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Permafrost ________________________________________ _ 

Judith Wolff 

Bad Time to Be Your Mother's Son 

All the north-south running streets in my mother's 
neighborhood were named after the capitals of states and 
countries, but when I asked her to name cities we had lived in 
when I was growing up she grew hostile, as if I were accusing 
her of a failure of motherhood. This was in 1985, the last time I 
saw her, in Huntington Beach. Within the first few hours of my 
visit we ran out of unimportant things to say to one another, and 
we stopped short of speaking about those things which mattered 
most: how we felt about each other, where our lives had gone 
wrong together and apart, the sorrows and resentments we 
carried into our dreams. Each day my mother grew visibly 
wearier, her expression more menacingly friendly, as if she were 
trying hard to keep some certain ugliness from erupting. 

I'd gone to her seeking comfort. A woman I was 
intending to marry had just broken up with me, and my heart 
was twitching. Mornings were the worst. I'd come into con-
sciousness, remember that was gone, and the room would start 
spinning. Driving down from San Francisco to see my mother, I 
thought about moving in with her until I could collect myself. 
But when I saw her place -- the mattress on the floor, the 
pictures from Life Magazine taped to the walls, the plastic 
dishes stacked next to the sink -- I caught such a claustrophobic 
stench from my childhood that for a moment I couldn't breathe. 
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____________________ Permafrost 

Packing up her art books and stacking them in the 
cardboard boxes we had used to move into the Russian Hill 
apartment she was now abandoning, Paige cited my arrogance, 
my intolerance, my incessant criticisms as reasons why we were 
finished. But she didn't say it like that; she wasn't even speak-
ing to me at that point. For weeks we had lain back to back, 
hugging our separate pillows, while cable cars rattled the walls 
in the dark. If my leg touched hers, she recoiled. If I did it 
again, she left our bed. I was imagining what she would say to 
me if she were speaking. She packed books and I lay on the 
floor. We were kids then. Twenty three, twenty four. I drank 
too much. 

"Lay the books down flat," I said at one point. "You're 
going to break the bindings." 

"Okay," she said. Although it probably signaled a 
personality disorder for both of us, I loved Paige's compliance. 
Before we met I had watched her at the Naked I, her narrow hips 
flicking from side to side with boredom, her torso rubberlike, 
her eyes downcast with Asian docility until she saw someone in 
the audience she recognized, and faintly acknowledged them 
with a desultory lift of her hand or eyebrows. The owner of the 
place called her R2D2, until I asked him to stop. Okay, I said, 
maybe she isn't the most enthusiastic dancer in the place, but 
how excited do you think you'd be? If I weren't his best bar-
tender, he would have fired me. Two weeks later I asked Paige 
to consider living with me, and she said "Okay," just like that. 
We hadn't even slept together yet. I asked her if Okay meant 
she would consider it. 

"No," she'd said. "I'll do it." 
Watching her kneel on the floor, taking all of her books 

out of their boxes and laying them back in flat, I thought about 
Paige's breasts the first time I had seen them, looking faintly 
green under the lights. I thought about crossing the room to 
unbutton her blouse, running my hands over her skin, feeling her 
nipples harden obediently against my palms. Knowing that my 
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Permafirost ______________________________________ _ 

desire was inappropriate, and would probably anger her, I patted 
a place on the bed next to me. "Come here. Just for a minute." 

Out of habit, she began to turn towards me. The sun 
caught a glint of red in her hair. She must have seen then an 
expression on my face that startled her - desperation, or maybe 
she saw I was close to killing her for leaving me - because she 
paused, then stopped in her tracks. Taking off her clothes was 
not the only thing she was good at, Paige often told me. Some 
day her sculptures were going to be displayed at the Museum of 
Modern Art. Remarkably enough, Some Day was last month. I 
waited in line at the opening, then turned away at the last minute 
and had a cup of coffee at Starbucks, instead. Not that I bear her 
any ill will, after all this time. 

"You are not a nice man," Paige said to me. 

I wanted to be a nice man. More than anything, I 
wanted to be a nice man. Sitting with my mother in the mo-
ments before I would get in the Westfalia and drive north, I 
couldn't help feeling that my personality defects were her fault. 
I felt that she was to blame for Paige leaving me, because she 
had failed to instill in me a quality of trustworthiness that would 
set others at ease for a long time. I was angry at her for raising 
me to have such difficulty getting along with other people, and I 
wanted her to apologize. I wanted to feel her regret. Instead, 
my mother moved into the living room and crouched in front of 
the window. "I really wish," she said, "that those Oriental 
people would take their clothes to the laundry mat. I take my 
clothes to the laundry mat." 

"Maybe they don't have enough money to go to the 
laundry mat," I suggested. "Maybe they don't have a car. 
Maybe they get their clothes just as clean washing them by 
hand." 

"They hang their filthy underwear for everyone to see," 
she went on, as if I hadn't spoken. "Look at that. Like this was 
a tenement." 
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_____________________ Pennafrost 

I looked beyond where she was pointing. The surface of 
the apartment complexes' swimming pool was thick with debris 
- sticks, leaves, oil from overhead palm trees. At home, in San 
Francisco, after Paige left me I cleaned our three bedroom 
apartment so thoroughly that it looked like a different place. 
The floors gleamed and smelled faintly of lemon. My mother's 
studio apartment felt familiar to me in a queasy way. Although 
we had never lived there together when I was growing up, we 
could have. And I could have pointed out to her that in all the 
places we had lived - the borrowed homes, apartment build-
ings, boarding houses - we'd washed our clothes by hand and 
made a game of it, as if it were something we'd chosen, rather 
than been forced, to do. 

What remains poignant about my mother's life is not the 
details, but its direction, an inexorable decline. There was a 
time, years before I was born, when she was, if not happy, 
satisfied, at least. Leaving Rumford, Maine, at eighteen to 
become an airline stewardess, she traveled all over the world, 
stayed in hotels with turrets and bellhops dressed in Edwardian 
garb, kept an apartment in New York, and owned aT-bird 
convertible. She left her family quite behind. This would have 
been in the early 50's. Her scrapbooks and photo albums were 
lost during one of our moves, but I do have a picture of my 
twenty-ish year old mother leaning against the T-Bird, a fur-
lined coat parted to show off her long, handsome legs. The 
person behind the camera was my father, and he is visible in the 
picture as a shadow falling across my mother's face, a fact she 
found ironic. Her expression in the picture, rare, is one of 
amused curiosity. She was not an exotic beauty, but still, her 
expression is beguiling, as if to say, What have I done to deserve 
such affectionate scrutiny? Her hair is bobbed in the style of the 
time, and the suit she is wearing conveys a sense of confidence, 
shoulders thrown back, a glint of vengeance in her eye. 

When I was three, she divorced my father, a commercial 
airline pilot, because he was vulgar, she said, and had stopped 
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trying to be otherwise. His sense of humor was strictly bath-
room. His layovers in distant cities had grown in length, from a 
night to four or five. He came home when he felt like it. "As if 
to a bordello!" she was fond of saying. After the divorce she and 
I went to live in Maine, near but not with, my grandparents, who 
owned a large grocery store. My mother worked in their store, 
cashiering, sweeping floors, stocking shelves, whatever needed 
doing for a time, until she argued with my grandmother, who did 
not appreciate her diligence, and we moved to Boston. There, 
we lived in a girl's dormitory, where my mother looked after the 
girls, cleaned the house, and coordinated meals with the cook, 
an enormous, flatulent black named Mister Watson. With a 
transistor radio tucked into his pocket and the plug disappearing 
into his ear, Mister Watson often appeared to be oblivious to the 
comings and goings of people in the house. He played the 
routine of the dumb Negro, sitting in a chair in the kitchen with 
a glass of soda water and nodding politely, calling the girls 
Missus, but he wasn't dumb. The soda water was one half gin, 
for one thing, though he never slurred his words, and his gram-
mar was infinitely correct. Soon after my mother had taken over 
the top floor suite of bedrooms, Mister Watson stopped me on 
the grand circular staircase leading down to the marble foyer. 
"She doesn't fool me," he said. He looked up, and then back 
down at me. "Listen to me," he said. "This is a bad time to be 
your mother's son." 

I liked living in the dormitory. At one time it had been a 
single family home, huge, all ten bedrooms occupied by children 
and various extended relatives. Around the turn of the century 
the Victorians had scratched their names in the window panes, 
and the coeds who lived there told me stories, probably apocry-
phal, about the destinies of the young girls who had once 
descended the stairs for their first parties. By the time we lived 
in it, the walls were painted dingy blue, and the dumbwaiters 
had fallen into disrepair. Still, I loved the gloominess of the 
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_____________________ Permafrost 

place. The girls were not terribly bright - in retrospect this 
must have been a community college- but they were respectful 
to my mother, and kind to me. They stuffed me with chocolate 
and took me for drives in their expensive cars. In the morning 
the shower stalls were steamed up and warm, fragrant with the 
smell of shampoo, perfume, and baby powder. I strayed past the 
bathrooms, lingering long. If the girls had been smarter, they 
would have known that I was a strange boy. The day Mister 
Watson's transistor radio disappeared, Mimi Poitras drove to 
campus in her red Mercedes convertible and led me by the hand 
into a large lecture hall, where I sat with a room of scented girls 
and stared at a bearded college professor up on a podium, who 
was pontificating. I decided that when I grew up I would be a 
teacher, so that I, too, could hold rooms of girls in thrall to my 
voice. I felt the extravagance of imagined power. I luxuriated 
in ideas of my potent future with college girls. 

That night my mother and Mister Watson argued. After 
the girls had left the dining room he took off his tall white chefs 
cap and threw it on the floor. My mother stepped on it with her 
high heels and rocked back and forth on it with her hips. "No-
body in my house stealing from me," Mister Watson kept 
saying. "That is not right." 

"You old fool," she said. "You old alcoholic fool. How 
do you know you didn't throw it out with the garbage." 

"I didn't throw it out with the garbage. One of you," 
said Mister Watson. 

"How dare you," said my mother. "How dare you 
accuse my son of thievery." 

"I'm not accusing anyone," he said, the whites of his 
eyes rolling up. "I am telling you that last night when I went to 
bed the radio was right here in this drawer. Now it is not. The 
girls' Daddies have enough money to buy them ten new radios a 
ptece. The boy does not. Neither do you." 

"I am appalled," said my mother. 
"I am, too," said Mister Watson mournfully. 
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"We're leaving," said my mother. 
"I am glad," said Mister Watson. Then we packed our 

clothes, and left- we were always fleeing at night. The next 
morning when I woke up we were in Fall River, Massachusetts, 
where we would stay for another few months. I chewed on an 
apple in the back seat of the car while my mother wrapped her 
coat around her shoulders, crossed a deserted highway road, and 
dropped Mister Watson's radio into a creek. She worked then as 
a receptionist, sales clerk, cashier, and waitress. We moved to 
Chicopee, Gainesville, Long Island, and once Colorado Springs 
for three weeks until she decided that the people were imbeciles. 
I didn't have any friends, and neither did she. We were each 
other's company. We were all the other had. 

That isn't exactly true; at least it wasn' t always so. My 
mother had a friend named Lou Schwartz, whom she had known 
since her stewardess days. He may have been her only friend. I 
have imagined pasts for both of them, but so much of my 
mother's life is hidden, and I really don't know why they were 
bonded when so much of the rest of the world could go to hell as 
far as my mother was concerned. By then she would have been 
thirty-five, thirty-six. When we moved, each place more dilapi-
dated than the last, extravagant bouquets of flowers and hopeful 
notes followed her. When he called her on the telephone she 
said things like, "Stop. That's enough, Lou," and "In your 
dreams." She spoke to him with derision, but she spoke to me 
that way, too, her voice laced with an edge of sarcasm, and 
when I grew up I would speak that way. Too many people, most 
of them women, have excused my meanness as a byproduct of 
keen intelligence. While my mother and I were living in a three-
story rooming house in Mystic, Connecticut, shortly after her 
Ford Fairlane was repossessed, I went out for a walk and ran 
into Lou on the sidewalk. A minute earlier, he had been peering 
up at the house. "Henry Cay!" he shouted at me. "What a 
coincidence!" 
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____________________ Permafrost 

He was an odd-looking man, probably fifteen years 
older than my mother, one eye noticeably smaller than the other, 
and from which he seemed to do most of his looking. He had on 
a starched white shirt, bow tie, and a newspaper tucked under 
his arm. As we climbed the flights of stairs to the shabby room 
my mother and I shared, he passed a baseball glove into my 
hand and promised that if it didn't fit he would get me another. 
"Ava!" he said with exaggerated excitement to my mother. 
"Look who I found wandering the streets!" She had sent for 
him, and he had arrived. 

Lou was rich, at least by our standards. He had been a 
contract attorney in New York City, and retired young with a 
pile of cash, calling it "Puck-you money" because of the anti-
Semitism he had encountered coming up. With what seemed an 
excessive amount of banging he packed our suitcases into the 
trunk of his car, instructed my mother to put on her seatbelt, and 
drove us to his farmhouse in Pennsylvania. It quickly became 
apparent that Lou talked too much. We were not talkers, my 
mother and I, and I waited for her to silence him, as she did me 
when I was overly enthusiastic about some object of interest. At 
one point Lou lectured her on mutual funds, pointing out the 
myriad benefits of C.D. safety versus the risk entailed in the 
stock market. "If I were you, Ava, a lady on a fixed income 
with a child," he said, "I would make sure that I socked away 
money each year in an I.R.A., and put the money in government 
bonds. The feds can't touch it until you reach 59 1/2, and you 
get the benefit of earning interest each year without the tax 
consequences." 

"Yes, yes, I know," said my mother sweetly. "But the 
drawback is that I can't touch it, either." 

"That's the trade-off for financial security," Lou said. 
"One of the first principles you learn in this business is that the 
feds will always want you to pay up front, and it's in your best 
interests to defer paying until the last moment." 
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"Maybe you could teach me how to invest," my mother 
said. 

"I would like that," Lou said gravely. "Ava, I would 
really enjoy that." 

I waited for my mother to tum around and make a face 
at me or roll her eyes. When she did not, I began to feel resent-
ment toward the officious retired lawyer at the wheel. But I was 
already old enough to have learned to enjoy the pathological 
lightness of being that accompanies escape, and my irritation 
was mixed with a rising curiosity about where we were headed. 
We'd left behind three months of overdue rent, grocery store 
bills, and a half-grown kitten with a dirty litter box. The future, 
by contrast, was an unmarked bill. My mother was exuberant, 
and her enthusiasm was contagious. We'd carried something off 
again. I was still elated, arriving at Lou's house, to learn that 
my room, a converted sun porch on the first floor with a pan-
oramic view of acreage of farm land, was a floor below the 
room my mother and Lou would share. After they put me to bed 
in the high four poster, I lay in the dark for a long time, the 
smell of moth balls rising from Lou's wool blankets, my hand 
growing clammy inside my new baseball glove. 

That was September a million years ago. He bought her 
a car, not a new one, but a decent used Volvo. He enrolled me 
in school down the road with a bunch of farm hands, strapping 
blue-eyed boys who brought snakes to school, concealed in their 
overall pockets. I got all A's, grew six inches, and my mother 
lost some of her edge. 

Things change, and then they go back to the way they 
were. 

Lou kept rabbits in a hutch at the foot of the garden, 
overlooking a hill and a pond below. There were four or five, 
black and white, placid creatures whose pellets of dung dropped 
through the wire mesh bottom of the cage into a large bucket, 
which Lou mixed with grass clippings, leaves and vegetable 
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____________________ Pennafrost 

waste to make pungent mounds of compost. We moved 
expertly around the hutch; I lifted the trembling rabbits into a 
covered box and Lou sprayed the hutch down with water, then 
taking a brush to the wire mesh. The rabbits, used to this routine 
every Saturday morning, were motionless in the box, although 
beyond the garden Lou's land had grown vibrantly loud with 
springtime bloomings and noises. My mother and I had been 
there for ten months, not all of it unpeaceful, although that 
morning Lou and I had been baiting one another. Earlier he had 
called me a little shit, and I'd called him an asshole. 

"There is a saying about the Chinese," Lou said. "They 
eat everything on the pig except the squeal." 

