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Confessions and 
Cuban Missiles 

Karen Minton 

Last summer, T .P. Sailors walked home drunk from the 
V.F.W. and fell off the Pocata Slough Bridge and died. 

Last summer, John F. Kennedy's second cousin once removed 
moved into the Hulsey house. 

Last summer, Charlie Wooster got run over, and Cuba was 
making missiles to shoot right at Jackson County. 

I was winding myself around in my swing, watching the new 
family move into the Hulsey house. I pushed myself in circles till 
the red dust was swirling and the chain links were wound down to 
my hands. I asked Mother once why nobody lived long in that 
house and she said it's because they're renters. I glanced at them 
again, then tucked my feet up under the swing and went flying. I 
twirled faster and faster till green trees, white houses, Daddy's 
peacock-blue Ford Galaxy, and the pink Hulsey house blurred 
together, and all I knew was colors flying through the air like tail 
ends of paintbrushes. 

The chains snapped even, then wound the other way, slower 
and slower. I looked down at the dirt to hold onto the colors. Red 
dust around one way, the other, slower and slower. 

Renters. Once the renters in the Hulsey house had ringworms. 
Mother said no child of hers was going to have ringworms and I 
couldn't play with the renters anymore. Filthy, Mother called 
them. I still got ringworms-one on my leg just above my knee 
and one on my neck. Mother put me in a tub of scalding water 
and scrubbed me till I squalled. I felt ashamed until Daddy came 
home from the mill and named my ringworms Bess and Charlie. 

The renters moving in now had a boy a little older than me. He 
was carrying cardboard boxes into the house and every time he 
went to the pickup truck, he looked over my way. Once, while he 
was looking, I turned upside down in my swing and wrapped my 
legs around the chains and pushed myself with my hands. He 
was about eleven or twelve, I guessed, and skinny. There were 
three girls, too, older, and a woman with a black bun on her head 
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and a big belly. His daddy had a big belly, too, and long hair slick-
ed back like T.P. Sailors'. 

T .P. Sailors used to live in a silver trailer in the park just up the 
road. He was in the war a long time ago and got shot, and Mother 
said he was living off welfare. Daddy was in the war, too, and 
said it wasn't welfare, it was V.A. benefits. T.P. Sailors didn't 
have to work at the mill or the chicken plants, so I talked to him 
some. He gave me money from all over. A dime from France, 
and a penny from England, and some more I don't rememtier. He 
was going to teach me to play blackjack. Charlie Wooster liked 
T.P. Sailors. 

Daddy's been at the mill for a long time. It's awful hot in the 
summer, so he gets to go on nightshift then. The morning after 
the new renters moved in, I was quiet so he could sleep. I was 
making a playhouse under the water oak where the grass won't 
grow, drawing out rooms with a stick. Charlie Wooster followed 
me around, wanting me to throw the stick, and I had to draw 
again over his paw prints. 

"I saw your panties yesterday, you hanging upside down in the 
swing like that." 

I jerked my head up. The new renter kid. Charlie Wooster 
growled. 

"Didn't either." I looked down at my stick. 
"Aw, don't be ashamed," he said. "I see panties all the time. 

I've got three sisters. They wear bras, and I see them, too." 
Charlie Wooster got between us, barking like a banshee, but 

his tail was wagging. I scratched little boxes in the dirt, then 
looked up. Not all the way to his face, but at the knees of his 
jeans, worn white. I just stared, and he moved his bare feet, kick-
ing dirt a little. You're not supposed to stare, so I looked down 
and said what's your name. 

"Danny Kennedy. What's yours?" 
"Darcy Whitlow." 
He laughed. "Darcy. I never heard of Darcy before." 
Well, then I looked him straight in the eye. Daddy says always 

be proud of my name, and T.P. Sailors had a cowboy in one of his 
westerns named Darcy. I told Danny Kennedy I was named after 
a cowboy. Mother yelled out the kitchen window for me to hush 
that dog up, did I want to wake up my daddy, and I hoped she 
hadn't heard me say I was named after a cowboy. I patted 
Charlie Wooster, and told him to hush and threw my drawing 
stick. He barked once more, then took off after it. 

"So?" Danny Kennedy looked at the kitchen window. 
Mother's head was gone. "I'm John F. Kennedy's second 



9 

cousin." 
I just looked at him. 
"Well, not really his second cousin." He came into my house 

and bent down on one knee in my living room. He sat back on his 
foot . " I'm his second cousin once removed, but it's easier to say 
just second cousin. It's the same thing. We're kin." 

He wasn't looking at me, but off toward the woods in the back 
of our fence. Charlie Wooster came back without the stick. He 
ran up to Danny Kennedy and licked his neck, and there were dirt 
marks around where Charlie Wooster's tongue had wet him. 
John F. Kennedy's kinfolk wouldn't be as filthy as that. 

"Ha!" I said. " I bet you ain 't even seen John F. Kennedy on 
TV." 

Danny Kennedy walked over to my swing set and stood up in a 
swing. It was high enough that he could reach the top bar. I sat 
on the teeter-totter. 

"I played on John and Caroline Kennedy's swing set, " he said. 
" It's big and has seven swings." 

"Like the ones at school?" I counted in my head how many 
swings were at school. I know what a big swing set looks like. 
My swing set is good, but on the ones at school, we can swing as 
high as we want without the legs bouncing up off the ground. 

"Better than that, I reckon," he said. "They're rich. They can 
have all the swings they want." 

I looked up at his face. The morning sun was behind him so I 
had to scrunch up one eye. Holding onto the top bar made his ribs 
poke out, and his belly was so skinny that it almost touched his 
backbone. 

"You don't believe me," he said. He jumped flat-footed to the 
ground. "I can prove it." Then so quiet, almost in a whisper, he 
said, "I'm Catholic." 

On TV, they said John F. Kennedy was Catholic and always 
showed him going to mass. I asked Mother what Catholic meant, 
and she said they don 't believe in baptism and confess their sins 
to men instead of to Jesus Christ. 

I asked T.P. Sailors what Catholic meant, and he said univer-
sal. It was June and school had just let out for the summer. We 
were sitting under the awning in front of his little trailer, me in 
the seashell chair. The trailer had been there so long weeds were 
growing out of the cracks in the patio and through the cement-
block steps T.P. Sailors was sitting on. Sometimes we turned the 
blocks over to catch rolly-polies and nightcrawlers. Charlie 
Wooster was smelling the old drum garbage cans down by the 
road. He liked garbage, but he hated the garbage truck. He 
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figured out he couldn't get into the cans and lay down in the cool 
dirt under the trailer with his tongue hanging out. 

"Universal," T.P. Sailors said, "meaning broad-minded." 
I was rocking hard on the seashell chair to keep the flies off me. 

I could rock forward on its big, circled legs, but the circles stop-
ped in the rear and that jolted me straight up when I rocked back. 

I said, "Do Catholics confess their sins to men instead of 
Jesus?" 

T.P. Sailors didn't mind flies. He watched a green horsefly 
walk up his arm, its little plunger tongue flicking. A Camel burn-
ed between his fingers. 

"Do they confess," I started again, and he waved me quiet with 
his hand. Ashes fell, but that horsefly stayed right on his arm. 

"Confession, Darcy. Confession cleans the soul." His face was 
bony, and his jaw worked up and down between sentences. 
"Priests, they're called, the men who hear confessions. You 
want somebody to hear them. Somebody you can put your 
meaness on." 

He looked down a couple trailers where kids were playing with 
a waterhose, squirting each other and squealing. I never got to 
know any of the trailer-park kids till I started school, and then I 
didn't like them. They're like renters and don't live anywhere for 
long. T .P. Sailors had lived there longer than anybody. 

"Somebody who will take some of your rotteness and not hate 
you for it." He flicked the fly off his arm. 

Danny Kennedy didn't like the trailer-park kids either. He 
didn't like anybody except Charlie Wooster, and sometimes me. 
He acted like Charlie Wooster was his own dog. All three of us 
went exploring in the woods, Danny Kennedy in front whipping 
branches back in my face, and Charlie Wooster behind me, step-
ping on my heels. Sometimes we walked a mile down the road to 
the creek and caught crawdads. I always had to sneak off 
because there's snakes in the woods, and I was supposed to stay 
in hollering distance. Danny Kennedy was allowed to go 
anywhere he wanted, and stay out late, too. When he had money, 
he walked to Toy's Market up on the highway and bought Cokes 
and Baby Ruths. The V.F.W. sits right beside the store, and he 
said he'd even been in there. He tried to get me to go up there 
with him, but to get to the highway we'd have to walk by Pocata 
Slough, and I wouldn't go by Pocata Slough, not for all the Cokes 
in Georgia. 

I kicked a beer can down the road as we walked. Danny Ken-
nedy had just come back from Toy's Market and was eating his 
third Baby Ruth. I told him he was going to get fat like his 



11 

mother. He laughed and said she's pregnant. 
I got mad when he was a know-it-all and said, "Is that why your 

daddy's so fat?" He's not fat all over, but his belly sticks out. 
"You don't know anything, Darcy," he said. He scooped up at 

handful of rocks and threw one as far as he could down the road. 
I kicked the can again. "You're the one that don't know 

anything." 
"Stupid," he said, "you don't even have hair yet." He shoved 

my shoulder. Charlie Wooster yapped at him. He liked Danny 
Kennedy, but he was still my dog. "You get hair down here," he 
said, and pointed to the crotch of his jeans. 

I chased after the beer can. "You're lying," I hollered and sent 
the can flying. "That's the craziest thing anybody ever tried to 
tell me." 

"You'll get it, too, Darcy." He grinned like a 'possum. 
Everything on his face was bunched up like a 'possum's, little 
eyes close together, mouth too close under his nose. Too much 
face left with nothing on it. 

"Your daddy's got a beer belly," I said. I was mad. "He 
doesn't even go to work. He just drinks beer all day." Mother 
had said Mr. Kennedy was an alcoholic, and I was sorry I'd said 
it, but I was so mad. 

I didn't want to see his face anymore. I started walking away 
fast. I didn't want to talk about hair. 

I stopped in front of the trailer park to get a rock out of my 
shoe. The trailer-park kids stopped playing dodge ball and stared 
at me. One of them said something I couldn't hear, and they 
laughed. Danny Kennedy caught up with me, and he saw the 
trailer-park kids. 

"Hey, Darcy, let's go to Toy's Market. I'll buy you Coke." He 
was talking really loud. He didn't have any money. 

Behind the kids sat the empty silver trailer. The seashell chair 
was gone and the cement-block steps had fallen over. Weeds 
grew everywhere. 

"It's getting dark," I said. "I have to go home." 

T .P. Sailors came down the road from the park and said he had 
a present for me. I went up to the trailer with him. I didn't have 
to stay in the yard all the time. The cement blocks rocked and 
scraped against each other as we went in the trailer. I hadn't 
been inside it before. 

I stood in the door, flies buzzing around me. The inside was 
dark and smelled old and rotten like ruined fruit. I wrinkled my 
nose and started to close the door behind me, but T.P. Sailors 
said no, it gets like an oven in here, and he had candy somewhere. 
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While he opened cabinets in his little kitchen, my eyes got used 
to the dark, and what I saw was a lot of junk. The black couch 
against one wall was covered with an Army blanket. A sagging 
chair with an empty bottle and ashtray on the floor beside it faced 
the TV. Paneling pulled away from the wall in places. 

I walked to the row of shelves that hung over the couch. The 
top shelf held trophies with men swinging baseball bats, a cross 
medal, and little colored ribbons. A woman's head filled with 
pennies sat on another. 

On a bottom shelf was T.P. Sailors dressed up in his Army 
uniform. He had more meat on his face, and his cheeks were 
painted pink. Another picture not so old showed two grinning 
kids on a horse at the fair. T.P. Sailors said his boy and girl, and I 
jumped. I had forgotten he was there. He picked up the picture. 

"You're a lot like I.izzie, a little tomboy she was." 
He handed me a Melmac saucer piled high with jellied orange 

slices. I sat on the couch nibbling them and wanting to leave. 
The wool scratched my bare legs and I never like orange slices. I 
wondered if he had forgotten my present. 

He gave me a dollar. 

Mother told me to go outside, it was time for the garbage truck. 
It was a big dump truck that every Tuesday emptied the garbage 
from the rusty drums at the trailer park. Charlie Wooster hated 
that truck and would chase it out of sight if I didn't go out and 
hold him. 

"Yes, ma'am," I hollered. I was watching cartoons. "Soon as 
a commercial comes on." 

Mother yelled Darcy Whitlow, and Charlie Wooster barked. I 
knew I was in trouble. I heard him yelp and flew out the door. 
The truck was stopped and two men were getting out of it. 

Charlie Wooster lay in the ditch, in green filmy mud. He was 
jerking, and one of his hind legs twitched like it did when he 
dreamed he was chasing squirrels. 

"You killed my dog," I screamed, "you killed my dog." I 
threw myself on top of Charlie Wooster. "Don't die, Charlie 
Wooster," I said. His head jerked up at my voice. 

Mother grabbed my arm and pulled me off of him. I sat on the 
side of the ditch crying, and Mother put her hand on my head. 
We watched Charlie Wooster jerk in the mud. 

In a low voice, Mother said we should do something. His eyes 
were open, but he was growing stiller. 

One of the garbage men said, "He's about gone, maam." 
Finally, Charlie Wooster lay still. A garbage man lifted him out 

of the ditch and slid in the mud climbing out. I wiped my face on 
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the front of my shirt and looked up. Danny Kennedy stood at the 
front of the truck. The garbage man still held Charlie Wooster 
against him, mud all over his coveralls. The other one had his 
billfold out, but Mother said no, he was just a stray that took up 
with me. 

Mother told me to go in the house and get cleaned up. I looked 
at my dog. I didn't pet him. His fur was matted with ditch mud 
and even though the man held his head away I already knew 
how his eyes looked. I didn't pet him; I just headed for the house. 
Danny Kennedy was gone. 

T.P. Sailors gave me money and foreign money, his markman's 
ribbon, and a cigar box full of seashells he had picked up in 
Europe and Jacksonville. He got to smelling more and more like 
sweat and bad food so that sometimes I held my hand over my 
nose when we were in his trailer. 

One day he knelt in front of his footlocker and took the books 
off the top of it, mostly westerns. He opened the trunk and took 
out a tray filled with papers. Then he reached inside and pulled 
out green suits I guessed were uniforms, and some other clothes. 

"I've got to go home," I said. 
T.P. Sailors waved me settle down. His fist was wrapped 

around something and he sat back on his heels. When he opened 
his hand, I saw something that looked like a chestnut, only big-
ger. 

"A buckeye in your pocket for luck," he said. 
He turned it in his fingers in the sunlight coming through the 

bent blinds. He sat there so long I thought he'd forgotten me. I 
stood up and passed behind him to the door. He caught me by the 
hand and put his buckeye in it. 

"A buckeye in your pocket, Darcy," he said. "For luck." 
He leaned against the door of the trailer as I walked away and 

yelled, "Don't eat it, Darcy. One side of it's poison." 
I turned it in my fingers like he had, wondering which side. It 

was flat-sided and had a white spot on it. I walked on home and 
wondered if it was so lucky, why didn't he keep it in his own 
pocket. 

