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Editor’s Note

Teal Amthor-Shaffer

During my last year of undergraduate studies, I was suckered into tak-
ing an accounting course. I had the best of intentions; in this case I

was after the elusive concept of being “well-rounded,” and with graduation
looming before me, “marketable.” Having already successfully tackled
undefined limits and the baffling nature of infinity in calculus, I did not
think a class that never went beyond basic multiplication and division
would cause me such angst. In introductory accounting, you memorize
formulas and then you apply them. Sure you have to know when to use
which formula, but you aren’t responsible for writing the equations, and
you certainly aren’t responsible for explaining the source of the original
data. Having spent the last two years almost entirely in writing work-
shops, I felt helplessly like someone had stripped me of my creative
license. Worse yet, there was a very limited place for my curiosity. I was
repeatedly reminded that I didn’t need to know the data’s origin, I just had
to know where to plug it in. 

I have since decided that stories are like reading an accountant’s foot-
notes versus reviewing the numbers recorded in a ledger. For example, if
Harold’s Pâtisserie was audited, the number 37 in the inventory column
“truffles” is far less interesting than its corresponding note, which I imag-
ine could read, “Number including those laced with arsenic and intended
for the Bower soirée; these truffles are unmarketable, but could potentially
eliminate local competition, therefore are included to reflect their priceless
value.” While my imagined footnote would seem ridiculous for business
purposes, it tells a much more engaging story than a list of quantities in
the assets column on a statement of financial position. 

Language, like mathematics, is a human system devised to quantify,
organize, and— ideally—communicate information so that it can be uni-
versally understood. In stories, writers use words to explain their chosen
line-items, essentially assigning them a more complex value through elab-
oration. It provides a human element that allows for more than the face
value of “what,” giving writers the tools to tell us how, why, and any other
details they deem crucial to our interpretation and understanding of the
story as a total unit. 



Luckily, what might be considered fraudulent for accounting purposes
is considered literary license in the realm of storytelling. It gives writers
permission to edit reality, so long as it is not claiming to be factual his-
tory, and in granting this, opens the door for universal meaning; the kind
of truths that apply to humanity, retaining relevance beyond the situa-
tion-specific context of their setting in a particular story. It enables a
writer to take a personal experience and use it as a springboard. Whether
or not something actually happened becomes unimportant, and a piece is
able to transcend the boundaries of fact to be depicted in whichever way
it will be most effectively conveyed. 

Volume 42 of Red Cedar Review is a wonderful reminder that writers,
unlike accountants, aren’t obligated to “universal principles” for the success
of a story, and there is no “basic equation” on which to construct literature.
Whether it is Corrine De Winter’s poem, “Holy Water,” a beautiful decla-
ration of humanity’s interconnectedness, or Richard Mills’s short story, “The
Lake,” which uses the perspective of an 11-year-old boy to examine both the
presence and absence of family and the types of loneliness associated with
both; all of the pieces in Vol. 42 operate under their own distinctly differ-
ent, and equally effective, set of principles. Each piece in this issue writes its
own equation to determine its own standards and norms, its own truths.

As you transition from a piece such as J. C. Dickey-Chasins’s “Blue
Jesus,” which is set in the stark reality of an elderly woman’s decision to
end her stifling marriage, to Lawrence F. Farrar’s “A Souvenir for Mama,”
which details one woman’s daunting struggle with her mind’s perception
of reality, you will see that the writers featured here address very different
topics, in a wide variety of forms. They appear together in this issue
because they have all managed to tell a compelling story. 

After three years of editing Red Cedar Review, I have been able to again
and again count on the same people for support and inspiration. Volume
42 is the sum of our combined efforts, and it requires this last footnote. I
cannot begin to thank Dr. William Penn for showing me that if I want to
write, I had better keep my curiosity intact and fine tune my observation
skills, or Margot Kielhorn, for showing me that if I want to edit, I had bet-
ter know my grammar and pay attention to technical details. I would also
like to thank assistant editor Lindsay Tigue, for her wonderful imagination
and great sense of humor. Without the contributions of these people, you
might be reading a very different Red Cedar Review Volume 42.

�
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Holy Water
Corrine De Winter

We are declaring all water holy.
Even the snow thawing beneath our feet,
broken with each step.
Even the moisture
That passes between our mouths
as we kiss.
We are declaring all water holy.
Holy as my body is holy in your arms,
as the bird perched on the chapel eaves
who has taken in prayer after prayer
beneath its wings.
We are declaring all water holy.
Even the puddles on dirty tar
after the rain.
Even the sweat on the brow
of a convict.
We are declaring all water holy.

�
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Blue Jesus
J. C. Dickey-Chasins

M rs. Betts scraped egg remnants from the frying pan and filled it with
water. Mr. Betts hummed the theme from Camelot in the bath-

room. She gazed out the window as she scrubbed, watching two cardinals
flit through the canopy of the Siberian elm.

In all my born days.
The phrase hung in her mind, a talisman conjured up from the depths

of memory. From where? What did it protect her from? She rinsed the
pan and placed it in the dish drainer.

Now Mr. Betts mixed in words from Oklahoma, mangling the melody
as he went. Mrs. Betts had never cared for her husband’s singing, hum-
ming, or whistling—he missed the notes by crucial half-steps, and his
rhythm was irregular. She wiped her hands and stepped into the hallway
to shush him.

The sound stopped suddenly. There was a grunt and the dry, sliding
sound of fabric against wall.

Mr. Betts lay slumped against the bathtub, his head lolling as if he’d
nodded off. His right hand gripped the tube of toothpaste, which had left
a white, sticky trail from sink to floor.

“Harry!” She shook him by the shoulders.
His fingers loosened. The tube dropped to the floor.

His hospital room was 70 degrees, cool enough that Mrs. Betts sat with a
blanket pulled tight around her shoulders and chest. She couldn’t sleep
the first night—just watched him doze under a plastic mask, the fluores-
cent light from the hallway tingeing his skin pale, making it look dead.
Two tubes ran into his left arm, and six pads attached to wires dotted his
chest.

After the operation—after Dr. Arantha told her everything would be
fine—she thought of all the reasons her husband would die: he had
retired just a year ago; hospitals were poisonous; his father had died of a
heart attack at 59; he had chain-smoked until he was 52; he refused to
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exercise; he screamed at televised football games; he put Tabasco in his
coffee.

But the doctor’s words pushed back: Every reason for recovery;
Remarkable shape for a man his age; Good vitals. Mrs. Betts studied the
backs of his hands, how the blue veins seemed to glow under translucent
skin. Where were his thoughts now? Was he dreaming? Of what? Did he
remember the thing he’d done to her?

How separate they had become. He was an old man singing show
tunes and watching the NFL. And she was just a busybody. A nobody.

Mrs. Betts pulled away from the bed and settled in the corner, away
from the physicalness of how they kept him alive. The nurses came every
hour like nervous taps, glancing at her and asking how she was. Mrs.
Betts fingered the silver and turquoise Jesus that hung around her neck.
She closed her eyes.

�

The room was tacked on to her aunt’s house, low-ceilinged and stifling in
the Iowa summer. Great-Aunt Ethel laid covered in quilts and blankets,
her monkey’s head yellowed by years of smoking. Mrs. Betts had only
been six, but she knew the woman was dying. She smelled it in the stench
of urine rising from the linens and saw it in the milky corneas of Great-
Aunt’s eyes. Her mother pushed Mrs. Betts close to the bed.

“Hold her hand!” her mother said.
Mrs. Betts did so. Great-Aunt’s palm felt like a cast-away snakeskin,

soft and crinkly. Her fingers trapped the girl’s hand. Mrs. Betts tried to
pull away, but her mother wedged her tight against the bed.

“Sarah?” Great-Aunt said.
“Molly,” Mrs. Betts said.
“Molly.” Great-Aunt’s mouth gaped, displaying toothless gums. “The

painter.”
Mrs. Betts nodded. She carried a reputation in the family for her

watercolors of Great-Aunt’s irises and daffodils. She’d begun as a finger-
painter, then moved to a brush last year.

Great-Aunt’s lids dropped, as if she would drift again into sleep. “What
do you want?”

“To visit, Great-Aunt,” Mrs. Betts said, unable to break loose of the
old woman’s grip.

6 J. C. DICKEY-CHASINS



Great-Aunt’s eyes opened. “No, no,” she said, suddenly irritable.
“What do you want? Of mine?” She snuffled. “I’ll be dead soon enough.
Want my favorite girl to have something.”

“But Great-Aunt, I don’t—” Mrs. Betts stopped as her mother jabbed
her in the back. “Okay.”

“Anything at all, hon.” Great-Aunt coughed and a speck of phlegm
swung out, failed to break loose, and drooped across her lower lip.

Mrs. Betts looked down. She knew exactly what she wanted. But it was
so nice, so expensive. Great-Aunt would never give it to her. She took a
deep breath. “The blue Jesus on the cross?”

The old woman smiled. The phlegm sparkled. “Yes, yes,” she said, “the
blue Jesus, that’s good. What else?”

“I . . . nothing,” Mrs. Betts said.
“You sure? Well, it’s in my overnight bag,” Great-Aunt said, “under my

panties.”
Mrs. Betts blushed. Great-Aunt released her, and Mrs. Betts went to

the luggage. It was exactly where the old woman said, wrapped in tissue
paper. Mrs. Betts unfolded it. Jesus looked up from his sterling cross, his
turquoise torso rubbed dull with the fingered prayers of 60 years. She slid
the necklace over her head and turned.

“It’s beautiful, child.” Great-Aunt’s eyes closed. Her tongue darted out,
capturing the phlegm. “You remember me, hon. Feel that cross on your
chest and know I’m roundabouts.”

“Yes ma’am,” Mrs. Betts said. Her skin warmed the metal and stone.

�

It was sullen and airless on the July night Mr. Betts proposed to her—a
week into his first job, and already he was full of the things he’d buy. “A
Fleetwood, navy with gray interior—sharp, understand? And one of those
leather briefcases with the stitching around the corners.” He cupped her
hands in his. “And those chrome-edged tables—a red one for the kitchen,
like we saw in Seward’s last week.”

She nodded. He was like a puppy, panting and wriggling enough to
escape its skin. She let him squeeze her fingers, hoping his excitement
would infect her. “I’d like that.”

He leaned in close, almost suffocating her with Old Spice. “And when
we’re married, you can quit your job at the bank. Tell ’em to go to hell.”
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“But I like it,” she said.
He frowned.
“I can introduce you to the guy that buys insurance,” she said. “It

could be your first big sale.”
His face brightened. “That might work. Sure.”
They smoked through the evening and sipped seven-and-sevens.

When the sky lightened in the east, he made his move. She let him paw
her. It was all right, after all, now that he’d asked. She didn’t make a sound
when he tore the bottom button of her blouse. His chest pressed the blue
Jesus into her sternum. Her head was alternately spinning and glued to
the earth below their quilt.

Afterward she wondered what they’d done.

�

The monitor beeped three low tones, then stopped. She straightened,
straining to see Mr. Betts through the half-light. Was his chest still rising
and falling? If it was serious, surely the alarm would be louder, more
piercing. Mrs. Betts shrugged off the blanket and rose.

The blue Jesus bobbed against her breastbone. Mrs. Betts bent down
and studied Harry’s face. He didn’t seem distressed. She glanced at
the offending monitor. All lights were green. It was nothing. Nothing
at all.

He’d given her just one piece of jewelry during 36 years of marriage:
her wedding ring. He joked about it, said he didn’t see the use in twisting
expensive metals around expensive stones, and how could it make any
sense to invest emotion in an object? Mr. Betts was not one for senti-
mentality in the best of times.

They had seen that in each other, at least. Two stoics, marching down
the aisle, locked together in the belief that the world simply was, that you
did what you would and then you died. No fretting over religion or lega-
cies. Though Mrs. Betts thought she felt better when she wore the blue
Jesus—as if the figure gave off a protective glow.

Mr. Betts twitched. His eyes opened and shut, blind and reflexive.
Mrs. Betts’s throat tightened. Mr. Betts had shrunken right in front of
her—an old man tied to tubes and wires, pulled free of their life, and now
a piece of the never-sleeping hospital. She felt with absolute certainty that
he would never hum again. She imagined herself in his body, floating in
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a fog of pain killers and antiseptic, refrigerated air. But that’s not right. He
isn’t aware of anything now. He never dreamed.

The light flickered, and she felt someone behind her.
“What the—has it been doing that for long?” the nurse said, reaching

past Mrs. Betts. She frowned, then turned a dial on the monitor. “Just a sec.”
Mrs. Betts stepped to the right, bracing herself on the bed railing.
The nurse flicked on the overhead light. “Just some dust in the rheo-

stat—keeps sticking one notch too high. Don’t you worry, everything’s
fine now.” The nurse patted Mrs. Betts. “You all right?”

Mrs. Betts nodded.
The nurse disappeared through the doorway. Mrs. Betts ran a finger

down Mr. Betts’s hand. She paused at the half-inch scar just below his
index finger knuckle.

�

The bathtub water had cooled. The bubbles were gone. She lay back, feel-
ing goose bumps rise on her legs, watching the afternoon light slant lower
and lower through the glass-brick window. The boiler in the basement
clicked on. The radiators creaked as they passed hot water.

She swallowed, hating the iron taste in her mouth. The clenching and
grinding in her pelvis had finally stopped. She knew she should get out
and change, get ready for Mr. Betts’s arrival home from work. But then
the image of the bloody clot going down the toilet reappeared. She began
crying.

Three times now. Three.
Dr. Howell says I’m young enough to try again.
She closed her eyes and felt a shiver across her chest. The refrigerator

hummed. She fought to clear her mind of the image. No red. White. A
white, clean sheet. She opened her eyes and stared at the wallpaper.

Then her eyes drifted to the toilet bowl. She rose, splashing water over
the side. Damn it. She toweled off, then dressed.

Tires crunched against gravel outside. A car door slammed. Mrs. Betts
looked in the hall mirror and pulled her hair away from her face. I look
like hell.

She met Mr. Betts in the living room.
“Hi hon.” He pecked her cheek. “Why’s your hair wet?”
She shrugged. “Took a bath.”
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“Huh.” He glanced at the wall clock and looked quizzically at her, then
tossed his overcoat on the couch. “Kinda late, eh? So what’s for dinner?”
He moved toward the bathroom.

“I don’t know.” Mrs. Betts wanted to crawl into the hall closet and hide
behind her red wool winter coat. She’d just blend in, like it had never
happened, as if it had never been alive.

Mr. Betts turned around, eyebrows raised. “You don’t know? As in, here
are three choices, pick one?”

She shook her head. “No. I just . . . let’s eat out.”
He frowned. “We did that last night.”
Her uterus contracted. She grimaced and closed her eyes a second,

waiting for the pain to pass.
“Are you all right?” Mr. Betts touched her shoulder.
She opened her eyes. “I lost it.”
“Huh?”
“The baby.”
“Oh Jesus. Crap.” Mr. Betts turned away, his right hand tightening

into a fist. “Again? Jesus.”
“It wasn’t my fault.”
“I’m not saying it’s your fault.” He turned around. “Just seems like

there was something you could’ve done. I mean, this is three times. It’s
not normal.”

She stared back and the taste was in her mouth. She wanted to spit it
out on him. Not normal.

She shoved him against the doorway, both hands against his chest
hard, almost knocking him down.

His arms flew up, trying to brace against the sill. “Shit!” He yanked
down his right hand and stared at it. “Why’d you—oh, Jesus, now look-
it.” A pearl of blood appeared just below one of his knuckles, growing,
then collapsing and sliding down his hand. He grabbed a handkerchief
from his pocket and wrapped it around the cut. Red bloomed through
the fabric.

Mrs. Betts watched, still breathing hard. Three times. Son of a bitch. She
grew angry all over again.

He looked up, then backed away. “Listen, Molly, I’m sorry. Ok?
Whatever it was I said. Sorry. Sorry. Alright?” He held up his hand. “Shit.
Won’t stop bleeding.”
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“I’ll drive you to the emergency room,” she said.
The doctor said Mr. Betts had hit the barrel of the door hinge, a nice

clean cut, no real tearing, just a little dirt and grease. He said the wound
would leave a tiny scar, and then he sent them home. Only three stitches.

They had not talked in the car on the way home. They had not talked
for a week afterward. And then one day he came home from work and
everything was as it had been.

Except at night Mrs. Betts would deny him. She feigned sleep when he
approached. She stayed up until he collapsed on the couch. She joined
two book clubs that met in the evening. And after four or five months,
he gave up.

�

Her finger moved past his scar to the white tape covering the IV needle,
which was connected to a tube, which fed into a plastic pouch filled with
medicine.

Mr. Betts clacked his molars under the filmy white oxygen mask.
She knew he would die. She would face 20 or 30 years without him.

He would die and she’d find something hidden in his workroom, a col-
lection of dirty magazines, or confidential records of an insurance swin-
dle, or a secret diary. The lawyer would uncover a new will that gave
everything to his golf buddies. A woman would arrive unannounced on
her doorstep claiming to be his illegitimate daughter. She’d have terrify-
ing dreams of his dramatic arrival in hell and the reading of his sins.

She would hear his jaws clack in the middle of the night. She’d wake
up and there would be a noise but no noise, and she would move to the
center of the bed.

Mrs. Betts leaned over and pulled a strand of hair back from his fore-
head. His eyes moved under the lids, back and forth, back and forth. Feet
tenting the blanket. Did she still love him? She looked away. No. The part
of him she’d loved had evaporated the day of her third miscarriage. She’d
gone all these years on habit.

