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Melissa Huseman 

The End of Sweetness 

Dance for me, little drunk girl. 
Jackson pushed me off the edge 
of his bed, but I was shy. 
In my tight red choir dress, 
I moved to the foot of the bed, 
and rested my fingers 
on his dirty toes. Jackson leaned back 
like a big man on three blue pillows 
I'd plumped. My red sequins glittered 
and froze. I'd liked sitting on the bed 
beside him better, humming the radio tune. 

I don't need you to be some porn star, 
he said. Just start moving. 
I held on to the bed posts, rocked 
like slow oil in my heels, then rocked too far, 
cracking my ankle against the bed. 

Talk about school, whatever, just keep moving. 
He twirled his wrists in the air like a gypsy. 
Lets see you. 
I unstrapped each shoe, pat-patted 
my panty hosed feet on the cold floor. 

At the Girls Choir Party, 
I knew how to dance in my red dress. 
Turn out the lights, I said. 
Jackson frowned, but even in the dark, 
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he could see me by the moon. 
My mother always knew how to dance. 
I closed my eyes, swirled my shoulders 
to the radio music like my mother did 
in that dream where my father smiled. 
I asked, Do you like it? 
Yeah. 
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After an evening in the rain with Dean 

Lorna lay under the dingy ruffled canopy 
ofher bed, tuckered out from cough syrup, 
but flirting like a runaway. 
I wanted to touch her, 
so I tried, but she slapped me away. 

Lorna, I said, You aren't loving me or dying. 
You've got a sinus infection, 
so quit wrapping your twirling hair 
around your fingers and making me girl crazy. 
I jumped up and down on her bed 
to rattle her. Are you coming to school, or what? 

Lorna's whole swallowed bottle of cough syrup 
heaved this way and that. 
Stop, Jackson! she whispered. Skip school. 
Her eyelash petals fluttered and burned. 
Keep me company this morning. 

I bounced and bounced. I'm breaking, she said. 
Her bra and loose panties tangled 
with the mess of faded Snoopy sheets. 
My teeth, she said, I think they flew out! 
She was falsely alarmed. 
Would you sweetly retrieve them? 

I stopped bouncing and felt her forehead. 
You really are a hotty, Lorna. 
I pressed one elbow, then the other, 
into her sweaty palms. 
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And I can see your fan s broke. 

I went to the kitchen to get a cup of ice, 
took off my shirt, straddled her again. 
She smiled. Ice? 
I nodded then curved over her 
like a wild bull, crunching ice. 
She opened her mouth. 
I set the glass on the floor 

and lifted her close. 
Do you love me? I asked. 
She sneezed on me and laughed her brains out. 
I wiped her nose off good and hard 
on Charlie Brown's big forehead 
until she cried, 

then I pinched her nose shut, what did I know? 
Put my other hand hard over her wheezing mouth. 
She kicked a while. When she bit me, 
my foot knocked over the ice. 

Jackson, she wheezed, touching my hot face. 
Help me find the cool spot 
on this stinking pillow. 

I shaped up and sat on a chair 
and kept her hair from sticking to her 
until she slept, until I stopped shaking, 
and the ice turned to water, to wood. 
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Bob Wands 
Runner-Up Permafrost 1999 Poetry Chapbook Contest 

BBGun 

I sit butt-wet on a bank, 
feeding copper-colored balls 
to a Winchester replica 
that spits them at birds. 

I'm thirteen and want 
to break everything. 

The dump has bottles, but 
they don't fly, or sing, or bleed 
like the plump yellow chested 
black veed larks. A year 

before, I watched one boast five notes 
from a fence post, puff-throated 
warbles on what seemed sawed 
to be a stage. The windrow 
answered. 

Now, two quick kills in fifteen minutes, 
I learn they don't drip, that feathers 
hide the wound and sponge blood, 
that nothing ever felt as weightless 
ina palm. 

A third one falls but runs, hobbled 
with a hollow wing bone split, 
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shrieking one note, as fast 
as it can breathe, over, 
andover. 
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Granularity 

Dad said I could have the twenty-two 
but had to read a book on 
How to Write; and at thirteen 

and only two hundred 
and seventy five pages 
of fine print, I thought 
the trade a fair one, 

and I read, and the only 
thing I remember thirty two 
years later is the beast 
that came out of the woods, 
a vague thing at first. 

When I was done, Dad let Mom 
take me to the store, where 
for thirty dollars of my mowing 
money I got a used gun 
with a leaky bolt and crooked sight. 

The book said 
that as the beast approaches 
the writer focuses, 
and now I see a hairy deer, 
loping toward me 
like a tired camel. 

One shot in three would mist 
my face with gas, and ifl hadn't 
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felt so stupid, shouldering it in front 
of three old men who nudged 
and winked like 

this was some fucking rite of passage 
with my mother standing next to me 

I'd have seen the sight, flubbed 
by some machinist in the fossil record, 
was dovetailed ten degrees from vertical. 

The book went on to say 
that close enough, we can add 
all of the detail, the white and brown, 
the slavering tongue, the threads 
of spit that slap its head each leap 
toward me on the black road. 
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Laundry 

The laundry was transparent to me; 
it got done, with clean clothes always 
in the drawer, and only once was I 

responsible for ruining five white shirts 
with an orange crayon. Mom sat 
on the basement floor and cried 
because even checking every pocket 
failed 

Later, in Oklahoma, she'd cry again, 
the year my father took a job in Wichita 
and came home only once a month. 

I shook down a glass thermometer, 
and broke it on the zipper of my coat. 

She sat against the lazy susan, 
in the corner where the cabinets met, 
her blue shorts stark against the tan 

she had every year when I was young 
and sobbed, while I went cat-wise past 
the doorway, curious to see her broken, 

still wondering why, a week before, I'd spoken 
to my father and he wouldn't answer, 
but closed his eyes and licked her 
on the neck. 
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Richard Broderick 

Neanderthal Burial Site 

How keenly they must have felt the loss, 
they who were so few, they who spent 
their days peering off into the distances, 
at herds of animals that vastly 
outnwnbered them, the sky reminding 
them every day they were small 
and they were alone. Eyes turned inward, 
facing each other across the circle, 
maybe they had no name for this. 
Maybe they had no names for anything, 
just ready-made customs, like the one 
where they folded the arms and legs 
so that the body cradled itself, or the gesture 
they made with the hand, breaking 
a flower stem just beneath the blossom 
as a way of signifying this wordless pain. 
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Mark Taksa 

Love Among The Technicians 

Your nostrils fill with my rose 
and you say I should dress 
like a flower engineer. 
The odor of metal leaves 
will never droop from my lapel. 

I want you to take off 
your rubber gloves. Among flowers 
that choke weeds, I want our hands 
digging to earth's reverse. 
Flesh gains power when sweat 
seeps back to the earth. 

A refrigerator rusting in rain 
will beourmagiccharm. We'll throw 
bits of candy to the dogs. 

You'll open your arms and breathe 
like a daisy. You'll want crooked petals, 
blunted thorns, sap smelling like love. 
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Norm Olson 

Subliminal Theater 
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Benjamin Scott Grossberg 

Unsafe Sex 
"Stay Mephostophilis, and tell me 
what good will my soul do thy lord?" 
--Marlowe's Dr. Faustus 

1. 
In the swell and fold of your green comforter, you are 
Venus just risen, languid on your side, still lapped 
by waves, your eyes as blue as Botticeli 's sky. 
You are a painting that speaks in just this moment--
half syllables curling out of your mouth like cigarette smoke, 
a Greek comprehension. It isn't me 

you love, but the world 
you have just risen into: capture it on canvas, 
but the reality instantly fades. Let's avoid eye contact 
a moment longer. 

2. 
Hours ago you showed me photographs. The light 
was different. You stood against the Rockies, blonde hair 
halfway down your back: god of the hammer and mace. 
I lifted your face away from the album, up to mine. Cast in 

stone, 
we are Thor Kissed By His Page. The musculature 
owns the moment. It isn't you 

museum goers gawk at 
but the artist's conception: this portrays the Death ofThor; 
the boy has poison on his lips. Or he doesn't. The hero 
never thinks to ask. 
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3. 
This is purely dramatic. The conversation we don't 
know each other well enough to have. A street light 
through the window, the clock's red numbers, and you 
conjuring during the second act: I will spring 
from a circle on the hardwoods, out of the jumbled 
letters, wracked names 

of the holy saints, in a shaft 
of red fire. Had you as many lives as there are stars 
you'd give them all, casually I can~ believe I did that. 
You say: It happened, that's all--

4. 
Our hands disguise themselves as other parts of the body 
which makes for confusion: in the dark, fingers can feel 
like anything else. We are a photograph of moving traffic, 
our eyes bright red lines, brake lights. But what ifl know 
the moment my fist becomes absolutely something else, 
and falls away 

allowing for the visceral contact 
of skin inside skin. Who's to say what I'm not guilty of? 
Your kiss relaxes nothing, a gentle assurance of affection 
from a stranger, a request for sleep. 
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Stitching Flowers 

In the auditorium, you take out a cardboard box 
containing a needle, thread, and a few swatches 
of cotton fabric. All the while, the reader 

we've come to see is bantering between poems, 
asking the audience "would you rather hear songs 
about God or love?" One young man shouts out 

"both." Last November, a week after my lover and I 
separated, I visited Rothko Chapel for the first time--
strange, eight-sided chamber with large black 

canvases across the walls and stone floors, 
an installation that felt like Stonehenge, and I tried 
to achieve clarity beyond whatever it is about him 

I constantly want to touch, ugly pumpkin-headed boy 
I constantly want to kiss, and beyond the fact 
ofhis infection. God or love? I'm not sure 

one can really have both. The reader attempts it, 
though by this point I'm completely amazed 
by the fineness of your labor: patiently stitching 

the swatch into a square, pulling each stitch 
like a suture, and then, as ifby sleight ofhand, 
flipping the square into a rose. Clarity never came 

aside from the realization that it never will. 
That's all I remember from Rothko, holding the letter 
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he just sent, itselftouching on faith--the common 

constituent of God and love: "Maybe I'd like to think 
love like ours doesn't ever die." But of course 
everything dies. That's not pessimistic; in strong 

moments it's supposed to be motivation to live. 
You reach back into the cardboard box and retrieve 
a tiny square ofbright fabric--yellow with red stripes; 

there are dozens of patterns, clippings from your 
dead lover's shirts, that you stitch into the heart 
of each flower. Does it make any sense 

how often I've allowed myself to go back and forth 
on this issue? Some dialectics offer no solution, no 
happy resolution; God isn't ofthe world, 

but I'm not convinced love is or needs to be 
anything else. I know exactly how it would feel 
to hold him again--solid, both broader than I am, 

and somehow small, enclosed, and me wondering 
how it is I feel so safe, so protected. Our reader 
has only a few poems left; she's exhausted 

the spectrum of great subjects, and I think 
everyone will go home happy. All that's left 
for me is the slow unfolding of scale, 

as you show me how this tiny cotton flower 
quilts to another, and to others, how it is one 
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ofhundreds. In the photograph, you are covered 

by David's shirts, by this quilt. 
I came here tonight to learn an art. God or love--
poetry or quilt work, staying away from him 

or going back? Yours is an art 
I never want to learn, though there is something 
sensual in the motion of your fingers, rhythmic 

and careful, like the tiny gestures of a dance. 
It isn't clear tonight where the poetry is. In the voice 
of the speaker or the pages I read sitting in Rothko. 

In God or love. Both or neither. The reader 
closes her book; you return your flowers 
to the cardboard box. Suddenly the audience applauds. 
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Stephanie Lanter 

Ephemeral 
forJacey 

The four of us that twilight 
honeysuckle in the high 
wet grass of your grandfather's 
car graveyard, multicolored 

mixes up old parts rusting in 
lushness; blackberries, his grin 
perches on a hood, watching us 
talk, fumble with the focus 

of your broken camera 
the gigantic praying man-
tis his brother discovered 
and gently lured on his shirt 

Couldn't find your childhood tree-
house,urgentandsoontoleave 
you wanted pictures. Hoarders 
of moments us all, artists, 

we got some silly dusky 
shots, later wishing tore-
cycle dead engines, frog sounds 
you took as a kid for cows 
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Chris Fink 
Winner Permafrost 1999 Fiction Contest 

Country Mile 

I used to pick rocks. I worked down to Larder's farm 
picking them one after another. Rocks were bad for the discs 
when they lay out in the field. You couldn't get me to drive the 
tractor. I just wanted to lift them rocks. That was the last best 
thing I did was to pick rocks 'cause they hurt the discs and 
when I picked them it saved the life of the disc, and it was 
cheaper to pay me to pick the rocks than it was to let them lie 
around and tear up the discs. I made three an hour straight pay. 

Old man Larder must've had a thousand acres and I 
picked rocks on every one of' em. Besides that he rented his 
crew out and we picked rocks halfway to county. Most people 
think the flat com country is boring, but walking those furrows, I 
sort of saw how beautiful it all was. That land was flat, but it 
was alive. You could plant a penny in that ground on Sunday 
and harvest a nickel come Monday. It was better ground than 
there was anywhere. It just took a while to appreciate is all. You 
grew up bored with it, wishing it was mountains. You looked at 
it every day and didn't see anything but rows and rows of flat 
nothing. Then one day in October you walked out there and the 
com was dry and the shocks were rustling in the wind and bye-
and-bye you thought there was no better sound in the world, 
because in that sound of dead rustling com there was life ready 
to pour itself out to the world. Silos and silos of it. You realized 
then, too, that the flat country had raised you up good and tall, 
and your roots were so deep and entrenched that you had a 
better grip on the ground than most anyone you knew. You 
were happy with that. 
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Fields of com, wheat, bean and barley and I de-rocked 
'em before the crops got too high. I was up at the earliest part 
of the day to beat the heat of summer. I rode my blue-and-
white Schwinn the three-and-one-half miles to Larder's barn, 
holding a cup ofblack coffee in one hand and my sack lunch in 
my shirt. The crew always met behind Larder's pig bam and the 
old man would come out with the list of fields he wanted us to 
hit and then he would tell us we were burning daylight and 
always go on back into his house, back to his pillow, probably. 
The crew, usually three or four, would sit on the back of the 
empty hay wagon and the Larder's hired man would drive us 
out to the field in the johnny popper. Our legs would dangle off 
the back of the wagon and we'd just sit there and look at our 
hands and think about all the work there was to do, even before 
lunch time. There was a chill in the air at that hour, about an 
hour after sunrise, and the four of us, sitting there thinking about 
rocks, didn't do much to warm things up. 

