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Wayne D. Johnson 

Safe 
The day Martin Sorenson and I set the Muskeg Marshland on 

fire started out bad. Tomato Burke had dumped more garbage 
on the south end of the island. not far from our cabin, and my 
uncle Osada was furious. Red Deer was taking most of it-he 
could speak Ojibway-and while Osada was cursing and yelling, 
Martin stopped by to ask for Bear. From where I was sitting on 
my cot it looked like he was yanked off his feet. 

"You tell Tomato to come here," Osada said, shaking him by 
the shoulders. "Understand?" 

Martin nodded. His eyebrows were pulled down and his 
mouth was set in a frown. 

"I didn't do it," he said. 
Osada opened the door and pushed him out. Red Deer went 

out with him. Through the window I could see them standing 
under a fir. Martin was holding his fists at his sides and Red Deer 
put his hand on Martin's shoulder. 

In Ojibway, Osada said to me, "He won't even leave me this 
wasteland." 

I felt terrible. Osada glared at me. He walked circles around 
the room, rubbed the bear pelt on the wall, picked up and 
examined his rifle. an old Browning he'd bought from Tomato. I 
was glad he wasn't mad at me. He was a huge man, with big 
hands and a big nose. There was a scar down the right side of 
his face, puckering his cheek so his eye was nearly pinched shut. 
He looked fierce, and now with his forehead ridged and his good 
eye staring, I had to stand up. 

In Ojibway he said, "Good, you go now too, Eli." 
I was stuck between Osada and the door. 
"I'm going," I said. 
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Outside I felt terrible, too. It was a low overcast day, the light 

dull and oppressive. The firS drooped as if their limbs were too 
heavy and the lake had an oily, lifeless sheen to it. 

"You gonna talk to Burke?" I said to Martin. 
"Why doesn't Osada talk to him?" Martin said. 
Red Deer had taken out his knife and was whittling on a stick. 

He sliced the bark off smooth and clean and cut the ends down 
so he had a good solid piece of pine. He shifted the wood in his 
hands, looking to see what was m it. 

Martin kicked at a tuft of moss. 
"You don't have to do anything about it anyway," I said, but 

as soon as it came out I knew I'd said the wrong thing. 
Martin looked at me out of the corner of his eye. 
I shuffled my feet in the dirt, embarrassed. I knew it hadn't 

been easy for him. He'd worked like crazy before any of us took 
him for serious, and some ofthe guides still didn't like how Bear 
was hanging around with him. 

"Think it'll rain?" he said. 
Red Deer shrugged. "Could go either way," he said. He had 

somethmg coming out of his piece of wood. The shavings were 
getting smaller as the figure came out and the ground was white 
around his feet. 

"You think Bear'll be back tonight?" Martin asked. 
"What did he say to you, Eli?" 
I felt queasy thinking about it, and told them what Bear had 

told me not to tell them. 
"The bone was growing kinda funny." 
Martin tossed a rock into the lake. It went in with a loud 

plunk. "So what did the doctor tell him?" 
"He said they might have to reset it. The doctor wants to take 

him down to Duluth." 
Martin found another rock. "Too bad he's missing all this 

fun," he said. He hurled the rock out onto the lake as though he 
were smacking somebody with it. He'd been in a weird mood 
since Bear's leg had been broken in the accident with Bill Miller, 
and now he was showing it. 

"I suppose Osada was giving Bear a load of shit about the 
garbage too?" Martin said. 

Red Deer laughed. "What do you think?" 
Martin shook his head. "That's what you get for workin' for 

Tomato around here." 
Red Deer ran his knife up the wood. A long slender strand 
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peeled out over it. "What are you gettin'?" he said. 
"I didn't put that-" 
"You eat over there, don't you?" 
I climbed the fir behind them. Now I could listen to them and 

watch for bears. The pine pitch smelled good and the bark was 
rough under my hands. On the marshland the garbage heap rose 
out of the sand like the carcass of some dead animal. It was 
almost high enough now to be above the reeds. It was as big 
around as a pond and it was getting wider all the time. 

"You want to go fishing?" Martin said to Red Deer. 
Red Deer peeled away another smooth shaving. As it came 

off he turned and looked at Martin. 
"No," he said. 
I didn't dare move. A jay settled in the tree, calling to another 

down on the marsh. 
"I think you'd be a fool to go over there now." Red Deer said. 
"Why?" 
"You know why." 
Martin shifted from side to side. "If Bear were here. he'd-" 
"I don't want to hear it," Red Deer said. 
"But it wouldn't take more than .... " 
Red Deer stood, brushed ofT his pants. "Just don't come 

cryin' to me later," he said. He pushed his knife into his pocket 
and turned up the path to the lodge and Martin watched him go. 
When Red Deer was over the ridge Martin tugged at a branch, 
pulled it away so I could see him. 

"Eli!" he said. "You want to go fishing?" 

I felt like a traitor, down at the dock with Martin. We'd gotten 
everything stowed in the boat. the rods and reels, tackle boxes 
and nets, and were just about ready to take off when Tomato 
Burke rushed out of the lodge. 

"Hey!" he yelled. 
Martin was tugging on the rope starter like he didn't hear 

him, and then he was even doing it when Tomato's feet ham-
mered up the dock. 

"TTlat one's got a bad diaphragm in the carb," Tomato said. 
You'll be way out there someplace and it'll die on you." 

I didn't know whether to say hello to Tomato or not. He was 
a big man, as big as Osada, but he had a happy face and it was 
very hard to dislike him. 

"Hi, Mr. Burke," I said. 
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Martin was fidgeting around like he was afraid I'd see how he 

talked to Tomato now. 
"Hi, Eli," Tomato said. He had one of those faces that turn 

real red, and after the way he'd come running up the dock I could 
see why they called him Tomato. 

Martin looked up from the motor. 
"You want me to take another boat?" 
"You can do that or you can go into the boathouse and get one 

of those Evinrudes." 
They stood looking at each other. Martin leaning against the 

motor in the back of the boat and Tomato up on the dock. his 
hands on his hips. 

"You want this off anyway, don't you?" Martin said. 
Tomato nodded. "Yeah. it'll have to come off." 
There was something weird about the way Martin was acting, 

and I could see Tomato saw it too. He was jerky. and as he turned 
the motor mounts on the transom. his hands went at it as though 
he were screwing the things out of Tomato's chest. 

"Something wrong?" Tomato said. 
Martin rubbed his nose. "I thought you said you weren't 

going to dump any more garbage out on the marshland?" 
"I really don't want to talk about it, Martin," Tomato said. 

"Okay?" 
Martin had his hand on the rope starter and was twisting it. 

"It really doesn't seem okay to be dumping that crap out there by 
Osada's place. I mean-" 

"I said I didn't want to discuss it." 
"But how could you think-" 
"Look," Tomato said, "you don't know what I was thinking. 

Understand?" 
Tomato gave Martin his businessman's smile. 
Martin shook his head, then heaved the motor up onto the 

dock and Tomato carried it to the boathouse. The motor swung 
from Tomato's right arm. his shoulders at least half again the 
width of his waist. 

"God, he's big," I said. 
His back to me, Martin shook his head. "There's no arguing 

with that man." 
I picked up my rod and acted like I was trying to put a leader 

on my line. "How do you do that knot?" I asked. 
"Here," Martin said, taking the line. 
A breeze had picked up and it tossed his hair over his 
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forehead and he kept brushing it away. 

"You get fucked either way," he said, pulling the line tight, 
looking up. "All he's got to do is smile and what can you do? I'm 
right you're wrong." 

"Martin," I said. 
Tomato was coming up the dock with the new motor. 
Martin spun around. "Hey, thanks, Tomato," he said, his 

voice all syrupy like they were best buddies or something. 

On the bay we trolled for northerns, cut across the center 
where it was deep, headed toward the point. It had gotten dark 
and looked like it might rain. 

"Any strikes?" Martin said. 
I said no. wondering what was wrong with him. Even I knew 

the bay was no good for northerns. 
"Why don't we drop line for walleyes?" I said. 
The motor was puttering and he didn't seem to hear me. 
It had gotten colder, too, and already my sweatshirt and 

windbreaker weren't enough. "I want to go in if it starts raining," 
I said. 

Martin cut down on the throttle. "What?" 
"I want to go in if it starts raining." 
He pointed to the canvas bag he'd brought along. I was 

wondering what was in it since he'd gone all the way back to the 
lodge for it. 

"I brought enough gear for both of us," he said. "You'll be 
okay." 

The boat bounced down on the lake, spraying us. 
"It's too cold," I said. 
Martin reached out and grabbed my arm. His eyes were hard 

as fists. "We're not going in until we catch something," he said. 
"Got it?" 

Where my rain suit had rotted the rain came through. I 
hunched over, my back to the bow. trying to stay warm. watching 
my lure cut through the water. 

"Slow down!" I said. I was getting pretty mad. "Look," I yelled 
back to him, lhere's nothing out here." 

"Just keep that lure in the water," he said. 
He was smiling. I could see him inside that army green 

poncho, rain running down his face, his eyes staring. He nudged 
the gas can in back with his foot. 
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"We got enough gas?" I said. 
Martin nodded. 
I turned around to look where he was steering us. He'd 

turned south, veered around the point and now the marshland 
came up. There were no fish here, and I was going to tell him so. 

"Martin!" I said. 
"What is it now, Eli?" 
I leaned toward him, the rod tight in my hand. I was trying 

to figure out what to say. 
"Look," I said. 
And then I got the strike. 
It hit so hard it bent the rod double. I snapped on the release 

and the line sung out of the reel like a siren. Martin had given 
me a crappy old open-faced reel with this heavy braided nylon 
line, the kind nobody in their right mind uses, and now I was 
happy. So happy. It was high-pound line, and the fish, cutting 
through the reeds, would have broken any monofilament. The 
rod jerked, and I got in a few feet ofline, and then the fish headed 
back into the reeds and the line was whining out like a siren 
again. The fish made a big circle around the boat, twice, and I 
reeled in some more and let out a little less. The fish was 
beginning to feel like a big log on the line; it was tiring. 

I got the whatever it was right up alongside the boat, could 
see its shiny, green-grey pebbled back, the big dorsal fin like a 
blue plume. God it was big. 

"Get the net," I yelled. 
The fish gave a tremendous thump on the side of the boat and 

I tried to hold him there. 
Martin shoved a hand into his pocket. 
"Hey!" I said. 
The fish slammed the boat again. 
"What are you doing?" 
Martin leaned over the gunnel, grasped the line, and with his 

knife cut right through it. The rod shot up in my hands and I fell 
on my butt. The boat rocked from side to side, then calmed. 

We just looked at each other. 
"Notice where we are?" he said. 
I looked around. While I had been fighting the fish Martin had 

pushed us up into the marshlands with an oar. It was so quiet . 
you could hear the raindrops on the lake. 

I couldn't figure it. 
"Got any idea what we're here for?" he said, grinning. "You 
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probably lmow we're not fishing, right?" 
He looked a little crazy, the hood of his poncho over his head 

like that of the hood on a monk. He put out a hand, watched the 
rain fall. 

"Perfect," he said. 

We beached the boat right up at the garbage dump. Martin 
looked at his watch. 

"We'd better get going or the bears'll be around." 
He snapped the gas line off the motor and lifted the tank out 

of the boat. 
I stood with my hands in my pockets. I couldn't believe it. 

There was more junk there than I'd ever seen in my life. Old 
furniture, plates, all broken, ruined axe handles, rotten lumber, 
what was left of the old boathouse-what they hadn't simply 
dragged out into the lake and sunk-and garbage. So much 
garbage. Pink plastic bags and green plastic bags and bags all 
bleached out. Chicken bones and coolers full of rotten old stuff, 
torn apart by the bears. All that garbage must have done 
something to the sand because the reeds grew at least eight feet 
high around it. 

"You've never been over here, have you?" Martin said. 
I said I hadn't. 
Martin set the tank on the sand. The rain made a light 

pinging noise on it. 
"It's a lot worse than it looks from the ridge, isn't it?" he said. 
I didn't lmow what to say. 
Martin marched right up the side where they'd dumped the 

furniture and waved his arms. "I can even see the lodge from 
here," he yelled down. 

I still didn't get it. 
He almost looked funny, standing up there, king ofthe heap. 

He turned a circle, then ran in huge, floating leaps down the 
garbage and skidded to a stop in the sand. 

"You know what we're going to do?" he said. 
I got a sick feeling in my stomach from the way he said it. 
He reached for the gas tank, held it shoulder high. Eight 

gallons and he was swinging the thing around like it was nothing. 
"We're gonna burn the whole god dam dump down," he said. 
I looked at the mound of garbage. "That's funny, Martin," I 

said, the knot in my stomach tightening. "Really funny." 
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I followed Martin around the island side of the dump, the 

crotch of my suit chafing my legs and my whole back cold and 
wet. All I could see from under my hood was his swaying green 
shoulders and his legs kicking through the reeds. Then we were 
around to the lake again and Martin charged through the last of 
the reeds. 

"No big deal," he said, striding to the boat. 
I stumbled out onto the sand after him. 
He spun around, then held his index finger up. "One more 

thing." 
He tore a cattail off its stalk and tossed the fluff up over his 

head. The seeds floated in toward the marshland. 
"Good," he said, "the wind's blowing in off the lake. We'll only 

have to cut down the stuff on the island side." 
He dug a sickle out of the canvas pack and handed it to me. 

It was one of those jobs you use for cutting weeds down, small, 
rusty, and dull. He pointed to the water's edge on the left side, 
said, "Just cut from there"-then swept around the dump to the 
water's edge on the right-"to there." 

I raised the sickle, turned it in my hand. "With this?" I said. 
"What the hell else would you use?" 
I was thinking of a big power mower, the kind with shears in 

the front. Then I was thinking of going home. sneaking off 
through the reeds, climbing the ridge and walking down to 
Osada's cabin. I wiped the rain off my face. 

"It's not that bad, Eli," he said. 
I ran my thumb up the blade of the sickle, then looked at the 

streak of rust it left on my skin. "You're crazy," I said. 
It was an impossible job. The sickle was worthless and a lot 

of the burnable junk was buried in the sand. I hacked and 
stomped the reeds back and Martin struggled with the beams 
from the old boathouse. Six men couldn't have made a neat fire 
in two days. but in a couple of hours I had the reeds cleared back 
a good fifteen feet and Martin had got what he could up off the 
sand. He was slowing, and some of that crazy look on his face was 
gone. He hauled a charred four-by-six up the heap, and dropping 
it, wiped his hands on his pants. He'd tom them. and a wet flap 
of corduroy hung from his knee. 

He crossed the sand to the boat and we stood admiring what 
we'd done. For a minute there I felt pretty good. 

"Ready?" Martin said. 
"We don't have to." I said. "I mean, it looks better, doesn't it?" 
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But then Martin got up on the heap with the gas tank. 
In the green light the can glowed reddish-orange, looked 

explosive. He sloshed the gas over the furniture, then the old 
lumber. and down on the stuff that stunk so bad, and he had just 
enough to get us back to Tomato's when he stepped ofT at the 
bottom. 

"You sure there's enough?" I said. 
The gas was stinking something unbelievable. Even in the 

rain. Martin raised the can and I could hear the gas sloshing. 
"I'll just put it on theboatandstart themotor,"he said. "We'll 

be one hundred percent safe." 
He hooked the gas line up and pulled the rope starter; on the 

second pull the motor coughed into life-the way old outboards 
never start. 

"It's a sign," Martin said. 

The sky had turned black. There was the distant rumble of 
thunder, then a big fork of lightning ripped into the lake. I 
counted: one thousand one, one thousand two. one thousand-

The thunder boomed like a gunshot. rippling away into 
nothing. 

"You sure we can get across the bay before it hits here?" I said. 
Martin tugged at the hood of his poncho. "Just a couple 

minutes more," he said. 
A bear ambled over from the high side of the island and I 

pointed him out to Martin. The bear was sniffing the air, turning 
his head from side to side. He came down the embanlanent and 
Martin banged on a broken pot. It sounded like a drum. The bear 
sat back on its haunches and trained one eye on us. Martin 
banged on the pot again. Hair stood up on the bear's back. 

Martin dropped the pot and dug through the pockets of his 
rainsuit. "I think this is it," he said, pulling out a big pack of 
waterproofed matches, his hands shaking. "Stand back." 

He struck a match, leaned out like a dancer. balancing on one 
leg. the flame cupped in his hand, then tossed the match onto the 
pile. 

The match flickered. went out. 
"Don't wony," he said. He fumbled with the pack, his hands 

jerking, and lit another match and threw it on the pile. 
That one went out too. 
"Shit," he said. 
We stood there in the rain at the base of the garbage, all of it 
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stinking like rotten meat, oranges, rust, and gasoline. the bear 
drawing its gums back over its teeth. 

uwe could just leave it,~ I said. 
Martin stared at me from under his hood. Mif he comes any 

closer, get in the boat, okay?" 
I knew it wouldn't do any good but I smiled at the bear. I was 

thinking, "Nice bear, good bear," smiling like some retard while 
Martin got the tank from the boat. He sloshed gas on the bottom 
of the pile, then ran back and set the motor up again, but didn't 
start it. 