I'd just started the fourth grade. I came home from school one 
day, and Mother hugged me like somebody had died. Daddy was 
back on day shift, and that night she told him she knew somebody 
building a bomb shelter and we ought to build one. Daddy said 
President Kennedy had Castro quarantined, and we'd never see 
Cuban missiles in this country. I asked Mother what Cuban 
missiles were, and she said, Darcy, honey, nothing for you to 
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worry about, now go to bed. 
It was about a week after that we had the Cuban Missile Drill. 
Danny Kennedy was in the sixth grade, two grades higher than 

me. We had recess on the same playground, but we didn't play 
together. The other kids liked me better now than they did in the 
third grade. 

They were playing "Germs, No Givebacks." I stood away 
from them. Linny Mumpower gave Danny Kennedy's germs to 
one of the trailer park kids, but he gave it back before she could 
say "no givebacks." All the kids were running, and she headed 
toward me, knowing I couldn't run fast. Danny Kennedy was 
leaning against a wild cherry tree, squishing the purple berries in-
to the ground with the toe of his sneaker. 

Lindy caught me-l didn't even run-and said, "Danny Ken-
nedy's germs, no givebacks." 

I scratched my nose and looked down at my new school shoes, 
already scruffed. 

"Hey," Lindy shrieked, "Darcy Whitlow doesn't mind having 
germs." Lindy's got a squeaky voice that creeps up my 
backbone, She took a handful of my germs. 

"Lindy, wait." I grabbed her arm. I had to think hard and 
glanced over at the cherry tree. 

"Lindy," I said. "Do you want to know what Danny Kennedy 
told me?" She looked at me, but still held my germs cupped in 
her hand. I lowered my voice. "He said his daddy's a secret 
agent." 

She laughed, and I went on. "He said that's why his daddy 
doesn't work, because he's a secret agent." 

Lindy waved the others over and they circled around me, 
laughing as I repeated it. Lindy squeezed my hand. 

I tossed my hair. "And he said he's kin." I looked over at the 
wild cherry tree and Danny Kennedy had disappeared, just like 
he had when Charlie Wooster got run over. 

"Kin to who?" Lindy squeaked. 
Everybody stood quiet, waiting for me. They didn't like me 

before. I just stood there, Finally, I turned away from them, and 
I was lucky because the bell rang then, and all the kids tried to 
walk beside me to class. 

That afternoon, our teacher Mrs. Hicks told us we were having 
a Cuban Missile Drill. She said the buses would stop only along 
the highway, not go down the sideroads, and we were to get off 
closest to our homes. If we didn't know the way, we were sup-
posed to walk with an older kid. She said to go home as quickly 
as possible. 

Danny , Kennedy and the trailer park kids got off at Toy's 
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Market, so I followed them. The trailer park kids lit out ahead of 
me, and I walked with Danny Kennedy. He was slow and didn't 
talk to me. 

I didn't know what a drill was, but I knew enough to be scared 
of Cuban missiles. I walked fast a few steps, then waited for him 
to catch up. Blackberry bushes grew beside the road with a few 
berries still on them, and he stood there picking them. I hopped 
from one foot to the other. 

"Come on," I said. "We're supposed to get home as fast as we 
can.'' 

"Go home, then." He made a pouch in the front of his T-shirt 
and started filling it with blackberries. They were really ripe, 
and his white shirt was staining pink and purple from the juice. 

"I can't go home by myself," I said. " I can't go by Pocata 
Slough by myself.'' 

He tossed a blackberry up and caught it in his mouth. 
"Why not?" he said. 
I ran away from him, ran fast. I was crying so hard I couldn't 

see and kept tripping over the gravel in the road. I wanted to 
keep crying and running till I was past Pocata Slough. I didn't 
want to see it. I didn't want to look into that water. 

I didn't want to stop, but I couldn't help it. I leaned on the 
bridge railing with my eyes squeezed shut. I was crying and try-
ing to catch my breath and trying to keep my eyes closed and not 
look into the water. 

The last time I saw T .P. Sailors, I was sitting against a tree pet-
ting Charlie Wooster when he came stumbling down the road. 
He tried to squat down beside me, but fell over sideways and was 
a long time getting up. His eyes had sleep in them. I put my hand 
over my nose but still gagged, so I scooted away. Charlie 
Wooster burrowed head up against him and whined while T.P. 
Sailors tried to scratch his ears. 

"You've got to make your confessions, Darcy." His words 
were so slow and slurred I could hardly understand him. I stood 
up and started to walk away. 

I glanced back. He was looking at me, but his eyes wouldn't 
stay on me. His jaw worked up and down like he was chewing. 

Finally, he looked down. He looked at the bones in his hand, 
his knuckles rubbing Charlie Wooster's head. "Go ahead, 
Darcy." He waved me away. "It's okay. Go on." 

I could smell blackberries. I opened my eyes and stared into 
the green water. Danny Kennedy leaned on the bridge beside 
me. I wanted to tell him I was sorry. I wanted Charlie Wooster 
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back beside me where I could cry into his fur. 
Sins just keep piling up. 
"I knew a man named T.P. Sailors," I began. We both stared 

into the slough, and Danny Kennedy didn't move. He just listen-
ed while I told him about T .P. Sailors and his seashells and the 
presents he gave me. 

"I used to sneak down here and catch tadpoles." I pointed. 
"There, in those little pools. They're all over the place the first 
of the summer." 

My voice started shaking. 
"I came down here one morning." I was suffocating, keeping 

my eyes on the water, so still. 
"I came down here and T.P. Sailors was in there, in the slough. 

I heard Daddy tell Mother later that his foot caught a limb that 
kept him pulled under. All I could see was his arms floating and 
his face underwater. It was all swelled up and his eyes were 
open." 

I stopped. I was shaking all over. Nothing moved but the 
shadow of the trees. 

"I couldn't tell anybody what I saw. I wasn't allowed to come 
down here, so I couldn't tell anybody or I would get in trouble. 
Nobody found him until the next day." 

Sobs heaved out of me, and I cried. 
''And by then his face was ate off. I didn't tell anybody when I 

found him, and a catfish ate his face off." 
I held my head and cried. Danny Kennedy just stood beside 

me. Everything was quiet while I cried and cried. 
Finally, I lifted my head and looked into the slough, stared into 

it. 
I felt Danny Kennedy move beside me, but couldn't look away. 

Then a rock skipped across the slough and hit the water five 
times. It sank and ripples broke the face of the water. 

"I've seen plenty of dead people," Danny Kennedy said. "I 
saw a man with his head cut off one time." 

The ripples grew wider and touched the mud bank. The 
shadows zigzagged in the moving water. I pushed away from the 
bridge. 

"Let's go up to Toy's Market," Danny Kennedy said. He pick-
ed up a couple of flat rocks out of the handful he held and dropped 
the rest. 

My head hurt and my nose was running. "We're supposed to 
go home," I said. "What about the Cuban Missile Drill?" 

"Aw, don't worry about that," he said. "John F. Kennedy took 
their missiles away. You got any money?" 

I blew my hair off my forehead and started back toward the 
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highway. A rock hit the gravel a ways in front of me and bounced 
into the dust of the tire tracks. Danny Kennedy caught up with 
me, and we walked toward it. 



Danielle D 'Ottavio Harned 

Lions at the Gate 
Judy Huong walks rapidly through the early morning, light edg-

ing into the city, the dark holding on. Up Bush Street, turning at 
Grant, she passes quickly between the scowling lions guarding 
the entrance to Chinatown. Her leather boots with varnish-
encrusted heels are impervious to the puddles of water, her firm 
wool midi skirt impenetratable in the fierce wind. Her thick hair 
hangs straight to the massive, fashionable shoulder pads of her 
regimental jacket. But she glances anxiously back over her 
shoulder, as if in accepting the burden of this neighborhood she 
leaves her life outside in jeopardy. 

Around her in the semidarkness, carts piled high with 
vegetables and fish and precarously stacked china bowls sit im-
mobile; freshly butchered chickens and ducks hang from door-
ways, their necks oozing in blood; shadowy figures turn the keys 
in cars left overnight in the damp, cold air, coaxing them to ac-
tion. Only at this time is she able to pass so quickly through the 
streets. 

Around her women in black formless dresses shuffle impatient-
ly. They see her and flash the piercing censorious look Judy has 
always attributed to her mother Mai Ling, murmuring to each other 
in the old tongue. As she did so many times with her mother, 
Judy flushes with shame over her appearance, unacceptably 
modern in this neighborhood, almost a flagrant denial of the 
culture in this, her mother's refuge of seventy years. She hurries 
past them. 

Once she, too, lived here, tucked in among the clutter. Now, 
she wonders if it was the corrupting power of clutter that made 
tradition paramount for Mai Ling, for the old woman clasped 
tradition to her as if holding onto a coherent image of herself. 
Judy has never been able to come to terms with her feelings about 
Mai Ling, loving her yet trying to disengage herself from her 
mother's rigid ways, blaming MaiLing for the antagonism which 
separated them without really knowing why. 

In her first memory MaiLing is like a dried apple, wrinkled, its 
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sweet smell and golden-colored liquid lost. The porcelain pillow 
covered with lush Canton roses and filled with a faded necklace 
and money is nowhere to be found, like her father, Huong Wah, 
whom she cannot picture. 

Judy enters Cathay Mortuary on Powell. It is she, the most 
culturally removed of all Mai Ling's children, who insists on this 
old-style funeral. It is Judy, the youngest, who knows MaiLing 
could not go to the other world in peace without a proper funeral 
for herself and her friends. She looks around the empty room ex-
pectantly, but he isn't here yet. She looks around the room again. 
His tardiness confuses her. He must be here to explain 
everything. The clamor outside increases as the day comes into 
full swing. Her body grows taut. 

She walks to the room he has told her will contain her mother's 
body. He is not there. The glitter of an elaborate frame catches 
her eye. She stares hard and long at the photcgraph inside and 
the tiny figures blur as if in motion. In the photograph the Em-
press Hotel seems adrift between the moon and its image on the 
bay below. Mai Ling is beautiful in her cheong sam, her smile 
wavering in the flickering candlelight. Next to her, Mei Kui, 
Judy's sister, wears the old wedding coat from Canton. It is a 
mother and daughter picture. But the marriage coat must have 
belonged, once, to Mai Ling. The look of excitement and fear 
would once have been MaiLing's. For Judy, it is a magical jux-
taposition of past and present, confirmation of her mother's 
youth, her hopes, anticipations. 

Mei Kui will tell her the photograph is wrong. She will prob-
ably remove it from the altar. The marriage coat, the wedding, 
she will say, are inappropriate. 

For the next seven hours Judy will watch her mother's lifelong 
friends file by in black dresses and black stockings and shoes to 
view the body, and to leave money for the funeral, money 
deposited in white envelopes-a cordon of dark upon dark fixing 
layers of white upon white. She will stand over the body, tired 
and numb, and feel the goose bumps rise in her skin. While she 
understands neither the purpose nor meaning behind these 
rituals, she fears for MaiLing without them. This funeral will ex-
haust her, as did the funeral Mai Ling arranged years ago for 
Judy's father. 

Huong Wah's relatives in Hong Kong had written to MaiLing 
and asked that she send his body back to its homeland. Although 
she had not spoken of her husband in those three years since he 
had deserted the family, Mai Ling claimed the body, held the 
funeral, shipped the body back. 
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"It cost her two months wages," Huong Foo, Judy's brother at 
college then in Berkeley, had cried angrily. 

MaiLing had said nothing; she had done no more than was ex-
pected. 

The day of the funeral Judy, eight, learned about the colored 
papers, the small images of possessions her father would find in 
that other world. She grabbed a tiny paper treasure chest and 
cried until her mother let her place it on the coffin. Her father 
was fond of money. She believed that money would bring him 
happiness in the other world. 

All the family came to dinner following the funeral. The 
children Mai Ling had named: Mei Kui, Judy's married sister, 
with her husband, John; Huong Foo from college. The children 
their father had named: Ken, Serene, Arthur, Judy, all still living 
with Mai Ling. 

Sitting on a chair at the kitchen table peeling vegetables, Judy 
watched Mai Ling slice and chop and mince and dice. This was 
one of the peaceful moments, the times she loved her mother. She 
mused over the colorful mound of vegetables, watched Mai Ling 
check the pig and check again. It was a small suckling pig, pur-
chased freshly butchered from the shop at the end of the block. 
Mai Ling picked up the cleaver, raised it above her head, slam-
med it into the neck of the pig. The severed head rolled across 
the cutting board to face Judy. 

A man's head! The face ashen, swollen in death, the lips thick 
and twisted in a wry smile. One gold tooth glittered in front. The 
eyes, which stared, seemed lidless, unwinking, flat, like the fish 
eyes looking out form the aquarium in he front parlor. She 
screamed. Papa. Had she said that word, unspoken in this apart-
ment? She waited. 

MaiLing looked up from the cutting board. Judy waited still, 
then, without thinking, she ran to her, wrapped her arms around 
the wide hips, held them tightly. "I forgive you, Mama," she 
cried, heedless of all propriety. "Nger yuen may, Mama." 

Course fingers brushed her cheek. A hand wiped her tears then 
disappeared in the pig's belly. 

Soon she will burn the colored papers, the tiny replicas of 
houses, furniture, and food that represent the security her mother 
will find on the other side. In one sense it is over, but in another 
Mai Ling still waits. 

And Judy waits, though in her mind she strains to pass back 
through those lions. Fish carts and drays piled high with 
vegetables and headless fowl spill out onto the sidewalk, forcing 
her into the street. She strains but is crushed among the acrid 
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smells of rotting fruits. Unconcerned with the fate, throngs of 
tourists emerge from their hotels to roam the streets, adding to 
the clutter. She strains to get out, to escape it all, jumbled and 
unceasing and immovable. She twists her body to free herself, 
but now the cars confront her, horns honking. Jammed tight, im-
passible, the edge, slug-like along the street. Ahead of her, 
always ahead of her, the lions maintain their distance. 

When he touches her shoulder, Judy jumps. Her body shudders 
noticeably, and she forces herself to swallow. He lowers his head, 
embarrassed to have frightened her. He apologizes for interrupt-
ing her privacy in this time of sorrow, but the guests will soon ar-
rive. And the family. Mei Kui from the Sunset with her husband, 
John. Huong Foo from his home now in San Jose. Ken and 
Serene and Arthur from Berkeley. He ushers her into his office. 

Through he window she sees lions at the gate. In front of them 
a reflected image quivers in a regimental jacket with massive 
shoulder pads. 