Pretty soon the wagon would stop and, even if you 
knew the country pretty well, you'd be at a field that was more 
like any other field than it was different. You got off the wagon 
and stowed your lunch in the wheel well of the tractor and the 
tractor started off down the furrow and you started after it, to 
pick rocks. Every one knew their job and it would be a couple 
ofhours before anyone felt like it was time to say anything to 
anybody. That is, unless there was a new guy that needed 
breaking in. 

There was a trick to know which rocks to pick up and 
which to leave grow another year. Those guys who could pick 
rocks could tell the difference. Fist-sized were just small enough 
to leave. Walking the furrows, watching the rocks, you could 
spot a fist-sized rock and see that it was too small to bother 
with because when the disc came by it would just slide off the 
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steel and lay there harmless in the turned-up soil. You could 
actually see that in your head. Talk about crazy. But you were 
out there so you might as well think it. 

Gabe Karp could pick rocks. He didn't need a nick-
name because there were already two in his regular one. I 
called him either. Gabe was older and had done lots of jobs, 
including mostly pitching horse shit at the trotter bam. I'd done 
that too, winters, so we had lots in common. Except he could fit 
a whole tin of wintergreen snoose in his front lip and let it drip 
out so he looked like one of the Elephant Snot Twins. We were 
different, too, because I was still in high school and Gabe and 
the rest of the crew were done with that forever. And I had an 
ambition besides picking rocks and that was writing words. I 
had my ears open which is all you needed to write words. 

Gabe had what you needed to have to pick rocks. He 
had pride in his work. He also knew how to leave the fist-sized 
rocks laying in the furrow. If you didn't know that you could be 
done for pretty quick. Believe me, a lot of guys were. Their 
backs go out on 'em, mostly. Besides, you'd always be behind 
the rest of the crew. 

Including the foreman, there were usually five in a crew, 
if Larder could keep five good men. One drove the old Deere 
johnny popper with the flat hay wagon behind. The rest of us 
picked rocks. We walked two abreast on each side ofthe 
wagon. The inside man, called a center, walked five or six rows 
away from the tractor; the outside man, the flanker, walked as 
many as ten rows out from him. Your job was simple. You 
looked for rocks in the field and you picked them up and threw 
them on the wagon. All you were looking for in the world were 
rocks. You tried to work fast so the driver didn't have to stop. 
If you were a flanker you could throw your rock in to the 
center, and he would pick it up and throw it on the wagon for 
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you. Altogether we covered about 40 rows. There ain't a 
machine outside ofDr. Seuss that'll do that, and for as cheap. 

It was lonely work, mostly because of the slow putt-
putt-putt the popper made; no one could hear you when you 
talked to them, so you just shut up. Your feet fell in time with the 
popper's put. Your mind wandered, up and down with the 
rows. It picked up ideas and threw them on the wagon where 
they piled up and all looked the same. Some of the rows were a 
mile long, others were more a country mile. There was plenty of 
room. The biggest thing you could do wrong, the only sin, was 
to miss rocks. To skip a rock on purpose meant you were lazy 
and good for nothing and didn't deserve your job. There was 
only a few times I did that, in six summers of rock picking. No 
one ever caught me but Karp one time. Karp would catch you, 
so would Weasel Andrees. 

Weasel was Larder's hired man, our foreman. He 
worked year round. He was the brains of the outfit and every 
time someone had an idea, Weasel turned it into his idea. No 
one liked him because he was a snitch. When he caught you 
skipping a rock he would tell Larder and Larder would dock 
you. Also, he was a sniff. He would work us through our lunch, 
and Larder would tell him he was a slave driver and pat him on 
the back. Both of them would have brown Copenhagen spit on 
their lips. We called that elephant snot and together they were 
Elephant Snot Twins. Elephant snot rolled off your lips. Weasel 
was a good worker because he could work all day long and not 
stop even to complain. Still, he was a sniff and a shifting el-
ephant snot snitch and everyone knew it. 

Karp could flanker fifteen rows past center. When 
Gabe first started, the year after I did, Weasel kept his eyes on 
him, because no one could flanker that far out. But Gabe never 
missed a rock. Weasel told Larder and Larder said it's because 
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they were cousins, meaning Gabe and the rocks. But Karp was 
a big man. What he'd do out there is watch his rows and yours 
too, like the old hawks at the Lion's Club Bingo Sundays. If 
you missed one he'd just point, or else he'd even walk over to 
your rows to get the rock for you. If you were center on his 
side he was always in the comer of your eye. You'd see him 
point, believe me. But what made him big is when he caught 
someone missing a rock he wouldn't squeal. It was hard to not 
miss rocks because sometimes you could trip right over them, 
honestly, and not see them, or you'd look right at a rock and 
think it was a clump of dirt. IfWeasel caught you skipping a 
clump of dirt that was really a rock he snitched, but if Karp 
caught you, he'd be real cool and just go pick the rock up for 
you. He was big that way. You got to respect him after he did 
that enough times, like you wouldn't a guy who snitched you 
were blind. 

When there were too many rocks Karp said you didn't 
know whether to shit or go blind. In dog shit lane, the popper 
stopped. Dog shit lane was what we called it every time there 
were too many rocks. In dog shit lane Karp always said, 
"Great, fuckin' 'A' dog shit lane." Then we just bent over and 
picked up rocks, one after another. Out beyond dog shit lane 
the rows were a country mile and there weren't any clouds. The 
dirt caked dry on our hands dry and we had to keep spitting on 
them to get a grip. Spit we called duck butter. Duck butter 
rolled off your tongue. 

What there was out in those fields before the crops 
began to hatch out was a lot of one color. It was the color grey, 
which is the color of everything in the world if you've ever 
picked rocks. After a few hours you'd have a wagon load 
because the axles on the flat wagon would bow. By that time 
your shoes and socks and legs were the color grey and if you 
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could have seen your face it would have been that color too. 
You knew because when you folded your shirt up over your 
belly to wipe your sweaty face or blow your nose, it would be 
grey too. 

The way to see another color was to follow the furrows 
with your eyes until they met the sky, which was sometimes 
blue. There were no other colors you could see really unless 
you closed your eyes. That's what made picking rocks different 
from all the other jobs I had in the summer and after school; 
picking rocks was one color. After the crops came up high there 
was detasseling com and that was green and yellow. Then there 
was bailing hay and that was green and yellow too. There was 
chopping wood which didn't have much color except red, but 
smelled fresh and crisp, and there was pitching horse shit, which 
was mostly brown. 

What we did with the rocks after a load was take them 
to a creek bed or a fence row and drop them off. The popper 
didn't have a bucket so we did it by hand. It took almost an 
hour with a full crew. We picked up the rocks and threw them 
on the ground in a pile out of the way of discs. After a while you 
memorized where all the rock piles were by all those fields and 
you knew when you were getting close to one and you started 
to judge, by the bend in the axles, which one you would stop at. 
That kept you busy. And even though it was hard to unload the 
wagons, it was still a break from the walking. But after the 
wagon was empty you started all over again on a new row and 
you felt sick in your stomach because you knew how long it 
would take to fill that wagon up again. I guess there's nothing 
worse than thinking that all the work in the world is out there in 
front of you, and the whole time thinking, you're also smelling 
and seeing because it's clogging up your nose and eyes with the 
color grey. 
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When you came home at night you had to rinse off with 
the hose outside, or jump in the river, before you were even 
allowed in the house. And after you did get cleaned up and had 
dinner there was time for a little fishing or basketball, something 
done on your feet so you didn't get drowsy. And after that you 
knew it was almost time for bed, so you went into your room 
and closed the door and took a look at the cold grey typewriter 
in the comer. If you were lucky you got it to type out a few 
rows, long and straight, before you got too tired. And when you 
went to bed you thought about the words in the rows, small and 
solid, and they danced in your head till you slept. 

We had a convict on our crew once. After he worked 
all day he went to jail because he was on work release. Before 
work he had short hair the color of com stalks in October. After 
a day he became all grey like the rest of us. At lunch break he 
would challenge us to arm wrestling on the back of the wagon. 
The first time, we were all ready to take him because his arms 
didn't look that big. They were smaller than mine, I thought, but 
only about half the size ofKarp's and Girlie Ellefson's. Weasel 
had arms like one and he didn't want any of us and he took his 
lunch up in the metal tractor seat those days. 

The convict not only said he could take us, he even bet 
lunch stuffhe could do it in three seconds or less. That was a 
laugh, really, because you should have seen how puny he 
looked next to Katp. Katp went down first, in two. Ellefson 
lasted one. I maybe lasted two. He put us down hard so the 
boards on the wagon shook and dust rose up. We all gave him 
something out of our lunch that we bet, sure we could last three. 
After that he laughed and told us he was an arm wrestling 
champion and had even won some medals in the state of 
Mississippi, where he grew up. He had arm wrestling and rocks 
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in his blood, he told us, because his old man once crushed 
rocks on a chain gang and he had quite a strong arm too. We 
did pretty good on account of we were going against a pro, he 
said. 

I gave him my roast beef on wheat. The jail packed his 
lunch and he always had white bread and bologna. I always had 
wheat bread because my dad said white bread was like eating 
clouds. He put his white bread sandwich on the ground and 
greased it into the grey dirt with his grey boot. No one was 
sorry because white bread sandwich stuck on the roof of your 
mouth. 

After that his name was Mississippi and I watched him 
a lot. He was happy to work because he was free then and he 
whistled pure music and his feet didn't sink so far in the dirt as 
mine did. Once in dog shit lane he talked to me. "Mossy, you 
got a grip." I didn't know what he was talking about at first. 
"You got a grip stronger than anyone out here. I could tell even 
before go. You'd make a good arm wrestler." I think I was 
struck dumb because I didn't say anything. I just looked down 
for rocks in dog shit lane while he told me about arm wrestling. 
I think I made a fist in my mind. "It doesn't matter how strong 
your arms are. It's in your grip and in your head," Mississippi 
said. "You gotta be sure you can take that arm and slap it down 
as soon as you hear go. I like to think I've got hold of a 14-
pound sledge. When I hear go, all the energy in my whole body 
goes into my arm and into my hand. I take all that power and 
squeeze the sledge and swing it down. I swing it down so hard I 
crush whatever's in the way. I do it once with everything I got. 
Sometimes, I can actually see the mallet swinging through the air 
and my whole body becomes the handle and when the head 
smashes down I open my eyes and see I've won. But ifl don't 
get it in the first seconds, it's usually over for me." 
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I could tell that Mississippi really had his arm wrestling 
figured out, and he was really proud to be so good at it. A 
normal guy would have been proud too because most normal 
guys wish they had one thing they could do that well. Missis-
sippi was quiet after he told me about arm wrestling and was 
speeding up his work and we were finally getting dog shit lane 
thinned out of rocks a little. Mississippi kept working faster and 
I could tell he was mad about something. The sweat was 
dripping offhis nose and he looked like he was almost laughing. 
I thought that maybe he was mad because he was so good at 
arm wrestling, but the only place he could do it was on the back 
of a dusty old hay wagon or in jail and none of us could really 
appreciate how good he really was despite being so small and 
everything. 

Mississippi was laughing now and as he heaved rocks 
at the wagon he sounded crazy. "That's how you should think 
about arm wrestling Moss," he said, "like choking a sledge 
hammer handle ... or choking your goddamn chicken." He 
couldn't stop laughing. "So that's where you got your grip .... " 

There were lots of people that worked on our crew that 
I forgot. But I remember the convict because he gave me that 
compliment about my grip. I gave him my pickled eggs for a 
week for that. I guess you never really forget someone that's 
paid you a compliment like that. Even though choking your 
chicken sticks sideways in your throat. 

There are 3, 700 and something big steps in a mile. If 
you count your steps, it takes about 25 minutes to take that 
many. So, in a usual 11-12 hour day, you can walk as many as 
25 miles. In 3, 700 and something steps, you also have to pick 
about 70 rocks, on average. That's more than 700 rocks in a 
day, from just bigger than your fist to skull size, usually. I don't 
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know how many rocks that is in a life or even in a year because 
when you're picking rocks you don't think about those sorts of 
things. One day is enough to think about. Most times that's even 
too much and you can break it into half days, if you have a 
good lunch to look forward to. Half days you can break into 
wagon loads, wagon loads you can break into rows, rows you 
can break into little hills and valleys in the field and those you 
can break into steps. If it's one of those days, you can count 
the steps you need to make it over the next rise in the field. 
Once you get there, there's always another rise to look forward 
to, and if you can't make it that far there's always a big rock 
somewhere on the horizon that you can make it to. When it 
comes right down to it, there's always something you can make 
it to, and once you get there, something else. It's not that bad. 
Except you spend so much time thinking about it. You wish you 
could think about something better but you can't. You get the 
fimny feeling that's why you're picking up rocks. 