"Well," he said, watching the bear, "here we go again. Stand 
back." 

He pulled a box of farmer's matches out of the pocket of his 
poncho, his hands all palsy, struck one match, then touched it 
to the others. The whole box sputtered, and he held it out. 
delicately, like some kid giving flowers to his girlfriend. He lifted 
his arm, and in the warm light from the burning matches I could 
see a wavering of fumes. A cool, blue-green streamer shot from 
Martin's hand into the pile and blossomed at his feet. His eyes 
widened, and before he could move a sound came like a jet taking 
off. An orange ball of fire swept around his head. He stood in it, 
and then the flame shot upwards. and he ran toward me, his 
hands over his face. 

"Get in the boat," he yelled. 
The wind blew the flames down into the water and the reeds 

started up, crackling and snapping. Martin pulled like crazy on 
the rope starter. The motor puttered, then died. Puttered 
again-it sounded so good, I couldn't believe it-then died. 

MGet the goddamed oars, Eli," Martin yelled. 
I rammed the oars into the oar locks and pulled hard at them. 

We slid away from shore, cutting through the reeds. 
Martin was pulling at the starter with both hands now. 
The fire curled up behind us, washed over the boat. I got 

down in the bottom and Martin jerked me back up to the oars. He 
kicked the motor mounts free, and I stopped rowing. 

"Hey!" I said. MWhat are you doing?" 
Martin turned the big Evinrude on its side and it dropped off 

the back. 
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He reached down and grabbed me by the shoulders. His 
fingers poked into my armpits, hit a nerve. and I lost my grtp on 
the seat stays. He lifted me up and over the gunnels and the boat 
shrunk below. 

I flew. 
The water struck my forehead like ice. I got my boots off, then 

my jacket. and kicked up through .the water, a cough trying to 
burst out my mouth. I pushed through the surface, heaved out 
the bad air and got a lungful of hot. raw smoke. 

In the fire Martin rocked the boat up on its side~ As if sighing, 
it held there a second. then went over. I tried to push through 
to the boat but the reeds burned my hands. 

"Martin!" I yelled. 
Martin reached through the reeds, his hair all burned and 

ratted back. I went under. coughing. scrabbled to the surface, 
got a mouthful of water, and just when I thought I would drown 
Martin grabbed me around my neck. He pulled me under the 
boat. and it was dark and I was choking and I couldn't see 
anything. 

"Here." Martin said. He put my hands on the seat stays. 
"Don't let go." 

He was gone then, and in a second I heard a splash inside and 
felt a blast of air and water on my face. 

"Can you kick?" 
I said I could. 
The air was sharp, like needles, and I couldn't stop coughing. 

Now Martin was coughing too. I started to drift off. and 
something hit me in the face. 

"Don't stop breathing." 

Martin would disappear, then surface inside again, blasting 
out the bad air. It got terrible hot, and I reached up and touched 
the bottom of the boat. It burned my hand and I let out a yell. 

"Don't touch it," Martin said. 
"It's all your fault," I choked out. 
It was orange around the sides and I could see the back of his 

head. 
"I mean. what's the us~" 
"You shut up," he said, jerking around to face me. his eyes 

black holes in his face. He grabbed me by the jaw, poked his 
fingers into my cheeks. "You shut up," he said, "or I'll put you out 
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in the fire, understand?" 

I gripped the seat stays for all I was worth. too stiff to even 
nod. 

The air in the boat cooled and the water dropped off, 
bottomless and black. Martin went out, then splashed up in the 
bow. exhaling. 

"Come on," he said, jerking me along with him. 
Outside the air was cool and fresh. The south end of the 

island was in flames. and there were lightning strikes now. huge 
white forks cutting into the lake and the islands. I was shaking. 
My lungs ached so bad it felt Uke they were stuck full of pins. We'd 
lost the oars. and to paddle across the bay in that cold water was 
impossible. 

I lay out on my back, holding onto the keel. The clouds were 
orange. 

"Come on, Eli," Martin said. 
"Leave me alone." I said. 
"Come on. We're gonna swim around the point to Osada's," 

Martin said. "Let go of the boat." 
He sounded drunk. 
"Let go," he said. 
I felt him prying on my fingers. 
"Let go of the boat." 
A big orange cloud reared up. It looked like a a horse. all fire 

and swirling. "Okay," I said. 
• Tomato had pulled up a chair and a dim light shone below 

Osada's faded calendars. 
"I have no idea where the boat is," Martin said. 
I was still in bed, half asleep. The chill hadn't left my legs and 

I woke with a start, for a second thinking they had cut my legs 
off. 

Red Deer was carving, his back braced against the bed where 
Martin sat. Osada was looking at Martin. There were blisters on 
his forehead and nose, and his hair had been cut off in clumps. 

"You still haven't told me what you were doing in there," 
Tomato said. 
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ing at him. Not mean, just wondering like. 

Tomato looked at his watch. "TTley sure are taking their sweet 
time," he said. "Now tell me again what you were doing over 
there." 

"I told you," Martin said, "We were trolling for north ems and 
Eli got a great strike and we went into the reeds for it." 

"I still can't understand why you didn't get off the lake." 
Red Deer lit a cigarette. "I've fished over there," he said. He 

said it as though with great difficulty, the words coming slowly 
and unnaturally. 

There was a knock on the door and Osada motioned for Red 
Deer to open it. A jowl-faced man wearing a black poncho and 
peaked ranger's cap pushed into the room. 

'Tm looking for Richard Burke." he said. 
Tomato nodded and stood. "TTlat's me," he said. 
I looked at Martin. It was as if his eyes had sunk further back 

into his head. 
Tomato shook my shoulder. "Get up," he said. 
Red Deer gave me a robe and a cup of hot. bitter coffee. 
"You know why I'm here," the fire marshal said to Martin. He 

pulled a chair out from Osada's table and sat. one leg crossed 
over the other. 

Martin looked across the room at me. 
"Let's make this as easy as possible." the marshal said. He 

drew a small notebook and a pen from his breast pocket. then 
smiled a stiff smile. "All right?" 

He was slow. methodical. and he scribbled in his little book 
even when no one was saying anything. Especially when no one 
was saying anything. Martin went through how the motor 
wouldn't start and how when the fire swept into the reeds he had 
turned the boat over and we had paddled out. But the marshal 
kept going back to one thing, how the fire started, and he didn't 
let up. 

"And you were fishing?" the marshal said to me. 
I nodded. 
He had a habit of pulling on his earlobe, then turning to you 

and smiling. Now he did it again, pulled on his earlobe and 
smiled. 

"I can't hear you," the marshal said. 
"Yes," I said. "We were fishing." 
"And you saw the fire start .... " 
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Here I lowered my head, so I could catch Osada's eyes. 
He was immobile, and stared back. 
"I want it from both of you," Tomato said. He was smoking 

into his second pack and the room was lousy with smoke. A pile 
ofbasswood slivers had grown up like fungus where Red Deer sat 
carving. 

"I told you," Martin said, "we didn't see the fire start." 
"You say you were in the fire?" the marshal said. 
"Yes," Martin said. 
"But you didn't see the fire start?" 
"How many times do I have to tell you?" 
"Just as many times as it takes to get it straight. Now, you 

say the lightning started the fire. Is that right?" 
"Yes." 
"But you didn't see it start the fire, right?" 
"Right." 
"So how do you know it was the lightning?" 
Martin slumped in his chair. 
"I don't know it was the lightning." 
"But didn't you just say it was the lightning?" 
I thought Martin was going to break down. He had that aLl 

right, that's enough look on his face. I think the marshal saw it 
too, because right then he put a hand on Martin's shoulder. 

"I think you're lying, boy," he said. 
Martin shook his head. 
"He's lying, isn't he," the marshal said to me. 
He tightened his grip on Martin's shoulder and lowered h~ 

head to Martin's. "I don't think that was any lightning," he said. 
"I think you and this pip-squeak here, Tonto, or whatever his 
name is, set that dump on fire. Isn't that it?" 

Martin's lips were working. 
Osada's eyes narrowed: he stood, and kept on standing. He 

was even bigger than Red Deer. 
"Get out of my cabin," he said. 
"TTlts is park property," the marshal said, standing. You 

could see he'd done it before, the same way he pulled on his 
earlobe and smiled at you. 

Osada's scar twitched. He leaned toward the marshal, his big 
hands popping, and in a low, throttled voice, he said, "Get out." 

"I'll do what I want here," the marshal said. 
Red Deer was gouging away huge white chunks of basswood. 

He turned to look up at the marshal. The marshal unsnapped his 
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holster. He slipped his hand around the butt of his pistol and 
clicked off the safety. Red Deer reached under the bed. Before 
the marshal had the pistol out Red Deer had Osada's rtfle trained 
on the middle of his chest. 

Tomato sat in his chair, a trail of smoke rising from his 
cigarette. 

The marshal turned to him, his face angry now. "You with 
them?" he said. 

Tomato looked at us and then back at the marshal. 
"You'd better be sure about what you're doing," the marshal 

said. He crossed the room and opened the door, then stood in it. 
"You've got a lot to lose here." 

Tomato crushed out his cigarette. "I don't believe this," he 
said. 

The marshal shook his head. 
Tomato stood, then patted his pockets for his cigarettes and 

couldn't find them. "Okay," Tomato said, turning to the door. 
The marshal lifted his chin, as if he had won something, and 

stepped outside. 
Tomato turned the door knob, testing it. You could see the 

veins on the back of his hand. He scratched his head, then 
straightened, leaning out the door. 

"Hey." 
"You coming?" the marshal said. 
"I'd rather go to hell than anywhere with you, you son-of-a-

bitch," Tomato said, and then he pushed the door home and the 
latch caught. 

Bear was back the following day. The whole island still reeked 
ofburned pine and reeds. Across the bay I could make out Martin 
on the docks; he loaded boats. helped the old guys in, the ones 
who needed it, and filleted fish like a machine in the fish house. 
Tomato came down from the lodge. loaded up a boat. and a few 
hours later he was at the dock with what was left of the 
Alumacraft. The gunnels were melted down and the motor was 
in back. 

"What the hell happened to the boat?" Bear said. 
We were sitting outside Osada's cabin. playing gin rummy. 

Bear was no good at it. or he just didn't care, and he was looking 
all over the place or scratching under his cast and I could cheat 
just for fun-look at Bear's cards when he had his head turned-
the game was so bad. 
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"I'll take the aces," I said. 
"Now wait a minute .... " 
Osada stepped out ofthe cabin and stretched. He sniffed the 

air and smiled a little bit. Martin was out on the end of the dock 
with a couple old duffers. He helped the last one into the boat, 
and then straightening up, he looked out across the bay. Tomato 
was behind him, watching. Martin waved to us, and then some-
thing I'd never seen happened. Osada, standing on a rock out-
cropping, raised his arm, his hand held palm out. He didn't move 
his arm or anything, but we could see what he was doing. 
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Dennis Vanetta 

Frankie In Heaven 
August 6, 1945 

I just get back to the huddle after getting four tough yards 
over tackle when they tell me Harry has dropped the bomb. 
Everyone is excited. 

"Fried a lot of Japs," Nelson, left guard, smirks, adjusting his 
thigh pad. "TTlat ought to about do it for double-u double-u two." 

"Fried a lot of women and children, too, I'm afraid," sniffs 
Bloodsworth, a trifle prissy even at two hundred twenty-five 
pounds. "I applaud the end, but I'm uncertain about the means. 
What would you have done if you were still Chief, Frankie?" 

"Let's cut the chit-chat and keep our minds on business," I 
bark. "If we break a long one on them, we can still get another 
score in before half." 

Making decisions under pressure requires instantaneous 
recognition of the ramifications of a situation. We are on our own 
forty-three, a little over a minute-forty left in the half. Yale has 
been playing us tough all day. We always joke before the Yale 
game that we'lllikely win by forfeit-surely Yale could never find 
enough of their old boys up here to field a team. But when the 
whistle blows the jokes are over. They have eleven good men out 
there, and it has been tough going through the middle all day. 
With so little time left, they're sure to expect a long pass or 
something wide around end. At the very least they'll look for me 
to call my own number. "When in doubt, go with your horse," is 
the rule. 

So I decide to use a surprise attack. We line up in a full house, 
I am at left half. The right half goes in motion left in front of the 
fullback and me, causing two defensive backs to shift in that 
direction. At the snap, the quarterback fakes to me between right 
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guard and tackle. Yale is spread wtde expecting a pass or end run, 
and the hole opens like a barn door. The linebacker tries to fill it, 
but I hit him straight on and stand him up, then, wtth my legs 
churning like pistons in an ocean liner, I drive, drive, drive him 
into the ground. By this time the fullback has taken the han doff, 
and he flies right over my back. I look up to see him chugging 
downfield-he doesn't have my speed; no one has my speed-
until they finally catch him from behind at the six. 

We rush downfield. There is a little over a minute left. No time 
outs. In the huddle, everyone is jubilant. Nelson starts to say 
something about Harry and the bomb, but I shush him. We won't 
have time to huddle again, so I call three plays-all we'll likely 
have time for-right there. I'll get it in straight dives-nothing 
fancy-twice in a row over left tackle, and then if we still have 
time, I'll take a pitch around right end. 

WGive it to Frankie a-gain and a-gain and a-gain," Whitson 
mimics, and they all laugh. It's always good for a laugh. 

On the first play I'm hit at the line, but I bull my way forward 
to the two. The Eli tackle that I drag the last three yards gets up 
cursing. I almost pity him. I am so strong! On the next play they 
hit me hard-the linebacker driving his leather helmet right into 
my face-and stand me up. No gain. We line up again as I spit 
blood from my busted lip. Ten seconds left. I take a perfect pitch 
and sprint right behind the fullback and the other half. At the 
corner, the halfback slows up the defensive back enough for me 
to get outside. The fullbacksteamrolls a hard-charging defensive 
back. All that stands between me and six is the linebacker wh~;>'s 
just tried to feed me his helmet, drifting along the goal line. I'm 
back at the five when I begin to angle in toward the corner of the 
end zone. Like a shark the linebacker comes for me. Instead of 
cutting away, I juke right at him. I plant my leg.:_solid as a 
fencepost-in front of him. He hesitates a split second, dives. My 
fake throws him off enough that he doesn't hit me solid. I bring 
my thighs up hard, power right through his arms, dance into the 
end zohe as time runs out in the half. Touchdown! 

The stands erupt in volley after volley of cheers. The cheer-
leaders leap along the sidelines, their long, creamy-white legs 
snapping open and closed, open and closed. My teammates 
bombard me with slaps on the back until I throw my arms up in 
good-natured self-defense. After I kick the extra point, they rush 
off the field toward the locker room as I jog along behind. 

I pause at the comer of the stadium. The sun beams golden 
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though the crisp October air. The leaves of the elms and maples 
and towering oaks, the stands rising into the blue on both sides 
of the field, the fans still laughing in joy and amazement at my 
run-all are gilded. The cheerleaders laugh and hug one another, 
then prance on long legs and slender ankles as they lead the 
stands in a cheer. 

Who do we love?-FRANKIE! 
Who do we love?-FRANKIE! 
Who do we love?-FRANKIE! 

The loveliest of the cheerleaders has hair as dark red as a 
maple leaf just turned after the first frost. It falls in thick waves 
over finn breasts rising under her crimson sweater. After the 
game we11 park along a leaf-strewn country lane, with the sun so 
glorious, just as it is now-it11 always be just as it is now-and 
drink Scotch from a silver hip-flask, and when I lift her sweater 
those perfect breasts will fall like two soft, white, rounded 
October clouds. 

"Roosevelt! Get your tail in here!" 
The coach stands at the door ofthe locker room in moc~anger 

and waves me in, then gives me a slap on the butt as I jog past. 
Inside my teammates sprawl on wooden benches, exhausted. It 
smells gloriously of sweat. I wedge a space between Bloodworth 
and Whitson. My lungs are heaving and my upper lip 1s swollen 
and numb, but my legs are steady and strong. I alternately push 
down with my toes and then up against the top of my football 
shoes, watching the muscles in my calves roll up and down my 
legs like tawny iron waves. I feel that by flexing the muscles of my 
thighs, I could very nearly crack my thigh pads! The hot blood 
rushes through my legs, artery to vein, artery to vein. 

We listen quietly to Coach's halftime talk. A strong first half, 
but only-a seven-point lead. Yale playing it tough. No change in 
game plan. Just hammer away, strength against strength. 

When Coach is finished we have a few minutes to rest and get 
our legs back before the second half starts. Whitson nudges me. 

"So Harry dropped the bomb, Frankie?" 
"So they tell me." 
"What would you have done if you were still Chief'?" 
"Well," I shrug, "I was the one who saw the Manhattan Project 

off the ground, of course, but, still, the final call's Harry's . 
Hindsight's easy. No one blows a second guess." 

Bloodworth leans over. 
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"Still and all, I don't believe Hany Truman's the man I want 
running the show. Not one of our kind at all." 

"Maybe not," I say. "but I'll tell you one thing, if we had Hany 
up here, he'd make a hell of a defensive back. He's not fast. he's 
not big, but if there was only one man between the ball carrier and 
the goal line, I'd want it to be Hany. He'd stick his nose in there." 

