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--------------------------------------- Permafrost 

Richard Willett 

Dinosaur Motel 
excerpted from the novel A Friend of Dorothy's, 
a work in progress 

On the day of his appointment to be tested for HIV, Eric left 
the bookstore at his usual lunch time and headed west and down 
Ninth A venue to the testing center. As he neared the site, he 
began to feel that, as ever, he had dressed inappropriately, and 
the closer he got the more this seemed an omen of some kind, the 
way his suit and his overcoat and the click of his snappy shoes 
clashed with the neighborhood, with the housing projects and the 
sleazy storefronts and the black teenagers in the playgrounds, the 
same way so much of his life, of this edifice he had been calling 
his life, clashed with AIDS. 

When he'd been promoted to his present position, as a district 
supervisor for the bookstore chain, Head Office had promised 
him he'd be supervising more branches as they opened across his 
district. But as yet no new branches had appeared, and he 
remained the supervisor of a one-store district in Manhattan, a 
job that provided him, at the age of twenty-seven, with a little 
more money, a more impressive title, an office, and almost 
nothing to do. 

The testing center was located in an old brick school building 
set back from the street, with a sign that said "Department of 
Health" tacked up under the flagpole out front. The reception 
area inside was a small, fluorescent-lit space that looked as if it 
might once have been the school counseling department. There 
were stacks of yellow-painted wooden cubbyholes along the wall 
across from the door, with a working aquarium on top of them. 

Eric tried to get comfortable in one of the soft brown 
Leatherette chairs next to the door. When he was fifteen, he had 
been operated on for curvature of the spine, a procedure that had 
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Pennafrost -----------------------------------------

involved the fusion of several vertebrae and the insertion of a 
steel rod. Ironically his back most often bothered him in cush-
ioned chairs like these, designed for ease; he was much better off 
in something straighter and more utilitarian. 

He was sitting next to the only other person waiting, a man 
about thirty who slouched in a brown leather jacket and whom 
Eric assumed was gay. 

There was a time when he would have considered flirting 
with such a man, when each face first glimpsed inspired that 
moment's intake of expectation. But not anymore. In any social 
situation now, Eric found it almost impossible to focus the 
heated ticking of his nerves. The fear that had once been only 
somewhat inhibiting had swollen to occlude his entire relation-
ship with the outside world. Or as his friend Dale had once put 
it: "I swear, Mary, if AIDS hadn't existed, it would have been 
necessary for you to invent it." 

From down an adjacent hallway came a short woman with 
close-cropped dark hair who appeared to be a little older than 
Eric. Because of her haircut, her no-nonsense bearing, and her 
corduroy pants, he thought maybe she was gay, too. "You're 
here for a result, aren't you?" she asked, and Eric looked up. 
The man next to him mumbled an assent, and the woman took a 
file from the receptionist and another one from a cabinet behind 
her and motioned for the man to follow. 

Watching him walk away, Eric thought suddenly of a night 
shortly after he'd moved to New York. He had received a 
postcard from a man he'd slept with in Toronto on the way 
down, a friend of a friend named Frank, who'd written to let Eric 
know he'd been diagnosed with hepatitis and that Eric should get 
himself tested. 

Dale had sent him to a clinic in Sheridan Square where gay 
men were then participating in a large experimental program to 
develop a hepatitis vaccine. The clinic also tested and treated 
other sexually transmitted diseases, and Eric remembered 
walking into a small waiting area just chock full of gay men. 
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---------------------------------------- Permafrost 

What a different spirit had hung in the air then! Even though 
they were all there to be tested for various diseases, a cruisy 
energy vibrated in the place, as it always did when gay men 
assembled in those days. They might have been inconvenienced 
by what they found out at the clinic, but no one was terrified. 
And if you could meet someone in the waiting room, why not? 

Now Eric hadn't had sex with anybody in almost four years, 
such a long time it was embarrassing to have to talk about it. 
And it wasn'tjust from fear of disease. Some more ancient 
insecurity had begun pushing to the surface. When he'd called 
to make this appointment and been asked the date of his last 
sexual contact, his desire to be reassured about his HIV chances 
had been temporarily eclipsed when the woman interviewing 
him responded, "Nothing in all that time?'' He'd felt a peculiar 
desire to be at higher risk, as if the shame of loneliness were 
worse than death. 

He watched the man's face when he was done, to see if it 
reflected the news in any way. But he wore exactly the same 
deadpan expression going out as he had going in. 

And suddenly the dark-haired woman seemed to have Eric's 
file and was motioning to him. In her office she introduced 
herself as Edna, and he had to stop himself from saying his own 
name and spoiling the anonymity of the test. She showed him a 
bunch of labels on which were printed a number and a bar code. 
He would be identified by this number, Edna explained. One of 
the stickers would be put on each vial of blood he gave, one on 
each of the forms she had there in his file, and another on the file 
folder itself. 

When Edna was done, she walked him into the next office, 
where an older woman took his file and asked him to have a seat. 
She was clearly the blood lady. She put on beige-colored plastic 
gloves before she rolled up Eric's sleeve and tied a big rubber 
band around his upper arm. She pinched a little to bring up a 
vein, swabbed the crook of his arm with alcohol, and then 
injected a freshly unwrapped needle. He was fascinated by the 
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look of his blood filling the three vials she inserted into her 
syringe, the deep red stuff of life, revelatory but secret, only 
available, if you were a man, through injury or this kind of 
extraction. 

When she was done, the woman swabbed Eric's arm with 
alcohol, stuck a Band-Aid over the needle hole, and then sort of 
handed the arm back to him. "Okey-dokey," she said. 

"That's it?" he asked, standing and doing up his sleeve. The 
woman nodded and then began an involved wrapping ritual with 
the vials of blood, which culminated in her taking off her gloves, 
dropping the vials into one of them, and binding the whole thing 
up in itself. 

Finally he had his coat on and the woman in white had 
everything packed away and he had no choice but to leave. Edna 
had already made an appointment for him to come back three 
weeks later for his result, so he walked straight out then and was 
surprised at how instantly his mood changed when he had left 
the testing center. Three weeks suddenly seemed an incredibly 
long time to wait. Especially since there was no one he could 
talk to about it. 

He had been accompanying Dale to the hospital regularly to 
get chemotherapy forKS, but his lesions had just been declared 
"stable" and he'd been taken off the therapy, and his whole 
manner had changed. Out in the world again, he'd begun to get 
in touch with people he'd barely spoken to since his diagnosis. 
And to spend a lot less time with Eric. So the three weeks he 
had to wait for his test result crawled by in solitude. 

And some days it seemed extremely likely that the result 
would be positive. So many gay men had the disease now, so 
many gay men were dying from it in New York, it really seemed 
highly unlikely that Eric had avoided it. When he thought of all 
the nameless, near-faceless characters he had been to bed with in 
the long-ago days of his promiscuity, he experienced the peculiar 
sense he had been feeling a lot recently of the past having lain in 
wait for him, seemingly docile but ready to rise up and bite. And 
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other memories, other faces came back, a deeper, an organic, 
sense of self. AIDS was making it impossible to forget; it was 
proving that even if your mind forgot, your body was liable to 
remember. 

When his mother first discovered the curvature of Eric's 
spine, she was applying suntan lotion to his back. They were on 
vacation, his mother, his father, and Eric, on the Canadian 
prairie, a nostalgic trip for his parents back to the places where 
they had been born and raised in the twenties and thirties, his 
mother in Alberta, his father Saskatchewan. They were staying 
at the Dinosaur Motel in Drumheller, Alberta, and were on their 
way to the swimming pool, and none of them could figure out 
what was wrong. 

"Stand up straight," Eric's mother said, but it didn't make any 
difference. "Jack, come here and look at this." 

Once it had been noticed, it became impossible to miss. Eric 
looked in the bathroom mirror and was stunned to discover how 
severely misshapen his body had become without his seeing. 
The condition had developed quickly, but it was more than that. 
He had been asleep. 

Drumheller is the site of a famous archaeological dig in the 
Alberta badlands. Everything in the small prairie town seemed 
to have been named after something related to the dinosaur 
bones and other finds in the area: the Tyrannosaurus Inn, the 
Prehistoric Pharmacy, that kind of thing. But it was a sleepy 
town, despite the hype. 

One of the attractions there, which Eric's mother remembered 
from her youth, was a group of rock formations, in the hills 
nearby, called the Hoodoos. These were table rocks, giant flat 
stones balanced on uprights in arrangements that were quite 
striking, especially if the light hit them just so. The rocks were 
big enough to climb on, and Eric's father took a picture of him 
sitting on top of one of the perpendiculars, which only high-
lighted Eric's lack of symmetry. 
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Eric's father took a lot of pictures, then and now. He poured 
an enormous amount of vitality and creativity into everything he 
did. Whereas Eric, at fifteen, felt suffocated by the prairie air, by 
the presence of his parents on this trip; his very body seemed to 
be pulling him into the earth, to bury him before he bloomed. 

The Hoodoos were hard to find. Driving through the dusty, 
deserted streets of Drumheller, Eric's father insisted that he 
knew where they were going, but as they seemed to be driving in 
circles, his mother kept suggesting they stop the next person they 
saw and ask for directions. 

There weren't many people out and about in Drumheller in 
the heat of mid afternoon, so when they finally spotted a heavy, 
somewhat bedraggled woman walking with two small children 
by the side of the road, Eric's mother insisted that they stop, and 
his father relented and slowed the car while she rolled down her 
window. 

Eric's window was already down, and almost immediately 
one of the children began to climb through it into the car. This 
distracted Eric's mother only a moment; she was determined and 
returned her attention to the woman. 

"Excuse me," she said in her sanest and friendliest voice, 
"can you tell us how to get to the Hoodoos?" 

A moment's pause followed, and then the woman went into a 
kind of spasm, apparently attempting to form words with her 
mouth but unable to emit anything but slurred gibberish. The 
other child at this point started to climb in Eric's mother's 
window. In the back, Eric was wondering what to do if the older 
one flopped any farther forward and tumbled down beside him. 

Eric's mother began frantically to roll up her window. 
"Jack," she said, panic in her voice now, "for Christ's sake hit 
the gas." 

And they lurched away, sending the two children to the 
ground, and leaving the heavy woman still trying to articulate 
her dust-swept message. 
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When they finally did locate the Hoodoos, it was with no help 
from the locals. At some time, back when everything in the 
town was being named apparently, Drumheller must have been 
quite a draw. But its glory days appeared to be over. The 
Hoodoos stood stark and unvisited on the open plain, even their 
origin something of a mystery to the town's current residents. 

The sunsets on the prairie were gorgeous. From motel after 
motel across the expansive, flat land, they watched the fire 
spread out on the horizon, darken, and disappear. Eric lay in bed 
in a motel room in Calgary late one night and began to believe 
that the curvature of his spine must be linked somehow to the 
sense of imbalance he felt in his whole life. Maybe this is the 
explanation, he thought, for my not being a proper man, for my 
not having the right feelings. And this gave him an odd sense of 
hope, for he was thinking anatomically; he was thinking that 
pressure was being put on some organ or other, that there was 
perhaps a cure. 

He tried to see the family doctor the afternoon he and his 
parents returned to North Vancouver, but he wasn't available. 
So Eric had to take an appointment with one of his partners, Dr. 
Rutledge, a tall, folksy fellow he had never quite trusted, who 
smoked a pipe and was most famous for recommending, no 
matter what the problem, that patients "get out in a deck chair." 

He did not recommend this to Eric. He was quite aghast 
when he saw Eric's back, couldn't for the life of him figure out 
what the problem was, had never seen anything like it. The look 
on his face suggested that this was a condition bordering on the 
catastrophic, that the best Eric could hope for was maybe a 
couple months, during which he'd probably go blind or insane 
and lose all muscle control. 

They whisked him to the emergency room at Lions Gate 
Hospital and apparently decided that since they didn't know 
what the problem was, they would test him for every disease 
known to man. 
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He sat in the cold X-ray room, wearing a hospital gown, 
waiting for the doctors and nurses, who had disappeared some-
where for a confab, and thought that he was going to die, literally 
began to prepare for this and to find that at the age of fifteen it 
didn't really upset him that much. 

Finally, when every test had been run and no conclusion had 
been come to and Dr. Rutledge was still wandering about saying 
helpful things like "What a case! Never seen anything like it!" a 
quiet older man with a calm face approached the foot of Eric's 
bed, curtained off in one of the emergency wards. He listened to 
Dr. Rutledge's near-hysterical precis of the afternoon's events, 
looked Eric over briefly, and told all the grim and perplexed 
people ringed about him that Eric had scoliosis. 

"It's quite common," he said, and the doctors and interns and 
nurses and whatnot looked at one another as if this man had just 
landed from outer space. 

He placed a hand on Eric's shoulder and uttered the first 
compassionate words any of the professionals had spoken to him 
that afternoon. "Don't you worry about this," he said. ''This can 
be corrected." 

All Eric's thoughts converged and magnified around the night 
before he would get his test result, and he couldn't sleep. The 
fear had become focused on specific things-those things he 
kept thinking he had to watch out for to make sure no mistake 
had been made in the testing itself and the filing of the result, but 
also just simple social things like what he was going to say if 
they told him "positive," what he was going to say if they told 
him "negative." How did people usually react? And what would 
they do to him? If you were negative, OK, they probably just 
sent you on your way. But in the early dawn hours, with his 
mind bending around all this thought, thought, thought, he had a 
nightmare vision of being given a positive result and having all 
the anonymity immediately fall away. "Your test result was 
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positive," Edna would say and then pause for dramatic effect, 
"Mr. Eric Summerfeld!" 

All the way down to the testing center he ran over and over in 
his mind various preparations he had tried to make for various 
eventualities, but finally he just surrendered. He didn't have the 
energy to think about it anymore. 

Once again he found himself sitting alongside a man who 
appeared to be in his thirties, this one slouching in a suede 
jacket. He was there for his initial appointment, and Eric 
watched him bound into the office with Edna, move with a little 
less energy into the blood lady, and finally emerge with the fear 
in his eyes. The wait had begun. 