Out there in the fields there are straight lines by the 
dozens. The furrows, each horizon, the train tracks by some 
fields, telephone poles, wires. All around you they intersect each 
other at odd angles. You realize that life is a straight line and you 
are moving along it like a slow-rolling train. Nothing can knock 
you off the line because you fit it perfectly. You realize that even 
when you are stopped you are moving along the line because it 
is actually pointing downhill. The line is so smooth you slide 
along it effortlessly. The only effort you would need is to get off 
the line. You don't need to; you can make it to the end row, tum 
around and come back. Make it to the end of the row, tum 
around and come back. That's what you do, that's what the 
others do, that's what the sun does. Give it up, you're going 
nowhere. You see a black beard out of the comer of your eye. 
You look up. Gabe is pointing behind you. You missed a rock. 

35 



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

It was an accident. You were just thinking. Gabe knows it. You 
pick up the rock and feel that it's round, bigger than a fist. You 
pitch it towards the wagon. It makes an arc in the air. You don't 
know where arc fits with line. You get the funny feeling that's 
why you're picking rocks. 

We took turns driving the tractor, Weasel getting the 
most turns. You couldn't get me to drive the tractor. The reason 
is because when you were driving it, no matter who you were, 
you couldn't keep it going in a straight line. Before the crops 
began to show, that wasn't too bad. But afterwards, you always 
crushed some. When I crushed them I felt a little sick, even 
though I knew they would pop back up again with the first 
sprinkle. 

There was one time I'll never forget that we came to the 
biggest rock. It was a boulder and none of us could pick it up it 
was so big. Worse, it was buried. I found it like you find any 
normal rock. There was a smooth surface in the grey, and when 
I put my foot on it to check it wouldn't give. It was a rock. I 
bent to pick it up like you always did, but it wouldn't budge, 
and then I knew it was big. Someone told me once about 
icebergs and how they're mostly all underwater and all you can 
see is the tippy-top. Well, that's what this rock was like. I 
couldn't get a grip on it, even when I thought about what a 
strong grip I had, according to what Mississippi had said. It was 
the morningtime and the earth was still a little damp and some 
clung to my fingers. I waved to Weasel to stop the popper. 

Weasel stopped and looked and I made a big circle 
with my arms. Weasel shook his head like he did when he 
wanted to show you that you were a pussy. He jumped down 
off the seat of the popper and grabbed the crow that was 
propped behind the tractor seat. He walked over to me and so 
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did Karp and Girlie and Mississippi. 
"It's stuck," I said. "It's a big one and most of it's 

underneath there." 
Weasel made a triangle sign over his crotch with his two 

thumbs and pointers. "Hike your skirt and lift it with your purse, 
Betty," Weasel said. Brushing by me, he stabbed the crow bar 
at where the rock met the dirt and the crow bar clanged on 
solid rock. Weasel got a shock in his funny bones and he 
dropped the crow bar, it vibrated so much. In a couple seconds 
he picked the crow bar up and went at the rock in a flurry. It 
was a short flurry though, and pretty soon he realized it was a 
really big rock too. The others tried and even Mississippi 
couldn't budge it with his strong arm. 

Karp suggested taking the popper back to the farm to 
get tools, while everyone else worked on the rock. Weasel, the 
brains of the outfit, decided it would be a good idea if he took 
the popper back to the farm and got some more crow bars and 
shovels. We three should stay and work on the rock. There was 
still mist in the air when Weasel turned the popper against the 
furrows and headed east, crushing the finger-high com at every 
rise. 

Girlie started first on the rock and didn't last too long 
before he said we should say fuck the rock. He was Girlie 
because of his long blond hair he always wore in a pony tail. 
Besides picking rocks his job was to hold up the broken-down 
Hilton Hotel in Kirksburg. He held it up by leaning against it all 
day. He was better at that job than he was at picking rocks and 
he probably wouldn't have lasted except that he was Gabe 's 
best friend and Gabe was the best rock-pickerthere was and 
his only ride to work was in his best friend's beat up Chevy 
Nova. For the rides, Gabe helped Girlie with his job nights and 
you could hardly drive down main street after dark without 
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seeing those two with their backs against the Hilton, or else with 
their backs over that old grey Nova trying to rise a shine on 
some part of it. Everyone knew it was them, even before they 
came completely visible as you made your way down Main 
Street, so I guess their work paid off. "Polishing a turd" was 
what Mississippi called it when I told him what they did nights. 
Polishing a turd at the Hilton Hotel. It tripped the tongue. 

After Girlie had his whacks, we all stood around the 
rock, kicking it and taking a stab with the crow now and then. I 
think it was the first time we were ever all standing around each 
other with nothing to do, so there was an awkward silence until 
Gabe said he didn't know whether to shit or wind his wrist 
watch. Then we belly laughed until we heard the johnny popper 
coming back across the field. 

Weasel brought two more crow bars, two more shovels 
and a chain in case we could drag it out. We set to work. First 
we dug around the outside ofthe rock. The earth was black 
under the upper level of grey and it was tender and it crwnbled. 
We took turns with the shovels and crows. After about an hour 
we had exposed the sides ofthe boulder, which was about four 
feet around. We fastened the chain around it and Weasel gave it 
a tug with the popper. It wiggled. After another hour we had the 
thing sitting free in its hole. It was as deep as it was wide and 
almost round. There were heaps of dirt all around us and we 
had dug a hole two men could stand in. 

No one said anything. We were proud and sweating 
and the grey dirt was running down our back hollows into our 
pants and no one even stopped to complain. I don't think 
Weasel really knew what was going on because his job was 
different than ours. He had to look after the tractor and the 
crew and when work was over for us, he had to slop the hogs 
and do other chores. We just picked rocks. There was a big 
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rock in the field, and because ofthe damage it could do to the 
boss's equipment, it didn't belong there. Weasel sat up in the 
tractor where he belonged, and we were down in the dirt where 
we belonged. 

Finally, with Weasel pulling with the tractor and Gabe 
and Girlie down in the hole prying, the giant rock popped out of 
its hole. We were all covered in black and sweat and just stood 
around the thing, sitting there on top of the ground. You won-
dered what was inside of it. It looked like some giant bird had 
come and dropped its black egg in the middle of the field. Gabe 
said it stuck out like a turd in a punchbowl. 

With more pulling and tugging we managed to roll the 
big egg on top of a dirt pile so it was almost even with the back 
of the wagon. With all four of us taking hold, we managed to 
heave it on. The wagon boards complained and the axles 
bowed. It was a full load. 

When you saw it sitting there on the wagon, it looked 
better than a whole wagon load of those smaller rocks. I think 
everyone else felt the same because we just stood around it and 
admired. Mississippi broke the silence with, "Just look at that 
mother would you." You felt like you had done a job, a real job, 
and when Weasel said it was only an hour before lunch and we 
should get back to work you wouldn't have known it was so 
late because it seemed like the day had just started. Karp and 
Girlie plunked down where they were and didn't look like they 
were ready to do anything. When Weasel said, sternly, "Let's 
move it," Mississippi squatted next to them. Mississippi. Now 
there was a name. More hills and valleys than six normal names. 
And it belonged to a convict with a sledge hammer arm. Who 
knew what he would do. 

In those kind of situations you know you have to do 
something to keep everything going on like it should. Weasel 
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was up on the tractor and I could tell then he was thinking of 
how much to dock us. The popper smelled like it was burning 
oil after its workout and the rest of the crew wasn't moving. 
The big rock was sitting up on the wagon and just then I 
decided that the whole world was made out of rocks and that if 
you picked up all the rocks in a field there would be more there 
the next year because the ground just kept pushing them up and 
steel discs just kept digging for them and if you were a rock 
picker you might as well get used to it. 

You do what you can. I just mentioned that we should 
take a dip, get some of the grime off. Maybe we could roll the 
big rock in the creek and dive off it. The creek's not far. Weasel 
might have just saved his work crew for the season when he 
called from the tractor for us to knock off for lunch. It was the 
heat of the day and, hell, we should take a dip, get some of the 
grime off. The creek's not far; we might even roll the rock in the 
creek. It might make a good diving platform. 

After driving across the field, he backed the wagon up 
to the creek and we shoved the load off. The boulder fell easily, 
mowed down the weeds on the way to the creek and sank 
quietly into a deep hole. After that we got ready to swim. 

You'd be surprised that it really isn't that easy for men 
to get undressed in front of each other. Gabe was on one side 
of the tractor, Girlie the other. Weasel was up in his seat. 
Mississippi went behind the wagon and I tumbled into the 
weeds. When we all walked out, naked except for our under-
pants, carrying our clothes in front of ourselves, it was our feet 
that you noticed first. Compared to our grey calves, each of us 
looked like we had on a brand new pair of white socks. But 
that was nothing compared to the shock you got when the work 
boots and dirty clothes hit the dirt. Our underwear were a 
rainbow. Gabe's were pink. They stuck out against his white 
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and hairy beer belly. Mississippi's were green, Girlie's orange, 
Weasel's yellow and mine red. They weren't the kind ofbright 
colors you would hope for if you were hoping for color. These 
underwear were a good two years off the K-mart discount 
rack, and they were faded from two years of plumber's butt 
and working man's gorilla sweat. Of course there were some 
rips in the wrong places, but besides that, they'd held up well. 

If you happened to be driving down Hay Hollow Road 
that day around noontime, and looked to the west over the grey 
mass that was Abraham Larder's largest field, you might have 
seen what looked like, to the naked eye, a flock of slow 
moving, somewhat faded Toucan Sams, dousing themselves 
over and over again in the muddy waters ofKilbuck Creek. If 
someone told you that was Abe Larder's rock crew you 
wouldn'thave believed them even for an instant. I couldn't 
believe, either, how the color was always right there in those 
men. 

Splashing in the water with four grown men turned 
children, taking turns making bright-colored splashes off the 
biggest rock in the McGillicott County, I couldn't help but think 
about going home that night and setting it all down in nice 
straight rows, and in the coming nights, polishing parts of the 
piece to a dull lustre. 
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Maya Rani Khosla 

Amtrak past New Mexico 

My fingers, spider on the dial, scratching 
at the silence, my feet 
on amber-wood floors, stretch 
out this last gold square of window where sun, 

small fires flare, the morning our cherry train 
whistled through thigh-deep snows, 
rattling the bones of sleep and touch, 
my fingers along your nose, cheek--
a brief sun flooding us with its yawn, 
as loose towns swung past 
clothes lines,junkyards, snatches of music 
sifting the flakes, and you 
pulled my hands towards your hips 
took my tongue, seed 
in the warm, dark earth of your mouth, 
the train, pushing and pulling at every 
open bone, and 

I'm back to the pieces of you--letters, 
slippers you forgot, my breath 
vapors on the window frame, smelling 
of first rain over fistfuls of earth, I am 
cradling the dial tone to sleep. 
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Jim Daniels 

The Fall 

Tonight I look down 
from the upstairs window 
at the snow angel 
I fell to make in the yard 
now lit by moonlight, 
glistening. 

What glorious wings. 
What a tiny fucking head. 
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Safety 

Stopped at a red light near the freeway, 
I opened a beer and threw the bottle cap 
out the window where it hit pavement 
and rolled in the open door ofOlar's Last Stop 
Party Store. Where were we headed? 
I closed my eyes. The light changed. 
Hold my hand, she said. I cant I said. 
I'm driving. Some things you couldn't repeat 
in a million years: it rolled right in the store 
like a sperm shopping for an egg. 
I opened my eyes. At sixteen, you have to wait 
a long time for your head to clear. 
Forever, sometimes. Later, we parked 
and put our hands between each other's legs 
and professed our love. Our hands were blind. 
Would they ever get used to the dark? 
How far would we go? We talked about it 
like travelling when neither of us 
had been out of state. When the police stopped, 
they told us to keep moving. Stop, 
or keep moving? Everybody telling us 
something different. We tell more lies 
when we're sixteen, and we ourselves 
believe half of them. Like I'll be careful 
and I love you forever. It was a miracle 
she never got pregnant after all those long trips, 
crumpled maps littering the backseat. 
I never told anyone about the bottle cap. 
It was something to see. Luck doesn't begin 
to explain it. 
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Charles Eqill Hirt 

Rock 
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Ricia Anne Chansky 

Asleep in a Farmhouse 
Bennington 1995 

I spend dusk in your arms, 
wondering where beauty goes 
when it leaves our sight. 
Does it travel to new eyes 
or does it languish locked 
away in our memories? 

You sleep smiling, while I try 
to memorize your details. 

Men hold onto their appeal 
with individual styles. 
Yours begins in the hands 
that drape themselves on air. 
Thoughts don't leave your lips, 
they rest on expressive fingers. 

Each thought is a refrain played 
out on your long arms and legs. 

Drifting off, you murmured 
that as a swimmer you used to 
shave each limb naked to the skin. 
You claim it made you faster, 
but I think it really allowed 
your thoughts to flow freer. 
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I fold to fit your body 
and wonder where we're going. 

Jazz wanders into your room, 
accompanied by laughter and 
the music of the wind; 

and in the fields, fireflies wait 
to lead us on a path lit with 
the possibility of no return. 
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Kris Christensen 

Your first words were "light" and "spin" 
for A.J. 

