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About the Contest 

The Three Stories by Three Writers Fiction Contest was con-
ceived as a one-time alternative to contests in which one stOf"!J 
of a particular writer wins, in which the "top" story stands alone 
as a product] or all to view from d![ferent angles ,formalistically 
detached from its creator and his or her work. While such 
contests have their place, we hoped that by printing three 
stories of each of three winners that readers would come away 
with a better idea of the capabilities of each writer and perhaps 
even a sense of his or her overall style. something impossible Lo 
do with one story. 

There were thirty-seven entrants in the contestfrom through-
out Alaska and the Lower 48. The staff, through a system of 
blind judging, picked nine finalists. and those manuscripts 
were then given to the contest's judge Frank Soos. who. also 
judging blind, picked what he considered the three best groups 
of stories. The three winners, who each received a$ 75 prize, are 
not ranked in any order; there is no first. second or third place 
finisher. 

Permafrost thanks all those who entered the contest, espe-
cially the three winners who patiently waited for us to figure ouL 
a new computer-graphic system in order to produce this issue. 

Sincerely, The Editor 
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Frank Soos, Judge, 
Three Stories by Three Writers Fiction Contest 

A Momentary Grouse 
on the Short Story 

A few years back at the BreadloafWriters Conference. one of 
the speakers said, maybe as a kind of invocation for her own 
work, "Thank God for Raymond Carver." In another place or 
time, folks might have said amen. Still, there were some grunts 
of affirmation, some head-nods, the best you could expect in 
such a self-conscious crowd. Carver, everybody seemed to 
agree. had made the short story a respectable form. 

It wasn't always so. Short stories were for practice. Some-
thing you did until you figured out your craft well enough to try 
a novel. Hemingway and Joyce did them as warm-ups. Once 
they had mastered their voices, their techniques, they never 
went back to the plain old short story. Too bad for the both of 
them. 

Or maybe short stories were for those who couldn't write 
novels. in much the same way that printmaking was for those 
who would never quite make it as painters. Chekhov. Cheever. 
both O'Connors? 

I can remember losing (and taking it badly) a dorm-room 
argument over who was the greater, Faulkner or O'Connor, 
claiming that Flannery could have written great novels if she'd 
only lived longer, which was what got me in trouble in the first 
place, having to admit that the two she did write weren't so 
great and falling into the trap that suggested that no number 
of short stories can beat a novel. 

Back then, Chekhov's stories were represented to me as a 
left-handed proposition, something he did to pay his way 
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through med school. a kind of prelude to the plays which 
everybody thought were the real body of his serious work and 
where his career would have lain had he not died. It was only 
when I hit grad school that somebody held up "The Lady with 
the Pet Dog" as a real accomplishment, a story worth a serious 
look. 

Sometimes I imagine Cheever's admirers entering into a 
weird alliance with book publishers to squeeze a novel out of 
him, a piece of work they could legitmately heap praise on. 
Sadly, Cheever seemed to buy into it too. But all the novels 
stacked together don't come up to "The Country Husband." 

The other O'Connor, Frank, after a couple tries just admitted 
he was no novelist and. some would say, disqualified himself 
from long-term immortality. 

So thank God for Raymond Carver who picked up 
Hemingway's old tools and went back to work a vein Ernie 
never completely mined out. Now there must be dozens on 
dozens working that same mine. so many that a sourpuss like 
William Gass might argue that we've really overdone it. 

Just now, I'm inclined to agree. How did it happen? How did 
we go from rags to redundancy in a matter of years? The short 
story is like any ofkids' trick puzzles, those little balls. say. that 
come to pieces as a bunch of oddly shaped bits of wood. Things 
look pretty simple, but they're really deep and complicated. 
Every little thing has got to work. Every little thing has got to 
work in several different ways at once if we're to trust Rust Hills 
on this matter. (A smart cookie living out in the desert could 
probably read Hills' Writing in General and the Short Story in 
Particular and O'Connor's The Lonely Voice and figure this 
whole short story thing out in a few decades of practice.) The 
short story is a tricky problem, one that brings out the artisan 
in the artist. 

Maybe the proliferation of journals and short story collec-
tions has made it seem like writing a good story is on the same 
level as learning to ride a bike-easily mastered, never forgot-
ten. Nothing could be further from the truth. What to do with 
the story that loses its sense of tone or voice midway through? 
That forgets what it was about and wanders off into another 
fictive universe? That has less to say than a television sit -com? 
Stories like that need to be sent back to their makers for tune-
ups, for complete overhauls even. Better still, they should 
never have been allowed out of the shop except for a little test 
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drive with friends. 

Recently a number of thoughtful writers have worried in 
print about the sheer amount of written work pushed on 
readers. Gass, Kundera, Calvina, Levi all wonder what will 
happen when everybody's a writer. when everybody from bad 
actors to aging athletes can write a book. Overwhelmed by 
mere quantity, any notion we have of quality or meaning 
simply slips away. 

Living in a buyers' market. writers may often feel pressure 
just to get work out, to grab the fickless reader before his or her 
attention turns back to the 1V mini-series. But since most of 
us are essentially writing for free anyhow, why bother with 
market considerations? There really is world enough and time 
in this line of work, good stories do ripen on the vine like 
pumpkins. Only those who don't have respect for the form or 
for their true readers (those readers who also stand outside the 
noisy market of junk books). would settle for anything less 
than the highest quality work. 

Writing in the New York Times Book Review, Carver chas-
tised those writers who go around apologizing for their pub-
lished work by saying it could have been better if they had had 
more time. "But if the writing can't be made as good as it is 
within us to make it, then why do it?" Carver wanted to know. 

I confess I wonder too. Sitting in my study last spring. 
reading through the entries for this Permafrost competition. I 
often felt like a jack-legged poker player trying to decide which 
was better, a pair of deuces and a pair of fours or a three-four-
five straight. I thought reading a stack of stories was going to 
be fun, and there I sat burning up excess stomach acid over the 
lack of quality writing. Sure there were some good ones: some 
appear in this issue. Mostly. though, I think we can all do 
better. If good literature is to survive. it will only be due to the 
demands we writers make on ourselves. demands to write and 
rewrite, and rewrite again until we make it good enough to last. 
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Barbara Schoichet 

Madame Quill's Tarot Bar 
When I walk into the back room of Madame Quill's Tarot 

Bar and see that it is just another room full of pillows, I want 
to call up Sylvia and scream at her. Again she has led me into 
an arena that is hers, not mine, and as always, she has done 
it under the same guise: Mit will be good for you ." Always. I 
believe her. 

I went ahead with the karate lessons that were supposed 
to give me discipline and inner strength. I got bruises. I got a 
concussion. Sylvia will be testing for her brown belt in a month. 

I went ahead with the primal therapy that was supposed to 
release my anger. Dr. Boorstein told me to hold the rubber bat 
with conviction. For two sessions I beat the pillow that was 
supposed to represent my father. It wore me out. I got 
callouses. Sylvia told me to stick with it. She could see progress 
in my face. Some of the wrinkles in my forehead were relaxing. 
I 'Yas unclenching my fists. So I went back and whacked away 
at another pillow that was supposed to be my mother. The 
pillows held up. My mother was still the impotent scarecrow 
that could not keep my father out of my bedroom. My father 
was still a monster. I grew angry at the pillows. 

MLeave me alone," I told Sylvia when she called the night 
after my last session with Boorstein. ihey're my problems. I'll 
work them out." 

MHave you tried flying?" she asked. 
MNo." I said, holding the receiver at arm's length so I 

couldn't hear her latest fantasy about how to get rid of what she 
called my Mpet monster." I heard her anyway. 

MI mean out-of-body experiences," she said. "I've had a few, 
and they make you feel fabulous. You should learn how to have 
them. It would be good for you." 
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I pulled the receiver back to my ear. She was reading about 

a guy who had gotten in touch with his inner self by leaving his 
body. "You can train yourself to do it," she said. I wrote down 
the name of the book. 

The next day I was at the library checking out Fly by Night 
by somebody with an Indian-sounding name. For two weeks I 
tried to leave my body. Sylvia said she was taking flights almost 
every other day. She was finding her inner self; I was getting 
insomnia. 

So then it was actual flying lessons. Sylvia told me I should 
get the feeling of actual flight and then I could learn to leave my 
body without an airplane. "I think you just don't trust your-
self." she said. "You don't love yourself either." Love and trust. 
she assured me. were in the sky. For once she was right, but 
at seventy dollars an hour I could only afford to love and trust 
myself for a week. 

So now I am in another room full of pillows waiting once 
again to meet this pet monster. Sylvia says I must not only meet 
it, I must destroy it. Hypnosis, she says. is definitely the 
answer. "Besides," she had told me at lunch just before she 
dropped me off at Madame Quill's. "it will be good for you." 

The room I sit in is quiet except for the sitar music piped 
in from the front of the bar. I was glad that the dark-haired girl 
in the orange sari told me Madame Quill would meet me back 
here. The room out front was full of incense and bearded men 
in turbans. throwing their arms around, beating the tables. 
and shouting. "Just go through those beads and hang a left 
after the bathroom," the girl told me. "Madame Quill had to go 
out for something." 

Now it has been over half an hour and I am still waiting for 
Madame Quill. Although it is only early afternoon, I am tired 
and figure Madame Quill's act will at least be good for a nap. 
I have already informed Sylvia that I don't believe in hypnosis. 

"I couldn't leave my body because I don't believe you can 
leave your body," I said to her at lunch. !his hypnosis Is the 
last thing I'm letting you talk me into." 

Sylvia was not fazed . "Ifl left my body. you can leave yours." 
She spread a huge slab of butter over her bagette. I picked at 
mysalad with house dressing on the side, remembering the 
days of cheese and butter. the days before I was told I had high 
cholesterol. "Besides-"she spooned sugar into her caiTeinated 
coffee and reached for the cream-"Madame Quill hypnotized 
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me just last week. Haven't you noticed I stopped smoking?" 
She broke into a nervous laugh. 

I was surprised that I hadn't noticed. Sylvia was a chain 
smoker. All her clothes smelled like cigarettes. Her teeth had 
been discolored. 

"Well?" she said, smiling open-mouthed at me like a 
chimpanzee. "What do you think?" 

I couldn't believe it. Sylvia's teeth were white as gypsum. 
"Who is this Madame Quill, a dentist?" 

Sylvia laughed loudly, too loudly. Several people in the 
restaurant looked at us. I stared at my salad and tried to figure 
out how her teeth had gotten so white, what was making her 
so nervous. 

"Madame Quill," said Sylvia, stifling another laugh, "is a 
witch." 

"You're crazy," I whispered. "I should have known it after 
you sent me to that Boorstein nut." 

"What are you whispering for?" she asked in a louder than 
usual voice. 

"Stop it, Sylvia. You're embarrassing me." 
She lowered her voice to a normal pitch, but was still 

peculiar. She seemed nervous with excitement, unable to 
control that little manic laugh that kept popping out of her like 
a child with the giggles. "Trust me," she said, suddenly growing 
serious. "Madame Quill is really a witch. She'll introduce you 
to that pet monster of yours." 

"Would you stop it with that monster shit!" My whisper had 
turned into a hiss. Sylvia was finally getting to me. 

After four years as roommates in college, after six months 
of traveling in Europe, after two years of putting her up on my 
couch whenever she passed through Denver on a ski trip, and 
now. after one year since she moved to Denver to set up her 
massage studio four blocks from my house, she was no longer 
fascinating me. She was a pest. In a little deli in downtown 
Denver, after seven-and-a-half years, she had turned into 
nothing more than a backache. I sat up straight and winced. 

Sylvia smiled. Unaware as she always was of the confusing 
pleasure and pain she caused me, she nonchalantly asked if 
it was "not time for another appointment." She completely 
ignored 'my anger. 

I stared at this woman across the table from me, feeling 
once again that it was all too much for me to handle-it. life-
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the egomaniacal models I worked with. the hot lamps I sweated 
under. the chemicals I breathed in a cramped darkroom. but 
even more than that-it. the presence of Sylvia in my life-it 
was too much for me. I continued to stare at her. my mouth 
hanging open like that of a gaping carp. my stare too intense 
for a deli lunch in Denver. Why was it all hitting me at this 
moment? Why did it take seven-and-a-half years and not 
eight? Why at this deli at this lunch on this day and not at that 
cafe at that dinner last week? 

It was her teeth. 
"You went to a dentist." I said, pointing my fork at her as 

though it were a cross and she were a vampire. "You got your 
teeth polished. right?" 

She shook her head "It was Madame Quill." 
"Right. the witch." 
She nodded. 
I took Sylvia's hand. "Look. we've been friends for a long 

time. I admire your drive and your spontaneity. I appreciate 
how you've tried to draw me out. Tell me the truth about your 
teeth. or I never want to see you again." 

Sylvia shrugged. "I don't know." she said. 

So here I am waiting for a witch to fly in and hypnotize me. 
I am not sure why I'm getting hypnotized. I'm not sure if I'm 
ready to face whatever it is that has glued up my life. The only 
thing I know is that Sylvia's teeth are pearls. They are making 
me believe. making me vulnerable. 

The smell of sandalwood suddenly fills the room. A faint 
jingle. a tinkling of glasses. and finally the soft step of ladies' 
pumps on an Oriental rug tell me that someone is behind me. 
She is setting a bottle of vodka. Stolichnaya. on a silver tray 
that she has already set two shot glasses on. Everything looks 
expensive-the rug, the tray. the glasses. her bracelet. her 
rings. She walks toward me and I find my hand in hers. 
unaware that either one of us has offered to shake. She says 
my name as if it belongs to one of her children. a name that I 
think always thuds on the tongue now feels carressed in her 
mouth. She is asking me if I am who I am and for a moment I 
am confused. The name does not sound right. but I find myself 
nodding anyway. 

"Good," she says. "I'm Martha Quill. Why don't you have a 
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seat somewhere." She sets the tray on a small table next to the 
only chair in the room, a leather chair with big arms and a high 
back. 

I look at the chair. "That's my seat," she says, glancing at 
the chair's cushion. "Can you tell?" 

There is a thin imprint in the seat and the back of the chair 
that clearly matches Madame Quill's figure. I cannot help 
thinking of bird bones embedded in the highway, of a squirrel 
crushed into the street. But there is no dignity in their remains, 
unlike the imprint Madame Quill makes into leather. Her tiny 
frame, a good six inches shorter than my five-foot -seven, looks 
strong beneath her ivory linen suit. She could be a bank 
executive, a lawyer, a hotel magnate. 

"You don't look like a hypnotist," I tell her, certain that 
everyone tells her the same. I expect her to ask me what a 
hypnotist should look like and I am ready with a detailed 
description. Dark hair with streaks of gray, not solid white like 
hers. A big, colorful shirt, belted over a long black skirt, not like 
the tailored suit she wore. And a mole someplace on her face. 
maybe on a pointy chin, not like her chin which was moleless. 
not like her face which had no wrinkles, no age spots. no signs 
of any age at all. 

"I'm not really a hypnotist," she says, walking over to an 
arrangement of dark blue pillows where I sit. She hands me a 
shot glass of Stolichnaya. "I have to advertise myself that way 
so that people like your friend will come see me. Actually-"she 
pulls over her leather chair to within a foot of me and sits 
down-"I just like to help people." 

Sylvia, pearly whites and all, dissolves from my mind. All 
I can think about is saying something intelligent to impress 
this woman who for some reason I suddenly feel compelled to 
impress. 

"I'm a photographer," I say too loudly. 
She smiles. "Sylvia told me." 
"Did she tell you I hate it?" 
"I knew you hated something-"she picks up her shot 

glass, raises it to me, and drinks-"! think that's why you're 
here. Why do you think you're here?" 

I drain my glass too. Madame Quill leans across the short 
space between us and gives me a refill. "Aren't you having 
another?" I ask. 

"Answer my question," she says, her voice controlled. 
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straddling the edge between patience and irritation. I feel like 
fighting. 

NSylvia says you're a witch. are you?" 
NAnswer my question and I'll answer yours." 
I want to hit her. I want to tear the room apart. rip big 

gashes in every pillow. "Is this some kind of game?" I ask. She 
doesn't answer me. "Did Sylvia put you up to this?" 

"Are you frightened?" 
I down my Stolte. "You really think you're a witch. don't 

you?" 
She fills my glass again. NI come from a tradition of helping 

people. I want to help you." 
Her calm is infuriating. I feel my anger rising like a building 

with no foundation. It towers over this tiny. smiling woman. 
and I feel ridiculous. I should be laughing. I should tell this 
woman she is crazy. walk right out of here laughing all the way 
to Sylvia's. NSylvia." I should say right to her perfect nose. right 
at her perfect teeth. "Get out of my-" Those teeth. I look at 
Madame Quill. on the edge of her seat. she looks frozen. waiting 
like a hunter lining a rille up with a deer. I want to run from the 
room. but I stay. I sit with my anger until. like an upset child. 
it quiets. When I finally speak. my voice is soft. beaten. "Tell me 
about Sylvia's white teeth." 

"I wish I could explain it to you. I just talk to people. We 
connect..." She leans back. the chair seems to accept her. 
"They release and poof!" 

NPoof?" 
"Poof-they stop smoking, they change their eating habits, 

they ... " She stops herself and leans forward. NYou say Sylvia's 
teeth are white now? Well, that's a new one." 

"You didn't know?" 
She shakes her head. NNo. but I'm not surprised. Stranger 

things have happened." 
"What. you made a cripple walk?" 
NNo." She furrows her brow. "But there is a certain young 

comedian I noticed debuting on Johnny Carson." 
"Come on. you can't tell me ... " 
"My goodness ... " She fills my glass. a glass I didn't know 

I had emptied. "You're full of anger." 
Something is getting to my head. Maybe it is the Stolie. 

maybe it is Madame Quill. I prefer the Stolie. I toss it to the back 
of my throat. The heat is wonderful. NOkay," I tell her. "What 
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are you going to do for me, Madame Quill?" 
"Call me Martha." 
"Martha, Madame-it's all the same to me. I still think 

you're ajoke." 
She takes my hand and, shaking her head, says my name 

again and again. Still it doesn't sound like my name; it is more 
like a cooing sound, a sound you make to a baby. "The pain in 
you is hot," she tells me. 

"That's the Stolie." 
"The vodka has broken it down, is letting it out, so I can feel 

it even when you can't." 
'Who wants to feel pain?" 
'Whoever wants to feel." 
I will focus on this tiny woman in an ivory business suit, I 

tell myself. I will not feel the pain I am suddenly aware of in my 
stomach. 

"Martha," I hear myself call to her as if from the bottom of 
a well. "I feel a little sick." 

"Breathe," she tells me. "Breathe and talk. Talk about 
anything." 

"I feel like I'm underground," I tell her. 
She rests her hands on my shoulders and gently pushes 

me back. I am not afraid. Somehow I know she will get a pillow 
beneath my head before it touches the ground. 

"You're so far away." I laugh and try to get up but she is 
stroking my forehead with a damp washcloth. "I guess I'm kind 
of drunk." 

"Some people get numb when they drink." I hear her voice 
echo from a mountain top. "For some it is the only way to break 
open." 

I am afraid to break open and she knows it. We both know 
I am about to. I think of Sylvia's teeth. I think of the power this 
woman must have, of the ache in my stomach, how hot and 
soft, how brittle I am on th ~ inside. 

"Sylvia has been pounding on me for years." 
"She's a good friend." Madame Quill says, still holding my 

hand. "She knows more than she knows." 
"Would you stop this cryptic shit!" I hear myself hissing 

again, hissing as I did at Sylvia in the deli just hours ago. It is 
an ugly sound, anger colliding with fear. 

18 

"Sylvia told me about your spitting child." 
"My what?" 



--------------------------------------* 
"She calls it your pet monster. I think it is a child, a very 

angry child." 
"Sylvia doesn't know what she's talking about." 
"I know she doesn't. Do you?" 
I am falling backward, into my body. "Itisn't angry," I hear 

myself whisper. And then I let go of Madame Quill, of the room 
with Oriental rugs, of the pillow beneath my head. Farther and 
farther I go, back into another body. 

"Where is my body?" I hear myself ask. 
"You know. Tell me." 
"I don't know," I want to scream, but can only whisper. 
"Relax." I feel Madame Quill slip her hand into mine. "Your 

body is here. Where are you?" 
I don't know if I'm talking out loud or thinking. My voice is 

deep inside my head, my body is on a long table covered with 
a white sheet. I stand to the side watching an old man, his 
mouth and nose covered in white, hovering over me, a much 
younger me, lying on the table. The three of us are alone in a 
dark room, one bright light is shining between my younger 
selfs legs. Something sharp is probing between them. Dark red 
blood is running down them. The younger me is crying and I 
want to run to her, to hug her. Now the old man is stepping 
back, away from my younger body. He is smiling. "We are 
feeneeshed," he says in a thick Spanish accent. Then he wraps 
a gray sheet around my back, over one shoulder, and between 
my legs, extends his arm with my blood on it to me, and leads 
me back to my parents. "Eeet was a boy," he says, exposing a 
gold-capped tooth. My father looks at his feet. 

"I was fifteen," I hear myself say. "They had it done while we 
were supposedly on a vacation in Mexico. I hate them." 

"Who?" asks Madame Quill. 
I am startled to find myself back in the room full of pillows, 

back with Madame Quill holding my hand. 
"My parents," I tell her. 
"I know," she whispers, suddenly holding me, rocking me. 
I am full of feelings that I usually cannot associate with 

hugs. I find I don't want to let go of Madame Quill. And then I 
think of Sylvia, how often I've told her to leave me alone. how 
often I've backed away from anyone trying to get close. 

"Thank you , Martha," I say to Madame Quill who looks 
startled to hear me use her name. I am startled too when I get 
up and find I have no hangover, no signs at all of the vodka I 
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drank. "I'm not sure of what you did, but know I'm going right 
over to Sylvia's and tell her about it." 

"Tell her you know the answer to her white teeth too," 
Madame Quill says, squeezing my hand as I swish through the 
beads and make my way down the hall that will lead onto the 
street. 

"But I don't know the answer," I tum to tell her, but she has 
already disappeared behind a door I hadn't noticed before. 

I shrug and walk out onto the street. On the way to Sylvia's 
apartment, I burst out laughing. "What difference does it 
make." I tell myself out loud. "It will drive Sylvia crazy." 
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Barbara Schoichet 

Recognition 

The plane drops below the drifts of white, and I see khaki-
colored spots of sage in El Paso sand. A woman, once my 
grandmother,is down there with tubes in her nose. needles in 
her arms, and a bag of brown urine hanging from her bed. Her 
skin is loose and gray. Her eyes are never fully opened or 
closed. She does not respond to light or sound or touch. She 
has no teeth, no hair, no choice. And every six months I am 
called home because this woman, now dead for two years, is 
dying again. 

I am tired of healing you say you don't know how long she 
has, Mother. She has until you let her go. Why can't you say 
it? You huddle behind locked doors and play God with your 
sisters and brothers. I can hear you in a room right now 
infecting each other with guilt. 

"At least with the tracheotomy she won't choke to death." 
"She's doingfrne." 
'The machines are costing $100,000 a year." 
"I wish we knew how to make her more comfortable." 
'The doctors say she's in no pain." 
"I don't know." 
"I agree with Mariha." 
"If Mother were ... " 
"Well, Mother isn't." 
Listen to yourselves. Why can't you bury the body? The 

machines, the operations, the tubes-who are they for? 

The bald mountains swell below, and El Paso wraps 
around them. The sun is setting behind the tip ofMt. Franklin. 
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The cross on Mt. Christo Rey will soon cast a shadow on the Rio 
Grande. We glide into the sunset as it bursts, spreading like a 
sarape across the mountains and plateaus. I am lost in colors 
and sky. 

"Poor Grandma," I whisper into the oval window as I stare 
down at my hometown. "How horrible to be gawked at night 
and day." I draw figures in the film my breath has made on the 
glass and try not to think anymore. But there is too much time 
in the three hours from San Francisco to the lazy bordertown 
below. I lean my head back and close my eyes. 

Juana materializes. She folds me in her dark, freckled 
arms more tightly than my mother ever could and squeezes the 
consciousness of strokes and suffering and death right out of 
me. She is a healer and I am sitting at the kitchen table with 
her, eating pan dulce and sipping hot water with lemon. Then 
I am in our living room and bouncing my nephew on my knee. 
Then I am in my backyard and rubbling Chorizo's stomach as 
he rolls in a patch of yellow grass. Then I am in the desert and 
walking with my grandmother before she got so old. 

The plane dips below the last cottonwad of cloud before it 
noses down for El Paso. The "No Smoking" and "Please Remain 
Seated" signs flash on and the stewardess asks me to fasten my 
seatbelt. Suddenly my stomach clutches. I count my carry-on 
pieces and count them again. I adjust and readjust my 
seat belt. As the landing gear rumbles beneath my feet and the 
wings glide over the network of runways, I feel as if I'd rather 
stay in this cramped airplane seat than confront the wide open 
space of El Paso. I know no one but my family here. All my 
friends have moved away. And my grandmother-! will have to 
go sit with her again. 

The plane touches down and we surge toward the terminal. 
"She is dead. She is dead." I say aloud into the window. My 
words are drowned in the rush of wind and motion, and though 
I can barely hear them myself, it is soothing to say them aloud. 
Finally the plane slows down and purrs. I feel I am riding inside 
a contented cat. 

My father waves from the large window inside the terminal 
building. I watch him search forme as the plane crawls toward 
the huge white umbilical cord that will connect us. There will 
be awkwardness between us. There always is when we are 
alone. 

