawk

ducking and scrambling through wind

like a primitive paper airplane, wings useless.
Silkworm moths forgot how to fly

when trained to work for humans. Maybe
they’re like the uncle who lost legs

in an accident, who still feels himself walking.

How we learn to revise ourselves.
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But home is the house that remembers too much—
a red plastic fifteen cent belt buckle you stole
because it was pretty, burying it in myrtle.

And the weeds. Those blue late season weeds.

You’d pulled up a handful, scraped dirt with fingernails
from the stalks one at a time, taken them across the street
to the old woman who lived alone. What was her name?
Earlier she’d forced the city to install flashing lights

at the crossing to protect children like a parent.

That Halloween she’d chased small ghosts and goblins
down the street for disturbing her dinner.

And your weed-gift she threw like harsh words, wanting
no such rubbish. Trailing a pattern down the step

as they landed, already fading to brown.

You said nothing. What was there to say?

Just the dull black of her shoe tops, the pattern

of blue chickory lifting in a breeze while your throat
tightened like a fist and you squinted in the sun,
bringing the way back into focus.

Weeks earlier, in the yard, attacking weeds

as if killing snakes, your father almost found

the belt buckle. Inches away, he clamped

a buried power line with weed cutters,

froze there like a tree while currents ran through his nerves.
You watched the show.

His shoulders like wind, expression confused as the hawk.
From the four foot high stone fence that held home in

you watched, your secret still safe, fingers

gripping your knees, following the seams of your jeans
down, up, back, mute as the dumb child, taking

it in like a breath.

here’s the church
here’s the steeple
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here’s the past
stranging the people

Take it all in like walls of a house, revise it. Revise.

But whoever scrawled Charles is being horrible

and I won’t stand for it anymore wanted to remember
exactly as a measurement. You found it low in a wall-corner
after stripping away paper that curled to the floor

in dust, marveled at what hangs on.

Reaching a fingertip, you rewrote the words curl by line,
traced the bumps and ditches, the silent contact,

as if you saw every dimension of the house all at once.

I

Years ago I’d be next door at the Reverend’s. A fortress

of trees to climb and two guardian lions, the trees

towers of branches I’d tunnel under and up like an animal.
Back against the trunk, swinging straddled legs for hours
breathing the tree, invisible

and seeing nothing to speak about.

The lions I sang to. I named both Aslan, convinced

my tree stood doorway to Narnia, would open if I only sang
hard enough, sang the right words. And Id talk.

Talk about nothing, about leaves in hair against my face,
bark scratching backs of my thighs, dreams

of lions nuzzling like mothers. Useless: the lions

silent as the stone forming them

and safe. My talk brought no harm.

No one ever speaks. No one tells you what you really want
to know.

Better than any textbook, the bird feeder beyond
the kitchen window. I learned every bird, even scientific names.

34



But once I talked to a sparrow when a sudden hawk,
graceful and clean as a scythe, sliced air

to take the baby bird in tight-fisted talons. I loomed
silently as fear. Seen and not heard.

Not heard. Almost, I remembered something. It flashed across
my mind like beating wings, vanishing before I could

catch it, name it. Gone like the water mirages

on hot asphalt highways that shimmer from a distance,
disappear up close. Out of reach. Only the sky,

stretched out in luminous clarity like a page.

Silence could erase that page, block out the sky, make
it invisible. Revise it. Revise it again
until I remembered nothing of the truth.

v

Nothing but this morning shape of sky beyond the window
now,

only a piece of sky like the patchwork seen from below
trees,

a funny quilt. Here’s the door opening for the newspaper,
percolator bubbling coffee so strong it’s thick, faraway

child sound of tones not words. Upstairs, quilt around ears,
I see

everything all at once. These are the moments like Spring’s
rearrangement

and replacement of old cells to new, identical but distinct,
moments in which nothing has yet happened between us:
light’s

pattern through daily leaves, the cleaving . . . we go back.
Possible,
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if that were possible, what other path could we choose for
this

life? Would we hesitate, as Gretel hesitated to take
Hansel’s hand or to not—before the witch, the candy
cottage,

the stepmother’s flight—standing at the edge of the
cobblestone
walk, pockets full of breadcrumbs, no idea of direction,

staring blankly into the lightless, endless, original
morning? Tonight my child will wish the house a good night,
wonder

at the silent regard, wonder at the sky so strangely white
with black clouds, like fish that camouflage themselves dark
from above,

light from below. I’ll tell her of the damsel fish, how they

enter
mouths of larger fish, revise, clean out what isn’t wanted.
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I’m Not At All Surprised

When The Car Stalls

After Warming For 20 Minutes
Bob King

An ice bucket prevents ice from melting quickly,

not melting period. A woman eating slowly prevents

her stomach from bloating rapidly. A woman

making love slowly. Last night I experimented

with peppers in our dinner: American diablo red,
cayenne, cracked Cajun. I was not at all surprised

when my wife shoved her plate away, after pawing

at the food like a squirrel. Meanwhile, my mouth bulged
like a water balloon. Grace is fluid movement.

Water poured from a bucket without splashing.

All grace is temporary: yesterday I was driving home

and next to me at the stop light was a man with a baby
shoe hanging from his rearview mirror like a garter.

He spun the shoe like a baton, an accomplished twirler.

I just got married and his son just died. And now every time
he looks to see what’s behind him, he sees his son running
towards him, tripping over the bunch in the rug. Emotions
never travel alone. I don’t think of myself as an animal.

I once heard you can tell how people make love

by watching them eat. [ saw lions fuck the other night.
Lions, lions, lions. [ saw myself playing with kids,

my kids. My biggest fear is my wife dying,

which replaced my fear of my mother dying,

which replaced my fear of my father dying.

It’s more of a cover up than replacement.

Shoes don’t replace feet. Ice is water incognito.

And I’ve been thinking about logic in my life,
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how it tends to cover up emotions. The sad

reality is that life doesn’t replace death. The reality

that no amount of grace masks the general lack of grace.
Winter comes in hurry then takes it time. My wife

is most beautiful when she’s asleep, the sun parting

the drapes, her body melting in the sheets.
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Body Holds

Christine Sneed

In the far corner of an eye
rests a puddle of rain
from the shower head.
Bottoms of feet
keep maps of floors
they have traced,
and hands hold clues
to the riddles
of locked doors—
imprint of a keyhole
like a blossom
on the tip of a finger.
Fine hair at the nape
of the neck
seizes light and draws
one body to another,
a gleam
announcing itself as love.
Thoughts flee,
slippery on coils of brain
and nearby Forgetting makes its caverns,
travels the tunnels
of memory
with ax and pick and shovel.
The spine sends its cargo
of pins into the houses of lungs
and heart,
into the stomach;
it tells them to be fearful, to leap
with joy,
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to take the air and make
a voice
that the body sends to another body—
a gift opening itself
in the space between
two mouths.
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Through the Locks
Quaker Meeting, Norfolk Prison

Cameron K. Gearen

Over Kool-Aid in the chapel he told me what he did

to land inside. I didn’t ask, but he told me:

murder. His mouth hardly opened to let the word out,
an exhale, a vibration on the lips, just as he’d hardly
thought a man could die from a single blow to the head,
hadn’t meant it, drunk in that bar: final like nothing

is final. Red sugar water in styrofoam

framed our mouths with clownish smiles.

At volunteer orientation they told me to lie,

give a different address every time or he would stalk me
when he was free. I had to come through a series

of locks and holding tanks to get to him, camera
always watching, ship in a narrow channel.

History was a map in his mind. The Battle of Hastings,
1066. He had been studying that afternoon,

towards his B.A. But the governor’s rules were strict:
ten books at a time in a cell, no more.

Do they think I can dig an escape tunnel with a book?
he asked. Dates he couldn’t look up

were lodged in his head: Magna Carta,

Plymouth Rock, the World Wars.

In seventeen years, he’d be out on good behavior,

an old man who would have forgotten bus routes,
sales tax rates, manners. The chapel seemed cavernous.
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We shifted from foot to foot. One guard led him
back to his cell; I followed another to the front door.

At the checkpoint, they patted my hips, legs,
looking for whatever he might have given me:

a letter to his mother? a too-eloquent essay?

I wrote to the governor that month and the next
asking for books, leniency, decency, a reprieve.

One night, I drove by the prison, late. Razor wire
coiled, shone blue across the wall. Great funnels

of light turned the dark yard—where the men paced

the perimeter for exercise, turned the earth, did laundry—
into ghostly day, the way the murkiest ocean yields

to divers’ lamps. In their bunks, the men slept

or fought a vision or prayed. A murderer

read Descartes in a folding chair.
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God Didn’t Say

Leila Annemieke Wilson

the snake is a breathing
apostrophe between earth and
its possessive, or

the snake makes the ground
remember: sky is
something separate,

the bird owes nothing
to land, weather pays
no attention.

Because the snake never chokes.
It is all line
and purpose, reading

sand like a pocked face
and resting at the end
of its path limp with what it knows.

After a season smears
its rough sponge from southern
hemisphere to northern

and back again, the snake
inhales something of winter.
Cold air lingers

beneath skin until
it grows claustrophobic,
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tears off the darkness of scales.

This is what she heard
near the tree—a breath
trying to release itself from form,

sighing for the place

where sun defined nothing,
where movement wasn’t held.
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First Word

Susan Brown

What I said was light. How it must have felt
on my tongue, the clipped ¢ in the long hall
of my open throat. Back then, anything I couldn’t see

was monstrous; | only had words for want.
But now, call buttons depict my needs—
the stick-figure attendant, a fan, bulb—all within

a fingertip’s reach. The train winds its silver thread
through towns I can only imagine at night,
until the conductor announces stops over the intercom.

Of course I’'m seated in the back, crammed between
the constant flush of the toilet and strangers
announcing their lives to each other,

matter-of-fact: one trashes her husband
like she’s on a talk show while he fetches dinner
from the café car, stoppers her baby’s mouth

with a pacifier; another dabs her own eyes, narrates
each accordion wallet photo, her daughter
chattering away in her lap, mostly nonsense,

syllable and sound, an occasional Daddy
when the mother mentions his name.

There’s nothing they won’t say. Twenty minutes

and already I long for silence. Lights stud
the sky: distant apartment windows of people
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I could love, ticking through their days

without me. Even my neighbor drops off
in the seat next to mine, head bobbing
like one of those plastic ducks dipping its beak

to water, then jerking back up. Overhead, the beam
cuts a circle on my jeans. Book abandoned
in my lap, ’'m drowsy, word-stuffed but quiet.

I imagine my palm outstretched to the bedside bulb,
its glow enough, I thought, to see everything.
If only that were true—if the future were just

the area defined by headlights, tracks stretching

indefinitely toward that place we think we want to be.
Why did I choose light? Why did I speak at all

that night when I could have cried? When did I learn
to cloak desire, each sentence polite, rational?
In a few hours the women will file out into the night,

their boundless speech puffing white and true
in winter dark. Till then their babies alternate between
babbling and screeching, compete with the brakes’ whine,

wheel on steel. They can’t know where they’re headed,
toward which ordered cluster of syllables,
only that silence is a box they must tear through.

No wonder we’re born crying, announcing
our fear to the world, no wonder we spend

our lives struggling back to that first word:

the amazement, the breath on the lips, the time
when light was still a fluttering open of blinds.
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At the Eye Clinic

Susan Brown

The intern’s hand wobbles but he hits his mark:
one drop in my right eye and my pupil

is a wide umbra rimmed in a slim line
of blue. I lean into the chin rest

as he dims the light, sun to shade
in a wrist-flick. I can smell his hands’

sterile soap as he turns a knob
near my ear. Your cornea, he tells me,

points to a diagram on the wall with his pen light—
fundus, choroid—each curve and bump labeled,

parts of my own body I couldn’t name before now.
Terms exotic enough to be serious, for a moment

I think I want the props of injury, a glass ball
smooth as a marble I could show off

like the dentures my grandfather clacked
to make me laugh, then dropped in the nightstand glass.

But even then, his eyes clouded with glaucoma,
I knew he was fragile; even the tissue

dabbed at his eyes did its damage, fibers scratched
sharp as glass. Now the intern stains my eye
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to see where the scratch glows deepest,
yellow as a crater in the dark.

When my father lay comatose,
my grandmother insisted I take a look:

his leaf-curled body, lids still as his mirrored
sunglass lenses. A week later she’d given up,

the machines still humming their tireless
breaths. Parts of him still worked,

she told me, his eyes might be gifts
for those who couldn’t see; we should

give them away. But how could they look on strangers
with the same blue kindness? Eight years later

I scanned the tamped lumps of earth
next to my father’s grave, my grandparents’ heaven,

I imagined, a kind of perfect underground alignment,
murmuring their language of the dark.

At the most recent funeral, my grandfather’s death
blotting out the last, the eclipse startled us,

bright and milky just moments before.
My cousin squinted through vent holes

in a baseball cap as the sky shut off
like a TV at night—nothing but silence

surrounding us, the isolated instants before sleep
when sight no longer matters.
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Nearly

James D’Agostino

SAM,
and the moon dissolves

not out of desperation
but into mounting daylight.

Beside the road
surveyors in florescent suits

appear at first
reluctant flame,

watch each other
through their tripods,

wave,
make a few notations.

Often one wakes to fog,
the day trying

to erase itself.
One wakes distant

in the shared body
of a bed.

Across a cleared field,
one signals,

that’s enough,
now come closer.
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Self-Proof

James D’Agostino

Morning doubled in the bathroom mirror
suggests we may be ourselves after all
during these systolic days of Spring.

Our electrocardiographic inner lives,
the risen welt of lilacs in the park,
everything’s pulsed with craving:

all at once, then quiet, then off the charts
again. Someone we once knew is still in bed
with someone else we wish we never met,

inventing nameless undulations
while half the world’s already out
walking its wounds. It’s an old idea:

see our pain as medicine no matter
whose hair we’re still removing
from the drain, because each dosage

recommended behind the mirror
won’t fully cure the blurred vision,
but maybe we can try to focus

on the warning signs for once.

Shed strands cling to the sink,
spell out their Spanish, ojo. Look.
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Last night the half-dismantled billboard
heading out of town simply read want
and half a phone number.

Don’t try. There are a million
combinations.

1
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Close Quarters

Angela Pneuman

The Averys arrived on Saturday, when I was scraping white
paint off cabin number one with Charlotte, my mother. The
paint had deteriorated to various degrees, in some places
hanging in shingle-like spears we knocked off with our hands,
in others crackling into tiny cells we sloughed off with putty
knives. Several smooth areas had weathered eight years of the
Maine coast winter, but where these areas met flaking paint
there were irritating brittle edges, and we hacked and whittled
at them until we rendered a spread of fairly good paint
indistinguishable from the rest.

Charlotte was expecting the Averys, but when they pulled
in, tires spitting gravel in the parking lot, she didn’t look up.
She stood on a ladder a few feet to my right, stretching her
arm up towards the apex under the eave. Her uneven jabs
brought a light sifting of paint flakes down onto her hair and
shoulders, and she’d quit trying to brush and shake them off.
My own forearms were cramped, and the skin on my right
thumb had turned a soft, pre-blister red. We’d been at it all
afternoon, wordlessly. I wore my walkman, even though I’d
forgotten to buy new batteries and couldn’t listen to anything.
I didn’t feel like talking. Every time Charlotte tried to initiate
conversation, I made a show of asking WHAT? and pointing
to my ears until she gave up.

