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Joseph Green 

Now You See It, Now You Don't 

A Chinese woman recites a poem in Chinese 
about the moon-how it is the same moon 
over North America as the one she would have seen 
at night in the sky above China, how seeing it here 
connects her to the family she left behind. 

The sound of her voice rises and falls 
like the flight of a swallow across a quiet pond, 
climbing, diving, almost dipping into the water, 
then swooping up suddenly again along the shore. 

When the poem is over, the woman 
tells you what it means, but now 
there is no swallow flying through it. 
All you can see is that single 
obvious truth about the moon. 

Joseph Green5 
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Ander Monson 

Snow Meridian 

With a butter knife, you, my love, divide your throat in two 

along the white tissue line that means we are above 

the snow meridian and its predictions of unending winter 

peace. Everything tonight is trace-dead light from stars 

through leaves' remains twinkling on the limbs, 

evidence of tinsel in the rug, breath-cloud thunderhead, 

wadded A TM receipts discarded after the transaction, 

residual warmth of seats in the airport departure lounge, 

the trails of international jet liners taking off above us 

and the meaning of those lights I that roar: we go btight 

and deaf for the next minute and sometimes slick 

tips of ice leaven our faces like maple keys in Fall. 

6 Ander Monson 
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This reminds the season in us and we feel old 

just this once, we keep our balance on the Ford 

Fairmont's hood that holds the creases that catalog 

all the takeoffs and our lyings here. What is a scar 

on a face but shorthand for wall or axe or auto accident. 

What is stitch but ants' jaws approximation, a fault a saying yes 

a line on the body, an avid affirmation of the skin's 

will to close and keep in its heat and great divide. 

Ander Monson 7 
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Elena Mauli 

Bank Repos for Sale 

Springer's hand came down hard on the alarm clock 
when it rang. He liked that it had a big snooze button 
right on the top. That way, every morning, he could 
smack it into silence. 

Actually, to clarify: he did not smack it into 
silence every morning. The ringer on it was so obnox-
ious and screechy that Springer had trained his body to 
wake up one minute ahead of the alarm. He would tum 
it off before it emitted a peep. Except on days when he 
had gone to bed late and exhausted the night before, and 
slept through his usual self-jolt. 

The alarm clock had a radio setting. Springer 
would have used it instead of that horrible fucking 
ringer, but the fucking radio was even fucking worse 
because the only fucking music here at the fucking ass 
end of the Earth was that fucking country western shit, 
and he sure as hell didn't want to wake up to that kind 
of fucking aggravation every morning. 

So he used the ringer. 
That morning was one of those mornings when it 

was the actual sound of the alarm clock, and not the 
anticipation of it, that woke Springer up. From that 
alone, when he blinked his raw eyes open, he knew that 
it was the beginning of a long and fmstrating day. 

"Honey?" Louisa said softly to her husband, Billy 
Bob, from across the breakfast table. 
8 Elena Mauli 
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"Yeah? What?" 
"You know that letter that came the other day, 

from the bank?" 
"Which one?" 
"You know, the one that said "URGENT-

DATED MATERIAL" on it in big red letters?" 
"What about it?" he said. 
"What was in there?" 
"Don't know. I threw it out." 
"Oh." 
For a few seconds no one said anything. Then 

Cody, the youngest one, said: "Ma, can I go outside? I 
finished my orange juice." 

"The hell you always do outside?" Billy Bob 
snapped at his son. 

Louisa made a quick sweeping gesture at the boy 
with her hand, to tell him that it was okay to go outside 
without answering his father. Cody slid off his chair and 
went outside, careful to shut the door behind him so that 
it wouldn't slam. 

"Goddarrm obsessed with being outside," Billy 
Bob mumbled into his coffee cup. "He's going to grow 
up and pick grapes out there with the Mexicans." 

Louisa exchanged a pained look with Marjorie 
and Jimmy. No one spoke, though Marjorie held her fork 
midway between her plate and her mouth, her scrambled 
eggs quivering from the quiet anger of what she really 
wanted to say: "Dad, just because you lost your job 
doesn't mean you have to be such an asshole." 

Or even: "Dad, what's wrong with Mexicans? 
You know I've been having sex with one these past few 
months." Elena Mauli 9 
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But Marjorie wouldn't do that. 

To clarify: "Marjorie wouldn't do that" means 
that Marjorie wouldn't talk back to her father. It does 
not mean that she would not have sex with a Mexican. 

Marjorie had met her Mestizo, a Mayan striped 
with Spaniard, at the secluded, tree-surrounded pond in 
which she swam alone when she cut school. One fine 
Tuesday, she arrived at her personal watery getaway to 
fmd him already chest-deep in the water, wearing noth-
ing but a tiny gold cross around his neck. Her face 
turned a flaming shade of crimson, and she ran away. 
But Marjorie came back the next day and the boy was 
there again, this time wearing swim trunks. 

Within a matter of days she was completely 
overtaken with his rash tenderness. It seemed not to 
matter that he was of slight build and an inch shorter 
than she was, though she previously only dated beefy 
Aryan specimens from the football team. He was 
twenty-one. He spoke fragmented English with a thick 
accent. He grew his straight black hair down to his 
shoulders. It gleamed darkly like the fur of a healthy 
animal. 

Any time Marjorie closed her eyes when she was 
in her prison home or her prison school (though her 
prison school held her less and less), she saw his brown 
skin glittering with water beads. His wet hair streaking 
down the sides of his face. His tiny gold cross gleaming 
in the oblique rays of the sun mottled through the 
leaves. His eyes were uncannily large and black, and 
almost frightened her. His name was Alberto Esperanza. 

1 0 Elena Mauli 
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To her, it sounded almost like the title of a song. 

Springer walked into his office, still bleary-eyed. 
When Leroy saw him, he walked over and handed him a 
manila folder. 

"How many is it today?" 
''Just the one. But it's kind of a big one." 
"What, like someone's car?" 
Leroy shook his head: "worse." 
"Well shit." 
Springer went into his small smelly office and 

shut the door. He needed to study that file before he 
went out with Leroy. He sat down in his creaky chair 
and opened it. 

Name: William Robert jamison. 
"William Robert?" Springer said aloud to himself. 

"A fucking Billy Bob? Unfuckingbelievable." 
He looked over the papers in the file. They 

concerned the mortgage on William Robert jamison's 
mobile home. Payments hadn't been made in months, 
ever since Jamison had lost his job. The bank wanted 
the mobile home repossessed. As the jarnisons hadn't 
responded to any of the letters, Springer had to go over 
there himself. 

"Not someone's car," Springer said to himself. 
"Someone's fucking house. jesus." 

Springer was about to shut the folder when Leroy 
popped his head in the door and said: "hey, when do you 
want to go out? Right now?" 

"Shit no. How about in an hour?" 
"Okay great. I'm getting some coffee across the 

street then. You want anything?" FlenaMauli II 
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"No." 
"Okay, Tex, see you in an hour." 

To clarify: Leroy didn't call Springer Tex because 
that was his name. He wasn't from Texas either, or 
anything like that. 

A couple of months before, Springer was hiring 
someone to go out with him. He got applications from 
all the beefy meatheads in town. Very large com-fed 
guys who could have knocked Springer out just giving 
him a good smack upside the head. Any of these guys 
would have done just fine. But then Leroy came in. He 
was a large black man with a shaved head, and one of 
those rolls of muscle-fat on the back of his neck. He 
was perfect. Being black, and from out of town, he 
would be ten times as scary to these fucking rednecks as 
any of their homegrown meatheads. No one would fuck 
with Springer now. 

"So what's your name?" Springer asked him. 
"Leroy Brown." 
"Leroy Brown? Like in the old song?" 
"Yeah." 
"I'm Springer. First name's Avery. Like Tex 

Avery. He made the greatest cartoons. Watched them 
all the time when I was little. Can't find them anywhere 
anytnore." 

''You mean the cartoons where a white guy 
would be handed a stick of dynamite, it would blow up 
in his face, and then he would be black?" 

"Yeah, those ones." 
Leroy laughed. He was impressed that Springer, 

12 Elena Mauli 
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who was a little man hardly tall enough to reach his 
shoulder, didn't even break eye contact with him during 
that exchange. This little dude had some balls. 

"Leroy Brown from out of town," Springer said 
as he stood up and reached his hand across the desk, 
''I'm Avery Springer, from out of town." 

With this, two men from far away, with made-up 
names, shook hands and sealed the deal. 

Leroy started calling Springer Tex, after Tex 
Avery. Springer thought it was the greatest thing. No 
one else in town knew why Leroy nicknamed Springer 
Tex. Hardly anyone else in town even knew that 
Springer's first name was Avery. 

To clarify some more: Springer's real name was 
Joseph Angiulo, and he was from New York City, New 
York. He had an old scarred-over bullet wound in his 
upper right arm. 

Leroy's real name was Douglas Jefferson and he 
was from Chicago, Illinois. He had a clean slash mark on 
his side which had turned a porcelain white as it scarred 
over. Springer noticed the slash one day when Leroy's 
shirt hiked up as he bent over to pick up something 
heavy. Springer said, smiling: "if anybody around here 
asks, you can always tell them you were caught in a 
wheat thresher." 

"Yeah," Leroy said, standing back up to face 
Springer. He pointed at Springer's right arm, which was 
currently sheathed in a long-sleeved dress shirt, "and you 
can tell them that you fell onto a pitchfork." 

The two men looked at each other, and laughed. 
ElenaMauli 13 
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"Where the hell is that kid? If he doesn't get his 
butt back here soon he's going to be late for school," 
muttered Billy Bob. 

That kid, whose father never spoke of him by 
name, was only about a dozen yards from the trailer, 
kneeling in the arid, fractured soil, drawing in the dirt 
with his right index finger. He created shapes made to 
represent fat grazing bovines, sickly leafless trees yield-
ing to the screaming wind, stick-figured men wearing 
baseball caps bending over baskets overflowing with 
bunches of swollen, ripe grapes. 

"I think he's still outside," Louisa said. 
"Well go out there and walk his little ass to the 

bus stop." 
"Who's going to do the dishes then?" 
"I'll do them, Ma," Ma~orie said. 
"Well then, you'll be late for school." 
Ma~orie shrugged. Louisa sighed and went to 

check on Cody outside. 
The boy looked up from the chalky ground when 

he heard his mother walking towards him. 
''What are you doing out here?" 
'just drawing." 
'We should get going. You're going to be late for 

school." 
Cody looked up at his mother, squinting in the 

sun, and gave her the same shrug that Ma~orie had just 
given her. Louisa thought it was both sweet and sad that 
Cody was picking up habits from his sister. 

She looked at the boy's incriminating brown eyes 
and smiled. She offered her hand to help him up. He 
14 ElenaMauli 
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took it without looking at her. He was watching brown 
powder rise up from the dry earth in steam-like curls. 

To clarify: it might seem odd that Cody's eyes 
could be incriminating, since he was so young, thus still 
blameless. It wasn't him they incriminated, but Louisa. 

Cody's eyes were brown. Both Billy Bob and 
Louisa had blue eyes. It was genetically impossible for 
them to produce a brown-eyed child. That, and the fact 
that Cody was born seven years after Jimmy, who was 
only two years younger than Marjorie, was enough to tip 
off Billy Bob and the rest of the town that Cody was the 
child of another man. 

The father was the owner of the town grocery 
store, where Louisa had worked for a little bit of extra 
money after Jimmy started going to school. This was 
why Billy Bob was so mean to the poor kid, and why he 
never allowed ltis wife to work again. Not even after he 
lost his own job. 

Springer couldn't stand looking at the folder anymore. 
He shut it, got up from his desk, and walked out of his 
office straight into the coffee shop across the street 
where Leroy was cautiously sipping from ltis steaming 
cup. He hadn't even started in on his apple fritter. 

"Come on, let's go now," Springer said. 
"Damn, come on, I just sat down." 
"Can't you get this stuff to go or something?" 
'Jesus, sit your ass down. You're in no state to 

go out right now. Have something to drink and calm 
down." 

Springer stood looking at Leroy for several 

ElenaMauJJ 15 
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seconds, then sat down abmptly across from him as if 
someone had kicked him in the backs of his knees. 

"What's the matter Tex?" 
"I just felt like we had to go right now or I 

wouldn't be able to go at all." 
"What? Why not?" 
"I don't know. I was just thinking about that 

poor asshole Billy Bob and his poor ugly wife who's 
probably his cousin and his poor little cracker kids and it 
made me sick." 

Springer had added in the word "cracker" for 
Leroy's benefit. The waitress put a cup of steaming 
coffee in front of Springer, who nodded thanks at her. 

"I've been to that fucking shithole trailer park so 
many times to take shit back from these people like cars 
and even refrigerators and televisions, but I have to say 
this is the first time that I'm going to have to go over 
there and tell these poor bastards I have to take the 
whole fucking trailer this time." 

"It happens." 
"Yeah. I guess." 
There was a brief silence, then Leroy said: "look, 

calm down. It's not like we have to take the damn thing 
today. All we have to do today is go over there and tell 
them they have thirty days to pay up or get out of that 
thing. Maybe they'll fmd the money, somehow." 

Springer looked up at Leroy: "you think so?" 
"No." 
"Well shit." 
Another brief silence. Then Springer said: "I 

wonder where you go after you get kicked out of a 
16 FlenaMauH 
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fucking trailer." 
"Don't know." 

To Clarify: it is difficult to know where a family 
can go after they have been evicted from a motor home. 
Their options are few. Hopefully they have some caring 
relatives. Or if they don't, hopefully they have a car 
they can sleep in for a while. 

It is not difficult to know, however, where the 
empty trailer goes. Two towns north, there is a trailer 
dealership. In a comer of the lot, there is a section of 
trailers that have obviously been lived in. Their prices 
are "slashed dramatically." On the fence next to this 
section, there is a big sign hanging there which reads 
"BANK REPOS FOR SALE." 

You see that ugly turquoise trailer all the way in 
the back there, with the paint peeling off in the sun? 

That one is the former home of William Robert 
Jamison, and his family. 

Marjorie went to her first morning class. She 
meant to go to all her classes until after lunch. Alberto 
usually worked from sunrise until the middle of the day. 
Then, it was too hot to work, and Alberto met Marjorie 
at the pond. They could usually spare at least a couple 
of hours with each other until they were expected 
elsewhere. 

Jimmy was bent over the pool table, squeezing t 

Elena Mauli 17 
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he cue between his white fmgers. He glanced up at 
Marjorie when she came in. He tried to play it cool by 
not intem1pting his solitary game. Nevertheless he 
missed his shot. 

Marjorie briefly considered walking back out of 
the place without saying a word. But she was still 
Jimmy's big sister. She had to ask: 'jimmy, what the hell 
are you doing here?" 

"What the hell are you doing here?" 
"You asshole. You should be in school. You're 

going to wind up just like Dad." 
"And you're going to wind up just like Ma." 
"You little shit." 
Jimmy did not answer right away and then, with 

what Ma~orie swore was a smirk, he said quietly: "you 
big slut." 

"What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" 
"Come on. I know about your Mexican." 
"Oh." 
Jimmy immediately felt bad for having said that 

to Ma~orie when he saw her face. He motioned towards 
the eating area with his hand: "come on. Let's have 
some pizza." 

The two of them sat at a wobbly table, absently 
staring at the walls while waiting for their food. The 
walls were peeling and dirt -streaked, covered with tom 
yellowed posters advertising liquor. The pepperoni pizza 
they ate left perfect grease wedges on their paper plates. 
They drank beer. Pizza X-press never carded. 

"You come here a lot?" Marjorie asked, chewing. 
Jimmy shmgged: "I guess." 

18 Elena Mauli 
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It was pointless to have an argument. Marjorie couldn't 
rat Jimmy out to their mother without him ratting her out 
in retaliation. And vice versa. 

It was too early in the morning for pizza and 
beer. The food was nauseating to both of them. Never-
theless they finished it all, in silence. 

To clarify: Jimmy had only started cutting school 
a few weeks before. When Marjorie saw him, she 
thought that he had been doing this as long as she had. 
It was not so. He only gave up on school in disgust 
when he figured out that his sister hardly went anymore, 
and on top of that she had been messing around with 
some older guy at the pond. He knew this because some 
friends of his who cut school went to the pond to go 
swimming and saw them there, and left. They spared the 
couple the embarrassment of walking in on them, but 
they did not spare Jimmy their new knowledge about his 
sister. One of the boys who was there told him later 
that very same afternoon. 

Springer was driving. He knew his way, as he'd 
been to the town's trailer park many times before. He 
had been to many trailer parks all over the county, as a 
matter of fact, always to take things away from people. 
On days when he couldn't stand confronting them, he 
and Leroy sneaked to the back of the lot and hot-wired 
their cars like thieves. The debtors never even saw 
Springer. 

Springer wished he could do this today. That he 
could somehow get these people out of their home 

Eletra Mauli 19 
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underhanded and sneaky-like, so that they wouldn't even 
know it was him. They wouldn't even know it was 
happening until it was already over. 

He didn't know off the top of his head which 
mobile home was the Jamison residence. He had that 
information in the folder on the back seat, but he 
couldn't reach back there while driving, and he didn't 
want to ask Leroy to tum around awkwardly in his seat 
to reach it, with his back he'd just strained the week 
before. 

There was a kid by the side of the road who 
looked like he was from there. Springer decided to pull 
over and ask the boy for directions. 

Cody sat there waiting for the school bus. Louisa 
had told him that if the bus didn't come in fifteen 
minutes, it meant that he had missed it, and he should 
come back home so that Dad could drive him to school 
in his truck. 

Cody had waited much longer than fifteen 
minutes. He was in no hurry to go back home and have 
Billy Bob yell at him for missing his bus, and then have 
the teachers at school yell at him for being late. It was 
better to squat there by the side of the road to draw 
shapes in the dirt. 

He didn't know how long he was there in the sun 
before an approaching tumult of dust made him look up 
from what he was doing. It was a car, with two men in 
it, and it stopped right in front of him, as if it had been 
coming for him all along. 

20 "Hey kid," Springer said, "you wouldn't happen 
FlenaMauli 
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to know which one of these is the Jamison residence, 
would you?" 

The little blonde boy's face lit up in recognition 
in a way that made Springer nervous. 

"Yeah, that's my house," he said. ''I'll show 
you." 

Before Springer or Leroy could say anything, 
Cody had opened the door and climbed into the back of 
the car. Springer gave Leroy a terrified look. 

Leroy smiled at the boy: "you always trust 
strangers this much that you just get in their car?" 

The boy didn't know what to answer, and 
blushed. 

"It's all right for right now, kid. You just have to 
be careful with strangers. Some of them are not nice." 

Cody pointed up the road, saying categorically in 
his child voice: "it's that way." 

For a nightmarish two minutes, Springer followed 
the child's directions, while trying not to look at him. It 
was too awful that the kid he picked up was one that he 
was about to evict from his home. And he was a cute 
little kid too. Not more than seven years old, as far as he 
could tell. 

The kid stopped them in front of the ugliest 
thing Springer had ever seen. It seemed insane to him 
that any financial institution would want to repossess 
such a pitiful carcass. The trailer was turquoise. It 
might have been a different color when it was purchased, 
but somebody at some point had decided to paint it. 
The paint was peeling now. 

Elena Mauli 21 



permafrost 25 

To clarify: it was Louisa who'd painted it. After 
she found out she was pregnant with Cody and she had 
to quit her job, she was trapped at home alone all day. 
She had to think up a project to distract herself or she 
would go crazy. She decided she would paint the whole 
house a bright, loud color. She hoped the gaudy cheer-
fulness of the turquoise would rub off on her somehow, 
and make everything easier. 

Cody sat in the back seat of the stopped car for 
almost a full minute, in complete silence. No one was 
moving. Cody was looking at Leroy: he'd never seen 
anyone so big and black before. Leroy was looking at 
Springer, who looked like he was going to faint. Springer 
was looking straight ahead, out of the windshield of his 
car. 

Finally Cody got nervous. He asked Leroy: "can 
I get out now?" 

Leroy said yes, and Cody got out, careful to shut 
the door behind him so that it wouldn't slam. When the 
child was out of earshot, Leroy said: "come on, let's go." 

Springer looked at him sheepishly, and said in a 
quiet voice: "is there any way we can come back and do 
this tomorrow?" 

Leroy laughed like Springer was joking, and gave 
his shoulder a sort of half-squeeze, half-pat. "Come on 
Tex, let's go," he said. 

And with that both men slowly stepped out of 
the car, as disoriented as if they had just been asleep, 
squinting at the harsh sunlight. 

22 ElenaMauH 
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MarkCoUins 

I'll Bet Barabbas Made his Plane 

But I've set off the walk-through alarms. 
The security staff and their metal rods, 
they don't comfort me. 

Over here, says a young man 
angry at his lack of epaulets. 
He scans me once with his magic want, 
The one which can divine guns, swards, and 
my40cents. 
Sheepish, I release my coins to his care; 
The alarm remains. 
Puty;urarms out, sir. 
(His stress on arms alerts the other sheep 
stacked in the shoots behind me}-
I beep again. 
Your shirt, he says. 
Sorry? 
Your shirt, he says louder, a tone meant for the deaf 
or worse the foreign. 
Like a sex slave forced to perform at a Roman Orgy, 
I undo the buttons--
yet the centurion's wand 
still finds loud trouble 
on my bare chest. 
Arms like a T- he demonstrates this, 
because of my foreign-deaf status. 

Maril CoOins 23 
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"There by his rib," says a voice from the rabble. 
His rib? 
"Other side." 
We see it at the same moment-
A foil gum wrapper, unfolded, 
miraculously cleaved to my skin. 
As the guard reaches for my side, 
I want to hiss in his ear, "For Christ's sake, who do you 
think I am?" 

-but standing here 
stripped to the waist, arms outstretched, 
makes me speechless in front of the lambs still waiting 
to cross, 
still waiting for an answer. 

24 Mark Collins 
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Wtlliam Woolfttt 

Deliberate Amnesia 

She told him she could never love him 
in return. That was yesterday's calamity. 
For his part, he says he will never return 
to the old ways. This is tomorrow's dream. 
In which she is the eraser and the scribbles, 
her elbows crumbling to pink eraser dust, 
her ribs rubbed down to a smudge. 
In which days blur by and he clears out 
her physical remains, files her letters 
in the closet shoebox, its edges gone velvety 
and pale, the box of no return in the closet 
never cleaned. 

Or Else he hands the letters 
to the next person he meets on the street, 
the Korean student who asks for directions and wears 
a burnt spinach smell, and what it would be like 
to dwell in his skin, hairless and golden-brown, 
in what must be a rented basement room 
where the gummy hotplate rice 
tastes nothing like home, 
or else the dubious veteran who ambushes 
the street, what it would be like to wake 
in his box beneath the bridge, face another day 
of thmsting toothpick flags at the low regions 
of some pedestrian's torso, twenty-five cents 
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he charges for his splintery swords. 