Over the plane's public address system, the stewardess is 
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already wishing us a pleasant stay in El Paso and I am not 
ready. Everyone is popping up like toast. but I am not ready. 
I remain in my seat and watch the confusion-a mother 
tugging at her child's windbreaker, a businessman shuffiing 
papers into his briefcase, an old woman tying a scarf around 
her gray head in case there is a dust storm. I wait until everyone 
is gathered and gone, then I get up. 

My father looks tired. There are blue shadows in the folds 
beneath his eyes, and a liquid film inside them tells me he is 
happy to see me. I am happy too. Despite our awkwardness, we 
are always happiest and most affectionate at airports. 

His first words, always the same since I left home. greet me 
at the gate. "So, how's the big architect from San Francisco?" 
He wraps me in cigar smoke and the smell of hair dressing oil. 
"How many buildings have you put up, Mazinkah ?" 

It feels good to hear the Russian pet name he always calls 
me. but I am annoyed and ignore him. He knows I am still only 
drafting at a tiny firm in Emeryville. "How is everyone?" I ask. 

He gives me general answers in his absentminded way. 
then shrugs. "And your grandmother? Well. we don't know 
how long she has." 

My skin stetches across my face. I feel it will split if I speak. 
"What's wrong?" he asks. "Plane ride make you sick?" 
I shake my head and, taking his arm, guide him away from 

the gate. "I suppose they decided to do the tracheotomy since 
I last spoke to you?" 

He nods. "She's already home. She would have died 
without it." 

There is nothing to say. We walk down the long corridor 
rich with voices in English and Spanish. alive with tourists 
pushing their curios through customs. A woman picks lint off 
her gaudy paper flowers, a man holds a bottle ofKahlua under 
one arm, a pinata under the other, a boy snorts and runs with 
a hull's horn on his head. El Paso-in spite of everything, it is 
good to be home. 

I squeeze my father's arm as we walk toward baggage 
claim. "You're looking good," I tell him, wiping some talcum 
powder off his chin. It is alive with whiskers, gentle as a horse's 
muzzle. 

"You look pretty good yourself, Screwball." He pops me in 
the side and, taking my hand. turns it over. studying it. "How 
are your nails, hmmm?" 
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MI." M 
"Been biting them again, haven't you? You know, you're 

never going to get a yourself a man with hands like that." 
In my mind his voice continues--"A man likes a woman 

who takes care of herself. Then he knows she'll take care of 
him." I've heard it a thousand times. It's the only thing he talks 
to me about at length. Usually, I fight back, but now I say 
nothing. Now he can say what he likes. I am loving him, and 
it feels good. I want to hold on to the sensation, to feel it outside 
of the airport. I wonder if he feels it too? 

As we stand around the turnstile waiting for it to spit out 
my luggage, I feel us both struggling with the silence again. "I 
hope they haven't lost anything, M I say, not looking at him. ''I've 
got some drawings I'm working on in one of my bags. M 

"Fancy skyscraper?M he asks. 
"No, just a boring apartment complex." 
"Qh.w 
He is trying. So am I. 
Once we are in the car. talking comes easier. but is still 

strained. Without a telephone wire between us we are discon-
nected. 

"Gave your mother this car and bought myself a new 
Caddy." My father looks relieved to have said somethig. I 
dislike the conversation but for his sake try to go with it. 

"Why aren't you driving it?M 
"Your mother had to take your grandfather and three of his 

friends to synagogue tonight and needed a Tour-door." 
MOh, yeah, it's Friday. M 
"Doesn't matter, he goes every night now." 
MFor GrandmaT 
"Uh-huh." 
My father is holding the steering wheel so tightly his hands 

are turning red, his fingernails are glowing white. I am fright-
ened by the vein throbbing in his neck. I want to talk about 
something else, but nothing comes to mind. 

"What color did you get, Daddy?M 
"Huh? Oh, blue, a nice blue.M 
He stares at the road like he is seeing more than asphalt, 

lights. and cars. I look at the shadows the mountains make in 
the dark and every once in a while I feel him looking at me. I 
want to talk. He looks like he wants to, too, but the silence has 
taken hold. 
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Suddenly he says my name softly in Yiddish. "Balla." His 

voice is weak. It doesn't sound like him. His hand is on my 
lmee. He is crying. I lmow I must not speak to him, look at him, 
or touch him. I stare into the oncoming headlights, wondering 
where this father was when I was living at home. 

"Daddy?" 
He glances at me and I pretend I haven't spoken. He 

releases my lmee and pats it gently. "I'm sorry." he says. Tm 
just tired of.. .I'm just tired." 

"I understand, Daddy." 
wyou do, huh? 1\venty-four-year-old pischer. What do you 

understand?" 
"I do understand." 
"Sure you do. You've been off in San Francisco. little girl. 

Sure you understand." 
The tears on his face have dried. Now they are just salt on 

a hard cheek. He has changed back. I know it is just a cover. 
I want to keep loving him, but he has changed back. 

"Daddy." I say softly. "We don't have to fight." 
"Listen to her. She understands. Look at her--still pisc/1-

ing in her pants and she thinks she knows what it is to be old." 
"Daddy, 1. ... " 
"Pischer!" 
He is gone. I try to hold on to that feeling, that tenderness 

I know only at airports, but I can't anymore. 
We get ofT the freeway at Norte Montanya exit and I realize 

we are going to my grandparent's house. I am not ready to see 
her and ask if it isn't too late to be visiting. 

"Services will be over at 8:30 tonight." he says. "It's a new 
moon or something." 

"So?" 
"So your mother said she'd meet us here when she brings 

your grandfather back from synagogue." 
I glance at my watch. It is almost 8:30. "I guess they'll be 

here any minute, huh?" 
wyeah, your mother comes here every night at 9:00 anyway 

to check up on things. We have nurses around the clock but 
she still comes." 

We turn up Santa Maria Drive. My grandparents' house is 
dark except for one window which glows with the blue light of 
lV. My father has a key to the back door. Stepping in first. he 
blocks my way in the jamb. "Just hold her hand." he tells me. 
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"We think she may understand a few things." 

He leads me down the dark c0rridor and motions me into 
a room where a middle-aged woman, her hair tied in a neat 
bun, is watching 1V and reading a paperback. Her legs are 
crossed as she bounces her padded, white shoe up and down 
like a metronome. We all ignore the wrinkled flesh she is hired 
to watch. My father introduces her as Mrs. Johnson. 

"Well," she says, tiptoeing across the room and taking my 
hand. "You must be the youngest." She smiles at me-it is part 
of her job-then, turning to my father, adds, "Your girls are all 
lovely, Mr. Braverman." 

I can tell she is a kind woman, but I dislike her immediately. 
Smiling politely. I thank her, annoyed she is still holding my 
hand. 

When I tum to my father, I see he has left the room. I find 
him in the hallway looking at a collage of photographs on the 
wall. They are all pictures of grandchildren. 

"Did you talk to here?" he asks? 
"Grandmother? Yeah." I search his eyes to see if he knows 

I am lying and realize he has not even heard himself ask a 
question. We go into the living room and, sitting across from 
each other, he on the flowered sofa. I on the padded rocker. we 
wait for my mother and grandfather. A small lamp on the table 
next to him throws light into the room, onto the waxed fruit 
with my baby teeth imprinted on every piece, onto the glass 
cabinet with the chocolate kisses hidden on the top shelf. onto 
the wine-stained rug, the menorah, and the curtains my 
cousin and I used to neck behind. 

"So, Mazinkah, have you met anyone in San Francisco?" 
He means men. I am glad he has finally asked the question. 
"I was wondering when you'd finally get around to that." 
"Around to what?" 
"My love life." 
"Well?" 
"Well, yes and no. Yes. I have met some people and no, I 

haven't met any men." 
"I don't understand you, Beth. Your sisters went out, got 

phone calls. You? You played the guitar all night. Is that what 
you do in San Francisco?" 

"Daddy, why do you torture us?" 
"Don't you want to get married? It's fine to be alone now, 

but wait until you're forty." 

26 



------------------------------------------$ 
"Let's drop it, Daddy. You've asked your question. I've 

answered it." 
He looks hurt. An apology rises to my lips, but I suppress 

it. I am tired of defending my life and he should be tired of trying 
to change it. 

"I think I hear your mother." he says, going to the window. 
"Come here. You want to see the new car?" 

At the front door, my mother pecks me on the side of my 
mouth, squeezes me as though I'm an egg, then holds me at 
arm's length and turns me around. "Let me look at you," she 
says. 

"I'm afraid I'm a little ragged," I start apologizing. "I went to 
bed kind of late last night." 

"So what else is new? How many times have I found you 
sitting in the den at two or three in the morning?" 

We smile. then laugh, though the memories of those nights 
are not funny. I start to go over to my grandfather, but she 
stops me and brushes the hair out of my eyes. "I wish you'd do 
something about this." 

"Mother." 
"I've got an appointment with Yolanda tomorrow. Won't 

you let me see if she can work you in?" 
I answer with a shrug. Maybe it is because I haven't seen 

her in six months. Maybe I'm finally realizing that she can only 
show her love by arranging appointments. Maybe it's just jet 
lag. Whatever the reason, I decide not to put up my usual fight 
and instead just leave the communication to my shoulders. 
She accepts it as a victory and I tum away from her to go to my 
grandfather. 

He is standing at the door in a brown suit that hangs on him 
as though it is still in the closet. His stomach sags over a thin 
belt and pokes through his jacket, but does not change his 
gaunt look. Pride in his eyes, he looks from my father, to my 
mother, to me. 'Voos, Maidala?" he asks in Yiddish . 

He is from the old country where kissing on the lips was 
unsanitary, so I kiss him on the cheek. It is rough as sandpa-
per, scratching me as it brushes my chin. I step back and wink 
at him. "You look wonderful, Grandpa." 

He winks back at me. "Good maybe, but wonderful, not 
since 1942." 

He is wonderful. I want to sit with him and listen to him talk 
about El Paso in the old days. I want him to tell me about 

27 



*-----------------------------------------
Lithuania and arriving in New York when he was thirteen. I 
want him to tell me everything ag<:l.in, so neither of us will have 
to think of Grandma. I try to think of a question that will get 
him started, but a sad smile creeps onto his face, telling me it 
would be useless to try. He turns away from me and starts 
down the corridor. Quietly, my mother and I follow him. My 
father, now back on the sofa, stays behind to read the 
newspaper. 

"Mother? Mother, it's Edith." Patting her mother's hand 
and stroking her face, my mother tries to get a response from 
the near-corpse on the bed. "Mother. Beth carne from San 
Francisco to see you." She motions for me to come over. "Look. 
Mother, here's Beth." She tells me to say something. I want to. 
but my eyes can't rest on anything and my mind has wandered 
from the room. Neither can stay in the present. 

"Tell her about your job," my mother says, her face tight, 
her lips, her eyes, her nostrils quivering as she holds in the 
pain. "Tell her about San Francisco." She takes my hand and 
places it in my grandmother's. Then, pressing our palms 
together. she wraps her mother's fingers around the back of my 
hand. I resist the urge to jump back. The dullness in my 
grandmother's touch numbs me. making my fingers stiff and 
cold. 

Mrs. Johnson lays her reading glasses on the night stand, 
puts down her paperback, and walks across the room. She 
takes my mother's arm and asks if she can speak to her 
privately. My mother pats my hand and, rising to go with lhe 
nurse, whispers to me, "Stay with her, Beth. She knows you're 
here." 

A loneliness enters the room when they leave. I can think 
of nothing but going horne. I can see nothing but the hole in my 
grandmother's throat. 

They are talking in the hallway. The nurse is saying 
something abo.ut my grandfather. My mother is apologizing. 
"I'm glad you didn't say any more to him," she tells the nurse. 
"That's all he needs to know." Mrs. Johnson responds. but 
speaks too softly for me to make out more than the word 
"child." My mother apologizing again, says she will have her 
brother speak to my grandfather. Both they and I have 
forgotten he is in the comer of the room, staring at his wife and 
moving his lips in silent prayer. 

"Grandpa, are you dovening for grandma.?" 
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He continues chanting. Then, suddenly breaking ofT, he 
looks at me. "We were just children under the hoopa, Baila. I 
didn't love her. How could I know love for a cousin I met two 
weeks before the wedding?" He has walked over to where I sit. 
His hand is on my shoulder. We are both looking at the shell 
of his wife. 

"Grandma was your cousin?" I hope he doesn't notice I 
have accidently used the past tense. Perhaps he knows it is 
right. 

"She was my mother's favorite niece. A woman at fourteen. 
I was just a bar mitzvah boy." 

"But I thought you came to New York after your bar 
mitzvah?' 

He nods. "I did, but I came alone. The rebbe married us 
then--boom!--I left with my father for America. I didn't see my 
bride again for three years." 

"She was older than you?" 
"Almost a full year. I was terrified of her. She was beauti-

ful." He takes my hand, still holding my grandmother's, and 
holds them both to his lips. "I fell in love with her the day I left 
Lithuania. She was beautiful... beautiful." 

Weare finally on the road home. I am riding with my mother 
in my father's old car. He is behind us in his new blue Cadillac. 
My mother has not stopped talking since we left my grandpar-
ents. She tells me that my nephew is walking around tables 
now, that my dogs got out of the backyard and were found 
halfway across town, that my sisters are all taking up tennis 
lessons while their children are in school, that Juana sends 
her love but is home in Juarez with a sick grandchild, that 
everyone has missed me, that she hopes we will all get along 
while I am at home, that I must sleep in the guest room because 
my room is now a playroom for the grandchildren, that the 
doctors say my grandmother has a very strong heart. 

At the traffic light she is silent. I ask her how she likes 
driving Daddy's car. My question sets her talking again. I am 
selfish. I know she wants to cry. 

The phone is ringing as my mother opens the door to the 
house. She rushes inside and catches it just after they hang 
up. "It must be Mother." she says. pacing the kitchen and 
glancing at the phone. It rings again. I ask her with my eyes if 
it is from my grandparent's house and when she nods. I leave 
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the room to unload my bags from the car. 

My father is just walking in. MMother is talking to the 
nurse," I tell him. Mit's something about Grandma." 

He raises his eyebrows and lets out a deep breath. I 
suppose he has gone through this before. "Come on," he says. 
MI'll help you witth your bags." 

My mother is standing at the door as we are coming in. 
"That was Mrs. Johnson," she tells us. MHer relief just called 
in sick. It'll be a couple of hours before the service can locate 
a replacement, so I'm going to sit with Mother until someone 
shows up." 

MLet me go, Mother," I say. 
"That's ridiculous, Beth. You're exhausted." 
MNo, I can do it. It's only for a couple of hours and besides, 

I've got some plans for a new project I need to review." 
My mother eyes me suspiciously and then agrees. MI would 

like you to spend as much time with Mother as you can." She 
pulls her keys out of her pocket and, handing them to me, 
gently kisses me on the lips. "The doctors' numbers are on the 
night table. Call at the slightest sign of trouble." 

As I drive down Mesa, a long stretch of road that leads to 
almost anywhere in El Paso, I realize that I forgot the plans I 
was going to review. I wonder if I had intended to take them 
anyway. 

Mrs. Johnson lets me in. Her face tight. her walk heavy 
with fatigue, she leads me down the hall to my grandmother. 
"There's really nothing to do," she says over her shoulder. Mit's 
just like babysitting." 

An overpowering stench of urine fills the room. Once it was 
the smell of lavender. I stare at the plastic bag hanging from 
the bed, dark yellow urine trickling through the tube, drips 
silently. I glance at the stain on the carpet below, then back up 
the bag. It is almost full. 

MDon't worry, it won't fill until the other nurse gets here," 
Mrs. Johnson assures me. MShe'll take care of it. You'll be fine. 
Just let me show you a few things." 

I walk over to where she is standing by a tall, green oxygen 
tank; a clear mask connected to an intestine-like tube dangles 
from it, the knobs are shut off, the gauges are at zero. Min case 
she should start gasping for air, turn this knob and place the 
mask firmly over her mouth and nose." Mrs. Johnson looks at 
me to see ifl understand and, seeing my nod, continues. MThen, 
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call the third doctor on the list. Understand?" 

I nod again. 
"Nothing will happen. I just want you to know in case. You 

don't have to worry, your grandma is a tough lady." 
I stare down at this tough lady. at her face, swollen and red. 

at her arms. scaly and white. at her throat. puffing in and out 
like a bullfrog. "Is that hole in her throat.. .. " 

Mrs. Johnson smiles. pleased to see someone taking an 
interest in her work. "Your grandmother's last stroke left her 
unable to swallow. She can't take in air through her mouth and 
nose without the machine or else she'll choke. Most of the time 
she breathes through the hole in her trachea unless there's an 
emergency. Then we hook her into the oxygen." 

Suddenly I want to know everything. I want to understand. 
"Where does this go?" I ask. pointing to the yellow tube hanging 
from her left nostril. 

Mrs. Johnson picks up the sheet and exposes the end of the 
tube. It isn't connected to anything but instead is corked with 
a thick piece of red rubber. 'lhis is how we feed her. Whenever 
it's time for a meal. we just uncork the end and inject her food 
through her nose and down into her stomach." 

It doesn't seem real. I feel nothing. "What do you feed herT 
"Mostly baby formula." She hands me a list of Gerber's 

baby foods my grandmother is fed; pureed apricots and carrots 
top the list. "You see. she gets a little variety." 

"Mrs. Johnson. how long could this go on?" 
"Your grandmother has a strong heart. She could go on for 

years." 
I knew what she meant-it was my family's bank account. 

not my grandmother's heart. Poor people didn't have private 
nurses jumping up everytime they coughed in the middle of the 
night. 

A horn honks. 'lhat must be my niece. You sure you'll be 
alright?" 

I nod. 
"Well. listen, honey, my number's on that list with the 

doctors. If the replacement isn't here in a few hours you call me 
and I should be rested up enough by then to pull a double shift . 
Okay?" 

I thank her. bolt the door. and go back to my grandmother's 
room. The air squeezing through her throat rasps so loud it is 
all I can hear. I walk away from it, down the corridor. through 
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the the living room, the kichen, the den, but it follows me 
everywhere. I pause at my grandfather's door. "Grandpa?" I 
whisper into the darkness. 

Eager to hear his gentle snore, I can only hear the sucking 
sound of air passing in and out of my gandmother's body. I go 
back and look down at the folds of breathing flesh rising and 
falling beneath the white sheet. I look at the hole in her throat. 
My fingertip could cover it. It would be over. 

My finger touches the edge ofthe hole, circles the cold rim, 
and draws away. "Grandma, I know you probably can't see me, 
or hear me, or feel me touch you. but I want you to know I love 
you.M 

I pick up the milk-white hand, smooth and soft as a fawn. 
and gently trace the map of veins that runs along the back. 
"You were one hell of a lady, Grandma. M I bring her hand to my 
lips and glance into her face. And then I see it. Her eyes. always 
half-open. half-closed. are open and clear and focused on me. 

"Grandma?" I grip her hand tighter to keep her from getting 
away. "Grandma, it's Baila! Remember you sang to me in 
Yiddish. You read me Bible stories. Grandma! I'm Edith's 
youngest. You tickled me when you put me to bed. You gave me 
Hershey kisses, Grandma. You taught me the blessings over 
the Sabbath candles. Grandma, you used to laugh so much. M 

I squeeze her hand tighter. "Grandma, I live in San 
Francisco now. I work for an architect. !.. .Grandma, I have a 
dog. His name is Chorizo and he ... For God's sake, Grandma. 
stay!M 

I see such pain in her eyes, such a longing to be free. But 
they are fluttering now. She is leaving. "Grandma, Grandma." 
I call to her. "I hope to God you're in peace the next time I come 
home." 

And now her eyes are unfocused. Her lids ar half-closed 
again. She has gone back. 

When the relief nurse comes I am still crying. She greets me 
as though I'm as sterile as she is and proceeds to mix a late 
dinner of baby formula, spinach and carrots, for my grand-
mother. And even as she uncorks the tube that hangs from my 
grandmother's nose and pours the mixture down, I cannot let 
go of my grandmother's hand, or keep from touching her face, 
or stop telling her I love her. 
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Barbara Schoichet 

The Best Little Trooper 

When my sister called the other day and told me our father 
was acting strange again, I decided it was time to take action. 
I told her to stay on the line while I got a dictionary. 

UN ow listen to this, Carla," I said, balancing the dictionary 
in one hand, stirring some cookie dough with the other, and 
holding the phone with my neck. "Strange: '1 a-of, relating to, 
or characteristic of another country: foreign, alien.'" 

"What?" 
"That's, Daddy. right? Alien to the United States, from 

Russia, a foreign country." 
"Jeannie, what are you doing?" 
ul'mshowingyou that this is not surprising news. Now,let's 

see .. .' 1 b--not native to or naturally belonging in' .... " 
UStop it, Jeannie. Daddy is losing it." 
uLosing it, huh?" I checked under the synonyms. "Well, 

there's nothing under the synonyms that specifically suggests 
'losing it,· but most of these do apply to Daddy-'singular, 
unique, peculiar, eccentric' .... " 

"Jeannie, I'm serious." 
"So am I. Listen to this-'erratic, odd, queer, quaint, 

outlandish' ... . " 
"Are you through?" 
u • • .'reserved, distant' .. .. " 
ul'm going to hang up. I don't see how you can be so cold." 
"Cold? Not a synonym of'strange', but it does fit Daddy." 
Carla hung up. I stared out my kitchen window onto the 

backyard and continued to stir my cookie dough . A purple 
finch, so fat it could barely fly, was flopping around from spot 
to spot, poking at the grass. It was my finch, not energetic and 
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trim like the one on my neighbor's lawn, but sloppy and nearly 
obscene. I imagined running outside with a broom and scaring 
it, laughing at its tiny rotundity trying to grab one last peck 
before it heaved itself off my lawn. Each day I had the same 
fantasy, sometimes with a snow shovel, sometimes with a mop, 
even just running after it with a dishtowellike some maniacal 
lifeguard trying to zap some poor child in water wings. I 
imagined, but I never went after it. It was my finch, purplish-
red like a sparrow dipped in wine, loveable and grotesque. I 
called Carla back. 

MSo how is Daddy losing it this time?" 
"Look, if you're going to be sarcastic, I'll just call Francis 

and Bee bee and leave you out." 
For a moment I was seemingly transported to the moon, no 

contact with family or friends. Setting foot on the cold, white 
surface I was both frightened and excited, both lonely and free . 
It was what I wanted when I left El Paso and my crazy family. 
It was what it felt like leaving for the exotic and remote life I 
expected to find in Hawaii. I was eighteen and I wanted to leave 
everything behind, go as far as possible, to the moon if I could. 
Hawaii was closer. 

Now, three years later, as I stood at the kitchen sink of my 
one-bedroom house on the island of Kaui, I thought about 
what Carla had said. She would leave me out if I wanted her to, 
at least that's what she claimed. But neither she nor any of my 
sisters would ever totally leave me out. They signed my name 
to cards. They got word to me about Daddy's latest incident. I 
was in on the gift giving, in on the family embarassments. But 
I still didn't feel like I belonged to that family and I wasn't sure 
if I wanted to belong to it. At eighteen, at least. I was sure. I got 
a job as a maid on a cruise ship and told everyone I would 
contact them when I was ready. I was ready three months later. 
A lonely kid from El Paso. Texas adrift on an island in the 
middle of the Pacific, I could have gone to the moon and felt the 
same. I called my si3ters. 

"I want to be in on everyjoyand tragedy," I wailed at Bee bee 
then. MDon'tjustsend me my portion of the bill," I cried to Fran. 
Carla got a card: "You and I have always been the closest. Next 
time Daddy is ~rrested call me, don'tjust send me a clipping." 

Beebee hadgott.enmad. MJoy and tragedy, shit! You live on 
an island, for Christ's sake! It's Carla, Fran, and I who have 
to fuck with things!" She had gone on to tell me about how 
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Daddy had started throwing toast at Mom the other day at 
brunch. "Mom is such a trooper," Beebee had said. "She just 
picked up a piece from her lap, buttered it, and handed it back 
to him. He was fine after that." She had laughed, forgetting she 
was mad at me. "Mom sure has him pegged." 

Fran thought I couldn't afford my portion of the presents. 
She sent back my latest check and wrote on the back. "Don't 
you worry, Jean-jean. We'll just sign your name to the card." 
Her postscript asked if! was still waitressing, a job I'd quit six 
months before to begin massage school. I wasn't flush, I wrote 
back. but I could afford my part of a gift. "Besides." I said. "I owe 
them that much." 

Carla had begun calling with every little incident: Daddy 
had flashed so-and-so: Daddy called Mrs. Friedman a such-
and -such: and now. the reason for her latest call, Daddy pulled 
a knife on Mom. Sometimes she got my attention. 

"He what?" I asked. "Is she hurt?" 
"No, no. Nothing like that. He really meant nothing by it." 
"Nothing, huh?" I tried not to get angry. He never meant 

anything by anything according to my sisters. It was 
Alzheimer's, they decided, even though he'd never been diag-
nosed by a doctor. even though he seemed pretty crazy to me 
from my earliest memories of him. "Stress," my mother always 
said. "Daddy's under a lot of stress." 

"So." I said to Carla. "What actually happened?" 
"It was really all very innocent," she began. "Daddy decided 

that the steak Mom had prepared was too tough. He pointed 
his knife at her and asked if she'd sharpen it for him." 