It was the summer of my parents’ trial separation, after
my first year away at college. Donald, my father, said he needed
time off, and he stayed at our place in Portsmouth. My younger
sister, Sonya, was away, too, working as a counselor at Camp
Wanakee. Not that they were any good for this kind of work.
The last time we painted, my father showed Sonya how to use
the broadside of a putty knife to brush away only what was
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about to fall off on its own. Then they rushed through painting
the first three cabins in the time it took Charlotte and me to
scrape cabin number four. “Shortcut,” Donald said when
Charlotte inspected their work. The cabins had belonged to
her father, and she was a stickler for maintenance. But back
then we had a family counselor who told Charlotte that calm
reactions to Donald would change the relationship dialogue.
So she took a deep breath, closed her eyes and said, “Fine, it’s
fine.”

This summer it was just the two of us. Charlotte had said
she was glad we had time to catch up with each other after my
year away, but I was uneasy. For one, I didn’t want to talk
about the separation. For another, I couldn’t shake the
impression that I'd begun the process of slowly, irreversibly
turning into my mother; I was afraid that being alone with
her—catching up—would exacerbate the metamorphosis. This
fear settled in around my neck and made my shoulders slump.
Until I noticed Charlotte’s shoulders slumped. Then I'd
straighten up so fast and sharp that I’d startle whoever
happened to be nearby. At school I'd gained a little weight,
and it had gone to my hips, or what were beginning to look
like Charlotte’s hips. I always had to grit my teeth when she
snapped the elastic bottom of a bathing suit over her underpants
in a dressing room, making a deep groove in her leg and asking
me what I thought. At times I'd catch myself at a funny angle
in a store mirror and see Charlotte in the way I self-consciously
brushed hair from my eyes, in the vulnerable look to my jaw
when I chewed gum. I wore black from the waist down, spit
out my gum, got my hair cut, and tried to confront unexpected
mirrors head-on, but I suspected that the more contact I had
with Charlotte, the more of her I would absorb.

Over the low edge of the roof I saw that the Averys had
bought some kind of late model convertible, white with camel
colored leather seats. Meredith Avery reclined on the passenger
side, her long, pale neck stretched back on the neck rest, her
eyes hidden under dark sunglasses. Angus Avery struggled stiffly
out of the driver’s side door, shook each of his legs to the side
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and stepped gingerly in a small circle. He was a man entirely
without hair-—anywhere on his body—and even from a distance
of about a hundred feet you could see how smooth his skin
was. His legs glistened.

“They’re here,” I said. I hung my headphones around my
neck, and tossed my putty knife into the grass.

Charlotte pressed her lips into a straight, white line, and
clenched and unclenched her jaw like she’d just had dental
work and was testing the pain. “I saw them,” she said. Our
voices sounded strange in the heat.

I hit the metal joint of the ladder and propped it against
the back of the cabin. Before stepping into view of the car lot,
Charlotte pulled off her work gloves and ran a hand through
her dark, permed hair, flicking paint chips out. I could tell
she’d begun to cover gray because her curls had a coarse
stiffness, and the brown had the purplish sheen of artificial
color.

“I should have had my hair done,” she said. With both
hands she tucked hair behind her ears, pulled it back over,
tucked it behind again. “Or cut,” she said. “Do I need a shorter
haircut? Up lines, maybe, or a lighter color?”

“I don’t know,” I said, wishing she wouldn’t ask. Her
hair was full and heavy, and a shorter cut might have relieved
the grooves that appeared around her mouth as she grimaced,
glancing towards the Avery’s car. It looked like an attempt at
smiling that she couldn’t pull off.

“I’ll just freshen up,” she said. “Splash a little water on
my face.” She ducked into cabin one.

The Averys were from Tupelo, Mississippi, and they’d
been renting a cabin for the third week in June as long as I
could remember. In the past Charlotte had loved this—she
waxed romantic over everything below the Mason-Dixon line,
from Gone with the Wind to black-eyed peas—and the Averys
were great for business. At the end of their week each year
they contributed meat for a cottage cookout; the other guests
invariably loved their slow accent, their easy, resigned laughter.
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But the summer before I went to college, I'd come home
late from a friend’s house and seen Donald creeping across the
yard with Meredith Avery to cabin six. It had a plumbing
problem and was nearly always empty. I'd waited behind a
bush to make sure they didn’t come right back out, trying to
imagine an innocent reason they were there in the first place,
and when a half-hour passed, I gave up. I figured this was
behind the trial separation, but when Charlotte and Donald
had called me at school, neither of them mentioned it. “We
need a break from each other,” Donald had said, and Charlotte,
on the three-way line, added, “Yes. This doesn’t have to be
permanent.”

Now Meredith slammed the car door and called, “Hey
there,” giving the words three, lilting syllables. Angus
disappeared into the main office and Meredith opened the
trunk. She wore a red sun dress that emphasized her long white
arms, the graceful angularity of her back. At my approach,
she extracted two large shopping bags.

“Claire, let me look at you.” She closed the trunk and
leaned against it, taking in my work clothes, the sunburn on
my face. “You’re lovely,” she said. “In college now? ’'m dying
to hear what you’re doing.”

I hoisted myself onto the trunk beside her. She had been
barefoot in the car, and now she bent to tie on a pair of silver
sandals with straps she wrapped around her legs several times.
“Tell me,” she said, rising. “No, I can remember. University of
New Hampshire, right?”

“Right,” I said, “for now. But ’'m moving to Boston as
soon as I can.” Two of my friends had transferred to Boston
University in Cambridge, and I wanted to join them. Charlotte
was unhappy about this plan. Large cities made her nervous.

“Oh, yes,” Meredith said, and smiled. “I love Tupelo and
small-town living, but when you’re young you need a city. I
dropped out of college and moved to Atlanta when I was
twenty. What a time.” She turned her head to the sun and
closed her eyes, remembering. Then she sat up and looked past
me at Charlotte making her way across the lawn. “Charlotte!”
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Meredith spoke her name like a season’s greeting. She bent
over the shopping bags until she found a small package
wrapped in brown paper. “I found the most divine piece of
depression glass in the back of this little junk antique store?”
Meredith unwrapped a pink nubbly glass saucer that looked
like some of the pieces in Charlotte’s china cabinet.

Charlotte slapped her hands on the pants of her overalis
and reached for the glass. She bent to inspect it then held it
just above Meredith’s head, to catch the sun. Meredith was
half a foot taller than my mother. Her features were on the
thin side and perfectly proportioned—what women’s magazines
called “classic.” People considered Charlotte attractive, too,
but next to Meredith now she looked a little rubbery.
Charlotte’s nose suddenly grew, and her eyes became too deeply
set. Beside Meredith’s reserved expression, Charlotte’s face
distorted itself with the effort of being pleasant.

“This was very nice of you,” Charlotte said. “It’s beautiful.
I hope you had a pleasant trip.” She paused, and her fingers
fidgeted in her sweaty hair. Meredith’s hands hung naturally
down by her hips, but when I tried this with my own they felt
like baseball mitts and I clasped them behind my back.

Just then Angus emerged from the back door of the main
house. It always took me a full day to adjust to the sight of
him. He had no eyelashes, no eyebrows, no chin stubble. No
pubic hair, either, Meredith had announced some years before,
one of the first times the Averys got drunk with my parents.
Angus and Donald had thrown back their heads and laughed
deep, unencumbered man-laughs, Meredith had laughed in her
throat, like a movie star who’d smoked all her life, and
Charlotte had giggled uncomfortably and gone to get more
wine. She often said she resisted lewd conversation because
she couldn’t help trying to picture it, which embarrassed her.

Angus’ hairlessness was nothing like the pale, helpless
hairlessness of cancer patients. He was muscular, and he wore
his smooth skin, always light bronze from their backyard pool
in Tupelo, like an expensive suit. He’d just been born without
hair follicles. My parents found him remarkable, and Angus
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Avery had often become a life lesson around the kitchen table.
“If a man,” Donald would say, when Sonya or I had shown a
lack of drive about the science fair or selling Christmas
ornaments for school, “if a completely hairless man with a
name like Angus can make a million dollars before his fortieth
birthday, surely a seventeen-year-old girl with nice hair and a
nice name can motivate herself in these small ways.”

“Being handsome doesn’t hurt him,” Charlotte would add.

When he reached the car, Angus lowered his extraordinary
bald head and kissed both Charlotte and me on the cheek.
“Where’s Don?” he asked.

Charlotte turned the saucer over in her hands. “He
couldn’t get away,” she said. “He’s editing a new primary
science textbook, and has deadlines every time he turns
around.” She looked first at the center of Angus’ forehead,
then Meredith’s. Meredith’s face remained perfectly even and
pleasant.

“Now that’s dedication,” Angus said.

“Yes,” said Charlotte. “Well.” Her grimace reappeared
and she gestured to her paint-spattered arms and overalls. “I
need to wash up and start dinner, but thanks again.”

“Just saw it and thought of you,” Meredith said.

Charlotte turned her back on us and crossed the lawn. “I
could use your help, Claire,” she called over her shoulder.

“In a minute,” I called back, but the slam of the screen
door interrupted me.

“Hey,” Meredith said when Charlotte disappeared, “let’s
walk the beach sometime.” She leaned over at the waist
stretching to the left, then to the right, and jerking her head
toward Angus. “I love to walk and chat, and something tells
me Angus won’t raise himself from a lawn chair this week.”
Meredith reached over and plucked Angus gently on the skull
with her thumb and forefinger.

“I could crash right now,” he said, and put his arm around
her.

As they walked toward cabin three, I looked for a sign,
some word or gesture from Angus that said, I don’t trust my
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wife. But they walked together like old friends, and before
they went in Meredith threw her head back and laughed at
something he said. Then she turned and gave me a little wave.

Meredith wasn’t Donald’s first affair. When I was in the
third grade, he was a high school principal, and he slept with
the school receptionist, a woman the students called “hive”
because of her impressive hairdo. Charlotte found out, Donald
changed jobs, and collectively, once a week, we began to see
our tired-looking family counselor, Dr. Pravitt. Charlotte would
decide she was leaving Donald, or forgiving him, or she would
just sit on the blue vinyl cushioned couch and cry while Sonya
and I were supposed to be drawing pictures of our family on
marker boards. Donald was reassuring, which Dr. Pravitt
seemed not to like. He promised to change. Most of the specific
incidents were omitted from these sessions, and Sonya and I
were left with the vague impression that it was Charlotte’s
behavior in the doctor’s office and not the affair that had been
the problem. Donald was the same as he’d always been; it was
Charlotte who’d irritated us by becoming less familiar.

When the Meredith thing happened right under her nose,
I tried to feel sorry for Charlotte, but it was too embarrassing.
I thought she should’ve known to watch for it. I wanted to
believe I never would have stuck around to be cheated on twice.

Most of Monday morning I spent in cabin four, where
the Simons stayed. They were a retired couple from Ohio, and
the only other guests that week, but cleaning their cabin was
no small task. They liked to eat in bed, and they’d scattered
crumbs of Ritz crackers over the floor, ground them into the
sheets, and on the square base of the right bedside lamp they’d
stuck the greasy, puckered stub of a summer sausage.

By the time I finished, the Averys had gone out, too, so I
turned the sign on the doorknob of their cabin to “service,”
and went inside. A strange object was poking out from under
the bed. It had two tubes, one the circumference of a drinking
straw, and the other wider, with a squeeze ball at the end that
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reminded me of what nurses used to pump the arm cuff on the
blood pressure machine. I squeezed the ball at the end of the
larger tube, and the narrow tube made a sucking sound. When
I placed the opening against my palm and turned my hand
palm-down, the tube stuck there, like the vacuum nozzle when
you left the motor on to change attachments.

It was strictly against policy to disturb anything found in
the cabins when cleaning, but after I’d made the bed and
reached for the device to push it back underneath, I couldn’t
resist turning it over in my hands. There was a silver sticker on
the bottom with two small diagrams in black. The first was a
line drawing of the machine, with the narrow tube inserted
into the tip of a limp penis. There were arrows pointing away
from the penis, toward the machine, indicating the suction,
and a hand was clamped around the ball at the end of the
other tube, indicating the squeeze motion. The second diagram
showed the narrow tube being removed from a very erect organ.
I shoved the device under the bed and tried not to picture Angus
using it.

“He’s impotent,” Meredith said the next day. We were
on the beach, slapping our feet along the glassy film of water
left by receding waves. Charlotte was at one of her business
classes, and Angus was sleeping in.

We’d been talking about why she and Angus didn’t have
children. Meredith said they’d wanted to wait until they were
older, established enough, secure enough, to raise them like
they wanted to, but things had been complicated.

“Affairs, you know,” she said, as though this were merely
an interesting fact, “both of us, and now this. He hasn’t had
an erection in over a year.”

[ wondered what you were supposed to say to a woman
who’d slept with your father when she told you her husband
was impotent, especially if you already knew. I watched my
feet, and through the opening between my calves I saw the
footprints spread into the wet sand until it was flat again.
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“We went to the doctor, but nothing’s wrong. It’s psycho-
logical. He’s interested, to a point,” Meredith slit her eyes at
me, “but it doesn’t last.”

“Are you sure you want to tell me all this?” I asked.

Meredith laughed. “I like you,” she said. “And I’m not
apt to run into you on a daily basis in Tupelo, am I.” She
kicked the ball of her foot into the sand, sending a spray of
salt water out in front of us. The sun went behind a cloud, and
[ unwrapped my sweatshirt from around my waist and pulled
it over my head.

“Anyway,” Meredith said, “for a while I thought the
problem was me. I even hired someone,” she laughed again,
“someone younger. In disguise as a temp in his office? She told
me he was nice to her, but he yawned when she came on to
him. He patted her on the back.”

“When I made the bed yesterday, I found something,” I
said. My voice sounded weak and uneasy, but Meredith only
rolled her eyes.

“That. I don’t know why I even brought it along—it’s
supposed to help, but Angus says it makes him feel like a wind-
up toy. He won’t use it. Men,” she shrugged. She took off her
dark glasses and folded them into the front of the collar of her
T-shirt. Her eyes were blue, flecked with yellow.

The sun came out again, I took my sweatshirt off, she put
her sunglasses back on. It occurred to me that if a cloud passed
over the sun every few minutes, a sped up video tape of
Meredith and me would look like a comedy routine.

Wednesday afternoon Charlotte was back to helping me
scrape. We’d moved on to cabin two, having agreed to finish
scraping all six before beginning to paint, if business allowed.
Cabin one looked tattered, scabby from its irregular dark,
paintless spots. It wasn’t hard to picture the dismal row we
were working toward. On the second cabin we began with the
side closest to cabin three, Charlotte squatting to get at the
low, left-hand corner, me midway up under the window to her
right. I’d just told her I'd changed majors for the fourth time,
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in decreasing order of respectability. Pre-med, business,
psychology, English.

“Look,” she was saying. “You’re going to have to do
something after you graduate.”

“So noted,” I said, “thanks.”

“Then you’ll get a teaching degree.” It wasn’t exactly an
order, more like a question phrased as a statement for minimum
resistance. “It’s insane to get an English degree without being
able to teach.”

A horsefly had been buzzing around us all day, and when
I slapped at the sting on the back of my knee, I killed it.
“Whatever,” I said to Charlotte. I twisted around to inspect
the welt.

Charlotte dug her putty knife hard into the wood. She
stood up, crossed her arms, and leaned her head against the
cabin. “I just don’t want you to major in something useless
like I did,” she said. “History, for godsakes. I just don’t want
you to have to go back to school for a teaching degree, or a
business degree, when you’re past forty.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, “I won’t turn out like you,” and
right away part of me felt like a jerk. But another part of me,
a bigger part, felt like telling her this was added insurance
against it. From the corner of my eye I saw Charlotte blink
several times, rapidly. “I’'m getting a Coke,” I said, and retreated
across the lawn to the main house.