Time to learn the language of the next life. 
In which the student buys scallops and duck 
At the international market, where all the world is 
a roll of white butcher paper, unspooling 
miles of crisp blank waves, test pattern 
and proving ground for the exonerated soldier 
settling his weight on tender-nubbed legs 
as he takes his first steps, tentative 
and amputated at the knees. 

26 Wtlliam Woo{fitt 



permafrost 25 
Sa/Jy Ridgeway Porler 

DISTURBANCE 

Everything dims as through cut glass. 

The house swirls to a thud-the mother's body 
three feet away in shards of crystal, shattered glass. 
Small hands lift her like wax-her melted face, her 
reeking hair-their sharp stomachs. 

A scene in a container. How does it not spill over? 
The children in the house waiting. How they want 
to scream to get out but have to do homework, 
brush teeth and sleep. 

It's to be a vessel, home. It grows, wants to make 
a shape. It is a hot wax storm, shatters the door, 
pulls my mother into it, is a great sucking thing. It calls 
us from a room. Thud. We run from homework. 

The scene congeals, breakfast and school. Quiet. 
We keep it simple, decorous curves and lines. She 
spills into the garden, cuts a deep valley in the door. 
No one cries. It is very tight. 

How beautiful she was and tall like magic, thin. T11en 
inert and waxy on the floor. She was a grand thing. 
Finally the house can't take it. We can't all live here. 
Horses rise and fill the room. 
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Susan Wheatley 

SKIPPING THE MONDAY 
LUNCH 

The partners' lunch dragged on for hours, 
they argued evety blessed point. 
She dreamed she had a poet's powers 
and practiced writing late at night. 

They argued evety blessed point, 
the ironed men in navy blue. 
She practiced writing late at night 
and just this once, from noon to two. 

The ironed men in navy blue 
made several motions from the floor. 
But just this once, from noon to two, 
she thought of him, and them-ignored. 

They made their motions from the floor, 
resolved to change attendance rules. 
She thought of him, and them ignored, 
and wrote of clothes that he'd remove. 

Resolved to change attendance rules, 
they checked for every absent head. 
She wrote of clothes that he'd remove 
and drafted him into her bed. 
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then billed some time, appeased the tribe. 

While she was gone, the AWOL scribe, 
the partners' lunch dragged on for hours. 
She billed some time, appeased the tribe, 
and dreamed she had a poet's powers. 
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J.P. Dancing Bear 

Card Shark 

All the hours I dedicated to slight of hand 
techniques practiced in a mirror: the double fan; 
the one-handed riffle shuffle; the metamotphoses. 

I have three mentors: an old vaudevillian; 
a six-fmgered carnival barker from Hoboken; 
and a con in for 3 years with good behavior-

1hree men who know I'm capable of anything. 
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Joseph Green 

The Business of Crows 

One of them has an empty 
half-pint milk carton 
by its pinched top, 

and is banging it on the sidewalk. 
Hopping with it, dragging it along, 
he hefts it with his beak 

and swings it against the concrete. 
Then he pauses to inspect his work, 
to readjust his grip before 

picking up the carton 
and smacking it down again. 
Every time he hits the sidewalk 

with the empty box 
it makes a flat, satisfying plop. 
Perhaps that is what the crow wants, 

the hollow report 
he gets for his labor 
all that matters for the moment. 
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As for me, I have stopped 
on the way back to my office 
to watch a crow's involvement 

with a milk carton. Sunlight, 
filtering through bare trees, 
stains the bird a dark blue 

that slips to black 
like secret ink and makes sense 
only as his feathers move. 

What could possibly be 
more important than this? 
I have no further excuses. 
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Mary Arete Moodey 

Walking the Dogs with Two Boys 

When the trillium and adderstongue have begun to blossom 

and the mayapples umbrella their way through earth pungent 

and moist, I take the boys and dogs hiking in woods laden 

with ponds asleep with blackened oak leaves. 

They are young, the boys, one with hair the color 

of the rust-worn streams seaming the ravines, 

though in dog years, they are older than J. 

They chase the dogs off trails, swash through brambles 

splash through stagnant water reeking of sulfur and rot-

what they will learn to call decomposition-

straddle logs like horses, stampede a roving band of Indians 

sniff the air, curl one arm under and point with the other, howl 

stopping only when the older dog circles the ground and squats 

his pooled eyes looking as soulful as an owl's call. 
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The boys hunker down examining the release of feces steaming the 
air. 

They roll a stick through it, bleating out color texture smell. 

They are scientists explorers trappers; they are everything 

they imagine their sisters are not. They are gods reveling in creation, 

in all that is natural and repugnant, delicious and vile, present 

and mystifying: Animals, like them, shit. And later they will learn 

that, like the animals, they were not immaculately conceived, 

but begotten from the salty thrust and pleasure, from a moan 

primal and engaging, sharp and languishing, 

a sound they might come to call love. 

But first they must follow the dogs, fence with sticks 

carve their names on fungus, wade through shale streams 

pry open the claws of crayfish, paint dirt on their faces 

crawl uphill, crow. They must pant and collapse on their beds 

muscles tremoring like a dog's dreaming of the chase. 
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David MaseUo 

The young man on the beach 
who has turned to gold-
he says he's getting red-
puts on a tee shirt, 
grabs glinting keys, 
hooks his shoes on fingers 
and shakes the towel, 
sending out a ghost of sand. 
He had been scooping 
spider-sized crab from apron surf, 
letting them fall from his hands 
like useless minerals. 

We walk together, 
away from the shore 
into the sun 
toward low-rise motels 
along Gulf Boulevard. 
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The fme white sand 
grunts with every step. 
On our way, we pass squares-
perimetered by string 
covered in mesh: 
':s£a turtle eggs dejx1sitai here. 
IXJ not disturb." 

Out of instinct, 
we continue our route, 
farther from tide lines than 
the turtles had gone, 
to a shelter where 
neither sun nor anyone 
will uncover us. 
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P. Culkin Ruddy 

EL PRESIDENTE DE MEXICO 

Los Angeles. Late August. Scorching Wednesday 
morning, and I'm in my '64 Falcon, top down, flying on 
the Five freeway north toward Ventura. 

The stereo's blasting Iggy Pop, telling me it's 
gonna be all right, I've got a lust for life, when a tiny 
bomb goes off under my hood. Mayday, I'm hit, I think. 
I'm goin' down. Steam shoots out the front, the needle 
drops, and I shoot across four lanes, aiming for an exit. I 
just make it. Roll through the turn, come to a dead stop, 
and fmd myself in Pacoima: little Mexico. Beat streets. 
Junkyard dust. And gangs. 

I step out, pop the hood, stare at the coolant 
tank, bubbling like a cauldron. What I know about 
engines fits into a gas cap. I stare at the mess and wait 
for a sign. Nothing. Dogs bark. The air is still. A woman 
walks by pushing a stroller and sighs. I know how she 
feels. 

A Mexican guy pulls beside me in a beat, primer 
gray Toyota. He leans out the window. 

"Problema, amigo?" 
"Radiator," I say. "Overheated." 
"No problema," he says. "I am mechanic. I 

look?" 
"Be my guest," I say. 
He nods and climbs out of his car. He's short, 

with a slight potbelly, wearing add-washed jeans, a clean 
white shirt, and a large cowboy hat. P. Culkin Ruddy 3 7 
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"Francisco," he says, by way of introduction, and 
removes his hat. 
"Philip." 
"Felipe," he translates, and we shake hands. 

He steps over to the Falcon, and begins to circle, 
letting out a low whistle of appreciation. 

"Bonita," he says. "A beauty. This very good car. 
El Presidente de Mexico-he drives this car," he says. 

I blink. "The President of Mexico drives a '64 
Falcon?" 

"Si Si. Es heavy duty." 
"Heavy duty," I repeat, seeing my car in a new 

light. "Thank you." 
Like a magician preparing a trick, Francisco rubs 

his hands together, then produces a heavy toolbox from 
his trunk. He extracts a wrench, walks back to the 
Falcon and vanishes under the hood. 

"Shit-god-damn-it," he says, tugging on wires, 
banging on parts. "What's wrong, Francisco?" I say. 

"Es HOT," he says, poking his head out from 
under the hood, pointing up at the sun. "Es too much 
hot." 

"Si," I say. "Very hot today." 
He slips back under the hood and begins to curse 

again. After a few minutes, the cursing stops. It becomes 
a whistle. Good. That seems like a sign. Then he starts 
singing. Spanish, in a deep and rich baritone. Even 
better. 

"You've got a voice, Francisco. You know that?" 
"Gracias," he says, putting down his wrench. "I 

am a mariachi AND a mechanic." 
"Seriously?" 
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"Si. Vety serious. I play la guitarra, piano, trum-
pet, drumming, the harp-and also-singing." He 
demonstrates again in that ftne, deep voice. 

"I'll be damned," I say. Who'd believe it? 
He goes back under the hood. 
"Any luck under there? Can you fix it?" 
"Si. Aqui is el problema," he says, and waves me 

closer. He points to the thermostat. "This bad," he says. 
"Es broken." 

"The thermostat?" I say. "Are you sure?" 
"Si Si. Es too much hot for this car. You want, I 

ftx for you, Felipe? Mickey Mouse?" 
"Mickey Mouse? How much?" 
"Thirty dollars." 
"OK," I say. "Thirty dollars." We shake. 
"Bueno. Twenty dollars now, I buy new one, then 

come right back, OK?" 
I begin to laugh. "Not OK, Francisco." 
"But why?" 
"Because I give you twenty dollars, maybe you 

don't come back," I say. 
He looks injured. "I promise to you," he insists. 
I shake my head. 
"Ten dollars, then. OK, Felipe?" He points to his 

toolbox. "I leave my tools, OK? Come right back, OK?" 
I look at his toolbox. There's ftfty dollars there, I 

guess. Maybe less. 
"OK," I say. 
"Bueno, Felipe," he says. "Five minutes. I come 

right back." 
"Bueno, Francisco," I say, and hand him ten 

bucks as he drives off in the Toyota. P. Culkin Ruddy 39 
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Five minutes later, he does not come back. 
Cars pass. The air is hot. No Francisco. I'm staring at the 
tools. Imagining them mine. Would what I do with tools? 
Nothing. Ten more minutes pass. Still nothing. I've been 
had. 

car!?" 

And then he reappears-ON FOOT. 
"Francisco!" I call out. "What happened to your 

"Es br-o-oken!" he shouts back. 
"Broken? In fifteen minutes?" 
"Yes, shit-god-damn-it!" he says, rushing up, out 

of breath. Sweat is pouring off his face. His shirt is 
soaked. He looks like a man who never runs, who has 
been running. 

"Is it serious?" 
He shrugs, chasing his breath. ''Very bad. Maybe 

axle. Maybe transmission, shit-god-damn-it." 
I shake my head in sympathy. "It's a bad day for 

good luck with cars, Francisco." 
He nods, and then gets an idea. "Felipe," he says. 

"If I fix your car, you push me home?" 
I look up. "How far?" I say. "Where's home?" 
"No far," he points. "Down the street." 
The sun's beating. My head is aching. I am still in 

Pacoima. 
"OK, Franciso," I say. "If you fix the Falcon." 
"No problema," he says brightly, picking up his 

wrench. "Shit-god-damn-it," he adds, getting back under 
the hood. He works away for a while, banging around. 
"Aye! La cabeza," he says. "My head." He clutches it in 
agony. "Last night, too much drinking. Too much 
cervezas, god-damn-it." 
40 P. Culkin Ruddy 
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"That's rough, Francisco. Can you make it?" 
"Si. Nowony, Felipe. No problem." 
He gives me a brave thumbs-up and a hero's 

smile, and ducks back under the hood. "Shit-god-damn-
it." 

A few minutes later, he surfaces with my thermo-
stat, waving it above his head like a victory medal. 

"Yeah, Francisco!" I say. "The mariachi me-
chanic!" 

engine. 

He beams. And then he looks down. 
"Uh-oh, Felipe." 
"Uh-oh-what?" 
"Otra problema," he says, and points to the 

My smile fades. 
He points to a thick crack running down the 

center of the crankshaft pulley. 
"Thatbroken too. The pulley." 
"Shit," I say. 
"Shit-god-damn-it," he corrects me. 
For a few minutes, we just stand around, staring 

into the engine, burning in the sun. We scratch our 
heads. "Can you ftx this, too, Francisco? Mickey 
Mouse?" 

He stands thinking. Frowns. Shakes his head. 
"Maybe no, Felipe. Maybe need a new one," he says 
ftnally. 

OK?" 

I look dejected. "Shit." 
"God-damn-it," he commiserates. 
We both think some more. Francisco looks up. 
"Felipe, you push me home, I fmd a way to ftx, 

"Really, Francisco?" 
P. Culkin Ruddy 41 "Si." 
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How to get out of Pacoima? It's like a riddle. 
"OK, Francisco. Let's do it." 
He shakes my hand. 
We load his tools into my trunk, and he hops in 

the passenger seat of the Falcon. He points down the 
block. "This way, Felipe." 

Five blocks later, we find his Toyota in an alley. I 
take an old Mexican blanket out of the trunk and drape 
it over his rear bumper. I align my front bumper with his. 
I fire up the Falcon. Francisco jumps into his car. He 
waves and I start to push. It works. Francisco steers. We 
roll into traffic. He waves where to tum. People stare 
and laugh and honk, but we're making it. Three blocks 
later, Francisco's hand shoots out the window. He waves 
me over to the curb. We're in front of a bodega. 

Francisco hops out and trots over to me. 
"What's up? Where's your house, Francisco?" 
He looks hopefully toward the bodega. 
"Ah, Felipe, too much hot. You buy me a 

Budweiser?" 
"A Budweiser?" 
"Si, for my head. Boom-Boom. Es aching." He 

clutches it for dramatic effect. 
"You don't want an aspirin, Francisco? Some 

water?" 
He clutches his stomach. He shakes his head and 

sticks out his tongue. "No good for me, Felipe. Only 
Budweiser." 

There's only one way to win this. 
I walk into the bodega, and return with a 16-

ounce Bud in a paper bag. 
He pops the top and takes a long, deep gulp. 
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"Muchas gracias," he says, offenng me a sip. 
"No thanks, Francisco." 
We get back into our cars. "How much farther to 

your house, Francisco?" I shout. 

back. 
"Not far. 1bree blocks. Maybe five," he calls 

Twenty blocks later, we arrive. 
It's a tiny yellow house with a well-kept garden. 
"This is a very nice house, Francisco," I say. 

"Gracias, Felipe." 
We push his car into the driveway. He hops into 

the Falcon, finishing the last of his Budweiser and 
tossing it into a garbage can with a flourish. "This way!" 
he points.He guides me to the main street-San 
Fernando Boulevard. Middle of the afternoon, the street 
is packed, exploding with parents and kids and dogs, ice-
cream vendors and balloon men. As we drive, Francisco 
beams and waves. He whistles and calls out to the 
women. Young, old, fat, thin, it doesn't matter. He 
whistles to them all. "Hey Mamacita!" he calls out, as 
we roll down the street in the convertible. We pull off 
the boulevard and onto a narrow lane. Tiny houses and 
burned out yards. We pull up to a man sitting in a dusty 
lawn, surrounded by three little kids and an ancient 
German shepherd. 

Francisco gets out, motioning for me to wait. He 
walks up to the man. They speak. The man shakes his 
head. Francisco walks back to the car. 

"No more welding," Francisco declares. The city 
close him down." 

"Bad news," I say. 
"Si, my friend, he have no other job. He looking, 

but-but no problem," he says brightly. 
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We get back on the boulevard. 
Two miles later, we come to a shop. Pacoima 

Welding. Francisco gets out, pops the hood. Three men 
greet him. He speaks to the one with the welding mask. 
The welder walks over, looks under the hood for a while, 
and at last, shakes his head. 

Francisco talks to him. They speak in Spanish. 
The man shakes his head again, adament. Francisco 
talks. They both talk. The man keeps shaking his head. 
Finally, he sighs. He nods. He slips on his welding mask 
and crawls benath the Falcon. 

"Francisco," I say, amazed. "What'd you say?" 
"I show him the problem. "Amigo," he say, 'This 

pulley, can't fix. Es too thin. The welding no hold.' I say, 
'Maestro--you TRY.' He say, "Impossible. Es too thin!" 
I say, 'You welding for twenty years, and you can't fix 
THIS?' He look at me and say 'OK-Twenty minutes."' 

I beam. ''You're a genius, Francisco. A mariachi, 
a mechanic, and a genius!" 

Francisco smiles. "Thirsty, Felipe?" 
"No," I tell him. "But you are." 
We walk next door to a little cafe. Behind the 

counter is a young girl, maybe 20. The girl is wearing a 
miniskirt and a gold tube top. She has a voluptuous body 
and a scowling face. 

"What do you want, Francisco?" 
"Budweiser." 
I buy him a Budweiser and a bottle of water for 

myself. 
"You like the Mexican girls?" Francisco asks me, 

looking at her. 
"Very beautiful," I tell him. 
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He points to the girl. "For ten dollars, you can 

have her." 
"I'm just waiting for my car, my friend," I say. 
Francisco shrugs. We drink and we wait. Then 

we go back to the welding shop. 
At the welding shop, the welder's still welding. 

He's under the car, with the torch and we wait. Fran-
cisco starts singing. The sun's still beating down over 
Pacoima, but now there's hope. 
At last, the welder crawls out from under the car. "OK, 
you try." 

I hop in the Falcon. A click. Nothing. I try again. 
Click. The engine won't tum. 

I get out, look under the hood. We all look under 
the hood. 
The guy's welded the gear to the block. 

"He welded the gear to the block, Francisco!" I 
shout. I can't believe it. "This is worse than before!" 

Franciso shoots the welder a look of alarm. "NO 
problema," he implores. The welder dives back under the 
car with a long metal file. He saws away at the block. I 
worry and pace like an expectant father. The man crawls 
out. 

"Now, try!" says Francisco. 
I say a prayer and tum the key. The engine roars 

to life. 
"Shit-god-damn-it!" shouts Francisco, dancing 

with glee. 
"Shit-god-damn-it," I shout back. I hop out of 

the car. We dance a little jig. 
The welder shakes his head, and wipes his brow, 

surprised as anyone. 
"Thank you," I tell him. "You are a great welder. 
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The welder thinks. 
"Thirty bucks." 
I give him the money. Francisco and I hop back 

into the Falcon, overjoyed. As we pull out, a motorcy-
clist comes whistling past us, driving like fury. The driver 
is a big man, with a moustache and sunglasses. He turns 
and flips us the bird, passing on the left. "Es un loco," 
says Francisco. "Too fast." 

When we come to the next traffic light, a large 
crowd of people is gathered. A blue Chevy sprawls in 
the middle of an intersection with a twisted piece of 
metal beneath it. The metal is a motorcycle. The same 
motorcycle that had just passed us. The biker is under 
the car, too. His legs are sticking out. 

"Muerto," Francisco says. "Dead." 
We stare. He's right. 
"This morning," says Francisco, "maybe he has a 

pretty wife, little children. "Now-nada." 
"Nada," I tell him. "Gone." 
We drive past the scene, feeling quiet. 
When we get back to Francisco's home, I look 

over and hand him his money. 
"Thank you, Francisco. I could not have done 

this without you." 
Francisco grabs my arm. "White, brown, black-all 
the same blood," he says, drawing an invisible line 
from my arm to his. 
I nod. 

"You are heavy duty, Francisco." 
Francisco smiles. 
"Adios, Felipe." 
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And he was still waving, as I drove away in the 
'64 Falcon-the very same car driven by the Presi-
dent of Mexico. 

P. Culkin Ruddy 4 7 
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S. E. Gilman 

The Necropolltans 

"Cities and sewetS!"Helmut's father bellowed. 
"Cities! The blurzderr!rs and cutpurseswhodewurthemare the 
death knell of any civilized nation. " Papa with his trembling 
side-whiskers and clenched fists roared over the dinner 
table. Helmut, just a boy from Saxony. Not what you'd 
call a prodigy on his hom, though Mama called him 
"little Gabriel." 

'Ththesensiblething. Goamong;ourownprople-
I.Jone;tfarmersandCOOJX!YS11Uidethisfamilypxplecfrr:sJX!din 
this village. You will u;ork to makeyourlifea tribute to that 
rrspect. It'stime;oukarnaiwhatUXJ!kingUXISaOOut! Devil 
take;ourmusic master! Go to music school? Scl:xJolforidk 
louts! Newrwilll send a boycfmine to mingle with the 
drunkards cfMunich!" 

Papa Schreckengost's voice invaded Helmut's 
deaf ear while he turned the good one toward Benjamin. 
With one foot Helmut kicked away pigeons that sur-
rounded their bench, a distracted kick to break himself 
of his father's weight. Helmut tried to focus attention 
on the old Jew's words. 

Benjamin whispered like a conspirator, breathless 
as a child. "A gang of them-schwartzes- follow me 
back from the post office. I could tell I was being 
followed by their smell, wax and strong whiskey. I do 
not notice just how close they are until I enter Lummas 
Park. They push me up against a tree. One sticks a 
knife - right to my heart! Says, 'Old man, give me the 
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money and I'll let you live.' My social security-
seventy-nine dollars!" 

Schreckengost kept his eyes on the board, 
turning up his hearing aid with one hand. "So you gave it 
to them? Just like that?" 

"What was I to do? Fight them, four schwartzes 
with a switchblade? One carried a chain. I'm an old 
man, Helmut- back condition, heart condition, and on 
top of that, I'm happy to be alive. Do I want to die on 
the street for seventy-nine dollars?" 

"Benjamin, you are a fool. You let those animals 
walk all over you. You have no self-respect. Bah! Look 
here!" Helmut took the black queen with his knight. 
"You do not pay attention. Being followed and not 
noticing! That's why I beat you again. Always I beat 
you. Last week it was the bocce- the noise those 
people made- and you always looking to see what 
other people are up to. Never do you keep your mind on 
our game." Helmut's eyes ftxed on the board's squares; 
still he could feel Benjamin staring, red-faced. 

"Friend, I meet you today to tell you this: I am 
not coming any more to this park. Last week in this vety 
park am I mugged, threatened with death, and you pay 
no attention to a word I've said. If you want to play 
games, you must come to the Home. We can play in the 
recreation room- it's sunny. They have a terrace and 
patio if you want to play outdoors. But I will not risk 
my life. I have called to have my check sent automatic 
to the Home. But you, you have no telephone. You 
refuse to visit, even for dinner. Why refuse my invita-
tions?" 
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Bocce bowlers were setting up for Sunday 
tournament, another reason Helmut disliked Lummas 
Park. Benjamin brought pretzels too, and pigeons 
surrounded their bench. Dirty birds, scavengers. Blacks 
roamed the benches for shade, with nothing to do but 
horseplay, carrying open bottles and blaring radios. The 
bowlers chattered and cursed in Spanish and broken 
English. In Miami, everyone talked broken English. 
''Your king is wide open, Benjamin. Move it to one side, 
goon." 