"Pigs are dirty," I said. 
"Not true." 
"It is true," I said. "They lie in their own shit." 
"It's an illustration of how to live," Lou said. "There is 

a use for everything. Waste nothing." 
"I don't care," I said. "You could waste a pig's feet as 

far as I'm concerned." 
"Have you ever had rabbit stew?" Lou asked. 
I wrinkled my nose. "That's like eating your dog." 
"More reporting from the ethnologist in residence," said 

Lou. "If you had an education, you'd be frightening." I really 
hated that man sometimes. He lifted the largest female rabbit, 
Cleopatra, from the covered box and held her up under her front 
legs. "See my baby girl," he said. The rabbit kicked helplessly 
at Lou with her hind legs, but then he held her in both arms, 
stroking her, and she quieted down. "The meat is succulent," he 
said. "Good girl." 

"Speaking of dogs," I said, "can I have a puppy?" 
"What kind of a puppy would you want if you could 

have one?" 
One of the boys at school had a pointer. The dog 

followed him to school and sat outside the front door until the 
early afternoon, looking glum. When the dog saw the boy, he 

13 



Pennafrost ______________________________________ _ 

started spinning around in frantic, happy circles. "A German 
shorthaired pointer," I said. 

"That's a big dog," Lou said. "Needs a lot of room to 
run around." 

"So," I said. "You have room here." 
"Exactly," Lou said. "It's my room." 
I heard a low snap. I looked at Lou's hands around the 

rabbit's neck. The animal kicked spasmodically, then lay very 
still. "God, forgive me, and thank you for the food," Lou said 
quietly. Having shocked me, he could afford to be kind. "Don't 
be alarmed. She didn't know it was corning." 

"She was a pet." 
"To you she was a pet, Son." 
''That was cruel," I said, backing away. 
"No, Son," he said. "If we weren't going to eat her, that 

would be cruel. That would be killing without purpose." 
"I'm not your son," I said. "I didn't know you were 

going to do that. You didn't have to do it in front of me." I ran 
off to the pond below the garden and began throwing rocks into 
the water, trying to hit the lily pads bobbing along the surface. I 
didn't want Lou to see me cry. I was thirteen, but there was 
another reason he shouldn't see me upset. I'd been masturbating 
for over a year, sometimes two or three times a day. Already I 
understood the frantic heat of desire, the obsessive side of my 
own nature. I couldn't have put into words what I knew about 
Lou that morning by the rabbit hutch, nor would I if I could 
have. I wouldn't have confronted him with his own frustration. 
I was the boy. He was the man, but I knew he was angry at my 
mother. Once I had walked into his bedroom in the afternoon 
and surprised him lying on his back with a magazine, his penis 
in his hand. "Get out!" he had yelled, and other things, too, 
about knocking, and privacy in a man's own home, but there 
was also an undercurrent of entitlement to his voice. His voice 
said, This is my home, not yours. More than that, it said, If she 
does not please me, you will leave. 
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____________________ Permafrost 

Lou skinned and butchered the rabbit, and then left it on 
the kitchen counter for my mother to prepare. She was surpris-
ingly indifferent, picking mint from the garden, standing in the 
kitchen with her hands on her hips, scanning the cupboards for 
the right size casserole dish, as if it were every day we ate an 
animal from the yard. I became enraged at her obedience. 

"I'm not going to eat it." 
No answer. 
"I said-" 
"I heard you, Henry." 
"She was my friend." 
"Don't be dramatic." 
"She was your friend." 
"She was not my friend," my mother said, suddenly 

holding my arms tightly so that I could not get away. "Enough 
of this talk. This is enraging. Do you hear me? Enough." 

I was lying in bed holding Willie when the shouting 
started later that night. My first thought was relief that I wasn't 
in the middle of it. Then, curiosity. I put down my favorite 
object in the world to listen. "Cretin," she said. Footsteps on 
the stairs. He followed her into the livingroom. "How dare you 
accuse me of such a thing?" This was about more than stran-
gling rabbits. 

"Control yourself." 
"I am in control! I am in control! It's you who are out 

of bounds, Mister. I'm warning you." 
"Keep your voice down." 
"Don't tell me what to do. Don't come any closer." 
Inaudible. 
"How dare you speak to me like that. Who raised you to 

speak like that?" 
Inaudible. 
"Who raised you to speak like that? Answer me." 
"I'll help you pack, Ava." 
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"Goddamned Jew Bastard. Weasel. Where is my son? 
I want my son! 

"An unspeakable thing," she said into the rear view 
mirror twenty minutes later. Behind us, the road was deserted. I 
checked several times, but we were not being followed. "He 
tried to do an unspeakable thing to me." When we hit the 
middle of that dirty little town she kept going straight, and 
though she didn't know where she was she found the highway, 
as she always did, and before too long the tires were humming 
and I could tell she was looking forward to the next place we'd 
go. Charleston, then Miami, then back up to Bangor. I slept in 
the back seat and woke with sun in my eyes. 

In Huntington Beach in 1985, my mother was dressed 
inappropriately for the heat, layering several shirts and wearing 
a skirt with an exhausted elastic waist so that the skirt hung low 
below her knees. She'd given herself a bad dye job. The glint 
of malice in her eyes was prevalent. "Oh, please," she said as 
the apartment complex attendant came out of his office and 
began scraping a pool rake across the murky surface of the 
pool's water. "You couldn't clean that pool with a vacuum 
cleaner at this point." 

"Mother, I'm leaving," I said. "Come and say good-bye 
to me." 

"I'll be right down with my snorkel and gas mask!" she 
hollered. 

The attendant raised his head. 
"He's just doing his job," I said. 
"Stay another day. Your life isn't that important." 
On the freeway driving north, the radio loud enough to 

hurt my ears, I thought of something. I practiced saying it to 
myself a few times, making sure I meant it, and then I said it out 
loud. "I don't ever want to see you again." I repeated that 
sentence over and over again, and it took on the rhythm of an 
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incantation, a prayer. At twenty four I believed it, but you 
take them with you wherever you go, whoever raised you. 
There's no escaping their influence, and that's a tedious fact. A 
few months ago my office held a highest-sales contest. I won 
the free trip to Europe. I behaved obnoxiously on the trans-
atlantic flight-complaining to the flight attendants about the 
noise of other passengers, grabbing pillows, demanding two 
dinners--and though I wasn't aware of feeling especially cranky, 
when the plane landed I used the lightly falling rain as a reason 
to deprive myself of the treat of viewing Paris at night. Instead, 
I channel-surfed through French t.v. and drank too much com-
plimentary champagne. I became giddy. From my hotel win-
dow around midnight I looked down and saw an old man 
walking three small poodles, walking in a row like boarding 
school girls, each in a tiny raincoat. It was a moment of grace. I 
laughed out loud, and in laughing felt the absurdity of my stingy 
life. I fell asleep drunk on the hotel floor and dreamed I was a 
Victorian daughter, back in the house-cum-dormitory in Boston. 

Instead of the dingy blue we had known, the walls were 
velvet red, and silk hung in the windows where I scratched an 
indecipherable message in the glass with a dull knife, then called 
away to hurry because a party was about to begin. As I de-
scended the rounded staircase, the cleavage of my breasts was 
gleaming, and my arms were shimmering with light. I under-
stood in the dream that I was the most desirable young woman 
in the city. Everyone wanted me, and in that fact there lay 
endless, seductive possibilities. My mother was there, too, 
handing out pillows to the guests, asking me questions she 
would never have asked--" Are you having a good life? Are you 
happy enough?" 

She never admitted that she didn't live up her side of the 
bargain with Lou, that they had negotiated for sex, and she had 
reneged on the deal as if it didn't apply to her. When he 
couldn't bear another evening of aching to touch her, and to be 

17 



Pennafrost ______________________________________ __ 

touched, he threw us out. I didn't like the man, but I think I 
understand his reasons. The argument I heard, the accusations, 
were a drama she staged, for my benefit, so that I would not 
know the truth. As soon as I was old enough I left her, and she 
was pathologically deceptive about that separation, too, telling 
me that she regretted the apartment was so small but she lived 
on a fixed income and I better get used to it. 
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Valerie L. Martinez 

The Annunciation 
Simone Martini 

It has been, and always will be, the way she 
leans back, pulls her blue robe under her chin. 
There is almost a golden shadow behind her: 
halo, echo of another robe, like a form 
she is about to take on. She is the mother 

of Christ; her book is closing upon her thumb. 
It is hard for her to listen. In the same way 
there is civilization, inhabitants hesitant. 
Delegations meet with the prospect of peace 
but in separate rooms, like couples 

with interminable distances. They will not 
fear the other's death like the lover who waits 
for the next irregular breath of she whom he loves. 
I am speaking, for all I know, of listening. 
Gabriel, on the left side of the triptych, 

makes his announcement. Breath and sound 
become matter. Gold letters cross the panels-
room, atmosphere, lilies-to the one who pulls away. 
It is, of course, imaginable, predictable. 
How is it possible for her to believe? I say, 

for how little I know, that everything testifies 
to possibility. Twenty friends at a slide show, 
given everything from the intricate filigrees 
of moss to the round eyes of poor children, 
from sea life to exploding stars. It seemed so 
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obvious, the impossible so real and obvious 
that this planet and our concerns, well-
! am out of breath. Will breath become gold? 
(And Mary will say yes.) Will it move across? 
(She will lean forward and say yes.) 

Something is trying to tell us, waiting for us 
to take on the brilliant shadow. And if 
we would listen (believing and saying yes) 
who knows how the message would become 
matter and then manifest itself. 
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Valerie L. Martinez 

Infinite 
What is octagonal: the city's silhouette, 
my lover's lips in the dark, a rock. 

It's almost eight. 
How urban the sky is tonight 
with its dust and brown light. 
Silk pajamas on the neighbors 
on the ninth floor next door. 
I play the voyeur with my lamps out, 
in silence. Chalking off the hours 
by who walks where and when, 
what I hear them say, 
the times they touch. 
Like a night in the cinema 
after the numbers count down 
to the first, enigmatic scene. 

# 

Of the two women, one is bold. 
She walks from a tent in the mountains 
with an empty cup, no shirt on. 
Her body's hollows leave us 
with numerical figures, 
my lover and I, 
eating the campfire's ashes 
with the bread we made. 
Imagining the inside of her mouth. 

The stranger turns to me and motions 
almost scientifically to her wrist. 
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It's exactly seven. 
The sky is nearly yellow, 
clouds like equations, women. 

# 

Probability takes the mathematician a long way. 
Says: what will occur is a ratio 
of what can and will occur. 
Then laughs, ruffles the feathers 
of his myna bird. Together 
they purr in arithmeticals, 
are earthward and lyrical. 
Like the math man's kisses on me 
later that night. Indiscriminate. 
What we can't count. 
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Valerie L. Martinez 

On Absence 
The military jets 
are making parabolic moves 
against the blue again. 
The sky's all cut out in pieces. 
It's so hot today 
everything seems to bend back. 
No black widow on the porch anymore. 
She's left. 
My hair is less dark, sunlit. 
Today I'll eat strawberries 
on the porch outside 
with the sun through a glass of tea 
like a bullet. 
No rain. 
That bird cooing at my window 
at five a.m. No rain. 

Everything is detail and distance. 
The Chinese students 
laying their bodies down, 
rising up. 
The traffic skidding and speeding 
all night on Alvemon. 
Distance-
because it defines us. 
And love held up to it, 
my prism. 

Is this the letter you wanted? 
All particulars, beauties, tortures? 
It's just like those Japanese photos, 
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black forms etched 
in a barren field: 
snow, cows, sea-
by a lover's eye. 
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Peter Wild 

Expressionist Paintings 
To night people, all sex is so casual 
that on weekends it's not until eleven o'clock 
that the long pleasure of getting ready ends 
and they arrive at a wonderful Chinese restaurant 
after spending a Saturday that lasts for years 
stretching in the garden or from a ladder 

touching up the eaves, 
a dispatch from a far foreign country that may 
not exist you read about in a London newspaper 

and enjoy simply for the art of its journalism, 
until there they sit deep into the morning 
looking at one another over tea, secure in the things 
they'll have to do, and finally wake together 
having to do them, remembering that color containing 
all the colors of the night and that against 
that they themselves were the painting. 
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Peter Wild 

The French Revolution 
Every day change comes from crisis 

real or imagined, 
like the sun corning up, 

that uterus full of eggs, 
inside its clear globe shrimp, 

the believers being guillotined 
by the thousands for their sins of the night 

because they believed 
in the French Revolution too much. 

All they wanted was liberty, 
a bed with a clean-bosomed woman in it, 

dreams that have come to this: 
all that is left 

is white cinders, a trash heap 
of their still-gnashing teeth, 

and amidst such boiling 
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rising out of it 

so happy he soon turns into the loaf of bread 
sailing above us, all day informing history. 
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Aimee LaBrie 

Dressing the Part 
I'm going to a funeral and for the occasion, I'm wearing a 

knee-length black Donna Karan dress that I bought at Flashy 
Trash for $15, matching black lace bra and panties, garter belt, 
sheer black stockings and brown snow boots (my Mary Janes are 
tucked away in my Hello Kitty backpack). If I didn't care at all 
what people think, I would have worn black gloves to my 
elbows and a hat with a black dotted veil, maybe painted a mole 
on my left cheek. It's not often that a girl gets to dress up, and I 
like to do it right, but the people at my work are conservative 
lawyers whose idea of a fashion risk is to wear a cartoon tie. 
That's why I have on the garter belt and stockings, because it's a 
secret thrill, and also in honor of the guy who died. He would 
have appreciated the effort and been disappointed that he 
couldn't make an attempt to get inside them. I also like the 
shiver I get when the wind whips under my skirt, tickling over 
my bare thighs. It makes me want to squeal and bend my leg at 
the knee. 

I watch the people get on the bus and think, Don't you dare 
sit next to me, No, not you either-when this guy gets on who 
looks just like the man in the Bugle Boy jeans commercial. I 
beam thought rays at him, Fuck me. Fuck me now. The fat guy 
in front of him heaves into the seat next to me, and my man 
passes by. 

For the rest of the ride, I try to figure out different scenarios 
for how it could happen. The bus stalls, no-the bus driver has 
a diabetic fit and my Bugle Boy takes control, saying, I'll drive 
and everybody (except me) gets hysterical and exits at the 
Diversy stop, and he says, I must finish the route, and I have to 
help him, because he has injured his left hand (it's been crushed 
somehow by the fat guy), and I have to steer for him, so I sit on 
his lap. 
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It's too close to the premise of Speed, and anyway, I'd 
probably block his view and we'd crash and both be decapitated 
and my mom would have to identify the body and she would be 
mortified to see me wearing thong underwear. 

I exit the bus, casting one last meaningful glance at my 
almost lover and he doesn't even tum his head to look at me 
while I stand at the crosswalk, hair blowing provocatively across 
my cheek. 

The funeral is at St. Paul's Catholic Church. I have a 
sudden panic attack as I enter the foyer, thinking I have forgot-
ten how to genuflect. This guy from Divorce Law is sitting in 
the last row. I usually don't find him attractive, because his face 
is kind of pock-marked and he walks sorta bouncy, but today I 
notice he has the bluest eyes. I wonder what he looks like 
naked. Maybe underneath his seemingly innocent white button 
up oxford with pocket protector, he's hiding a washboard 
stomach. Maybe he has excellent technique, very adept hands 
that would unleash my deepest passion, and at our wedding, 
people would be shaking their heads in wonderment, and I 
would just look over at his long, thin fingers, now with a wed-
ding band and smile politely, saying, Oh, yes, thank you for 
coming. 

The service begins. I sit next to my friend Jennifer, who is a 
receptionist for Fred Cornell, who smokes cigars. The casket is 
open in the front of the room, but all I can see of the body is the 
tip of his nose, sticking into the air like it's blooming. I almost 
get the giggles from this, but then the priest walks in and my 
thoughts tum elsewhere. 

He is not your typical priest, aged sixty-five and balding. 
He is probably thirty or thirty-five, and appears heterosexual. 
His hair is dark blond and curls up at the collar of his robe and 
he has chiseled features-strong jaw, defined cheekbones, 
sensuous, wide mouth. I want him. I want to crawl under the 
podium and slip between his legs while he intones, And so we 
pause to remember this man, and unzip his pants. I assume he's 
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wearing pants. Maybe priests never wear pants. Maybe 
they run around all the time with Garfield boxer shorts under 
their robes, you never know. I wonder if he's a virgin. I would 
prefer it if he were, and I'd definitely want him to fight me off, 
at first. While everyone is praying, he would look down at me 
aghast and say, For the love of God, what are you doing? And I 
would bow my head and say, Forgive me father for I am about 
to sin and then I would take him in my mouth and his hands 
would tighten on the podium and he'd breathe, No, no, you must 
desist, but I wouldn't and he would respond against his will. 