"So. he pointed a knife at her, he didn't pull a knife on her." 
"Just wait a minute and think. What would you do if a 

person with Daddy's history pointed a knife at you?" 
I didn't have to think. "I'd run." I told her. "What did Mom 

do?" 
"She ran. too, right out the front door with Daddy running 

behind her yelling, 'I wasn't going to cut you!'" 
"That must have been a pretty sight," I said, thinking of the 

time he chased me down the block with only half his shirt on. 
Mom had ripped the other half off his back trying to get him 
away from me. I was sixteen then, going to study with a 
girlfriend who the town had decided was a lesbian. 

"You're not going to see that girl," he had boomed from 
behind his newspaper. "She's sick." 
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"We're studying for an English test." I said, edging for the 

door. 
"What's the matter with you?" He put down his paper and 

stepped toward me, a smoking cigar stub hanging from his 
mouth. "Do you like girls. too?" 

I was inches from the door. I stood facing him, my hand 
reaching in back of me for the door knob. "We're just friends." 
I insisted. becoming confused. "Robert is my boyfriend." 

"Robert likes boys," he said. "Anyone can see that." 
"He does not," I said, tears flooding my eyes. I called softly 

to my mother, hoping she would come before my father noticed 
I was getting reinforcements. He stepped closer, like an 
animal, sensing my fear. He smiled. 

"She went to the store," he said. 
My hand turned the door knob and suddenly he was there. 
"Mom!" I shrieked. 
His hand went up against the door. He looked so big 

standing over me. "You do like girls, don't you?" 
I told him I loved Robert. Mom. I said, would be back in a 

minute. 
He stroked my hair, taking a handful now and then and 

tugging till I winced. 
I told him he was hurting me. 
"Does this hurt?" he asked, kissing my cheek. 
I thought of Beebee, alone in her apartment. of Fran. 

married across town, of Carla, safe in college. Where was my 
mother? Was she really at the store or just out of sight so she 
wouldn't have to see it? I hated her, I hated them all for leaving 
me, for not believing me about Daddy. They said I was his 
favorite. "You're Daddy's baby," they told me. "Daddy thinks 
you're special." 

He kissed my forehead and I slapped him. 
He slapped me back. catching my lower lip with his gold 

ring. "I'm sorry. baby. You used to be such a little trooper." He 
smiled. "Come on now, be a trooper, be my little trooper." 

I fought him like a trooper. I bit and screamed and kicked. 

For the next two years I spent most of my time waitressing, 
saving my money to get out, to get out without any help from 
him, with not a string between us. He stayed away from me or 
maybe my mother gathered all her mouse-strength and 
opened her eyes. Maybe she kept him away from me, at least 
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that's how I like to think of it. I had fantasies of her coming into 
my room when I was counting the money I saved. She would 
tell me she was committing Daddy. She would beg me to stay. 
beg me to give it a little more time and, when I refused, she 
would kiss me so gently on the forehead that I would not feel 
her slipping an extra hundred into my pocket. It never hap-
pened. She was a mouse. 

During those two years I watched Daddy from a distance. 
I waited for my mother to have him committed, waited for my 
sisters to get involved. Finally, after he poured acid on the 
neighbor's lawn in the shape of the word "grass," after he 
stopped urinating in the bathroom and insisted it would help 
the plants, after it was clear Mom would not have the strength 
to commit him, but clearly could not handle him alone 
anymore, my sisters got involved. 

Beebee, the selfless one, moved home into the spare room 
above the garage. Fran and her husband bought a house a 
block away. Carla returned from college and got an apartment 
within walking distance. I moved to Hawaii. They all said I 
broke his heart, everyone but Mom. That day when I was 
sixteen she'd returned home too soon for him, soon enough to 
save me. She found his big crazy body on top of my skinny 
sixteen-year-old one. She nearly ripped the shirt off his back 
that day and ran after him down the block till he turned from 
me and ran after her. Still, I hated her for not coming into my 
room later that evening. In my mind's eye she did though. She 
tiptoed in and, lifting my head from the pillow, she said, "sweet 
one" and "innocent one" while she kissed at my tears. She 
stretched out next to me and cried, cried right along with me. 

Now, safe in my little bungalow on the island of Kauai, I 
listened to Carla telling me the latest. I pictured my poor 
mother running down the block again, this time with my father 
waving a knife at her. It was almost five years since I had left 
that cowtown in Texas where I grew up, where I fended off my 
father and prayed for my mother to come save me. Sometimes 
I wish I'd gone to college. 

"It was pretty funny, actually," Carla was telling me. "You 
know the neighbors have kind of gotten used to him." 

"But the knife. " I said, "that must have startled a few of 
them?" 

"Mrs. Glimpshire was upset. But once Mom stopped run-
ning so did Daddy. He got embarrasssed and went back home. 
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Mom explained things to her, and she promised not to call the 
police." 

"Where was Beebee?" 
"Look, Jeannie, Bee bee's got her hands full. I told her to go 

to a movie." Carla sighed. "Really it was my fault. I was 
supposed to come over after dinner and look after things." 

"Wow, they can't be left for a minute." 
"Mom just overreacted," Carla said, sounding embar-

rassed for calling. "It's hard to tell when he's having another 
episode when you're as tired as she is." 

"Mom's a trooper," I said, echoing Beebee. "We're all 
troopers for putting up with him." 

"We?" Carla asked. "You haven't been home for five years." 
"I've been keeping my mouth shut. I've been staying sane." 
"Don't start Into that again. Daddy never touched you." 
I wondered why I bothered to keep up with this family. Long 

ago I'd decided that my mother was the only one I really had any 
feeling for anymore and that wasn't love, it was pity. Daddy 
might be crazy but at least he was interesting. An immigrant 
from Russia, he came to New York when he was seven, sold 
peanuts at the Mets games, then enlisted in the cavalry and 
ended up in Texas running a dairy farm. He met my mother at 
a bam dance, named his horse after her-it was love. 

I don't know when his mind started to go or why my sisters 
could believe all the the other crazy things he did and not 
believe the things he did to me. I flipped through the dictiona ry 
to the word "rape." 

"Listen to this, Carla," I said, watching a huge black cat the 
size of a dachshund crouch three feet away from my finch 
outside the kitchen window. "Rape: '!-archaic: to seize and 
take by force.'" 

"Christ. not this again." 
"Look, Carla." My finch repeatedly plunged its beak into 

the grass. It was totally oblivious to the cat, now only two feet 
away. "If you can't believe that Daddy actually physically hurt 
me, think of him as a thief. You do believe he's capable of 
stealing, don't you?" 

The eat's shoulders were twitching. 
"Of course," she said. "I told you about the time he stole 

the ... : 
"Never mind," I said, my palms beginning to sweat. "Listen 

to this, '2a-the unlawful carnal knowledge of .. .. " 
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"Jeannie, I will not listen to you accusing our father of such 

things. Now he may be crazy, but he's not sick like that." 
The cat pounced. In seconds the finch was gone. 
"Okay," I said, aware of an odd sense of relief. "How about 

this? '3-an outrageous violation.'" 
"You make it sound like Daddy ran over you with the car." 
I sighed. "You'd believe that, wouldn't you ." 
She ignored me and went on about how I'd run off and left 

her and Beebee and Fran with Mom and Dad on their hands. 
"You're just not a trooper, Jeannie," she told me. "I'm sorry to 
say it, but Daddy was wrong." 

"What do you mean?" I asked. 
"Daddy used to call you the best little trooper of all of us. 

It used to make Bee bee. Fran. and me jealous. but we were just 
kids then." 

"And now?" 
"Well, now he's still calling you that. He keeps asking for 

you and, frankly, Jeannie, with you running ofT the way you 
did, it really infuriates us." 

"Carla." 
"Yeah?" 
"Tell Mom thanks for the last cake she sent." 
"Mom sends you cakes?" 
"It doesn't matter, does it? Anyway, wish Fran and Bee bee 

and yourself good luck." 
"Jeannie, what are you talking about?" 
"Nothing, Carla. I have to go now. I'll call you next time." 
She was trying to ask me what we should do about Daddy 

when I hung up on her. I went out to the spot where my fat little 
finch had been. to the spot where there were only claws and a 
beak. 
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Michael C. White 

Letting Go 
From the steps, Faraday watched a saggy Buick pull up. its 

front tire groaning painfully as it scraped the curb. A fat 
woman in a sleeveless pink sundress eased herself out from 
behind the wheel and headed up the driveway. her rubber 
sandals going sip-it, sip-it on the ashpalt as she hurried to get 
a headstart. An early-bird, Faraday thought. More like a 
vulture. The sale wasn't supposed to start till nine. That's what 
the ad in the paper said. So did the signs which Julia had 
made, and which he'd tacked to telephone poles around the 
neighborhood. He'd felt weird doing that. His old neighbor-
hood. On the corner, as he had put up a sign beneath a notice 
for a lost malamute, old Marek had poked his fierce, dark head 
out to get his morning paper. He had stared suspiciously at 
Faraday: a warning. The old guy was something. Faraday 
recalled a story which had gone around about Marek breaking 
a burglar's skull with a poker. Oddly enough, the story had 
made the neighborhood feel safe, able to take care of its 
trouble. He had waved to the old man, but Marek had taken up 
his paper and headed back inside without so much as a nod 
of recognition. 

Faraday watched as the fat woman began looking over the 
stuff they'd set out on the picnic table. She had the tag sale to 
herself and could afford to be choosy. She'd pick up an item. 
glance at it for a moment, then drop it back on the table with 
a contemptuous little flourish of her wrist, the way you'd reject 
a bad piece of fruit. Once or twice when she saw the prices Julia 
had written on pieces of masking tape, her face would turn 
itself into a frown as wrinkled and dumb-looking as a canta-
loupe. 

From a box of old shoes. she lifted a J'air of hockey skates 
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by the laces. They'd belonged to their son, Paulie. Faraday saw 
Paulie once again moving over the ice with his thin spaghetti 
ankles, chasing a puck that always eluded him. Looking down 
at the ice rink with the other fathers, Faraday would feel that 
awful helplessness. to say nothing of stinging disappointment. 
which parents oftalentless kids experience. Faraday shivered. 
as if he could still feel the icebox stillness of the arena. 

Of course, the woman saw only an old pair ofbeat -up, over-
priced skates, which she tossed back in the box. Watching her 
paw over their things, Faraday ground his molars. He felt like 
telling her to get her fat ass the hell out of there. Who was she. 
anyway? Yet this was Julia's show, he reminded himself. He 
was just lending a hand. It didn't really matter to him one way 
or the other. He was there and then he'd be gone. 

"What's the deal with this?M 
He turned to see his daughter Vicki behind the screen door. 

She was holding an armload of nylon tent cloth and puffing on 
a Carlton. He could tell because it was the same kind Julia 
used to smoke, though she hadn't smoked for a while. Julia'd 
once told him she was damned if she was going to end up a 
middle-aged divorcee buying it with lung cancer. She'd bury 
him, she kidded, but he felt in some way she actually meant it. 

"Could you use it?" he asked his daughter. The tent had 
barely seen any use and it seemed a shame to Faraday to let 
it go for the few bucks they'd get. 

"What do I look like, Marlin Perkins?" 
"I thought you and what's-his-face used to go camping. ~ 

"David, you mean?" Her smoky words drifted through the 
screen, hung there a moment. then seemed to break apart. 
dissolve. "Yeah, sure. Like about a hundred years ago. Here, 
you decide." 

She pushed open the door and dropped the bundle on the 
steps. It made a sound like someone sighing: aaahhh. She 
turned and went back inside, letting the door bang against the 
frame. Faraday put down his cup of coffee, scooped up the pile 
and brought it down into the driveway. He spread it out in the 
early morning sun to get rid some of the mildew smell. It'd been 
in the cellar for ages. It wasn't in such good shape. There were 
grey-green fuzzy spots growing all over it, like some kind of 
disease. 

"How much is this?" the woman asked him. She was 
holding a badly tarnished chafing dish. With his thumb 
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Faraday pointed to Julia. 

MOh, I thought you were part of this," the woman said, so 
that it made Faraday want to punch her. 

Mit should be marked," Julia replied. 
Julia was going through a box of attic junk Vicki had 

brought out, picking things out. attaching price tages. She 
wore mirrored sunglasses and had gray-streaked hair in a 
tight ponytail. From ten feet, in her Nikes and running shorts, 
she looked younger than forty-six, very fit and trim. An ad for 
some iron supplement. It was only when you got closer that she 
looked her age, he thought. A cynical, slightly myopic look. 
That's why the sunglasses. Yet he couldn't blame her for being 
determined not to look unhappy. No, he couldn't blame her for 
that. Or for this. This clearing out of things. But he'd have done 
it differently. Just wiped the slate clean. 

His ex-wife slapped a piece of masking tape on an item and 
with a magic marker write in a price, quickly, almost without 
thinking. It was as if she could remember exactly how much 
each thing had cost new and just subtracted for depreciation. 
A far cry from the Julia he'd known when they were married. 
He remembered how he used to hate going shopping with her. 
Always such a big project. She'd try on something, a coat or a 
pair of shoes. a dozen times before deciding to buy it. And as 
often as not. she'd end up hating it before she got home. So it'd 
sit in the closet. 

The woman turned the chafing dish in her hands. Faraday 
couldn't recall who'd given it to them. It wasn't something 
they'd used much- if ever. They weren't chafing-dish people. 
It was too fancy, With ornate scallops and these ball and claw 
feet. It would've made them feel they were putting on airs. 
Maybe it'd been a wedding gift. Who knows? There were so 
many things, it was hard to keep straight who'd given what and 
when. After a while, things were just there. 

The driveway was littered with such junk: a ceramic pair of 
geese that were supposed to be matching his-and-hers towel 
holders; a complete set of unread, calf-bound Alexander 
Dumas novels which Julia had bought one at a time from the 
Stop and Shop: even a bamboo bird cage which had been home 
only to dust balls and dead flies. There were seldom-used 
birthday gifts that now mocked how little they'd understood 
each other's tastes, each other's needs. Ties he'd never in his 
right mind have worn. Coats she'd said never quite matched 
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the weather or the occassion. And stuff for the kids. Toys and 
games, things which had proved too something-or-other for 
their own good-too boring or too complex, too fragile or too 
durable even, and had waited out the years in the attic. In the 
end, the attic had gotten so ripe with cast-offs. it'd finally split 
open and out of all this junk spilled like seeds from an overripe 
tomato. Up there the stuff had seemed appropriate somehow. 
But in the bright daylight, it looked almost obscene. 

"I see it's marked," the woman said. "I mean, how firm are 
you?" 

"Pretty firm." replied Julia, without looking up. "It's silver." 
"Where on earth did you have this? It's awful tarnished." 
"A little polish will take care of that." 
"I don't know," the woman said, holding the dish up with 

two hands as if she were an athlete displaying a trophy. The 
loose flesh at the backs of her arms hung bumpy white. making 
Faraday think of plucked chickens. "These are a dime a 
dozen-in good shape. I might go to ten." 

Faraday wondered what she'd do with it. What they'd do 
with any of this junk. He pictured this woman having all her 
fat friends over for big chocolate fondu parties. He thought that 
was funny. The woman would probably serve diet soda. too. 
Fat people ate a million calories and then drank diet soda. 

He headed inside to get another cup of coffee. He poured 
himself a cup and then grabbed a donut from the box he'd 
brought. At Dunken Donuts. he'd picked out all their old 
favorites-coconut crunch for Julia. jelly sticks for Vicki. 
blueberry-filled for himself. Even chocolate crullers for Paulie. 
thought he wouldn't be there. It'd seemed like a good idea. But 
Julia had been too busy to stop and eat. and Vicki was on 
another one of her diets. so the box just sat there. 

Faraday had come over early to pick out what he wanted 
and to help with some of the heavy stuff like a recliner which 
still smelled vaguely of Victor, their basset hound. and a set of 
weights in the cellar. He thought about keeping the weights. He 
lay on the bench in the cellar and did a couple of reps. just for 
the hell of it. But his arms turned rubbery. and the activity 
struck him as something for a younger man. for somebody who 
had time to kill. So he hauled them out into the driveway and 
let Julia put a price on them. 

When he came back out from the kitchen he saw Vicki in 
the den. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor. From a box 
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she was separating into piles pieces from several games which 
had gotten jumbled up over the years. A little silver top hat from 
a Monopoly game was mixed in with wooden Scrabble letters 
and some cards from a game he didn't recognize. He stood in 
the doorway for a moment. eating his donut. Crumbs fell on the 
carpet. He thought of asking her if she wanted a donut but 
decided not to. Vicki knew he was there though she didn't look 
up. He shouldn't have called David that. 

"So, what's David up to these days?" he asked. 
"These days?" she repeated, making his question sound 

contrived, which it was. "Same old stuff." 
"Is he still rotating shifts?" 
"He's trying to get permanent evenings so he can go back 

to school days." 
"That's good." 
Vicki didn't say whether that was good or not. She didn't 

even look up. She just kept picking pieces out of the box. 
separating them into neat little piles. creating order after all 
those years of chaos. Her room had always been too neat. 
precise in a way Faraday thought not normal. 

When he'd first told her they were getting a divorce. she'd 
wanted to know whose idea it was. 

"It's ours. honey. Both of ours." he'd answered. Though 
that wasn't quite true-he'd been the one who'd asked for the 
divorce-he felt that was just splitting hairs. So much had 
happened you couldn't just portion out blame. neatly assign 
causes and effects. They'd just run out of gas. That's the way 
he liked to look at it. Anyone could see that. He'd just been the 
first to admit it. Even Julia eventually saw it that way. though 
for different reasons. 

"Are you screwing around?" his daughter asked. 
"No. Of course not." 
"Well, what is 1t then? It has to be something." She'd said 

this with the dogged faith of a child asking why a broken toy 
couldn't be fixed. 

"We changed. Your mother and I aren't the same people 
anymore." 

"That's a lot of crap. You ought to hear yourself." 
While he felt 1t was true that they'd become different 

people, when he said it out loud it had a false ring to it. It 
sounded like something you said instead of saying the real 
thing. A line he'd heard. Yet he didn't know what the real thing 
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was. He'd felt getting the divorce was important somehow. even 
inevitable, something neither he nor Julia could stop, but he 
couldn't explain to his daughter why. Someday she'd just 
understand the way things happened. That there were things 
you had no control over. At a certain point you just let go. You 
surrendered. 

Vicki smiled as she read a yellow Community Chest card 
from a Monoply set. He thought she was going to share it with 
him but she didn't. Her hair had been lightened several shades 
by the sun and he could almost make out the purple birthmark 
she had on the crown of her head. He hadn't seen that spot in 
ages. Not since when he used to give Paulie and her baths 
together in the tub, the two of them sleek and supple as otters 
in the tubwater. Seeing the birthmark now was like getting a 
glimpse of something ve:ry secretive that he no longer had any 
right to see. 

The fat woman had already lost interst in the chafing dish 
and was looking over other things in the driveway. She picked 
up the bird cage and peered curiously into it, as if she were 
actually searching for a bird inside. After looking it over for a 
while, she decided it was what she wanted. She offered Julia 
two dollars but Julia stood firm at three. Finally the woman 
paid the three dollars, though not before saying, "You know. 
you got these things marked way too high." Then she took off 
down the driveway, hersandelsgoing sip-it, sip-it, the birdcage 
held out in front of her like a lantern into the dark. 

When the woman was gone, Faraday went over and sat on 
a lawn chair in the shade of the silver maple. The trunk had old 
welts on it like tumors from where Paulie had driven nails. 

Faraday said, "Don't take that crap from these jokers." 
"No big deal," Julia said. "Anyways, haggling's supposed to 

be half the fun." 
"They want you to give it away." 
"What do you care?" Julia said, looking hard at him. In her 

glasses he saw two minature figures hunkered down like 
gargoyles. "You're the one that wanted to throw it all out, 
remember?" 

"We should've, too." 
"I wouldn't feel right doing that." 
"Is this any better? Letting these assholes have it?" 
"I don't know. Maybe it is. By the way, wipe your mouth." 
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"What?" 
'Wipe your mouth. You got stuff all over it," she said, 

forcing a laugh. Faraday wiped his mouth. He had powdered 
sugar across his unshaven face from the donut. 

'Well, is it?" 
"Maybe not. I just know I couldn't throw it away is all ." 
That'd been his feeling. to just bring it all to the dump and 

let the bulldozers have at it. They should've done that long ago, 
in fact. That'd been part of their problem. The weight of it all 
had acted like ballast keeping the marriage on a course neither 
had wanted. But this whole tag sale business left him with a 
sour hangover taste in his mouth. 

"There's some good stuff here," she'd said to him earlier 
that morning as they cleaned out the attic. He'd borrowed a 
friend's pickup truck hoping she'd change her mind and let 
him haul most of it away. But she'd insisted on going through 
with the sale. 'We already got the ad in the paper. Besides. I bet 
we can get a couple of hundred for all this," she'd said. reaching 
into boxes and taking out things he hadn't seen in years. 

"Boy. remember this," she'd said, picking up the cedar 
music box they got during a trip to Maine. A black bear in a frilly 
tutu pirouetted to Brahms. Julia and he stood there for a 
moment listening to the music, watching the silly bear twirl 
daintily around. Faraday felt like taking a sledge hammer to it. 

"I don't see why we just don't give all this the heave?" It'd 
be a lot easier," he offered. 

"Don't be such a hard-ass. A yard sale will be fun. Look," 
she said. From a box near the chimney she pulled out a narrow 
wooden object. "Good Lord. I forgot all about this." 

It was a dulcimer. They'd bought it years ago in an antique 
shop at the Cape. Neither one of them could play a note. but 
they'd bought it anyway because they liked the way it looked-
unconventional and artsy. At one time they'd liked to consider 
themselves unconventional. Only later did they realized how 
utterly conventionlal they were. when their life together settled 
into place like plaster. They'd hung the dulcimer on the wall of 
their first place. right above the cinderblock bookcases that 
had held the growing set of Dumas novels. Julia turned the 
instrument in her hands now but didn't pluck the strings. It 
was as if she didn't dare disturb the dry-rot silence in which 
they found themselves. The air in the attic was stale. smelling 
of old shoes. Faraday watched her, her face partly in shadow. 
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Though it was hard to tell in that light, he thought she looked 
as if she might cry. The skin around her eyes went crinkly, and 
her nostrils turned pale. She looked old when she cried. Old 
and miserable and full of blame. Jesus, he thought. Jesus 
Fucking Christ. He hadn't bargained for this. 

"Funny," she said. 
"What?" he asked nervously. "What's funny?" 
"Nothing really. Just wish I'd learned to play something," 

she said after a while. "I think I would've liked to know how to 
play something." 

"You never said anything." 
"I guess I didn't." 
"You should've." 
"I should've learned to play, you mean? Or to say some-

thing?" 
"You should've learned to play something. If that's what 

you wanted." 
She sighed. gave him that near-sighted look. "You make it 

sound so simple." 
"It could've been that simple. Right?" Julia smiled a certain 

sort of smile he'd seen all too often just before they split. He 
said, "Now don't go laying that one on me." 

"Nobody's laying anything on you. Geez, Mr. Paranoid. 
Maybe I didn't know myself. Maybe it's just what I wish I'd done 
looking back." 

"We do what we want. And if we don't, it's because we don't 
want to," he said. It sounded good, simple and tangible, like 
something written on a flipchart from a motivation course he'd 
once sat through for his job. He wasn't sure he believed it any 
more now than he did then. Who could say really why things 
happened the way they did? As he watched Julia he didn't have 
any idea why they weren't still married. Why they weren't still 
living in this house and owners of all this junk. Why they 
weren't going out to a movie that night and coming home and 
making love later on. It was a mystery to him, like something 
he might stumble upon in one of the dark comers up here in 
the attic. 

"You could still take lessons," he offered. 
Julia laughed, a wispy, bitter-edged laugh that came 

through her nose. 
"It's not the same." 
"Sure, why not? You got the time now. Christ, you could 
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learn to play a whole goddamned orchestra now." 

"I don't want to now. I wish I'd learned then. It'd be dumb 
now. What would I do with it?" 

He was going to contradict her, say there was still time. but 
he realized she was right. She'd wanted to do it then. not now. 
Now was way too late. What would she do with it now? Play it 
at night when she was alone? Or to that real estate guy she was 
dating? 

Other people stopped for the sale. They got out of their cars 
and moved brazenly up the driveway, the women poking 
around with a mixture of curiosity and competition, the 
husbands following, bored-looking, impatient over wasting 
their Saturday. They picked over the stuff as if it were the 
remains of some great feast, but one of which they'd pretty 
much had their fill already. 

Julia handled her own, didn't let the pushy, sun-hatted old 
ladies who were there for "steals" intimidate her. Actually she 
seemed to enjoy it. as if instead of wiping the noses of third-
graders all those years she'd have preferred to run a little gift 
shop selling trinkets. Like one of those places they used to visit 
out at the Cape, the sort where the women had frizzy. graying 
hair and wore peasant skirts, who made things in the back 
room, pottery and cheap jewelry. An unconventional life. 

"Can you do me just one more favor?" Julia asked him. "I 
hate to take up your whole Saturday." 

From her tone he couldn't tell if she were making fun of 
him. "I said I'm free all day." 

"There's some more stuff in the attic. Then I think Vicki and 
I can handle it. And Robert's coming over later." 