She touched the oxygen tube feeding the mask. She rolled it between
her thumb and forefinger. She pinched it shut and watched his mouth.
His right arm began to rise and she leaned against it, pinning it down. His
lips parted under the mask. She began counting, as if she’d dived to the
bottom of the deep end, waiting out her opponents. He shuddered.
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A buzzer sounded. Mrs. Betts jerked and released the tube. A red light
began flashing on the panel behind the headboard.

The nurse appeared and pushed her aside.
“What’s wrong?” Mrs. Betts said.
The nurse did not reply. Her fingers jabbed the panel. Then she leaned

down, ear against Mr. Betts’ chest. “Damn.” She rose and punched a but-
ton on the electronic box that hung from her belt.

Mr. Betts’ eyes were open. He stared at the ceiling. His mouth was
agape, the clacking gone.

Another nurse arrived, and then a doctor. They enveloped Mr. Betts.
They put two pads on the old man’s chest. There was a thump. The doc-
tor studied the panel, then nodded. The thump again.

Mrs. Betts retreated to the far wall. Shame washed over her, engorging
her, constricting her. What had she done? Surely a few seconds—min-
utes?—what could it have done? It had been an impulse driven by the
scar. She had been there, and yet she had not.

Another thump. The doctor frowned.
Was he thinking of her? Did he know? She fingered the blue Jesus,

wanting him to talk, to tell her what Harry had said as he passed from
flesh to ether. But instead she heard Great-Aunt.

“You had talent, Molly.”
Mrs. Betts glanced at the doctor, but he was still staring at the console,

frowning.
“Kept it locked up, girl. As if he had the key. But he didn’t, now, did

he?”
The voice seemed just behind her right ear. She smelled Great-Aunt’s

breath, a foul mixture of peppermint and garlic.
“Say your goodbyes, Molly. You’re alive.”
The doctor rose, sighing. He walked to the corner. “I’m afraid I have

bad news, Mrs. Betts.”
She looked up, fingers tight around the cross. In all my born days.

Mrs. Betts was cleaning his study two weeks after the funeral when she
discovered a manila envelope sandwiched between a book on variable
annuities and a notebook. She bent the two prongs of the metal clasp
open and pulled out a sheaf of papers. They stank of cigarettes, and the
top sheet had a half-moon coffee stain.
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She fingered the onionskin paper. She remembered using them with
carbons in the days before copiers. Had he hidden them? Or just forgot-
ten? She smoothed out the first sheet and began reading.

Pros: teach baseball
take on trips
grandkids

Cons: expensive
no sleep
girl?
teenager someday

His underlining had perforated the paper.
My God. Mrs. Betts blinked and swallowed hard, the words lodging in

her mind. She ran her fingers over the indentations left by the typewriter,
a reverse Braille.

Doctor: $975

Hospital: $900

Baby bed: $45

Diaper svc: $7/wk

And so on, halfway down the page, lines of costs with occasional excla-
mation marks and arrows. Then a grand total, and words again:

Can’t afford it, not now. Plus merger this yr means I’m gone more. Don’t want
it, really, and I think neither does Molly. Hit me but that was hormones.
Things are fine now. Why mess them up? Thank God she doesn’t cry over every
little thing. Odds against it now, 3 times in a row. 4th times a charm. Nope,
not working. Really all right. Is it worth $124,332.31 to toss a ball around with
a kid? Too many kids anyway. Too

And the typing ended.
Mrs. Betts dabbed at her cheek. A tear splashed down, making the

sheet translucent. She flipped it over, thinking he might have jotted a note
somewhere. Nothing. Her side ached, as if he’d sucker-punched her. The
blue Jesus bobbled against her neck.
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Why had he written this? It was like an argument with himself. She
heard his voice saying the words as he bent over the typewriter. After she
had gone to bed. At night. Always at night. Not in bed with her, but in
his study, adding numbers and arguing with himself.

She settled into his leather desk chair. It wobbled slightly, tilting back,
and she grabbed the edge of the desk. The sheet lay askew. She straight-
ened it, bottom edge parallel with the blotter. Don’t want it, really.

Her stomach hurt. She pulled up her blouse and rubbed the skin until
it pinked.

When she had said yes, his face lit up, as if he were surprised. He slid the
ring over her finger, then smiled. He touched the second button of her
blouse, then looked down.

She took his hand and kissed it.
He looked up. “You look like you were going to ask me something.”
She smiled. “Where are we going?”

�
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My Cat’s Got Spring in Her Body
Lyn Lifshin

cat poems, with their limited
audiences, the ones who cry
at the title of a book, order
17 copies. The ones who
groan. I mean, I’ve been
there, done the book. But
with this one, Jete Pentimento
–I called her that for her
leaps, horizontally. And
Pentimento for my old cat
who died, Memento. I read an
art term that says pentimento is
a painting slashed over another
canvas, that eventually the
older shapes and colors come
thru. Not everyone cares 
about animals I know
and especially poems that
smell of anthropomorphism. 
It’s more about beginnings, 
moving away from what
decays to what is still full of 
life, what could be like 
the first time he slides down
your jeans and your thighs are
still marble. My old cat’s death
was like my mother’s: I
couldn’t tell where death moved
in as I held them both. I put
the last photos of both where I
don’t have to see them. Too 
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many people I know are
being stroked by death. That’s
why I couldn’t wait, brought
plum and cherry blossoms
to bloom in this cold

�
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Nospaces.com
Martin Galvin

He wanted always to live in the empty places
Between words, talked only so he could pause
And settle down in that easy chair of silence.
The bigger the novel, the more the houses
Where he could rest and work the puzzle.

And then he grew up and the world hurried down
The clueless street and into his house.
The internet jammed his time with addresses
That didn’t have houses, that didn’t have pauses,
Just hurry-up words that didn’t make sense

If you loved spelling, if you loved spaces.
He dot-commed and googled, he sighed for his loss
But sighing took time and sighing took space
That meant little and less as it wandered around
With nothing to do but continue the flow

Which threatened, that flow, to fill up the world
That used to be filled with comfortable places
Where a boy could hide and a man could go
To escape the babble that filled up the spaces,
To ponder in silence and empty the puzzles.

�
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The Vicks
Chris Moore

E very day, on his solitary walk home from school, Kyler Vick’s
heartbeat increased as he looked to his left, to his right, then

slowly turned his head and checked behind him. When he was sure
not a single soul was watching and no cars were visible in the distance,
he spit his gum onto the sidewalk and hurried along. If you were to
ask him why he performed this daily act, he would say something
about messing with the system, sticking it to the man, or other rebel-
lious phrases he learned from his middle school peers. But really, Kyler
did it for the thrill. He committed all sorts of offenses. In class, if
everyone’s attention was averted, he threw his paper in the trashcan
instead of the recycling bin. And occasionally, at lunchtime, he ate
only dessert and threw out his sandwich and apple. Each of these
crimes gave Kyler a rush. What would his teacher say? What would his
mother and father think?

On days when Kyler arrived home from school and didn’t have to vol-
unteer at the old folks home, he went directly to his room to watch tele-
vision. When his mother called him down to dinner, he found, as usual,
his father at the table waiting to be served.

Kyler’s father, Greg, worked as a hotel manager. He wore a suit to work
every day and did not change until he was ready for bed. The man con-
sidered himself an expert on many things, particularly scotch. “I’m some-
what of a connoisseur,” he’d tell people. Mr. Vick had once purchased a
bottle of fine scotch. It cost two hundred dollars and he kept it a secret
from Mrs. Vick for nearly a month—out of fear of repercussions—sexual
or otherwise. Even after he told her, he hoarded the bottle. He never
offered a drop to friends or family. Every night, he retired to his study to
have one glass. And when he finished the bottle, he went out and pur-
chased an eight dollar fifth. In the secrecy of his study, he filled the expen-
sive bottle with the cheap scotch. Even then, he never shared the fake
“good scotch” with a single soul. He went to his study every night and
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poured one small glass and savored every drop. The decorated, dimpled
glass of the two hundred dollar bottle, the cork top; these reassurances
were all he needed.

Kyler’s mother brought the meal out to her husband and son. Mrs. Vick
was a plump woman, currently on the South Beach Diet. She tried every
new available weight-loss method from twice-daily pilates DVDs to Slim
Fast milkshakes. But the same weakness got her every time: cookies. She
kept a clandestine stash of Oreos. And if no one was home, she made
batches of chocolate chip cookie dough and ate it out of the bowl with
her fingers, while watching Oprah.

She talked to her sister, by phone, on a daily basis. Each, on the
same diet, confessed to the other what they had eaten that day that had
been in violation of the rules. After these disclosures of fraud, they
consoled, “You look so good, I can definitely tell you’ve lost weight,
I’m jealous.”

“Oh shut up, I had to lie down on the bed to zip these pants today. I
wish I was as skinny as you.”

“How was school today?” asked Mr. Vick, as he dished up a portion of
dried-out roast beef. “You win that debate in class?”

“Yeah, it went fine.”
“Well good, we should sign you up for the debate team. Before we

know it you’ll be the captain. You’re a leader, boy.”
“Now honey, don’t pressure him; we have to let him make some deci-

sions on his own. Maybe he doesn’t want to be on the debate team,” said
Mrs. Vick.

“And how do you expect our son to become a leader if we don’t make
him try anything new?” he said. “Good leaders have a dream and a goal
and they inspire those around them to follow that goal.” Mr. Vick was
fond of quoting speakers from the leadership seminars the hotel made
him take before his promotion.

“Greg . . .” Mrs. Vick said to her husband slowly, with her chin down
to the right and her eyes glancing sidelong.

Silence.
When the table was cleared, Mr. Vick went off to his study for a glass

of scotch, Mrs. Vick seized her nest of Oreos and dialed her sister, and
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Kyler went outside. After he was sure his parents weren’t holding vigil, he
crept over to his neighbor’s front yard and kicked a pile of lava rocks; from
the landscaping, into the street.

�
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The Buzz and the Glow
William Winfield Wright

Buzz

They sell whole machines now
with fountains and smells and six varieties
of white noise for beside your bed.
I had a friend who could meditate
in the silence between the beeps of her alarm clock.
She got fired and moved to the ocean.

They put John Cage in a sound-proof booth
and he could hear his nerves buzzing
and the noisy plumbing of his blood.
That’s funny.

Even far away I listen for you
and not just the phone or the way
you make a door move.

Glow

The sun makes light while
the moon only reflects it.
So what?
It’s the same for Venus
each evening and morning
and we are not supposed to visit there
the days being too long and the clouds
full of acid and high winds
but why need to stand on a thing
that is so beautiful to watch?
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Somewhere the earth is only a little blue star
a thing that comes between
this rock and that rock in the long dark sky.

When I fell in love with that woman
next to you on the bus
you were not surprised at all
wearing your half smile that morning.

�
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Zester
William Winfield Wright

It rests in the drawer
waiting for lemons and oranges
like the eggbeater, archaic,
and then she comes
with, you guessed it,
limes, and her hands are covered
in the almost green juice,
the counter in perfect curls.

�
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Mark has become fussy and precise
J. Alan Nelson

Mark became fussy and precise
prissy one would say
since his book on Saddam Hussein was published.
He turned fifty,
earned his long sought doctorate
started wearing suits
impressing his students
as a professor and television commentator
by his chilling self-assurance
of what to think on everything.
Then he fucked his wife’s best friend
then divorced his long suffering wife,
changed his church
became conservative
backed compassionate conservatism
with a war of words.
He puzzles over the decisions he makes
his rationalization
the cliché free will is an illusion
his schedule for lunch,
whether it’s too close to his breakfast
whether he should change his computing passwords
and schedule an hour to think good thoughts.
His alcoholic dad roams in his mental landscape,
as his ex-wife’s comments
he should wear a collar with a bell to warn people
that he’s a predator,
except he’d use the collar to elicit compassion.
He remembered when he dressed as a Jewish rabbi
believed himself to be a mystical Baptist healer.
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He went to Iraq after Baghdad fell
before the real danger began.
He sees himself as a temptation to his female students
and thinks of the 72 virgins promised to the Muslim martyrs
and the reluctant death of Arafat.
He hisses at his students, eyes narrowed,
Arafat would have lost control years ago
except for the United States playing Israel and him against each other
He looked at a photo of an old graduate school class
sees the circle of seven friends
thinks how the others distanced themselves from him
since he became an expert who fucks around
and he laughs, asks himself why should he care
what his old graduate school class thinks
and tosses the photo in the trash for a moment,
then snatches it out,
and files it.

�
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Without Windows
Margaret Hermes

L ydia had developed a sixth sense for adultery. Or her other senses, like
a blind man’s, became heightened in its presence. She could see it in

the way an illicit couple stood side by side yet straining toward each other.
She could feel it rise off of them, like steam. She could smell it, musky
and pungent, like winter spices simmering on the back of a stove. She
could hear it in the cadence behind carefully chosen words. She could
taste it in her own mouth; acrid and sweet, the flavor of rust.

She was finding it everywhere. Last week she had gone to lunch with a
friend and discovered it right there in the restaurant—a couple so exposed
that Lydia would not have been surprised if the other diners had set down
their forks to stare. Christine had said, “What’s with you today? You
haven’t heard a word I’ve said.”

Lydia leaned forward. “Christine, do you see those two over there? In
the corner. She’s wearing a green dress.”

Christine turned and craned her neck. “Nooo. Yes. Should I know them?”
“No. I mean, I don’t know them. I was just wondering if you notice

anything unusual about them.”
“I can’t say that—yes, they both have widows’ peaks, is that it?”
“Lord. No, forget it. I’m sorry.”
Two days ago, Lydia had spotted it at the Art Institute. She shared the

Beckmann exhibit with a young woman who was standing in front of the
Columbine, transfixed by the contradiction of the massive, forbidding fig-
ure with its splayed, welcoming thighs. Lydia moved past as the young
woman sighed, her padded shoulders rising and falling. Then a man in a
banker’s suit and gleaming black wing-tips came into the exhibition hall,
and Lydia saw that the sighs were not for Beckmann.

The man had stolen away from a desk somewhere, from his wife and
secretary, unless this was his secretary. The two traveled around the room,
speaking in low voices, eyes examining each other, barely sparing a glance
toward the walls. Lydia pretended to study a self-portrait of the artist until
they passed her, and then she trailed behind them, watching.
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She touched his cheek and he grabbed her fingers and pressed them to
his mouth. Lydia felt flushed and dizzy as she made her way out of the
museum, into fresh air.

Now this afternoon, as she was leaving the supermarket, she saw a man
pull into a space in the parking lot and check his appearance in his
rearview mirror. Lydia’s eyes scanned the lot until she found the car with
a woman sitting in it. The woman’s car was parked at the far end so that
there would be no public display of proximity, no guilt by association of
automobiles. The woman got out of her car—she was wearing a white
tennis dress—and pulled a green sun visor down to shield her face. As
Lydia watched them drive off, she found herself sifting through the
change in the pocket of her skirt, searching for a quarter. There was a pay
phone right there by the store exit. Lydia, who could never remember her
own social security number or her license plate number, could not rid her
memory of either Jack’s office phone number or his home number, which
she had dialed only one time.

Why can’t we just go on? she would say to Jack. Everyone else does. It’s
all around us. You must see it everywhere, too.

Her fingers closed around the large coin in her pocket and then
released it.

�

It wasn’t so much that she and Craig had drifted apart but that they were
just drifting. Unlike many husbands and wives who stray, their interests had
grown more, rather than less, alike over time. He had learned to enjoy her
museums and she had learned to play his golf and so on. Their life together
was placid and incidental. Their life apart was equally traditional: Craig
achieved success in his law practice; Lydia tended to the needs of Bonnie,
who was now three, and to those of Craig’s eighty-six year old grandmother,
and to those of the north shore suburban community in which they lived.
Their house, which had held several generations of Craig’s family, was
regarded by Lydia as another museum, which she worked to preserve.

Their life together had become so predictable that Lydia had, some
months ago, initiated small unsatisfying rebellions, little bursts of anarchy
that fell far short of revolution.

“Would you like milk in your coffee?” she asked Craig one morning,
as though he were a stranger in his ancestral home.
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He frowned at her, taking some time before answering, “You know I
always take my coffee black.”

When Lydia wanted to discuss the general uneasiness she felt within
their marriage, Craig would reluctantly consent, but the discussions were
stillborn. In the face of Craig’s insistence that everything was fine, Lydia
felt like a relic of the Victorian age: overly sensitive, unstable, suffering
from some vague female complaint. In fact, Craig showed substantial
relief when PMS hit the newsstands and he could attribute her restiveness
to something amuck in her own clockwork. Lydia probably would have
continued on, taking megavitamins for hormonal imbalance and trying
halfheartedly to pierce Craig’s armor of contentment, were it not for her
discovery that Craig was engaged in an affair.

Craig had volunteered his Saturday morning to drive his grandmother
to the ophthalmologist. When they returned Lydia said, “What did Dr.
Wolff say about your eyes, Gran?”

“They’re just pussy-footing around. Taking their sweet time. She can’t
tell when they’ll be far enough gone so’s I can have the surgery.
Meanwhile, my eyesight is so bad I couldn’t make out my own grandson
who is six-foot-something and says he was all the time in the waiting
room.”

Craig colored and said, “I was reading a magazine. In the corner.”
“Then that young receptionist must have cataracts too.” Gran stroked

the loose skin underneath her chin.
Lydia was less surprised that Craig had lied than that he hadn’t pre-

pared a better alibi. She watched him go over to the coffeemaker, take
down a mug from the glass-fronted cupboard, and dip into the pocket of
his madras shorts to slip the wedding ring back onto his finger.