You had been saving up 
your little breaths 

inside, and some were like 
starlight-lifetimes 

older than stones, older than blue. 
And then you spoke to me 

in little bursts of sky. Worlds 
formed in your breath's bright arm, 

their clouds on your tongue 
a white offering. 
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Samantha Magrath 

a gift of bones 

where the guardrail ends the deer bound 
into speeding cars. the first time we came 
we stepped out into carnage: four deer 
dead and broken, heads thrown back 
arranged with fender parts and tire ruts. 
the vultures know this place. 
I snapped pictures like a war photographer, 
transgressing the borders of the kodak moment 
to reach starker lands and truer stories. 

we returned months later for the skulls. 
two fresh kills lay there now, undergoing 
the precision dismantling of maggots, 
inches deep industry unstitching in concert. 

we are standing on a litter ofbones. 
we judge one skull whole enough 
matVeling at the river wiggle of sutures, 
the complete freedom from flesh. 
it seems so valuable to us, a skull. 
we collect also ribs and strange 
winged vertebrae and flat triangular 
blades. these parts no longer go together 
to make a deer. they are something else now. 

I want to give my family bones 
for Christmas. I want to invoke 
the border, watching as pretty packages 
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yawn into something primal. 

you think you know where bones are. 
inside. inside. but bones lie elsewhere, 
in that country we can only divine 
by metaphors. they lie out in plain view 
and shinuner with meaning. 
when you give bones you can't know 
what you give, what the bones in the box 
glow into, what your mother receives 
staring into her package. 

I want to give them all bones. 
a showstopper. they expect 
clean consumer goods, manufactured 
and purchased. a gift ofbones says 
I have feelings for you 
that don't figure in the economy. 
feelings no stranger made, that have 
fallen outside the family portrait. 
bones come from a girl suffused with 
lightbulb tears, hair snarled red hot, 
neverphotographed.bonescome 
as emissaries from another world. 
bones are money in my country. 
look what I have found for you. 

I am steeled for the polite smiles 
that say I am alien or the anger 
that claims me. through these bones, 
can't you at last recognize me? 
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films I see are full of ashes. 
the living vie for the ashes of the dead, 
steal and refuse them, spill, hoard 
or scatter them. none of us have died 
this year, so I am giving you bones, 
props for our own sacred scenes. 

bury them bum them display them. 
let your little dog have them to chew on 
and guard. sight along them 
to measure the distance between us. 
stir your coffee with them 
drop them in the garden or throw them. 
from the window of a moving car. 
I am forcing you to have contact 
with these bones. whatever you do 
with them unavoidably becomes ritual. 

bones, so rich in meaning that leaks 
over into your world, the world you 
strive to keep clean against meaning, 
antiseptic and without entrances. 

we can only keep bones off the earth 
for so long. once they touch down 
you feel they will melt away. passing 
them :from hand to hand we gain 
moments with them, to absorb from them. 
it is a short time we have with bones. 
shorter even than the time we have with flesh. 

look what I have found for you. 
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I have given you something angry, 
something disgusting, something 
unexpected, something hopeful. 
I just want to give you something. 
you choose what to receive. 
it is out of my hands. a gift ofbones. 

52 



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

Norm Olson 

moon man 
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David James 

How Some of Us Live 
"I've been beating off in the shower for so long now, 
when it rains, I get a hard-on. " 
--Anonymous 

Even the sound 
of running water in the kitchen, 
or a babbling brook 
in the park 
will send a twinge through his body. 
Like Pavlov's dog, he's helpless. 
Sometimes it's hard 
to explain how we manage 
to get through life. 
For some, it's eating. 
For others, smoking, 
compulsive gardening, 
collecting belly-button lint, 
or country western line dancing. 
There's a regular in St. Joe's ER 
who pounds nails through his foot. 
Some give away their bodies, 
others get tattoos, use cocaine, 
buy snowmobiles and boats, 
drink, or down dozens of pills, 
work fifteen hour days, 
go shopping every weekend, 
construct birdhouses ... 
And some of us, 
desperate and alone for years, 
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turn on a steaming hot shower 
and try to beat away 
the silence. 
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H oily Iglesias 
Winner Permafrost 1999 Poetry Chapbook Contest 

My Sexual Revolution 

At the comer ofPrytania 
and Napoleon, Patsy Kelly 
hesitates, exquisitely close 
to losing her composure 
which will surely cause her 
to flush, a bright stripe 
of defiance and want seeping 
through the flawless matte 
beige ofher foundation. 
She looks to me to prompt her, 
but I'm the novice here, 
heart aflame yet lips still sealed, 
the sole press of unwanted flesh 
against mine the drag queen 
who clipped the purse from my 
arm with manicure scissors 
during the parade of the Krewe 
ofComus. Holier than any beads, 
the hollow bubbles she fingers 
in the plastic compact crackles 
with the fervor of deeds 
unpenanced and rapture, 

An aspirant, I have watched her 
preening, preparing to be pawed: 
the Clairol Swedish Crystal 
bouffant, the crisp elastic teething 
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on her thigh, the demi-bra 
that barely contains her breasts 
as they swell like cups of custard 
in a bain Marie. And now she leans 
into me to steel her resolve 
to march down the aisle 
and hand the pharmacist 
her tell-tale case in a Catholic 
city where we are Catholic girls 
and thus expected to have 
some shame. But we are careless 
and horny and I love the New 
Yorker in her slumming 
in this steamy place of earthly 
delights, keen edges unwilted, 
the titillation ofher reserve. 

She smokes Newports 
and stows joints inside 
a powder puff. She knows Hell's 
Kitchen, Christopher Street, 
the Battery. Why, I'd jump 
off the Huey P. Long Bridge 
if she asked me to; eat oysters 
out of season, too. I hang 
onto every word as she sneers, 
French-inhaling a description 
ofhow excited boys get, 
all bulge and sour sweat; 

how easy to take them 
over the edge. I'm glad 
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she's the one fucking them, 
sparing me. Thrilling me 
with the plumb ofher 
voice, its smoky timbre 
a true occasion of sin. 

Filling a scrip at a K&B 
drugstore ought to be easy 
enough, but it is 1968 
and Patsy Kelly plays with fire. 
A waitress at the soda fountain, 
hanky at her bosom blowzy 
as a hot-house orchid, raises 
a thickly penciled eyebrow 
at us: Northern girls, giddy 
from the heavy air, swaggering 
through a dank infusion 
of tea olive and oleander 
and steamed tamales. Patsy, 
slapping the prescription 
on the counter (so saucy.'), 
tells the druggist to give her 
her a pint of Crown Royal 
and a bag of redskins 
from the hot nut case, too, 
and to charge it. 
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ThlipTree 

The tulip tree is first base, the back stairs second, azaleas third. 
The rose trellis is home so that we kick away from Mr. 
Chandler's yard. He's the sourpuss of the neighborhood, not 
like sweet-faced Mr. Vota who hangs pie pans in his crab apple 
trees. According to my field guide, first base is really a magno-
lia, but Mother insists it's a tulip tree because magnolias are 
Southern and St. Louis is not the South because we won that 
war too, goddamnit. 

Linda Gotsch kicks foul, smack into the iris beds of Mrs. 
Mauller, who flies out ofher cellar barking, Ragamuffins I 
Trampling my flags I and then the game is over, Mother clearly 
ruffled by the term. I like the word; it reminds me of the Little 
Rascals in their patched knickers and skimpy pinafores, with 
their clubhouse shack and faithful, flea-riddled mutt. 

But not Mother, who wears a mink stole to Mass and locks the 
bathroom door till she gets her face on; who was crowned May 
Queen of Cathedral School smack in the middle of a Depres-
sion she claims not to have noticed. The word infuriates her, this 
woman in pincurls at the kitchen table who wells up at the 
memory of saltines swimming in milk and syrup; whose favorite 
sandwich is baked beans on rye with minced onion; who 
smashed a gravy boat to smithereens when her mother-in-law 
said the potatoes were lumpy. 
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Sisters-in-Law 

Daughters of merchants and bankers, the wives were little 
women who brought a fair enough dowry and a taste for finery: 
Dresden plates, Belgian lace hankies and a great dish of a hat, 
the single ostrich feather bobbing dike spume above the prairie. 
Girls raised on a diet of contempt for shabbiness--the stray hair, 
the unlaced boot--and determination to climb. Rosemarie, 
Helena, Cecilia, their lilting names given as ornament to the 
brown flatness cuffing the town; as antidote to any trace of a 
thick-ankled, dirt- grubbing past. No other world remained, 
only this new one. 

Urbane women, quick and shrewd in cinch-waisted hobble 
skirts, a fresh crop shucked of oddity in a single generation. 
Scientific housekeepers, hygienic mothers who ruled children 
and help alike with firm voice, ramrod posture and a sense of 
one's place. At picnics, they perspired prettily into starched 
binders, spirits, flagging as shirtwaists wilted even in the shade. 

But Mary was an ox. Lumbering, loud-mouthed Mary, the 
rowdy girl grown into a stout, big-breasted woman. The last 
one to bob herhairand--imagine!--asupporterofAl Smith. A 
total stranger to delicacy, incapable of the feminine containment 
of excess. Farm stamped all over her: ungainly limbs, that 
reckless gait and alarming undulation of uncorseted flesh. 

The kinder s own sweet goose and the only chum for Dode in 
the clutch of new brides. Bouncing babies on the spanse ofher 
lap, cracking walnuts with her teeth, lisle stockings rolled 
around her calves like white donuts. Mary, a spring of riotous 
laughter and easy tears. But they couldn't leave her alone, her 
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coarseness a poultice that drew their festering anxieties: Aw for 
Pete s sake, Mary. Your bosoms in the gravy! 
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Joanne Lowery 

Poppyseed 

December's early morning 
starts dark as the jobs we go to 
and cold as money. 

Packs the sky with old dead sheep 
and oily muscleman tattoos. 
Petroleum oozing from African ground 

or the slaves themselves still chained 
in midnight's hold 
No wonder we want more 
than polka dots on food. 

Tiny beads ofhope spill through 
our fingers, the color bruise 
the color bullet, the color tin 
too heavy to taste. 

Somewhere women bold as flowers 
open their gray leaves and leak 
milky pods, forgetfulness, 
time's charcoal river, and grit. 

The smallest things are what stick. 
How blue almost became a stallion 
or tarpit, studded our bread 
with death wish and amnesia. 
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Rynn Williams 

Inalienable Right 
(Upon the Death of Roy Hiram Thompson) 

Its what they don Y tell you. 

I've got a shotgun cocked 
and loaded and ammo from here 
to high doomsday and damned 
ifthere isn't a Mexican shadow 
curled up in the carport. 
Come on Wesson, blast this 
Wild Turkey over the draw, 
deep to the other side ofthe line. 
There's a load of them out there, 
sneaking up through the river. 

I would guard these pecans 
with a chainsaw, roll out 
the greasy cannon, ride 
those jumpin free-hole-eeze 
through the military mud. 

Every man deserves his own 
country club, Sweetmeat, 
a gold-fringe chariot, 
a golfball washer 
and a jigger ofheat 
in the old style. 
They'll pry the Red Man 
right out of your mouth 
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if you give them a chance, 
slippery com husks, sliding 
to home plate, trailer park, 
through the kitchen door. 
I got a two-by-four says 
this crab apple's ripe 
for bursting, so 

don't hang on my buzzer 
too long, Amigo. You 
haven't met my personal savior. 
After forty knucklegrit years 
in The Biggest Little Town In Texas 
I'll won't be sharing my blackstrap. 
I got a La-Z-Boy and a color Zenith 
in a cherry wood console and 
I don't need a zoning grid map 
branded smack on my butt 
to smell the chicharrones. 

Believe me, cheesebreath, 
I know those bankerboys, 
I've seen their committees, 
college collars still stiff 
and dry on an August day. 
And I know what it takes 
to make them sit back 
on their rabbity haunches. 
You gotta make the shit fly up 
in glory banners, Fourth ofJuly, 
blast the river clean, 
gotta roll those Rio Grande nuggets 
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in white Karo syrup 
and show them the underside 
of a hot horseshoe. 
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Chris Pusateri 

text with foreshadowing 

It is Sunday evening and raining, 
and I write a letter to myself, entertaining 
no hope of response. It is the slanted script of an exile 

whose name no one knows or even wants to. 
Children think me a murderer, and sometimes 
they are right. At night, I feel like one 

of those Mississippi speakeasies John Hurt sings about 
where you order blues to drive your whiskey away. 
Tonight, my soul stutters like a crime on the tongue 
of a criminal. I write: guilty 

in the margin of my mind's eye. An image 
lopes hypnotically across my brain: 

66 

it is years from now and an old man reads 
a letter. The old man is me. Balder, blinder, hindered 
by health, he smiles ruefully and shakes his head. 

I want to reach through the mirror of years 
take myselfby both shoulders 
and say "It's all right, isn't it?" 

No use. He doesn't answer, try though I may, 

but he smiles 
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and for now 
that will have to be enough. 
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Gregory Farnum 

And The Winner Is •.. 

1 
"I might fuckin' well keep livin' in this basement for two 

years rather than move out with you if you keep acting this 
way," he said, voice clearly audible through the heat vent. 
''You'd keep living here?" she asked. 

2 
Lifting his eyes heavenward he said "Speak, James, let 

your voice be heard!" 
"I told you Jim's not here," Annie said from her bed-

room, "he went with Ma to pick up Gramma." 
"Speak, James," Tom continued, "speak that the 

doubters may know your presence!" 
"What a lunatic," Annie muttered, continuing to pick the 

clothes offher floor as her mother's note, written on a paper 
plate, had commanded. 

"Speak, James, speak!" But James did not reveal his 
presence so at last Tom opened his son's bedroom door a 
crack. The boy was lying on his bed having fallen asleep in the 
ten minutes since he'd come home, climbed the stairs and 
slipped into his bedroom. 

"Come on Jim, you got a hockey game tonight." 
The boy rubbed his eyes and sat up. 
His team lost. An exhibition game against a team from 

Berkley. 5-2. 
"We looked pretty flat," said a dad in aU AW jacket. 
"That number 3 on the Royal Oak team, Sean, is a 

heck of a hockey player," said the Berkley coach, standing out 
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in front of the arena having a smoke. "Last year he cost us the 
district finals." 