"You say I talk too much. But you sit there like 
a stone and you don't even listen. You refuse my hospi-
tality, and you refuse me even a reason why." 

"You ask too much. I am a solitary man. I could 
not bear- the society in your nursing home, those nosy 
monkeys, those mummies mumbling in their shawls. I 
asked nothing from you." 

Benjamin grasped the seat of the iron bench to 
push himself to his feet. "Very well. You ask nothing 
of me, true - only my time and goodwill for the last 
year, and both of these you have just offended. I gave 
you my number-you may telephone and tell me when 
I can expect you. Now, our games are over." 

Helmut at last looked into his face. "But the 
game is not over! We must finish a game to the end. 
Benjamin, you cannot abandon me like this!" 

"You need friendship with me? No, you're a 
solitary man! Yet I bear your insults, come to this place 
where I nearly lose my life to tell you what has happened 
to me, and chess is more important." 

"Yes, what happened was a tragedy. Yes, this 
s\W is overrun with animals. But you must never retreat 
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from life. You need not hide yourself. You are not the 
guilty party. You must come back! The park is where 
we met, where we play in peace." 

"Peace!" Benjamin shook flakes of pretzel from 
his trousers. "I don't understand the kind of peace you 
want. Here, enemies surround me. Will you invite me 
to you room?" Helmut concentrated again on the 
chessboard. "As I thought. So call me when you are 
ready to talk. I don't hide myself. As for company, I can 
have plenty at the Home. You have nothing but your 
little plastic men, and for that you have my pity, and 
God's too." With that Benjamin turned and made his 
way down the sandy path. Helmut watched his crabbed 
walk disappear into the palmetto grove. 

join me in Brazil, "the captain told Helmut the 
last time they clasped hands. "Drink schnapps under the 
open arms of Christ on the hill. I will be rich, and )XJU will ploy 
in the orchestra in Sao Paulo. " That was before firestorrns 
from the air and the British crossed the river. 

"For Gods sake, why Miami?" Otto Hubben asked 
him after they had driven the cows into the bam for the 
nightagainstthesnow. "Stayonourfarm. DoJXJUhawany 
idmhowcloselytheyzmtchforfXXP/elik:!)XJU? AndtheCulxms 
areSUXlrmingaerMiami now, thejeu;si:JawtakenOU!r, and in 
the~, nothingbutschlmrtzes. Staywithus! Tmchmusic 
hen:!inPennsykx;mia." 

The Hubbens had been in the Bund, knew his 
father's family. For the first American year, Helmut 
practiced his hom in the hayfield each day, studied 
English at night. Once a month when Helmut drove to 
FischeiVille with the Hubben family to buy supplies, he 
pretended he was mute. He did not break his vow~ 1 
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silence with his thick accent until he was alone on a train 
to Florida. Otto tried to talk him out of it, but Helmut 
had decided Miami was the best place to catch a flight to 
Brazil. 

Not right away, of course. First he would have 
to work, save some money. The more time that passed 
on his small salary, the more convinced he became that 
Captain Dittlinger was dead. 

Helmut's fmgers closed around a pawn. "All my 
life they have filled me with advice. Tell me all about 
honor, punish me with shame. All dead, and now 
strangers tell me what to do!" The smell of Benjamin's 
Swisher Sweets mixed with the confederate jasmine 
beside the bench, with exhaust from the buses of tour-
ists, domestics, and shoppers that crossed the square. 
Goodbye to the Jew's cigar stink and the cmmmy birds 
that followed him everywhere! Helmut had enjoyed his 
endless patter until Benjamin began to pry. Good 
riddance then, to his meddling. 

The Herald would be waiting for him at his 
apartment, and he could dine quietly at Alfred's tonight. 
Helmut Schreckengost placed each chess-piece into its 
slot, folded the board and locked it, and removed his 
hearing aid. This too was a habit, a relief not to hear. 
Undisturbed by the noise of the city, he walked the 
blocks north, parallel to the interstate, ignoring the 
gibberish of Spanish, the landlady's screaming at the 
brats who overran the suite next to his room. 

Helmut hummed a Strauss melody, not for his 
ears, for they heard less and less each year, but to take 
his mind's sight from the waves of faces that sailed past. 
~wn, yellow, tan, and black, they appeared 
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altematingly savage, suspicious, accusing, bitter, envi-
ous, or vapid- ftlled with stupidity, they reminded him 
of faces at Hubben's farm. Mad darting eyes of tiny-
brained chicken-people. Docile, gullible cow-people-
or people who sweat the muscular, unpredictable rage of 
the boar. Down Salvatore Street, dogs had clawed open 
bags of garbage, spilling their offal on the sidewalk. The 
waste of this country, the filth that roamed the streets. 
Heat bore down on him in his black school suit, his 
tongue swollen from thirst. It could wait until he got 
home; he refused to drink from public fountains. 

Hubben had been right. In Miami, nothing but 
kikes, Spanish, and schwartzes. He saw it, the decay of 
this city, worse than when he ftrst retired as bandmaster. 
Policemen sat in their cruisers on the shady side of the 
street, ignoring the traffic, ignoring violations, playing 
cards with their ignitions on, burning public gasoline. 

'Takehim!ThisisHelmut, myson. Yes:, heisschoolai 
-he can .fill outforms. Show him what it's like, a real man's 
job. Get this music foolishness out of his head. "The con-
stables made him the butt of their jokes, the 
burgomaster's son. Sly sons of farmers cajoled Helmut 
into card games where he lost his pay just to fit, just to 
pass time at the station. But he proved useful, staying 
on when other young men left to grunt and to sweat in 
the ftelds. A good harvest, yet war and a worthless mark 
made each yield poorer than the last. 

As soon as he could, Helmut joined the Party. 
The Fuhrer loved music. The Fuhrer was an art lover as 
well as leader of the next thousand years. The Party 
needed musicians to play for the glory of the Reich. 
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Never could Helmut forget the swell of the bugles and 
thunder of drums, banners waving like an ocean, a stand 
of glittering eagles, standards as far as the eye could see. 
Nuremberg- his senses filled by this ancient city. 
Crowds filled monumental plazas, gawked at statues, 
cathedrals. The music itself was a bellow, simple but so 
moving, so vital. To play it required little skill, so he lost 
himself in its primal cry. 

He returned home to say goodbyes. Papa said 
his: 'May the Party keep you out of trouble. With my blessing, 
go, Gabrie4 horn-blaux?r. ComebackaColonef!" 

Panting, Helmut let himself into his room. No 
sign of the Euliss woman, thank God. At the foot of 
the door, the Herald lay facedown on the dirty linoleum. 
Helmut shook the paper at arm's length before laying it 
on the dinette, then paused. He looked out the window 
-laughter from the stoop and shudder of the air-
conditioner next door- rackets he did not have to 
subject himself to. From his coat pocket Helmut with-
drew his hearing aid. A reminder- paper absently 
touched in his pocket, carrying notes to remind himself. 
He removed an envelope, a bill from the public library. 
Records he had checked out and forgotten, and 
Schopenhauer was overdue. So many things he let slide 
-the business with Benjamin, he thought. Read the 
paper. Make some tea. 

A slow pivot to the sink. Helmut took three 
steps in a curled walk and stopped. What was on the 
front page? Mengele found? Lucky bastard. Drowned 
dead while swimming, an accident. Imagine, his fine 
house. Servants and a mistress to help him out of his 
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chair. Mengele, a doctor. Not a country bumpkin, not a 
simple musician. 

'7bat fossil Schreckengost? That s/at;edriwr? He 
knousndhtngifcornjX6ing-~)OUmmnde-comfxEing/" 

Braying Yuriel, the laughing piano player with big ears, 
mocking him at academy functions, making jokes in 
front of students. Helmut held nothing against him, 
even admired Yuriel for his wit, his flair. But Yuriel 
always took advantage of Helmut's silence. 

"How could I teach them, Otto? How could I 
face them? Jew students in an American school? Stand-
ing before the sons of men who ruined my country, 
deflled my family honor, mine own ridiculed?" Helmut 
slammed his fist on the dinette. The thin stoneware cup 
leapt from its saucer, scattered to bits on the floor. 
Water had boiled out of the saucepan, the bottom of the 
pan burned on the hotplate, black aluminum smoke and 
a trace of singed oil filling his nostrils, leaking in threads 
under the door. 

"Schreckengost, open up! You in there, 
Schreckengost?" Pounding, pounding on the door. The 
Euliss woman. 

"A minute. You will have to wait!" 
''What's going on in there? You trying to kill us 

all?" 
"I said wait, is that understood?" Helmut picked 

up the handle of the burning pan. It hurt, but he held it, 
smiling to himself. He dropped the pan into the cold 
sink, a harsh clatter and hissing steam. He cooled his 
hand under the running tap. 

"Goddamnit, this is the last time. From now on, 
I'm using my own key! Open up, damn you!" 55 
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"All right, all right. I am coming." 
Outside stood the former daughter-in-law of his 

former landlord. Her obese face was pouched, beet red, 
and she wore the same faded housedress evety day with 
a kerchief of garish palms and parrots tied on her head. 
How could a woman look a drudge and demand tribute? 
She was perhaps 40, but she looked 60. Like Aunt 
Jemimah but swine-pink, bitter, always with a frown. 
Helmut used to smile at Aunt Jemimah when he first saw 
her on the package. Imagine, thousands of Americans 
eating flat, fried tasteless paste, and looking into that 
black-faced smile. Mr. Euliss waking up to this white 
Jemimah evety day. 

"Don't smile at me like the cat that ate the 
canaty, old man. Something's burning in here. Where is 
it?" She pushed past with her hips and walked into his 
sanctuaty as if she owned the place, which was only 
half-true until the divorce was final. She sniffed at the 
sink. "That damn hot plate again." 

Helmut lowered his eyes to her waist. You could 
smell the fat on her. She and those two brats living there 
for free. The elderly parents of the young Mr. Euliss 
were fine people. Helmut had even taught the Euliss 
boy chess when the son was lanky and 12 and full of 
himself. But the boy had grown sullen, then hardly 
stayed about the place. The last time he had spoken to 
Helmut was to tell him that the woman he had married 
was suing for divorce and the building was his settle-
ment. She was a troublemaker, she wanted the old man 
out. 

"That's the second time this month, 
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Schreckengost. And once the month before. One of 
these days you're going to bum the whole place down. 
You're getting rid of that thing now, because I'm taking 
it with me, d'you hear?" The woman pulled the cord 
from the wall and hustled the hot plate to the door. 
Helmut called after her. 

"Both the Elder Mister Euliss and the Younger 
have given me permission for that hot plate. I have 
known the Euliss family thirty-five years. Those good 
people assured me that I should always have a home 
here. Your husband, a good son to his father, assured 
me ... " 

"Ex-husband. We'll see about that," said the 
former Mrs. Euliss. "Good day, Mr. Schreckengost." 
White Jemimah strode to her apartment trailing the cord 
along the linoleum, its useless prongs dragging behind 
her. 

"Swindler! Harpy! Succubus!" he spat. 
Schreckengost returned to his sink, and ran the tap until 
it was hot. He filled a second cup and dropped the tea 
bag into it. She did not see the mess on the floor. He 
would clean it up while the tea was steeping. Painful to 
bend so low to find every sliver of the broken cup, and 
his hearing aid had rolled somewhere. 

No matter. His head was always full of music. 
Where had he played that tune by Strauss, the tune he 
cherished in his silence? 

At the Welcoming of the Notables! After the 
coarse parades, with his quintet of officers, all of junior 
rank, but chosen by the S.S. Colonel Bitterfeld had 
sought them out. Yes, they played Heldenlieben that 

S. E. Gilman 57 



permafrost 25 

night. Helmut and his group had been asked to perform 
for a gathering of high officers and party ministers which 
the Fuhrer was rumored to attend. Selections from 
Strauss and Wagner- Helmut had chosen and arranged 
the program himself. But the violinist, Rudolf, took the 
bows. Rudolf with the pouty mouth, hair as fine as 
feathers in a forelock that fell in his eyes as he played, 
long lashes a seduction when he closed his eyes to feel 
the music- Rudolf was invited to sit with the colonel 
and the ministers, and by the end of the evening, the 
Fuhrer had not come. 

"I quit," Helmut told his father when he re-
turned. "They are nice only when they want my help, an 
accompaniment or alteration of a score. My composi-
tions, my loyalty means nothing to them. I do what they 
command, and they show no appreciation." Papa smiled 
seeing his splendid black uniform, insignia, and golden 
buttons. Their reunion was cordial; they drank as equals 
until Helmut made his confession. 

Papa put down the wine glass and cackled. 
"Quit? Youdonotquitanarmy! "WhatelsehasewrmadeJOU 
more than atelrlp!ramental roy? Of what else can JOU be 
proud? Quit? Impossible!" As the nation rose in stature, 
Papa had also joined the Party. Silver on the mantle, 
fme crystal they drank from- all these were new. 
Clearly, Papa had done well. 

''You uould not quit on principlE, not so long as they 
send youstolenjewsilwr!" Helmut awoke. 1heMiami 
Herald sprawled on the table, sheaves in his lap, on the 
floor. "Oh Papa," he wept. "What became of Magda? 
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What was left of home? Have I proved enough to stand 
before you?" No answer in the dark save the rumbling 
of his stomach. Survival the organism demands. Some-
thing more than tea. Helmut thought of Alfred's. 

Alfred's was the finest delicatessen-
sauerbraten, soup and bread for under five dollars. One 
must eat to keep the will strong, and one does not need 
to hear in order to eat. He could not find his hearing aid 
in the dark, but Helmut found a fresh shirt and crisply 
knotted his bow tie. He closed his eyes to the garbage 
and his nose to its smells and followed a dim glow to the 
street, followed the thread of habit long blocks to 
Alfred's. 

But memory sought out his father's face as he 
had seen it the last time. The crystal and table silver 
were gone. So were the family plates, great grandfather's 
walnut clock, and the ironwork that protected windows 
and hearth. Three chairs remained, and one of them was 
broken for kindling. 

"From this day, myWy,;ouarealone. Mamaand 
MagdahawbeensenJintohidingnorth. They send zwrritheyare 
uel~ and! wiO be joining them shortly." 

Papa, you are not leaving? You are burgomaster! 
Did you not sign with the Volksgrenadiers? We must 
never surrender, never abandon our convictions! 

'7he liltk lieutenant has convictions! 'We must not 
surrender'- is this an order? Has he tasted blood biting his 
lip or was it spittle from his horn? Perhap; the taste if metal is 
from your.fikcabinets. look around you,fool! Nothing is left." 

Papa put his head in his hands. He was drinking, 
not from the bottle- his pride would not permit- but 
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from a cracked stein the family had once given to Cook. 
''Helmut, thisistheend. ToomanythingshawhafPelUdinthis 
village, in my name. I wanted toseeJVU to teO JVU this." Papa 
poured another inch. ''We do not know who will get here 
first, nor do ue knowwhatwiU happen ui.Jen they do. !fJVUare 
tosurviw, '111£/kesure the Allies find JVU. 7heyarenot savage as 
Bolshevik;, theydonotexecuteprisaners. You will stay in prison 
a short time after you are caught. "He wiped his lined face 
with his hand, weeping. ''No one will be looking/or you. 
NoonewillknowJVUrnameorcare. Noonewill want)VU, nry 
small eel." He tore a strip of paper off the binding of the 
marks he had bundled for safe passage and scrawled the 
Hubbens' name and American town. ''Here is someone who 
canhelpJVU. 7heymarria;lwithourfomilyinmyfather'stime. 
And they are landsmen,farmers. " Papa and his trust in dirt. 
"You will haw nothing to lose. From nothing to nothing, go!" 

A burden to survive them. Papa without his 
confidence, his arrogance, facing death with tears. What 
was the world? Castles philosophers built on the bur-
rows of moles. The will that triumphs is the will to 
survive, the will to eat, the will to piss, shit, and sleep. 
Helmut, lucky to crawl away and be forgotten. Lucky to 
take your place at the trough. If swifter, stronger, more 
cunning animals chose your time to die, you were spat 
out like a gun casing, one little will spent. Boys listen to 
tales- warriors reliving glorious battles feasting and 
drinking, Valkyries leading them to heaven. Was it 
glorious to die red-handed or die peacefully in sleep? 
Would infamy be better than cowardice, good as glory, 
the same? 

Helmut stumbled to Alfred's after twilight had 
~allowed the city's shapes. Lights flickered. Alfred's 



permafrost 25 

had a neon sign in Hebrew, and a hand-lettered sign, Se 
Habla Espana/. Traitors, infiltrators, invaders, inheritors, 
refugees. 

He followed his feet to his favorite table in the 
back room, but the table he liked to claim was occupied. 
Scanning the room for the mulatto waiter, he saw the 
man backing into the kitchen with a tray full of plates. 
He waited for the boy to return, unaware of the stares of 
the couple who had interrupted their meal, irritated by 
the presence of an old man in black who held his hat in 
his hand, looming over them. 

"Here comes the golden-age club," one said. The 
other moved his silver to the opposite side of his plate. 

"Can we do something for you, sir? Or would 
you like to take a seat, and get out of the way of service 
-if we ever get some." His companion in the floral 
shirt laughed. The waiter was nowhere in sight. 

"You are sitting in my seat, gentlemen," said 
Helmut with great dignity. "Every week I take this table 
at this hour. It was meant to be held, reserved. Please 
move now." 

''You poor, dear man," said the charming younger 
one with long lashes and perfect smile. "There are lots 
of empty seats in this section. Over there, for instance 
- " He pointed to a cleared table with his butter knife. 

"Do you not defer to an elder's request? Do you 
know furthermore that it is impolite to point? Are you 
so lacking in respect for your betters?" 

The charming man said something to him not 
very clear though the pleasant mask of charm cracked to 
convey disbelief, alann. Helmut's hands curled around 
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the seat of the man in the floral shirt and began to tug at 
the chair, upsetting the iced tea. Unable to understand 
them, Helmut repeated his demand louder, more force-
fully. "I will not ask you again. I will have the manager 
throw you out if you do not relinquish my place!" 

The mulatto suddenly reappeared, a sour rag in 
one hand. He mopped up the tea and with the other he 
held Helmut's arm, urging him in broken English to sit 
and be quiet. Helmut stared at the hand that gripped his 
own. He did not hear the waiter's words, only their tone, 
contempt through conciliation, and felt the vigor of 
muscles held in check. 

"Very sorry," the waiter was telling his patrons. 
"No trouble here, no problem. It will not happen again." 

"Once was enough. We want to see the owner," 
said the man whose face was no longer charming, under 
whose long lashes were eyes wide, afraid. In these 
familiar eyes Helmut recognized rabbits that Cook 
skinned for stew, their naked pupils frozen and clear, the 
look on their faces before Cook's sure hands freed them 
from anticipation. 

The brown hand restrained him, then loosened. 
Helmut dislodged it with a violent shake of his arm. 
The waiter brought up his arm close to his face as if to 
ward off blows. 

"Hands off me, mongrel." 
The waiter moved in again to squeeze Helmut's 

arm. This time he was squeezing, tightening, smiling. 
The dining room chatter had ceased and all eyes stared 
at the old man and the waiter. Helmut met their stares 
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-Jewesses caked with face powder, coffee-yellow 
Latinos with slick hair, moustaches dripping with 
borscht, tourists in crumpled, sweaty, clothes. 

"Raoul, back to the kitchen. Pronto." Alfred 
came up behind, a fat, bald man with an apron tight 
around his belly. Alfred's hand, a butcher's hand, led 
Helmut to the door. "If you want to stay, sit down 
quietly and don't make a scene," Alfred whispered. "If 
you want to go, go. Go or stay," he hissed as Helmut 
reached the door. 

A knot had taken the place of supper, of com-
fort. "I go," said Helmut, and he found himself on the 
pavement. 

He searched for direction home. A hundred 
steps, a thousand steps, the upholsterer, the pawn shop, 
the gated bakery and tinsel boutique. A neighborhood 
familiar in a town so changed. He must be near the 
library. He remembered something about the library, but 
it was too late, he was sure. Mercury lights turned wet 
tar to silver. Salsa music from the radio station mixed 
with the smell of dinner blowing down from the rooms 
above the storefronts, frying lard and com. Jealous 
hunger. 

Pork and cabbage and potatoes he ate with 
officers before leading the Volksgrenadiers to their 
positions. These defenders at the bridge had only grain 
boiled in potato water- gruel for men older than his 
father and for children who trained with broomsticks, 
too young to be given rifles when rifles had been plenti-
ful the year before. The ragtag Wehrmacht with them 
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feasted on porridge, while he and Dittlinger, better 
fortified, commanded a rotting wagon ftxed with a 
machine gun they aimed at the Spitftres above and at the 
mass of men in khaki gathering for the ftnal crossing of 
the Rhur. Essen had been strafed until nothing re-
mained. From the promontory that had been a church, 
Schreckengost could see silent black smoke from the 
Farben factory pouring from the hill to the east, futile to 
defend. 

Cannon blasted his ears, shells shattering, drown-
ing out screams of the wounded. His ears bled. 
Helmut's hands, no longer delicate and pale, creased 
with blisters, split and frozen through his gloves, un-
tangled and fed the machine belts of lead while Captain 
Dittlinger talked faster, more eagerly of Brazil. "When 
this is over, my friend . .. " Suddenly Dittlinger's face 
convulsed, became a savage mask. The commandant 
pulled away from their gun to spit into the icy mist-
"Advance! Advance! Do not retreat, .filthy dqgs!"while Allied 
forces, a grey-brown mass, spilt into the Rhur, coming 
toward them. 

The home guard threw down their rifles and 
threw up their arms. "No prisoners/ No cowards! To the 
end!" Dittlinger snarled, a rabid sweat pouring from him, 
ftring at the surrendering grandfathers, collapsing the row 
of bony old men and raw boys as they fell- "Take no 
prisoners/'' 

Here in the Green Street travel office window, 
bright woolen skirts and Tyrolean hats, a poster of a 
street decorated for festival, adorned with the caption 
"Bavaria!" The old world made new, the decadence 
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Papa warned him about, a place he had known in pic-
tures, by rumors, all for sale, for compromise, for sur-
vival. We don't want conquest, we don't want a thou-
sand years. Leave us alone, leave us Oktoberfest. Envy, 
a contemptible stick without ears to hear and a wooden 
eye. If lives were wasted living free, what was his 
wasted on? Should he not want to trade new life for old? 