When I returned, Meredith had emerged from cabin three,
wearing a short white skirt and matching halter. “You’re so
industrious,” she said to Charlotte as I approached.

Charlotte reached for the Coke I handed her and tapped
on the aluminum top with the nail of her index finger. She
said, “I’'m having everything evaluated in case I want to sell.”

“What?” I said. It was the first I'd heard of it. I hadn’t
wanted to spend the summer there, but I couldn’t imagine not
having the option.

“Sell,” Meredith said. “Really? You run things so
wonderfully.”

“I’m just thinking about it,” Charlotte said.
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“Well, if you do, you should talk to Angus. He’s great at
spinning a deal—he can work both ends,” Meredith shook
her head, smiling, as if the making of deals was beyond her
comprehension.

“Thank you.” Charlotte set down her can of Coke and
picked up her putty knife. “We’ll keep that in mind,” she added,
and turned her back to Meredith.

Meredith smiled at me and gestured with a paperback
edition of The Accidental Tourist. “Well, Angus is off,
somewhere. I’'m just going to laze around here awhile.”

In front of cabin three she positioned the Adirondack chair
for shade on her head and maximum sun on her feet. She was
around the corner of the cabin and out of sight of Charlotte,
but not me. Every time [ turned around Meredith smiled at me
as though she’d said something pleasant.

Charlotte squatted to get at where the siding met the
foundation.

“Since when are you thinking of selling?” I asked.

She rocked back on her heels and sat down in the grass,
unfolding each of her knees. “It’s the ocean,” she said. “I don’t
like to be right on top of it. ’m thinking of starting up a bed
and breakfast in Portsmouth.” She looked up at me and had
to shield her eyes with one of her hands.

“Portsmouth is on the ocean,” I said, leaning my face in
close to get at the paint under the window frame. “Port’s—
mouth.”

“It’s different. In Portsmouth you get the ocean air, you
can see the water whenever you want, go over it on bridges,
but you don’t have to hear it all the time.” She stopped and
listened for a minute, and after a car passed on the road
disappeared, I could make out the rhythm of the waves.

“It never ends,” Charlotte said, softly, as if she didn’t want
Meredith to overhear. “It’s the last thing I hear before I go to
bed and the first thing I hear in the morning. I listen for it
while I sleep and I catch myself waiting in the silent moments
between the words when I’'m talking. I panic for a second if
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the wind gets in my ears and I can’t hear the surf. It’s been
getting to me,” she said.

I nodded, though I hadn’t meant to, and Charlotte
resumed her scraping from a cross-legged position.

% * b

It had always been hard to get Charlotte to admit she
disliked someone for her own reasons. She easily hated people
everyone had reason to hate, like the man from Minnesota
who brought a seventeen-year-old girl to the cabins one summer
and, after staying the full week, snuck off in the night without
paying. Or the uncomplicated, wholly evil movie characters,
put into the story to be hated with no fascinatingly damaged
emotions to blame their actions on. She disliked our grade
school enemies: a girl who spent the night with Sonya and told
the first grade that Sonya still had to sleep on rubber sheets,
another girl who stole my writing assignments, erased my name
and wrote in her own. Charlotte disliked the teacher, who
wouldn’t believe me, more. And at those times I'd liked to
watch her get mad—she’d even phoned my teacher at home:
Didn’t she know her students by now? Did her daughter seem
even remotely dishonest? And no suggestion from Donald to
calm down made a difference. I’d never heard Charlotte talk
that way. I'd stuck to her for days after that phone conversation,
hoping the sight of me would make her mad at the teacher all
over again. But when Charlotte needed to get mad for herself,
she had problems. Even when Donald had the affair with his
secretary, | remembered her frenzies in the counseling office as
self-doubt, mostly, wondering what she’d done wrong. Atone
session, Dr. Pravitt told Charlotte that no matter how sorry
Donald was, she had a right to hate him, to be angry. I'd
watched for some indication of it, but I'd never seen any.

A cookout was still in the works, though Charlotte and
the Averys had had little contact. Friday afternoon Angus took
our truck to Newicks for the lobster and Charlotte went to the
A&P. “Great day for scraping,” she said before she left. She’d
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overheard Meredith suggest to me that we drive down Long
Beach in their convertible.

I knocked on the door of cabin three. “Hey,” Meredith
said. She was dressed in jeans and a white shirt, but on her
they could have been Gaultier. She blew upward and wisps on
her forehead raised gently and fell back down.

The cottages were on a hill on Briar Road, two-hundred
yards from where it curved to run parallel to Long Beach. The
wind in my hair and face reminded me of riding in a speed
boat. Cresting the hill, I felt like we could fly over the road
guards and the beach and onto the surface of the ocean.

We stopped for coffee. The waiter was a guy I'd met
before, Jim-something, and when I introduced him to Meredith
she gave him a smile that was at once suggestive and off-hand.
I'studied her face and decided it was something she did with
her eyes. She turned her face away from him, slightly, then
lowered her eyelids so that when she smiled she looked at him
sideways from very narrow slits. It made her look sly, or as if
she somehow shared a secret with him.

“So you’re an English major, Claire,” she said when he
walked away. “At Mississippi College I wanted to major in
drama, but I dropped out and got married.” She laughed and
put her hand on her throat. “My first husband. That guy I
went to Atlanta with? I should have stuck with drama. What
do you do with an English major?”

“Graduate school,” I said. I caught myself trying to imitate
the way Meredith stretched out her vowels. “Maybe I'll write
some articles. Maybe I’ll write a novel. My mother wants me
to get an education degree.”

“Well, 'm sure she’s thinking of the most practical thing.
She’s a very practical person.” Meredith yawned and tapped
her fist to her mouth. “But I played Tracy Love in Philadelphia
Story and it was just about the best night of my life. I mean
that. Then I got married.” She tore the top edge off a packet of
sugar and emptied it into her coffee.

I swallowed some coffee too fast and felt it burn all the
way down.
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Meredith rolled up the empty packet of sugar and tapped
it against the table, as if she were tamping down loose tobacco
at the end of a cigarette. I remembered that she had smoked,
past summers. “But what do I have to complain about,” she
said. “He started making money, we divorced, and I was young
and set for life.”

She dropped the paper and played with her coffee cup,
rotating it between her hands. “I’m not by nature practical,”
she laughed, “but I inadvertently made the most practical
decision of my life. What do you think your mother would say
about that?”

Meredith sipped from her cup, looking at me over the
rim. [ told her I had no idea.

When we returned to the cottages, Charlotte was stooping
over a cooler of lobster. Mr. Simons was unloading groceries
from the back of our station wagon, and I remarked to
Meredith—what may have looked like intimate conversation—
that we must be having steaks, too, because Angus was fiddling
with knobs on the propane grill. When Charlotte looked up
and saw us, Meredith had just stretched her arm
companionably around my shoulders. We looked appropriately
wind-blown.

“Give me a hand?” Charlotte said, and I walked over to
her. With the water and the shifting, lethargic lobsters, the
cooler must have totaled sixty pounds. As we squatted on
opposite sides to position our grips for the lift, Meredith
hovered behind Charlotte, bending over her shoulder to ask if
she could help.

When it happened, Charlotte was facing me. [ waited for
her to give the signal so we could heave the cooler up at the
same time, but instead, Charlotte’s face paled. Without warning
me she lifted her side of the cooler. Immediately it slipped from
her grasp, and as it thudded to the ground, water sloshing all
over our feet, it looked like Charlotte’s right elbow sprang
back from the released weight, and she slammed Meredith hard
in the rib cage.
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Meredith said, “Oh,” softly, and doubled over, staggering
backwards. She tripped and sat down hard on the ground,
hugging her knees to her chest. Charlotte and I turned to her
and Angus ran over from the grill. Meredith sat up. “I'm okay,”
she said. She looked up and smiled weakly. “Just standing in
the wrong place, is all.”

Charlotte stood over her and looked helplessly from Angus
to Mr. Simons, who’d reemerged from the house and was trying
to figure out what happened.

“It’s not your fault, sugar,” Angus said. He squeezed
Charlotte’s shoulder, helped Meredith to her feet and led her
to the nearest lawn chair. “You don’t have eyes in the back of
your head.”

“How about an ice pack,” Charlotte said. Her voice shook
a little, and she sprinted to the house before anyone could
answer.

“Are you okay?” I asked Meredith.

“I think I’ll survive,” she said, and tried to wink.

The cookout was a success, conflicts avoided with
unflappable friendliness. Meredith had changed to her halter
to make applying the ice pack easier, and even as the bruise
began to purple, she was laughing about it. “It was an
accident,” she explained when Mrs. Simons showed up. “Just
what I get for being in the way.”

Charlotte and Angus prepared the meat and salad. Mr.
Simons assembled the picnic table extension under the
checkered plastic cloth. Mrs. Simons and I shucked corn, and
Meredith circled, holding an ice pack to her chest with her left
hand, a bottle of white wine in her right, with which she kept
everyone’s tumblers full.

Whenever anyone looked at Charlotte, she looked back
sheepishly. “Built-in security system,” Angus said at one point,
and she laughed with everyone else.

It was nearly nine o’clock when we ate, and at ten-thirty
it started sprinkling. The party moved into the kitchen to play
euchre, but I excused myself and slipped out the door.
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Outside it wasn’t raining so much as misting. The sky
had strange clear patches, and as walked down Briar Road
to the beach, I attempted to identify blurry constellations.

When I reached the sand, I sat down. The beach at night
made me dizzy. The town lights blackened the sky, and the
ocean, beyond the first fifty feet or so where you could make
out the whitecaps, was black too, indiscriminate from the dark-
ness above. If you stared long enough it became impossible to
separate the rhythm of the waves from the feel that the ocean
and sky were all the same, and suddenly everything was sound.
I loved the beach, but this made my stomach hurt.

I rose, took off my shoes, and walked to the water. In
Maine the ocean is never warm enough to swim in comfortably,
is, in fact, bone-achingly cold. ButI walked in up to my ankles
and denied my toes any movement until my feet stopped aching,
until I could no longer feel them. That afternoon, in the second
after Charlotte hit Meredith and before she turned and put
both hands over her face and said, “Oh, 'm sorry,” she had
looked at me over the cooler of lobster and blinked once, calmly,
and I saw that she had not surprised herself.

* * b

At the end of the summer my parents got back together.
Donald applied for early retirement, Charlotte sold the cottages,
and they spent time “investing” in each other, a suggestion
from their new marriage therapist. I transferred schools and
moved to Boston, and Charlotte managed to keep from
commenting. When I visited Portsmouth I saw his and her
copies of books like, “Going the Distance: Secrets to a Secure
Marriage,” and, “How to Ask for the Love You’ve Always
Wanted,” on each of their bedside tables. When I talked to
Sonya on the phone she said that Charlotte had taken up golf,
Donald had begun to clean the bathrooms. They bought a
camper, took weekend trips around New England, and joked
about the summer of the trial separation, calling it their
breathing room, their shot in the arm. But that wasn’t
everything.
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Late that summer, one evening after the Averys had been
gone some time and Charlotte and I were in the middle of
painting cabin three, she stirred a newly opened can of paint
with a wooden ruler and said, “What would you think if I told
you I had an affair?”

“You had an affair?” I had been kneeling, holding down
long spears of grass and weeds while I painted the bottom-
most strips of siding, and when I let go the weeds they sprang
back up against the wet paint and stuck there.

“Don’t look so surprised,” she said, “lots of people have
affairs.”

“Who was he?” I asked.

If she had said it was one of her teachers at the business
college or the man close to her age in her study group, it would
have been one thing, but Charlotte named Angus Avery. As
she scraped the ruler against the rim of the can, white paint
globbing back inside, she told me how it happened in the middle
of one afternoon, while Meredith was napping. She said it was
spontaneous, that she’d just been carried away and knew she
should regret it.

I'm told that at some point it’s natural to wish that
someone else was your mother. It happens when you make
friends with someone old enough to be your mother without
the intimacy of having seen her at her weakest moments. At
best, it’s rewarding interaction. At worst, a kind of cheating.

I didn’t have words, that summer, for what attracted me
to Meredith Avery. When Charlotte paused from describing
the affair with Angus, she looked up at me and raised her
eyebrows. She was doing her best to look off-hand, or
provocative, what do you think of your mother now? but
something in her expression wavered and made me wonder if
she had practiced it in front of a mirror. I saw that several of
her hairs were coated with white paint.

“But he’s impotent,” I blurted, “Meredith told me.” I
thought she was caught, and I watched, half hoping, half
dreading her face would fall, but it didn’t.
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“Really,” my mother said. The corners of her mouth
twitched as she tried not to smile. She dipped her brush into
the paint and applied it to the edge of the window-sill with
short, satisfied strokes. “Isn’t that something,” she said, almost
to herself.

I wanted to ask her what she meant, but she’d begun
humming softly, distinctly not looking at me. When I opened
my mouth to speak, the weight of possibilities took my voice.
I dipped my brush into the can and began painting, again,
beside my mother, until it grew too dark out to see.
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Teeth
Peter A. Thomas

Dave stood behind the register and watched the curly-
haired man wander past the stacked cases of beer and gaze at
the coolers, lifting the price tags attached to the window as if
he couldn’t see the bottles of beer inside the refrigerators. He
was thin and slightly hunched in an army green T-shirt, some
kind of weed standing beneath the hum of the florescent lights,
shifting in the aisle as if the air-conditioning was pushing him
back and forth in his leather boots. After a moment, he carried
two six-packs to the counter. The bottles jostled and clinked.

“One light and one regular. Anything else for you, sir?”
Dave said as he punched in the numbers.

“Yeah, I’ve got a question. Does it cost more if they’re
cold?”

Dave leaned forward, his short blonde flat top tilting.
“No, sir.” He had a small jaw and some of his teeth were set
behind others. When he smiled, it looked like he might have
two rows of teeth. “It’s all the same price.”

The taller man glanced away, then nodded and reached
into his pocket for a crumpled ten dollar bill. Dave rang him
up and handed back the change. The man stuffed it in his
pocket.

“Nothing else for you then?”

“Yeah, you guys pretty busy for a Tuesday?”

“Tonight? So-so,” Dave answered, making the motion
with his left hand. He had short fingers and the nails had been
chewed.

“Is that your name?” The man pointed to the name tag
on Dave’s red shirt. “Dave?”

“Yeah, my name’s Dave.”
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“I just ask because sometimes those things get mixed up
or people use different names as a joke or something.”

“Nope, that’s me,” he peered at his name tag.

The thin man put out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Dave.
My name’s Larry.”

Dave shook Larry’s hand. “Nice to meet you, too.”

“Yeah,” Larry said. He looked at the bins on the counter:
bags of peanuts, beef jerky, chocolate covered cherries, bottle
openers, plastic combs. Larry took a bottle opener from the
container. “How much for the bottle opener?”

“That’s fifty-nine.” He punched in the number and the
register rattled.

“How am I going to open the beer if [ don’t have a bottle
opener, right?” Larry laughed.

Dave put his hand on the bottles. “These here are twist-
offs. You don’t need to use a bottle opener. You just twist them
off.”

“Oh,” Larry said. “I’ve got to be honest with you, I don’t
drink out of bottles all that often.”

“Do you still want it?”

Larry stared at the bottle opener. He glanced at the total
on the register, sixty-three cents. “Yeah, but let me get a blue
one.” He picked a blue one from the bin and set it down on
the counter and tossed the other back in the container.