Back in the car the frayed wipers worked overtime in 
trying to keep the rain off the cracked windshield. A long string 
ofblack rubber had begun to work its way loose from the 
windshield wiper on the passenger's side and flapped wildly as 
the windshield wipers went back and forth in the streetlight 
colored rain. Jim, hair sweaty, face flushed, tilted back his seat 
and said "Dad, can we listen to that tape?" 

Tom reached for the cassette player sitting on the dash 
and turned it on- the old Honda's built-in tape player no longer 
worked, had to have a pen permanently jammed into it to keep 
it from screwing up the radio too. It had been that way for so 
long Tom no longer wondered why, no longer noticed the pen. 
The voice of an actor reading Stephen Hawking's Brief History 
ofTzme filled the sheet metal container in which they were 
travelling. The voice spoke of particles, or waves, moving 
through the universe. It began to describe the concept of the 
future light cone of an event- all possible ramifications of an 
event spreading out in space and time. Tom glanced over. Jim, 
wrapped in his Red Wings coat, listened, eyes staring straight 
ahead. His face still had something of the look it had when he 
had wandered through the backyard in his baggy diaper, 
smiling, several houses ago. For how long? They proceeded 
down Coolidge towards Woodward, the rain turning everything 
that could be seen into a shiny blackness. Tom glanced over 
again. Jim closed his eyes. 

3 
''This must be the crappiest bowling alley in the uni-

verse," she said. Just because the furniture and the equipment 
and the people had a slightly knocked about air, and the bowl-
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ing shoes were scuffed and old (and didn't fit). 
"It's not so bad," said Tom, "the people are friendly. 

And it's got a holiday feel to it." 
The best evidence of that was the big holiday bunny that 

walked around waving to the kids. 
"That's not a holiday bunny," said Kathy. 
"It's not? It's big and white and fluffy." 
"And it's got a carrot for a nose. It's Frosty the 

Snowman." 
''Oh." 
He looked over and saw Frosty standing close to a 

dark haired teenage girl with a bare midriff, trying to poke her 
with his long, stiff nose. Trying to rub his nose against hers, 
actually. The absent minded boredom with which she turned 
away identified her as employee rather than a bowler. 

She showed up later in the snack bar, trying to help the 
thin, balding guy with the straggly fringe ofblond hair as he 
struggled to find the right cash register key for nachos and 
cheese. 

"It's two dollars," said Tom. "Tax would make that two 
twelve." He was holding up the game, plus Jim was waiting for 
his snack. 

"I got to hit the right key so they can tell what we sold. 
There should be a key that says nachos but I can't fmd it. 
Sorry." He was becoming frazzled. "Sorry," he said again, "I 
just started." 

He looked up, nervously, as the object ofFrosty's 
affections came into the snack bar. "I can't find a button that 
says nachos," he told her, his voice almost breaking. Tom didn't 
want to see this. She walked over with icy calmness and 
pointed to a spot on the keyboard. "It doesn't say nachos," she 
told him. 
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"Oh." He paused, pressed the right button, looked up. 
"Sony," he told Tom, "I was looking for a button that says 
nachos. All the other buttons say what they are. I just started." 
Tom took his change and Jim's nachos and returned to the lane. 
Hobbling forward, he released the ball. Four pins. 

"The shoes are too tight," he said. 
"What took you so long?" asked Kathy in response. 
"The guy behind the counter couldn't figure out what to 

do. I felt sony for him. I think he just got out of jail." He 
released his second ball- three more pins- and returned to his 
seat. Jim's tum. 

"It's true," said Kathy, "this is the crappiest bowling 
alley in the universe." 

(9) 
Go go go go go go go go 
I 

Jim bowled a spare. It put him over 100. He smiled. 
Tom noticed the xeroxed sign taped to the nearby girder. Give 
the gift of BOWLING it said, and underneath, BOWL WITH 
FROSTYMAN, Have your picture taken too! He was 
tempted, but just then the PA system announced that Frosty 
would be leaving the premises. 

"Your tum," said Kathy. 

4 
The preacher praised Roy as a man of solid work 

habits with a good sense of humor. Tom heard most of it after 
he got back from taking Annie up to the office at the front gate 
so she would go to the bathroom. Hard to believe that those 
were the only toilets in the whole cemetery. 
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"Where do the gravediggers go to the bathroom?" Tom 
asked Kathy later. "I'm sure they don't always go all that way 
back up to the office every time they want to go to the bath-

" room. 
"They go behind a tree," she said. 
He was also praised for being a good host and not 

turning from his door those in need. 
Prayers. Amen. Nothing of course about the strange 

circumstances under which he died. Wandered away from the 
nursing home in the middle of the night and hit by a train. Later, 
that particular story was withdrawn. No train. It only looked 
like he'd been hit by a train, he was so beat and broken. 
Nothing about all that at the lunch at Roy's son Larry's house. 
Nothing about the old charges against Roy either. Kathy's 
family wasn't big on unpleasant whys. 

"You should try some ofthe good beer," Larry told 
Tom as they stood in the kitchen. "A buddy of mine gave it to 
me. It comes from Yugoslavia. I still got some left." 

Larry's kitchen was definitely a work in progress, but 
the beer was excellent. Kathy's cousin Kenny took a bottle as 
well. Brown bottle, plain label, Macedonian lager. 

"This is good," said Tom. "Thanks." 
Kenny agreed. 
Larry smiled and talked about retiring from the plant in 

a couple years, then moving down to the land in Florida his 
father had been living on before he was put in the nursing home 
and wandered away and got broken up. Tom and Kenny drank 
and nodded. 

5 
Once again Tom felt the mad desire to put the traffic 

signals into words, words as automatic and everyday as the 
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signals themselves. Especially during work days this came on 
him- so much time spent focussing on so little, and so many 
people doing it. But what words? 

Blink ... 

Blink ... 

Blink ... 

But what would that get you? And of course that wasn't 
all. There was also the plink plink, plink plink of the turn signals, 
especially at night when they queued up at the traffic lights - a 
torrent of automatic and absolutely minimal communication, a 
symphony for ants and aliens ... 

Blink. .. 

plink plink 
plink plink 

Blink. .. 

Blink .. . 

plink plink 
plink plink 

Blink ... 

The scary thing ... the really hollow thing ... was sometimes 
at night when he felt that the other signals, those localized within 
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the vehicle itself(i.e., the radio messages) were essentially 
similar to the automatic Blink plink plink taking place around 
him- automatic and minimal. A symphony for ants and aliens. 

How would anybody tell? 

6 
Interactive market data entrepreneur values welfare 

reform web. 
Internet god competition liberalization information 

prayer globalization religious beliefs (deeply held) traditional 
deregulation choice interactive ... 

7 
Workday over, he jumped in the car and turned on the 

radio. The news analysts had zeroed in on the big question: 
What will this mean to the consumer? 

8 
Internet deregulation entrepreneur liberalization informa-

tion interactive markets data choice values. 
God prayer globalization welfare reform web religious 

beliefs (deeply held) competition consumer digital privatization 
free traditional market internet. .. 

9 
Rise and shine! It's Channel3 bringing you seven 

o 'clock, with a little help from our sponsors ... Time for all the 
bright, inquisitive Internet kids to say "Mom, what petroleum 
by-product does butter come from?" 

Back in the car, through the snow to work, and once 
again the experts on the radio are asking the big question: What 
does it mean to the consumer? 
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That's what they asked. That was the big question, 
again. And he wondered when did they pass that law, the law 
that changed citizen into conswner. 

10 
He arrived home to the words Dow sets record. They 

were on the floor, along with the rest of the newspaper. He 
scanned the sections as he threw them away. It was quiet. No 
arguments from the basement. Andrew and Sarah, the newly-
weds, were getting along much better ... working, paying off their 
bills, making plans to move out of the basement and into a 
(rented) house of their own. Quiet, too, because Annie wasn't 
there with her television and her gripes and her (increasingly 
infrequent) enthusiasms. It started the night before last. She was 
crying, and crying. Crying and talking and crying. Get some 
help. 

11 
What is the Universal Quick Set? 
Universal Quick Set is a flexible measuring system that 

combines the accuracy, speed, consistency and error-proof 
operation of a dedicated gauge plus low cost modular construc-
tion, a wide measuring range, and fast changeover for efficient 
inspection ofbored, honed, and ground bearing or gear shaped 
components. 

The new, easy to set up gauge can inspect up to three 
separate ID sections in a bore ( 10-100 mm dia.) and up to 150 
mm deep. OD measurements can be accommodated within the 
same part envelope with a maximum bore size up to 130 mm 
dia. (number of sections measured depend on space availability 
and thickness of the part). The system can make length/height/ 
thickness measurements and is limited only by part height and 

75 



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

configuration. All of these measurements can occur in a single 
loading of the part, decreasing reliance on operator judgement 
and reducing measurement cycle time. Due to the structure of 
the system, measurements such as perpendicularity and concen-
tricity can be easily derived from the same gauge. 

That would do. New, easy, error-proof... The client 
would OK it. A taped phone message drifting in from another 
office announced that, for their convenience, someone 's call had 
been confined to a black hole. He turned his attention to the 
next degree zero writing job, the raw materials of which had just 
been faxed over from England ... 

The management of the MK group of companies is 
pleased to announce that the shareholders ofMultiTec plc have 
confirmed our sale to Schroder Ventures. The purchase came 
into effect on ... 

MultiTec's decision to restructure and to realize the 
assets of its measurement companies, which included MK, 
provided an opportunity for MK to recommit to its customers 
the unparalleled service that has been the backbone ofhistoric 
growth over the past five years. Operational responsibility for 
the new MK Group will rest wholly with the existing manage-
ment, the financial backing having been arranged by Schroder 
Ventures, one of the largest venture capital companies in the 
UK with funds in excess of... 

MK has capitalized on the back of a major and con-
tinuing product development program. Recent introductions to 
the market include the unique PLUS high accuracy CMM 
offering sub micron repeatability and the LY90 range oflayout 
machines targeted at the European and North American auto-
motive and aerospace industries. MK CAMIO CAD interface 
software was introduced in 1997 and has rapidly become 
established as a leader in the field. The next five years of 
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development promises to be the best ever. In our sights are 
technologies that are clearly classed 21 century. Our success 
has been founded on our ability to focus on customer needs and 
formulate long-standing partnerships. 

MK's growth and profit continue to soar in the double 
digits, our balance of new and after market products will 
expand to provide the foundation for the future. MK's team has 
clearly demonstrated its ability to meet the challenges of the 
past. We eagerly await the exciting opportunities of the future. 

12 
CMM BUILDER MK INC. ANNOUNCES DEAL WITH 
SCHRODERVENTURES-AGREEMENTEXPECTED 
TO BOLSTER MK'S POSITION IN US AND EUROPE 

"The strength and resources of Schroder Ventures will 
help us continue our aggressive program of new product 
development, and strengthen our ability to formulate 
long-standing partnerships based on unparalleled levels of 
technology and service," said MK Inc. Vice President Wallace 
Bwnham. 

13 
"Competition is the completest expression of the battle 

of all against all which rules in modem civil society. This battle, a 
battle for life, for existence, for everything, in case of need a 
battle oflife and death, is fought not between the different 
classes of society only, but also between the individual members 
of these classes. Each is in the way of the other, and each seeks 
to crowd out all who are in his way, and to put himself in their 
place. The workers are in constant competition among them-
selves as are the members of the bourgeoisie among them-
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selves. The power-loom weaver is in competition with the 
hand-loom weaver, the unemployed or ill-paid hand-loom 
weaver with him who has work or is better paid, each trying to 
supplant the other." 

14 
It seemed even colder than it was. They were almost 

halfway home from the hospital before the car warmed up. 
From the radio came an interview about Nureyev - the life, the 
legend. 

''Usually this station's got music on at this time of night," 
said Tom, almost apologetically. 

Andrew took that, rightly, as an invitation to speak. "I 
miss her," he said. "It feels funny her not being there when I get 
home." 

"Yeah," said Tom, nodding in the darkness, "I do too." 

Bone tired. The coffee at work didn't help much though 
he'd gone to bed comparatively early - eleven o-clock- after 
visiting Annie at the hospital. He tried to throw himself into his 
work but with only partial success. That MK release had been 
well received he was told- only minor changes. "Good," he 
said, very positive, very hearty, or maybe it was "Great!" He 
forgot the words the moment they were out of his mouth. In the 
distance he heard Jeremy's laughter ... very loud, very hearty. 
Jeremy, the young executive who could laugh on cue, was 
meeting with a client. 

Harharhar. 
Jeremy was striving to be the World's Dullest Man. 

There were several others around the office whom he was in 
competition. Or maybe it was the World's Phoniest Man. 
Maybe there were several titles to be won, just like the 
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Grammy's. Fear began to gnaw at his gut like a tapeworm. You 
needed energy to be that phony, energy and alertness to sense 
the next witticism painfully taking shape in the mouth of a client 
or a superior and then pounce on it like a laughing tiger of 
dullness. Instead, with Annie in the hospital and the unrelenting 
gray coldness, life had begun to seem like a Swedish movie with 
every step thoughtful and distracted, every step heavy and cold, 
while up on stage, behind the podium, a young woman in a 
strapless gown pretended that she was too hip to be there while 
opening the envelope and saying, archly, "and the winner is ... 

"J I" eremy. 
Or Brad, orTod, or Keith ... while security was dragging 

him away, out of the auditorium, out of the workplace. Once 
they were out in the foyer, out of sight of the cameras, they got 
rougher. 