The Green Street station house was flooded with 
light that made the whore look pimply as a goose, a 
cadaver. Helmut waited patiently as the police ques-
tioned her, led her to another room. Helmut approached 
a dark-haired man with laughing Spanish eyes, stationed 
behind a plexiglass panel, a man small for his neat 
uniform with a golden cross around his neck. Beside 
him was a fishing magazine, on the desk full of papers, a 
deck of cards. 

"I am sorry to disturb you in this manner," 
Helmut said, holding his hat in both hands, "but I am a 
war criminal. I wish to tum myself in to your custody. I 
wish to go home." 

''Jesus Christ, now what?" 
"I was lieutenant, Bandmaster for the 

Schutzstaffel. I was twenty years of age. I was present 
at an incident outside of Essen where many innocent 
people were killed." 

"Where?" 
"In Germany, during your second war. I am 

Helmut Schreckengost." He held his chin high, threw 
out his chest, held out his arms, and waited for hand-
cuffs to recognize him. He could not hear the policemen 
talk behind the barrier as the young officer called his 
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superior over. The elder glanced at Helmut, shmgged 
his shoulders and walked away. The desk sergeant 
motioned for Helmut to enter and offered him a seat. 
Helmut sat erect, expectant. The officer carefully took 
his name, typed it into the computer. 

"I have been illegally in your country forty-five 
years. Surely there will be extradition?" 

The young sergeant looked at him, bewildered, 
and spoke with an accent, lilted and strange. Helmut 
tried to follow his lips. "I'm sorry, sir," Helmut con-
fessed, "but my hearing is not what it once was, I'm 
afraid." 

"Go home!" shouted the officer. "Make your 
peace. There's no reason to keep you, we can't help you. 
No one has heard of this Essen person, so go home and 
stay out of trouble, all right?" 

So young and vital, that sergeant. A man of 
honor and duty. Helmut sat in the chair, full of admira-
tion. Yes, his own uniform had once looked like that. If 
he remained at the station they could search for his 
record of enlistment even though slaughters like Essen 
happened throughout the war. Someone might have 
heard of him, someone might remember. 

"Is there anyone I can call who can bring you 
home?" 

Helmut did not answer. He sat until the police-
man gave up and left him sitting there alone. On a 
notepad he wrote a confession, a few sentences, his 
name and address. When the officer returned, the old 
man remained in the chair, hands folded. 

Two patrolmen were called, and each rookie 
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gently took one of Helmut's arms to lead him outside. 
He sat smiling in the squad car on the ride to Salvatore 
Street. 

Perhaps he would seek out a telephone and call 
Benjamin. And in his pride, tell him. 
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Jane caffee 

After Hearing the OJ. Simpson 
Verdict on the Birthday of a Still 
Beloved Ex-Husband 
(A Lawyer in LA.) 

Here where the year sheds her seasons with 
Ruthless prodigality, we must be more aware 
Than you are, on that other coast, of time 
Hurtling away-there where the days' herald 
Becomes a sentry, a sun so unimpeded by that 
Deep order which marks out change as we creep 
Toward Justice that it just hangs in the sky 
Uke some vast, unblinking, shameless 
Eye trained on our ceaseless labor for all 
That ends in less--less pain, less work. 
The battle comes down to a solitary button, 
And, so they say, does a woman's love. Even 
Naked, we can make no Eden we will not die in. 
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Or be killed by the assassin's blade which coils 
Around a throat, not innocent either, with all the 
Certainty of unequivocal betrayal that a kiss was 
And may be again. 
What does it matter if we set the suspect free, 
Who is no more free than the rest of us, if all 
Freedom means is your choice of buttons and sunny 
Days which succeed each other like mad kings, if time 
Is measured in a gaudy parade of store bought cakes 
And the flickering tongues of candles which taunt us 
Like our own bad decisions? We don't make the law 
And we don't change it. We breathe it. 
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Demetrlce Anntfa Worhry 

Ten Words Liberate a life 

lhree weeks into my slow, starving death, I 
feign sleep; listen to white noise, feel its flat 

warmth blanket my ninety-five pounds. My eyes 
open, focus on my door-framed mother 

blocking light. A yellow aura halos 
her head. Her brown eyes flash a fury I've 

never seen in my seventeen years. It's 
a blinding vortex gaining speed, spinning; 

a raging snow blizzard in a glass dome. 
Her mouth opens. Keen, acute sound transcends 

white noise: W'hether;ou 're here or no~ the sun 
will rise tomorrow. She doses her mouth, 

returns to bed. I shake. The blankets are 
too thin. Frigid air stiffens my joints, bones. 
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Too rarely her heel-worn flats 
snap across my tile floors, 
this small twitchy girl. 

permafrost 25 
Tim Amsden 

You may have glimpsed her in a coffee shop 
sipping latte and reading VarieOJ, 
sharp black eyes and long dull hair hidden 
beneath a flop-brim hat. 

I wish I knew more about her life. 
Was she born in North Dakota? 
Are her parents named Robert and Lucy? 
Does she smoke French cigarettes? 
I do know this: 

Muses live together like nuns 
and watch old movies at night. 
Once during a particularly bad flick, 
My muse called out, "that one's mine-
a real stinkeroo, isn't it?" 
They all laughed sharply like 
startled hens in Nebraska 
and across town I shuddered in my sleep. 
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Linda Button 

NOW THAT I'M DEAD 
NOBODY LIKES MY STYLE 

Here's the ftrst thing you should know about me: 
I'm a videotape editor. You name it, I cut it: commer-
cials, documentaries, wedding videos, and obituaries. I 
can put images together in ways you never imagined. Put 
words in people's mouths. Make you believe things that 
never were. The truth lives up there on the gleaming 1V 
screen. 

Right now, I'm waiting for my ex-wife, so we can 
work together. Here in my windowless edit room (edit 
womb, she used to call it), I look like a jet pilot about to 
take off. The control panels spread out in front of me 
and three 1V monitors, my windows, surround me. 
They're all flickering with images from a car commercial: 
Citroen sedans, to be exact. Behind me sit the leather 
couch and glass table where my clients make their phone 
calls and watch me edit. My audience. Lucky them, they 
also get to study my ponytail. 

I cruise through the footage while I wait. A 
blonde woman presses against hand-stitched gray velour 
seats. Extreme close up: she turns her head toward me 
and parts her lips. Like ripe berries. I could bite them. 

"Mac." I don't have to look up to know that it's 
my ex; just hearing her voice stirs me. She walks in 
dressed for the fourteen-hour day ahead-stretch jeans 
and a loose v-neck sweater. She smells different, spicy 
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and foreign, not like my Dana at all. This unnerves me, 
like when she took back her maiden name only six 
months after the divorce. She pauses to glance at the 
monitors. 

"Dana," I say, "You've come back to me. Is it my 
charm, my good looks, or my magic fmgers?" I wiggle 
them over the controls and show her my widest grin. I've 
been told that my teeth are my best feature. My mouth, 
my worst. 

I get a small smile then she skirts by me, all 
business. "Oh, this'll be fun, huh?" She says over her 
shoulder. 

"You can sit up here next to me." 
"Right," she says, "you hate people there. No, I'll 

be the good little client." And she slides onto the couch. 
Dana pulls her dark hair back into a dancer's 

bun, her broad thighs fill out tight pants, and her ass is a 
lovely peach, squeezable. After she left I would see her a 
million places: in a revolving door, hailing a cab, drag-
ging on a cigarette outside a building. Once I ran up and 
pulled the butt from her mouth. "Christ, you people are 
as bad as the anti-abortionists!" said a strange woman. 
Dana doesn't smoke. 

I hear her behind me, unlatching her backpack 
and sliding things around on the table. I picture her 
lining up her cell phone, her Palm Pilot, and her note-
book. She always puts things at right angles. "You're up 
for this, right?" she asks, gently. I'm grateful for that. 

"Sure." I fast forward through the scenes. The 
shots tilt in crazy angles, the signature style of a certain 
A-list director. The blonde looks as if she could spill into 
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our laps. I'm itching to make this spot dance. 
"Mac, look at me." I tum around. Dana's brows 

pinch over her dark eyes. "How much did you sleep last 
night? One hour, two? Twelve?" I know she's thinking 
about the times when I didn't come home three, four 
nights in a row. She'd call me at the office, long breaths 
shuddering out between her words. You . .. promised you'd 
be . . . home two . . . hours ago. Didn't she realize I had to 
work? I'd get on a roll. After the clients left I'd have 
these ideas that crowded into my head: miraculous 
thoughts. I had to play them out. 

"Why should you care?" 
"You have to ask?" A look passes over her face, 

a momentary regret. "This is the first project for my new 
job." She straightens her back, waiting for my answer. 

"Five hours," I lie. "Relax." How many chances 
do you get to rewind and erase the mistakes you made? 
I've been doing fme without meds for six months. If I 
can keep my act together, maybe Dana will come back. 

She settles into the couch, rifles through her 
papers, not looking at me anymore. "I only recom-
mended you because there was no one else good. Don't 
screw up." 

"Yeah, love you too." I don't sound nearly as 
sarcastic as I want to. 

The door wedges open. This massive, bald-
headed man ftlls the frame, wearing wool slacks and a 
black leather jacket. I clear six feet, but this guy's a 
player; he could snap me. Dana stands up. "Roland, this 
is Mac. Mac, Roland. SeniorVP, Creative Director." 

I raise my hand in greeting. "Welcome to my den 
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of inequity. Where the clients rule and I live to serve." 
That usually earns a grudging smile, but he nods 

at me like I'm a piece of furniture. Dana scoots over to 
make room and they immediately fall into whispers on 
the couch. He's got a smoke and whiskey voice that cuts 
through. He clears his throat. "Remind me what he's 
done, Honey." 

"John Hancock, Sam Adams, oh-that Maserati 
spot." 

"That was a good one," he says. "Kind of artsy." 
The Maserati job was how Dana and I met. She 

was an inexperienced producer; I was Grizzle's premier 
editor. We slogged all weekend ftxing up a disastrous edit 
she had done somewhere else. She had no clue. But she 
was sharp and persistent. I taught her about filin and 
movement, how to put things together. "Watching you 
work," Dana said, "it's like being caressed." That's when 
I knew I had her. 

Roland pulls a chair up next to me. "Let's get this 
going." His black silk shirt gleams in the low lights. He 
strokes his head. 

"Roland? Mac doesn't like people ... " She stops 
and I realize that she has not told him about us. 

He leans toward me. "You've seen the footage. 
Here's the story." His golf-tanned face crinkles into a 
smile, his game face. "A stunning woman waits at the 
light in her new Citroen 560 Sedan. Suddenly, a mystery 
man opens the driver's side door. Shoves her to the 
passenger's side. Grabs the wheel. He's escaping. They 
swerve through traffic and tear into the countryside." 

"Sex, violence, and speed," I say. "Always a good 
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start." If only this guy would loosen up. 
"The cops give chase up these switchbacks. The 

man points the car toward the cliffs. But the woman 
wrestles the wheel away. They crash into a tree." 

I nod. "That takes guts, man. I've never seen an 
ad where that happens." 

His hands freeze mid-gesture and his eyes seem 
to register me for the first time. "In focus groups this 
concept tested through the roof." His hands move 
again; he's told this story so often that he can't separate 
words from action. "So, both the man and woman 
emerge unharmed. Then, the tag." Roland half -closes his 
eyes, savoring this. Three guesses who wrote the line. 
"The Citroen 560. Safer, for life's unexpected turns." 

"An action flick in sixty seconds," I say. "I like 
it., 

Roland reaches over and rests his hand on my 
chair back. "I've admired your work, Max. Good stuff. 
Let's see what you can do for me." He reminds me of 
those management videos I worked on right out of 
school. 

* 
* 

"The idea's fresh. But what a stiff." I complain to 
Grizzle, who's chewing a meat loaf sandwich at his desk, 
mustache twitching. He owns Philadelphia's finest edit 
facility and his wife still packs his lunch. We're looking 
out his six-foot-tall windows. They oversee a neighbor-
hood of reclaimed factory buildings. Sometimes I sit here 
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to get relief from the staleness of my room. 
"Let it go," Grizzle says. In the five years I've 

worked for him, this is his most consistent advice. 
"Roland's all right. And she did ask for you to edit." He 
picks up some onions that fell; they leave curls of grease 
on his papers. "That footage looks juicy, huh?" 

Here's the kind of guy Grizzle is: after Dana split 
he must have called me eight or ten times. I lay on the 
sofa in my dingy white bathrobe, studying the plaster 
bumps in the wall and listening to the rings, one two three 
four five, the answering machine click, Dana's voice, We're 
out. But you know what to do, and Grizzle's messages. "You 
coming to work?" And then, "You alive?" 

Darkness had infected me. I actually considered 
throwing myself out the window, but the effort seemed 
too great. 

Grizzle let himself in. His wife had bought 
groceries and he loaded up my fridge. Then he dragged 
me off the couch to the shower. "Do us both a favor. 
Clean up." For a short, hairy guy, he's strong. 

He fished a small paper bag out of the bathroom 
trash, the prescription Dana picked up before she left. 
She preferred me medicated. And I tried for her. I did. 
The drugs worked like limiters: bring up the lows, 
compress the highs. Nice to have you back, Dana would say. 
But that stuff took my soul away. Tweaked and equal-
ized, I was EZ-listening Mac. Maclite. 

Grizzle stood in the doorway and watched me 
swallow a pill. I sat on the toilet. The glare of white tiles 
burned my eyes, raw from crying. I wanted to slide below 
the floor. "She said not to call her. Three years together 
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and I can't even call?" 
"Maybe she needed a break." 
"She left when I was crashing, Grizz." 
"That'll put a smile on your face." He reached 

over and held my shoulders, as if about to shake them. 
"Hey. Mac, you can be brilliant. But sometimes it's too 
much." He pressed his fmgers into my back, to make his 
point. "Get help, if you need it, pal." 

But I haven't needed anything. I ditched the 
meds and not even Grizzle noticed any difference . 

• 
• 

We build the first sequence: wide shot of the car, 
close-up of the woman, reverse shot of the driver. 
Clunka-clunka-clunka. Turns out this is how Roland 
likes to edit: a dull four beat. Me, I look for the jazz of 
pictures: the sustained chord of the car gliding, the 
percussion of trees flickering past. Shhhhhhhhhhhhh. 
Tucka -tucka -tucka. 

"Whoa, Mac." Roland learned my name. "Where 
you going?" 

I tum around. He paces in front of the sofa while 
Dana talks on the phone. Her legs fold under in a way 
that hikes her black skirt up over her thighs. Roland 
chews on Slim]ims. My entire edit room smells of Slim 
]ims. 

"We're building subtext here. Then I'll work the 
contrast between the man and woman. Get a yin/yang 
thing going." Sometimes I can dazzle clients with lingo. 
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"Makes me carsick. Slow down." He drops onto 
the sofa next to Dana, his arm stretched out behind her. 
I keep an eye on their reflection in my three 1V screens. 
"And don't show the blonde from her left. Too old. 
Right?" I could swear he touched Dana's hair. She 
smiles at him with the phone still pressed against her 
cheek. 

Later, Grizzle stops by to see how the edit's 
going. "Long time, Roland," he says, shaking hands. 
Grizzle's been in the business so long, he knows God. 
"Hey, man, sony to hear about your wife." 

Roland rubs his hand over his head. "Yeah," he 
says, "I'm still trying to figure that one out." 

"Hang in there." Grizzle stands with his arms 
folded, pausing long enough to convey sympathy. "And 
the kids?" 

"She got custody. I didn't have the heart to drag 
them through court." 

"I'm so sony," Dana says, after Grizzle leaves. I 
wince. Kids had become a sore point between us. How 
am 11X! haw a lxlby, she'd ask, ifJUUdon 't come home? 

They're whispering again. The muscles across my 
back tense up. When I edit I often linger on the shot of a 
face, because the truth comes out when the talking ends. 
In this room, though, all I have are their lousy reflec-
tions. I strain to listen above the white noise of the fans, 
sucking heat away from the machines, and the clicking 
of my keyboard. 

"Hey, Roland, check this out," I say-to break 
up whatever they're doing back there. 

"Watching," he says. 
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The film rolls. The car hugs a tight curve. The 
man looks over the woman, she smiles back. I cut to a 
close-up of her hand grasping the fabric of her skirt, a 
tender, unconscious movement. The shift in energy 
pleases me. I stop the tape and swivel my chair around. 
Dana reclines at one end against the armrest, her eyes on 
Roland in the center of the couch. He has edged for-
ward, his hands pressed together, forearms resting on his 
thighs. 

"Too subtle," he says, "They should look like 
they're ready to ... " 

'Jump each other's bones?" I offer. 
"Yes ... " 
"In a restrained, upscale kind of way," adds 

Dana. Roland laughs suddenly, almost a honk, which 
makes her laugh too. I feel a prickle of irritation, the 
way a wound itches when it's healing. I glare until they 
look back at me, grins still tugging on their lips. 

"You don't get it, do you?" I tum back to my 
control panel and shuttle fast forward. The car slaloms 
through traffic with unnatural quickness. This guy, 
Roland, doesn't have an ounce of creativity. He goes out 
and buys talent, then messes with the magic. 

"Excuse me?" Roland's voice tightens. 
"Don't mind Mac," says Dana. 
"Don't mind me? That's not what you used to 

say. Roland, did you know we were married?" The 
images fly across the screens so fast; they feel like a 
memory. 

"Of course," he says. "Dana also said you were 
good. So c'mon, back to work." In the reflections I see 
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them inch away from each other. My shoulders relax. 
The next day Roland doesn't show, but he sends 

in his entourage of writers, art directors, and assistant 
creative directors. The usual sprawling agency team. It 
only occurs to me now that they've been missing. They 
shuffle in and out, wearing the agency uniform of white 
button-downs and black jeans, every one of them a guy 
and not one over the age of twenty-six. They row up 
next to Dana on the sofa. They order sushi and paw 
through the bowls of candy, and ask me to shift my 
timings by fractions of a second. just to see what it would 
lookli~. 

Our edit stretches into evening. Their plodding 
incompetence oppresses me, as does the heavy smell of 
soy sauce, so I excuse myself and slip into Grizzle's 
office down the hall. One of the windows has been left 
tilted open, it's the old-fashioned kind with metal fram-
ing, and the cold air feels bracing. The sky has turned 
deep cobalt blue but brightness still edges the buildings 
in the distance. Spring is corning. Spring, the time of year 
when I feel the lights flicker on inside of me, the familiar 
tingle of energy, waking from a deep sleep. Then, the 
surge, the rush of ideas. Uke being high on genius. 

The next afternoon Roland shows up again. 
Almost three days and we've only finished ten seconds 
of the spot, a fraction. 

"Way too slow," says Roland, his arms folded 
across his chest. 

That's not the only thing slow around here, I think, but 
I work to keep my voice even-keeled. Roland is still the 
client; I owe that to Grizzle. "It's been kind of disrup-
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tive around here. Let me get some traction." 
He watches the spot again then calls Dana out of 

the room. They shut the door but their voices seep 
through. "This is turning into non-linear shit," he says. 
"I'll have nothing to show the client." 

Dana demurs. "Let Mac bring something fresh to 
the story." Their voices disappear down the hall. I roll 
my chair back and forth in front of the console. This 
room's starting to feel like a cage. The door opens. Dana 
walks in and comes over to me. 

"Mac," she says brightly, "just a few changes." 
"He thinks it's crap." I say. 
"He's giving us this weekend. Can you work 

tomorrow?" 
"Anyone else coming?" I ask. 
"No. Well, maybe Roland will swing by." 
We wrap up at eight o'clock. Dana shmgs on her 

jean jacket and swings her hulking backpack over her 
shoulder. "See you tomorrow, nine sharp." she says, 
standing close to me. "We can make this work out, 
Mac." She has loosened her hair; it throws shadows 
across her eyes. I can't read her face, but her words 
warm me with hope. 

Usually, even this late on a Friday, two or three 
other edit rooms are still humming. But tonight everyone 
has bolted. I punch the alarm code near the front door 
then realize, hey, I'm not sleepy, let me bone up on this 
Citroen car. I'll make myself the smartest person in the 
edit room. 

I go back and fire up the computer. It plays the 
anticipatory chord of an orchestra, hummmm. Citroens. 
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Hydraulics. Rise. Fall. I leap from site to site, launching 
windows, fmding connections. What else gets driven by 
hydraulics? Maseratis, Rolls Royce's. Penises. Yes, liquid 
surge and hydraulic lift. The Citroen as penis: this is the 
subtext to the spot. Of course, it's the subtext to every 
spot. 

I cram in everything I can fmd on hydraulics and 
when I look up from the computer, for something to 
write on, I notice the clock blinking 4:58am. I don't feel 
tired at all, or even hungry. Just this raw energy grinding 
through me. I call my old roommate, the tool head with 
green tipped hair, to share my insights. Only he wants to 
get off the phone. And I think-only four more hours 
until Dana comes back. Maybe I should get something 
for her. Something big, and meaningful. 

I run down the emergency stairs. The cold air 
numbs my bare arms; I forgot my jacket. The edit 
facility's on the outer edge of the city. No greenery. 
Even in the empty weekend morning the light seeps 
between buildings, wan and dirty. A frost dusts the 
sidewalk. 

I climb into my Jeep and cruise along, looking for 
any place that's open. Finally, out on Route One, I spot a 
farm stand. Pails, brimming with tiger lilies, edge the 
parking lot. The orange petals vibrate against sprays of 
deep purple and roses like singed velvet. I buy them 
all-so many I have to hug them to my chest with both 
arms. The thick-waisted girl at the counter rolls them in 
crinkly paper. Her lips are puffed up, the way they get in 
high school from making out. 

"We've got a bunch of pumpkins, if you want 
Linda Button 83 



permafrost 25 

them too." The girl gives me a smirk and her lower lip 
splits in a raw line. She walks out from behind the 
counter and her thighs bump against her flowered skirt. 
They look like they've gripped horses and I wonder how 
they would feel riding me. I think maybe she's signaling 
me when her hand makes a half-wave but I tum to see 
an older woman behind me. So I make a note to come 
back-maybe tomorrow if Dana likes the flowers. 

Driving back, I lay on the accelerator. I charge up 
the front steps two at a time. Dana waits, huddled in her 
down jacket on the top stoop, her breath hufftng out 
small clouds. She looks worried, even when I tell her I 
had an important errand to run. Only 15 minutes late 
and she acts like I broke a promise. Man, she can be so 
self-righteous. 

That's when I realize I've left the flowers in the 
car. I want to slide my arms under Dana's jacket, but she 
looks brittle so I unlock the door and we go into the edit 
room and assume our positions. She unsnaps her back-
pack. "Coffee?" she asks. 