I get a little irritated. Here it is a big game-Yale, the biggest-
and the boys won't stick to business. Always thinking about 
what's going on down there. What difference can it possibly make 
what we think? Poor Hany. The biggest call of his life, and he 
can't win. Damned if he does, damned if he doesn't. They'll eat 
you alive down there. A no-win situation. I know the feeling. Oh, 
sure. they're hot for me now, but the historians haven't had their 
chance. When those buzzards get hold of me .... Can you imagine 
what they'll do with Pearl Harbor? Yalta? And historians aren't 
gentlemen. They'll rake muck. And they'll find things, sure. The 
pressures on a world leader are immense, and a man must take 
his comfort where he can find it, with whom he can find it. The 
wife isn't always the one ... well. Do you think history cares if Red 
Grange diddled the Chicago Bears' file clerk? Why, it makes him 
more of a man. they'll say. A man. I know what they really want 
to know. FOR in that wheelchair. How much of a man was he? 
Poor Eleanor, they'll say. They'll rake muck, and then it'll be 
"Poor Eleanor." Eleanor. She did things for the coloreds, by God! 
Will stir things up for a few Pres's down the line, I'll betcha! 
Eleanor. Not a bad woman, all in all. But that voice! And kippered 
herring in bed. Well .. .. FOR, could he or couldn't he? That's what 
they really want to know. His dark lady, and poor Eleanor. Could 
he or couldn't he? 

Damned if you do, damned if you don't. 
The door flies open. Golden light floods the locker room. 

Coach stands beside a rectangle of scarlet and amber leaves on 
a flawless blue sky, pumps his fist and shouts. 

"Go, Crimson! Go. Crimson! Go. Crimson!" 
My teammates roar. rush out into the timeless afternoon. I'm 

the last. I rise slowly from the bench, feel the power surge into my 
legs. Each time I stand-even now-it's like the first time. Each 
time my ruby-haired cheerleader-sweater doffed, skirt doffed, 
all doffed-sits with her cool. creamy thighs spread across my lap 
in the backseat of my roadster on that leaf-strewn country lane 
as I rise, I rise. I rise, it's the first time once more, the first time 
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forever, the first and forever the best. 

As I approach the field the roar from the stands swells. We 
line up, a gallant Crimson rank. The Eli's line up. Oh the Eli! The 
blighters! The buggers! The rotters! The bloody, valiant. mighty 
young men! We curse them vilely and joyously as they smash us 
left and right, five yards, ten yards a whack. Before we can 
recover from the blitzkreig of traps and draws and reverses, 

. they've scored a touchdown, and only by throwing my body in 
front of the kicker and deflecting the extra point attempt do we 
avert falling into a tie. 

They kick off and stop us cold. We punt, and they push us 
back once more until their offensive line's shadow falls across our 
goal. Then we stiffen, rise up, and like the Greeks among their 
burning ships, hold back the foe. On first down from our one, I 
take a pitch five yards deep in the end zone and quick kick. The 
ball sails end over end, takes a miraculous bounce, and finally 
dies on the Eli fifteen! 

The rest of the afternoon two dauntless armies struggle up 
and down a narrow, emerald plain. Still one point behind, with 
two minutes left, the Eli have us backed up to our own five. Third 
down and fifteen. If we have to punt, Yale will get the ball in good 
field position, perhaps close enough for an easy field goal. They'll 
be expecting another quick kick. I'll call for the bomb. Pitch back 
to the right half. I'll drift left, streak down the sideline~ take the 
pass from the halfback. Risky plan. Gasps from the others. 

"Easy," I say. "If we execute well, we have nothing to fear." 
I say it without thinking. Instantly, Nelson pipes in. 
"We have nothing to fe-ah but fe-ah itself." 
Laughter throughout the huddle. The Eli stare over suspi-

ciously as I call for quiet. We line up. The snap and the pitch back 
to right half, who trots at half speed to his right as I slide off to 
the left. A linebacker drifts over with me .... Nothing to fear. I 
thought I'd taught myself not to fall into that one. All good-
natured ribbing from my chums, of course. (But historians aren't 
chums. No sense of colleaguesmanship. No sense of the realities 
of how things work.) 

Near the sideline I slow as if stopping, then suddenly cut 
upfield and sprint past the linebacker along the sideline. A 
startled defensive back sees me out of the comer of his eye and 
whirls .... Nothing to fear. The Fireside Chats. Even the Falla 
speech. All speechwriters' work, of course. What did Roosevelt 
do, they'll say. What kind of man was he? Nothing to fear? Hell 
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is history. 

I look back over my shoulder, see our right half fall to the 
ground under an avalanche of Eli jerseys. Disaster! No, wait. The 
ball's in the air, arcing down ahead of me! Out of reach, surely. 
I run, I sprint, I strain. I lunge, it's on my fingertips-! have it! 
Cradling the ball, I run straight for the endzone. The sun waits 
in the very center of the goalposts. Each blade of grass on the 
emerald field casts its own separate shadow. 

The defensive back cuts across the field, heading me off. He 
has the angle. But I'm so fast! Oh, this is it! This is all, all a man 
could desire for eternity. An emerald field, a golden sun standing 
just so between the goalposts forever. And long-legged women 
with acorn-brown hair, and blonde, and dark red, screaming 
Frankie! Frankie! down through the ageless ages. And leaf-
strewn roads and Scotch spilling from silver flasks, and warm 
breasts and cool thighs. And my legs so strong! And I run so fast! 

I juke. The defensive back hesitates-! give a leg-he dives-
1 take it back 
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Grace Bauer 

Oldies But Goodies 

Because we've had more than our share 
of sad stories and Molson's Ale, 
we find ourselves at midnight 
circling the City of Brotherly Love 
singing our hearts out with the girl groups 
playing on the radio. 

The Chiffons do "One Fine Day" 
like it's stU! 1963 
and all the boys we dreamed 
of settling down with weren't dead 
or gay or still strung-out from Nam, 
drinking off a rough divorce or looking 
for a wife who'd look good on a resume. 

To the fast-talking d.j. 
this is just a good night's work, 
but he's doing ajob on us. 
Our heads spin like worn-out 45's 
back to when we'd bump and grind 
all night to the Temptations, 
before we realized lost love 
was worse than any lyric, 
when we still wondered what the Kingsmen 
really sang in "Louie Louie." 
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Wendy Bishop 

Cigars 

Empty the box of twenty-five stinking hot 
Spanish cigars, passed around, 
Broken, or crushed down damningly 
Into drought earth of your winter orchard. 
The smell of dry cigars 
Is the smell of everything around. 

Worn, the exacting cigar box illustrations, 
Where they rubbed other objects 
In a drawer. The box lid jams after twenty-five 
Openings, and more. The useless offers 
To those who don't smoke 
And those who can't. 

The twenty-fifth cigar, unroll it once more 
To a dense brittle core and fill it 

With cliffs of fish pink and turquoise, 
With lunch at the usual places, 
With the unexpected heat of one autumn 
And the sharpness of anemone-fllled waters. 

Fold it into a thick, cigar-like object full 
Of wash on other rooftops seen from the hotel bidet, 
Of off-key roosters calling the rain in blankets 
Across the dawning square, 
Of predictions made in the usual places 
In dreams, in beds, in darkened rooms. 



-------------------------------------------$ 

Bum it strongly, from the distant end 
Down close, and that stink becomes 
Fragrance of the finest Havana 
Rolled by an unwitting worker 
On an ordinary cigar-wrapping day. 
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Wendy Bishop 

No Wind 

Hillsides of strong green plumes. 
not quaking, aspen and strutted birch 
branches stiff in warm afternoon no wind. 
A phenomenon of interior Alaska 
this unmoving green season 
as in hotel oil paintings or the unmilled 
memories of an eastern visitor 
while the edges of the scene flare 
in natural and man-made burnings, 
forests tum to locomotive puffs 
of distress on a moving horizon. 
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Wish Fulfillment 

In the night, I take care of problems, 
Climb great mountainsides, push 

Aside rocks and trees. I run through strangers' 
Houses and explain myself brtlllantly. Sometimes 

I sit next to you, quiet and sure I'm awake. 
I understand you fully. I'm a figure moving across 

The undulating skin of a lake. 
I'm free to make mistakes. No loss. 

In an unfolding dream of actions 
That take me closer to you and away. 

No loss, in the Chapllnesque replay: 
Each night a clumsy passion, and never pain. 
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Marjorie DeMartinD 

Imperial Beach, 
During The War 

Afraid at first. the 
boys touch the slick hide. 
The Navy men decide 
what's best: they wade and nod, 
inspecting the black 
hump, a hull freshly lacquered. 

Women gather to watch 
the whale gasp and rest 
far from home, helpless 
Gulliver on the sand. 
Above his flukes 
someone's socks 
float in the foam. 

The butchers in their oilskin. 
The waves come in 
salt white, wash out hot pink. 
Shorebirds arrive in flocks, 
begin to scavenge seaweed clumps. 
The sky turns cobalt. 



-------------------------------------------* 

Somewhere The Santos 
Are Praying 

The pleasures of afternoon tea become 
Nana so: the linen catches each crumb 
whisked white-glove clean. Worcester primrose, 
crepes, Picasso, contemporary prose. 

At Christmas Nana bums tall white 
candles, hand-dipped and quick to ignite. 
Carefully, the Santos brought out every year, 
Sanctus Dominus beyond human ear. 

The endless conversations over wine 
the wheels slowly, slowly grind-
the turtles in the garden break the spell, 
fluid motion, inconvenient shell. 

In dusty boxes, mulled whispers 
gilded Santos hold their vespers. 
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Diane Glancy 

Truck Stop On Highway 80 
Near Walcott, Iowa 

A mechanic opens the hood of my car, shows me how the fan 
wobbles because the water pump has gone bad. The man, I'm 
amazed, lmows everything. He tells me about the car I've 
driven 155,000 miles as tfhe'd been in it for 10 years, as tfhts 
hands touched the wheel. The air & light sparkle in the 
grease & trucks roar like mammoths. I ask if I can drive to 
Chicago & he says I can't drive across the street. The fan 
would go through the radiator & blackness would enfold me 
like a tunnel. He separates the radiator from its fan, removes 
the hose. Inside the truckers talk to waitresses, looking at 
road -signs to remember where they are. Some woman hangs 
a cigarette from her mouth. A man at the table coughs while 
he eats. 2 hours lost on the road while the mechanic replaces 
the water pump in my car. Then the hose is connected to the 
engine again & the hood closed. How many generations have 
we walked this leaking edge of the road? The thought of 
Chicago, its lakeshore always changing, as if near death 
when one sees those already in the next world & hears the 
chanting from the sacred ground. 
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Cinnamon Bear 
Field Museum, Chicago 

It's how we take the animals \ put some in baseball caps \ stick 
others in museums \ & there he is right inside the door of the 
Field \ open under the atrium\ his claws held up \his head tilted 
toward the branching glass of the ceiling. He stands on his squat 
hind legs \ nearly extinct from our continent \ as if still reaching 
for a hive. In the next room the buffalo fade patiently\ thousands 
of them shot from passing trains \ riddled with holes like the 
boards from a garage roof in Benld, Illinois, where a meteorite fell 
in 1938 ripping into the seat of a Pontiac coup \ even the dented 
muffler is there on a wing of 2nd floor between fossils & skeletons 
\ & downstairs a bear \ his massive body raised as if to catch the 
next. Out across the shore of Lake Michigan a boat roars through 
the water\ reallyfastjumpingwaves \sometimes it comes all the 
way out of the water \ I can see light under it \ the motor & 
propeller like testicles I saw on a dog walking in the park \ the 
pointed boat \ the shaft of it passing through the mind \ why 
shouldn't it. & the pigeon in the street with heat stroke or his feet 
run over \ he couldn't walk but flayed by the curb. The anger \ 
the expelling this life \ this pain. What does the bear do all night 
\ what does he do in winter when he's deprived of hibernation? 
Has his soul departed to the hunting grounds? Is that it now \ 
that shadow looking down through the glass? 
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Peter lllick 

Jonah 

The whale's eye. 
its socket stares 
airborn alongside the skiff, 
half a length again the hull, 
spray slaps your face 
as in flight 
along its arc, 
its jaw splashes. 
its body one muscle bent. 
its flukes 
hammers 
drive it under. 



-----------------------------------------$ 

Falling 

Torn drowned in mid-November 
while hunting elk 
during a light snowfall. 
He fell froi:n a sktff 
watching a lone bull 
through his binoculars, 
splashed into the lake. 
His ripples made circles 
on its surface, gone 
before they nudged their shore. 
Torn called himself a meat hunter: 
I learned from him, 
once shooting from a rest 
stretched across the warm hood 
of his truck, its engine at idle. 
Three deer dead, fell 
from the yellow beams 
two days before Thanksgiving. 
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Carolyn Kremers 

What Scares Me 

I pull on mukluks for the first 
time since moving away 
and I get frightened: 
1 can't remember her name . 
.Burrowing through long 
furry leggings lined 
with scraps of flowered qaspeqs-
dark green, violet. burgandy-
my feet touch bottom and nestle 
against thick felt 
matted tundra grass 
and four thousand years, 
stiff sealskin soles tanned 
in the cold to make them white. 

"You are giant," 
the mascara-ed girl translates, giggling. 
Her grandmother stoops to measure 
my foot along a line of linoleum, 
wraps string 
around my muscled calf. loops 
a knot. her curved back barely 
high as my knees. 



-------------------------------------------$ 

I draw bright red and dark blue 
yarn too tightly around 
the tall red tops. 
crinkling fine rows of red, 
white, black beads 
sewn diligently in one's, two's, three's. 

"Red is for good luck." 
they tell me together 
wind stampeding 
oa stove sweating, 
smeU of reindeer stew. 

Fumbling with moose-hide 
ankle ties I forget 
to cross them twice. 
Palms smooth coarse black 
wolverine, gossamer brown beaver 
rugged spotted seal 
feeling for relatives 
trying to trigger her name: 
Matthias. Phillip, James. Francis, Elsie, 
Chantrell, Teresa-
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''I'm wearing spirits on my feet," 
I want to tell the talking white people 
that night as they eye 
so much fur. But I can't get enough air. 
The live mukluks and I flee 
out oftown 
out to the bending forest. 

"Kituusit?" 

"Lucy. 
Lucy -James." 

Note: A qasqeq is a thin, hooded garment with a large front pocket, 
worn by Eskimo women as a parka cover, Jacket. blouse, or dress. It 
Is usually made of colored cotton cloth, and often decorated with 
rickrack or bright colors. 
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KenLetko 

Continuation 
The ocean pennits me to 
tnunerse myself any time 
I care to. The moon stays 

out all night. Why have I 
spent so much of my life 
trying to be like an ant, 

nine times stronger than 
a human. Birds find shelter 
when it storms, and weasels 

tum white in winter. Deep 
inside I know my ancestors 
learned to cook food and 

keep their eyes clear 
of smoke while staying close 
to each other and the fire. 
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Jonathan Gillman 

The Old Cove 
Dad didn't discover the cove till late summer. He came home one 
day and announced, "I found the perfect place to go fishing." 

Mom was still there then. She stood looking out the window. 
"Where's that?" -

"A cove on the Salmon. Wide, like a lake, with steep hills on 
both sides and a channel running through the middle." 

I was about to say, "Sounds good," but Mom spoke first. 
"How much of a current is there?" 
"This is just the Salmon," 
"It has a current, doesn't it?" 
"What are you saying?" 
"Where is this?" 
"On the highway. Before the river. You know where I mean." 
"On the right hand side?" 
"'That's the place. You want to go there together sometime?" 
Mom didn't answer. She turned and looked back out the 

window. 
Dad waited, then talked to me. "What do you say, buddy. 

Want to go there tomorrow?" 
I didn't know. It sounded all right. 
"You get there from the river." 
Mom spoke from the window. "You're not taking the boat in 

the river?" She turned around. "With the current the river has?" 
"You stay in the Salmon." 
"It has a current too." 
"Come on, it's a beautiful place." 
"I'm talking about the current. That's nothing but a little, flat-

bottomed row boat." 
"'The Salmon's as wide there as a lake. We're just going to do 
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some fishing. Can't we ever relax?" 

"Well, be careful. That's all I can say. Be careful." 

Dad had me get everything ready-tackle boxes, rods, a 
bucket for the fish. He even had me dig the worms. I got some nice 
fat ones. We put the boat in the back of the truck together. 

"All light, we're on our way." 
Mom stood in the door. You could feel her thinking. 
"Bye." Dad waved as we drove away. 
She didn't wave back. Just watched us leaving, and turned 

back into the house. 

The launch was farther from the road than I thought. 
"All of this was under water." 
"All of it?" 
"From just off the road. Remember?" 
June he was talking about, the spring flood, highest in fifty 

years. We'd driven to the river to look. Even walked across the 
bridge, the water swirling beneath us. I got dizzy, looking down 
through the metal grating, leaning on account of the wind, 
hearing the noise of air and water mixing, seeing the river rush 
under us, come whirling out the other side, making pools and 
eddies, all that water going back and around and forward · and 
moving on, and other water flowing in, thousands of gallons every 
second. Once my knees felt funny. I was afraid of falling. I held 
the railing till the feeling passed. 