Jennifer is frowning at me and I realize I'm smiling so I 
stop. 

Sometimes I worry that God is listening to my thoughts and 
will answer my stray fragments by causing me to be gang raped 
in an alleyway by a bunch of construction workers who re-
semble J. Crew models. I try to keep my wishes as explicit as 
possible, like thinking, Oh, yes, I wish that Jonathan Percival 
Simmons from Accounting who I know through Brenda Perkins 
in P.R. would show up at my apartment one night, banging on 
my door, saying, Mary! Open up! I can't go another minute 
without touching you! This would happen on the night I'm 
wearing my pink nightie instead of the usual mismatched t-shirt 
and sweat pants and glasses. And I definitely have not picked 
my face and my eyes are not puffy from crying over any phone 
commercials and my bed is actually made (this is when I know 
I've gone too far, even in my fantasy world), and he's wear-
ing-but, you know, sometimes I never even get to the good 
part. I get so exhausted by the details and by trying to make it 
plausible that the rest of the story doesn't seem worth it. 

The ceremony finally ends and I guess we're supposed to 
file past the body to pay our last respects, so I follow Jennifer to 
the casket. This is my first dead person, and I'm nervous. I 
steel myself, trying not to say, "Ew, ew, ew," out loud, but when 
I see him, it's not that bad. He's wearing a suit I don't recog-
nize from work, and he looks about the same, more or less, 
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except it's as though someone has painted a fine coat of wax 
over his skin, like if you took a wet washcloth and rubbed a little 
circle on his face, he'd be shiny. I am not even pondering what 
his penis must look like now. 

A bunch of us decide to go to the Gingerman Tavern to 
drink a beer in memory of the dead guy. We're there about 
fifteen minutes when I spot this man at the end of the bar who 
reminds me of a boy I was in love with in college. Michael 
Chick, and you always had to say his full name, in whispered 
tones. He sewed patches on his jeans before it was even cool, 
and I thought, Damnit! Why didn't I think of that? Now I can't 
wear patches, because it'll seem like I'm copying him. 

I stood in awe, every moment with him was unreal, like this 
gift from God, thank you Lord for letting him speak to me. I'd 
think he didn't even know my name and then catch him staring 
hard at me while I was doing something stupid like trying to 
open the door without using my hands. 

The most lucid memory I have of that time is laying on his 
mattress with the dinosaur sheets. I had this heavy square metal 
thing from Afghanistan hanging on a leather strap around my 
neck, and I said, Do you want me to take it off? He said, No, 
leave it on, and the cool grey metal thumped between us while I 
rocked on top of him. He looks at me with clear blue eyes and 
his pupils are large and black with a dot of gold in the center. I 
wish I could draw them to show you how perfect they were and 
how much I wanted inside those eyes, to switch places with him 
and know what he was seeing in me. 

We had sex once at the Indian burial grounds. We were on 
the grass, looking up at the moon, and Steve and Steve and 
Christopher were running around somewhere chanting mantras 
or maybe jerking off into the river, and I could not think of one 
interesting or clever thing to say. He was just sitting there, like 
a stranger on a bus, and I finally said, You're not very aggres-
sive, are you? He snapped into movement and grabbed me hard 
like he wanted to eat me up, swallow me whole, chomp, the Big 
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Bad Wolf. He unbuttoned my Levis with the hand-painted 
flowers on the pockets and slid them down my legs, except they 
got stuck on these big thick gray woold socks I wore, and he 
pulled those off too, and moved over me, and kissed my belly 
button and when it was over, he said, Now you have another part 
of me. 

I had no parts of him. I filled in all the blank spots using my 
imagination. Oh, he never seems to see me because he is think-
ing too hard, deep inside himself, about great mystical things, 
and if I could only match his fervor and reach up to his level of 
consciousness, we could live happily ever after connected by our 
similar Buddha-like frame of mind. 

I found out later that he obtained this higher state by ingest-
ing large quantities of LSD, and while I was spell-bound by his 
intensity, he probably thought he was fucking Marie Antoinette. 

Three Heinekens later, this look-alike guy is standing next 
to me and I realize his eyes are closer together than I first 
thought and he says, It's loud in here. It's hard to talk. I yell, 
What? as a joke, and he says it again, so that's ten points off for 
not getting me. 

Then I discover that this guy has actually seen Annie Hall 
and quotes a line and I find that we could fall in love and raise 
adorable children (if they don't inherit his eyebrow), and we'd 
probably move to the country and buy a golden retriever and 
name it Janet, and then I ask him if he reads, and he says, Huh? I 
say, Like I don't mean do you know how to, I mean, do you ever 
go to the library? He says, You mean, like, am I in school? And 
I say, No, like, besides the back of your Wheaties box this 
morning, what's the last thing you've read? He thinks for a 
minute and answers, "Oh, my roommate just lent me Dean 
Koontz's new one, Intensity, and I say, I have to find my friend 
now. 

I look around the bar for Jennifer. She is listening to John 
tell about a divorce case involving the husband's penchant for 
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Asian pornography, and I notice that there is not one single guy 
in the room I would take home with me, even if I had to or they 
would kill my entire family. I count six baseball hats and three 
men wearing beer slogans on various parts of their clothing and 
I want to go home and lie down and tum off the lights and listen 
to my Counting Crows CD, even though it makes me sad 
because it reminds me of my grandma, who I miss but seldom 
call. 

Our group has suddenly grown alcohol-maudlin. It's 
probably because some jerk has put We had joy, We had fun, 
We had seasons in the sun, on the jukebox, and, after all, we did 
just come from a funeral. John starts telling a story about how 
Bob, that's the deceased, used to crack everyone up at lawyer 
conventions by walking around with his fly unzipped and his 
shirt tail hanging out. Gary, the guy who's always loitering by 
the water cooler, throws his head back and laughs and tries to 
put his arm around me but I see it corning and duck to inspect a 
non-existent run in my stockings. 

This is what I remember about the guy, this stupid story. 
Let's write it on his tombstone, "He made us laugh with his 
adolescent, cliched antics." I wonder what his family remem-
bers, his wife, is everyone as shallow as that or was he truly a 
very deep person, did he play Joan Baez songs on the guitar and 
tell his children moving bedtime stories about the immigration 
of their ancestors? 

I don't really mind the distance unless sometimes if I 
happen to see a preview for a late night movie that shows Cary 
Grant staring deep into some starlet's eyes and nearly crying, 
saying, I love you, damnit, I want to hold you. Part of me 
retches, but another much more distant part aches and I think, 
Where' s my Cary Grant? If I get my hair cut like the girl in the 
movie and if I wear the right dress would I run into him one day 
outside of Starbucks and would he intuitively see that irresistible 
part of me that somehow everyone else misses, and would he 
have to stop and say, "Please, let me buy you a double mocha 
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latte? If he did, would I be able to refrain from thinking his 
nostril hair is too long or his forehead too bulgy? I think I have 
it in me, I just don't know where it's hiding. 

I have to leave now. I tell Jennifer I'm going and she's 
being overly concerned and loud and out of the comer of her 
eye, she's looking to see if Brad, the married guy in Damage 
Control is noticing how good a friend she is. Brad is not; he is 
guzzling a beer and involved in a serious conversation about the 
Bulls. I admire his leather suspenders, but only because I really, 
really hate them. 

Hailing a cab always makes me feel like That Girl. One zips 
to the curb and stops without a screech. I give the driver my 
address, squirming in my seat a little to try to see his photograph 
and name without his knowing. I don't want him to think I'm 
one of those hysterical, hyper-touchy women. 

The cabbie's neck is smooth, vulnerable and his ears stick 
out. Please don't talk to me, I think. He says, It's starting to 
snow, huh? The wiper blades squeak across the window. I say, 
Yes, it is. He says, You are coming from a party? I press my 
legs together. My skin sticks. I feel like he can tell what kind of 
underwear I'm wearing, maybe he can even smell me. Yeah, I 
say. Somebody died. We drive the rest of the way in silence. 

He pulls in front of my apartment. I tip him extra as com-
pensation for not being a better conversationalist. 

The snow is falling in huge white flakes, God sifting great 
puffs of flour from the sky. I notice the cabbie is waiting to see 
if I make it inside okay, and I have an impulse to run over to his 
window and say, Would you like to come up for a cup of hot 
cocoa? Instead, I hold out my hand and catch a snowflake on my 
mitten and spin for him so that my dress flares out a little. I 
look back, and he is watching me, almost smiling, and I say, 
Thank you, and skitter down the steps to the warmth of my 
building. 
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Ron McFarland 

Beginning Poetry Writing 

Let's say John Keats signs up for the beginning poetry 
writing class this term. He's the slightly built, rather pale, 
ethereal looking guy sitting just to your right. He looks terribly 
like a poet, and the first thing he says in class is something about 
"negative capability," which you take as a personal slam until he 
clarifies himself, or at least tries to. He speaks of being uncer-
tain and irritable, and it's all too confusing, but you've got to 
give the guy credit for trying. When he coughs into his handker-
chief, uncontrollably, you feel sorry for him. 

As the term goes on, you discover this Keats guy can really 
write, and in fact he's already had some of his stuff published, 
so why is he even taking the course? It's hard not to resent this 
sort of thing, but he's soft-spoken and pathetic in a lot of ways, 
and you sense that he has a tough time with women. You like 
what you've read of his poems, but it seems like he writes about 
death all the time, and frankly that gets a bit morbid for your 
tastes, so you try to tell him about it tactfully in your critique: 
"JK, lighten up!!!" 

Still, you've got to admit, it takes all kinds. Besides, the 
important thing is whether he likes your poems, or at least 
understands them. Like the critique you got last week from that 
schlepp across the room who obviously didn't have a clue as to 
what your poem was about. 

"Now more than ever seems it rich to die," runs one of his 
(Keats's, that is, not the schlepp's) lines that sticks with you. 
"God," you whisper to the woman sitting next to you, "that's 
sad." She agrees. She's an elementary ed major, and she's 
always liked poetry (mostly Shel Silverstein), so she's taking the 
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course just to find out more about it, hoping maybe to use what 
she learns in class someday. She doesn't have much confidence 
in her own writing, she says, and from what you've read of it 
you can see why. 

The goofy looking guy in the middle is taking the course 
because it's said to be three easy credits, graded Pass-Fail and 
everyone passes. This guy's real up-front about it. Mostly he 
just writes limericks, and you can see the teacher's about to go 
bonkers, but she's too nice to come down on him about it, and 
you suspect that if she did, his next poem would just be an 
unraveled limerick: 

There was an old hermit named Jack 
Who kept a dead woman 
Deep in a dark cave 
In the High Sierras .... 
That sort of thing. The goofy looking guy is trying to hit on 

the elementary ed major all the time. 
When you talk with the middle-aged man who sits in the 

back wearing grubby Levi's and t-shirts from 5K races and who 
probably isn't as old as he looks, you discover he's taking the 
course for therapy, or if he isn't, he should be. In fact, he should 
just be in therapy period. 

But this John Keats, he should at least be taking the interme-
diate course. "A thing of beauty is a joy forever," he chirps one 
day. Can you believe it? 

"What do you mean?'' you ask. 
"Beauty is truth," he explains, "truth beauty." 
"Oh," you say, pretending to understand. Then he gets off 

on this Greek vase he saw somewhere and a rape scene that 
doesn't quite come off or something. Really, the guy should be 
in the advanced class. 

One day this Keats shows you a little poem about his fears, 
and you feel closer to him, like he's shared something very 
personal and painful. It strikes you that this is what creative 
writing classes are all about, moments like this of intimate 
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sharing and private confidences. You can see he's a lonely guy 
and needs a friend. Also, he's clearly obsessed with fame. You 
wish you could help him, but you have this boyfriend back 
home, and you've promised to be faithful. At times like this you 
wish you weren't so noble. 

One day about a third of the way through the course you 
come in without the assignment. You haven't been doing the 
readings since about the first week, but then hardly anyone does 
because the prof doesn't give tests, and it's just Pass-Fail 
anyway. Isn't it enough that you go to class, most of the time 
anyway, and put up with everyone else's drivel? God, there's 
some bad stuff being written in this class. Some days it's all 
you can do to keep your face straight. 

How does John put up with it? His stuff is so damned good! 
That passage about murmuring flies in the summer or whatever 
about blows you away. What gets you is how the prof acts as if 
Keats's poems aren't all that much better than the trash written 
by that psycho who wears the running shirts. About which you 
have developed a couple theories: either (1) she's envious that 
Keats's poems are so much better than hers, or (2) she' s got 
something going with the marathon man. Maybe both. 

"Didn't get to it," you explain when the prof gets on your 
case about the exercise on imagery or metaphor, whatever. Big 
deal. But here's what really gets you. That mild-mannered 
Keats guy gets really upset. What he's all torqued out of shape 
about is beyond you, but the guy really gets pissed. It's like he 
takes it all seriously or something. Anyway, he's raving on 
about intensity and gusto and the imagination, when suddenly he 
passes out from a coughing fit. The teacher sends someone to 
call911, but by the time the paramedics get to class he's okay. 

Well, this guy may have some talent, but he does seem 
young and idealistic and naive, and frankly it's getting to be a 
bit much. You glance over at the woman in elementary ed, but 
she pretends to be reading or something. You stifle a yawn and 
decide to forget all about it. 
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Paula Tatarunis 

8.8.95 (Chest X-Ray) 
She adjusts my hip, spine, shoulder 
against the roentgen plate. Note 
my waxy flexibility 
is so perfect 
it might have been borrowed 
from a catatonic! 

I am so well behaved and chaste 
in my lead apron 
and Cerenkov-blue gown: 
there are medical gods to propitiate 
with lumberjack appetites-
meat and potato men, 
trenchermen, gourmands-

so when she tells me to take a deep breath 
and hold it without swaying 
I clasp my hands on my head 
as if praying 
for a schooldesk 
and inkpot to descend. 
And I wait. 
This is how prisoners of war stand, 
obedient, afraid, elbows forward, 
ready to cast 
their gamma shadow anywhere, 

just as I am standing here 
in this little Augustentre-deux-guerres 
holding my crouched heart 
in its slatted cage, 

37 



Pennafrost ____________________________________ __ 

bird and refugee, 
right between the eyes 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
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Paula Tatarunis 

Pellicular 
after Resnais, Hiroshima Man Amour 

The sun, still low enough to rest 
its plump white arms upon the white 
arms of the garden chair, is white hot 
at 8:15 am, through restless slats 
of pine bough shadow 
and disappearing mist. 

As the car radio warns of heatwave, 
the morning skids in 
across the blinking skin of the river 
and rests upon my neck 
like a hot, white hand. 
I unfurl the river behind me, 
like a life line in a white 
hot blizzard. Imagined arm, 

and garden chair and light 
afterimage my retina, sizzle, fade 
into the grainy memory 
of Resnais' ambiguous skin-
film blistered with time, 
or skin like memory blistered 
into cobblestones of black and white? 

The arms and legs move 
haltingly over one another 
as if scraped raw 
by something, by love or fire, 
or the memory of both, 
halting as the fingerless stump 
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of a charred hand moves toward 
proffered cotton, and the voices 
remember, imagine, remember 

until the subtitles all vanish into 
the crisp, white dress shirts of afternoon. 
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Paula Tatarunis 

July 
The hot wind passes 
pulled toward the scorched pages 
of early August-

each year 
the black lips 
of obliteration 
are fresh. 

What other wound gapes 
with such precision? 

A ditch winds 
through the old forest-
it must suppurate, 
we must tenderly 

spread its lips apart 
as they try 
to fall together, 
to fall silent. 
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Paula Tatarunis 

Walking Toward August 
I am walking toward August 
over the thin skin of the earth-
over a delicate eschar, like a black veil, 
over a membrane, diaphanous as milk's 
as it cools, forgotten, in the pan. 

Although the west horizon purples each afternoon, 
the storms drift off elsewhere as if distracted, 
and the gauzy air plumps up again with steam 
leading like a sickroom pillow into dreams 
of shoveling black water against a rising tide. 

I am walking toward August, 
toward the hole burnt in the calendar, 
toward the black dehiscence, 
over the papery slough of the earth, 
over its secret gangrene, 

gazing back at the clouds' failed climax, 
but, after all, what can they be expected to say? 
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Kevin Haworth 

Permafrost Fiction Contest Winner: 

The Story of Jonah and the Whale 

Laura feels she has been an unusual mistress. Though 
Doug, the lawyer she works for, had been having sex with her 
for six months now, they'd never done it at night- only in the 
afternoons, on the couch in his office. He's a handful of years 
older than her, old enough to look distinguished but not so old 
that their relationship seems perverse, and he has a mole on his 
back, just above where his belt would be, that she finds charm-
ing. 