“It’s a key-chain, t00,” Dave said. “See that little loop
there?” He pointed at it. “You throw your key ring on that.”

“Yeah, I see, that’s good.” Larry reached into his left
pocket and pulled out a dollar. Dave was ready with the change.
Larry put the coins in his pocket, then stood there for a moment,
glancing around. “Seems slow tonight, doesn’t it?”

Dave’s eyebrows shifted momentarily. “We’re pretty
busy.”

“Hey Dave, what time do you close up tonight? Eleven
o’clock?”

“We’re only open till ten,” Dave said quickly.

“That right?” Larry said. He leaned forward and put an
elbow on the counter. “No later than that, huh?”
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“It’s the county. They don’t want people acting crazy all
night during the week, I guess.” He smiled just barely and
then put his lips together.

“The only reason I ask is because I need a little help.”
Larry put both elbows on the counter and then spoke softly
from the right side of his mouth. “I’ve got a couple of girls.”
He blinked. “You know what I’'m talking about?”

Dave nodded hesitantly.

“You know Oswood Park, right, out by the Drayden
County Line? I’'m meeting a couple of girls out there tonight.
They want to make a bon-fire and that kind of thing. The
thing is, they wanted me to bring a buddy. You know how
girls always have to have even numbers of everything.”

Dave nodded slowly.

“You know, they’d feel awkward if it was just me. So if
the store here weren’t too busy, I figured you could come along.
We could make it out there by nine-thirty.”

Dave frowned. “I can’t. My manager wouldn’t let me go
until after ten. We’ve got to clean up and run the total and
everything.”

“Yeah, I kinda figured that.” Larry took a deep breath.
“How about if I come back in an hour and a half and we’ll
make it out to the park by ten-thirty. I could help you clean
up—and [ won’t even have to get paid.” He smiled.

“Not allowed to do that,” Dave said, crossing his arms.
“We get suspicious if anyone is even hanging around outside
as we’re closing up.”

“You can tell your boss that it’ll be me. Or I can tell him.
Where is he?” Larry turned his head.

“He’s in the office. You really can’t bother him. He doesn’t
like anyone bothering him.”

“Okay, why don’t you tell him and then if he knows you’ve
got plans maybe he’ll let us go early. The girls will be waiting
for us by then.”

Dave had a pained expression on his face. “I don’t think
it’s going to work out tonight.”
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Then Larry leaned into the counter. “You don’t have a
girlfriend, do you?”

“Do I have a girlfriend?” Dave said. “Not really.”

“Okay,” Larry said. “I just wanted to make sure because
I wouldn’t invite you if you did. I don’t want to wreck
something you’ve got, believe me.”

“Yeah,” Dave said, “I wish I could, but I don’t think I’ll
be able to go with you, like I said.”

Larry looked at him, waiting.

Dave pushed up on his hair at the top of his forehead.
“Like I said, I don’t think I can make it.”

A man in a gray T-shirt stepped up beside Larry carrying
a bottle of vodka and a plastic lime.

“QOkay,” Larry said. He cradled the six-packs against his
chest and as he walked away, he tried to wave with his right
hand. “See ya, Dave.”

“Have a good night,” Dave said before he turned to the
man at the counter.

At nine-fifty-six, Dave locked the front door and quickly
glanced out at the gravel parking lot. There was only one car,
his manager’s silver Buick. Dave got the push broom from the
storeroom and began to make his way down aisle one. When
he passed the office door, he knocked twice.

“Gene? Do you want me to run the total?”

“Yeah. Why don’t you run the total and then I’ll count
the drawer. You just do the floors and then stock beer. I don’t
think we’ll have to worry about anything else tonight,” the
voice came from behind the door.

“No problem,” Dave said. As he made his way down
aisle five, he heard a tapping, the clear solid sound of metal
against glass. He set the broom against a shelf and walked
toward the front door.

It was Larry. His eyes were wide and excited. He was
holding the bottle opener in his right hand and his forearm
was pressed to the glass. He was wearing a light blue T-shirt
now with a pocket that had some yellow lettering on it. The
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pants were the same, still sagging as if they couldn’t get hold
of Larry’s waist.

“I came back,” Larry said. His brown curly hair touched
the glass.

“What do you want?” Dave said.

“I wanted to let you know I parked around the side so
nobody would get nervous.”

Dave looked at him.

“Okay?” Larry said through the glass. “I’ll be over there.”
He pointed and began to walk. Dave followed him with his
eyes until he was out of sight. “I told him I couldn’t go,” he
said out loud.

He finished making his rounds and when he stepped out
of the cooler after stocking the beer, the clock behind the register
showed ten-twenty-four. Dave knocked on the office door.

“Gene? I'm all finished unless there’s something else that
needs to get done.” The lights hummed above him.

“No, that’s it, just floors and stock.” The door opened
and Gene stepped out. He was a stout man with short gray
hair. He pressed his fingers against his mustache and then hiked
up his trousers. “I’ll let you out,” he said. He wobbled as he
walked toward the front door and unlocked it. “I’ll see you
Thursday,” he said, “and you tell your mother hello and that
everyone hopes she gets better real soon.” His lips disappeared
beneath his mustache when he smiled.

“I will, thanks.” Dave walked out into the warm air. He
heard the door lock behind him. When he rounded the building
he saw the pick-up truck and Larry sitting in the driver’s seat
with his head facing the other direction. The gravel crunched
under Dave’s gym shoes.

Larry turned his head. “Hey, that was fast.”

Dave had one hand in his pants pocket. “I’'m not going to
make it tonight.” His voice quaked. “I’m real tired and
everything. It’s just not going to happen.”

“Hmmm,” he said, “I understand.” He put both of his
hands on the steering wheel. “You know what? I’ll be the first
to admit I'm not the most social guy in the world. You’re
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probably saying to yourself, “This guy seems all right, why
doesn’t he just go and meet these girls by himself,’ right? Man
I wish I could.” He faced forward, stared out the windshield
and shook his head. “I do some stupid things sometimes, I’ll
be the first to admit it. I just came in to get some beer, right?
And then what do I do? I end up buying some key chain I
don’t even need.”

“Sorry about that.”

“It’s not you’re fault, Dave. You’re a good salesman. It’s
my own dang problem. Ialways let myself get talked into things.
I probably shouldn’t have let my buddy talk me into meeting
these girls like this.” He whetted his lips. “But this sort of
thing doesn’t happen all that often—the chance to meet a couple
of nice girls.” He looked at Dave. “I'm just going to ask you
one more time if you’d like to come with me. You can answer
any way you want—it’s not your job to help me out of this
mess.” He shook his head. “I’'m beginning to think I'm too
generous, sometimes,” he said quietly. “So, what do you say?”

Dave glanced up at the side of the building where the
bugs flew at the yellow light. “What time would we get back?”

“That depends, we could come back anytime, as soon as
you want to.”

“What are they like—the girls? What are their names?”
Dave asked.

“Come on, Dave, what does it matter what their names
are? One is Janice. She’s pretty and nice. And her friend—you
should see her—she’s real pretty. ’m not sure what her name
is, but you already said you didn’t have a girifriend. We’ve got
to get going. We’re wasting time.”

“Actually, I can’t,” Dave said. “My sister’s coming to pick
me up.”

Larry grimaced.

“She’s a waitress. She’s got the car tonight and she’ll be
coming in about twenty minutes.”

“By then we could already be at the park having a good
time,” Larry said. “I don’t want to try to convince you to
come—I’m not a salesman like you are—but I think you’ll really
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like these girls. You could call your sister from the ranger’s
station and tell her you’re with me. Tell her you’re having a
good time and that you’ll be home a little later.”

Dave took his hand out of his pocket. “I'll just call from
here.”

Larry slapped the steering wheel. “There you go. Il start
up the truck and you go call.”

Dave went around to the front door and rapped his
knuckles on the glass. He looked inside but couldn’t see Gene
by the register. The long white receipt had already been taken.

“That was fast,” Larry said when Dave came back.

“Gene’s in the office, so he couldn’t hear me.”

Dave opened the door. “I’ll call as soon as we get there.”

“You bet,” Larry said, “first thing.” He put the truck in
reverse. Gravel spit out into the headlights.

“Where’d you meet these girls?” Dave asked above the
humming of the wheels as they drove away.

“I was with a buddy of mine and we met them at
Spooner’s. You know that bar?”

“I think so,” Dave said.

“It’s in Brodhead. It’s right along that bend just before
route thirty-four hits Bales.”

“I'm pretty sure I heard of it,” Dave said.

“My buddy asked them if they wanted to meet us out
here and that was that.”

“So is your buddy going, too?”

“No, see, that’s the mix-up. Clayton called me and said
he couldn’t go—and this was about three hours ago—so for
hours I’ve been saying to myself, ‘Man, what am I gonna do?’”

“You don’t have another buddy?” Dave asked.

“I do, yeah, but not right around here. I just got back.”
Larry glanced out his window. “I had a roofing job up north
in Hull Ridge, but the company folded. See this,” Larry
extended his arm. “I’ve got black spots on my hand from all
that tar work.”

Dave looked at his palm. “I don’t see anything.”
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“Maybe it’s fading away. Anyhow, now I'm at home, back
living with my mom.”

“I live with my mom, too,” Dave said, “she’s sick.”

“What’s the matter with her?”

“They weren’t sure for a while. Now they think she’s got
lupus and she’s in bed a lot. She’s supposed to get better, but it
doesn’t seem like she is. She’s got a bed pan.”

Larry winced. He tapped his thumb against the steering
wheel. “I'm glad you brought this up now,” he said. “Better
now than when we’re with the girls, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Dave waved his hand as if he were clearing
the air, “it’s just on my mind a lot.”

“Hey,” Larry smacked the steering wheel, “I brought you
something. Reach behind that seat and have a look at that
shirt.”

Dave looked behind his seat and saw the bottles of beer,
an old yellow flashlight, and the shirt.

Dave held it with his fingertips and shook it until it
unraveled. “Is it brown?”

“Yeah,” Larry answered, “stripes of tan and brown. I
think it’ll fit you—it’s a little small on me. I didn’t want you to
feel different in front of the girls because of your work clothes.
Plus I think it’ll match your pants. 'm not too careful about
that kind of thing usually, but brown goes with brown, right?

Dave shrugged. “I guess so.”

“Well try it on. It’d look kind of stupid if you had to
change your shirt in front of the girls, wouldn’t it?”

Dave laughed. “Yeah, that’s true. That’s definitely true.”
He began to untuck his shirt.

“There you go,” Larry said.

Dave stopped. “I’ll wait, actually. I'll do it at the ranger’s
station. I’ll have more room to move around.”

“Good idea,” Larry answered. “You’ll have more room
there.”

They pulled in a few minutes later, passing under the sign
for Oswood Park.

“There’s the ranger’s station,” Larry said.

79



Hawai‘i Review

It was a dark wooden cabin, hardly more than an
outhouse. A light sprouted from the side of it and as they came
closer, Dave could see the bugs flying in arcs around it.

“There’s a phone on the other side of the building, I'm
pretty sure,” Larry said.

“Pretty sure?” Dave began to get out of the truck before
Larry had stopped it completely. As he passed in front of the
headlights, his pale skin lit up sharply against the red of his
shirt. The other shirt wagged in his hand as he walked.

The light wasn’t working above the phone, but there was
a dial tone and Dave slipped in a couple of coins, then he
added another one and dialed the number. He put Larry’s shirt
between his knees.

“Anchor Inn,” the voice said.

“Is Gwen there? That’s who I need to talk to.”

“Gwen is here, yeah. Hang on.”

Dave could hear dishes clinking and the murmur of voices
in the background.

“Hello?”

“Gwen. It’s Dave. I don’t need a ride tonight.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve got a ride home. I’'m going out for a while and I’ll
be home later.”

“What am I supposed to tell Mom when she asks?” Gwen
said.

“Tell her whatever you want.”

“Dave....”

“Tell her ’'m with Mike. Jesus, I shouldn’t have to tell her
everything. Tell her I've got a date, that ought to make her
happy.”

“Dave, I’'m not going to do this for you. I’'m going to tell
her the truth.”

“What truth?” Dave kicked the side of the ranger’s station.

“You leave everything to me,” she said. “It’s not my turn
to clean up for Mom.”

“Gwen, shut up. You shouldn’t talk like that, especially
at work. Who’s listening to you?”
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“There’s no one around,” she said. “I’m just saying that
you should go home, Dave.”

“I’m hanging up,” he said. “I should’ve never let you have
the car tonight,” he said into the receiver. He put his fingers
down in place of the phone and the line went silent. Then he
put the phone down over his fingers.

When he looked up, Larry was standing there. “Did you
try on the shirt?”

“No—I just got off the phone,” Dave said. “Jesus.”

“Well we’ve got to get going. Did you want to change
shirts, now?”

“Yeah, sure,” Dave said. “Do you have any sisters?”

“Nope,” Larry said. “I don’t have brothers or sisters.”

“You're lucky,” Dave slipped his shirt up over his head.
He put the red shirt between his knees and took up the brown
one. “How old are you anyway?” Dave asked as he arranged
the shirt.

“I’'m about thirty,” Larry said.

“You’re thirty?”

“I said ’'m almost thirty. ’'m twenty-eight. How old are
you?”

“Twenty-two.”

Dave’s white chest seemed to glow. When he raised the
shirt over his head, his ribs showed for an instant, then they
were covered up by the shirt.

“Looks good on you,” Larry said, staring at the shirt. “It
fits just like I thought it would. Makes you look a little older
somehow, too.”

“Just as long as those girls think so,” Dave said. “Where
are we supposed to meet them?”

“Up ahead,” Larry nodded his head toward the preserve.
“It’s hard to explain, but I know how to get there. I've been
here lots of times.”

They walked to the truck and Dave folded his red shirt
neatly and placed it behind the seat. As they pulled away, Larry
turned on the brights and drove on for a couple of minutes.
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When they finally stopped, Dave turned to Larry. “Out
here?”

“This is it,” Larry said. “The third camp site. I think I
saw something down there.” He got out of the truck. “This
way.”

“I don’t see anything,” Dave said, getting out slowly. “I'm
staying here.” The crickets churned like something old and
rickety.

“That won’t do any good. We won’t find them if we stand
by the truck.”

Dave looked up, then glanced over toward the direction
they had come from. “Let me know if you find them,” Dave
said.

“There,” Larry said.

Headlights came down the road. Then they disappeared.

“What the hell?” Larry said.

The revving of an engine could still be heard, growing
louder. Dave stepped away from the truck, still looking in the
direction of the road.

The lights reappeared. Dave raised his arm to shade his
eyes. The car stopped just before it hit the back end of the
pick-up.

“What the hell are you doing?” Larry yelled.

It was a two-door Chevette. The car door opened.

“We’ve escaped!” screamed a woman as she spilled out
of the car. “Janet’s crazy!” she laughed as she fell to her knees.

“You’re the crazy one,” Janet said, getting out of the car.
She reached back in and turned off the motor. The headlights
stayed on.

“Are we here yet?” said the woman on her knees, laughing.
Her dark hair shook around her face. The light from the inside
of the car cast her shadow on the ground.

“You’re not Clayton,” Janet said as she walked through
the headlights. Her hair was short and red and she moved as if
she were keeping herself tightly wound together.

“This is Dave,” Larry said, “and you remember me, I'm
Larry.”
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Janet put out her hand to Dave. “I'm Janet, it’s nice to
meet you.” She glanced at her friend who Larry was now
helping to her feet. “That’s Sis, she’s drunk.”