Lydia was not angered so much by his infidelity as she was by his fal-
sity. Clearly he, too, had felt a lack, had wanted more, yet he had made
her disavow these feelings in herself.

She didn’t mention her enlightenment to Craig. She didn’t know yet
exactly what she wanted to do about it. She was surprisingly incurious
about the other woman and she did not want to be propelled into a
course of action by the momentum of revelation. Later, after she had met
Jack, she was happy for any justification for having an affair of her own.

He had rear-ended her car at a stop sign near Bonnie’s school. Lydia
was jolted forward; she had not been wearing a seatbelt, and she was
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thinking about how Craig’s concern would find expression in a lecture,
when Jack appeared at her window.

“Are you all right? God, I can’t believe I did that. Are you hurt? Should
I call someone? Do you think you can walk? I’m so sorry. What a klutz—
I can’t dance either.”

Lydia began laughing and then involuntarily raised her hand to her
neck.

“I’ll get an ambulance.”
“No. Please. I’m okay. I’m sure of it.”
“Looks like whiplash to me.”
“It’s not that bad, really. If it still bothers me tomorrow, I’ll have it

looked at.”
“I’m not comfortable with that.”
“Yes, but I am.” Lydia opened the car door and stepped out.
“Where are you going?”
“To look at my bumper.”
“I mean, where were you headed when I hit you?”
“Oh.” She walked to the rear of the car. “To pick up my daughter from

preschool.”
“And then?”
“Home,” she said, climbing back in gingerly.
“All right, slide over. I’ll drive.”
“Thank you—I appreciate it—that’s just not necessary.”
But Jack insisted. He said he wouldn’t be able to rid himself of the

vision of her in pain and stranded on the road somewhere with her
daughter. He parked his car on the street and chauffeured Lydia and
Bonnie home, and that was how it had begun.

At the house, Craig’s grandmother offered Jack a cup of tea made from
sage and licorice mint from her herb garden—“This will put some stiff-
ening in you”—but Lydia had already convinced him she was improving
so he took a cab back to his car. Back to his life Lydia thought to herself,
but later that night he telephoned. Bonnie pounced on the phone and
then ran into the dining room. “It’s the driving man, Mommy.” Lydia
told Craig she would explain later but she never did and he forgot to ask.
As Lydia left to get the phone, she heard Gran say, “Ah, now that reminds
me. I think I’ll make a pot of tea.”

“I just wanted to check how you’re feeling.” Jack said.
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“Fine, really. How did you get our number? It isn’t listed.”
“I copied it down when I phoned for the taxi.”
“You know my address and phone number and I don’t know anything

about you, except that you’re not a lawyer.”
“What makes you say that?”
It wasn’t a reference to Craig, she wanted to say defensively, even

though she hadn’t told him her husband was a lawyer. “Lawyers never
admit responsibility for anything,” she said.

“But I am a lawyer. Probate mostly.”
That’s when Lydia fell in love, deciding love was no more improbable

than their first meeting or his profession. She had never learned to flirt
and she didn’t think she was flirting now. “I’ll be coming into the city
tomorrow,” she said. “If you’re free for lunch I could demonstrate that I’ve
survived our collision.”

Jack was free for lunch but encumbered for everything else. He was
married with a daughter nine months younger than Bonnie.

“Are you satisfied with Highland Preschool?” he asked over lentil soup.
“Carol and I are thinking of sending Rachel there next year.”

Lydia felt irony pressing in all around her like a sudden change in the
barometric pressure.

They talked more than they ate, and they listened. Lydia heard that
Jack’s daughter was the center of his life. Jack heard that Lydia felt her life
had no center.

Lydia touched Jack’s sleeve. “Do you remember meeting Craig’s grand-
mother?”

He nodded. “She told me I had the look of a pup that had been
weaned too soon.”

Lydia laughed, “What do you suppose that means?”
“I don’t think it was flattery.”
“She lives with us, or we live with her. It’s hard to say which. Craig’s

parents moved to Arizona the year after we were married, but Gran
couldn’t go with them—she had never lived anywhere but that house,
not even after she married—so she sold it to us.”

“Ah. Looked like a cross between French Colonial and early Freudian.
How old is it?”

“There’ve been two additions, but the original structure was built in
1853.”
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“You’re kidding. I would have thought there was nothing but prairie
there in 1853. In fact, I’d have guessed that, except for right along the lake,
it was all pretty much prairie until the boom after World War II.”

“The really exciting bit is that the house was built for Craig’s great-
grandmother by her father, Horace. That’s one of the reasons I married
Craig, I think. The house has stayed in his family so long it felt like a kind
of marriage insurance—two fireplaces, a pantry, a porch swing, a great-
great-grandfather named Horace—what could go wrong?”

�

Gran said, “You’d better change your clothes, Lydia. Bonnie and I have a
surprise for you.”

“Change up or down?” she asked.
“I don’t know about that. All I know is you don’t want to be wearing

any dresses with lace collars on them.”
“Maybe if you tell me what the surprise is, I can figure our what to

wear.”
“We’re going to make soap, Mommy,” Bonnie burst forth as though

uncorked. She pressed her hands together in an attempt to contain her
excitement.

“Soap? What do you mean? What kind of soap?”
“Lye soap,” Gran smacked with satisfaction. “All our women have

made it. You need to learn so’s you can teach Bonnie.”
“There’s plenty of time to teach Bonnie, don’t you think?”
“That’s as may be, but who’s to say how much time there’ll be for me

to teach you?”
“All right,” Lydia relented. She would have to phone Jack and cancel

her trip downtown. She took Bonnie’s hands in her own and pat-a-caked
them together. “Gran, why did you pick today?”

“Because,” Gran said smugly, having prepared for the question,
“because today I finally have enough good ashes stored up.”

�

“I’d like to tour your house someday,” Jack said.
“Did I tell you Craig’s great-great-grandfather hand-carved the olive

branches above the windows?”
But Jack never went to the house again and Lydia never invited him.
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Instead, when they met for lunch once, sometimes twice a week, she
would describe it to him, one room at a time with its furniture and
family portraits and memories that had been handed down through
generations.

“Listen to yourself, Lydia. Anyone would think it was you who’d grown
up there.”

“In a way, I did. My father was a robotics engineer so we were con-
stantly moving from job to job. We never stayed in one place long enough
to unpack all the boxes, except for Japan. And even there, we lived in a
small apartment.”

“How long did you spend in Japan?”
“From the time I was nine until just after my fourteenth birthday.”
“A pretty big chunk of a child’s life. You don’t think of Japan as home?”
“I miss the landscape and the culture and the people, but they were

never mine.” She shrugged. “When American girls were experimenting
with their mothers’ lipstick, I was sitting in front of a mirror putting
cornstarch on my face and slanting my eyelids.” She illustrated, tugging
at the corners of her eyes with her index fingers.

“I’ve gone back twice for visits,” she said. “But those were before Bonnie
was born. And I’ve taken some courses in Asian art. That’s how I got
involved at the museum. But my pictures of family and friendship and . . .
home came from books. Louisa May Alcott. Gene Stratton Porter. Laura
Ingalls Wilder.”

“I’m starting to notice a pattern here.”
“Old-fashioned? Romantic?”
“Three names per author.”
Lydia laughed and then bit her lip, considering. “Not only is Craig’s

the first house I’ve ever lived in, but it’s the very house, complete with
family, I read about in all those books.”

“What about your parents now? Do they finally have a place of their
own?”

“A place, yes. When my father retired, they bought a condo in West
Palm Beach.”

“Hardly storybook. All right, I’m resigned. Tell me more about the
house.”

“Gran had three rooms added on during the Depression. She had
started out wanting just one more bedroom and indoor plumbing, but
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labor was so cheap the house just grew. I think she couldn’t bear to put
the workmen out of jobs.”

“I suppose you had a full-time job redecorating when you moved in.”
“Me?” Lydia frowned. “Do you picture that as the sort of thing I would

enjoy? I haven’t even rearranged the furniture. I’ve reupholstered a few
pieces, but they were desperate cases. It’s Craig who changed the house.”

“Changed it how? You make it sound sinister.”
“It was sinister. Craig put a big greenhouse window in the family

room. That was the original dining room. Horace had built it without
windows as a refuge from electrical storms—I guess that was pretty com-
mon—so the whole family would gather in that room at the first streak
of lightning.”

“What about the basement?”
“There isn’t one. I guess they weren’t building basements in the 1850s.

Or maybe Horace would never have finished the house in time if he’d had
to excavate a basement, too. I don’t know. Anyway, that’s where Gran
would sit and rock in the dark—no lamps turned on, the TV set
unplugged—every time there was a storm, right up until the glass was
installed. Now, practically one whole wall is window so that’s the room
she’s most afraid to be in during a storm.”

“Poor woman. What does she do?”
“Wanders through the house, mostly walking the hallways. She’s even

afraid to go to the bathroom—it’s not funny—because every toilet in the
house is next to a window. God, I wish Craig could have just left every-
thing the way it was.”

“Like a shrine?”
“Like a Japanese tea house,” she said. “No changes made ever.”
“Not even for the better?”
She shuddered. “We’re not talking about a mouse trap. You don’t try

to build a tea house better; you try to build each one the same. Whatever
differences there are shouldn’t be worth mentioning, or noticing. The
wood used for framing is old and scarred so that a new tea house will look
pretty much like an old tea house. Any tea house you enter should feel
familiar after you’ve experienced your first one.

“A few years back, I went with Craig to a college reunion in Ann
Arbor. While he was at his old fraternity house, I visited the Museum
of Art on campus. They had a model tea house as the central feature of
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their Japanese collection. The label said that two adjectives are typical of
a tea house: wabi and sabi. They mean ‘refined poverty’ and ‘antiquity,’
respectively.”

“So you’re saying your house is like a tea house in that it’s old and
graceful?”

Lydia winced. “I wasn’t trying to make a comparison with the house.
When I was talking about wabi and sabi, I was thinking about Gran.”

As the waiter approached, Jack pantomimed signing for the bill. “And
what about you and electrical storms? Are you afraid of them?”

Lydia found herself more interesting in the light of Jack’s curiosity.
“No, I don’t think so. And I guess Craig didn’t inherit it.” She raised her
glass and then lowered it again, dipping her finger into the iced water.
“Last spring, when we had all that rain and the Des Plaines River flooded,
Gran told Bonnie she should hide so the storm wouldn’t get her. We
found them both in Gran’s room. Bonnie under the bed and Gran sitting
on the floor between the bed and the wall, holding Bonnie’s hand. Craig
told Bonnie there was no reason to hide and he took her out on the bal-
cony to look at ‘the pretty lights in the sky.’”

“What did Gran do?”
“She told me about the time her older brother threatened to tie her to

a tree during a storm. She swung a coal scuttle at him and it caught him
on the side of his head. I’m sure she told me the story because she
thought Craig was tormenting Bonnie and she wanted me to make him
stop. I brought her a glass of milk and she sipped it on the floor there
between her bed and the wall, as far away from any windows as she could
get.” She turned her head slowly, as though counting the windows in the
restaurant.

“Carol doesn’t sleep with me any more,” Jack said. “Not since Rachel
was born.”

“That’s a long time,” Lydia said.
“Before, I was always trying to solve it—trying to talk it out or rekin-

dle the flame or get her to agree to counseling. Now I’m afraid I don’t
want it solved.”

Lydia wondered, as if she were watching herself from a distance, how
long it would be before she and Jack became lovers. She waited to tell him
about Craig’s involvement elsewhere. She waited because it no longer
seemed a reason for her choice.
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During those first weeks, Lydia neither hid nor revealed her meetings
with Jack. She saw him in the most public places, but she never seemed
to see anyone else she knew on those occasions. Magically, Craig avoided
asking her precisely those questions about her day that would have
included Jack in the answers. Lydia wondered if that meant he knew, or
if he really believed all was as it should be—as it had always been—
between them.

But Gran was sensitive to changes. Her bunion signaled a drop in the
temperature. Her left hip warned of wet weather.

“Maybe you shouldn’t leave Bonnie with me anymore, Lydia,” Gran
said one afternoon when Lydia returned from a meeting with Jack.

“Is something wrong, Gran? Is your arthritis acting up again?”
“No.” She lifted her chin.
“Is something else bothering you?”
“Nothing’s bothering me,” she complained.
Lydia shook her head slightly. “I thought you wanted me to leave

Bonnie with you. You were always suggesting it.”
“It’s different now.” The hands in Gran’s lap were gnarled and seamed,

like tree bark, but her face was unlined, untouched by time except for a
soft, powdery finish.

“Different how? Has Bonnie been difficult?”
“Bonnie? No.” Gran waved both hands at Lydia, fanning away the

suggestion.
“What then?”
“I don’t know. I’m too old. Maybe she needs to spend more time with

her mother.”
“Well, I won’t leave her with you. You needn’t worry about that any

more.” Lydia was ashamed to hear the coldness in her voice.

�

“All right,” Lydia said two days later across the white linen of the restau-
rant table, “I’m ready.”

The hovering waiter approached to take their lunch order, but Jack sig-
naled him away. “When?” he asked.

“Tomorrow,” she shrugged. “Today if you like.”
“Are you hungry?”
“Not at all.”
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They left the restaurant for a nearby convention hotel. Jack brought
out a credit card at the front desk.

“Wait,” said Lydia. She drew three crisp fifty dollar bills from her
purse. “I think cash would be better. How much do we need?”

Lydia had known making love with Jack would be different from any-
thing she had experienced, because talking with Jack was unlike anything
she had experienced.

“Is that how you are with Craig?” he asked her as they lay side by side,
their feet interwoven. “I’m sorry. Don’t answer that.”

“I wasn’t going to.”
“It was like I’ve imagined.” Jack touched her shoulder shyly as though

he had not touched her otherwise.
“I will bear in mind that whatever’s said comes from a man who’s been

celibate for more than two years.”
“I didn’t know people could be this happy.”
“Yes,” she said.
“Or this unhappy,” he said.
He sent her Frango mints, two dozen long-stemmed red roses, and a

bottle of Chanel no. 5.
When Craig saw the roses, he said, “Is there a special occasion that’s

slipped my mind?”
“No,” Lydia said and waited for the next question which never came.

She felt a little sorry for Craig’s lover, who obviously never received long-
stemmed roses.

When she next saw Jack she said, “What exactly is it that you’re trying
to do?”

“Court you. I thought that was obvious.”
“But candy, flowers, and perfume?”
“Absolutely. All the clichés. What could be more appropriate?”
“It’s just because they are clichés that you’re going to get us into trou-

ble. Eventually Craig will have to notice.”
They didn’t lunch in restaurants or risk the large downtown hotels any-

more. They found a small hotel on the city’s north side where they pic-
nicked in their room on tins of paté and jars of dollhouse vegetables or
cartons of pork fried rice. Once, Lydia brought homemade chicken soup in
a thermos after Jack confessed to a cold. The day after her birthday, he
brought a bakery cake with her name and pink rosettes in sticky-sweet icing.

WITHOUT WINDOWS 39



They ate Irish smoked salmon while sitting in a tub of hot water.
“How long can this go on?” Jack said, tempting fate as he licked his

fingers.
“Not a moment longer,” Lydia said and splashed him. “Or you’ll be

going back to the office all salmon-pink and prune-wrinkled.”

�

“I think I’d better go with you tomorrow to the Loop,” Gran said.
“Oh, Gran,” Lydia whirled around, “I was planning to take the train.”
“Well, I’ve been thinking I’d like to get some new Sunday shoes and

that bald-headed young man at Fields’ seems to do the best by my feet.”
“Later in the week,” Lydia said, “I’ll drive you in. We’ll have lunch at

Berghoff ’s.”
“You’re a good girl, Lydia, but I worry about you. At least you don’t

smoke like some of them,” she sighed.

�

“I want to marry you,” Jack said. He had waited until Lydia was dressed
again and stood fastening her thin, black leather watchband to her
wrist.

Even though she had been expecting it, Lydia felt her heart constrict,
her breath catch. “Oh, Jack, how can we?”

“Like ordinary mortals. We tell them. We get lawyers, we live through
it, and then we live together, until death do us part.”

“That easy.”
“That hard.”
Lydia shuddered.
“Think of it,” he said. “Imagine going to the theatre together. Or the

hardware store. Especially the hardware store. Spring in Mexico, fall in
Greece. Winter in Disneyworld with Rachel and Bonnie.”

“I’d have custody of Bonnie—Craig wouldn’t fight me—but you’ll lose
Rachel, Jack.”

“I won’t lose her. It will be different, but I won’t lose her. Look, I’m not
minimizing it—that part is hell—but there’s no choice. We have to be
together.”

“Sounds like a choice of hells.”
“We’ll tell them tonight.”
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“No, not tonight,” she shook her head. “Craig has a late meeting. It
would be impossible. Tomorrow,” she said. “On Saturday. There will be
more time.” She bent her forehead to his shoulder.

“I guess the news will keep for another day.”
Lydia flinched and Jack put his arm around her. “It will be all right.”

He rocked her gently back and forth. “It will be all right.”

�

That night, as Lydia stood over the stove stirring bits of apple and onion
into brown rice, she wondered how many more times she would stand
here, how many more meals she would fix for Gran.

When dinner was finished, Bonnie said, “I want you to get a baby
brother in your tummy like Jill’s mommy.”

Gran said wistfully, “I would like a nice bread pudding now and then.”
It was past eleven when Craig came home. Lydia surprised herself by

succumbing to sleep when she had expected to toss and turn. At one in
the morning she was awakened by an explosion—a gunshot or a cherry
bomb or maybe just a car backfiring. She left the bed where Craig slept
to peer out the window, holding the curtain across her nightdress. The sky
was suddenly slashed with white neon, so brightly electric it hurt her eyes.
Then the thunder followed like the roar of a subway, propelling Lydia out
into the hall.