Mom wouldn't go across with us. She said the thought of all 
that water made her nervous. Besides, everyone knew the old 
bridge wasn't safe. If anything happened, you'd be halfway to the 
ocean before anyone knew. She stood on the shore, watching, till 
we got back, put her arms around me when I stepped otT the 
bridge. I was glad to have land under my feet again and not that 
swirling. shifting grayness. 

"Ready?" Dad asked when we had the boat in the water. 
I climbed in. He shoved out, stepped in. We rocked, gliding 

away from shore. He grabbed an oar, pushed against the sandy 
bottom. We floated free. 

We weren't in the river itself, but in the Salmon, right below 
where they met. Dad stayed near shore. rowing upstream. 
Oaring, I used to call it: oaring the boat. 

I watched him oaring: dip, pull, out, return, going steady. 
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Every now and then he made a face. 

"Is it hard?" 
"Not too bad, once you get a rhythm. Only problem is where 

to be. You want to be out far enough to be free of the weeds, but 
not so far you're in the current." 

On both sides the water widened out, making ponds, with 
marsh and tall grass between them and us, even, here and there, 
trees. 

He stopped, pointed toward the edge. "See the line on the 
trees? The two dtfferent colors, green above, and tan gray below?" 

"Yeah." It was all along the side. 
"1llat's the water mark. From the June flood." 
"Way up there?" 
"TTle tan gray 1s dirt and silt the river left." 
"We'd be completely under water." 
"TTle same thing in town, at the bank. There's a ribbon on a 

post, right at the level of my eyes." 
"1llat's over my head!" 
"1llere was a lot of water. Remember. And a week later it was 

all in the ocean." 
The river narrowed in t111 there was just the channel, the 

banks on both sides fifteen feet above us. 
"Dad!" 
We were moving backwards. 
He turned the boat in snug against the bank. "Current's 

stronger than I thought." He was quiet, rowing hard. The boat 
barely moved. 

"We gonna make it?" 
"I hope so." 
"We don't have to." 
"Let me do it!" 
He leaned forward, pulled, leaned, pulled. Sweat dripped off 

his forehead. 
"How much farther?" 
"We're almost there." 
Suddenly the banks moved away, the river opened back up. 
Dad turned the boat to one side and stopped, the handles 

over his knees.' 
"TTlts is the cove." He looked around. "Pretty, isn't it?" 
It was like a lake With a small river running through the 

middle. 
The other side had h1lls at the edge, With trees on top going 
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straight up. Our side was the same, except at the back were a few 
houses, and steps coming down to the water. 

"'This is nice." 
I put a lure on, threw my line out, turned the reel in fast, 

trying not to get snagged. 
Dad oared toward the back. 
Three shapes were moving in the middle of the water. 
woad!" I held the rod stfll. WWhat's that?" 
All three heads came up, looked at us, dipped down, splash, 

came up again. I saw their back ends when they dipped; dark 
brown they were, or black, their coats shiny in the water.· 

We watched them playing, going across. 
wAre they river otter?" I asked. 
WI don't know. They're too big for muskrat." 
They were getting farther away. 
"'That's what they are, Dad." 
WWhat do you know about river otters?" 
"I read about them in my mammal book." 
We watched them till we couldn't see them anymore, then 

went on. Dad oared most of the way to the back. It was like any 
lake then~-weeds. pond grass, water lilies. 

I kept casting, reeling in. 
Dad lifted the oars out of the water. wMy tum." 
The boat drifted, slowing down. 
He slid his rod out from under the seat, put a bobber on the 

line, threaded a fat worm onto the hook, cast out away from 
shore, jerked the line. laid the rod down in the boat. 

"Cigar time." 
He got one out, took the paper off, rolled the brown tobacco 

around in his mouth. held a lit match to the Up, puffed a few 
times, shook the match out, opened his fingers over the little bit 
of water in the bottom of the boat, and let the match fall, pfft. 

I threw my line out, turned it in, threw it out, changing lures 
from time to time. 

Smoke drifted toward me. I liked smelling it. 
Dad caught seven bluegills and sunnies, all too small to keep, 

and lost the worm to a bunch of others. 
I didn't get so much as a nibble. 
Part of the time we just sat in the boat, drifting. It was quiet. 

A few gulls every now and then. Some frogs. A turtle in the lilies. 
A hawk went over, high above. A wood duck. A heron landed 

in the shallow water nearby. 

44 



-----------------------------------------$ 
There were no other people. You couldn't even hear the 

highway. Once a car came to the end of the road above our heads, 
sat with the motor going, turned and drove away. 

"Dad." I watched the water for fish. "Is Mom okay?" 
"I don't know." He was quiet. "I don't know what the matter 

with her is. She gets depressed and .... " He tousled my hair with 
his hand, looked around. "It's so peaceful here. You can almost 
forget .... " 

He stared ahead. Smoke from the cigar tickled his nose. He 
waved it away with his hand. 

"Up there is an old cemetery. I saw it from the road. That must 
be an all right place to be dead, looking out at the cove. 
Everything peaceful forever." 

I was getting restless. "Dad, can we go where the big fish are?" 
He smiled. "Where's that?" 
I shrugged. "Not here." 
We moved back toward where we'd come from, staying close 

to shore. 
My first cast was almost to the boat when I felt a sharp tug. 
"You got something?" 
There was a flash in the water. 
"It's a bass. See the swirl. Keep him tight." 
"I got him." I turned, keeping the line taut. rod bent. fighting 

him. I had him right to the boat and the line went slack. 
"Gone?" 
I nodded. Allin less than a minute. 
"I told you I wanted to go where the big fish are." 
We didn't get anything more: not even a nibble. 
Before I wanted to, Dad said we should head back. "Mom'll be 

getting worried." 
When we got home I dumped out the worms in the garden, 

put the rods and tackle boxes away, helped Dad take the boat off 
the back of the truck. 

Inside it was dark. 
Mom was sitting at the window, staring out. 
"Hi," I said. "We're back." 
She didn't say anything, or even look around. 
She was still sitting there the next morning when I got up. 
It wasn't long after that she went away. 

It wasn't a good fall. Every day seemed gray, day after day. 
In the morning Dad and I had breakfast, he left for work, I 
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went out to wait for the bus. I waited a long time. 
In the afternoon I came in, had a snack, read the paper. Lots 

of times I had to light the lights and make a fire before he got back. 
Some days he came home even later and said, "I saw Mom 

today." 
That made me feel better. like lighting the lights if I'd waited 

till the dark was everywhere and nothing was visible, seeing how 
small I could be sitting in the middle. 

He gave me a hug. "From her." 
"How is she?" 
He looked at the floor, poked at a crack with his shoe. "About 

the same." 
"Can she come home soon?" 
"Not for a while." 
"Can I go see her?" 
"Maybe in a bit." 

Even when Dad was home it was quiet. At dinner he didn't 
talk. Sometimes when I wanted more I had to ask three times 
before he heard me. Afterwards he sat in the rocker with the 
paper, but every time I looked he was staring at the wall. 

One day he came home and said, "Guess what?" 
"Mom's coming home," I thought, but I didn't say it. 
"I saw two men on the Salmon this afternoon, going toward 

the Old Cove, in a boat smaller than ours." 
"In this weather?" 
It was November, gray and raw. 
He nodded. "Rowing along." 
"Were they going where the big fish are?" 

I thought Mom might be home for Thanksgiving. Not by 
anything he said. I just thought it. 

Thanksgiving was a fun time at our house-lots of people, 
talking and laughing, the table overflowing with food-a huge 
turkey with all the trimmings, stuffing with chestnuts and relish 
and cranberries and onions and gravy and mashed potatoes. 
mushrooms, two kinds of turnips, squash, and for dessert. six or 
seven different kinds of home-made pies. 

Not that year. The turkey was a small one. Dad had trouble 
cooking it. We only had a few other things. Cranberries. A can of 
olives. A store-bought pie. Not even stuffing. 

I lit the candles. After a while they went out. 

46 



-------------------------------------------* 

Dad hardly ate anything. He sat at the table, staring at the 
food, while the room got darker, and neither of us lit the lights. 

In December Dad came home one day and said, "You can go 
see Mom tomorrow, would you like that?" 

I couldn't stop asking questions. What should I wear? 
Should I take her anything? Would she be glad to see me? Could 
she come home with us? 

Dad shook his head. ·she's been sick, you know. She's not 
better yet." 

We drove for a while, came to a place with a bunch of 
buildings and a high fence all around. We stopped at the gate. A 
man in a uniform started out. saw it was Dad, waved him in. 

We parked in a big empty lot, walked to one of the buildings. 
The wind cut right through you. The air smelled like snow. 
The building we went into was big and red and brick and old. 
Inside it was too hot. Dad had me sit down while he talked to 

someone at a window. I looked at magazines. Dad kept talking to 
the person. He raised his voice. Then he was yelling. ~ey told 
me yesterday." was all I heard. 

When he came back to me he looked angry. ·come on. We're 
going hot:ne." 

·What about Mom?" 
'You can't see her." We walked out quickly. "The stupid 

idiots!" 
The cold outside felt colder after the heat inside. 
At the end of the sidewalk Dad stopped, turned me around, 

pointed. 
~at's her room. On the fifth floor. With the ugly pink 

curtains. See them? Only pink curtains on the floor." 
·I see them." I thought I did, anyway. 
~at's where she is. She might be looking out." 
·Mom?" I waved. I thought I saw the curtains move. I waved 

again. ·cet better." 
The curtains didn't move anymore. 

We were quiet going home. Dad drove slow. He asked if I 
wanted an ice cream, but I didn't care. 

We stopped at the boat launch on the Salmon, sat in the car, 
watching the black water chopping up and down in the wind. 
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We went home quicker. Dad stayed outside, messing with the 

back of the truck. He tried moving the boat. It was frozen to the 
ground. He pushed and plied till he got it free, carrted it to the 
truck. 

"What are you doing?" 
"Thought I might take the boat out." 
"Now?" 
He nodded. 
"Can I come too?" 
"You stay here." 
"I don't want to." 
"Just this once." 
"I don't like it by myself. Can't I?" 
He was quiet a long time. "You really want to?" 
"Please." 
He closed his eyes, opened them,looked at me. "All light." He 

gave me a rough hug wth his arm. 
"Should I get the fishing stufl?" 
"Sure, if you want." 
I got the buckets, both rods and tackle boxes. I moved some 

logs that were stuck together and even found a few worms 
underneath. 

Dad wrote a note before we left. 
"That for Mom?" 
"Yeah. For Mom. In case she gets home before we do." 
He put her name on the outside, left it taped to the back door. 

The wind was bad at the liver. Spray blew onto my jacket and 
hood, freezing where it landed. 

When we were in the water and Dad was oartng, I threw my 
lure out. Turning was hard with mittens on, and my fingers got 
numb if I took them off. Water on the line formed into small drops, 
freezing as I reeled in. I had to hold my fingers in front of the reel. 
scraping the ice off the line while I turned it in, or else the whole 
reel clogged and wouldn't move. 

Three Urnes was enough. I put the rod away and watched. 
"No cigar?" 
"Not today. Now leave me alone." 
He was having trouble. All where we'd gone the first time was 

covered with ice. 
"There's no ice on the liver." 
I looked around. "None in the channel either." 
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Dad moved the boat closer to the channel. The ice crunched 

when the oars came down; he had to plop them down hard just 
to get them through. He oared, the boat moved forward a few feet. 
stopped again. Where the ice was thin the boat broke through 
bumping against it. Where it was thicker, the boat slid up on top, 
and then, crunch, the whole piece broke off and we were down in 
the water again. 

"We'll never get there at this rate." 
"We could try the channel." 
The wind was picking up. I had to yell so he could hear. 
"If we can ever get there." 
Slowly Dad turned the boat. We went sideways toward the 

channel. sliding on a section of ice. Crunch, the ice under the 
front part broke. The back part was still out of the water. He 
pushed a little more, and we were off the ice, caught in the 
current, turning round and around and going back toward the 
river. 

"Dad!" 
"I'm doing the best I can!" 
We went back fifty feet before he got us out ofthe current and 

we stopped twirling. We took on a bunch of water. My pants were 
frozen below the knees, the lower part of my boots covered by the 
cold water sloshing back and forth in the bottom of the boat. Ice 
was fom1ing on the sides. 

I took the bucket, balled out what I could. My mittens were 
wet clear through. One minute in the wind and theywerestiff. My 
hands were getting colder. 

Slowly Dad turned the boat upstream. 
Through the bare trees I saw cars going by on the highway. 

too far away to hear, some with their lights on already. 
In front of us a group of twenty mallards moved back and 

forth on the ice. A few waddled to the edge, slid down into the 
water. bobbed around playing, slipped back up onto the hard 
surface, quacking the whole time. 

"How come they don't fall through?" 
"Dad. they're so much smaller." 
He oared once, twice. We barely moved. 
"Can't I do anything right?" 
"We don't have to go there today." 
"I want to!" 
The whole boat was on the ice. He pushed sideways. We slid 

toward the thicker ice near the edge. 
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Crunch. The part where he was sitting went through: mine 

stayed on top. He banged the oars on the ice. He banged them 
again, harder. Nothing happened. 

He pulled the oars out of the oarlocks, stabbed down at the 
ice with them. One slipped out of his hand, slid away on the 
surface. Still the ice held. He leaned out till the boat was half-way 
over, reaching with the oar. but he couldn't get the other one. He 
stabbed at the little space of open water behind the boat with the 
one remaining, tried to push that way. Nothing moved. 

His face was red, beads of sweat all over it. He unzipped his 
jacket, opened the buttons of his shirt. 

I held my hands between my thighs, trying to warm them. I 
could barely feel them. 

"Can we go back?" 
"Can't you see I'm trying?" 
He handed me the oar. "Stab at your end but hold tight! It's 

slippery." 
I tried. 
"Harder." 
I tried with all my might, holding with both hands. The oar 

came down, the paddle part slid on the ice, but that was all. 
"Nothing?" 
I shook my head. 
He took the oar back, used it like a pole, then tried to paddle, 

canoe style. 
"Dad?" We hadn't moved. "Are we stuck?" 
He didn't answer. 
He held the oar in both hands, looking all around the edge of 

the boat. A long time he sat. the oar across his thighs. staring at 
the ice, already reforming around the boat, not saying a word. 

Through the trees I saw scattered headlights going by on the 
highway. 

When at last he did speak his voice was quiet. "This wasn't 
what I had in mind." 
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Starkey Flythe 

Glass of Milk 
Annie Lee, hating her name and clutching a peanut butter 

and jelly sandwich, starts up the stairs, her stairs. The front 
stairs have turned balusters, shiny brass carpet rods, but these 
steps are bare. Plain square sticks hold up the rail which is 
circular, raised up from its base like a running sausage. The ltght 
bulb in these back statrs-for servants once-has been out from 
the time her parents bought the house when she was . seven. 
Someone, not her, would have to get two ladders, one to prop up 
the landing and another to lay across the well to stand on to reach 
the dangling socket. Annie Lee hopes no one will ever replace it. 

She is depressed, alone in the house as usual. She tries to 
cheer herself with the prospect of calling herself A.L. at school 
where she is not popular, dressing like a boy, cap, corduroy 
pants, too-big sweaters, becoming a living dare to the people who 
don't pay any attention to her. 

She knows she should've put the sandwich on a plate. Her 
mother forbids food upstairs anyway. She wonders where her 
mother is. Buying another outfit for her. She wishes-"to hell," 
she says out loud-she could buy her own clothes. Her only hope 
is in her brothers' hand-me-downs. What do boys wear? she 
thinks, licking peanut butter from her wrist. She suddenly 
thinks she should've brought some milk, goes back to the 
kitchen. pours herself a plastic glass (left over from her mother's 
cocktail party last week) and balancing the sandwich on top of 
the glass starts back up again. 

Her right hand feels the rail. It has been sanded down, 
smoothed by years of use. She grips it ltghtly with her fingers. Its 
shape reminds her of seeing her brother, Paynter. naked in the 
bathroom Saturday. 

She'd gone into his bathroom because it had a shower and 
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hers didn't. She had stayed a long time, smoothing the soap over 
her body, touching her new breasts. revelling in the pleasure of 
being by herself and menstrual. She had just finished the 
shower, had turned off the water and was letting it dry on her 
skin. The shower curtain was pulled across the stall when he 
came in. Annie Lee hadn't locked the bathroom door. She hadn't 
thought anybody was in the house. Most ofthe time there wasn't. 
Her mother was always off buying something. Doctor Daddy was 
curing cancer. The housekeeper, Mamacita (a name the woman 
called herself to try to endear herself to the family) was fooling 
around in the garden or asleep from the effort of cooking 
breakfast. Paynter. naked, came into the bathroom. He leaned 
over the handbasin, unconscious of what she had heard so much 
about and never seen. It flopped on the ledge of the white enamel 
basin; she was astonished at its color, at its seeming to have a will 
of its own, at its potential embarrassment to its owner; where. 
she wondered, not daring to breath, would he keep it when it 
wasn't being used. 