Jerry at the Copper House 
Woodcut Portrait 
by Lyric Ozburn 
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Gerald Cable 

To the reader, 

Poems from the collection 
On the Road to Cantwell 
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In 1985 ferry Cable was living in the Republic of Grael, a cluster 
of rented cabins in old Fairbanks. The cabin next to his was occupied 
by Roger Ruiz, a friend, who was preparing to move to Nevada. The 
morning before Roger left, jerry slipped into his neighbor's cabin and 
stuffed teabags into every pocket of Roger's already-packed shirts, 
pants and coats. The practical joke hovers in the imagination: two 
months later Roger dresses for the theatre and reaches into his shirt 
pocket. Orange Spice. In his other shirt pocket, Earl Grey. In his 
hip pocket, Darjeeling; in his wallet pocket, Red Zinger; in his jacket 
pocket, Cinnamon Apple. A year rolls by-Roger has forgotten the 
tea-and he pulls out a shirt he hasn't worn since he left Fairbanks. 
And out pops English Breakfast. Cable, he thinks. That goddamn 
Cable. 

jerry's poems are like his joke: imaginative, filled with unexpected 
images and flavors. Try the first stanza of "The Given-Way," the 
first poem of this special section, or these lines from "Ancient Forests 
of the Near East": 

Right outside that window, which 
that moth will never fathom-tiers 
of wood 
stacked in long rows. Soon the stovepipe 
in blossom 
across the forests of Mohenjo-Daro. 



Gerald Cable 

Or from "North Slope," a poem that burns with emotion, try: 

My grandfather who never talked 
behind anyone's back, died 
at the Red Bluff roundup. I still 
can't get it straight 
where he went, and all my old prayers 
settle back on my skin, like snow 
from the solid bLue sky. 

His poems are the work of a man who could flip a cigarette in the 
air and catch with his lips while paraphrasing a Chinese poet: 

... the juke box 
is blazing, spitting blood. Someone 
with a Fu Manchu 
breaks the balls 
Chaungtzu was right 
those who forget us 
having never laid eyes on us 
will be forgiven. 

His poems distrust linearity, for as he says in "Fish," in the face 
of facts, "you'd lie and say nothing," or: 

... say 
that things are different now-as in the instance 

of moonlit smoke that rolls from the stovepipe, 
its long shadow pouring uphill 
across a fathom of melting snow. 

jerry's poems approach truth like the fish who "understand by the 
feel of footsteps in the water. " They are the opposite of weightless, 
yet they carry their weight easily. Savor them. They carry the best of 
what poetry has to offer. 

-Dave Stark 
English Department 
University of Alaska, Fairbanks 



The Given-Way 

There is blue there is green, 
jewels of gum 
in the ashtray. And powdered cream. 
Simulated beams of wood 
you could tear barehanded down 
to the skeletal steel. Well, 
I am only waiting for something to eat, leaned 
on an elbow, kissing beer. 
A large man in glasses eats pizza 
by himself with a fork. 
The waitress speaks softly, 
carries a faded menu. 

The rice was good. 
It rains a lot in Southeastern. 
In the Harbor Bar 
I have another kind of beer. It's the walls 
covered with photographs of fishing 
boats and men beside 
huge fish hanging upside down. Lao-tzu 
was wise. Give, it reads 
in large letters slotted for coins 
beneath the long mirror full of red-spouted bottles, 
to the March of Dimes. 

Dollar bills 
with crumpled wings 
scotch-taped to the ceiling. 
Smashing bottled for space, snapping gum, Sally 
not Sarah, tends bar, then leans 
by the cash register 
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Fish 

The ocean floor is littered with the conical 
teeth of sharks. A pickerel, 
its lower jaw protruding, is fierce. 
If facts could breathe in, in their sleep, 
go nowhere, an airline ticket to last August 
found in a musty pocket of your suitcase 
(tin of aspirin, the loose change) you'd lie 
and say nothing, or as water 
boils for a ninth cup of tea and a stone 
dropped in the river will not fly east 
or even swim upstream, say 
that things are different now-as in the instance 

of moonlit smoke that rolls from the stovepipe, 
its shadow pouring uphill 
across a fathom of melting snow. 

Like any sailor 
saves his fingers, you squeeze out the flavor 
by simply placing the teabag in a spoon 
and winding the string around. When you walk 

into this day with a steaming cup, afraid to 
burn your lip, the fish (the coelacanth 
is another one) understand 
by the feel of footsteps in the water. You waver, 
a loosened pebble blinks once 
and they swim away to find you. 



Corona Box & Lumber 

High in his armchair of levers, Swan 
minutely tuned the lathe's 
hydraulic knives, 
his pale, translucent hands 
accounting for each subtle knot 
of variation 
in a whirling Jog of ponderosa pine, 
spreading out 
in one long sheet on the cutting belt 
its slow accumulations of light. 
Peeled to the heart of its greenest 
seasons, he'd let it fall 
to the ramp. 

My job, with a blistering pike 
that lost its grip 
and sent me flying: drag 
the sap-heavy cores 
to a banding-station, stack them square, 
bind them in steel 
for the puttering forklift. 
Meanwhile, Swan 

in thick glasses, as though studying 
that small limb of the sky 
that shone between the kilns, 
moved the levers six ways at once, things 
I couldn't imagine- like a pilot 
coming in-
and the heartwood piled to the blades. 
Then the whistle. 
My muscles would ache all night 
in the summer heat, 
the swamp-cooler drizzling on the roof. 
Swan, I dreamed, carried 

his lunchbox full of feathers. 
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Mr. Pete Totten 

Grey stubble, a wisecrack light 
in his eyes, we rode 
a hard-
sprung candywagon 
on washboard roads at 5 a.m. 
The clang 
of his gorgeous hangover. 
Then, at noon 
we were following the last 
log we'd chokered 
down a steep skidtrail to the landing, 
when a chewed-up sapling 
bent flat underneath sprang up 
and smote Pete 
just under the brim 
of his hardhat, 
right between his 
Irish eyes. Had his skull 
been a bronze bell 
the fallers up in the tall timber 
would have laid aside 
their chain saws, listening. 
I watched him kneel 
in the dusty needles-already 
having nursed in his hands all morning 
the deep, tight 
wedge in his brow. 
What he felt, I tried to feel 
in my smooth young face; 
then hopped up on a stump, freshly cut 
yellow as the sun, 
the wide rings for good years, 
reveling in my ignorance. 



The Illumination of George Jr. 

He lost it one night 
on that long stretch between Canby and Arlin-
spelled out in white rocks 
on the hillside. A can of beer 
cooling his thighs 
bullet-nosed forty-nine-Ford 

the easy drift of eighty-five-
striped world 
running beneath, while he dozed 
at the spoke of the wheel. Woke 
in a blizzard of sparks, 
the smell and 
steady grind of burnt maroon 
as this, our good car of no wars, 
flipped to its roof, skimmed the asphalt 
and rolled over five times 
out through the starry jackpines. 

Perfect letters tilted 
at the sky 
high on the barren slope behind town. 
Three streets 
lined in shade trees, and a cold 
brown river. Its dying hitch-hiker 

several years gone 
when I saw George 
on the third day, moving lightly 
from the door of his father's 
grease-pit garage, 
softly among the blessings 
of gutted mufflers, the worn-out prayers 
of bald tires-

in the quick new flower of his skin. 
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Bear 

For one thin dime, once 
in the Buckhorn Bar, the only 
hard -saloon in town 
that grizzly, her glass heart 
stung by bullets of light 
would rear up enraged and roar, 
her eyes ignited 
like rubies of fire. The trick 

was take your time, not aim 
through the metal tree she ran behind, 
catch her when she whirled to 
gnash your spine 
rabid slashing claws, your 
rapid trigger-finger-
ten-cents worth of pain 
bellowing through smeared glass; 

and keep her frenzied in the fine 
spark of your sights until 
everything was quiet, 
the long bar wiped clean, the ashtrays 
stacked, the juke-box darkened 
by the doorway, 
its lovesick song bled-out 
over rolling fields of stubble. 



Ancient Forests of 
the Near East 

Straighten up, almost broke 
my back-but I've flattened the springs 
of a two-ton truck 
with log-ends. It was only last night 
while the moon, her bones 
poking through, held sway 
in a wild corner 
of the sky 
and the stars 
threw down their cards, that a fine chill 
touched at the roots of my neck. 

This year, no scavenging hip-deep 
in dead-white snow for twigs 
and scraps of lumber crusted 
with icy leaves. 
Right outside that window, which 
that moth will never fathom-tiers 
of wood 
stacked in long rows. Soon the stovepipe 
in blossom 
across the forests of Mohenjo-daro. 
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Yggdrasill 

Believe it or not 
in tonight's paper 
right above a smiling Oar fish 
lying across the hands of four men 
at Sydney Harbor 
a tree 
in Analomink Pennsylvania 
that split in half 
a huge boulder 

There are sketches 
picturing the tree 
forked and branching 
its blotted leaves into the thin 
white sky 
and the fish even more unskilled 
although two of the men 
wear hats 
the fourth is torn off at the tail 

But the tree has broken through 
this boulder 
so you can see inside when mountains 
were the roots of oceans 
washed up around the trunk as if 
the fish would leap 
from their hands and dive 
into the ink-filled stone 
of its past 

and there they would stand 



The New Old Nenana 
Highway 

I wind myself up 
the hill on a slow bicycle 
one eye on the roadside 
for something lost 
between the beer cans 
with their one drink of rusty 
rainwater 

Somewhere there's fire 
and smoke 
seeps in along the valleys 

Finding the top 
I stop for my knotted leg 
a dandelion flares up in the ditch 
burning yellow 
and the rabbit shies back 
into green 
impassable alder 

This year the department 
of highways is cutting it back 
from the windshields 
and in the seventh year 
rabbits thump under tires 
and the pavement is stained 
with indecision 

Blurring in the spokes it was 
of no importance I glide 
for a moment 

Disappear into a curve 
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Counterweight 

He leans through a canvas curtain 
to grasp you 
beneath the jaw, bending 
your neck by the soft, unrelenting edge 
of his strength. 
Slung to a wide leather strap 
at his chest 
The rope passing through the single pulley 
the counterweight 
rises and sinks 
Although your handsome eyes 
like polished burls 
of maple 
roll white, he sits you quickly adrift 
on your spine, in the clasp 
of his knees-and begins 
at your throat. The greasy clouds 
that lent your a cool 
rounded-off feeling 
are shorn away, rippling your skin 
revealing the warm 
pink sky of your belly. Each tuft 
the hollows 
behind your ears, the pockets 
of your thighs, undone 
to the shining floor, gathered in twine 
and trampled together 
into long sacks of burlap that are sewn 
shut and hauled away. 
Through a second curtain, bleeding 
or not, you are shoved 



Proving Grounds 

At White Sands he slighted Von Braun 
and turned up in our school 
on the northern fringe 
of California 
waxing the hallways 
in creased, grey clothes. 
The day he stopped for a visit 
in physics-lab 
wjth its stick-horse electrons 
light-bulb sun 
and Mr. Chaffey presiding 
through polished, Galilean lenses, 
he leaned on a broom 
running the figures through his hair 
and he said we'd land on the moon 
in fifteen years. 
Fifteen years later he was right. 
Now he's reached an age 

when a man gives birth 
to a gallstone like a cratered moon 
the size of golf ball. This 
is no dream, Von Braun 
whoever you are without hands. 
You didn't much care 
how you flew to the stars-a one-sided 
dream that backfired: 
when the rockets are gone 
they won't go away-looping up 
for one last look 
rubbing their torsos in the cold 
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Pine Grove Elementary 

Broken in the center where it thins 
along her name 
I hold the stone with sticks and raise 
the rotted palings of.a fence, 
brittle wire I have to 
tear away from the grasp of weeds. 
She died in childbirth-the words, cut deep 
in 1876, are slow in healing. 

Back of the schoolyard where trees begin 
she gathers what's left-the sky 
when we're through 
on a green, splintery swing, one room 
of school, and while 
the first bird killed by the smokehouse sings 
in the spent shell 
something else I don't know how to love 

begins to break on its own. 
A thick green splinter in my arm, all afternoon 
the chalk kust floating through my hair. 
In sunlight the bottomless pond 
at the foot of the hill turns blue-
caught out at night 
her stillborn darkness tears loose in my skin 
and my thin wheels slip in the gravel. 

I sleep with a light beneath the door. 
At her side a yellow pine outcircles my arms, 
the hollow fills with needles 
and snow. 



Thin Clouds 

rise from a teacup 
By the cracks in your teeth 
a bad winter. 

Gripping its stick your one-
legged heart stalks 
the room. Door. Table. 

Stove. No gold in the floorboards, 
only coir..s from China 
square holes in their centers. 

You could have walked there 
and back. 
The moon drifting 

on that shallow mountain 
named for you. 
Gone when you get there. 
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Under the House 

Was it the stove-pipe crimpers, lost 
in another shuffle? 
I forget. A carburetor for the Skylark 
whose body was compressed 
between hydraulic jaws 
into a solid book of metal, 
like my skull when the passenger's gone-
only turned inside-
fragments of blue paint from dreams 
of flying 
clinging to the inner surface. 

No longer aware of the rain 
that 's fallen since morning, moving 
half-crouched, shaking a flashlight; 
a spider has spun its web 
in the cracked chimney of a lantern, 
in a mildewed box, beneath 
an ancient toaster 
a small round can with stars 
and ringed planets on its lid-
Carter's Midnight Typewriter Ribbon. 
Prying the rusted lip 

listening inside, the jingle like coins 
I think I've found mementos, 
the winter trip to Europe-a dime 
of the Netherlands 
too tiny to spend. Shining 
down the light 
I see what I've saved 
for the afterworld: galvanized buttons 
and a safety pin. 
Deeper in the box, shrews 
have eaten through the cardboard 



leaving their black seeds. 
And these gouged records from the flood 
I'd love to sail out 
upon the Arctic Ocean, among the gulls. 
Outside, the hush of rain. 
I fasten my sleeve with the pin-
there's nowhere to step, the eyes 
of spiders 
are sprinkled everywhere 
and out over the dark hills lie the graves 
without a blade of grass. 
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Northslope 

At Franklin Bluffs a strong light 
burns in the curtains-
! walk out from the camp and its revved-up 
generators, to an abandoned 
airstrip, glad for the brisk wind 
holding off mosquitoes. 

Two caribou, still pale, skittish 
surprised by the vast greenness 
of the tundra, watch me 
in a moment of such blind intensity 
I could only drop to my hands 
in reply. The bluffs 

rise along the river (someone who once 
lifted me high), 
the only relief on this smooth slant 
of the world-except the pingos: 
small knolls for squirrels and flowers, 
nowhere to spend my money. 

In the center of a small lake five loons 
are swimming, 
their indelible colors absorbed 
in the sheen -the sun 
still burning past midnight, playing tricks 
with distant mountains, 

spreading them out on the north horizon 
squaring them off 
into blocks, until they seem like huge 
shimmering cities. 
The wind dropping for a moment, 
mosquitoes swarm up in my face. 



The bluffs are tinted rose, a metropolis 
without windows rises 
from the Arctic Ocean and the blinding 
sun still burns the day 
when my grandfather, who never talked 
behind anyone's back, died 

at the Red Bluff Roundup. I still 
can't get it straight 
where he went, and all my old prayers 
into death 
settle back on my skin, like snow 
from this solid, blue sky. 

