
THE 

Cedar Review
VOLUME32, NUMBER1





eletllar



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

gree

7
+

weCRS
%
2

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

=.*

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 



This Issue is

DEDICATED
to the men whostarted

The Red Cedar Review

jim CASH
walt LOCKWOOD
thomas McGUANE



 

 

red
Cedar Review

volume 32 #1]

The Red Cedar Review is a
bi-annual literary maga-
zine published by Michi-
gan State University for
over thirty years. Sub-
scriptionsare available for
$10.00, sample copies for

$3.00. Manuscripts are

read year-round; for sub-
mission guidelines send a
self-addressed stamped
envelope. For additional
information write to The
Red Cedar Review, 17c

Morrill Hall, Department

ofEnglish, MichiganState
University, East. Lansing,
MI 48823.

Text set in Baskerville BT
10 point, titles in

Baskerville BT IT 24
point, authors in Avant
Garde 14 point; designed
on Aldus PageMaker5.0.
Cover Photograph, Church

Manhattan, Nevada, by
Robert Turney. Lipman
photograph by Gabriel
Cooney. Printed at Insty
Prints, Lansing, Michigan.  

FICTION EDITOR

Tom Bissell

POETRY EDITOR
Laura Klynstra

CONSULTING EDITORS

Heather Abner

Mike Jurmu
Laura Redman

Halle Reese

Leslie E. Rose

Renee Sedliar

ADVISOR
Diane Wakoski

PHOTOGRAPHY
Robert Turney

BOOK DESIGN
Laura Klynstra



 

CONTENTS

POEMS |
Rob Keast Turkey Sandwiches
Travis Pinter Neighborhood

Matthew Thorburn Late-Night Groceries/Let’s Call This The Scarf
Matthew Thorburn Something You Won't Want To Hear

Olivia V. Ambrogio Lake Rituals
Anita Skeen Refuge

Anita Skeen Walking the Boundaries
Steve Lapinsky The Treeless Pears

Joanne Hayhurst Collusion
Time Lane ‘The Blue Shield

John Davis Driving Bullock Home From Work
Gerry LaFemina Sea Level

_ Gwendolen Gross Peregrination
David Martin CountyFair

Kenneth Pobo Walter, Oh Walter

Brett Hursey Rosebud
PV. LeForge Food Rut

J. Rodney Karr Syrup Rum

INTERVIEW
with Elinor Lipman

STORIES
Andrew Alexander Don’t You

Elizabeth Smith-Meyer Lubrication
MarkJacobs Fool’s Progress

Pamela Montgomery The Last White Woman On WarsawStreet
Terry Pow Watching Albania

Valerie Brock One-Card Crazy Eights

JIM CASH CONTEST
Heather Abner The Beekeeper’s Daughter
Heather Elizabeth Christian Finding Home



v
a
r
a

h
e
t
eoh

s

 



poems poems poems poems poems poems

 

 
s
u
a
o
d

s
u
a
o
d

sw
ma

od
s
w
a
o
d

sw
ua

od
sw

ma
od

   

p
o
e
m
s

p
o
e
m
s

p
o
e
m
s

p
o
e
m
s

p
o
e
m
s

p
o
e
m
s

poems poems poems poems poems poems



.

 



Turkey Sandwiches
rob KEAST

—for Frank O’Hara

Here oureyes have
Mouths
Letting us take in
Sandstonecliff walls/that rise 70 feet
Straight up from the water; wesit |
At sandstone shelves—above
The lake,flat ike enormous oak
Banquettables.
Here our eyes have
Teeth
Wechew the mashofrocks
The chunky, rust-orange carrots and
The white potato stones.

Oureyes havethroats
Weswallow the waves of bubbling soup
And,past the spread of beach, we munch
On stretched pines as thoughtheyare
Stalks of celery.

All of this passes through ourmouths,
Through ourteeth, our throats.
The walls of our stomachs
Are expanded,
Pushed outward bythe stones
Wearefirst-time hikers of Lake Superior
It is this eating
That has made usso hungry.

Rob Keast 9



10 ~=Travis Pinter

Neighborhood
travis PINTER

Weused to watch the black lab
streak through our yards,
dippingin and outof ditches—
like a brush—
at the edges of our road.
Cutting back and forth,
tongue swinging to the four-beatsteps,
the creature swept across every blade
of grass, shading yards
dark in the dusk, spreadingits ebony fur
until it clung like paintto the foliage.

It slept on our doorsteps
and eachofus, in turn,cradledit,
put out blankets, biscuits, ©
stroked the marvelous fur
until slumbercovered us,
running wet up our armsandnecks,
filling our ears withsilence,
pouring down from our foreheads,
overourfaces,
thick enoughto close our eyelids
whenit met them.

Every morningit was gone,
leaving us dry, alone,
stumbling from our houses,

meeting one anotherwith sidelong glances.
Weentered ourseparate vehicles,
pulled out of our driveways in every
different direction,
stretching the land betweenus,
straining the hub
with our distance.

A Testarosa with foreign plates
blasted through onenightbefore sunset,

turnedthe lab into cold fur on hot asphalt



Travis Pinter 11

never slowing down. Werushedto the dog,
spreadlike spokes around it—
the ribs sunken instead of
rising, four legs quiet and
without purpose. Something immeasurable
had beenlostin translation
from breathingto dying,
replacing the wet animal eyes
with a dry, white stare.

Westruggled forit,
wedged our handsbeneathit,
lifted it off the road to find it weightless,
rising from us, spreading and
thinningin the breeze until
the breeze took it completely,
leaving us nothing but each other, converging,
handsand fingers intertwining,
the wheelcollapsingto its center.



12 Matthew Thorburn

Late-Night Groceries / Let's
Call This The Scarf
matthew THORBURN

—for H.K.

You buy your soda onebottle at a time
so that each nightthe pretty girl
behind the counter, short-haired and bored

and tonightreading People
magazine,will be the last person
you see before you goto bed.

Tells you she’s from Italy.
Whenshe asks where you’re from you stretch
out your hand to make a mapof Michigan,
point to the center of your palm.Here.

Sheslips off her sandal,
puts her foot up on the counter.
I’mfrom here, pointing
to the slow curveofherarch.

Says her name’s Maria Isabella,
after the false saint in her grandmother’s village
whosestigmata turned out to be papercuts.

Thenshe puts her shoe back on. Whatelse
is there to say? She smiles. saying nothing,

saying something.

Turns outshe has a boyfriend.
Wouldn’t you know it? They walk
downthe sidewalk arm in arm,
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though whenshesees you and stops
to talk she lets go of his arm, does not introduce
him or speak to him. He stands quietly,
looking up and looking down
and examiningthelaces of his shoes.

You look at her, at him,back ather,
but no introductionsare forthcoming.

Poor boy, he doesn’t even have a name.

What do you remember most?
How aboutherscarf,
pink and gauzy, wound once around her neck
and trailing down overher shoulder.

She woreit with a black dress,

seamless it seemed and withoutsleeves,

her thick-soled shoes putting her an inch
or two taller than you.

And there you are—smile now,

she’s watching—in yourjeans andt-shirt,
driving a car with a piece of plywood
for a frontgrill, hoping it doesn’t overheat.



14. Matthew Thorburn

Something You Won't
Want lo Hear
matthew THORBURN

Thefigurines on the bathroom shelf
skip a step closer to the edge
each timethe front doorslams.
Soonerorlater they’re going
to take the big jump.

Like a married couple I knew.
Oneday the husband comes home,
says, “You’re not goingto like what I’ve got totell you.”
Next day he’s gonewith half the furniture
to a new apartment and a new woman
with four previous marriages
that hang aroundher neck
like a constellation of cubic zirconium.

Her husband’s no longer her husband.
She doesn’t know whereto go,so shestays.

No proudwayfor her to leave this house.
It’s best just to stumble, trip, do whatever
has to be done to get out. Slam the door.
Let the figurinesfall where they may.



Olivia V. Ambrogio

Lake Rituals
oliviav. AMBROGIO

The autumn peopleare dancing on the lake
their sharp feet cut waves
and burn blue shadows
on therestless water.

15



16 Anita Skeen

Refuge
anita SKEEN

—for Marcia Aldrich

From the bookstore
where tonight women’s voices
read their lives into poems

between New Releases and Cookbooks,

we walk in the January night,
to the parkinglot,

snowflickering aboutourfaces,
flurries chaotic, lost
from their blizzard, frantic for

the pack. Cars zip by
like assassins from Star Wars
andin each deadly beam white crystals

ricochet jubilant and sharp.
Wedrive on the mainstreet, then turn

up yours, Orchard, where winter freezes

the trees into icylattice,
limbs lit from within, a tinkle

like expensiveglass in thestill

night. In the front yard of one house
bizarre snow sculptures
stagger toward thestreet

and weback up the truckfor a better look.
They glow separate andcold.
Five blocks later we pull into your driveway,

your house dark and yourfamily asleep,
snowstill churning in my headlight beams.
I turn off the lights and wesit
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in the warm wombofthe cab

talking like it is not dark, like I am not
on my way home,like thereis time

to say it all, wordsloose like confetti
in a Christmas paperweight, stories
drifting against both doors.



18 Anita Skeen

Walking the Boundaries
anita SKEEN

Here, by the discardedtarp,
the tire snared in thorns,

the carcass of a wringer washer,

I start. I go north. It is hot,
it is quiet, though I know thetrees
hum with things I don’t hear,
hope notto startle. I tug
a bleached limb from the brush,snapit

for a staff as I enter the woods.
In the weeds, movement, and

a black hose, rubbery and wriggling,
disappears beneath twigs. I keep
walking, duck in amongthe alder
and cedar where shade
soaks melike a wetcloth.
Nowthetrickle of the creek,

the nostril tickle of damp moss,
the slippery stones. A lattice
of broken branches makesa trap
of the stream. Even in the driest July
in ten years,astill pool,
clear water. I:dip in my hands,
bring them up to myface,
drip from the creek bed
into the ferns, their fronds

gushinga stiff fountain.
On upthehill, the surveyor’s
stake, pink and orange ribbon
startling as flame, |
anotherfire, then another,

past the spineyholly,

unawareit’s out of season,

downto the rotting cedar stump,
pungent and primordial.
I stop, turn toward the south:
the lake crashes in through the gap
betweentrees, blue splashes
my eyes. My handsfloat
to the air like wings.
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The Treeless Pears
steve LAPINSK Y

The younggirl at the marketplace,
on thesly, stuffs a couple of
unripe pears underneathhershirt
and makesoff with them.

- Sheis trying to be like her
sister, who stands talking toa

boy acrossthestreet,
whois also young, but whose
breath seemsto turn his hormones
into a vortex,
a funnel cloud that touches down
and razes the area
of her supple frame.
Butthis younggirl only sees
this boy, who is an oddentity
to her like a freak of nature
like the tasty pears.
She wants to sample the jaundiced
meatofhis face, and feel
the velour coat of his cheek,

like the skins of the fruit
against herchest,
but the boy handshersister
his sweater, they round the
cornerandenter a thicket
on the edge of town,
the younggirl watching
with hertreeless pears.



20 Joanne Hayhurst

Collusion
joanne HAYHURST

This tale begins with scratching ontheceiling.
Welisten from our bed with open eyes
and hear the digging grind of the intruder.
At nesting time red squirrels have been known
to rip apart pink insulation, wires,
whateverthey can pull from padded bones
of human homes.

Your bare back’s warm and damp;
I nestle into you. Ajagged scrape
goes deep,startles us upright. The rodent’s
tearing downthe house. So now,it’s war.

Outside the bedroom windowlate that day,
I spot the squirrel stationed on the oak.
She’s staring at a small hole in thesiding,
the front door to her home above myhead.
She’s out. She’s left her young behind. call;
you run for boards and nails while I reach toward
the rot through which she dug her hole. She screams
a squirrel’s bark alarm,leaps,flies at me
armsstretched outlike Jesus Christ, drops,
crushes springleaves of wisteria.

Wewait,
stone-still, listen to the woods for some
direction. We can’t see. What’s clearis that
we're here with hammer, nails and badintentions.

I think abouthernest andtry to find
a way to rescue babies, dismissit as
a waste oftime for there’s no room in war
for sentiment.

Wait. I hear a scrape
on bark. She’s heading up. Oh, can’t you see?

Westrike: I hand you nails. You hammershut
the tomb. The squirrel’s bark’s percussive; sheflicks
her tail but changes nothing.

Then we're gone.
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She tears the board with claws andteeth until
they’re dull. She rests, then tries again, again.
She keeps this up for three whole days then stops.

Beneath our pink Ralph Laurensheets, your back
is dampandfits my belly well, but when
we touch,eyes still closed, the palest stink
of rotting flesh drifts down from theceiling.



22 Tim Lane

The Blue Shield
tim LANE

Thebluelight of the television is as hostile
to me

as the relentless assault of heat and noise in the shop
is to him—

or the cold steel and frozen pipes
at winter’s construction site—
but if he has his way I will never know
the droneofthe line andthe clash of machinery

in the factory—
(a seething hive)—

or the wind’s cat-o-nine-tails
in a trench with busted pipe andice
beneath the skeleton of a high-rise
which creaks beneath
an exhausted sky. I remember tapping crumpled flannel
on a meaty shoulderas a small child while he dozed through
the evening news—
as persistent as a press
or a drill.

First his arms andlegsrelax,
and thenthe eyesretreat, with their dim anticipation
of dinner, while murder and unemploymentrates soar, and
guerrillas from
Nicaragua plan to immigrate to Flint
to work for GM,and the Coloneldiscloses
his original recipe of eleven herbs
and spices.
This,

he claims, |
is an acquiredskill that no apprentice could ever learn—
the ability to outdistance the needling pain of exhaustion,
to let the day’s weight drain through the body

like a sieve—
(the evening newslike an absurd lullaby

bathing him in the blueness of snow).
This is one speciality—
the ability to withdraw
into his favorite chair and surround himself
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with the blue glare
of the TV—
the blue halo of exhaustion that a young child struggles

to penetrate,
like a weary courier traveling miles through storm

to announceleft-overs
for dinner—

(while the world burnsout like a welder’s torch
with an empty tank). |
This is a gift—
his exhaustion ensuring
that I will never be
as tired—
this blue shield
that a teenager bludgeons
with a hammer
at the end of each day
with unreasonable
demands.



24 John Davis

Driving Bullock Home From
Work
john DAVIS

In my DodgeDart, Bullock kicks off his purple
spray-painted boots, keepshis lowerlip
plugged with chew, uses Killer
and Dude in mostsentences, pulls a Band-Aid
tin from his coat, wants me to smoke
ragweed, his greasy, home grown ragweed—
smells like clams, wouldn't keep a striped eel
stoned three minutes.

Herolls up his window,rolls a joint and smokes,
his thin arms rowing imaginary oars, rowing,
bracing his feet on the dashboard, rowing,
says it keeps him stoned,his cheeks
glowinglike rose dianthus.

I shift up the expressway, Bullock yelling
Stroke, Dude, Stroke—a sculler rowing outstiffness

from lifting three ton’s weight of garage doors,
his brown hair bouncingoffhis nose.
Wherearetheperfect circles
a sculler’s oars leave on water?
I want to see Bullock’s perfect circles on expressway
asphalt between trucks and BMWs.
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Sea Level
gerry LaFEMINA

Because the body is mostly water we suffer gravity:
a pregnant woman’s ankles swell
whenstanding long; the wounded manin thealley bleeds;
we experiencetides as if the moon
dictated more thanthe sea’s
insatiable taste for sand.

And use my knuckles as an abacus to count
myvisits to the ocean—
I blame myself not Freddy Clark in his dad’s four door Chrysler
driving somegirl to a state park

after closing
Friday nights.

Saturday’s stories:
All the same.

He’sstill telling them,

and I’m still listening, the words remaining long in the hollow shells of mornings
after I cursed him—

seeing a womanI wrote poemsfor
in his backseat.

That nightI climbedthe ladderofa lifeguard chair and chose
the maudlin canvasthe constellations painted on the waves.
Two hourslater I was naked andtreadingwater,
wading...

How common.
Moreoften I rise abovesealevel,

shedding myself of the undertow. Atfive,
I raced my building’s elevator to the eighth floor,
up one more team ofstairs to the roof. Hide-and-seek
amongits congregation of aerial antennae,
behindtheventilation shafts. We played everyday;

From that height, I could watch thestreet:
stickball, mail deliveries, Loretta
walking the block to join me for a game of super hero-
and-the-saved. Ourcuriosity a kind ofdesire.

In school I’d sneakto the roof,

and study trigonometry in the sine curve pattern
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a Super Ball thrownto the street would make:

bouncing skyward, a bright rubber sphere, the way the sun caughtit
with a glove ofbrilliance... I’d loseit
high above Eighteenth Street on clear days

tobacco smokerallying its upwardspiral:
a spirit like the ghosts ofword problems
erased from the board: Jfsea level increases
one foot per day...

Because the body is mostly water a manfalling fourteen stories
strikes the sidewalk like a wet sponge, bouncing once,

twice on the concrete.
That’s me gawkingfrom the street. Seventeen.
I hadn’t heard a thing but had to explain
to the police why my head was down
while I walked,

WhyI wasn’t in school.
Onecop laughed,

All you kids,
depressed and tough.

Stupid.
I bet you wish you were thatstiff:

Shit, he was twice your age.
You kids: all dopes.

Shaking the Coke canin his hand,
he scanned myanswersonelast time
before telling me to beat it. He must be a detective by now
or retired.

Or dead— |
somestray bullet while enjoying the ripe gallery of family life
with a day off at Rockaway Beach
whenthree guys gotinto a fight over a womanor a remark.
Which one hadthe gun...

On yesterday’s newsflood victims rowed boats
along Oak Street, Stuart Avenue. Volunteers

with sandbagsbythe river bank.
A morninglater: silence

followed by the shine of a sump pump running,the slosh of boots
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and dampjeans through ankle-deep living rooms, the occasional expletive

while the river sleeps with the unease of a newborn.

Somewhere someoneis drowning
and someoneelse is breaking surface. It’s coming up for air

I remember. Three, maybe four,
I'd been jumped from behind

by the tide;

I would have given a pocketful of sand dollars,
my imagined pirate’s gold,
to stand with the breakers bowingat my ankles:
Toddler Neptune.

Instead, I crawled the linoleum of brokenshells
coughingsalt water; crawled past a construction crew of brothers
excavating tunnels for their cars,
young handssteering them through sandy highways; crawled

The brunette girl who could have been Loretta,
her ponytail damp,stringy, and barnacledto her back.
She stared and huggedherBarbieclose.

a

Even these are acts of love:

I wantedto dive into the bay after a womansaid no.
I was tying my wrists together when I was discovered
on the docks by Battery Park;

I once climbed sevenstories
by fire escape onto the roof of a walk-up because ofyes.

By then I knewthe difference
between love anddesire,

knew the two met somewhere:
a hormonalhorizonthat I can’t see even with hindsight.

Whenthe water bursts, it’s time.

And to water we'll return
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go underand feel the pressure in our lungs,
almostlibidinal. Listen to the sea:

T want. I want. I want ....

In bathroomsall over the country salt water
gossip echoesin conchshells; even far from the coast

they knowthestories: the dead lovers forever dancing on the ballroom
of the Titanic. She wears a gown ofsea weed,

andhis eyes glow

phosphorousas innuendo,
and intentions.

The sun fires just beyond the horizon. First light
far to the East because the earth is mostly water.
Hightide and low tide exchangeshifts;

already old men with metal detectors clutter the shore
seeking somepirate treasure that’s slipped through the pockets of the sea,
a declasped bracelet or an excommunicated earring, but they’re lucky
if they find dimes from the years of their birth. Look,
one of them is now on his knees. I can't see
whathelifts to this infantile sunlight
before surrenderingit, indifferent.

Only memories.

Those bottle cap and quarterbeeps.



Gwendolen Gross

Peregrination
gwendolen GROS §

The mountainsare abrupt,
perfunctory, they jut up from
island like elbows and are
as casually awkward—
bruising the tropicalsky.
On the foothills, with creases

between the toes, granite
crumbles inward, with
shardsof lime trees
and landmass, grunting.
From the ferry she can pass
her wing of hand overthe
whole landscape—roll
overit like ink, sink into
the deepest places. She
sticks her fingers in the open
windowsofcrooked white
houses, squashes apartment
buildings that stand too
stiffly, asks them to bow
to the broad grin of the
Pacific. Then
she paints thesky.
Brushstrokes, fingers
dipped in egg
temperafor Vs, for
curves, for resting places
for the long traveled and
hungry seabirds.