"I got the whole deal on hydraulics," I say. But 
she must not hear me. She goes into the kitchenette 
down the hall. I hear her tinkering, the rustle of the ftlter 
paper, and the shush of grounds being poured. Some 
gurgles, then the burnt smell of brewing. I feel like we're 
back in our apartment; one of those mornings when the 
sun flickered through the beech trees out front and 
everything seemed golden and alive. 

She asks if I want some, and I really don't-not 
with all this energy pulsing through me, but I say yes so 
maybe I can touch her hand when she brings the coffee 
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to me. She does. And I do. And, for the moment, it calms 
me. 

We settle in. Very easy. I build scenes, she tells 
me what she likes. The shots choose themselves. The 
man runs his fmger along the leather seat. The woman 
presses her tongue into the comer of her lips. 

"Hey, I feel like a chauffeur," I say, glancing at 
Dana's small reflection in the screen. She brought her 
laptop and punches her keyboard. The back of the 
computer acts like a shield between us. Why does she 
need it on a weekend, anyway? "Come down." 

"I'm working," she says. 
"C'mon. It's Saturday." 
"OK. Be good." Dana unfolds from the couch 

and rolls a chair up next to me. She doesn't wear her new 
perfume, so I smell the faint vanilla of her hair, the 
oiliness of her skin. 

I crank up the music track, a James Brown 
knock-off. Dana nods her head. I stand up and play the 
edit keyboard like a piano. The pictures fmd their own 
rhythms. His chin. Her eyes. The car surging around 
turns. The stick shift slipping into its slot on the column. 

"Oh," says Dana, "this is what I was hoping for." 
We order lunch. Dana eats while I edit. I'm still 

not hungry. After lunch, she looks sleepy and rests her 
head against one hand, the other drawing patterns on the 
counter. I remember the two of us watching lV, her 
fingers tracing the line of my jaw as I lay on her lap. She 
had not touched me in months; I felt grateful for the 
caress and hated her because of it. Three weeks later she 
left. 
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My eyes close. 
"Tired?" she asks. 
"Recharging." I open my eyes and let my fmgers 

fly over the keyboard. The car skates up the hill toward 
the cliff, the police car lights strobe. I've thought about 
this commercial so much that, in less than four hours, all 
the shots have fallen into place. 

We watch it together. A modest pop tune of a 
spot, I think, but Dana looks pleased. Her hands cup her 
face, childlike, and she asks me to play it again. "I like 
how the edits get faster until the car gets to the top of 
the cliff, and then everything slows way down," she 
comments. But by the third time we play it I'm stmck by 
how ordiruuy the spot seems. How expected. 

The Citroen cmmples against the tree. The germ 
of another ending takes shape in my mind. "If Roland 
wants to break the mold, we're not there." 

"No, no, the idea, an outlaw seizing the car, 
that's the breakthrough. You've let the idea shine." Dana 
stands up. 

"C'mon, Dana. Let's do something exceptional." 
She seems swallowed up by her sweater. "This is 

fme. No, better, it's excellent. You've pleased me, your 
client. It will please Roland too. I know his taste." 

''I'll bet you do." Her head turns to me sharply, 
her cheeks bright red as if she's been slapped. "Hydrau-
lics," I say. "That's the subtext here." 

"That was lousy," she says. 
"Here's what you tell Roland," I continue. She 

watches my face, her mouth pulled into a tight knot. 
'We need two more scenes. One, a view from a chop-
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per." I wave my hands in front of the TV monitors; I can 
practically see the shot. "Then another low angle. So 
low, we see the rubble of the road." 

"Don't be ridiculous. We shot it the way Roland 
wanted." 

"You do everything he wants?" 
Dana yanks her chair toward the back of the 

room. The girl has fine-tuned the art of not listening. She 
snaps her laptop shut and slides it into its case, then 
hoists it over her shoulder and picks up her down jacket. 
"Why can't you ever let things be good enough?" 

"You were good enough." Other words rush to 
my lips too, but I manage to hold them back and let this 
thought float to her. She doesn't put on her jacket, just 
carries it back toward me. I say, as softly as I can, to 
show I mean it, "Please, stay. Just stay. I only want to 
explore a little." I fiddle with the knobs and feel her 
standing next to me. I breathe in deeply, smell the bitter 
edge of her sweat. "Are you seeing Roland?" I ask. 

She drops her backpack. Her dark hair gleams in 
the low lights. "Maybe." She says this as if the word 
were fragile. 

"Maybe? He wants to run the idea by some focus 
groups first? Don't wony," I say, "you'll test through the 
roof." 

Her mouth opens, then she presses her lips 
together. She looks defeated. I forgive her. I do. I feel the 
lightness spread inside me. The warm air rising, lifting. 
And I feel pity for her-her shiny black head, the small 
scabs on her arms where she picks herself. 

She can continue her little thing with Roland. 
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I've had my escapades, might still have escapades. She 
can live two lives the same way I live two lives. The one 
down here, in the dark with the controls, and the one 
that flickers up across the screens in screaming colors. 

"We can still be together, Dana." 
She pulls her hands into the sleeves of her 

sweater until only the red tips of her fmgemails show, 
pinching the knit to hold it in place. Her eyes look so 
dark, I can't see into them. "My therapist says I was 
traumatized by you." 

"Your therapist is a lesbian." I offer. "Didn't I do 
everything she suggested?" 

Dana takes in a small breath. I spin the control 
wheel. The footage fast -forwards to a scene where the 
car stops abruptly and the woman is thrown toward the 
windshield. I pause it; the actress's face momentarily 
twisted by fear. A few more frames and the airbag will 
blossom into white, obliterating the screen. 

"It was too hard, Mac. Your lack of sleep. Your 
relentless ideas--! needed a machete to talk with you." 
She picks at a spot on her wrist. "At least when you were 
depressed it was manageable." 

A shadow passes over me. I'm in bed again, 
Dana sliding into the sheets; her body warm but turned 
away from me. I would roll over and slide my arms under 
her pajamas, cupping her breasts, pulling her into me, 
trying to keep from drowning. And she would struggle, 
as if I could pull her down too. Sornetirnes I think you'd be 
better without rne, I would whisper to her. 

At leastitUXISmanageable. 
I slam my hands down on the keyboard and she 
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jumps. "''m just too inconvenient, aren't I?" My voice 
bounces off the metal panels. "At least I tried." 

She slides her arm into the coat sleeve. "You 
stopped taking your pills, didn't you?" 

"Marriage isn't a fucking commercial." I say. 
"You can't choose the parts you like." 

She crosses her arms over her front and rocks 
slightly back and forth. 

"C'mon," I say. "Can't you see I'm happy now?" 
I'm Orson fucking Welles. 

"It may be happiness to you. It makes me miser-
able." 

"Then I'm fucking delirious." 
She answers, very quietly, "That's what I'm 

thinking too." Her eyes are slick with tears. "I don't 
know why I recommended you. I must be as sick as you 
are." She watches her own feet, doing anything not to 
look at me, and starts for the door. 

I push past her and block the doorway. "At least 
let me present my edit." 

"Don't even talk to me." She digs her fingernails 
into my upper arm, wedges between the door and me, 
and half-runs to the entrance. 

"You and Roland think you're so edgy! But you 
only go out on a limb if it's already on the ground!" I go 
to follow her, but Dana's footsteps echo down the 
emergency staircase. I holler after her. "I'm going to keep 
working on it! Wait 'til you see it! Genius!" 

I return to my room and erase the spot. Rule 
number one in advertising: don't show them anything 
you don't like, because that's what they'll use. Give 
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them something they'll remember. Something with 
excitement. 

The lozenge-shaj:xxi carslaloms through tra.ffic. 
Thezwmanglances at the man. Hedriwsex[Xfftly. The 

nm:Jleon theSjHrlometerfansCICY(Nthenumbers-splayx:ll~ 
exclamation jXJints. 70! 80! SXJ! His face glous, laughing at their 
spmiandhissuperiority,atthemshifimagesthattumbleat 
~OOuses, catS,froP/e, andttre5.1hezwman'sshoulders 
mlax.Shenotiasthetightmusclesacrosshislxlck, theangleof 
hissquamjlw. 

Theap;gimchase.Thecardimb;astapemlxmkment 
and hruds for the cliffs. Thezwman rf!aChes farthewhee~ trie; to 
UJrfStlecantrol. The car heads tozmrd thetra?. She flies tozmrd 
thewindshield.Hermouthtwistswithfear.Thecarcollap;e;into 
thetra?. 

Only the man emerges, aliw. The Citroen 560. Far 
ljfo'sunexjX'Ctffiturns. 

"Interesting," says Roland. He squints and rubs 
his head. I wait for the praise to wash over me. 

"Good," he says. 
"Yeah, it is good, isn't it?" says Dana. She stands 

behind Roland, not fully in the room. How can she even 
see the spot? She looks particularly pale today. 

Roland reaches to shake my hand. "Thanks for 
the hard work. I hear you put your own time into this." 
He keeps a bland expression on his face and follows 
Dana out. I poke my head into the hall and see them 
duck through the emergency exit. 

It's good. The kiss of death. I slam my fist into the 
console. Yeah, big Roland. Cojones the size of soy 
beans. 
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"Dana!" 
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'You wrmc~Jaltheptrxluctiondefxlrtment.I.mwitat 
thel:x?Rp." 

"Don't touch a frame, you morons!" So maybe 
that wasn't the smartest message to leave. She doesn't 
call back. I call four or five times more, just to make 
sure she's got my message. I make a copy of my fmished 
commercial. Then I methodically erase all of the other 
footage. 

Grizzle shows up at my door. "The agency called. 
Gotta lay off the messages, buddy." He chews on the 
end of his mustache, then adds, "come into my office, 
Mac." 

The windows are tilted open and spits of rain dot 
the glass. Grizzle leans across his desk and takes off his 
glasses, which means whatever he's saying is important. 
But his voice comes out muffled, incoherent. A framed 
razor blade hangs behind his head on the brick wall. To 
Grizzle, it's a symbol of the old days, He loves to wax 
on about the smell of emulsion, how he'd slice negatives 
with a fast stroke. We still call it cutting but nothing gets 
cut. Everything is sterile and removed and effortless. If 
you don't like what you've done, push a button. Some-
times I would look at that razor and long to feel its edge 
against my wrists. 

" ... so I need you to pack it up, buddy." Grizzle 
says. His hands reach across his desk as if he's trying to 
comfort me. I stand up and walk out, because what is 
there to say? 
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I grab my tape from the room, bolt down to the 
street, and race over to Dana's office. The elevator doors 
slide open to the glass and metal entrance. Everything 
glistens. The receptionist wears a headset, directing calls. 

"I want Dana." I say. 
"Who ... " She asks. 
"Never mind!" I wind back through the maze of 

cubicles. "Dana!" I yell. I hear whisperings. Someone 
runs down the corridor. I follow them. They tum into a 
corner office, a room of glass. Outside the sky has 
deepened to black; the windows act as mirrors. Dana 
stands next to Roland's desk; her arms hug her body. I 
see the curve of her ass in the reflection. I see my own 
face, wild and alive. Roland rises from his chair. 

"Happy now?" I shout. "You like me better 
depressed. Doing your best, aren't you?" 

"Mac," Dana bends f01ward to speak, as if all 
she can muster is a whisper. "You're taking it out of 
context." 

"Life is out of context! You're out of my context! 
I've got no context anymore!" My voice slaps against 
the glass and metal. I feel electric. 

"Mac." Roland speaks very slowly and deliber-
ately. "We need you to leave right now." He folds his 
arms like a linebacker, ready to take me down. 

I toss the tape onto his desk. "To remember me 
by." I look at Dana, her eyes cast down, her cheeks wet, 
and I feel regret trickle through me. But I cannot hold 
onto her and give up this shining aliveness, me. 

Outside the cold air feels good and sharp to 
breathe. The streetlights shimmer in the wet pavement. I 
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sHde down to the stoop, feel the damp concrete leach the 
warmth from my legs. The rain stipples my arms. The 
smell of damp earth fills me. I breathe. Each second of 
now is enough. 

The crushing darkness, like a distant train, 
thunders toward me. In a few days it will obliterate me. 
Maybe this time I'll take that razor and finally feel the 
warm blood circle down my arms. And that's OK too. 

Here's the first thing you should know: I'm an 
editor. You name it, I cut it: commercials, documenta-
ries, wedding videos, and obituaries. I can make you 
believe things that never were. The truth lives up there 
on the gleaming TV screen. 

The cold water streams down my cheeks. My 
eyes close. I see the pieces of events and I can rearrange 
them the way I want to, my own beautiful film. 

Rewind 
ThecarunbucklEsfromthet'rr£andzigzags, ~ 

down thes/ojx?.Danas!lfE lxlckinto me, my arms fold around 
her, myhandsWJPing her11Xlrm broosts.IbrrrJJheoutthescen! 
ofherandgiw back the kiss! took, tucked ck£p under her dark 
hair; andmyf!)f5clal3again. 

Pclu$. 
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MarkBramitis 

Air Conditioning and Heat 

Walter Anderson's son steps into the airport bar wearing his 
perpetual grin, the grin of someone who has unexpectedly but not 
undesetvedly found something deliciou'i--a pear, a plum, a chocolate 
Easter egg-at his feet. Andy is long-haired, long-eared and long-faced. 
He has never been attractive-even as a baby he was disproportionate, 
un-cutely oblong-but this has never stopped him from being happy. 
To his father's enduring puzz!emen~ he has always been carelessly, 
obliviously full of joy. 

"Dad!" Andy spots his father at a table in a comer of the 
Brew Pub in the Newark Airport. Behind Andy L'> a woman with 
square shoulders and black hair. She isn't short or dark-skinned, and 
Walter is forced to revL<;e the image he had of her. When Andy called to 
tell him he had manied a Guatemalan woman, he pictured the plump, 
sad-eyed girl who cleaned the tables of the cantina in Ttajuana where, 
when he was in the army three decades ago, he used to spend an 
occasional Saturday night 

"Dad, hello." Andy open'> his arms and gives hl<> father as 
much of a hug as Walter will permit. "This is Gloria." 

"I am pleased to meet you," Gloria says, giggling and turning 
to Andy, who says, "You said it perfectly." 

"Nice to meet you, too," Walter says. "Sit down." 
After they've settled into plastic seats, Walter says to his son, 

"It's too bad you couldn't have come to Cleveland for a day or two." 
"I told you, Dad, the round-trip from Newark would have 

cost us more than our flight to Spain." 
"I would have been happy to pay for your ticket." Walter 

glances at Gloria. "Both of your ticket<>." 
''I know, and I appreciate it." Andy looks away, hiding, Walter 

suspects, a frown. He wonders if his son is thinking about whom he 
might have seen in develand--about Rebecca, his former fiancee. 
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When Andy again look<> at Walter, his oversized smile has 

returned. Walter has seen similar smiles on the drug company represen-
tatives who come to his office to talk up the latest pill or cream, but 
there is always a mercenary reason for their grins, their manufactured 
enthusiasm intended to sway him to their products. 

Gloria whispers something to Andy, who laughs and tells 
Walter, "She says I don't look anything like you." 

"Ask her if she thinks that's a good thing." 
When Gloria gives Andy her answer, he scolds her in mock 

gruffness. "She says you're far better looking." Andy laughs so quickly 
and loudly that Walter, though flattered, doesn't feel the need to 
respond with anything but a forced smile. 

To Gloria, Walter says, "I'm sony you won't get to see the 
house where Andy grew up." 

"Hell, Dad, she won't even get to see New York City. If we 
had more time, we could take a bus into town and walk around Times 
Square." Andy looks at his watch. "And speaking of time, our flight 
boards in forty minutes." 

"I thought we had two hours." 
'"There was a schedule change." 
'Jesus, Andy, I hoped we could talk. It's been a long time 

since we've even spoken on the phone." 

ranch?" 

"You'll have to come to see us in Guatemala." 
"So you do plan to stay in Guatemala?" Walter asks his son. 
"Yup." 
"And what, exactly, will you do again-work on a cattle 

"Gloria's dad owns it. I'llleam how he runs his business. 
Maybe I'll start a business of my own one day." 

Walter releases a large, involuntary sigh. "So when you told 
me what you planned to do after you fmished the Peace Corps--go to 
law school or medical school--you weren't serious." 

"I was serious. At the time." Andy lifts his shoulders in a 
quick, dismissive shrug. "A lot changed, obviously." 

"I don't understand." This isn't rare; Walter has never 
understood his son. From an early age, Walter plied his son with 
balls-baseballs and termis balls and basketballs-but Andy never 
liked any of the sports Walter liked, never liked any sports at all. 
Instead, Andy helped his mother in her vegetable gardens and sang in 
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school choirs. When, after rollege, Andy decided to join the Peace 
Corps, Walter was smprised to hear the organization still existed. He 
thought it had died with John Kennedy. 

There was, however, a time when he did feel connected with 
Andy. It was the summer between Andy's junior and senior years in 
rollege, a few months after Allison, Walter's wife, left him. Andy had 
begun dating Rebecca Shaw, who lived in a hou'>e catty-romer from 
their backyard in Rocky River. \Xialter had heen friendly with Rebecca's 
parent'> ever since they moved to Cleveland from Conne<.ticut. 

Rebecca, who is about to enter her final year of law school at 
Michigan, is slim, blond, attractive, although these aren't the first 
adjectives Walter would use to desaibe her. Well-grounded would lead 
his list. Poised, sensible, American--those would follow. 

He turns to Gloria, who is staring with wide eyes at the crowd 
at the bar counter. ''What will you do in Spain?" he asks her, and when 
she doesn't acknowledge him, Andy taps her shoulder and translates 
the question. 

After Gloria and Andy exchange words, Andy says, 'We're 
going to eat and drink our way across Andaluda. And when we're good 
and full, we'll float across the Mediterranean Sea to Morocro." 

"Did she say that?" Walter asks. "Or are you putting word'> in 
her mouth?" 

"It's my rough tranc;lation," Andy says. "Really, we haven't 
planned much." He looks at his watch. 'We'd better go." 

''I'll walk you to your gate." 
"Great." 
When they stand, Andy throws an arm around hi'> father's 

shoulders. "It's good to see you." 
"You too," says Walter. And, for the moment, it is good to 

see Andy. What annoys \Xialter about Andy is what he also admires 
about him: his unearned ebullience, his easy faith in the world's 
pleasures. 

When they reach the gate, Gloria needs to use the bathroom, 
and Andy directs her toward it. When he returns, Walter says, "listen, 
Andy, I don't understand how all this happened." 

"How what happened?" 
'This ... maniage. When you called to tell me you'd gotten 
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manied to some Guatemalan woman, I. . .I couldn't believe it. She's 
pregnant, I guess." 

"Who?" 
"Gloria." 
Andy laughs, softly at first, then louder, as if enjoying a joke 

Walter doesn't know he's told. "No, Dad. No." He lets out another 
brief laugh. "Gcxxi try." 

"Well, if she isn't. .. Andy, please, explain this to me. You and 
Rebecca were engaged, and all of the sudden you're manied, but to 
someone else." 

There is a pause before Andy says, "You know Rebecca came 
to visit me in Guatemala." 

"I heard she loved it." 
"She didn't start off loving it. I had her visit all planned-she 

in'iisted on a plan. We were going to spend a few days in the capital 
before heading up to a bungalow in a cloud forest in Alta Vera paz. On 
her first night in the country, she complained about the room: It was 
too cold and it smelled like chlorine. And she was upset because the 
shower didn't work" Andy shakes his head. "I had to change the 
itinerary so we would stay in only frrst-class hotels. And as for the 
cloud forest and bungalow, well, adios." 

"I see," Wllter says. "You were disappointed because she 
didn't want to travel like a hobo." 

"I wasn't asking her to travel like a hobo. But if she can't bear 
to go without a shower for even a single day ... "Andy slows down, 
smiles: "It was about more than the shower. It was about opening up 
to new experiences. Anyway, I wasn't going to forc-e her to be miser-
able. So I broke my piggy bank and we had fun-those air-conditioned 
tour busses can be vety relaxing. But I knew she wasn't someone I 
could spend my life with. I'm not sure I ever thought she was." 

"Oh no?" Walter's voices rises. "She's a sensible, smart, 
attractive woman. And she was willing to many you. You're a 
goddarnn fool, Andy. A fool, do you understand?" 

Andy gives Walter a flat, sympathetic smile. If as a boy he was 
afraid of Walter's temper, hurrying to the refuge of hi<> mother's or 
sister's arms, he has learned to overcome it with a meditative calm. Five 
seconds pass before Andy says, "Dad, I know what you would have 
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done in my place. You would have gone to medical school and manied 
RebecGl. You would be living in a house very much like the one you 
live in now, and the two of you would have a very comfortable life, I'm 
sure, until one of you decided you wanted something different, a 
shock of exdtement, and bolted." 

Walter readies a rebuttal, but before he Gln respond, Gloria 
returns. Motioning behind her, she whispers something to Andy. A 
moment later, to Walter's surprise, Andy has wrapped his arms around 
her back and the two of them are gyrating on the thin, gray Glrpet in 
the gate area. Gloria giggles, out of nervousness or pleasure, Walter 
isn't sure. 

"There was saL<>a mu'lic playing in the bathroom," Andy 
explains. "It gave me an idea." 

Watching them dance past their carry-on bags and toward the 
broad window at the end of the gate, Walter wishes he could be happy 
for them. If they were a couple he didn't know, he might think them 
silly and self-involved, but he would feel none of the concern he feeL'i 
now. He ic; certain Andy has made a mistake, and Andy's unwillingness 
to acknowledge even a small reservation about the reckless course he 
has chosen leaves Walter feeling mocked. 

Walter waits until Andy and Gloria's row is called. Saying 
good-bye, Andy gives him an extra long hug, as if in forgiveness for 
their exchange. And turning back to him after he has given his ticket to 
the woman at the gate, Andy has the last word. "Dad," he says, 
grinning his generot~'> grin, ''why don't )OU marry RebecGl?" 

From the oak deck at the back of his house in Rocky River, 
Walter Gtn see RebecGl Shaw's bedroom window. At night during the 
winter and spring, the light remained off. But a week-and-a-half before 
his trip to the Newark airport and thereafter, it has been on every night 
beginning around nine. Rebecca ic; home for the summer because she 
has an internship at a law firm in downtown Cleveland. Walter doesn't 
remember the name of the ftrm, but he knows it doesn't specialize in 
medical malpractic:e ~uits. RebecGl assured him of this when he saw her 
jogging around the block one morning. 

Walter wipes his brow with a handkerchief. He guesses it 
must he over ninety degrees, and he is thinking of returning to the air 
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conditioning when he hears a low scraping sound. He looks up to see 
Rebecca standing in the open window, the lilac curtains pulled aside. 
She fumbles with something in front of her, lifting it to the window 
sill. Walter can see it now: a fan. He watches as she anempts to fit it 
into place, and even from where he's sining, he can see her over-
calculate, pushing the fan to the edge of the screenless window. A 
nudge, he thinks, and it will fall. 