Now she finds herself watching the faucet soak the popcorn 
bowl from lunch. It is a Wednesday, noon. Her hand drifts to 
her jacket pocket, feeling the note inside. White August light 
through the window cuts six panes against her chest and stom-
ach. She does not want to return to her office, where Doug has 
stopped having sex with her. Laura was never sure she wanted 
him to have sex with her, but she does miss something. Nothing 
to look forward to, she thinks. She does not read the note in her 
pocket. 

An old story. He had a wife he was not going to leave, and 
Laura did not particularly want him to. Laura had known 
Denise in high school. Freshman year Laura tried out for the 
cheerleading squad when Denise, two years older, was the 
captain. The next year Denise went out for the school play 
instead and although Laura still saw her, they did not wave to 
each other in the hallway. Denise had done a good job, Laura 
thought, as Doug's wife and as a mother. 

Laura finishes washing out the popcorn bowl, making sure 
to sweep all the papery skins from the kernels from the sides. 
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Then she leaves the bowl in the dish drain and walks back to 
work, gazing absentmindedly at the houses of her neighbors as 
she walks. 

Laura has this jacket, which she wears often to work and has 
worn for every major event of her adult life. She calls it her 
"professional jacket." The first afternoon that Doug Thornton 
had sex with her she took it off and hung it on his swivel chair, 
so that it wouldn't get rumpled. 

Laura wore that jacket, black, of a material approaching 
linen, as she walked back to work on a Wednesday afternoon. 
In the right pocket is a note Laura received at the Lower Catskill 
Correctional Facility. 

Some events in the life of Laura, paralegal at the firm of 
Berger, Thornton, and Benjamin: 

She graduates from Ulster County Community College with 
a Associates degree in Sociology. She wears her "professional 
jacket", which her mother has bought her at a half-off-half sale 
at Lewis's. 

She applies for a job at a law firm in Edgarville, New York, 
where she grew up. She is interviewed by Doug Thornton, a 
man she remembers as a guard on the basketball team. He tells 
her she will make a "wonderful addition" to the firm. 

She becomes active in the Congregational Church, which 
has snuck down from New England. Their views on temper-
ance, if not sex, appeal to her. She begins eating popcorn every 
day for lunch, after a woman in the office mentions a magazine 
article which cites unsalted popcorn as a healthy, but filling, 
snack. 

Doug Thornton offers her half of a turkey sandwich he 
bought at the Seven-Eleven at the comer. She takes it as a sign 
of intimacy. That afternoon they have sex for the first time. 

She goes with the Congregational Church Sunday Afternoon 
Bible Discussion class to the local prison, where they will share 
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ideas with the prison Bible Study group. The meeting is orga-
nized by her pastor. At the prison the lights unexpectedly go 
out. A man passes her a note. 

In the prison. A large black man stands up. He has fleshy 
arms like two slabs of meat, which quiver when he stands. He 
says his name is Alabama. He yells, "I am in the belly of the 
beast!" and thumps his hand against his chest. The lights go out. 

The Lower Catskill Correctional Facility is the largest 
employer in the County. Many of the men Laura meets in the 
local bars, the odd times she goes out, are prison guards. They 
are men she knew in high school, like Doug, but meaner, and 
less charming, and they are the brothers and cousins of those 
men. One boy from high school who kissed Laura and put his 
hand up her shirt under the bleachers after a football game is a 
prison guard, although he was transferred upstate, and now 
Laura does not see him around often. 

They call themselves Corrections Officers, but Laura's job 
as a paralegal has taught her to be sensitive to language, and she 
knows these men are not correcting anything. The guards see 
the prisoners as meat, as cattle, as packages to move from one 
spot to another, as $22.50 an hour, as a dental plan and a pen-
sion and a meal waiting at home, as a way of life. Which they 
are. 

When Laura arrives at work after lunch she discovers that 
Doug does in fact want to have sex with her again. She can tell 
because he's nervous. When she enters his office he shuffles his 
papers, pulls his new silk tie up to his neck so she will notice it, 
looks like a boy caught behind the teacher's desk. Laura ignores 
it. 

Later, when it is time for them, when everyone has left the 
office, Doug apologizes. He says that he has been selfish, he 
knows, but he had to think about his family, about Denise. 
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"What if you were to tell her about us," he says to Laura, "Then 
where would I be?" 

"I won't," Laura says, and she looks at him until he looks 
away. 

It isn't like she thought, this prison. Sure, there's a fence, 
with barbed wire rolling across the top like waves, and a tower, 
with a guard and a long rifle, a man that Laura thinks she 
recognizes, though maybe not. The appearance of menace, in 
the insurmountable fence and the dank yard. 

But inside, more like a real-estate office, though with a 
metal detector to walk behind the counter. Clerks scratching 
away at forms, wood paneling on the walls. They check in the 
members of the Congregational Church Sunday Afternoon Bible 
Study group. A woman guard feels down the sides of Laura's 
jacket, pats the inside of her legs in a way that causes Laura to 
giggle. 

"Good thing you left your pistol at home," says Claire 
Button, wife of a gas station owner. The guard stiffens. 

"Don' t joke," Laura says. 
Outside the beginning of a thunderstorm, cracking like ice, 

causes Laura to touch the wall for support. The guard is leading 
the group down a narrow hallway, Reverend Stoddard in front, 
an earnest man with a high forehead. Claims that his lineage 
goes back to Jonathan Edwards, though it is hard to imagine the 
Reverend Stoddard weeping at the sight of sinners. In prepara-
tion for this visit they have read the story of Jonah and the 
Whale, and Laura can imagine the Reverend Stoddard slipping 
down the fish's mouth only to be regurgitated later, in a tangle 
of thinning hair, sermon books, and chafed elbows. 

In the meeting-room, under the fluorescent lights, the 
prisoners introduce themselves. Laura notices one man, hand-
some, with sleepy eyes and a tanned, wrinkled face like a sea-
captain. He stands there blinking, as if woken by something 
other than the storm outside. 
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They gather in a circle, and the wrinkled man, who wears a 
short ponytail just over the collar of his prison greens, sits next 
to her, close. His breath is like salt. Laura looks away from him 
and past the door of the meeting-room, where a series of bars 
separates the darkness from the light. Behind the bars, she 
strains to hear voices, like background static. 

A large black man stands up. The lights go out. 

"How do I know you won't tell her?" Doug asks. 
"I won't," Laura says, and unbuttons her blouse from the 

bottom up, revealing to him a soft white stomach, smooth as 
water. 

At the moment when the large black man stands up and 
yells, "I am in the belly of the beast," and the lights go out, 
Laura feels the man with the ponytail lean over to her. He 
presses something into her hand. Then the lights flicker, it's 
difficult to see, but the guards are pulling Laura and Claire 
Button and the rest of the Congregational Church Sunday 
Afternoon Bible Study group past the bars and voices, down the 
narrow hall, pushing them down the hallway, scraping against 
the cement walls, guiding them straight past the clerks who look 
up from their scratching, and out into the parking lot, where it 
has begun to rain. Laura imagines the guards pushing the 
prisoners through the prison-bar doors and into the dark area 
behind them, where the tanned, handsome man struggles to 
adjust his eyes to the blackness. "Is this how it is?" Laura 
thinks, standing in the parking lot, getting wet, "Is this how it 
is?" 

Only later, as the van from the Congregational Church 
drives down the road to town, does Laura realize that there's 
something in her right hand, causing her hand to curl into a fist: 
a piece of paper. The Reverend Stoddard talks over his shoulder 
as he drives, says that it's only a power failure, a temporary one, 
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but for their own safety it's best this way, and he'll reschedule 
just as soon as a space opens on the calender. Laura opens the 
note in her hand. "John Cochrane," it says, the print dim as the 
street lights flash through the windows. "John Cochrane." 

Laura sits at Doug's desk, sipping a cup of tea. Her clothes 
linger in various poses around the room: silk blouse clinging to 
the couch's armrest, a lone shoe scuttled under a chair. She sits 
in her bra and panties. Everyone else has long departed for 
home; Doug has gone to see his children at an elementary school 
concert. She enjoys this moment. 

When the prisoners enter the meeting-room, they introduce 
themselves and explain the source of their incarceration. Hon-
esty as a tunnel to the truth. The man with the weathered face 
and the ponytail says, "Vehicular Homicide." Laura is a parale-
gal; she knows that means he ran over somebody with a car. 
Probably when drunk. Not so bad, as these things go. 

The closest her father ever got to God was when he painted 
the steeple of the Catholic Church. She thought: it must be God 
holding him up there, much as he drank. 

This is the only risky thing I've ever done, Laura thinks. 
Letting a sixteen-year old boy with acne put his hand up her 
shirt behind the bleachers was not risky; that was just catching 
up. Even Doug was not risky, when you think about it. 

All the way home from work she held the note in her hand, 
unconsciously, the way she found it after exiting the prison. She 
had noticed it while stuffing her bra into her jacket pocket; she 
hadn't felt like wearing it home. She walked home from work 
that way, her blouse slightly unbuttoned, feeling the breeze 
against her chest. 

Laura sits at her desk, next to the orchids that bloomed, 
flourished, and unexpectedly died. She writes in a professional 
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hand, Dear John Cochrane. I was pleased to receive your note. 
No, that's not it. She folds that piece of paper and slides it 
under the orchid pot. Dear John Cochrane, she writes, My name 
is Laura. 

John Cochrane writes, 
About Jonah. He fled from God's word, same as us. For 

good or bad, who knows? But like us, he was caught. That's 
why Albert (you may remember him) said what he said. We're 
all in the belly of the beast here, waiting to get spit out. 

Thank you for writing to me, the people in here aren't that 
interesting. 

At a party at her mother's house, the usual people. Her 
father went on workman's comp six months ago, but looking 
sprightly now, sitting in a comer of the deck, drinking a beer, 
joking. Her mother kicked him out two weeks before, but he's 
back now. His Pontiac sits on blocks at the back of the drive-
way. 

Laura avoids the barbecue, spoons an ice-cream scoop's 
worth of seafood salad onto her plate, picks at it daintily with 
her fork. She watches her mother, fresh from the beauty shop 
and encircled by three women, fluffing her silver hairdo like a 
cloud. Suddenly self-conscious, Laura turns and runs her hands 
through her hair, imagining a mirror hovering somewhere over 
the buffet table. 

"You've got seafood salad in your hair," says Laura's 
mother, pausing on her way to the ice bucket. "By the way, stay 
away from Mrs. Cudney. She's on that awful Mary Kay kick 
again. That blush makes your face look like the inside of a 
watermelon." 

By the end of the party Laura has ordered two compacts and 
an eyebrow pencil, and, despairing of a ride home, walks the 
mile and a half to her house. 
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Laura feels as if she's doing something subversive. As 
usual, she leaves work at 12:00 to walk home for lunch, but she 
feels as if she walks differently now, pulled on a string as she 
walks to her mailbox and her driveway. Twice in the past two 
weeks the red flag has signaled a letter from the Lower Catskill 
Correctional Facility, and Laura has read each with a mixture of 
apprehension and excitement, like a woman awaiting her lover 
at the train station. 

Today the mailbox is barren. Instead Laura fixes her 
popcorn and settles into an afternoon talk show on Channel 4. 
The overweight host in the linen blazer welcomes the viewers 
back from a commercial, reminds them that today's topic is 
"Forbidden Loves." Laura drops a handful of popcorn into her 
mouth, imagines herself as a guest on the show. She'd wear her 
professional jacket - does black show well on TV? - and 
during commercials she'd trade hair tips with the host. Then the 
camera would focus on her, she'd read one of her letters, and 
then, Surprise! the curtain would roll back, and he'd be there, 
released just for this show, and the studio has bought him a new 
suit. He'd walk up and sit next to her, his ponytail neatly 
trimmed, his tanned face glowing under the television lights. 
Laura imagines her mother watching this show, and Claire 
Button and Reverend Stoddard, and Mrs. Cudney with her Mary 
Kay bag, and the other members of the Congregational Church 
Sunday Afternoon Bible Study group. Laura thinks, Well, what 
would they think of me now? 

But at work, things aren't progressing so smoothly. Laura 
has bought a striped and clingy top that accentuates her breasts 
and Doug can't stand it. She catches him staring at her on three 
separate occasions. Never mind that she's leaving at two 
o'clock for late lunch and a shopping trip with her mother. 

When Laura drops a folder on his desk he reaches for her 
hand and knocks a triptych of children and dog onto the floor. 
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As he bends over to retrieve it Laura turns and exits, her short 
heels plunging brutally into the carpet. 

"I need the results of that title search by the time you leave," 
he shouts, muffled by the desk. 

The work is done by 1 :50. 

Laura indulges herself with a bowl of pea soup at the diner. 
Her left hand follows the spoon to her mouth, protecting her new 
top. Over her mother's shoulder, through the diner window, 
Laura can see the prison. In the daytime it looks enormous. 
White sunlight glinting like scales off the prison's brick walls. 
Laura's mother is talking, but Laura imagines him inside the 
prison somewhere, walking around in its tunnels and intestines. 
When her mother bends over to find something inside her purse, 
Laura reaches back to her jacket pocket, reaching back to the 
letter like a child testing a hot stove, and allows herself a smile. 

Her mother looks at Laura as if appraising a new washer and 
dryer. "About time you've decided to show off your figure a 
little bit," her mother says, biting a french fry, pointing the 
chewed end of it at Laura's chest. "By the way, your father's 
out of the house again. The other day I locked him out but he 
crawled in through the basement window. Can you imagine 
that, at his age? Now I've got the whole house latched down. I 
mean really, that's it, he's through ... " 

John Cochrane writes: 
About the same today. I was wondering, do you think the 

tree over Jonah's head grew and died all in one day? Doesn't 
seem likely to me, I had a ficus plant in here and grew it for five 
days and all its leaves fell out in half an hour. Lack of sun. But 
if God made it happen I suppose it could. 

By the way, it stinks inside the fish. 

So Doug wants to leave his wife. This he whispers over her 
shoulder as he heads toward his office. Her hand rests on a 
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volume Black's Law Dictionary, bending back the lip of the 
binding. 

That afternoon they have sex on his office couch. But it 
isn't like the other times. 

Her mother calls. "You're causing a scandal," she says. 
"Piss off," Laura says. 

This time when Doug pauses over her, quivers for a mo-
ment, and buries his face into her neck and the underside of her 
ear, Laura feels a sadness wash over her. She feels the strong 
muscles of his back, his hips pressing against her. The athlete's 
body in retirement. He's a good looking man, she thinks, and 
wishes she was somewhere else. 

Later, when word spreads that Doug has a taken a room at 
the Herringbone Motel and Laura's mother calls, accusing her of 
causing a scandal, Laura knows she's in for trouble. 

John Cochrane writes: 
I guess you figured out already why I'm here but I wanted to 

tell you anyway. I know everybody says it's an accident, I didn't 
mean to, but in my case at least it's true. All the times I drove 
home after five, six beers, nothing. It's a way of life. Just this 
one time a woman happens to be walking in the wrong place, my 
foot slips off the brake pedal. I drove a truck for a lumber yard, 
delivered construction materials, earned raises every year. I 
must be a good driver, I figure. I'm not making excuses, I'm 
just saying, I must be a pretty good driver. 

It's funny, isn't it? Here I am calling out from inside the 
fish and you're answering. By the way, thanks for sending the 
new plant, I'll try to take care of it. 

At her mother's house, a reconciliation of sorts. They eat 
smoked turkey sandwiches, Laura picking at hers, tearing 
corners off the bread like pulling weeds. 
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"I'm really not one to judge people," her mother says. Her 
mother's back is turned and she cannot see the face Laura makes 
at this remark. Her mother continues into the kitchen, begins 
chopping parsley. The knife against the cutting board like a 
rapping at the door. "I mean, honestly, honey, you just don't 
look so happy these days." Laura wears a fisherman's sweater, 
slightly bulky, plucked from a church grab bag, which she really 
didn't think was so unattractive. "This parsley will make for a 
great dip. Just need sour cream," her mother says. 

Coffee and cake. Her mother tells about Lutie Davis, who 
left her husband for a mechanic at the Lube n' Go. "Now she's 
a pick-up at Rick's Place. Goes home with anything. But it's 
not really a similar situation to yours at all. More coffee?" 