She was terrified he'd see her; she reddened at the thought 
he might accuse her of spying. She couldn't stop watching, 
though. Wanted to. He attacked a pimple on his chin, leaning into 
the mirror ofthe medicine chest. From the rear, he looked almost 
like her except he had no hips and the bathing suit line around 
the back and under the armpits from the bra top was missing. His 
legs were covered with fuzz. but not much more than hers would 
be if she didn't shave. He kept pushing against the comer of the 
sink. The comer-it was an old-fashioned washbasin on a stand 
-was between his legs as he put his face close against the glass; 
she could see the mist of his breath, almost breathe it herself if 
she had been breathing. He wiped it away with his hands, wholly 
intent on his face. Slowly. he moved into the sink, pressing 
himself against the smooth white enamel, and then. as slowly, 
pulled away. She felt her heart slugging against her chest. The 
object. the strange tube of flesh- she knew the name, could say 
it if she were breathing - lay and seemed to swell, actually to 
grow, on the shelf of the handbasin. She was sweating. The 
shower stall had no vent: the moisture from the tiles closed in on 
her. She imagined the smooth, cool ofthe enamel he felt pressing 
against his body. She envied his having this strange difference. 

She liked Paynter, he seemed to like her. Seeing him naked 
this way made her feel something stronger for him. St. John, her 
older brother, St. John, "Saint" to rhyme with his twin, Paynt. 
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though called John, barely tolerated her, went through her 
dresser drawers looking for something, anything, a rubber band, 
a safety pin, her panty hose to put on under his ski pants. and 
threw everything on the floor. She had no secrets from him. She 
didn't exist except as an annoyance for him, or as a source. 
someone to steal things from. But Paynt came by her room when 
she was crying. Had given her her first toke. Asked her sometimes 
to go with him downtown. John never let her go with him 
anyplace, wouldn't be seen at school with her. Most people didn't 
even know they were related. She felt for Paynt something, 
something, pleasure in being with him; she felt hopefulness from 
his being really nice to her that later. one day. someone else might 
like her, too- some day- might feel something for her. She 
didn't dare say the word for the part of his body that was stiff and 
seemed strong though moments ago it had been limp as cloth, 
something? Love? "Love your brother" the grafitti said. Love. But 
something was wrong. As wrong as her being there in the first 
place, not breathing in the shower stall. It was wrong though 
nothing else she had ever felt, nothing, felt as good as the feeling 
of being with him, even thinking about him; and had she been 
really like him and had that thing too. she would have shown it 
off to her friends at school, and used it and that would have made 
her popular, that would've proved once and for all she was the 
biggest dare, and she would've thanked her brother for that. 

Now. going up the stairs in the dark, she sees him in her mind 
that day. the moment when his face pigged against the mirror, his 
eyes rolled back into his head, his butt pushing faster and faster 
into the washstand until he made the noise of an animal locked 
up in a pen trying to get out and a shower of something, she knew 
what that was. too, like melted ice cream had splattered all over 
the bathroom floor. He had stood there, trembling a moment. 
She'd thought he might be having a convulsion. He had leaned 
back, completely lost in himself and a kind of splendor flushed 
his face. She thought he was beautiful. The tan, the white line 
where his bathing suit separated what the world saw from what 
she was seeing, the brief twitch, than the elegant looseness of all 
his muscles made her think she was seeing something that 
united her with all the other women of the world. It made her a 
woman, seeing. She knew at that moment he would discover her. 
That would wreck their friendship. But he didn't see her. He 
existed at that second only for himself. She thought even if he'd 
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seen her he wouldn't have seen her. 

She opens the door at the top 'of the stairs to the hall. She 
takes a sip ofthe milk. She walks down the hall to her room. The 
door is open. St. John has been in her room. He has taken her 
Coppertone, probably smeared himself with it and left the half 
empty jar opened on her bed where it is turned over and in the 
heat melting and staining the sheets. She picks it up and sets the 
milk and sandwich on the floor by her bed. She takes a bite of the 
sandwich and lies down wondering why it doesn't bother her she 
is dripping peanut butter on the sheets the way her brother had 
dripped the suntan oil. 

"Somebody else's mess," she says to the sandwich. 
"What?" Paynter, asks, standing in the doorway. He is 

wearing his underpants. Usually the three of them, her twin 
brothers and herself. did not go between each other's rooms that 
way. 

"I brought you something," he says. "This is a tube but it's 
just as good as the jar." He hands her a tube ofCoppertone. "I'm 
sorry Saint got in your stuff. He's just a natural door puller. Give 
me a bite?" 

"No! Get your own!" she says, sorry the minute she says it. 
"Just a little," he says, coming close. 
"No!" she smiles. She tries to cram the sandwich in her mouth 

to keep it from him. 
"Oh, no you don't," he says, trying to grab it from her hand. 

Some of the peanut butter falls on his arm. Without thinking 
beyond that it is hers, she licks it off just as he lunges for the 
sandwich. His body seems to her to give off extreme heat. His skin 
against hers makes her tingle. It is a kind of warmth that is like 
fire you wanted to touch. You don't draw back from it. 

"Give!" 
"No!" sne says. "It's mine!" 
"One bite," he says, chomping down on the sandwich at the. 

other end. 
His being there in his jockey shorts, his tumbling onto her 

bed, his mouth that close to hers, the heat he is giving off scares 
her with pleasure she doesn't understand. She is wearing a 
halter, shorts. 

"No!" she squeals. "Get up!" She pushes him off the bed. He 
lands on the floor upsetting the glass of milk. 

"Now look what you've done!" She tries to sound mad. He lays 
back on the bed, parallel to her. She is surprised at how quickly 
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he gets back on the bed. A railroad track, his body next to hers. 
They could go on like this, never meeting but being together, she 
thinks. Permanently close. Their legs are straight, Annie thinks, 
straight and pretty. Orange-brown from the summer. 

He says, "You are thinking? If at all?" 
"I'm thinking I have to clean up the spilt milk. You know what 

milk that's soured smells like on a carpet after a week?" 
"Daffodils?" 
"You guess everything!" 
"You smell good," he says. 
"Peanut butter. A favorite perfume." 
"No, you do." 
She wants to tell him he smells good. He doesn't exactly. A 

kind of salt. wet milkshake odor. Her heartbeat, she thinks, 
follows a pattern like rickrack along the bottom of her rib cage. 
She is afraid to talk. Somehow, without either moving, they are 
touching along their legs. The fringe of hair along his legs 
touches her, makes her twitch; he puts his hand very gently, 
almost timidly, under her neck and brings his mouth to her 
cheek very near her mouth and kisses her. a kiss that meets the 
skin ofherface openmouthed, warm, soft; she thinks her mother 
must be standing in the door. threatening, promising punish-
ment. She pulls away from him. He says, quietly, "You're a good 
girl, A.L." His mouth stays on her cheek moving towards her ear 
with its message, riding, like a platform. just above the skin. She 
goes rigid, hates herself for sounding stiff and unnatural. 

"I'll make you a sandwich." 
"I don't want a sandwich," he says. His mouth is still there. 

The breath, the same breath she had seen on the mirror in the 
bathroom that day, hangs in suspension between the lips it has 
left and the ear it is aimed for. "Annie!" he says. 

She can't speak. She moves her leg. she thinks of it as·west; 
she has to get up and find a paper towel to clean up the milk. "I'll 
smell that. I have to get something." She feels she is in a glass box. 
She hits the glass wall that surrounds her and it paralyzes her 
every resolve to move. 

"Annie," he says, his voice low as a call in the woods, some 
animal's cry. She rolls, her body almost unknown to her, a load 
of uncooperative bricks, not away from him-she convinces 
herself she had meant to move away-but right into him. He is 
rigid, his hand firmly behind her neck. She looks into his face 
with such a strong presumption of innocence that he smiles, un-
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moving, frozen ahnost but for the heat he gives off. 

She has never looked anybody in the face before. She always 
glances in shyness. or defiance. away. The hours she has stared 
into the mirror wondering what she could do to change, what 
plastic surgery cost. wondering if someone. anyone, would ever 
like her, or look at her the way she was looking at herself. failed 
to prepare her. Paynter's face is honest, straight. The features 
she has not liked in her own face strike her as beautiful in his. 
His eyes, green with light and dark flecks of what appears to her 
orange and brown from his sunburn, open up into an absence 
that seems to need her. want her. She feels the Ups of her little 
breasts against the white cotton halter. The light in the room 
from the windows settles in the green. inflames the orange. 

He keeps saying, "You are thinking?" She listens for the 
question mark. doesn't hear. His not touching her is much more 
painful than something she could feel with physical closeness or 
violence. She puts her leg backward, she thinks, as if she is 
marching away. She is staring so deeply into his eyes she cannot 
blink. Her senses seem to be switched off at her main circuit box. 
Her nostrils open in a desperate attempt to catch the smell of 
peanut butter as her only reality. the smell of summer, of outside, 
of the room with her little bottles of perfumes. But there is only 
the salt smell of his body. She can hear. she thinks, his breathing 
but she realizes it is her own. He is moving his lips. saying 
something. She thinks how wise, how much older he is, cleverer 
than her. not to say anything, but to say. since she cannot fathom 
what he is actually saying, everything. 

"Do you want to?" he might be saying. But it could be, "No, 
get up now." She hears him shouting in the distance though he 
is an inch away. "Annie Lee? Yoo-hooo? Come to earth. Want to 
see what I bought you?" Her mother's voice, takes on a stolid 
meaningfulness, steps out of Paynter's mouth, the same march 
and direction her leg had moved away from him with. '"You want 
a sandwich?" The voice screeches through Paynter's mouth. The 
mouth is his, hers, St. John's, her mother's. Their voice. It runs 
up the back steps and crashes into the door. Annie Lee can hear 
it now, but she isn't moved by it. Every voice. teacher. father, 
mother, she has heard and not heeded is stopped now at the pine 
door, the rough, dark door that closed off her stairs from the 
white kitchen with the botanical prints on the walls, the needle-
point sampler that said "Bless This Mess," the rooms that had 
been done over and the ones that hadn't. Nothing has been 
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touched on the back stairs. They are hers. Her mother's voice 
tries to ascend: the door throws the voice back. 

Annie lies still. scared at the noise her breath makes. Paynter 
looks at her as if the sound of her breath is striking him deaf. He 
gets up from her bed. grabs a towel from the bathroom doorknob 
and wraps it around him. He snatches a necktie-his father' s-an 
effort of Annie Lee's to look like a boy-and ties it around his 
sweating neck as their mother throws the door wide, then closes 
it a little. 

She stands for an instant. the heritage of mothers suspect-
ing their children heavy on her. Her nose breaks down the smells 
of the peanut butter sandwich, the glass of spilled milk, some-
thing else her brain hesitates over and lets go quickly. 

Annie Lee stares up at her mother with a kind of respect 
Paynter's absurd costume fails to destroy. She wonders if her 
mother saw her father the way she has seen Paynter. whether she 
was able to appraise him from the privacy of a shower stall or 
whether she had to take him on faith. Out of that faith she'd been 
born or out of that knowledge. That would've meant they meant 
her. "What is that smell?" her mother asks. 

With two older brothers. Annie Lee thinks, it was bound to 
have been knowledge 

She begins to answer her mother. 
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John Morgan 

Above The Tanana 
A sequence of poems 

The Tanana River rises in the western 
Yukon Territory and flows northwest for about 

eight hundred miles across Alaska 
before joining the Yukon. The setting of this 

sequence is a ledge overlooking the river 
near Fairbanks, Alaska, with a long view south 

to the Alaska Range. 

From the collection Walking Past Midnight 
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John Morgan 

January 

for William Stafford 

The first returns of light at ten a.m.-pale 
strips of salmon colored cloth sewn 

to high clouds, in hazy silhouette 
the distant range. I look down 

on the river stalled with ice. The other day 
a fog bank sat here like a blank gray wall. 

The airport closed. And I myself had stalled, 
voiceless in the cold. The world, you wrote, 

will give and give. I know it takes back too. 
But now the lengthy dark begins to lift. 

Last night I dreamt I'd built a wooden platform 
on this ledge. A thousand friends 

and faces that I've known all crowded in 
-and you among them, Bill-to share 

the view. With animation, fingers pointing, 
we agreed, we disagreed by turns, I had my say-

a righteous gathering. And even now I'm 
not alone. Two shrill squirrels chitter back 
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What voice I have iS partly theirs. In growing 

light-the tracks of skis and snow-machines. 
I scan for moose and feel the space, 

a fourth dimension opening me up, as if a man 
could blossom to himself in such a place. 

The first low sun's bright orange seed 
pierces a V -shaped cleft beside Mt. Hayes 

and picks me out. My dream was laced 
with friendly argument that proved 

the flow of everything toward light. 
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February 

for the Kahn-Morgan Social Club, 1945-48 

62 

I've climbed down here again and everything's 
changed-a quilt of gray covers the flats. 

A hundred miles south the sharp peaks float 
in massive diSconnection from the land. 

It looks like you could sail a ship beneath them. 
Out skiing on the river yesterday, I skirted 

domes and cracks of shifted ice, as slanting 
flurries tapped against my goggles, and looking 

toward thiS ledge I thought I saw 
my absence, staring at the skier down below. 

Kid snow-machiners. masked like aliens, 
looped by-and then my glide began to slow 

where water seeping through an open lead 
had turned the trail to sludge, caking my skis. 

I knelt and snapped them off. And, walking, I remembered 
Rockaway, the winter I was-three and had the mumps-

snow filling up the yard above my chin. 
While all four older cousins in our house 
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were sent two mUes or more through mounting drifts 
to scout up some 'essentials' at the store, 

I fogged the window, watching jealously, 
untU at last my eye was taken by those 

countless flakes of darkness in the sky. 
that sifting downward lifted up the yard 

turning it white. At five we moved away. 
I saw my cousins rarely then and learned 

the artifice that knits up separations. A mind 
must travel far to find its home. StUl, 

when snow comes down. though forty-one, 
I'm waiting for my cousins in that storm. 
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March 

for Arthur Morgan 

Squinting at the glare of melted and 
refreezing slush-the ice-thick river fierce 

with sun-I see through haze the hospital's 
white room, your arms extruding bright machinery, 

your mind in partial ruin. Mother gripped 
the phone and calmed her voice: "Your father's 

had a stroke." You've lost the names 
and call the pen they hold up "something 

that you write with," and the watch 
"a thing for telling time." I shut my eyes, 

reaching for what it means to be in love 
with words and have them blotted out. 

I understand your anger; Strange what time will 
bury and exhume: when I was sick I used to think 

my feet were mountains down at the horizon 
of the bed. You were one peak, mother 

was the other, and sheet flowed like a 
glacier; its whiteness soothed my fever. 

Below me on the river, a black setter drags 
a toddler on her orange sled. A woman jogs behind. 

I break a chip of spruce-bark, smell its resin 
and recall Muir Woods-the green enormous shade-
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which we visited last ChriStmas. Ben 
led the way-"C'mon, Artie!" -half a mile up 

a side trail till we turned him. You were 
having trouble breathing. Now I sit here 

stung by whiteness. going over mother's words. 
"TTle doctors think it's hopeful; there's 

no leakage to the brain." We left out 
· "death" and rushed on to "recover," but a wind 

comes off the river: I hug myself. 
I shiver. and my lungs 

are short of breath. 
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April 
for the New RocheUe High Class of '61 

A crane, in snow showers, drifts above the rtver 
where, thiS morning, two jet fighters buzzed 

the flats. I look for other signs of life. 
A scrap of blue-green color on the ground 

turns out to be the wrapper of a half-inch 
firecracker. Did Jeffrey-ten next Thursday-

set it off? Last fall (as thought steps back) 
at our 25th reunion, Molly, now a writer of romances 

seemed old in flashy make-up and long lashes. 
We danced in the 9th grade to Buddy Holly 

holding close, and once, in nursery school 
as I recall, we shed our underpants 

to have a look. Now 'Muzzy' (John Mazzulo) 
is a medical professor, adamantly gay. 

And most bizarre~ohn Seaman. our 
annual class president, still Ma real 

nice guy," has made himself a star 
in porno flicks. But look at me. With hair 

down to my shoulders, back each from far 
Alaska and a poet-I'm one of the exotics 

of the class. We sat on the grass beside 
the whitewashed Tom Paine Cottage-kept 
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as it was by those radical D.A.R.s--and talked 
about the ones who weren't there. Steph, 

my hopeless crush in the third grade, 
dead of a brutal tumor these ten years, 

and Andy Mtller, 6-2 white point-guard, who 
turned to drugs and dealing, and got blown awa 

I said we'd put on masks: balding, gray, 
and wrinkled "monster" versions of ourselves. 

And now banning that thought, knitting 
my brows. I spot a spider netting two 

spruce boughs. What's near at hand grows deeper 
in the evening light. Beyond her web 

the mountains darken under storms. A crescent moon 
flies suddenly among the splotchy clouds. The river's 

mud-green current swells under thinning ice. 
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May 

for Nancy 

Here are the pasques, those 
purple-arising, yellow-hearted flowers 

brave as spring. And far below, 
a duck, small bursts of wing-power 

motoring along. Perched on a root above 
the slough, we watch the melt of ice 

flow west, a tent of wood that piles 
on a bar, a dark bird looping lark-like 

down-so artless, unintended 
like that kiss to which our lips 

were given twenty years ago. There 
on the banks of an urban river 

I fixed you in my heart and you 
were young as tenderness itself. 