And there was Edna suddenly with Eric' s file. And he was 
following her, the crepe swish of her sensible shoes, ~s in a 
dream. And they were sitting in her office, and she was looking 
things over, and he was thinking, for Christ's sake, get on with it. 
It had crossed his mind at one point that the giveaway would be 
if Edna came out with a bottle of champagne and party favors. 

"Well, I have good news," she said in her even monotone, 
and Eric swallowed hard. "Your test result was negative." 

"Oh," he said. "Good." But he wasn't present for this yet; it 
was barely happening. 

"So there's really not a lot more I have to say. We've talked 
about some of the precautions we still advise you to take, even if 
your partner is also negative, so ... " 

"OK then. Thanks," Eric said, and before he knew it he was 
on the street again. 

It seemed to have been too easy. Walking away, crossing 
Ninth Avenue and heading east past a fenced-in basketball game, 
Eric kept expecting a rush of relief but couldn't get it going. 

And then suddenly a loose end hooked him and he stopped in 
his tracks. He had forgotten to double-check to make sure the 
number on the lab result matched the number on his file. He had 
said he was going to do that, and he hadn't. What if they had 
made a mistake? 
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He debated the likelihood of this in his mind for a few 
tentative steps east, but finally he knew that if he didn't check it 
out, he would torture himself forever about it, and he turned 
back, hoping Edna was in a good mood that day. 

She wasn't. Eric didn't think his request to see his file again 
was all that unusual. In the realm of AIDS experience, it seemed 
relatively tame. But Edna had a bit of an attitude about it, as if 
he were questioning her competence. And the numbers did 
match. 

But even then there was no rush of relief. Eric still felt 
uncertain somehow about the result, but he could no longer peg 
his uncertainty on any one thing. It appeared that they had done 
everything right, and that he was in fact negative, but he still felt 
depressed. 

Was it just a greater relief than he had thought it would be? 
Had he just been more imprisoned by this fear over the past few 
years than he had realized? Was it just harder than he had 
expected to believe he was this free? 

It seemed to be all this, but also something more, something 
peculiar to his negative status. For he had a friend who was sick, 
and he had been surrounded, whether he was involved directly or 
not, with this illness and death for years now. And it suddenly 
seemed that his fear of getting the disease himself had provided a 
pocket in which to put all his feelings about it. 

And it wasn't there anymore. 
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Mick Alberts 

Spiders 

A spider turning slowly on a strand, thin, 
motionless, one leg out, twisting, like 

a television aerial, clean 
and pulling in static. They try 

to get into my mouth, she told me, they jumped 
out of the radiator onto my pillow in hordes 

she said. For me it's the jade green 
mind spiders, dropping down 

from broken dark: a forest 
of strands and eight-legged knots, 

an eight-legged itch 
in a branching crevice 

of my brain, or, not as bad, 
one crawling over the white sand dunes 

of the ceiling. Once I had to kill a big one; 
it had a big blueberry abdomen. I swatted it, 

then scooped it into the toilet; one leg 
twitched as it swirled its white way down. 

· In museum exhibits, pinned one hundred 
to a square yard, they're jewels. And now 

the priest on Sunday 
has been handing me spiders instead of bread. 
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Caroline J. Davis 

Search 

i. 

How can I explain the thick 
slow blood in my bones 
fingers drumming 
Sunday afternoon? 
I do not find a scrap 
of god or love in my head 
but I want to burn 
sweet like a candle wick 
like a yellow heap of leaves. 

ll. 

I find holiness 
in the roots of a lover's 
hair, in the sad green 
sun hovering over the city. 

I drive us to the very end 
of the road, cut off the motor. 
We hold our breath 
in the silver air 
listen for wind 
for whales. 

Ill. 

The professor 
speaks, small as a weasel 
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in the lecture hall 
his shrill voice 
darting 
across the student body: 
"her poetry is good because 
she rarely uses 'I."' 

iv. 

I cannot write about my father. 
My eyes turn to cotton 
my hands to water. 

v. 

I feel words wrap like twine 
between the lines, behind 
the mirror, around my throat. 

Yes, this hunger 
tears at my body 
as I root around for god 

in the garden 
the grass 
the nagging, foggy sky 
the criss-crossed veins 
of an oak leaf. 
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Ruth Daigon 

the pond 

moss slimes the bottom of the pond 
willows hold back the sun 
the light's an intense green where 
fish hang dark in shadows and 
water lilies cling to surfaces 
like plastic flowers 
on bathing caps 

water flexes on its thick root 
as you drift listening 
to the far calling of birds and 
nuances of evening 
this night be a slow eden 
except for fear of 
ending up face down 
eye to unblinking fish eye 

and the sunken dread of sharks 
hovering just below the surface 
a quick attack 
a stripping clean 
keeps you floating in the shallows 
close to shore 
always on the lookout 
for the approaching fin 
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Christopher McNew 

Radiologist, 2 p.m. 

The nervous system must look 
like a tree on the screen, 
when I am filled with radiation, 
light along the nerves like 
lights along the rails of America. 
I think of the piece of paper 
they have given me to wear, the 
machinery revolving around me, 
and you, in the room behind 
this room, at the controls, 
my body my birthmark unto you, 
the genitals like two pearls, 
and how tomorrow I will hang 
in a series of photographs, 
the energies of the body 
organized: red, orange, yellow, 
purple. How what you are looking 
for will look like an eye opened 
in the brain, shot through with 
something which you can generate. 
Along the spine: seven lotuses. 
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Luray Gross 

Wound 

There is a mouth, and the mouth 
is stitched open. 
There is a cave, and its walls are wet. 
There is a flower, and its throat is warm. 
There is air 
where muscle and skin ought to be. 

I watch a doctor lean 
close to the entrance, then swipe 
his index finger against the inner walls 
which had harbored an abscess 
the size of his fist. He fills the hole 
with water and peroxide again and again. 
I adjust the blue pad as it sags heavy 
over the edge of the sink. 
Tomorrow I'll be on my own. 

Afterward, I pull neck and gizzard, liver 
and heart from the hollow cavity 
of our supper chicken. I swear off meat 
as I rinse the carcass in cold tap water. 
I meditate on the Buddha, on Jesus in the wheatfield 
as I chop onion and parsley, fresh tarragon 
and rosemary, as I press them inside. 

There are emptinesses which should not be. 
There are emptinesses no one can fill. 
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There was a child born with half a brain. 
His parents took him home, 
and his mother crocheted a tiny hat 
to cover his incomplete skull 
and held him to her breast, although 
he did not suck. 

How he entered the dark 
without seeing the light. 
How they gave him a name: Zachary, 
that in some small way he might be filled. 

In one afternoon, 
the beanfield is gone, topsoil scraped 
and heaped against the tree border. 
The black plastic band snaking along the edges 
will not hold this, or any other, loss. 

Which do we fear most, the giving 
or the taking away? 
The earth opens 
unexpectedly, and what pours forth 
bums. 
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Katherine Riegel 

Drafts 

She watches the ice 
rising to envelop her car, 
the front gate's sticky latch, 
the neighbor's dormant roses, so glorious 
last summer. This month 
she's composing drafts of her life, 
using words from the Sunday crossword puzzle: 
calamity, oscillate, philander. 
In this one she's waiting for 
her favorite situation comedy, 
the one she watches because debts 
always get paid, lies slip easily 
into candor, every risk 
pays off. It's much like 
her life, before revision. 

In this life she's getting her doctorate, 
but her flight back to defend 
her dissertation is canceled, 
and she' s sitting in the Pittsburgh airport, 
notes spread across the floor, 
teleconferencing with her committee 
from a payphone. 
An older man touches her head as he walks by, 
ruffling her red hair, 
and it isn't creepy. 
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In this one she's a firefighter 
called to the strip mall 
to rescue a teenager 
who's fallen through a rusty grate 
and is trapped there by her swelling knee. 
She sees the girl, head down, 
and thinks of how brittle 
the bones of her beloved dog were 
in her dream last night, how they 
broke so fast she couldn't even touch her. 
One of the other firepeople 
says, "You dated my son, didn't you?" 
The girl blushes. "Could you please 
not tell anyone about this?" 

In this life there's something confusing about the kitchen, 
it slants, it has a particular 
spin. She spends all her time there, 
says things like, "Tum left 
at Valentine Road, 
you' II be right there, 
can't miss it." 
In this same life 
she has a great deal to say 
to animals with four running paws, 
but only on nights without moons, 
and only in the language of blood and teeth. 
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Carol Gordon 

Poisoning the Birds 
"Hundreds of small birds have been found 
dead on East Bay Drive from salmonella 
poisoning in improperly cleaned feeders." 

--the Olympian, December 1992 

Coffee and morning paper in my hand 
I learn again that I've been out of touch. 
Small birds, forgive, I didn't understand. 

Seed rots in the feeder if allowed to stand 
too long. I need enlightenment and bleach, 
After my coffee and the paper in my hand. 

Pine siskins, finches, sparrows, towhees, and 
The varied thrush are dying. Each 
of you, I ask forgiveness. I didn't understand. 

This is my own backyard, no foreign land. 
You are not starving children. Such 
useless mourning, useless paper in my hand. 

My misguided loving's been a blunder. 
I've done it to the least of these ... 
Oh, Christ, please understand. 

Delicate beings of this world, I never planned 
to offer you too little, or too much. 
The morning news is trembling in my hand. 
Forgive, small birds, I didn't understand. 
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Rumors of Death in California 
for Vivian 

"Allons enfants," your father Jed us. 
"Le jour de gloire est arrive." 
Thirteen not-quite women at your birthday party, 
Monsieur May conducting. 
I hear us when I get the letter 
you are dying. 

There was just one high school 
in our suburb. We weren't 
divided up by altitude. 
From Hillsborough to the salt flats 
we took the same French class. 
Your father wanted to improve your grammar. 
I was in Jove with Charles Trenet 
singing La Mer, Les Feuilles Mortes. 

My father had been dead two years. 
I was shy with yours the afternoon 
he drove us up the hill to your house 
in the Cadillac, teaching it is not 
distinguished to read comics, 
or monkey-wrench inside the hoods of cars. 

Maman, your mother, who 
was afraid of butterflies, 
waited for us practicing her arias. 
(Died, they say, by her own hand.) 
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Thanksgiving dinner they invited me. 
Your father showing me the wall length 
liquor cabinet, making me repeat 
each name: Cassis, Dubonnet. 
You noticed not to notice me eyeing 
the "colored" lady serving petite pois, 
who nudged me to the right spoon. 

Your father looking down 
his long Parisian nose. 
We giggled, lighting cigarettes, 
the ones you couldn' t put away, 
even when they took your lung. 

Your father hired me 
in his office every summer. 
I pretended not to know him. 
Did I tell you? 

Your father, (whose death was controversial) 
had us singing almost en Fran(:ais, 
but had nothing to keep those thirteen girls 
singing, young, and lucky, 
or preserve the bowl of pink and helixed roses, 
like the pear someone got mysteriously 
whole and freckled in that 
slim green bottle on his sideboard. 
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Janice's Address 

was on the highway where the boys called. 
Her mother drank sherry out of jelly glasses. 
I wanted to be Janice, 
a miracle, not too beautiful, 
her breasts perfect even in a white T-shirt. 
I practiced her initial on the edges of my homework. 
J's flying. Friends rivalled to be Janice, 
and sometimes they were. Glassy perfume 
bottles winking on her dresser. 
We read her diary. "I hate my mother. 
She won't let me listen to Jack Armstrong 
on the radio." He paddling down the greeny Nile, 
dipping oars, the sweet kiss sounds of a marimba. 

I am Janus, two-faced. 
I own January, one day of it, one second 
ephemeral as ether. I want to own 
the whole year, not just the threshold. 
One hundred parties, on the day before 
each friend's birthday. Packages loaded 
with consolation and the envy of admirers. 
No plastic forks with broken tines, 
but silvery. And hats and favors. 
And cake, oh a floatation of angel cake with tiny 
circus animals bearing inextinguishable candles. 
Songs that last all night. Okay. 
I'll invite Janice. We harmonize, we know 
the words, even the mysterious introductions . 

. We clap and stomp our feet saying, Yeah, this one. 
The inaccessible stars back up 
and chorus their various names. 
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B.Z. Niditch 

Summerthing 

So in discos 
at the doors, orchids flow 
black roses appear 
and Walt Whitman 
somewhere behind the drapes 
moves your hips 
and Lorca 
more lovely than the world 
over the auction floor 
spreads his thighs 
in the green air 
and Garbo, 
with the sensuousness 
of heavy-sweet carnations 
touches my hand, 
so in discos 
poets in pink-soled hours 
sad and good 
await the limbs of summer. 
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Deborah Adelman 

A Simple Matter 
for Zifa 

Ildar appeared at my door on a hot day in June. He had come 
to fix the laboratory refrigerator. I saw a long, narrow face in 
front of me, full of nervous movement, a small mouth with thin 
lips that were no more than two straight lines in the middle of a 
full, reddish beard. There was shyness in his eyes and his slight 
bow of the head. 

He wore the stained clothes of a man who works with ma-
chinery. He had a speech defect. Elvira Ramilovna? he asked, 
extending his hand, the r's gurgling in the back of his throat 
rather than in a clean sharp trill off the tip of the tongue. His 
Russian was accented by countryside Tatar. He wasn't attrac-
tive, but I left my hand wrapped in his too long and I liked the 
feel of his cool, dry palm. 

He followed me along the path to the laboratory. I watched 
him open his workbox, spread tools on the concrete floor, 
examine the old, worn refrigerator. His hands moved quickly, 
cutting wires, splicing, pulling out coils and tubing. I heard the 
hollow ring of metal tools hitting against each other. 

The heat was unbearable. I gave him water in an old tin cup, 
brought him a towel to wipe the sweat from the back of his neck. 
A dark line of perspiration stained his shirt, tracing the ridge of 
his spine. 

He crouched on the floor, only his feet touching the ground, 
his balance perfect. He was lean, strong and limber. The curve 
of his body made me think of an ancient Tatar horseman, gallant 
and bold, galloping madly, westward, to conquer Russia. But 
Ildar was only a repairman, a technician in oily clothes who 
knew how to fix many things: refrigerators, electric stoves, 
motors, generators. 