29



30) =David Martin

County Fair
david MARTIN

—for my mother

She smokedcigarettes as long
and thin as herfingers that year,
talked crazy about getting a job
or driving to North Carolina.
Long afternoons we scratched
the railroad tracks for bottles
to buy Salems and cokes. She
drove the big Buick to lakes
and parked undera choke cherry
to watch the heatjangle.
Shut up, she said, “we may be

leaving,” by which she meant our

father. The August wind burned our
lungs and butch headsto sleep.

That was the year we wentto thefair.
Westarted at the livestock pavilion,
stepped high over clumpsof straw, the stew
of shit and urine, to watch sheep rumps
and pigs swollen with heat.
Weparadedpast angry sleepy-eyed
animals, paid a quarter each to see
the world’s largest steer
with the map of Michigan onits hip
and a purple tumorthatlooked like Christ.
I was alone, walking the dust
and rutted road,lookingfor the
Buick, my head choked with

noise: the metal grinding whirl-a-gig,
houseof mirrors andits crazy laughter,
my head distorted on chrome bumpers
shapedlike sharptits.
I reached the highwayandrivertrash,
walked sobbing on the gravel shoulder
where a man shoutedin a high-pitched Tennessee
whine. The gravel roared and motheryelled
to get in the goddamnedcar. She
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yanked meacross her lap and wespunoff, dizzy.
I watched herthin arm bring the
cigarette to herlips, her eyes slash
the mirror, and felt as if I somehow
loved her.



32 Kenneth Pobo

Walter, Oh Walter
kenneth POBO

In Oxford
centuries of civilization
cram gargoyle mouths.
Donsdash ashistory
goes gouty. Go to see

gardensto ask ivy
whatit thinks of gray
rain. Andto visit
Walter Pater’s grave.
Nothing special—just
another name

ona GRE exam. Walter
and I have a goodchat.
Hesays be more gemlike,

morelike angles of sun
on stone. Somesay
Walter made a mess
of things, madelife
seem too beautiful. What
do they make of moonlight
on an iris? How
do theycritique that?

Do they not see beauty
as a fire calling
a single hand
to pass throughit?
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Rosebud
brett HURSEY

Hardly a night passes
that her restlessness fails
to rouse me—

the barely audible sound of bone
raspingclose to bone
as she rearrangesher aching
joints beneath thesheets and blankets.

Even sleep has become wearisome—
stiffness seepinginto her ankles
and knees until she wakes
to the aftertaste of aspirin
and a pain so palpable

it clambers up the curvature
of her spine, or hangs on herskirts
during ourdaily walks
to the postoffice.

SometimesI lie awakelistening
for the future—
rattling and squeaking its wheelchair

inevitably closer unul the sound scrapes
the remainingscraps
of cartilage from my subconscious—

the way I dream of her weeping
over swollen, ruddy roses

sprouting from her wrists—
fingers hopelessly twisted and bent
into withered, frost-bitten buds.



34 PV LeForge

Food Rut
p.v. LeFORGE

Suddenly I’m alonein the kitchen again
with tomatoes, French beans, and pasta
as light and fine as sunbeams.
Here are condiments and knivesand lots of pots
andit’s here that I boil and bubble
away my evenings.

While othersjoin fitness centers
until their bodies attain the color
and texture of shaved tennis balls,
I puff around mykitchen like a tuba
snapping beansinto green mosaics
and grating cheese into mist.
I spread the angel hair around myplate
in soft billows; in the center I place
a tomatosculpted into the shape of an openrose.

Oh, mybeloved capellini!
Myfaithful nightly visitor,
I need noother. Into my soul
I commendyourspirit.
I am a shark in a crowded ocean,
a long-tongued wolf on a sheep farm,
the only guest at the birthdayparty,

And when I hear myself moaning with excess joy,
when myplateis as shiny as a full moon
and the earth has becomea speck
on which I teeterlike an egg,
I know that I’ve doneit all wrong.

WhatI really want is a smootherface,

season tickets to see the Magic,

a two-car garage, new sheets. I want to be
a figure on a weddingcake.
And I want to be hungry again.
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Syrup Rum
j.rodney KARR

With his stick whip, Witch

lashes sugar maples hung
with buckets. He dips
his fingertip inside a tap
then licks. The trees leak
their sap. The bubbling vat
goes on and on.Itis all
too slow, so he punishes

the trees to let them know
it is he who drives the spikes
in Novemberand gathers wood
for the continuousfire. It is he
wholoves them,if they bleed.
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Elinor Lipman 39

An Interview With

Elinor Lipman

  
linor Lipmanhas been described as having “the sensibility of
a Jane Austen married to the antennae of WoodyAllen,” and

as “one of the writers who can pierce the heartas well as the funny
bone” (New York Daily News). If it sometimes seemsperilous reading
an author heralded as “funny,” it is because “funny” Is a label that
begs to be defied by each reader’s idiosyncrasies, for each reader’s
expectations to fall short. “I heard this was funny!” we say, and
throw the book across the room.

So perhaps the most surprising thing about Elinor Lipman’s
novels andstories is that they ave funny: laugh-out-loud funny,
wry funny, sad funny. Ofcourse, only a grim-faced bore wouldtell
you that being funny as well as a serious writer is incompatible,
and, anyway, to label Elinor Lipman as a “funny writer” is rather
like saying Ghenghis Khan was cranky. It wouldin fact be difficult
to find another contemporary author wholooks at modernlife—
such as America’s recent saturation bytalk shows,half-wit celebrity
authors, and thetrials of small town, mainstreet businesses—with

such a sharp and keen andultimately forgiving eye.
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RCRfiction editor Tom Bissell sat down with Ms. Lipman to
talk about MFAs, the dark abyss, the ten million of us who need
The Bridges of Madison County, and the importanceof being nice.

RCR: To start with the most basic question: Why do you write?

EL: I write because I like doingit. I like assigning my thoughts
and observations to characters, I like inventing lives, and I love

having booksin print, but I continue writing because people want
to publish my work and readit. There’s nothing I'd rather do,
workwise, than write novels, but if I hadn’t been validated

somewhere along the way, or had no hopeof being published,I'd
have stopped.

RCR: You've beenvisiting faculty to various writing seminars, such
as the Bennington Writers’ Workshop. To what extent do youfeel
you can “teach” an aspiring writer? In the end, how valuable are
gatherings like MFA programs and workshops?

EL: I think becauseit’s a craft and not a science, you can point out
mistakes the new writer is making and teach them sometricks.
(For example, point-of-view switches—easily avoided once the
writer is attuned to such non-fatal mistakes.) I think the best
workshopsactas kindly editors who want you to developas a writer
and are willing to put in the time. Beginning writers need feedback,
need an editor’s eye, need encouragement, need tips and short-
cuts, and sometimesjust the deadline of a weekly meeting. I was
almostliterally taught to write in a workshop. I'd been writing
non-fiction, mostly in PRjobs, and neededto be told simple things
like, “It’s nice to break up the dialogue with a gesture or some
physical act.” I remembermyteacher, Arthur Edelstein at Brandeis
adult education, writing at the top of the page, “How about‘She
took a bite from the radish,’ or some such.” I think there are things
to learn, support to be had, constructive criticism andpraise to be
dispensed. But then there is a time when you haveto go back to
your room and be your own writing group. I’ve seen workshop
regulars who don’t want to judge their workatall, even to the
point where they quote their writing group’s prescription, and don't
give themselves a vote. I say, “I liked the other version better.
Whydid you change it?” and they say, “My writing group made
me.” I always encourage beginners to join workshops, and
eventually tell them to be their own counsel. I can’t speak for MFA
programs, because I don’t have an MFA... and I don’t think I
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need one.

RCR: A recent review called John Updike’s novel Brazi “a happy
book about miscegenation.” I was struck by how apt a description
that would be for the interracial romance in your novel The Way
MenAct. Is such topic matter best handled in this manner?

EL: I don’t think in terms of“miscegenation” because I don’tlike
the prefix—bad, wrong—applied to two people who wanta life
together. It feels like a racist label. I don’t see the interracial
romance as somethingthat needs to be handled, and of course I
think all topics are grist for comedyoratleast for irreverence.

RCR: John Gardneroncesaid that “good”artists create a “vision
of life worth pursuing,” whereas “bad” artists “are whining or
moaningorstaring, becauseit’s fashionable, into the dark abyss.”

Do you feel this is an accurate comment on thestate of
contemporaryliterature?

EL: I love this quote; in fact I’m going to memorizeit, although
his “good” and “bad”strike me as high-handed. I mighteditit to
say that someofus create a “vision of life worth pursuing” because
that’s what we wantto read, whereas some ofus, thinkingit achieves
instant depth, “whine or moanorstare, becauseit’s fashionable,

into the dark abyss.”

RCR:This is a three-tiered question: What writer most influenced
you? Who,today, is your “favorite” writer? Are there any writers
who continue to astound you?

EL: The writers who most influenced me werewriters of funny
stories: Ring Lardner, Max Schulman, Dorothy Parker, Woody
Allen. A writing teacher steered me toward Fay Weldon and Grace
Paley, saying, “They’re funny, but they do so much more.” My
father adored Ring Lardner, and throughout my childhood he
raved about “Alibi Ike” and therest of the stories in Round Up. He
used to laugh out loud whenheread,take off his glasses and wipe
his eyes. I think I came awaywith the idea that good writing means
writing thatis a joyto read.

I don’t have onesingle favorite writer today, but many favorite
books, among them: Nine Stories by J.D. Salinger, The Hearts and
Lives of Men by Fay Weldon, Waking the Dead by Scott Spencer,
Crossing to Safety by Wallace Stegner, A Summons to Memphis by Peter
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Taylor, The Fifth Business by Robertson Davies, The Razor’s Edge by
Somerset Maugham,The Floating Opera by John Barth, That Night
by Alice McDermott, First Light by Charles Baxter, The Man Who
Owned Vermont by Bret Lott, Happy All the Time by Laurie Colwin;
Anna Karenina, Pride and Prejudice,Jane Eyre, A Room with a View. All

of those astound me. I consider each new bookby CarolShields,
Stephen McCauley, and Joanna Trollope a cause for celebration.

RCR: You'vesaid that “meta-fiction”—orthe kind ofself-conscious
explorationoffictional form—doesn’t really interest you. Why not?

EL: I did? I don’t think the term “meta-fiction” has ever crossed
my lips, but I’ll be a good sport and answerit anyway.

RCR: Thank you. I should say that I’m using “meta-fiction” on
my ownvolition here, but I remember you saying somewherethat
you wereirkedbyfiction that’s about fiction more than anything
else. A writer like Kathy Acker, say, or some ofWilliam Gass’s novels.

EL: I subscribe to John Gardner’s assertion that “a writer’s first
dutyis to storytelling.” I don’t wantto see the writer’s feet showing;
I don’t want to notice his or her tricks. When I read I want to
believe in every word of the voice and story. I wantto believe, to
paraphrase Somerset Maugham,thatit is a life I am living, not a
book Iam reading. Another Gardnerrule I follow: The author’s
Job is to create a “vivid and continuous dream”in the mindof the
reader. Anything authorial, I feel, interrupts the “vivid and
continuous dream.”

RCR: How manynovels had you written, or tried to write, before
you published Then She Found Me?

EL: None.

RCR: Really? That’s interesting, in that you hear so much about
writers—I’m thinkingin particular of Robert Olen Butler—who
are said to have written five or six novels beforefinally selling one.

Well, I guess that sort of leads me to my next question: What
youngerwriters do you admireand expect great things from?

EL: Youngerorolderis irrelevant. Authors Id like to see second
books and more from are Wally Lamb, Christopher Tilghman,
Suzanne Strempek Shea, Joan Wickersham, Karl Ackerman,P.
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CareyReid.

RCR: Bernard Malamud oncesaid, “The humanrace needs the

novel. Those who say the novelis dead can’t write them.” Do you
agreer

EL: Can’t write them or would rather read Entertainment Weekly. I
absolutely agree that the humanrace needsthe novel; I only worry
that ten million of that race need The Bridges of Madison County.

RCR: Your fiction is often described as “quirky,” or as being
“comedy.” Does this bother you? To put it another way: Do you
feel that such labels ultimately take away from the seriousness of
your work?

EL: Why would the label “comedy” bother me? You wouldn't be
one of those people staring into the dark abyss, would your

RCR: No, no. I’m whole-hearted avoiderof the abyss.

EL: Therewill always be people who mistrust humor, whofeel in
a very literal, antonym-ish kind of way that “funny” and “serious”
are opposites. They think that writing aboutlonelinessorlove, for
example, is serious and “big” enough as long as sadness and loss
prevail. Inject a little hope or happiness or resolution into the
character’s life—and you're writing a comedyof manners. I say, to
hell with them.

RCR: Do thepolitics of the literary world ever bother you?

EL: I would be an ingrate and a schmuckto complain aboutthe
publishing world. I have always been treatedfairly, even fondly,
especially at Pocket Books, where the whole process has been very
warm and personable. I think, if I may preach a bit here, that you
get whatyou give; that I am reasonable and appreciative, and that
is reciprocated. On the other hand, the politics of the book
reviewing world can get me going. Sometimesyoufeel that behind
every review Is a disturbing story of whoassignedit, to whom, and
why. WhenI review, I consider the author’s feelings and emphasize
the positive. It’s not exactly politics, but the process of promotion
andcriticism results in someterrific authors remaining unknown,
their books sinkinglike stones, while others, no better and probably
worse, are anointed. [| think it helps writers to rememberthatthe
anointing counts in the very small province of publishing, and
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doesn’t carry overto readers.

RCR: True or false: If a writer is talented and works hard, he or

she will “makeit.”

EL: ‘True.

RCR: On that note, what advice do you have for aspiring writers?

EL: Don’t be sentimental about your work, by which I mean be
flexible abouteditorial suggestions, but don’t changethingsslavishly
Just because yourfriend the slightly more experienced writertells
you to or becausea rejection letter invents a criticism to justify the
editor’s decision. (I once received two rejection letters in the same
day for the samestory. Oneeditor hadsaid,“Sorry, but the ending
doesn’t work,” and the other said, “ . . . with exactly the right
ending.”)

Revise, but you don’t spend yourlife beating the same dead
horse. Sometimesthe best form of revision is to start something
new.

Always have the next envelope addressed so you'll be ready
whenyourS.A.S.E. comes back. Turn it around immediately from
a rejection to a submission.

If you join a workshop, join with a teacher, not just a peer
group, because without a good teacher you'll go home with the
wordsof the loudest, most opinionated, but not necessarily best
critic ringing in your ears. A group needs a leader to put the
criticism in perspective and have the last word; to say, “I disagree
with all of you and here’s why.”

Write every day (within reason; it’s not such sacred work that
you can’t take days off). Think of writing a novel as getting from
onesceneto the next, rather than as a 300-page project. I aim for
two pages a day, and it adds up.

And this: I once called my agent’s office and said to the temp,
“Hi, this is Elinor Lipmancalling for Lizzie.” Later my agent was
asked, “Who was that? She was the nicest person I talked to all
day.” It made me wonderwhat kind of arrogance and rudeness1s
out there in Authorland that would make a temp think my one
declarative sentence was award-winning behavior.

So, be nice.
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Don't You
andrew ALEXANDER

() n Thursdays, Arthur and I would leave school early and I'd

take him downtown on the new Martatrain to his speech
therapist. He was my responsibility then and, although I
complained aboutit and taunted himbycallingit “peach pearapy,”
I loved to take him. I liked the way his brow would wrinkle when
we stepped offthe street and downintothe newstation,fluorescent-
white, tiled, startling as a swimming pool. Even when he was mad
at me, he would needtostick close by in the crowd,clutching to
the back ofmy bookbag whenwethreaded ourwayoffthe platform
andinto the train cars with their smell of upholstery and hairoil.
Mylittle brother would sit next to me, and I would unfold the

subway map and hold it away from him so he couldn’tsee; I
pretended that it was absolutely necessary that I knew where we
wereatall times, as if our route were as intricate and perilous as
the ancient Silk Road.

His speech therapist had anoffice in one of the new buildings
downtown. WhenArthurwasinside with her, I would sit in the
waiting room and read Ranger Rick magazines. Once, whenit was
getting late and I went back to check on him,I found the two of
them, my brother and his doctor, playing checkers. When she saw

me,the doctor picked up the board, dumpedall the checkers into
a shoebox,and told Arthurit was timeto go.

One afternoon—I had been taking Arthur downtown for a
year—wearrivedat the office and found the waiting room dark
and empty exceptfor a lone receptionist typing behind theglass
panels. “Oh, yeah,” Arthur said. “I was supposed to tell Mom.
Dr. Morano wentto a conference in Washington.”

I threw down my bookbag. “Well, that’th juthtterrific, retard,”
I said. “Mom’snotpicking usuptill five.”

Arthur shrugged. “That’s all right. We'll take a walk around.”
“A walk?” I said.
“We're all the way down here,” he said. “Let’s just walk

around.” He walked outof the waiting room. I followed.
Outside on the sidewalk he walkeda few pacesin front of me,

but checked every now andthen to make sure I wassull behind
him. He stopped in a drugstore and bought a big piece of
bubblegum in the shape of a record, which—I was surprised—he
split with me. There on the downtownstreet, two paces behind
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him, chewing myhalf, it suddenly hit me how muchhe had changed
in the last year. He stopped at a sandwich shop and bought a Coke,
leaned his back against a wall like a ten-year-old James Dean to
drink it, and belched whenhewasfinished. He stoppedand talked
toa manselling tie-dyed T-shirts from a cardboard box: I couldn't
hear what they were saying, but the man spoke and then Arthur
spoke and then they both laughed.

In the car on the way homeI told my mother everything that
had happened,and Arthurand I were both grounded. The next
week, on our way downtown, Arthur told me that he thought the
subway in Atlanta was so simple an ape could useit; one line goes
north-south, he said, and the other east-west. When Arthurwasin

sixth grade, he was old enoughto go on his own to speech therapy,

and by seventh grade hedidn’t need to go at all. They must have
been doing something morethan checkers; his speech impediment
was gone.

By the time I finished college, I was nothing to him. Right
after graduation,I wentto a friend’s beach house with seven others
to celebrate. It rained the wholetime, so wesat inside, watching
MTV, eating fried vegetables, and drinking cheap Margarita mix.
One night, through some combination of boredom and drunken
desperation,I tried to bite the head offa Hummel figurine. Our
hostess cried andsaid thatit was a figurine of great personal and
sentimental value. Everyone, even the people who laughed when
I did it, took her side, and nobody cared that I chipped mytooth.
I refused to apologize, resolving never to speak to any of them
again once I got back home. I changed myflight and left two days
early; I took a cab to the airport one morning before anyone had
gotten up.

“Tm homefor good,” I said to my mother whenshe picked me
up at the airport.

“You'll find ajob,” she said. “You'll find something.” She hadn't
turned my room into a study or a loungeora tasteful guest room.
She’d keptit as it was before I had left: the posters of Pink Floyd;
the stolen road signs; the beer can collection;the fish-empty, algae-
smirched aquarium. It wasjust like being back in high school except
I had no classes, no homework, no friends, and nothing to look
forward to. I thought I would see a lot more ofmy brother Arthur,
but I didn’t. He had skipped his last year of high school and had
just finished his freshman year of college. Although he lived and
went to school right in town, I hardly ever saw him. He had a
summer job,a girlfriend.

I bathed a lot and checked the mail. I played our old Atari.
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During the day I would lowerthe blinds and turn the AC in my
room upso high that I could lie undera blanket andstill feel a
chill. I had arrived homeat the end of May, and before I knewit,

it was June, then July.
I might have continued that way, undisturbed until death,

except for one afternoon when my motherwasat work, the phone
rang. I never answered the phonebecauseit was never for me, so
that afternoon,as usual, I just listened and waited for the answering
machineto pick up.

The tapestarted rolling, and then an unfamiliar voice spoke
my name. The wayshesaidit, foreign, almost incorrect, made me
wantto hear hersay it again. “Hamilton, answer,” she said. “You
are there, I know. Pick up the phone. Pick up.”

I quit my game of Defender and picked up the phone. “Who
is this?” I asked.

“This is Arthur’s friend. Helene,” she said. It was my brother’s
girlfriend, French noless; I had never spoken with her before.
“You are Hamilton, the brother ofArthur,” she said. It wasn’t really
a question, but I answered, “Yes.” I was vaguely aware that Arthur
had told methat they had beenfighting lately. “Can you drive me
to Conyers?”shesaid.

“Whycan’t Arthur take your” I said. There was longsilence.
I wrappeda fingerin the frayed belt loop of my bathrobe.

“I’m meeting him there,” she said. She explained that some
friends of theirs were having a cookout—a “cooking out” as she
called it—at a farm in the country.