A raven passing overhead: he chortles, 
caws, and sings, coaxing his mate 

along. I add them to my list. Birds 
to what purpose? Seeds of a garden 

rooted in the mind. I knew when I 
first saw you, I could outwait the facts. 
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Now, where mountains, sharp and white, 
are rimmed with sk}r, where river ripples 

stipple dark and light. here on this 
shelf-hushed, we can almost hear 

the tune the earth is singing to itself. 
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June 

for Ben Wld Jeffrey 

Slaps of a paddle and the rambling 
drone of Discovery's guiding voice 

through a microphone (stem-wheeler crammed 
with tourists small as ants) carry 

up to us across the sweet and 
treacherous Tanana, river cold with 

glacial melt. whose banks we've 
climbed from. "And here's an anthill, Jeffrey"-

Ben points down, loving the little 
like his own. We settle on the 

roots of a forward spruce. I show them 
tiny petals of blue vetch. Not 

far from here last summer a 
nameless teenager launched his car 

off a ledge full-speed and 
looped into the depths, with no 

trace found. Worried about edges. 
I take Ben's hand. Jeffrey at nine 

will have to fend for himself 
soon. He points out the brilliant red 



--------------------------------------------* 

of a wild rose bud, can't believe these 
faded petals are the same. A freaked-

out squirrel chitters, drumming, just above 
our heads, then dashes up the trunk-high 

comedy-while Jeffrey counts the measures of 
a haiku he will enter at the Fair: 

BrWiches hanging down 
Whistle tn the breezy air. 
Winter is coming. 
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July 

for John HUdebrand 

The wind ts up, the cottony seeds 
of poplars ride the blow. The river's 

full of life-salmon, burbots, 
and beavers near the shore. Seagulls 

float above and call. Last year you 
sat here too and said, 11le river's 

the old road-the only way to go." 
We talked about your boat, your 

thousand mile journey to the coast. 
The water moves against the wind, 

its motion giving access to 
new thought. Is that black thing a log 

or what-poking around across the way 
where smoke angles from a ftsh-camp tent 

like scented silver spray. Alone 
I find I've spread like smoke. 

Hurried here and there among the fertile 
trees, mosquitoes shun me. How close am I 

to grace (I ask) and then recall 
I'm forty-two this month, halfway to 
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hell and gone. Still, what's another year? 
I'm always different but the same. 

You built a cabin once, hoping to find 
a life, and found your separate 

loneliness instead, when your first child 
died. Ah, John. I've built here too, 

five thousand miles from my youth. 
Each journey circles round sam~ 

absent truth. Meanwhile, I'm going 
no place in this snow of seeds, 

finished with one more year, one 
half a life. and starting out again. 
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August 

for Bill and Tina 

Brown river, muddy and high, braiding 
through islands, weaves out of the east 

heavy with smoke. A fishwheel combs 
the farther shore: the season's 1n decline. 

Good friends who built our house, 
in the sudden bust of the oil 

economy are trucking out. We've watched them 
frame a cabin on the back of their Chevy pick-up, 

load the family 1n and sway off south. 
The nameless goldfish stays with us. Also 

the unloadable canoe. Alone on this 
companionable root I watch my thoughts 

flare into rhyme, as if the Tanana touched me off. 
Loud buzz of a fireplane draws my eye through 

layered greens. I think of that laborious 
acrobat Monet and wrestle with my focus 

on the way the smokey light flattens 
distant trees to strokes of gray. At my feet, 

a dragonfly drops to the sawdust 
some busy ants have lugged from this aging spruce. 
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Imagine the labyrinth I crouch above, 
like a curious but unhelpful deity. 

I hear the slap of a beaver, busy on the slough. 
Woodsmoke's a sour sauce. It's temporary here. 

While fires prowl the edge of town, our banks 
go broke tn empty malls. An antique four-prop 

circles into view, then tunnels into smoke. 
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September 

for Robert Lowell 

The mountains, Deborah, Hess and Hayes, 
like ghosts, step fotward in white, recede 

in angled grays. And thirty degrees from 
south, a rainbow hangs a fickle swatch 

above a stand of yellowed birch. 
Aspen and birch still hold their leaves, 

and every now and then a noisy motor boat 
comes in, crushing its predecessor's waves. 

The slough's low shine gives some of 
this picture back-inverting trees and sky. 

If art were simply mirroring, 
I'm sure it does a better job than I. Alone 

at early dusk with a last mosquito or two, 
and one chilled, unexpected grasshopper, 

my thoughts jump back to you-a rangy master, 
making the commonplace and the uncommon 

heart speak out in that adopted urbane . 
southern voice. Among the cautious intellects 

at Harvard, you stood for something else. 
I see your big hands shaping space, 
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your index finger stirring an imaginary cup, 
and for a moment I can feel your crazy weight 

lounging here beside me on this shelf. What 
would you make of this jigsaw-puzzle picture 

time and place: The river's autumn sweep, 
so wide and low (the gulls and geese have left) 

with dark gray sandy bars a few days shy of snow. 
Great cloud-decked sky whose arch includes 

a horse's mane, dark stippled fish, and 
the charcoaled muscles of an open heart. 
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October 

for Jeny Cable 

The trees are softened by a touch of snow 
that cottons what was harsh a day ago. I tune 

my ear to the rtfiles where the river 
tumbles in the slough and hear dim music. 

Against the view, I see your bearded face 
gone gray and hear your heavy breathing 

as the sleep-gas takes effect. Today 
the men who couldn't solve your pain 

last spring will cut again. ChriSt, 
thirty pounds ago they made you give up drink! 

Now I begin to shiver, stand and jog in place, 
keeping a distance from the edge. Old friend, 

we've lost or summer tans. Sometimes I curse 
the bland miscalculations of our lives ... 

-Next day; skim-ice on the slough, 
and floating down the river thousands of 

growing shapes, each roughened with a three-inch 
pelt of snow. An Africa drifts by me, 

a Japan-these puzzle pieces merged of ice and mind-
whales and raccoons, a ferret and a shark. 
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And the magnified shape of something worse. 
They sliced you open yesterday, and found 

a tiny ice-boat aiming its malignant 
cold harpoon-and then they closed you up. 

Your new face floats before me, 
one of the presences the river bears. 

Like souls, I think, that gather in the mountains 
and raft to the Bering Sea. Or those intriguing 

oddballs, Jerry, who ride your poems. 
breathing the sharp impression of your 

feeling art. But when the ice floe stalls, 
and winter saps the earth's robust physique .. . ? 

This goes beyond my competence to speak. 
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November 

for Muriel Morgan 

White duns, the sifting ash of snow. 
Blight burnished metal saucepan sun, hung 

low to my light-so alien it might not 
be a star. On this uninhabitable outer world 

drier than Mars, I've made a ladder of logs 
and climbed down to my spot, exposed 

to the Wind and view. It's ten below, 
but under the ice a rush of water, heard ... 

then lost in the sudden shaking roar 
of a jet, braking on a runway-taking off'?-

six miles from here. Suppose I strip 
myself bare-unzip my parka, snap off 

this sheepskin vest, down to the long-johns 
underneath, in homage to the cold, to make 

it speak. Out of my throat a forcing shout 
carrtes from the center of my lungs 

and you could count the miles, count 
the years that voice has traveled from its first 

intrepid screaming as your doctor dreamed me forth. 
Mom, you wouldn't like it here. Too much 
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of cold, of space, of the meandering, 
ice-paved river. You prefer right angles 

and ("once you've seen a mountain or a moose ... ") 
you are a generalist. get lost in the 

particulars of place. A patch of orange fog 
above an open lead. That mystic pinkish glow 

below the range, as in a painting by O'Keeffe. 
I sit before this canvas, slowly baking 

into what I was. a city boy before a window. gazing 
into snow as warmed imagination washes out my grief. 
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December 

for Spirit 

Toward the end of the year-perhaps 
this is always the case-I'm 

looking for a sign. The mountains, like a 
massive wave, rush upon the land. 

And striking from below the southwest flange, 
sunlight flames the upper sky. Darkness 

flows from the east at three in the afternoon. 
This month, except for bombs and 

hijacked planes, I'd be in Israel. 
Is one place better than the next? 

Like minor stars three snow-machines 
approach downriver with swift. silent speed. 

We've trotted to the slough and back. 
Overdressed, in double-insulated mittens 

and down pants. I watch you chew the snow, 
wearing the comfortable hair of a dog. 

Hot breath fogs-my glasses, while you 
nip a thorny branch whose brittle 

bract enfolds the rose. In Sixteenth Century 
Palestine, young Rabbis paced the graveyards 
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of the ancient Torah-tellers, smelt the tar-smell 
of redemption burning in their templed hearts. 

They knew, no less than Christians do, 
this world must be remade. Is it 

too late? The other night, at twenty-eight below, 
a green aurora branched across the sky. 

I watched the sickle moon dip toward 
the range. Orton bristled overhead, 

jeweled sword. and golden belt of stars: 
his state was all the wide and snowy west. 

Now that the year is almost dead, have I 
done what I set out to do? How have I changed? 

At four, the evening star shines through. 
the southwest rim is still in flames. 
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Eric Nelson 

Mrs. Mitchell's Needles 

Dead nine months when we moved in, 
she left reminders. Ghosts 
of picture frames, stains 
in the medicine chest, red polish 
at 78 on the thermostat and at OFF 
on the oven. 

We got remover for the polish, 
paint for the walls. 
We shored the fractured steps, 
replaced shutters, doorknobs, valves, 
the full-length mirror. 
We stripped, spackled, primed, finished. 
We hung our prints. 

The creaks and shifts that woke us 
we don't hear anymore. 
Still, where her shaking hands dropped 
them, years of needles lie 
snagged in the carpet. 
With our shoes off 
we step like guests. 
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Kristopher Saknussemm 

The Flamingo Conspiracy 

I'll put it to you like this-
if you'd been going to classes with the same kids, 
boys and girls together the whole time, 
what would you think if one morning Mrs. Kremser 
ushered all the girls out of the multipurpose room 
and Mr. Wallace ordered all the boys into the gym? 

Would it worry you if your routine 
of building California missions out of sugar cubes 
and inflating flabby wet chunks of cow lungs 
with Sweetheart straws was suddenly interrupted 
by a 45-minute film on waterbirds ? 

We weren't stupid, we knew something was up. 
But we were trapped, forced to learn about 
cormorants, penguins, petrels, puffins, ibises and heron-
all of us dead curious, of course, 
about what was going on with the girls. 
For the first time, I think we really noticed them. 
We even missed them a little. 

Grant Dorset, who was two years older than the rest of us 
thought he knew what was happening, so naturally 
Carl Spock claimed he knew too, but I didn't 
trust either of them because they once put 
a cigarette out in my ear. 
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It was hard to pay attention to the birds. being so 
curious and all. but the colors were very bright 
and the sound was turned way up. so I actually 
started to get interested. especially in the flamingos-
then suddenly the reel ended and everybody was 
knocking over chairs to get out to the blacktop 
where all the girls were milling around. smiling strangely. 

"You don't think they saw a film on landbirds ?" 
asked Dieter. the butterball with the bristly hair 
we gave knuckleburns to. 
"Jesus. Dieter! Act your age. 
not your IQ" said Noel. as he ran over to quiz the girls. 

Like us. he figured as soon as we got a hold 
of the Blabbermouth. Nancy Shaw. we'd get to the bottom 
of the mystery, but even she was very coy. 
It felt like something strange had happened. 
The girls were acting like they'd been let in on 
a big secret. as if they'd somehow gotten older 
than us in only an hour. 

Then Noel came running back 
with his report. "They saw a movie too,"he said. 
"It was about a red dress." 

A red dress? we all said. 

"Yeah. this little girl grows up 
into a real girl and her mother buys her a red dress. 
The rest was all about washing up. You know. about 
keeping clean and stuff." 

"Jesus! Who'd want a red dress?" said Paul Marhenky. 

"What's the matter. Stinky. do you wanna blue one?" 
said Noel as he ran off to climb the backstop. 
thinking the puzzle solved. 
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I wasn't satisfied though, so after social studies 
I cornered Lonnie Child, who kind of liked me. 
and she told me the movie was about bleeding 
and how babies are made. She told me that girls 
have eggs inside them, but not like the kind of eggs 
you buy at Safeway. Then she told me that boys 
have this kind of milk inside them-full of little 
swimming things with tails like tadpoles. It was 
enough to make you sick. 

She said the girls get eggs and bleed. 
Boys get directions. then the boy sticks his weener 
in the angina and squirts tadpoles 
that mix with her eggs and one of the eggs 
becomes a baby unless the boy wears a balloon. 

I didn't know what to say to that. 
I tried to tell her that we learned about eggs too. 

I told her about the flamingos, but she didn't care. 
She said we got the wrong film. We were suppose to see one 
about weeners and tadpoles, but someone got confused 
and we got flamingos instead. I figured she was confused, 
or the teachers had told her to say all that-that it was 
part of the big trick being played on the boys. 

Things just weren't the same anymore. I watched Amy 
Swanson 

stomp out of a perfectly good dodgeball game 
because she claimed it was "immature." 
The way she strutted past a group of boys 
who were fighting by the drinking fountain 
reminded me of one of the birds in the movie. 
Then I looked at Lonnie and her cheeks flushed 
bright pink. She was playing with her hair. 
shifting .from one leg to the other. 
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I wanted to talk to some older kids-
to find out if anything weird had happened to them. 
What else weren't we told? First my father claims I came 
from God, then Mr. Gaskell. our science teacher tells us 
we're really made of pieces of dead stars. Now Lonnie 
was telling me I was full of tadpoles and that I'd once 
been an egg and had only been born because my father 
didn't wear a balloon when he got directions. 
It was pretty clear to me. Somebody was lying. 

Noel thought so too, so after school 
we took his Daisy gun to the dump 
and shot up Dr Pepper cans and tried to work it out. 
We gave the matter some serious thought 
and what Noel came up with made me feel a lot better. 
He said, "I don't know about the flamingos and stars 
but I reckon Dieter's a tadpole if I ever saw one. 
and if I were you, I'd still ask Lonnie to the carnival. 
It's not her fault she's got eggs." 

So I asked her, and she said yes, 
and I bought her black licorice ropes 
and a strawberry snowcone and she got sick on the 
Scrambler, 
and two weeks later the tadpole film came 
just like she said it would, and while we laughed 
at the pictures of penises, the girls had to watch 
a movie about the building of the Hoover Dam, 
and Noel tricked Dieter into sitting in rubber cement and I 
was right about things never being quite the same again. 
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Kristopher Saknussemm 

Triage 

Someday we will no longer be 
nostalgic for that moment when 
the paranoia of the Cold War balanced 
the promise of the Space Age. 

No one will give 
a damn about the days 
of sonic booms, when 
the windows would almost break 
and Emily Akin, whose breath 
smelled like celery would bolt 
to the tanbark, and lift her skirt 
to catch all the birds 
she expected to fall. 

Civil defense will have become 
a way of life. 
But once upon a September day. 
it was a game we played. 
MGood practice. M someone 
from the Board of Education said. 

The teachers put on white smocks and 
hardhats, the fire department came. 
and a man with suede elbow patches 
explained air raids. He told us 
teamwork is the key to survival. 
He made me a doctor and Pam Cook, a nurse-
the other kids became casualties. 
They wore signs that said things like 

89 



*-----------------------------------------

90 

Head Injury and Third Degree Bums. 
We were supposed to sort them out 
and line them up according to 
the nature of the damage. 

Adam Tarkington couldn't stop 
laughing. He closed his eyes 
and kept running into people 
saying 'Tm blind! I can't see!" 

Miss Kavanaugh, who was later fired 
for not wearing underwear, 
twisted her ankle when he collided 
with her. No one else was hurt, 
at least not that you could see-
not unless you'd grown up with them. 

I saw the signs hanging around 
their necks. But when I read the words 
Internal Bleeding or Radiation Poisoning, 
all I could see was Jamie Hogebom, 
whose ears got red when we kidded him 
about his crew cut or accused him of farting. 
I wanted to say I know you, all ofyou. 
You're Eugene Berg. You stutter. I saw you 
crying alone in the schoolyard once 
when the chain nets on the basketball hoops 
were ringing in the wind. And you, Tina Bramlett-
your real father's in San Quentin 
for killing that man. They found the body 
washed up in the Carquinez Strait. 

I wanted to tell them it was going to be 
all right. Everything. 
But I couldn't touch them. If I reached 
out for Jamie, he would've thought I was a fairy. 
If I tried to take Tina's hand, she would've said 
I had cooties. 
I tried hard to look like I 
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remembered what I'd been told, 
but it was difficult to concentrate. 
On the other side of the backstop, 
Mr. Estevez was using a bullhorn 
to encourage some shock victims. 
He kept saying No pushing. Come on now, find that shelter. 
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Brad Schaedler 

Highway Dive Blues 
December 1986 

Ranch girl with a snowman face, 
coal eyes too deeply buried 
and bulk precariously balanced on cowboy boots 
danced in the barroom haze; 

her blood-red blouse 

and blue jeans melted on 
a thin, weathered roughneck 
who swayed like a brown sunflower stalk 
to some twangy lament 

of love spent in a drainage ditch. 