31 



Permafrost ______________________________________ ___ 

Much later, as we walked back past the barn, the cages for 
small animals, the haystack and feed bins, our bodies brushed 
against each other. The smell of his sweat bit into my nostrils. 
Suddenly I thought, he will become important to me. My cheeks 
grew warm. When he reached his repairman's truck he opened 
the door and said good-bye. 

"No," I said quickly, "don't leave yet. Stay for a cup of tea." 
He turned to face me, accepting without hesitation even though 
neither of us wanted tea on that stifling evening. He looked at 
me, his dark, Tatar eyes wary as a cat. He didn't move. 

I couldn't move towards him either. But I knew that this 
same evening his hands would find my body. The darkness of 
night in my small wooden house would come alive, fill with 
scents and sounds and the warmth of his rough skin against my 
softness. The sweet smell of the haystack would flood in 
through the window, black Bashkir sky above us, thin silver 
crescent of new moon. 

I had fled to the woods for the summer, as far as I could get 
from my sisters, growing plump and content with their husbands 
and children, from my aunts, from my life at the university. In 
exchange for my solitude I had an easy job: looking after the 
field station laboratory and a barnyard of research animals. In 
the mornings I awoke early, with the long summer days' first 
light. I ate chunks of hard black bread and drank my tea without 
sugar or milk. I am getting old, I thought. A terrible sort of 
peacefulness grew inside of me, dry as a bone, spare, clean. I 
might spend my whole life like this, I told myself. I became very 
thin, then stopped looking at myself in a mirror. In the evenings 
I read Tsvetayeva as if her words were carved across my brow. 
Perdition is here; prison is there.' I read the verses aloud, to 
myself, my voice hollow in the empty room: May the night 
engage me in combat, Night itself.' May there be two in the 
world: The world and 1.' But the world had no place in it for 
Tsvetayeva. I knew what she had done in that forlorn village in 
Tataria, alone, helpless, an exile, in 1941. She had climbed onto 
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a chair, put a rope over a beam, and ended forty-eight years of 
life. Her joy. Her despair. Every time I read those poems, I 
shut the book, closed my eyes, and imagined that moment, over 
and over again. The rope. The beam. The chair. Her feet, 
kicking it out from under her own body. 

My nights in that house were empty. There was nothing else, 
no one, not even a telephone. I read Tsvetayeva until her strange 
sentences, her images, her dashes and dots and colons gave me a 
fever. But my solitude would soon end: in September I would 
leave Bashkiria for Moscow, one of only three people from my 
city who had been accepted to do graduate research there, in 
biology. The study of living things. 

I dreamed of my departure for Moscow. I marked off the 
days on my calendar, counted hours and seconds. Moscow, my 
salvation. To Moscow! As if all the desire ofChekhov's three 
sisters had been packed inside my one short, small body. My 
own sisters had grown thick-waisted and complacent. The only 
one to leave Bashkiria would be me. But then Ildar appeared on 
that day in June, and came to me every night thereafter. He 
confused me. 

Before he came, I had gotten used to sleeping alone. Three 
hundred and sixty-five nights multiplied many times. But once 
he appeared my foot fit so snugly inside the curve of his foot. 
My mouth and nose rested against the back of his neck, the sharp 
smell of his sweat mingling with another, sweeter smell that was 
just Ildar. He ruined my sleep. I grew restless, woke him in the 
middle of the night if I desired him. 

"Why do you want me here?" Ildar asked once in the dark-
ness of my room after I had shaken him awake. But of course he 
knew why. Our bodies pressed against each other, my head 
resting underneath his chin, my breasts against his chest, our legs 
woven tightly together. 

"Why would a woman choose to live alone in the woods?" he 
asked. With each word he spoke I felt the movement of his jaw 
beneath my fingers. "Why do you have no husband?" I brought 
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his body closer to mine, wrapped my arms around him, still 
saying nothing, raising my fingers to his lips to silence him. 

"Why do you have no husband?" he asked again. No hus-
band, his words echoed in my ears, and their sound was both 
pleasing and bitter. 

I sealed his mouth with my mouth. It gave way beneath my 
lips and I felt his tongue, the line of his teeth, the ridges, the 
sharp edges. He kissed the entire length of my body, my back, 
my neck, the inside of my thigh. His hands followed the path 
his lips drew across my belly. Elvira, he whispered, his hands 
pulling the hair away from my face and neck, his mouth finding 
the hollow of my neck and shoulder, his teeth brushing the skin. 
He named every part of me that pleased him: black hair thick 
and wiry as a horse's mane. Skin golden like a field of winter 
wheat. Green eyes clear as a pool of water near the caves at 
Shulgantash. Hips slender as a young girl's. Elvira. He spoke 
my name from the back of his throat and the harsh sound pleased 
me. 

For a long time there had been no man to speak my name in a 
moment of intimacy. But then II dar came to my door that hot 
June day. 

The vodka we were drinking made Ildar say foolish things to 
my sisters and aunt. 

"I might take Elvira off your hands," he told them. 
His face was flushed from the hours of food and alcohol in 

Aunt Faiya' s small apartment. Two bright red spots had ap-
peared on his cheeks. He was enclosed and uncomfortable in the 
small room, his movements rough and clumsy from the drink. 

My sisters hadn't liked him from the beginning of our after-
noon together. But Aunt Faiya was full of vodka herself, and 
found Ildar amusing. "Off our hands?" she asked him with a 
laugh. "She's the one who abandoned us, running off to the 
middle of nowhere. She hardly comes in to see us anymore." 

"You could stop worrying about getting her settled," he 
insisted. "With a man. Now that she's met me." I saw the look 
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on my sisters' faces. Rimma stiffened, held her breath, tried to 
smile at us. Guzel was cool and distant. I knew what she was 
thinking: Our Elvira getting settled? She began clearing the 
dishes off the table. 

I looked down at the floor, embarrassed. The vodka had 
loosened Ildar's tongue. "Our women shouldn't be living alone 
like that, wild, in the woods. And what's the use of all that 
study? Moscow! Graduate work! The university! She already has 
one degree already! That's enough! A woman's got to calm 
down. Live quietly. Take care of her home." By then we had 
stopped drinking but Ildar reached for the bottle to refill his 
glass. 

"Let's drink," he exclaimed, "to Elvira's womanly happi-
ness!" He asked Guzel to leave the herring and cucumbers on 
the table so we would have something to help ease down the 
vodka. But not even Faiya raised her glass to meet his for that 
toast. Guzel pushed the plate of fish in front of him. 

"Go ahead, eat, drink if you want," she told him dryly. "But 
Elvira still has two degrees to finish. So you've got a long wait." 
She looked at me, as if to wipe out any other intentions I may 
have had. By then Ildar wasn't listening. 

After he had gone, my sisters spoke harshly: he drank too 
much, was not smart enough for me. 

"Your womanly happiness!" Guzel said as if she were drunk, 
mocking II dar's voice. 

"You could do better than that," Rimma said. But she knew 
as well as I did that there was no one else. And Aunt Faiya 
silenced her by winking in my direction. 

"How do you know, Rimma, if she could do better? Maybe 
she's only interested in one part of him." She laughed and 
winked again. "And I know which part. Anyhow, the nights are 
lonely out there in the woods," she said, "and in the dark, they're 
all the same." 

But Rimma and Guzel did not smile at Faiya' s jokes. And I 
was ashamed of my loneliness, of the way I couldn't think at all 
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when Ildar touched me. Ashamed that my Aunt Faiya knew that 
I cared about Ildar most of all in the blackness of night. 
Ashamed that I did not have the most ordinary things in life, the 
things my sisters had, the life that women have. 

In July Ildar and I traveled north, three hours in his truck 
along the roads of the Dyurtulimsky Region, past the combines 
working the endless wheat fields. 

"I've done repairs for every state and collective farm there is 
around here," he told me. "We can stop in any of them and get a 
good lunch. Everybody knows me, talks to me. In Russian, 
Tatar, Bashkir. It doesn't matter. They all like me." 

In the bright sunlight I studied his face, taking in every detail. 
He spent a lot of time outdoors and the sun had damaged his 
skin. Tiny red circles of burst capillaries dotted his cheeks and 
nose. The years had left lines across his forehead, and the skin 
around his ears had begun to sag and crease. I imagined him 
making his rounds of the state farms, fixing refrigerators, chat-
ting up the directors over bowls of greasy soup. 

Ildar, forty years old, the 11Ulster repairman of Dyurtulimsky 
Region, I thought. 

We drove east, to the Belaya River. Ildar stopped the truck as 
close to the water as the road would take us. Below us the 
Belaya moved in a broad, slow curve. We had reached the end 
of the farmland; the far side of the river was covered by thick 
woods that extended for hundreds of kilometers. 

"Just look at this land," Ildar said. "Absolutely pure." 
"It is perfect," I agreed. 
But I had said something wrong. 
"Perfect?" he repeated. "Then why are you running off to 

Moscow, with all the dirt, that mass of people everywhere? Isn't 
everything you need here?" he asked. Perhaps he is right, I 
thought. Perhaps this was my future, its hand around my waist, 
staring me in the face. I felt the sun's heat pressing against the 
top of my head. 
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He grabbed my hand, pulled me with him, running down the 
hill to the river. Near the bank he ran ahead, freeing himself of 
his shirt, his loose brown cotton pants, shoes and socks, and 
then, dressed only in his old white trunks, ran into the water. He 
began swimming straight across. 

Halfway there he turned to look at me standing on the bank. 
Treading water, he smoothed his wet hair away from his eyes. 
"Come on," he shouted. 

"I can't swim," I admitted. I heard him burst into laughter. 
"So the great scientist can't swim!" he said in a mocking 

tone, his head bobbing in the current. He swam a few more 
strokes, then stopped and shouted at me from the middle of the 
nver. 

"In a couple of months you' II be gone!" 
I brought my hand up to my eyes to shield them from the 

white globe in the sky. I caught the smell of the river, heard the 
rush of water around a thick log that had fallen into it. 

"You'll be gone to Moscow," Ildar shouted again, "and you'll 
forget everything! Even my name!" 

I paced along the bank expecting him to swim back towards 
me. But he stayed where he was, in the middle of the river. 

"Ildar!" I shouted at him. He started towards the opposite 
shore. "Ildar!" I cried out again, hearing the pleading tone in 
my own voice, "Where are you going?" I felt a moment of panic 
watching the distance grow between us. 

When he reached the other side he stood up in the shallow 
water without even looking back in my direction. He disap-
peared into the woods. "Ildar!" I shouted once more. 

I watched and waited on the river bank. I squinted into the 
sun, expecting him to emerge at any minute from the trees and to 
swim back across the water to me. But Ildar was gone. And I 
had been abandoned at the river, waiting in the hot July sun for a 
forty-year old refrigerator repairman just because one day he had 
shown up at my door and I liked the smell of his sweat. 

I thought of my sisters and how the three of us, young girls in 
our mother's house in Kazakhstan, our hair still in braids, had 
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once made a vow. We will never need anybody except each 
other. No husbands will come between us, no husbands will ever 
slow us down. I became a biologist. Rimma and Guzel married, 
went to work, side by side with their husbands, in a factory, had 
their children. My sisters sent me on alone to the university. 

I lay down in the field and fell asleep in the hot sun. I didn't 
know what else to do. 

Drops of water falling on my face woke me. Ildar had 
returned. My eyes were still closed but I could tell that it was 
much later in the afternoon because the sun no longer shone 
above me. 

"Is that you, my gallant one?" I asked, without looking at 
him, keeping my voice flat and harsh. "What's your name? I've 
forgotten. Salavat Yulaev? Genghis Khan? Some other warrior 
hero of the East? Perhaps the Emir of Bukhara? Before they cut 
his head off?" 

I opened my eyes. Ildar stood above me, dripping river water 
on my dress. "Oh," I said, without moving. "It's just you. Ildar. 
You repair refrigerators." I closed my eyes again, wishing he 
would disappear. 

I heard him take a few steps away from me through the grass. 
"Yes, I repair refrigerators. And what do you do that is so 

important?" he asked. "You sit around and read the verses of a 
crazywoman and call it poetry. You study insects. You feed 
slop to animals." 

I sat up and looked at him. He was angry at me, because soon 
I would be gone. 

"You made me wait here all afternoon, like a fool," I said. 
"But I'll be the one leaving you, forever, with your repairs and 
your collective farm directors. I'll never think of you again. 
But you'll remember my name. Always. Elvira Ramilovna. 
Scientist. Biologist." 

I should have gotten up and left him, walked the three kilo-
meters back to the highway, flagged down a ride in a truck full 
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of workers from a state farm. I should have said good-bye in the 
middle of that blue hot afternoon because by then I knew every-
thing about the part of Ildar that was angry and would always 
resent me: I knew what could be and what could not be between 
us just as I knew that a woman's happiness would never be mine. 
But he had awoken a thirst in me, and I had become greedy. I 
still liked the curve of his back. It was July. There were two 
more months of summer nights in front of me. 

"Come here," I said. "Why don't you enjoy this while you 
still can?" 

He looked down at me. "You're a Bashkirian woman," he 
said to me, "but you have no shame, like a Russian." 

"Come here," I repeated. I wanted him, right in the middle of 
the grassy field, his skin still cool and damp from the river, the 
thick green smell and the faint hum of insects around us. The 
sun had burned my face and arms and Ildar' s cool dampness 
against the tender skin made me shiver. But somewhere inside 
of me I felt a tiny spot of a perfect warmth, smooth and gentle. 

That was my mistake. I lost my chance to say good-bye to 
Ildar by inviting him down into the grass with me. Because right 
there in that field near the river we created a child. And a child 
needs a father. Even I knew that. 

"We'll get married," Ildar said. It was September when I 
finally told him that his child was two months growing inside of 
me. We were sitting on a bench in the airport waiting for my 
flight to Moscow. 

I cannot marry this man, I thought. The waiting room was 
full of noise, loudspeakers, people hurrying back and forth with 
suitcases and bulging sacks, shouting at each other. 