“Can webe back by seven?”I said.
“No,” she said. “You know you're not busy. Come pick me

up.”
Half an hour later when I cameto get her, she was standing

outside her apartmentbuilding waiting. She wore a pair of dark
sunglasses and a shirt with big wizard sleeves that flapped and flared
as she stalked towards the car. She was compact andpretty, with a
walk like a pair of scissors, full of energy and purpose. Shesaid
nothing to measshe gotin.

“Nice day for a picnic,” I said once we were on the road. It was
hot and muggy, and the sky was gray, tornado-brownat one corner.
All the windows were down because my Le Car had noair-
conditioning.

“Nice car,” she said, pointing to the candy wrappersandsticky
cola-grit on the floor of the passenger side. I sat up taller, kept
both hands on the wheel for a moment,then, casually, let one arm

hang out the window.
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Halfan hourlater we werelost. I pulled over onto the shoulder
of the road, and Helene unfolded the highway map andspreadit
out in front of her with much elaborate rustling.

“Why couldn't Arthur take you to this cookout?” I said. She
didn’t say anything, but traced the highways on the map with her
finger. I tried to imagine what they had beenfighting about. “You
know,” I said, “I don’t think Arthur would go to this party with
anothergirl. Is that what you think?”

“Stay quiet,” she whispered to the map. Bent over it she was
squat andlovely, thrillingly French and meanin myfrontseat.

By the time wegotto the party, it was almost over. The farm
looked conquered: a barbecuegrill near the farmhouse gave off
thick andbrutish smoke,a few people lay stretched out on blankets
in a pasturelittered with soda cans and paperplates. There was
the sound of feedback from speakers and a microphonenotyet
dismantled. A few beersfloated in a washtubofmelting ice. Helene
and I each took one.

“Where’s Arthur?” Helene asked a girlsitting in a lawn-chair.
“Arthur,” the girl said. Then, “Has anyone seen Arthur?”
The boy next to her shrugged. “I don’t think he ever showed

up,” hesaid.
The heat splotched myeyes and slicked my armpits. “I’m going

inside,” I said to Helene. “Come get me whenthe party’s over.”

I n the dark and empty farmhouse living room, I found no
television, no magazinesof interest, but from the bookshelf I

pulled down an old paperback copy of The Scarlet Letter. Sitting
next to a taxidermied black bear, I perused the notes and sketches

some dazed high-schooler had made in the margins: drawingsof
death’s heads, angels with guitars, contorted cats, scribbled notes
like “Hester = eerie” and “Roses = mankind” and, most
enigmatically, in a tiny, unassumingscript at the top of page 124,
the exuberantdeclaration, “everybody wants me.”

When I looked up again, Helene was standing there in the
room,slightly drunk, not looking at me but wiggling the teeth in
the bear’s mouth with her fingers. Shestill wore her sunglasses
although the room wasso dark. “I’ma very stupid girl,” she said.
“Were you the one who drovehere with the stupid girl”

I smiled nervously and closed the book, keeping myplace by
folding a page. “Yes,” I said. “That was me.”

She scratched the bear’s tongue, then patted its head. “This
thing 1s repulsive.” She walked over and flung herself down on
the couch next to me. I heard beerslosh inside her. “Arthur never
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came,” shesaid.

“IT know,” I said. “I could’ve told you that before weleft.”
“Can we go?” she said. She seemed embarrassed, so I didn't

say anything more,just led her out to the car. On the drive home,
she made a catalogueofall my brother’s transgressions: a parcel
of lies, I thought, madelovely by her accent, the halting way she
handled English—it madeher soundsad, nostalgic, broken. From

time to time she looked at me for my approval, agreement, even
asking meif I had noticed anysuchselfishness in my brother when
we were growing up. I said nothing. I nodded.

he nextday, I lay in bed trying to read the old copy of The
Scarlet Letter | had lifted from the farmhouse, but it was no

good. I could smell detergent and sweat in the sheets. I tried
calling Arthur, but there was no answer. I bathed again, prepared
to go out.

I went to Helene’s apartment, but she wasn’t in. I waited for

her in mycar as I had no otherplace to go. I kept my mindoff the
heat by trying to imagine where Arthurwould park whenhevisited,
which path he would take from his car to her apartmentdoor.

After a while Helene pulled up onherbicycle without noticing
me. She leapt off before it had completely stopped and landedit
in the bike rack. As she was locking it up, I honked my horn.
“Hey. Hey!” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “What are you doing?” she said whenshe
got to the car.

“Do you wantto go for anotherride?”I said.
“No,” she said. She looked at her watch, then weighed the

offer in her mind. “Can you take me for groceries?” she said. I
nodded, leaned over and opened the passengerdoor for her.

At the store she didn’t say much,buttossed itemsinto hercart

angrily. She compared the things with stuff in France: olives,
sardines, artichokes, strawberries, everything was better in France.
In the toothpasteaisle she demanded that I explain the difference
between mint, peppermint, and spearmintgel, but I couldn't. She
openeda tube of toothpaste, sniffed it, and wrinkled her nose in

disgust. “Too sweet,” she said and held it up for me to smell.
“America.”

I didn’t say anything in the store, but on the way back, when
she was searching throughthestatic on mycarradio for a station,
I said, “It’s just not as good as the Le Cars they have in France.”
She didn’t laugh, but turned off the radio with an angryflick of
her wrist. “You’re right,” she said. When I dropped her off she
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didn’t say a word, just grabbed her groceries and walked away.
That afternoon back at home, I picked up a Beginning French

text book from my mother’s bookshelf. It was a big clunky thing
from thefifties, bright and simple, but the acid in the paper had
turned the pages a stiff and moldy brown. The people in the
dialogues were forever asking directions, buying loaves of bread,
touring the countryside, throwing parties; if only 1n the book,
everything did seem better in France.

The next day I waited in my car again outside of Helene’s
apartment. “La chambre est-elle grande?” 1 yelled out the window
when she pulled up onherbike.

She smiled and walked over to the car. “Ow,elle est grande,”
shesaid.

“Would you care,” I said, “to do something?”
“Do you pay?”shesaid.
“Tl pay,” I said.
She scratched her wrist and sighed, “All right,” she said. “Let’s

”

go.

“Pardon?”

“It’s already a late hour,” she said. It was five. “Let’s Just go
now.” She and I drove to the Landmark Diner. My French was
exhausted in a few minutes so there wasn’t muchfor us to say. She
ordered the stuffed grape leaves, although I tried to explain that
you weren't supposedto actually order the grape leaves at American
diners. As we ate, she told me that she had decided that she was no
longer seeing Arthur, and that they hadn’t spoken in days. “He
hasn’t called meeither,” I said. “He nevercalls, and he never comes

home. The jerk.” She didn’t say anything.
“Il parle trés hen, n’est-ce pas?” I asked her on the drive home.
“Non, il ne parle pas bien,” she said. It was just simple French,I

knew, but somehowI felt as though I were learning her ownsecret
language, and soon,I would befluent.

WhenI got homethat evening, my mothertold me that Arthur
had called. “Where did you say I was?”I said.

“T said I didn’t know,” said my mother. “I said you were out.”
“Well, stay out of my business,” I said. “Both of you.”

he next night before going over to Helene’s I stopped atthe
drugstore. She had complained that the pollution in America

was makingherjoints ache, so I thought I might makehera gift of
some American aspirin. Near the checkoutlane wasa bin full of
the odd flotsam and jetsam of a discount drugstore: single flip-
flops, cans of off-brand hairspray, sun-faded Garfield stationery,
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lidless tins of shoe-polish, and—though it was months from

Valentine’s Day—anarmyofthose holiday hair-trolls with haunting,
prenatal smiles. I picked up onethat held a plastic heart inscribed
with the words “HotStuff” and boughtit along with the aspirin.

When Helene answeredthe door to her apartment she wasin
her bathrobe. It made her look tired and exasperated, lovely.
“Please go away now,”shesaid.

“Why? Is Arthur here?” I asked. I brushed past herinto the
apartment. I looked in her bedroom,her kitchen, bathroom:all
empty. She sat down on her couchas if bored. Since she wasn’t
speaking to me, I started to examine the things she had on her
shelves and walls. “I used to have that poster,” I said, pointing to
one ofSting. Icommentedonthe things onher bookshelves, “Nice
little pig. Good nail clippers. Macramé,I see,” and then I stopped.

“Whatis that?” I said. On her bookshelf, next to a stereo
speaker, wasa little pink-haired troll. I picked it up. It was just
like the one I'd bought, only in its armsit held a plastic heart with

the words “I wuv you”written in crisp bold letters.
“Arthur gave it to me,” she said. She picked up the remote

control, aimedit at the TV, but then put it down again.
“When?”I said. I fingered the plastic bag in my pocket.
“A long time ago,” she said.
I picked up Arthur’stroll and twisted its head, tryingto tearit

off. “He probably gotit onsale at Big B,” I said. Actually, I thought,
he probably paid full price. She aimed the remote at the TV again,
andthis time turnedit on.

The phone rang and without looking at me Helene answered,
waving her hand to keep me quiet. I reached into my pocket to
give herthetroll I had broughther, but before I could doit, she

spoke.
Her features were relaxed in a way I had never seen them

before, even her eyes smiled. She turned off the TV. I wandered
into her kitchen then backinto her living room then backinto the
kitchen, listening; whispered apologies, short, relieved laughter.

“Oh, yourbrotheris here,” she said. Then, “I don’t know. I

think he’s trying to learn French or something. He brought me to
that party the other day. Yes, I went. I thought you would be
there.” I could hear the kitchenclock ticking; I took a drink from

her faucetas if it were a water fountain. “Hamilton,” Helenecalled
to me. “Your brother says thank you for taking meto that party.”

“Tell him I said you’re welcome a whole goddamned lot,” I
said.

She relayed the message, thensaid, “He wants to know what
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you're doing here.”
I walked into the living room. “Tell him I said I’m trying to

steal his girlfriend.”
She didn’t need to repeat the message. I could hear Arthur

laughing on the other end of the line. Then he said something
that I couldn’t hear, and Helene began laughing, too. Without a
word I left.

In mycar, I swallowed three of Helene’s aspirin and let them
sit, dry and gaggy, at the back of my throat. I took the troll out of
his bag, and I wedged him up between the windshield and the
dashboard.

I didn't go homeright away but drove further into thecity.
Thestreets were bare and clean and ugly. Thetroll stood smiling,
looking out at the empty road,his expression changing, lightening
and darkening with a rhythm like laughter every time we drove
undera street light. I half-hoped to see Arthur on the sidewalk,in
every doorway, on every crosswalk, nine years old again and
needing meto take him home; he would come runningto thecar,
worried and waving,crying, and I would gun the engine and run
him down. Although the evening wascool, a greasy, fuggy sweat
was making my handsslick on the steering wheel. I wanted to
have something moreto do, someoneelse to see since I was out of
the house,this far downtown. It seemed unfair, but ofcourse there
was nothing more, nobody else, so after a while I just had to stop,

turn the car around and go home.
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Lubrication
elizabeth SMITH-MEYER

he had beenthinking of newand varied ways, ever since her
last doctor appointment, and nowshetells him, assures him,

rather proud ofherself, that she knows what they can do.
He tries to ready himself for her, lying on the bed, wearing

only his underwear. His arm is thrownoverhis eyes and hislips
are slightly parted. He breathes through his mouth.

She hikes up her maternity dress, kneels on the bed beside
him, andslides the underwear downhis legs. He shivers. Her
hands press his legs apart as she situates her pregnant body
awkwardly between his knees. She opens a tube of lubricant and
squeezesa thick puddle of clear gel into her hand.

“It’s cold,” she tells him, smiling faintly.

He’s been complaining of the flu and he sniffles but doesn’t
speak. The air whistles betweenhis teeth.

“Wait a minute,” she says. She blowsonthecleargel, trying to
warm it, and it squirms underher breath. “This should bebetter.
Ill try it now.”

She rubs her hands together and then smears him with
lubricant. Heflinchesas she touches him.

“Ts it still too cold?” she asks.
His head movessideto side.
“Am I being too rough?”
“If you’re going to do it,” he finally says, his voice pinched

underhis arm,rather hoarse from theflu, “then just do it. Don't

ask me so many questions.”
Herswollen fingers stiffen, and she pausesto straighten them

before taking hold of him again. “I just want to make sure I’m
doingitall right,” she says.

“You don’t haveto doit atall.”
“Yes, I do. You’re a man. You have to have some kind of

release.”
He waits a moment and then answers in a tonethatis not

familiar to her. “It just doesn’t feel comfortable.”
“Butthis wayis better for the baby,” she says quietly. Shetries

to see his face, looking for some assurance,but he keepsit hidden.

She says, “Give me sometimeto get used to this. Thenit'll be
better.”

There is no response, and she beginsto stroke him. Helies,
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without feeling, beneath her. She strokes harder.
“Is this all right now? Doesit feel better?” she asks, slightly

breathless. Into the eighth month now thebabypresses high under
her ribs, makingit difficult for her to breath.

“Just finish,” he says.
Shestrokesfaster, hoping to find a rhythm thatwill satisfy him,

but her hand feels clumsy, ill-conditioned for this angle, this
movement, and he doesn’t get hard. Thereis a refusal about the

situation that begins to angerher.
“What's wrong?” she asks, releasing him. “Aren’t I doingit

right?” Her hand hangsin midair, glistening with lubricant,slick
and wet and tired. He doesn’t answer, and in a lowered voice she
says, I’m only doingthis for you.”

“Then stop,” hefinally says. “If we can’t do it the normalway,
I don’t wantto doit atall.”

“But how else are you going to get 1t?”
“T just won’t. We'll wait until after the baby comes.”
“No, no,” she says, shaking her head. “That'll add another

eight weeks. You can’t wait that long.”
There is another pause before he responds, “You just worry

about having the baby.” |
Sheclicks her tongue against the back of her teeth. “Why are

you beinglike this?) Why don’t you want me to help you?”
He removeshis arm andstaresat her. “Just lying here, waiting

for you to make me come,is not the way I wantit. This wasn’t my

idea.”
She takes hold of him andtries to smile, but her face, although

rounded by pregnancy,is strained, deepenedby worry lines around
her eyes and mouth. Shesayssoftly, “But it’s the only way feel
safe doing it right now.”

Hestares at her, then closes his eyes and puts his arm back

overhis face.
She continues to stroke him until her handfeels dry. He 1s

semi-hard—still not hard enough—dry and red. He doesn’t say
anything, doesn’t look at her, as she stops, resettles her body, and
puts more lubrication on her hand.
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Fool's Progress
markJACOBS

I n the summerof 1969 I graduated from high school and became
a fool. Only a fool would throw awaya full-ride college

scholarship, fill a duffel bag with clothes, then drive a wounded
TriumphSpitfire non-stop from Albany to Miami. In Georgia, the
steering wheel brokein half, so I held onto the half that stayed on

the column and coasted over the Floridastate line. Only a fool
would walk away from the Triumph whenit wouldn'tgo intofirst
gear at a stoplight in Miami. I did rememberto take the duffel
bag. But only a fool would show upaskingfor a job from local
hotel proprietor in Miami Beach on the sameday that proprietor
wasindicted by a grand jury on racketeeringcharges.

I got the job, which wasparkingcars at the Lady Luck Hotel.
Myfirst night in town, my new employer took me to dinner

with some friends. Albert was aboutforty-five, maybe, with thick

hairy wrists and a belly shaped like a Butterball turkey. A kind of
collective doom damped our dinnerspirits at Mary’s Traditional
Pasta House that night. Just about everyone associated with the
Lady Luck had been indicted by the samejury, guests included. I
was too young,at that time, to know what the wordethnic meant.
Albert explained patiently why we had to eat our pasta al dente,
and whatthe cock on the bottle ofchianti stood for. I drank enough
to geta headachebut kept my mouthshut, myfirst intelligent move
since walking away from an Ivy Leaguecollege scholarship for the
intelligent indigent.

So I learned the car-parking business, which is about as
complicated as it sounds. On Albert’s recommendation I split the
rent on a crummyapartment downthe road in Hollywood with
the Lady Luck’s chief bellhop, Bert, who was too dumb to be

indicted for anything except a slow-movingtraffic violation. From
the start I hated Bert, mostly because of his fruit and vegetable

lists. But I was honest enough to admit he was right about one
thing, and that thing had somethingto do with mybeinga fool.

“What you need, Spud,” he explained to me one afternoon in

October whenbusiness wasslow for both of us, “is you need to get
laid.”

Outside there was real weather—heat and humidity and a sun
that scalded—butinside the hotel the cooledair was as antisepuc
as a space ship. Wewerekilling time at Bert’s bellhop desk. He
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hadalready gone through hisfirst list of the evening.
Before migrating south Bert had worked in a cold storage

warehouse, and he derived a profoundsatisfaction from writing
downinlists all the fruits and vegetables he had hefted in his
warehouse career. “We had rutabagas,” he would sigh, reaching
for his pencil. You get the idea. I have never seen an adult so
entirely absorbed by so little. The worst part for me was, every
time he cameback to his remembranceoffruits past he assumedit
was all new and gripping knowledge for me. He assumed,for
instance, that I would love watching him painfully print out a
subcategory of the various lettuces he had carted around. No one
before or since has ever called me Spud, by the way. Bert never
called me anythingelse.

I gathered that the main reason Bertstayed at the cold storage
plant for as long as he did was because of the day-shift foreman’s
wife. Bert worked afternoons. I couldn’t turn him off the subject;

every three or four days he got misty-eyed, sinking into X-rated
detail. Unfortunately, it seemed, his future in fruit and vegetable

managementwassquashed whenthe day-shift foreman came home
unexpectedly one morning with a hernia complaint.

Notthat things were going poorly for Bert in Miami Beach.It
waseasy to share the apartment with him. Hewasneverthere. I
resented his dumb luck. I resented even more the patronizing,
good-natured wayheset abouttrying to help me.

“I’m dead serious, Spud,” he warned me. “You can’t jack off

in isolation forever. You know what they used to say about going
blind?”

“What aboutit?” I was hoping hard that a guest would show
up andgive one of us somethingto do.

“What you don’t know is there’s a scientific basis to that old
wives’ tale. I read a study on the plane coming down.”

I tried to think how I mightjockey the conversation back to
varieties of apples.

“It turns out there’s a limited numberofbrain cells inside your
sperm. Don’t ask mehow that works, I’m not a surgeon. Anyway,
the fact is the more you pound the pepperoni the morelikely you
are to have problem children. They might come out blind,let’s
Say, or idiots, or axe murderers. You nameit. It’s a question of
odds, Spud. You want a family someday?”

Maybeit was chance that Jupiter blew by at that moment, but
I'll die believingit was fate. Jupiter was a long-term guest, a friend
ofAlbert’s from Rockaway. Twenty-five or thereabouts, pneumatic
in an earthy, semi-slatternly way, she had captivated my hyperactive
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imagination the first time I saw her browning body atthe pool.
Mesmerized, I watchedfor fifteen minutes as she worked suntan
oil into those healthy pores. Her brownhair, long andfreefalling,

shonein the Florida sun. Her white bikini was understated overkill.
With Jupiter around, no other woman south of the Mason-Dixon
line had theslightest chance with my single-minded imagination.
Passing Bert’s desk, she breathed out something that might have
been “How’stricks, boys?” in an offhand waythatwas as provocative,

for me,as fine quality erotic literature, and disappeared into the
Topless Bandit Lounge, which was almost emptyat that early hour.
Frustrated, I wished that Albert had given me a job tendingbar.

Even a slug like Bert could see myinfatuation. He shook his
head reprovingly. The overgrown brush ofa mustache onhis Alfred
Hitchcock-style face made him looklike a constipated walrus. Hard
to figure his success with women.

“Forget that one, Spud,” he advised me. I hate it when a person
wagshis finger in myface. “That one’s got ambitions. She figures
she’s an actress, maybe,or an artist, something glamorous. She’s
looking for a sugar daddy, not a horny teenager. Listen, you look
around, makeyour choice, andI'll work it for you. On the house.
You don’t wantblind axe murderersfor kids, do you?”

I didn’t. But nor did I want anybody but Jupiter. Call it a
fool’s fixation. Call it love. Though I had a comfortable wayto go
before catching up to Bert, I was growing stupiderbythe day.

I suffered through October, the first two weeks of November.
A steady rain of tourists began to fall on Miami Beach. Albert and
his co-workers celebrated the success of a legal maneuver that
forestalled their grand jury appearancewith an al dente dinnerat
Mary’s. I couldn’t go; I had to work. But Albert himself brought
me a pasta doggy bag, and I felt abjectly grateful for his
thoughtfulness. I was beginningto feel at homein the Lady Luck.
Plus Bert hadn’t spent nightat the apartmentin three weeks. He
performedhis bellboy functions in a fog, exhausted by love. So I
had the apartmentto myself. All I needed was Jupiterto fill it up.