And as if he willed it, it does fall. She clings to air as it drops 
to the ground, crashing onto the patio below. 

"Shit!" 
Walter rises from his chair and calls to her: "''ll help you, 

ReCecca." 
She leans out of the window, her hair obscuring her face, and 

says in a loud whisper, 'Who are you?" 
"It's Walter." 
She pulls her hair behind her head. "Oh, God, Walter, I'm 

sorry. Did I bother you?" 
"I was only sitting here. Let me help." 
When she doesn't say anything, he marches aero.<;.<; his 

backyard, cuts across the Levins' yard and steps onto the edge of the 
Shaws' grass. Although he has been to the Shaws' house a dozen 
times, he has never come this way, like a child or thief would. 

He picks up the window fan from the brick patio. Its white 
plastic face has split off, leaving the fan blades exposed. Rebecca pulls 
open a sliding door and steps onto the patio. She is wearing blue jeans 
and aT -shirt and no shoes. 

"I think it's dead," Walter says. "Or at least critically injured." 
He holds up the separated face. "You might be able to super-glue this 
back on, but I'm not sure how safe it would be." 

She takes a few steps toward him to examine the damage. "It 
was an old fan anyway," she says. "I wouldn't need i~ exc-ept our air 
conditioning broke. My dad warned me the system was acting up, but 
of course he and my mom are off on vacation when it fmally quits." 

"You can have someone fix it tomorrow." 
"I will." She takes another step toward him. He notices how 

small her feet are. "I'm sorry to have bothered you," she says. 
"You didn't bother me." 
A silence follows, and Walter listens to the shrill hum of 

aickets. 
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"I understand Andy got manied," Rebecca says. 
"Yes, he did." 
"I hope he's happy." 
"He's always happy." Walter speaks with disdain, as if he'd 

said his son is always high or drunk. He is aware of how absurd his 
implied aiticism must seem. "I have to say I was disappointed in who 
hemanied." 

"Why?" 
"Becau'ie," Walter says simply, "he wasn't manying you." 
"Oh." She looks away, and \Vcllter wonders if he has 

embarrassed her. When she tum'> back to him, he sees a small smile on 
herfuce. 

"It's tme," he says, grateful to be speaking with someone 
who can, at last, appreciate his point of view. "I even told him so when 
I saw him and his wife in Newark the other day." 

She says sofi:ly, "Maybe that wasn't the most tactful thing to 
say." 

"I didn't say it in front of his wife," he amends. "But you're 
right. It wasn't going to change the situation. I guess I just needed to 
say it-for the record, as it were." 

'Well, I appreciate your vote of confidence." 
He asks about her work, and she tells him about the long 

hours and the best petk---the daily luncheon spread catered by 
Giovanni's. He tells her about one of his patients, a man who acquired 
a startling rash while, on a bet, !lying to swim two miles in lake Erie. 
He asks where her parent'> have gone, and she says, "Alaska-where it's 
probably nice and cool right now." 

After they say gcxxinight and tum toward their houses, 
Walter wheels around and says, "If you find you're too hot, you're 
welcome to stay at my house. As you know, I have a guest room, and 
the air conditioner is working." 

"Thank you, Walter. I should be all right." She hauls her 
broken fan into the house. 

From his back porch, he sees her bedroom light click on 
again, glowing again.'>t the lilac curtains. Between waves of aicket songs, 
he thinks he can hear her tmdress, the easy sound of unpeeling clothes. 
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At eight -thirty the next evening, Rebecca is standing outside 
his door. "I couldn't sleep last night," she says, and he sees how weary 
she looks-her purplish eyelids, the limpness of her blond hair. "The 
air -conditioning people said they wouldn't be able to come until next 
week, and I got home from work too late to buy a window fan." 

"Come in," he says. 
"I'm sony to bother you. I don't know if you were serious 

about your offer last night." 
"Of course I was serious. And you're not bothering me." 
When she is inside and sitting on his choculate--c_Diored 

leather couch, she says, sighing, "I could barely keep my eyes open 
today, even after three cups of coffee. And I heard the temperature is 
supposed to stay at ninety-something all night." 

He excuses himself to make up the guest room, but before 
he's halfway up the stairs, he remembers it's already made up. He 
thought he might convince Andy and his wife to come to Cleveland 
after all. 

Downstairs with Rebecca again, he says, "I'd offer you a drink, 
but I expect you'd rather go straight to bed." 

"Please," she says with relief. "If you don't mind." 
He shows her to the guest room, an unnecessary courtesy. She 

is familiar with the house, which has remained unchanged since Alli'iOn 
left, since Rebecca and Andy dated. 

He says goodnight to her, and she again thanks him. He 
returns downstairs and hears her use the bathroom, hears her shut the 
guest room door, hears her click off the bedside reading light. 

When, half an hour later, he climbs the stairs to his room, he 
stops outside her door. He listens for her breathing. What he hears is 
his own, an accompaniment to the beating of his heart. 

The next evening, she comes bearing a bottle of wine. "I 
wanted to thank you for last night," she says. 

"You did," he says, "several times. Come in." 
"I shouldn't." 
"You don't expect me to drink this all by myself, do you?" 
"Well ... " 
"Humor me," he says. 
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She sit'> on the couch and he sits across from her in an 
armchair. He feels an easiness between them. They share something: 
their befuddlement over Andy. In the morning, over breakfast, they'd 
shared stories about Andy, laughed about his relentless optimism. 

After pouring the wine, he says, "Did you fmd a window 
fan?" 

Rebecca blushes. 'Well, I ... " She pauses. "I left work too late 
to shop for one. But I'll be fme tonight. It's supposed to be a little 
cooler, and, thanks to you, I had a good sleep last night." 

"Please, Rebecca. I have thi'l entire hou'le cooled to seventy-
two degrees. I'd be insulted if you didn't stay here again." 

She gives him a look, and he is conscious of something 
different in it. If he's right, it's an appraising look, a look to see if they 
might be on different ground than they were the previous night. 

Instead of playing golf in the afternoon, as he'd planned, he 
drove to his health club and lifted weights and rcxie a stationary bike 
until his thighs throbbed. After his shower, he stood naked in front of 
the long mirror in the lockerroom, and he was pleased to see how fit he 
looked. If the hair on his head is turning gray, his chest hair remains 
decidedly dark, and his waist looks like it belongs to a thirty-five year-
old instead of to someone three years shy of fifty. 

"All right," she says, smiling. "I'm a wimp--I'll admit it. I 
can't live without air -conditioning." 

"You shouldn't have to," Walter says. "This is America after 
all." 

She blmhes again. "Andy must have told you about my trip 
to Guatemala." 

"He mentioned it." 
"I guess I spoiled it for him, acting like a princess." 
"I expect he wanted you to act like a peasant. You had a right 

to be comfortable." Walter lifts his glass of wine. "To America," he 
says, and they drink. She fmi'lhes her glass in three sips, and he refills it. 

"I guess I disappointed him," she says. "I wasn't tough 
enough." 

Walter scoffs. "I think he thought of himself as Tarzan and 
was expecting you to be Jane. Wait until his wife tastes the good life in 
Spain. She won't want to swing from the vines in Guatemala any-
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more." 
"It's obvious Andy thought I was too conventional." 
Walter chuckles. "I think Andy is confusing conventionality 

with good sense." 
They have, before long, finished the wine. "Let me open 

another bottle," he says, and when she doesn't object, he retrieves one 
from a rack in the kitchen. When he returns, he drops next to her on 
the couch to refill her glass. 

Rebecca asks about Andy's wife, and Walter tells her what he 
knows about Gloria and how easily distracted she seemed in the 
Newark airport, like a child drawn to whatever bright light flashed next. 
"She'll keep Andy scrambling to entertain her," Walter says, although 
he knows he's being uncharitable, mean even. And he doesn't share 
with Rebecca the last scene of Gloria and Andy dancing on the dull 
carpet in the gate area, their bodies silhouetted against the broad, 
smoke-stained window. In idle moments in the last few days, it is the 
image he has found himself lingering over. 

He asks Rebecca if she is dating anyone, and she shakes her 
head and says she is too busy at school and now work to have much 
of a social life. 

They talk about what she'll do after she finishes law school-
she hopes to be hired by the fum she's interning for, maybe meet 
someone down the line. 

He asks about her parenL<>, and the topic leads them to talking 
about when they first saw each other. Rebecca says, "I didn't believe 
you were Andy's real futher." 

"Why?" 
''You looked too different from him-and too young." 
"It's nice of you to lie." 
''I'm serious." 
Walter knows it is the wine talking. All the same, he is happy 

to play along. ''You're just saying that because I have air-{;onditioning." 
She laughs. "Oh, no. Andy always used to say he was cheated 

when he didn't inherit your looks." 
"I trained him to say that so that he would inherit my money." 
"I'm being honest." She laughs in the silly way wine makes 

people laugh and puts her hand on his knee, a friendly, emphatic pat 
"My ego thanks you." 
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She says, "It's all in the name of air-conditioning, remem-
ber?" Her hand find<; his knee again and stays there. "Well," she says, "I 
better go grab some sleep while your offer's still good." 

"Sleep well," he says. 
He lifts her hand and kisses it He recognizes the gesture as an 

invitation, prompted by his own wine drinking-the wine, anyway, is 
the exruse he would use if challenged. "Goodnight, Rebecca." She 
hesitates, and he feels a strange undulation in his chest, a seesaw of 
panic and hope. She leans toward him and kisses him on the lips. Her 
kiss stuns him with it'> warmth and softness, and he feels himself go 
still, whatever was unbalanced within him righted. 

"Goodnight, Walter," she says, but she doesn't leave his 

He remains inert, as if his mind needed time to apprehend 
his good fortune before sending impulses to his limbs to act on it. At 
last, he leans into her, a quick movement-his body shocked to life, 
released--and kisses her. She allows hi'> lips to linger, encouraging 
them with her own. 

She pulls back, giggling. "I don't know what I'm doing. Will 
you tell me?" 

"Only if you tell me what I'm doing," he says. 
After a few minutes, hi<; hands slide under her blouse to 

unsnap, with an old ease, her bra. 
In hi<> bed, he is wonied about his performance-it has heen 

six months, a one-night stand with a divorced colleague at a mnference 
in Minneapolis, and he isn't sober-but when she touches him, he 
responds, and he remains hard even after he break'> to pull a mndom 
from his dresser drawer. 

When she says, "I've come, Walter, it's your tum," he can't; he 
doesn't want this to end. But supposing there is a proper arc to 
pleasure, a point at which it turns to routine and work, he fakes orgasm 
for the first time in his life. 

All day, between patient<;, he wonders what she is thinking. 
He wonders if she'll acruse him of taking advantage of her, plying her 
with alcohol in order to seduce her. He wonders if her reaction will be 
milder but equally dismissive, if she'll regret sleeping with a man her 
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parents' age--one of her parents' friends, for God's sake. In other 
moments, he thinks she'll come to his house again tonight, and they'll 
joke about heat and air conditioning before finding their way upstairs. 

He wonders if he should send her flowers at work, but he 
doesn't remember the name of her law fum, and he thinks flowers 
might embarrass her. Instead, when he comes home at six, he leaves a 
single red rose on her doorstep with an unsigned note: ''The air is cool, 
the door is open." 

He sits on his couch, flipping through a mpy of the Notton 
Anthology of American Poetry, which he discuvered in Andy's old 
bedroom. He reads a few of the poems without understanding them. 
He fixes himself a light dinner: spaghetti and Italian bread and a salad 
of red peppers, tomatoes and spinach. He brushes his teeth and dabs 
on cologne. 

It's eight-thirty, and she hasn't come. He steps onto his back 
porch and is disappointed to find the night air, though heavy, tolerable. 
With an open window, a person might sleep with no problem at all. 
He feels betrayed by nature. 

He returns to his couch and his book of poetry. His eyes 
make contact with the words, but again they make no sense. lbinking 
his watch might have dedded to speed up on its own accord, he goes 
to the kitchen to verify the time on the microwave. Nine-twenty-six. 

He has nodded off when he hears a faint tapping at the front 
door. She is outside, prim in her navy blue suit, but her hair is down, 
frizzy, as if electrified by the humidity. ''You lied in your note." 

"I did?" 
''Your door wasn't open." 
Walter smiles. "It is now." 

He lives two lives, one when he is without Rebecca-working 
or at the gym, where he always stops in front of the bathroom mirror, 
examining the hair on his body the way he did when it first grew, a 
curious, magnificent sprouting-and one when he is with her, when all 
his senses are alive, as if someone had thrown on a switch in his heart. 

On Saturday night, he takes her to Mirabella's, a Mexican 
restaurant on Lake Erie. The walls are decorated with impressionistic 
paintings of bull fights, and the tables sprout white, yellow and red 
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carnations. The decor, after they've dipped into the chips and salsa, 
inspires talk of interior decorating. For her future home, Rebecca 
knows exactly what she want5-in the living room, hardwood floors, 
walls painted a light gold, Oriental rugs, a coffee-colored leather couch 
with matching armchair. "And I want some kind of antique coffee 
table," she says, "something in cherry wood, very solid." She describes 
the other rooms-the stainless steel kitchen, the bathroom with a 
bidet, which, she says, "I've wanted ever since I went to Paris on an 
eighth-grade trip." 

"Go on," he says, and he follows her past the library, with its 
complete set of the Harvard Classics, and into the bedroom, where the 
king-sized bed and its honey-colored sheets rests beneath a skylight. 

Later, in his bed with its white sheets and decade-old quilt, 
one his wife bought in Maine, they make love, lie in each other's arms, 
separate. The lights are oft', and it's a dark night. He can't see her beside 
him; he barely hears her breathing. 

She says, "Did you ever think of an answer?" 
"To what?" 
"To what I'm doing?" 
"Oh," he says. "Yes, I have." 
"Tell me." 
His flfst impulse is to say "living," but this seems either too 

grandiose or too banal. He opts for a joke: "You're staying cool." 
The air conditioning jokes have become old, he knows. She 

laughs nonetheless, grateful, it seems, to keep their conversation this 
eey. 

On Sunday afternoon, he grills salmon seasoned with soy 
sauce, and they eat on the back porch. After they've finished dinner and 
a bottle of Merlot, he asks, "What are we going to do when your 
parents come home?" 

An uncomfortable look flashes across her face before she 
gives him an assured smile. 'They won't be home for three days." 

He would like to press the subject with her, but he suspects 
she is puzzling it over herself, weighing her feelings, contemplating 
outcomes. He doesn't want to intmde prematurely on her delibera-
tion'>. 
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When she says, "I'm going to make it an early night-it's 
back to work tomorrow," he follows her to bed but, when she's 
sleeping, returns downstairs and pours himself a quarter glass of 
brandy. He plots how he'll tell her parents, walking on the words he'll 
use. He needs an introduction to his speech, but he knows its heart: I 
amas!£1iousalx.Jut)W1"daughterasl'wewrlxEnalx.Jutarrymein~l!fo. 

At three in the afternoon the next day, she calls him at his 
office: "I wanted to let you know I'm going out for drinks with some 
people at work." 

"Okay," he says. "I'll leave the door open." 
"You don't have to. I can sleep at my place tonight." 
"I wouldn't think of it. Besides, it's supposed to stay hot all 

night." 
"Don't wait up," she says. "I'd feel badly." 
"Okay," he says. "I won't." 
He does wait up, although he debates whether this is the 

right strategy. He should pretend indifference, he thinks. But it has 
been a long time since he has had to mark his moves in a relationship, 
to strike the right balance between interest and nonchalance. He pours a 
glass of brandy and opens the Norton Anthology. He looks for poems 
he knows and stops on T.S. Eliot's "The Love Song of]. Alfred 
Prufuxk" Inthe100tr1StheUXJmencomeandgo, talkingifM~. 

The line leads him to thinking about the last time he visited 
the Cleveland Museum of Art. It was probably when Andy was in 
junior high school. 

Now he wants to do what he hasn't done in years--walk the 
marble floors of the art museum, sink into the plush seats of 
Severance Hall and listen to a Mozart ~ymphony. He wants to buy 
bleacher tickets and lounge in the sun'>hine in Jacobs Field; he wants to 
sail a Sunfish on Lake Erie. He pictures himself doing all this with 
Rebecca, and as the brandy sinks into him, wanning him, he pretends 
she is sitting next to him, listening to the options, consenting to each 
with a quick, enthusiastic nod. 

It's eleven o' dock, a quarter after, eleven thirty, and his brandy-
borne elation fades, replaced by tiredness and the beginnings ofwony. 
Where is she? 
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Thinking she might have gone to her house, he stands, steps 
up to the glass door leading to the back porch and stares across the 
night. Her house is datk, a comfort. He retum<> to the couch, pours a 
few drops of brandy into his glass and drinks. 

Her voice wakes him up. "You should have gone to bed." 
He needs a moment to shake away his dreams, reorient 

himself. She is sitting next to him. 
"I was reading," he says. 
"It couldn't have been very exdting." 
"It was, actually," he says, "but I guess I've become used to 

more exdting evenings." 
She laughs, a slow, long laugh, and he guesses she is still 

under the influence of whatever she drank tonight. 
''What time is it?" he asks. 
"Late." She touches his shoulder. "I was thinking about 

going home, but when my mends asked me where I wanted to be 
dropped off, I gave them directions here." 

"I'm glad." 
"I had a little too much to drink," she says. "I don't usually 

do that." She sound<> apologetic, almost ashamed, and he thinks she 
might be asking for his pardon. 

"I know you don't," he says. 
"God, I'm tired. Could you be sure to wake me up at seven, 

Walter? I'm worried about sleeping through the alarm." 
"I'll wake you up. Don't worry." 
"lhank you." She touches hi<> shoulder again, squeezing it 

twice before leaning her head against it Nesded awkwardly, she closes 
her eyes. 

''We should go upstairs," he says. 
"Carry me," she says, her eyes still closed. 
He doesn't know if she is seriou<>, but awake now and eager 

to meet whatever challenges she presents him, he kneels in front of 
her, puts hi<> right arm under her legs, his left arm around her back and 
lifts. Her weight surprises him, and he releases an involuntary grunt, 
but he steadies himself, keeping his knees bent. 

"I was joking, Walter." She gazes up at him, her eyelids 
battling the light. "Please don't have a heart attack." 
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He tries to laugh, but what comes out is another grunt. 
Unsteadily, but with detennination, he moves toward the staircase. He 
smells the cigarette smoke in her hair. As he ascends the stairs, she 
laughs, with pleasure or with gentle mockery or in fear of being 
dropped, he isn't sure, but he perseveres to the top, laying her on his 
bed. 

"My champion," she declares. 
When he returns from the bathroom after brushing his teeth, 

she is asleep. He removes her shoes and brings a light cotton blanket 
from his closet and settles it over her. 

"Goodnight," he whispers, although he himself doesn't fall 
asleep for hours. 

1be next evening, Rebecca comes to his house soon after he 
anives home from work She is wearing a maroon suit, and her hair is 
pulled behind her head. He sees a fuint covering of powder on her face. 

She is carrying a plastic bag. "I brought Indian food for us," 
she says. 

"Great," he says, stepping aside to let her in. "You know," he 
says, "I should give you a key to the house." 

She says, "I wanted to apologize for last night. I shouldn't 
have come over." 

"''m glad you did." 
"I kept you up." 
''You didn't keep me up-you woke me up." 
She goes to the kitchen, and when he follows her, she says, 

"Sit down. I'll ftx dinner." She gives a light laugh. "I guess 'ftx' isn't 
the right word. Pour, maybe? Un-cart:on?" 

Over dinner, he asks her what kind of art she likes, whether 
she likes baseball or sailing. She answers politely, briefly. 

After a silence, she says, "Have you heard from Andy?" 
"A postcard from Spain. He and Gloria went water-skiing on 

some river-and Gloria doesn't even know how to swim." 
He is hopeful about engaging her in this topic, their familiar, 

gentle critique of Andy and his heedlessness, but she again falls silent. 
'Til sleep at my place tonight," she says after a while. ''I'm so 

tired, I don't think I'd be much company." 
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"Don't wony about it," he says. "I'm going to call it an early 
night myself. We'll watch a 'Seinfeld' re-run and go to bed. What do 
you think?" 

She eats the last of her chicken cuny and looks up at him. 
Responding to hi'> smile, she smiles a little herself. "Okay, Wllter," she 
says. "Sure." 

And this is exactly what they do. In its very ordinariness the 
night seems, to Walter, extraordinary. It's barely ten o'clock, and here 
she is, be,ide him again, asleep. 

1he night before Rebecca's parents are due home, he grills 
swordfish with red peppers and mushrooms. AfteiWard, filled with 
good food and good wine, they make love on the back porch. He 
didn't foresee thi'>-he has never been adventurous when it comes to 
sex-but they'd ended up kissing after fmishing the last of the wine, 
and after a scramble to undo each other's jeans, she'd climbed on top 
of him as he sat on a bench against the porch's rail. "Don't wony," she 
says when he asks her about birth control, "my period's due tomor-
row." Somewhere between penetration and orgasm, he wonders if 
Andy and Gloria have ever done something this exposed, this hold. 
1his trumps, easily, their airport dance, more than matches their water-
skiing. 

When they've finished, Rebecca doesn't remain long on top 
of him. "It's actually cold out here," she says. 

She retreats to the bathroom off the kitchen. He hears the 
water running, and he knows what she's doing: washing herself, 
soaking up the scent they made together into a hand doth. When she 
emerges from the bathroom, she looks as dainty and distant as a bank 
teller. He usually admires this about her, her properness, but now he 
wants her to be sloppy about their improprieties and lust, to let them 
hang on her like white foam on a wave. 

She settles into his couch, dose to him, but not in his arms. 
'That," he says, nodding toward the backyard porch, ''was 

wonderful." 
'The swordfish?" she asks, and winks. 
He wants her closer, and he puts his arm around her, pulling 

her to him. He feels her resist before she concedes, relaxes. 
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'We'll have to go public when your parents come home," he 
says. 

"Ah," she murmurs. 
"But they'll understand, I'm sure of it." He L'i about to tell 

her about the speech he has prepared for her parents, but when he 
turns to look at her, she seems distracted, as if she were listening to a 
television playing somewhere else in the house. He knows something 
is off, something he should ponder. "I know it's early in our ... our 
relationship, but I have to tell you, Rebecca, I feel very happy when I'm 
with you. I know there might be a few awkward spots to overcome, 
what with your past relationship with Andy and your parents, but if 
I'm reading this right. ... " 

He can feel her stiffen, and he knows before she can tell him, 
knows he has leaped when he should have inched ahead. 