I didn't have to have the baby, either. It would have been 
easy enough not to, a few rubles, an afternoon in the hospital, a 
couple days sleeping off the pain. But I knew that I would give 
birth and I knew, somehow, that I would have a son. I was 
thirty-two. In Moscow that was already too old. But in 
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Bashkiria this was my only chance, granted to me, as if by 
miracle, at the last hour. I knew that. Everybody knew it, 
including Ildar. 

"We'll get married," he said again. It was not a question. I 
could not say no. I had his child in my belly and no other man. 
We would marry and I could be a normal woman living a normal 
life. But I took that flight to Moscow without saying yes to him, 
without saying no. 

Ildar appeared at my dorm room in Moscow one morning, as 
he had appeared at my wooden house three months earlier, in the 
woods, but this time his face held no surprises for me. He held a 
bouquet of flowers in one hand, a bottle of champagne in the 
other. 

"I've come to marry you," he told me. "I promised I would." 
He had tried to call me in Moscow every day after I had left, 

but there was never a phone line in to my floor in the dormitory. 
And so he came after me, four hours flying through the night, 
over forests, across the Urals. 

I had only a narrow cot in my dorm room, but it didn't matter. 
We took up right where we had left off in my house in the 
woods, losing track of time. Even with the fullest light of day 
coming through the window we did not get up, the sun through 
the glass warming my bare skin, his grip on my wrists, my name 
in his throat, his voice in my ear. The tiny room was all that 
connected us, the bare walls, the big bright window, the small 
cot we lay on. 

I did not go to the lab for a week. And when the time came 
for Ildar to leave, I had agreed to go home at the New Year, and 
marry him. 

I grew thick in Moscow. My son had taken root inside of me, 
demanding nourishment. In the mornings I drank glasses of 
thick kefir, sweetened with pure white sugar. I ate the richest 
foods, omelets, buttery potatoes, fried sausage. I imagined my 
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son as he developed, the fingers forming, his tiny toes, the cells 
growing, dividing, multiplying, his closed eyes, his peaceful 
sleep. His need for me, his small form still only an invisible part 
of my own body. May there be two in the world! And there 
were only two of us in the world, my son and I, that autumn in 
Moscow. During the day I returned to my lab, focused all my 
energy through the lens of a microscope, studied as intently as I 
could the smallest, most essential element of life, the cell, the 
beginning and the end. And I thought of my son, as if I could 
see him there, a small dot on a glass slide, open and unprotected. 

In the evenings I returned to my room. I ate farmer's cheese 
with jam, spread honey on slices of white bread. I slept through 
the nights, dreaming of my son. He would be a thin, slight boy 
with clear green eyes, like mine; he would love the woods, like 
his father. He would take the cold air of the mountains of 
Bashkiria into his lungs, breath deeply and grow strong. But I 
did not know what would become of me. 

Before the new year, I went home. I took a train and watched 
the December landscape change. Leaving the city behind, I 
passed the state farms and villages east of Moscow. Rows of 
bare-branched trees surrounded the winter fields, cutting dark 
lines across the heaviness of the sky. 

Soon we left the farms behind. In the last hours of afternoon 
light I could see the forest grow thicker, whiter, colder. I rested 
my cheek against the window of my compartment, feeling the 
chill of cold glass against my skin. My hands rested on the 
curved hardness of my stomach. My hips had grown wide and 
my arms fleshy. There was a child inside of me, kicking, 
turning, impatient to be born. 

I am living, I thought, foolish, sentimental words, but even so 
they had not come to me easily. 

Three figures waited for me on the platform when I stepped 
off the train. A tall, thin man in a bulky coat and a black fur cap, 
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the sides pulled down over his ears. Ildar. Two short, rounding 
women, broad-faced, dark-haired. My sisters. I was home 
again. 

I walked towards them and planted myself firmly in their 
path. 

"Here's the bride," I said, turning slightly, offering a side 
view, in case Rimma and Guzel had not understood. I curtsied, 
as if I were making a joke. 

"Oh!" was all Guzel said, but her eyebrows lifted and her 
mouth opened, as if she could find no words to mark her surprise 
at seeing me like that, pregnant and heavy. "And you didn' t 
even tell me!" she said. 

Ildar, uneasy in the company of my sisters, greeted me stiffly 
and ran ahead, carrying my bags to the street to find a taxi. 
Rimma took my arm and linked it through hers. My sisters and I 
walked slowly, carefully, taking small measured steps as if what 
I was carrying inside of me was as fragile as a basket of eggs. 

Rimma' s mouth had settled into a faint smile but she said 
nothing. She rested her hand lightly on my stomach. Her arm, 
linked so tightly with mine, slowed down my steps, pulled at me, 
dragged me. I wanted to walk faster. Her caress on my belly 
filled me with impatience. Rimma and Guzel already had five 
children between the two of them and plans for more, each child 
a cause for family gatherings, celebrations, festivities. Mother-
Heroines ofthe Soviet People. But I didn't feel like that. I 
wanted only this one chance to set my feet down right into the 
middle of life, secure my place in it. Put my feet into the cycle. 

"So this explains the wedding," Rimma said finally, her hand 
still resting on my belly. From across the station Ildar reap-
peared waving at us, pointing the way to the taxi he had found. 
"A child needs a father." 

Guzel took my other arm and linked it through hers. My 
sisters held me firm between them. "But don't think you' re 
going to stay here just because of the baby," Guzel hissed in my 
ear, "you're going back to Moscow to finish your studies." 
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The wedding was a simple matter. A signature on a piece of 
paper, a ring on my finger, a meal in a restaurant at a table long 
enough for all the relatives, the food, the filled glasses, the 
toasts. Each guest, in succession, spoke the predictable words. 
Aunt Faiya: To the new family, may it prosper! Uncle Mazit: To 
long years of good health! Aunt Roza: To happiness in your 
marriage! Womanly happiness, Ildar had called it, thinking he 
would be the one to give me that gift. 

Gorko! Gorko! someone cried out. How bitter life is! The 
toasts stopped long enough so that Ildar and I could lean towards 
each other at the table, our lips meeting to wash away the 
bitterness and show everyone just how happy we would be. We 
kissed. Ildar tasted of vodka, of salty beef dipped in sharp 
horseradish and mustard. 

II dar's sister Din ora raised her glass in my direction. ''To the 
bride, may she prosper," she said. The sound of many glasses 
hitting against each other filled my ears. "Elvira!" 

Why do they toast a bride like me? I wondered. Thirty-two 
years old with a swollen belly. And how strange, I thought, that 
not even seventy years ago my people still sold young girls into 
marriage with old men they had never seen before, still let one 
man take four wives, to quarrel and bicker among themselves, 
each hoping for her husband's favor. What would they have 
done to a woman like me seventy years ago? Why am I not any 
happier than those poor girls ever were? 

"Another toast!" Dinora called out. "From one of the bride's 
sisters!" 

Everyone looked at Rimma. She was nervous, struggling to 
find words to try to express what she wasn't feeling. She held 
her glass up, towards the center of the table. Her youngest child, 
not yet two, sat on her lap. 

"To my sister Elvira!" she said in a rush of air, trying to finish 
her obligation. But she said nothing about Ildar, about our 
union. Her toast seemed incomplete, cutting us in half. Every-
body waited for her to continue. It embarrassed me to see on her 
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face what everybody there knew: Ildar and I were a most ill-
matched wedding pair. I was plump as a goose, not even two 
months from giving birth. That was the only reason we were all 
gathered at the table. Rimma remained silent, but everyone else 
still held their glasses expectantly towards the center of the table, 
forcing her to continue. "Well then, to Elvira and Ildar," she 
said, her eyes avoiding mine. She tried to make a joke to ease 
her own tension, but she failed and said the worst thing possible: 

"We thought we'd never marry her off!" 
I heard a little gasp come from somewhere, perhaps from me, 

or perhaps from Rimma herself at hearing words she had not 
planned to say and had never even thought before, even though 
the other guests laughed, as if it were funny. 

My eyes met II dar's. In the brief second that passed between 
us I saw what my marriage would bring to me. I knew it just as 
clearly as I already knew that the baby inside of me, making me 
so round and full, fat as a cow, was going to be a healthy boy 
with green eyes like mine. I knew that Ildar would proclaim to 
the world that I was not a worthy mother to his son, that I cared 
more about my profession than our home. I knew that he would 
always remember Rimma's tongue-tied comment and someday I 
would hear it again, right from his lips: They finally managed to 
marry you off. Because I came along and saved you. 

And I knew that someday I would grow tired and everything 
would end, just as abruptly as it had begun. But I would have 
my boy. 

Gorko! the guests cried out for the second time. Gorko! How 
bitter life is! Ildar leaned towards me and our lips met once 
again. We kissed. The guests applauded. And I was married. 
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Mozart in Mesmer's Garden 
Vienna, July 14, 1773 

If there is a pool, the water is like a lens. 
Mozart looks through, looks into a world 
where sound grows visible, long, tremulous, white 
as the dresses of women here in the moonlight. 

White is also the color of flowers flooding 
the palpable air-snowdrop, alyssum, freesia, 
hyacinth, jasmine. The sweet stir of it all 
draws him down through a soporific hush. Here 
he can believe in the liquid light of the sun 
and the stars, Mesmer's forces pouring, raining 
invisible over all of them who have come together. 

Mozart is seventeen. He is done with musical 
studies in Bologna with Padre Martini, he 
has sweated his time of typhus and smallpox. 
Something begins to stir him-the Italian music 
pounds in his ears like blood. Garden morphia 
charms him. He is seduced by shoulders white 
in the bloom of Austrian moonlight. The woman-he does 
not yet know her name-is a single line of melody 
on the dark Austrian night. Mozart's hands 
on the forte piano move frighteningly. He holds 
his body stiff, erect. The notes that fly 
in the black garden are his first touch. 
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Mozart in Paris: Piano Sonata, Slow Movement 

The music expects a language so he gives it 
the punctuation of a word. In Italian cantabile 
is singing, sixteenth notes depend from a common bar, 
their black slashes lines of light into the center of a song. 

He writes an ecstatic calligraphy, hand swifter by far 
than the music's tempo which is andante, walking, 
each note a measured one, the pace of a man stretching 
his steps over the washed streets of Paris at daybreak. 

He finds the music first in his head. All the hours he wakes 
it is being made, melody spun in a ribbony thread 
which he cannot stop. The music asks things of him 
and he makes offerings, appeases it. It is an easy god, but hungry. 

He feeds it the spare words, his gesture, con espressione. 
What a young man would know. Slow movement in F. 
The dominant pulls. The line lifts, crescendo. 
He gives what he knows it must have. 

First notes of the theme, right hand alone, staccato, repeating, 
tied with a little slur. Dolce, he says, whispers, letting the music 

rise on air. 
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34 Kreuzer 
"A little fool lies here 
Whom I held dear-" 

W.A.M. 

In his pocket the coins are a weight. They do not signify, 
they can not buy him anything. They are silver, 
small, and rattle as he fingers them on his walk. 
If he can not have more, he thinks, then he will not have these. 

The bird and its cage go into the ledger he 
has decided to keep. First entry: vogel-stahrl. It sings 
allegretto, in fact, the theme of his G major concerto, 
lacking only the grace notes and one half tone. 

Three years the starling sings for him repeating 
the lovely sensuous theme, always the key of G. 
Mozart takes nothing from the bird; he has his own notes, 
the present swirl he lives in waked or dreaming. 
He is rich, he believes, it is all his to spend. 
The bird dies and is buried in the garden at Landstrasse. 

In the end, it is less strange for the bird to have sung 
his own five-measured theme, than for the man to have spent 
the song of the bird in the same way one who dives 
casts off weights, returning, adding buoyancy, so he will rise. 
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Ave Verum Corpus 

The body when it is trying to leave speaks loudly. 
Each flutter of the eyelid, each pursing of lips 
is a cry saying if it were only up to me I would stay here. 
The hands rest on the white hospital sheets. 
They are mostly still. The hair is shorn, the skin is like wax. 
The scars are familiar, a part of this dying. 

Death rattles the heart, it is a hot wind which cannot find its way. 
The final catastrophe is what is essential to each of us. 
Grief shows how we love the body even when it is sour 
and breaking and wanting to get away. Language 
and memory, the chimerical soup of our hearts, 
brings us to the irreducible edge, here, at the bed of death. 

The body is a boundary, a membrane always about to break, 
always ready to slip past the living into the great space of the 

dead. 
We call out to it, we lay our hands on it and try to hold it, 
but we are too late. The quick and the dead, we say to ourselves, 
but we have got it wrong. The dying are eager, 
they are ready to go, they never look back. 
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Sonata Facile 
The original piece was written by Mozart in 
1788. Edvard Grieg wrote the part for a second 
piano approximately 100 years later. 

At the distance of two pianos nestled in the curve 
of each other, I cannot see your hands. 
The sober space between us lies under 
the pitch of the raised tops. We are the speaking 
length of strings away. I can see 
only the top of your head. Your nod says time. 

I begin. Primo. One note spins out in time. 
It is unfixed, briefly flies in an open curve. 
This is an old piece, Sonata in C, 
Sonata Facile, Mozart. My hands 
have held these notes for thirty years, speak 
now to the child, now to you under 

the spell of the second voice running over and under. 
This is a music Mozart never heard. Time 
rushes back. Over the long years Grieg is speaking 
to him, secondo. One singing embellishment curves 
around the original score. On the keys our hands 
are little rocking boats, the music a sea. 

The unknown beginner Mozart wrote for could see 
perhaps the irony of the allegro. Under 
her teacher's stern face her young hands 
flew over the ivory keys while he kept time. 
His gaze softened only when it fell on the curve 
of her silk bodice, his music gently speaking 
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to her of intentions. Did he speak 
about what lay beyond the music? Some urgency 
might have led him to touch her hand and curve 
her fingers under his own: in three days' time 
his baby daughter Theresa would die in his hands. 

Time bends the music under our hands. 
A river of time walks through the pages before us speaking 
of loss. Two voices parry, andante, allegretto, and time 
is still as strict and cold as constancy. 
I am one pair of hands playing under 
the spell of the music's long curve. 