An audience, we were hands of applause, 
a judgment as chisel to stone. 
With a scribbled smile and bow of her wrung hair, 
she plowed into the night 

slick and cold as marble. 
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Willa Schneberg 

Wooden Bird 

The wooden bird on my kitchen wall 
that usually hangs 
by its tail on nylon wire 
I hold in my lap and rub 
as 1f it were Aladdin's lamp. 
It carries me to the rickety bus 
last year in Mexico 
disappearing into hills 
the color of adobe churches. 
Night pushes through the window 
and the woman sitting next to me 
who wore three cages on her back 
through the streets of Oaxaca, 
a canary in each cage, 
now sets them down 
and covers them with black cloth. 
She lowers her head in my lap, 
sensing I feel as weary. 
In the morning, parting 
she gives me a cage, the canary singing. 
But at the border it's taken from me. 
The claws dig deep into a guard's shoulder 
and what remains inside the cage 
is memory 
deadwood carved to look like it chirps 
painted yellow as if it flies. 
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Willa &hneberg 

Darkest Mrica 

jorTex 

I loved the moss-hatred gii-1, never cared to look 
in the medicine-cabinet to see if she had any 
bottled green liquid, never wanted to touch her hair 
out of fear that it wasn't springy-soft. 
I first saw her in the freak tent sitting in front of a forest 
back-drop and first spoke to her when I offered 
her a glass of my pink lemonade for nothing since 
it was so hot and the sweat snaked down her temples. 
Before, I tried selling balloons, but never felt right 
tacking them so I could sell more, I even apprenticed 
with the knife swallower, until I learned that he 
held them in his throat and kept good farmers' 
knives to hock later. But the moss-haired girl 
said she wouldn't many me if I barked lemonade 
for the rest of my life, so I put on spangled pink 
tights. got into the center right to understand how 
lions are like sheep, if one jumps over you all the 
rest will follow, but the whip and pistol even filled 
with blanks made me jumpy from power I didn't 
desetve and I didn't like the crowd the way I used to. 
knowing that when I opened the lion's mouth wide 
and stuck my head in, they wished for the worst. 
After we tied the knot, the moss-hatred girl started 
hanging her wig on a hook and sleeping bald and I 
would spend more and more time with Helena, the 



--------------------------------------------* 

gorilla who McKay trained to wear stockings with 
garters and to pour tea so well that Stoke-on-Trent, 
England designed a tea set especially for her. And 
night after night we would scheme how I would 
spring her and take her home to darkest Africa. 
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Carole Stone 

A Spin 

Who remembers running boards, 
the way a man could stand, one foot perched, 
peer down the blouse of his neighbor's wife-
how her hand touched his naked arm, 
as she leaned out 

or the way girls sat on the running boards 
of their father's cars, 
trading secrets before he left for work 
and shooed them off to school. 

Tiptoe, I stood on the running board 
of my father's Packard for a kiss. 
"I'll be back soon," he called, 
driving off with a woman 
beside him, "and take you for a spin." 

In the late afternoon, I dozed at my post. 
Miles away, the windshield splintered, 
the radio stopped like a heart. 
Saying goodbye is all I remember of him. 
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Barbara Unger 

Resemblance 

In her new short haircut 
my daughter resembles 
my mother as a flapper, 

warms her musician's hands 
in pockets of my mother's 
Hudson seal coat. 
well-brushed treasure. 

Under the street light 
I think I see 
an organ grinder 
and his tam o'shanter 
daughter. 

She twirls around him, 
collecting stars 
like copper pennies 
as they fall 
into his waiting cup. 

When I look up, nothing 
but ochre shadow. dust 
a city streetlamp 

and this girl in a shabby sealskin coat 
talking of living for art. 
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Jack Zucker 

The Poet of Isham Street 

Delicate. frail, with eyes 
blue as agate, a middle-aged woman 
moved to Isham Street when I 
turned eleven. I hardly saw her, I thought 
she found the spilling garbage cans 
too much, discovered no pleasure 
in the squat hags who sat on the stoop, 
great-veined legs in view. 

Once I looked in her rooms 
and saw shelves cluttered 
with curious things: 

an Egyptian goddess, 
a rough-edged cross, 

a milk-white pitcher, a knight's 
prancing horse. 

I felt my head spin. Why 
did she live on Isham Street 
when her place looked like a museum? 
Sometimes 
I could see her at the window, 
as if the streets 
were lovely to her. 

Boys snooped 
in garbage cans, found poems that 
squiggled across blue-edged 
pages (arranged crazily it seemed): 
they spoke of linnets' beaks, sparrows' feet, 
and a mortuary gentleman 
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waiting courteously in the wings 
with diamond stickpin 
and ironic, beautiful smile. 

"Hers," they laughed, 
and I laughed too, but later alone 
I read her poems-

Who rode astride 
the angel's wings? Who 
was Daphne, who was Jael? What 
significance had names 

like Cranach, Vermeer, 
Van der Weyden, Baudelaire? 

What meanings were hinted 
by rusted carriages, coarse sunflowers 
with bristling stems, man-sized 
toads with puffed legs? 

I shrugged my shoulders 
and walked outside 
where stickball raged 
among the hydrants, man-hole covers 
and honking cars. 

Two weeks later 
an ambulance came, and an ice-thin 
figure was carried outside, 
followed by no one. 
The super, Jim, sold her chit-chats, 
her books, and for three years 
Her style had changed-she wrote about 
the iron grace of garbage cans, the ectasy of 
stickball, the animal loveliness 
of boys' cries. 
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When Jim was replaced 
(he'd read the poems too, and thought 
them objects fit for a church). a new 
efficient super came-the box was thrown 
on a garbage truck, and her poems mixed 
with the orange peels and ham bones 
whose beauty they'd celebrated 
in dainty leaping rhymes 
that gurgled like water 
down steep hillsides. 
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Stephen Phillip Policoff 

Blind Angels 
Until she met Simon, Lexis was never particularly obsessed 

with her mother. Like so many children oftruncated families, she 
grew up thinking her life with Gram was the way things worked: 
Mothers were remote, fathers nonexistent. Stolid Polish grand-
mothers were the norm. 

Lexis did not see her mother in person after she was five. 
There were, in her childhood, two or three times when Gram, 
pointing to a bluny 1V image of dancers, said "Eva's there! See 
her? Your mother-right there!" 

At five, Lexis thought Gram meant her mother was inside the 
Magnavox. She puzzled over how she got there, and if she'd be 
coming out soon. Older. Lexis realized her mother was even more 
inaccessible, lost in Los Angeles, her brief chorus girl career 
ended by a spectacularly stupid accident on the I.A Freeway, 
which left Eva with a permanent neck injury and a codeine habit. 

For years, as Christmas approached, Gram would describe 
how fine it had been when they were all together. "Imagine," she 
would say. "It could happen again. This year." 

But Lexis did not want to imagine, did not want to be more 
disappointed than she already was. 

Until she was thirteen, Lexis was compelled by the ever-
faithful Gram to call Eva once a year, on Mother's Day. Lexis 
viewed this as a hateful chore, and procrastinated endlessly. At 
thirteen, she refused to go on with the farce. 

"She doesn't know me. I don't know her," she told Gram. 
Gram began to weep softly. She seized the ten year old photo 

of Eva which sat in a gilded frame on top of the television. 
"Look! Look there!' she wailed. "Such a face. Your mother-

forever. You mustn't say you don't know her." 
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Lexis hated the photo. It was a publicity shot from Eva's one 

feature film. Bye Bye Birdie, in which she played a dancing teen. 
Lexis glared at the sparkling eyes. It seemed to her she knew this 
woman too well, yet would never know her. 

"No!" she said, stamping her foot. "She isn't real. She's just 
these phony eyes, this phony smile." 

It was not until her senior year at Wesleyan that Lexis 
reinvented her mother, at Simon's insistence. 

She took Simon's course by default, really. She had never 
before felt the slightest urge to write, except for a spurt at 
fourteen when she filled a diary with thinly veiled homages to her 
English teacher. 

But the philosophy course in cosmic dissolution was cancelled. 
and a seminar on Victorian women was scheduled for nine a.m .. 
too early for Lexis, whose principal occupations at college were 
drinking and sleeping. As a desultory psychology major, Lexis 
needed a few more humanities credits. Creating Your Own 
Biography was at the right hour, and so near her room, she could 
practically roll out of bed into class. And Simon Soleiman, she'd 
heard, was worth getting up for. 

Lexis had met him once, at a flute concert in Crowell Hall. 
Even then, he impressed her with his gaunt face and evasive, 
gray eyes. 

He had been a resident writer at Wesleyan for fifteen years, 
living in a furnished room above the English Department. 
teaching one course a year, always the same course with a 
different name, Self-History, Auto-Invention, Personal Myth. 
Twice a refugee-as a child from postwar Poland, an adult from 
Pinochet's Chile-8oleiman had a minor reputation in literary 
circles for his minimalist stories about the exile experience. 

He had also written one play, Phantoms, about a Holocaust 
survivor haunted by the ghosts of his family. It had never been 
produced. but periodically rumors spread across campus that 
Joseph Papp or the Shuberts would soon be whisking Simon 
away from the quietude of Wesleyan into celebrity. 

It was the most recent outbreak of this rumourwhich put the 
idea of taking the course into Lexis' head. Her housemate, Jane, 
said "Know what I heard? That sexist creep is going to Broadway 
next semester. Where he belongs. if you ask me. With the other 
pimps." 

They were frying beans and rice for their five housemates. 
Lexis, who generally liked anyone Jane disliked. diced a clove of 
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garlic, and asked, "Which sexist creep?" 

"Soleiman. He's a pretty fab teacher, actually. But he op-
presses women with his eyes. Stares at them. Like they owe him 
an explanation." 

The rest happened as if preordained. Lexis sat directly 
opposite Simon across the long oak table that first day. And when 
he swept her with those infamous eyes, Lexis felt a tiny field of 
energy crackling between them. She did not think his eyes were 
oppressive. She thought they were sad and beautiful. She felt like 
she knew him, yet would never know him. 

That whole semester they peered at one another from behind 
their facades, his of irony, hers of ingenuous fascination. They 
made love for the first time in late November, in his cramped 
room, within earshot of a droning lecture on Donne. And when 
Lexis felt that mingling of joy and vulnerability which she 
understood as love, it seemed to her it had all been foreseen, an 
obvious tum of events in her uneventful life. 

What had not been foreseen was the play. No one expected it, 
least of all Lexis. When her friends obsexved her afire all 
semester, they attributed it to lust, notto the creative drive. But 
driven she definitely was. So much so that the hours she did not 
spend entangled with Simon on her too-narrow bed. she spent at 
her typewriter, creating what she thought was a nightmarish 
version of her life, and what a producer subsequently called "The 
one true play about growing up I've read in a decade." 

She regarded the play as a merging with Simon, love-making 
of the mind, sparked in that very first class, just like their affair. 
That afternoon, looking right at her dark, ferret face, he said to 
the class, "One's real life is so often the life one does not lead. The 
divine Mr. Wilde said this. And so, begin a scene, a story. Let it 
show me your real mother. Not the one you had, but rather the 
one you dreamed or feared you had." 

That night, in order to thrust from her thoughts the implosive 
power of Simon's eyes, Lexis paced her white room, trying to 
conjure up a childhood she never had. She wound her unfash-
ionably long black hair around and around her fingers. until at 
two a .m . in a trance of soave and cigarettes. she typed out all at 
one sitting a scene in which a girl named Lexis seduces her 
teacher. while in the same house her despised mother lies dying. 

A week later, she felt unaccountably queasy when she read 
his note: "Is this a warning to me? The scene is simply excellent. 
But who are you?" 
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The play, like her passion for Simon, seemed to flow from 

some untapped pool she was barely aware of. Night after night, 
she sat at the wobbly desk and wrote. Scenes of her mother in an 
alcoholic frenzy. Scenes of herself driven by neglect into promis-
cuity. None oftt true, all oftt real, all ofttjarring. 

The disquiet of drifting through life, which had been her most 
compelling emotion since late adolescence, vanished like ciga-
rette smoke in these all-night assaults. To learn from Simon, to 
offer him her thoughts, herself: this was more than a goal. It was 
like a beam shining down through the murk, lighting a path. 

One December day, stroking her thick hair with his delicate 
touch, Simon said, "I've given your play to my agent. You don't 
mind, I suppose?" 

He smiled his small,ironic smile. "It is not I, alas, but you who 
shall soon head for Broadway." 

She did not believe him, merely laughed in that still-girlish 
way which embarrassed her, and murmured, "Only if you come 
with me," and kissed him, thinking it would all be over too soon. 

She had always felt like someone to whom things didn't 
happen. Her childhood memories were of a series of colorless 
days, school and supper, her grandmother cleaning and scold-
ing, and the pointless drives alone through the back roads of 
Portland, Connecticut. 

So when, in February, the play was optioned for production, 
and it seemed like too many things were happening, they still did 
not seem to be happening to her. 

She flipped through the pages of her revised script. The 
characters were as distant to her as her mother once was. 

''I'll never think of a good title," she said, drumming her 
fingers on Simon's knee. He was sitting in the molded plastic 
chair in her room while she sprawled on the ash-colored rug. 
"You think of one. Please?" 

"It's your play," he said, with a shrug. "Keep reminding 
yourself of that." 

"It'sasmuchyoursasitismtne. Iwrotettbecauseofyou. For 
you." 

"Charming, charming," he said. "And I adore you for it. But 
you, not I, are the writer the money men long for." 

He rose and struck a stylized pose of anguish. "And it stabs 
me to the heart that my own student, my own lover. and one so 
young. should be so sought after." he declaimed. 

Lexis laughed. Simon. the most reserved of men, could al.so 
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be a clown at the least likely moments. He would sometimes leap 
up in the heat oflove and begin to chatter in nonsense words. Or 
in the middle of a lecture on narrative voice, he would crouch on 
all fours and mimic animal noises. "I do not care to be trapped in 
one role," he told the class. "To be a puzzle to others is to be safe." 

He dropped the melodramatic pose, stared out the window at 
silent Court Street. Lexis glided to the window and draped her 
arms around his thin shoulders. 

"I want to make love to you, not work on this stupid play." she 
said. 

"I'll give you a title if you'll run away with me." 
She grinned. "I'd follow you anywhere if I had money for gas." 
He lay on the bed, hand over his eyes. 'The telling of lies, of 

beautiful, untrue things is the true purpose of art. Mr. Wilde, I 
believe. Do you see?" 

"Yes. teacher dear," she said mockingly, "I see." 
They called the play Beautiful Untrue Things. Months later, 

when it opened at the Public Theatre, it still did not seem like her 
play to Lexis. But it did to the critics. "A new voice," they called 
her. "A writer with vision, sure of herself. Lexis Ostrowsky is a 
playwright for the 80's .... " 

They never did run away. Or rather. they kept running away. 
but not together. 

Simon's rootlessness was deeply ingrained. "I do not care to 
expect anything of anyone," he said grimly. "A hope, a possibility 
is merely another prison." 

Lexis, whose own moodiness had made her a loner through-
out her young life, sometimes felt like an effervescent teeny-
bopper in Simon's presence. At times, she imagined herself 
teaching him as he'd taught her, proVing to him that happiness-
with her-was not out of reach. But she did not dare imagine too 
much. Disappointment made her feel as bereft as she had in 
childhood. 

During the interminable weeks before the play opened, Lexis 
asked Simon to come with her to visit Gram. She had never asked 
it before. Though Simon's room was not five miles from the 
sagging house in Portland where Gram still lived. to Lexis it had 
seemed an unspannable gap. 

As they drove over the Portland Bridge, Simon sighed loudly. 
"You know, I suppose, how I dread this? The bonds of others 
terrify me, since I have none." 
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Lexis frowned. Whenever Simon lapsed into epigrams, she 

could feel him withdrawing from her inch by inch. 
"She's an old woman. I haven't seen her in months. She'lllove 

you." 
She did love him, and they chattered in broken Polish. Lexis 

felt uneasy, as if no one was noticing her. Only once, in the 
kitchen, did Gram take her aside, whispering in her ear. "Alexis, 
Alexis, that one-you will marry him?" 

Lexis shivered, though it was not cold. She could not be sure 
if this were a question or a prophecy. "A slippery soul," Gram 
hissed. "He will dance away from you always." 

When they returned to the livingroom, Simon was gazing at 
the faded photo of Eva. 

"I can see you in her ... " he began. 
"I can see you in her," Lexis said curtly. and walked out onto 

the back porch. 
The three of them sat on the porch in the early spring 

dampness. They gazed up at the evening sky in an awkward, 
extended pause. inhabiting separate worlds. 

Lexis felt as if she were teetering between two lives. She did 
not seem to belong wholly to either. 

"There is a story my grandmother told me," Simon said 
quietly. He walked out onto the dewy lawn. looked upward. "That 
the stars are the eyes of angels. They love us so much, they pluck 
out their own eyes to light our way. There are blind angels 
colliding in Heaven so that we might have this lovely night sky." 