I knowit was no coincidencethat Jupiter foundher sugar daddy
at about the same time she began to showa little interest in me.
Marvin was from NewJersey, he was powerful in manysenses of
the word,he wore a gold pinky ring. Everybodyat the Lady Luck,
including Albert, spoke his name with reverence. “America hasn't

seen a legal mindlike that since Daniel Webster,” Bert informed
me one evening when we had workedthroughthefruits and as far
as summersquash invegetables.

I was jealousas only a fool could be of Marvin’s instant success.
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I couldn't turn aroundat the hotel without seeing him andJupiter
cooing andbilling in their transplanted New Jersey way. Poolside,
they applied unguents and oils to each other’s bronzing bodies.
They brought each other cooling drinks. They made their own
little self-referential world. It was about bodies. Mine was lonesome,
and I never had enough timeoff from work to get much ofa tan.

“Moneytalks, Spud,” Bert teased me, enjoying mysuffering in
his dull way. What he didn’t know wasthat Jupiter hadcalled me
to her room oneafternoon the week before. Her TV set was on
the fritz, she said; would I look at it? It took me no timeat all to
plug it in, and there she was radiantin a terrycloth wrap-up. She
offered me a Coke,wesat on herbed, we said some stupid things.
I liked the waytheflesh of her legs spread and fattened when she
put her knees together. I liked her perfume-less smell. I could
scarcely tolerate the electric tickle on my arm somestray tendrils
of her long hair made.

Wekissed, and I was ready to make unending love. ButJupiter
had second thoughts; she pushed me away.

“You’re a punk,” she said. “I don’t need a punk. I need... I
need somethingelse. Sorry, Silver Boy. You keep shining on. You'll
get what you need, someclay.”

It was all I could do notto slur out a wise-ass commentabout
what Marvin needed, and how hegotit. But I managed to keep
my mouth shut, and I managed also to embrace that twenty-five-
year-old pneumatic body for a secondbeforeI slunk outinto the
hard-eyed sun.

Given Marvin's stature at the Lady Luck, it would have been
suicidal for me to brag. I kept my counsel. When Albert mentioned
that the lawyer was thinking about spending the winter with us,
though,I worried big time. If Marvin stayed, I could never compete
with his money. But if he went, he might take Jupiter with him.
Thatpossibility drove me wild, which made metake somefoolhardy
risks to get close to her.

Well it worked. Oneday Albert fired up his Lincoln and drove
Marvin to the West Coast on business, and quicker than you could
say wish fulfillment I was in the sack with Jupiter and nobody the
wiser. The experience,if that’s what you call it, was good beyond
good,it was transport to the stars, it was bodily edification and
nourishmentanddefinition. It was fool’s love. Withoutit I would
have died. I fell asleep on Jupiter’s breasts listening to the rhythmic

beating of her cheating heart.
What happenedafterward only seems outlandish in retrospect.

At the time it all seemed as right and reasonable as secular



MarkJacobs 61

humanism. Through December and into January Jupiter spent
her public time with Marvin andherprivate time—notthat there
was much ofthat—with me. Makinglove with her waslike sucking
honey through a straw. Once in a while she showed up at my
apartment in Hollywood. It was high tourist season so Bert was
otherwise occupied. While she wasthere, wefilled up the shabby
emptiness of the place with love.

Fool that I was, I cameclose to derailing the train of perfection
we wereriding every time jealousy overwhelmed me, which was
pretty much every day. ButJupiter convinced methat Marvin was
chronically exhausted andclose to impotent, that he only wanted
to wearherlike a diamond ring. I had to believe her. What could
I give her except myself? Marvinlet her shine.

By the end ofJanuary the grandjury indictment had ended in
ignominiousfailure for the local prosecutors. We had dinner and
unlimited chianti at Mary’s, where Marvin madea gassy speech of
self-congratulation that drove me up the brocaded wall. Jupiter
sat next to him like a bored housewife. We both knew better than
to look at each other, but I almost cried out in pain when Marvin

announced that he and Jupiter were going to hop on sailboat
and cruise the Caribbean for an indefinite period of time. He
needed a break, he explained to us, and everybody at the table
muttered an encouraging Yeah! Everybody liked Marvin. Jupiter’s
face colored like a blushing bride’s, and the Lucky Lady crowd

clapped like cheerleaders.
Lucky for me that Marvin had noidea how to makea sailboat

go. I didn’t either, but Jupiter convinced him to take me on as a
one-man crew. It was a measureofoursuccessin hidingouraffair
that no shadow ofsuspicionflitted across the flat expanse ofMarvin's
mind. I was around, I wasavailable, I was affable. I would work

cheap. I was fool. So he picked outa pretty little fiberglass boat
he christened the Bayonne Baby, and Jupiter spent two weeks
teaching us the basics of sailing on the safe edge of the Atlantic.
She was a goodsailor and a good teacher. Don’t ask me how she
learnedto sail in NewJersey; Jupiter was a womanofhidden depths
and I only plumbed some of them. Anyway both Marvin and I
learned to sailin a hurry. Me, I was entranced. The movements,
the calculations required, the instincts involved all became

synonymousin my mind with freedom. Screw the Ivy League.
Funny, it didn’t seem unreasonable to think aboutthe three of

us cruising the Caribbean aboard a boat for months on end. I
thought: We’ll make stops on colorful islands. Marvin will disappear
to make business phonecalls and drink expensive pastel drinks in
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tall glasses with paper umbrellas. He'll take up snorkeling.
SometimesJupiter will stay behind on the boat with me.

The day we decided we were seaworthy Albert and the idle
half of the Lucky Lady crowd came downto the dockto see usoff
with champagneandsalami sandwiches. Bert was there, too. His
uncanny sexual antenna must have given him sensethat
something was up between Jupiter and me. He pulled measide
on the dock while Albert wassayinghis official farewell, stared me
in the face searchingly with that walrus-look I hated, and told me,
“Don’t do anything stupid, Spud.”

“What do you mean,Bert?”
“You know what I mean. Don’t let the wrong head do your

thinkin for you is what I mean.”
Too late for that. The wonderful thing was it did work for a

while. We were all northerners. The Caribbean wasas exoticas it
looked on postcards, and wefell willingly underits wind-driven
spell. With Jupiter’s even-handed nurturing both Marvin and I
developed into creditable sailors, and the Bayonne Baby movedacross
the glassy surface of the sea like a dancer in a dream. We became
explorers. We found islands with white virgin beaches,a billion
coconuts, palm trees that rustled suggestively, hermit crabs,self-
absorbedherdsofsea birds, driftwood shapedlike the carcasses of
extinct animals. Wetrolled for our supper, cooked fish whose names
we didn’t know or care to know. Wedrifted, listened to shortwave
broadcasts and talked politicslike civilized refugees, and I realized
for thefirst timejust how conservative many marginally law-abiding
elements in our society can be. In Marvin’s opinion anybody who
resisted the draft and going to Vietnam should have been shotin a
public place for desertion. The Vietnam Warwastearing apart the
nation, but we sailed in a cocoon of peace and plenty that went
with us wherever the Bayonne Baby moved.

Every couple of weeks or so Marvin had us parkthe boatat a
populated island. He went ashore and made phonecalls. But
apart from keeping up that minimum link with the world that
owned him he gave himself over to the trip. He developed an
extraordinary, child-like enthusiasm for snorkeling. He spent hours
at it when we dropped anchor in what seemedlike an infinite
numberofisolated blue bays. With the diligence of a novice he
catalogued the flora and fauna he found underwater. He began
to grow gills, and there was a certain waterlogged look to him even
on the boat. Of course he was disappointed that Jupiter did not
share his enthusiasm. Shewasafraid of being cutonthereefs, so
she often stayed on the boat while he explored his new world. Me
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too. I was sucking honey througha straw.
Looking back, I think it was the liberating sense of wonder

that Marvin experienced on our voyage that doomedus. It wasn't
just the snorkeling. It was the entire adventure wewereliving, the
escapeinto discovery ofa wild world ofbeauty and mystery a million
miles away from NewJersey and business. The upshotwashis sex
drive camebacktolife.

Clean living had expunged a few poundsfrom his substantial
body, which was turninga rich olive color as though slowly baking
to perfection. Jupiter began to have a harried, bitter look that I
knew too well howto interpret. She refused to talk about what was
happening, butit was plain to me that I had a rival. A rival witha
boat, a bank account, a legal reputation to equal Daniel Webster’s,
and a revivified sexuality that was more threatening thanall the
rest put together. Our cramped quarters on the boat didn’t help
much. I was more jealous than I had ever been on land. I wasa
green sponge; squeeze me and I dripped bile. I was primed to
makea stupid mistake.

“Whatgoes on with Marvin—andit isn’t much,let metell you—
pays our rent,” Jupiter told me. We weresitting on the edge on
the boat watching Marvin frolic over the reefs off the shore of an
uninhabited jewel of an island called Vixen Cay. I wasirritated
because she wasfiling and polishing her nails, a homely task she
took on, I was sure, only because Marvin had asked her not to let
herself go. “What you and I haveis different,” she insisted. “It’s

love. You give me pleasure.”
“T can’t stand the thoughtof him touching you, Jupiter.”
“Tt will pass. This is a phase Marvin is going through. Trust

me.” She crooned and clucked in mydirection, but I would not be
soothed. We both knew shewas lying. Whatever was happening
with Marvin had the stink of permanence. I was notthe least
surprised when we hauled him back on board thathe told us he
was thinking of early retirement.

“This trip has been like a religious experience for me,” he
confessed to us, blinking in the blinding mid-morninglight.
Unconsciously he flexed his biceps. He didn’t look too bad for a
middle-aged city boy. “It’s scary as shit, people, but it’s exciting.
It’s like I’m making mylife go backwards. I’m getting younger
instead ofolder, and this time around I’m enjoyingit.”

It was true. I hated him. I hated anyone whocalled the two
individuals he spent twenty four hours a day with “people.” He
babbled on aboutthe trip, his new life, the soul-less vanity of
preoccupation with worldly frills and primereal estate and lawyer’s



64 Mark Jacobs

briefs. He had enough moneyputaside to get out of that world
andstay in this one, in which Nature had begun talking back to
him, whispering someofhersecrets into his unpluggedearlike a
prodigal lover come home. Rememberthis was 1969, the summer
of Woodstock, when Joni Mitchell dreamed she saw government
planes riding shotgunin the sky turn into butterflies. Anything
was possible.

He andJupiter took a vote. I was a non-voting memberofthe
crew, so I didn’t have anysayin the decision they madeto stay on
Vixen Cay for an unspecified while. The place was a sunnylittle
paradise, no doubt aboutit. Shapedlike a half-moon, a beach of
white sand that ran the length of onesideofthe island, and on the
other side you stepped off into world-class reefs and underwater
delights. But staying meant Marvin would not be disappearing to
make phonecalls, which cut into myprecarioussex life with Jupiter.

Welasted for a weeklike that, living half on the boat, half on
Vixen Cay, where we made enormousbonfiresat night and Marvin
told gripping stories about his now-discarded shabbylife of crime
and money. I becameintroverted and sullen, but Marvin was so
engrossed in the dramaofhis own rebirth that he scarcely noticed
my funk. Jupiter shuttled back and forth trying to do somejustice
to both of us, but I wasn’t having any of that. I bided my time
waiting for the chance to make a big mistake.

It came onecrystalline morning after breakfast when Marvin
left us on the sandysideofthe island to snorkeloffthe other shore.
He had a newproject. He was goingto learn to sketch, and then to
draw the wildlife he had been observing underwater. He had
already started keeping a journal, and he thought he might want
to publish thejournal with his ownfishyillustrations in the form of
a book. We kicked aroundtentative names for the book, which
soundedto mekind oflike a Damon Runyanversion ofSteppenwolf,
but Marvinfinally settled on Bayonne on Blue, which I had to admit

was catchy. Anyway hetook his snorkeling gear and a sketch pad
and pencils and disappeared leeward. Vixen Cay wasJust wide
enough across that he was lost from view, screened by the wind-
bent palms that populated theisland.

It didn’t take me long to coax Jupiter onto the Bayonne Baby.
No doubt my boyish pride in my own powerof persuasion
contributed to our mutual recklessness. The next thing we knew
we were downin the cabin in Marvin’s bed wrapped together and
frantic, a movingfeast oflimbs and appendagesandseepingfluids.
The second thing we knew was here came Marvin downinto his
violated room.
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In oneinstant he was transmogrified from the sensitive author
ofBayonne on Blue to the street-smart lawyer who knew more about
racketeering than J. Edgar Hoover. He roared and dove at me. I
escaped only by the aid of one of those adrenaline bursts that
sometimessave soldiers in combat. Jupiter, as you might expect,
screamed. On the periphery of myterrified consciousness I was
aware of how vulnerable and sexy she looked, naked and scared,
her pinkish nipples pointing at me, erect and accusing.

It was pretty clear that Marvin wanted to kill me. In the
confining smallness of the cabin he came at me again andagain,
andeach time I escaped dramatically. My penis wagged as Ijumped
andran, like a semi-tumescent Exhibit A before the jury. I had
youth and speed andterror on myside, but Marvin hadstrength
and anger and righteousness on his. For a while we stayed even.
Marvin knocked me around, and my mouth bled, but a couple of
times, dancing away,I got in a token wimpishjab, which only made
his angerstill more righteous.

I don’t know how it would have ended if Jupiter had not
suddenly let loose a fierce scream that madeus both awarethat she
had Marvin’spistol in her trembling hands. Seeingit, he stopped
slugging and smiled.

“Good girl, Jupiter,” he praised her. “Hand it over now. I'll
take care of this from here on out. You're a goodgirl.”

“Don't!” I squeaked. “He’ll kill me.”
“He’s right about that,” Marvin said. “And there ain’t ajudge

in the friggin Carib that’d send me upforit. Justifiable homicide
is what they call it. Come on, handit over.” He was breathing
hard; there was a hoarse whistle in his voice as he panted.

Perhapsit was the way, both high-handed anddisparaging,in
which Marvin assumed she would obeythat led Jupiter not to.
Shaking her beautiful head slowly she retreated backwards up the
ladder onto the deck, the pistol held steadily enough now to give
the lawyer pause. One conservative step at a time he wentupafter
her. I took a second to pull on my swimmingtrunks, which made
mefeel a whole lot better, then went up after both of them.

Jupiter was standingstraight-shouldered, almost majestic, on
the bow. Her armed nudity disturbed bothofus; it sent a message
neither of us could quite interpret.

“Toss me my cover up,” she told me. I tossed. Marvin stood
watching, trying to cometo termswith the possibility that the woman
to whom he had given so much would consider shooting him.

“Jupiter,” he growled. His voice box emitted a noiselike agitated
gravel.
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“Shut up!” she barked sharply. With her robe on shewaseasier
to contemplate. “I have to think.”

“Comeon, baby. Leave the thinkin to the experts. All you
gotta do is hand me overthe pistol and this nasty little
misunderstandingis over.”

“He'll blow mybrains out,” I warned her. “Let me have the
gun, Jupiter. I promise you I won't shoot Marvin. All I care about
is him not shooting me.”

“Don’t forget who’s been buttering yourbread, sugar,” Marvin
said. “Stick with Limp Richardhere and yougotnothin, absolutely
nothin. Stick with me and I’ll show you howforgiving I can be.”

Maybeevery person bornis allotted one such momenton the
planet, in which she or he must choose betweentwostarkly different
lives, two futures, two possibilities. I could see that struggle to
decide crease Jupiter’s face. The options and their ramifications
were obviousto all three of us. I thought Marvin mighttry to rush
her, figuring she would nothave the nerve actually to put a hole in
him, but he musthave seen the passion—andI’m nottalking about
sexual passion—illuminating her. He was smart not to take the
chance.

“Jupiter,” I said after a decentinterval, during whicha big fish
leapedlike a showoffand a swarm ofgulls sent their dark shadows
flittering across the deck of the Bayonne Baby. Paradise lost, I
thought. I will not forget the Caribbean blueofthe bay.

“Tt’s not over for you, punk,” Marvin said in an undertone;the
conviction with which he spoke convinced me, anyhow, that he
knew what hewastalking about.

But Jupiter had made up her mind. “Promise me you won't
kill him,” she said.

“I already promised,” I told her.

Seeing his odds dwindle, Marvin made his move. He dove

prow-ward toward Jupiter to get the gun, which had assumed the
status of a totem for him; without it he could not imagineliving.
For a momenthe forgot about me. As he lunged I went up behind
him, hit him low, and drove him over the edge into the water he

had cometo love. Glowing with the intensity of having worked
her wayto the right choice, Jupiter surrendered the gun to me.
“Promise,” she said, and I promised again.

Thesafest thing was notto let Marvin on board,which she did
not. While he treaded water and cursed I aimedthepistol in his
direction. How could he be expected to knowthat I had no nerve
to shoot? I was lucky. Jupiter tossed him little rubber dinghy,
into which he crawled only because he wastootired to stay afloat



MarkJacobs 67

on his own power. Thenshe considerately passed down food, water,
all kinds of supplies, even a deck of cards, taking care notto let
herself get close enoughfor him to grab her arm.

“You leave me out here,it’s murder,” Marvin blustered. “It
could be weeks before a boat comes by. What am I supposedto do
until then?”

“Write your book,” I thought but didn’t say to him.
Jupiter thought for a minute, gave herself up to herbetter

impulses, for which weakness I admired her tremendously. She
wentbelow and camebackwith the ship’s radio, loweredit carefully
with a gaffe to Marvin, who was surprised at her magnanimity.
Not me. Jupiter had grit, she had character. What she didn’t have,
at the moment, was a regular income.

With the radio Marvin knew he wassaved, which broughtback

someof the angerI didn’t blame him for having. While we hauled
up the anchor and got ready to leave Vixen Cay in a hurryhesat
in the rubber dinghycursing both ofus and makingthreats he had
the powerto carry out. He fondled the radioin hislap.

“Enjoy what you got,” he warned us, “cuz it ain’t gonnalast
long. Every law-abiding boat in the Caribbeanis going to be after
your tail. There’s nowhere you can hide. Go ahead and screw
each other’s eyeballs out for the next day or two. That’s all you got
left. When I get a hold of you ’'m gonna makeit hurt. Real bad,
real slow... .” ,

In self-defense we tuned him out and tendedto the businessof
getting undersail.

“I’m scared,” Jupiter told me, taking the coveroffthe mainsail.
I could think of no consoling or manly thing to say that would
have the slightest convincing ring to it, so I concentrated on my
chores. .

It wasn’t until we were awayfrom theisland, .out of earshot of
Marvin's threats and vituperations, that we found ourvoices. There
was only one way to go: run for Key West, ditch the Bayonne Baby
and walk away. On the strength of Marvin’s credit card and a few
hundreddollarsin cash heleft us we could renta car and disappear
into America. The prospect didn’t seem too bad.

“I’m glad it happened, sweet one,” Jupiter told me. She burned
mylips with an undivided kiss, and we clenched. “I couldn't go on
the way we were going. Something hadto give, didn’tit?”

It had. The wind wasfreshening. We were moving.It felt like
freedom, though I knew weboth felt a sadness we wouldhide at
having to leave behind the world of the Caribbean. Jupiter took
up the position in the bow from which she had made her moral
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choice, selecting youth, penury andpossibility over age, a magic
wallet, and Bayonne on Blue. That was her power spot. No wonder
she stood radiantin it. The sun, lowering down the afternoon,

madea halo around herbikini’d body. I knew I was a lucky man.
“I madethe right decision,” she called to me as from a moral

summit I myself could not hopeto scale.
“You madetheright decision,” I agreed.
“AndI’m goingtostay with you forever,” she promised. “We're

in this forever, aren’t we.”

“Nope,” I was surprised to hear myself correct her. It was the
first step into knowingthat I had madesince becominga fool, and
I didn’t even know I was makingit. “About a year is my guess.”

“Whatdo you mean?”she asked me,but she knewI wastalking
truth.

“IT mean we’re going to have onehell of a year. We're going to
see the world, and makelove every day.”

“Twice a day!”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep. I mean whatif we have

a hangover or something?”
“Twice a day,” she insisted.
“But there’s going to come a day whenit’s over. The main

thing,” I said, and I was inventingherea little, “the main thingis
to do everything wedo so that there’s no regrets whenit’s over.
You follow me, Jupiter?”

She followed. All the way to Key West, where we ditched the
boat as planned and renteda fire-engine-red Mustang convertible
courtesy ofMarvin. We drove north and then wentinto the tumult
and color and beauty of America in 1970. One place to which we
did not drive was Miami Beach and the Lady Luck. Thinking
aboutthe reception our perfidy would entitle us to with Albert and
the gang spooked me. Thethingto do wasnot think about Marvin,
and wedidn’t, much. We became our own adventure. And I was
right. In abouta yearit was over.