Only our hands know the urgency 
of how the music speaks. We go back to the feel of the keys 

under 
our fingers, to the relenting time, to notes bound always in the 

music's curve. 
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A Box at the Opera 

The year is 1880. A mother, rose 
at her breast, soft flesh under thin silk, holds 
music she doesn't see. Her eyes watch us. 
More roses in their paper wrap rest in the lap 
of her daughter whose brown hair spills out of the frame. 
Foreground, what holds us is the white softness of one 
long glove, blush of the mother, round cheeks of the girl. 

Once in the wine shadows at the upper right 
Renoir had painted the head and shoulders of a man. 
What we know about him comes only from mother 
and daughter, from flowers blown beyond fullness, from skin 
soft as a bruise. He is only someone who has left, 
who reminds us of the space the dead take up, 
how the eye falls where we expect them to be. 
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The Little Dancer of Fourteen Years 
modeled by Edgar Degas between 1879 
and 1891; cast in 1919 after his death 

Did you ever manage to ask him why 
he took so much time, the studies, the sketches, slaty 
lines of your body spilling over page after page? 
When the light was gone, when the shadows of Paris lay 
on the cold streets, did you beg, did he let you see 
what he'd drawn, how his crayon made the lids of your eyes 
fall, how it pushed out your chin, gave your face such an odd 
upward tilt? Finally, when he'd finished the armature, he coaxed 
the blue-black wax into the start of a girl. 
You thrust your body again into the familiar 
pose, thought of chocolate and music as he began 
to carve the shape of you, but smaller, dark. 

You took what he paid you, scant pile of francs, back 
to your rooms in the rue de Douai, to parents, a tailor 
and laundress. Morning after morning you returned. Each night 
he crushed the figure made that day, balled up 
the dead wax in a tarry lump, said what mattered 
was mutabilite, never would cast 
the figure into bronze. Art does not 
expand, he wrote, it repeats. After the long 
hours of dressing and undressing, after the days 
of holding still, did it sadden you to see 
yourself in wax and think you'd never last? 

Your name-lost now-was Marie van Goethem, you came 
from Belgian stock, the tailor and laundress, who saw 

. you dancing out of their clouded lives. Degas 
made you carefully, fashioned a body the color 
of the sea, tint of rust and light glancing 
delicately off your young limbs. He showed 
the body as doubt, halted in planes of sway. 
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Paris then seemed always full of steam 
rising from the boiling tubs of lye, 
from flatirons nesting on their charcoal fires 
in the apartments of the city's poor. 
On the nights when you danced, did you look out over the lights 
in the hot halls, over the damp, perfumed bodies 
of the rich who came to watch--did you see how the close 
air leached the dreams of them all, and how the dreams 
rose them in the volatile ascendancy of smoke? 

In fourth position your feet improbably point out. 
The body leans, your hands are clasped behind 
your back, the fat, long braid swings free. The mold 
cracked once-his armature was weak-leaving 
a small break high on the back of your upper arm. 
Each of the tiny planes of bronze refracts 
a greenish light. You're wearing cotton tulle, 
limp now with years, and a gray silk ribbon catches 
the weight of your long hair in its fraying loop. 

Art does not expand, it repeats. What more proof 
than a living body could you have brought to him, 
could you have coaxed into this slow life of art? 
It repeats. The little wrinkles in your stockings, the frayed 
hem of your skirt, the about-to-slip strap of your 
chemise, hold out for impermanence, decay. 
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Ballerinas in the Dining Room 

There are six of them and they have not 
always been in this room. They used 
to look down from over the fireplace 
and for a while from near the piano. 
They appear to be about twelve or eleven. 
They are waiting to go on. The first, the one 
in green, whose arms are folded across 
her chest, is listening. The third, in blue, 
is biting a nail, while two and four 
are watching the space where they will dance, 
already seeing their feet slip 
across the floor, feeling their bodies 
move against air. Only the one 
in yellow looks out. The last, in white, 
is a little bored, resigned. I realize 
we choose what watches us. It goes 
back to that afternoon in the park 
at the festival when we kept walking away 
and then turning back, catching their eyes 
before we wrote the check and brought 
them home. We began to see then what 
we were up against, pale knifed flatness 
of paint, frieze of hearts beating under 
taut cloth, the only looseness in the long 
ends of ribbons holding up their hair. 
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Ballroom Dancing 

The first boy leaves on command. This is no ballroom, 
and he is not dancing but walking to his fate, the long 
line of girls against the gymnasium wall. Their clear eyes 
are on him, their uneasy bodies wait. 
His walk over polished wood and the black 
warnings of three-second zones ends before 
the hazel stare of the first girl in the line, 
the one to whom he holds out his hand. He 
is supposed to introduce himself, ask for this dance, 
but he can' t, or won't. She comes anyway. The needle 
drops onto the turning groove. They move 
into the gentle push and pull of old 
rock and roll. He runs her out the length of his arm, 
brings her back. She ducks for the underarm turn. He breathes 
only when the small breasts have brushed by. Hope 
dampens his palms like seawater, like tears. 
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Sonata Facile 2 

A familiar broken chord figure from my car radio at 8 am-
I am almost home from taking my daughter's carpool. 
I could stop, but something makes me keep driving. 

Claudio Arrau playing Mozart, the C major sonata. 
I pull my dirty green Jeep into the third stall of the Buggy Wash 
where Scenic Highway turns into Cervantes. The quarters wait 

in my pocket. 

Nothing in the world is this beautiful. Nothing I can make, 
nothing I have seen. I learned this piece when I was fourteen, 
hating the teacher, hating the lessons. I still have most of it by 

heart. 

It is easy, sweet. For a while it embarrassed me, since I wanted 
to like the difficult and austere. Then I made my peace with it. 
When they were very little, my girls called it the seventeen page 

song. 

I played it night after night. For a long time it was how they 
went to sleep. 

Allegro, andante, rondo. Beautiful, easy, sweet. 
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Appogiatura 

If we were music, this is what 
we'd be, a suite in parts played 
con agevolezza-with ease-
con a.fflizione-with regret-a fugue 
of dreams under the same moonlight. 
All night we are moving 
to the old dances, sarabande, 
bourre, gavotte. There is breathing sostenuto 
into pillows, sotto voce circling 
of the fan and the changing note of air 
which slips beneath the sheets. 
We sleep in counterpoint, 
voices of all the stories under 
our eyelids figuring themselves 
in the night air. We have shaken 
off the rhythm of day, lie facing away, 
then leaning hard begin to wake. 
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Songs Bearing Weight 

Consider that they may begin in the wood, in the shape 
and bend and stretch of the curved and curled, in a place 
where sounds fatten, then emerge. 

Consider the thin filaments of a bow raised in air 
where first there is no sound, then the quivering breath 
of strings under a touch. 

Fingers on the neck search the raw. Hands 
return over and over, probe the same ground, 
search for what will come. 

Tongue against reed tastes bitter juice, stroke 
against membrane of kettle and tympani beats at the pure 
soft flesh of a melody. 

To play is to hang on the lip of desire where blood 
sings prestissimo, where knees press the familiar warm 
curve of the cello 

and sound pours through the white air over the shoulders, 
spreads like the bum of hands on thighs. 
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Playing Bach 

Think of the red-eared turtle as she lumbers 
heavy with the lethargy of mud 
from pond-bottom warmth into sharp 
rank light of spring. It is a reluctant crawl, 
this going out from where she slept, this 
slipping out of safety into where 
she knows she has to go. Some clock 
has ticked her into leaving, has set 
rough claws to drag her carapace abroad. 
She is a blink and yawn into life, her lips 
drawn back to taste the world again, cold 
blood beginning to bubble along its way. 
She is melody over a cantus firmus 
of twigs and marsh grass, fugue of steps 
moving with all the elegance of a man gone 
blind but writing still the music that he hears. 
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I Return to the Piano Store 

They are gathered like the proper and beautiful 
at a wake, nodding in pairs, here and there one aloof, turned out, 
facing the world at a solemn tilt. They are dressed alike-
satin, polished, rubbed--all black with expected touches 
of white and a little good gold, their stencilled names, 
judiciously displayed with all the restraint 
of a woman who has owned jewelry for a long time and has no 

need 
to wear it much. I greet one with a few bars of Mozart, 
another with a scale, this with a few chords. They are cool to the 

touch. 
I see they are turned away from the empty space in the showroom 
where light from the street window streams in only 
to pool on the bare floor. The beautiful old Kawai 
with her slowly yellowing ivory keys is gone. And so is the 

shadow 
cast by the long curve of her raised top. The little Clavinovas, 

sleek, 
new to this sort of loss, stand aside, respectful if not terribly 

involved. 
No one says how we loved her tone, the resonance in her low 

notes, 
those long strings hammered into song. 
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How the Tenor Sings 

is like the light going, 
threads spun out into dark air, 
streaming up into vaulted space. 
Ribbons of sound slip 
through the windows, fly 
to heaven. The woman 
who listens does not realize 
she holds her hand before her 
to catch his words, 
fingers curved like a cup. 
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1994 Permafrost Chapbook Contest 
Honorable Mention, On the Windy Side of Care 

James Brock 

I Wish I Could Skate Across the Wide, Frozen 
River 

--from lines by Joni Mitchell 

As a schoolboy, I never understood 
the geography of lakes, how only they 
could have fingers. But I always 
knew that rivers were full of hands, 

hands of everyone dead and fantastical, 
just beneath the flowing surface, and 
even now, I will waver my hands above 
the crest, nervous before I plunge them 

into the cold, feeling nothing but force 
and fluidity. Thus I remember 
my bare hand upon your brother's leg, 
with everyone of us spread flat 

upon the frozen creek that clicked 
solid from the sudden sub-zero night, 
and all our hands upon one another-
Tommy, Kenny, Elizabeth, Chuck, Mike, 

Connie, you, me-or upon the colding 
ice. We each traded turns to watch 
the denser, warmer water fall through 
an open hollow of ice, listening 
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to the water's quickening, on its way 
to confluences larger than us. We 
stilled our bodies, sprawled and 
seraphic, alive in the cold air, 

connected by some great blood. I 
would call it joy. Why else did we 
endure that old exegesis of touch, 
palm, and clasp? Our hands stayed 

warm. But today I wish for a greater 
river, frozen all the way through, 
one mile wide, and I would skate 
across it, gliding over all the hands 

in the river, each one open and supple, 
gliding over every last human 
touch that broke surface and broke free, 
because, my love, I have hurt you, 

and I wish to skate away, over everything 
frozen and closed, I wish to skate 
away over this river of hands, I wish 
to skate away because I have hurt you. 
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After we have talked 

about me, and after you have spoken 
of your past lovers, whom you neither 
named nor called lover, and after you 
have told me that you never 
said to a man, I love you, 
I did not believe you at first, 
until later, after I first 
disentangled your clothes from you, 
letting them slide to the floor 
from your bed, I kissing 
your throat, first mistaking 
your pain and release as lust, 
until I heard you say, 
"I can' t believe this," meaning 
exactly that, and I understood 
then, never pry, but only 
pain and release, and I never 
wanted to know any man's 
name whom you did not love. 
I do not remember the first 
time you said you loved me. 
Rather I think of our empty clothes, 
the entwined aftermaths of a man 
turning toward a woman he loves, 
a woman toward a man she loves, 
and the air so saturated with light 
and spring, our clothes touched us, 
ginger, to our skin as we dressed each 
other, eager to do this again, soon. 
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1994 Permafrost Chapbook Contest 
Honorable Mention, A Bouquet for the Sleepless 

Judith Skillman 

The Woman with Fallen Breasts* 

Sits in an acrylic spa, 
confesses to me 
while we talk around 
issues. Outside 
a few dogwoods 
have been deceived 
into flower. 

The woman with fallen breasts 
sits closer to me 
than I have ever been 
to a woman. There is water 
falling with the melody 
peculiar to water. 
There are soaps 
in the shapes of turtles 
and roses, and little strings 
that curl on the blade 
of the scissors. 

Everything has gone well, 
I say, has transpired 
according to plan. 
We are sitting 
on wooden slats 
and her hands 
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aren't clasped over her head, 
so there is nothing 
to lift them up by, 
the hollow forms 
on their brown circles 
and stems, stretch lines 
crossing and recrossing, 
saying in their fine hand: 

We have given away 
the blue cloud lying 
close to the field, 
we have kept nothing. 

*previously published in Yellow Silk 
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The Birdwomen Discuss Ugly Beauty** 
"There is beauty in everything 
if you have the eye to see it . .. " 

-Watson, Composition 

While we are alone here 
on this tableau of island 
there is still time 
to rescue our household objects. 

These lowly and forgotten creamers, 
broken pitchers, pots and pans 
donated by our mothers-
all enhance the empty shells lying on their backs 
in the sand. A lemon on a white plate, 
a bodice of brightness, 
and the hand of a man 
who has arrived too late 
are just a few of the fragments 
that pose for our pleasure. 

In the half-light of dawn 
or dusk we lie in the arms 
of a pink chair, worn and discarded. 
Colors we can't find in our dreams 
besiege us daily. It isn't as they think, 
when they picture our songs. No, 
we recline in the patina of age 
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with the broken gadgets of civilization 
welling up at our feet, the dark line of a wave 
lending itself to foam. Everything we own 
has been found painstakingly: 
the miscellany of weather, 
the details of a dried fish 
feathering a rock. 

We are beginning to be happy. 
We will settle for any fruit 
except the orange, 
which is perfectly round. 

**previously published in Fine Madness 
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Tom Noyes 

Considering Work 

According to the instructions on the box, according to Susan, 
if the dot turned blue, Derby was a daddy, so it was he and I 
sweating it out behind Stonebreaker' s bam that day, leaning on 
shovels and hiding from work and trying to hurry up four 
o'clock so he could get over to Susan's to find out what was 
what. 

The night before, after Susan had driven to the Rite-Aid in 
Tamarac to get the test-she figured buying the thing in Tamarac 
would cut down on the chances of running into someone she 
didn't want to run into--she called Derby to say mission accom-
plished, and she told him she'd been thinking a lot about this. 
Derby stopped her to say he had been too, and he told her he'd 
wait on the line while she did what she had to. But she said, no, 
the more she thought about it the more she realized how it was 
going to be a defining moment in their relationship either way it 
went, and she said she'd rather not discuss results and repercus-
sions whispering into the kitchen phone, hoping that her mother 
wouldn't walk in. And besides, knowing that he was waiting on 
the other end of the line would make her nervous. 