For some reason. Gram burst into tears, sobbing for her 
forgotten childhood in Poland. Lexis ran into the house and got 
her a glass of plum wine. When she came out, Simon was 
soothing Gram in the language Lexis had never bothered to learn. 
She handed Simon the glass of wine and watched as he held it to 
Gram's lips. She felt strangely as if she had already married him. 
long ago. 

Yet they never actually lived together, even during the 
rehearsal period for Beautiful Untrue Things. when LeX:is desper-
ately craved his advice and support. Twice a week, Simon would 
drive from Middletown to New York in his battered Saab. But he 
always returned the next day, despite her pleas. 

The studio apartment Lexis sublet on East Seventh Street 
was filled with the gifts Simon brought her on these visits-
statues ofthe Buddha, Balinese masks, ceramic birds. But it was 
never sufficiently filled with Simon. 
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Once, when they were lying on the borrowed futon, holding 

hands and listening to Mahler, Lexis rolled over and sat on top 
of Simon. 

"I don't get it. I never wanted any of this-the play. the 
production, the apartment. I wanted you. Instead, I got everything 
but you." 

He laughed a short, dry, laugh. "It seems you do have me." 
Lexis slid off his chest. "But for how long? "Til tomorrow. 

when you hit the road again?" 
She did not like how she sounded. She was Lexis Ostrowsky, 

a playwright for the SO's. She sounded instead like an infatuated 
school girl, an image of herself which made her shudder. 

He smiled, but it did not seem like a real smile. "What? What 
do you want?" 

"A lot of codeine, maybe." 
"You have a headache?" 
"You. You are my headache." 
Whenever Simon returned to Conneticut, Lexis lapsed into 

aimlessness. She spent all day drinking wine, smoking ciga-
rettes, and drifting drowsily through the city's bookstores. 

Simon had urged her to start a new play. But the first play still 
seemed a fraud. She did not feel like a writer. She felt like the 
woman who cheated in the Boston Marathon and was hailed the 
winner. 

In bookstores, she found a strange peace peering at the tiny 
photos of authors on the book jackets. She tried to picture their 
real lives, their mothers, lovers, homes. 

In the Strand Bookstore, she found a copy of Simon's first 
volume of stories, Blue Dreams. It was twenty-five years old and 
long out of print. She flipped it over, eager to see what Simon 
looked like at her age. But there was no picture, only the blurb, 
"Simon Soleiman, half gypsy, halflrish, is totally blind and lives 
in a converted bomb shelter, somewhere in New Hampshire .~ 

Lexis laughed, then stopped, with an almost violent chill in 
her chest. She felt suddenly that Simon was slipping from her 
grasp: she would never see him again. She flung down the book 
and ran all the way back to her apartment. possessed by a need 
to call him. But when she pushed open the door, breathless, he 
was waiting for her, hunched in the wicker chair. 

His gray eyes looked more sorrowful than ever. "I missed 
you," he said, then swallowed hard. "The first time I have ever 
missed anyone. I'm not at all certain I know what to do about it.~ 
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But she did. And when they were lying there, still entwined 

in the rose-patterned sheets, Lexis said, "I want to go away. The 
edge of the world. Take me to the edge of the world." 

"Do you know what's there?" he said, gently smoothing her 
dark eyebrows. "There's a parking lot at the edge of the world. 
Asphalt. Concrete. Old battered cars. Not beautiful at all. Just 
the end of the line." 

Lexis had tried before to cajole Simon into taking a trip with 
her-somewhere, anywhere. He always demured. 

"I don't like to travel," he said, stubbornly. "I feel always like 
an alien wherever I am. I don't like the sun, I don't enjoy the 
ocean. It all only reminds me of things I've lost." 

But in late spring, he agreed to a week in Montauk, near the 
barren tip of Long Island. It was with some effort that Lexis 
leashed her boundless enthusiasm. Simon rarely broke a prom-
ise, but lately those gray mercurial eyes unsettled her. It was as 
if he always had half an eye on the exit sign. 

But when the motel reservations were made, the traveler's 
checks bought, Lexis could not help thinking things were again 
moving in the right direction. 

Beautiful Untrue Things, now in its second month at the 
Public Theatre, was no more real to her than a half-forgotten 
dream. She had been unable to write a word. For weeks, she'd 
fought off fear of the attentuation which had gripped her life 
before she met Simon. 

She stayed in the sublet apartment simply because it was 
there. New York made no sense to her, neither did Conneticut. 
Being with Simon seemed to make sense, though she could not 
say why. But to ask Simon to live with her was as difficult as her 
ritual calls to Eva once were. She hoped, vaguely, that the trip to 
Montauk might make it easier. 

· The night before they were to drive the three hours out Long 
Island, Simon did not appear at her apartment as scheduled. 
When, at midnight, he finally called, Lexis was sitting in the dark, 
chin resting on her knees. She had been sitting like this for 
hours, miserably afraid to think of possible explanations. 

"A change of plans," he said. "I am writing a story. A story 
about us. I must finish it first." 

"I don't want a story about us. I want us." 
"Go out on the train tomorrow. Wait for me at the motel. I 

swear to you I'll be there the following morning." 
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"I'm not going to sit in a motel by myself." she said. She was 

grtpping the white telephone so hard her hand ached. 
"Yes." he said. "TTlls is an assignment. Go there and write me 

a scene which shows us as you'd like us to be. Invent our 
relationship. Then I'll know." 

"Know what?" she snapped. But he didn't answer. "All rtght," 
she said. "Here's your assignment: to miss me." 

There was a long, silent moment. "Lexis, I love you," he said, 
almost a whisper, and then hung up so quickly she was not sure 
he said it. 

In the small, beige motel room, Lexis chain-smoked and 
listlessly watched 'IV. HBO was showing a remake of Where The 
Boys Are. Every few minutes, a girl would strip off her bikini top 
and dance on the beach, while surfer boys gawked. Lexis had a 
brtef, comic vision of herself strtpping down in front of Simon, 
dancing naked on the sand. She imagined his eyes widening as 
he strove to maintain his detachment. 

Or maybe he wouldn't even notice. She sighed, looked at her 
slender body in the mirror. She had always bated her body until 
the night, early in their strange romance, when Simon spent an 
entire hour simply stroking her, as if she were a treasured 
sculpture. 

She flicked off the 1V in disgust. Every thought led to Simon. 
It was starting to annoy her. 

"You do have a life of your own, you know," she admonished 
her pale reflection. 

She walked out into the cool June evening and surveyed the 
anonymous facade of the Dream Dune Motel. Most of the rooms 
were empty and dark in the pre-season calm. The only sign of life 
was from the office, where the obese woman who ran the motel 
sat on an aqua couch in front of the 'IV, barely speaking to an 
older, frail-looking man. 

They both eyed Lexis as she strolled toward the beach, a 
duplicate of the stare they had given her when she checked in 
alone. 

The Dream Dune was fairly tacky. even by motel standards, 
but it was only a hundred yards from the beach. In her eight 
hours in Montauk, Lexis had already taken several walks along 
the shore. She headed there again, pausing only for a moment to 
glance at the young couple wrapped in a blanket, passionately 
kissing. 

There was only the sliver of a moon but the sky was so vast 
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with stars, Lexis shivered in wonder. In the city, you forgot about 
stars. She recalled a night when she was sixteen, sitting on the 
back porch with Gram. counting falling stars. But even that 
memory was colored by Simon, their visit to Portland, his story 
about angels' eyes. 

"I wish the angels would do something sensible for a change," 
she sighed. Some people, she knew. could navigate by the stars. 
But Lexis felt lost. engulfed in immensity. 

Her eyes blurred with unexpected tears. and she stumbled 
toward the ocean. The night sky was so bright, she could see the 
green and white waves churning madly just beyond her. She felt 
as if they were pounding in her head. 

"You're full of shit, Simon!" she shouted at the ocean. "You 
don't miss me, you don't love me. I'm just another possibility 
you'll run away from!" 

She kicked the wet sand. She would leave the next day. 
Simon would not show up, might never show up again. She had 
always known this would happen. 

She trudged back to the motel room. switched on the 
television, and flung herself onto the soft bed. She drank cheap 
wine from a plastic cup and smoked without pleasure. 

On M1V, a rock band was trekking through a surreal desert. 
The image piqued her. and she turned down the sound, reached 
for her notebook. She began to write a scene in which a young 
woman and her troubled. older lover quarrel, fall asleep, and 
awaken mysteriously transported to the edge of the world. 

"At the edge of the world, things have to change," she 
murmured as she wrote. She scribbled furiously for hours. When 
she woke up, it was ten a.m .. and she was still in her jeans and 
sweatshirt, clutching her notebook. while M1V flickered silently. 

She had the dull throb of a headache. and her eyes felt thick. 
Nothing had changed. Simon had not come. would not come. She 
did not want to stay at the edge of the world alone. 

She walked into town to buy coffee and aspirin. She was still 
carrying her notebook. clinging to her imagined life. 

In White's Drugstore, she tried on five pairs of sunglasses. 
She settled on mirrored lenses with bright blue frames. If she 
could only hide her feelings as easily as her strained eyes. 

She walked out of the store into the empty parking lot. She 
would take one more walk down to the ocean, then check out of 
the Dream Dune. She would return to the city, write another 
play. channel her obsession with Simon into something less 
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painful than this hopeless, stalled love. 

She had taken three aspirin in the store. but her head still felt 
like bruised flesh. When a hom blared right behind her. she 
practically leaped off the sidewalk. Angry at the noisy intrusion, 
she whirled to confront her tormentor. Simon stuck his head out 
the window of the Saab. 

"I feared you might be in a coma," he said. "I've been calling 
your name for the past ten mintues. I saw you walking up the 
highway as I pulled in. I shouted. You didn't hear me." 

Lexis said nothing, stood there while Simon gazed up at her 
mirrored lenses. She still felt raw. forlorn, as if waiting for the bad 
news. 

"You are not glad to see me?" he said. His face fell. like a hurt 
child. Lexis felt her headache lift from the top of her head like a 
mist. She looked at Simon, his tense features, his pained 
expression. as if for the first time. 

She walked slowly across the asphalt. stood before the car. 
waiting. 

"Aren't you getting in?" Simon asked. There was a tightness 
in his voice she had never heard. A small tentative sound of 
expectation. 

"Here," she said. She thrust the notebook into his hand. "I did 
my assignment. Did you do yours?" 

He did not look at her, looked instead at the cramped, black 
scribbling which filled the notebook. He glanced up with a smile, 
a real smile, a puzzled smile. "Yes," he said quietly. "Yes, teacher 
dear. I did." 
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Tom Whalen 

Solo 
It had been a long time since I had talked and why I decided 

to talk now and why I decided to talk to my brother and my sister-
in-law as she nursed her eight-month-old baby. I do not know. 
A wintry light flooded the living room where we sat. me facing the 
three of them with my back to the window, with the light pooling 
at their feet. and I looked at them with their caring, gentle, happy 
smiles, and decided then, I don't know why, to talk. My brother's 
eyes went from me. his older brother by a few years. but not at 
all the success he had become. what with his thriving construc-
tion firm, to his child, his first child, I might add, and thus my first 
nephew, who was drooling at his mother's breast which was 
covered by his grapefruit-sized head, and my brother seemed to 
me very happy and his wife, Joanna. looked absolutely beatific 
with the child in her arms. On the glass table in front of me were 
the remains ofthe whole wheat crackers and gruyere cheese she 
had given me, and the German wine glass from the set my brother 
had taken, with no resistance on my part. after our mother's 
death. Though it was late J anum:y, I was wearing a short -sleeved 
shirt and leaned forward because the fabric of the couch was 
scratchy against my back. No sound. Not even that of the baby 
suckling. And maybe that was it, the silence. the patiently 
smiling yet expectant faces of what was left of my family. that 
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mother's funeral, and even there I had nothing to say to him. As 
children, with him being four years younger than I, we went our 
separate ways. I feel no emotional attachment to him or his 
family, and as I toured his two-story home on Charles Street, I 
thought, I feel no emotional attachment to you or your family. I 
thought: What a lovely home, and used this thought to start 
small talk with the two of them, such as. did you build this house 
yourself, which was an absurd thing to say. since the house was 
obviously built in the late 19th century, and my brother's wife, 
Joanna, laughed because she thought I had meant it as a joke, 
when in fact I had not been joking at all, it was just for a moment 
I had not been thinking at all about when the house might have 
been originally built. I'm not sure what was really on my mind 
when I asked that question. I noticed that my brother, though 
only 36, was going bald. Joanna's hair was shoulder length and 
dyed the color of dead leaves. I told them they had a very lovely 
home. Thank you, they said. Would you like to see the nursery? 
Certainly. They showed me the nursery with its mobile of the 
moon and the stars, with its crib full of stuffed dinosaurs, with 
its soft-blue neon lighting which was supposed to make the baby 
sleep better, to erase any nightmares before they had fully 
developed. Nightmares. Very lovely, I said. Thank you, they said. 
I smiled and nodded my head like ajack-in-the-box. They smiled, 
too. I did not look at the library of children's books. Then we went 
to my brother's study. The motif here was that of a ship. The 
study was in one of the eaves and its shelves were lined with 
plastic models of ships from old whaling vessels to Navy PTboats. 
In one corner was mahogany a ship's wheel. Very nice, I said. 
Thanks, my brother said. I thought you might like it. The room 
smelled of his pipe tobacco. Occassionaly the child turned its 
head toward me and looked at me with its fat watery eyes. We 
went back downstairs. and they fed me the cheese and crackers 
and wine. In the gray winter light the room grew dimmer: The 
child suckled silently. I said, "You were right not to ask me why 
I had come. and you were right to assume that it was not to see 
my nephew, your child, for the first time, nor did I answer your 
birth announcement. nor did I attend any of the accompanying 
ceremonies. But that was not because I did not care about your 
child or your happiness. I did not think about it much one way 
or the other. For the past few years I have been unable to play my 
instrument with any of the pleasure that it used to give me. I 
thought for a while that I was simply tired. that I needed a 
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vacation from the city, so I took my little savings. found replace-
ments for the few jobs I had lined up over the next month and flew 
to the birthplace of jazz, rented a room in a boarding house on 
Magazine. Some days I walked to the river. Some days I took a bus 
to the Quarter and strolled the streets, waiting to hear the music 
inside me again. Most days I stayed in the room and wrote letters 
to Mother. I don't remember what the letters said. I don't think 
they said anything significant. What of importance can you say 
to a ghost? This was in February, a week after Mardi Gras. The 
weather had turned damp and cold. The streets were still littered 
with the waste from their holiday. I visited a few clubs, but never 
stayed more than a few minutes, I couldn't listen to the music, 
it didn't sound like music, it sounded like, I don't know, like con-
versations overheard on television, something you can't under-
stand but can't get out of your head. I visited the zoo. The 
capybaras barked on the banks. I saw no one in the zoo except 
for a few attendants. Once I went to the museum in City Park and 
spent most of my time before a blue painting by Dorothea 
Tanning called "Guardian Angels" and lost myself in the folds of 
the hair of the young girls and the folds of the sheets and the folds 
of the angels' wings. At night. I dreamed of when you and I were 
children in Minneapolis. You fell through the snow and I couldn't 
find you, I couldn't find you anywhere, but all along you were 
hiding, you weren't in the snow at all, but in the house with 
Mother and the two of you stood at the window pointing at me. 
And I thought, but Mother is dead, and then she spoke through 
the glass and I could hear her: Of course I'm dead, why shouldn't 
I be dead, everyone is dead here but you. And I knew that what 
she said was true, even you were dead, and all the neighbors that 
filled the space behind you, or maybe they weren't neighbors, 
maybe they were relatives, old aunts and uncles, grandparents, 
great-grandparents, filling the space behind you, pushed up to 
the window to get a look at me in the snow. It was after this dream 
that I began to notice something strange about the people of New 
Orleans. Everyone I saw had something wrong with them. 
Everyone I saw had some growth on their bodies. On the buses 
everyone I saw was some kind of freak. Women with huge goiters 
on their necks. Women grotesquely overweight. They could 
barely make it up the steps. Often the driver had to get out of the 
bus to help them. And invariably they sat down beside me, they 
shoved me into the corner, and they all smelled of sour food and 
sweat. Their breaths came out in loud gasps. On one there would 
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be thick film over her eyes like boiled eggwhite. On another there 
would be a hand covered with copper-colored warts. Up and 
down the street, men pushed the inmates of the Home for the 
Incurables in their wheelchairs. Their heads lolled about as if 
they had broken necks. My landlady kept having to put her 
dentures back inside her head with her index finger. Over and 
over she slipped her finger in to the roof of her mouth to keep her 
dentures from sliding out. It's the subtropics, I thought. I 
thought. it's the pollution in the river, the air. They carried their 
deformities like badges of honor, they were proud of them, they 
smiled at me me. all of them smiled at me as if to say. Look at me, 
look at my sickness. isn't it lovely, it's mine, I've created it, this 
is what I must live with, it's all mine. Now, you see. ft I said to the 
dim shapes opposite me in the darkness, "I think there is 
something wrong with me as well. ft 
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