Nothingis the wayit used to be, ofcourse. For now,I’m living
underan assumedidentity in a place with no return address. Even
my bodyis not my own. Atnight I walk the streets of our city and
listen to the life that streams there. It is abundant, it wants to
overwhelm. Mylife is as dense and prickly-textured, as fraught
with complexity and enigma, as that of any middle-class adult
American. I wouldn't tradeit for the world. Nevertheless.

For a long time, the longest time, maybe forever, I’m slipping
into a dream behind the wheel of a sleek blue Spitfire. My code
nameis Spud,butthe only onein the world who knowsthatis the
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pneumatic woman next to me in her leather bucket seat. We
synchronize our watches. Thelittle car leaps to life and we race.
Weslice the wind. Herhair is blowing free, she looks over at me
and smirks. |

We race. We’re off on a top-down adventure across the
highways ofAmerica. Jupiter plays with the buttons on the radio,
tuning throughstatic until finally the music of the spheres comes
in clearly. I could listen to that music forever. I have visions of
fields full of flowers, mountains full of bears, dirty streets full of

lovers and spies, mothers and muggers. And us. “You're a fool,”
Jupiter tells me. She laughs. “I know that,” I admit to her, and she
laughs again. Then Oh!do wedrive.
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The Last White Woman On

Warsaw Street
pamela MONTGOMERY

MaryJohnston’s mother managedtosit in bed and bellow out
eight last words before she flopped back onto her pillow and

died: “Don’t let the niggers take over the neighborhood.” That
was thirty years ago, and Mary was holdingfast, the last white
woman on WarsawStreet.

Standing outside the screen doorof her little shotgun house
on a gloomy Saturday, Mary surveyed the neighborhood through
squinting eyes. Thebreeze ruffled her dress and tickled the long
hairs on her legs. The 9:15’s shrill whistle blasts were doubled by
the standing rainwater that spread across the train yard next to
Mary’s house, engulfing the hatchmarksofthe tracks. The reflected
din drowned the squeals of the neighborhood children as they
swarmed the street and the neighbor’s porches like an invading
army of giant black ants. Even Darnell Freeman’s boom box,
perched onhis broad bare shoulder, disappeared underthe weight
of the whistle and the immense iron grumblings that cracked the
street and made the fragile old houses shiver and groantheir
foundations.

As regular as clock cuckoos, the neighborhood women came
out onto their porches, not to wave their husbandsoff to work as

the Polish neighbors used to do when Mary was a child—not one
husband remained on Warsaw Street—but to receive their mail
into their creased hands.

The mail carrier was a blue manin shorts at the top of the
street, tipping his safari hat at each face on every porch. The
caboose rumbledpast, leaving the waterto lap andslurpthetracks
in the train’s wake. Mary could hear the mailmansaying, “Morning,
Miss Brown ... Miss Jackson ... Miss Freeman... Miss Johnson,”
at last reaching Mary’s houseat the bottom ofthe street: “Morning,
Miss Johnston.”

Mary squintedat him as he openedhergate andstrode briskly
to her porch, his knobby knees flexing just below the hem ofhis

official postal shorts. “Morning, Miss Johnston. Just three today.
Nothing from your broker. Holiday’s got things messed upa bit.”

Mary snatched the mail from him. “No check?”
“No, ma’am. Probably come Monday.”
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“Butthey got their checks,” she said. “I saw.” She squinted up
at him through herbushyblack eyebrows.

“Well, now, those checks are different. Those are Social Security
and Family Service checks, now aren’t they. Remember? Don't
worry. IBM won't forget you; they’re more reliable than the
government,if I do say so myself.”

“T know that.” Mary flipped rapidly through the three
envelopes while the mailman waited in the cloudy heat. “Here,”
she said, “you’ve given me Mrs. Johnson’s food stamps. My name
has a Tin it. Remember?” She shot him glare andtold him, “My
mamaoncesaid thatlittle T is what separates our family from the
niggers.”

The mailmansmiled with halfhis mouth andsaid, “Sorry, Miss
Johns-ton,” and tippedhis hat.

He was throughthe gate before Mary could look at her mail
again; he doubled back to the Johnson’s house next door. She
watched ashe tippedhis hat to the screen door. A long-fingered
black hand emergedto take the envelope, then disappeared back
inside. He tipped his hat again and was goneacrossthestreet,
headed uptheotherside, his voice fading as Mary watched him
approach Lake Avenue. The screen doors banged oneafter the
other as the womenretreated inside with their mail.

“Mornin, Mary.” The voice, deep, rich, and leisurely, came
from the porch next door. Mary squinted throughthe dark humid
air that pressed downonthe neighborhoodlike a low blackceiling.
She jerked her head eastward, toward the voice. She knewit was
Vincent, Mrs. Johnson’s middle-aged son come— to roost, as
his mothercalled it.

Stretching explosively on the porch, Vincentflexed his muscles,
popping them all over. With a lazily cocked hand,hescratchedhis
belly through his undershirt and yawned loud,with gusto. When
he finished the ritual, he rolled his eyes in her direction. “Wasthat
you I heard screaminglast night?” he said.

Marybristled. “No, that wasn’t me. Possum gotin. Hit him in
the head with myBible.”

“Oh,”said Vincent, lolling his eyes around thestreet. “So you
killed him then.” He smiledall over his face; the gold in his mouth
caughtthe reflection off the rainwater standingin thestreet.

“No. He runoff.”
“Oh,” said Vincent, scratchinghis chest. “So that was thepossum

I heard screamin.”
Mary spun around andwentinside. Sheclosed both her doors,

even though it was already 98 degrees on the suction cup
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thermometeron theliving room window. She wiped the sweat
from her upperlip. Thank God her house had no windowsonthe
east side; no telling what Vincent might occupy himself with at
night, when she watched herbig-screen cable TV in the dark in
her sweaty underwear.

The neighborhood wasn’t safe anymore. Half the time she
was afraid to go to the grocery store—all those niggers swarming
the place like water bugs, always on the fourth of the month, the
day after welfare checks. Not this month, though—FourthofJuly
was yesterday, no mail, no checks. ‘Today, they’d all be there,
talking their weird tongue,calling each other honey, andsister, and
girlfriend. It made hercringe to shop alongside them, but she was
out of anything that looked like supper—she would have to go to
the store today.

She unlocked the pantry door, took out her big purse, and
slung it over her elbow. She carried the purse aroundwith heras
she readied the house for her departure. First, shejerked up hard
on the back door to get the stubborn lock to jibe. Then she went
around the roomsclosing and lockingall the windows. Thelittle
shotgun house would be an oven whenshereturned, but it was
best to be safe in this neighborhood.

Satisfied, she strode to the front door just as the 9:30 was
thundering past, sloshing muddy water right up to Mary’s side
yard. Thefront doorlocked easily; every time she twisted the key
and felt the brass bolt slide home, she felt mad enoughto spit:

Vincenthadfixedit for her on thesly, and she knew he was waiting
for her to thank him.

“Lock still works good, huh, Mary,” camethe deep voice from

the porch next door.
Maryjumpedslightly, but covered up by plastering her damp

graying hair back to her skull. “It’s all right,” she answered. She
kept her eyes trained on the swayed woodensteps as she hurried
to the gate. She wished she didn’t have to pass the Johnson house.

As she walked up Warsaw Street, Vincent sprang off his porch
andfell in beside her. She walkedfaster, and so did he. He had no

trouble keeping up, and didn’t even breathe hard when Mary began
to puff and sweat.

“Here, now, Mary, let me carry that heavy bag.” He reached
for her purse.

“You keep your greasy hands off my purse!” she screamed.
She tried to walk faster but she couldn’t get enoughairtofill her
lungs.

“Oh, now,Mary, we been neighbors a while. You know I don’t
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mean no harm. Thatsatchel’s heavy, now. What yougotin there,
anyways? You carryin aroundall that stock broker money?”

“None of your business, mister.”

“IT seen your checks, you know. Mailman’s always screwin up
our mail. I seen your checks. What do you dowith all that money?
All them zeroes, man oh man!”

“You got no call to open my mail.”
“Didn’t meanto, now, Mary. I thought it was Mama's. Come

on now, you know howI feel about you. Why, if we was to get
married, our mail could get all mixed up, andall you’d ever have
to do would be takethatlittle old T out your name.”

Mary swungon Vincent and caught him upside the head with
her purse. For a minute, he was thrown off balance, but he
recovered by the time Mary’s swing camefull circle. His pearl and
gold teeth flashed in a bright smile.

“Why, ain’t you the spunkyone!”
“You get away from me,nigger!”
Vincent let Mary put a few paces between them before he took

up behind her. She heard him chuckling backthere, saying, “Just
fine back here, now,just fine.”

Maryhadreached the old church at Lake Avenue. Thetraffic
was heavyandshelooked aroundfor someplaceto rest her eyes as
Vincentsidled up beside her. The church would do,the pink stucco
Baptist church whereshe hadbeen baptized Polish Catholic forty-
five years ago, right there in the importedtile baptismalfont ofthe
stage. The Baptists used the font for flowers now and dunked
their people in a stock tank underthe stage. Thetall black minister
was unlockingthe front door; soon the hallelujahs would float down
the street to disturb her Saturday peace, doubled and redoubled
by all that standing water in the train yard, until it ended up
soundinglike a tabernacle choir under a dome. She could only
hopefor heavytrain traffic.

Vincent’s voice rang out from her elbow. “Morning, Reverend
Tremont! Choir in good voice today?”

“Let’s hope so, Vincent. Special services tomorrow,you know.
Dr. King’s speech onvideo, freedom for the people.”

“Hallelujah,” said Vincent.
The minister stepped inside and closed the carved oak doors

behind him.
Marylooked hard at Vincent. “You’re no Christian,” she said.

“You’re Baptist.”
He smiled and chuckled. “You ain’t no Christian neither.”
Maryfelt the bloodrise to her face. “Am so.”
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“Ain’t neither. You hit that poor little possum with a Bible.
Thatain’t Christian.” He smiledall the way to his pink gums.

Like a taut string snapping, something in Mary gave way.
Maybeit was Vincent’s persistence. Or maybeit washis closeness,
and the cheery gold teeth that flashed on a gloomy day. Or maybe
it wasthe rich coffee eyes that pinned herto the pavement. It was
whenshe caughtthe sight of her waveringreflection in his eyeball
that her spine snapped to and she madea grab for her dignity.
“Least I wouldn't eat a possum,”shesaid.

Finally there was a hole in the traffic and Mary darted across
the hot asphalt to the Sack ‘N Save, her run-over rubber thongs
flipping and flopping behindher. Vincentwasright on her heels.
She flung openthe door and steppedinside the coolstore.

“You got shoppin money, Mary? I know your check didn’t
come.”

Marydidn’t answer. She yankedthelast shopping cart out of
the corral and started toward the meat case. The cart’s wire body
was sprung sideways. Its rear left wheel rode completely off the
floor, spinning like a tossed coin, and one front wheel was
permanently locked. The other two squealed.

Something bumped Mary’s arm andthecartjerked free of her
hands. Vincentstood staring at her, smiling, his fingers curled

hard aroundthesticky cart handle. From deepin his chest he
said, “I’ll push the cart.” He started shoving it downthefirstaisle.
“Man oh man! Like pushin a dead pig through a slaughterhouse.
Whyain't they got better carts?”

“They got better,” said Mary. “The niggers got herefirst.
They’re taking over the Sack ‘N Save, them andtheir food stamps
and welfare checks.”

Vincentleanedclose into her neck andsaid, “Boogita boogita,”
and laughedout loud.

As they made their way throughthe store, Vincent excusing
them around browsing neighbors, Mary didn’t speak a word; she
just threw itemsinto the bottom of the cart. Vincent quietly put
his in the baby seat. Soon, Mary got used to having him push the
cart and wasglad she didn’t have to shove the stubborn thing down
the aisles, but every once in a while, she grunted or snorted and
shot him a look, just to keep up appearances for the neighbors,
who werecasting sidelong glances.

“One thing, Mary, these here wheels is a natural brake, what

with these floorsall slanty the way theyis.”
She was reading a pickle label when hesaid it. It made her

think of the day that she was reading a label and her cart had
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wanderedoffon the sloping old concrete floors. First she thought,
“A nigger stole my cart.” But then she saw thecart at the other end
of the aisle, unmanned, nosinginto the Lucky Charms. She had

laughedto herself, and now shesmiled,until she remembered who

she was with andshe put her hand over her mouth.
“What's funnye” said Vincent.
“Nothin’s funny.” She wasn’t about to get into any real

conversation with him.
“Somethin’s funny. Whatis it?”
“Nothin’s funny! Are you done shopping?”
“Mama wants some Lucky Charms.”
Thelaughwasin herbelly, making hersick. She hadto letit

go.
“What's funny?” Vincentsaid, already laughing.
“Once I thoughta niggerstole mycart, but it went off on its

own.” She laughed so hard she hadto lean on the front endofthe
cart.

Vincent never stopped enilinn: “You got a strong laugh for a
honkybitch.”

Marystraightened up suddenly and leveled her stare at him.
“Don’t you evercall me that again.’

Softly, he said, “Why, Mary, I didn’t meanities by it,” and

smiled.
She looked at him long and hard. She suddenly wanted all

her groceries out of the cart, but there were too many. “We're
finished,” she said, and wrenchedthe cart handle out of Vincent’s

hands. She wrestled the cart toward the check-out.
Mary’s groceries cameto $59.62. When she saw the numbers

glowing green on theregister, she felt her stomach sink. What had
she been thinking as she tossed item after item into the cart?
Furiously, she fished in her big purse for loose money, but ever
cautious of robbery, she carried verylittle cash—she founda five-

dollar bill folded into a tiny square and tucked for safety under the
ripped lining.

“Mary, you out of cash? Here now, miss,” Vincentsaid to the

cashier. “You putall of this together. This order goesall together.
Thisis all food stamps.” The checker started ringing in Vincent’s
purchase on top of Mary’s.

Mary spun around and charged outthe doorjust as a clap of
thunder split the sky. Thank God there wasa lull in thetraffic.
She plunged across the street and headed down Warsaw as the
warm rain pelted her. The church choir hadstarted up,all black
hallehlujas andpraise-the-Lords andJesus-save-mes. She put her hands



76 Pamela Montgomery

over her ears andtried to recall the tender Ave Manas that once
floated through the imported pews and washedoverher. She was
walkingso fast in the increasingrain, it was hard for her wettoes to

keep a grip on her thongs. Whenshe reached the Johnson house,
Mrs. Johnson was standing out on the sidewalk under a red
umbrella looking upthestreet at her. She stepped aside for Mary,
smiling.

“My Vincent Christopher with you?”shesaid.
“No!”
“Oh, never mind. Here he comes now.” She called and waved

up the street, where Vincent was a dark head bobbing abovethree
big grocery sacks bundled in his powerful arms.

Mary was having trouble gettingher key into the lock. Sweat
and rainwaterran into her eyes and cloudedhervision.

“Troublewith that old lock again, Mary?” Mrs. Johnsonsaid.
She sauntered to Mary’s gate andrested her free hand ontopofit.
That’s as far as she had ever gone,andthat’s as far as she would
ever go. “I'll send my Vincent overto fix it again. Hesure is
handy to have around.” She sniffed the wet air. “Rain again.
Wettest summerI recall. That river comingin the train yard, and
I got bugs and micetryingto get in, get out of the way of the water.
You got ‘em? Next thing you know, snakes.” She shivered and
chuckled.

Marygotthe keyin thelockjust as Vincent stepped upbeside
his mother. “Open the gate, Mama, I got Mary’s groceries.”

Mrs. Johnson looked from her son to Mary, Maryto her son,
then gently eased the creaking gate in. She watched big-eyed as
Vincenttook the three porch steps in one longstride and stuck his
foot in Mary’s doorjust as she was slammingit shut.

“Damn, woman! Let me in here with your groceries!” He
shoved hard onthe door.

“Sweet Jesus,” said Mrs. Johnson. Under the red umbrella,
she began easing backward toward her house muttering and
shaking her head.

Inside Mary’s house, Vincent closed the front door with his
foot. It slammedso hardthe glassrattled in all the windowsofthe
house. Mary hadtaken a stand in the arched doorwaythatled
from the living room to the bedroom,herlegs spread in a defiant
stance, arms stretched from doorjamb to doorjamb. Her thin
summer dress was glued to her body by the rainwater, a puddle
forming beneath her. It was hailing now, hammering the windows
andbattering the roof, and Maryhadto shoutover the din: “Keep
out of here!”
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“IT mean to bring your groceries to the kitchen,” said Vincent.
He wasn’t smiling; his big jaw was thrust out and his eyes were
slightly crossed. The rain droplets on his taunt armssparkled.

“Them groceries ain’t mine.”
is|
“Ain’t.”
“l’m coming through.” Two steps carried him across the tiny

living room. He turned his shoulder to Mary and nudged it
insistently into her chest, carefully positioning it over her heart.
She resisted. He pushed harder on her breastbone. Shelost her
wet grip on the left doorjamb and hadto resort to grabbinghis
slippery bicep. Thefirst feel of him shocked her. His black skin
wassoft like suede, and hot, thinly layered over muscles that moved
and rippled underher hand. She squeezed his arm as hard as she
could, but even her big hand would not go around it. She could
feel the veins pumpingunderhisskin.

His nostrils flared as he snorted with theeffort of pushing her
into the bedroom that stood between them andthe kitchen. Sweat
droplets and raindropswere launched onhis breath across to Mary's
face; they trickled down her forehead and cheekto her chin. She
braced herselfon the bare woodfloor, but her feet were sliding out
of her thongs. Sweat ran downherlegs.

She wedged a hand betweenthe limpsacks ofgroceries to push
on Vincent’s chest. The smell ofmeat-blood and ripe bananasrose
out of the wet paper sacks. Mary and Vincent gruntedandstrained
against each other, noseto nose, eye to eye, chin to chin. Marylost
her grip on one thongandthesplintered floor chewed her bare
foot. She pressed against his chest. His wet T-shirt clung to him.
She could feel his heart beating fast under her palm as she pushed
hard against it. His breath puffed on her sweatyface.

The center grocery sack fell to the floor between them and
Maryshovedherother handinto Vincent’s hard belly. He pushed
with his hips against her hand, straining forward with his flexing
buttocks. Mary was losing ground. Her other thong popped off
and she dug hercurledtoes into the woodfloor,feeling for a warped
floorboard to cling to. But then, her right hand slipped on the wet
shirt andslid like an oiled fish past his belt, running up hard against
his sharp hipbone.

Vincent dropped both sacks ofgroceries. A picklejar exploded,
filling the room with the smellof dill. Their scuffling feet mashed
bananasand sausagesinto the wood floor.

Andthen, Maryjust caught the mischievousflash of Vincent's
smile as he abruptly stoppedresisting, causing the force of her
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thrust to drive her straight up against him,chest to chest, belly to
belly. Black arms then wrapped her up and herpale bare feet
came upoff thefloor.

“Mary,” he whisperedinto herear.

li night long, the rain and the hail drummedon the house.
WhenMaryopenedhereyes that bright Sunday morning,

her cheek was resting on a wad of cockleburs brought in by the
possum the night before. She didn’t move. Atfirst she thought
the possum wasin bedwith heragain, stroking her shoulder with
his leathery palm.

New soundsflooded herears. She squeezed hereyes shut and
covered her ears against them but they forced their wayin:soft
breathing beside her, her heart, his heart, water lapping, dripping,
a sudden splash.

Hereyes sprang open. Thefirst thing she saw was a new pattern
on the ceiling. Across the familiar cracks and stains and hanging
chunksofceiling paper dancedglitteringreflections,flashing lights,
sparkling patterns of motion. She turned her head toward the
kitchen door. A big silver fish jumped halfway up the pink wall,
then splashed downonits side into the water.

Marysat up in bed and looked around. Her thongsfloated
like gondolas toward the kitchen door. A wooden endtable drifted
silently in from the living room. Muddywater lappedat the low
windowsill and eddied in and out the open window.

A black shape movedsilently out from under her bed and
through the water, twitching fleshy whiskers and twisting its big
bodyas it madeits way across the room, approachingthe floating
thongs. Suddenly the water churned and a thong disappeared; a
momentlater it bobbed to the top again.