She said, "I think I'd like it tomorrow if you'd come over and 
pick me up after you're done working and you've taken a 
shower. Maybe then we can go get dinner somewhere and we 
can discuss how things are and how they will be in a more 
pleasant setting." He tried to convince her he didn't think it was 
good for him to wait any longer-he'd already thrown up twice 
and he felt more corning-but she was set, and she said even 

· though she felt bad for him that he was getting himself so 
worked up-didn't he know when he hurt she hurt?-she 
thought it would be better in the long run for both of them if they 
took this in stride and handled it maturely, like adults. Then she 
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said, again in the long run, that the bottom line was she'd love 
him forever and she knew he'd love her forever, wouldn't he? 
Of course he said of course, and he said so truthfully. 

After they said good-bye he threw up again, and he spent the 
rest of the night with a bucket by his bed, looking at his ceiling, 
praying that what might be wasn't. 

Derby met Susan around the same time I started seeing Julie 
Schmidt--early in our junior year of high school, before the 
summer Derby and I worked on Stonebreaker's farm-and the 
four of us went around some. 

After awhile though, things got to be different between Susan 
and Derby than they got to be between Julie and I. They started 
calling each other "Hon" and they went places with each other's 
families some weekends, and when the four of us went bowling, 
the two of them held hands between turns so it was always either 
Julie or me keeping score for every frame and telling them when 
they were up. Eventually the four of us didn't come together as 
four much anymore. But it was still true that Julie and Susan 
talked more to each other than to any of their other friends, and 
Derby and I trusted each other enough to allow talk between us 
about things we would have otherwise taken more care with. 

Earlier that summer at Stone breaker's, Derby told me what 
happened with Susan on his parents' couch in front of a 
M.A.S.H. re-run. More than that, he told me he knew he loved 
her-that he thought he'd known for awhile but now was sure-
and he was only letting me in on it with the understanding that I 
wouldn't think about Susan like that or wisecrack about any of it 
even just between the two of us. But no matter how he would 
have said it, I couldn't have fought back hard enough the smile I 
smiled-in my mind I was seeing it all in full color, hearing B.J. 
and Hawkeye's play-by-play in stereo-although it wasn't a 
dirty smile, I think Derby understood, so he forgave me one. But 
then he said, "Come on. Seriously, Sam," and I finished the grin 
and held my hand up like I was promising something. 
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We started baling later that same day, so I wouldn't have said 
much anyway. Mr. Stonebreaker drove the tractor, Derby and I 
stacked the wagon, and that kind of work is silent work. The 
tractor is loud enough so it's hard to hear a voice, and, even if 
you're in good shape, after a few minutes of piling hay you don't 
have enough breath to waste on words, especially if it's hot like 
it was, and you're into a rhythm with the baler and each other 
that you don't want to break into by speaking. 

It wasn't too many days after all the hay was up that Derby 
and I began working together with axe and shovel behind the 
barn against a stubborn maple stump, all that a bolt of lightning 
and then Stonebreaker' s McCulloch had left of the shade we 
used to eat our lunch under. The tractor, unfortunately, had 
given up the ghost right at the end of haying, so it was Derby and 
I alone against the stump at least until Stonebreaker got the new 
transmission in. "There's nothing else pressing right now," said 
Stonebreaker with a smile, "so why don't you see what you can 
do. If it comes down to it, we'll yank her out with the tractor 
when it's running again, but I think you boys should be able to 
handle it on your own." When Stonebreaker smiled he did it 
hard enough so the curve of his lips and the puff of his cheeks 
half-closed his eyes. "Tools are in the bam." 

Not a half-hour into swinging and digging, Derby told me 
about the test and what Susan had said about waiting. We 
agreed then, without saying anything, to stop, to take turns 
peeking around the side of the bam for Stonebreaker, to kick at 
the dirt we'd turned up, upsetting night crawlers and gray bugs, 
to look at the sky when we could stand it, when a cloud would 
pass over and absorb some of the sun, and to wait for the time to 
pass. 

At four on the dot, stump still in the ground, we found 
Stonebreaker in his kitchen and promised that, first thing Mon-
day, we'd finish it off. He nodded and rose from his chair and 
asked if we wanted to get paid even though we hadn't finished, 
and when we said yes he said he'd go grab his checkbook. 
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Derby said, "If you don't mind, Mr. Stonebreaker, just give mine 
to Sam. I'm in kind of a hurry." He looked at me on his way out 
and said, "OK?" and I nodded. "Julie and I will be at the drive-
ins tonight," I shouted through the screen door at his back, and 
he raised his arm in full-sprint without turning around. 

"Never seen him move that fast working," Stonebreaker said, 
straight-lipped, but I knew his way and knew he was kidding. 
While I waited for him to make out the checks I drank the iced 
tea he gave me and cooled my forehead with the glass, and I 
used his phone to call Julie to tell her I'd be there for her before 
dark. 

A lot of my truck was Bond-o, but it ran fine and was good in 
the winter, and the bed was solid enough for drive-ins in the 
summer. 

Some nights Julie and I stayed in the cab, but more often we 
set up folding chairs in the back and she popped a garbage bag 
full of corn and I got beer from Ben, a friend of mine who 
worked down at the 7-11. Sometimes Susan and Derby would 
come with us and we'd all four perch ourselves up in the back 
like it was the deck of our house, and we'd talk and laugh and 
ignore the movie on the screen and the cracklings that came, like 
ghost voices, out of the speakers. 

When it was the four of us, deep into the night and the second 
feature when conversation was tired and we smiled privately to 
ourselves at jokes made hours ago, Julie and I could sometimes 
hear Susan and Derby whisper about love. We'd pretend we 
didn't hear and we'd find the screen so we wouldn't have to look 
at them or at each other, but sometimes I thought about taking 
Julie's hand or touching her arm and looking at her full in the 
face to find out what we'd say. I never did it for real. 

Once, instead, I remembered winter. Derby counting to three 
on the dock over thawing Burden Lake, me doing a fake jump, 
him doing a real one, his yelling when he hit the water, up the 
dock ladder, up the bank, back to the truck, and me, dry, looking 
into the icy black, still uneasy from him. 
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Just as the sun reached its lowest and biggest and orangest 
point, I turned my pick-up into Julie's driveway. She came out 
her front door on my third honk, hauling a puffed-out Hefty bag 
and wearing her cut-offs and the shirt I'd bought for her last 
birthday, tied in a knot at her belly button. When we got out of 
sight of her house she scooted over to me, kissed me on the 
cheek, and asked me if I knew what had happened with Susan's 
test that afternoon. I said, "No, not yet. How do you know 
about that?" and she let out a sigh and moved her thigh so I 
could shift-she could feel a shift coming and that was one of 
my favorite things about her-and she said, "Susan called me 
this afternoon. She was supposed to call me back when she 
knew but she never did," and she moved her thigh again and I 
got it into fourth and she tapped on the back of my neck like 
there was a radio and she was listening to a song. 

Julie and I saw Derby that night, and what he told us made 
me feel bad for him like I never thought I'd have to feel for 
Derby. When he spoke he looked like he wanted to cry, and that 
was hard to take. 

Derby found Julie and I by going up and down the rows of 
cars in his parents' station wagon. His headlights were on so 
whenever he turned down a new row he broke people out of the 
trances they were in, either watching the screen or locked with 
another in some variation of an embrace, and those who could 
comfortably reach their horn honked at him. When he hit our 
row and we recognized his car, we waved and moved the beer 
and the popcorn off the tailgate and situated our chairs so he'd 
have somewhere to sit. 

"Have one," I said, and I threw a can long out into the dark 
even before we could see him all the way. "How goes it?" 

Like that was her cue, Julie excused herself to pee. When she 
got up from her chair, hopped down and gave Derby a hug, I 
noticed the white stripes the vinyl had imprinted on the back of 
her tan legs, and I thought of how beautiful and even a little sad 
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things were right then. And as Derby and I stared after Julie, 
then pretended to concentrate on the movie and making our beers 
disappear, I wondered how what might be beginning in Susan 
was weighing heavily in a different way in Derby himself, 
maybe also in Julie and me, and I thought about Julie moving 
away from us into the darkness toward the far away light of the 
snack bar and how things seemed to get sadder as we watched 
her go. 

Derby tilted back his head and emptied some of his beer 
before interrupting the static coming out of the speaker next to 
us. "She was in her bathroom and did what she was supposed to, 
followed the instructions and everything, and she was waiting 
however long the thing tells you to wait, and I guess she was 
nervous and forgot to lock the door," he took another swig, 
"because her mom barged in to put clean towels in the cupboard, 
and Susan panicked and flushed the whole damn test down the 
toilet." 

"Man," I said. "So now what?" 
"So now," he said, "we have to wait a couple days because 

her mom wants to take her to a gynecologist in Troy to get it 
done right. She saw the thing swirling around in the bowl and 
she told Susan I was a son of a bitch and she said, 'You better be 
ready to marry that son of a bitch if it turns out to be so,' and she 
cried and carried on and said she didn't want her daughter 
finding out if she was or wasn't pregnant hiding in a locked 
bathroom." He took another long pull and took his time swal-
lowing. 

He put down his bottle and burped and rubbed his eyes with 
both palms like it was morning instead of night and he was just 
waking up. "She made an appointment for Susan for Monday 
morning. I got the whole weekend to wait this out and Mrs. 
Hellmann won't even let me talk to Susan on the phone. I called 
there twice tonight and she said, 'I think you've done enough, 
Derby,' or 'Haven't you done enough already, Derby?' She said 
my name like she was cursing." Julie was back by then, and 
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Derby asked us both if we wouldn't mind avoiding the subject 
for the rest of the night. 

Because we were trying so hard not to talk about something, 
we ended up talking about nothing, and after a half an hour of 
this, Derby said bye to us. He told me he'd keep in touch but not 
to expect him at the farm on Monday, and he smiled at Julie and 
she did her best smile back. A few seconds later we heard his 
car start up and pull out. 

Although it maybe eased our minds when Derby left, it took 
Julie and me awhile to talk freely again. Before we said any-
thing that meant anything, I remarked how terrible the movie 
was and Julie commented how there were sure a lot of un-
popped kernels at the bottom of the bag, and she apologized for 
that, and I for the movie, and we told each other that things 
weren't that bad. 

"What do you suppose they'll do?" I asked her. She was 
facing me, her back to the screen, and when I spoke she leaned 
back as far as her chair would let her, getting as close to horizon-
tal as possible, like there was sun, like she was tanning. She 
liked the recliner and I liked the straight-back, so it worked out 
all right. 

"What if it was you and me?" she asked. 
This, of course, had crossed my mind, and I guess I figured it 

had crossed or was crossing Julie's, but I thought it was beyond 
either one of us to say it aloud, and when she did it took me by 
surprise, maybe even struck me like she was breaking confidence 
or a promise or was being unfair, and I couldn't give an answer, 
not with words that either of us were hoping for or needed, not 
even with words that were true. She sat up, her chair clicking 
behind her, and I got the feeling she was waiting for me. 

"Hell of a movie, huh?" I said finally, and I smiled, turning it 
into a joke, trying to force her to smile, and I thought then it 
would be dropped because we never pushed each other or 
argued. 

"We don't ever have problems, do we?" she asked, and then 
she let some more silence pass between us. She made sure I 
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looked at her-she wanted me to see she was smiling, I think, 
and I saw, although it wasn't a smile to put much confidence 
in-and then, before leaning back, she asked again, "Do we?" 

Monday morning I pulled into Stonebreaker's. Derby's truck 
wasn't in the driveway. 

Stonebreaker, though, was on the porch with a cup of coffee 
for me, and he said, "Derby called in sick today, but he said 
maybe he'd be in by noon." He offered me a cigarette-he 
always did and I never took one-then he put them back in his 
pocket. "I guess he's leaving room for a miraculous recovery." 

"I guess so," I said. 
Stonebreaker smiled into his cup. "Well, you might as well 

get a start on that stump. Listen, I have to get over to Taborton 
today to see about some things." He said this and shook his head 
like he had the hard job and I had the easy one. "So you're the 
boss, boss," he said, and he took his mug with him to his truck. 

The axe and the shovel were in the barn where Derby and I 
had left them Friday, but it took me awhile to get around to using 
them. First, I studied the stump for awhile, trying to decide if 
Stonebreaker had been at it over the weekend, but I couldn't 
remember exactly how Derby and I had left it. Eventually, I 
started picking at it a little with the shovel, but I knew my heart 
wasn't in it, wouldn't really be in anything until I knew what the 
doctor in Troy found or didn't find in Susan. And Julie was also 
in and out of my mind, not so much Julie, I guess, as much as 
what I'd thought we'd said and begun to understand, maybe for 
closer to sure this time, about what wasn't and probably 
wouldn't ever be, and I wondered which predicament was worse, 
I guess when it came down to it who was hurting the most. 

It hit me then how worrying can drain every ounce of energy 
from you, and I remembered hearing once that if you sit there 
just thinking sad for a half an hour you'll burn as many calories 
as you would if you ran a mile. That thought dropped me down 
to one knee and I threw the shovel aside and picked a long and 
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shiny green piece of onion grass and stuck it in my mouth and bit 
into it with my side teeth. 

Through all this thinking, part of me must have been consid-
ering work because the stump problem solution just came to me 
out of nowhere, just sprang up in the middle of all these other 
thoughts, and I first got the gasoline out of the barn then headed 
to the house for matches. 

When you splash gasoline on a gray bug you can hear it sizzle 
if everything else is quiet enough and you're listening to hear it. 
The first one I hit was by accident, but as they all came scurrying 
out of their holes in the wood, I couldn't help angling a splash 
here and there just to hear them. I soaked the wood up good, and 
I dug a little trench so there wouldn't be spreading. Then I threw 
the match on and the whole thing billowed up in one audible 
poof and I stepped back away fast like you do from a fire like 
that. 

Derby came around the barn so quietly I didn't know he was 
there until I saw his familiar boot through the wavy, hot air over 
the flames, and we stood like that for awhile, just the fire sepa-
rating us, and although I wanted to ask and he probably wanted 
to tell me, we let the fire burn itself out before saying anything. 