"Get lost, joker!" the biggest of the lot said with a push 
that was strong enough to ruffle his powder blue blazer with the 
corporate coat of arms on the breast pocket ("weasel ram-
pant'). For an instant Tom felt like protesting, like saying 
something about how much he needed this job, what with Annie 
in the hospital and the post-hospitalization medication and 
follow-up visits, and the rent and the car repairs and ... 

Oh what's the use. Save your breath. It's no good 
talking to stooges anyway. He pulled the collar ofhis sport coat 
up against the cold. His overcoat was still back in the audito-
rium. Too late now. 

"Hey!" said a chubby young guy emerging from a 
limousine, "am I too late for the big awards? Have they given 
'em out yet?" He wore an expensive suit topped offby a white 
scarf. His cheeks were rosy from the exertion of emerging from 
the backseat. 

''No," said Tom, "just the penny-ante awards." 
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"Good!" breathed the young man brushing past him and 
wrenching open the auditorium doors, letting a gust of wann air 
and corporate merriment escape. 

Harharhar. 
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Virgil Suarez 

The Sunday of"Green" and "Red" Words 

Having thrown out my back getting up from the toilet 
(nothing romantic about it), I spend Sunday in bed 

and my wife sits next to me flipping the channels 
on the television and she stops on one of these do-it-

yourself channels and a woman is talking about "green" 
and "red" words and how we teach kids all the wrong 

words, how we can teach them and ourselves how not 
to cuss--ever, and as I try to turn to get more comfortable, 

I can't help it but grunt a couple of"ah fucks" and "ah shits." 
The kids come into the room and the woman on the tube 

is writing these doodles like@#$%&*! And Alex, the six 
year old, asks what the woman is writing? '"Red' words," 

I say, and I move again and hold back all the curses. 
Jesus! Now Gaby, the four year old says "shit" pronouncing 

it "chit." "That's right," I say, "chit-chatter. Hoggly-
Woggly, gobbledegook." My wife flicks the channel 

to a woman on the stage talking about how women need 
to get closer to their breasts, and I think so would I, 

get closer to my wife's breasts, and Alex wants to know 
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what they are and my wife says "in time, sweetie." For 

now breasts are part of your chest, and I'm thinking of 
more "red" and "green" words. Red means stop, right? 

And green means ... we are learning too much, instead 
of shit, we can say "shoot" or "chitlins" which are okay 

but they don't make sense in terms of what we mean, 
and that's simply how we are becoming a society of idiots, 

nobody wants to let loose, or maybe everyone is, and I feel 
the back pain again and I turn into the pillow and holler: 

''fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckmotherfuckershit!'' 
Red words are those, green are likefornication,friction, 

hormones, hemorrhoids--not as bad as "red," and I think 
out loud: "vulva, scrotum, romp, vulgar words like bad 

medicine, blue movies, blue words, purple like a vein," 
and the wife and daughters look at me as ifllost my mind, 

and maybe I have, and all I can do is blame the television 
for such garbage, or the muscle relaxants I took an hour 

ago and which must be taking effect because when I close 
my eyes I can see the red of"fuck" and the "green" 

of frustration., all that fucks us up real good and for all time. 
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Matt Schumacher 

Criminally Sleepwalking 

To wake holding a gun to the head 
Of a policeman, reciting the alphabet backwards Z-A, 

Or point my idiot bare hand at hitmen 
And insist, "hold it right there--" reprehensibly. 

To see them get fearstricken, magnificently static. 
To know then I'm dreaming. 

To infonn the CIA vis-a-vis a megaphone 
"Beware! The eight-eyed spy conspires with me," 

Or open one eye fifty feet through a hundred foot 
Dive toward a frenzied great white. 

To suspect the lunatic stunt man I become in my sleep 
Of trying, really, to kill me, leaving me dangling 

From hot air balloon gondolas by my feet, 
Or balanced one-legged atop skyscraper railings. 

To be a voodoo doll, stamped live special handling by the 
insane, 

Eroding between daylight's near decapitations, and nights 

Spent motorcycling directly at locomotives. 
To wake part escape artist each morning, 
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But still glimpse the smile of the criminally sleepwalking, 
That whiplash of daylight bent wild by the edge 
Of my first cup of coffee. 
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Charles Eqill Hirt 

Clouds 
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H. L. Hix 

Refrains 

I don ~ think you understand me. 
My grief as a girl over my father's frequent absences 
matched my fear ofhis return. 
He taught me never to tell. 
My mother taught me never to ask. 

I don't think you understand me. 
A man's voice carries farther before sundown, 
a woman's after. A man's voice carries farther 
through air, a woman's through water. 

I don 't think you understand me. 
The few prisoners who survived dismemberment 
were forced to eat each other's limbs. 

I don~ think you understand. 
* 

I don~ think I love you like I used to. 
After he had tightened the knot on his tie 
and shrugged his jacket back on, 
after he had opened the door, 
he said he would not be back. 

I don~ think I love you like I used to. 
A planet strays from orbit, 
a human child is born blind. 
A star explodes into color invisible to our eyes. 

I don ~ think I love 'you like I used to. 
Wind longs for heaven, leaves long for earth: 
their courtship is exciting but brief. 

I don ~ think I love you. 
* 
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I don 't think I want to anymore. 
For years the dog growled, muzzle through the fence 
when the woman wheeled her husband past. 
The first day she passed by alone, 
the dog watched from the porch. 

I don ~ think I want to anymore. 
The same salinity that silts our humors 
infuses their sister, the sea. 
The same lights swim in each. 

I don ~ think I want to anymore. 
A drowned man will not sink 
until a woman is drowned. 

I don ~ think I want to. 
* 

I don ~ think I can tonight. 
After daring me to lay my hand on the table, 
my five-year-old brother broke my finger with a hammer. 
I was four. Neither of us knew how badly one person 
can hurt another without meaning to. 

I don ~ think I can tonight. 
The corpses of everyone who ever starved to death 
would reach to the sun and back, 
but would not cover the sea floor. 

I don ~ think I can tonight. 
The two arteries that pass beneath the pelvic bone 
into the penis are named Misery and Misery. 

I don ~ think I can. 
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Jill Greene 

Suicide Yellows 

1. 

This is a terrible painting. The trees 
and grass are neon, mustard, 
turmeric. It hangs 
in a coffee shop, a cheap copy, 
brushtrokes precise. 

Fall. The leaves jaundiced. 
Driving I -90 past rows and rows 
of yellow trees, thinking they're beautiful. 
The road straight and gray 
as in a painting of a road, leading back 
to my grandfather's house. 

2. 

Sick lake. It doesn't even look 
like water. A tiny Saran-Wrap 
pond with a reflection of yellow 
trees. 

Brown and murky and filled with seaweed 
that reaches up from the bottom and twists 
around legs my grandfather's lake forced 
me to kick free, not to be dragged under. 
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3. 

I'll bet the artist was joking 
when he painted this. Now he comes in 
this coffee shop and laughs 
to himselfbecause they have hung it 
on the wall and called it beautiful. 

This is a painting of my grandfather's lake, 
now. Just outside the frame 
is his old, heavy body. His shirt 
is pulled up, you can see old man 
stomach. You think he's asleep 
but his breathing is irregular 
and there is a red 
laughing mouth in the middle 
ofhis forehead. 

My grandfather must be joking. 
He must know how stupid 
he looks with a hole in his head 
and his big, dumb, gasping body 
that won't die. It's grotesque. 
I want to laugh at him. He's laughing 
at us, a raspy laugh. 
Every so often he stops. 

Then starts again. 

We all stand around, talk 
about how clever he is. He left 
a check in his checkbook, written 
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to my grandmother. See? 
My mother says. Now it will be taken 
off the top before the estate 
is settled. My grandfather chuckles 
and spurts. I wonder why no one else 
can hear his giggles, why no one 
says what a bastard. 

4. 

He's a bastard, this painter. 
It's notfunny, you know, 
playing tricks like this, I tell him. 
People think it's art. They think 
you 're an artist. You can ~ be pulling 
this kind of thing 

I drive my car through his damn 
painting. I drive to my grandfather's 
lake. You can ~be pulling this ... 
Surrounded by trees and choked 
by a film of plastic: there's no seaweed 
in the lake my grandfather 
has painted. We've fooled them: 
People think it's art. They think 
you 're a grandfather. 
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Caroline Davis Goodwin 

How we visit your brother, 
How grieflives with him 

L 

We drive the night freeway 
from the airport, red 
automatic rent-a-car windows 
rolled all the way down 
letting Los Angeles in 

screech onto 48th, park 
beside his plumber's truck 
ring the bell, then 
stomp up his wooden stairs 
hand in hand, breathless 

Cross-legged 
on the blue rug, surrounded 
with his son's toys 
(she'll be back for them on Friday): 
Creepy Crawlers, Lincoln Logs, 
Erector Set, scattered 
metal pipes, bits of 
colored rubber, rings 
and spiders lie spread, 
bright, unspoken names 

Behind us the city 
rushes in, yellow and salty, 
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full of traffic 
You embrace, apologize 
drag my suitcase 
take his hand, 
shake it, whisper Sid 

11 

In pursuit of take-out Chinese, 
you smoke cigarettes and drive 
us along the hot streets, 
the twisted eucalyptus trees, 
one hand resting soft as water 
on my knee We slide into 
the Golden Dragon, flip through 
a People magazine, kiss once, stop 
for carnations at Walgreen's 

Ill 

On the couch, we click 
our chopsticks 
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Late Night with Lettennan, Paul Shafer's 
bald Hawaiian goofiness 
U2 jamming out, an interview 
with Cheryl Tiegs Then I sweep 
away the toys 

He slides behind 
his old oak door 
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we open our blankets 

on the living room floor, 
your ann on my back, smooth, 
alive, our breath deep 
Two a.m., we roll 
quietly over each other 

Cold moon slips 
finally like a coin to the sea 

tv. 

Six a.m., white 
kitchen light and out 
the windows, pale morning 

he fills a plastic Cookie Monster bowl 
with Cheerios and milk, cnmches, 
chops something up for lunch, whistling 
steps quickly into the hall, 
lunch box and thermos 
clinking, shrugs into his jacket 

I study your knuckles, your ear 
goodbye have a good day Sid hang 
squeeze your shoulder 
in there Sid we love you 

gazes at the sparkling 
pile oftoys as if 
it were alive, opens 
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his palms to the ceiling 
How his eyes glow 

How he leans and wavers, 
a tower of wooden 
blocks about to topple 
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A. J. Rathbun 

Thanksgiving I. 

Alex stretches for the rectangle ofbutter 
placed gently on top of the holiday 
china. His arms start shaking. You see 

his sickness for the first time, how nervous 
it is surrounded by a swell of traditional food, 
how it's covered with plum-black bruises. The butter 

gets back down to the table. The arms 
on either side ofhis plateful seem 
twigs barely moved by an updraft 

oflight wind. Later, the lathered roll 
a sheen of yellow, his blank gums 
move down and up like the sun 

in repetitious, reassuring motion. White and dark 
cuts of turkey mix with a swirl of whipped 
potatoes and vegetables while you think 

"this meal is as close to death as I've ever been." 
As if death is only near 
the dying. But when, near to apple 

and pumpkin pies draped in ice cream and shallow 
candles and coffee, Alex looks back 
at your free stare, with tight thinness 
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across from your full wide face and body 
that doesn't hurt like his does 
even when it's the short time sitting 

straight up to eat a meal, you 
can't look. Look down instead. 
Down on a centerpiece of daisies folded in 

a green constellation your mother 
picked while telling you "he probably won't live 
two more months. His family won't have him 

home." The medley of cut-off stems is wet 
and in a place rarely touched 
where death is never as easy as close. 
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Kathlene Postma 

Grounded 

I had not yet learned to laugh that August. It was too 
hot, there were too many boys on our street, and my life was a 
series of trials, most thought up by my mother. Because I lipped 
off again, I had to stay put on the porch and snip a bushel of 
green beans my father drove out of the city limits the night 
before to get. That was his punishment, or part of it, for his 
drunken confession about Donna. 

There were handfuls ofbeans, snarls of firm mint green 
flesh. My mother had given me strict instructions on how to 
snip, carefully and close to the tips, so as not to waste any. I 
used my long thumbnail, the one she was after me all the time to 
cut. Shoving off the balls of my feet, I banged the glider as hard 
as I dared against the chipping plaster wall behind me and 
snapped beans like I was breaking offheads. I fired the ends 
into an empty Cool Whip container. Rows of clouds moved so 
slowly over the high pitched roofs that I could look away and 
back and still recognize their dark overlapping outlines. They 
were piled suffocatingly close to each other, like the houses in 
our neighborhood. 

Across the street on the narrow walkway that led to 
Donna's porch, Justin Miller rode his bike back and forth. He 
stopped short at her steps and peered through the screen. 
When he saw she wasn't there, he pedaled back toward the 
sidewalk to swerve awkwardly around a jump built that morn-
ing by Louie Dutmar, Mark Devries and Dirk Hoeksema. The 
three older boys were taking turns running their skateboards up 
the greasy piece of plywood Mark found behind Kuiper's 
furniture store and propped on a cement brick. The jump was 
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not steep or sturdy, but the boys weren't that good. They wiped 
out every few tries, gouging their knees. Every time a skate-
board clattered and somebody yelped, mothers and babysitters 
came to their screen doors or porches, watched for a second, 
then went back in. If they looked too long they would worry, 
and it was too hot to do that or, even worse, have to fight with 
your boy to get him to knock it off. 