“Sis is sassy!” Sis shouted as she put her arm around
Larry’s shoulder. “You’re an angel,” she said to him as she
patted him on the chest.

“We were just about to leave,” Larry said. “We’ve been
here for over an hour. We already put out the fire we made.”

“If you’re going to be pissed off, we’ll go on home,” Janet
said. “We don’t need any more crap tonight. To tell you the
truth I didn’t even want to come out here, but Sis opened her
big mouth and we had to get out of that place.” She looked
back up the road. “I better turn off these lights.” Janet went
back to the driver’s side and reached in the car. The headlights
went off, glowing for a few seconds before disappearing,.

“I’m just saying,” Larry said. “We went through a lot of
trouble to set up a fun night.”

“Why the long face?” Sis said. “We’re here, and we’re
already warmed up!”

“Great,” Larry said, smiling now, “we’ve got some beer
in the truck.”

“Where’s Clayton?” Janet said.

“Clayton’s out of commission. Dave came through for
us, though. He runs a liquor store and got us our drinks for
free.” Larry helped Sis lean against the pick-up. Then he opened
the passenger’s door and reached behind the seat, pulling out
a six-pack.

“You own a liquor store?” Sis said.

“Not really,” Dave said.

“Dave runs the place. The owner is always gone, so Dave
has the store all to himself most of the time. Have a cold one,”
Larry said, handing a bottle to Janet.

She looked it over. “It’s warm.”

“Well, we’ve been here over an hour,” Larry said.

« don’t care if the beer’s warm,” Sis said as she reached
for the six-pack in Larry’s hand.
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“Let me open that for you,” Larry pulled the bottle opener
from his shirt pocket.

“What a gentleman,” Sis said.

“You’re drunk,” Janet said. She picked up a twig and
began snapping it into pieces. She looked up the road. “This
was a crazy idea and I’'m even more crazy to sit here and watch
you have another drink.”

“You’re supposed to be nice to drunk people,” Sis said.
“Like this gentleman.” She bowed her head and swung it to
the side. She stepped back against the pick-up.

“Where’s the bathroom?” Janet said. “I can’t stand the
thought of drinking this thing unless I get to a bathroom.”

“It’s all around you,” Larry made a sweeping gesture with
his arm.

Dave laughed, then covered his mouth with his hand.

“I’m not going out here. Animals go outside.”

“Janet’s stuck up,” Sis said.

“Maybe I have something to be stuck up about.”

“There’s a bathroom farther on down,” Larry said. “It’s
only about a quarter mile at the most. You could almost walk
it.”

“I'm not walking.” She shook her head slowly. “And I’'m
sure as hell not going to leave her with the two of you.”

“Should we all go?” Larry asked.

“I’m not going to go watch her go to the bathroom,” Sis
said. “No way. I'm not moving—the only thing 'm moving is
my arm.” She took a sip of her beer and laughed with her
mouth full.

“I’ll go with you,” Dave said, stepping toward Janet.

“No,” she said. She pointed at Larry. “I don’t trust him
with her like that.”

Larry’s eyes widened. “Why the hell not?”

“Because I said so0,” Janet said. “You come with me.”
Then she looked at Dave. “You take care of her. No more beer
for her after that one.”

“No problem,” Dave said.

“We’ll take my car,” Janet said.
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“Whatever you say,” Larry was smiling excitedly as he
walked to the car. “We’ll be back real soon, don’t you kids get
crazy now.” The car started up and he winked as it pulled
away.

Dave watched them drive down the road. “They’ll be back
soon.”

“I don’t care if they are or not,” Sis said.

Dave leaned up against the side of the truck beside her.
“How’d you get that name?”

She put the bottle close to her lips. “It’s from Sister.” She
laughed. “I was supposed to be a nun. But instead I'm a
nobody.” She leaned over as if she were laughing. “God, I’'m
freezing.”

Dave moved closer to her.

“Look at me,” she said, “I’m shivering.”

Dave put his arm around her.

“Maybe you shouldn’t drink anymore,” he said. “That
makes you colder. It feels hot, but it really makes you cold.”

“Why?” Sis asked.

“It’s something about your blood cells.”

“I don’t have any blood cells,” she said sternly. “All I
have are little bubbles going all through, around and around
and around.” She swung her head in circles.

“You’ll make yourself dizzy doing that.”

“I don’t care, 'm freezing.”

“Hey, I’ve got a shirt in the truck,” Dave said. “Let me
get it.” Dave stepped in front of her. “Can you stand?”

She looked at him and scowled. Then she smiled, “Yes,
thank you. I can.”

Dave laughed.

“Hey,” she said. “Do that again.”

“Do what?”

“Laugh like that with your mouth open.”

Dave pursed his lips.

“What’s wrong with your teeth?” she said.

“What?” Dave said.
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“Sorry,” Sis said, “that’s mean. I'm a mean mean meany.
Where’s the shirt?”

Dave reached in through the open window and pulled
out his red shirt. “Here,” he unfolded it. “It’s got my name tag
on it and everything.”

She held out her beer for him to take while she put on the
shirt. She pulled the shirt down over her head. “Do I look like
a liquor person?”

He took a sip of the beer and handed it to her. “Yep.”

There was a soft growling in the distance. Sis turned her
head. “Here they come, already. Janet must have gotten
scared.”

Dave stepped away from the truck to look at the road.
“That’s not them. That’s coming from the other way.” The
headlights flashed across the trees in the distance.

When the car got closer, Sis slumped against the pick-up.

“Oh, God,” she said. “Is it a convertible?”

“It might be,” Dave said. “Why, who is it?”

“Ricky what’s-his-face.”

The car stopped several yards away, the brights went on,
and then it rolled slowly forward. The pick-up glared in the
lights. Dave lifted his arm to shade his eyes, then the brights
went down.

Dave could see the driver. He had brown wavy hair and a
broad face. The mounds of his shoulders came from beneath
his tank top. He got out of the car while the motor kept
humming,.

“Are you Clayton?” Dave asked.

“No,” he said, looking past Dave. “I thought that was
you.”

“Tell him I’m not here,” Sis whispered to Dave.

“Let’s go Sis,” he said. “I’m done playing games.”

“Tell him to leave,” Sis said, looking at Dave.

“I’m not leaving until you’re in that cag,” Ricky said flatly.

“Tell him I don’t leave my dates alone in the middle of
the forest, so I can’t leave you, Dave.”
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“He’s not your date,” Ricky said. He looked at Dave and
put his hand out with his palm facing the ground. His forearm
was thick, like the barrel of a baseball bat. “Sorry, bud,” he
said, “she doesn’t know what she’s saying.”

“Tell him I don’t want to leave,” Sis said.

Dave crossed his arms and shifted his weight. “Maybe
she doesn’t want to leave.”

Ricky smiled and put his arms to his sides. “You don’t
want to bother with me. I’'m not worth it. I'd probably fall
over if you took one swing at me.” He took a step toward
them.

Dave glanced quickly behind him, down the road. He
couldn’t see any lights.

“Let’s wait until Larry gets back,” Dave said.

“Wait for what?”

“Wiait to see what they say—him and Janet,” Dave said.
“I’m supposed to take care of her.”

“It doesn’t matter what anyone says. Janet’s in a lot of
trouble, so it’d be better if you just shut your face.”

“Tell him to re-lax. Tell him I’ll go with him if he promises
to be a very good boy and take me home. I’m tired and I'm
cold. Tell him I’'m tired and I’m cold.”

“Let’s go, Sis,” Ricky said.

Dave looked at Sis. She slid along the side of the pick-up
toward Ricky’s car. “We’re all nobodies,” she said. She dragged
her shoes as she walked toward him. She stopped and put the
bottle on the ground before she got in the car and curled up on
the seat.

“I still think we should wait,” Dave said. “Sis, I think
you should stay. You didn’t even finish your beer.”

Ricky glanced at Dave as he walked quickly to the driver’s
side and got in the car. He put it in reverse and backed away
from the pick-up.

“Hang on,” Dave said, trotting into the headlights.

The car stopped and shifted into drive as Dave ran around
to the driver’s side. “She’s got my shirt,” he said looking down
at Ricky.
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Sis mumbled something.

Ricky glanced at her, then looked at Dave. “You’ll get it
later.”

“I need that shirt,” Dave said. He put his hands on top of
the door.

Ricky looked at him. “Are you slow or what? I said you’ll
get it later.”

“I need it for work,” Dave said.

“Ask him about his teeth,” Sis said loudly as she sat up.

“Sorry,” Ricky said, “she’s not taking off that shirt. She’s
out of her head, okay?”

Dave cleared his throat. “Could you ask her to give it to
me?”

“No,” Ricky said. It looked as if Ricky’s teeth were
clamped down, as if he was trying to control his anger. The
car began rolling. “I said no.”

“Sis, I need that for work,” Dave was jogging alongside
the car with his hand on top of the door.

“What’s your problem? Are you slow or what?” Ricky
took hold of Dave’s wrist with his left hand.

“Hey!” Dave yelled. The car accelerated. Dave pulled at
his arm, yanking it, trying to twist away. Ricky’s grip tightened
around his wrist. Dave grabbed at Ricky’s arm with his left
hand, his fingers unable to gouge or scratch. Then Dave was
running. The thumping of his shoes quickened. The air rushed
by him. His left arm swung in jagged circles, keeping pace
with his legs. He grunted without trying to. His thigh bumped
against the side of the car, and he felt his shoes losing touch
with the ground, stumbling, skipping over the gravel road.
His neck strained, his head tilted back.

Sis screamed.

Dave’s mouth was open now, a grotesque flower, his
staggered teeth catching the light from the dashboard, glinting
for an instant, knifing at the cruel air.
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Brooke Sanderson

It took three years for my mother to get back on track
after the divorce and to say that Louise Reynolds was back on
track is somewhat of an exaggeration. Still, she’d signed up
for her first piano lesson and that was something, wasn’t it? I
certainly thought so. I was twenty-nine; she was fifty-four; the
divorce was said and done more than three years ago and still
I spent a lot of time listening to her devise ways to come in
contact with my father, a man who now rode Harley Davidson
motorcycles in his spare time and dated a woman who wore
leather pants to Christmas dinner.

This’ll sound awful but—I was pregnant, you know—
listening to her talk about my father was a real downer. It did
something like stir up the hormonal juices. Well, there’s a little
more to this story. Actually, I was pregnant with twins, doing
the bed rest thing for the last four months. They’d stitched my
cervix closed to keep me from dilating, and I had this shunt in
my leg so I could administer my own Terbutaline. It was a
mess but the point is, I was bedridden. I was cornered. And
she’d come to the house under the disguise of keeping me
company and always by the middle of Oprah we’d be on the
subject of Dad.

By week thirty I’d had just about enough of everything.
Over and over again, all I kept thinking was GET THEM OUT!
I’m sure you can imagine it: a little pretend bed made up for
poor me in every room of the house. I'd gained 73 pounds; my
ankles released water at night. Braxston Hicks, back pain, hair
falling out in clumps all over the day bed, blood leaking out
my ass. You name it, and it was happening to me. You don’t
think your body is a vessel? A skin or pod you shed at death?
Go have a baby and you’ll see different, trust me.
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One afternoon I came out and said it. Not that it was
easy to speak. One of those babies was pushing up against my
lungs and I could only take shallow breaths, but I said, “Ma,
do me a favor. Stop thinking about the man. Because from
what I can tell. He hasn’t given you a second’s thought. Since
the day he mowed the backyard. And left for good.”

That’s my father for you: Hey, before I divorce you and
pretend the last thirty years of my life never happened, I'd like
to mow your lawn just one more time.

Anyway, I said this and things got awfully dramatic. She
asked me who I thought I was and started crying, which got
me to crying. And then we got into this whole conversation
about happiness, how she’d never been happy and didn’t know
what the word meant. What you’ve got to understand is that
my mother is no philosopher and she doesn’t ever—ever!—
talk about herself and now there she was honestly telling me
she’d never known happiness.

Sure, I could’ve sounded skeptical and said, “I don’t
believe what you’re telling me. I don’t believe there is not a
single moment in your life that has not brought you happiness.”
I mean, that just wasn’t the point. Here was a woman whose
ex-husband went with her to the marriage counselor only twice
and during the second session actually paused after the
counselor asked him, “Do you understand that your wife has
feelings?” before answering, “Yes, of course. Well, of course!
She is a person.”

Mom didn’t come around for several days, for about a
week after that, but the next time she opened my door with
her extra house key, everything was back to normal and she
was taking these piano lessons. Now I was glad I had said
what I said and in secret I took a little bit of the credit for
getting her to the music school on Handy Trail. She told me all
about it and made me laugh out loud so that my weak bladder
threw caution to the wind. “I’m the oldest student. Gee, what
a surprise! Everyone else there is under the age of six!” Which
turned out to be an exaggeration because Kiki Offstein had
just started the eighth grade.
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Anyway, Mom had her first recital on the day the o.b.
ripped out my stitches and explained the next part of the game
plan was for me to stand up and move around as much as
possible. The weight bearing down on my cervix would get
the show on the road. Labor could happen in an hour or a
week and if it didn’t, he’d induce me. He said I’d cooked them
up real good. My babies were probably close to seven pounds
each so off I went to hear my mother strike up her rendition of
“Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.”

I wish you could’ve seen that place crawling with little
kiddies, the beat-up piano, a sour milk smell hanging in the air
that would’ve sent my stomach in a loop-d-loop back in March.
I took a seat up front like I'd promised and heard a child a few
rows back say, “Mama, that lady’s so fat she’s gonna pop!” 1
heard a smack on the wrist and a hiss that went, “Hush up
now or you’ll be waiting on Sissy out in the car.”

While Kiki Offstein played “Jimmy Crack Corn,” her little
brother waddled up next to her and pounded on the high keys,
then faced the audience with a drooling grin. Somebody said,
“Oh, now, isn’t he precious,” but I wasn’t thinking it was sweet.
I was thinking, If I could stand up, I'd dance the jig. I was
thinking, I’m gonna demand a Virginia Slim on the birthing
table, and then in came my mother—the performers were
waiting in the hallway with Teacher—wearing a real crazy
sundress. My mother, God love her, she’d been putting on
weight ever since the divorce. She looked like Humpty Dumpty,
plump in the middle but with scrawny arms and pencil legs.

Here she was, doing the first real thing for herself since
91 and I’ll never forget it. She sat down and rolled her shoulders
a couple times to loosen up and then placed her hands so they
hovered just above the keys and then she closed her eyes and
cocked her head as if she was listening for tell-tale sounds at
the back of the house—someone sneaking in at dawn or
sneaking out past midnight. I was trembling for her and then
down went those long, slightly crooked fingers of hers and I
couldn’t believe my ears. I asked the lady sitting next to me if
I could peek at her program so I could double check what it
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was that Louise Reynolds was pounding out of that trusty
upright. It was beautiful and everyone else, not just me, knew
it too. After she finished Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata,” she
took a bow, and it was little Emma Bacon’s idea to give her the
standing “O.” I worked myself into an upright position and
started clapping my head off. That’s when I whistled and my
water broke.