A truck leaves scarlet clouds-
! walk to the crossroads where a riverweight, 
ten-thousand pounds of concrete 
with Sitka boldly written 
in black paint 
on the northern-facing side, leans 

into the ancient gravel. 
The airstrip is crumbling, 
the windsock fades from something bright 
tattered on its hinge 
still holding invisibly true 
to the long breathing out of the wind. 
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Patrice Melnick 

On the Road to Zemio 
Essay 

Paul Bakhomida and I should be hitting Rafai pretty soon. As 
usual I have no idea where I will stay once I get there but I'm not 
worried. I'm glad I met up with Paul because he has a bike which 
is too broken down to ride but good enough to haul luggage. We 
walk along with my pack loaded down on the back of his bike. I 
feel great. After 85 kilometers of walking under that pack, I feel 
very light without it. 'we're planning to cover 45 kilometers to-
day which is about twice what I usually walk in a day. Paul tells 
me he has family in Rafai. He is an elementary school teacher in 
Selim but plans to spend the whole summer vacation with his 
family in Rafai. There is no public transportation going this far 
east but sometimes there are government officials with cars who 
will give someone a ride-for a fee. As a teacher, Paul doesn't 
make that much, so he can't afford a ride. He knows I have the 
money and doesn't understand why I'm walking the whole 300 
kilometers from Bangassou to Zemio. I try to explain without 
sounding proud. I want to see the villages that most of my 
students come from. After a year of being stuck in Bangassou, 
speaking only English in my classes and French to my colleagues, 
I want to improve my Sango. Everyone can speak Sango well ex-
cept me. I'd even like to pick up a little Zande, the tribal 
language of the region we're heading into now. I go on about how 
I'd like to spend the whole three weeks speaking nothing but 
Sango and Zande. "Oui, oui, je comprends" answers Paul in his 
understanding tone. We're getting close to Rafai and I keep hop-
ing he'll offer me a place to stay with his family. He asks, 
"Where are you going to stay in Rafai?" 

"I don't know yet. Usually someone invites me when I arrive." 
"There are some Americans in Rafai." 
"Oh." 
"The American Baptists. You can stay with them." 
"I don't really know them." 
"You don't have to know them. They are your family. You're 

Americans. You speak the same language." 
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"That's all right." 
"Oh, come on. Let's just stop by and say hello. That would be 

a nice thing to do." 

We're drawing closer to the mission, which is just before Rafai. 
The thatched huts are growing few and we begin to see more of 
these little box houses with white painted shutters and real ce-
ment floors. They are spaced equidistant apart. These are the 
houses of Africans who work with the church or for it. We keep 
walking and the house rows end, and there are a couple of red 
brick buildings. Paul explains to me that this is the mission 
hospital and pharmacy. He goes on to tell me how these mis-
sionaries have saved many people with their medications and 
medical expertise. People are sitting around outside the hospital 
cooking over open fires, preparing food for sick friends or family. 
A little further down the road we see a big red brick house. That 
must be the one. The lawn stretches out under our tired feet, but 
I feel a little apprehensive. English. I haven't spoken English in 
days and I don't want to. I don't even want to speak French. 
Sango. I want to talk in Sango making all those tones flying all 
over the place with expressive gestures. Who wants to speak 
English? A great American Beauty rose greets us from the near-
by bushes. Roses line the porch railing. I step up to the door, but 
Paul hangs back. I will have a good attitude. I will be open-
minded enough though this looks like a gingerbread house to me. 
I smell trouble. 

The woman looks me over in my mud covered shoes, as if 
smelling my unsaved soul and dirty clothes . 

"Yes?" 
"Hi. I'm a Peace Corps Volunteer from Bangassou on my way 

to Zemio and I just wanted to say ... hello." 
"And you need a place to stay? You may stay here for one 

night, if you wish." 
"Thank you, I'll tell my friend here." 
She hasn't acknowledged Paul who by this time has wandered 

closer and is inspecting the rose bushes. I suppose the lady 
doesn't know French or Sango anyway. So I turn to Paul and 
quickly translate, trying to sound disappointed so he will offer me 
a place to stay for the night with his family . But no. He gleefully 
exclaims, "That's great! You can talk in English, catch up on old 
new about America. That's wonderful." And he dashes off, to 
join his family and to be rid of me. And there I am, stuck. 

"You say you walked?" the woman asks. "Where did you stay 
along the way?" 
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"Oh, that was never a problem. People were always offering 
·me a place to stay in their houses. Sometimes I'd ask the chief of 
the village to find me a place or I'd see one of my students and 
they'd offer me a place to stay, always in the best bed in the 
village .... " 

"You stayed in African homes?" 
"Yeah, I did." 
"Did you get bitten?" 
"Oh yeah, I got bitten along the whole way, I'm always scrat-

ching." 
And just as I reach down to give my left calf a good scratch she 

adds casually: 
"Then I'd better put an extra sheet on the bed." 
"What? Mosquitoes! I was bitten by mosquitoes!" 
She thinks I have body lice. She thinks · I have little mites 

crawling all over my grubby body from staying in the huts of 
those savages. It gets worse. 

"My name is Ellen. What's your name?" 
"Patrice." 
"Patrice ... Patrice what?" 
"Patrice Melnick." 
"Melnick ... What kind of name is Melnick?" 
"Eastern European ... Jew ... " 
"jewish . .! had wondered if you were part Jewish." 
Baby, I think, I'm all Jew from now on. I haven't been to a tem-

ple in years but I'm ready to re-enroll. I'm ready to enroll in 
Hebrew school or to homestead in Israel, I'm so mad at this hard-
eyed and too white woman. 

I'm alone now. She has left me in the empty guest house with 
the white-washed walls and double-sheeted bed. Looking out the 
window, I notice there are only a few people around, just the ser-
vants and washer women. No one visits the guest house. The 
stillness is a shock after five days on the road. Five days of 
villages, kids running and screaming about, old ladies taking me 
by the hand to show me their proud houses, the neighborhoods, 
the fields bursting with pineapples, papayas, peanuts and fat little 
finger bananas. Five days of not understanding the rapid paced 
Sango but feeling the gestures and trying them on myself. Now I 
feel lost. I stand here in a vacuum. I don't know the guest house 
customs. I have no one to talk to in any language and I feel 
threatened. I feel trapped somehow and I recite in my mind 
polite little things to say to make conversation. 

"Pour vous, mademoiselle. " 
It's the servant with a bucket of cold water for me to wash with. 
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Nice of Ellen to send the "boy." I'm excited by his presence in 
the echoing room and try to engage him in conversation. "Mbi 
bala mo mingui," I greet him. He smiles that I speak Sango but 
backs away politely and leaves, closing the door behind him. 

The dinner bell rings. I wander up the hill, over the neat lawn 
that has been freshly hacked back with a machete. 

The dinner bell rings. I wander up the hill, over the neat lawn 
that has been freshly hacked back with a machete. I knock on the 
screen door, and Ellen lets me in and shows me my place. She in-
troduces me to her husband, George. "Nice to meet you, 
George." George leads us in prayer. We thank the Lord for this 
meal before us and pray he deliver our souls from the devil. I feel 
we're pretty safe in that respect. We have before us a bland meal 
of mashed cassava root, boiled spinach and bread. I don't think 
the devil would show up at this sort of meal. It's pretty pure. 
Conversation is sparse and pleasant. 

"Patrice, would you care for some more spinach?" 
"Thank you." 
"Patrice, please don't scrape the spatula with the fork you ate 

with. Use this knife. It's clean." 
"Excuse me." 
Silence. Clinking clean silverware. Water gurgling into a 

glass. A clean one. Tea. White sugar. Tea spoons stirring. 
Ellen rings the bell and the kitchen boy clears the table 
automatically. 

We retire to the living room. Over dinner I was able to think of 
some questions to ask my hosts. They tell me about the work 
they do here with the mission hospital. They work long hours 
between sterilizing needles and holding bible study classes. 
Those who are involved in the church have some kind of priority 
over hospital services, and if I understand correctly, the ones who 
are saved get slightly cheaper rates. Ellen describes the many 
services they have, such as giving innoculations against sleeping 
sickness, polio and yellow fever. She talks about the new leprosy 
treatments available and talks about the local health problems 
such as goiters from iodine deficiency. She goes on to tell me 
how they are training Africans to work in the hospital, and that 
while they can supply some medicines, the patients are required 
to buy some and that everyone must bring his own bedding. She 
insists that they just don't have time to take care of that. Each 
patient must bring his own mattress and sheets. I nod in agree-
ment and the whole thing is starting to sound good to me when. 
she abruptly changes the subject and invites me to pray with her 
and George, urging, "Wouldn't you like to read the Bible with us? 
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Parts of Isaiah are very exciting!" I refuse several times, trying 
desperately to change the subject or make my way to the door. I 
ask them about their previous experiences in Ethiopia. George · 
brings me snapshots in a thin photo album and talks about the 
wonderfully warm people they worked with in their churches and 
bible classes. George speaks fondly of the Ethiopians, reflecting 
how they frequently invited them to their houses for meals and 
visits and he complains that the Central Africans almost never in· 
vite them over. I think to myself, I'd never let you guys in my 
house either. 

They continue inquiring about my religious background. Have 
I ever read the new testament? What have I learned in Sunday 
school? Finally they settle for handing me some pamphlets. I 
glance at them and then slide out the screen door that I have been 
eyeing all night. · 

Back at the guest house I'm looking over the pamphlets and my 
eye is drawn to a blue and white one. I feel a clenching in my 
stomach. On the cover is a caricature of an old Jew hunched over 
a book. He looks scholarly in a medieval sort of way. Over his 
head in mock Hebrew lettering are the words, "Blind to the 
Truth All these Years." I open up this little handout to see what 
it has to say. Something about Hitler. Something about God's 
plan. Something about the Jews causing their own persecution 
by refusing to accept Christ. 

Something inside of me gives and the white walls seem to col· 
lapse down on me . . I keep thinking, "You are their guest. You 
can't say that to them." What's bothering me? I never made a 
big deal of being Jewish before . . - . . . .. .. .. . 

I'd played down that part of myself since I was about twelve 
·years old when Mom tried to make me join the youth group at 
Schepps Jewish Community Center. I remember how she gently 
recommended it to me at first, and I gently answered, "Thanks, 
·but no thanks." We had never done more than the minimal 
rituals as a family, so I didn't see why all of a sudden it was so im · 
portant. She brought it up again. I had to know why. She just 
answered that she'd like me to have more Jewish friends. I 
demanded to know what was wrong with the friends that I _ 
already had. 

"What's wrong with Maria and Caryl and Jody?" 
"Nothing is wrong with your friends. I just want you to make 

more Jewiuh friends." 
Finally, she admitted that she wanted me to have. Jewish 

boyfriends. I was astonished. I was kind of a tomboy at the time 
and dating was the furthest thing from my mind. I couldn't 
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believe my mother was thinking about my romantic future when I 
couldn't care less about it. 

I snapped, "Julie and Kathy date guys that aren't Jewish." 
"Well, we 're not going to let that happen to you." I thought of 

breeding farms for sheep, making sure they mate with the right 
variety for maximum results. I thought of all the bratty guys at 
my school and couldn't think of one I'd consider dating, much 
less one I'd mate with. 

The first day I went to "Schepps Breeding Colony," the kids 
were making root beer. I wouldn't talk to anyone and wondered 
if I was the only one who knew the real reason we were there. We 
were there to find mates. I had brought a book so that everyone 
would realize that I was not interested in making root beer. A 
few people were very nice to me, but I managed to discourage 
them. After a couple Saturdays of my mother escorting me 
there, she saw that in my state of mind her efforts were counter-
productive. After that, I ceased to even refer to myself as a Jew. 

Now, sitting on the bed in the guest house, I am angry about 
what I have denied to for so long. I have been using my religion 
to hide behind. I lie down and try to sleep, imagining how much 
more aggressive their attacks might have been if I hadn't ident-
ified myself with any religion. Without any kind of faith, they 
would have viewed me as an empty vessel waiting to be filled 
with spirituality. But since I laid an apparent claim to Judaism, at 
least I appeared full of something, even if it wasn't what they 
valued themselves. 

The next morning I pack my tired clothes and head up to the 
house to say "so long." Ellen wishes me luck on the rest of my 
journey. She gives me her and George's card with a picture of the 
two of them standing side by side in the foreground. She wears a 
purply orchid on her pale dress, he wears a suit, and they both are 
wearing nice smiles. In the background, a big, gold Cadillac 
waits in front of what is presumably the church back home in 
America. There's a prayer on the back of the card. I wonder 
what I am supposed to pray for this time. She straigtens my col-
lar and tells me again that their wish for the Jews is that we will 
one day find Christ. She tells me one of those some-of-my-best-
friends-are-Jewish stories1 and goes on about how the friends 
even contribute money to the mission. I tell her that I'm out of 
toilet paper and ask if she knows whether I 'II be able to buy some 
in Rafai, which is only four kilometers down the road. But she 
doesn't know anything about that; when the mission needs 
something, they just send the boy to get it. I turn toward town. 
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It is starting to rain. Someone invites me into her house to wait it 
out. The house is typical, with mud walls, dirt floor, a table, a 
few chairs, and kids lying around on the floor. I listen, expecting 
to understand some of the Sango, but I don't understand a word. 
I realize they are speaking Zande, which is the native language 

around here. I have entered Zande territory. One of the older 
women in the house smiles a gives me some bananas. The girls 
are braiding each other's hair. The braider sits in a chair, and the 
girl having her hair braided sits on the floor between her sister's 
knees. Her arms rest on her sister's legs as she leans her head 
back, closes her eyes, and lets the fingers weave through her hair. 
One of the smaller girls notices my long braids, takes one ten-

tatively in her hand, and looks at me. I sit on the groundbetween 
her skinny legs while she simply plays her fingers through my 
strands. The rain falls. No one is talkiQg except for a comment 
here and there. A cool, wet breeze brushes through the house. 

che braiding is done, and they move closer to me and ask me 
questions I can't understand, but can guess at. I pull out my map 
of the country and show them Bangassou. I trace the road all the 
way to Zemio, and they make tones of exclamation. The little girl 
points to my feet and asks something. I nod. The mother gives 
me more bananas, and I consciously smile a thank-you. 

I don't want to leave the kind faces talking in a language that I 
want to learn. It's hard pulling away when the little one has 
started twisting my braid gently again. But the rain has stopped, 
so I climb to my feet, heave the pack on, and back out the door 
waving and smiling. 

The road is muddy. My shoes slosh loudly all the way to the 
river. Someone in a canoe brings me across it into Rafai. Some 
boys see me and ask in polite French, "Where are you going?" 

"I'm going to Zemio, but I want to spend the night in Rafai. Do 
you know of a boarding house in town?" 

"Yes, there's one, but why don't you stay at the Catholic mis-
sion? All whites stay there." 

I may go there to talk to the priest. I hear he knows a lot about 
the road to Zemio. But I will not stay there." 

"Why?" 
"Because I want to stay in a boarding house. I'm not Catholic. 

I can't stay there." 
"Well, the mission is just down the road. Go talk to Father 

Van, and then you can go to a boarding house." 