Donna came out on to her shadowy porch. She 
scrunched her shoulders up and shoved her hands into the 
pockets of her white shorts so the terry cloth stretched and 
rounded on her hips. From the towel around her head, turbaned 
high, I guessed she had just washed her hair in the kitchen sink 
to get cool. Her daughter Barbara, six-weeks old, must have 
been asleep. Coming up close to the screen, Donna made sure 
it was me and not my mother on the glider. 

Justin circled his sequin red huffy bike around the jump, 
his fleshy, dirty knees pumping. The chrome fenders flashed 
hungrily. When he saw Donna, he stopped. Planting his bare 
feet on her walk, he grabbed the handle bars and reared the 
front up so the bike bounced on the fat back tire. Bracing one 
stocky arm to keep the bike from leaping away, he reached out 
with the other and spun the front tire dramatically, as if he were 
a circus performer. 

Donna pulled the towel down, rubbed thick handfuls of 
long black hair. The other boys started yelling when they flew 
off the jump, charged up by her there. Even though I was in the 
same grade with Louie, seventh, and had known all three of 
those boys most of my life, none of them looked at me. When I 
was unfortunate enough to capture their attention, they grouped 
into a trio and chanted, "Hey, Minnesota flats!" because I was 
spindly thin and did not have breasts yet, at least not that they 
could see. I snipped beans and directed my gaze over their 
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heads as if they were invisible. 
My father was loud for Donna too. He yelled to her 

husband Barry when Donna was there,jwnped around as ifhe 
were sixteen instead of a balding man wearing t -shirts with 
sweat stains under the arms and at the neck. Barry was never 
loud because he was married to her and had a better position at 
the Kelvinator plant. Machine repair. Their house had the only 
screened-in porch on the street and Barry owned a snowmo-
bile, or what he called a snow machine. He fixed it himself in his 
garage while my father handed him shiny wrenches and talked 
about buying one of those for himself. When Barry went around 
in at-shirt, which wasn't that often, mothers and a few high 
school girls said he looked like pictures of James Dean. Donna 
laughed at him often, a deep, slow sound that curved over him 
like a stroke on the back. Other times her laugh started out that 
way, but then pitched higher, sharper and the spread over all of 
us, as ifthere was some private joke we were all in on. Every-
one would join in with her even though we didn't know exactly 
what was funny. Sometimes when I was alone I mimicked her. 
It was like trying on her Avon coral pink lipstick or the diamond 
tiara she had won at a Junior Miss beauty pageant. 

The tires of the skateboards hummed on the sidewalk. 
The boys hung low and braced against the vibrations coming 
through the plastic and up their bare, tensed legs. They rolled 
away from each other, dropped one foot to make a quick turn, 
leaned forward, and kicked to build up speed on the bwnpy, 
seamed sidewalk, their skateboards an extension of their feet. 

Mark, an only child, more graceful and tanned than the 
rest, had the newest model, rubber wheels, extra-fast pivoting, 
smooth, no vibrations. Coming off the jwnp, he lost control ofit 
and just missed the lamp post. He landed on his butt, his 
brushcut head inches from cement pole. 
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"Wipe out," Justin jeered. Mothers came to the win-
dows, heavy shadows. Last week a boy on the next street over 
had been hit by a car while racing down the hill on his skate-
board. He was still in a coma. My younger brother Stevie told 
me the kid's brain was mush. The mothers waited until Mark 
got back on his feet, then went back to their kitchens to sit in 
front of their floor fans. The other boys grinned and ignored 
Justin, who stood alone spinning his wheel. 

Less than three weeks later, Justin would be sent by a 
judge to reform school for setting the woodshop at Central High 
on fire, and everyone who lived on the street talked as if that 
tendency had been obvious all along. Twelve years later when 
he became a police officer, his growing bulk making him walk 
slow and pulling the fabric of his professionally pressed shirts 
taut, everyone acted as if that too had been predictable. My 
father joked that Justin drove his blue cruiser up and down our 
street more than he had to just to make a point. 

Justin had been on duty the night Donna died. He had 
been the one who made the call to my mother, even though he 
didn't have to. Then he stayed long after his shift was over to 
wait outside Barbara's hospital room until my mother and 
Donna's sisters got there. He said Barbara was conscious but 
drugged up heavy because her pelvis was crushed in the 
accident. She kept calling out for Donna, whimpering like a 
child having a bad dream, even though by then she was old 
enough to drive. My mother was the one who had to tell her. 
She pulled that vinyl chair next to Barbara's bed and stayed 
there all night listening to the kid breathe. After Justin changed 
into jeans and a sweatshirt he kept in the trunk ofhis cruiser, he 
and my father went straight to the Roosevelt Bar around the 
comer from our house and drank hard. They sat until closing 
watching the falling snow tum red and green in the blinking lights 
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on the bar window. It was a week before Christmas, and 
everyone wanted time to just stop. 

"This will teach you patience," my mother told me after 
she directed me to the middle cushion on the glider, a clump of 
beans held flat in her thin, angular fingers and then broken, one 
two three, into smaller sections for easier cooking and eating. 
She dropped the bits with an accusing clang into the metal 
pressure cooker she plopped next to me, even though we were 
not cooking them in this heat, just putting them there before 
bagging them up for the freezer. 

I had a smart mouth that summer, and anyone who 
thwarted me could trigger words like bullets. My stinging 
comments could let fly at any time. I had no control, so I shot 
them off the way Stevie zinged rubberbands. Whether I hit 
someone's eye, leaving a sudden blinding pain, or missed 
completely, the rubber flopping on the dull wood ofthe kitchen 
cupboard, didn't make a difference to my mother. Intent to do 
harm was enough. Stevie was sent out to mow the lawn or to 
sweep the garage, his rubber bands confiscated, and me to 
wash windows or snip beans, warned that ifl protested there 
were floors to mop too. 

After breakfast, my mother asked me to hang her 
cotton dresses on the line before going out to shoot baskets on 
the school court, and before I could stop myselfl said, "Why 
should I? They're all ugly anyway." 

I wanted to be out playing basketball in the school yard, 
lobbing that ball up high against the back board or swishing it 
through the net fast and easy, my arms arcing wide over the 
cracking court loud with thumping car stereos and swearing 
boys. I did not want the torture ofhauling and pinning up the 
wet dresses she made from bolt ends she got for a dollar a 
yard. They hung loose from her sharp shoulders like old lady 
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dresses, smocks without sleeves. She liked light purple ging-
hams or muted little violet prints that didn't catch a second 
glance. 

My father had sexual fantasies about Donna. Drunk, 
two nights before I was given that bushel ofbeans to snip, he 
admitted this to my mother. Angry, she grabbed her pillow and 
came out to sleep on the couch only to found me there eaves-
dropping. I had crept there because my top bunk was the 
hottest place in the house. 

"Back to bed," she said to me in the dark, her voice 
sharp. Whining, I went. I had heard enough anyway, about how 
if my father weren't with my mother he would go for Donna, 
how she reminded him of girls in high school he always wanted 
to do it with. 

After I said that about her dresses, my mother gave me 
her hard glare, the one that usually shut me or Stevie up fast, 
and I could feel the punishment hit me even before she assigned 
it. When she pointed at the beans, Stevie snickered. My mother 
turned on him to ask what chore he would like, but he had 
already ducked out the back door. 

Donna pretended she wasn't staring at our house. Her 
hands moved the towel around and around on her hair, making 
it a fluffy, curly mess. Out on the sidewalk, the boys leapt higher 
off the ramp to keep her attention. 

Before my dad said what he did, my mother had been 
in and out ofDonna's house constantly, rocking the baby so 
Donna could pee, starting dinner so Donna could nurse her, 
sometimes even carrying the baby across the street to our house 
so Donna could sleep. Mothers and girls my age would walk 
out to see Barbara, who had black hair that floated like feathers 
and a little round mouth and pink splotches on her forehead. 
My mother held her, all hot and rubbery, right in the elbow of 
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her cool, freckled arm. Barbara wore a little t-shirt and a diaper 
like some of the dolls I had taken off my bed and piled on my 
closet floor. I had grown three inches since January and there 
wasn't enough room anywhere for my legs. 

When my mother babysat Barbara, she did not let 
anyone, not even Mrs. Hollebeek, the minister's wife three 
doors up on the right, hold her. Meanwhile, Donna slept 
sprawled out on the bed, the fan turned on her, a glass of ice tea 
sweating on the bedside table. She never came to the door to 
watch my mother carry offher only kid. 

But for two days in a row my mother has been busy. 
She has not crossed the street once, not even to borrow a stick 
of margarine when we ran out. She made my father get off the 
couch, where he was sleeping after a ten-hour shift at the 
factory, to go to the store. He didn't say a word, just combed 
his hair with his hands and went. She has not said much either, 
not even when I mouthed off, and now she was bent over the 
big white floor freezer in the back room making space for the 
beans. She was clearing out frozen bricks of things: venison 
from a deer my father shot three years ago, bear meat Barry 
sent over with Donna, some oflumps of things she could not 
identify. 

I heard her sigh and the thunk of something heavy 
dropped in the trash can next to her. The bear meat. My mother 
took those ribs wrapped tightly in white paper as if she had no 
choice, as if she had to let Barry think he was doing her favor, 
even though she thought bear hunting was a waste of money 
and time. She admitted he was more skilled than my father, 
precise in his work, his tools always clean and neatly arranged, 
but he was a poor driver, went too fast, acted as if everyone on 
the road knew he was there. She did not like Stevie and I riding 
with him for ice cream cones at the House ofFlavors, which 
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was only on the other side of the expressway. He was careless, 
she said, and later when Donna found out he had been with 
other women from the neighborhood, younger versions of 
Donna, my mother barely spoke to him again. It bothered her 
that Donna might run into one of those girls at Meyer's grocery 
or the bank and have to pretend that nothing was going on. 

Through the screen I could still see Donna's curls circle 
her face, shiny and wild, like a magazine picture. She let the 
towel fall on her shoulders and fluffed her hair with her fingers. 
The wet, black strands draped all the way down her neck and 
back. Before the baby was born, she styled her hair with big 
electric rollers, even for a quick run to the Amoco station or to 
pick Barry up from work. 

My mother liked to talk about Donna's long hair, 
compared it to the wispy shag haircuts she and I got early that 
summer. She told the student at the Grand Rapids Beauty 
Academy that thin hair was the curse of women in our family. 
When Barry saw us after work the next day, he shook his head. 
''Now why' d you'd go and do that?" he said on his way up his 
steps. 

"Cooler in this heat," my mother barked. 
He teased me, "Where'd all that blonde hair go, little 

boy?" Then he closed the screen door behind him with click. 
I looked at my mother accusingly, but all she said was, 

"It's stylish." When I studied my face in the bathroom mirror, all 
nose and eyes, I blamed her anyway. For what exactly I wasn't 
sure. 

The day after the accident, Barry's hair turned com-
pletely white. It had been greying already by then, dashing 
streaks at his temples, but when my mother went to the hospital 
that winter night, she found him on his side in bed and his hair 
that of an old man's. She had not believed that kind of thing 

104 



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

could really happen. She took it as a sign that she could not 
hate him completely for pulling into the path ofthat semi, the 
Avenue too icy for the driver to stop in time. Barbara was in the 
front seat fixing her mascara, and Donna was alone in the back 
seat carefully balancing a chocolate sheet cake above her 
purple rayon dress-just like silk- but not as snug as she used 
to wear. She had gained weight in the last few years, although 
my father flirted with her just the same, for that laugh. They 
were on the way to the Christmas concert at Central High, and 
Donna didn't want to wrinkle the dress, so she had not put on 
the seat belt. When the truck broadsided the car, she was 
thrown into the empty lot at the top of our street. The car rolled 
over on her with Barry and Barbara still in it, pressing Donna 
deep into the snow. At first the ambulance attendants thought 
she had been only knocked out because except for a few dark 
streaks of cake, there was not a mark on her, not even a bruise. 
She lay in the snow under the flash of police lights, her dress 
perfect, an even square of frosting, like a decoration, across her 
chest. Justin told my father she had smelled of perfume and 
chocolate. Later the medical examiner determined the weight of 
the car had snapped her neck. 

Ifl looked hard enough at the bushel basket I could see 
I had made an indentation. I reached in, spread my fingers as 
wide as I could, and pushed down hard so that beans wedged 
between my fmgers. When I yanked, the clump broke loose 
from the others still in the basket and fell on to those long thighs 
I barely recognized. I snipped quickly, because I knew that as 
soon as my mother finished with the freezer, she would come 
out and help me, and if she was impressed with what I had 
done I might be forgiven. 

I dug into that bushel for more beans, wished Donna 
would go back into the house because I guessed that as long as 
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she was there my mother would not come out to rock beside 
me, her arms like my arms, her fine-boned legs, lightly toasted 
with freckles, what mine were growing into. lfl had to, I could 
keep her from looking over to Donna by asking her questions I 
had been thinking up: If she had to lose her hearing or her 
eyesight, which would she choose? Everybody always said 
hearing, but some days my mother had opera on the radio in the 
kitchen. She sang it bad, but she liked it. Would she choose to 
be rich but ugly or poor but gorgeous? I knew we'd disagree 
on that one. I wanted to ask her if she could live anywhere in 
the world where would it be? I had decided Rio de Janeiro, 
because I liked the way it sounded and read it was near the 
ocean. My mother never said where she wanted to live. I had 
no idea how she would answer, but I knew I could make her 
smile. I could do that much. 

The boys were competing now, stomping hard on the 
ends of the boards to flip them up high enough so they could 
catch them with their hands. Mark was the best, because his 
board was lighter and his arms muscled and fast. One time the 
board did a complete circle in the air before he caught it. 
Everybody acted as if he did it on purpose. 