She says, "I think we'll have to slow down, Walter." 
"You're right," he says, retreating quickly, "I didn't mean to 

come on too fast, like a high school boy." 
"I mean," she says, ''we need to stop." 
The last word flattens him. He feels his body tingle and grow 

numb. 
"This is about the craziest thing I've ever done," she says, 

"but I can't keep doing it. I have another year of law school left, 
and ... " 

He says, "I understand. You might meet someone. But if 
you don't ... " 

'Walter," she says, and he wonders how often Andy heard 
her speak like this, like a schoolteacher chiding a student. ''w.llter, this 
won't work-long-term, I mean." 

'Why?" His question is less plaintive than curious. He wants 
to know where he failed. 

"You're older than I am. You're my parents' age. I do find 
you attractive, obviously, and I don't regret what we did. like I said, it's 
the craziest thing I've ever done, and tonight topped the list." She 
gestures toward the backyard porch and smiles ruefully, as if recalling 
something in the distant past. "But my parents will have the air 
conditioning fixed, if I even need air conditioning now anymore, and 
I'll go back to doing what I was doing." 
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"Which was what?" 
She look'i at him with smprise, then answers patiently: "To 

building my future." 
He is stumped. The house of her dreams ... was he wrong to 

consider himself at least a candidate for the armchair in the living 
room, for the space beside her beneath the honey-colored sheets? "I 
thought. .. " He stops, wonied about where his unplanned words will 
take him. But what does it matter now? He has been let go, so he can 
let go. "I thought I might be considered a potential part of that 
future." 

She turns to him with a look of what he decides is manufac-
tured sympathy. Or perhaps it's real ~ympathy, the facile sympathy of 
someone who is used to having absolute control over her emotions 
and has never allowed herself to approach, mu'it less be swallowed by, 
real joy or despair. 

"I never thought you'd consider it possible, us being together 
any longer than a few weeks," she says. "I mean, I thought you 
understood where I was in my life." She shakes her head slowly. "I'm 
sony, Walter." 

"I don't understand," he says, "why you even started 
this ... this ... " He searches for the proper word to describe what they've 
shared, what they've done. He settles, unsatisfactorily, on "fling." 

She doesn't reply immediately, and he mulls over her reasons: 
perhaps she wanted revenge against Andy. Yes, of course she did, and 
he is about to accuse her of this when she says, "You're an attractive 
man, Walter. I guess I've always had a little crush on you. And you 
always seemed to like me-even more than Andy liked me. So, against 
my better judgment, I did this. I had this ... this fling. Okay?" 

He puts his hand under her chin and lifts it. He stares into 
her cool blue eyes and speaks like a man already gone, spinning down 
the vortex of her past. Perhaps she has heard the word'i he is about to 
speak, perhaps she has heard them from hi'> own flesh and blood. 
Andy might have spoken them to her on their first night together in 
Guatemala as they shivered in the sheets, a plea to push her toward 
danger, adventure, the shores of life where risk meets pleasure. Even if 
he's using borrowed words, plagiarizing from his son, he knows it will 
be the best speech of his life because it will be the last of its kind he'll 
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ever give, every word a passionate grab for life, dangerou<; and savage 
and soul-saving life. 

"Rebecca," he begins, and in speaking just her name, he 
realizes how unrecognizably deep and resonant his voice has become, 
how rough and powerful in its unleashing. And his words cany him, as 
if on a current, toward what he most wants, toward the rest of his life 
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Laverne Frith 

Returning To (Ozymandias' As 
I Consider The Near Desert 

In the end, if you had seen what Ozymandias 
saw from the begilllling, these crystal sands 

that stretch beyond all imagination would 
not seem so limitless, and the red hues in 

the sculpted rocks, in all these torsos of 
stone, would become simply a visual tease. 

What palette would you, as artist, have used 
to achieve such color, even there, a leap in 

violation of the brightest suns=pattems of 
a desert's anger and rejection ranging beyond 

the common reach of eyes, a belched testament to 
what real heat will do when ultimately confined, 

trapped in the cauldron ofthe ire of a God. 

114 Laverne Frith 



permafrost 25 

Lightsey Darst 

Laws 

The hypotenuse of a triangle says 
she will not go to heaven after all. Instead, 
like rain, 

she runs slantwise. I wish 

I were a violin; rosined, strung, 
tom to crying, the violin dies 

of its grief. 

Mathematically, I have years: I can 
fall and not rise incessantly, 
like rain in August, for weeks together. Sleeping, 
I can wake, and sink, 

and sleep, and wake; for a year 
in my same voice I can repeat 
the name that owns me always. 

Andtmly, 

I, fastened to the triangle's lazy side, 
do not want to die, or convert 
to anything I am not. Someone else 

must know the mercy of dying of grief; 
I can't want it. 

The hissing raindrops are counted, 
and no drop missed. 
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AnderMCJI19Jn 

ALL ACTION IS IN THE PAST 

depressing robitussin gleaming in the jar the skates' 
blades sharpened outside with tools 

the dogs legs' caught in traps their 

howls full of oil, clouding up the night water 

boiling over on the wood stove the fan's 

motion's having shifted to reverse 
the plastic hands slowed down like time hav-

ing approached the speed of light like in the movies 
with long dashes- your uncle having been 

electrocuted on the dock that event com-
memorated in all our heads and all the ugly elegies 
the dead things brought together in the compost for 
a jamboree 

where heat is a bomb a germ that shimmies 
in the body 

all the remaining words spread out on the fridge 
since the verbs' demise 

they have been bored as if by chill drill bits 
have gravitated to the perimeter have sung flashy 
camp songs with much enthusiasm 

but we suspect they were not true and may 
have filled out forms so incorrectly 
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the wood all hacked apart outside the grinning deer 
stuffed full and hung 

up above the mantle my brother's dream 
the quartered logs spread out on the lawn like a 
new-cut gallery of dead in open demo coffms 

spinning on well-oiled carousels to soft rock 
and subtle light as if Sting or the Police had had this 
gig in mind as if we were the boggy corpse-
to-be 

trolling for our barrel moving towards the 
water's cusp and drop the whoa!-

and-then-it's-over and next the stroll through 
narrow halls the queues in which 

we are made to hang reflect harangue the 
day away with epic arguments what lights we've seen 
how dim they bum and dash candles mirrored in 
the lake 

from miles away flashlights just descried 
through scrims jargon washing up in plastic bulbs 
fresh from the dispenser lingo bits that roam in 
frozen packs 

movement that due to parallax 
is mistaken for that that's true or that that 
means-

AnderMCJ~Wn 117 



permafrost 25 
Rose R. Rousseau 

Bananas 

On Thursdays, Bob's Cheapside Grocery sold 
bananas for nineteen cents a pound. Thursdays were senior 
days at Hesston's stores, but Bob's Cheapside, in an appar-
ent attempt to comer the senior market, had upped the ante 
one step more. This did not go over well with Bob's fellow 
grocers, all of whom went way back with Bob. 

It hadn't been that long since they'd banded together 
to order from the fruit and vegetable distributors. Big orders 
reduced their costs, with the savings naturally passed on to 
customers and reflected in lower prices throughout each 
store. It had been a wonderful bit of cooperation, one that 
had kept the local grocers in business and flourishing for the 
first time in many years. The prices of the locally-owned 
markets had become so competitive, in fact, that even Harry 
Drummond, who managed the local chain store (cut flowers, 
housewares, live lobsters) became dismayed. 

Bob and the others were quite familiar with the 
concept of lost leaders, after all, they'd been in the food 
business most of their lives. Lost leaders were items that 
were intentionally priced so low that their cost could never be 
returned, but that drew folks in to buy the other things they 
needed and desired. 

Milk and soda pop were obvious lost leaders. Arkan-
sas watermelon (ten cents a pound) and sweet com (ten ears 
for a dollar) were others. And bananas. There wasn't a one 
of them who hadn't used bananas as lost leaders sometime 
before. 

Tightfisted seniors, who were in abundance these 
days, were natural targets, bananas being highly desired. 
Bananas were easy on the dentures and the stomach. Even 
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at forty-nine cents a pound, the regular price, bananas were 
cheap. 

Bob had considered that his colleagues might be 
totally mystified by his decision to run lost-leader bananas 
week-after-week, given their recent cooperation. They might 
be totally pissed. But contrary to what anyone thought about 
Bob's motivation, nineteen-cents-per-pound bananas were 
not for the benefit of seniors, nor increased profits, nor 
beating his friends. Bananas were cheap for one thing and 
one thing only: to lure Mrs. Liu into Bob's Cheapside Grocery 
every week. 

Mrs. Liu (they pronounced it Lao) had come to town 
after the death of her husband somewhere in the South, 
where they had lived for many years. Her daughter, Sue, and 
son-in-law, Fishy, who ran the area's only Chinese restau-
rant, had taken her in. She was not an ancient Oriental lady, 
short and wobbly, with skin like a forgotten apple, like those 
depicted in Hollywood movies like Flower Drum Song. On 
the other hand, she was slightly older than Bob, which made 
her not especially young. 

Still, Bob thought, she must have been exceptionally 
beautiful once upon a time, for even now her skin was the 
color and texture of an Alberta peach; her hair, nearly black; 
her dark eyes bright as blackberries, yet soft and exception-
ally intuitive and kind. 

The Wangs and their children, and now Mrs. Liu, 
were the only Asian people in Hesston. Bob believed they 
were the only ones Hesston had ever had, true foreigners 
being in short supply. 

But the state was changing. Mexicans had been here 
for twenty years, long enough for Bob to start carrying flour 
tortillas in the refrigerated-food section, big bags of pintos, 
and sacks of masa harina: he even carried a couple of 
brands. At first, the Mexicans had drifted in and out for the 
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wheat or potato or sugar beet harvests. Then a few, and then 
a few more, had stayed. But there were still no colored 
people (Hesston had one black family). The Vietnamese and 
Hmong people lived further west, near the meat-packing 
plants, where they took the dangerous, gruesome jobs that 
white people could no longer stand. 

It was probably true no one in Hesston had actually 
known a real Chinese person, except for the Wangs, even 
though Chinese persons, like the cook on Bonanza were 
sometimes featured in television shows. Bob was certain no 
one had met a Chinese person right there in Hesston and 
then fallen directly in love. 

In the beginning, there wasn't a single soul who 
could tell you whether or not Mrs. Liu was really there. She 
stayed shut up in the Wang's pleasant ranch style house out 
by the old highway for weeks at a time. During the day, she 
cleaned house and did the laundry. In spring and summer, she 
tended the vegetable and peony garden outside. 

She swept the sidewalk and long, smooth, concrete 
driveway with the reverential attention of a monk. Some-
times she simply sat, staring out the window at the falling rain 
or snow, while her grandson, David, cursed his way through 
video games, and her granddaughter, Emily, drank green soda 
pop, ate potato chips from thin red tubes, and talked on the 
phone. 

After a time, Mrs. Liu began working at the family 
restaurant. This was where Bob had seen her the first time. 
Working there had been her daughter's idea. Sue Wang: a 
brusque, energetic woman; ambitious; very American, only 
with slanting eyes. Working at the restaurant had changed 
Mrs.Liu and surprised her daughter. Clothed in a simple black 
dress, her mother was a model of elegance and politeness as 
she greeted the Wang's customers on the floor. 

She astonished Sue and Fishy when she worked in 
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the kitchen, because it was there that she came into her true, 
creative self. It was Mrs. Liu who first suggested offering 
Bananas Foster at the Wang's Chinese restaurant. 

It was an unusual dessert: rich, yet simple; redolent 
with fruit and rum and an indefinable sweet liqueur. These 
were strange, exotic flavors that seemed to come from 
another world. Bananas Foster, Baked Alaska, Cherries 
Jubilee. People might have heard of them, but they had no 
more rightful place in Hesston than a flying saucer from the 
planet Mars. 

Before long, Mrs. Liu's Bananas Foster became a 
big hit. In time, it did not matter whether it was made by Mrs. 
Liu in the Chinese restaurant or not. Everyone in town had to 
have them. They had to try to create them on their own. 
Even if the penny-pinching seniors didn't come to Bob's 
Cheapside for bananas, the Bananas Foster crowd would 
have made nineteen-cents-per-pound bananas a huge 
success. 

With the advent of Bananas Foster, foreign things 
didn't seem so foreign, or if they were foreign, maybe foreign 
wasn't really so bad. If an old Chinese lady cooked up 
something that tasted this good, then perhaps there was more 
to pizza than the kind they served at Pizza Hut, more to 
Mexican food than the stringy nacho cheese dip and soggy 
enchiladas whipped up by a teenager at Taco Bell. 

Business at the Wang's restaurant began to pick up. 
It got so busy that there was plenty for everyone in the 
family to do. David began to bus tables and scrub the floor; 
Emily chopped vegetables, rang up customers, or helped her 
mother with the weekly accounts. Fishy, who was the main 
cook, ordered the vegetables and meat for the restaurant, or 
bought them in the city from one of the suppliers himself. In 
honor of her contributions to the family (in honor of her noble 
age), he allowed Mrs. Liu to select the fruit. 

Every Thursday, Mrs. Liu would arrive early at 121 
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Bob's Cheapside to pick up the melons she'd ordered and to 
purchase the week's bananas. Bob made sure his boy had 
the produce section well-stocked and carefully laid out. Folks 
gravitated to the banana section. They greeted one another 
and stood and talked the way they used to before the Day-
light Donut shop closed and became a Country Quicke 
Shoppe that sold cigarettes, pop and juice drinks, and cello-
phane-wrapped pastries. 

Mrs. Liu, Mrs. Liu! they would say, as if she were 
an old friend. How are you today, Mrs. Liu? Aren't these 
fine bananas? Perfect for your Bananas Foster. 

Or they would say: Here, take these, these are the 
nicest ones for making your dessert. You know, I want to 
give you my recipe for banana bread. It makes up real good, 
real moist, not like the recipe Edna gave you last week. I put 
buttermilk in it. You know, BUT-TER-MILK? You don't? 
Well, my goodness! I'll take you there right now, right to the 
dairy section, and you can get some and see for yourself! 

Throughout all this, Mrs. Liu retained her composure. 
She smiled; she gently shook their hands; she bobbed her 
head. Her English was no better, but that no longer mattered. 
Hesston folks didn't mind if Mrs. Liu was silent forever, she 
listened so well. They could do all the talking themselves. 

Her popularity threw Bob into a panic. He'd been a 
widower and indescribably lonely for five long years. Friends 
had tried to fix him up with single women. He'djoined the 
Seasoned Singles group at church just as his daughter had 
insisted. But the women there made him nervous and lonelier 
than ever: their eyes had a moist desperation that he simply 
could not bear. He had never asked any of them out. 

And he wondered if he would have the courage to 
ask Mrs. Liu to make his better acquaintance. And if he did, 
would she accept? And what would his daughter, Deb, and 
his son, Robert, Jr., and his friend, Arthur, who was also a 
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widower, think about his choice of companions? 
Bob had lived in Hesston all his life. It had been his 

father's and mother's home and his wife's parents, too; it 
was where he and Lucille had raised their kids. Though it had 
grown as times had changed, as the city crawled closer, and 
the country crawled further away, Bob knew almost every 
one in town. He cared about them, he cared about their 
opinions. He was not eager to appear eccentric or unusual, to 
do something that might change his business, or change his 
life .. 

One Thursday in April, Bob's stock boy was late to 
work. Bob and Evelyn, the cashier, could not get to the stock 
boy's chores because they were both tied up at the front. 
Senior citizens and young mothers began swarming like 
vermin through the produce section. They picked over the old 
bananas, which were mostly ripe. Seeing banana boxes piled 
eight feet high on a motorized dolly, they even tried to tip the 
boxes down to get the green ones out. 

Ed Trimble was a retired farmer with bulbous blue 
eyes, scant hair, and a hollow-cheeked, sad-looking face. He 
was taller than most of the people there, even with his 
permanently-bent back. Ed wanted his bananas. Aiming for 
the topmost box by standing on his toes, Ed managed to hit it 
with his cane; the other customers egged him on. It required 
a great deal of effort on his part to do this. One arm was 
outstretched for balance; he kept his cane tightly gripped. 

That's it, Ed! Knock one of 'em down! What's a 
matter with Bob, anyhow, not to have them bananas all laid 
out? Where's that boy a his got to? One of us oughta go look 
for him in the back. 

With the encouraging effect of an audience, Ed rose 
to the occasion and struck at the box with all his might. He 
seemed to be battling an invisible foe, his cane a magnificent 
sword. Whack! Whack! Ker-whack! The cane struck the 
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side of the large, cardboard box with Product of Costa Rica 
printed on its side. The people around him, most of whom 
were talking, looked up at the noise. Silence fell as they 
watched. 

Mrs. Liu, always the center of attention, stood just 
below. She was radiant that day, and girlish, in a new red 
dress. Her smiling cheeks were fuller than ever, her black-
berry eyes so small they disappeared within her face like two 
seeds. 

Whack! Ker-whack! 
When the box that Ed Trimble was striking shot 

closer to the edge of the pile, when it balanced there, teeter-
ing, right on top, the crowd let out a long and fearful excla-
mation: Oooooohhhhhhh! 

And then it fell. Mrs. Liu glanced up in time to see it, 
but not in time to move. She took the blow on her small, dark 
head and her small, very tender back. Wordless, she 
crumpled, looking less like a person, and more like a toy. The 
crowd swept back in horror as bananas rained on Mrs. Liu 
and the produce section floor. 

Bob rushed up with an agonized shout. He knelt by 
Mrs. Liu's motionless form, fallen face-down, so shrunken 
that she looked like a child. Gently, he pulled her back. He 
cradled her bloody head in his arm, curved into the snow-
white apron he wore at work. 

Mrs. Liu. Mrs. Liu. 
As he stroked her hair and pallid cheek, Bob began 

to weep hysterically. His customers stood and watched him 
in silent shock. Finally, one ofthe mothers came to her 
senses. Call 911! Call 911! There's been an accident! 

Hearing her, Evelyn ran back in the middle of a 
transaction, leaving the customer to help himself to his 
change from the open register drawer. Evelyn saw the 
injured party and the state of her employer. Being a sensible 
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woman, she immediately took charge. The paramedics soon 
arrived. They strapped Mrs. Liu to a board and lifted her, 
board and all, onto a gurney and took her away. Then Evelyn 
politely ushered everyone out of the store. She took Bob 
home, then came back, re-opened the store, and cleaned up 
the bruised bananas. With a string mop, she washed away 
the blood. 

After the accident, there were no more Bananas 
Foster. There were no more nineteen-cents-per-pound 
bananas at Bob's, since there was no Mrs. Liu to entice to 
come. While not killing her outright, the accident had taken 
an irreparable toll on the old Chinese lady: she was hospital-
ized for weeks. Afterwards, she was sent to a nursing home 
in California, where her only son lived. 

Business fell off at the Wang's restaurant and Bob's 
Cheapside Grocery. Whether it was because of guilt or the 
natural ebb and flow of things was never known. Deciding 
that the city was a better prospect for his restaurant than 
Hesston, Fishy Wang convinced his wife and two children to 
move. The owners of Hesston's other eating establishments 
(Pizza Hut, Taco Bell, Dairy Queen) were not the least bit 
sorry to see them go. 

There was a rumor of a law suit, but nothing came of 
it. At the time of the accident, Bob sent flowers and a store-
bought card (with a loving sentiment) to which he signed his 
name. But he did not hear a word, either from Mrs. Liu, or 
Sue or Fishy Wang. And he never saw any of them again. 

When Bob asked her to marry him, Evelyn accepted, 
though he was more than twenty years her senior, with a son 
and daughter who were nearly her own age. They closed the 
store on a Saturday afternoon for the wedding at the First 
Baptist Church. Everyone was invited. So naturally, they 
would all attend. 
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"The worst part," Elka said, leaning forward in her chair, "is 
that I was juggling with those plastic turkey basters." 

This was not Elka' s first circus dream. Last 
week, her suffocating animus had paraded through 
her dream as a three-legged elephant. Trained to 
walk on its two hind legs, it did not suffer dramati-
cally from the missing front leg. But when it reared 
back to trumpet, the anklet of bells on its one front leg 
created an audibly disappointing imbalance. The 
crowd booed and threw peanuts, which the elephant 
mistook for a reward and vacuumed in triumph. 
Elka woke with a queasy stomach, as if she'd eaten 
too much before bed. Dr. Wolfe spent much of that 
session directing Elka' s memory toward the sex of the 
elephant. Elka hadn't noticed a penis, but then again, 
she hadn't been looking for one. 

The winter sun stretched into a rectangle across the 
Persian rug in Dr. Wolfe's office. It entered through the east 
window of the stone cottage on University Avenue where 
she saw clients three days a week. This morning, Dr. Wolfe 
noticed that the geranium on the sill behind Elka had begun to 
yellow. 

"Were the basters full or empty?" Dr. Wolfe probed. 
"They were heavy, but there was no liquid spilling or 

anything. They were painted bright red, with blue and yellow 
flowers, like moroccas." 

Dr. Wolfe's cat, Gustav, crept in from the adjacent 
study and jumped onto the sill behind the geranium. His 
freedom to stretch and yawn openly during sessions touched 
Dr. Wolfe with envy. The snow in the east yard was brilliant. 
Yesterday's gray storm had dropped at least six inches of 
fresh powder. Turning to locate a copy of her latest book, 
Our Mothers Wild Animal Dreams, Dr. Wolfe saw through 
the west window that the snow on the parked cars was 
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untouched. 
During the holidays, students herded them-

selves home to ranching towns while faculty traveled 
to Denver or Boulder to gorge themselves on theater 
and transient museum exhibits. Town went quiet, 
like a stage between acts. These bouts of stillness had 
unsettled Dr. Wolfe when she arrived nine years 
earlier from Santa Cruz. She had lived a comfortable 
West coast married life. She and her husband, the 
other Dr. Wolfe, owned the kind of spacious bunga-
low that was affordable before Silicon Valley became 
Silicon Valley. They ran a thriving practice and 
taught an occasional university course in dream 
therapy. 

Then one Tuesday afternoon Dr. Wolfe walked into 
their kitchen, set his leather briefcase on the marble-topped 
island, poured himself a glass of Francis Ford Coppola 
cabemet, and announced as he might announce an upcoming 
test that he was leaving her for Lumina, his body work 
specialist. 

In her bed alone several months later, Dr. Wolfe 
dreamed she was an albino bison leading a thundering mass 
across the open grasslands. This, she knew, was a calling. 
She moved east to the real West where she bought an 
historic six-bedroom bed and breakfast. The pale Victorian 
with its two adjacent stone cottages was more than enough 
space to house her practice, her cat, and the post-divorce 
anger that she channeled into plastering, papering, and 
refmishing. 