I am looking at a priest. He is dressed in his socks, Birkenstock 
sandals, khaki pants, and a floral shirt. Kids and teenage boys 
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surround him, so he doesn't see me coming. The priest is the 
center of attention, and he says something in Zande and the kids 
giggle. They ask him something, he asks them something back, 
and they begin cutting each other off in what sounds like a game 
of one-upmanship. Father sees me above the heads of the smaller 
ones and rises to greet me, extending a hand, a smile and an in-
vitation to stay at the mission for as long as I'd like. Speaking 
French with a Dutch accent, he then asks me my name and where 
I'm going. I settle into a chair beside him. Father Van Horn, or 
Father Van as the boys call him, has been around Rafai and 
Zemio for the past 20 years and speaks several tribal languages, 
knows the local history, and even has a sophisticated understan-
ding of the Zande music and rhythms. He talks freely about the 
different villages that lie between here and Zemio. I start to tell 
him about my journey, and he doesn't question my reasons. He 
understands better than I do, probably, and encourages me. He 
is confident that I will have few problems with the rest of my way 
because the people help me. They always help. 

Father Van is popular for his video shows several nights a 
week. He hauls out the VCR, or gets one of his admirers to help 
him, and shows cartoons from about eight to nine. Tonight we 
get to watch Tom and Jerry cartoons. Everyone is here. All the 
kids who live across town come. Even the mayor of Rafai has 
come to see the Tom and jerry Show. And since the mayor is im-
portant, he gets a special seat up front in the plastic lawn chair. 
He turns around every so often and threatens the kids, telling 
them to stop chattering and laughing so loudly. He can't hear 
what Jerry is saying after he drops the frying pan on the eat's 
head. If he could hear above the roar, he still wouldn't be able to 
understand the English. 

After the show, the kids clear out reluctantly and Father Van 
invites me to have dinner with him. It's a simple dinner of ham, 
bread, imported cheeses and what remains of a bottle of wine. 
The wine goes down into my almost-empty stomach and then 
straight to my head. French flows easily from my mouth. He 
doesn't have a spatula to pick up a piece of ham, so, following his 
example, I take it with my fingers. His cat Selim sits on the table. 
I mean the cat sits with its rump right on the table, waiting for 

Father Van to finish eating and pass him the plate of scraps, 
which Father does. I give Selim my scraps, too, stroking his soft 
back. 

Father gives me strong coffee, and he spreads before me maps 
and maps of the eastern part of the Central African Republic. He 
points out which parts of the road are the roughest. Pushing his 
index finger into the map for emphasis, he shows me which towns 
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are there and which ones have long since died. 
"Find Chief Bakissa of Barass. He will keep you. And Julia 

Bapai of Guenekoumba. Nice lady, she'll take care of you." He 
tells me of the times his Land Rover broke down on missions to 
the villages. He has spent many nights in the bush. His stories 
have happy endings. 

I walk out of town the next morning, thinking abOut Father 
Van's maps. Katambour, Bahr, Dembia, Mandabazouma. Which 
towns are still there? Out at the edge of Rafai, mud huts collapse 
near the road. Further on, there are none. I pull a banana out of 
my pack and keep moving. 



Majorie Cole 

The Quiet Side of the River 

The party after the high school reunion luok place at Clarence 
Johnson's place on the river. Almost everybody came over from 
the Elks Club. At eleven, it was still daylight in Fairbanks, and 
drinkers and nondrinkers alike took their energy from the bright 
June air. They drank it like soda water. Some of us noticed a ten-
sion in the slight evening chill. I found myself shivering when I 
stopped to notice it. 

You couldn't have picked a nicer spot for such a gathering, 
Some of the women changed into T -shirts, sweaters and jeans 
before coming over; others still wore their flowered, filmy 
dresses and straw hats, and those pale nylons that were in 
fashion. Clarence had brought the band with him. They were 
called "Denali," after the mountain, and they weren't exactly 
from the Class of '66, but they were close enough. A couple of 
the musicians had actually played together nearly twenty years 
before at the teen club in town. They kept on playing their 
crowd-control numbers: "Satisfaction," "Look What a Fool I've 
Been," and old Credence Clearwater tunes like "Proud Mary." 
And couples kept dancing on the brown lawn. The music seemed 
to be entering my head through a long filter, an aqueous filter. 

I was not used to all this daylight. To the west, the sky was a 
dull rose; to the east, it blazed as if someone had cracked the core 
of the world. The alumni danced beneath this sky as people who 
know from experience that it will not last. They had grown up 
equally accustomed to six months of darkness. I was a spouse, 
not an alumni, and it fell naturally that around midnight I came to 
be sitting alone on a picnic table, my feet on the bench, looking 
from the crowd to the river while my husband Jerry danced with 
his renewed acquaintances. It was a dry summer. The mud-
colored river looked like a wide, shallow slough, and dust as fine 
and omnipresent as spilled talc swirled up when anyone crossed 
the driveway. Coils of pic burned everywhere to repel mos-
quitoes, dropping ash and scenting the air with a reminder of 
what we called "dope" when I was in high school. I never liked 
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smoking dope. Myself, I was always a drinker. 
But not anymore. The beer cans blooming on the picnic tables 

were no more to me than flowers, like the SQ.asta daisies at the 
front door. I liked to see them, and I might have wanted one if I'd 
let myself think too much about it. It was easier to look out at the 
crowd than think about not drinking. Many of these people I did 
know after almost a year in Alaska. For instance, I knew 
something of the woman Chris now dancing with Jerry. She had 
changed clothes, too-at the official reunion she had worn 
something red, mature looking. But now she wore a halter top 
and short wrap-around skirt that opened when he twirled her. 
She was an oceanographer, like my husband. He knew her in 
high school; he met her again when they took soundings off the 
Cape of Nome years ago. She married somebody in Seattle, 
divorced him, and came back to Alaska to raise her two boys 
alone. Earlier in the evening, while still at the Elks Club, I had 
recommended some children's books to her. Now she was danc-
ing with Jerry. She had nice legs for 38, and that drawn, sleepy 
look of a woman who's combining a stimulating career with an 
exercise regimen and motherhood. I knew Jerry well enough to 
know that he was touched by her history, and I was annoyed to 
find myself a little put out by the sight of them dancing. 

Many alumni, of course, were missing. Absent members had 
been discussed earlier in the evening during cocktails at the Elks. 
One boy had committed suicide, another cracked up his plane. So 
many had disappeared. Jerry's former sweetheart had been 
located in Texas, someone told him with a glance at me, but she 
hadn't responded to the invitation. 

"You never told me about her," I whispered, punching his arm. 
"Ah, it was nothing," he said, pleased. "Still, it would have 

been nice to see her." He hugged me but took his arm off my 
shoulders to shake someone's hand. "Clarence!" 

"Jerry, heard you got a Ph. D. That's all you needed, boy. Is 
he real stuck up?" 

"Terribly," I said. 
"I fix your wagon," Clarence said. "Say, remember Christy 

Arenkokenen? She's going to be here pretty soon." 
And she appeared shortly in a cranberry-red dress with a mat-

ching jacket and low, narrow gray heels. 
"Chris Taylor now," she said. "It's so much easier to spell." 
She had straight, yellow hair, blunt cut to her collar, blue eyes, 

and wide, ethnic cheekbones. I noticed right away that she spoke 
with a rather appealing mixture of intense shyness, as if she could 
hardly get the words past her throat, and of determination to mix 
with the crowd. 
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"Chris!" said Jerry, and they opened their arms to each other. 
They clasped loosely, like puzzle pieces-not a bearhug, but a 
surprise to me nonetheless. 

"This is my wife Jenny," Jerry told her. He said to me, "I told 
you about Chris. We were on the Polar Explorer together, sum· 
mer of-" 

" '80," she said. "You were finishing your dissertation. I was 
just starting." 

"It's difficult with children," Jerry said, sympathetically. 
"Do you have children?" she asked with eagerness. 
"No," I said. 
"What are you working on, Chris?'' 
"Sediment transport beneath Beaufort ice." She began to talk 

in that glazed, intense way scientists have. She made hopping 
sand grains sound like the most interesting phenomena in the 
world. Scientists are like that-I've learned since I met 
Jerry-always recombining ideas, refining the search, as if to pin-
point a new star in the sky. I do see the attraction of it. But the 
way she spoke, and the way Jerry leaned into her words, they 
might have just discovered they were descended from the same 
village in Ireland; it was an exclusive bond. They were welcome 
to it. I drifted away. 

Later, I saw her in the ladies' room, and Jerry had told her I 
was a children's librarian. She begged me for ideas. She was a 
good listener, too, as intense when listening as she was when 
talking about the sea floor. 

Despite my respectable-sounding career, I have something of a 
rough and tumble past. I think sometimes that Jerry restored a 
sense of order to my life. It's different with him, though: He has 
always given me to believe that I was the first woman to ever 
draw him out of his lonely bachelor's shell. I loved the serious 
part of him. He was not a man even to eye a pretty woman in a 
crosswalk if we stopped at an intersection. Now I was hearing of 
an absent high-school girlfriend in Texas and a summer on a 
research boat with this tidy Finn. Well, that's what re-unions are 
for. 

After dinner, more drinks and dancing, it was decided to move 
across town to Clarence Johnson's place. Clarence was a high-
school jock who had made good and had never lost his figure. His 
shoulders and legs were massive from weightlifting. His blond 
hair was receding in an orderly fashion, not bit by bit, but in a 
dignified line, leaving him with a thick mop in back and a bold, 
bare, handsome brow. He seemed a nice man. He danced several 
times with me at his house, but the night belonged to the alumni, 
so I finally assured him that I'd rather sit a few out and ended up 
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on the picnic table with a can of Coke and a borrowed cigarette, 
watching the river. Clarence's lawn ended at a generous strip of 
beach, but the far side of the water was an inside curve cut away 
by the current. It was thick with willow. I thought I saw the 
brown head of a beaver among the branches that swept the river. 
The noise of the party didn't seem to bother it. What powerful 
animals they are, I thought. It came out of the sweepers and 
began to move upstream as if the current were nothing. Then I 
lost it. 

The band took a break, and Clarence set up a volleyball net. 
The remnant~ of the Class of '66 quickly and easily formed 
teams. I have arthritus in my hands-I'm 31, but I've had it for 
years-and volleyball is a game I can't play, but I went over to 
watch and cheer. Chris Tyler's serve wouldn't clear the net, even 
after three tries. This became an occassion for the women as one 
to remember their physical education class. They shrieked with 
joy of finally being free of it, of having earned confidence in their 
own bodies. The volleyball went into the brush on Chris's side, 
and Jerry stepped in after it. Clarence, on the opposing side, 
discovered a rip in the net. 

"The net is broken," Clarence announced. "Any of you gals 
have a needle and thread?" There was a short silence. I think on 
their long, liquid return from the past, the women couldn't quite 
see that he was joking. They were hearing the voices of old 
boyfriends, but I wasn't. I laughed from my place on the 
sidelines and Clarence waved at me. Jerry returned with the ball 
and stopped to kiss me. His cheek was cold. Rough, and ice cold. 

"Are you having fun?" he asked. 
"He's a nice guy," I said of Clarence. 
"I had forgotten most of these people existed. God it's nice to 

be here." 
The players ignored the broken net and continued the game. 

Chris laughed again at some inept return that ended in spilled 
bodies and a lost ball. But even in her laughter at one a.m. among 
old friends, there was an indication of tension, of shyness. Why 
should she be shy? Why is a woman ever tongue-tied, even clum-
sy, around a particular man? 

Honest to Pete. When thoughts like these go through my head, 
I know it's time to change the scene, to take a walk. I decided to 
follow Clarence's long, driveway down to the road. No one 
noticed me leave. Dust rose with each step; fireweed and wild 
rose bushes at the side of the lane stood coated with brown grit, 
as though touched by an unlucky Midas. But the air felt cool and 
moist. It might rain soon, I thought. I outwalked the last parked 
car in the driveway, and with each step, I felt I was walking away 
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from Jerry. 
The driveway extended about a quarter-mile to an equally dus-

ty road, and at the corner stood a cabin of unpeeled logs, low and 
swaybacked, with an enormous garden in front. I stopped to ad-
mire the rhubarb plants. The stalks were as red and bizarre, the 
leaves as wide, as something you might see in the tropics. Sugar 
peas in bloom hung on a trellis. Potato plants grew inside 
automobile tires. A birdfeeder wobbled on a tall pole, and two 
others hung on the branches of a b\rch tree. Near the front door, 
a webbed chair had been abandoned with a magazine left open, 
face down, on the seat. Breaking its spine. I could recognize it as 
a National Geographic. It was going to get rained on. The grass 
around the front door waved knee high with the heads of 
dandelions. 

I walked around back to see more and nearly jumped out of my 
skin when a voice called, "You caught me burning daylight!" In 
the backyard stood a weathered, flimsy gazebo, the kind you 
might order prefab from a catalog. It had lost all its paint. Inside, 
an old man in dark-green work clothes was just setting up a 
chaise lounge. He shook his head, as if ashamed of himself, and 
came out of the gazebo toward me. 

"How's the party?" 
"Are we keeping you awake?" I asked. 
"My dear," he chuckled and brushed cottonwood seeds off his 

work pants. He was small and wiry, with a dark, freckled face. 
An aged, sunburnt face, and small, hazel eyes. He held out a 
hand to me, but instead of shaking my hand, he held it firmly for a 
couple of minutes. 

"I've know Clarence for thirty years," he said. "Any excuse 
for a get-together. I admire that boy. Any excuse to take the 
night off." 

"This is a high school reunion," I said. "Twenty years." 
"Ah, if it's not that, then it's something else. Is he behaving 

himself tonight?'' 
"Yes." 
"And you?" 
He was smaller than me; he must have been eighty years old, 

and we were already friends . Instead of answering his question, I 
asked, "Did it ever occur to you to sleep inside at night?" 

"I like to be out when there's a party. Listen." We heard the 
band, The tune was impossible to distinguish, but we heard the 
vibration of the bass. "Young people never learn," he said. 

I introduced myself. He looked a little surprised at the necess-
ity of such a basic step, but he recovered instantly. "Henry," he 
said. "And why aren't you dancing, Jenny?" 
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"I'm not an alumni. There doesn't seem to be enough partners. 
I needed a walk." My explanation faltered. 

"Are things so formal? We used to dance alone or with each 
other when the women didn't go around . A poor substitute, 
though, let me tell you. Barely adequate. Come along, dear." He 
turned and started toward the house. I hesitated. 

"I have work to do," he said, looking back. "Don't be alarmed, 
dear. I save up my garden work to do when Clarence throws a 
party. I like to keep an ear out. You can help me weed. I need 
the supervision." 

He walked around the house to the garden in front, and I 
followed him. He picked up a hoe and handed me a trowel. We 
started on a row of broccoli. The plants were only a few inches 
high, the row already weeded about halfway. 