She opened the door to Gran’s room, which was quiet, bereft even of
the low machinelike humming that attended Gran’s sleep. “Gran,” she
said, opening the door wider, “are you all right?” even though she knew
the room was empty. She hurried now to Bonnie’s room, afraid that Gran
had needed Bonnie’s fear to ease her own. Bonnie’s room, too, was empty.
She called their names, “Gran! Bonnie! Where are you?” but the only
response was Craig’s. He lumbered out of the bedroom, out of his sleep,
to say, “What in the hell’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Lydia said. “Gran and Bonnie aren’t in their rooms and
they don’t answer. This couldn’t be a game, could it?” Lydia was really
frightened now, because she no longer knew what she feared, except that
whatever was happening was somehow her fault. It was she who had
brought chaos into the house.

Craig systematically searched the second floor while Lydia covered
the first, her panic growing in each succeeding empty room. She caught
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herself bargaining with God, offering in trade a life’s mate for two tran-
sitory dependents.

“I’ve got her,” Craig called from the second floor landing.
“Who?” Lydia asked, steadying herself.
“Bonnie. The little monkey was out on the balcony enjoying the fire-

works. She couldn’t hear you over the storm. Can you beat that? She’s
Daddy’s girl, all right.”

“And Gran?” Lydia called.
“I don’t know. Bonnie hasn’t seen her. Keep looking. What a house-

hold,” he congratulated himself.
Could the old woman have been obliterated by lightning? Does there

come a moment, somewhere down the road, when one’s worst fears are
realized? Lydia went outside to check the yard below the balcony. The rain
stung her face, obscured her vision. Illuminated by another charge of
light, Lydia suddenly remembered the walk-in storage closet in the laun-
dry room, their modern, efficient substitute for a basement.

Gran was there, wedged into the small portable crib Bonnie had long
ago outgrown. “Gran,” said Lydia softly, but the old woman was sleeping
soundly in this room without windows. Lydia drew a bath towel from the
clothes dryer and laid it across Gran’s shoulders.

She told Craig they would have to think of something. They had to
make one room safe for Gran.

“This is crazy,” Craig said.
“But that doesn’t matter,” Lydia said.

�

She dialed Jack’s home number at seven in the morning and prayed for
Jack to answer.

“Hello?” he said.
“Did you tell her?”
“Not yet.” Jack’s voice dropped. “She’s still asleep. Rachel is going to play

group later. I thought I’d tell her then. Are you okay? What did Craig say?”
“I didn’t tell him.” Lydia waited for something to suddenly change her

mind, but nothing came. “I’m not going to tell him. It’s not possible.”
“Oh God, what happened? I’m coming over.”
“No,” she said, “that’s impossible, too. You couldn’t stand being a

weekend father.”
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“I can’t stand being a weekday lover. Tell me what happened last
night.”

“The storm.” Lydia looked into the mirror that hung over the tele-
phone table in the hall. She saw whose face?—Gran’s?—No, her own
mother’s. Tired, hopeless, looking back at her. “If I left, Craig would put
skylights in.”

�

They saw each other two more times. On the first occasion, Jack tried to
get Lydia to change her mind. “Who would get custody of Gran?” she
said.

On the second, Lydia tried to get Jack to change his.
“We could go on like before, Jack. It’s better than nothing. Does it

have to be all or nothing?” She didn’t know how to explain to him that
she just couldn’t be responsible for any more storms.

“Going on is worse than nothing,” Jack said.
So she had promised finally that she would not call him again unless

she left Craig.

�

Lydia took the change from her skirt pocket and dropped it into the can-
ister held out by a middle-aged woman. The woman wore a yellow plas-
tic banner draped over one shoulder and a white plastic straw hat with a
yellow hatband.

“Thank you for helping cystic fibrosis research,” she said loudly,
prompting other passersby.

Lydia loaded her groceries into the car. She didn’t know how long she
had stood there in the parking lot. She had an appointment with a young
man who would install wooden shutters in Gran’s room.

“After the shutters are up,” she told herself. “Then I’ll call.”

�
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Marrying American
Daniel John

Inever thought about being a snowback—an illegal Canadian—until
my money began to dwindle in 1983. I couldn’t get a student visa

because my massage and movement therapy school in Amherst,
Massachusetts—the School for Body-Mind Centering—was too small to
meet Immigration and Naturalization’s definition of a “school.” Yet I
couldn’t look for a real job because I had no social security number. So I
posted “Housecleaner Available” signs everywhere and worked infre-
quently as a masseuse. Even when I was forced to live on a previous ten-
ant’s canned macaroni and Jell-O, I still preferred America to Canada.

In America I had the right to have feelings; in Canada I was obligated
to notice other people’s. In America I had the right to be different; in
Canada I had to apologize if I acted without other people’s approval. If I
stood up for myself in Canada, turned-away faces and a tactful change of
subject would let me know I should be ashamed of myself for being rude,
conceited, or otherwise acting like an American.

But that summer, when my parents offered to send me a plane ticket
for a family reunion in Saskatchewan, hunger overruled my sensibilities.
I hitchhiked to Boston, picked up the ticket they had waiting for me, and
flew to the Land of the Nice for a week of dull, nourishing food and
fiendishly complex conversation. I hardly knew how to interpret the
Canadian code anymore, the secret ways to probe what someone really
means when they say “yes”; the thrust and parry of alternating apologies;
and the many polite ways to avoid putting someone in the embarrassing
position of having to say either yes or no. Once I’d gained a few pounds,
I was glad to come home to the United States.

“Where do you live?” a young woman in a green uniform asked me as
she examined my documents. The plane had landed in Toronto to put
people and luggage through American Customs and Immigration before
continuing on to Boston.

“Nova Scotia.” That was easy. That was where my children lived, the
ones I couldn’t visit because my ex-wife and I couldn’t agree on how many
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were mine. She said I could see two or none. I said I had to see three or
none. We’d settled on none—but without speaking, since we didn’t talk
to each other anymore.

“What do you do for a living?”
“I own a natural foods store.” Close enough. I’d sold it two years

earlier.
“Where did you buy your ticket?”
“Halifax.”
She looked at me thoughtfully, then went through my backpack, tak-

ing out and examining each item. She pulled out my journal and
thumbed through it, reading here and there. I was terrified she’d read
about the time right before I left for Canada, when I made love to Janice
when she was menstruating. I knew the punishment would be to keep me
in the Land of the Bland.

“Excuse me, that’s my journal!”
“I have the right to search anything to determine if you’re telling the

truth.”
“Why are you looking through my journal?” Even to my own ears I

sounded plaintive and defeated.
“To see if you really live in Canada.” She continued to browse. Her

eyes bugged out. Uh-oh. That was Janice. She angrily slammed my jour-
nal shut. “How long has it been since you were in Boston?”

“Three years.”
“This plane ticket was issued two weeks ago in Boston. You have just

lied to an Immigration Officer. This is grounds for deportation.”
“Well, a lawyer told me that snowbirds who live in Florida for six

months out of the year don’t have to—”
“Lawyers have nothing to do with it!” She threw my stuff down on the

counter as if it were garbage, then said angrily, “Next please!”
I stepped away from the counter and stood there like a refugee, belong-

ings dragging down my arms, while she processed the next person. Then
I asked her timidly, “May I speak with your managing officer, please?”

She didn’t look up. “Go ahead. He’ll back me up. You lied to me. Next,
please.”

I withdrew to the Canadian side of the border, pale and ashamed. I
knocked on the door marked “INS.” I was told to sit on a hard bench and
wait. My nervous sweat cooled and I shivered. Hours passed. The plane to
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Boston left without me. Finally, the American in charge called me in to his
office and listened to me tell him about the school that didn’t qualify.

“There’s nothing I can do,” he said when I was done. I had a swift
vision of Irish mourners putting pennies on the eyelids of a corpse. They
do this so the dearly departed won’t see the devil first and end up going
to heaven by accident. My subconscious was preparing me for death. All
I had left in Canada were the children I could not visit. I had to live in a
different country than my boys, or else I would die of grief. I forced
myself to my feet and turned to leave.

“Wait!”
I froze, confused.
He went on, “If you’ve been a student in the States for nearly two years

then you’ve got all your stuff there, right?”
I nodded.
“I’m going to give you two weeks to pack and move back to Canada.”

He paused, then added quietly, “But you must promise to return after two
weeks.”

We looked at each other. We both knew America had no internal con-
trols on illegal immigration. We also both knew I would tell the truth. “I
will return in two weeks,” I said, trembling like a piece of paper in a
breeze. He stamped my passport with a two-week visa. In 14 days I would
have either a green card or Canadian pennies on my closed eyelids as they
shipped my corpse back to Saskatchewan.

The next flight from Toronto to Boston didn’t take off until the fol-
lowing morning. I spent the night underneath a bench in the airport,
jerking awake in a sweat over and over again to the unearthly strains of
fluorescent Muzak.

Once I was safely back in Amherst, I checked the INS regulations. If I
was a Canadian brain surgeon I could get into the States after a five-year
wait. Massage therapy wasn’t even on the list. My only option was to
marry an American. I had thirteen days to find a wife.

My sixteen fellow students at the School for Body-Mind Centering
were mostly single women in their late twenties. One after another, each
one told me she would have no trouble marrying a stranger so that he
could stay in the country—but I wasn’t a stranger. After two years of
shared traumas, we had bonded like soldiers in a war, but each woman
said she couldn’t say “I do” to me unless it was to a real marriage. They
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all knew what “real” meant. To argue was like talking to a TV set. No
matter what I said, I got a 1960s sitcom for an answer. I had to be able
to say to our future children, even if we never had any, “I married your
mother for life.” I had to promise future monogamy. In the state I was
in, I couldn’t even promise to stay alive. Lying was out of the ques-
tion. I had given the Immigration Officer my word, and I was a
Canadian.

On my last Friday in the United States I went to one of my favorite
places, a weekly rough-and-tumble community party called Dance Jam.
At halftime I sat on the steps outside and told a friend my border story.
“So,” I ended, “I have to go back to Canada. My friends like me too
much to marry me.”

“Oh, I’ll marry you!” said a voice. I whipped my head around. A
bright-eyed young blonde was coming down from the top step to sit next
to us. “This country is so sexist! About the only power women have left
is to get foreigners into the country.”

After a pause to shut my wide-open mouth, I quizzed her. Her name
was Jane, she was twenty-two, and nearly almost entirely sure she was a les-
bian. She’d graduated from Smith College that spring and worked as a
waitress so that she could stay in Northampton, the lesbian hub of the
Northeast. Even though my heart was hammering with hope, I told her I’d
wait three days, then call her to make sure she still wanted to do it. In fairy
tales, true things always take three days, and before I acted I had to be sure
I wasn’t taking unscrupulous advantage of her.

For three days I held onto her phone number like a monk clinging to
the relic of a saint. On Monday she said, “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

“Can you meet me tomorrow for the blood test?” In Massachusetts a
blood test was required before a wedding license could be issued.

“I have to work. But I can take the rest of the week off.” I fretted like
a nervous cat for two days. I was sure we didn’t have enough time to get
all the documentation together for Immigration before Friday at 2 P.M.,
when I had to be out of the country or become a liar.

On Wednesday, Jane and I lay down next to each other and gave
blood. It felt like premarital sex. On Thursday we arrived a few minutes
after five at the courthouse in the small town in New York State where she
was born. The clerks had just finished closing up, but everybody loves
newlyweds. They opened up again just for us, to put the official seal on
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her birth certificate that Immigration required before she could legally
sponsor her husband into the country.

On Friday morning, wearing the stiffest clothes I owned, I married
Jane. We walked out of the registrar’s office and got in the car to drive to
the INS in Boston. I had three hours left on my visa.

“That was such a joke!” Jane said, driving too fast. “‘Do not enter
lightly into marriage!’” she mocked the clerk, sticking her lips out like a
duck. “It was all I could do not to laugh in her face. We get divorced in
eighteen months, right?”

“Right.”
“What a joke!”
She lit up a joint. I opened the window to let out the smoke. I’d bet-

ter do all of the talking. Over there, marijuana breath did not have a win-
ning attitude. A hot breeze licked my face. When the registrar asked me
if I solemnly swore to take this woman to have and to hold from this day
forth, my hands went clammy with fidelity. When I said, “I do,” my heart
moved all its cookies into her kitchen. I was about to swear to the gov-
ernment of the United States of America that this was a real marriage and
not one entered into for purposes of immigration. That was a felony, pun-
ishable by two years in jail and then deportation. The car swayed as Jane
zipped out from behind a huge truck. Being nearly almost sure she was a
lesbian meant there was an infinitesimal chance she could fall in love with
me—a bulldozer of hope ran me over. All of a sudden, her breasts were
alarmingly perky. I wondered if she even owned a bra. I looked out the
window at the trees flapping by like happiness in the hot and humid hon-
eymoon air, as we zipped down Newlywed Pike to Boston in July. It was
too late. I was going to have to tell INS the truth: this was a real marriage.

We sat on a long, wooden bench in a room filled with couples from all
over the world. Jane opened her purse and pulled out a baggie of pot. “I’m
not sure I should have brought this with me. Will you put it in your
pocket?”

“Possession would get me deported,” I whispered, incredulous.
She shrugged and put it back. Americans were so ridiculously entitled.

She even sat like an American, sprawling her legs out any way she pleased.
My name was called, and we were led into a room. The agent looked

through our papers. “Oh, right!” she said, rolling her eyes. “Get married
then immigrate on the same day!”
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Months afterward, I discovered the INS verified a real marriage by
putting the husband and wife in separate rooms and asking them ques-
tions like, “What kind of underwear does your spouse wear?” then cross-
checking. Most couples studied for weeks to make their marriages look
real, even when they were. But to ask Jane and me those questions would
be to imply we’d been living in sin, so she didn’t.

However, she asked a lot of other questions, examining our faces care-
fully as we answered. I treated Jane with that special married mix of con-
sideration and condescension. Since I was her real husband, I wasn’t
faking anything. Jane put on a performance as the Coy New Wife that
was as good as anything on TV. After half an hour the interviewer stood
up and said my green card would arrive in the mail in a month or so. I
was legally inside the Land of Liberty! The truth had set me free. I exulted
like a Canadian: invisibly. Showing off is bad form, because it might
imply that you think you’re better than other people.

Back in Amherst, I saw Jane once a week for a massage. Each time I
rubbed her nude body down, love and yearning poured out my hands like
honey. She talked nonstop about herself the whole time, and when it was
over, dressed languorously in front of me like a movie star, then gave me
a big hug and left. My husband-hope that she wasn’t entirely lesbian
glowed more certain with every delicious massage. Every week I’d ask her
out to something innocuous like a group dance, a picnic, or an open-air
play. Her face would light up with pleasure. She’d say yes, great, see you
then. Then she would never show up. “I just forgot, that’s all! Okay?
Okay!?” she would say each time I asked her where she’d been. It was
many weeks before my hope shrank to the point where I stopped asking
her out. This marriage was turning out to be just like my first: there were
only pictures of food to eat.

Months later, I moved and sort of forgot to give Jane my phone num-
ber. When I finally called her, she’d moved without leaving a forwarding
address. I let sleeping wives lie, but every now and then, without warn-
ing, hope sang jingles to my heart like a TV commercial: Jane would only
love me back if I loved her better. Each time this happened, plaque from
the first marriage washed out of my arteries. The second marriage, the real
fake one, was cleansing me of the first, the fake real one.

�
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“Boston’s a confusing city,” my girlfriend Salley warned me as we turned
onto the Mass Pike one early morning, a year later.

“I don’t think it’ll be a problem,” I said. I was taking her to meet my
parents in Canada, and my green card still hadn’t arrived. I needed a tem-
porary visa to make sure I could get back into America. I’d written the
INS many times, and then switched to phoning, but that just meant
being transferred from a clerk who didn’t understand to one who didn’t
have a clue. Our plane tickets were for that evening, so I had to go in per-
son. I was sure it was just a bureaucratic snafu, because they had all my
original documents.

“Have you ever been to Boston before?” Salley asked.
“Just the airport.”
“Immigration is nowhere near the airport.”
“Oh. Well, I think it’s downtown.”
“Do you know where that is?”
“In the middle.”
Her hazel eyes flashed anger. I admired the way she sat so upright.

Driving a car, she looked like a figurehead on the prow of ship, plow-
ing bust-first through the traffic. She had reason to be mad at me. I got
lost inside office buildings. But I usually ended up where I needed to
be, eventually. It didn’t matter if Boston was a confusing city, because
when it came to directions, I was pre-confused—if I drove west for
long enough I would slowly become convinced I was heading east. We
drove in silence until the buildings started standing up, announcing
the city.

“This looks like a good exit,” I said when we were almost past it. She
swerved off the highway, supremely irritated.

“Park over there,” I said, pointing to a small lot.
She did. “You’re lost,” she said, slamming the door as she got out.
“Let’s walk this way.”
“You’re lost.”
“Not yet.” I had no idea where we were, but a few crooked blocks later

there was the INS, looming like a headstone.
“So,” the agent said, “you need a temporary visa so you can go back to

Canada with your wife.”
“Uh . . . no. Salley is not my wife.”
“That woman out there in the waiting room is not your wife?”
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“No.”
“So where’s your wife?”
“Uh . . .” My stomach lurched. This complication had never occurred

to me. If it had, I might have thought to say it was, indeed, Jane out there
in the waiting room, since Salley’s first name was Jane. I might have got-
ten away with letting him think she was my wife Jane, but without hav-
ing to actually lie.