* * * 
Elka went nowhere during the holidays. It wasn't 

that she didn't have family. She just didn't want to admit it. 
She was the middle child, a coincidental position that had 
fueled her formative years in therapy. She was the one who 
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broke the sequence: boy, girl, Elka, girl, boy. Had she been a 
boy, the children would have appeared neatly ordered by 
gender, as in elementary school activities. Instead, she was a 
single text propped up by matching bookends. Yes, Elka was 
single and nothing reminded her more of that than holidays. 
In family photographs, she was the one squatting to the right 
of the group, a place she negotiated by shuffling from front to 
back to side until she found space among subfamilies. 

Elka had arrived at 9:30 sharp, wearing black 
leggings and a black wool sweater that had begun to fray at 
the collar. Her hair, slightly bruised with henna, was a tightly 
sculpted porcupine of bobby pins. Her cheeks were pink 
from the late November cold and her eyes bright from 
holiday sleep. She wore no make up, no earrings, no physical 
indication of progress toward self-confidence in the last six 
months. But sadness became her like a single strand of 
pearls, that classic accessory that begged no other adorn-
ment. Sometimes Dr. Wolfe wondered if Elka should see a 
chiropractor, if there weren't instead a tiny misalignment 
deep within her structure that was pinching her with pain, if 
another kind of doctor might, with one loud snap, enable her 
to stand up and face her life. 

Elka had sampled every kind of therapy in town. 
She started conservatively with the University psychiatrist. 
Within eight sessions, she had developed a stunning portfolio 
for changing her life. She would commit herself one day at a 
time to her position as a part-time temporary assistant 
lecturer. She would tweak her manuscript poem by poem 
until it was ready for submission. The way they had envi-
sioned the editing process, it would be no more difficult than 
plucking her eyebrows. She would spend less, invest more, 
and diversify, cultivating a variety of relationships to alleviate 
the burden of finding one perfect mate. And she would 
complete herself for the time being with circle drumming, 
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soap molding, and journaling. 
Elka wandered the shops along College Street in Fort 

Collins, laying out $273.68 on an intricately carved Djembe, 
soap base, calendula petals, fragrance oils, and a new 
handstitched leather journal with thick vanilla pages guaran-
teed to absorb her dreams. The following Sunday she sat in 
with a drumming group facilitated by the University's school 
of extended studies. During her second circle thump, she 
realized that therapeutic drumming was only a guise that 
enabled otherwise married pairs to escape their spouses for a 
night of erotic slapping and pounding. She felt awkward 
banging her own goat skin while everyone else in the circle 
flailed occasionally to slap a partner's drum. 

Elka molded Cosmic Calendula soap into yellow 
moons and stars as Lord Byron, her declawed Persian, 
batted the goat skin in the next room. The earthy aroma 
cheered Elka while the moisturizer transformed her cuticles 
from dry white rinds into plump pink curves. After giving gift 
bags of her mildly scented therapy to everyone she knew, she 
consumed her remaining inventory in long hot baths. She 
read Neruda as her steamed pores sipped vanilla, sandal-
wood, and eucalyptus. Her tiny moons of soap translated her 
body into a single metaphor of desire. 

That's how Elka ended up back in bed in with 
John, the human crater she'd tripped into eight years 
ago and only recently scaled her way out of. They'd 
met at a barbecue, the only two singles. While 
couples mingled over buckets of Safeway potato salad 
and tiny cardboard houses of hot wings, Elka and 
John moved to a quiet comer of the yard. They 
zipped into conversation as if it were a mosquito 
shelter that kept the rest of the party buzzing beyond 
thin walls. Elka had just completed her first year as a 
lecturer. She was confident she would move up the 
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ranks once she published a book of poetry. John was 
building chairs at Mountain Log Furniture, getting 
paid by the piece, until he saved enough money for 
graduate school in engineering. They both had jobs 
and their dreams seemed compatible. What more 
could two people in their thirties want in a partner? 

Eight years later, John still smelled of cut 
wood. Piece work had become a way of life for him. 
Any discreet task he did required reward. He'd lift a 
loose drawer back on track in Elka' s kitchen, mostly 
because it annoyed him, and figure it to be worth her 
throwing in a few loads of his laundry. It seemed fair 
to her, as if this might be the way relationships oper-
ated. She overlooked the codeine addiction he devel-
oped after losing a finger in a shop accident. Then 
one morning after sex he said, "So, what, you have a 
few eggs you can boil up for me?" Just as the eggs 
began to dance in the boiling water, it occurred to 
Elka that their coitus was worth at least a mushroom 
omelette with fresh oregano. She walked out, leaving 
the eggs to dance themselves dry. 

John was neither surprised nor ambivalent 
when Elka called him after one of her steamy infu-
sions. He was happy to oblige, twice in fact, because 
the mixture of his rut and the essential oils lingering 
on Elka' s skin aroused him enough to overlook the 
ugly fray between them. As she climaxed, pressing 
her finger into the space of his missing digit, she felt 
for a moment that they completed each other per-
fectly. But alone in her shower that night, she did the 
math. If she filled his empty space, what was he 
giving her? She felt plucked, as if the last connecting 
threads of their tangled relationship were yanked 
free. She rubbed a waning moon of soap between her 

Diane LeBlanc 131 



permafrost 25 

palms and cried, coughing sobs that rattled through 
her like water through the pipes. She drained the 
water heater and then stood a bit longer, letting the 
chill shrink her pores and close her body to the world. 

Wrapped in the thinning blue Lanz robe her 
mother had given her during college, Elka sat in the 
one chair at her kitchen table, pushed a pile of occu-
pant mail toward the wall, and pressed back the 
cover of her new leather journal. She tried to remem-
ber her favorite lines from the Bhuddist poet who had 
led one of her graduate school workshops. They said 
something about having more than one tongue and 
having to pick the right one to answer life's questions. 
On page one she drafted, 

Ihau::onJyonetongue, 
no answer. I don't speak 
the worlds language. My 
mother tongue is the soap 
and leather of gone lovers, 
gone 

Fragments were her problem. She couldn't sustain an image 
beyond the life scattered around her on tables, countertops, 
and desks. Still she was certain a future existed beyond her 
temporarily messy sphere. 

* * * 
Elka had no ideas that acrylic nails would require 

such commitment. Average or extra long. Blunt or tapered. 
Temporary or perma-bond. Flat finish or high gloss. Plain or 
decal. She felt assaulted by choice, and yet wasn't this 
exactly what Dr. Wolfe had prescribed? "Commit to some-
thing, anything," Dr. Wolfe had told her during last Friday's 
session. They had been discussing her latest circus dream. 

"Turkey basters," Dr. Wolfe theorized, "represent the 
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domestic. You're juggling them because you have too many 
devices, if you will, suctioning your domestic energy at the 
moment. Tell me, are you spending enough time at home?'' 

Elka looped her index finger through a loose thread in 
the collar of her sweater, twisting it as she spoke. "Enough 
time at home?'' she repeated sarcastically. She'd begun to 
worry that even Lord Byron was tiring of her company. He 
recently abandoned his public napping on the drum in the 
living room corner to snore in the private alley between the 
stove and the refrigerator. 

"Quality time. Inner work, you know, chop wood/ 
carry water kind of work? Chores for the soul." Dr. Wolfe 
hesitated for a moment to consult her book, which she'd been 
thumbing through as Elka tried to piece together fragments of 
her dream. When Elka was teaching, she never remembered 
her dreams. Dreamless stretches of semesters passed, one 
into the next. Then, during vacations and in between teach-
ing contracts, she'd begin waking to flashes of dream waving 
like bright cloth before her eyes. 

"Try this. Close your eyes and visualize the place in 
your house where you spend the most time." 

"It's not my house," Elka reminded her flatly. "I rent 
it." 

"No one really owns anything. Just close your eyes 
and imagine your space." 

Elka blinked her eyes shut and imagined the desk in 
the corner of her bedroom. It was a white child's desk left in 
the garage by the owners. The top was stained with jagged 
strokes of red crayon. In the right hand corner there sat 96 
student papers that she had yet to read. A lamp in the 
opposite corner sat on a solid inch of manuscript pages of her 
book, Shadow Beast in the Big Horns. Several cheap Bic 
pens, the kind the English department bought in bulk, leaned 
against the rim of a chipped brown mug she'd made in a 
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community center pottery class. 
"Are there things in your space that you feel don't 

belong to you?" Dr. Wolfe asked, continuing their exercise. 
"Student papers." 
"Get rid of them." 
"Huh?" 
"Get rid of them. Imagine yourself throwing them 

page by page out the window." 
Elka's imagination tugged at the storm windows. 

They were painted shut. She visualized the front door 
instead, where she stood releasing page after page of student 
work into the Wyoming wind. Then she saw the pages catch 
on the picket fence beyond the big pine. They piled into an 
even bigger mess. Elka hated it when she failed these 
exerctses. 

"Move slowly back into your space. What else do 
you want to get rid of?" 

"My manuscript." Dr. Wolfe knew of Elka's 
stormy graduate defense. The program's doddering 
traditionalist and the visiting avant garde language 
poet had spent the better part of Elka' s two-hour 
defense arguing if the jackalope was in fact an arche-
typal representation of the American West's desire for 
simultaneous stasis and progress. 

"You want to let it go?" 
"Not like the papers. It want it to go somewhere." 
"Okay, so imagine yourself handing it to a pair of 

accepting hands." 
Elka imagined the pale hands of God that had 

reached benevolently from the clouds in her fifth grade 
catechism reader. The palms were cupped, the pinkies 
pressed together, and the finely manicured thumbs reached 
upward. They could very well have been the wanting hands 
of a respectable midlist publisher. 
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"Anything else?" Dr. Wolfe asked. Their session 
was almost over. "When you're ready, open your eyes." 

Elka opened her eyes to an explosion of tiny rain-
bows as the prism in the East window caught the sun. She 
blinked, as if struck with epiphany. 

Dr. Wolfe never underestimated her own powers. 
"Good. Now I want you to act on what you imagined. Of 
course you won't throw the papers out the window, but you 
can get through them. Imagine their weightlessness. And 
give your manuscript over to those hands. Let it go. It's 
doing nothing for you on your desk." 

"But," Elka began. 
Dr. Wolfe interrupted her. "Commit to one thing this 

week. Do something that will be permanent. I'll see you 
next Friday." 

So far Elka had committed to blunt merlot high gloss 
nails. They weren't permanent, but she needed evidence of 
change and what better indicators than two-inch talons. She 
had considered a tattoo, but the skin on her arms and legs 
had already begun to betray her. In the summer it erupted 
into tiny heat blisters and in the winter, it flaked, making her 
feel even more temporary than during other seasons. She 
considered imprinting a breast or a buttock with a goddess 
figure, but how sad, five years from now, to see that the four-
inch deity born skyward had collapsed into a flab of ink 
almost lost in the slow pull of her flesh toward earth. 

* * * 
"Nice cuticles." Gayleen, a beauty specialist accord-

ing to the business cards fanned in a crystal candy dish, held 
Elka's hand under a searing lamp. As she began filing and 
sponging Elka's thumbnail, she cued her beauty shop dia-
logue. "So what do you do in town?" 

"I teach English at the U." Elka was a regular at the 
Snowy Range Spa, but she never saw the same beauty 
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specialist twice. Her four perms a year coincided with major 
Catholic holidays, seasons of repentance, so she'd begun to 
associate cosmetology with confession. She would wait in a 
stiff-backed chair until it was her tum, and then, in the semi-
private space of the cosmetology station, she would bare her 
split ends like broken commandments. She felt absolved as 
she left smelling slightly of chemicals and coconut, her 
ragged edges left on the linoleum for someone else to sweep 
away. 

"Oh, in high school English we had to read this book 
about this woman who had this priest's baby and then had to 
wear like a varsity letter on her dress all the time. It was so 
sad I almost cried. I wrote a poem about it. I should show 
you some time. Do you like write?" 

"Yes." 
"Cool." The lamp burned silently between them as 

Gayleen shifted from the occupation script to the holiday 
script. 

"Did you have a good holiday? I'm still so full I 
could bust." 

Elka studied the young woman's slight frame. She 
couldn't have been more than a size two. She wore goth 
makeup, a black turtleneck tube dress, and a black lace 
bracelet. Elka imagined skinny tattoos curling around her hip 
bones, thin as empty parentheses. 

"It was quiet." 
"We went wild. My mom came. It was her 40th 

birthday, so we went to the dancing at the Cowboy and drank 
smashed pumpkins all night. Mom's kind of old, you know, 
40, so she couldn't even stay up past 11. But we had fun." 

Suddenly this seemed like a bad idea. Elka, who had 
just turned 43, wanted to warn Gayleen not to file too hard, 
as her aging nails might be brittle. Commitment, she told 
herself. Perma-bond. No looking back. 
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* * * 
Antique White seemed the obvious choice when Elka 

decided to repaint the living room of her rented house. 
"Classically enduring," the label promised. But after the first 
24 hours passed over her new walls, Elka couldn't live with 
Antique White. It was too bright, too solid, too intentionally 
aged. A fresh coat ofNirvana subdued the glare, but in the 
following morning light it appeared nicotine stained, like the 
hair of one of her phlegmy temporary colleagues. When she 
returned to Ace Hardware the third time, the same customer 
host, Guy, started flirting with her when she was barely 
through the automatic door. "I'm thinkin' you're needin' 
some company this weekend Ella." He must have 
misremembered her names from the checks she'd written. 
She felt violated, even frightened, by the sound of her name 
in the empty store at 8:30 at night on a weekend. What if he 
called her later? What if he drove over and parked outside 
her house? She grabbed a can of Viva Vanilla from an end 
display then marched purposely through the pet aisle where 
she picked up the largest rawhide chewy she could find. It 
was the size of a violin. 

"Must be quite a dog you have," Guy remarked. 
"Oh yeah, big. Loves to chew. A real biter." 
In her living room, close to midnight, Elka sipped a 

glass of White Zinfandel and evaluated the fresh walls. In 
the can, Viva Vanilla had looked creamier than Nirvana but 
on the wall it appeared very much to be the original color 
beneath the Antique White. She took another sip of wine. In 
the house she imagined owning, at least two of the living 
room walls would be fitted with built in bookcases. She 
would finally collect all of the books she'd placed in foster 
care at her mother's, her siblings', and at least three friends' 
houses. On the night of the closing, she would host an 
intimate ceremony of unpacking her books. Coffee mornings 
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and pink wine evenings would be spent revisiting underlined 
passages. She would join the junior faculty lunch table and 
laugh as they laughed, young Turks plotting to overthrow 
photocopy limits. She would sprinkle ordinary conversation 
with literary allusions. She would eat the daily pasta and 
smell confidently of garlic in her afternoon classes. 

Elka knew she was a good teacher. Last semester's 
evaluations had practically sung her praises from their large 
manila envelope. And hadn't she been told she was a fine 
poet? Hadn't she won graduate student prizes? The only 
obstacle between her temporary contracts and a lifetime 
commitment, she reasoned, was a book. The Book. Her 
book. Like most of her work, it was closer to being written 
than unwritten. All she really needed was time to tinker and 
tighten. The alliteration had a certain Dr. Suess quality that 
calmed her. It sounded simple enough, like a scheduled 
kindergarten hour. 

She swallowed the last inch ofwine in her glass and 
tapped the wall with her index finger to see if it was dry to 
the touch. Her fingerprint left a faint fossil. This coat 
seemed to be taking longer than the others to dry. She 
wasn't sure if it was the wine or the paint fumes making her 
feel giddy with optimism. After all, wasn't she the cat that 
the English Department had been feeding for years. Even 
the cruelest human wouldn't suddenly pull the chipped saucer 
from the back porch and leave a once-tended creature 
wandering hungry. 

* * * 
"Basters are the primary tools used for insemination 

among couples who desire intimacy but can't perform 
traditional intercourse," Dr. Wolfe explained. 

"Do they decorate them?" Elka asked dryly, "and 
juggle with them?" As she punctuated her question with a 
tossing gesture, one of her Viva Vanilla splattered merlot 
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talons sailed across the room and nicked Gustav in the head. 
He leapt from the sill and toppled the geranium. "Do you 
see? DO YOU SEE?" Elka shouted, waving the declawed 
finger in front of Dr. Wolfe's face to dramatize her vulner-
ability. 

Dr. Wolfe watched Gustav wedge himself between a 
rubber plant and a wall in the other room. She thought of 
how her own life had flown to pieces, how she should have 
seen the divorce coming. Months before the separation, her 
husband stated calmly and clinically over dinner one night 
that he could no longer bear the practice. "All those prob-
lems," he'd said. "No one wants to work at it. No one 
wants to commit." 

The other Dr. Wolfe's revelation came shortly after 
publication of their second collaboration, The Everyday 
Anima(/), sequel to Lost Animus(cle) Their theory revolu-
tionized self-help by enabling the average reader to access 
Self through the practice of daily animal behaviors. Then 
he'd met Lumina and began to argue that marriage was an 
unnatural commitment to demand of our animal bodies. 
After an ugly show-down about whooping cranes, which 
favored the she-Wolfe, he'd left with only the contents of a 
few drawers. Dr. Wolfe had heard through friends that her 
ex-husband was cutting a CD to complement Lumina's body 
work. His sequence of animal voices accompanied her 
progression of touch, enabling clients to hear their muscles 
speak through their inner animals. The neck was a dolphin, 
releasing a series of short, laughing cries as the tension was 
pulled down and toward the shoulders. The shoulders barked 
with each forward knead, solid black lab barks that com-
manded, "get back, get back." Defensiveness let go in the 
lumbar region, where the soft cooing of pigeons rose from 
beneath the gentle rolling of Lumina's knuckles across a 
client's lower back. The buttocks snorted sow style pleasure, 
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and the thighs howled like coyotes. 
"We were essentially wrong for one another," 

he'd said of their marriage after the divorce, when the 
two Wolfe's met to divide the last of their personal 
items. She packed the photo albums and the Christ-
mas ornaments. He claimed the chess set whose 
miniature wildlife figurines he'd carved by hand. 
They marveled at the detail, ten tiny claws on each 
grizzly pawn. So rapt with memory, they made love 
right there on the Persian rug, which Dr. Wolfe noted 
was in good enough shape to roll up and haul away. 
It would have been perfect, that final moment, had 
the giraffe king not fallen from the game board and 
suffered a snapped neck beneath Dr. Wolfe's knee as 
she rose toward the skylight in climax. 

"I've thought about having a child. It's not too late," 
Elka squinted up to her left, calculating the shelf-life of her 
fertility. 

"And the father?" Dr. Wolfe stood up and turned 
slightly, making a gesture toward the other room. Before 
Elka could speak, Dr. Wolfe turned back to face her. "John? 
What makes you think your genes would be any more 
compatible than your personalities?" 

Elka looked up at Dr. Wolfe standing in the light and 
noticed a slight puffiness under her eyes. She seemed more 
impatient than usual today, as if she didn't care to hear plot 
details for having already solved the ending. 

"John and I still see each other from time to time. 
We're still friends." Those last few words felt a bit like 
tapioca in her mouth, a consistency that provoked gag 
reflexes. 

"Sleeping with an ex is a bad idea." Dr. Wolfe rarely 
spoke with such directive authority. "Before you know it, 
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you're believing it's more than it is. There's no such thing as 
still being friends and having sex at the same time. No, those 
are two different kinds of getting screwed." Elka wondered 
if she should applaud. 

"You know," Dr. Wolfe's voice grew distant as she 
crawled under the rattan rocker to retrieve Elka's nail, "it 
could be that you just want to make a Thanksgiving turkey 
with all the trimmings. Maybe you just had basters on your 
brain." She handed Elka the nail and walked into the other 
room where Gustav snored in the shade of the oversized 
leaves. "Did you dream of stuffing or potatoes or pumpkin 
pie?" She shouted over the sound of a passing plow. 

Elka thought for a minute. "No, just those red 
basters. Three, always in the air. You know, I used to know 
how to juggle." 

Dr. Wolfe returned, righting the geranium on her way 
through. "Here, try this," she said, handing Elka a crushed 
tube of Super Glue. "That should stick. Maybe your life is 
meant to be fluid. Not everyone is meant for a stable career, 
a child, all those milestones we're promised. I don't want to 
fall back on cliches about lemons and lemonade, but it does 
seem to me that you have an extraordinary framework of 
freedom at this point in your life." 

Freedom. That's the same word the chair of the 
English department had used when Elka inquired about her 
contract for the following year. "You might," he'd said 
lowering his eyes to a messy stack of memos on his desk, 
"take advantage of the freedom to pursue substantial publish-
ing. Lots of folks in the department envy that kind of oppor-
tunity." 

"Impermanence is fate's way of allowing you to 
always be in process," Dr. Wolfe continued. "If that's the 
case, it's the process of the life, not the life itself, that's 
important." 
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Elka looked around the stone cottage. She often 
admired the bronze historical plaque mounted by the front 
door. The cottages were built by hand when the Union 
Pacific was laying track through town. They were a land-
mark. And there on Dr. Wolfe's shelves stood the four 
volumes of her groundbreaking work in dream therapy. They 
certainly weren't diminishing with time. She stopped and let 
her eyes drop to her nine remaining nails. She worked a little 
paint spot from her thumb with her index finger. Opposable 
thumbs. Evolution doesn't reverse itself. She managed to 
squeeze a small bubble of Superglue from the tube to reat-
tach the nail. She stood up and handed Dr. Wolfe the glue. 
"Thanks. Good as new. I'll call you about next Friday. I 
may be out of town." 

Outside, Elka watched the plow deposit a knee-deep 
drift in front of her car door. Right about now the Safeway 
bakery would be putting half price stickers on left-over 
pumpkin pies. She could even cook a turkey and slice up a 
can of jellied cranberry sauce. The cold air felt sharp in her 
throat. She couldn't say what she wanted, what soap and 
leather, therapy, and the tiny brown bottles of essential oils 
hadn't satisfied. The two arcs of ice left by her windshield 
wipers that morning had melted into liquid icicles. Random 
drops caught the light just right and refracted brilliant colors. 
She left her car snowed against the curb and started walking. 
It must be about timing, she thought, those drops of water 
being able to make color like that. 
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Winner 2003 Fartherst North 
Haiku Contest 

smoke from a woodstove 
corkscrewing into the storm-
cedar scented rain 

-an'ya 
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from my red-striped bag 
an elephant trunk chooses 
the biggest peanut 

-an'ya 
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computer age -
scrawled in the dirt near a crocus 
my latest haiku 

-an'ya 
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Honorary Mention, 2003 
Farthest North Haiku Contest 

twilight on the beach-
a young couple's angry words 
gone with the next wave 

-- Kathy Lippard Cobb 
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high humidity-
an ex-lover and I fall 
into old rhythms 
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untended garden -
the scent of honeysuckle 
clings to my fmgers 

-- Kathy Lippard Cobb 

- Kathy Lippard Cobb 
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