Laura hears a scratching from below, from the basement. 
"Rats?" she says. 

"Your father," her mother says. "He's trying to slip in 
through the basement again. Thinks I won't come chase him 
away if you're here. Ignore it." Her mother pours another cup 
of coffee, pushes the sugar toward Laura with the back of her 
hand. 

They sit silently for awhile, until Laura's mother gets up to 
chop more parsley. Laura sits curled in her fisherman's sweater, 
imagines John Cochrane, scratching away with a spoon at the 
glass or the bars or whatever it is they use to keep him in there. 

Laura has not attended the Congregational Church in weeks. 
The last time she went they talked about Job: how the Lord sent 
him a case of the boils as a test. Laura imagined the Reverend 
Stoddard sitting in a pile of ashes, his gray hair hanging like 
threads, the Reverend scratching at his skinny body like a caged 
monkey. Then the talk turned to Ruth and Naomi: how Naomi 
was without a man until she knelt at Boaz's feet. Claire Bonnet, 
the gas station owner's wife, leaned over to Laura and whis-
pered an off-color joke in her ear. 
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There are some stories, Laura thought, which just don't 
appeal to me. 

There is an old Laura, one who wears her professional jacket 
to work and eats popcorn for lunch everyday. Then there is the 
new Laura, who still eats popcorn but enjoys it more, and wears 
clothes that reflect a variety of moods, longings, and expecta-
tions. "You look different," Doug says. They are eating their 
first dinner together since he moved out. Doug has chosen a 
quaint, reasonably-priced Italian restaurant twenty miles from 
town, far from the law firm and the prison and the bars where 
the prison guards buy each other beers. "No need to cause 
anyone unnecessary anguish," Doug said, as he drove down the 
long highway toward the restaurant, and Laura realized that he 
was referring to himself. They eat in silence mostly. Laura 
chews ardently at her pasta primavera, pausing once to remove a 
strand of broccoli from her teeth. Doug's knife scrapes against 
the plate as he works at his veal marsala, and he occasionally 
looks up at her, fork paused between plate and mouth, and 
smiles an uncomfortable, small laugh. Laura realizes that he 
looks different, too. He is moving back in time. First she sees 
him as a high school football player, walking off the field in 
triumph, his helmet hanging easily from one hand. Then as a 
junior high student, his hair ruffled, chasing his friends through 
the hallway, his shoes squeaking on the waxed floor. Now, as 
he wipes his mouth with his napkin and scans the room for the 
waitress, Laura sees him as a small boy, lost in a shopping 
center, wandering the aisles with his hand out for his mother. 

Laura reaches back to her jacket pocket. The note isn't 
there, she's taken it out, just in case, but she feels it anyway, 
warming her fingers inside the pocket. When Doug reaches 
across the table to her, bumping a dollop of wine onto the 
tablecloth, Laura takes his hand and presses it to the table. 
"Doug," she says, "I mean this in the best way possible. Go 
back to your wife." 
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John Cochrane writes: 
Getting out in a few days, if everything goes right at the 

hearing. I've decided to stick around here. Look for a job 
driving for one of the supennarkets, maybe a lumber yard again. 
It's strange, now that I'm getting out, I'm not quite ready to 
leave. That's one thing the story never talks about. Jonah gets 
spit out from the fish, and he walks away. That doesn't seem 
right to me. They're tied together. How can he just walk away 
from that? 

Time for parole. Laura walks to the diner, which lies less 
than a mile from the prison entrance. Turns down two rides 
from prison guards as she walks, hard men with bristled mus-
taches. Their truck horns honk like geese as they drive past her. 

She pauses at the diner entrance. Will she recognize him? 
From outside, she watches the solitary eaters, like passengers on 
a permanently grounded bus. 

She sees him. He sits in a booth facing away from the 
prison, his thin ponytail gathered into a few wisps at the back of 
his neck, his face worn like bark. His duffel bag and jacket lie 
piled on the seat beside him, and the plant that Laura gave him 
sits at his left hand. He turns its small pot occasionally, looking 
at the leaves from different directions. 

Laura watches him sip his coffee, read the placemat for the 
third time. When the waitress passes he reaches out, pointing to 
his coffee cup with his other hand. Like it's all new. He cranes 
his neck occasionally towards the cash register, waiting for her 
entrance. Laura sees the prison over his shoulder, and it looks 
less like a castle in the daytime, with the cold sun pressing on its 
walls, and he looks more like a man. He's tired from his day, 
and ready to come home. 

Laura knows that she'll see him, this man, when he's 
driving along the road, or sitting in the window of a bar, that 
they're tied together, that this can be only a momentary leave-
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taking. But still, when he looks again toward the entrance, she 
turns and walks away down the road. Trucks blurt their horns at 
her again as she passes, and the light from the slanting sun 
reaches toward her heels. 

The weather has turned cold. Laura is sipping coffee again 
at her mother's house. She has worn her fisherman's sweater 
again, just to make a point, but her mother is crying, and the 
worn fisherman's sweater seems like a different argument. 
Laura pours her mother some coffee, stirs in the 2%. Her 
mother pats her eyes with her napkin. 

Her mother says, "You know how cold it was last night, 
right? Well, I'm under the covers watching 20/20 when I hear 
this scratching in the basement. I hear it for two, three minutes, 
then nothing. Of course, I know it's him. So I wait for a 
commercial and then I take the .22 he uses for raccoons and I 
walk downstairs. Just to show it to him, you know. 

"So I open the door to the basement and there he is, curled 
up in a comer like a little baby. It's about 30 degrees down 
there, and he's curled up on the concrete floor. He's poked his 
combination square under the window and used it to jimmy the 
hook and eye latch. 

"So I walk over to him and poke him with my shoe. He 
looks up at me, drunk, sure, but mostly he's just half-frozen, like 
a cat on the side of the road." 

Laura pours herself another cup of coffee, brings it to her 
lips slowly, allows the hot coffee to warm her lip and her hands. 

"So I say to him, 'Why didn't you come upstairs?' And he 
says, 'I didn't want to bother you.' I know I should've thrown 
him out right there, but I couldn't, do you understand? I just 
couldn't." 

"I understand," Laura says, and means it. And pours her 
mother another cup. 
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Dedication 
to my mother and father, who let me sub-
scribe to the Book of the Month Club even 
though I was only eight years old with no 
track record to speak of. Thanks. 
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Origins of My Long Abiding Love for Music 
The yard flooded one spring, 
each blade of grass a slender fish in motion. 
Mr. Willis, the piano teacher, 
was made to cross boards 
my mother braced from auto to New England granite step. 
I had not practiced Chopin, nor 
the Maple Leaf Rag, 
although I knew the Caisson Song by heart 
the notes black and moving, 
mosquitoes full of sleeping sickness. 
Nothing held still for me, 
not even the metronome's rusted heart. 
Through the smell of fresh gingersnaps, 
my mother called from the kitchen, 
"That's lovely," 
as Mr. Willis-poor demi-god of music Mr. Willis-
mustard-gassed in World War One and bald as a walnut 
and smelling of oil cloth and root vegetables, 
living with his old maid sister in the Swan House, 
pinched my leg and said, 
"I like your brother better than you, 
the material of his pants is so thin to the touch." 
He left that Saturday morning, 
his footprints on the planks lifting away as I watched. 
There at the end of the keyboard 
was a roll of hard sweets. 
Quiet they meant, 
silence they said, 
mute music to a certain ear. 
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Cedar Waxwing 
See the cedar waxwing. 
Want only to hold its tiny pounding heart in one hand. 
How it works there, 
puffing the feathers. 
Each glance, each dart and flinch, 
the wink of one terrific power. 
Hold all that ... 
feel its bump and swell 
and know the answer to some big mystery. 
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My Mother's Advice 
All the volumes in the dusty town library 
never warned 
of white-eyed dogs, 
fire ants on the move from South America, 
falling just right on the crossbar of your bicycle 
and you, missy, will never have a baby! 
Impulsive behavior! 
Beware of traps at the ends of things 
like supermarket aisles 
and people who don't talk eye to eye. 

Much older now 
-for the most part-
navigating the shoals. 

I wonder 
What's sleeping sickness from a bad mosquito 
or inappropriate strangers in yellowed t-shirts 
with Death Before Love tattoos 
compared to you? 
Dark eyed 
prickly tough 
and sweet enough 
to fool the sharpest eye? 
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True 
is slippery 
and fact dwells in lack of grace. 

Only death 
is certain in Omaha. 
Beetles on pins, emerald-backed in Brazil, 
long-legged ants raised 
so's not to fry on Africa's floor. 

People have claimed Elvis on bologna 
Jesus on a tortilla. 
But these visions are caffeine delusions, 
the echoes of idiots. 
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Cousin Juney at War 
Dear Mr. President: 
I'm not kidding 
when I tell you this. 
I saw those caskets coming home on TV today, 
American dead returning once again 
from some place far. 
Navy seals this time ("Poor devils," Juney would say), 
their lives and dreams 
wrapped in bunting. 

And now you're taking Cousin Juney too? 

Baby Juney, an expert in demolition, a trained sniper too. 
His father dead with throat cancer 
from the cleanup on Nagasaki over forty years ago. 
Isn't that enough for you? 

Sir: 
This is your breaching expert, your crack shot: 
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1. When I babysat him, he perched uneasily on his 
mother's couch, 

a stiff old crow, hands in lap, sniffling. 
2. You can make the red come into his eyes through 

mere insinuation. 
3. Did I mention he told me his three topsecret code 

words? So who else 
knows? 
4. He gave me his old Recon T -shirt. I hugged him. He 

cried. We both cried. 
5. He has this Chinese tattoo of some mystery on his 

left arm. A rising sun 
for life always? 
6. I've seen his joumal...he writes poetry! 
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The last time I saw him 
he stood in my mother's kitchen in his tailored jump suit, 
desert camouflage, then, 
a Daniel Boone raccoon tail pinned to his cap. 
He unpacked his duffel bag on my mother's linoleum floor: 
syringes 
new fangled hardtack 
a mask he could listen to voices above explosions with. 
A proud boyscout with his first big badge. 

Jesus Christ. 
If you leave him in Quantico 
I'll never chew gum again 
I'll trust in mankind 
I'll give up cynicism as a way of life 
I'll believe there's someone who understands 
how little boys 
think you could actually take a side. 
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Celeste 
"Terrestrial beauty," my foot. 
Her neat nametag won't even tell her right name, 
which is certainly not Celeste. 

On a day out, 
here's a person 
who would give you the slip at the Superdome Gift Shop, 
spotted last by the fleur-de-lis, 
oblivious to the obvious heraldry. 
Take notice of the heart-rending device 
swinging from her efficient white pocket 
should you even think insurrection. 
Just don't get ill. 

In the lunchroom, 
here's a person prone 
to strawing out the jelly in doughnuts, 
deserving to get mugged at the Statue of Liberty 
while holding forth on Ellis Island name-jobs. 

In the dayroom, 
here's a person who wins at board games 
against white-lipped lithium soldiers intent on peace. 
She is a dangerous tipper. 
"Get your facts straighter," she'll snap. 

Cassius Clay, famous in two names. 
Celeste's brain, two clenched fists 
each a neat snackcak:e packaged in cellophane. 
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What Women Really Want 
Countless stupid things, 
I'd imagine. 
But not me, 
the child who wanted only 
to grow up irrevocably ruined. 

And now that I'm older? 

To see that look 
on a man's face: 
anger and pain in a heady mix, 
some mastodon of love 
stepping on the comer of his soul, 
his bones sucked clean and snapped like chalk 
till there's only pale dust. 

Joy is a fist clenched somewhere 
tight and small. 
The heart is still just a muscle first 
and the holder of hopes 
as a last resort. 
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GodMother 
A tiny gray child with one sock on and one sock off, 
A carton of mild in the toaster oven ... 

a fall from your past culinary virtuosity, 
I might add. 

I bring you take-out pizza. 
You nibble away, 

squirreling me a look, 
afraid I might take it back 
before you've licked the paste 
from your bony fingers. 

God Mother, I say to the room empty 
even with you in it 

Under ceiling yellowed from that dead man's cigars, 
Blue and white ceramic horses 

holding their warped candles, 
yellowed too, 
looking at me askance. 

Everything is the same. Thanksgiving 
is a rosewood chair with brocaded cushion, 
the same old Sit Up Straight Don't Eat With Your 

Fingers. Christmas 
the old, I'll Spank You For Your Own Good 
If You Don't Eat Every Lick On Your Plate. 
Marshmallows loom like ottomans, 
a single string bean the Nile. 

I like you like this. 

I can leave my crust, 
Make footmarks in the pile of your rug, 
Run my tongue over my teeth inside my mouth, 

bulging out my lips. 
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And still you smile at me. 

The only trace of God Mother is in your hands, 
busy with their soothing and knit picking, 
busy with holding the world together 
one lamb chop at a time. 
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Waiting for You 
Have you given thought to where I am 
when I am not with you? 
Do you think of me bottled or tinned, 
breathing rarefied air? 
Do you think of me frozen, a mastodon of love, a freezeframe? 
Or maybe I melt into nothing, parts realigning 
the closer you get. 
Never would I speak or write and break the spell. 
I want you to think of me dancing, tapping my fingers 
to the radio, 
smiling at impossibly handsome strangers, 
finding wads of money on the ground, 
playing back intriguing phone messages. 
But if you see me shimmering in amber, 
airless, 
the whole world gone sepia, 
that would be closer to the truth. 
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Albuquerque, New Mexico 
Would any woman decorate her home 
with 2 deer heads, shoulders up, 
the horns of steers made, in fact, into chairs, 
the legs pointed out and delicate as a young girl's? 

Would any woman have made the gadget? 

Madame Curie, when you saw 
the shadow of mortality under your skin, 
could you have foreseen 
100,000 dead on impact, 
the flowers of their robes burned into their skin? 
Or Robert 0. with his camp whistle, 
Fermi in a Chicago sports stadium, 
teasing death called Fat Man and Little Boy? 

It's enough to awaken 
in the abject holy night, 
terrified to death 
at what men call sport. 
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J--
ean you even recall me, 
the object of your pin point eyes 
so unseeing? 
Pop quiz: 
Where was I born and why? 

I asked you once to name the color of my hair. 
You had to think 
and then you said, 
"Burned." 

For now, your body wild at one tum 
cold stone the next, 
your only wish, in a moment of lucidity, 
to wake up in your own brain. 
Stuffed into your litany 
of the quiet room and everyone loves, martial music ... 
(not at one a.m., I add) 
you tell me of the big house we'll live in 
together in New Mexico, 
a proper hacienda, me in front, you in back 
and life will be fine indeed. 
"A house divided ... " 
Well, you know how that one ends. 
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Promise 
Don't confuse me with Kit Carson's whites, 
men of swords and power. 
My father's people are Swamp Yankees, 
poor and simple, 
smelling of wood dust and 
working shoe shop compressors till they're deaf, 
fingernails thick with machine oil even in mourning. 
And my mother ... 
You'd like her people too. 
Bleeding geese and stuffing intestines, 
slaughtering Rhode Island reds and Easter lambs, 
believing in star-crosses in the night sky when people die. 
Not to mention the Bible. 
People without a word of English, 
selling orange butter 
home pressed cheese 
and moonshine. 
I'm not kidding. 
The still was under the bam cellar, 
the smell of cows and horse-hot even in winter, 
grainy fruity and always the smell of oilcloth. 
My people sweet and hard as springtime pears, 
I promise you. 
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The Psychic Sits 
Christsakes, a fat woman in stretch slacks 

and a shadow print blouse drinking herbal tea 
from a china cup, 

The dribs and drabs of every life. 
Until she looks to me, her gibbous eyes darkly suspicious. 
"You hold in life," the words loom and sway, "the desire 

to be fruitful with a man in uniform." 
And then again, the woman of hearts and swords and promises: 

the soothsayer, the muse, the entertainer with her cup. 
Could be a doctor, a postal worker, a delivery man, I laugh. 
Until her words are a mosquito lighting, 
It's hairy legs tickling. 
It is days before the skin tenses and tingles to sting. 
Imagine him: eyes of swamp green, winter grass hair 

his lips a snarl, a cigarette balanced 
there 

his hands shoved deep in pockets 
a face that will never look in to itself. 

Imagine this: a kiss 
hard 
a tiny bead of sweat above the sneering 

lip 
cold metal to the touch. 