The flames didn't last long. After the fire licked up the gas it 
died quickly on the moist wood, barely charring the edges. I 
picked up the shovel, Derby picked up the axe, and we chipped 
away at the black parts, but I couldn't help feeling Jet down that 
it wasn't all that I'd planned, that we couldn't pulverize the 
whole thing that easily. "Nice idea," Derby said, taking a big 
swing, burying the axe-head four inches deep, creaking the 
wood, splitting its most center, oldest ring like a bull' s-eye, "but 
it looks like there's no getting around it." 

I nodded, then shrugged. "So?'' I asked. 
"So?" he said, and he shook his head at the stump. "She's not 

pregnant." He turned to me full then, smiled, and wiped an 
imaginary sweat bead off his forehead with the back of his hand. 
"The doctor said sometimes things just get out of synch." 
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"Huh," I said, and I noticed I didn't feel like I thought I 
would, and I think what I said came out that way. "So now 
what?" 

"So now," he said, "her mom and the doctor put Susan on the 
pill. Mrs. Hellmann says I can go over there tonight and pick 
Susan up to take her out just as long as she doesn't have to look 
at me for awhile. I think," he stopped there to consider what 
would come next, like he had to say it quietly to himself first to 
make sure it was true, then started again. "I think everything's 
going to be all right." 

"Well good then," I said. "That's good," I said. "Happy 
ending." 

He nodded like it was so, and I grabbed the gas can and 
started toward the barn and wondered why I felt like I did, 
knowing that all was well, that nothing was up in the air, that 
nothing was left to wait on. 
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Diane Raptosh 

Drinking Song 

Her blond hand arcs at my chest, 
toes in their fists, 
suction cup lips coming on to me 
clocking my days' nights, 
slaked by my dripping live 

tissue which forms in my mind's eye 
as white blood and issues 
like come. She keeps egging 
me on: tongue thrusts pulse 
across subcutaneous grains of wild 

rice as bottom teeth. I lean 
over her as if from some pleasurecraft, 
a colossal blue nail long bent 
at the neck. She shifts 
and sighs. Finally, I rest 

my head against this wingback 
armchair, doing my best to 
distinguish my breath from her 
being this recently fully 
fleshed out- hip high-

centered on my arms' 
taut laps. Here' s this descended 
florid vision to whom there is nothing 
I must not give: matter 
from darkness; the pink-lit 
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cartilage of ear which grows on 
till the body goes; the moon-
shaped angle her chin juts; 
diminutive Roman nose; the irises' 
nightblue; her navel's 

asterisk ... . Her black furred 
head bobs, full bony cranium 
shellacked in sleek 
sweat. This lively in stiilness, 
my suckling daughter's much like 

the subtlest of lovers 
who'll wind up fortissimo 
growing on me, going on, 
on. Who' ll eventually go off 
in favor of some paramour 

or far-slung port, shapely and singular 
as a siver cello. This too 
she will go at agape. This too 
she will caress and bow and wake 
into a shipwrecked delectable music. 
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David Lunde 

Foreigners 

When the English fashion models burst from the Volkswagen 
minibus like a covey of paint-spattered quail, we nudged each 
other in the ribs and made appreciative and humorous comments. 
Such women! I tell you the embrace of a real man would snap 
them like twigs. The photographer made them pose before the 
wall of our Bar Anita, sitting or standing or reclining in strange 
postures to have their pictures taken. I know little of such 
matters, but my nephew Octavio, who owns a camera, declared 
the wall a good place because it contrasted with the bright 
clothing. Still, we laughed. Ay, you would not believe the 
costumes these shameful girls wore. And they rushed in and out 
of the minibus, changing their clothes in plain view of us all. It 
was scandalous, and I sent my wife home. Before long, all the 
men of the village had arrived. Bar Anita has not done such 
business since Federico's wedding. When the heat of the sun 
became too strong, the English also entered the bar for refresh-
ment. It was then that we learned how these models stay so 
unnaturally thin. You will find this impossible to believe, but I 
witnessed it with my own eyes. Indeed, they drew forth packets 
of scented tissues-yes, nose tissues !- and ate them one by one. 
A dry meal, which they washed down with our good Spanish 
wine. As they drank, these painted girls stared boldly at us, 
making the young men blush and begin pushing each other. 
Then we had a good joke with the English. The photographer 
asked the boy Paco where the lavatory was, and Paco pointed to 
the wall! Until Anita explained- for she speaks well their 
language-the man did not understand that there is no lavatory 
in Bar Anita, for there is not running water in the whole village 

· of San Carlos. There is only the wall where the men piss. At 
this, we all laughed very much, but the models became angry 
and made obscenities at the photographer. Then all of them 
entered the minibus, slamming the door Bang! behind them. 
Immediately they drove off very fast to Santa Eulalia. 
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OZena Kalytiak Davis 

Ovarian Tree 

All night the dull ache 
of an overripe dream: a room 
swollen with women--Look 
at their hands, their hair, fern-like, 
falling--
bouquets of adders tongue 
hung by the root--
falling 
in a gravity that rests so low 
it drags on my heart, bends 
down on these boughs; the hysteria 
of hands and hair and gravity 
and a beauty so rare 
it is familiar: Look 
at their waists, 
that's how they bend. 
Look at their wounds, that's where 
their children play. They fall 
from my life until 
there are no women left, 
just gravity pulling at berries, dropping 
and dreaming of a new blossoming 
in my belly. 

When I'm awake, I'll call this curvature ofthe soul 
a state. 
Who are women? 
When I'm awake, I will have forgotten. 
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Equipoise 

Fish-like, 
incapable of sleep, 
separating the cool night air, slipping 
from room to room, 
to active 
wakefulness. 

The dining room windows are cold 
to my lips. 

I am desire-less; pushed, carried 
pulled and lulled. 
But in the flip of a tail 
I could be gone. 

I've told you: 
I'm only moving through 
this body. This is 
a somniloquy flowing 
from my open gills. 

You say you understand, 
the way people do, 
but you ' ve filleted 
your tongue 
on these iridescent scales. 
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My fingers ringless, 
I sleep with a fist 
full of rings. 
I dream it: 
you hold me underwater 
before letting me go--
let me rest 
on your hands. 
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Ethan Gilsdorf 

Grammar Lesson 

When you first opened and I read, 
you lay untranslated 
like a linen sheet beneath me, 
my question mark curved 
again and again around 
your tiny exclamations. Phrases lazed 
and linked along our arms and thighs. 

For hours we let the bed forget 
the snow for us, the snow outside 
heaped into dirty parentheses. 
Neglecting other subjects, you conjugated 
my verbs. I studied and did not correct 
your dangling participles in the flickering syntax, 
until I understood, until I could speak 
again, knowing how it is to be 
modified after all these sweet lessons. 
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Joel Friederich 

Lost Keys 

They're everywhere--in sofas 
lying with Eisenhower 
dimes and the grainy dust 
of much sitting; in drawers 
consorting with hardened sticks 
of Juicy Fruit and lewd pens 
whose beauties lose bikinis 
when lifted; in floor cracks 
and foundation gaps, working 
to the surface like frost-heaved 
shards of the dead's 
sharpened bones. They come back 
after years, prodigal sons 
returning from god 
knows where, strangers my fingers 
can't recognize, feeling along 
the enigmas of their spines. 
Consider the knowledge lost 
in their grooves and ridges, 
recollections of openings, 
the small click of turning 
springs, sudden snap of obstacles 
removed, the crisp retractions 
of latches, shutters freed, doorways 
filled with blazing light. 
Consider keys pressed from one 
palm to another, swift entrances 
at midnight, the total amount of waiting 
inside locked rooms. Consider 
the dark soups and unfathomable 
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breads of recipes pitched unmade 
into the backs of file cabinets. 
Consider whole operas unrealized 
in steamer trunks; obscene 
affairs smoldering in canceled 
and rubberbanded checks; deities 
abandoned in smashed jewelry boxes 
chucked by teenagers into corners 
of rotting sheds. Consider 
all the small, silent abysses 
impregnating the heart's reckless mass 
that these lost keys could 
open. Consider how much 
has been locked away for good . 

... 
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MaryZeppa 

Re-Creation 
And so we create ourselves 
from old spit and polish, 
from new shine and glitter, 
from daydreams, from ghosts. 

-Voice in a dream 

So you pour your old wine into new bottles while I weave my 
whole cloth 

from all I have left: a patch of plaid gingham, a strip of green 
paisley, 

a swatch of midnight-blue taffeta. 

I am tying them down with 
a clumsy embroidery, am, somehow, making 
an elegant woman. A stranger with my face never imagined 

by Grandmother Anna tatting thin edges 
for hundreds and hundreds of antimacassars, 
for starched, snowy handkerchiefs sharp to the nose 

and for Peter Pan collars and Peter Pan collars 
on plaid and on navy, on cotton and taffeta. 
Every year of my girlhood, my Peter Pan collars 

and I marched our steady, straight 
way into schoolrooms: day school and 
Sunday school, alphabets, hymnals. 

Men and women who fashioned my lisp into language, 
my fat-girl-shyness into "well-behaved" 
for those long-every-Sunday dinners-at Grandma's. 
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For those afternoons charged with her disappointments, 
for those evenings lit by her bitter, blue eyes 
burning so fiercely across the roast chicken, the over-cooked 

green beans, the well-mashed potatoes, the husband, 
the sons, the daughter-in-law, and the grandchildren 
watching the flame cross the table, 

the starched cloth, its intricate 
pink and blue edges, embroidery fashioned 
of young Anna smiling and old Anna sobbing, 

of old Henry shuffling and young Henry dancing 
of prize roosters, dead sons and hard work on poor farms, 
of cause and effect and effect and effect. 
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James Owens 

Movies About Anonymous Women 

She turns 
and I place her in a private meadow 
where butterflies float through the noon, 
dropping her tangled clothes 
beside a stream, swimming, 
pearls of cool water 
clinging to her shoulders, 
to the undersides of her breasts. 

I am there 
when the film staggers and breaks, 
my hands falling from her, 
waking to the lights 
and the snicker of celluloid. 

* * * 

I can return. 
There is 
this eternal noon before us. 

* * * 
Beloved woman to whom I address all secrets, 
here is one of your versions 
in the ideal meadow. 

The problem is my intrusion, 
the makeshift animal. 

* * * 
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She gets tired, waiting 
while no one comes, 
wishes she had her clothes, 
goose bumps along her thighs. 
So she leaves the streamside shade, 
out into the profuse meadow, 
hair drying, glinting in the sun 
when the wind lifts it. Bored, 
she starts kicking the heads from flowers. 
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Doe Dancing toward the Moon 

The doe broke 
beneath the trees, 

was gone. That 
fast. Still 

you cheated the gloom 
of one pure moment, 

caught the strangely 
bright, tilted scut 

as she bolted 
back to whatever shade 

shelters her now. 
Tonight, you welcome 

this dream: sliding 
into that nervous body, 

hooves precise as fingertips, 
you venture 

from the comforting trees, 
clip sweet meadow grass, 

ears taut 
to hear a heavy step. 

Summer flowers 
warp the night air, 

confuse your senses. 
You forget all danger-

free in the open night, 
you leap for the moon, 

catch the earth, 
leap. 
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David Garrison 

Ezekiel on His Left Side 

Bluejay, translucent sky, peach blossoms. 
Wind like a flute through the trees, 
bones lifting, smoke over the river, 
all the old tunes re-scored for the strings, 
meticulous, metallic, less given to loneliness. 

The sweetgum and the mulberry whisper the usual, 
the moon parts a curtain, tips its hat. 
Rescue isn't what it used to be-
windmills persistent in a dry land, 
dusty bones, sleepy lizards on the piano lid. 
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On the Other Hand 

There's this lonely daylight 
in the willow lines inside. 
I think it came there long ago, 
and I've forgotten when, though dreams 
of windows filled with yellow 
blooms, perhaps. I woke once 
into a driving world, a woman 
in a dark dress waving one 
hand, in the other a ripe orange 
ripped apart. Our ideas 
are like handshakes, wandering along, 
their palms blue with little vowels. 
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Adrienne Sharp 

Prince Of Desire 

James sat at the kitchen table, getting a buzz from Joanna's 
cigarette smoke, which pooled above them in an oily nicotine 
cloud. James was tired, having spent all day in rehearsal; the 
muscles of his upper arms ached from hoisting Patty's body 
around the studio. Maybe he was woozy more from that than his 
sister's tobacco. 

Joanna was flipping through Bazaar magazine. In it was a 
big layout of her and three other leading New York City Ballet 
dancers-Kyra Nichols, Darci Kistler, and Heather Watts-
superhuman, super glossy, athletic visions. Joanna, too, looked 
excessively glamorous and unreal, photographed in her costume 
for Beauty, her hair sticking dreamily all over the bodice of the 
thing. The real Joanna looked somewhat less vivid, but beautiful 
still, more beautiful, to him. James picked at the tape on his 
weak left ankle. Joanna held a heating pad on her knee. The 
black extension cord ran up over the magazine and the toaster 
oven to get to the wall outlet. Joanna in her tutu was sliced in 
two. By weird coincidence, both NYCB and the San Diego 
Ballet were staging Sleeping Beauty this season. Not that 
anybody in New York knew this, of course, anybody but Joanna, 
who had flown out to San Diego to see him open, tomorrow 
night. 

James looked beyond her to the dark shape of the pool out 
back. The night lights clipped thin yellow scallops to the surface 
of the water. He could almost see his wife's body out there, 
hunkered down in the water, her enormous swimmer's ribcage 

· gouging out the center of the pool. She wasn't there. She wasn't 
anywhere in the house. He looked away from the pool. 

"So who's your Prince Desire?" James asked Joanna. 
"Danny Duell. Wish it were you." 
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"I'm already somebody's Prince Desire." 
"Not anymore, baby. Not in real life." 
"Thanks, Joanna. I forgot about that for, like, one millisec-

ond." 
Joanna laughed. She and Sharon hadn't ever gotten along 

well. 
"I should have married a dancer," James said. 
"They have their own personalities, too, you know," Joanna 

said wryly. She'd been married to two of them. 
"Well, Sharon couldn't stand mine." 
"What Sharon couldn't stand," Joanna said, "was that you had 

a career. What was she going to do with her swimming, paddle 
around all day at the Y?" 