That was his cue to leave. Julia was giving him fair 
warning. Robert was the real estate guy. The rnan Julia was 
seeing. He got up and went back inside. From the kitchen he 
got another empty box and climbed up the rickety. pull-down 
attic stairs in the hallway. Coming in from the unfurled 
brightness ofthe day, Faraday had to let his eyes adjust to this 
cramped darkness. He had to move by feel. The attic was 
already beginning to swell with heat. He began tossing things 
in the box quickly, methodically. When his eyes did adjust. he 
tried not to look at what he was packing-Vicki's Nancy Drew 
books, a baseball board game of Paulie's, trinkets bought in 
brilliant flurries of emotion but somehow missing the mark 
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and eventually finding their way up here. 

When he finished loading the box, he brought it downstairs 
and out into the driveway. Several more cars had pulled up. 
People were milling around, looking things over. occasionally 
asking Julia if she'd take less than the marked price. Faraday 
busied himself setting things out. A middle-aged woman 
wearing a Bosox baseball hat bought a throw rug which'd been 
at the foot of their bed. It was for her son in college, Faraday 
heard her say to Julia. His first year away from the nest. She 
said it playfully, but with a trace of genuine sadness in her 
voice. Two attractive, stylishly dressed women who looked like 
sisters got out of a Volvo. They took one quick look at what was 
for sale, glanced coaly at each other. and flew back to their car. 
Junk, the look said. Faraday wanted to tell them to go fuck ofT. 

A couple of kids, a boy and a girl, looked over the frayed 
sleeper sofa that used to be in their den. The guy had a scruffy 
blond beard. The girl was sickly thin, almost anorexic-looking. 
with bad, pinkish skin she tried to cover with makeup. They 
looked about sixteen. They took tums sitting on the sofa, first 
one, then the other, then both together. Testing it like you'd 
test a couch in a fumiture store. They ran their hands over it, 
they bounced on it. When they were both on it together, 
slumped down, their hands awkwardly in ther laps, they 
looked like two little kids playing grownup. 

"We could use a couch for our living room," the kid said to 
Julia. 

"We're getting married in October," the girl piped up, 
twirling the boy's hair with her fingers. 

"That's nice," Julia said. "This still has some use in it. And 
it pulls out into a bed." She did something that approached a 
wink. 

Julia even pulled out the bed part, and the two sat down, 
then actually lay down, rtght there in the driveway. They 
smiled stupidly at each other and Julia, and she smiled bene-
volently at them, giving her blessing. 

Faraday imagined the boy thinking how nice it'd be making 
love to his girlfriend on this couch. So naive. He almost wanted 
to say something to them. A word of advice. About how it 
wouldn't last. About how things would change no matter what 
they did, no matter how hard they tried to prevent them from 
changing. Someday they'd just wake up and they wouldn't be 
the same two people. They'd be two other people and they 
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wouldn't have any idea, not a clue, how they got to be that way. 
He tried to remember back to when Julia and he had been that 
happy, that insulated and confident nothing would change for 
them. They must have been that happy once. Back when all 
this junk was new. Yet thinking back was like looking down 
from a very tall building: he could feel his head spinning from 
a vertigo of memory. 

Having finished unpacking the box, he went back inside to 
get some things he'd left in the cellar, things he wasn't going 
to sell. Then he'd hit the road. 

He came up from the cellar and was about to slip out the 
back door, get in the truck and take off. Just like that. But 
through the kitchen he saw Vicki standing at the front door. 
She was looking out. He stood there, watching her for a 
moment. After a while he could see she was crying, her thin 
shoulders quaking, her fist pressed hard to her mouth to keep 
it contained, the way you would sneeze. It was like something 
else he shouldn't have seen. something that should have been 
private. Vicki happened to turn then and see him there. He 
wasn't sure what to do, but his daughter said, "You want to see 
something fucked up?" 

Faraday walked over to the front door and stood beside his 
daughter. 

"Get a load of that," she said, pointing out into the 
driveway. 

A man and a woman stood together. The woman was tall 
and skinny. and her sharp elbows stuck out like a gull's wings. 
The man had course black hair that looked as if he'd just rolled 
out of bed. What struck Faraday right away was that the guy 
was holding onto one of the woman's bony elbows. His head 
was tilted slightly upward towards the sky, iike there was 
something interesting up there. His eyes, Faraday could see. 
were funny-looking, milky-white and floating freely, like the 
eyes of a doll. Blind, he thought. And that wasn't all. There was 
something else wrong with the guy, too. His whole body shook, 
went every which way. CP, Faraday guessed. Although Fara-
day couldn't say why exactly, the notion of a blind guy at a tag 
sale struck him as odd. He stood behind his daughter, watch-
ing, wondering what would happen. 

TI1e woman led the blind guy over to the picnic table and 
tovk one of his hands, as if to hold it still. She placed in it a 
small china elephant which used to sit on the coffee table in 
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Faraday's house. Oh, boy, thought Faraday. But once in the 
guy's hands, the thing seemed to calm him down. He held it, 
cupping it in both hands. running his fingers over it as if he 
weretryingtofind something wrong with it. Then he set it down 
gingerly and. without the woman's help this time. picked up 
something else. This too he searched with his fingers. slowly. 
thoroughly. Then he put that back and picked up another. And 
then another. 

He'd pause briefly when he came to a shape that he 
couldn't quite figure out. As his eyes fluttered wildly around, 
his head swaying erratically, his hands methodically went to 
work trying to solve the puzzle. When he finally firgured it out. 
he'd smile loosely, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. and he'd 
nod his head at the obviousness of it. 

The blind guy went from item to item, threading his way 
between them with the deftness of a cat at night. Faraday 
wasn't sure how he felt about this guy handling their stuff. 
Touching it like it was the biggest deal in the world. instead of 
just second-hand junk. Yet his touch was so light it seemed 
barely to outline each shape on the table. He paused curiously 
before the dulcimer. Faraday wondered what he'd make of this. 
This ought to be good. The guy's fingers glided soundlessly over 
the strings, and yet he seemed to catch something. a sound, 
inaudible to the others in the driveway. The way Victor used to 
pick up noises and tilt his had this way and that. 

Julia looked on too, her arms folded tightly under her 
breasts. waiting. hoping nothing went wrong. that the couple 
knew what they were doing. The guy finally picked up the 
chafing dish and began running his fingers over it. He traced 
the ornately scalloped rim, following each swirl carefully. 
almost as if he were a silversmith actually shaping it. Car-
ressing-that was the word that came to Faraday. The guy 
caressed everything. The way a priest touched holy objects. 

But you have to give the poor bastard credit, he thought. 
Imagine what it'd be like to live like that, to be blind. And not 
only to be blind. but to be blind like this poor sucker. That was 
a double trick. Being blind was bad enough, but this was really 
lousy. To go around bumping into things-blind people always 
had shins that looked like hamburger. To have to hold onto 
somebody's elbow. To live by touch. Never to see the color of the 
sky. the face of his own wife. For that matter, his own face. 
Imagine that! To live an entire lifetime and never know what 
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your own face looked like in the mirror. Jesus! Faraday 
thought. He'd rather be deaf or even a quadripelgic than blind. 
Even to lose his arms. There might have been worse things in 
life but right then he couldn't think of any. This was terrible. 
The most terrible thing he could imagine. 

His daughter kept her head down, though he could sense 
she'd stopped crying. He thought of saying something but 
nothing came to him. It was the sort of moment you were 
supposed to say something, but his mind was almost a 
complete blank. 

As he watched the guy touching everything, caressing the 
things that had once been his, he wondered if he touched this 
tall, bony woman like that. He tried to imagine the blind guy 
in bed with her. Would she have lead him? In the dark maybe 
it didn't really matter so much. He imagined those skilled 
hands going to work, searching out her every crevice, tracing 
every faint swirl just like he did with the dish. Maybe he was 
a good lover. Maybe such thoroughness made him a good lover. 
Who knows? And the man's kids? He's never see their faces 
either, except what he saw with those hands. Those were his 
eyes. Did he make little mental pictures with his hands and 
store them in some touch album for when he was old and they 
were gone? A braille album. That was all he had. The blind guy 
greedily took in the whole world in those hands so nothing got 
away, nothing was overlooked, or lost, or forgotten. That would 
be such a strange life, thought Faraday. 

Yet as he stood there in the doorway, Faraday closed his 
eyes for just a moment. He put his arm around his daughter, 
who received it coolly though she didn't pull away. Then he 
pretended he was blind. That was all he could think of doing. 
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Michael C. White 

The Smell of Life 
The old man sits in the comer, his thin arms outstretched, 

pleading for Ira to lift him. As always, Ira is reminded of a fetus 
in a glass jar: skin so colorless it's nearly transparent. a 
membrane barely containing that sudden upsurge of bone 
beneath, a head much too large, exaggerated eyes. Ira's certain 
that. if he tries to move his father. he'llfall apart in his arms. that 
the fragile skin will tear and he'll be left with a pile of bones. 
Having heard thefamiliar throaty rattle, Ira's come down the 
stairs and now stands infront of the old man. Afoul odor, of old 
dressings and flesh gone bad. pervades the air. His father, his 
palms upward, his long white fmgers clutching at empty air, 
asks to be brought to the bathroom. I have to go, he says to him. 
Ira doesn't move, though. Thethoughtofhelping hisfathertothe 
bathroom, getting his pants down, being part of such a terribly 
intimate process-this makes him dizzy with revulsion. Yet 
before he can say anything, even no, he feels the old man's cold 
jleshless hand locked on his wrist. 

With a muted cry, Ira pulls violently backwards and tumbles 
headlong out of the dream. 

He wakes to a rasping sound, like a stick being scraped over 
a metal screen-cccrrr. His mouth is dry, and his chest feels 
as if a small rodent is gnawing on his lungs. The rasping sound 
vibrates inside his skull. The baby, he thinks. Yes. Its cry is 
outraged and plaintive at once. The thing's hoarse from crying. 
Ira looks over at Susan and thinks of waking her. The dream, 
still too close, too real, makes the thought of getting out of bed 
in the dark more than unpleasant. He's actually afraid. 

His wife, though, is already exhausted from the dual 
demands of a three-month old and her recent retum to work 
at the hospital. The baby doesn't yet sleep through the night 
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but wakes hungry or wet, or for no apparent reason other than 
out of simple loneliness. howling insistently into the night. 
And while they're supposed to take tums getting up to feed 
him, the duty falls more often to Susan than to him. A 
pediatrician, she seems more attuned to those cries fo help. 

Let her sleep, he thinks. He untangles the hot, clingy 
covers, and sits up on the side of the bed. The night is a dense. 
palpable mass, reduced to stillness by an oppressive August 
heat. Just inside the window, a patch of moonlight is spread 
over the floor. In this light, he gets up and makes his way down 
the stairs and into the kitchen. 

He sets about preparing a bottle, his movements as precise 
and impersonal as those of a chemist performing an experi-
ment. He opens a can of formula, getting a whiff of the thick 
yeasty odor trapped inside. He stretches a plastic bag over the 
mouth of the bottle, then pours formula in and pulls the nipple 
on. He sets the bottle in a pot of water on the stove, tums the 
bumer on high, and in the dark. He watches the bumer 
element grow slowly red, its spiraling coil casting an eerie, 
resonating light. The dream, he thinks once more. Despite the 
night's heat, his calves feel suddenly cold and stringy. 

He heads back up the stairs and the baby's room. He hovers 
silently over the crib for a moment. The baby stops wailing and 
stares with wide-eyed curiosity at the night figure above it. Ira 
looks down at his son, whose legs and arms still contract into 
a ball, imitating the protective shell of a womb. He whispers 
Jacob, and then Jake several times, trying by this to place the 
child, establish a chain with himself at the center. A chain 
extending both backwards into the past and forward into the 
future. But the name seems as inappropriate as the baseball 
cap Susan instists on putting on his small, soft head when she 
takes him for a walk in their new subdivision. Jake was-is-
someone else. A mistake to have used that name, he now feels. 
What was he trying to do? Did he think it could be that easy? 

The baby starts crying again, his needs overlooked in Ira's 
reverie. He lifts him out of the crib, careful to support the 
wobbly neck, and carries him over to the changing table. On 
removing the diaper, he's struck by the sour smell of baby 
excrement. He has to breathe through his mouth as he cleans 
between the crooked grasshopper legs. Three months and he's 
still not used to the smell. Susan, who's so acquainted with 
those smells because of her job, kiddingly tells him he'd better 
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get used to it. 

"There's plenty more where that came from," she says. She 
tells him it's the smell of life, as if life was defined by odors, 
given the dimensioon in direct proportion to its foulness. 

He buries the smell under a snowstorm of powder. He 
finishes the changing, puts another T-shirt on his son. then 
carries him over to the cane rocker, and in the dark begins 
feeding him. The baby frantically roots for the nipple, latches 
on to it, then falls into a steady rhythm of sucking. Its legs and 
arms jerk with a meaning Ira can't grasp. He locks onto Ira's 
forefinger tenaciously. 

When the baby's finished and fallen asleep in his arms. Ira 
gets up carefully and goes over to the crib. Before lowering his 
son in, he kisses the moist forehead. He can feel the skull 
pliable as warm wax under the pessure of his lips. Susan told 
him that later the fontanels will harden. the soft spots will tum 
to bone, locking in his son's thoughts once and for all. 

He then heads back to his own bedroom and climbs in 
beside his wife. He hopes for sleep but senses that such easy 
oblivion won't come to him tonight. He lies on his back. hands 
locked behind his head, looking into the flat. slate-colored 
darkness just above him. Again he thinks: the dream. As he 
listens to the spiraling, metalic hum of insects outside. he 
realizes how foolish he was to let himself believe it was over-
that it could ever be over. His father-though now he only 
thinks of him as that old man in the chair-would stay away 
for months, sometimes even for a year of more. He'd let Ira 
think he was rid of him. Let him think he'd been forgiven. But 
as soon as Ira let his defenses down, dreamed other dreams. 
he'd show up in the middle of the night, arriving without 
warning. 

He can see him even now, sitting in that comer chair, the 
recliner they'd bought from Sears because he could no longer 
sleep lying down. They'd put it in the den of the house he'd 
grown up in and that's where his father later died. Slowly, 
stubbornly he'd died a little each day in that chair. In those last 
few months, he sat there night and day, his eyes hollow with 
fear, breathing sounding like no human sound Ira'd ever 
heard. He could hear that terrible sound at night when he tried 
to sleep. In the moming he'd have to pass through the den on 
his way to school and his father would be the.re like a sentry, 
staring at him with those wild, doomed eyes. Sometimes he'd 
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ask Ira for something, a glass of water, his medicine. Or he'd 
ask for help to get to the bathroom. Ira couldn't wait for it to be 
over with. On the day his father finally died, he'd left the house 
early to take a test, a final exam in economics. He couldn't 
remember if they'd said anything to each other. 

Ira turns towards Susan and thinks once again of waking 
her. He could tell her there's something the matter with the 
baby, minor but needing her more expert hand. Yet he knows 
she'd see through that excuse and realize exactly why he really 
woke her. "For heaven's sakes, Ira. He's dead. Dead!" Or she'd 
say that he should go see somebody, that he'd let this "dream 
business," as she calls it, get out of hand. As he watches her 
he tries to picture her dreams-bright affairs, alive with the 
hunger of living, of planning. That's her life now. Looking 
ahead, into an expansive future. He decides not to wake her. 
Instead he gets out of bed again and goes back downstairs. 

From the refrigerator he gets the jug of white wine and pours 
himself a glass. He drinks that straight down. It's so hot out the 
liquid slides down into him without a hitch. He pours himself 
another and puts the bottle back. From the cold pastel light 
that spills out of the refrigerator, he's able to make out he clock 
on the wall. Ten after one. Four more hours till daylight. Four 
more hours of darkness to get through. Maybe he could do 
some work on the article he's been writing. An economics 
professor at a large university, he's been gathering research for 
the article for most of the summer. A forecasting model for 
business. one which would predict cycles of growth and 
stagnation. 

He walks into the small room at the back of the house he 
uses as a study and picks up his data, a pile of green and white 
computer printouts, some notes, a couple of books. Then he 
heads out to the sunporch where, on rughts he can't sleep. he 
reads or works under a lamp there. 

He sits on the couch, an old one they've had since his grad 
school days. Cycles of growth and stagnation. he thinks. 
looking at the data sheets. Cycles of stagnation. That's it. In the 
yard he gulps the wine, feeling it fan out inside him once it hits 
bottom. He doesn't tum on the lamp but sits very still in the 
dark, as if waiting for something. Around the streetlight out at 
the road, he can see a swirl of bugs churning and diving like 
sparks from a grindstone. In the distance he hears the faraway 
but growing roar of a car with loud muffiers. Kids out for fun. 
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trying to shatter the dreary stillness of a night so self-absorbed 
in rest, in complacency. The roar peaks as the car passes by 
a couple of streets over, then slowly recedes, finally merging 
into the anonymous insect racket. Though it's slightly cooler 
on the porch, he can still feel drops of sweat crawling like 
spiders down his chest, into his shorts. He can smell his own 
stale body odor. 

How long had he been gone this time, he wonders? Six 
months? A year? Sometimes he'd leave him alone for long, 
quiet stretches, during which Ira didn't seem to dream at all. 
He would almost forget about his father. He'd let himselfthink 
he'd been forgiven, that it was only a bad dream and maybe 
he'd finally put it behind him. Then, out of he blue, he'd show 
up and all the old wounds Ira thought healed were reopened. 

He thinks it's funny how Susan calls it just a dream. Even 
funnier that she says he should go to somebody to have it 
explained to him. As if someone else could possibly tell him 
anything he doesn't already know, as if he himself hasn't 
analyzed it a hundred, a thousand times since his father died 
fifteen years ago and started these visits. Long ago he'd ceased 
to analyze it, because it's very clear to him, because in fact, it 
isn't a dream at all. That's the funniest part. The old man is very 
real and his visits are also real-as real as pain. It's as simple 
as that. 

He heads back inside to the kitchen, opens the refrigerator, 
pours himself another glass of wine. He goes back out to the 
porch, lies down, and closes his eyes. After a while, the insect 
clatter recedes into a middle distance, the noise like the dull 
hum of an electric generator. Then, even that fades away. 

Before he hears the voice, Ira can detect that familiar odor: 
So. How's the smart boy? whispers a voice, close enough so 

Ira canfeel the stale breath on him. 
Though he'd expected it all along, the voice nonetheless 

startles him 
How'd you do on the test, smart boy? 
All right, Ira answers, his eyes still closed. 
Just all right? You study all the time and all 's you do is "all 

right?" What'd I raise, a moron? 
An "A." I got an "A" on it. 
A regular genius, says the voice. Hurray. He got an A on his 

goddamn test. 
Listen, you asked and I told you. What do yo'U want from me? 
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As soon as he says this, he wishes he'd waited. Maybe, goes 

the frail hope, things could change between them. 
He sits up, opens his eyes. The porch is altered, oddly 

unfamiliar. The darkness is different too, not a nightime 
darkness but similar to that of a thunderstorm in the middle 
of he day, tinged with yellow and purples like a bruise. Also, the 
smell is stronger. For a moment there's a thin silence, broken 
by a low groan rising from the belly. 

Without turning his head towards the noise, Ira asks, "Can 
I get you something to eat?" 

Jesus on a fucking crutch, cries the old man, his voice 
distorted by pain. You weren't thinking about me when you had 
your test, were you? 

Let me get you some hot water to soak your feet. You'llfeel 
better. 

Feel better! That's good. That's rich. Look at me. 
Ira wants to tum towards the voice, but he can't quite bring 

himself to. 
You're a doctor. You know what's what, his father says. You 

know the score. 
I'm not that kind of doctor. 
Oh, Iforgot, you don't help bodies. It's numbers you work 

with. 
Yeah, says Ira, sick already of this endless ritual they 

always act out. 
That's why you couldn't be there when it was my time. You 

had your numbers to think about, your test to take. 
What do you wantfrom me? Were you thinking about my 

future? Were you ever thinking about anybody but yourself? 
Was it asking too much to be there when your old man was 

breathing his last? Was that too much? 
A dry- throated rattle, like the sound of wind blowing through 

leaves in fall. Then his father slips into a coughing fit which Ira 
knows rakes bits of lung tissue and bright globs of blood from 
inside his chest. He can remember lying on his bed upstairs, 
studying for schoo~ and hearing that cough. Sometimes he'd 
study with the radio on to drown it out. 

When the coughing subsides, the voice says, You only die 
once, you know. 

What did you expect? you never acted like afather to me. You 
were drunk half the time. What did I owe you? 

Owe me! You owed me, all right. A son owes his father that 
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much. Hell, when I was your age I was already running the 
farm, supporting my old man as well as you birds. So don't talk 
to me about owing. 

Oh Christ! 
Oh ~Christ" nothing. You never want to hear that. do you? 

That I acted like a son to my old man. 
I've heard your damn hero stories a thousand times. 
It's the truth. My old man gave me nothing. A lot less than you 

birds had. You had a roof over your head, three meals a day. 
What about love? 

Piss on love. I gave you more than he gave me. that's for sure. 
We weren't close, my old man and me. He was on hard-nosed 
son-of-a-bitch, I'll say that right off. But at least I respected him 
enough and had the decency to be there when he was dying. 
Decency-Christ. you don't know what the word means. 

I suppose you're the expert. 
That's right. You sure as hell don't know anything about it. 
They both fall silent. Ira chances looking over at his father. 

whose eyes are closed, whose fingers nervously pick at his 
loose clothing. So frail, he thinks. Ira then closes hiS own eyes. 
Finally the voice begins again. 

I remember the day my old man died. He'd been badfor a 
week. He didn't even know who we were when we went in the 
room to see him. We knew it wouldn't be long. I was out in the 
frelds plowing. It was my sister Mae who came running out to let 
me know he was slipping. I remember not even shutting the 
John Deere off. just leaving it, and running like hell across the 
freld. All the time thinking, No. don't die yet. Don'tgo and die on 
me yet, you old son-of-a-bitch. I could picture him doing itjust 
for spite, and I didn't want that hanging around my neck. I 
wanted us even when he went, everything squared away. I 
remember I had mud all over my boots when I went in the room. 
It's funny the things you remember at a time like that. I didn't 
say a thing, didn't have to. I just sat on the bed and held his 
hand. Helped him through it. So don't talk to me about decency. 

Ira wants to tell him he'd tried to get there in time. that he'd 
hurried to the hospital after leaving schooL but by then it was too 
late. He found only an empty room He could remember asking 
the nurse, a heavy girl with big freckles like pennies, where his 
father was. She said to him that she was sorry. That was all 
she'd said. Sorry. He wants to tell him he'd tried to get there 
but what good would it do? 
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I was young, Ira offers. 
What does being young have to do with it? If you had it to do 

all over again, say if tt was happening again right now. would 
you do anything different? 

Yes. 
Just to get rid of me? 
No. 
Why? And don't go handing me any bulls hit about love. Just 

the truth. The simple truthfor once. 
Ira is about to reply when his father begins to cough again. 

Now, though. the noise is remote, muted. 
Dad? he says. But there's no response. Then louder. I named 

him after you. 
What's that supposed to mean? 
Nothing. Ijust did. 
Is that supposed to make us even? 
No! For God's sakes, no! Stop it! 
Bring me in the house. I think it's time, says the voice. now 

formal with pain. 
I ... 
Pick me up. quick. Ifeel it coming. My legs are gone. I can't 

feel a goddamn thing down there. 
Dad. .. I ... Please. Dad. 
Hurry .for crissakes! 
Ira tries to lift his arms but he can't. They feel detatched. 

lifeless. No matter how hard he concentrates on lifting them he 
can't. 

Ohhh. It's too late, cries the voice, now fading into a whisper. 
Dad. wait. Please don't die. 
Ohhhhhhh. 
Please! 
But the voice falls silent. 
Ira jerks awake. He feels as if he's crashing through some-

thing, a plate glass window. with shards of glass raining over 
him, exploding on the ground around him. He opens his eyes 
and sits up on the edge of the couch, looking out at the first 
salmon-colored rays of sunlight slashing through the trees to 
the east. He knows that his father will never be gone for good. 
that he'll always make these visits. Ira pictures living to be an 
old man himself, someday even on his own deathbed, and his 
father there taunting him, tossing his guilt in his face. There'll 
be endless meetings in which nothing will ever be settled, no 
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forgiveness ever obtained. 

He becomes aware of another noise. The baby again, crying. 
Getting up, he goes into the house and up the stairs. He can 
hear Susan in the shower getting ready to make her rounds at 
he hospital before heading to her office. He walks into the 
baby's room. The baby is bluish from crying, and there's a line 
of curdled milk running down the side of his mouth. Ira lifts 
his son out of the crib. cooing and rocking him to try to quiet 
him. He whispers his son's name, whispers into the hot ear 
that he's sorry, sorry for everything. He whispers this as if the 
baby might actually understand and have the power to forgive. 
His son continues to cry. though. to shout urgently for life's 
immediate needs. 

Ira undresses the baby, then gets undressed himself. He 
can feel the tiny raging heartbeat against his own chest as he 
heads into the bathroom and joins Susan in the steamy 
shower. 