You ugly pickle, you say. 
I hate you, I say. 
And then you are gone. 
To some rock island 
In your fine new soldier clothes 
Forever 
Brother. 
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Mathematics 
The value of a thing 
is always calculated by the pain felt at its loss. 

The eyed wing of a cabbage moth 
lies roadside near Appomattox, 
a frozen relic of itself 
leading to this: 

We cannot know 
the moth' s fluttering grace 
till we've looked down on its stiff little carcass. 
So if we tally up losses: childhood 

loves 
honor 
faith 

The value of the knife held to the bone 
measured against the solid gentleness, 
the bastion that is you, 
for once appreciating 
the carnage yet to come. 
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On Hearing the Pretty Grim News 
It's the childhood training 
that makes the Asian doctor snap at me 
to keep my chin down and my eyes to the left 
while she holds the aurora borealis 
and shines it into my jacked-wide eyes. 
"This is important things going on," she says. 
Mentally I correct her grammar. 

After that day 
people ask, What do you think of? 
Your daughter's face grown old? 
The dark angel ways of your young lover? 
The leaves in fall? 
New Orleans after Christmas, too soon for Mardi Gras? 

Is this to even up the score 
for a high school science fair project... 
a rubber ball sliced in half 
and painted to resemble an ocular interior, 
replete with paper flags on toothpicks 
naming names. 
Retina (I said re-teena to the judges back then ... 
I did not win, needless to say) 
now stretched balloon thin and ready to burst. 
Think of God 
shaking his mayonnaise jar full of lightening bugs 
until the incandescence fades 
and he tosses the thing away, bored. 

While these useless things work to some real tears, 
try to guess the last words I'll ever have them read: 
A cornflakes box? 
Volapuk-that failed international code? 
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Compose a list of all the things they'll never do: 
See to it 
See to the bottom of the matter 
See it all at a glance 
See daylight at the end of the tunnel. 
With an eye toward seeing my way clear 
no buts about it, de facto now, ready to settle 
with what's stockpiled, 
willy-nilly, inchoate. 

In my mind's eye 
I see them 
same as always, greeny-gray, brown-freckled 
innocuous enough, 
but traitors, quitters, crapsters, 
the both of them. 
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Friend 
Offerings tossed into a high-ceilinged sky 
float there, 
mere detritus now. 
Only the best for you: 
Pink plastic-hearted roses 
dead greeting card verse. 
Here's why: 
For one willing to play at cutting near the bone 

who's stared down the silent white corridors 
even made noise and handprints on the perfect walls 
managing to outfox the thing waiting around the comers 

still outscreaming the wind. 
For one like that, 
"friend" is reminiscent of fiery or fiend. 
The word alone 
an outrage in a sacred place. 
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Vision at 7:08 
Last Saturday morning at 7:08, 
I had a vision of hell. 
It was preceded by a noticeable expanding of the head matter 
till I could feel my brain too tight 
against thick bone of skull. 
Like some overripe bug pod 
something cracked open. 
Staggering to the formica kitchen counter-
! held my head together 
with hands smelling of laundry detergent. 
Through sheer will 
I pushed the bone back into place, 
but not before I saw it, 
all of it, in that chasm. 
Hell is the only word capable: 
Every person alive now on this earth 
intimate with pain. 
I could put words to each's greatest sorrow. 
I learned too, 
you can only be holy in the presence of others, 
by yourself just doesn't cut it. 
When I told about it later, 
I kept saying, 
Ask me questions, 
I am not some mystic, 
I know what I saw. 
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Stupid People 
When stupid people eat too much pineapple, 
my mother always said, 
they get what they deserve: 
golf balls under the tongue 
rashes 
itches 
like devil's heads, we used to call them, 
tiny dark-horned stickies 
all over. 
She covered everything with her dire admonitions, 
I found out, 
except you: 
sloe-eyed 
thick -shouldered 
bandy-legged as a pirate 
and cool, sweet and dangerous as any pineapple. 
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Fame May Be Fleeting, But Obscurity Is Forever 
-Salada Tea Bag-

I recognize you: 
Slick-tailed tiger 
everyone wants hold of, 
the very sling 
the world is in. 

For one still moment. .. 
to be lapped up and lost on the thick black tongue of promise. 

Spit me through the fleece-lined palladium, 
wired and prismed 
ti11 I plop home, 
dusting off shards of light 
and waking once more to the silky fruit of promise. 
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Sister Lillian Marie 
Were I such a woman, Sister Lillian Marie, 
I'd fall for the hand-chopped hair, 
the stiff blue cotton veil, a grand skirt on your back. 
No ring on your finger-yet, 
you haven't married God 
and accepted your perpetual profession. 
Anything is possible. 
Sister Lillian Marie, 
nails to the quick, 
fingers ink-stained, 
your bare legs ending up 
in the poor pathetic shoes of nuns. 
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On First Hearing the Word Cancer 
Uttered by a Dyspeptic Woman Physician in Yellow Sunglasses 
Twin death stars bound in shooting tails of flame 
monkeywrenching 
tripwiring 
crapshooting 
in pure inner space. 

Wide berth! 

You unholy dragon, 
snapping your insouciant tail 
in the shelly hall of gimcrack. 

What does it mean to eat crackers 
and see the tongue move behind translucent teeth? 

Is this where the unceremonious suicide 
hangs from his holy heels 
so simply any decent tarot card deck 
could have foretold? 

Is there still time for the job on the shrimp boat. .. 
I'm up early anyway. 

Unholy dragon, 
traveling through life 
with the nonchalance of a swinging empty sleeve. 
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Biographical Note 
Candice Rowe lives in Boston. She has pub-
lished poems, short stories and essays. A 
couple winters ago, she had a one-act play 
produced Off-Off-Broadway in New York City 
right next door to Nunsense. 
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Patricia Zontelli 

Goodwill 
Bless worn-out brown slippers; they have experience. 
Bless beige. Avocado green. Harvest gold; these colors 
have been around a long time and are tired. 
Bless children who dress like adults. Bless adults 
who dress like children; there are reasons 
for their ways. Bless: Muck-lucks, 

jock-straps, 
rick-rack. 

Bless polyester. Bless neon. Bless neon polyester. 
Bless runs in old nylon stockings. Bless home-made garter 
belts. Bless people who knit but, perhaps, not well. 
Bless all the afghans spread over sagging couches; 
they do the best they can with what they are. 
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Marianne Milton 

Something to Hold 
1. Northern Winds 

Six years have passed, Mother, 
and I turn from you 
as if you are still here to turn from. 
I keep my eyes clear and fixed 
on the present horizon, and 
I stray from your grave. 

I pray for freezing or drowning, 
anything but your cancer-hard death. 
Your hair was falling, 
not like stars-metaphor-
around your skeletal-not metaphor-
broken neck. 

You are still my mother, and 
if I could have, I would have 
whirled you out of this plot, 
into the dark, spread the faceless 
night before us, and let full measure 
of light take its measure of us, 
grant you an exemption, grant us: 
no more longing for days 
we could not live, no regret 
for lives undone. The whirl 
would take us. We would sing 
the same blood again, whisper 
the same sorrow, sow 
these very winds. 

86 



____________________ Permafrost 

2. These Roads 

Day after sodden day, your cancer drilled on; 
we paid and paid whosever debts we'd won; 
strung up by morphine wires, daily derangement, 
daily descent; withdrawal eight times per diem; 
you were hostile, angry, apologetic. After you died, 
I drove a hundred-odd miles a day. If I'm struck 
down here, will I have lived enough, and here, and here? 
Does the marker I've just passed, perhaps my last, 
mark any road I'll find you on? Each question 
answered no before it full formed and canceled 
one other in its wake. These roads-to God, 
or suicide, or any eternal place-are prisons 
stretched out end to end, counterfeiting passage. 
I drove to drive the syllables of grief out for grace. 

3. Sky 

Pitched steep, the ceilings where I live 
fall so near to the floor that I can lay 
my cheek against the side of the sky, hear 
it shake the roof just wallboard away, and 
I lean and I cry and I know that love 
once felt like this, tossing me out in the open, 
and I am pathetic I think, until I think 
of the hands excited to shape this pyramid-
its odd-sized doorways and cabinets and trim-
and I think it right to meet the dead this way, 
those who've made you a tight home and left. 
Out an eclipsed window I peer and listen, 
wondering if they're out there close to me 
in this place that's almost with them, 
and I stay awake all night and I witness. 
Because only someone who studies the dead 
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and how the wind speaks for them 
will hear them when they come back to find us. 

4. Our Dead 

My oldest friends and I cradle our wounds against us-
let them out only once the uninitiated have gone home. 
Then, we circle in tight, and let what light our mourning raises 
tum the night around us into a fire we trust will reach our dead. 
What was hideous to watch and miserable to bear and is our 

destiny 
we fear summons them for us, once again-mercifully better 
than that first year. Returned to the cemetery in the snow, 
I found a bronze plaque flush with the ground impossible to 

find. 
The decorum of our restraint tore us from each other 
one more time. The pressure of it all is like wisdom, we think 
And the blinding? Sometimes it forces us to our knees; 

sometimes 
the worst moments are when we cannot bear to summon them. 

5. Clear Cells 

Out of a cancer journal, the loveliness of a line 
rose up from its meaning and wound through 
with the grace of language it wound me in a vision 
so that clear cell became an amoeba emanating 
light through veins crystalline and blossoming-
a still, luminescent body visiting its host politely. 
And neoplasm heralded a rebirth of flesh-ideal 
and infinite, lives given new promise, new shape. 
Loss is vacated, loss evaporates. 
For so long, there was only the labor 
of harsh breaths, the skin' s pallor 
that of the grave before the grave, 
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the eyes opening without warning 
and staring us full in the face of our betrayal. 
But now, carcinoma is an ancestral name, 
entered in the family bible along with 
Carmela, Calabria, Carreri. 
Even a pragmatist daughter, an atheist 
of long ago, must hedge on eternity 
and enter a name. 

6. The Perspective of Glaciers 

From the perspective of glaciers, shearing off a side of yourself 
into the dissolve of moving water, watching millennia 

decompress] 
with cracking, groaning accuracy, is simply death. But we don't 
say that glaciers die: they calve. From intimately 
ice-bound loves, they succumb to an unbidden melting moment 
that turns back in spite to lap at their edges, hastening 
even more decay: we call it new life. Obsessed with 

decomposition, 
I wonder when I can return safely graveside, knowing that she 
is dignified finally, bones loosed from their flesh and whole 
in their way-something I might hold again, without flinching. 

7. Brown One 

Tonight, from the inside out, I was talking 
with my hands, and as I turned to the left to see 
what I was saying that my words didn't know yet, 
I spied you through my fingertips stare at me 

from across the room, translucently obvious, perhaps 
the woman I said I would love next, brown like me-
no more blonde, blued eyes like no one I had ever seen, 
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not at the start of love, not with my grandmother 

and mother holding me, brown, promising I would be loved 
when they were gone, and they're gone, and you're tall 
and lovely and brown, and your eyes stalk me, 
and you tell me you didn't mean to, and I say, please, stalk 

and don't stop. Bring them back to me who held me 
nights and mornings and sang songs I can't remember 
but know, in the gaze of the brown ones who love me 
and know me and are of me and with me. Brown one, come to 

me. 

8. Coda 

There are always too many people at a birth, 
and this one at mid-age is no exception. 
As usual, it's noon and I'm tired 
and I want summer to end: too many birds 
with no predators, too many voices up early and late; 
no, summer is no way to grieve. 
"I've lost everything" would be far easier. 
Everything's too solid, 
and I'm too scattered to be gathered back in. 
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Lois Marie Harrod 

Leaving Eden 
(for Rich) 

In the end, it just slips out, who you are, 
what you have been eating, where you 
sleep--the utterance that separates you 
from a former life, and the seedy stiff 

demands you leave, you who never learned 
to sew an apron and can't pretend that 
something green or tanned can cover grief. 
Some call this the loss of innocence, 

others the fault of grace, But it is November, 
it is permission, and though you heard it first as 
Go thou into eternal darkness, 

it soon sounds like Go on, get out of here 
as if in the kitchen someone like a brother 
were filling your fist with sweets. 
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Christopher Cokinos 

At Home After Her Surgery, Watching the 
Late News 
My mother's face half-realized in 

her cigarette smoke, the day's last 
blue-white curl and fail 

before sleep. Whole hillsides scorched, 
gullies guttered with flame and smolder, terrains 

I half-know, cannot see, and will not cross. 
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Mark Taksa 

Reversals 
Imagine you keep thinking about a shirt 
a movie star wore, as if your mind 
were still in the store window. 

At work in the food factory, 
you twist a wrench on the wrong bolt. 
Berries fry with the fish. 
You earn your final paycheck. 

So you buy the shirt and think 
of the street as a stage, movie lovers 
grabbing at the dollars with which you floss 
gaudy lunches out of your teeth. 

You wake after the mill whistle 
has awakened the town. Brushing without toothpaste, 
you see shirt sleeves as falling dollars, 
imagine stuffing money into a bank vault 
big enough to house your yoga poses. 

Your wife warns that your wear 
seams on the outside. The only noise 
is the fire in her bread. Obsessed in the doughy air, 
you say her oven is too fertile for a deficit, 
and you believe yourself, predicting 
she could bake an outlaw currency, 
pay the plumber with a loaf. 
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Jill Barrie 

Orthography 
Mrs. Mary Ferguson 
spells in her sleep, 
spells wide awake, 
spells in the halo 
of half-light 
hovering above her. 

Dutifully, she ticks off 
on arthritic fingers 
a succession of letters 
as if she were ten years old 
in a spelling bee, 
dark hair plaited, 
plaid skirt replete 
with knife-sharp pleats. 

But Mrs. Mary Ferguson 
lies in a narrow bed 
with upraised sides, 
gray hair matted, 
hospital smock twisted 
about her torso. 

A-b-c-d-i-n-g, she insists 
doggedly, as if each 
letter linked to the next 
gave meaning, if not 
to these, her waning years, 
then to the starlit ones 
that fell before. 
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Rick Christman 

John Speaks 
In the fall of 1976 I was living in this cheesy, one-room-

with-bath in Madison, when John called to ask if I still needed 
work. I'd lived in the place for three months once I finally quit 
school after eating up all fifty-four months of my G.I. Bill and 
still not even close to a degree in anything. The bathroom had 
no tub and I could just barely turn from the door to the one, 
grime-streaked window and back again. I couldn't sit on the 
toilet without crimping my legs at a forty-five degree angle. 
The queen-sized bed was designed to spin out of the closet and 
drop into the middle of the room with a thunderous crash. The 
radiator in the corner hardly ever steamed hot air, banging like 
an elf was hammering at it with a crescent wrench. Jim 
Morrison and the Doors pounded up through the floor and shook 
the walls all day and all night long. I went down stairs to 
reason with the Morrison player once, but found him uncommu-
nicative and incomprehensible, marijuana smoke filling the 
hallway as he stood at his door and stared at me, thick lower lip 
drooping, matted black hair like a shaggy diseased tree. I finally 
walked away. I had no furniture, no books, no pens, no paper, 
just three changes of clothes, toiletries, two Holiday Inn towels 
and the bed, which, after the first two drops, I kept out perma-
nently, in case I might break my shoulder returning from a night 
of three dollar pitchers of beer. When I was at the apartment 
and not oblivious from alcohol, I smoked and watched the hands 
move around on the huge, white-faced clock in the Presbyterian 
Church tower out my window. I listened carefully to its bell toll 
every hour. 

It was nearly midnight the tenth of December when John 
called. I was lying on my bed, turned toward the window and 
the clock outside. The place reeked of stale cigarette smoke and 
sour breath. I hadn't been close enough to a woman to say more 
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than hello for three years. And I was broke by then, and I had 
no local friends to mooch from. I no longer even had the 
energy, as I once had, to hitchhike to Binghamton, New York, to 
see my old Da-Nang infantry buddy, Holtze, and mooch off him 
and his fancy IBM job. So it was time to get physical; I had 
always been strong enough, athletic even, but I hadn't done 
anything with my body for ten years, since the war. And I was 
finally not only out of the G.l. Bill, but out of the University's 
benevolence, as well as out of my apartment manager's pa-
tience. 

"Yes, John," I said the night he called. 
I'd grabed the hall phone on the wall outside my door, 

and pulled it by the long cord into my room. The phone hardly 
ever rang, but when I was there, I couldn't help but go out and 
pick it up when it did. The call was usually a wrong number. 