“Sweet Jesus. What—?” Vincent sat up in the bed. “Why,
Mary, the river’s got out. We’s flooded.” A big catfish twistedits
black body throughthe doorto the kitchen. “Why, he know right
whereto go, don’t he? Fish fry tonight.” His laugh filled the little

room and echoedoff the surface of the muddyriver water.
Mary swungherfeet over the side of the bed, clutching the

flowered sheet around her. The cold dark water came almost to
her knees; the brownsilt at the bottom felt silky, soothing as balm
on hersplintered soles. A turtle floated in over the windowsill and
eyed them before pushing off toward the living room. She stood
up in the water, the sheet spreading around her knees, and turned
to face Vincent. |

“My mamadiedin this bed,” she said. She looked downat
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him. “My mamadied in this bed.”
Gently touchingher hand, he smiled and drew her down to

his side. She sat with her back to him. At the kitchen door the

catfish captured her thong.
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Watching Albania
terry POW

received my first glimpse of Eugene Spizatti as the ancient
Morris Minorcrept aroundtheside ofthe mountain high above

his villa. At least I assumed thatthe distantfigure with a shock of
bone-white hair was Spizatti. He was standing on a terrace and
appearedto be looking out to sea. We werestill too far away to be
sure. The car had stopped at the top of a hairpin descent—the
steepest yet—while Mrs. Spizatti thrashed wildly with the gearstick,
trying to wrenchitintofirst.

“Christ,” she said. “Christ, Christ!” It sounded like an

invocation, but the gods were notso easily propitiated. The gear
refused to budge. We remainedpoisedat the top ofthehill, a little
island of profanity and grinding metal in the tranquil afternoon
sunlight. I turned myattentionto the distant white stone building.
Thevilla was perched on the edge of a sheer granite cliff like the
bleached nest of some mythical bird. Below, the sea stretched
smoothly toward the faint outline of a landmassto the east.
Throughthe haze, I could just make outa swelling of bare, dun-
colored mountains. When I turned again toward the Villa Lupus,

the lone figure had disappeared.
I was thinking how splendidly isolated was the Spizattis’ villa—

it was impossible to speculate by what numberof twists and turns
the road would eventually deliver us there—when the Morris
Manorlurched forward and we began ourdescent. Mrs. Spizatti
had beensilent duringthe long drive from the airport. My attempts
to chat had been metwith grunts and shrugs, so I’d closed myeyes
and dozed. Now, when the road would seem to demand her
complete attention, Mrs. Spizatti launchedinto a frenzied verbal
attack on recentvisitors to Villa Lupus.

“Piranhas!”she exclaimed, turning on mea pairoflarge, intense
eyes and waving a finger under my nose. “They try to strip his
flesh from his bones. Piranhas!”

“But surely, having materials of such literary interest will
inevitably—”

“Bastards! Thieving bastards, the lot of them!”
Seeing her now,it was difficult to imagine that this jerkily

animated figure, shabbily dressed, had once been oneof Europe’s
most promising young poets. Adele Serrano, as she was then
known,had blossomedinto fame with a little collection of poems
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entitled Petals. She’d already been living with Paul Valéry for more
than a year. He’d discovered her waiting tables in the Café dela
Paix in the Latin Quarter. On the back ofhis bill she had written a
five-line poem. Something aboutthe direct, unforced sentiment
of the lines intrigued him. Hereturned thefollowing night, and
the next, and the next six nights after that. Each time he came
away with a new poem. Withouttelling Adele, he had them
published at his own expense. He presented the bookto herlate
one evening, whenthe cafe was almost empty, and they were sharing
a bottle of armagnac and chatting aboutthis and that. That was
the moment Valéry realized how much hehadfallen in love with
this slight young womanwith the pale complexionandlarge, dark
eyes. In the next three years she turned out three more volumes
of poetry, each morepraised thanthe last. Thecritics were in love
with her too. No poet had revealed the sensuous contoursof the
female heart with such touching simplicity. Then EugeneSpizatti
had arrived on the scene.

Although faded now—a dusty scandal concealed in the back
issues of the European gossip columns—it had beenpartof the
folklore of the late 1920s literary scene. Spizatti the Svengali.
Spizatti the genius. Spizatti the corrupter of youth and promise.
Lookingat the photos taken at the time, there was an undeniably
diabolical cast to the face: something cunning, wolfish. When he
met Adele he wasstill caught up with the Dadaists, reciting his
poemsin the cafes of Montmarte, naked with a dead cat draped

around his neck. He was arrested several times, but the outrage
he provoked was tempered by anirresistible charm he could
manifest when needed. Judges invariably let him off with a wink
and a mild warning. Valéry had no notion this outré character
would,in theinstant ofa chance meeting, appropriate totally Adele’s
affections. But it happenedjustlike that. She left him with barely
a word exchanged andset up with Spizatti. Valéry was crushed;
Adele and he never spoke again. Soon after, Spizatti’s last great

scandal—involvingallegations ofsexual misconductwith the twelve-
year-old daughter of a government minister—drew Adele away
with him in its wake. They fled the country,first to Turkey, then
Afghanistan, and onto Algiers, before settling at the remote north-
eastern cornerofthe island of Corfu. :

The “great scandal.” Howdifficult it was to picture this “Mrs.
Spizatti”—nowlapsedinto a sullen silence as the car wound through
a narrow,twisting drivewayleadingto the villa—asan international
fugitive. Neither of the Spizattis spoke in public again. Thezeal of
the French authorities gradually wanedafter a series ofunsuccessful
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extradition attempts. The evidence wasthin and after a few years
their heart was no longerin the chase. For morethanfifty years
the couple lived incommunicadoin the Villa Lupus, holding court
with a few expatriate friends from the Paris days. Even these
contacts dropped off in time. So far as I’d been ableto find out,
the Spizattis now lived alone apart from an elderly Greek
housekeeper.

Whatdisrupted the slow, apparently contented drift into
oblivion was a rumorthat had seeped into the publishing worldsof
Paris, London and NewYork a year ago. The rumorclaimedthat
Spizatti had certain letters and manuscripts from the Twenties that
he was prepared to sell. Interest in Spizatti’s own idiosyncratic
productionshad long since dwindledto the level ofcuriosities, and
would hardly have drawnagents from anyofthe major publishing
houses. No, it was further whispered that the Spizatti trove included

letters and other memorabilia from writers andartists ofthe period
whosereputations, unlike Spizatti’s, had grown andripenedin the
intervening years. Thepiece de resistance was an entire section from
Ulysses whichJoyce had suppressed from the final manuscript. The
missing section wassaid to shift the work in a new direction. Of
course, this had seemedtoo good to be true. Publishers are a strange
cocktail of the skeptical and the romantic, and noneof the major
houses was quite preparedto throw its hat into the ring until the
rumors gained volume anda certain credibility from the
independenttestimonyofa Turkish literary agent. He claimed to
have seen the typewritten section and to have authenticated Joyce’s
correcting style and even his handwriting in the margins. For a
moment, sober heads appeared ready to overlook the notorious
fact that Teluk Begim, the agent in question, had the professional

ethics ofa Colombian drug baron. But almost immediately, Begim
closed the door he’d cracked open. Hetriedto slip away with the
Joyce manuscript stuffed down his pants. This clumsy ploy sent
Spizatti scurrying backinto his shell. Other free-lance agents, who
felt inclined to give Begim’s authentication of the manuscript the
benefit of the doubt, were coldy rebuffed when they turned up at

Villa Lupus.
So matters remained for several months. Then another whisper

emergedfrom thislittle corner of Corfu. This one was carried—
by an agent deemedtrustworthy this time—to the chairmanofour
own publishing house. A man of grace and old-world charm, he
had spent his youth in the Paris of the late 1920s. While there,
he’d helped Spizatti out of a small financial fix. Apparently, this
slight gesture had been remembered nowthat the Spizattis were
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again financially embarrassed. Spizatti’s health wassaidto be failing
and the word was he would beready to part with the papersfor a
reasonable price. Of course, there was no guaranteeSpizatti had
whathe claimed. But now it seemed worth the gamble. Within
two days I was on flight to Corfu with a banker’s draft containing
an enticing numberofzeroesafter the dollar sign. Given Spizatti’s
well-documented unpredictability, I’d been instructed to proceed
cautiously, to let Spizatti raise the issue of the documents and his
notion ofa price.

At close hand, Villa Lupus was something of a letdown. My
first impression, stepping out of the car, was one of sorry
dilapidation. Paint had longsince peeled from the door and window
frames. Grass grew in wiry clumpsup to the house. Fourorfive
moss-covered rooftiles leaned against the side of the building.

Mrs. Spizatti led the way to the front door. It was notlocked,
but swungopenwith a gothic creak onto a twilit interior. It smelled
musty, butat least it was cooler inside.

“You can wait here. I’ll have Helena bring in your bags.” Mrs.
Spizatti looked at me searchingly with her large crepuscular eyes
then shuffled off through another door. I was in a small
antechamber. No carpets or wall drapings relieved the almost
monastic starkness. Throughthesoft leather soles of my shoes I
could feel the coolness of the dark floor tiles. In a corner, near a
narrow windowthat looked out upona triangle of herbage that
may once have been a garden,stood a small table and a low chair.
Since no one was apparently going to rush meinto the formalities
of a greeting, I sat down in the chair and almost immediatelyfelt
sleepy.

I musthave dozedoff, for when I opened myeyesafter what
seemed like only seconds, my heartjumpedat the sight of Eugene
Spizatti bending over me. Hewastall, though somewhatstooped,
and so thin his corduroy pants and old white tee-shirt hung from
his body in folds. The whole energy of the body seemed to have
retreated into the large head and mane of matted white hair. His
facial features were disproportionately small, except for his eyes.
They wereclosely set, but like those of his wife they seemed to
bulge from someinner pressure. He said nothing.

In my confusion,I stood up andheld out my hand. Hetookit
without enthusiasm. His handfelt cold and enervated.

“I’m so grateful for your allowing meto visit you—”
He cut meoff with a shrug. “Do what you must. It’s really no

concern to me. What can I say?”
The voice sounded dry. Andyet I sensed, and I can in no way
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explain why, a discrepancy between his words and intent. This
wasthefirst almost imperceptible clue that Eugene Spizatti found
me, for his own imponderable reasons, somehow “interesting.”

The housekeeper entered with my bags. Spizatti muttered
something to her in Greek. She grunted, turned and indicated
with a jerk of her small, round head that I should follow her. As
soon as I reached the room assigned to me and the housekeeper
hadleft, I stretched out on the narrow bed andfell into a deep
sleep.

A beam of sunlight from the small, high window woke me. I
checked mywatch: 6:30. I noticed a tray on table beside mybed.
It contained a basket of bread and covered containers of cheese
andlarge, black olives. There wasalso a carafe of resinous white
wine. Someone,probably the housekeeper, had brought me supper
the previous evening. I broke off a corner ofbread and nibbledit.
Howlong had I slept? Fourteen hours? I could nowhear voices
outside the window. I was apparently on the second floor because
the small opening allowed meonly a glimpseof porcelain sky. I
could make out Helena’s voice, and that of a male also speaking
Greek. It didn’t soundlike Spizatti; this voice was younger and
laughing. Another servant perhaps? I could also hear dishes being
placed: breakfast was being arranged. Anxiousto get my business
underway, I washed and dressed and somehow found my way down
to a small terrace wherethe Spizattis were already at breakfast.

Mrs. Spizatti looked up, fixed me with a glance as if she’d
forgotten whoI was, then nodded andreturned to the book she

had open at the table. Her husbandstared straight ahead. He
held a mugofcoffee in his right hand. With his left hand he held
in place a light woolen blanket he had draped aroundhis shoulders.
Though the sun was making encouraging progress in the sky,it
wasstill quite early and an intermittent breeze carried the remains
ofthe previous night’s chill. The silence should have been awkward
yet somehow wasn’t. We simply sat. A momentlater, Helena
appeared andset before mea bowlofdried fruits, some bread and
a steaming mug of strong black coffee. As I sipped thecoffee, I
realized where wewereinrelationto therest ofthe villa. This was
the terrace on which I had spotted Spizatti yesterday, when we
werestill high on the mountain road. He had beenstanding by
the railing, looking across the narrowfingerof sea that separated
the island from the distant landmass. No haze obscured the
mountains now. Thecrystalline morning air brought them into
sharp focus. Theystill seemed desolate and blunted, yet I now
could make out a telecommunication structure on the top of one
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summit, and a track or road that wound its way down and

disappeared into a canyon.
“Albania.”

Spizatti’s voice startled me andI spilled hot coffee on my hand.

“T tried to swim across once. Got halfway when a current caught

me. I would have drownedifa fishing boat from the island hadn't

picked me up.”
“Bloody fool,” muttered Mrs. Spizatti.

Spizatti turned toward his wife. I believe he smiled, thoughit

was difficult to be sure. The thin lips twitched at the edges, and
the great white head noddedslowly andslightly.

“Why swim to Albania?”I asked. oe

Mrs.Spizatti snorted and threw a piece ofbread toward a squat

gray bird that had been watchingthe table from the edge of the

terrace. A yellow beakjabbed, impaled the bread, and bore it away

toward a clumpoftall grass. Spizatti looked sharply at me and

chuckled, a rasp from somewheredeepinside this throat.

“In my youngerdaysI might havesaid I was inspired to doit.

I was inspired quite a lot back then.” He turned towardhis wife.

“I should say, we were inspired, wouldn't you, Adele?”

“Fuck you,” responded Mrs. Spizatti absently. She was fumbling

in a small, tattered handbag. She pulled out an emptycigarette

packet andtossed it on the table. She delved deeper andsurfaced

with a single battered cigarette. Her husbandpulled a lighter from

his pocket, leaned over andlit the cigarette for her. She nodded

coldly, and leaned back in a cloud ofblue smoke.

“T thoughtit coincidence,” Spizatti continued, “when we ended

up here. Afterall, we’d been in so manystrange places beforethis.

With the authorities hot on ourtail, as they say in the detective

stories. But as the yearssettled into one another,I realized more

and morethat coincidence wasjust another form ofcertainty.” He

pointed towardthe country acrossthestrait. “Godforsaken looking

place,isn’t it?”
“Somewhatbarren,yes.”

Spizatti began to laugh. “I’ve been staring at that ‘barren’

country every day for the past twenty years! It has become my

muse! I read secrets there that would freeze your blood!”

Suddenly he stood up. “If you decide to take a walk, beware

the donkey. A vicious beast.” Without another word,Spizatti

shuffled back into the house.
I sat there for a full minute in silence with Mrs. Spizatti, who

finally said: “Of course, he’s totally mad.”
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took the walk and I did see the donkey. It was chewing on a
white brassiere that had apparently slippedoffa railing above.

Mrs. Spizatti (I could only assumetheitem to be hers) had probably

laid it out to dry in the sun. The track brought me nearto the
animal. It was tethered by a long ropeto anolive tree. The donkey
regarded me with a large vacant eye and, perhaps to markits
territory, farted as I moved past. Minuteslater, whenit was already

out of sight, I heard a desperate he-hawing. I wonderedif the
poorbeast was choking onthebra strap, but by now the track had
descended twenty feet at least, and I didn’t have the energy or
inclination to return to check. Anyway,if the animal was capable
of makingthatkind ofracketit was unlikely to be in any immediate
danger.

Mrs. Spizatti had informed me, grudgingly and vaguely, that
this trail would eventually bring meto a small cove with a pebble
beach where I could swim. What she had neglected to mention
was that the last twenty feet involved an almost vertical descent
downthecliff face. Iron spikes had been hammeredinto the rock
to provide foot- and hand-holds. I sat on the small ledge and
studied them. The prospect wasnotenticing, but at the sametime
I was hot andsticky. The thought of a swim was tempting. I took
firm hold ofthefirst spike, within easy reach at the edge, and eased

my body over the side. For a moment I panicked when myfeet
couldn’tfind the next spike. After that, an absurd feeling ofbravado

took over as I lowered myself, hand over hand. When myright

foot finally touched the bottom,I felt I had traversed somerite of
passage into a new dimension of manhood. I shook my head and
chuckled.

Thesea,silky and almost motionless in the noontimeheat, lay

less than twenty feet away. A profound hush pervaded thecove. It
seemedasifI’d stepped into a photograph: nothingstirred. felt
suddenly alone. Thefeeling passed as abruptly as it came. I slipped
out of my clothes and stepped into the water.

A t supper that evening, I was surprised to see I was notthe
only guest. Also seated at the table was a young man, I shouldsay
in his late twenties. He was dressed in a priest’s surplice, but he
wore it with a kind of gaiety asif it were a costume. Two empty
bottles of Retsina stood on the table. It looked like the three of
them had been drinking for some time. Mrs. Spizatti leaned back
in her chair, eyes closed and legs splayed almost indecently. Her
husband stood up when I stepped ontotheterrace.
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“Ah, our fearless publishing minion! Allow meto introduce
you to our good friend, Father Gricki—soother of souls, friend of
the damned!”

Spizatti stumped back into his chair to study = effect of his
introduction.

The priest looked up and smiled. It was a hindsnant face; I
could imagine the young womenofhis parish incurring penances
just for the sake ofbeing near him. He seemedat onceoutofplace
and in a curious way at homeat Villa Lupus. Spizatti interrupted
my thoughts.

“You went swimming?”
“Yes.”
Naked? Skinny dipping, as you Americans so quaintly call

* Yes.”
“Tell me, did you get an erection?”
A loud croak came from Mrs. Spizatti. She slumped forward,

slapped the table with her hand and wentinto a coughingfit as if
she were about to deposit her lungs on her plate. Her other hand
flailed around beside her chair. The priest got up, moved to her
side, found her handbagandpulled out her cigarettes. He opened
the packet, lit a cigarette and passed it to her. She took it eagerly
and in a brief interval between wrenching coughs, shovedit into
her mouth anddrew deeply. The effect was immediate and calming.
She openedhereyes, looked at her husband,then sidewaysat me.

As if on cue, Spizatti continued.
“I'm 72, but when I comeout of the water I’m ready to fuck.”
“Mydear,” croaked Mrs.Spizatti, “you’re always readyto fuck.

You'd fuck the donkeyifyou could getit to standstill long enough.”
Later, after the Spizattis had both retired for the evening,I

found Father Gricki standing on the spot where I’d seen Spizatti
on the afternoon of myarrival. He wasstaring acrossthestrait at
the Albanian coastline, now burnished bythelast flare of sunset.

He acknowledged my approach witha slightinclination ofhis head.
“Do they usually go to bed this early?” I asked.
Father Gricki smiled. “Oh, she'll sleep through till morning.

The Retsina will see to that.”
“And Spizatti?” oo
The priest turned to me. The smile was gone;andin its place

an expression of sudden intensity. “He neversleeps.”
This cut short further conversation, and for several minutes

westood in awkwardsilence staring across at the distant coastline,
now almost completely swallowed by a profound blackness. I sensed
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Father Gricki relax beside me.
“Have you spoken with him yet about the manuscripts?”
I wasa little surprised that the priest was aware of my mission,

but then again I had noideaof the degree of intimacy he shared
with the Spizattis. My information, back in New York, was that

they lived reclusively.
“T thought I’d see the lay of the land first. This is not your

average couple.” |
Father Gricki chuckled. “Interesting word.” Sensing my

perplexity, the priest went on: “Average. From theItalian, avana.
Means ‘damaged good’—a maritime term,I believe.”

“T’m impressed.”
Father Gricki shrugged. “I studied comparative languages. It

has turned meinto a bit of a bore.”
Again welapsedinto silence. A breeze beganto pick up off the

water;it felt pleasantly cool on my face. There wasa kind of magic
to this spot, and I began to understand whySpizatti might wantto
spend so much timehere, watching Albania. Father Gricki turned
to me and put a hand on myshoulder.

“Do not take too long assessing thelay of the land, my friend.”
“You think I should be more direct with him?”
The priest shrugged. “There’s an influence at work here that

may notbe altogether healthy.”
The wordsweredelivered with such deadpanseriousnessthat

I was almost taken in. Father Gricki was watching meclosely. He
seemed disappointed when I burst out laughing.

“Father Gricki, I’m here to coax some old manuscripts from a

man whois clearly batty. His wife, too, come to that. I’m far too
prosaic to be susceptible to ‘influences.’”

The priest smiled broadly. “Ah, the wonderful American
skepticism.” He looked at his watch. “It’s late, and I must depart
early tomorrow. I will leave you to the evening’s charms.”

He shook my hand and began walking back to the villa. No
lights shone from any of the windows, andthe black-robed priest
had already disappearedinto the gloom whenhecalled back: “Was
it true?”