"You belong to one of the young men?" he asked. 
"That's one way to put it. He definitely belongs to me." 
Hank considered this. I tried to change the subject. 
"You've know Clarence for thirty years?" I asked. 
"It would be something like that. His daddy and brother work-

ed with me. But Clarence, he just comes around to talk. We'll put 
in a garden together, and he'll tell me his latest idea. 'What do 
you think, Henry?' he'll say. Talking it out. I don't dare tell him 
what I really think. I think he should get married. Have children. 

Fill that fancy house with children. That's what I'd do. I 
wouldn't call any life much of a success, myself, that hasn't lived 
by the side of a loving partner.'' 

I looked up at him. 
"You think I should mind my own business?" he asked. 
"I guess you're free to say what you like," I said. "Personally, 

I like the sound of someone expressing their opinion. I don't like 
it when people are too shy. I don't trust that." 

"You're a lady after my heart ," he said. "Now Clarence hasn't 
a shy bone in his body, but he's a little old-fashioned. He's work-
ing on it, though. I believe he's learning to cook. He keeps bring-
ing me casseroles. By the time he's my age, he'll learn that men 
and women ain't so far apart." 

I dug at a weed. At one in the morning your mind does relax 
some of its regular patterns. It is not so odd as it may sound to 
find yourself weeding a garden with a total stranger and talking 
about men and women. Maybe it would be pleasant to love a 
simpler man like Clarence, one with strictly a man's way of trying 
to meet a woman's expectations. "Any of you gals got a needle 
and thread?" But Jerry! Jerry was such a damn mixture! He 
wasn't impervious to anybody. He wasn't all man, but that didn't 
mean he was less a man than Clarence: the problem was that 
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Jerry was part feminine, too. Was that possible? How could I 
stand to live with someone so hard to pin down? 

"How about you?" I asked . 
. "My wife died thirty years ago," Hank said. "It gives me a 

great deal of pleasure, still, to remember her and talk to her. On-
ly I wish she was around to supervise a little more. I find myself 
drifting off when I should be working. Now rhubarb will take 
over a garden. I just watch it grow, but she would never allow 
this." He waved at the elaborate clumps. "I should have 
watered today. It's been over a week since we had a good rain. 
But I don't think I'll have to now." He sat back. "Look up at the 
sky." 

I looked. Clouds were massing above us, and the trees at the 
end of the road turned dark blue and lowered their heads. 

"I'm going back," I said. "I'd better get on back." 
"You be a good girl," said Henry. "Tell Clarence to get down 

here and give me a full report tomorrow. Tell him I have some 
rhubarb to get rid of." 

There was time for one more dance before the storm arrived. 
And then, instead of leaving, people waited for the rain. We 
stood under that towering sky as small as any handful of people 
who'd ever stood under such clouds. We were far from the 
softening influence of the sea; this was the unforgiving Interior. 
But for one night, Jerry was free to go back, to discover he 
wasn't, after all, that serious, awkward loner he'd always pic-
tured himself to be. He did have friends, and crazy adventures. 
He might have forgotten them, but now he had them back. It was 
a gift, and my gift to him was to let it happen. 

I could forgive myself, too, for needing him so exclusively. So 
much of my own past was lost to me-was full of holes, boarded-
up alleys, absent people-just like this reunion, with it's absent 
members, silent voices. 

The more talk, the more music, on this side of the river, the 
better for us all. 
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Debra Burks 

Ollie May, 1908 

shucks corn churns butter hunts eggs in the hayloft stirs grits 
wrings cloths shells peas carries out the buckets of blood 
Papa spits in the night spreads walnuts in the sun cooks 
cornpone beats the carpets on the clothesline slops the pigs 
pours honey with beeswax into mason jars, 

chews a licorice plug waits out in front of Mr. Tate 's store 
peeks once maybe twice beneath her Sunday bonnet at the 
broom peddler peach fuzz on his cheeks Papa and the boys 
throw fat towsacks of seed in the back say Ollie why's your 
face so pink, 

plants cotton hoes cotton prays cotton in the sweat of 
honeysuckle afternoons pours pine tar on the hogs to kill 
lice hides at butchering time when Papa and Bruford string 
them up in the barn licks the last of hog jowl gravy, 

picks fat yellow squash when they see him runs with little Ruby 
behind the chicken squawking coop at the front door with a 
sack of brooms can you believe it and talking to mama too, 

gets chased by a goll-darn goose up the path, reads Sears-
Roebuck by the light through the cracks wishes on a 
scoop-necked dress in the outhouse glued together with 
dirt-clobber nests but my chest is too darn flat, 

sprinkles lilac talcum powder just a church social down the 
front of her Sunday best maybe he'll ask me to dance rides 
the perch pole of the wagon mule harness jingles like her 
heart, 

pulls watercress in oak-shade near the catfish hole says he'll 
meet her here the katydids confess katy did it katy did it 
from the trees itches a chigger bite rub on coal oil the 
peddler says from behind a bush it by jiminy works on 
skeeter bites too, 
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brushes the mantle clock the spindleback chairs God bless our 
home the whatnot shelves her face with mama's turkey 
feather duster this is what a kiss feels like, 

lies upstairs all still listening to the mice scratch behind the 
walls wonder if he loves me and the dogs howling coon coon 
treed a coon, 

winches water from the well hands touch on the gourd dipper 
says he walked three miles from town just to see her smiles 
with his eyes gives her a palm-leaf fan he got in Florida, 

feels her face flush red when Papa asks where she got that 
clover necklace hopes on the first star she sees he don't 
find out more 

flops off the milking stool lies there in cow-dung hay when Ol' 
Doll kicks for pulling too hard mama says fourteen's too 
young to know, 

jabs her finger at the quilting bee nevermind honey little 
splotch of red right there won't show too much when Miss 
Mollie says that peddler boy finally moved on thank goodness 
wasn't up to no good anyhow, 

bribes Bruford to run into town for a buffalo nickle to see, 
swings on the porch waiting with the palm-leaf fan shooing 
flies where did he go watching chickens roosting foolish in 
the trees didn't say good-bye or nothing and the bees 
humming softly in the magnolia. 



Debra Burks 

Disillusion 

For my father 
This last year opened cold and clear. 
The sun streaked through thin trees 
and we crossed the stubble field, cracked 
pond ice for the ponies huddled there 
in fog-breath. Where they had pawed the snow, 
crystal grass had curled green. Walking home 
you stopped to rest and we watched white stars 
bubble to the surface of the sky. 

Now this room encloses you in white with blood 
pumping through plastic veins. Rubber coils 
twist across ice-slab tiles, suck 
your throat with rhythmic hisses. 
A dangling bottle drips clear fluid 
into your needled arm. While you sleep, 
I watch your green heart dance 
in waves on a darkened screen. 



]erah Chadwick 

The Goatkeeper's Lover 

Presence matters. When you're away 
I lead the goats 
to high ground, nap on sphagnum 
while they browse sedge 
and scrub blueberry. Each time 
you return after days 
a part of me still 
watches from the hills. I know 
goats turn feral in rut 
or for want of 
leading, the difference 
between a tether 
and our tenuous bond-
that you must go 
unchallenged. For now 
the billy only rubs 
his horns against you, 
the nanny flinches 
at your cold morning hands. 
Trust for me is the same: 
proximity, as hesitant at first 
then reassuring as the extended 
contract of your touch. 



]erah Chadwick 

Morels 

Unalaska, Aleutian Islands 

Spreading my sight 
to scan the tundra, 
I stumble, trying 
to notice nothing 
but the barest 
bulb shapes, 
rarest fruit 
of decay, from spores 
brought north 
with wartime lumber, 
they distill overnight, 
the leeched brown 
of leaf rot ripening 
in brief periods of sun. 
Green laces the mosses, 
the bleached grass 
sodden and thinned-
tendrils and shoots 
reclaiming soil 
rutted over 
forty years ago. 
Finding morels 
among them only 
when I forget 
to focus, wizened hosts 
of the resiliant world, 
I mouth and taste 
ones wild leavening, savor 
its slow dissolve. 



Groundlight 

Stay-chains ringing over snow packed 
and spattered with blood, a fox 
panicked as we approached, a silver 
fore and hind leg caught in traps 
sawing deeper for all its thrashing-
! still wrestle it beneath my coat. 

as I wrestled the fox then, wanting you 
to force the traps and free it. 
Yellow eyes flashing, jaws gnashing pink froth 
from the frozen metal, the fox cowered 
as I pulled my parka back, red 

spreading in the snow. And you 
weighing a stick, your eyes 
set as you struck-blood from the fox's nose 
foaming into the frenzied 
whine of its breath. Eagles flew 

up from their rocks to the circling ravens. 
I closed my coat's sharp musk and blood 
metal smell to the cold. The fox left 
for the birds or trapper, you dusting shredded down 
from my shoulder and sleeve, we went on 
through snow flurries, the dusk-lit drifts. 
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Leslie Leyland Fields 

Searching for Eyes 

I turned to brother mole 
and asked him where to dig, 
under what tree, in which field 
and how deep must I go 
to find them. 

He told me 
but I found only bones, 
an ancient grave. 

Angry, 
I returned and 
waved the bones in his face , 
then saw. 



Keeper of the Pot 

No one knows the island 
like Dora. It is hers. 
She has eaten it all 
and carries it with her still. 
a body pregnant with 
bony ducks 
sea lion flippers, 
Indian rice, 
seal livers tender as fat, 
deer intestines, 
salmon -smoked dried 
chipped canned raw. 

The island is changing, 
has a grocery store now, 
but the people still carry 
their problems to her. 
She gives them octopus, 
pickled kelp, anything 
to quit the bellys' rumbling, 
to teach again 
the ancient taste 
of island. 
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Ellen Kroeker 

A Shock of Grace, Passion 

Like my big-boned Grossmama, 
this muskox wears its coat 
unfashionably long, yet 
awkwardly high, revealing 
legs sinewed to toughness. 
She moves ponderously 
across the bowl of the valley, 
the late night breathing 
through the quiviut. 
Her bony brow holds the heft 
of memory, a weight of shadowed 
winters. But, just as her density 
settles the slow pace 
of the land, this muskox 
swirls and gallops 
away in a shock of grace 
and passion, like a Mennonite 
woman who, suddenly swooshing 
her skirts in a similar, 
lascivious swirl, drops the years, 
the dark tradition, proves 
the buoyancy of bones. 



Wanting China 

The Pamirs, flowered with rose 
snow, taunt the fronting palms. 
Here in the Field Museum, 
we strain after parrot chatter, 
wild bird singings 
in this mute photograph we face. 
My daughter longs for this land-
scape, cries out for it in her 
high, inadvertent voice. She wants 
the chilly maternal dawn 
on the breasted mountains, 
mountains lilting over 
the luxuriant, shadowed 
palms of the plain. 

This child, echo of my accent 
and gesture, desires the foreign: 
scented pagodas, pandas, 
fluttering stands of bamboo. 
She wants to set herself 
on the Great Wall, serpentine, 
undulating, but always sure 
of the reach toward horizon. 
So small she is 
for such a longing reach. 
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Ellen Kroeker 

Shadows That 
Don't Move 

This flannel night lulls 
my sleep past the loom 
of headlights across the walls. 
The rock of dreams, 
cadenced by Mother's songs, 
washes me toward morning. 
At the pivot of night, 
when the sweep of lights 
has ended, and there remains 
only the steady shadow 
of one street lamp, 
just when all dark should 
know its place, a cry begins 
in my father's throat, 
a cry that shoves 
against the shadows 
that dont' move. Long-dead 
soldiers riding through 
his brain, spring up 
in the night to chase him 
through early alleys, 
Dmitris and !vans 
with swinging sabers. 
Or, it is Katrinka's 
head, once again lolling 
in the ditch, the bloodflow 
fresh while his heart 
thrums louder, louder. 
His climbing cry founders 
on language, a crescendo 
of crowded vowels. Strewn 
among my young dreams 
are the screams 
his childhood 
couldn't allow. 



Circles 

We drive the road up to Cooper Lake, 
the dogs running behind. Again 
no wood gathered, no guns, no rabbits 
shot along the way. The sun settles 
down slate mountains, silver birch 
go white in the fall. Willow bushes 
are stripped at the lake's shore, 
along trails the last rose hips hang 
like dried sacks on stems. We watch 
as the dogs track distance between 
us and the water, their tongues 
lapping at the world's face. So this 
is the circle drawn from nowhere-
the place you enter, your hands 
emptied of notions. The one place 
where nothing seeks or hides. 

Peg Peoples 



Peg Peoples 

Break-Up 

Fairbanks, Alaska 

I can come home with my boots splashed 
clean and sink into a room 
where night's piled high 
around the sofa. I'm waiting 

for white crowned sparrows 
and dark-eyed juncos to return 
to feeders. I open heavy shades, 
hang sheets in the breeze, 
chip ice from the porch 
until there's only winter too 

tired to leave. Everywhere 
water runs off sleek-skinned 
roofs, garbage floats by 
in the ditches. Neighbors talk 

about break-up as if we were 
all quitting camp-as if 
what doesnt fit in the boxes has to go. 
Even the sun's slippery each 

morning as I write a new 
list of chores, make coffee 
and lay out food as if guests 
were to arrive. Today I 



turned fresh soil into pots, 
set them on the sills of windows; 
when the smell of humus rose 
to the ceiling, I went out-

bought three clinging 
clements, two hydrangeas 
and a row of tuber begonias. 
Today I bought seeds 
for the color of their vegetables. 
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Kim Stafford 

Natural Wonders 

When we hiked in to Hidden Falls 
against the ragged Tetons 
lonely trappers named, 

we heard a sound like jet planes 
practicing to kill us all-but 
older than such human work, more 

permanent: the falls' roar 
through contorted trees 
that winter would regain. My love 

went up before me on the path, and I 
came after around the bend. We found 
a woman alone holding her own arms 

close, perched on a boulder dark 
from spray, her long hair glistening 
and loose, her back so bowed 

for sorrow or delight-as if 
the flash of water dashing down 
before her were alive, and she 



a white shrub summer left behind. 
We drew aside against a stone, 
we watched the snowmelt 

shattered from the high stream, 
restored deep in the pool. 
But this was nothing 

to the woman rocking the private 
cradle of her bones, embrace and pivot 
clean, when leaning from herself she 

swayed alone. We turned away, 
came down, the mountain's chill 
in us burning-somehow happy then 

to be in danger, to be together, yet 
to have our kinship with that woman 
dancing in the wilderness. 
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Kim Stafford 

Hacksaw Says Their 
Marriage Vows 

I am the first part of joinery, 
dividing of self from self by this 
opening wedge with a kerf of light 
in my slender wake. I take you 
down by dust so fine you will not 
miss those old shapes done away 
by the marriage of flame to wood 
when one voice speaks. 

My teeth on the blued steel blade 
reveal all things, consume all things, 
invite apart and change in all things 
from what they were. For he 
must be divided from himself 
and she from herself to be 
one passion kindled right. 



All His Own 

His own tennis court 
the trees and pandanus leaves 
an echo chamber 
so that every ball hit 
solid or not 
sounded like Wimbledon 
so that your bent knees 
early backswing 
picture follow-through 
formed shadows that took 
your eyes 
off the ball: 
his father owned 
a piece of the Cubs 
a whole of a Chicago 
department store 
and asked you after the set 
for drinks by the pool 
chatted to you pleasantly 
oblivious to his kingdom 
his green paradise 
so that even the damn cokes 
tasted special. 