"I still need the work, John." 
He didn't reply for quite some time and I wondered if 

he'd thought better of this helpful plan and hung up. But just as 
I was about to speak again, he responded. 

"Six months, Crandon, north of Rhinelander. Motel 
paid, twenty a day for food and beer and two hundred a week." 

John always got to the point. He was my best friend, 
from back before high school the most taciturn individual I'd 
ever known. When I returned to Wisconsin from Viet-Nam, 
after not seeing him for over sixteen months, I immediately 
headed for his apartment in Wausau, where we'd grown up. I 
hadn't told him when I was corning: surprise seemed particu-
larly important at the time. I'd had a severe case of dysentery 
while I'd been in Asia, had lost thirty pounds, and the clothes 
I'd bought at the Da-Nang PX a month before I'd left, in prepa-
ration for my return, bagged off me like a three year old boy 
playing dress up with his father's wardrobe. My skin had taken 
on a dull, oil-less, leathery, brown cast from the weeks of illness 
and from the relentless sun. So I had changed a good deal. But 
when John opened the door and saw me, he just said, "A little 
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thin." Then he folded his arms across his massive chest and 
cocked his head. "Better get some beer." 

He hadn't changed in the least; he was six foot one, 
barrel chested, two hundred and ten pounds, with the energy and 
stamina of a great northern black bear. And strong as a bull. So 
I'd just stood in his doorway and shook my head yes, of course. 
And we'd indeed gotten plenty of beer before the night was 
over. 

"Ok, fine," I said to him now, over the phone. "I'll be 
there." 

After I said this I stopped and thought, my face turned 
toward the ceiling. God, two hundred a week and twenty a day? 
I cradled the phone and actually rubbed my hands together. All 
that money, all that beer. 

"What did you say? The thirteenth?" 
"Yeah, the thirteenth." 
He said nothing again for some time. I had forgotten 

how difficult it was to communicate with John, particularly on 
the phone. I was never quite certain if he were there or not. 

John and I used to spend our high school evenings 
sharing a six pack of beer-bought for us by an eighteen year 
old acquaintance--out on old, destered County Road H, playing 
the radio softly, trying to bend the future into some sort of 
manageable shape, at least recognizable enough to contemplate. 
Those evenings together were the only times John would spill 
any of his thoughts; he would actually do a little of the talking, 
and when he did, I listened, shaking my head and grunting 
agreement, wondering often what would really become of the 
two of us. He loved the North, could imagine himself nowhere 
else, but he needed to find the type of job to make it all come 
together, so most of what he said those evenings had to do with 
plans, how he would make it all come together, how he would 
make happen what he wanted to happen. I hated the North, 
alwayshad, and all I knew then was that I wanted out of there as 
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soon as I could manage, though only God knew where I wanted 
to go. 

So John and I spent every available minute of our youth 
together, until Viet-Nam, of course. Then I went and he stayed 
home. Flat feet, it was, that kept him out of it. 

"Bring heavy gear," he finally continued, "wool pants, 
thermal underwear, felt lined boots. It'll be a cold 
motherfucker." 

"Yeah, I know, John," I said, already shivering, know-
ing that I didn't really know, that I didn't really remember. All I 
knew was that I needed the job. 

I was certain, too, that John was afraid I'd embarrass 
him. He was the leader of a mineral prospecting crew for a 
Canadian company called Georterrex. Each crew was assigned 
a particular piece of land in Northern Wisconsin, Northern 
Minnesota, or the U.P. and was sent out with sophisticated 
equipment to find out if any minerals lay beneath the ground. 
Once they had chopped their way out there through the cold and 
the incredible snow with machetes, naturally. It was the kind of 
work tailor-made for John and he was extremely good at it. As a 
matter of fact, he and one of his crews had already discovered 
the largest zinc strike in North America and that was where we 
were heading, to the country north of Crandon, Wisconsin, to do 
follow up work, cutting survey lines with axes and machetes, 
using machines to map out the shape of the vein. The land had 
been bought by EXXON, then thousands of acres of forest and 
marsh. 

"You sure about this?" 
I looked up at the ceiling and tried to imagine humping 

the bush, beard frozen, snow to my asshole. But I wanted this 
conversation to end, to just get on with it. 

up. 
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I put the phone out in the cradle and walked back into 
my room and lay down. I leaned back against the wall, my 
shoes planted on the gray-streaked sheets of my bed, and for the 
first time, I realized just how dirty those sheets were. 

***** 

John was in the bobby, at the counter, when I entered 
the motel. It was five-thirty and I'd hitchhiked since eight that 
morning-three rides spaced two hours apart. 

"You made it," John said, turning toward me and 
folding bare, hairy, arms across his chest. He had come into the 
motel lobby from his car, wearing only a teeshirt and jeans, a 
large canvas rucksack on the floor next to his leg, pushed up 
against the counter bottom. I hadn't seen him in five years and 
the first thing that popped into my mind were the letters he 
suddenly began writing me my last three months in Viet-Nam. I 
was shocked when I saw the first one. Jesus, a letter from John. 
He said that he knew I must be going crazy but that it would be 
over for me soon. He knew I'd be coming home and everything 
would be okay again. He said that he missed me and that things 
weren't the same around home without me. He even said that he 
remembered our high school talks on old County H and that he 
wished I was home so we could drive out there. As I stood in 
the motel lobby looking up at him, I realized that reading those 
letters was the only time in my life I could any longer remember 
crying. 

"Sure," I said and nodded my head, still shivering, 
though hot air had blasted into my face when I entered. 

As my rides had taken me further north the sky began to 
clear from a recent foot of snow-piled new and white on three 
or four feet of snow already frozen and crusted. And as is 
inevitable after a heavy snow this far north, it began to tum 
bitter cold by the time I had arrived at the motel, already edging 
the temperature down toward twenty below zero. 
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My last ride had picked me up thirty miles from town. 
The driver was a jolly, red-bearded German farmer, just back 
from a day and a half of ice fishing, who felt sorry for me 
hitchhiking in this weather. He drove me two miles out of his 
way, saying "Ya, ya, dat's da way it goes, I guess," over and 
over until he finally dropped me at the motel door. As the 
farmer and I rode into Rhinelander, I looked out the window at 
this north woods town of ten thousand. The place came back to 
me from fishing visits with my parents and later my high school 
friends. I surveyed the streets, old main street businesses, new 
fast food chains, and a wealth of restaurants, bars, and motels 
for the summer tourists. Most were closed then in the frozen 
winter, the time for the real people who lived in the town year 
round and braved the worst winter weather of both worlds: 
Candadian cold and U.P.lake snow. 

As I watched out my window, I wondered what the hell 
I thought I was doing. I wasn't a hearty, tolerant, north woods 
type like John-his future had developed superbly, bringing him 
the perfect job: this was his element, winter cold and snow, 
summer mosquitos, hunting, fishing, camping on river banks, 
humping the bush. He had been born where he wanted to be and 
now he would never have to leave. 

John pushed the motel form toward me and watched 
over my shoulder as I signed in. The clerk was a skinny blonde 
high school student whose brown name tag proclaimed, 
"Jennie!" She had more hair than I'd ever seen on one person 
before, hair to the right of me, to the left of me, up, down, 
everwhere I looked. She sqeaked a "thank you" through bright 
red lips and dropped a key paddle in my hand as I followed John 
out of the lobby and down the hallway toward our rooms. 

"Down here," he said as I came up behind him at the 
end of the hall. "Stow you gear and come up to the bar." 

******* 
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It was perfect, the kind of bar I loved-heavy, dark, 
dim, musicless, reeking of grain and that peculiar sweet-smell-
ing cleaning solvent better bars use. I walked to the table next 
to a roaring fire and shook hands with Harold and Scott before I 
took my seat. 

Harold was the largest man I'd ever seen up close. He 
was six foot six and weighted three hundred seventy-five 
pounds, massive everywhere, pure Scandinavian blue eyes and 
bright blond. When I first got close to him, I had the over-
whelming feeling that he was going to grab me under the arms, 
lift me into the air, and dash my head repeatedly off the brick 
fireplace, simply for his amusement, or because I was so much 
smaller than he. He'd just come down from the U .P ., 
Marenesco, a small city near Lake Gogebic. I'd been through 
the place once on a fishing trip with John and two other high 
school buddies, a drunken riot not long before Viet-Nam 
claimed me and sucked me down into whatever it was I had 
become. Harold wore a pair of bib overalls that half of my last 
English composition class could have fit into at the same time. I 
was shocked at first by the incongruity of his high, almost whiny 
voice, but quickly thought, why not? What was to be shocked 
about? 

Scott was a geophysicist from Halifax, Nova Scotia, tall, 
well over six feet, thin and wiry, but somehow still exuding the 
hard, the solid. His face was hawk-like and his black hair 
tapered back, forcing his face to even more of a peak. His worn 
skin had that rough, red-streaked look of too much sun. Scott 
had spent a good deal of time on off-shore oil rigs and in the 
wilderness of Western Ontairo before receiving the Crandon 
assignment. He had arrived an hour before with our gear in one 
of the company trucks, a long, four wheel drive blue Chevrolet 
Suburban SuperCab that I had yet to see but would become 
thoroughly familiar with in the corning weeks. 

As I sat there that first night, silent, sullen, drinking as 
much Molson as I could get down before stumbling back to my 
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room, I felt small, measly, dwarfed, a little pip-squeak of a man 
in this sudden world of huge, solid, real men. I remember 
focusing especially on John, not long after I arrived in the 
lounge, but already down my third beer. He sat there in his 
chair across from me like a tree, rough beard, balding-he had 
never had much hair, even in high school-only a few long 
strands swept across his huge head, interjecting comments only 
when necessary. And I thought to myself then, here he is and I 
haven't seen him in five years, but still and always the simple, 
straight forward woodsman, complete, confident, all action, 
nothing really important to say. 

Throughout the evening, I tried to supress this feeling of 
inadequacy, of not being quite real, as I looked from one to the 
other. Eventually I began wondering if this was how it would 
be, then, how I would finally go crazy, in the midst of all this 
hard physicalness. 

********** 

That first morning, though it was thirty-two degrees 
below zero, we walked three and a half blocks to breakfast in 
our shirt sleeves, packed the truck with the appropriate gear-to 
me a mass of ropes and blades and gauges and dials-drove 
twenty-miles on various gravel roads to the "strike," then 
bounced and jammed and rocked five more miles down a 
pathway covered with a foot of hard snow. Eventually, Scott 
stopped the truck and we headed off the path to work, cutting 
line and surveying from seven-thirty until five. 

The day was interminable, of course, and would be 
followed by days just the same, the survey rod too cold in my 
hands by ten o'clock that I could no longer hold it up, at noon 
Harold building a giant fire after lugging logs bigger than my 
waist in each arm, for a bunch of rabbits snared in wire traps set 
the day before, the rabbits necks nearly severed by the wire, then 
John quickly and skillfully skinning and gutting them before 
stringing them on a stick over the warmth of the blaze that was 
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about. Then the afternoon continuing, snot running perma-
nently off the end of Scott's peaked nose, John's huge, scruffy 
beard frozen solid white from his breath, Harold smashing 
though the bush swinging a machete like a deranged leader of 
the Planet of the Giants, me, the new guy, following far behind 
with an ax, gasping, chopping small trees in the way of the new 
line. Then, finally, strapping the gear on our backs at the end of 
the day and walking fast, nearly running, it seemed to me 
choking way behind them, stopping to puke red in the snow 
three times before reaching the blue Suburban, dropping into the 
back seat like a bag of sludge, not caring, tomorrow not existing, 
knowing nothing but the seat, the wonderfully soft seat and that 
the day was over, done, finally, not caring that there would be 
another tomorrow, endless, week upon week, all for the money. 

*********** 

By the time Connie began tending bar in the motel 
lounge, I was already into the fourth week, in enough shape that 
I could spend a whole day without puking, or even being left 
momentarily behind. Jennie! had squeaked a hello as I passed 
her lobby desk on my way into the lounge that first night, as 
usual, about six. I'd already had my half hour, bone-thawing 
shower, and I was wearing simple flat clothes that didn't make 
me look like a masquerading Nanook of the North. But when I 
saw Connie, I stopped in mid stride. 

She was pouring a gin and tonic for a customer at the 
bar, Bob the Parke-Davis salesman, a regular-! already knew 
all the regulars, of course. She held the Beefeater bottle high 
over his glass, popped a lime in with the other hand, showing 
anyone who happened to be watching how skilled she was: I 
had learned from years of drinking experience that much of 
good bartending is show. 

Connie was very dark, her skin nearly the same color as 
the oak bar. Her short black hair was cut bowl shaped, a style 
that woud make any other woman look like a lampshade. But 
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the cut was made for Connie. That first night she wore a long, 
straight black dress, tight enough to keep all eyes fixed on every 
move she made. 

I finally made my way to the bar and sat down at what 
had already become my usual stool, on the end, facing the exit. 
She came to me at once and smiled, teeth slightly spaced, eyes 
dark green, broad, almost Oriental. My stomach bounced from 
my feet to my neck, like a rubber ball on a rope. 

"What can I get you?" she asked, caressing the bar with 
all ten finger-tips, genly, kneading. 

"A Molson, please. No glass." 
She continued to smile and then winked at me before 

heading for the cooler at the other end. 
"One Golden Molson," she called, looking back at me 

over her shoulder. 
I sipped my beer silently and watched her, like all the 

others in the bar. And I could tell at once that she loved the 
eyes, reveled in them, played to them. She was Connie the 
Bartender, experienced, professional, onstage, having the time 
of her life. She would grin, point, laugh, tell a joke, lean, 
confide a story, reach, pour, purr, strut, move like an absolute 
angel. When she snapped her head quickly from one customer 
to another, which she did often, her black hair rolled along her 
cheeks like fringes of black lace. 

************** 

Once Connie arrived, we all focused our afterwork 
attention on her. I was always the first into the bar-popcorn, 
peanuts, pretzels, or a bar sandwich was as much as I cared to 
eat. So I had Connie to myself for the first hour or so. I would 
gulp Molson after Molson, just to get her to wait on me, bring 
that powerful, stomach bouncing smile to my spot at the bar. 

It became evident within two weeks, however, that 
Connie had eyes only for Scott. When she wasn't waiting on 
anyone, she began focusing her attention on him to the exclusion 
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of everyone else. She quickly stopped flirting and flitting 
about, telling jokes, laughing, flipping her hair, tossing her head. 
Oh, she was friendly and warm and performed her job perfectly, 
but the show everyone loved was over, suppressed without 
effort, like it had never existed. 

Instead, she huddled with Scottt at the corner of the bar 
every chance she got, her laughter taking on a different cast, 
sweet, slow and melodic, like the soft plucking of a harp. And 
Scott would stand with one long arm cocked on the bar, tyring to 
appear nonchalant, as if this were just another woman, another 
conquest in a terribly long line, just someone else who was 
attracted to him. But when he talked to Connie or laughed with 
her, his voice took on a difference, too, a bit rougher, slower and 
more mature, like he, too, was always "on," about to launch into 
Hamlet on the college stage. His Canadian "aboots" and 
"ooots" caused Connie to drift, green eyes partially closed, long 
lashes drooping. Even I realized after a couple weeks that they 
were falling in love. 

*********************** 

On Monday of the sixth week, Scott had to make an 
overnight trip to Toronto. So after driving him to the airport, 
John, Harold, and I went out to the strike and continued with the 
work at hand without him. 

That night in the motel lounge, Connie was her old, pre-
Scott self, as if she had never been anything else. She was again 
the focus of everyone's attention, flirting sweetly with everyone 
in the room, obviously back on stage. She reminded me of a 
colt that night, wound tight with uncontrollable energy, until 
finally released to run the pasture. I continued to watch, smok-
ing silently, and drinking my Molson, taken with the best show 
in town. a few times I even looked to Harold and John for a 
comment, but they just kept drinking and watching, too, only 
Harold talking business, John nodding replies-cutting 
tomorrow's line, surveying yesterday's, getting the job done 
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right, as they both knew it needed to be done. 
Finally, at twelve-thirty, John and Harold left, and as 

always, I planned to stay until the last dog was hung. But as 
soon as they left, Connie walked up to me, leaned all the way 
over the bar to my right ear, flashed her green eyes wide like the 
first shock of innocence, and whispered, "Let's fuck." 

I maintained the guise of shocklessness by continuing to 
look at her but saying nothing. I couldn't say anything, I knew 
that. I would squeak, or honk, or blurt, so I just kept staring. 

"I'll come to your room after I close up," she said, 
smiling, but her mouth tight, controlled. 