Turns out, for fifty-four years this piano playing business
had been all cooped up dormant inside my mother. She’d hear,
for example, “Piano Man” on the radio and find herself tapping
the back of her teeth with her tongue. To her, this teeth-tapping
was nothing, just keeping time or a nervous tick. It was one of
her many idiosyncrasies, she’d figured, never knowing that
what she was really doing was using her pearly whites as a
rudimentary keyboard! Don’t ask me if I understand it because
I don’t. Like conceiving a child and giving birth or my best
friend’s photographic memory, it’s beyond me, this music
suspended inside her, ripening for all this time and suddenly
letting go.
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Summertime

Liza Kleinman

Months after it happens you will still be thick with grief.
By then, though, you’ll be accustomed to walking through each
day as if it’s at the bottom of an ocean. The hardest things to
adjust to will be the ones that don’t change: your coworkers,
for example. They’ll still be there after your world has gone
viscous and slow. You’ll have to get used to the way they look
steadily away from the photos on your desk. There may be
someone, a close friend of yours, as work friends go, who
suggests with tact that you take the pictures down. Don’t give
in. People believe they know what’s best for you but they still
have their lives. They function on some other plane, one you
used to inhabit, but there’s no going back, and there’s no bridge
to join you. Don’t let them get your photos from you.

Another thing that won’t change will be the other children,
streaming steadily to school each morning, then to summer
camp, then back to school. You may as well go in to work,
work a full day, despite your boss’ offers, because at least that
way you don’t have to watch the kids go back and forth twice
daily. It’s the city, Brooklyn, and you can’t hide from the voices
on the street. There is no earth to suck down the sounds: little
kids’ wild giggling, the teenagers’ earnest, mean swearing—
the noise hits the pavement and bounces, rises to your window,
works its way under your pillow or between the hot drops of
the shower. Of course the worst for you to see will be the
eight-year-olds, who will have forgotten, already, an afternoon
when the second grade sat cross-legged on the floor for a
discussion about sad feelings, the teacher different from usual,
red-eyed and trembling. They will have forgotten nights when
they greedily eyed the door while their parents pressed them
close and wept onto their necks.
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And the other parents, the other mothers. The lucky ones, or
the ones not cursed. After the flood of cards and flowers they will
look the other way on the street, in the supermarket, because your
luck may be catching. The ones who do meet your eyes will lay a
hand on your shoulder, ask how you’re doing as they look deep into
your face. Don’t be taken in. This is not sympathy. The deep look is
to gauge your flaws, to calculate exactly why it happened to youand
won’t, can’t happen to them.

You, too, will try to gauge your flaws. You will wonder if
there is a strain of cursed luck that runs in your family; there is
a story from generations ago in a small village in the middle of
Europe, your great grandparents? Great great grandparents?
There was a wedding, dancing, drinking, no doubt, and a sick
child inside the house who needed tending. Someone dosed
the child from the wrong bottle, and the child died. But no,
you were not drinking and dancing, there was no question of
neglect. She was not shivering beneath covers in a dark room
that stank of sweat and rubbing alcohol. You did not peer in
at her dizzy from celebration but dutiful, and spoon acid down
her throat. You could not have prevented the car from peeling
around the corner. You always, always taught her to look both
ways. Someone granted the driver a license.

Do not even try to stop thinking of where you were at the
time it happened. You’ll think about it every day, and the fact
won’t change: you were on your way to lunch. You were
meeting someone. You were married to someone else, but that
won’t last for many months afterward. When your marriage
ends, everyone will tell you the statistic: one half of marriages
dissolve after the death of a child. Some people will tell you
this to comfort you, some to convince you to stick it out. The
man you were meeting for lunch will not be any of these people.
He will never matter in your life again except as a shadow
flickering always in your memory. Long after his face
dissolves—because you only knew him a month, met him once
when he installed new computers in your office, and again
when he repaired them—he will be a fixture in your mind. He
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will become part of the litany that will replace any religion
you may have had. Every morning instead of reciting a blessing
or saying prayers this will happen: after you wake up, yow’ll
remember again. Then you’ll run through the list of things
you might have done to prevent it: kept her home from school
that day. Told her she couldn’t go eat at a friend’s house at
lunchtime. Insisted that she stay inside the building all day.
Her father could have insisted. You’ll move on to reasons why
you deserved what happened. Your marriage was shaky, but
no—plenty of parents are breaking up, divorced, never even
married. You’ll remember the lunch date and know what you
would have done if the phone call hadn’t come before you left
the office. You’ll know the terrible thing you would have gone
through with. The man you never even had lunch with will
become the final bead on your rosary, the last thought you
click to by habit before you start each day.

After the leaden blur that is that first year, the summer
will come around again, and you’ll sit out on your stoop
without a sweater while the sidewalk exhales heat. The days
of July and August will end up a yellow smear, patched with
memories of thunder, fat drops, the acrid smell of a wet street.
Day after day at work you’ll enter data, arrange files. But the
evenings will be distinct, will help you remember what it was
like to feel alive. You’ll remember evenings from other summers:
the night your neighbors across the street gave a party, and
you sat out on the stoop and the landlords, who live on the
first floor, came out and sat next to you. They’d been drinking
beer, nice people with two noisy kids your daughter liked. The
landlords had been relaxing over a drink and the wife was
pink and laughing and more pleasant than usual. The husband
went inside and came out with cans looped with plastic gut;
he wrenched one free and handed it to you from behind his
wife, over her head, smiling. Your husband was late at the
office, again, but you felt good. You let the bitter liquid settle
in your mouth, move down your throat and up into your head
and you watched the kids pretend a war was on.
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You’ll remember other evenings: the night a famous actor
walked his dog right past your stoop. “I think you know better
than that,” the actor told his dog, oblivious to you and your
daughter. And a car accident: you and she were watching a
movie on television one Saturday night, Gene Kelly playing a
young navy kid from Brooklyn, of all places. And then outside
on the street the sound, the neighbors rushing to windows,
phone calls to 911. And the next evening, the two of you walked
past the corner where it happened, skid marks all the way up
onto the sidewalk.

That summer a year later, the one you spend remembering
other times, is the summer in which you’ll start to walk, nights.
People will no longer matter to you, but the current of the city
will keep you alive, keep you moving. Every night that summer
youw’ll buy Italian ices from the side window of a nearby pizza
shop, no need to enter the steaming restaurant. You’ll eye the
choice of flavors posted by the window, know which ones to
reject: bubble gum, rainbow, rootbeer. She didn’t like the
chocolate ice, never ordered it, never spoke the words,
“chocolate, please,” so you are able to. Her flavor was cherry,
and for years your eyes will sheet when you see a child’s mouth
rimmed red.

The fellow manning the ice window is young, black-
haired, taut inside his tee-shirt. He scoops the soft, bright ice
into a cup, ridged white paper that you are careful not to clench
too tightly. You pass your dollar to the young man and he
smiles like he remembers you, or anticipates you. He smiles
like the man who fixed computers smiled when he lingered by
your desk a morning after you’d fought with your husband.

A few feet from the window, just next to the door to the
pizza shop, are a pair of coin-operated rides for kids. One is a
mouse—almost Mickey but not quite; he’s eerily elongated,
wearing a hat. The other is—what? A horse? A dog? It grins
crazily, a child astride its saddle. The child’s parent provides a
coin and the creature begins to rock forward and back,
threading music into the night: “Let Me Call You Sweetheart,”
it plays, and then, for another child, “In the Good Old
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Summertime.” It is sound from some other era, from your
father’s, your grandfather’s Brooklyn of Dodgers, of seltzer in
glass bottles. Note follows note, one thin pitch at a time, adding
up to a line of melody that makes your throat ache. You bring
your tongue to sweetened slush and move aside for the next
customer. The metal animals bear toddlers on their backs. Let
me call you sweetbheart, they hum. I'm in love with you.

There are only so many places you’ll go when you walk.
Your neighborhood isn’t big, and you always risk seeing her
friends, still just young enough to swing from their parents’
hands while they lick ice cream and tell stories. The city teems
with voices, with stories. You catch threads as you stride up
the street:

You know how when you dream a place and it isn’t really
that place?

Mom, is that a wolf?

So I'm like, the hell you were there. Like hell you were
there.

And other voices seep up from the pavement, voices from
some other time before you lived here, before you were alive.
Sounds that have lain dormant in corners for generations twist
back to life, echo toward you. Voices of relatives you’ve never
met, or met once as a child, ease their way from cracks in the
sidewalk:

Thank God we were here before the War.

Try a little of this. It’s good for you.

What God? After such a tragedy, there’s God?

Each night that summer yow’ll return home and sit out
on your stoop in the dark. No one will disturb you; your
landlords, your neighbors will assume you want to be left alone.
And so you’ll be alone. The landlords’ kids will tear around
with plastic weapons, across the street a television screen will
flicker blue. From around the corner a faint tinkle of music
will wind past your ears: There’s a time of year that we always
hold dear, good old summertime, with the birds and the trees
and sweet-scented breezes, good old summertime.
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Water Growth, 1995, Kichea S. Burt




Antoine “Fats” Domino, 1997, Kichea S. Burt



Fats Domino
at the Blue Room of The Roosevelt Hotel

Lee Meitzen Grue

Velvet ropes and green peas,
a round table at ring side
in the lush, hushed blue darkness
where ice cubes collided in gin fizzes and Sazerac cocktails.
Murmuring waiters served me and my date,
a male hustler, who specialized
in the wives of men who liked to watch.
Respectful of my near virginity,
he was a hip country boy polite as Elvis,
didn’t smoke, drink or curse, looked like Chet Atkins.
He’d brought me for something he’d heard elsewhere,
something special:
The best band in town—Dave Bartholomew’s band,
Smoky Jobhnson on drums.
Fats was no where to be seen among the white diners.

Some clean, strut young black men set up,
bright and horned for Bartholomew
who kicked off with a hard brass sound
nearly blew us out of our chairs. We were that close.
Fats came in with a careful walk, sat down chunky
and quiet until the spot hit him, turned his face to us,
set his teeth square in a beauty queen smile,
and hit us with Blueberry Hill. We couldn’t sit still.
Hustlers know how to dance.
It was better than a date with a straight man. I let go
and didn’t know where [ was until five years later
when they let me into The Drop
where I caught the last act
and said,

P’ve been here before.
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The Poet Celebrates
4th Of July Weekend
In The City That Care Forgot

(with minor gratitude to r. polanski)

Nancy C. Harris

what’s the difference

if I find a dismembered hand

or torso or tarsus or something

mummified, stuffed like a gleaming filling

inside the bookshelves or far back in the root canals
of the plaster holes insidiously gouged by nails

of prior tenants long since forgotten, unleased?

so what if I saw your face as a ghostly daguerreotype
manifesting on the cracked white walls

papered with after-images of dead poems? and if,

on top of all that, you left a crossword puzzle

of morbid cryptoquotes inside the fishbottle roman candle
bloated bouillabaisse, fishhead soup sieving

through these typewriter keys, this unseasoned fragment?

my own face lines these walls with silvery transformations
onto paper (photo-graphs) fireworked images of a fleshy
instant

that no longer exists, that is now compost

a self canceled by a winding domino dance of fake selves
that line up to the edge of this blank page

and beyond. and what if Madame Blavatsky materialized a

message
on the ouija board:
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“that was some good acid, even by our standards”
metempsychotically yours,

HPB

but if my tarot cards don’t lie

I should be in the land of milk & honey come November
or some such sugary placebo that keeps one going

just for a better view of the sunset or an eventful lunar
eclipse

it’s the damn phenomena that keep me glued to my seat
wanting to see hamlet & ophelia die a thousand times over

& what if the luscious fuchsia banana blossom

falls into my hands trembling with green decadence

the hurtful intensity of shapes, color, sound, smells
musky tastes that float like incense

on the incredible new orleans-in-the-water-drenched-sum-
mer-air

all this a grotesque camouflage for a wallstreet
concentration camp hidden away on the surface of com-
merce

in the midst of buck-a-minute marketplace manias

& what if one morning I just got up & went to work as if
nothing (time-warp) unusual hadn’t happened all weekend?
business as usual

followed by
a

round
hollow
syllable
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Clouds at Camp Gris-Gris
for Andrea Gereighty

Nancy C. Harris

stonehenge surrounded us by twilight
a domed wok-sky of stir fried puffs
encircled the deck with savage, savory poems

clouds metamorphed

into dragons, alligators & other reptilian allusions

while the tarot reader’s synchronicity

was sinfully brimstoned by homeless born-again quatrains
cast off waifs who wagged their tongues & tails '
at all of civilization

yet wanted their rewards

of beer, vodka, wine, dollars

& a place to rest their besotted heads

& lay down their dog-tired bodies

by the levee on the lake of Pontchartrain

no hope, only jesus, the half moon

& the $20 I slipped them

man & wife trusting the lord to provide
whose confiscated children

must be trusting in the state

to provide what they forgo

forgave, forgot

huey p. long once kept secrets in this lakeside camp
haunted by suicides & politically incorrect cadavers
rotting & forgotten on the shores of Pontchartrain
abuses of good ole boys by-gone

politicking & potlucking days

poets recite their lines
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tugging at the piers
whispering with sloshed ghost-fish stories

I am engulfed by the cloudy emanations

of these awkward, wayward poets

who readily admit they want no work no pay

no government hand-outs, only what they can cajole
from guilt-ridden hard-working folk

poets in the fold of paycheck tax-abiding torment
who sell their souls for a few stolen hours

to hammer out their craft & make light play
against a sky of bright blue anguish

turning purple & rose at this celebration

of a memorial day

away from humdrumming workaday holiness:

their two bodies were entwined on the levee

fish caught out of their element gasping for air
strewn wine bottles & cast-off clothes

cigarettes, backpacks & other bait

we walked around them down to the pavement

of civilization filled with clouds of ominous peace.

there is no cure

for the terminally saved & nothing to address.

but I can’t keep the haunting thought from forming
cumulously wispy threads:

they might be happy

on their suffering cloud

they might be free

they are a mirror

they are miraculous

they are the cure

they are pure

they are a sign

they will come back to baunt us.
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Rhythms ¢& Waves, 1993, Kichea S. Burt
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J. “Smokey” Jobnson, 1993, Kichea S. Burt




Eluard Burt, 1995, Kichea S. Burt



Tuba Fats, 1997, Kichea S. Burt




Fred Kemp, 1994, Kichea S. Burt



My Friend, Stanley Kowalski

Three years since I've been here
in the blooming spring

& within twenty-four hours
I’ve got a problem,

my face doubles in size,

I am the elephant man

I’d been fine in the tent

when W. Marsalis led a new group,
some New Orleans kids, through
Coltrane’s “Love Supreme”—

I thought I’d died

and gone to heaven—

surprisingly adept,

these Treme boys

At Allan Jaffe’s funeral

a few years before, Id followed
the Treme Brass Band

home from the second line

in lunatic rain

through old Creole
neighborhoods—drummer Cie Frazier
won’t go outside anymore;

too many animals, he says—

I’d followed the band home
through forbidden streets

to an abandoned storefront:
inside, flags, banners;

cymbals, trumpets, tambourines;

David R. Y oung
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girlfriends, Dixie beer;

& the boys kept playing

“Just a Closer Walk” & other hymns
dirges recitations, uptempo,

into late afternoon sunlight

Cie recalled, “Once

in San Francisco”—

he called it San Fran Frisco—
“once we opened for a band
called the Graceful Dead,
some name, ain’t it?”