"She could have gone to the Olympics," James said. 
"Jamie, the girl was cut from the team at State." 
"She quit, she wasn't cut." He couldn't help himself. But the 

truth was, if she hadn't quit, she would have been cut. 
"Okay, James," Joanna said. "Fine." She put her cigarette up 

to her lips, superior and insouciant, and for a minute James hated 
her. "Look," she said, "I brought you something for merde," and 
she sank her hand into one of her robe's deep pockets, 1 ifted out 
a chain with a cross soldered to it. Great. The walls of Joanna's 
minuscule apartment in New York were cranuned with the 
crucifixes she'd collected, as if she could never collect for 
herself enough merde, enough luck. When James had stayed 
with her last year for his New York City Ballet audition, he'd 
slept beneath a huge iron monstrosity that had pressed itself, 
swastika-like, into his dreams. New York had given him night-
mares. Looking at that memory was like staring at the pulver-
ized flecks of color at one end of a kaleidoscope. 

"Hey, baby," Patty said, as he neared her. She was standing 
out in the corridor by the battered studio door, smoking a ciga-
rette, a long pair of woolen tights twisted several times about her 
neck, the baggy knees dangling against her breasts. "Kiss me." 
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James put his head close and smelled the hard odor of 4711, 
the German spray cologne Patty used all over her body and 
rehearsal clothes, even though he told her he disliked it. Clutch-
ing her in one of the famous upside down fish dives from the pas 
de deux they'd been working on, he'd find himself sneezing. 
Knocking hard against his sternum in that awkward, bent over 
position, Patty would put a hand down on the floor and laugh. 
She had long, fine hair, the same reddish color as his wife's, but 
her body was entirely different, much narrower and lighter, the 
musculature longer, less intense. James had taken Patty out a 
few times in the six months since Sharon left him. 

"Your sister's already in there. I'm not going in until after 
the barre," Patty whispered as James opened the door. He made 
a sign at her, and shut the door between them. He'd gone surfing 
this morning and couldn't haul himself out of the water. He 
wasn't very late. It wouldn't matter if he had been. He was 
everybody's baby in the company, a rarity in Southern Califor-
nia, a good male dancer. He took his place at the barre, right 
behind Joanna, pulled on the tight red San Diego Ballet tee shirt 
Sharon once had labeled a flamboyant affectation, and started to 
work, trying to catch up, doing the familiar repetitive motions. 

In front of him, Joanna was already deep into her barre, doing 
her developes, the long, strong muscles of her legs and the 
powerful arches of her feet, the absolute control of her, arresting. 
Nobody else in the room could touch her. She'd left San Diego, 
moved to New York when James was eleven, to cut her way 
through the vicious competition at The School of American 
Ballet. She'd had to, if she wanted a shot at the company: she 
was a girl, girls in pink tights were a dime a dozen. James, on 
the other hand, had had the luxury of kicking around the San 
Diego public school system seemingly forever, doing his danc-
ing on the side. But when Joanna came back to San Diego and 
took class at his studio, James saw the payoff-in her technique, 
her panache. She had turned herself into a racehorse, and he was 
nothing but a pokey-ass donkey. She'd been a star to him long 
before she was a star. 
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"Let's go," James said. He pulled on some scraggly tan leg 
warmers and paced. "Going to the gogo, everybody. Going to 
the gogo." He couldn't take the fifteen minutes between class 
and rehearsal, couldn't stand to smoke, drink Tab, fart around. 
He looked for Patty, spotted her against the back barre with a 
clatch of girls around Joanna. Every time Joanna came to town, 
it took about a week before the company girls had copied 
everything about her, from the latest New York trends in practice 
clothes to the way she put up her hair. James, nearing them all, 
heard Patty saying, "I saw you in New York last winter. You 
were awesome." Patty's face flushed, and James, watching, saw 
that Joanna made her nervous. Patty picked her pointe shoes off 
her rehearsal tutu and put them over her hands like two puppets. 
"I saw you in Serenade and Symphony in C. What's it like to 
dance with Peter Martins?" 

James turned away. Puck Peter Martins. She was already 
dancing with Peter Martins. The west coast Peter Martins. 
California's ballet heart throb. 

The rehearsal pianist played a few bars of the grand adagio 
from Act 3, the "Wedding Adagio." They were working on that 
first. Patty walked toward him. She'd put on her hard pointe 
shoes and her woolen tights. He could see the liner around her 
eyes. She'd made herself up, pinned her hair into a French twist. 
There was color on her lips. She held out her hand, and he led 
her in a big circle from the dull ambulation into the sweeping 
opening postures of the showcase pas de deux. James found 
himself super-aware of Joanna, almost as if he were dancing 
with her instead of Patty, his mind on her and not the body in 
front of him, until he pivoted out from Patty's shadow for a 
moment and saw in Joanna's eyes excitement, approval. That 
released him, that and Patty's pelvic bone smacking against his 
hipbone as he levered her into a slanted arabesque, the length of 
her tight to the length of him. She was gripping his forearms, 
thumbs pitted deep into the sides of his elbows. "Quit sweating 
on me," she whispered, as he set her upright. He balanced her 
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like a top. The two of them were partners of several years and 
they knew each other's bodies as well as you could know 
another person's body and how it worked. So many movements 
were by now for them mechanical that there was no thinking 
about where their hands or legs went or how to balance this 
attitude or that tum. He knew what she could do and what she 
couldn't, where she needed support and where he could let her 
go, how to touch her and exactly how she felt. Dancing with her, 
in fact, was the closest thing James had known in months to a 
marriage. 

James sat on the back stoop in the grey pre-dawn, waxing his 
surfboard. He had his wet suit half on, the arms and trunk of it 
peeled down and flapping against his thighs or the concrete stoop 
as he rhythmically stroked the board. The surface of the pool 
water was flat, the same color as the colorless sky, and it was 
cold. James put a hand to his stomach. He got the runs before 
every performance. They opened in fourteen hours. 

James looked out at the rented backyard of his rented house in 
Pacific Beach that Sharon had called a shack. He still surfed 
every morning without her. They used to walk the half block to 
the beach together, boards tucked under their arms like purses. 
She was a powerhouse surfer and swimmer. James used to 
watch high school swim team practice even before he knew her, 
just to see her plowing down her lane a half-body ahead of the 
other women, smacking the water up against the rope and floats 
with the force of her butterfly. He'd get her in bed, beg her to 
flex her muscles. The two of them had married senior year, and 
that had made them celebrities at La Jolla High. Two athletes. 
Fated to be mated. He never could dance hard enough for her. If 
she'd had the chance to dance with him, she probably would 
have knocked him on the side of the head with a sharp punch and 
put his tights on herself. She'd have taken the City Ballet 
contract. No Buts. 

"Nervous?" Joanna was standing at the sliding glass door to 
the pool. 

103 



Pennafrost ______________________________________ _ 

"I'm gonna fuck up." 
"You'll do great. Like New York." 
James couldn't look at her. She was going to start in on him 

again. He remembered the sensation of that audition. His 
goddamn nerves, all those gorgeous fucking dancers, the way he 
nailed company class, every move going right, vaulting through 
the air, pounding the boards. He'd been offered a contract before 
he'd gotten his breath back. But when he flew back to California 
with the news and told Sharon, he knew he'd made a big mis-
take. 

"I had to turn it down, Joanna." 
"She left anyway." 
"I don't blame her," James said. He lay the surfboard down. 

If she'd turned herself into Mark Spitz while he'd thrown out his 
dancing shoes, he wouldn't have been able to take it either. 

"Look," Joanna said. "You wanted to dance with City Ballet. 
You've got to punish yourself for that? Make yourself stay here 
forever?" 

Joanna came and sat beside him. The skin of her legs, her 
whole body, was pale, milky, her hair a startling black. It was 
hard to believe they were brother and sister. His hair was 
bleached the strange white blond of a surfer, his skin stained 
permanent brown. It had been this whole pose through high 
school, that and his marriage to Sharon, that had allowed him to 
dance unscathed, unrazzed. 

Joanna said, "You're a pretty big fish here, Jamie. Maybe 
you've gotten to like that just a little too much." 

"Ashamed of me, big ballerina?" 
"You asked me to arrange the audition, James." 
"Okay, okay. I know that." 
They'd all been so good in company class. It was like 

dancing with a chorus of gods. He'd had a good day, but he 
knew he didn't always dance that well. He was essentially 
uncertain of his technique, uncomfortably challenged. And 
there'd be no surfing there, no skipping class, no letup ever. He 
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just wasn't sure he was up to it. He knew he was undisciplined, 
basically a fuck-up with a gift. That's partly what had driven 
Sharon nuts. And yet he'd wanted the thing, had risked a lot to 
get it. 

James gripped his surfboard, feeling suddenly a sickening 
echo of the theatrical desire he'd portrayed yesterday in dress 
rehearsal. In the final scene of Act I of the ballet, he stood alone 
in the forest, having sent away the hunting party, a solitary figure 
before a backdrop thick with trees. He was a prince longing for 
love, full of unrequited desire. It had been an immense moment 
of nothingness on the stage, almost physically painful, like a 
pressure, until the curtain came down. 

It was an airless and exhilarating moment, the ballet over, 
dancers on the stage slick with sweat, an enormous, animal-like 
vibration corning from the body of the audience. Things had 
gone well. Patty put a foot down for a moment and then shot it 
back up as the curtain rolled away for the first call, so it appeared 
as if they had all been frozen for that hidden period in their final, 
triumphant postures. The curtain down, he and Patty and the 
other featured dancers scrambled to the wings so the corps could 
take their call. Patty took hold of the black fabric for balance, 
checked her ribbons, her paste/glitter tiara, and then stood, 
panting, beside him, watching the corps. He had nothing to 
check. 

"Come here," Patty said suddenly, grabbing his jaw, and the 
two of them stood kissing there in the wing, the thick black 
material hanging in scrolls all around, partially obscuring them. 
Beyond them was the stage full of movement. He had his hands 
on her neck; her tongue was thick in his mouth and the flesh of 
her shoulders and breasts salty. She was clutching his head, 
letting him do what he wanted, but he made himself stop. He 
didn't want a hard-on for their curtain call. Patty was laughing 
at him, both of them freaky and high. There was a roll of 
applause and Patty turned to look at the stage, at the dancers 
taking their reward. 
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"We should be dancing in New York," she said, without 
looking at him. "You know that? The company stinks." 

James put a hand through his hair. 
"We should be dancing at Lincoln fucking Center," Patty 

said, cutting her eyes to him and away. 
James didn't look up. Patty was an okay dancer, good 

enough for San Diego, but she couldn't cut it in New York. She 
wouldn't even be able to get a corps contract there. Patty's 
tights and shoes were streaked with dirt and resin. They were 
partners, equals here, but he knew what she couldn't do and what 
he could. 

"I need a smoke," Patty said. "Let's get this thing over with 
and go party." 

She took his hand and shuffled him over behind her: their call 
was next. He could see the muscles in her back ripple as she 
prepared herself. For what? From his oblique angle in the first 
wing, James could see the red exit light over the side door of the 
auditorium in which he and the company had performed. 

It was a quarter to one when James finally rolled into the 
living room. The house was quiet, almost entirely dark, but 
James spied Joanna on the back patio, the cord of the phone 
running a line from the dining room wall out the sliding glass 
doors and into the black. He could just barely see the shape of 
her. James put down his bag and stood still, listening. She was 
probably talking to New York, to some amphetamine-high 
insomniac who'd finished a performance four hours ago and still 
couldn't slow down. He could hear her laughing, the flutter of 
words, the nicknames of famous dancers and ballets from the 
NYCB repertoire. Stars and Stripes. Merrill Ashley. Calcium 
Night Light. Darci and Peter. It was all Joanna knew. It was 
her whole life, all there was to it. She'd lived year after year in a 
series of cheapo apartments with a mattress slung on the floor, 
and when her two marriages broke up she'd acted less upset than 
when she was dumped as the lead in a Jerome Robbins ballet. 
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Joanna put down the phone and waved at him, and James 
opened the sliding glass door and sat down by her on the slate. 
Her hair was wet. She was wearing one of Sharon's old swim 
suits, a dark blue, and it looked not entirely dry. He was sur-
prised she' d been able to find it. The day Sharon quit the team at 
State, she zoomed around the house gathering up all her swim-
ming paraphernalia, her goggles and Speedos and earplugs, even 
her wet suit, and drove the load to the dumpster on 7th Street. 
Then she went out and registered for seventeen credits of me-
chanical engineering, a ridiculous load, and wouldn't let James 
mention water or swimming again. The cult of the body was 
over, and with it, though James didn't recognize it at the time, 
the marriage. 

The pool lights were off; the surface of the water was thick. 
"So what does being divorced feel like?" James asked. 
"You tell me," Joanna said. 
"I'm not divorced yet." 
"It feels bad," Joanna said, after a pause. "What do you 

think? But there are compensations." 
"Serenade? Symphony in C?" 
"Yes," Joanna said. "Serenade. Symphony in C. Sleeping 

Beauty." 
She took his wrist and pulled him up, moving, before he 

understood what she was doing, into the center of the big adagio 
he'd just finished two hours ago with Patty. She was like 
something else, though, in his arms; the whole dance felt entirely 
different. Joanna's extensions were higher, her body more 
pliant; her assured carving out of the steps and the certainty of 
her balance liberated him, helping him to conserve his strength, 
and he found it an easy thrust when lifting her straight-armed to 
the sky. Her one leg extended directly up, the sharp plane of her 
back cut through horizontal space, her arms were framed fear-
lessly beyond the slope of her neck. She was a racehorse, this 
was the real thing, and he found himself matching her step for 
step, flourish for flourish, until she peeled herself away from 
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him, suddenly, and without a word, jumped into the pool. In the 
dark water, she was a swimming shadow more than a shape. It 
took James only a moment before he dove into the water in his 
clothes to follow her, as he'd always followed her, as he'd 
wanted to follow her, the dark mark of her just ahead of him, full 
of grace. 
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