"Ira? What on earth?" his wife says. alarmed at first. Then. 
realizing nothing is the matter, she says, "Isn't this nice.~ They 
embrace each other and their son. With the warm water the 
baby ceases to cry. 
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Michael C. White 

Working the Lines 

It happened two days before. but you can tell it's still 
bugging the new guy Sully. He's trying hard to act like 
nothing's wrong, like he's got a handle on it. Singing the words 
to "Pretty Woman" (Thursday at Sweet Richard's is Fifties 
night) every time Marline, our waitress. comes over to our 
table, but she wasn't born yesterday. He even goes along with 
Jewels and Wilson as they bust his stones about it. He laughs. 
pretends what they say rolls off him like water off a duck's 
back. But his eyes give him away. Hard and flat, like those dull-
graybuttons of a bass five minutes out of water. Dumb scared. 
Blind scared. The sort you got to watch out for. If I've learned 
one thing in my twenty-odd years working the lines it goes like 
this: fear's like a hot line. You can try to work around it, handle 
it only with safety gloves an hot sticks. But sooner or later 
something's going to give. Maybe a fuse will blow. Or the juice 
will find a pin hole you didn't know was there and come 
flashing through. Then watch out, the sparks'll fly. I know. 

"Hey, Sully," says Jewels, seated across the table. Like 
Sully and Wilson, he's one of the men on my line crew. I'm 
foreman. "Why'd the Polack stick his cock in the light socket?" 

Sully says, "I'm not a Polack." 
"I didn't say you were. This is a joke. Come on, why?" 
"I don't know." 
"Cause he wanted a smart kid." 
"No, you screwed it up," says Wilson. "It's supposed to be, 

'Cause he wanted a bright boy.· Not a 'smart kid,' you asshole." 
"Whatever." 
"You messed it up," Sully chips in. 
"Look who's talking," Jewels says, smiling at Sully. "Hey. 
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kid. While we're on the subject of screwups. you ever hear 
about Mullins?" 

Sully shakes his head. 
"Joe knows who I mean. Right, Joe?" Jewels asks me. 
"Yeah, I knew him." 
Ray Mullins, I think. He and I started at the power company 

about the same time. We weren't friends but when you work 
with a guy for a few years. and he ends up buying it, you like 
to think of to think of he wasn't a bad sort. You say good things 
about him if you can. Though to be honest it was a long time 
ago and the only thing I remember is his hands. These 
squirrelly hands of a big league drunk, though the funny thing 
is the guy never toughed the stuff. Not a drop. Just one of those 
nervous types. He was a jumpy around the lines. handled them 
the way you'd pet a dog you weren't real sure about. Used to 
make everybody else nervous as hell. too. He finally screwed up 
good and got himself killed. The Mullins thing is one of those 
scare stories linemen like to bring up over a few beers, 
especially with new guys like Sully. It makes the job sound 
dangerous, which it can be, and it makes them sound like 
cowboys, which they're not. What they are is stupid, or. like 
Jewels,a couple shy of fifty-two. or just so scared they climb 
because somebody like me is down below telling them they'd 
better get their butt up there or else look for another line of 
work. Sometimes too scared even to admit they're scared. Like 
Sully. 

"You ever hear how he got it, Sul?" Jewels wants to know: 
Jewels is giving the kid the business. riding him like he's 

been since it happened. He gets his kicks doing that to people. 
Sully doesn't want any part of it. What he wants to do is punch 
Jewels right between his lazy pig-eyes. as I half do myself. to 
make him shut up, to make his fear go away. But he's afraid 
to do that. too. Jewels would take him to the cleaners. The guy 
works out, bench-presses like four hundred pounds. An ex-
marine. he s,upposedly knows forty-six different ways to "inca-
pacitate" someone. He told me once. You know the sort. His 
problem is he finished up basic just about the time they were 
packing up and calling it quits in Nam. and so he's got a chip 
on his shoulder. Like he was cheated or something. They got 
him all pumped up to kick some ass and there were no takers. 
So he picks fights now. 

"Pretty woman. walking down the street." Sully sings. 
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acting like Jewels doesn't have his number. He's smoking a 
cigarette and the ash doesn't have a chance to build up on the 
end-that's how bad his hand is shaking. "Well, you gonna tell 
me what happened to Mullins.?" 

Jewels smiles, showing off his one gold tooth where a cut 
guy-wire smacked him in the mouth. 

"What happened to him! He got burnt. that's what hap-
pened to him." 

"Bad?" 
"How does twelve frigging K grab you?" Jewels says, loud 

enough so everybody in Sweet Richard's can hear him. 
It's a Thursday night so it's not a big crowd. At the bar 

there's a few guys from the Monsanto plant across the river, 
regulars. They're watching the Sox take their usual August 
nosedive, though the sound is turned off because the band is 
playing in the next room. But it doesn't matter. They're doing 
more yacking with Richie, the owner, then watching anyway. 
A car salesman fom the Ford dealership across the street 
stands at the end of the bar hustling a redhead who's no way 
legal yet. In the next room some middle-aged couples dance to 
Fats and Jerry Lee, have a few rum and cokes and relive the 
prom. One of those nights where you're just getting from point 
A to point B, taking the longest route because you don't have 
anything better to do. At one time I did, but then Janey's pap 
smear came back positive and so now I stop in Sweet Richard's. 
That's my story. 

"Hell, fried that sucker up like a french fry," Jewels goes on. 
"And blew a hole out his calf the size of a grapefruit." 

He holds up a grapefruit for Sully to look at. The kid just 
stares at it, locked on it like a possum in your headlights at 
night. just before you feel the crunch under your wheels and 
your stomach sort of drops out of you and you start cursing 
them for being so damn dumb. 

"Sully. how about me and you shoot some pool?" I ask. I'm 
not much at pool, but I don't like where this's going. 

"I was telling the kid a story, Joe." 
"Everybody's heard about Mullins." 
"Maybe the kid hasn't" 
"Why don't you just leave it?" 
"Let him speak for himself. You heard it. Sui?" 
Sully looks at me with those hard, flat eyes. He's maybe 

twenty-three. Keeps to himself, doesn't say too much on the 
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Job. Not a bad looking kid, skinny with these long, waxy, 
undertaker hands, not those of a lineman. The kind ofkid who 
maybe wasn't so hot in school, didn't play ball or anything, who 
probably knocked up the first girl he ever french-kissed and 
had to get a job, any job, right away. He'd started reading 
meters at the company and worked his way up, went to night 
school, got his journeyman's standing after a while. He'd just 
been assigned to my crew after his two years as an apprentice. 
Things were going pretty good for him. He was making lineman 
pay, which isn't bad, and ifyou throw in on-call pay you could 
do worse. Maybe just beginning to get ahead, buy a new truck, 
get a color 1V with remote control. You know. The underdog 
making good. Then this. This changes things. Maybe starts 
him thinking about going into something like selling cars 
across the street or managing a Burger King, where there's no 
poles or amps to worry about. Where things are safe. He knows 
that, and it's sitting like a rat right behind his belt buckle 
chewing on his insides. 

"How'd it happen?" Sully finally asks. 
"Tell the kid," says Wilson, his mouth limp as a piece of 

bacon. "Christ. we're among friends here. "Wilson's a small, old 
man with a good emphysema hack and a liver that's working 
overtime. He's half in the chute already, had his usual head-
start in the afternoon. He spikes his thermos with ginger 
brandy and acts like he's putting one over on me. I've written 
him up twice. But he's a year or so away from having his twenty 
in so it doesn't make much difference. He's coasting. Now I just 
try to keep him out of trouble. 

"No secrets among friends, right?" says Jewels, glancing 
sideways at Wilson, who can barely keep his false teeth in his 
head, he thinks it's so funny. "Anyways, this Mullins guy was 
working a stretch ofline around Pittsfield. Come to think of it, 
he was replacing insulators. Just like you the other day, Sui." 

Sully sits there, picking at the label on his beer like it's a 
scab. He's got to know Jewels is just jerking him around. but 
I guess there's not a whole lot he can do. 

Whoever's telling the Mullins thing always arranges the 
details to suit what h e wants to do with it-complaining to the 
shirt-and-tie boys in the front office about safety conditions or 
scaring the pants off some green kid like Sully. I've never heard 
it told the same way twice. It's always different. Christ, Mullins 
buys it a dozen different ways. It's all hearsay. All of it. I know 
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for a fact Jewels wasn't even with the company then. Neither 
was Wilson. though he's been here almost as long as me. There 
used to be a guy who was with Mulllins. but he got out and into 
something else years ago. And he never talked about it. 

While Jewels keeps at it. I wave over to Marlene for another 
round. She waves back. smiles, rolls her eyes-our private 
joke. To save her a trip, I get up and go over to the bar. 

"Hi, Joe." she says. hugging my waist. "How's the new guy 
working outT 

"All right. He needs to get the hang ofit." 
"Don't we all?" 
"You're right there. How's it going with youT 
"Steady for a Thursday. Lisa called in sick and so it's just 

me. My varicose are getting a workout." 
"Your legs look fine to me," I say. "Nothing wrong in that 

department." 
"You think so?" 
"Sure," I say. and I twirl her around like she's Ginger 

Rogers. 
"I'm thinking about joining a health spa. Thought I'd get rid 

of that stuff! put on with Amanda." she says. slapping her hip . 
"But varicose and stretchmarks are for keeps." 

I know Marlene from coming in the place after work. 
Sometimes with the others. but mostly with myself. We're 
friends. She knows I'm not out to hustle her. Don't get me 
wrong. She's a nice looking girl. maybe a few miles on the 
odometer. but still all right. And considering the caliber that 
stray into Sweet Richard's-young girls with bad skin and bad 
teeth. who work second shift at Monsanto, and the old war-
horses with cherry lipstick and sad eyes out for a night on the 
town-Marlene is top shelf. She's a good kid. Her old man took 
off with some woman and dumped her with two kids and no 
support. and she's got to work nights in this armpit while her 
mother watches the kids. The old alks paw her and buy her 
drinks. and the young studs all but lay their business on the 
table. I like the way she knows how to handle herself. She can 
shut up some slobbering drunk with one crack. And she's got 
a sense of humor. too. Has to. working here. But it doesn't take 
a genius to know she'd rather be someplace else. You can see 
it in her mouth. held too tight for so long her whole face looks 
brittle. Wondering. that's it. Wondering if she'll still be working 
here in twenty years. a fat old whore with yellow hair and still 
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waiting for something to come down the pike. When Janey 
passed away, she sent a card. I still have it someplace. She 
didn't have to. What was I to her? Just another old fart who 
found himself on the short end of the stick. Hell, they're a dime 
a dozen in a place like this. But she did. I always leave her a 
good tip. 

When I get back with another round Jewels is still at it. In 
advanced training, he said, they taught you to go for the soft 
spots when you got somebody down-eyes, throat. gut, geni-
tals. 

" ... so he throws a jumper on a primary and's about to 
clamp the other on when it falls right back down in his lap. Ain't 
that right, Joe?" 

"Yeah, sure," I say, saluting him. "Whatever you say." 
"Mullins knew he fucked up. Then like a real dumbshit he 

goes and hits his hook on the guy wire. Bingo." 
Jewels shakes himself then, like how cartoon characters 

do when they stick their finger in a socket. He makes his small 
pig-eyes roll back and he lets his tongue hang out like a winded 
dog. He bangs the table and knocks a glass over. 

"Cut it out," I say. "You're making a mess." 
But he keeps it up. When he begins to settle down, he turns 

on the juice some more and gets zapped all over again. Wilson's 
laughing so hard he goes into one of his coughing jags. gets all 
red-faced and his eyes look like they're going to pop out. I 
glance at Sully. He looks lousy, like he's going to be sick. Like 
he looked the other day. 

"Let's shoot some pool," I try again. 
But Sully doesn't pay attention to me. It's like he's hooked 

by the juice, too, and can't let go. He asks, "Didn't Mullins have 
a hot stick against the pole? You're supposed to do that first." 

Sully, you see, is still under the impression the lines run 
according to an electrician's manual. Things are supposed to 
go like those neat, step-by-step procedures in the book. 
following all the recommended voltage clearances, the safety 
precautions, using all the protective gear. The manuals make 
the lines sound so simple and safe,like you're tying clothesline 
ropeforyourmother. Theycometoyou, the new guys, thinking 
they know what's what. And then the first time up, when they 
get up there and feel the real current humming all around 
them. the hair on their arms standing on end even under the 
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safety gloves, and can almost taste the thick, greasy odor of 
voltage, feel it like a metal spider up and down their spines, 
they get scared. And the only thing they say when they get 
down is something like "Jesus H." 

It was about what Sully'd said the other day, after he was 
finally down of the pole. His legs still shakey, all the color gone 
from his face. He lost his lunch on the side of the road behind 
the company truck. Vomited trying to get up what was trapped 
inside him. 

We'd been replacing pin insulators in a section of line just 
south of Springfield. It was a nothing job, testing insulators 
and replacing bad ones. So we worked the line hot. which is all 
right with the front-office boys. who hate to see hose meters 
stop. Jewels and Wilson had been taking turns climbing and 
checking the insulators. Sully worked the handline and acted 
as "go-for." He seemed to know the equipment and the proce-
dures, and he'd served his time as an apprentice. And since the 
work was easy. I thought it was as good a time as any for him 
to climb. If he was going to be a lineman, sooner or later he'd 
have to climb. That was the job. I was across the street like I 
always am when my men are working the lines. I'm supposed 
to keep an eye on things. See to it that nobody gets hurt. Wilson 
was working the handline, which is where I like him anyway. 
Sully was on the pole changing a cracked insulator. and I had 
Jewels up there with him just in case. 

Sully was scared. You could see that from the ground. The 
way he didn't really want to trust his butt to the strap and 
climbing hooks, still keeping one hand close to the pole when 
you need both to do the work. But that was normal. regular 
scared. Anybody who's got half a brain is scared up there. That 
first time up and every time after that. too. And he was doing 
okay. It was an outside insulator on a three-pin crossarm. With 
a little help from Jewels he'd got the wire tongs hooked up to 
the pole, had set up the block and tackle, and then attached 
the tongs to the conductor. All by himself he undid the old tie 
wire, and working the blocks, he moved the conductor out a 
safe distance over the end of the crossarm. Book-perfect. 

Then something happened. Just as he was about to put his 
hand up on the crossarm to unscrew the old insulator, the 
saddle holding the support tong came undone. The conductor 
popped sideways towards the center wire. I still don't know 
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why it happened. The saddle might've worked itself loose, or 
maybe Jewels and Sully didn't tighten up the chain enough. 
Who knows? Things like that happen. They don't in the book. 
But they do up on the pole. 

Lucky for Sully, he was able to get his hand out of the way 
before the two conductors arced over. It should've caused the 
overload relay on the breaker to trip, but it didn't. A short. 
jagged, blue-white arc flashed over between the lines, the kind 
you see in the Frankenstein movies. Sully had his eyes closed. 
his head down. His arms were wrapped around the pole. 
hugging it for dear life, harder, I'd bet, than he ever hugged a 
woman. 

Jewels did the right thing in grabbing hold of one of the 
tongs and trying to push the line away. But it was heavy gauge 
conductor, and even he couldn't do it by himself. He needed 
Sully to take the other tong and push it far enough away to stop 
it from arcing over. He was yelling, MGrab it! Fucken grab it!" 
Sully didn't budge, didn't even open his eyes. 

MSully," I called up. MSully,just take it and help him shove 
it away. You won't get hurt. I promise." 

But Sully could hear the popping just over his head and I 
knew he could smell that hot stink of electricity, raw as a 
slaughterhouse. He wanted no part of it. I could've been the 
twelve disciples talking to him, and he still would've told me to 
go fuck myself. 

So I threw my hooks on and headed back to the next pole, 
climbed up and pulled a fuse to shut the line down. 

When we were driving that night you could see he was still 
scared. Sneaking looks at the wires overhead. Wondering how 
in the world he was ever going to climb up there again. How he 
was even going to get out of bed the next morning, have his 
toast and eggs, head off to work like nothing had happened. 
nothing was the matter, and do it for the rest of his life. He just 
sat there. I thought how I wouldn't want to be in his shoes for 
anything. 

"Hot sticks!" Jewels yells. "Fuck the hot sticks." 
He downs the shot ofWild Turkey I just brought over and 

chases that with a beer. He's stopped laughing. His face has 
turned mean, like it does when he gets tanked. When he's 
looking for trouble. 

"Hell, kid. You can't use hot sticks all the time. You'd never 
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get a damn thing done. Sometimes you just got to reach up 
there-" Jewels is getting up out of his seat and beginning to 
lean over the table at Sully, blowing his hot smelly breath on 
the kid-"reach right up there and grab those fucken lines by 
the balls and show 'em who's boss." He sqeezes his hand into 
a fist right in front of Sully's face. Sully shoves it out of the way, 
stares at Jewels likes he toying with the idea of hitting him. I 
almost wish he would. He'd get hurt, there's no question about 
that. But maybe it wouldn't be such a bad idea. 

Sully says, MYou know what, Jewels?" like he's about to 
unload or something. 

And Jewels says. WI suppose you're gonna tell me?" 
But nothing comes out of Sully. Not a word. He gets up and 

heads over to the video games near the door. He starts feeding 
quarters into one. 

"Why don't you leave him alone?" I say. 
"We're just kidding around." 
"You've been on him since it happened." 
"He asked for it, didn't he? Pulling that stunt the other 

day." 
"It was an accident. Just drop it, why don't you." 
"If he's scared. he'd better get out now. Before he gets hurt. 

Or hurts somebody else. 
"Let me worry about that. This is my crew. Okay?" 
It's funny, but I agree with Jewels. partly anyway. On the 

one hand, you have to have a healthy respect for the lines or 
you'll get hurt. sure as anything. Ifyou're on the sauce, say, 
like Wilson, or just plain crazy, like Jewels. and the lines don't 
occasionally make you sweat. sooner or later you'll get cocky 
and begin taking chances. Not checking your gloves or think-
ing about some fight you had with your wife and forgetting you 
hadn't pulled a fuse. Like Jewels will. He's a good lineman. 
does good work mostly, but it wouldn't surprise me a bit if I 
found myself writing an incident report on him someday and 
saying what a wonderful guy he was to his widow and how 
much everybody'll miss him. He's not scared. he's just plain 
crazy. And you need just a little bit of fear. It holds your 
movements like a spring, so you don't go too far. But too much 
is just as bad. Worse even. Too much and it paralyzes you. 
Doesn't even let you think straight. Like with Mullins. Or Sully. 

Janey used to say the worst part wasn't the operations or 
the chemo, or even the chance that things weren't going to turn 
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out all right. The absolute worst she said was sitting in 
Chen's--her oncologist's--office right before another exam, 
pretending she was just another person with a regular life. 
Sitting there flipping through some magazine and talking with 
the other women. About regular things. Rain. Kids. Getting a 
ticket for parking in the short-term lot out in front of the 
hospital. Maybe about some chicken recipe a woman brought 
in. Chicken. Can you imagine that? She used to sit there 
talking and smiling and pretending she gave a damn about 
chicken, when really she could've screamed, she used to say. 
Right in Chen's office. Scream. That was the absolute worst, 
she used to say, and I can believe it. 

After a while Sully comes back over and sits down. He 
switches from beer to shots of CC. Throws one down and has 
Marlene bring back another, only this time a double, and just 
like that he knocks that one off, too. Trouble, I think. Because 
I know something's going to give, the way I know a cutout is 
going to blow even before it does. I'm tired and getting drunk 
myself. and all I want to do is go home. 

Sully sits there quiet, moving his glass in a puddle, as we 
talk around him. I'm thinking maybe I was wrong, maybe 
nothing's going to happen. But out of the blue he says, "I 
suppose you bastards are never scaredT 

I figure the best thing to do is make a joke of it. "Sure. I've 
had to change the diapers on these two a few times." 

Wilson laughs, but Jewels isn't about to give any ground. 
Sully looks straight at him. "You think I'm scared to climbT 

"I was only busting your chops, kid," Jewels says. MLet's not 
blow a gasket." 

"You think I'm afraid, don't you?" 
MNobody thinks you're afraid," I tell him. 
"Well, I ain't. The other day ... "but he doesn't finish. 
lhe other day was just an accident. Could happen to 

anybody," I say. I slap him on the back. "Don't worry about it." 
"I ain't scared. And I ain't scared of you," he says, sticking 

his finger in Jewels' face, which isn't such a good idea. 
Jewels pushes the finger away. wJust watch it now. Don't 

get fancy." 
"I ain't scared of you." 
"Nobody said you were," I explain to him. 
"If he wants it, I'll give it to him." Sully reaches across and 
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starts poking Jewels in his chest with his finger. 

"I told you. Watch it." 
"You watch it. Youfucken watch it." 
"Joe, you'd better tell your boy to stop fooling around." 
"I'm not his boy," Sully cries. 
"Sully, forget about it. He didn't mean anything." I put my 

hand on his shoulder to quiet him down but he throws it off and 
stands up, knocking a glass to the floor. The regulars at the bar 
look over. Richie's got one hand on the phone, ready to call the 
cops. 

"He wan is it," Sully says. "All right. Come on." 
He stands there, inviting Jewels towards him. Jewels has 

this grin on his face, a secret only he knows about. I've seen 
that look before. I know what he can do to somebody and how 
much he likes doing it. So I put a headlock on Sully and pull 
him away from the table. He's easy to manage. He's pretty 
drunk and there's not much to him really. I walk him to the 
front door and lean him up against the cigarette machines. 

"Cut it out. Joe. I'm warning you." He stands there holding 
his fists up, ready to take me on. 

-rake it easy," I tell him. 
Richie comes over and wants to know if there's going to be 

trouble. Jewels got in a fight once with a black guy and they did 
some damage. 

"Everything's fine, Richie," I tell him. "No problem." 
"Let's keep it that way." he says and heads back to the bar. 
I'll give you something, too," Sully says, poking me in the 

chest. "You understand?" 
I say I understand. 
"Let's get one thing straight. You're the boss on the job. Off 

the Job you can go fuck yourself. Jewels, too." 
"Go outside," I say. 
!ell hil)l I'll be waiting." 
"Okay. Go outside." 
I head back over to the table and leave some money. 
Jewels says, "What's his problem?" 
"Like you don't know, right?" 
"You better straighten him out, Joe. He won't be so lucky 

next time." 
"Yeah?" 
"He fools around like that, he's going to get hurt. I just want 

to let you know." 
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"For the record?" I say. 
"Yeah, for the goddamned record." 

We get into my truck and I take him home. He says a couple 
of things about Jewels, mumbles something about his old lady. 
but soon he's in dreamland. Out. I have a general idea where 
he lives, the street. because I had to give him a lift one time. but 
I'm not too sure about the number. So when I get close I start 
trying to make out his name on a mailbox. I don't see any 
mailboxes, but I spot a house I kind of recognize. It's an old 
duplex, with about five junk cars in the driveway, their hoods 
off or up on blocks. I help him out of the truck and up the front 
steps. It's hot out and the night comes right down over your 
head like a hood. I find his name, Sullivan, on one of two 
mailboxes and rap on the door. It's near midnight and it takes 
a while before someone turns a light on. 

"Yeah?" a woman asks through the door. "What do you 
want?" 

"You Mrs. Sullivan?' 
"Yeah." 
"I got your husband here." 
"Pete? she says, opening the door. "Pete? What's the matter 

with him?" she asks, worry in her voice but also something 
else. Surprise, maybe. 

"No. He just had too much to drink is all. I'm Joe. We work 
together." 

"Oh. I think I remember Pete mentioning a Joe." she says. 
But she doesn't ask me in. She's standing there in a nightgown 
that's not meant for answering doors. She's a solid bundle. 
good firm calves below the hem of her nightgown and full 
breasts. Not what you'd call fat but give her ten years. In the 
meantime she looks like she knows what to do with it. 

"Well, well, well," she sighs, looking out at me. What's up. 
I'm thinking. Here I'm balancing her husband. who almost got 
his bell rung tonight. and she's trying to figure out the next 
step. 

"Look," she begins, but just then a man's voice from inside 
says, "Bev. Bev. what's going on? Who the hell is it?" 

Then the guy's standing behind Sully's wife, dressed only 
in his BVD's and looking pissed. 

They swap looks, then stare at Sully, who's snoring against 
the screen door. A moth is perched on his head. 
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"What's that asshole doing here?" the guy wants to know. 
Sully's wife looks at me. embarrassed. 
"You see we're kind of ... we're separated. Me and Peter," 

she explains. "I guess you didn't know." 
"No. I didn't. Your husband just started working with me. 

I don't really know him that well." 
"Oh." 
"He's not welcome here." says the guy. scratching his belly. 
"Come on. Frank," says Sully's wife. "Take it easy." 
"Don't give me that. He's not staying. Period." 
"Frank." 
"Oh. Christ. Why don't you go out and lay on the road, Bev? 

Let a couple of cars run you over?" the guy says. He throws his 
hands up in disgust and walks back into the apartment. I can 
hear a door slam. 

Sully's wife turns back to me and says. "I'm sorry. But you 
really shouldn't have brought him here." 

"Like I said, I didn't know about any of this. I remembered 
this place from coming by once. Where's he staying now?" 

"I don't know. He was staying with some friends. From high 
school. But we haven't been in touch really. Things aren't so 
hot between us." 

"He can't stay here then?" 
"That wouldn't be such a good idea. Frank's got a temper. 

Something might happen. Tell him I'd like to help. When he 
wakes up, okay?" She starts to shut the door. then sticks her 
head out and says, "Watt. What am I saying? Joe. could you do 
me a favor?" 

"Yeah," I say. sure she's going to tell me she's sorry things 
hadn't worked out. Maybe wish him luck. And for a moment I 
feel sorry. too. For both of them. For her nice little body that'll 
turn to lonely fat someday when old Frank takes to the road. 
For Sully and that fear that's gnawing at him, eating his 
insides. For Janey, too, though I know she feels nothing, not 
pain or loss or fear. and I know it's me I'm really feeling sony 
for on that score. Me who's scared to death to head home to that 
lousy house which'll be dark and quiet as the inside of a clam 
shell. And I feel this clicking in my throat. the way I sometimes 
do on hot days when I'm working a line and I let myself start 
to think. And once I do it's hard to stop and I just go on thinking 
until I get that click in the back of my throat and I remember 
where I am and what can happen to me if I'm not careful and 
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that brings me back-like that. 