My face must have changed enough for her to notice 
because she immediately raised her right hand, as if to direct the 
traffic of my impending questions. 

"I'll get a key. Don't worry." 
I wanted to say that I wasn't worried but she had already 

walked back toward her other customers. I slid off my stool as 
capably as I was able and made my way to my room. 

******************* 

She slipped noiselessly into my room, removed her 
clothes and came into my arms like we had been lovers all our 
lives. I was not surprised nor dismayed that she was the aggres-
sor-no, I welcomed it-pulling herself on top of me again and 
again that night, her smooth, dark, tight body pushing me further 
and further. The first time, when I felt her orgasm building, I 
grabbed her mouth with mine and swallowed her cry. But I 
quickly discovered that Connie had no sexual inhibitions. She 
loved all the noises of sex. We moaned and grunted and giggled 
and screamed in that motel room, as the pleasures took us, all 
night long. 

********************** 

The next day at work was the most difficult for me since 
the first day. Though I didn' t have to re-experience the indig-
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nity of throwing up before my co-workers, the day was an 
endless challenge, fighting weakness and sleep. 

When I arrived at the lounge that evening, Connie and 
Scott sat at their place at the end of the bar, nuzzling, mooning, 
making plans. I immediately went to my stool and ordered my 
Molson. 

When she brought my beer, there was nothing in 
Connie's face but green eyes, spaced teeth, and the sweet flat 
smile of friendship. By the end of the evening I had reshaped 
and reevaluated the night before into the ephemeral, the inconse-
quential and fleeting timelessness that was my life. 

******************** 

Three weeks later Scott went back overnight to Toronto 
and exactly the same thing happened. As I was lying in bed that 
night waiting for Connie, I began to wonder if I had entered 
some new dimension of my life, where facts weren't facts, 
where the usual evidence couldn't be depended upon to make 
the usual decisions. I found the prospect unnerving but my 
excitement waiting for Connie, her rustle in my room, her 
smoothness, her tautness, her cries, carried me forward without 
effort, without control. 

That second night she whispered such things to me, 
about my body, my face, my tongue, my cock, things no one 
ever whispered to me outside of fantasy. She whispered to me 
that she had never had such sex before and that she knew what it 
would be like the first time she saw me brooding alone in the 
bar. She whispered to me how she had moved about the oak that 
first night, and every night since she began there, in constant 
arousal. She whispered to me how, while she talked to Scott, 
she thought about sliding her hands down my body, grabbing a 
hold of me and squeezing until I cried out. She whispered to me 
how, since our first night together, her arousal intensified. 
Finally, she whispered to me how much she loved my smooth, 
thin body-so different from the burly lumberjacks of 
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Rhinelander-how she loved to rub her hands softly every-
where; my pale lankiness excited her until she wanted to slap me 
over and over, she said. And as she whipered this last to me she 
actually began to slap me, again and again, my face jerking to 
the left, to the right. I hadn't even tried to restrain her, but just 
looked into her eyes after she was finished. 

The slaps had been painful but I somehow felt I de-
served them, deserved to be slapped for being so . . . what? So 
uninvolved, so vague, so unreal. I deserved, I needed slapping. 
There was no way around it. 

The war, I remembered as I lay there, had taught me 
about reality but I had forgotten: I would lay on my face, 
rounds cracking and blowing by my head, and see like I had 
never seen, feel like I had never felt. The blade of grass in front 
of my eyes so incredibly green that I could see right through it, 
to its chlorophyll, its life-form. I would dig down, burrow in 
and smell the humid earth. And the dirt on my lips-I ate it-I 
ate reality. But I had forgotten. The one and only thing the war 
had taught me was once again the great, indisputable truth. I 
needed to be set straight again, to be reminded, and Connie had 
been just the one to do it. 

I was totally in her control, I realized, as she whispered 
how she loved Scott-he was a good man and he would take her 
out of there, out of that frozen, stifling community forever. And 
she loved his difference-he was Canadian, after all. But sex 
was different. Sex was just sex-there was no explaining it. 
Sex was the two of us. 

After she dropped off briefly to sleep, I looked at her 
closely, her dark brown cheeks, hair the color midnight. I 
wondered. Could she be acting for me, creating a second world 
for herself out of some need not understandable to me? But she 
possessed me so totally that these thoughts were fleeting, like 
simple flights of unbounded fantasy, and I lay back and allowed 
them as little credence as I could. 

******************* 
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On Monday after work, my eighth week on the job in 
Rhinelander, John knocked on my door. I'd just dressed after 
taking my shower and was about to head down to the motel 
lounge for my hour alone before the others returned from dinner. 
After I opened my door, he leaned against the jam and crossed 
his arms. We could both see Connie and Scott down the hall, 
whispering and caressing in the doorway to the lounge. 

"Let's go to Crousers." 
I continued standing there in front of John, leaving the 

door open into the hallway. I had my hands in my pockets and 
my head cocked. 

Crousers was a bar on the far end of Main Street, set 
back by itself off the line of other businesses. The mile gravel 
road to the lake, what the locals called "Boom Bay," ran by its 
back door. I hadn't been there but had heard Scott and Harold 
bad mouth it as a dead, bam-like room. They'd both sneered 
and Harold had said that there wasn't even a juke box. 

I looked at John, stern, steady, giving nothing away, still 
holding up my doorjam. I cleared my throat. Spending a silent 
evening with John, at any place other than the motel lounge, was 
not in my immediate plans. But he looked at me hard and I 
knew him well enough to understand that we were going to 
Crousers. 

I hunched along in my parka, mumbling to myself what 
an impossibly cold fucking place this was and that working in 
this shit all day long was plenty without having to go off on 
some pissing whim of John's. He strolled along next to me, 
nonchalant, oblivious, his arms held out from his sides like a 
gorilla. He wore just a blue and white plaid flannel shirt and a 
brown down vest, not even a hat to cover his ears. If it hadn't 
been so cold and he hadn't been so big, I'm sure I would have 
punched him. 

As we entered the place, I thought how right Scott and 
Harold had been. There were fifty tables and twenty-five bar 
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stools and only one stool was occupied. I listened to the sound 
our boots made scraping on the wooden floor as we entered. 

It turned out that the person occupying that one stool 
was the bartender. He left a cigarette smoldering briefly in an 
ashtray and got up long enough to serve us our beers, once we 
had planted ourselves ast the other end of the bar. 

I looked at John next to me but he just sipped his beer, 
staring straight ahead behind the bar at an array of cardboard 
containers filled with fishing flies, cigarette lighters, key chains 
and jack knives crowded between jars of pickled pigs feet, 
pickled turkey gizzards, beef jerky and Polish sausages. So this 
was it, I wondered, looking around at the high, rough timbered 
ceilings? Why had he invited me here? 

And then it came to me. I knew what this was all about. 
He was going to fire me. That was it. Jesus, John was going to 
fire me. Scott had found out-Connie had told him and Scott 
had sent John to get rid of me. 

"Look," he finally said, without turning toward me, his 
voice even softer than usual so I had to lean toward him to catch 
it. "You've done ok." 

He kept his head so rigid and straight ahead that I began 
to wonder if he was embarrassed. 

"You've stuck it out. Better than most." 
He looked toward me then and grinned, the tops of his 

cheeks hairless and red, round, like Santa Claus. He reached out 
and patted me lightly on the shoulder before returning to his 
beer. 

I stripped off my parka and tossed it on the stool next to 
me. I folded my arms on the bar and felt my shoulders raise a 
little in my corduroy shirt. I sensed the wood along the bar 
caress my arms and the leather mold intensely against the cheeks 
of my ass. I looked out beyond the red and blue Pabst sign 
hanging in the window to the street lamp across Main, the light 
crisp enough to crack in the intense cold. 
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John chugged his beer, and slammed the glass to the bar, 
something I'd never seen him do in all the years I'd known him. 
He was always a slow, heavy, relentless beer drinker. 

We looked up at each other and laughed. 
"Drink up, Tom," he said. "It's on me." 
And that Santa Claus grin played across his face the 

whole night long, even when a Winston dangled from his lips. 
************************* 

The next morning at six, John and I set out to the strike 
alone. Scott had returned to Toronto and had taken Harold with 
him to help load some new electronic mineral prospecting 
equipment we would be handling when they returned, equip-
ment much more sophisticated and accurate, Scott said, than we 
had used so far. 

The cold sapped my insides that morning as we walked 
the two miles to the survey line, but I held on, pulled myself up, 
tight, until I suddenly began to feel invigorated. I stopped for a 
second and gazed around, even laughed a little into the 
morning's work. 

Later, I looked closely at the survey rod while I held it 
in the air for John's sighting a hundred yards up the line. The 
red numbers and eighth inch markers glittered in the morning 
sun. I squeezed hard until I sensed the rod's solidity through my 
felt-lined gloves. I looked down at the snow, whiter now than I 
had ever remembered snow being, and rocked on the crust 
beneath my boots. I could see rabbit runways everywhere 
beneath the brush in front of me, like little cutaway tunnels. I 
looked around at all sides of me and took in as much of this 
huge expanse of land as I could, land useless to farmers and thus 
untamed and unused, left to run wild at its will, until minerals 
were discovered beneath its surface. 

Near noon, we left our survey equipment behind and 
tramped forward into a new area of the strike, into unsurveyed 
land. The area thickened with large pine and oak and tight water 
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birch and scrub maple. We had to chop and chop with machete 
and ax just to get through, merely to move forward. We worked 
hard for two hours, the sweat seeping into our under clothes, 
though the outside air cracked at thirty below. We stopped for 
brief rests when we needed, saying nothing, just staring ahead 
into the dark bush and blue sky. 

Then suddenly we broke through and the world opened 
up on a small lake, the frozen water covered with six inches of 
undisturbed snow. I left John behind and headed out across the 
lake alone. As I walked along I looked down and watched my 
bootprints dent into the world one after another, one foot in front 
of the other. A breeze kicked up and I stopped in the dead 
center of the lake, closed my eyes and let the snow blow lightly 
over my face. I extended my arms out at my sides and began to 
turn, slowly, like a dervish about to begin his dance. I turned 
and turned, around and around. Finally, when I opened my eyes 
again, a ten-point buck stood in front of me, not five feet away, 
dropping his head, tossing his rack back and forth, prancing, 
pawing the snow, like a title fight was about to begin. But as I 
continued to move, to come around in my turn, the buck came 
with me until I faced John-still at the edge of the lake. Then I 
suddenly saw John raise and extend his own arms, turning, 
turning, too, as if we were all in communion. 
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Coco Gordon 

Dear Asiba, The Denial Continues 
we keep dying for trying to live - Asiba 
Tupahache 
Each post-psychosis land seized city 
rests in its permanent structure. 
Island as model for globe 
they tell us pie slice 
gives manna from sea to peak 
each within the slice 
distributes wealth where the other 
hasn't the way. 
Whether we've claimed or not 
all cones of this sphere 
own or share 
earth reflects itself 
limits our fabricated redundant abundance. 
Dike smasher roof row waters 
hot belching bellies 
is it in fear 
we who still bask on a beach 
pull weight counter weight 
changing 3 R's to 3M's 
money manipulation media 
overt avert divert tourist convenience. 
Sing it baby 
space & time are at your command 
this animal knows 
when to cower submit & slink away 
when not to act 
on anger or threat. 
Oooooooo OoooooooOOO for warmth 
of winters overflow sign of our 
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fatuous lavabrain to quit 
control extinct-
the ancestors have waited for this. 
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Coco Gordon 

Sing, We Can Still Be Ancient 
we live on the beaches - Richard 
we can still be ancient 
in this time and survive 
we can still be ancient & 
lead our people we can still be ancient & 
kuka kuka with the 
numbered propertyrights governed 
peoples of the world 
we can still be ancient & be independent 
we can still be ancient & 
keep our ways in the proper kulianas 
we can still be ancient 
staying Kapuna through Kapuna after Kapuna 
we can still be ancient while 
striking out the basis of pseudo legitimacy 
of raw naked brutal military force 

to conquerors of primal peoples 
we reclaim our 
ancient was & ancient is as 
all precedents for law 
we know the right of our determinings 
by the roar in our waters 
in our blood 
wisdom flows from salt 
owl shark lizard 
maka aina ai 
na na kama 
watching over the child 
ourNaNaNa 
conquers human fear & 
weakness 
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Coco Gordon 

There's Reason For The Way It Was 
near devastation in the corn belt returns 
old seeds patch farming 
can't 
II: e rad i radi cate :II 
e radi radicate 
there are so many 
blinds n bluffs 
to reach you with 

my bug 
my spore 
isolating poison 

sow me down 
a new path 
beside the old pathmy 
wildpenmy hedgemy 
dock & berry 
safe 
from 
the mono culture 
rust or 
mow of it all 
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Coco Gordon 

Where You Nurse a Scar 
your invited guest, Maui '94 
Slung over your staked out La Perouse tuck into shore operation 

we listen to the cry 
of the organism alert to dense hear it avoid machine. Resident 

open chest hurting 
under star, any can is your pot. Sand your only carpet. I rake 

your home ritual 
grounds hands and feet now you feel it replaces now you see it 

we smudge the four 
directions. Stone two highs delineate you live here. Rooted like 

sky woman' s tree of light, kiowdi creaking I climb twintrees. 
Foot my limb an old woman feeling like a 

child, you'll never get old if you learn to climb a tree. Slash 
rocking runnel backing 

rain is overwhelmingly itself. 
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L.L. Harper 

Ruby Talks Trash 
Truth is that great myth mothers 
feed us like pabulum or smashed carrots. 
It's a fairy tale calculated 
to scare us away from happiness, 
a commercial gingle we can't get 
out of our head. 
Lies are what give the world order, 
a personality, 
keep us civil, interested. 
Lies compose great cities from nothing, 
symphonies from air. 
They taste sweeter to us 

than anything else we take in, 
make us glow with health, 
vote for indecent men decently ambitious, 
and like a radioactive ore we poach 
from Native American reservations, 
can make us as rich as our dreams, 
those nocturnal inventions on which 
great men and principles build their lives, 
found countries, kill with righteous indignation 
their enemies who stand 
on the truth of their own convictions 
with the obstinate fallacies of angels. 
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Shelley Savren 

Contract Marriage 
for my grandmother, Faygele Slomovits, 

forced 
by marriage from Hungary to America 

before Hitler 
Already it is night. 
The Shabbos candles have burned out 
and empty wine cups remain 
on the white linen cloth. 
The only glow comes from a dim flame 
burning on the stove. 

Tomorrow at sundown the shul will fill 
with people and flowers and little cakes. 
But tonight there is the smell 
of burnt wax. 
Mama and grandfather sleep. 
Peppi and Manny and Loyme sleep. 
I lean against this chair 
the way wind leans against clouds 
before rain. 

Rain would be welcomed tomorrow 
on my wedding day 
when my brothers will dance 
and old women will chop 
my waist-length hair, watch it fall 
like a robe to the ground. 
When he will take me 
like a dog takes its supper, 
this new husband whose face I will meet, 
who signed his name 
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next to where grandfather signed mine. 

Tomorrow I will cover my head. 
But tonight I bum my 16-year-old image 
into the window pane, 
as my fingers braid this golden hair, 
like mama braided the challah, 
glazed it with egg 
and placed it into the glowing kiln. 
I tie my braid with a red silk bow, 
bind it in a bleeding knot 
and gazing into the cloudless sky, 
my lips tighten, allowing no sound 
and no entry. 
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Minard Hamilton 

Flirtations 
At four, I choke on a canary 
yellow, hard candy. 
Somebody turns me upside down. 

At nineteen, I hitch a ride 
on the freight cars-LA to San Fran, 
and end up in the slammer. 

On my way to a deathbed 
(at which I later discover I was not welcome) 
I crash and roll a Fiat. 
I total a Toyota. 

For years, I'm an anti-nuclear 
activist. I tramp by stock-
piles of plutonium. I wipe 
specks of poison from my lapel. 

I don't have to court death anymore. 
She sits on a rooftop, 
picks at an old cornice. 
Amused, quizzical, she 
eyeballs me as I walk beneath 
her crumbling perch. 

She waves from a subway car 
as it hurtles past on the express 
track. At the Korean grocer's, 
she brushes against my sleeve. 

Sometimes she opens her mouth, laughs 
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or spits. Mostly, she's good-
natured, casual, ordinary, 
like peanut butter and jam. 

She doesn't have a scythe or 
scissors, just an infallible, 
totally arbitrary 
reflex. 

122 