“You mean you got married only in order to immigrate? It wasn’t a real
marriage?”

“No, it is real marriage.”
“How?”
My heart went squish. This man could send me under police escort to

the airport with a one-way ticket to Canada along with a deportation
order forbidding me to enter the United States ever again.

“Because it’s celibate.”
“It’s a real marriage because it’s celibate?”
“Yes.”
“Are we getting anywhere here?”
“Yes. I fell in love with Jane.”
“Jane is your wife?”
“Yes. She’s my Ideal Woman. Which means I don’t have sex with her.”
He blinked twice. “Do you and Jane live together?”
“No. My love for her is pure. I used to believe the natural state of a

man is celibacy and his first ‘honor and obey’ is to God. I didn’t realize
until after my first marriage that the spiritual truth is not celibacy, but
that Spirit is the Sexual Union of the Virgin and the Devil. By being celi-
bate I was avoiding God, not honoring Him. By marrying Jane, but not
having sex with her or living with her, I am acknowledging my psycho-
logical problem, while at the same time freeing up the rest of me to
change. Salley is helping me with this.”

“Does Jane know about Salley?”
“Jane and I are both clear on the nature of our marriage.”
“ . . . I’m not sure about this . . .”
“Could I write somebody a letter and explain it in detail?” My armpits

were soaked.
“Well, you’d have to leave out all the stuff about Freud!” He rolled his

eyes to the ceiling. “So . . . you were issued a green card?”
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“You mean you don’t know? But this is what bureaucracies are for!” I
glared at him like a Canadian, with righteous indignation. He flushed
with embarrassment, then stamped my passport.

�

Several months later, I darted onto Main St. at the exact moment Jane
stepped off the curb from the other side. We met on the double-yellow
center line, as if by appointment.

“It’s about time, isn’t it?” she asked, as if we’d arranged this meeting
months ago.

“Give me your phone number. I’ll make the arrangements.”
The light changed. Cars roared past us on either side.
“You never told my parents, did you?”
“No.” I didn’t even know where they lived.
“Thanks. Bye!”
A month later, the clerk of the court read the details to the black-robed

judge sitting high above us. He called on Jane. She stood up, obviously
nervous. “Why do you want to divorce Daniel after only a year and a half
of marriage?” She was wearing a ripped T-shirt and manure-smeared
overalls.

“Your honor, I’m at a place in my life where I really need to get myself
together and it’s a good thing my friends said I could stay at their farm as
long as I took care of the animals because I really need a lot of time to
myself these days and I don’t have any money.” She paused, then added,
“Your honor.”

“You may sit down,” he said, and turned to me. I stood up in my stiff
wedding clothes.

“Why are you getting divorced from Jane after only eighteen months
of marriage?”

I looked at my lawful wedded wife and let hope go. “Unrealistic
expectations.”

He nodded and banged his gavel. “I hereby pronounce you divorced.”

�

In a small town like Northampton, I normally bumped into everybody I
knew at least once a month, but I didn’t see Jane, or even hear anything
about her, for nearly a year after the divorce. That was so unusual it was
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spooky. Then one hot summer day, I was waiting for a bus when some-
thing made me turn around. All I saw was my own reflection in the plate-
glass window of an old small-town restaurant, until I shielded my eyes
with my hand and looked within. All by herself in a back booth, sat Jane.
I waved my hand big and slow, since I didn’t know if she could see me.
She waved back, moving her arm in a big, slow wave, a wry, sad smile on
her beautiful face.

�
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Popeye
Allan Kaplan

ever
since I
swallowed
Mega A’s
stolen from
the old
man’s
for-
bidden
cabinet,
my pee
sun-
yellow
strong—

not the
dribble of
the out of
shape
Whimpy
whose
bi-
ceps
do
not bulge
with
violence
and faith

�
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Monster
Jason Tandon

for a high school buddy killed in Iraq

I stand in the drainage field behind my house,
which mounds into a small hill pinioned
with slender trees dropping weight for winter’s regimen.
Their branches, bone-thin wings of angels.
I remember when we used to drink
on our old playground after dark
until the cops chased us away.

Beyond the hill, in the dun colored stalks
of dead cattails, a heavy thing drags through the leaves.
I yell. It doesn’t scare. Is it the black bear
that made the neighbor’s kid wet his pants
when he heard these young trunks snap?

I close my eyes. I’ve heard this sound before.
That wacko—pacing the gated bowels
of New York’s Port Authority, newspaper
twined to his feet—muttering about pound cake.
He had made the best, sold thousands from his shop.
Who don’t like pound cake? I don’t. But he grabbed
a fistful of my shoulder, and I was taught always
to be terrified of those stranger than me.

�
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Fire in the Great Hawk Colony
Jason Tandon

It broke on an August day
among the conifer hills of Moosalamoo,
while you and I sat across the way
unforgiving our faults and pride,
stubbing cigarettes in the lawn.
Only when we heard the sirens
Doppler up a mile of switchbacks
did we see the smoke loop above the dark spruce.
You drove us up the hill
K-turning out of every side road.
You wanted to see a charred child’s body,
a parakeet’s burnt beak thrust through cage bars,
a doll’s head with looseygoosey eye.
All we found was an A-frame colony,
a private pond, a red clay tennis court.
We came from the shadows of branches
and pine cones to green sunshine and a thicket
by a bend in the road, raspberries still bursting.
You hopped from the car and filled your shirt
like they were the last fruit on earth.
We ate. The engine idled.
My tongue squnged in the sour mash.
My teeth tightened, seeds in their gaps.
I ground my molars and looked at you
in the driver’s seat, dropping redblack berries
from fist to mouth, squinting up the hill
for a sign of smoldering ash.

�
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Baking
Jason Tandon

A rainy morning
Has cooled the heat of the week.
All the fans have been shut off,
The airy white noise
We are accustomed to talking over
Silenced.
I hear you call from the kitchen
That we have an egg, flour, sugar,
But only one overripe banana—
Yet I recall, alive in the crisper,
A handful of strawberries
Left from the shortcake
I surprised you with
After your tearful announcement
Of a shitty day at work,
And at the bottom of the fruit bowl
A pear
Both of us have picked up
And passed on for God knows how long.
I hear you dice and mash
Mix and murmur
I don’t know . . .
While I recline reading on the porch
In a banana chair of all chairs,
Enjoying perfect cross-ventilation
Engineered by variance of storm windows and screens,
Anticipating that smell
I believe even Gustave Flaubert once declared
Impossible to describe.

�
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A Souvenir for Mama
Lawrence F. Farrar

E verything is very white, isn’t it? I am so cold. A hot bath would be very
nice right now. We have such a fine wooden tub in our house in

Tokyo.
Mama and I have lived in our house in Aoyama-dori ever since I can

remember. I think we have always lived there. But sometimes, remem-
bering makes me a little confused. Perhaps we lived in another place. I
don’t know exactly.

I do not leave the house very often. Mama looks after everything so
well. Besides, if I go out in the street, neighborhood children tease me.
They dance about and call me names. And old ladies dressed in kimono
titter and talk about me behind their hands. I am sure it is because they
are envious that their own grown daughters do not live with them—like
I do with Mama. I just give them a disdainful look.

Mama says they are low-class people and I should keep a stiff upper lip.
Once she found me practicing in front of a mirror and started to laugh. I
laughed too, and my stiff upper lip disappeared in a twinkling. Mama is
so sweet.

I especially like our garden. It has a bamboo fence that goes all the way
around. Before she fell sick, Mama tended the garden with great dili-
gence, and it was oh-so-beautiful. Wisteria, oleanders, hibiscus, sweet
osmanthus, fragrant olive, and roses. I can’t remember all the names. In
summer the fragrance of the flowers and blossoms flowed into our house
through an open window, like a beautifully scented stream.

Now, Mama must rest, even in the daytime. She says she is sad because
the garden has fallen into disrepair. It’s true. The mottled red, white, and
black koi that glided about beneath the lily pads are gone from the pond.
Only some repulsive green frogs live there now. There is an old haiku
about a frog. I don’t know why. They are such ugly things.

Mama used to ask me to gather flowers from the garden, but the flow-
ers are gone, like the fish. I cut them all off with scissors. That was rather
silly of me.
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Even though the flowers have disappeared, I like to venture into the
garden to watch the birds and butterflies that gather there. But, I am a bit
uncertain about going alone. You see, there is a fox that stares through the
fence. A badger, too. Foxes can change into human beings and back again.
There are many things that can change like that.

What I like best is when Mama combs my hair.
“Yukiko,” she says, “you have such beautiful, long hair.” Sometimes

she cries when she says it. I don’t know why. I cry because Mama cries.
Then Mama smiles gently and pats away my tears with her delicate, little
handkerchief.

“You have perfect, almond-shaped eyes, Yukiko. You are a true Heian
period beauty.”

That always makes me feel better, although sometimes I can’t remem-
ber what Heian ladies looked like.

When I ask Mama who my father is, sometimes she says he is a movie
star. Sometimes an important politician. Sometimes a kabuki actor. And
sometimes the emperor of Japan. I like the Emperor idea best. He seems very
aristocratic on television. Even if he doesn’t look at me or answer my letters,
I am quite certain he is the one. I see fathers on television who live with their
wives and children. I suppose the emperor is too busy to live with us.

I like to watch television and eat sweets. Belgian chocolates are my
favorite. Mama says if I keep gobbling them I will lose my slender figure.
But once I start, I just keep popping them in my mouth. I like it when
sometimes, instead of watching television, Mama and I huddle together
on the floor and look at fashion magazines.

Best of all, I like American movies. My favorites are the old ones with
Audrey Hepburn or Debbie Reynolds. I am in the movie with them.
Once, Audrey Hepburn was in Rome and put her hand in a statue’s
mouth. Gregory Peck was with her, and he tried to do it, too. I think they
were trying to win a prize. If I go to Rome I want to try putting my hand
in, but it is frightening to think about.

Audrey Hepburn seemed so elegant. I cried when she died. Only a few
people know she was really Japanese.

We don’t have many visitors at our house, Mama, especially since Mr.
Yamada stopped coming. I don’t know exactly when it was. Time mixes me
up. It comes and goes so quickly. I get lightheaded just thinking about it.
The hands of the clock never stay in one place.
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Mr. Yamada always arrived in a large, black car, and he wore suits
that Mama said were made in London. I’ve been to London with Sean
Connery. He has an old friend there who makes all sorts of curious
gadgets.

Mr. Yamada always said hello to me. When I was younger, he used to
say, “Yukiko, you are looking especially cute today. Some time we should
go to the Ueno Zoo.” But we never went. Perhaps another time.

Even if Mr. Yamada did not take me to the zoo, he seemed very kind.
Once, he carried a straw bag brimming with nashi into our house. Sweet
and juicy, I can taste those Japanese pears even now. Another time, Mr.
Yamada brought mikan; reddish-yellow and fresh from Shikoku. Long
after I peeled them, their tangerine odor still clung to my fingertips.

Whenever he visited, Mr. Yamada would place a thick, white envelope
on a shelf in our parlor. As soon as he left, Mama would count out the
ten thousand yen notes that were inside, snapping them crisply, one after
another. Sometimes she would let me help.

“Yukiko, you are very good at counting,” she would say. Other times
she would say, “Yukiko, this is all we have. We must be very thrifty.”

Mama’s cardigan is quite old, and there are thin spots in the sleeves.
Sometimes we go to a movie in the theater. We disappear in the dark-

ness, and nobody bothers us. Often, I stop watching the movie and stare
at Mama’s face. It is so beautiful in the silvery light shimmering from the
screen. Mama is just a wonderful person.

But now Mama is ill, and she’s lost her appetite. A long time ago, or
maybe not a long time ago—I don’t know which—she would make thick
pieces of English toast with bread brought home from the Kobe Bakery.
It went nicely with brown tea. We loved to heap the toast with apricot or
strawberry preserves. One time the preserves dripped down on my chin,
and Mama said, “Yukiko, it’s as if you’ve become a sweet little girl again.”

Mama tells me she is only a bit indisposed. I worry she is rather more
feeble than she wants me to know. When she puts her thin arm up to
touch my face, I think my heart will break into pieces. I wish I knew how
to help her.

Because Mama doesn’t feel well, we have stopped going to the movies.
The last one we saw was called Fargo. I thought it quite exciting. It told
the story of some bad men in America who kill some other bad men and
steal their money. Then they hide it by a fence under the snow.
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Movies are real. Mama says Fargo is just a story, but it’s real. You can
see it for yourself. Anyway, I think whatever we imagine to be real is real.
Or it ought to be.

Lately, a man named Mr. Suzuki has been coming to our door from
time to time. He has a twisted mouth and curiously disposed eyes—they
look away from each other. Mama says such eyes are called London-Paris
eyes. One looks to London and the other to Paris. If he catches sight of me
in the entryway, Mr. Suzuki watches me with those eyes. I shiver with dis-
comfort and move quickly away. I am certain his shadow is that of a fox.

Mama always says, “Yukiko, don’t worry. He is just a bag carrier for
Mr. Yamada. He is only admiring your classic beauty.”

I think he looks like a kind of devil.
The other day, when I brought Mama some green tea, she was writing

a letter.
“I hope the tea is not too hot,” I said. Mama has a cat’s tongue and

cannot drink tea that is too hot.
“Oh, no,” she said. “You make it just the way I like it.” Mama is so

kind.
“To whom are you writing?”
She seemed surprised by my question. She did not answer right away.
“Yukiko, I have something to tell you. It is not an easy thing to discuss.

I must go into a hospital. I have been writing to your auntie in America.
She says you can live with her in Minneapolis for a little while, until I am
better. Isn’t that wonderful?”

I did not know what to say. My auntie went away when I was very
young. I did not know where Minneapolis was.

Mama told me it was in Minnesota. She said it was the place in the last
movie we went to see.

I stood motionless, the tears welling up. I felt utterly lost.
“Why can’t I stay here? Can’t Mr. Yamada look after us?”
“I’m afraid not. His wife doesn’t want him to see us any longer.” Mama

seemed sad saying this.
“I don’t understand.”
Mama did not explain. She just showed me a picture.
“This is your Aunt Sachiko, when we were in middle school. I know

she will treat you well.”
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I hated Mama.
“I cannot go to America. I have no smart clothes.”
Mama looked at me through red-rimmed eyes. I could not hate her.

Her only concern was for me. Mama, I wanted to stay with you forever.
The days tumbled by. I tried to stop them, clenching my teeth and

wishing as hard as I could. But I could not stop them.
Our happy life was about to fly apart. Wave after wave of sadness

washed over me. Why did things have to change? It all made my head
spin.

Some people say there is beauty in sadness. I think there is only sad-
ness in sadness. Whenever I am sad, Mama says, “Yukiko, give me a smile,
and don’t act like such a poor thing.”

I felt I surely was a poor thing.
Then, one afternoon, two big cars came to our house. Mr. Suzuki

announced that one car would take Mama to a sanatorium in the
Japanese Alps. The other would take me to the airport.

Mama left first. She put her soft hand on my face.
“Bye bye, my little Yukiko. We will be together again soon. Be brave.”

I saw her wave through the car window. Then she vanished.
I could not make my lip stiff; it trembled too much. The warmth of

Mama’s hand lingered on my cheek. I went one last time into the garden.
A few wilted mums that had escaped my scissors hung their heads. They
looked forlorn.

I sobbed all the way to Narita Airport. What had happened? Had I
done something wrong? Riding in the back seat, my Boston bag teetering
on my knees, I felt as if I were trapped inside a tortoise shell.

Mr. Suzuki, in front with the driver, watched me in the mirror. In that
mirror I saw the face of a devil.

“Well, well. So the number-two wife and the daughter are finally on
their own,” he said. “No more envelopes for you.”

“I do not understand.”
“Your mother. You. No more money. Don’t you know you’re being

shipped off to America?”
“I’m visiting my auntie.”
I tried very hard to understand his words. What did he mean, a ‘number-

two wife?’
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How could we live without money?
Narita Airport frightened me. The ceiling seemed so high. People car-

rying bags rushed about in all directions; tour groups, stretching in lines
behind guides, crept about like giant caterpillars; hard-to-hear announce-
ments about Jakarta, Säo Paulo, Cape Town, and other strange places
filled the air, like static on our old radio. I covered my ears. I wanted so
much to be back in our house in Aoyama-dori.

Mr. Suzuki spoke to a man at the counter and then came back to
where he’d left me standing.

“Here’s your passport and boarding pass. Don’t lose them! Here’s a
paper with your aunt’s name and phone number. She will meet you in
Minnesota. And here is a thousand dollars and some travel money. The
last you’ll see from Mr. Yamada.”

It was all so much to remember. The foreign money felt soft and small. I
wondered if it was clean. I showed Mr. Suzuki cold indifference.

He led me to a gate and said to a young woman in a dark blue uni-
form, “Here she is.”

The woman turned her head and spoke in a low voice. “Are you cer-
tain she is competent to travel alone?”

What a strange question. I am thirty-one years old. Did she think I was
a child?

Without a word of goodbye, Mr. Suzuki spun about and quickly dis-
appeared. I wondered if he really was a fox.

The young woman guided me through a passageway toward the air-
plane. She was like an usherette in a theater, although she had no flash-
light.

In the airplane, she walked with me all the way to my seat. A flight
attendant gave me a blanket and helped me with the seatbelt, trying not
to wrinkle my two-piece suit. She was very pleasant. I was a flight atten-
dant once in a television movie. It is quite a demanding job.

Across the aisle, a foreign man looked up from his newspaper and
smiled. Whatever would I do if he spoke to me? I turned away, as if try-
ing to see out the window.