“Was whattrue?”
“About the erection?”

can’t be sure what awoke me. I’d been having a complicated
dream aboutSpizatti and the donkey. The donkey had someproofs
spread out betweenits hooves and was correcting them witha large,
thick pencil. Then Spizatti was somehowthere. He began arguing
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with the donkey about a change the beast had made to the
manuscript. Spizatti wanted the donkey to reinstate a word. In
the dream I knew what the word was and Spizatti’s point made
sense to me though I didn’t agreewith it; I sided with the donkey.
Spizatti rounded on both of us. He screamed,his eyes sintered,

anda thick viscousfluid beganto spill from his mouth. I wanted to
run, but the donkey stood firm. Its pencil grew, larger andlarger.
I heard a voice—Father Gricki’s. That’s what awoke me, I
remembernow.I wasscuttling naked across a bare, rocky landscape
like a demented baboon. No houses. No people. Only cindered
grayness. Myfeet bled and I felt a terrible pain in my groin,asif
something hadbeencauterizedthere, but I could notbearto look.
Then I saw them. Three figures: the Spizattis and the priest,
standingat the cliffedge looking seaward, toward me. Father Gricki

raised his hand and opened his mouth. Somethingsilvery and
liquid emerged,pulsedin the air for a moment, and movedslowly

across the water toward me. Then I heard Father Gricki’s mocking
words: “Wasit true?” '

Opening myeyes, myfirst feeling was that I’d soiled the sheets
like a thirteen-year-old, and how wasI going to explain the mess
to the Spizattis’ housekeeper. I hadn’t fortunately, yet I did feel
terribly hot. I glanced at my watch: 3 a.m. Moonlightfilled the
room from the small, high window. I needed to get someair, and
slipped on my bathrobe and padded barefoot downthestairs and
out onto the terrace. The pre-dawnbreeze felt good.

Atfirst they seemed like a single dark shadow bunchedatthe
end of the terrace. As my eyes adjusted, I madeoutSpizatti’s mane
of white hair. To his left, the stunted outline of Mrs. Spizatti, and

on the otherside thetall, cowled figure of the priest. They faced
away from me, motionless, toward Albania.
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One-Card Crazy Eights
valerie BROC K

You don’t play One-Card Crazy Eights so much as you decide
to live in that world for a while, by those rules, by that

commitment.It’s a stupid card game. As if regular Crazy Eights
isn’t tedious enough, One-Card is harder to win, or even to

conclude. Like the ordinaryversion, the objectis to get rid ofyour
cards. One-Card adds rules—like you haveto say “one-card” when
you're downto yourlast one. If you forget, you pick upthepile.

I spent long afternoons playing it the summerI was nine. My
bestfriend and I wouldlay onthefloor ofher oldersister’s bedroom,
listening to 45s, dipping all-day Charms Popsin ice water and
laughing ourselvessick.

We played with two decks, personalized rules, and cat-like
attentiveness. The rewardfor catching a minorinfraction was seeing
your opponent's pile increase. The games were interminable. By
dinner time, our hands were cramped from holding cards, our
elbows were raw from propping ourselves on the floor, and we
were giddy and headachyfrom giggling.

There were noclear victories. Winning was almostaccidental,
and always seemed to occur just as we were called to dinner, or
when we had decided to go to the pool. We would emerge from
the room in a daze, with images of playing cards congealing and
curdling behind our eyes for hours afterward.

Because of my mother, we rarely played at my house. Her
sodden, cheerful omnipresence made myfriends uneasy. Now I
knowthat she was drinking too much,but then she just seemed

goofy, different from other mothers. She didn’t like games, and
always pushedusto play with dolls as she had at our age. I wasn't
interested. I loved games, and as I got older I played them
compulsively. Word puzzles in the newspaper,trivia games on the
radio, even the science questions on the backs of cereal boxes.
Getting them right made mefeel in control.

Card gameswere fads for us. We’d play one game until we
weresick of it, then move on to the next. One-Card Crazy Eights
only lasted one summer, then gave way to the more challenging
King’s Corners. After a brief, dull interlude ofmaking gum wrapper
chains, we moved on to Gin Rummyandstuck with it for years.

Although I never expected to play One-Card Crazy Eights
again, I didn’t forget how to play it. Those long afternoons
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embeddedthe gamein my mind,buried beneath Top40 songlyrics
andjump-rope rhymes. Fifteen yearslater, I was able to recite the
rules as if I had a lollipop in my mouth and “AmericanPie”on the
record player.

One-Card Crazy Eights is a gamefor children, but last winter
in the Denver airport I explained the rules to an adult. Kevin
could loosely be described as my boyfriend. He andI hadstarted
seeing each other a few weeks before he moved to Los Angeles.
His job brought him to Chicago once a month or more, and he
usually managed to spend the weekend. I had visited him in
California twice, once on a businesstrip, and oncefor the hell ofit.
We'd beenliving like that for two years when Kevin suggested the
ski vacation.

It was a big step. We wereusedto our habits, our guidelines.
Kevin always stayed with me whenhewasin Chicago, butI didn’t
give him a key to my apartment. He usually initiated telephone
calls. We never asked aboutother people, but I’ suspected Kevin
had localgirlfriend.

On my second trip to Los Angeles, I had looked in Kevin's
refrigerator for a beer and was surprised to see two cans of Diet
Cokesitting on the top shelf, united by saggingplastic rings. Kevin
hated Diet Coke; hesaid it tasted the way tar smelled. I held the

cans up, saying, “Have you developeda taste for tar?”
“Oh, I... My friends drink it, it’s left over from a party, I

didn’t buy it.”
He didn’t look me in the eye when he answered, and I knew

he waslying. I set the cans back on the shelf andsaid, “Jesus,it’s
notlike it’s illegal.” |

Later that day, Kevin threw the cans in the trash and we

pretended I never saw them. His deception relieved me, allowed
meto feel muchless guilty about the man I occasionally slept with
in Chicago. After that incident, Kevin and I developed something
more than an unspoken agreement. Neither ofus wantedto lie, so
we never mentionedlove, our relationship, or the future. |

The ski trip unnerved me because I sensed that Kevin was
finally going to cross the line. Something was building in him. He
complained about the Chicago weather moreoften, especially in
comparison to Los Angeles. He asked me about mycareerplans.
He pointedout cute children. I couldn’t tell ifhe was rationalizing
a potential break-up or deciding if he should ask me to moveto
Los Angeles.

I liked the way things were. A boyfriend when I wantedone,
being alone when I didn’t. If I wassitting homefeeling sorry for
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myself on a weekend,I could arguethat I had a boyfriend,andif I
slept around,well, technically it was okay, because Kevin and I had

never agreed that we wouldn’t. People assumethata long-distance
relationshipis difficult, but for me it was easy.

Thevacation put meand Kevin on neutral ground,in between
Los Angeles and Chicago. It was the perfect place to make a change,
either advanceor retreat. If Kevin was assessing our long-term
compatibility, I wanted him to decide favorably. I figured I’d rather
be in the position of turning Kevin down than having him dump
me.

Consequently, I was on mybest behavior all week. Cheerful,
but not too cheerful in the morning; enthusiastic, but not too
enthusiastic on the ski slopes. I took fast showers, even when my
muscles were sore from skiing. I was ready to go in the mornings
before Kevin was, and at night I cooked dinner. I gave Kevin back

rubs which hedid not reciprocate. By the end of the week, even I
wantedto live with me.

Kevin seemedperpetually on the verge of saying something.
He'dstart, “Audrey, I’ve been thinking. . . “ and I would somehow
cut him off. I deflected any sentences he beganin that thoughtful
tone of voice. Once I even had to drop mymitten off the chairlift
to keep him from leading meinto a conversation I didn’t think I
wanted to have. At last he began to stop himself, exasperated and
I thought I was homefree.

Because he wanted to talk during the vacation, I thought he
was probably going to suggest I move to Los Angeles. I knew Kevin.
If he wanted to break up with me, he’d wait until the end of the
vacation to say so. Whyspoil our fun? I was pleased that I passed
the test, but I wanted him to ask me over the phoneso he couldn't
see myface. Also, it would give me moretimeto think.

On the drive from the ski area to the airportit started snowing.
Of course, I had volunteered to drive. The rental car skidded a
little, enough that I skipped mythird beer. We were drinking the
last six-pack of our vacation because neither of us wanted to carry
it home andit was a waste to leaveit in the condo.

“Hey, Kevin,” I said. “Do you think this snowis going to delay
ourflights?”

He turned to look behind him. “Nah. Stapletonis set up for
this stuff.” A moment later he added, “Too bad it didn’t come
earlier in the week.”

I agreed. “Fresh powder.”
Inside the Denvercity limits I started watching for planes. I

didn’t see a single onetake off or land. “This doesn’t look good.”
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Kevin answered, “Mellow out. This airport’s like O'Hare. They
neverclose it unless there’s a blizzard or something. Can I have
the last beer?” Without waiting for my answer, perhapsseeing that
I hadn't reached for my third beer even though Id finished the
second onefifteen minutesearlier, he pulled the last bottle from
behind myseat and openedit.

While we waited for the rental car shuttle bus I heard a man
say, “It’s supposed to go all night.” The woman he was with
answered, “I’m so glad you got a hotel room.” I looked at Kevin
apprehensively-and-he patted my leg. He was acting calmer than
he felt, I could tell. His face was flushed from more than beer and
sun. I didn’t even wantto think about how I looked. My nose was
peeling and sevendays ofmild hangovers had given medarkcircles
under my eyes. The tan helped, but probably not enough. My
skin tone was a majorflaw in mypresentation ofthe perfect woman.

Thelist of flight departures was a mess. Noneoftheflights
even had estimated times. Theyjust said, DELAYED, DELAYED,
DELAYED. We went ahead and checkedin, mainly to getrid of
the skis. If flights had been leaving, my plane to Chicago was
scheduled to take off an hour before Kevin’sflight to Los Angeles.
Wedecidedto go to mygate.

After finding seats that were comparatively isolated in the
crowded terminal, Kevin said, “Look, Audrey, you stay with our
stuff. I’m goingto see what’s going on. I'll find aTV or something.”
I nodded, not caring. The past week wasthe longest time we ever
spent together and I wantedto be alonefor a while. Thestrain of
performing was beginning to wear on me;I felt like being privately
surly.

I looked at my watch. It was 5:15; 6:15 in Chicago. Myflight
should have been airborneby now. The prospectoffurther delays
suggested a headache.I pulled a bottle ofaspirin out of my purse
even thoughI waslosing faith in the curative powerofthe drug. I
put two pills in my mouth,feeling them slide past the beer memory
at the back of my throat. My motherhadoncetold methataspirin
heightened theeffects of alcohol.

She had a lot of strange ideas about drinking. Most of them
were expressed in rhymesthat she learned in college. I often
wondered abouther sorority. They taught her, “Wine then beer,
you're in theclear,” but also, “Beer then wine, you'll be fine.” I

had proved both of these wrong several times, but my mother
believed them.

She lived a dreamylife, teetering on the edge of the world.
She was so proud ofme. Proud that I graduated from college, had



94  Valene Brock

a job, and, she was certain, a glamorouslife in Chicago. It was
funny. We talked at least twice a week, and I told her almost
everything, yet her perception of my life was completely at odds
with reality.

She envied my control. “Who ever would have thought that
I'd have such a take-charge daughter? You must get that from
yourfather, the way you just know what you want andgogetit!”

My mother always drank while she talked on the phone. I
heard the ice cubes tumble against each other in the glass, and
traced the thickening of her voice. Asking her about her drinking
madeherangry, then sad, so I learned notto doit.

Sheliked it when I talked about men. I had elevated mycasual
sex partnerinto an actualrelationship for her benefit, but I hadn’t
told her about Kevin. Either I wasn’t ready for Kevin to become a
conversation topic, or I didn’t want her to think she had raised a

slut. Maybe both. I told her I was going skiing with girlfriends for
the week.

Sometimesafter talking to my mother, I thought I should cut
back on my drinking,just to see how much I missed it. But not this
week. It would have been too hard to explain to Kevin why I
wasn’t drinking. After three days, the old “high altitude,
dehydration” excuse wouldn’t have worked. Besides, I wanted to
drink on this trip. It made Kevin and I get along better and I
thoughtit kept us from talking about what we were doing.

Kevin walked toward me carrying two large cups of beer.
“Lookslike we’re in for the long haul. There’s a blizzard moving
up from Pueblo, and we won't get out tonight. The hotels are
full.”

I hated him for ever suggesting the ski trip, but lapsed back
into the ideal traveling companion. “Well, we mightas well relax,”
I said. “Can I have a beer?”

He looked down,asif startled to find the cupsin his hands,
and said, “Here, this one’s for you. Lukewarm CoorsLight, your
favorite.”

I grimaced, almost believing him. “You didn’t really get me
that, did your”

Kevin answered, “Just kidding. Get a grip. It’s Heineken.”
He handed methe cup, then sat down and put his feet on my
carry-on bag.

I picked up my book,but couldn’t seem to keep my mindonit.
It was almostblack outside. Sporadic bursts of snow andice flung
themselves against the window. Unless I deliberately refocused
myeyes, I could see only the reflection of the inside ofthe terminal,
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me and Kevin. Hejust sipped his beer, watching people walk by.
He muttered, “This really sucks.”

I closed my book,feeling responsible for Kevin's petulance and
obliged to entertain him. “Do you wantto play cards or something?”
To my surprise, he agreed. I went to the closest gift shop and
bought two packs of cards, one with dogs on the back, and one
with hamsters. Kevin moved ourbags together and used my book
as a flat surface for us to play on. I asked, “What do you wantto
play?”

“I don’t care, something that takes a while.”
I wasalready starting to feel a little loose from the beer. I

dicin’t think I was upfor the intellectual rigor of Gin Rummyand
I didn’t have the energy for Spit. We neededa long,lethargic card
game. I looked at Kevin. “Ever played One-Card Crazy Eights?”

Kevin shrugged. “Teach me.”
I explained the rules and told him that I’d belenientin the

beginning. “Do you know howto play regular Crazy Eights?”
Kevin shook his head. “I’ve played it but I don’t remember

how.”
“Each player gets eight cards. You try to discard them by

matching the card on the discard pile, either the numberor the
suit. If you can’t match, you have to draw cards until you can. If
you haveaneight, you can changethesuit, and you can play them
anytime. One-Card adds variations. Twos play double, fours
quadruple, jacks and kings together, say ‘one-card’ before you’re
out, or you pick upthe deck.”

Kevin listened half-heartedly. He said, “So youjust remember
all these rules and try to get rid of yourcardsfirst?”

I said, “Yes, but also watch me to make sure I don’t mess up.
The combinationsgettricky.”

Once westarted playing, Kevin concentrated. Outside, the
snow blew harder, sendingswirls ofwhite against the window. Fewer
people walked by, and throughout the gate arealittle nests of
travelers began to form. All flights were canceled so the airport
emptied of everyone except the stranded.

I noticed that Kevin and I had been given awide berth. Families
seemedto avoid us. Kevin thoughtthat maybe our beers madeus
look like a bad influence. Using our boot bags andskijackets, we
established a camp encompassing a row ofchairs, part of theticket
booth, and a section ofwindows. Twice I saw peoplestart to invade
our territory, then reconsider. Kevin and I looked at each other,
raised our eyebrows, and shook our heads. Kevin said, “Ifsomeone

asks, I'll move ourstuff. Otherwise . . . “
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Without thinking, I answered, “As long as they don’t have
children. They'll be up all night.” Luckily, Kevin didn’t seem to
notice my anti-family remark. Hejust stretched, looked around,
and returned his attention to his cards.

During thefirst hour of the game, I almost won twice. Both
times I was forced to draw new cards. Kevinleft to get us beers
and, on returning, announced, “Bar stays open until midnight.
We’re not supposed to drink out here, so be discreet.” I laughed.
Underthe circumstancesit was hard to imagineairportpolice caring
about where wedrank.

Kevin picked up his hand and looked at me suspiciously.
“There are more cards here now than there were before.”

I tried to look innocent. “Are you saying I’m cheating?”
Kevin eyed me andsaid, “Let’s just say my hamsters seem to

have reproduced.”
I denied it, but, a little later, when I got up to go to the

bathroom,I took my cards with me.
After two hours, Kevin wanted to quit. I said, “Great, do you

concede?p”
He looked at me for a moment, then said, “When you putit

that way, no. Let’s keep playing.” He then spentthe better part of
an houronthe verge ofvictory. Finally, after I bought morebeers,
he forgot to say “one-card” and hadto pick up the deck.

Wegradually slid from the chairs to the floor. By 11:00, I was
lying on myback, holdingthe cards up in front ofmy face. I built
a little pyramid out of the empty beer cups, makinga triangular
backwashspot on the gray carpet. Kevin told me I was making a
mess, so I stacked the cups together, right side up. Kevin pointedly
shifted his body away from the damp spot. Hewasstarting to get
a glazed, desperate look in his eyes. Usually I liked that look, but
that night it gave me a senseofforeboding. Anything could happen.

Wewereplaying cardsvery slowly. I coaxed, “Come on,Kevin,
give up. You'll never win, and once you lose you can goto sleep.”
He stopped answering me. Hejust played, methodically.

At 11:30 we made a final beer run. We each boughttwo beers,
brought them back, and set them next to the window. Then,

carrying ourcards, we returned to the bar and drank whiskey shots
until just before closing. I had decided that as long as my cards
were protected, anyone who wanted to could steal my carry-on
bag and myski boots.

Myhead was buzzing,andthefew lights still on seemed very
bright. I wanted Kevin to lose so I could pass out. I mentally
amended my mother’s rhyme from “Drink too much whiskey, you'll
be frisky,” to “Drink beer and whiskey, you'll be drunk.” Back in
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my prone position on the floor, I began droning again, “Kevin
lose, Kevin give up.”

Hesaid, “Youfirst. Give up. We’ve been playingfor six hours.”
Wewerethe only peoplein the vicinity who weren'ttryingto sleep.
Crabbyflight attendants had passed out thin blankets and pillows
hours ago. I had a blanket on top ofme even thoughI was sweaty.

Kevin held uphis cards andsaid, “Look, our handsare about

even. Let’s mutually concede.”
I shook my head. “No, one of us has to decide to endit.” I

couldn'tjust let it go. We’d been struggling against each other for
so long that to simply stop would have seemed hollow. All that
wasted time.

Kevin said, “I’m goingto let you win so we can quit.”
“You can’t, you can’t influence the cards. Anyway, if you want

to quit you can concede.”
Kevin said, “I’m just so tired. We’ve been playing this fucking

gamefor way too long, and there’s no way to end it.”
“Well, my friend and I used to changethe rules to make the

game end. Likethefirst one to laughloses, or if you forget to say
‘one-card,’ instead ofpicking up the deck, you automatically lose.”
I was really drunk. I went on, “You can raise the stakes. It’s like
you dolots ofthings for a while in this game, then the rules change,
and you can’t adapt, and youlose.”

Kevin's eyes rested on my face. “You meanit, don’t you? I’ve

never seen youlike this. Okay, forget to say ‘one-card,’ youlose,
it’s over.”

We played in silence after that. I propped myself up
occasionally to drink my beers. Setting them next to the window
had kept them cold. The storm pounded against the terminal.
From timeto time, I’d glance up at Kevin and he was alwayslooking
right back at me.

Finally, we both were downtoless than five cards. When I had
two and Kevin hadthree, I began murmuring “one-card, one-card”
like a mantra. Kevin remainedsilent. I couldn’t play in suit and
had to pick a card up. Kevin played, then I played. As helaid his
secondto last card on the discardpile, I raised my voice, reminding

him to say, “one-card.” Kevin ignored me. Hesethis last card, a
four of clubs, down with a snap. He could have won,but he just
wanted it to end. He was out.

I set mylast card, the ten ofclubs, on top of his. We lookedat

each other for a long moment, then Kevin slowly stood up. I
gathered the cards and shoved them into the boxes, dogs and
hamsters commingling. Then I drained mylast beer and stacked
the cup with the others on the chair above my head. Kevin leaned
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with his forehead pressed against the window, watching the snow.
I closed my eyes andfelt the terminal start to move. There

was nothingto do aboutbed spinsifyou were already on thefloor.
I couldn’t rememberanyhelpful rhymesfor this situation. Behind
my eyelids, hamsters faced off against dogs, charging, then
exploding in a minefield of hearts and spades. I fell asleep.

The next morning I woke to Kevin standing over me, prodding
my hip with his foot. “Check it out,” he said. I rolled over and saw
that the blizzard had ended. Snowplowswere out on the tarmac,
pushing huge drifts to the sides of the runway. “Six feet,” Kevin
said.

I sat up. Around us, families were gathering luggage,blearily
trudging small children to the bathrooms. Kevin said, “You’re on
Flight 816, right?” He looked at his watch. “You’ve got about
hourand half.”

I asked, “What about you?”
“A little after that.” |
I held out my hand and he pulled me to my feet. My head

seemed to remain on the floor. Kevin laughed at me. “I’m going
for orangejuice. Want some?” I noddedandsatheavily in a chair.