What she says, though, is, MJoe, you tell him to drop dead 
for me. Okay? Just that. M Then she shuts the door. and I hear 
her putting deadbolts between us. Once again the night comes 
down over us, and the moth's still on Sully's head as we go back 
to the truck and drive to my place. Halfway there Sully wakes 
up and starts singing the words to MPretty Woman. M 
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Susan Policoif 

What Salvation Must 
Be Like After a While 
from Bob Dylan, "Visions of Johanna" 

On the night of the first sighting of the image of Jesus on 
the empty house next-door. Denny Bridges succumbed to the 
fear that his wife Deeanne was having an affair. 

She sashayed in after midnight. and Denny fought to keep 
his voice from quavering. "Where've you been?" 

"Carrie and I had a couple of beers at the Blue Moon." she 
said, bestowing an offuand kiss on his cheek. 

"You should have called." 
"I did, you weren't home. I tried you at work, you'd left. I 

meant to try here again .... " She hung her blue jean jacket on 
a tree-shaped coat rack by the door. Denny's leather jacket. 
two yellow windbreakers and an umbrella already bloomed on 
its leafless branches. " .. . till Carrie started in, 'This time it's 
True Love,' and I forgot." 

Denny sprawled on the zebra-striped sectional sofa. She 
didn't sound contrite enough. She sat beside him, and under 
cover of examining an unfamiliar bauble, he stroked her arm. 
Her wrist lay limp in his grasp. She was prone to either batting 
him away, or to enthusiastic grabs; for her to suffer his caress 
impressed him as a bad sign. "What's this?" 

She regarded the bright-banded watch with an air of 
amused pride. "A Laser Beam. Bet you think those are plain 
old watch hands." 
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move. they disappear and reappear. You'd never have guessed. 
admit it.~ 

Denny scowled and dropped her arm. "Where'd you get it?" 
Deeanne gestured vaguely. "Store near the Blue Moon." 
He tensed. as though his suspicion were a bug. It might fly 

away. or he might squash if he were quick enough. "Thought 
you were broke till payday." 

"I borrowed from Carrie.~ Deeanne rose and strolled into 
the kitchen humming. She was the cashier at the Bowlerama. 
where the radio blared Top Forty all day. The tune she was 
humming reminded Denny of high school. of Carrie cooing, 
"Denny and Deeanne. sounds so cute." He had pretended to 
gag. while secretly agreeing. Now. he recalled that the song 
concemed a woman searching for a new lover. and his breath 
solidified in his throat. 

She flipped her wrist like a 1V model. admiring the Laser 
Beam. "Who're the people bunched up by our fence?" 

"There's an image of Jesus on the wall next-door." Denny 
had blanched when he discovered the apparition. and hoped 
news of it would rock Deeanne. Lately. everything she did 
eroded the ground beneath him. He hungered to recoup. but 
she didn't miss a beat. 

"They're pretty desperate to sell the place." 
"Old Mrs. Finney's nephew hasn't set foot near it in 

months," Denny said. "Hodel's Realty wouldn't go for such a 
cheap stunt." 

Deeanne tossed her head with its raggedy-cut points of 
black hair. "Okay. it's a crackpot using a slide projector." 

Denny folded his arms across his chest. "Only our windows 
face directly on that wall." 

"Fine. what's your theory?~ 
Denny scuffed a sneaker toe across the yellow linoleum. 

"Haven't got a theory." Deeanne grinned. and he braced his 
thigh muscles. "Are you having an affair?" 

She flicked at an earring, a purple enamel triangle. and 
light twinkled off it, as she peered out the window at the blurred 
but recognizable head of Jesus. "Am not. You can't seriously 
buy that as some kind of spooky miracle." 

"I don't know what to think." Denny said. 

Word about the image of Christ spread. for the following 
night. a host of people massed in front of the wall. 
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"Let's join them," Denny said. "We can't ignore an event 

right under our noses." 
Deeanne trickled water into clay dishes beneath the Afri-

can violets arrayed on three tiers of shelves in the living room 
of the small stucco cottage. "We can try." 

Denny shrugged and wandered into the kitchen. He rested 
his elbows on the sink. He could just catch a peek of the Jesus 
projected on the white boards in the pink radiance of the new 
street lights. People milled around it, shoving each other in 
their eagemess to skim their fingers over the waves of hair, the 
brow. "I'm going outside. If you don't come, you'll miss an 
interesting phenomenon." 

Deeanne brought her red watering can into the kitchen. 
and tipped it into the spider plant hanging above the table. 
"The Christ or the gawking swarm?" 

"Both. Come on, it's a great story for Carrie and your gang 
at the lanes." 

Deeanne stowed the watering can in a cabinet under the 
sink, and smoothed her spiky hair. "I'd have to dress it up-
lightning bolts, everyone struck dumb." She giggled, but she 
also tagged along. 

A multitude of bodies blocked their view in the back yard. 
They drifted into their front yard and onto the neighboring 
lawn. 

The mob buzzed and thrashed, elbows jabbing, shoulders 
butting, knees prodding. It swept Denny away from Deeanne 
and flung him against a chubby woman in a peach pants suit 
and layers of face powder to match. 

The woman bared her teeth at him. "You got eyes. buster. 
use 'em." 

Denny shrank from her. He spied Deeanne. smiling at a 
man he'd never seen before. Plenty of strangers pressed in 
around him, but he couldn't spot a single other person smiling. 
Expressions bordered on greed, desperation, rather than on 
beatitude. Come to it, Deeanne's mirrored goodhumored avid-
ity, the upbeat side of her response to life. 

In his present state, he couldn't bear to see her flirting with 
another man. He plunged deeper into the throng. It surged 
forward like a tide and soon deposited him beside the wall. 

The longing emanating from those surrounding him ech-
oed his own, though his focused on Deeanne. The weight of so 
much craving hunkered down on his chest. he could hardly 
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breathe. 

For distraction, he estimated where a line drawn from the 
likeness out to the street might end. He traced it to one of the 
recently-installed lights, but nothing visible accounted for 
those benign features, the flowing hair. The portrait's pink 
tinge reminded him of the cotton candy he'd bought Deeanne 
at the carnival. two weeks ago, on their sixth anniversary. He 
shut his eyes, and there they were, the two of them. heads 
together, licking. The vision soothed him until he saw. within 
it, the Laser Beam clinging to her wrist, its light pulse hands 
winking at him like eyes. Too bad, he thought. doubt didn't 
dissolve as easily as spun sugar melted on the tongue. 

"Who was the guy you were talking to?" Denny asked. 
striving for a casual tone. 

Deeanne set the alarm clock. She wore at-shirt she often 
slept in, which proclaimed, Bowlers Do It With Bigger Balls. WI 
don't know. He asked about the house, why it was empty. who 
owns it. .. " 

"You acted pretty friendly." 
wrm the friendly type." She clunked the clock down on the 

table by Denny's side of the bed. since he had to leave for work 
before she did. WYou're becoming the supicious type. I didn't 
marry one of those. I don't want to be married to one." 

"You and Carrie take off without a word, ! see you with 
some guy, and it's my fault?" 

Deeanne jerked down a butterfly-printed quilt, yellow and 
black. MI wasn't 'with' some guy. I apologized for not phoning, 
didn't I? You didn't call me when you and Sam went off to play 
pool, and I didn't make you pay with endless questions." 

Maybe you can afford not to. MI did call. You weren't here." 
WHow come you didn't mention it, then? I was in the yard. 

If it was you, if you didn't just make it up, why'd you hang up 
after only three rings?" Giving him no chance to answer. she 
rolled on her side and plunked the pillow over her head. By the 
time he brushed his teeth, she was asleep. or feigning it. 

They overslept. Dimly, Denny recalled shutting off the 
alarm. When he did leap up, he was late and had to rush out. 

The house had an abandoned air when Denny got home 
from work the next night, and he couldn't settle down. kept 
jumping up to lookforDeeanne's car, or to rehearse the speech 
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he'd composed during the day. 

The telephone rang. 
"Satisfiedr Deeanne asked. "I'm going to my exercise 

class.~ 

Hearing her voice in his ear as if she were present and close 
to him, stunned him the way his original glimpse of the Christ 
face had. He ached to laugh at himself-he was a linesman for 
the phone company and dealt with telephones, their wires and 
connections too much to invest them with mystical powers. His 
fingers dampened on the slick plastic receiver: She hadn't 
gone to the exercise session last week. "Didn't you decide to 
quit the class?" 

"Had a change of heart . ~ 

He heard a click, and clattered the damned instrument 
down. He was a fool, lusting for a peace of mind attainable only 
if all desire ceased. The paradox infuriated him. Worse, he had 
no confidence the resulting void would suit him better than his 
current turmoil. 

He stalked into the kitchen for a beer, intending to invite 
Sam over for cards, but the tumult outside, and its contrast to 
his silent house, proved irresistible. 

He draped himself over the low, railed fence. On the other 
side of it, a man lugging a portable 1V camera labeled "Channel 
3~ battled for a clear shot of the Jesus in the middle of the 
swaying, jostling army groping toward it. Denny could see it 
only when several people shifted at once. 

He squinted at the lights. A few days earlier, maintenance 
crews had switched bulbs from the old, bluish variety to these, 
with their pink illumination. They had removed damaged poles 
in favor of freshly-painted, taller ones. 

"Let me through, stand back." The human sea parted, and 
a cop marched through it. He confiscated something from a 
man close to the image, and propelled him into the arms of a 
second cop, who shepherded him away. 

The remaining cop investigated the angle of the beam 
responsible for the picture. He made for the pavement. and 
trudged up the block, leaving a clamor behind him, and 
returned, wearing a gratified look. He stationed himself by the 
wall, lifted his hat and waved it, as if signaling. The Jesus 
vanished. 

"Go home," he shouted above the rising babble. The crowd 
quieted. "A lady, couple doors up, has a cuzved window. When 
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it's shut, the new lights bounce off it and cast the thing you 
saw." 

A rumble like impending thunder rolled through the 
throng. A stocky man near Denny's fence shook his fist at the 
cop. "It was a Sign. We deseiVe a Sign." 

"Fact is, the lady opened her window when I raised my hat. 
and ... " The cop motioned at the bare boards. 

"Why couldn't you leave well enough alone?" The man's 
voice cracked. "Why?" 

Denny winced, embarrassed for the man, for how pathetic 
he seemed, especially given the cop's calm. 

"People deseiVe the facts, too, so they don't get conned." 
the cop said. Another man edged up to the cop. "Not your 
business if we want to con ourselves." 

"Not a con," the stocky man cried. "A test of faith. You're 
enemies of faith." 

The cop displayed a paint scraper. "Somebody planned to 
sell paint flakes as holy relics-vandalism. intent to 
defraud ... An unruly mob on private property ... My business." 

The stocky man thrust out his jaw. "Can you explain the 
form of the reflection?" 

"I demonstrated its cause. and interrupted a crime. Be-
yond that. it's your affair." 

Denny envisioned Deeanne, the Laser Beam she might or 
might not have bought for herself, on her wrist. She claimed 
she had a class. wasn't indulging in a different form of exercise 
with another man. All he had to base his conclusions on were 
her assertions and denials. and his own need. He slumped 
against the top rail, shivering, suddenly aware of sweat plas-
tering his shirt to his skin. 

"Where'd your miracle go?" Deeanne sauntered toward 
him, swinging a gym bag. Camouflage, or not? 

He exhaled the panting wheeze of a man who has struggled 
up a mountain to make his final stand. "It was from the new 
lights glancing off a window." His gaze slid to the Laser Beam. 
to its facsimile of hands, and he jiggled the arm it encircled. 
"Did you really go to class? You don't have a lover?" 

Deeanne snatched her arm free. "I already answered. I'm 
not about to repeat it every time I've been out of your sight." 
She whirled around and stomped inside. 

He started after her, but a gust of wind swirled bits of brown 
into his face. Dead leaves, he assumed, swiping them away. 
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but they were tiny moths. He had crushed several. He stared 
at a smear of one on his knuckle, and a suffocating sense of 
failure enveloped him. 

Gripping the rail, he watched the crowd disperse until he 
could pretend to himself Deanne was truly asleep. 

On the third night. the lady up the block must have closed 
her window. for the Jesus popped up again. A handful of 
people, led by the stocky man, knelt by it, heads bowed. 

Denny marveled that the man's will to believe could 
outweigh the knowledge he'd been duped. The likely emotional 
price of such trust staggered him. He was relieved to hear the 
phone ring, to have an excuse to flee. 

"I'm reporting in,~ Deeanne said, her tone stiff. "Carrie has 
the Judds'latest album. I won't be long.~ 

He lurched back outside. The stocky man and his small 
band congregated in front of the representation of Christ. 
singing a hymn. Denny recognized it, though he didn't remem-
ber the lyrics. Listening to it, he found he no longer judged the 
man pathetic, or, at least no more pathetic than he judged 
himself. Envy replaced his earlier wonder. The man knew he'd 
been fooled, but Denny envied more than the surety, envied 
that despite deception and dislillusionment, regardless of the 
cost, the man had chosen to believe anyway. 
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Susan Policoif 

Ashes, Ashes, 
We All Fall Down 

The sun tumbled toward the horizon. Paula. jogging along 
a fire trail in the hills, sprinted forward and glanced down at 
her pumping legs. They were the orange-gold of flames and ate 
up the path. Her lungs burned. She visualized herself in the 
center of a purifying fire. 

A single moment snapped loose, a twig riven from its 
branch, and flew up at her: She knew, knew. that if she pushed 
a fraction past the point she had always considered her limit, 
she'd outrace the sun and arrive at the bottom of the trail to 
find it still in the sky. Fear and failure swept after her like 
vultures, but while she ran nothing could touch her. But the 
sun vanished before she reached the bottom. 

She remembered a recurring childhood dream of zooming 
down the slope behind her house. Later, awake, she set her will 
on recapturing the swift effortless stride of her nightly gallop. 
Like the sun, that grace and speed, relentless in their lure, had 
remained wholly beyond her. 

Paula consulted her stopwatch during the descent. Later 
that evening, having found out about her mother, she spoke to 
the paramedics at the hospital, and her heart lurched-
according to their log, the instant she had known her own 
power coincided with the moment her mother's heart had 
faltered. 

"When you were born," Paula's mother said several days 
later in the hospital, "the full force of life hurtled through me, 
intent on thrusting you into the world. A pity you won't 
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experience that." 

Forty and childless. Paula had sworn to herself since the 
heart attack that she would stifle her reactions to her mother's 
nagging, wouldn't argue with Mrs. Schuyler about anything. 
She paced the hospital room now. palms dampening, deter-
mined to rein in her temper. "Sounds ... unpleasant." she said. 

Her mother huffed through her nose. "lt was terrifying. 
overwhelming," she said. "I was certain I wouldn't simply die, 
I'd be annihilated. I had no choice in the matter. Only the rush 
toward life counted. I fancied a giant fist hurling you through 
me, smashing me into scattered molecules to deliver you 
whole. I struggled against it until I recalled a dream I'd had a 
few nights before. In it, I turned into a duck. and an undefined 
menace chased me to the edge of a cliff. I was afraid my wings 
wouldn't support me. but it was either fly or be consumed. 1 
spread my wings and jumped. I did start to plummet. but the 
wind whooshed under me and bore me up. away from the cliff 
and danger. The dream comforted me while I was in labor with 
you. I stopped struggling, and instead of shattering me. the 
giant hand. the force of it, lifted me. Terror, awareness of pain 
dropped away. Seconds later, you appeared." 

Mrs. Schuyler was panting. and Paula winced. The doctor 
had not been encouraging. Her mother needed an operation, 
but wasn't strong enough for one. Paula scrutinized her. 
noting her mother's difficult breathing and how the skin of her 
face was as pale and crumpled as paper. 

"I thought in those days women were drugged unconscious 
during labor," Paula said. 

"You came so quickly. there wasn't time," her mother said. 
"I always hoped death would come quickly, too. not in false 
starts like this." 

Paula bent and hugged her mother. whose bones felt thin 
and close to the surface. ready to slough off their sparse 
covering of powdery-dry skin. "Enough conversation." she 
said. 

"Don't leave yet." her mother said. "I haven't a dream for 
this. It's not death I'm afraid of. It's the long flight to meet it." 

Startled, Paula staightened. To hear her mother. always so 
in control. so critical of her. ask for help .... A swirl of emotion 
tingled her spine. a flare of spiteful pleasure. a twinge of 
sorrow. She patted her mother's hand. tracing a raised, blue 
vein. and hummed to soothe her to sleep. 
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Once, Mrs. Schuyler had sung Paula to sleep with folk 

songs about trains. A couch was bound for heaven, and the 
singer urged people to huny aboard, not to miss their chance. 
Or, it traveled to an earthly destination, minus the grieving 
singer. 

Her mother's plaintive croon, the tunes themselves, gave 
Paula a sensation of hollowness, as if she'd lost something. 
She'd grow lighter, lighter, almost bodiless. To keep from 
drifting off, she would cling to her mother, bury her face in her 
mother's neck, luxuriating in the fruity scent of her mother's 
skin. 

Now she stroked her mother's wispy hair and murmured a 
lament reminiscent of the wail of a locomotive's whistle. 

'You used to love me to sing those songs," her mother said. 
"I hated them!" The words burst out, and Paula cringed. So 

much for her vow to avoid arguments. 
Mrs. Schuyler's eyes widened. "Nonsense, dear," she said. 

'You hugged me with delight when I sang them." 
Paula's innards seethed. She yeamed to scream. "I know 

how I felt," to revile her mother for swallowing tidbits of her life 
and spitting them out, chewed beyond recognition. She envi-
sioned her mother licking her lips over such a meal and 
compressed her own. 

"I have to go," Paula said. "I have some prints the editor 
needs for the early edition." 

"I'll never understand why you waste your intelligence 
nattering around with a camera," Mrs. Schuyler said. "You 
could have accomplished so much in a suitable career." 

Paula estimated she had heard the complaint a thousand 
times. For once, she bit back a retort. "I'll visit you tomorrow," 
she said. 

Paula left the photographs on her editor's desk, evaded two 
co-workers she usually joined at a restaurant near the news-
paper office, put off her lover, Jack, a television cameraman 
and went home and curled up in the window seat of her 
apartment, glowering at the bumt-orange dusk. Her mother 
was wrong-Paula had hated those songs. Yet hadn't love often 
first appeared in her life in the guise of a heightened sense of 
being emptied, of floating above the mundane world? 

"The doctor said you should rest," Paula said. Her mother 
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was settled in Paula's spare room. Although two weeks had 
passed since the heart attack, even lying down. Mrs. 
Schuyler's chest still heaved. 

"Talk to me first." her mother said. "I've barely seen you in 
days." 

"Sorry, I had deadlines." 
"I'm sorry, dear, you've misunderstood me. I wasn't com-

plaining, merely stating a fact." 
Paula ground her teeth and focused on the gray tint of her 

mother's skin. the blue tinge ofhernails. She assumed death's 
approach made a person wiser, more generous, but her 
mother's chiding, her ability to irritate, hadn't changed. nor 
had her own defensiveness. 

Mrs. Schuyler pointed to a natural history magazine she'd 
been reading and said, "TTley say, all in an instant. the 
dinosaurs died out. Well, I read .... " 

"They couldn't have disappeared that fast." Paula said. She 
dreaded the effect of an argument with her mother. but her 
nerves twanged at the prospect of constant. casual chitchat 
about death. 

"If you'd let me finish ... you always think you know every-
thing," Mrs. Schuyler said. "In terms of the universe. the 
dinosaurs lived scarcely a minute. Even as you and I." 

Paula stalked away from the bed and circled the room. 
Though the door stood open, she could no more walk through 
it than if it were nailed shut and plastered over. The thin figure 
against the pillows exerted a magnetic pull: Here she was 
clasping the bed's smooth, wooden footboard. 

Her mother continued. "The article claims the dinosaurs 
may have died out because the oxygen content of the earth's 
atmosphere decreased." 

Rooted at the foot of the bed, Paula asked. "How? How did 
it decrease?" 

Her mother's tone held a note of offended dignity. "The 
article didn't speculate how," she said. 

"How can they be sure there is less oxygen now?" Paula 
asked. 

Mrs. Schuyler reddened, her breathing irregular. "If you'd 
let me speak, I'd tell you," she said. 

Paula gripped a comer of the blanket. It was wool. 
scratchy. Her mother had insisted on it, one from her apart-
ment, which Paula had emptied and closed up several days 
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before. Paula jerked the blanket, intending to tuck it in. Her 
mother yanked it to her chin, ripping it from Paula's grasp. 

The itch of the wool had burrowed under her skin. She 
rubbed her fingertips on her denim skirt. WCalm down. 
mother," she said. "You shouldn't get so excited." 

WAmber," her mother said, scowling. "That's how they 
know. Bits of amber. two- or three-hundred million years old. 
They contain air bubbles. Scientists crushed them. analyzed 
the breath of gas that escaped. Now, if you don't mind, if! might 
have a little peace .... " 

Paula fled into the living room only to trip over the pile of 
her mother's belongings. She hadn't had a chance to store 
them. She jammed cartons into closets, trundled luggage to 
the basement storage room. She unpacked a small case. items 
her mother had particularly requested: a robe. a shawl, an 
album of Paula's school and birthday photos, a cedar jewelry 
box. 

Paula lifted the lid of the small box. The wood creaked, and 
the opened box emitted a whiff of cedar fragrance. Beneath the 
jumble of opal and jade rings, silver pins, turquoise earrings 
and strings of coral. coiled an amber necklace. Paula held it up 
to the light. Yes, she could see tiny bubbles inside the little, 
hardened-resin beads. Strange that they should bear traces of 
a dead and vanished world yet not the least mark or shadow 
of the flesh they had touched. 

Paula's attachment to photography began at age nine-she 
stumbled onto a photo of a human shadow burned onto a wall 
in a book on Hiroshima. The picture haunted her. She imag-
ined her body was part of the wall and, the shadow, a scar on 
her flesh. 

Stunned by the photographs' power, she demanded her 
first camera. 

Years later. assailed by news footage of a napalmed child 
in flames, of a woman with fused eyelids and arms reduced to 
char, she quit college to devote herself to the anti-war move-
ment. 

Mrs. Schuyler had never achieved her own goal of teaching 
college and had settled for drumming biology into high school 
sophomores. Her most passionate wish was for Paula to 
become a college professor. She screamed. threatened, cajoled 
and pleaded with her daughter to at least complete her 
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undergraduate degree. 

Paula-who never had finished it-thrust the newspaper 
clippings in her mother's face. I can't pretend this isn't 
happening, she said. 

"It's dreadful," her mother had said, "but you're using it to 
excuse your heedlessness, to excuse trampling my plans for 
you. Why do you have to fight me? I only want your happiness." 

"You want me to be happy in your way, you mean," Paula 
said. 

"You're doing this to spite me." 
Paula waved her fists, shouting, "I have ideas, reasons of 

my own." 
Mrs. Schuyler pressed a palm to her left breast. "Does it 

give you satisfaction to hurt me?" she asked. 
After the quarrel, Paula felt sore, as though they had 

exchanged physical blows. Her mother took to resting her 
hand over her left breast everytime they disagreed. 

She repeated the gesture during their last such battle, a 
couple of months before her heart attack. "Must you go?" she 
asked. "You take too many risks. I'm begging you. for my sake. 
don't go." 

Paula was packing for a trip to Central America. financed 
by the newspaper. "I hear our government's sent theirs white 
phosphorous," she said. "It's similar to napalm. A lot of 
civilians, including children, are hit with it. People should see 
where their taxes go." 

Mrs. Schuyler shot Paula a ferocious, accusatory glare. In 
it, Paula recognized the old grievances: My feelings mean 
nothing to you: you e~oy stomping on my hopes for you: you 
don't care that your recklessness makes my heart shiver with 
worry. 

Unspoken, the words sparked the air. Paula shuddered. 
How often the heat waves from such suppressed embers 
blurred and distorted what passed between them. At any 
moment. the atmosphere around them might erupt into 
flames. 

For years they had alternated igniting conflagrations with 
intervals of simmering silence. The heart attack ended the 
pattern. but the ashes continued to smolder. Everytime they 
opened their mouths, Paula expected more smoke to billow 
out. 

Last night, she had stood by the bed in the spare room 
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listening to her mother fret about her abandoned apartment. 

"You're positive the new tenant is all right? It is a sublet." 
Mrs. Schuyler had said. "My name is on the lease still." 

"He's fine." 
Though her mother inhaled and exhaled in shallow puffs. 

her eyes too large in her drawn face. disdain had rung in her 
voice: "You and I have different notions of what consitutes 
'fine,' and you never show proper respect for what's important 
to me." 

Paula's chest had tightened as if there weren't sufficient 
oxygen in the room, her mother having used more than her 
share. She groped for a comment that wouldn't trigger a 
quarrel. Her mouth opened and shut, opened and shut. 

"You look just like a fish," her mother said. 

Fish ... the trip on the bar in the rented boat ... a bite. the line 
taut, yet easy to reel in until, without warning, her catch began 
to fight. Finally hauling in a small blue cod, which had a 
lingcod twice its size hanging onto its back with its teeth. And 
later, the nightmare-the two fish again arcing out of the 
water. And waking, gulping for air as if she were drowning, she 
recalled her mother saying that early-stage fetuses resembled 
strange marine creatures .... 