When I did, I found I was sitting next to a dowdy, old woman with a
face like a piece of dried persimmon. Her faded brown dress hung on her
like a rice sack. And the padded shoulders and wide lapels of her gray
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jacket struck me as being quite out of style. I could tell she did not read
fashion magazines.

“Are you going to the Mall of America?” she asked. I had trouble deci-
phering her thick, North Japanese accent.

I did not know what she meant.
“You know. The big shopping center—in Minnesota.”
She waved her hand happily toward some other women.
“We’re all from the same agricultural co-op. In Aomori Prefecture. This

is my third time to Minnesota.”
I wondered if this country woman might smell of farm animals, but I

detected nothing. Mama, your lavender is my favorite fragrance.
“It’s so hard knowing which souvenirs to bring back,” she said.

“Everyone in the village expects something.”
I closed my eyes, pretending to sleep. Souvenirs. What nice gift could

I bring back to Mama? Soon I really fell asleep. I often drift off like that
when Mama massages my neck.

After some time, the country lady tapped my hand.
“You’d better wake up, young miss. They are about to feed us.”
I pulled away. I did not intend to be unkind. But, the touch of her cal-

loused hand—so unlike Mama’s—sent a chill running across my shoulders.
“Sorry to have startled you when you were asleep,” she said.
While we were eating from little trays, the woman spoke to me again.
“Do you know a song called ‘The Minnesota Egg Girl?’”
I shook my head. Whatever was she talking about?
“This trip always makes me think of it. It’s a silly song. Teruko

Akatsuki made it popular right after the war. We used to sing it all the
time.”

I wondered if Mama knew that song. Minnesota is where my auntie
went with the American soldier. I could not remember my auntie’s face.

KoKoKoKo, Kokkeko. The old woman sang to herself.
The old woman treated me kindly. She told me when the meals came,

and she showed me where the bathroom was. I was afraid to flush the toi-
let. I suppose that was silly of me. I had been napping when she woke me
again.

“We are in America. In Minnesota.”
I trailed behind the Japanese ladies into the terminal. Once there, I

searched for a face that might be my auntie’s. But I saw no Japanese faces.
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I saw only tall, white people. Everyone seemed so stout. And their bulky,
plaid clothing was not at all chic.

My heart thumped in my empty chest. Where could my auntie be? I
did not know what to do.

I tried to show a man my auntie’s name on the piece of paper. He
shrugged. When I tried to show it to a woman, who I think was Grace
Kelly, she turned away. I just wanted to be home in our garden where but-
terflies land on my shoulder.

Then I saw the Aomori farm ladies marching off behind a guide with
a small flag—just like in Japan. So I followed along. I felt happy being
with these Japanese people, even if they were only country women. Out
we went. Brrr. I had forgotten it was winter in America.

Before I knew it, we climbed onto a bus. We stopped very soon. The
guide—not nearly as adorable as the flight attendant—spoke in broken
Japanese. It made my ears itch.

“We are now at the Mall of America, for those who want to pick up
orders or start shopping right away. The rest of you can stay on the bus
until the hotel. The bus will be back here in three hours.”

I did not know what to do. Then I saw the old lady from the airplane
rush out the door with some others. Clutching my Boston bag, I chased
after her. When I entered the huge building, she and her friends had
vanished.

I sat in a stall in the ladies’ room and wept large tears. When I could
not find the paper with my auntie’s name and phone number, everything
became more confused. I wept again. Mama, you would have been quite
unhappy with my lack of dignity.

I wandered about in the mall. Shop windows shone brightly on all
sides. Far above my head, glistening beams and glass, going every which
way, shut out the gray sky.

In the center of it all, there was an amusement park. It made me think
of the time Mama and I went to Yomiuri Playland. Children in little cars
spun about, a roller coaster rushed past, and a Ferris wheel went round
and round. I watched for a long time. It was pleasant to see, but in time
I became dizzy. I am, after all, a delicate person.

I searched for a noodle shop, but found none. Then I spied some
golden arches, just like the ones in Japan. I gulped down two hamburg-
ers and drank a Coca-Cola. I’m sorry, Mama.
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You’ve told me such places are unhealthy. But I was hungry, and it all
tasted rather delicious.

While I ate my food, I worried. Why had Mr. Yamada stopped bring-
ing the envelopes? Were we poor? How could we live without money? I
just got so mixed up. Mama says we all get mixed up at times and tells me
not to worry. What is important, Mama says, is to have a good heart.

I was certain people in the restaurant must be staring at me. They
likely did not know I was a good-hearted person. So I sat up quite straight
and looked about good-naturedly.

Sometimes I forget what I am thinking. So I think about something
else. Now I had a wonderful inspiration. It would be the best souvenir
ever. I would find a way to fetch Mama home from the hospital. I could
eat sweets and have her comb my hair. And we could go to movies again,
when the one I am in now ends.

I was in the place called Minnesota. Fargo must be close by.
I went outside the mall and stood by a sign with a little picture of a

taxi. The wind blew fiercely in Minnesota. In our garden in Tokyo there
are only gentle breezes. Mama calls them zephyrs, and in summer they
make the flowers nod ever so slightly. Here everything was whiteness. I
did not know cold could burn.

My limbs shook in the frigid air, but at long last a taxi stopped.
Without waiting for the door to swing out, as it would in Japan, I
opened it myself and slid into the back seat. The emperor surely would
chide me for being so unladylike.

When the driver laid his arm across the top of the seat and turned
toward me, a most disagreeable odor assaulted my nostrils. Was this what
people meant when they said foreigners smell of butter? It was a sour,
salty smell. Not at all buttery.

The driver spoke to me in English. I knew he desired to learn my
destination.

“Fahgo,” I said.
“Huh?”
“Fahgo,” I said more loudly.
“Fargo?” He shook his head.
Then I showed him the money Mr. Suzuki had given me at Narita

Airport.
He grinned. “Okay. Fargo.”
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The driver had not cleaned the smeared windows of his taxi. In Japan,
the drivers take pride in making their cabs shine.

The countryside rolled by; flat, cheerless, and dirty white. It seemed
such a lonely place. At times, the cab chattered over icy places in the road.
Yet, this all seemed quite natural. I remembered these scenes vividly from
the film.

The driver listened to the radio. He whistled. He smoked cigarettes.
When I coughed, he put the cigarettes away. As Mama always says, smok-
ing is a vile habit.

But I know she savored the aroma of Mr. Yamada’s pipe tobacco. Once
I saw her holding a packet he’d forgotten at our house to her nose. Her
eyes closed, her face showed a kind of happy contentment. I suppose that
was because of the sweet, woody smell. It was called “Old Hickory.” I can
remember things.

I faded into sleep. But I kept waking up because I was shivering. The
sun lingered low over the ground. The dark blue and orange sky shone so
brilliantly, I had to clamp my eyes shut. Snow-covered barns and cottages
had icicles hanging from them. I wondered who could live in such deso-
late places.

We finally halted before a motor hotel on the outskirts of a town.
“Fargo,” the driver said. I gave him six of the one hundred dollar bills.

He seemed quite pleased and drove off, waving to me as he went.
I entered the hotel and approached the clerk. He had a coarse face and

a large nose, like those of foreign barbarians one sees in screen paintings.
He peered down at me through eyeglasses taped together in the middle.

“I would like a room,” I said in English. I had rehearsed this over and
over in the cab. He looked at me suspiciously. Probably his hotel had not
catered to many foreign guests like myself.

It did not seem like a high-class establishment; tattered magazines I
would not want to touch on a little stand, a stained and worn carpet, a
sand-filled container littered with cigarette butts, and a smell; like that of
disinfectant in a public restroom.

When I placed a one hundred dollar bill on the counter, the clerk smiled,
snatched it up, and stuffed it in his pocket. He handed me a key fastened
to a piece of wood and gestured toward the stairs. Room 203. I wanted so
much to take a bath. But, first I needed some food. I felt ravenous.

Again I dined on hamburgers, this time at a restaurant across the street.
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The hamburgers seemed rather oily. Not only that. The cook handled
both food and money without washing his hands, and his grease-stained
apron cried out for laundering. It was all quite unattractive. Afterward,
my stomach complained.

Later, I sat on the bed in my room and wondered if anyone suspected
why I had come to this hotel. I had to be very cautious, so as not to attract
attention. I made certain the drapes were tightly drawn on the room’s
windows. Mama, you always say one can never be too careful.

The tub turned out to be very shallow. And I could not make the water
really hot. I like the water all the way to my neck and hot enough to make
my skin turn red. Mama and I can chat endlessly in the bath.

Very early in the morning, I unpacked my things and laid them out on
the bed. In the bathroom, I found a little bucket and placed it in my
empty Boston bag. I donned my sweater, coat, and boots, then wrapped
my muffler around my neck. It was the muffler Mama helped me knit.

I stole across the lobby. A television set flickered behind the reception
desk. But no one was about. As I went into the street, snowflakes, big as
blossoms, settled on my eyelids and melted on my cheeks. Boston bag in
hand, I walked away from the town.

The snow was quite deep, but I marched forward with determina-
tion—like an Imperial soldier on maneuvers. The road stretched forever
and ever into nothingness. The land seemed so wide, and I felt so tiny. I
missed you, Mama, and I became frightened. I sensed the fox and the bad-
ger lurked somewhere in the neighborhood. I did not remember this part
of the film.

The crusted snow pulled at my ankles. My Italian boots are quite styl-
ish, but they failed to keep my feet warm. My breath made little clouds
that chilled my face. I tried to think of you, Mama. I walked a very long
time. I do not know how long. At moments the world seemed topsy-
turvy, all white and gray. The wind blew so fiercely I could feel the
sound of it as it wailed and screamed at me. You know I am a good
counter, Mama. But I could not count the ice-glazed fence posts. Perhaps
they were too slippery. I kept having to start over. Then I saw a tired-
looking barn and a clump of bare-limbed trees. This had to be the place.
I slogged through the snow to the fence.

Ever since, I have been kneeling here in the snow and digging with my
bucket. It must have been for a long time. There are holes all about me.
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I have set the Boston bag aside. I will need it to carry the money back to
Tokyo.

Before, an intolerable coldness squatted over me like some malignant
goblin. Now the blustering wind has stopped, the flakes no longer swirl
‘round me, and a great stillness has sunk into the snow. Before, vaporous
white birds—maybe cranes or egrets—appeared and disappeared above
the fence. I think they wanted me to follow them. Now I cannot see
them, try as I might.

I am resting, and the cold seems less cruel. It has softened and covers
me like the folds of a robe. I should stand up and start digging again. But
my movements are ungainly. And I am so tired. I think I will kneel here
a few moments longer.

Mama, I’m sure you are nearby. Are you hiding in the whiteness? Stop teas-
ing and come out. Are you the post? Or the tree? Mama, please call me when
the bath is ready.

�
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The Queer
Michael Evans

Idon’t remember signing any sort of social contract that required me to
take part in elementary school. It must have been slipped in on the first

day of class, during handwriting practice. They gave us a series of docu-
ments so complex that they may as well been Latin to our toddler minds.
I imagine it must have begun as all legally-binding documents would:

Article I

01. Structure.

From September 14, 1990 to June 6, 1997, one (1) child (hereafter referred
to as “Michael”) enters into a social contract to be deprived from all (  )
possibilities of friendship (hereafter referred to as “enrollment at Chestnut
Hill Elementary School”). During Michael’s tenure at Chestnut Hill
Elementary school, Michael accepts the responsibility for:

(a) Behaving like a loud-mouthed brat who thought he (Michael)
owned the world. To these ends, Michael will:
1) Never shut his mouth.
2) Blindly dismiss his peers with or without provocation.
3) Have a mean, hypocritical attitude towards those on his rung of 

the social ladder (hereafter referred to as “the bottom”).

(b) Allowing himself to be treated as a running joke in all social rela-
tionships he (Michael) fostered with those under the age of twelve
(12). To these ends, Michael will:
1) Constantly be ambivalent about whether he is being ridiculed.
2) Be unable to come up with an equally snappy reply, even by

grade school standards.
3) Cry either way.
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(c) Refusing to participate in all non-required (see Article III.02.)
physical activities including but not limited to: baseball, soccer,
football, basketball, hockey, skating, tennis, badminton, squash,
horse polo, water polo, swimming, diving, cricket, tag, freeze tag,
four square, and “heads up, 7-up” (see fig 1.1).

(d) Receiving merely “Satisfactory” or “Not Satisfactory” in his
(Michael’s) citizenship grade (hereafter referred to as “worthless
bullshit”).

There I sat in my ridiculously tiny chair, a kindergartener, my childhood
signed away (and I hope I didn’t waste my black crayon on something like
that). Of all the bad luck, I got to play pariah for almost seven years.

Because of “problems” (I never quite figured out what was wrong with
me, or what my teachers and peers thought was wrong with me, but
everyone assured me it was something), I was sent to the school counselor
during the lunch and recess hour every Friday. The counselor was an
incredibly patient and smiley woman named Mrs. Boyse. Her name was
either pronounced like the capital of Idaho or wasn’t. I really should know
considering how many recesses I would while away in her office, capti-
vated by her poster of squiggly, peanut-shaped faces paired with various
emotions. I was also in love with having a real grown up to listen to me
and give me fun activities to do that all related to my favorite subject: me.
She would ask how I was feeling that day, and I would point to the chart
cheerfully and say, “Oh, today I suppose I’m a little ‘smug.’ And your-
self?” This may have lead to talking about why I felt that way, but my
mind was on the huge stock of Legos she had in her office. God, she even
had green ones! I didn’t even know they made green ones! While I tried
to find a way to use those creepy yellow blocks with the eyes painted on
them, I would spout whatever sounded think-y enough to satiate her,
often entirely removed from the questions she would ask. Her forehead
would crease as she would ask, “What do you think the other kids feel
that would make them be mean to you, Michael?” She tried desperately
to put things into perspective for me.

“I suppose people really, uh, ought to be nicer to each other and stuff.
They can be mean. So do you, uh, have any other posters?” I credit her with
my later interest in public speaking; this is where I first learned to bullshit.
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After a few months of hemming and hawing, Mrs. Boyse released me
back into the wild, harsh playground, a hopeless case. It was a transition
I was not ready for; fall had yielded in the meantime to a Michigan win-
ter, which never really has an identifiable pattern from year to year, but
always means misery. My visits to Mrs. Boyse had saved me from the ele-
ments and the tedium of playground law.

Somehow, I survived the daily, half-hour of recess. There were all these
metal contraptions with bars and tires welded on them that confused and
horrified me. All the equipment was useless to me: the jungle gym, the
other jungle gym, the balance beams, the broken tetherball pole, the iron
maiden. There were even parallel bars on the playground like we were
supposed to spontaneously arrange a gymnastics competition.

I usually vied against the girls for the swings. The swings let me
imagine that I could fly away from recess, maybe to home, sometimes
further. I imagined that wherever I went, there’d be beautiful rolling
hills and giant trees, which I would dart in and around. When I finally
got to my destination, I would lie down on the couch and take a long
rest, proud of my ability to fly away when common grade-schoolers had
failed.

Smear the Queer is essentially tag, only more ruthless. The goal is to hold
onto one of those generic red playground balls for as long as possible until
you’re tackled or you’ve thrown the ball up into the air. Then someone
else becomes the new queer. There is no score; there are no losers and no
winners. Just a lot of running and tackling.

Now, I don’t like running, and I’ve never been a fan of tackling either,
so what drew me into that game? It was a catchy little name to a fourth
grader, a Nipsy-Russell-esque rhyming couplet. The name, as I saw it, was
also delightfully self-explanatory. Here’s the queer. Smear him. I only
knew of ‘queer’ in the Victorian sense: strange, weird, the odd one out.
My classmates knew more than I did.

“Hey, Michael, are you gay?” asked Kyle back in second grade. He was
with Dane, so I knew there could only be trouble in answering this ques-
tion. I didn’t know how, but I knew it was a trap.

“Um, you mean happy?” Good, question the terms first. I was naïve,
but I wasn’t dumb.
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Already frustrated, Kyle lobbed the question “Are you gay?” at me
again.

It never occurred to me not to answer directly. What was to be gained
by ignoring someone? Only wrath, I thought. “Uh, if you’re using gay to
mean happy, then I guess I am.”

Kyle and Dane smiled, but managed to keep themselves from laugh-
ing. I was still confused. Dane went on: “So you’re a fag?”

A cigarette? (Yes, I actually knew the other definition of that first, too).
Call it an anomaly). What were they talking about? “What?”

“Fag,” he spat out, and then they moved on, giggling. My first concern
was finding a dictionary. All I knew was that I was insulted, and that
alone was enough to make a crybaby like me upset. Dane and Kyle sure
were acting awfully queer.

The first day of the game was wonderful. I never realized that physical
activity could be so invigorating during recess. For once, I wasn’t cold,
rocking back and forth on a ridiculous swing, the wind sapping me life-
less. Instead, I was living a Pinocchio dream; all this time I had wished I
could be a real boy, and now I was finally being treated that way. When
someone else had the ball, the rest of us moved as a whole to stop them.
And when I happened to have the ball, I got to be the center of attention
for the few seconds I got to hold it. There was no losing!

I didn’t even mind the undesirable elements. The running, the tack-
ling, or the people. Though apparently every boy was there, it didn’t seem
right to me that even Tommy got to play. Tommy was like me, though
you’d never have caught me saying that aloud in fourth grade. Tommy
liked computers, and if TV had taught us anything, it was that computer
nerds were the real social outcasts, and we treated him as such. I was one
of the worst to him. We had fought once on the big snow piles down by
the parking lot when only the other boys were watching, placing bets on
who would be the victor. Gaining the upper hand, I would push his face
into the snow. This gave me the time to mark the looks on everyone’s
faces. They never rooted for either of us; either of us being humiliated
would have been perfectly fine. It was a cock fight. I was a fucking cock.