R.E. Stratton 



R.E. Stratton 

Auntie Celeste 

arrived in an ivory Cadillac 
with less tasteless fins 
than most and a Filipino 
chauffer bearing racquets. 
Her court always ready 
with me as partner-ballboy 
clumping about her sharkskin whites 
covering more than I could 
delivering two on the silver 
salver that was my own so-
battered Ellsworth Vine Special 
so she could pluck them off 
to serve every four games 
seemed elegant as a movie set 
to me and just once 
she invited us to her own 
tennis-but-so-much-more. 
Nestled into the side 
of a tropical hill 
so shaded by Rainbow Showers 
her Florentine villa red-tiled 
hard by. And tea instead of 
cherry cokes between sets 
in silver and china. 
Ten years later Celeste was dead 
and that vine-embraced villa 
about to surrender to a school 
when I played again 
but it was not the same. 
No tea but instead 
practical New England accents 
primly complimenting placements 
while the Shower's roots 
divided that perfect surface. 



]erah Chadwick 

A Matchbook-Cover Guide: 
How to Get Published 
in The New Yorker 
Or: How to Move Up from Permafrost 
to the Next Rung of the Literary Ladder. 

With apologies to the spirit of Howard Moss. 

In the past four lessons, we have covered most of the basic con-
cepts in the writing of poetry. Many of you are making great 
strides in your poetic careers. I have noticed a plethora of similes 
and metaphors cropping up in your recent work. Congratu-
lations! Several of you have already utilized my advice in this 
course and have actually published. Letters arrive daily inform-
ing me that student work has been accepted in such magazines as 
Road Kill, The Unspeakable Visions of the Half-Ripe Avocado, and 
Sugar and Lice.. I think that, at this point in the course, you are 
ready to strive for the literary big leagues. In this lesson I will 
give you useful advice about how to get work accepted at-ready 
for this class?-THE NEW YORKER. Don't let my joking tone 
(and you all remember what tone is, right?) deceive you here. 
Writing for such a prestigious and often inaccessible publication 
like The New Yorker is serious stuff. Many poets in this country 
dream of the their SASE's returning empty from "The 
Magazine" except for that thin, laudatory acceptence note. If on-
ly they knew how to tailor their poems to the specifications of 
The New Yorker, as you will learn to do in this lesson, they would . 
have a much greater chance of success in the roulette game of 
getting their names in print. 

Before submitting to any publication, it is important to acquaint 
yourselves with not only the type of work it publishes, but with 
the work of its poetry editor as well. Familiarity with an editor's 
writing can be an invaluable aid in the writing of a cover letter. 
Terse, pertinent comments on the editor's work, such as, "I 
especially appreciate the manner in which you are able to yoke 
abstractions to the draft pony of the world," or, "I am in com-
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plete disagreement with the critics' recent assessment of your 
writing; it works for me!" can be most effective in evoking sym-
pathy for and interest in your submission. Of course, in the case 
of The New Yorker, a short apology for a strategic stain on the let-
ter, in the form of, "Sorry, I spilled a little Chivas while winding 
my Rolex-1 got the 24-karat band caught on my 100-percent 
cashmere sweater while lounging on the veranda at Club Med. 
My personal secretary was nowhere to be found, so I could not 
get this retyped," thereby establishing a certain class rapport, 
can't hurt either. 

Until his recent· death, Howard Moss, poet, essayist, critic, 
served as poetry editor of The New Yorker. It is safe to assume 
that Moss' successor holds many of the same preferences Moss 
did, so a study of Moss is still important to writing poems 
the magazine will deem to publish. According to Stephen Gardner, in 
his essay on Moss in the Dictionary of Literary Biographies, "his 
practice and opinion have provided a benchmark in creativity for 
poets for over three decades." (As always, secondary reference 
material such as biographies or critical appraisals are also helpful 
in obtaining a sense of an editor's personal style and, so, literary 
tastes.) In his article, Gardner summarizes much of the criticism 
of Moss's poems. We find that Moss had a tendency to "rely on 
abstractions," although he "attempts to redeem the abstraction 
through unusual language and contexts." Moss's subject matter 
is "often mundane," and the poems "propose a wistfulness ... a 
desire to escape the city, to belong to the open land and its animal 
populations." According to Gardner, Thorn Gunn believes that 
some of Moss's poems contain the "slickness of empty 
gesturing," but finds that others are "modest and moving." 
Gardner considers Wallace Stevens ("the lush language and love 
of wordplay") and W.H. Auden ("controlled and urbane") to be 
Moss's masters. Gardner tells us that, throughout the years, 
Moss's themes have remained "relatively constant...he is ever 
concerned with the beauty and bleakness of the city, with the 
passing of time .. .. " 

From this description of Moss's work, we might assume that, 
in subject matter, poems that involve a sense of long-drive-in-the-
country color, or meditations upon the mundane, might stand a 
better chance for acceptence. Creating equations such as "steer-
ing wheel equals the seasons turning" or "traffic on Fifth Avenue 
equals the indifference of life," or, perhaps, musing upon the 
history and personality of a particular fire escape, can get your 
poems and writing careers going. As for style, we might predict 
that a sense of cleverness and tradition (remember the usefulness 
of allusion?), and the ability to render unusual imagery in such a 
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way as to approach and encompass abstraction, can only lend 
momentum to your rising star. 

Curiously enough, in surveying eight consecutive issues of The 
New Yorker (August 26 through October 14, 1985), we find that 
of the twenty-two poems included, sixteen follow a vacation or 
meditation formula, nine the former, seven the latter. Of there-
maining six, three involve an address to an amorphous "you," 
and three do not adhere to any guidelines. Thirteen of the 
twenty-two poems were written by established "name" writers. 
The three exceptions to the formulae are included in this group 
of thirteen, so we can presume that flexibility in style is 
allowed-if the writer is famous. Since most of you in this course 
are not yet famous (those of you included in Eight Alcoholic Iowa 
Poets and The Directory of Vegetable Versificationers aside), it 
would be wise to model your work upon the sucessful submitters' 
leads, upon either the vacation or meditation formula. Or-
chestrating an amorphous "you" poem might get you into The 
New Yorker, but the percentages are against you. 

In examining the vacation poems, we find that what Gardner 
wrote of Moss's own work is applicable as well to the work Moss 
chose to publish. The desire to escape the city and belong to the 
land is a strong thread in the nine vacation pieces. The old line, 
"The universe is a grain of sand," is resonant in these poems, 
although the sand had better be from the Bahamas (as in Sherod 
Santos' poem), or at least from The Vineyard (as in W.S. 
Merwin's). The best vacation-formula poems provide a sort of 
"coffee break" escapism, flashbacks to or fantasies of some ex-
otic, or some out-of-the-way, spot. Gardner McFall's "Along the 
St. Johns" (9-30-85), Eamon Grennan's "Incident (10-14-85), and 
].D. McClatchy's "A Cold in Venice" (10-14-85) are all well writ-
ten and aware of language as artifice. But throughout these nine 
poems runs an ominous undercurrent. Given the fact that these 
issues of the. magazine are fall issues and many of the white-collar 
writers and readers have just returned from holiday, we can infer 
from the poems that poetry is primarily a verbal Polaroid shot: It 
is a pastime we indulge in while vacationing, or a sort of urbane 
derangement from which we wake a little fuzzier, like a night 
spent dancing and drinking rum on some beach before returing to 
work the next morning. 

Since many of us lack the means with which to fund excursions 
to the Bahamas, or even to The Vineyard (or even the actual 
events upon which to base vacation poems), the meditation form-
ula is probably the most accessible to us. We are all surrounded 
by the mundane. By using it both as a springboard to some 
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larger, less concrete context, we can, like Moss himself and the 
six poets he published discussed above, create some credibly ac-
ceptable work. In order to illustrate this process, we will discuss 
three poems that appeared in The New Yorker* that are 
adherents to the meditation formula. They begin with descrip-
tions and musings upon some specific natural thing or event. 
Brad Leithauser explores the possibilities proposed by his 
meditation upon a bonsai plant. Katha Pollitt and Galway Kinnell 
draw very different conclusions from their meditations upon 
milkweed seed tufts. Keeping in mind another apparent New 
Yorker maxim, "One seed makes a prairie," lets examine the 
poems. 

Brad Leithauser's "In a Bonsai Nursery" (October 28, 1985, page 
34) is a poem written in syllabics. There are four syllables per line, 
and the poem itself is broken into six stanzas in a doubled pattern of 
ten lines, ten lines, eight lines. The line breaks, particularly those 
cases in which words are broken as well-"recep-/tive," "pin-/point," 
"hard -/won," "enter-/tain," "hard -/pressed," and 
"smoke-/puffing" -recreate and underline the "knot-imploded/ 
distension, and/ deep thematic/ torsion" of the bonsai themselves. 
Leithauser, with his use of compound "knots" of description-"leaf-
losses," "earth-toughened," "heartwood"-and the somewhat 
twisted syntax of the poem, integrates movement and form with 
meaning. The poem about bonsai, "these pondered, hand-/ won 
triumphs of/ containment," is itself a bonsai, also pondered and, ap-
parently through the torsion of its lines, a hand-won, tentatively 
drawn replica of itself. The regularity of Leithauser's lines and stan-
zas, besides providing the visual quality of order and tradition (the 
bonsai area also "passed on"), serves as a scaffolding upon which the 
poem can twist and gnarl. 

Consider the opening lines: 

Nearly nothing 
in Nature so 
spirits the eye 

(No break) 

*Instructor's note: Alas, because of lack of space on matchbook covers and because at-
taining pennission from The New Yorker and from authors in order to use poems en 
totale is a time-consuming process (one that takes away from precious moments spent 
creating literary works of our own), we must satisfy ourselves here only with references 
to the poems rather than have the luxury of seeing them whole as well. Dates and page 
numbers are provided for those students who wish to read the poems, although the 
quality of their exposition here makes that. unnecessary. 
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off-but off by 
way of in-to 
unveil detail 
as minimal 
as its recep· 
tive to as does 
this more than true· 

to-life ... 

Though these are simply declarative-the lines read when written 
out in prose as a somewhat abstract but interesting statement-the 
manner in which they are broken, by line and stanza breaks,and the 
added aside of "but off by/ way of in," create a wrenched quality. 
Like the diminutive bonsai, which encourages the eye to appreciate it 
as a whole, to take it all in, the lines themselves motivate the reader to 
continue on, lending momentum. Notice the word choice here: "so 
spirits the eye." The word "spirit" (to animate with fresh ardor or 
courage, to carry off mysteriously or secretly) not only is a fresh way 
of "perceiving," but is part of a line which does carry the eye on, and 
off, into the poem. But "off by/ way of in." 

Here, again, the poem seems to contain an awareness of its own 
becoming. In the fifth stanza, the "pondered, hard-/ won triumphs 
of/ containment," the bonsai and, by implication the poem, "bid us 
enter-/ tain notions of/ day whose hours are/ shorter than ours." The 
linebreak at "enter·" is very effective. The bonsai bid us enter, "by/ 
way of in,'' into a realm of space and time conceived to be on scale 
with them-the realm of the last few lines-in which the "sun, 
planets, stars,/ and our little,/ still swollen moon" are transformed 
and "brought, though yet/ unreachable,/ nearer." Just as the bonsai 
"unveil detail" in their minimalness, so does the poem-pruned, 
spare and twisting, into a visual and verbal bonsai-lend immediacy 
to the world and bring it closer. 

Leithauser opens his poem with an abstraction rooted in the con-
crete image of the bonsai in its title. He then proceeds to physicalize 
this, both in the form of the bonsai and in the poem which it em-
bodies. Katha Pollitt, in her poem "Milkweed," (September 2, 1985, 
page 36) inverts this process. She begins with concrete physical 
description and then, without losing sight of the physical touchstone, 
extrapolates from it. 

Whereas Leithauser wrote in form and employed the wrench-
ing of language and syntax to reinforce and underscore his 
poem's content, Pollitt uses a more conversational tone. Yet, her 
approach to form is as integral to her poem's meaning and 
message as Leithauser's. "Milkweed" can be read as a sort of 
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humanistic epiphany, a carpe diem in the passage of seasons (the 
natural world) and traffic (the urban environment). As the 
milkweed tufts wend their way across the sky, and as the 
neighbors go about their business, and the city breathes "on it 
way to sleep," the poem's persona, "tired of transcendence," ad-
dresses a partner: "Let's stay home tonight." Since the poem is 
an address to another, its conversational form reflects its content 
and is fitting. 

There is a vividness of detail ("ghost feathers," "angel bones") 
and cleverness ("tiny Quixotes sailing off to heaven") in the open-
ing lines of "Milkweed." The ethereal quality of the seed tufts, 
and of Quixote's quest (a search outside the self), is described and 
then, in the following line, dismissed: "I'm tired of 
transcendence." The yearning inherent in the long vowel sounds 
which fill the first four lines is undercut by this flat statement. 
The reader is brought back down to earth, physically and 
psychically located ("Let's stay home."). The speaker wants to 
shut out the world for a moment, to "take the phone off the 
hook," and to commune with her partner, to "drink a peaceable 
beer on the fire escape." 

Pollitt is concerned with the here and now. As the neighbor 
waters her "terraceful of scraggly geraniums," as the building 
superintendent and his wife have a "salsa party," and as the "old 
classical philogist next door" recalls "that even Zeus came down 
to us for love," the moon, symbol of the immediacy of desire, the 
movement of emotional tides, rises. But the moon becomes for 
Pollitt simply a light over the weary trees. She is tired of 
transcendence. After dismissing all that's ethreal and drifting, 
whether milkweed silk or the yearning for quest, and by implica-
tion the obsession with language, and after locating herself and 
the reader on the fire escape, the speaker shifts into direct ad-
dress: "Love, we can do worse than listen to the city breathing/ 
on its way to bed tonight." While overhead, "cold galaxies of 
milkweed stream and stream," and while those about them go 
about their business in the "breathing" of the city, the speaker, 
with her partner, seeks a stillpoint, not the transcendence of 
romantic love, but a communion, a peace offering of beer. 

The same image of drifting milkweed seed appears in the third 
poem we'll discuss, "The Shroud," by Galway Kinnell 
(September 9, 1985, page 70). Kinnell's poem is not written in 
traditional form, nor is it a conversational address to a specific 
other. It's eighteen lines aspire to elegaic, a tone Kinnell almost 
achieves through heightened description and the open-ended 
questioning which concludes the poem. But Kinnell does not 
navigate the transition from concrete description to abstraction 
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or statement as successfully as The New Yorker formula would 
usually have it. Though the changing of the seasons, the 
milkweed tufts drifting and the goldfinches gathering them 
("Spinus tristis turning gold back into sod") do provide a strong 
context, Kinnell's strained personification of the forces of fate 
rings a hollow note. "The rhythm/ that waits in air all along ,I like 
the bottom hem of nowhere" is not anchored well enough in the 
poem's attempt at reality. The strain to perceive the trail of 
milkweed as "seamstresses' chalks," as a visual, literal image (no 
simile is used by Kinnell here), and the goldfinches darting like 
"golden needles" in order to stitch the "sheet or shroud large 
enough/ to hold the whole earth" is too consciously forced. In ad-
dition, Kinnell 's use of the Latin name for goldfinch, Spinis tristis 
(weeping thorns, sad spines), apparently an attempt to drag in 
echoes of the Crown of Thorns and, so, Christ imagery of death 
and resurrection, adds even more weight to his heavy handed-
ness. 