Explaining to Jack that while some women could mix 
career and family, she didn't think she could. Not even for him, 
not for anything. The links binding a woman and daughter, the 
bloody connective tissue, the way it would stretch to include 
her mother. Almost a sensual pleasure in severing the chain. 
letting it slide off, glittering like drops of blood, the blood she 
almost gloated over. or like fish scales ..... 

A neutron decays in one thousand seconds on the average. 
Paula read. Scientists can't predict when this will occur. nor 
have they discovered anything inside the neutron that fixes the 
exact timing. They can figure a probable schedule, but the 
neutron can't be counted on to cooperate. Cause-and-effect 
determinism seems to carry no weight in sub-atomic life. 

Paula tossed the newspaper-the one she worked for-on 
the floor and leaned forward. Her mother looked frail and 
sunken in the hospital bed. The second coronary the doctor 
had expected to see had been outflanked by a stroke. 

The eyelid on the less paralyzed side of Mrs. Schuyler 
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twitched. She tried to speak, managing only garbled growls. 
Paula gnawed at her lip until she tasted blood. Her impotence, 
and that of her mother, appalled her. She heard the older 
woman's labored breathing and realized she was holding her 
own breath. She forced air in and out of her lungs. Five minutes 
crept by. I can't bear this silence, she thought. UDo you 
remember the five-minute timer you kept on the stove?M she 
asked. 

Her mother's eyelid quivered. 
Paula babbled on about the timer's particles of salt stream-

ing through the narrowed glass. The inexorable motion of the 
grains had fascinated her. She thrilled at the way they speeded 
up, or seemed to, as the mass of them in the top of the glass 
decreased. 

Her voice trailed ofT; her mother's eyelid fluttered weakly. 
Paula bowed her head. Her mother had always been strong. 

Paula squirmed in the wooden chair, beset by memories: 
She and her mother knelt together, planting nasturtiums, rich 
dark earth under their nails. A strand of golden hair brushed 
her mother's cheek. Paula tucked it beneath her mother's 
scarf; she could still feel the wiry texture of it now. Then. there 
was the day they went swimming, when the sudden dropping 
away of the pool bottom surprised and frightened Paula. She 
yelped, and almost before the cry had left her mouth, her 
mother was beside her. holding her up, droplets of water 
shimmering with rainbows streaming down their arms and 
necks. 

A train of thought. they called it. Paula pictured it chugging 
ahead. Wherever it led. her mother was there to greet her. 

She scarcely remembered her father, although she did 
recall a story Mrs. Schuyler had told her about him. UI married 
him, M her mother had said, Uon the strength of a twenty-four-
hour acquaintance. He had a three-day leave before going 
overseas.M 

Paula's father returned from the war, and the marriage, 
minus the pressure of having scant hours to share, stalled. 
'We tried, M her mother said once. !hen, one day, all in a flash , 
like one of your camera bulbs, I saw that even if we stayed 
together, the brunt of the responsibilities would fall on me 
because the war had drained him, he hadn't the heart for any 
more loads. M 
~at did you do?M a younger Paula asked. 
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WI took a few minutes to weep," Mrs. Schuyler said, wwashed 

my face and carried on." 

Mrs. Schuyler whimpered a protest. Paula had announced 
she was leaving for the day. 

wl'm entered in the Point Pinole race," she said, ducking her 
head from the sight of her mother lost in the white dazzle of the 
hospital sheets. WI'll come by afterwards," she added, "if it's not 
too late, and tell you about it." 

After the hospital's reek of antiseptic, stale air and ailing 
flesh, Paula reveled in the salt-tanged breeze at Point Pinole. 
The water of the bay was visible. a bright band glimpsed 
through a row of eucalyptus trees. 

She began to relax, to believe she might forget her mother 
for a couple of hours, until she saw a woman and a small girl 
on the strip of weeds and grassnear the wooden bridge 
designated as both the starting and the finish lines of the 
circular, six-mile course. The child whined and jiggled her 
mother's elbow. The woman opened a satchel and offered 
crayons, an apple, a doll. The girl refused them. her whine 
louder. The woman seized her hands and whirled her around 
in a game of Ring Around the Rosies. 

WAshes, ashes, we all fall down," the woman chanted. 
tussling the child down into a patch of dandelions bright as the 
sun. 

WNo, no," the girl yelled, WI don't want to fall down." 
wit's the way you play the game," the woman said, her tone 

sharpening. 
They rose, flushed, mouths thinned. Paula trembled at the 

woman's grim expression, her implacable stance. The girl 
planted her legs apart, squashing the dandelions. scarlet with 
rage. wi hate you," she said, twisting, trying to free her wrists 
from her mother's grip. 

Paula took a step toward her, but the starting flag flas hed. 
She leaped across the bridge. propelled by her relief at leaving 
those two behind. 

Skimming along the track, Paula delighted in using her 
muscles. She rounded a curve to the final stretch. A Southern 
Pacific freight rumbled along between Paula and the eucalyp-
tus trees, its whistle filling the air. Smoke from the engine 
spewed among the eucalyptus leaves and blotted them from 
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sight. The astringent odor of the trees mingled with the stench 
of diesel, prickling her nose. 

Suddenly she spotted the mother and daughter she'd seen 
earlier. They scanned the crowd. which surged toward the 
bridge and the finish line. The woman had draped an arm 
around the child's shoulders. Paula's eyes stung. Hopeless to 
pretend that she and her mother would reconcile with such 
ease before death broke off the attempt. She felt caged by her 
mother's bed, burned to be free of her clutch, yet with the 
moment of final separation bearing down on her, the taste in 
her mouth was of dust and ashes. 

The string of orange boxcars jolted over the rails, the 
ground vibrating. Paula remembered once she'd put her palm 
against her mother's throat and a vibration had tickled her 
skin when Mrs. Schuyler had said, "Paula." 

The thump of her athletic shoes merged into the train's 
clamor. The locomotive chugged on and on. Chilled despite the 
sun's rays on the back of her neck, she shivered, reminded of 
another train she had photographed four days ago during a 
demonstration at a local naval weapons depot. 

A protester had sprawled on the tracks. intending to force 
the engineer to halt the train hauling munitions headed for 
Central America. Paula could have sworn that the train 
accelerated rather than slowed as it approached the man. She 
would never forget the sickening instant before the train 
wheels had sliced off the man's legs. when everyone present 
had understood it was not going to stop. 

Yesterday. she had heard that the crew of the train had 
filed suit against the man their train had mutilated. charging 
he'd caused them mental anguish. It was a ploy she suspected 
her mother would applaud, embrace. 

Her own legs ached. Knees shaky. she lagged behind. The 
train clacked on. Suddenly, she had a second wind. She 
streaked forward, passing other competitors. Only the freight 
remained ahead of her. She tensed her stomach muscles. If she 
could outrun it, release the power steaming inside. she felt she 
might tow toward some healing that mangled man, those 
warring lands. her mother .... 

For the length of rapid heartbeat. she tore along even with 
the locomotive. Then her lungs threatened to burst; her blood 
pounded its objections on the inner walls ofherveins until she 
feared they'd give way. The engine drew farther ahead. Gasp-
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ing, she relinquished the burden of trying to outdistance it. 

Later, after Paula had learned of her mother's death. she 
was certain her mother's moment of defeat, surrender, must 
have been the very second her sprint had occurred. But though 
she harried the nurse into double-checking the time of death. 
the record showed that Mrs. Schuyler had already been dead 
ten minutes when the race began. 
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Susan Policoff 

These Fragments I Have 
Shored Against My Ruins 
-from T.S. Eliot. The Waste Land 

Early May. 1985 

Inside the showroom at the rear of the lot, hunker cars 
sporting every extra. The crates on the blacktop are more 
streamlined. Beyond that, they're all the same to me. My buddy 
Cap can identify models a block away. He'd be useful now. but 
alone's best-ifthe operation sours, only I get busted. I'm a fool 
to attempt this. It'll be a reviled and misunderstood gesture. 

A salesman prances up to me. MYessir?" His voice is bright 
as his teeth. His eyes measure how deep in me my soul's 
buried, what he'd have to concede to lure it out. steal it.. .. Ah. 
he's just determined to score a sale. I'm the one planning a 
theft. 

What a rush, sweet as sex. Bet Prometheus felt it, nabbing 
embers from under the noses of the gods. The salesman's no 
Apollo, capitalism's a minor deity. Still, the notion amuses me. 

I point to a dark-blue four-door. Mean I try it?" 
He dangles the key. I snatch it, slip behind the wheel, 

winging it, no idea how to proceed. At 3 a.m. the chain-link 
fence surrounding the lot had been locked. A growling dober-
man had prowled its confines. Now, two sides are swung back 
to form a gigantic gate. 

My salesman prepares to occupy the passenger seat. A 
bald man beckons him to the office, with the furtive hand 
motions of a mute signing something obscene. MStart her." my 
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salesman says. "Listen to her purr." 

The car coughs and sputters. "Liar," I mumble. 
A couple of women dog my salesman's clone at the opposite 

end of the lot. A uniformed security guard lolls on a lawn chair 
in front of the office. Improv's about to pay-their laxness. my 
opportunity. 

My gut swoops, my coach lurches forward. In the mirror. 
I glimpse the security guard on his feet, my salesman open-
mouthed, the bald man's wine-colored fury. 

I careen into Cap's drive. He repairs engines there. strips 
abandoned buggies of parts before the city tows them. 

He wipes greasy fingers on oil-stained jeans. "Whatcha got. 
Jase?" 

!he bucket of bolts in the scuzzy ad that rips off the 
Beatles." 

"Nah, birdbrain. It's last year's model." 
I blanch. I could return it, claim I'd grown tired of waiting. 

eat dirt, find another lot to rob. I cased every lot in town. picked 
the least-guarded. I could dump the idea, back to square one. 
No dice. Besides, the situation's in motion. hauling me along. 
"Can you paint it?" 

"Why? It's a nice color." 
Yeah, problem is, I stole it." He fakes a chuckle. humoring 

a pal's lame joke, and I add, "I meant to grab the one in the 
commercial." 

He pulls the brim of his baseball cap, his expression intenl 
as a man yanking his dick. "You parked a hot wagon in my 
driveway?" Cartoon-like, he explodes into action, sparying it 
an ugly bronze, attaching plates boosted off a VW the city red-
tagged. Every few seconds, he tweaks his brim and surveys the 
street. 

"Why are you so wired? You filched those plates." 
"I collected them, same way people collect matchbooks, to 

have, not to use. I want 'ern back, Jase, dig?" 
I nod, yeah, not much to ask. He's painted my heap, bolted 

on the plates. We've spent plenty of nights chugging beer. 
watching 1V, playing cards, our talk detouring around any-
thing that matters. 

He studies his handiwork. "It's okay, for now." 
For years I've stuck to "now", a burr on a pants leg. Lately, 

something's been prying me loose. 
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The news coverage, for example: "Ten Years Later.M it was 

billed. articles, 1V specials. Cap and I sat and gawked at the 
churning pink smoke, the Hueys zipping around like mam-
moth prehistoric flying reptiles. I'd had it neatly stowed, among 
other unbearable chunks of my life: photos stuffed in a 
shoebox at the bottom of a duffel in the back of my closet. 

"I keep expecting to catch an eyeful of somebody I recog-
nize. Me, maybe," Cap said. 

I squeezed my lids shut, fast. then turned, rereading the 
reference letter from my ex-boss at the Wildlife Rescue Center, 
which I'd taped to the wall. 

"You watching this?M Cap asked. 
"Makes a lousy rerun, " I said. 
"Adios. Saigon. We saw it right here, on your set. ten years 

ago. Hard to believe. ten years.M 
I ached to sound flip-'Hard to believe the set's lasted that 

long.' Instead, I shrugged. Some days. I'd swear I was there 
yesterday. Other times. eons ago. I like it best when it seems 
a stretch of somebody else's life. 

I stood at the window to avoid the 1V. Doves flitting around 
a palm, clumps of bamboo. Doves on the roof of my family's 
house in Kansas. which no longer belongs to anybody named 
Arber; bamboo and palms over there .. .I found them all in 
Oakland, and stayed. A decade later, folks the color of sunlit 
mud crowd the streets. my ears resound to a gong I thought I'd 
never hear again. After a while. minus the context of the war. 
it was almost comforting, the way it is to finger my 
grandfather's journal, reveling in how far I am from where he 
wrote it. 

Except, now that original context beamed at me off the 
television. 

"Look, look!M Cap bounced on the sofa. A mist roiled on the 
screen. 

I shook off a sense of the past closing in as densely. "You 
nuts? It's a fucking cloud of Agent Orange. M 

"Ah, when it danced in, it was awful pretty. I was sure glad 
to have it clear the bush ... M He stared at the rash on his arm 
and drained his beer. "The dinks on the streets ... thought I'd 
done with 'em. Stage props. The scene over there had enough 
to keep track of without worrying about stage props, too. 
Change of scene hasn't made 'em more real to me. M 

I gaze in a mirror, nobody real in there, either, but I couldn't 
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say it. 

"No 1V, M I said, next evening. Cap dealt gin rummy on to my 
folding table. An hour later, though, cards forsaken, we 
crouched in front of the box, braced for the announced special 
on the war. Instead, a rock group tuned their instruments. 
Their leader spoke of their devotion to music, of good old 
American honesty. "An audience can tell if you're faking it. M He 
lifted his beer. The rest ofthe group caroled an anthem for the 
beer. 

Presto, they were gone. A big coupe rolled across the 
screen. a message on financing superimposed on its fender. A 
disembodied voice chirped. MHelp, I need somebody ... M 

I leaped up and smacked the table. "Fucking using that 
song to sell a fucking car. M I sang that to my girl in the back of 
her mother's Buick. Later, it was on a tape I played endlessly 
against a drone of rain, insects. distant fire. 

"Screw the ads. M Cap said. "It's the war bugs me. M 
I folded my arms. tightening my muscles against the 

assault on the screen. The tape unwound in my head: "Help. 
I need somebody .. .! get by with a little help from my 
friends ... We gotta get out of this place if it's the last thing we 
ever do ... One, two, three what are we fighting for? ... M 

An M-16 has two sWitches. one for manual, the other for 
automatic. It's on rock 'n roll, we'd say then. 

Cap fished in his pocket. flipped plastic windows in his 
wallet. He slid out a snap of a kid in mirrored sunglasses and 
standard military crewcut. "Kettle-he was short and dark and 
always on the boil. M His mouth grew slack. "I'm not old enough 
to have a kid the age he got to be.M 

Cap reinserted the photo. The plastic in his wallet crinkled. 
A palm frond drummed a tattoo on the glass. The war special 
had started, and on the tube, a company of grunts humped 
their gear through a rain-blurred jungle. Inside me, nothing, 
a hush, similar to the instant at the end of a rocket attack, 
when you realized you were alive and had to tally losses. 

Those moments of unnatural quiet always made me giddy. 
I was dizzy, then. trailing my fingers along the wall for balance 
till I reached the closet. I scrabbled through camping equip-
ment, broken lamps, a cracked fish tank, and seized the duffel. 

Old clothes and papers scattered, revealing the shoebox. 
Pictures spilled out of it. I shuffied them, face down, chose one 
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labeled Tranh. Without another glance, I flipped it at Cap. 
"Woman I knew, there," I said. 

He examined it, mouthed the name. pushed it across the 
table face down, again, like Tranh, the last time I saw her. "I 
hate that we lost," he said. 

I januned the pictures in the box, the box in the duffel. I 
kicked it into the closet. IfTranh were alive, would she think 
her side won? Whichever side it was. KhoWlg biet, khoung biet. 
I don't know, I don't know. 

In the morning, the front page of the paper showed people 
massed around the embassy. The unrelated headline pro-
claimed, "Recession Over But Year Predicted Hard For Work-
ers." I read it twice, overwhelmed by the sensation I had 
stopped existing. 

Immediate action was necessary. I stole the car. a blow 
against the sponsors of all rip-offs. Wish I'd swiped the right 
model. 

Still, the law here counts intent. I was called for jury duty 
once. The judge explained we had to decide not merely if the 
accused had spirited away 245 cassettes. but if his intent was 
to "permanently defraud the store of the use and profit of the 
items." 

"How can we judge another's intent?" I asked. 
"Through their actions," the assistant district attorney 

said. I laughed. He twirled his pen, said, "You Honor, the 
prosecution asks to have this man excused." 

Cap investigates the rear seat, straightens, thrusts a 
packet at me. I expect dope and goggle at the writing on it: 
"Nick Raymer, 1939-85. At Rest In Motion." It's full of ashes. 

Cap wrenches his brim. "The original owner?" 
The ashes stir. Head swimming, I shut the packet so they 

don't blow away. "I thought the car was new. Slimeball 
salesman didn't mention it was used. 'Course, I wasn't really 
paying attention ... " 

"New. schmoo. It"s stolen, it has human remains in it." 
"A loving family, selling the guy's wheels. him in it. They 

were aware he was in it, right? He didn't climb in under his own 
steam." 

Cap bats at his brim. "Jase, good buddy. don't get me 
wrong ... Don't you have places to go, people to see?" 
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I clap his shoulder. -rhanks. I'll get the plates to you, I 

promise." 
His face elongates. his shoulders sag. "You're histm:y. 

hear?" 
MOdds are fifty-fifty." My next move strikes me. I toss the 

packet on the seat. 
The engine warms up, damned if it doesn't purr. I maligned 

the salesman. Hard to summon repentance. I assume I've been 
lied to. even by myself. Ninety per cent of the time, I'm right. 

I consider the ashes behind me. and vertigo threatens. I 
crave understanding. How can people betray each other on 
such a scale? Did his family bother to give him a funeral? 

Families-my own, Tranh's brother ambushing us. this 
guy Raymer's kin; funerals. betrayals-an incident connected 
to this trio of Gorgons dances at the edge of my consciousness. 
just beyond recall. I clutch the wheel. sure I'm about to step 
into a memocy I'd rather avoid, the way the kid I once was 
stepped forward and activated a mine. The explosion flung him 
in the air as though he were a dried leaf. left his knee stiff. his 
shoulder damaged, a ringing in his ear. It spattered the guy 
behind him all over the jungle. 

I used to dream I stood beside a mortar hole of his blood and 
brains and guts. His skin hung on, an oversized. tattered suit. 
He'd peer at me. so sad. I'd open my mouth. nothing. I'd wake. 
sure that if I could say a single word that mattered to him in 
the dream. evetything would be okay. Not just with me. with 
evecything. 

Kaboom, here's the memocy teasing me: 
I stand beside my mother too choked with giggles and tears 

to speak .... 

Mama's door squeaks. Seconds ago. Father screeched out 
ofthe driveway. I saw him, yet expect him to spring out ofthe 
kitchen. cackling at my fright and Mama's, his glee shading 
into rage. 

Last night, he pounded on Mama's door. w ••• Could break it 
down if I wanted to. Helen. You hear me?" I eased my door open 
an inch. The livingroom fire's hiss and crackle filled my head 
without mulling his noise. Red shadows flickered on the wall 
of the landing near my room and rose. towering. The pounding 
swelled inside me. If Mama could rise like those shadows. if I 
could ... . 
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Mama, make him stop. My father shakes me, long before 

the shadows-and-pounding night. My teeth clack, my head's 
a big balloon. Mama, make him stop. She cowers in the hall. 
whimpering, "Gordon, no." She might not exist. His roars 
swallow his words, conceal the nature of my sin. I scrunch my 
lids shut, pretend the thundering is the ocean Mama lived near 
when she was my age, closing over me. 

"Gordon," Mama whispers, the morning after the shadows-
and-pounding. 

"He's gone?" 
She aims a brilliant smile at me. "Jason, such a lovely 

morning. We'll take a walk." 
I hate her gaiety. how it vanishes when he appears. Already 

I hear the thud, thud ofhis boots on the stairs-not in my ears, 
in my chest. 

"Don't be so solemn, darling. Be my happy love." 
I rearrange my mouth. We skip away from the house, the 

dark halls, the attic and its ghosts. Mama insists they're doves. 
"Mourning doves, darling. They roost in the attic. They enter 
those slits in the roof built especially for them." 

I bob my head. unconvinced. Maybe they were people once. 
A merciful magic-dying. Ghosts aren't alive like we are. Death 
has given them wings. One darts through a slit. into the attic. 

"It'd be lovely to fly, Jason. I wouldn't waste it on the attic," 
Mama says. 

"Die and become a ghost?" 
"Not till you're older, darling. Notleave you to him. But we 

canflynow." Shespreadsherarms, cooing. I copy her. We glide 
into the field behind the house and pause, breathless, on the 
creek bank. 

A cry harsh as the squawk of unoiled hinges trembles the 
air. 

Mama claps. "Jason, a magpie party." 
Big, black birds circles a willow. We creep past a cotton-

wood, closer to them. The magpies wheel around the trunk. 
Each plunges to a spot in the brush. The sun gleams on their 
tails, bronzed green, metallic purple. White patches on their 
wings shimmer. I shield my eyes. Even then, their glitter comes 
between me and the sky. Mag-mag, they cry, yak-yak-yak. 

" ... Four, five .... Oh, seven. Oh, dear." Mama's fingers 
dampen and quiver. "One for sorrow; two, mirth; three means 
a wedding; four, a birth. Five met in heaven; six signal hell; 
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seven, meet the Devil's own self. Oh, dear." She releases my 
hand and twists her fingers together. 

I suddenly realize what they're diving at. "Don't worry, 
Mama, not seven, eight." The eighth is dead. Each living 
magpie swoops down in tum to peck the eighth's breast once, 

"Jason, thecruelty."Sorrow'sflownintoMama'svoice. The 
sound of it hurts worse than his shakings. 

The magpies aren't sad or hurt. They attack the corpse as 
part of their splendor. I imagine they're pieces of soul renounc-
ing the flesh. Mama moans, disturbing my fantasy. Hoping to 
distract her, I remember my friend Kyle's mother telling us 
about her chickens. "Birds have a pecking order, Mama. 
They're pecking it in order." I giggle, the words silly in contrast 
to the purposeful, dazzling birds. 

"The poor bird's family is destroying it. No peace, no end to 
violations, not even in death." The giggles have hold of me, and 
her voice rises, "It's heartless to laugh." 

My chortles thunk together into a heavy lump in my throat. 
I can't force words past it. Blinking hard, I trudge along the 
creekbank. 

"Jason. darling, don't desert me." She runs after me. "I'm 
sorry I scolded, darling, but misery isn't funny." 

Like a magnet, the birds draw my gaze. The seventh 
plummets toward its fallen kin. The rest emit a huge, raucous 
chatter. Beaks tear into flesh. I flinch, yet bite my lower lip to 
stem my laughter. "Pecking order" still sounds funny. 

Horrified at my own beastliness, I reel away. On the lowest 
branch of another willow is a vast, domed fortress. "Mama, a 
big nest." 

"The magpies built it, darling." 
Dumb magpies. I dart to the willow, scramble up it, 

determined to smash their house. I can't resist peeking in it 
first. It's full of pheasant eggs, cracked open. 

"Oh, no." Mama kneels on the grass, looking down at 
something in it. 

I hunger to add my destructiveness to the magpies', to feel 
part of their magnificance. I also yearn to witness any fresh 
horror Mama's discovered. I tug a stick from the nest, snap it 
in two, and clamber back down to join her. · 

Shattered pheasant eggs litter the grass. "Wicked, heart-
less thieves," Mama says. "Every ruined shell is a mother's 
broken heart." 
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I flick a shard with my thumb. Despite its fragility, the 

sharp edge pierces the pad of skin. My eyes sting. I suck an ooze 
of blood. Mama croons to the shell fragments. She hasn't 
noticed I've hurt myself. Behind her back I crush a shell to 
powder. 

MNothing's free from treachery and despair," she says. 
·Birds are-they can fly away!" I'm running I don't know 

where. The house looms in front of me. Gasping, I veer. only to 
stumble against the rear porch stairs. I kick the bottom step. 
Dumb, dumb house. Wherever I go, it will find me. 

I'll fool it. I skitter upstairs and curl on my bed. 
Mama calls me. I don't answer. Despair, she said. treach-

ery. She could mean my silence. She shrills my name again and 
again. I pretend I'm deaf to all save my own breathing and the 
distant, throbbing hum of the dove-ghosts in the attic. 

I screech to the curb at a phone booth. Nick Raymer's still 
in the book. 

A woman answers my knock. Her hair's short and black. 
her black sweatshirt ends four inches above bare knees. A 
spangled Earth orbits her tits. 

"You Mrs. Nick Raymer?" 
MHis widow." She inspects the packet. snarls. MYou a 

pervert?" 
A beefy man lumbers into the hall. MProblem. hon?" 
·u·s Nick." 
The man fills the entrance, frowing. MYou're hallucinating, 

hon. Not Nick. Anyhow, Nicko's dust. You have an excuse to 
barge in here, bub?" 

I offer him the packet. MNick." 
Not a blink. MName your scam," he says. 
MNo scam. He was in the set of wheels I. uh, I'm driving. 

Thought you'd misplaced him and .... " 
MCrapoloa. I smell a scam." He swats the woman's ass. 

MPh one the cops, hon." She stalks inside. He grabs a fistful of 
my shirt. MA-m-s-c-r-a-y, bub. You and Nicko, both." 

I squirm, but my shirt's trapped. MPretty crummy, dumping 
him in the buggy and selling it." 