Walking home from the jazz tent,
passing St. Louis Cemetery No. 3,
I recall the funeral

of Ralston Crawford, precisionist
painter, my first jazz funeral,
walking with Bill Russell

under the stone angels,

the clarinet player

grousing about the heat,

the family weeping, the locals
dancing in the street, the rage

of the living for life

It was Bill Russell

who found Bunk Johnson

in New Iberia, bought him a cornet
& a set of teeth, let the old man
play right to the end

And now Bill Russell

and the clarinet player
have marched to their own
jazz funerals
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Whistling past #3, I sneeze—
by the time I’ve crossed

City Park, under the live oaks,
past the tablecloths & buckets
of Popeye’s fried chicken

& dirty rice, by the time

I arrive at my friend’s house,
my head has exploded, my eyes
just slits, I have that

Dizzy Gillespie chipmunk look

My friend tries to soothe me
with ice packs, plays Chet Baker
cool westcoast jazz, thinking
I’m neurasthenic, like Blanche;
we drink a little,

I down a few pills

In the dull, opiated room

I recall the flowers

on the gates of the cemetery—
little white flowers

never will awaken you,

Billie Holiday sang,

but my little white flowers,
ligustre, just close my eyes

I’'m given a Mardi Gras mask

so I can circulate, less noticeably,
among old friends at the party—
the party was always here,

never anywhere else

Later, the skin on my face

tight as scotch tape,

my friend carrying on

without me, [ awaken long enough
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to see him hurling a short stack

of dinner plates off the front porch,
into the street, hollering

someone’s name

Later still, Stella says,
“Whenever the son of a bitch
does this, I just tell him,

‘For every plate you break,

I buy a setting for four’”
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yeah you rite for bob kaufman

Dennis Formento

your desperation cut, Bob, quicker than eye

people today get that lonely
and do they know it

split the head & there’s Buddha
among the beggars and squeegeemen
you were “a full-service beatnik”

in Baraka’s angelus of power

“African giants hired by the foot with secret orders to kill
Picasso”

where did you find Lorca’s grave
& when did you board Lenin’s schoolbus
where did you junk it

“the dream is on the heights and rising”

are the dead reborn

is the body reassembled of its sundered parts
does the head still glow

while a secret unrest gnaws

in the heart of being

cynicism opens its fly & nothing comes out
exile is not being home

in any world
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Acts of God

James Nolan

Outside, rowboats paddled up Canal Street
while I was delivered howling by lantern

in a hospital called Hotel Dieu during

a hurricane that knocked out New Orleans.
I have a feel for rattling window panes,

for rivers racing through sky, tor heaven

flung endlessly down. This year Lent begins
with God banging on the door like the police.
Venetian blinds clatter against glass,

gusts ripple through calendar pages back

to the day of my birth, the steel wok hung

by a hook from the rafter chimes an Angelus

against the skillet, curtains billow as I
follow from bed to bed, room to room, city
to city, continent to continent, capturing
the wind like a spinnaker, covering weather
maps with cyclonic swirls and arrows, over-
flowing boundaries, sexes, and time zones.

My kitchen globe brightens as the sky blackens
and rising with the steam of a boiling kettle

I approach my glory, the air finally matching
my emergency, reaching for the same velocity,
announcing ourselves with a loosened shutter
back and forth against the side of the house.
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King

Lee Meitzen Grue

The uncertain notes of Down by the Riverside hang
over the bare heads of my children marching

in the Lower Ninth Ward,

the horns tilt up singing

to a crowd with teeth.

Some of the teeth smile,

some of the teeth snarl, uneasy
like an animal just free, but
too long in a cage.

My children crane their heads,

look over their shoulders to see

if I’'m still there.

Why I ask this of them,

this march for something or someone—

a flickering charcoal image. A face on T.V.
returning each year, endlessly

repeating, I have a dream.

I tell them stories:

Six years old I run to the front door to answer
the bell.

A lady asks to see my grandmother.

Irun

the full length of the house, out the back gallery,
all the way to the kitchen.

My grandmother is old. She moves slowly.
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Someone says, You told your grandmother
a lady’s at the door. It’s just some woman off the street.
You shouldn’t bother your grandmotbher like that.

I knew a lady when I saw one.
Doctor King released me.

Downstairs at the Wilbert Movie theater

I sit scratching fleas under my socks.

I think there aren’t any fleas in the balcony,
want to sit there but can’t.

At my nanny’s house I listen

to the radio in a rocker my size
with a blue-cotton cover tied
to the axe-whittled arms made
for some dead master’s child,

Dr. King released me.
I master no one and no one masters me.

They tried:
said my dancing was common,
my mouth smart.
They reined me in to keep me safe.
Make a lady.
But they couldn’t fool me,
I knew about bondage
from my whittled chair.

Now:

Music drums in my belly like a heartbeat.
I write what I see

in black on white.

King spoke:
All the petty pride of the genteel poor, poor
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as their servants, washed from me
in the brown river of his voice.

As the marchers weave and snake
in this year’s parade,

I wish,

before they cut him down,

the peace keeper could have told us,
a new dream for our children.

For anyone really listening,
the music is not loud enough
to drown

the rumble:

millions of bellies growling.
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Some Kind of Resurrection
—for Everette Maddox (1944-1989)

Peter Cooley

Here in the street my friend and I could catch the elegy
within the bar where poets read each Sunday
until today, words raising the dead poets finally.

¥ &

I caught small gulps: “genius,” “prodigy,”
“major work not finished,” and I played back his confession,
Scotch in hand, before I read a year ago

while we waited for the tanked-up crowd to settle down.
“My muse is gone, my woman and daughter,
all I’ve got is booze, want a drink?”

Next his introduction, grandiloquent if stumbling,
all the dates and names of books in place from memory.
But now, back in the streets of our gulf city,

a procession wove out of the bar, a woman poet friend
swathed in black as always, swayed at its head,
bearing a box labeled “Rhett’s ashes,”

and a jazzband followed, all the members drunk.
Dumbly I followed, all the New Orleans poets followed
this piper who should have borne us into the Mississippi

to baptize ourselves and be cleansed of this addiction
to celebrate the death of the poet as our own
in the bar’s neighborhood, those homes he frequented,

door after door, adopting him, throwing him out.
Shall I say for the sake of the poem: he rose again?
Not from this crowd proclaiming his name
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since the bearer of the box and all who chose communion
were admitted, door opening on door
to receive a cup, another, then another

until the multitudes swelled, then, lunging, drunk, dispersed.
I turned to my friend, a poet,
neither of us drinking, though we used to together

constantly, and both of us confessed
to the other we hated our guts this minute
for refusing to drink when he’d want us to

so we wouldn’t judge him on this, his final day.
And who were we to say he wouldn’t have found
other ways to do himself in, considering

the ones we’d tried, separately, together?

And both of us agreed we were no friend
to him or to each other or anyone, ever.
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Taking Fred To The Graveyard, 1997, Kichea S. Burt




That Final Walk With Pallbearers, 1997, Kichea S. Burt




As The Casket Leaves The Church, 1997, Kichea S. Burt






Troy “Trombone Shorty” Andrews, 1997, Kichea S. Burt



After the Olney, Texas
One-Armed Dove Shoot

Lee Meitzen Grue

The year I started third grade we moved to Olney, Texas,
a town where a big twister had gone through and killed twenty
people. After that everybody got busy and dug storm cellars to
hide in when the next twister came along, but the last one had
been ten years before we got there, and the unused storm cellars
had given over to spider webs and roll-em-up bugs.

We rented the back part of a house owned by a
chiropractor. It was a pretty, frame house with a front door
and a long hall to our apartment in the rear. There was an
octagon bay in front, where the doctor had his practice. Most
interesting to a kid, were the two magnolias trees, and the
storm cellar in the backyard. Forbidden to go into the storm
cellar, I often played around it.

The rectangular concrete structure was shaped like one
of the graves above ground in Louisiana, but tilted, one end
rising out of the ground higher than the other. There was a
door to the cellar with a regular door handle. It scared me. I
would never have gone down into it willingly.

In Louisiana, where we come from, there is service to and
communion with, the dead. Each year on All Saints Day, I"'d
go with my grandmother to the cemetery where I’d pull grass
out of the cracks while she white washed the tomb. The easy,
comfortable talk my grandmother had with her dead was
something [ grew accustomed to, although I never heard them
answer her back, not my grandfather, or the assorted children,
who had died in infancy or were still-born. She carried on
both sides of the conversation, just the way my mother did
with her cat, Eurydice.
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My grandmother always looked refreshed and happy after we
cleaned the graves, but that was Louisiana and Catholic. The
dead people in Olney were mostly Baptists or Methodists buried
in the ground. I had a feeling you could get below much faster,
if you opened the door to the storm cellar.

My best friend was a girl named Amarillo, after the Texas
city, not the Spanish word for yellow. Her father was some
kind of a rodeo rider, and she said her mother used to do the
barrel races. Why they were living in Olney I don’t know; they
didn’t have any people there, and her father was not working
when I met her. Swathed in white bandages around his chest,
he was on the beige couch drinking whiskey, whenever I went
to get Amarillo.

Amarillo was a fancy dresser; she wore white socks with
lace around the ankles, and Mary Jane patent leather shoes
with taps on them. She’d break into shuffle, ball, change, step,
whenever she heard music. Amarillo and her mother went to
the movies a lot, they had worked out some pretty elaborate
deals with the manager to get in free. Amarillo’s regular reading
material was movie magazines, she talked a lot about her future
career, which would be tap dancing like Ann Miller in movie
musicals,

* * b

Our landlord, Dr. Eklund, was all blond and white hands.
Whatever he said was kind of oily and heavy like peanut butter;
he had a hard time getting words off the roof of his mouth and
out in the open. Unlike most of the men in town, he always
wore a suit and a hat, a Panama in summer. The weather in
Olney, as I remember it, was always summer. I don’t know
where Dr. Eklund came from and I don’t know where he went
after; but he had been there three years, when we came to
know him.

The Olney Progress advertised his clinic: “Female
disorders cured through manipulation.” I seldom read the
Progress, there wasn’t much to it; my passionate summer
reading was The National Geographic. 1 was a full fledged
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member of The National Geographic Society with my name
engraved on a certificate. My Aunt had sent me a subscription
for my birthday. Each month of my ninth year I received a
magazine full of color pictures of exotic peoples from foreign
lands, many of whom were women who wore no brassieres,
or, for that matter, blouses. The men, too, were naked most of
the time, except for a strategic scrap of hide that looked like a
holster worn in front.

My father was exploring for oil around Olney, that’s what
he did, worked for The Independent Exploration Company;
the other people, who worked for them, were mostly Germans.
We’d come into a town before the oil crew and he’d survey for
possible drill sites. My father was good at most things he did.
A great hunter, in the course of surveying, he killed hundreds,
maybe thousands, of doves and frogs. There were bull frogs in
all the ponds around Olney. My mother cleaned frog legs and
doves daily.

When anyone, who had never eaten frog, inquired what
frog tasted like, my mother would say, “Chicken—frog legs
taste just like chicken.” To this day, when someone says
something tastes like chicken, I get that cold, fishy frog leg
taste in my mouth and can’t eat. Personally, I would like to
have had a chicken now and then. The only time we got fried
chicken was when we’d go to Louisiana. My grandmother
cooked fried chicken every Sunday. My mother and I would
both try to sweet talk my grandmother out of the liver with its
crisp, brown crust and pink, succulent inside. Most of the time
she’d cut it in two, but once she gave me the whole thing, and
my mother was smiling at me, like she didn’t mind.

In Olney it was frog legs, dove, or steak. My father, born
in Texas, was reared on bad food. Unlike many Texans he
seemed to know the difference, except when it came to steak.
He would eat steak anywhere, including Lena Belle’s Post Office
Cafe, where they fried steaks until you could have strung them
with shoe laces and worn them for mukluks.

Yesterday, on National Public Radio, I heard them talking
about the annual one-armed dove shoot, which is probably
what brought all this to mind. My ninth year was the year of
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the first one-armed dove shoot. My father, being such a good
shot, was invited to be one of the judges. He really wanted to
compete, but if you had two good arms you couldn’t compete,
that was the rule.

Geophysical crews, at that time, exploded stick dynamite
in the ground to produce sound waves. The seismic waves were
reproduced on photographic paper to show where the oil might
be located. Men on the crews customarily carried dynamite
around in their trucks. My father suffered from dynamite
headaches, which caused him to drink excessive amounts of
whiskey to dull the pain.

Dynamite explosions were loud, smoky, and huge. I never
saw an actual explosion, but my father had a brownie and
took pictures of them: Enormous tornado shapes of black
smoke. Sometimes men on the crew got hurt: legs blown off—
arms. My mother and I worried about my father. One night
when he came home with his right arm in a sling she looked
sick with worry. I could tell it wasn’t too bad, because he had
a big grin on his face.

Within the week he had resigned as judge of The Olney,
Texas One Armed Dove Shoot and, with a special dispensation
from some guy named Dusty Rhodes, he was on the official
roster to compete. His only real competition was a one-armed
bricklayer from Abilene, but the bricklayer’s good arm was
his right arm. My Daddy competed with his left hand; spinning
the rifle like John Wayne, he acted like he shot left-handed
everyday. Flocks of doves were decimated by the contestants,
but my father won the trophy. Luckily, the competition was a
community affair, so my mother didn’t have to clean the kill.

My culinary education came, as did my sexual education,
from the pages of The National Geographic. Every afternoon
after school, Amarillo and I would sit on the glider under the
magnolia tree reading the latest issue until we found a native
scenario with which we could identify. We then proceeded to
act it out with suitable costume or lack of costume. Sometimes
we were Native Americans, on which occasion we wore brown
blankets my mother kept in a trunk at the foot of the bed.
Reeking of mothballs, with turkey feathers in our hair, we
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smoked “peace” butts from Dr. Eklund’s waiting room, while
taking turns reading aloud from People of the Plains.

Our totem was a sick crow my father had brought home
from one of his hunting expeditions. “Only winged it,” he
explained. The crow, confined in an inverted milk bottle box,
sat hunched in one corner well away from the water and dead
mouse my father had so thoughtfully provided. Through the
metal mesh, we could see the crow and he could see us, if he’d
ever cared to look.

“Oh, Big Crow,” we chanted, “we entreat your great spirit
to enter our bodies and fly us away from here.”

For endless summer days we waited for the crow to
answer, my father in his boundless optimism, had told us how
crows, like parrots, could be taught to speak—how this one,
as soon as he recovered from his slight wound, would
immediately launch into intelligible conversation based upon
the new words we taught him. Instead the crow moped,
growing weaker, and splattering the dirt floor with a limey
diarrhea that resembled the excretions of a sick chicken my
grandmother had once kept in a box by the stove. Chicken
Bitty had the pip. He did not die from the pip. He recovered,
became a great pet, had the run of the house, and died of old
age. The crow was not so lucky. One day he fell over stiff-
legged and soiled, still confined to his box.

My father, disappointed with his bird, went out and killed
thirty-two doves. They were piled four deep on the kitchen
counter. There was a feathery, musty smell around the kitchen,
not unlike the smell from the crow’s cage.

One morning, as I was waiting on the front steps holding
a magnolia with thick velvety petals and a stamen as big around
as my thumb to give to my mother, Amarillo’s mother, Mrs.
Guyeuski, came up the front walk to go to work for the
chiropractor. When Mrs. Guyeuski saw the magnolia, she let
out a little scream in that breathless way she had.

“Oh, Lorraine, that is the most beautiful flower I have
ever seen. Are you going to give it to your mother?”
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“Yes, ma’am, I am,” I said with some satisfaction.

“Well, I wish I had a little girl like you to bring me a
flower.”

1lit up like a Christmas tree and said, “Mrs. Guyeuski, [
promise I'll get you a magnolia just as pretty as this.”

“I bet you will,” she said, and staggered off into the office
in her high heeled cowboy boots and buckskin fringe. Mrs.
Guyeuski walked as if her bones were not permanently attached
to each other. She looked disconnected—fragile.