From a literal perspective, we have the relatively pastoral 
(Brooks Brother bucolic) scene of the milkweed floating through 
the air and of the goldfinches gathering the seeds. From a 
figurative perspective, we find the amorphous Fates chalking and 
then stitching the hemline of a shroud made from the fabric of 
mutability. The goldfinches are at once bearers of their own im-
age, of the golden needles of the Fates, and, lastly, of the Latin 
baggage of Spinus tristis. With a nod to the Neo-Classics, it's a 
wonder those small birds ever got off the ground. In this poem, 
in spite of his technique, Kinnell does not establish enough of 
ground on which to stand himself. Having a recognized name 
can't hurt a writer's chances for publication, and obviously Kin-
nell's reputation preceeded him in this particular example. 

What can we, as students, learn in terms of technique from 
these poems? All three take as their starting points some con-
crete image from the natural world. Two begin, in a sort of 
"vacant-lot Waldenism," with descriptions of milkweed tufts, 
and the third with a shaped abstraction, reflecting, and 
thematically tied to the physical torsion of the bonsai. Both 
"Milkweed" and "The Shroud" attempt to capture the seeds in 
flight; they "rise," are "lifted" by their tufts, and "soar." 
Whereas, Kinnell devotes the first third of his poem to the literal 
description of this movement before establishing a hinge to 
abstraction, Pollitt begins with a metaphor in order to establish at 
the outset that the seeds are representative, that they serve as 
pointers in the process of a present mind attempting to make 
sense (or something) of and from what is observed. 
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So initially, in our own poem, we will need a piece if vivid 
description, an observation of some mundane occurrence. How 
about: 

Cats'paws on the calm water 
flurries of sand, endless trails 
in the grasses going 
now here, nowhere. 

The image we have created is of the movement of breezes on a 
lake surface and in the grasses of an adjoining field. Simple 
enough, and perhaps like the calm lake, the mind is engaged in 
reflection? The breezes make "endless trails/ in the grasses" that 
go "now here, nowhere" as in a maze or labyrinth. The phrase 
"now here, no where," a fairly clever combination of the same 
one-syllable words, also establishes the removed speaker as pre-
sent and observative, visually and tactilely. It can also serve as a 
description of the breezes' touch upon the skin and then their 
passing. Lastly, the line reinforces the speaker's awareness that 
the medium is language. Not bad for the first four lines. 

After such an opening, we need to realize some of its potential, 
to continue our descriptive passage to reach a point from which 
the speaker can leap and encompass, through abstraction, a 
larger view. Kinnell attempts this in lines seven and thirteen of 
his poem. Let's try this: 

Aimlessly blazing the lake 
and fields, breezes make a labyrinth 
of light, building 
and chasing their tails. 

"Aimlessly blazing" is ambiguous enough to refer to 
both the movement of the breezes and to a certain shifting of 
light-as if a figure were carrying a lantern that cast sheets of 
brightness through the shadowed passages of a labyrinth. In the 
next lines, the speaker names, and so makes manifest, his or her 
perception of the pneuma of the world, of the breezes creating a 
"labyrinth/ of light." Notice the effectiveness of the linebreak. 
The breezes are "building/ and chasing their tails," so we have a 
mandala image, a random circular and circulatory pattern, like 
that of the earth seen from outer space, one that, if the speaker 
wanted to be obvious, he or she could name as a vision of life. But 
such obviousness is not for cognoscenti like ourselves, so we will 
leave the image to stand on its own. 

At this point in the poem, we are ready for the big leap to 
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abstraction, which in most cases of New Yorker poetry is 
presented in a well-bred, flat statement like Pollitt's "I am tired 
of transcendence." Yet this direct address should in some way 
tie back with the opening description, perhaps by summarizing 
imagistically; perhaps something like the following is in order: 

There are passages 
only the mind can follow, 
vague stirrings ... 

One could argue that this construct is more effective than Kin-
nell's "bottom hem of nowhere." Besides being a construction 
endemic in contemporary poetry (visual image plus preposition 
plus abstraction), Kinnell's line is too flat. What we have been 
describing in our poem are passages, and obviously the mind, try-
ing to make sense of what the eye sees, has been following them, 
as any mind is wont to do, pursuing a thought or impulse in fan-
tasy. The expression "vague stirrings," besides being nicely 
vague as a line in itself, can refer to both the breezes' effects upon 
the field and the impulse to pursue the metaphor the mind 
discovers while observing them. In this way, the poem that takes 
shape reflects, through its form, a process of discovery, just as 
Pollitt's and Liethauser's do. The ellipses at the end are a nice 
touch. The thoughts trail off just as the breezes do. 

Now that we have set down a description and have extrapolated 
an abstraction from it-have realized, one could argue, the idea 
contained in the imagery-we need to strive for some con-
clusiveness. Perhaps we can create a sense of reflective closure, 
as Pollitt and Leithauser achieve, or a movement toward 
openendedness, as Kinnell strives for. In this poem, a sense of 
closure would probably be the most effective: it would be keeping 
with the mandala image, and would portray how the speaker's 
.mind revolves around that image, meditating upon it. Maybe this 
might work: 

And then the body's 
obedient shuffle, its path 
the rush of wind bearing 
what cannot be contained, 
the distance. 

The ''And then'' which opens this stanza implies continuity with 
the trailing off of the preceding stanza. Just as the breezes build 
to a wind, the "vague stirrings" of the mind lead to physical 
movement, to action. The body, "obedient," attempts to follow 
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the mind's directives. But its "path" is more like that of the 
wind, it is composed by the vague and, on the surface, contradict-
ory impulses of the breezes. Paradoxically,the wind, unimpeded 
by distance, contains that distance as well-"what cannot be con-
tained." The mind is aware of the distance it must cover, and 
that it may not be able to cover it entirely. Nuances the mind can 
conceive of can never be quite realized by (or through) the body. 
In this poem, spirit, represented by the breezes/wind, serves both 
as the means by which this contradiction is realized and as the 
medium through which the mind and body can meet. 

As for a title, we need to devise something that can serve the 
two levels presented by the poem: the arrival of the actual wind 
and the arrival at realization. How about "Arrivals"? This is 
noncommittal and abstract enough, and there is a cleverness in it, 
a certain contradiction. It alludes to an arrival at some point of 
departure, to the beginning of a journey of mind and flesh 
together. Let's see how it sets up the poem in its entirety: 

Arrivals 

Cats'paws on the calm water 
flurries of sand, endless trails 
in the grasses going 
now here, nowhere. 

Aimlessly blazing the lake 
and fields, breezes make a labyrinth 
of light, building 
and chasing their tails. 

There are passages 
only the mind can follow, 
vague stirrings ... 

And then the body's 
obedient shuffle, its path 
the rush of wind bearing 
what cannot be contained, 
the distance. 

Is this New Yorker material? It does adhere to the meditative 
formula. It begins with a natural setting and it moves, as air and 
life move, toward realization. It utilizes a transition common to 
many New Yorker poems and borders on the abstract. The dic-
tion is consistent and heightened, and, though there is a speaker 
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present in the poem, he or she is not intrusive. Is this poem 
publishable? Well, keeping in mind what I've mentioned in an 
earlier lesson-that we should always submit at least five poems 
at a time-we'll need to come up with four more before we can 
find out. 

Now that we've explored some of the techniques involved in 
writing a poem suitable to The New Yorker, I expect you all to 
begin to write some, basing your attempts on the craft elements 
that I've touched upon in this lesson. I look forward to seeing the 
products of your efforts appear on pages even more pretigious 
than those of Road Kill. Our next class meeting, by the way, will 
be over a bottle of Chivas and some travel brochures .... 

Note: As a test, author jerah Chadwick recently submitted 
"Arrivals" along with jour other poems, ones written in his own 
style, to a nationally-known poetry journal. The poems came back 
with a note: the editor felt "Arrivals " was the "strongest poem" of 
the group. Chadwick is considering a new line of work. 
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E R R A T u M 

The poem "The Given-Way" by Gerald Cable, 
which begins on page 25, is incomplete. Below is 
the poem in its entirety: 

The Given-Way, by Gerry Cable 

There is blue there is green, 
jewels of gum 
it the ashtray. And powdered cream. 
Simulated beams of wood 
you could tear barehanded down 
to the skeletal steel. Well, 
I am only waiting for something to eat, leaned 
on an elbow, kissing beer. 
A large man in glasses eats pizza 
by himself with a fork. 
The waitress speaks softly,, 
carries a faded menu. 

The rice was good. 
It rains a lot in Southeastern. 
In the Harbor Bar 
I have another kind of beer. It's the walls 
oovered with photographs of fishing 
boats and men beside 
h.Jge fish hanging upside down. Lao-tzu 
was wise. Give, it reads 
it large letters slotted for coins 
beneath the long mirror full of red-spouted bottles, 
tD the March of Dimes. 

Dollar bills 
with crumpled wings 
scotch-taped to the ceiling. 
Snashing bottled for space, snapping gum, Sally 
not Sarah, tends bar, then leans 
by the cash register 



clipping her nails. )7etty,'has a child 
lives in one room and within 
the hour has been vandalized. Neither she 
mr anyone else has any connection 
whatsoever 
to the final hot-dog 
revolving in a glass box at the end of the world. 
the juke box 

is blazing, spitting blood. Someone 
with a Fu Manchu 
breaks the balls. Chaung-tzu was right. 
Those who forget us 
having never laid eyes on us 
will be forgiven. 

Wednesday night in here 
Silly and he swore to down a quart of tequila 
each, tonight. She's tough, 
yet seems to avoid mentioning 
this pact 
with a bearded man. The air 
is salt. My business here is weightless. 

lAst night 
I dreamt of money, and up in the West 
Russian cemetary 
crosses with crosses for the feet 
to be nailed apart 
lie in the ice in the grass. 
And among the pop-<:ans and the beer-<:ans, 
bare brush and towering spruce, 
their broken stones confuse the dead. 
Meant for Mrs. Jackson, who died 

~ if to leave no doubt, 
at one hundred and one, a cylindrical stone, and 
~ her feet in this absolute thicket 
until mid-November nineteen-twelve, 
a Mrs.]. Smith. Thirty-nine is nothing. 
Who else, their names being swallowed 
by the rain, 
is around. 
No one. 
Here is Sitka Jack. 
In eighty years he may never have stopped here. 
Maybe he's learning the tides by heart. 



Proving Grounds 

At White Sands he slighted Von Braun 
and turned up in our school 
on the northern fringe 
of California 
waxing the hallways 
in creased, grey clothes. 
The day he stopped for a visit 
in physics-lab 
with its stick-horse electrons 
ight-bulb sun 
and Mr. Chaffey presiding 
through polished, Galilean lenses, 
he leaned on a broom 
running the figures through his hair 
and he said we'd land on the moon 
in fifteen years. 
Fifteen years later he was right. 
Now he's reached an age 

~en a man gives birth 
to a gallstone like a cratered moon 
the size of golf ball. This 
is no dream, Von Braun 
~oever you are without hands. 
You didn't much care 
oow you flew to the stars-a one-sided 
dream that backfired: 
~en the rockets are gone 
they won't go away-looping up 
for one last look 
rubbing their torsos in the cold 
!tarlight, then falling 
to a pinpoint descent. 
We could see ourselves 
in the hallways, the school was white 
a green lawn into spring 
and sunlight splashed on our faces. 

E R R A T u M 

In addition to "The Given- Way," jour other poems by Gerald 
Cable appearing in the special memorial section are incomplete 
as published in this issue of Permafrost. They appear below in 
their entirety, and the special section will be republished in its 
entirety in the next issue. 

Pine Grove FJementary 

Broken in the center where it thins 
along her name 
I hold the stone with sticks and raise 
the rotted palings of a fence, 
brittle wire I have to 
tear away from the grasp of weeds. 
She died in childbirth-the words, cut deep 
in 1876, are slow in healing. 

Back of the schoolyard where trees begin 
she gathers what's left-the sky 
~en we're through 
on a green, splintery swing, one room 
of school, and while 
the first bird killed by the smokehouse sings 
in the spent shell 
something else I don't know how to love 

begins to break on its own. 
A thick green splinter in my arm, all afternoon 
the chalk kust floating through my hair. 
In sunlight the bottomless pond 
at the foot of the hill turns blue-
<.aught out at night 
her stillborn darkness tears loose in my skin 
and my thin wheels slip in the gravel. 

I sleep with a light beneath the door. 
At her side a yellow pine outcircles my arms, 
the hollow fills with needles 
and snow. 
Last y~ar I drove through and the road 
was paved-now there's a strong 
~ite fence, and slow, the stone cemented 
her first name Susanna. 



Yggdraslll 

ll:lieve it or not 
in tonight's paper 
right above a smiling Oar fish 
lying across the hands of four men 
a Sydney Harbor 
a tree 
n Analomink Pennsylvania 
that split in half 
a huge boulder 

There are sketches 
picturing the tree 
forked and branching 
its blotted leaves into the thin 
\IDite sky 
and the fish even more unskilled 
although two of the men 
wear hats 
lhe fourth is torn off at the tail 

&It the tree has broken through 
this boulder 
!D you can see inside when mountains 
were the roots of oceans 
~hed up around the trunk as if 
the fish would leap 
from their hands and dive 
into the ink-filled stone 
or its past 

md there they would stand 

the wrong question 
measured in their vacant arms 
as the tree splits 
its answer 
md branches into real leaves 
that change 
nto birds 
that light and fly away light 

md fly away 

Counterweight 

He leans through a canvas curtain 
to grasp you 
beneath the jaw, bending 
)UUr neck by the soft, unrelenting edge 
of his strength. 
Sung to a wide leather strap 
at his chest 
The rope passing through the single pulley 
the counterweight 
rises and sinks 
Although your handsome eyes 
ike polished burls 
of maple 
roll white, he sits you quickly adrift 
on your spine, in the clasp 
d his knees-and begins 
at your throat. The greasy clouds 
that lent your a cool 
rounded-off feeling 
are shorn away, rippling your skin 
revealing the warm 
pnk sky of your belly. Each tuft 
the hollows 
behind your ears, the pockets 
of your thighs, undone 
to the shining floor, gathered in twine 
and trampled together 
nto long sacks of burlap that are sewn 
shut and hauled away. 
Through a second curtain, bleeding 
or not, you are shoved 
nto a narrow pen with the others 
your head now heavy, 
held low and protruding. 

These are the flat-lands, steel towers 
wavering in the heat 
the chirring of the cutters 
n the long, red barn. You shiver flies 
and blink 
in the hard, white sun. 