Oops, am I judging myself too harshly? I’m getting ahead of myself, I
apologize.
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I told Mom all about the first day of Smear the Queer, how I finally felt
recognized. I told her all of the details about the game—the name of it
made her do a double take for some reason—how we played it and where.
She seemed worried about the game, that we were playing over such icy
ground. I said, “Mom, don’t worry about it, okay? I think I’m finally a
normal kid now.”

She replied, in a tone more serious than I had expected, “Michael. You
need to be careful out there, okay? I don’t trust those kids, and neither
should you.”

There Mom goes, foreshadowing my life again. She should really
become a fortuneteller, that one. She got all the foresight in the family,
and I got the hindsight.

The second day was just as the first had been, I’d thought. The only thing
different was that no one could hold onto the ball for very long at all.
There were no grand dodges and no excitement. It was hostile. I managed
my first tackle on D. J. Wilson, one of the Kings of Grade School. He was
indignant, of course. The look on his face said it was unimaginable that
someone like me would dare to touch him. It was a game, though, wasn’t
it? It was still fun. I got the ball again.

I was running. The ball was in my hands. Suddenly, like a candle, I was
put out. Arms grabbed me around my sides, then I was down. There was no
transition between that moment of contact and my head landing on the ice.

My ear began to bleed into the snow, and the pain was immediate, and inde-
scribable. It was my first real hurt, my most vulnerable time. When you’re hurt,
you become a blank slate, your thoughts and emotions are replaced with pain.

They asked some of the other kids later if I had lost consciousness when
my head hit the ground. I told them that I knew I hadn’t lost consciousness.
They insisted I couldn’t be certain of that, but I was. I remember the hot
tears that came to my face, I remember the weight that had pinned me down
come off of me, and I remember Dane saying, “You should have given up the
ball.”

The irony was not lost on me, even in fourth grade, that I was the queer
and that I had been smeared. Through the pain, which I was certain I was
going to die from, I had reached a kind of lucidity that was completely
unlike me.
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“He said, ‘you should have given up the ball.’” I explained to Mr.
Spencer, the teacher who had practically dragged me in, refusing to carry
me even though all I wanted to do was lie down and die. “That’s not
right. Do something about it, please. It’s wrong . . .”

I felt the self-pity tears coming again, the start of the throes of self-pity
that would last for two feverish days. I lay in my bed, Mom or Dad occa-
sionally by my side. “I’m sorry, Michael,” my mom would say. “I wish you
never had to go back to that school again.” When I wasn’t sad, I was
angry. For the first time, I plotted revenge. It was a silly, nebulous
revenge, physical torture rather than mental. I wanted to see Dane hurt,
to understand what his words meant and to have them burnt onto his
forehead. I couldn’t give up the ball. It was the nature of the game, as I
saw it, to hold onto the ball as long as possible. Fooled again.

Up until fourth grade, I never really understood that my place in life
was solidified. I was the victim, damn it. And as soon as everyone realized
what a wonderful person I was, when they reached that after-school spe-
cial epiphany, I’d be appreciated. The incident changed my perspective in
two ways. The first: I was imbued with a sense of self-consciousness, class-
consciousness. I understood my role for the first time as the spaz, the
femme, the prick, the conniver, the witch, the Pollyanna, and now the
broken mirror, all my many sides. The social contract was revealed to me,
and it was binding.

The second: suddenly, I could not forgive the little boy looking up ‘fag’
in the dictionary. After failing to find any entry for it, he looks up ‘gay.’
He finds the word. Definition one: happy, to wit. Definition two. I can’t
see exactly what it is, but the boy seems befuddled. I remember the train
of thought he had, though; I haven’t separated myself that much yet. He
thinks, well, I do love all my male friends, as few of them as there are.
Doesn’t he understand anything?

That boy will keep doing the same thing again and again, trying to
prove he’s right, because otherwise he’s wrong. He’ll keep fighting every
battle whether or not it’s worth fighting. He’ll get hurt and fight more,
and he’ll become stranger and his features will become even more twisted
and gnarled, and he’ll fight more, and he’ll keep losing, and when he sees
the mistakes he’s always made, he’ll be a bundle of extremes too queer
even for the queers. When they stop paying attention or when they stop
trying to fix him, he’ll be alone.
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My return to school was marked by no one, as I expected. Dane was
forced to apologize to me, and I was forced to forgive him. My teacher,
Mrs. Glawe thought she gave us resolution.

“Dane has been in counseling with Mrs. Boyse for the last few days,”
I was told. Oh, I’m sure he’s a changed person, I thought. She and her
magical Legos will make him understand sympathy. “You should have
given up the ball.”

Where do you go from there?

�
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Counterpoint
Caroline Du Pree Le Guin

If not you, who then? Who
would I have groped my way towards,
stumbled into, dumb and blind, who
would I have played my clumsy counterpoint against?

A musician, maybe, an Englishman with
fine-boned hands and straight
dark brows who
would always avoid eye-contact but
whose touch would hum
like vibrato in my belly. I would
worship him and on a concert tour of France he
would leave me
for a younger blond oboist, a severe
Scandinavian beauty who could cook
pork roast like his mother. I would
fall into black despair, rage,
nurse treacly hatred for years.

Or perhaps a bushy-haired
activist in faded corduroy, fearless
in bright conviction. I would
march with him to the world’s capitals, chanting
justice. I would become
angrier on the outside, visualize peace within, give up
my car, eat organic vegetables. I would
take in foster children and be nurturing
between protests. And he would be
accidentally shot
in Pakistan, building a school for
refugees, and I would
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never forgive myself
for not being good enough, for not
forgiving him for being
too good.

Or it might have been a college professor,
ten years my senior—a Romanticist who could
deconstruct Keats and bake rye bread
in a large house with heavy wood trim.
He would be proud of his dahlias,
possessive of me, understand me
too well.
Eventually, worn down
by an ego that kept me
perpetually tethered, an orbiting satellite,
my light a reflection of his
bright mind, I would
cut myself loose, drift off
into dark space.

But I found you.
And busily, each day, we compose
this imperfect union.
You do not read me poetry or
cook me cassoulet; my mind
goes blank when you explain
steering dampeners.
Your heart is often heavy, my patience thin.
Against your ragged, stumbling bass
I carve a shrill and querulous melody.
The left hand ignores
what the right hand plays until
suddenly fearful we rush together
and sing in this fierce unison.

�
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Rats with Wings
Jason Kaleko

We went to England on a vestigial family vacation, a trip
that might have been a good idea once, now aged and tired,
slipped quietly into the luggage under my mother’s eyes.

Outside Heathrow, my brother told me that pigeons can’t
walk without bobbing their heads, that their every movement
is limited by a strict connection of leg to neck. I playfully
disagreed: “They bob by choice.” He called me an idiot
and a cab pulled up.

On a grey bench in Trafalgar Square, we watched
pigeons and people move about in throngs, herding one
another with reproach. I strayed to climb the towering
statue of an imperial lion. Below, there were dozens,
all bobbing, circling, occasionally ducking down
to pick at worn concrete.

I left and returned with seed in hand, offered it eagerly
to one emaciated, fragile bird. It hobbled toward me,
and then, flapping its broken-umbrella wings crookedly,
its body rose with surreal elegance until bent claws
caught the edge of my thumb and it perched.
As it pecked furiously at ten pence worth
of surviving London, I spoke to it.

“You know why you’re a pigeon?”
“‘Cause you can’t even walk
without bobbing your head.”

It kept eating.
You know why you’re a person?
‘Cause you can’t even fly.

�
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Possibly Somnambulists
Jason Kaleko

I have adventures in mind
‘cause I’m playing the undercovers
agent tonight . . .

I’ll stalk dark streets,
pocketing all the lamppost light,
keeping underfoot

all my feats
and stumbling softly, I’ll put
danger in routine

and wear your worry
until it’s worn and falls off me.
Sometimes our rhymes

don’t match up perfectly.
In fact, when I bypass your window blinds
things might slant entirely:

We might be downshifting fast
off onramps, on offramps,
amping awfully our heart-
beat basslines and opening
eyes to blurred buildings
as we fling stolen moon-
light out the sunroof
and let the city
short-circuit
our dreams
alive.
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Take a breath
from my airbag, stop worrying
about the rest

that you’re not getting
sitting up in bed distressed.
You’re the coolest

upper this side of a down
pillow and I’ll keep you pressed
underneath

with my other donations
to maturity like lost hair and teeth.
We may be conversely tied

but if we play on words
enough, we can turn any downside
up and in slumberous strides
make it through
our dreams
alive.

�
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The Path
Sam Wilson

A flashlight comes in through my window, pauses on my dresser, then
crawls up the bedspread to my face. Even though my eyes are closed,

I know it is on my face. I can feel it. I am doing my best to appear asleep,
but I think the person with the flashlight knows I am awake, because he
leaves the light on my face for so long. My nose itches. I concentrate on
not twitching.

After a while, the light leaves my room. I listen for the sound of
crunching gravel on the path outside. I look for a breath mark on my win-
dow. There is nothing, but I know I am not dreaming. I get out of bed
and go to the window. Outside, nothing is unusual. I try to relax.

I am back in bed, watching the window, when I hear the floor outside
my bedroom creak. Someone is in the hall. The floor creaks when you
step on it, which has been invaluable in detecting parents.

The floor creaks again. My door starts to creep open, and the hand
with the flashlight comes in. Another hand follows, a hand covered by a
sock and holding a knife. I recognize the knife; it came from our kitchen.
The man’s face is uncovered. He has a thin greasy beard, dirty yellow hair,
and sunken cheeks. He is looking at my dresser when I begin to scream.

“Shut up!” he hisses. “Shut up!”
He runs at me, crawls onto the bed, reaching. He looks scared, his eye-

lids peeled back. I think maybe he means to cover my mouth with his
hand but when we struggle his knife cuts the top of my head. Suddenly,
I can’t see and the man is clamoring off of me. I scream and kick and
everything becomes wet.

My parents rush in and turn on the lights, my mom goes into hyster-
ics. There is blood on the sheets. My dad calls the paramedics who take
me to the hospital to get sixteen stitches and give a police report. They
send a bald policeman in a white jacket who draws a picture of the man
based on my descriptions. At first all I can remember are the eyes, but
gradually I remember the rest. The greasy beard, the sunken cheeks, the
sock, the yellow hair that looked like it hadn’t been washed in a week.
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The bald man draws the picture which is put on file. The case is never
solved. Six years later I am a legal adult. I get a photocopy of the drawing
from the precinct where the unsolved records are stored. I move to col-
lege and pin the drawing to the corkboard above my desk.

When I should be studying, I study the picture. When I walk around
my apartment, he studies me. We share a secret. People ask me who he is.
A portrait of my brother, I say. My dad when he was a kid. A drawing I
did in school. Nobody.

When I graduate four years later, the picture has moved with me three
times. I have put him in a frame after he began showing fingerprints and
wear. It felt weird to consider other people touching him. It felt weird that
the man in the picture would have aged ten years.

I challenge friends who can draw to age the man on paper. Secretly, I
keep all these drawings. I take them out when no one is looking and arrange
them in rows in front of me, staring at all the possibilities. It is strangely
comforting to see that this man could have turned out so many ways.

A decade later, I am married and pregnant. We are clearing out our
junk room to make a bedroom for the unborn child we call Jack. I find
the drawings in my old desk. I sit on the edge of my bed and study each
page. I cry. I don’t know why. I feel like I miss this man, or I miss myself
as I was when he knew me, which was never.

At thirty-four I feel too old to have a child. I feel, at times, like a water
balloon. Everybody knows something that I don’t know. I get out of
breath when I walk up hills. People tell me things—when you are preg-
nant the world wants to give you advice. I tell them my body is filled with
syrup.

When my water breaks we are at home, watching TV. We are reason-
ably calm, a suitcase has been packed. Gary drives. Jack is born healthy
and proves to be an independent child. He is precocious, if a bit disre-
spectful, and seems more socially adept than his parents. Gary and I dis-
cuss a second child for many years, but at some point the opportunity has
been passed without us having to acknowledge it, and neither of us speak
of it again.

Jack is accepted to a college in Chicago and leaves in the early summer
to find a job. We help him, but for the most part he supports himself and
we gradually lose touch. We call and talk from time to time, and see each
other on holidays, but we are no longer a daily aspect in each others lives.
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I am only fifty-seven years old when my hair begins to thin. It makes
me more aware of the scar on my scalp, but I don’t think other people
notice. The scar is pale and thin like thread. I can’t even see the stitch
marks that tied one side of the wound to the other.

The man has assumed, in my mind, an ominous importance. There are
things that happened, people I have known, lovers, jobs, homes that I
cannot remember anymore. But the one man, one night, one minute in
my room is burned into my brain. I feel unsafe.

Gary teases me about it; I let him. I realize the man should be less
important to me and I do what I can to keep him away. I stay busy. I exer-
cise. But after a while I believe he is appearing in my dreams.

When I wake up in the morning, I keep my eyes closed and try to
make sense of each dream before it gets away from me. I can’t remember
these dreams, but I recognize the feelings they leave behind. There is anx-
iousness and possibility, and sometimes a thing that feels like freshness.

I begin to have problems falling asleep. The doctor gives me a muscle
relaxant and sleeping pills that make me almost comatose. I put them in
the medicine cabinet with the rest. On Jack’s suggestion, I go to an
acupuncturist who sticks needles near my kidneys and gives me a bag full
of foul-smelling Chinese herbs to make tea. I drink the tea as recom-
mended, twice daily, for three days. On the third night I have the dream.

The flashlight pokes through my bedroom door. My legs beneath the
covers are thin and smooth. My chest is as flat as a young boy’s. I pull the
blankets toward my chin. The man enters and stares directly at me. He
says my name and reaches towards me. His hand is covered in a sock and
in the dream I know it is to keep his dirty nails from touching me. I am
pristine, an ivory carving. He wants to touch me before I become tainted.

I wake and can’t catch my breath. Gary is worried. I don’t want to talk.
I want to keep the feeling that the dream has left behind. There is a fresh-
ness. My skin, smooth.

The feeling fades quickly and only the memory of the dream remains.
I need to shower. I wash every inch of my body with a rag. For many years
I have avoided touching my toes. I don’t know why. I wash them with the
rag, but even in the shower I don’t touch them with my fingers.

I let the water hit my face. I think of water as time washing over me. I
resist it, I push my face closer to the faucet. The water chokes me. I do
not dream again.
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Gary and I retire soon after, when we are both sixty-five, and it takes
the next few years to figure out how to fill the time. We begin taking trips.
In each part of the world I am amazed how much people can look the
same. I find people that look like other people in the least likely of places,
but never people that look like the man in my room.

We get tired of being on the road. I always imagined gardening
through my retirement, growing strawberries and irises in our backyard.
But my knees and back can’t take all the bending, and I begin spending
more time inside.

I read magazines and start baking more. I’ve always enjoyed baking,
but now there is only Gary and me, and it makes no sense to bake very
much. I do it anyway, and think there is something poetic in spending so
much time on something that will go to waste.

On Sundays, I bake desserts. They last through the week and on
Sundays I bake again. Saturdays I bury the leftovers in the compost heap.
Gary, meanwhile, watches TV. He stops reading, he follows sports. I have
never known him to be a betting man, but now he tracks the statistics of
every team, every player, every game. Sometimes he goes to games at the
high school where Jack graduated twenty years earlier. The students call
him Sir and walk quickly around him.

The value of our house has climbed steadily for almost forty years. We
decide to sell and move into a smaller condo, living off of the equity. Who
knows? we say. We might live another thirty years. We might need the
money.

A year later, Gary passes from colon cancer. We know for three months
what will happen before it happens. Shorter than many, perhaps longer
than most. We spend the time remembering things we had done, people
we had known, places we had been together. Later, the condo doesn’t feel
like my own.

I begin visiting the house we sold, at first just driving by, then some-
times stopping to eat lunch in the parked car or read a book across the
street. I feel safe in the places I have been before.

The house where I grew up is still standing—it is less than an hour
across town. I don’t know why I begin going there. I have not been for
many years. But one day at noon, I am standing in front of the house.

Many things have changed. Neighboring houses have been remodeled,
razed, erected. Trees and shrubs have been replaced. The color of my
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house has changed and the cracking wood of its eaves are filled with what
looks like moss. But it feels good to be there. It feels like visiting a
younger version of myself.

I am surprised to find that although I can’t tell you what I ate for
breakfast, I can remember clearly the things that happened in this house
fifty and sixty years ago. It strikes me that the memories themselves, alive
somehow inside of me, are fifty and sixty years old. I wonder how the
memories have aged. I wonder if the memories have become part of me,
like my blood, or are something passing through me.

I stay at the house for an hour, occasionally more, visiting the old
memories, then go back to the new condo on the other side of town.

I am driven by patterns. Tuesdays I visit my old house. Tuesday after-
noons at first, but the afternoons stretch longer and one day I see my
house at dusk. The sun goes down, the shadows lengthen. In the dark, it
is hard to see how weathered the house has become. It looks as though lit-
tle time has passed at all.

I decide I would like to touch the house. I don’t want to leave finger-
prints, and it seems obvious, poetic even, that I should cover my hand
with my sock before I touch the house. I take the sock off my left foot.
My toes have been in it; it is not a place for my hand. It is with great will
that I insert my hand into the place where my toes have been. There is a
feeling of triumph. When I get out of the car my legs feel ten years
younger. There is a flashlight in the trunk.