Still spinning the tire on his bike, Justin called in his 
whiny voice, "I bet you can't do it again." As if on cue, the three 
boys turned to look at him, and then Mark said real quiet, "Shut 
up or get lost," which was much cooler than if he double flipped 
his skateboard. Justin let his bike drop back on both wheels 
and put his foot on the pedal, his face pink. He knew ifhe said 
one more thing, Mark would come for him, but ifhe left every-
one would laugh. He glanced at Donna. She was still looking 
over at me and pulling her hair up in a pony tail to get it off her 
neck. I was afraid any minute she would swing open the door 
and come across. 
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One after the other the boys went off the jump, taking 
crazier leaps to get her attention. They crowed when they 
rumbled up the ramp and clamped their mouths shut when they 
landed, barely catching themselves before slamming on the 
sidewalk. It was so hot by then that mothers and babysitters 
had stopped coming to their doors to check. Justin circled close 
to Louie when he tumbled on to the grass in front ofDonna's 
house, his Detroit baseball cap knocked off. 

"Graceful," Justin said sarcastically. 
Louie pulled on his cap, scooped up his board and 

walked past Justin as ifhe didn't exist. 
"Go higher," Justin said. "Ifl had a board I could go 

higher." 
Donna turned to go in, probably to keep the boys from 

killing themselves. I was glad, because I could hear the freezer 
door shut and my mother's feet coming over the wooden floor. 

When Justin saw Donna passing into the dark ofher 
house, he screamed her name and pumped his bike right past 
Louie and back around toward that jump, which any kid knew 
was not for bikes. No one was stupid enough to use it for 
bikes. He was going fast, his round sturdy shoulders pushed 
forward. Whooping like a siren, he rolled straight up the center 
of the board. It curved under his weight, but didn't break. He 
cleared it, flying. For a second he was really up there, right in 
front ofDonna. He didn't look afraid, only serious, as ifhe 
knew what he was doing. Then he flipped and dropped five feet 
straight to the sidewalk, all ofhis weight centered on his shoul-
der. His tires bounced so hard that the bike was wrenched from 
between his legs and spun out into the sidewalk with a metallic 
scrape. The other boys stood, their mouths open. 

Donna made it down the steps in time to see the blood 
soaking the tom sleeve ofJustin's grey t-shirt. He lay there, 
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eyes closed. "Justin. Justin," she called kneeling down next to 
him, her towel pressed against him to catch the blood. "Go get 
Sherri," she told the boys, but everyone knew his mom worked. 
"Get the babysitter then," she yelled. "Go on!" 

It was Mark who threw down his skateboard and 
sprinted. He sped away from the crowd. By tenth grade, I 
would sit back in the bleachers, the way I was now, and watch 
him run. By eleventh he would look for me there. 

Donna's bare knees were on the cement next to Justin. 
With her hair pulled back tight and her face free oflipstick or 
blush, she looked tired and more like my mother. Her thighs 
were pale, in need of sun and lotion. Other mothers were 
coming out on their porches now. 

"Justin, look at me," Donna said sharply, the same way 
she did to Stevie when he would start to tear across the street 
to her house without watching for cars. Justin opened his eyes 
and stared into her big brown ones, but he didn't move or say a 
word. 

There was blood everywhere by then. I was still on the 
porch, scared by the scene. I could not believe all the blood. 
There was a patch on Donna's thigh and on her backside, but I 
was not sure how Justin's blood got there. 

Our front door swung open and clanged on the arm of 
the glider, making me jump. My mother flew by doing her run 
walk, making those giant strides you couldn't escape. Her tank 
dress flapped, the two large front pockets heavy and jingling 
with change for the ice cream truck and newspaper boy, keys 
to the house, and an ink pen to jot down things on her grocery 
list 

Donna watched her cross the street. She looked sorry 
or guilty, saying loudly before my mother reached her, ''Nance, 
we've had an accident here." 
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My mother went to her, leaned over and whispered in 
her ear, her hand on Donna's shoulder. When she understood 
what my mother was telling her, she glanced quickly at her legs. 
"Oh, shit," she said loud enough to delight the growing number 
ofboys. They were running out from the backyards and garages 
to see Justin Miller all smashed up. When Donna dashed up the 
steps, I saw what looked like a bright red hand print marking 
the back of her white shorts. I was afraid the boys would guess, 
but they were all into staring at Justin's body and bike. 

I was embarrassed for her, but she threw back her head 
and out ofher came that laugh, a wide sound like a fall wind 
pouring through the trees. It rolled over us. Boys giggled and 
mothers coming down from their porches stopped and grinned 
with relief. IfDonna was laughing Justin couldn't have been hurt 
bad. 

My mother lifted the towel, dabbed Justin's shoulder 
with it, and then helped him sit up. "Did you hit your head?" she 
asked. 

''No," he bawled, and she smiled at him, the first smile 
I'd seen in days. With a comer of the towel, she wiped his 
cheeks and mouth roughly. 

"You're lucky," she said. 
She left him whimpering while the other boys stood 

around inspecting him like a dead dog on the road. 
When she turned to follow Donna, the towel thrown 

over her shoulder, I risked ridicule by yelling shrilly, "Momma!" 
a word I had not used in months. I inched to the edge of the 
glider, ready for her to release me or let me race after her into 
the recesses ofDonna's house. 

"You're not done yet," was all she said, letting the door 
bang behind her. None of the boys noticed me. They were 
already giving Justin a hard time. 
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For the rest of that humid, close day I sweated with 
those beans, broke them down one by one until I was past 
wanting to yell at somebody, past hoping for affection or rescue. 
When I was near to the end, could see the last bean laying there 
ready on my lap, I was so caught up with what I had done, the 
finished piles neatly mounded into the pans and bowls on the 
glider and lined up on the cool cement floor, that I stopped 
thinking I needed to escape. For a long time after I just as-
sumed this was what my mother had wanted me to learn. 
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Jennifer Dick 

Rosa Ia Rouge 

I. 

After "A Montrouge, " (Rosa Ia Rouge) 
by Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. 

She freezes mid-room, turned 
to something. She is caught 
in the room as the painting 

is caught in the gallery's room, hangs 
slight as her figure, ready to pounce 
as a small cat might. 

Fierce, quietly fierce, as a wind 
which brushes the grasses of a field 
just before a storm, as if suddenly 

she would tum, the paint 
would release her. Unmoving 
but for her head, she'd catch 

us looking intently, catch 
our eyes in her onyx pupils 
--and then what? 

II. 

In her form, my form--we are two young girls 
working for a living in someone else's home, 
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we iron, cook, clean, scrub, 

are silent throughout dinner. Around us, 
the house creaks, a mountain shifting 
its uncomfortable weight. 

Doors slam open-shut all evening. 
Children's giggles fade into stars. 
While we stare at our blackened, callused hands, 

chipped nails, puckered splotches where 
we scorched ourselves with iron or coffee. 
In the night we awake shivering, stumble 

downstairs to re-stoke the coals; 
ember-red eyes, lids dusty as cinders, 
crawl back into dream, 

Wake to another bright morning, chores. 
It is at dais point, house abandoned 
she turns towards something in the pre-noon haze. 

A knock at the door? 
Sunrise illwninates her back, tensed 
shoulders. She is certain 

it is the father, normal sounds 
followed by footsteps, an approach, 
whistling, keys prattle, the doorknob begins to turn. 
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TIL 

Fear in her hidden eye, turned left 
to catch the approaching gaze. 
The squared-off room hunches in shades 
of sienna tones stacked against beige, charcoal. 

Sunlight pales two panes at her back, 
reveals the weight of stooped shoulders, 
her body leaning forward as she waits 
for a command, an interruption or a hand, 

for what we cannot see creeping in under 
the perhaps doorway: a light slipping 
under the crack, brightening with the approach 
of the lamp-bearer's footstep, floorboard's creak 

--or a flashlight's darting under, then past, 
just as a car's headlight passes over a room, 
reveals everything to itself, touches nothing. 

rv. 

There is something moving in the comer now. 
I want to ask: What has happened 
to the girl? Where did she meet 

the painter? Were they lovers? Was she 
lonely or poor, did she smile or wander 
the streets? I want to know if the river 

rolled away from her ankles as she laughed 
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in radiant sun, if the room were not 
so dusty after all, her clothes 

so disheveled, whether it was all fiction? But 
in the comer a dark pool is growing 
and to her left maybe a doorway, 

an opening-Her hands hang, 
two weights at her waist, her head 
tilts forward. Her pout, that red flash 

almost hidden, must be defiance, 
not relinquishing; as his hand 
reaches for the doorknob, 

the morning beginning 
to brighten, while at her back 
the sun peels the panes 

slightly open, reveals some 
outer light, some rising or falling 
elsewhere. 
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Stephen 0. Imwalle 

Beachhead 
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Wendy Huntington 

Self-Portrait 
" ... of all the faces I've known, I remember least my own." 
--Miron Bialoezewski 

Waves 
When I thought I was a person 
I became one 
who compares memories with words 

one who wanders down 
bwnpy hillsides 
rolling backward 
soothed by cooling water. 

Because I listened 
I heard 
an aching moan 
rumbling in my flesh until 
the hard white surface 
was vulnerable 

and in small 
quiet moments 
Chopin stringing together 
all ocean movement 

Salt 
To honor my grandmother 
my hair is has fallen 
pale 
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in her absence 

Had you trusted 
all I'd written 
maybe your insecure tongue 
would have 
stayed 

I was sharp 
like paint fumes 
like cold air that 
burns lungs and dry 
like handfuls of tea leaves 
spilling trust on worn green carpet 

My spirit loves 
what I do not. 

Air 
What miracles appear 
in the violet sky 
as I pull warm bread with 
my fingers and 
greatdanes 
bark in the distance 
a blue carbon mouth 
a grape too large 
to lodge in a throat 

my :friends 
childless 
winter-ridden loss 
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to match my own 
and love me 

I'm waiting for my voice 
to intertwine 
rejoice-relate 
sing out 
and harden like 
sparlding snow 
in early morning 

~ 
When I thought 
I was a desert 
I became sand and 
dissolved all flowers and 
orchards of their ready fruit 

golden harvests of Autumn 
Birch and graceful fire 

our bedrooms 
our lives 
the long hallway 
that separated 
our frail generation 
adding inches 
to the length of the hall 
unfolding it east to west and 

I ask you both--
whatdays 
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has a sky 
between them--
what hours 
keep us apart 

whose chest tightens 
in the middle of the night 
the ceiling supporting the walls 

Sand 
Because I looked 
I saw 
your Brooklyn apartment 
sewing the seams of 
what is important 

five flights 
ofbelieving 
each time 
the glory of an orange sky 
lowers itselfto 
the sound of pulling waves 
picking up life 
continuing 
and celebrating you 

Rocks 
I resolve to 
accept 
abandon 
restrain 
to simply glance 
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and walk away 

trying to understand 
there is a time 
when 
it is all too late 
and guilt and arrogance 
and sarcastic regret 
sink into skin 
indehbly 

Sunlight 
Because I have stood so long 
I am tiring 
with an immense 
unchanging thirst 

my history is 
like a burst oflight 

What am I trying tell you? 
sometimes I'm beautiful 
--kind, approachable 
sometimes, I'm not. 

but even then 
I dream 
I have a sensuous voice 
that will sway 
golden grasses like wind 

allofit 
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all of me 
withinme 
even now 
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Jennifer White 

Still 

I saved a clipping about a rock on an overpass: 
for twenty years it bore the message 
"Chicken Fanner I Still Love You," 
until workers finally scrubbed it clean. 
But now the words have been restored 
by "parties unknown" and are protected: 
a testament of"faith, love, and endurance." 

Perhaps I am not so unlike those who 
find themselves lined up in Nashville 
to witness the cinnamon bun 
with Mother Theresa's face on it. 
My search for salvation involves no saints, 
no blinding miracles, just fragile letters 
and New Hampshire granite. I need assurance 
as palpable as a pumpkinseed, a sliver of salt 
on my tongue that says: some things stay, 
or at least return. A beach is still a beach 
in winter, the seaweed keeps coming with the tide 
and still pops underfoot like bubble-wrap. 
I can still visit in winter for the promise 
of summer, and I can unroll the bubble-wrap 
any time of year to finger my daughter's 
first Christmas ornament. I trust that 
Christmas will be back with the negotiation 
of shopping lines and family dynamics, 
and that I'll have the flu. It's nothing new: 
tossed among crumpled trimmings will be 
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wads ofKleenex, and as potatoes and peas 
ate passed it's common knowledge I'll take 
another turkey carcass home for soup. 

Yet, that angel with her name engraved on it 
reminds me she survived the first year 
and is still here: shining dreams of future holidays 
need not be darkened by looming visions ofloss. 
There is a reprieve from grief and fear, 
days when simple movements do not have repercussions, 
when I am not like the thirsty dog who stuck 
its head in a bubble-gum jar for rain water 
and was trapped--
a four-legged astronaut on the run 
through St. Louis, with a galaxy 
of children behind it on bicycles. 

There are days my thirst is quenched, days 
when I'm reaching or falling but I'm saved. 
The toddler who fell at the Brookfield Zoo could 
have been killed, but a gorilla caught and cradled 
him. They were not his mother's arms, but they were 
arms and they were gentle. 

And the message 
on the rock isn'tthetouchofa woman's hand 
to a farmer's face, but it is a way for me to see the man, 
the farmer, with his thick suede work gloves, 
rising each morning and scattering feed 
to the pecking squabble before dawn. 
I can see his breath, hanging there in the air. He's alone, 
missing someone. The woman, who is also working, 
writing something in the dark. The words prove 
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that it's all right to believe, that as long as they are here, 
they are true, and if they go, they will come back: 
still. 
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