While he wasgone, I took three aspirin, wishing I’d had the
foresight to take them the night before. The drypills stuck in my
throat, and I gagged. A tremendouseffort and fear of my head
exploding kept me from vomiting. When Kevin returned, I took
weaksips of the liquid. Somewhat incoherently, I asked, “Is my

flight still at this gate?”
Kevin laughed again. “You’re still drunk. Yeah,it is. I’m

going to head on over to mine now.”
He slugged back the juice, looking remarkably healthy and

cheerful for someone who hadspentthe night on the floor of an
airport. I stood up painfully, setting my juice next to my empty
beer cups from the night before. “Well, I guess this is it,” I said.
Kevin looked at me speculatively. I asked, “Any plans to be in
Chicago soon?”

He shook his head. “No, maybe in St. Louis for a while. The

Chicago projectis over.”
I said, “Well, I guess I'll see you.”

“Definitely, I'll give you call.” He gesturedto the floor. “Don't
forget the cards.”

I followed his hand and saw the dogs and hamsters squished
in one box,loose in the other. “No, I won't.”

Kevin kissed me, then hepicked uphis bags and disappeared
downthe terminal.
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FIRST PLACE WINNER IN THE JIM

CASH POETRY CONTEST

selected by Kimberly Blaeser

The Beekeeper’s Daughter
heather ABNER

I have always wanted
to come out from myfather’s hives —
like a cactus bristling with needles,
glazed with bees.
Their bodies thick
and dripping from myears,

mythroat,

mywrists.
The comb opaqueas pearls in my hands.

And today
I came homewitha fine pot of honey,
wide as a sunflower,

with the comb floating murkyinside.
Each cell concealed.
Dark tongues of honey
frosted over with wax,
like confectioners’ sugar.

All afternoon I sat with it
cracked open onthetable.
The fear still sharp in my body.
I stared init,

as I usedto stare into the tops
of the openhives
trying
to get over my terror of them.

I have been thinkingof nothing
but bees
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all day long.
The hives,tall,
white as wedding cakes
in the grass.
Theinsects gold banded
and constantly humming.
The sound of them,
slow
like a rolling boil.
Each belly heavy,
vibrating with work
and the love of honey.
Windowsof honey
shaded in wax.
So edible.
Yes.

I know
that the only way
to conquera fear
is to eatit.
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FIRST PLACE WINNERIN THE JIM

CASH FICTION CONTEST

selected by Kimberly Blaeser

Finding Home
heather elizabeth CHRISTIAN

here were rumorsofcannibalism in Denver. Trees resembled
hands of drowning menreachingupfor the last time. Gila

monsters had been seen migrating north. Noneof the signs were
good. Two terrible events had brokenfree, the third was waiting
its turn.

No one was quite sure what had happened. No one was
prepared. The mostreliable information was that while moving
soine nuclear weaponsto safer storage sight, something backfired,
misfired, fired. Suddenly, everything became a quiettwilight.

F rank and Hestia had been walking for a couple of days,
following I-25 south from Castle Rock, looking for a place

that wasn’t hit as hard, and they had heard rumorsthat there was

a Red Cross shelter set up in Taos. Frank took charge of the
expedition using the excuse that an older brother should always
take care of his babysister. Besides, he reasoned, he was an Eagle
Scout; he knew how to survive in the woods using only a compass
and an armyknife. Hestia shrugged her shoulders and rolled her
eyes. She didn’t care wholed, but she did say underher breath
that a person didn’t need to be a boy scoutto follow a four-lane
highway. Whatshedid like was being alone with Frank. Withjust
the two of them, he didn’t seem as nervous. When he was with

other people, he always seemed to be looking over his shoulderfor
that someone who wouldstab him in the back, or shoot him in the

heart. Maybe nowthat it was just the two of them, she thought,

there was the hope that he wouldrelax.
Hestiaand Frank foundthelittle pre-fab ranch housejust south

of Pueblo. Hestia knocked on the screen door. No one answered.
Windchimes madeoutofsoup cansclinked softly on the porch,as
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if they were afraid to wake the dead. Hestia dugin her pocket and
offered small bits of oreos to the plaster coyotes and concrete deer
in the frontyard,asking for their protection against the evil spirits.

Theywentin, and while Frank secured the house, Hestia made

small talk with the family of skeletons sitting in front of the TV.
“We really appreciate you having us here on such short notice. —
Don’t worry about us. We cansleep on thefloor.”

“Like hell I will!” Frank yelled, walking in from the garage. “I
am not aboutto give up a bed so you can play house with a bunch
ofbones. Shove them in thecloset so I don’t haveto look at them!”

Hestia leanedoverthe largest skeleton’s teeth. “Hesays they'll
be happyin the master bedroom,and wecantake the children’s
room.” She looked at the family and then at Frank. “Don’t they
look so happysitting together?”

“They have nolips,” Frank said. “They have no choice butto
smile. Come on, help me find some food.”

They walked through the small hall connecting the living room
to the kitchen and dining-room. Gray light filtered through a
collection of stain-glass butterflies suction-cupped to the kitchen
window, turning the kitchen into a dusty kaleidoscope. Thetable
was set. A loaf of WonderBreadlay next to a jug of grape juice.
The fried chicken waited patiently in its tub.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Hestia sighed. “They were planning on us
comingafter all. Could we stay here? There’s a ton offood in the
cupboards, and enough 7-Up to last us until forever. We don’t
need to go to Taos.” |

Frank looked at her and shook his head. “You know we have
to go to Taos, but wecanstay here tonight. It won’t put us thatfar
behind schedule.”

Hestia looked at him andsighed. She knew that once he started
talking about keeping schedules, he wouldn't listen to her. She
quietly openedcans of pork and beans and Bartlett pears. Frank
opened a can of 7-Up and scrubbedhis hands and armsuntil they
glowed pink. Refusing to eat with silverware that might contain
germs, he ate with his fingers. Hestia picked at her plate with a
knife and a salad fork. Her steady cough added a counter-rhythm
to Frank’s smackinglips. “Do you think the family mindsnoteating
with us?” she asked.

“Jesus, Hess. They’re dead.”
“You never know. Let’s eat dessert with them in the living

room. It could be like a slumberparty. I bet they’re just dying for
some goodgossip.” Frank rolled his eyes. Hestia laughed which
triggered a fit. She fell off her chair and rocked back and forth in
a ball, unable to stop coughing. Frank watched,frozenin his chair.
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fter dinner, Hestia and Frank wentto the children’s bedroom

looking for board games. Dinosaur wallpaper peeked out
from underrock posters. “Let’s play Life!” Hestia said. “I'll be a
doctor with three boys. I’ll name them Lazarus, Elijah, and Chad.”

“Hestia, you can’t choose what you want to be. You have to
spin.”

“Who’s going to make me,” Hestia challenged, “the Life police?”
“Why are you goingto play if you’re going to do everything

before we start?”
“T just want to get the details out of the way so I can enjoy the

game.” |
“That’s all the gameis, is details.”
Hestia paused. “Do myeyes glow?”
No.”
“T hoped that they would. Then they could mutate into lasers

and I could do coolstuff like pop popcorn with myeyes.”
“You are completely whacked.” Frank spun and won $5000.
Hestia looked at the Life board. She picked up her pink car

and began gnawing the headsoff her children. “Frank, can I ask
you a question?”

“No.”
“Did you ever kill anyone?”
“You have someonein mind?”
Hestia’s foot began shaking. She kicked herlips and whispered,

“Dad.”
Frank lookedherstraight in the eyes, “Would you be happyif

I had?”
“Probably.”
“Then,sure,I killed him.” Frank was tired of playing Hestia’s

games. Helovedher, and could go along with her whenit came to
feedingplastic lawn ornaments, but he wondered whetherthis was
going little too far. Yet, he wanted more than anythingto see her
happy. Besides, if he could keep her happy, it would be easier to
convince her to keep to their schedule, and not get sidetracked
playing with dead people.

Hestia moved closer to him. Frank tickled her back. He

watchedthe fine dust escape from herblouse andsail around the
room catching the fading light from the window. He decided to
play. He whispered, “I shot him.”

Hestia moved away. “No, you captured and tortured him,
remember? It was the night Mom wentto the hospital for cracked
ribs. Remember? WhenI wasin the kitchen makingstrawberry
Kool-Aid, you snuck in and grabbedthe bastard while he wastaking
a pee, and dragged him down to the basement.”
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“Yeah—that’s right.”
Hestia movedcloser, she rubbed his shoulders. “Tell me how

you tortured him.”
Frank almost smiled. “I tied him up and gagged him. Then I

pluggedin theiron, andsetit to cotton. For every time he hurt
you, I burned him. Then I took a razor and sliced him up for
every time he touched you.”

Hestia brushedherlips against his ear and whispered, “Then
did you stab the fucker?”

Frankclosed his eyes and pressed his ear against Hestia’s lips.
“T got the longest, dullest knife in the kitchen. I poked his eyes out
and shoved them downhis throat. Then I stabbed him in the gut,
invited you downstairs, and we watched him die.”

“Oh Frank, I love you!”

he moonrose and woke Hestia. She untangled herself from
Frank and walked into the kitchen. The moonlight shone

through her almost transparent body. Bringing a small ‘TV tray
into the living room, Hess openedfive cans of 7-Up and poured
them into wine glasses. She sat on the couch in the middle of the
family. “I thought that we could sit up and talk for a while. We
won't stay up long, I promise. Ijust wanted to ask you to take care
of Frank whenI left. I’m hoping he'll just leave me here with you
andstick to his schedule. But lately, he’s been acting real strange.
Like the way a dog acts right before he’s taken to the vet. He
knows something’s up, even though everyone’s trying to act normal.
I know that if he sticks to his schedule, he can makeit to Taos.

Then the Red Crosswill take care of him. Frank seemsto beall
strong, but when hewas youngerhe usedto be real scared of our
father. In fact, I was always the one whohad to defend us against
him.”

Thefamily stared straight ahead and smiled. Theysat perfectly
still, completely attentive and seemedasif they were goingto offer
her sometea.

“I remember one time when we were younger,” Hestia
continued, “Frank was aboutfifteen, and I must have been eleven.

We were hiding out in the barn taking a nap because ourfather
wouldn’t let us sleep past five in the morning. Frank was asleep
near the door, figuring he could hear my father coming and he
could quick grab a rake and look like he was working. I, on the
other hand,wasasleepin the loft, hoping that if Dad did comein I
could just hide until he left. Anyway, my father goes in the barn
looking for a tool and he finds Frank dead asleep. Frank always
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was a soundsleeper. So myfather takes two drops of hot coffee
from his thermos and pours them down Frank’s ear. Well, that
woke Frankup right quick. Then myfather starts beating on him,
slamming Frank’s head into the barn posts and dragging him
around the barn screaming, ‘You mightas well be in your graveif
all you’re going to do is sleep!’ All that screaming woke me up,
and whenI saw what was going on,I quick went andgota rifle. I
pointedit right at my father’s back and yelled as loud asI could,
“You let Frank go or I'll shoot!’ I was so scared that I couldn’t keep
the rifle steady, but I tried to look as mean as I could.

“You know what myfather did? He just laughed. Just stood
up andstarted laughing at me because I was a scrawnygirl trying
to keep a bigrifle lifted. I hate being laughed at worse than
anything, so I shot him. It sent meflat on my back. But I got that
bastard in the foot. Boy, was Mom surprisedto seeall of us at the
hospital again. Strangest thing, though, whenhe got back he didn’t
wail on me—hegothis rifle and handed me a brand-new junior
rifle and said, ‘If you’re going to shoot, you might as well know
how.’ Wehad great time, shooting cans and eating chocolate
bars. He never hit us after that, but we all knew that he could

shoot better than us.” Hestia looked at the family. They wereall
grinning. Theyliked the story, they seemed to want to hear more.
She said, “Now snakesis a different matter. Frank could kill a
rattler by stabbing it in the heart. With animals he’s absolutely
terrific. He was always rescuing some woundedcritter from the
highway. It got to be quite a menagerie in our barn.” Hestia put a
pillow on the biggest lap, and curled up underneath the bones.
The family created a blanket for her tired body. Hestia coughed.
Blood spattered against a small bony hand. “Sorry aboutthat. IfI
cover my mouth nowadaysI feel like I’m suffocating.” She yawned
and ran herfingers across her scalp and shook a handful of hair
from her head onto the floor. It reminded her of aspen leaves in
October. “You know,it’s kind offunny, but I don’t think I’m afraid

to die. Oh sure, I’m going to miss Frank, but he'll be okay. He
always knowstheright thing to do.” She took a deep breath, closed
her eyes and sank deeperinto the couch. “I’m sotired ofall this
walking.” Hestia closed her eyes. “I bet you’re wondering why we
didn’t take cars. At first, we took his Blazer, but when that ran out

of gas, we walked.” Her speech slowed, and her breathing became
deeper. “I wantedtojust borrow cars that came our way, but Frank
insisted they had too many germs,that it would kill us to ride in
the cars with all that sickness just waiting to eat our bodies.” She
slowly feel asleep, completely relaxed for thefirst time in weeks.
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F rank woke. He smiled and rolled over. Perhaps it would be
all right, he thought. The Red Cross would bein Taosfor a

while. They didn’t need to leave right away. They could stay here
for a few days. See if they could make it, then if they couldn’t they
could always go to Taos. There was plenty of food and 7-Up, and
Hess wasright, he didn’t need a schedule anymore. No one would
care if he slept in. There was no oneleft to care. He would work
during the day, maybefix up the house andtry to start a garden;
when he cameback in the evening, Hess could feed him supper
and they could play games. Hecould teach her howto play chess.
It would be heaven. Helay there and thought about how they
could maybefind someseedsandplant a garden. Everything was
going to be fine. He ran out ofthe room to find Hestia andtell her
that he had decided they could stay here.

At first he didn’t see her in the living room. Then he could
makeheroutin thefaint light, her body underneath the skeletons.
He hadn’t realized how skinny she had become. Her skin drooped
off her bones, and her hair was almost completely gone. Her ran
over to her. “Hess, get up. We're leaving now.”

Hestia’s eyes flickered open. “What?”
“T said get up!” Frank swept the skeletons off the couch. He

shook Hestia until her eyes were bright. “We haveto get to Taos.
If we leave now, we could probably makeit before dinner.”

Hestia lay back down. “Frank,that’s stupid!” She took a deep
breath and reached outfor his hand. “I’m goingto stay right here.”

Frank jerked away. “Get your coat on. We're leaving now.”
Hestia coughed. Her body shook. “Frank, I can’t go

anywhere.”
Frank shookhis head. “You'rejust being lazy. Come on, we're

going to get behind schedule.”
“Frank,listen to me.” Hestia gasped. “I’m sick. I’m going to

die soon. It’s okay, though. Leave mehere. Ill beall right. I like
it here. I’m with friends.”

Frank walkedinto the hall looking for her coat. He shouted,
“You’re coming and that’s final.”

“You can’t make me go.” Her bodyhadgiven upshaking, and
now it lay completely still except for the shallow movementofher
chest.

“Like hell I can’t.” He scooped her up andthrewheroverhis
shoulderlike a sack of feathers.

Hestia couldn't fight him. When she began coughing again, ©
Frank adjusted herso that he held herlike an infant, but his grip

didn’t loosen. Hestia collapsed into his arms. Shelistened to the
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determined pulse of Frank’s heart and feet, smelling the dirt
clinging to his sweaty chest.

Frankcarried herpast the garage, and rockedherin his arms
down the gravel drivewayoutinto the night. He sang to her the
songs he knew from the jukebox and the radio and church. She
lay very still in his arms. Thenhe sang the songs from when they
were kids. He thoughtthat if he could keep on singing, Hestia
would give up andstart singing with him,andif she did that she
would wantto tap her feet. Then she would be happy, and then he
could get her to walk with him, and as soon as they got to Taos,

they could fix her up in no time. They would give her a vitamin
shot, and all her hair would grow back. When he had run outof
songs, he didn’t give up. Hebegan totell her stories. “Remember
that one time,I think it was just after Mom and Dad died,I got so
madat you that I took off into the woods and didn’t comeback for
a while?” Hestia seemedto be sleeping, but he kept talking. She
would alwaystry to tell a story better than him. This would wake
her up. “Well, I never told you what happened. I needed time
away from everything. To sort things out. To figure out a plan.
Well, I guess I was paying moreattention to fixing a plan than I
was to the path. I have never gotten to completely lost, and I was
still lost when it was getting dark, but it didn’t matter. I had my
knife and compass. I could survive anything. It got cold real quick.
I couldn't find anythingtoeat, so I lit a fire and watched the sparks
fly up—burnt a few pine cones. I couldn’t hear anything, which
wasreally strange. Usually you hear somecrickets or something.
It was kind of lonely. Oninto the nightI hearthis rustling sound.
I turned around, and here was this mangy dog. I whistled forit,
and it cameright up to me. It acted real friendly. It went away
and about twenty minuteslater it comes back with this dead rabbit.
Well, that rabbit was looking mighty goodat the time, evenifit did
look a little diseased. Heset the rabbit next to the fire. I assumed
that he was trying to please me, but when I went to pick up the
rabbit the dog attacked me. It got a hold of my arm, and was
tearing it to shreds. I finally pried its mouth off my arm, and
jammed myfist downits throat. It made these disgusting gurgling
gasping sounds, and it foamed at the mouth. But they thing
wouldn’t die, so I kicked its chest until it went completely limp. So
there I was. A boy, his dead dog and a diseased rabbit,all around
a fire. Somehow, I knew a round of ‘Kumbiyah’ and s’mores
wouldn’t make mefeel better. I was starving and completely alone.
I decided whatI had to do.” Frank’s eyes becameglassy. “I burned
the rabbit, ate the dog and found my way back hometo you.”
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Frank looked down at Hestia. Her body was completely limp,
andhereyesstared straight up at him. Frank took a deep breath
and wipedthe spit from the corner of her mouth. He refused to
cry. He turned aroundand walked back to the house. The coyotes
in the yard seemed to havelifted their headsjust to howl for Hestia’s
death. The bowed heads of the deer quietly mirrored Frank’s heart,
and the windchimeswerestill for the first time in days.

Frank gently placed Hestia on the bed in the children’s
bedroom, and rearranged the skeletons to form a congregation.
He knew that she would want them there. And somehowhefelt
better knowing that he wasn’t there alone, that they were there

supporting him, encouraging him. Hecarefully stripped off her
clothes and bathed her body in 7-Up. He wiped awayall the dust
from hercallused feet. He massagedtheliquid into herdry, cracked
legs. 7-Up bubbledas it ran down her stomach andbreasts. Frank
tenderly rinsed out her eyes and mouth. Herslicked back her
hair, so whenhe wasfinished Hestia resembled a saint in a Sunday-
school picture he had once seen.

Frank stood there looking at Hestia’s body. He wanted to be
like her, completely clean. Without any scars or dirt. She had
found whathe waslookingfor, a quiet placeto rest, a place tocall
home. Theskeletons’ heads fell forward, then off the body and
rolled to Frank’s feet. They stared straight up at him,calling him,

telling him that he too could belike Hestia, like them. He could be
purified.

Frank stripped himself and bathedin front of Hestia and the
family. He took a knife from the kitchen and carved his namein
Hestia’s chest. Then he carved her namein a beautiful script next
to his heart. Hestia’s eyes seemed to approve of this gesture and
Frank was happy. Helay on her, mixing their blood, smearingit
together so that it became impossible to tell where hers stopped
and his began. Her blood would enterinto his body and she would
be with him forever, running throughhis heart every few minutes.

Frank rolled off Hestia and lay beside her, holding hertight.
Helay there quietly at first. Then he began shaking with anger
and he rocked her back and forth, unable to stop the tears from
leaking out of his eyes. The rocking chair shooklooseall that had
been trapped inside him. The tears washed awayall the hatred he
had stored for so manyyears, the hatred his father had taught so
well. The hate had taught him how to survive, how to manipulate

the world so that anything was possible, anything but that which
hate couldn’t control: love. He had spentall his life withoutletting
Hestia know that he loved her because that would mean that he
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had to show hera part of himself that he couldn’t control, and
control was what he needed. Control not to showlove, control not
to kill his father. He cried not only for Hestia’s death, but for his
own. He cried and rocked and shook until his body was exhausted.
Hefell asleep on Hestia, completely free, but completely alone.

Whenhe woke, the moonwasrising. Frank kissed Hestia once,
then went out into the garage where he had seen a canister of
gasoline. He poureda trail from Hestia, over the family, throughout
the house. Thetrail of gasoline led out of the house down the
porchstairsto the plaster coyotes. Frankflicked a match, and waited
for the flame to appear.

The moonpresided over the pyre. Thefire started slowly at
first, unsure ofitself. Small flames reached the roof, not sure of
what to do next. The moon waited and watchedthe flames grow
and reach toward her. Struggling, small red fingers arched and
shot up. With each lick, the moon grewbigger, brighter. Bright
blue and white tonguestickled the center of the stars, and stroked
her soft round edges. Thefire grew, and eventually swallowed the
moon,leaving nothingin the sky but flames.
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