He shakes me with the concentrated playfulness of a cat 
bouncing a limp mouse. "What's it to you?" 

The woman interrupts. smoothing our planet over her 
chest. MCremating Nick, stashing him in the Mere was his own 
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idea. He had me promise," her tone shifts beyond coaxing into 
whine. MBut he never said I had to keep the damn machine once 
he was in it." 

MHe probably assumed ... ," I said and stopped. "Uh, did you 
call the cops?" 

She flashes me a sharkish grin. "You bet." 
Adrenalin pumping, I smash the man's wrists. My shoul-

der twinges. He yelps, lets go of my shirt. I hurtle down the 
steps and into the car, Nick in hand, and burn rubber around 
the corner. 

In my apartment. I gather clothes, camping gear. I decide 
to trash the duffel, the photos, my grandfather's journal. My 
hands spurn the instructions. Like magic, instead of disap-
pearing, the photos and the journal are in the duffel. I'm 
stuffing clothes on top of them, toting the duffel to the door. 

Nick Raymer's starting to seem like my closest friend. 
Maybe because he's in my pocket, a safer place than dash or 
seat in case I'm stopped. 

Above us, the sky resembles a photograph of my life--a few 
glimmers of light adrift in an impenetrable darkness. 

In a smilar darkness, minus the stars, Kyle and I camped 
in a field four months before I left for basic. Despite the 
blackness, the most intense I've ever seen except on certain 
later nights in the jungle, I felt sure, as I never did in the jungle, 
of my exact location. 

Then I emerged from the tent to take a leak. I strode a few 
yards, carrying a vision of two cottonwoods, low brush, the 
tent, my fix on reality. After I was done, I began to retrace my 
steps. In seconds, I was lost. had to yell, to follow Kyle's shout 
back. He rolled on his sleeping back. whooping in laughter. 

I glowered, infuriated that this familiar landscape had 
violated my trust. 

Now, which is supposed to have more substance than 
recollection, reality's in the rearview mirror--Where-I've-Been 
hanging above the windshield to mock me, since I have no clue 
as to where I'm going. 

I'm heading east, I have my reasons: 
I met a guy in the Army who'd been raised in Hawaii. Once. 

he'd sliced his foot on a piece of coral. Undetected, a sliver 
became embedded in his flesh. After the cut healed, the coral 
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began to grow beneath his skin. The wound had to be reo-
pened. 

And: While I worked at the Wildlife Rescue Center, I 
corresponded with a researcher in an upstate New York 
facility, an expert on migratory land birds. According to his 
data, many returned each year not only to the same tree, but 
to the same branch. 

And: The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, a truism I've 
fought to exhaustion. 

My grandfather fled west. He arrived in Kansas in 1900". 
Not a single fact about him prior to the advent of his life in 
Kansas has ever surfaced. Not even his family knew his origins. 

In his journal, he wrote, !he Greek believed the Muses to 
be Daughters of Memory. I, a man, proclaim independence 
from memory. I tra~eled to this barren plain and recreated 
myself." 

A good trick. I'd give a lot to learn it. Yet experience has 
taught me it's easy to buy the delusion that flight equals 
escape. My reasons, for instance. sound fine, but when you 
begin at the Pacific, and aren't on a plane or boat, steering east 
doesn't constitute a huge decision. 

I 

I'm in Nebraska. Reminds me of Kansas. The roads on my 
map were once trails the wild bison herds created. Transpor-
tation experts claim they're still the best routes across Amer-
ica. 

The silence is getting to me. I punch buttons on the radio. 
Static erupts like muted automatic gunfire. 

" .. . to give his views, General?" 
"We could've won. Some bleeding-heart civilian muck-a-

muck decided winning required a cost unacceptable in terms 
and lives and damage to our nation's principles. Well. bull-
bleep. Losing injured our nation's principles worse than wast-
ing a few additional.. .. " 

Punch. " ... home video, 'Faces of Death." It pro trays real 
people in the actual throes of dying, grisly footage edited out of 
the news. My friend says it's cathartic, but.. .. " 

Punch. " .. . systematicaly forcing species after species into 
extinction." 

"Species after species?' The disk jockey's voice swells with 
delight. "Want to call it Un-Creatlon?" 

Where's the music gone. Punch. Here's a 60's love ditty. 
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lyrics rewritten to hawk a brand of junk food. Soon, they'll 
broadcast an Army recruitment jungle to the tune of "Give 
Peace A Chance." Silence is better than this. 

A sign advertises a campground near the next town. I gun 
the car toward the exit. 

A stream Winds past my campsite. Sandhlll cranes loop 
above it. KKKRRROOO, kkkrrrooo. they trumpet. They fly With 
a peculiar rhythmn, each slow downward beat of their wings 
followed by an unexpectedly quick upstroke, the reverse ofthe 
rhythmn of human life. 

At dawn, I squat in a blackberry thicket on the stream bank 
and scoop up damp earth alive with reddish worms. the dank 
smell pricks my nose. I dug up plenty of red clay over there, 
crawling into holes meant for protection. Any might have been 
my grave, instead. 

I settle Nick Raymer in his, stamp the dirt down. Yea, 
though I walk through the Valley of the Shadow ..... Kyle's 
father, a minister, recited it by my mother's grave. I said it over 
Kyle's. I boycotted my father's funeral. 

Nothing to say when Tranh died. The sky spit drops of 
mositure. I ached for a deluge. It was the wrong season, and the 
drops ceased. The air stayed turbid. I had a sensation similar 
to, but worse than, being interrupted during sex. 

At my mother's funeral, my old man and I stood at opposite 
sides of the grave. Choked and rigid, I waited for him to speak, 
to touch me. He didn't, a failure I cited years later when 
accusing him of lack of feeling. 

"Horsefeathers, boy," he said. "You were right beside me. 
I had a grip on your shoulder the entire time." 

Memory, the final refuge from other people's will. Problem 
is, too often it has its own. stronger than mine. 

It's also proof of the more outrageous theories of modem 
physics: And entity outdistances light, and time fractures. 
Events tumble out of sequence. Free of the illusion of cause 
and effect, the significance of each chard depends on the point 
of observation, on the observer's interpretation of what he 
perceives. 

Except, it's not the events of my life spinning in the dark, 
it's me. I've tried changing locations, tried tunneling out of my 
memories into my grandfather's, tried slamming myself shut 
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against the intrusions of the past only to find nothing else 
could reach me, either. Listen, I'm not demanding miracles. 
It'd be enough to see it all in a bearable light. 

In my current position, I have a choice of the sun-bloodied 
water or my stolen chariot, its ugly bronze paint radiant 
beneath the sun's advance. 

A final duty. I remove the license plates, polish off my prints 
and Cap's, and abandon the heap. 

In town, I buy a mailer, slide the plates inside it, and 
address them to Cap and put them in the mail. 

I lug my duffel into a park and collapse on a bench to 
consider options. A newspaper flutters at my feet. I scan it. 
Weeks of hoopla, then almost zilch-a single war-related item. 
an inch on a vet fasting "for justice.~ 

I doze on the bench. I'm on the bank of the reddened river. 
A sampan drives past. On it throng my father, my mother. 
Tranh, Kyle, the guy the mine wasted, a vague presence I 
understand is Nick Raymer .... They don't see me. or refuse to 
admit they do. I can't breath, so intense is my desire that they 
acknowledge me. 

I jerk awake, panting. The rest of the dream dissolves. 
Shame I can't lose the past so easily. Of course. I'm carting it 
around. I envision emptying my duffel and heaving it, my 
grandfather's journal. and the photographs into the metal can 
near the bench, crumpling the newspaper on top, striking a 
match .... 

Who am I kidding. I've memorized the journal. The images 
in the pictures have the power to blot out the "real~ world. A 
more potent exorcism's required. Khoung biet, khoung biet. 

The rest of the dream reappears, though. In it, I march 
alone on a bridge across a deep ravine through which the red 
river flows. The sun glares on me, pitiless, a pure, high note 
that blasts the neiVes. A single path leads down into the ravine, 
a steep and treacherous descent. The ache of necessity propels 
me. but the trail is obscured by the footprints of all my dead. 

Everything's hushed, still. No birds, no wind beyond the 
mingled breathing of those dead which threatens to smother 
my own. But there's no other air. My only recourse is to fill my 
lungs with it. I inhale. The footsteps in front of me begin to 
vanish. 
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SPECIAL SECTION 

IN MEMORIAM 

Gerald Cable 
FIFTEEN POEMS 

from the unpublished collection 
The Road to Cantwell 

These poems by Jerry Cable may be familiar to 
readers ofPerrnafrost-they appeared in our last 
issue. Unfortunately, five of them were inadver-
tently published incomplete there. We reprint this 
special section here both to provide our readers 
with the full texts and to publish a more fitting 
tribute to the poetic skill and voice of Jerry Cable, a 
1982 graduate of the UAF creative writing program 
wlw died of cancer in early 1988. In addition. many 
of the poems have been revised from the versiOns 
that appeared before, and the fmal revisiOns ap-
pear here. Er1}oy. 

Ill 
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Jerry at Copper House, UAF campus 

Woodcut Portrait by Lyric Ozburn 
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To the reader, 

In 1985, Jerry Cable was living in the Republic of Graehl, 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 st4ffed teabags into every pocket 
of Roger's already-packed shirts, pants and coats. The effect of 
the practicaljoke hovers in the imagination: two months later, 
safely in Nevada, Roger dresses for the theater 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 hisjacketpocket, Cinnamon Apple. Cable, he thinks. 
That goddamn Cable. 

Jerry's poems are like his joke: imaginative, fr.lled with 
unexpected images and flavors. Try the frrst stanza of "The 
Given Way," thejfrstpoem 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. 

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

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. 

113 



$----------------------------------------
His poems are the work of a man who could .flip a cigarette 

in the air and catch it with his lips while paraphrasing a Chinese 
poet: 

... 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. 

His poems distrust linearity ,for as he says in "Fish." in the 
face of such 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 
are the best of what poetry has to offer. 
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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 skeletel 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 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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clipping her nails. Pretty. has a child 
lives in one room and within 
the hour has been vandalized. Neither she 
nor anyone else has any connection 
whatsoever 
to the final hotdog 
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. Chuang-tzu was right. 
Those who forget us 
having never laid eyes on us 
will be forgiven. 

Wednesday night in here 
Sally 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-cans and the beer-cans, 
bare brush and towering spruce, 
their broken stones confuse the dead. 
Meant for Mrs. Jackson, who died 
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as if to leave no doubt, 
at one hundred and one, a cylindrical stone, and 
at her feet in this absolute thicket until mid-November 
nineteen-twelve, 
a Mrs. J. 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. 
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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 a 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. 
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Corona Box & Lumber 

High in his armchair of levers. Swan 
minutely tunes the lathe's 
hydraulic knives. 
his pale, blue-veined hands aligning 
to the finest knots 
in whirling logs of yellow pine, 
slicing into long sheets. maps of sunlight 
on the cutting belt: pulls the chucks 
and lets them drop 
like bones. 

My job, with a blistering pike that breaks 
its bite 
so I stumble back to metal walls: drag 
the sap-heavy cores. stack 
and bind them square and tight. oozing 
in steel strips 
for the whining forklift. 
Meanwhile. Swan 

in thick. glinting glasses. 
as though studying that limb of the sky 
shining through the kilns, 
flicks the levers six ways at once, things 
imagined. a pilot flying in ... 
and the green heartwood piles 
to the blades. 

A !ong, sharp whistle to quit by 
by my muscles. in the smoulder of July. 
swamp-cooler drizzling 
on the roof, stay knotted all night. 
Swan, I dream, carries 

his lunch box full of feathers. 
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Mr. Pete Totten 

Grey stubble. a wise-crack light 
in his eyes. we rode 
a hard-
sprung candy wagon 
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 chainsaws, listening. 
I watched him kneel 
in the dusty needles-already 
having nursed in his hands all morning 
the deep, tight 
wedge in his brow. 
Standing slow, the light was blurred 
in his eyes. Whatever 
I felt. was not pain 
in my young, smooth face 
and I sprang onto a stump, freshly cut. 
yellow as the sun, 
the wide rings for good years, 
reveling in my ignorance. 
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The Illumination of George Jr. 

He lost it one night 
on that long stretch between Canby and Adin, 
Adin spelled out in white rocks 
on the hillside. 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 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 hitchhiker 

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-
still alive. aching 

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 glizzly, her glass heart 
stung by bullets of light 
would rear up enraged and roar, 
her eyes ignited 
like rubies of fire. The trick 

was to 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 the rolling fields of stubble. 
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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 
ofthe sky 
and the stars 
threw down their cards. that a fine chill 
touched the roots of my neck. 

This year. no scavenging hip-deep 
in dead-white snow for twigs 
and scraps of lumber crusted over 
with icy leaves. 
Right outside that window. which 
that moth will never fathom-tiers 
of wood 
stacked in long rows. Soon the stove-pipe 
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 
laying 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 tall 

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-fllled stone 
of its past 
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And there they would stand 
the wrong question 
measured in their vacant arms 
as the tree splits 
its answer 
and branches into real leaves 
that change 
into birds 
that light and fly away light 

and fly away. 
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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 sip of rusty 
rainwater. 

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

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

This year the road crew 
of the 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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Thin Clouds 

rise from a teacup 
By the cracks in my teeth 
a bad winter 

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

Stove No gold on the floorboards 
only coins from China 
square holes in their centers 

I could have walked there 
and back 
The moon drifting 

on that shallow mountain 
named forme 
Gone when I get there 

127 



*-----------------------------------------

128 

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 a 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 you 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. 

(no break) 
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Through a second curtain, bleeding 
or not, you are shoved 
into a narrow pen with the others 
your head now heavy. 
held low, the ears protruding. 
These are the flatlands, steel towers 
wavering in the heat 
the chirring of the cutters 
in the long, red barn. You shiver flies 
and blink 
in the hard. white sun. 
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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, gray clothes. 
The day he stopped for a visit 
in physics lab 
with 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 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 a golfball. 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 that one last look 
rubbing their torsos in the cold 
starlight. 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. 
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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 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 
for a 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. 
TI)e thick. green splinter in my arm. all afternoon 
the chalk dust floating through my hair. 
In the sunlight the bottomless pond 
at the foot of the hill turns blue. 
caught out at night 
her stillborn darkness tears at my skin. 
my thin wheels spin gravel. 

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

Last year I drove through and the road 
was paved. there's a strong. 
white fence. and slow, the stone cemented, 
her first name, Susanna. 
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Under the House 

Was it the stove-pipe crimpers. lost 
in another shuffie? 
I've forgotten. 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-dimes 
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 
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leaving their black seeds. 
And 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 
out over the dark hills, the cool graves 
without a blade of grass. 
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North Slope 

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

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

rise along the river (someone who once 
lifted me high) 
the one relief on this smooth slant 
of the world-except 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, gathering up 
the distant mountains, 

spreading them out on the northem horizon, 
squaring them off 
into blocks, until they seem like huge. 
shimmering cities. 
The wind dropping for an instant: 
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 bums 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. 
I 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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Peggy Shumaker 

Anthology Review 

Inroads: Alaska's 27 Fellowship Writers 
Edited by Elyse Guttenburg and Jean Anderson. 
Published by the Alaska State Council on the Arts. 
Distributed by University of Alaska Press, Signers' Hall, Uni-
versity of Alaska, Fairbanks, Fairbanks, Alaska 99775-1580. 
210 pages, $12.95 (paperback only). 

Many journeys begin in this volume-through landscapes 
of words, landscapes of the inner self, landscapes of the vast 
and remote regions of Alaska. The reader can choose among 
twenty-seven guides. each with a distinct territory. vision and 
voice. The range is wide, the field eclectic, the trip surprising. 

Starting out. I was skeptical-this book is a deliberate 
showcase for winners from 1979-1986 of the Alaska State 
Council on the Arts fellowships for writing. It could represent 
the taste of panel members drawn from a relatively small pool. 
It could suffer from tired rehashes of Alaskana. It could lose 
itself in the merely regional. 

Inroads takes none of those wrong turns. With the excep-
tion of a predictable and heavy-handed political skit and oc-
casional amateurish moments in some poems. this anthology 
is interesting. It opens like a wilderness. with unnamed vistas 
around each bend, and with a future as uncertain as its past 
is various. 

The editors. Fairbanks writers Elyse Guttenberg and Jean 
Anderson, asked each of the fellowship recipients to submit 
new, unpublished work, a brief philosophical statement. and 
a short biographical paragraph. By placing the bio first, then 
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the discussions of ideas about writing, and lastly. a sample of 
work. the editors create a forum for exploring how it is possible 
to live a life devoted to. drawn from, and discovered in words. 

Playwright David Hunsaker gives a glimpse of the cultural 
and personal complexities at hand for a writer in Alaska. He 
lives in Juneau. but has had his Yupik Antigone performed 
throughout Alaska and in New York. France and Greece. His 
screenplays and television features draw audiences world-
wide. His work is at once very precisely located and universally 
accessible. It draws from a variety of rich sources: at the 
beginning of1he Summer Face Woman." Hunsaker acknowl-
edges that the play is based on an Aleut legend "told by the 
chiefs of Chaluka. the warriors of Ikutan. the drummers of 
Oonalashka. Preserved by the Russian ethnologists. remem-
bered by the old men of Nikolski. forgotten by the young. 
Mouldering in a scholar-fortressed library." Hunsaker meticu-
lously catalogs the process of his invention in drawing together 
an actual cliff-face, ritual and legend, history. and imagina-
tion. He asserts. "This is not an accurate telling of the myth and 
it is not an accurate telling ofhistory. "The play serves a greater 
truth-the one we look for in art. music, dance. and literature. 

Robert Davis, a visual artist living in Kake, charts his 
personal movement between the cultures of his Tlingit father 
and his white mother. His upheavals go far deeper than 
geography. He talks about a very gradual. dangerous process: 
stark remoteness leading to intense introspection. introspec-
tion giving way to reintegration, and ultimately the creation 
and incantation of new forms. One part of his elegy for a 
seventy-year-old dancer shows a mtx of tradition. corruption, 
redemption: 

He was a dancer, 
wool and sweat. 
He died drunk, sprawled blanketless 
in a fire-gutted house. 
Indian village, Sitka. 1975. 
No teeth. Nearly deaf. 
Death-grip on wine jug, 
once again he makes the rattle sing. 

Sister Goodwin, an Inupiat Eskimo raised in Kotzebue. 
now lives in Sitka. She compares herself in her poems to frost 
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on a pane-"trying to add a little beauty to the north country 
and to provide a window into a small part of my Eskimo 
heritage." Her poem "nomadic inupiat" does that. showing 
children, liberated a month early from school. ride a dogsled 
"ahead of the coming water" over spring ice to reach the 
summer home. The poem provides much more than personal 
reminiscence-it addresses with great dignity and subtlety the 
issues of cultural and environmental survival: as the children 
grow restless hearing grownups retelling the old legends and 
planningforthewinter, they laugh. The adults hush them. and 
the sacred bonding ofthe whole family provides "a last chance 
to take home the earth." 

That urgency and that family. of course. extend far beyond 
literal boundaries of clan or homeland. Jerah Chadwick says 
he has "tried to be increasingly faithful to what is 'given.· to 
resist the impulse to wrap up images (and so experiences) into 
little support systems for the preconceived." By listening and 
looking hard at the world as it offers itself to the imagination. 
Chadwick attempts to recognize his place "in the family of 
things." This alliance with a wider world and his years in the 
Aleutians give Chadwick credibility as he enters the persona of 
an American-trained Japanese army surgeon stranded on 
Attu while the island is under attack by U.S.-Canadian forces 
seeking to reclaim it for the United States: 

From the diary of Dr. Nebu Tatsuguchi 

May 15 

Ordered to translate a map sketch presumed to have been 
dropped by an enemy officer in Massacre Bay. 

All day I compare sketches. theirs inexact 
or ours? Here, a deep channel 
instead of lava stacks, a beachhead scrawled 
in place of cliffs. And here inlets conflict 
with rockwalls. How can I tell highground 
or mist from paper only? Shelling continues 

into the night. Lieutenant Ujiie relieves me 
to tend the newly wounded from Massacre Bay I 
Shiba-Dai, Holtz Bay/Umanese-which names? 
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Whose map can withstand the costs 
of its inventions? The ground shakes. 
I scrape my hand along the tunnel wall, 
steady myself as the ceiling creaks and heaves 
a few shovelfuls of dirt. 

Whose map can withstand the costs of its inventions? Not 
the one designed by enforcers of the all-male literary canon. 
says Patricia Monaghan. Her work. both in poetry and nonfic-
tion. restores to both women and men the power of goddesses 
and heroines, the voices of the often-silenced female . In 
attempting simultaneously to connect with tradition and to 
speak in a distinct. woman's voice. Monaghan tums to various 
female characters from myth. legend and history. By develop-
ing personae to deliver dramatic monologues and historical 
narratives, she widens her repertoire and. paradoxically. 
moves closer to her own voice. 

The clarity of distinctive voices and the variety of concems 
and approaches make this anthology particularly valuable. 
The settings range from Kake to New York City to Alabama. 
Styles span experimental prose. conventional storylines. in-
vented forms. and strict received form. 

There is much else to admire in this volume: 

-The free territory beyond formal constraints in John 
Morgan's nourishing meditative sequence "Above the Tan-
ana," and in his chilling narrative "The Seige of Leningrad" 

-The authenticity of Avalee's perspective as she gives 
birth (in an exerpt from Cynthia Hardy's novel Avalee ) 

-The "blue luminous pearls" and elegant, gritty mythos of 
Thomas Sexton's nonce sonnets. (One focuses on a homeless 
woman. "her bruised face holding water like a font.") 

-The desperations of the characters in "Saints." height-
ened by Ron Spatz's non-linear prose 

-The tenuous. gutsy hold on survival of a 13-year-old girl 
whose mother has abandoned her in Ronald Tumer's No 
Money Down. and the funny. confused morality of 14-year-old 
Lori in David Stark's Swans. 
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-The everpresent necessity of Linda Schandelmeier's 

poems, words written first just to stay alive. 

The urgency and the necessity of the literary journey 
sometimes show up profoundly in the writing of one who stays 
put: for over thirty years, John Haines has listened to the 
wilderness and has measured the diverse and conflicting 
forces contending during the settlement and development of 
Alaska. His beautifully detailed essay "Mudding Up" opens 
Inroads, and is reason enough to buy and read this book. 

Mter several long days chinking logs with an elderly 
neighbor, and taking pleasure in "the glint of mica in the sandy 
clay soil, the ragged peat moss sticking in log seams," Haines 
walks the long way home, leaving us this benediction: 

... Light lay over the water. on the islands and hills 
in the distance, so pervasive and steeped in its yel-
lowness, it was hard to tell if that light came from the 
evening sky or welled up from somewhere in the 
autumn earth itself. 

I listened to the pebbly sound of the river falling 
through diminishing channels below me. And for a 
long moment I felt myself a part of that landscape with 
its shaggy, black islands and pale sandbars. one with 
the coppery gleam of water coiling and darkening, the 
distant country of night.. .. 

Acknowledging the "distant country of night" and all the 
births and deaths that bind us to it requires both introspec-
tion and community, both solitude and sharing. The writers 
in this collection travel those hard roads. 
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Contributors' Notes 

Ossle is the nomd'artofUniversity of Alaska. Fairbanks (UAF). 
art student Phillip Kairaiuak, who hails from the Yupik village 
of Chefnorak in the Nelson Island area near the Kuskokwim 
River delta. 

Lyric Ozburn is a Fairbanks artist and writer whose current 
project is discovering the spiritual in art. 

Susan Pollcoff lives in Berkeley. Her work has appeared in 
Alaska Quarterly Review, West Branch and Other Voices. A 
short-story collection of hers was a finalist in t.he Iowa Short 
Fiction Award. · 

Barbara Scholchet. originally from El Paso. is a literary agent 
in Denver where she is pursuing an M.A. in English Literature 
at Denver University. "The Best Little Trooper" and "Madame 
Quill's Tarot Bar" are part of a collection in progress tentatively 
titled Dreaming About Chickens. Her work has appeared in MS. 
the journal founded by John Gardner. She holds a B.A. in 
journalism from Stevens College and an M.F.A. in fiction from 
Sarah Lawrence College. 

Peggy Shumaker is a creative writing professor at UAF and the 
author of two volumes of poetry, A Circle of Totems (University 
of Pittsburgh Press, 1988) and Esperanza's Hair (University of 
Alabama Press. 1985) and is at work on a third volume. Her 
poems have appeared in Iowa Woman, Permafrost, NorLh 
American Review, Missouri Review, and Three Rivers Poelf"!J 
Journal.. She recently received a writing fellowship from the 
National Endowment for the Arts. 

Frank Soos.judge oft he Three Stories by Three Writers Fiction 
Contest. is also a creative writing professor al UAF. A co-
winner of the 1985 Quarterly West Novella Contest. his stories 
have appeared in such journals as Sonora Review and Writer's 
Forum. He presently considering taking on a novel project and 
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is at work on a book of criticism about the work of Alice Munro 
for the Twain Short Fiction Series. He also recently received a 
writing fellowship from the NEA, as well as one from the Alaska 
State Council on the Arts. 

Michael C. White teaches English at Springfield College in 
Springfield, Massachusetts. His stories have appeared in 
Redbook, Laurel Review, Cream City Review, Colorado-North 
Review, Colorado Quarterly, Crucible and others. He is editor 
with Alan Davis of the annual American Fiction anthology 
published by Wesley Press. 
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