My mother was very pleased with the magnolia; she loved

flowers, and she put it into water, in a red coffee can, in the
middle of the kitchen table.

5 * %

Perhaps, The National Geographic sharpened our powers
of observation; it was on that same afternoon that Amarillo
and I first noticed: On Tuesdays, from twelve until two, no
female patients came or went. Amarillo’s mother and Dr.
Eklund sequestered themselves in a treatment room for the
better part of those two hours, and we heard music we’d never
heard before. It started out slow and insistent like drums
marching, but moved up in intensity and volume to a Spanish
crescendo, building, at last, into a flurry of horns and conflicting
emotions. We whirled ourselves dizzy on the front gallery, until
the music ended suddenly, and we threw ourselves down on
the green grass panting like a couple of dogs.

There was a problem connected to the promise I had made
to Mrs. Guyeuski. The flower I had picked for my mother
hung unusually low and heavy on the tree. It had been easy to
pick. All the others were too high. I quit reading The National
Geographic. 1 quit playing with Amarillo. All 1 did was try to
find a magnolia low enough to pick for Mrs. Guyeuski. I tried
leaning off the roof of the back tool shed, but the slope dipped
down too far from the tree. Amarillo helped me carry an eight
foot wooden ladder from her house to my yard. The last step
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of the ladder was still a good two feet from the lowest blossom,
and a mile from the crotch of the tree.

Amarillo showed no real interest. A sulky look, which
expressed itself as a flattening of the forehead, had settled on
her face,

She said, “I don’t want to play magnolia any more.”

After three days of frantic hanging off of, and climbing
up on, the magnolia blossoms still hung on the trees like so
many moons drawing tides.

My mother seemed oblivious to this activity on the part
of the children. It was as if we lived in a different, but coexistent
dimension with the adults. My mother was fixated on her cat,
Eurydice. The cat was old and disdainful of everyone. She peed
in shoes, threw up on my favorite book and anything of value
made of paper: money, birth certificates—signed report cards.

The cat’s ultimate act of terrorism was heaving a massive,
gooey hairball on the trigger and stock of my father’s favorite
shotgun. I thought she was a dead cat for sure. He pointed the
gun right between her eyes; the blast would have taken her
head off, but she stared him down, and the gun failed to fire.
Cat slime had fouled the firing mechanism.

My father called the cat some word I’d never heard before,
and my mother called him a “murderous son-of-a bitch,” a
phrase I could not have imagined falling from her lips. He
slunk out like a dog that’s been shot by a skunk.

Of course, my mother was mad at the cat, too. She ignored
Eurydice for about a week. Fed her, but didn’t talk to her, or
pet her. The cat would ignore my mother anytime she felt like
it, but like most of us she couldn’t stand getting her own
treatment. Eurydice took sick, and by the time my mother made
up with my father and noticed, the cat was sick to death. This
brought Dr. Eklund into the picture. My mother seldom had
time for the chiropractor, but when her cat got sick she called
upon him for medical advice. She would never have taken
Eurydice, whom she considered a superior being, to a
veterinarian. It so happened that Mrs. Guyeuski was absent
from work that day. My mother carried the cat into Dr. Eklund’s
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office. The fur on Eurydice’s back was so squashed down it
looked like a flat black paint job on a used car.

Dr. Eklund wasted no time; he lifted the cat from my
mother’s arms, and propped her up over a long, chrome metal
bar in front of a fluoroscope. When my mother saw her cat’s
skeleton on the fluoroscope, she began to sob helplessly. Dr.
Eklund put his puffy, white hand, with its onyx ring and square
cut, shiny fingernails, on the back of my mother’s neck and
smoothed the light hair there.

He said, “Don’t cry, my dear. I'm here.”

Amarillo said, “Hey, Lorraine, let’s go read The National
Geographic.” We ran out of there, back to the glider, but it
wasn’t safe there either. Magnolias hung over the glider like
the Milky Way. I had trouble focusing on the Mexican women
leaning over their camp fire cooking tortillas on iron griddles.
Amarillo said she was going to show the recipe for Chicken
Mole to her mother, and ran off home with the magazine.

There was a trash fire by the storm cellar. I sat there staring
at it. There was no regular garbage pickup in Olney, even my
mother threw anything that might be incinerated onto the fire.
The only trash we saved were the cans and bottles my father
took out to the dump when he’d go to shoot rats. In the summer
in Texas, the heated air is distorted like a fun house mirror, the
trash fire, too, changed the way things looked. Studying that
fire, I renewed my pledge; I had told Mrs. Guyeuski I was
going to give her a magnolia, and I intended to do it. My mother
was spending a lot of time with Dr. Eklund as they tried to
save Eurydice. Like any long illness in a household, Eurydice’s
sickness brought out the worst in everyone.

Standing in my mother’s cool, darkened bedroom was
like standing at the bottom of the sea; I knew I was out of my
depth, but I opened her present drawer, and took out a piece
of fine, white tissue paper. Then I went into the kitchen, where
the magnolia rested in its red coffee can. I took the blossom,
carefully dried the stem with a dishcloth, wrapped it as a florist
would in tissue paper, and ran off to Amarillo’s house.
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At the front door I could hear—lifted voices—her parents
arguing. I knocked on the door anyway. Amarillo’s father
answered looking mad.

He said, “Go away. Amarillo can’t play today.”

“I have something for Mrs. Guyeuski,” I said, and held
out the flower.

He said, “What’s this?”

“It’s a magnolia for Mrs. Guyeuski from an admirer.”

He took it and slammed the door.

* > %

My mother sat in the kitchen in her old rocker. Eurydice
was right at hand in a cardboard box. The cat was lying on a
down pillow covered by a blue, flannel sheet blanket. Her eyes
were glazed, her breath shallow. I noticed specks of dirt on the
blanket; the specks were crawling through the loose weave of
the blanket—fleas leaving. My mother said, “Nobody knows
me but Eurydice.” Tears were seeping like a slow leak in the
levee. When the river broke, it was the flower that did it. Dr.
Eklund had visited our apartment at least twice a day since the
cat got sick. He’d pat my mother’s hand, and tend to the poor
old cat. He didn’t trot in a kitty life support system, but that’s
about all he didn’t do. I could see it was just to get close to my
mother; he didn’t like the cat at all.

In her grief-ridden state, my mother couldn’t keep up with
the doves or the frogs. There were dishpans of dead things
everywhere; they smelled bad, and they never stopped coming.
Noisy—dirty with pond scum, blood, and feathers . . . my
father’s frisky bird dog Lady rushed in. Daddy, carrying his
shotgun, came in after, and hung a string of quail up by the
sink. The sight of the shotgun was enough to send Dr. Eklund
back to his office. “Just looking in on the Mrs.,” he said. Lady
rushed over to the death bed, tail wagging, and mouthed
Eurydice’s whole head, then Lady picked her up by the head
and, expecting praise, retrieved her for my father.

My father said, “Drop it. Drop it.” Lady dropped
Eurydice by his right boot.
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“Good dog.” he said. “Good dog.”

My mother didn’t think so. All she said was, “No more
birds. No more frogs.” Dad and Lady left, but still Eurydice
hung on. My mother sat with the cat’s wet head in her hand.
She looked up at me, her dark eyes shiny with tears, and said,
“Baby, where’s my flower? I want to look at my flower.”

I said, “I took it outside to get some sun.”

“It’s not growing anymore, Baby. It doesn’t need sun. Bring
it here so I can look at it.”

Stalling for time, I said, “I’ll go get it.”

The kitchen counter was full of dead birds, so was the big
cracker can by the back door. I picked up the cracker can and
took it with me. Outside I stood on the back steps, the summer
heat hitting my face like a blast furnace. The trash fire by the
storm cellar smelled of burnt food and ashes. The air above it
looked like a wavy glass window in an old house. “What I
need to do is cook something,” I said.

A blue enamel dishpan from under the house made a fine
griddle; I threw some birds on: guts, beaks, and feathers intact.
Amarillo arrived to help. She gathered some bricks to balance
the pan, but then when the fire burned through the big wood,
the cooking birds dropped down into the ashes. We fished them
out and threw them back on to cook some more.

The fire had been burning a long time and the coals were
gray and red. Just the way a barbecue fire is supposed to look.
The smoke flowing around us smelled like hair burning. It
could have been my hair; I'd been hanging over the fire for
hours, sweaty hair stuck to my face, smoke and stink rising.

Amarillo said, “Are we supposed to eat this?”

“I will,” I said. “You don’t just kill something and leave
it. Good sportsmen eat what they kill.”

“We didn’t kill them birds.” Amarillo said. “I want to go
back to Fort Worth.”

“What’s in Fort Worth?”

“My grandmother. She’s got good sense. They done yet?”

“No, they’ve got to cook all day.”
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It was afternoon. We kept cooking. Amarillo’s mother
came by.

She said, “That’s so cute. You girls are going to make
some man happy. Thank you, Lorraine, for my beautiful
flower.”

Busy cooking, I had forgotten about the flower, I said,
“Wait a minute, Mrs. Guyeuski, I’ve got to get that flower
back.”

She wrinkled her forehead and said, “Don’t be silly,
Lorraine. You don’t want to be an Indian giver.”

“I’ve been an Indian all day and it was fine,” I said. “I’ve
got to get that flower back.”

“Indian giver—Indian giver. Hominy grits and calves
liver,” she said and went inside.

“Icould have told you she wouldn’t give it back,” Amarillo
said.

“I have to get it back. You can get it while she’s gone.”

“Yes, I can,” Amarillo said, her forehead looking flat.
“I’d like to tear it up.”

“Don’t do that. It’s my mama’s.”

Finally, she gave in and we went over to her house. I stood
outside. Her daddy was asleep on the couch; all I could see
were nipples, hair, and a big scar. He looked like Torso Man
on the freak poster at The Ringling Bros. Barnum and Bailey
Circus, the time I had water blisters on my feet from walking
in new shoes. To this day, whenever my feet hurt, I think of
freaks. I was thinking about freaks when I heard a crash; Torso
Man jumped up and disappeared. I disappeared too. Back home
I sat on the glider under the magnolia tree.

Pretty soon Torso Man comes by with a shirt on, holding
Amarillo tight by the upper arm. In his free hand, he had my
mother’s magnolia. He marched Amarillo right into Dr.
Eklund’s office, and I heard him yelling, “A damned thief in
my own house.”

My mother called me, but not from our back door—from
Eklund’s office. Inside, she was standing by a white porcelain
examining table; Eurydice’s corpse was laid out on the table.
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Eklund had his, “don’t get upset” expression, and Mrs.
Guyeuski was there, holding my mother’s magnolia, which had
turned brown. Guyeuski was crying big, mascara tears. I could
see from Amarillo’s set face she hadn’t told anybody anything.

My mother gave me the look. She said, “Why did you
give Mrs. Guyeuski my flower?”

“Because I promised.”

She said, “Lorraine, you know better than to make
promises you can’t keep,” and she gave Mrs. Guyeuski the
flower. The Guyeuskis went home, still yelling at each other,
and they took Amarillo with them. My mother and I went
home in silence. That’s the way it was all day. I had to go to
my room and take a nap. My daddy came home birdless and 1
got to go outside.

There were the birds still on the griddle! I ‘d completely
forgotten them. Greasy, charred lumps: That was all that was
left. They smelled awful when I tried to pry them off the pan.
Amarillo came running up like the calvary was at her back.
She was all dressed up in a peach dress and new, black patent
leather shoes with taps on them. She broke into shuffle, ball,
change, step, on the walk way. It sounded like gun fire.

She said, “My Daddy and Mama are sorry they called me
a thief. They bought me new clothes to make up for it. Now
they want me to go to the revival at the Baptist church and
testify. Damned if I’ll do it,” she said pretty strong.

“That sure is a pretty dress,” I lied.

She was poking the white coals with a chinaberry stick.
“Thief’s dress.” she said.

“You deserve a nice dress,” I said.

“Thieves don’t get paid. Thieves go to the electric chair.”
“No,” I said. “Just murderers,”

“I’m going to burn it up,” she said, and before I knew it,
jumped with both feet into the fire. A little ash stirred up out
of the white coals and her frilly nylon skirt smoked and curled
around the edges. Amarillo stood there shivering like she had
a chill. I couldn’t move.
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When I reached for her, the coals were so hot—it was her
skirt I got hold of, and I pulled as hard as I could. Finally, she
just walked out on her own like she was walking on ice cubes;
she wasn’t screaming or crying. Her shoes were charred, but
the lace around her socks hadn’t burned. I screamed and
screamed for my Mama when [ saw that lace. I screamed like
I’d been burned.

“Mama—Mama,” I screamed. “Mama.”

I came screaming into the kitchen as my mother was
running in the front door yelling, “Baby, Baby, where are you?”

She grabbed me before I could run out into the street. I
tried to tell her, but the more I tried, all I could say was,
“Burned—burned,” and my mother was looking all over me
for the burned place, when I got out, “Amarillo,” she ran out
the back door and I ran with her. The coals were pink and
white and there was a trail of coals and ashes, but Amarillo
was gone up in smoke.

It took all the neighbors, my daddy, her parents, the sheriff
and his deputies all day and the next to find her, and then, it
was my daddy’s bird dog Lady who found her.

Lady started scratching at the storm cellar door. Somebody
had to go find the key, and when Amarillo’s daddy carried her
out, I thought she was dead. Her eyes were stuck shut, but she
never cried. She was in the hospital for about a year. They said
her skin came off her feet like socks.

I went to see her one time. Mrs. Jenkins, the nurse, was
my mother’s friend and let me in, although I wasn’t old enough
to be there. There were some real pretty paper dolls an old
lady had given me, skinny, twenties looking flappers with
marcelled hair, whose paper clothes were antebellum hoop
skirts. Nothing matched. They were the kind of thing Amarillo
used to get a kick out of, but when I gave them to her, she
didn’t laugh or say much. By this time she’d had gangrene and
lost a couple of toes.

The only thing she did say was,

“Lorraine, I've decided I’'m going to be a singer, instead
of a dancer, when I go to Hollywood.”
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Jesus, with Truncheon
Mark Whitaker

A glass of water would have been welcome out in the
mid-August swelter where Dob Miller stood in the only suit
he owned. He’d been through four interviews since 10:00, and
the results could be read in the droop of his head and the slouch
of his shoulders. Wanting to save the bit of change he had,
he’d tried walking back to Greg’s, but had to pull up 50 blocks
short, at a bus stop on the corner of Jefferson and Claiborne.

There was plenty of water, and a can of Blue Runner beans,
waiting at Greg’s place. Hunger and thirst were temporary
problems, hardly distractions from the big picture. He’d been
wondering if what he felt lay closer to humility or self-pity. In
the end, he decided one was about as bad as the other. The
simplest solution would have been to pick up a phone, but
going back to Dothan meant more than slinking back to the
steady odd-job income he could pull painting kitchens and
plunging stopped-up toilets for Uncle Will. It would be a return
to his mother’s endless round of admonishments. Finish college.
Call Lisa Pennypecker and accept her apology. Get involved
in the church. She’d be in her glory; of course she’d pay for a
bus ticket home.

He’d thought he would have been able to wash dishes or
bus tables until something he liked came along, hadn’t known
letters of recommendation were required of shrimp peelers and
oyster shuckers, that you had to know somebody to sweep
floors. There wasn’t even work picking up trash. The city had
reneged on its contract with the sanitation company in order
to keep the jail open. Garbage collection had been suspended
for two weeks, and trash bags lined the streets, lending the
famous New Orleans’ atmosphere a texture no postcard could
capture.
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