The window that I should touch is on the left side of the house. I
remember this. I remember. I walk beside the house, along the corridor
where my mother once grew peonies and irises. As I walk along the side
of the house I imagine what’s inside. I pass the part of the hallway in front
of my old room, and in my mind I hear a creak I haven’t heard in fifty
years.

I reach my window. I do not remember it being so high, but I can still
peek in. I shine the flashlight on the wall of my old room, across a new
dresser in a new place, across new paintings, new fixtures. The bed is in a
new place. I point the light and see a man’s gnarled feet extending beyond
the covers at the base of the bed. The toenails are filled with black soot.

I move the light over his bony knees, a small, rounded belly, the sharp
bumps that must be his elbows, and before the light reaches his face my
breath fogs the window. I wipe it with my sock and find a man staring at
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me. It is the man from many years ago, the man with the knife. His skin
hangs like old drapes and he is watching me. He has been waiting. He has
never slept.

I wipe the window again as he climbs out of bed. There is a clutching
at my chest and suddenly I have no strength. I have no strength to
breathe. I can’t expand my chest. The man walks toward the window as I
fall to the gravel path and stare upward. There are stars next to my house.
I hear my name.

He is there, in the window, where he has always been, watching. My
bare hand is in my mother’s gravel path. It is a Tuesday, I think, a cold
Tuesday in November. I grab a fistful of pebbles and squeeze them as tight
and as long as I am able, and as my hand relaxes, the pebbles stick, reluc-
tant to leave the warmth of my skin.

�
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Psych 101, Revisited
Curtis Smith

I didn’t usually claim my three-year-old from his twice-weekly preschool
sessions, but my wife had chipped a tooth, and both this week and

next, I was to pick up our boy while she sat white-knuckled in the den-
tist’s peculiarly angled chair. A warm spell, early March, and the first curi-
ous shoots of lilies and daffodils had poked their green nubs into
winter-brown flower beds. I’d snuck in a short, up-tempo run after work,
and when I spotted the children on the school’s fenced-in playground, I
was relieved I wouldn’t have to wait in the narrow hallway outside his
classroom and subject the other parents to my stink.

The play area sat atop a tiny hill. A number of parents had already
arrived, and as was custom, one of the aides guarded the exit, calling for
the children one at a time, the gate squeaking open and shut as she bid
each child goodbye. Behind her, a boy emerged from a plastic-tube tun-
nel, his hair puffed in a staticy display. Two girls peeked out the win-
dows of a princess’s castle. And in the nearest corner, I spotted my son’s
yellow and blue coat. I smiled at the sight of him, the unruly mop of his
fine blond hair, the jacket he insisted on unzipping the moment it was
put on, but as I neared, an unwelcome scene came into focus—my boy
roughly yanking a classmate from a little plastic car. The other boy
cried, but his shrieks were muffled by the twisted coat my son had
pulled over his head. With a final huff, my son extracted him, and the
other boy’s rear end landed with a soft thud on the playground’s wood-
chip surface.

My first inclination was to reach over the fence and snag my own fist-
ful of coat, but his teacher was standing nearby, gently addressing both
boys, so I swallowed my mortification while trying to avoid the gazes of
the other parents. Kneeling to his level, the teacher offered my son
another car. She swung the door open, and my boy took the bait, push-
ing off and abandoning the scene of his transgression, his victim still sob-
bing, his coat and hair dotted with woodchips. I smiled apologetically as
the aide handed him out to his mother.
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Ever since being exposed to the nature versus nurture debate in fresh-
man psych, I’d been a regular Henry Higgins, an ardent believer in the
tabula rosa, that personality is merely human clay shaped by experiences
and environment. Yet here was my child—a boy whose TV viewing had
been carefully monitored, who’d fallen asleep to classical music every
night since coming home from the hospital, who’d only heard my
tweaked Goldilocks story, one that ended with the three bears exchang-
ing hugs with the poor lost girl they’d helped out of the woods—assum-
ing the role of playground bully.

Only two children remained in the fenced-in area when my turn came
at the gate. I asked my boy’s teacher about his day’s behavior. They’ve all
been a bit rambunctious, she said, offering an exhausted sigh. It’s probably
the weather. On the ride home, I twisted the rearview and delivered my
familiar speech about pushing and grabbing and sharing, and in his most
distant voice, my son echoed the answers we’d trained him to give—shar-
ing is good, grabbing and pushing are bad. I offered a new twist, the try-
ing to imagine what it would be like to be the boy pulled roughly out of
a car, but my son just stared blankly out at the window’s sun-flickering
scene.

�

Before becoming a father, I’d envisioned a child’s milestones differently. I
thought of birthdays, heights notched on a kitchen doorway. I pictured
first steps, first words . . . and true, such events are noteworthy, but they’re
also expected, and what’s touched me most have been the surprises, the
unexpected gems that have arisen organically from the chaos of his days.

The frustrated artist in me has striven to provide my son with an ade-
quate supply of paper and writing implements. We’ve no doubt con-
sumed a half dozen artist’s pads, broken most of our first box of crayons,
dried out a few sets of markers, their caps lost in the nooks of our house,
buried beneath couch cushions or planted in the dirt of our houseplants.
Our boy is the proud creator of finger-paintings mucked into gray tem-
pests; other paintings brushed on so thick the pages have dried in rippled
waves; crayon-scribbled masterpieces where his only objective seemed to
be the elimination of every last patch of white.

Yet suddenly, our boy began drawing circles, and one evening not long
afterward, he started filling them in, shaky eyes dotted more or less in the
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center, oval mouths and triangular noses that resembled a jack-o-lantern’s
cutout features. Hooray, we said, encouraging each piece. We pointed to
the faces, asked questions. Were his people happy? Sad? Our boy just
smiled, and crayon in hand, assaulted his own creations, his frenetic scrib-
bles submerging them beneath a colored sea.

�

Flashback again to freshman psych, and I now understand Freud may
have been a crackpot with more issues than his patients, but I have no
doubt he was right about one thing—the smooth functioning of civiliza-
tion depends on suppressing our true expressions of anger and desire,
despair and lust. Each day we don our stage smiles, chant our mantras,
and embark on the display of decorum that is the modern suit of armor.
This second skin is confining and clunky and awkward, but its outward
engagement with our overly mannered society (do you seriously want to
know how your coworkers are doing when you greet them each morn-
ing?) allows us to shelter our vulnerabilities and peculiarities and filthy lit-
tle fantasies beneath a protective, light-eclipsing layer.

We understand our armor isn’t stronger than the forces it guards
against. There will always be the blows that send us reeling, the late night
phone calls and the positive lab results, the tornados and floods and other
acts of God, and while these traumas may take us off guard, we’re still—
at one level or another—braced for them. We know accidents will hap-
pen; we recognize the frail, frail nature of flesh; we’ve long since accepted
that we are owed nothing by the world. We watch the nightly news, read
the newspaper’s horrific stories, and we’ve surrendered to the fact that
someday, whether as a result of violent outside forces or a cellular mutiny
within, the delicate neuron-fire encased in our skulls will short circuit and
we will fall into the humbling darkness that awaits us all. Until that
moment, we wait, braced and ready beneath our suits of armor.

Yet nothing can protect us from the upheavals that originate in the
uncharted regions of our hearts, and it’s here, in ambushed moments of
clarity and honesty, my guard down and my armor rendered useless that I
sometimes discover myself reduced to tears. I have grown misty gazing out
the windows of a train while thinking of the thousands of anonymous lives
throttling past. I became choked up at the Met standing before a vibrantly
immense Rothko and another time while sitting alone in my living room
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and listening to “Moonlight Sonata” on my headphones. How fragile I felt
in those moments, and the fact that these emotions arose from within,
rogue waves which I could no more explain than resist, made me feel
absolutely brittle, as if I could have crumbled before my next breath.

These urgings and mystery tears, while no more frequent, have at
least achieved a focus in the activities of my son, finding me in much the
same way his unexpected milestones do. I feel it when he sits by my side,
his fingers intently twining mine as we read a picture book we’ve read a
hundred times before; feel it when I wake to discover him nestled
between my wife and me, a night invasion I recall with the misty uncer-
tainty of dreams. There is no single word, no daisy chain of descriptors
to paint the colors in my soul at these moments, and I believe it is this
stunted vocabulary, this inability to categorize and explain, that I find so
overwhelming.

�

My wife and son and I stretched out across his bedroom floor and read
our stack of the night’s post-snack, wind-down books. He pointed to one
of the pages. “There’s the happy dog, and there’s the sad dog.”

Show us your happy face, we asked, and he broke into a toothy smile.
And now your sad face, and after a bit of mental redirecting, he complied,
complete with cartoonish whimpering and a rubbing of his squinted eyes.
The three of us experimented with anger, thoughtfulness and surprise.
Last was disappointment, and our son toiled over his frown, his pouting
lower lip jutting in and out.

As we laughed at his face-contorting antics, I was struck by the notion
that what he was really doing was trying on the many masks he would
need in this life, attempting to understand the uniquely human gifts that
so consumed Freud and Erikson and Piaget.

�

A fellow teacher poked her head in my door as I was starting class, and
when I joined her outside, I heard the angry voices. We hurry-stepped
down the nearly deserted hallway until we arrived at the spot where two
teenage boys had squared off.

I pushed my way through the blood-lusting knot of onlookers, and
drawing a high-diver’s breath, I stepped between the two young men with
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puffed chests and defiant, jutted chins. There was nothing heroic about
my actions for I was little more than a barrier, a tie-wearing authority fig-
ure, a deliverer of even-toned appeals to cool heads, my words careful not
to insult already ruffled egos. Two or three times a year, I find myself sep-
arating hallway brawlers; multiply that by twenty-three seasons in educa-
tion and I’ve gathered enough first-hand experience to formulate my own
stratagem—I speak softly yet forcefully, my gaze fixed on the chest’s cen-
ter of gravity, the telling pendulum-weight of balled fists. But at that tense
moment, I couldn’t divert my attention from the boys’ faces—one hushed
and scowling and simmering with a cool malevolence, the other feral-eyed
and flushed pink. Here, I thought, were two more expressions waiting to
be mastered by my son.

�

Later that day, I pulled into the preschool lot. The waiting parents made
small talk in a hallway whose walls were divided into distinct eye-level lay-
ers—the children’s world of bright colors and clumsy crafts below, and
above, reminders to the adults, sign up sheets for classroom projects,
requests for field trip chaperones, the bake sale, and silent auction
fundraisers. I said hello to the mother of the boy my son had rough-
housed the other day, and we chatted about the recent cold snap and the
unpredictability of spring, laughed a bit at the door-window glimpses of
our boys fumbling through the steps of their teacher’s spunky hokey
pokey.

The song ended, and then it was time for coats to be donned and back-
packs zipped. Again, there was the one-at-a-time exiting production, and
even a sarcastic pessimist like me couldn’t resist the game’s element of
innocent anticipation. Here comes Mattie . . . and Andrew . . . and Kate,
and then . . . my son, who barreled right past me, his arm already tugging
its way out of his coat sleeve, his backpack dragging over the carpet. I
scooped him up, and his teacher tussled his hair and offered a smile, and
how wonderful, this wordless shorthand that let me know today was a
better day.

In the parking lot, my boy slipped his hand into mine. On the ride
home, I tried again to engage him, but he had settled into his post-frenzy
lull, his eyes blank, his mouth slack. There were books and books filled
with theories on how we become the people we are, and who knew what
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forces and images and uniquely personal myths were taking form in my
son’s head at that very moment? Traffic snarled, and caught in the put-
tering stop-and-go, I reached back and squeezed my son’s knee, doing my
best to fill this shared, silent moment with something good.

�
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In Apartments
Laura Madeline Wiseman

I’d listen to the awkward moments
the incidents never shared with strangers
but there I was strange, as a man

punished his wife by the metal box
of a phone, the coiling mouth piece skittering.
I never knew how many inches of

my ceiling/their floor there was
but I imagined it was no thicker than plastic wrap.
Her face pressing down into the floor

her mouth open endlessly, how each strike
shook her there on the ceiling.
You might think I never called the cops

or took the broom handle and jammed it up
where I knew she stood, knees wide
a sweat butterflying the folds of chest

or left hotline numbers in the laundry room.
But all that still didn’t save me
I couldn’t unhear, I couldn’t unknow

how close I’d come to yanking her through
of my hands on her face
of seeing the mouth slacken and close.

�
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The Lake
Richard Mills

In the middle of the afternoon—no, it’s toward the end, just at the point
where you should begin saying ‘evening’ but it’s still warm and it’s still

light—my uncle very nearly kills them.
He’s drunk and unsteady, pouring more wine for the doctor and his

wife. The two of them have been sitting on lawn chairs for two hours
waiting for food, looking around to see if anything is going to be done, if
there’s a possibility of it happening. But there’s no sign that dinner will be
coming any time soon.

In any case, as my uncle tries to walk into the cabin to fill up their
glasses again, he hits his shoulder hard on the doorway, giving lie to my
aunt’s claim that yes, yes, he can drink all day, alright, but he never shows
it—he’s been at it since first thing this morning and it’s more than evident
now—but she’s in the kitchen as drunk as he is and she can no longer be
quite sure of what’s happening around her. Still, she surfaces for a bit and,
as he’s pouring the wine into the doctor’s glass (one of the big tumblers
that we use at the lake because expensive things are broken if they hit the
floor, as they sometimes do), she suddenly reaches out and knocks it out
of his hand, shouting my god, my god it’s bleach that he’s almost given
the guests.

“Bleach! God almighty, Sam,” she says, laughing and watching it run-
ning down his arm and onto his shirt. “My god! Not this one,” she says,
both of her hands up covering her mouth—pressing them against her red
cheeks. “Not this one,” she says, holding up the bottle that’s been left on
the counter and shaking it at him. “Not this!” she says.

She keeps an old wine bottle on one of the shelves for those occasions
that she gets around to doing washing in the little tub of a machine that’s
outside the back door. It’s this that my uncle has taken hold of, using it
to fill the glasses to the brim. Convulsing with laughter, the two of them
have to hold each other up, absolutely paralysed by it—and then the doc-
tor and his wife outside join in a bit awkwardly when they hear the story,
when they finally make out what my aunt is saying.
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“We’re trying to do you in,” my uncle shouts through the open screen
door to the wooden deck outside. “Trying to do in the doctor! Do in the
doctor!” The doctor is from Edinburgh (which is close enough to Irish for
him to be invited out here to the lake for dinner with us) and he says that
it’s not like him to drink, and not this early, and he says now now he
wouldn’t know the difference if he did have the Clorox.

His wife is beside him. They met in Edmonton when she arrived to
work in the cancer ward that he used to run. (The dust of Manila hardly
off her skirt and feet, she says to my aunt, and there she was a married
woman!) There’s some story about him having had to leave the city and
move his practice out here, some irregularities or indiscretions that my
mother whispered about but I can’t remember. All I know is that we’re not
to mention his arriving in so small a place as this—nor are we to ask ques-
tions.

Hearing them laughing behind me, I run to the top of the flight of
stairs that leads down to the lake and stand looking out.

�

Later, I’m kneeling in the kitchen and, staring up, the only thing I can see
is the vein in my uncle’s forehead, large and purple along his temple. I’ve
been seconded to help him fix the stove so my aunt can boil water for the
corn that she’s finally found in the bottom of the refrigerator.

He’s pulled the oven away from the wall and the door is propped open
and I’m to stick my head in. My hands are small enough, he says, fumbling
behind it with the canister of gas and the matches. He has great trouble
focusing on it, on me. The pilot light won’t come on and I’m supposed to
be holding down a button with the tip of a spoon, leaning inside the oven
while he dials something or cleans something else or tries to get the ciga-
rette lighter that he’s using to stay lit. He burns his fingers and shouts at
me because damn-me it’s taking too long, and no son of his would be so
useless—though all three of them have refused to answer when he shouted
at them from the top of the steps, refused to come up to help.

The metal cuts into my fingers, and I drop the spoon when the gas
finally, quietly explodes, and we leave the stove sitting in the middle of
the linoleum floor.

But he’s already away again. He’s gone—and well into it, my mother
would say if she were here. “Have another. Have another!” he says, dancing
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out on the deck. The bottle of bleach is back in his hand, and he’s ready to
offer it round, pantomiming and laughing uproariously at what could’ve
happened. Raucously. “They’d find us all in the morning.”

“Murder suicide, Sam! These crazy Irish, eh Scotty!” my aunt laughs.
“Eh?”

My cousins are down on the pier—there isn’t a beach, you have to go
to the boat launch on the far end of the lake for a proper shore. At the
public site, there’s a rocky, sandy stretch, and green-painted washrooms,
and campsites put up by the Provincial Parks Board. Though I’ve never
seen anyone use them, there are dirty barbecue grills standing upright or
tilted sideways where teenagers from town have gotten drunk and fought
each other and pushed them over. And on the rocky shore, you can always
kick at the perch with bloated stomachs that have washed up on the peb-
bles, or see the rings of ash left behind by the bonfires. But all that is at
the government campsite, three-quarters of a mile away, a long trek
through the trees and the stubbly open field that runs along the road.

Here, at the cabin, there are steps that come down to the water and no
soft shoreline. The bluff rises straight out of the lake, a hundred feet up,
and we’re at the top of it, looking all the way across to the far side—a
quarter of a mile away.

When you sit halfway down the long flight of wooden stairs, you can
see the roots of trees that are exposed, trailing down the cliff, and there’s
mossy bark and the tangle of weeds along the edge of the water. As you
climb down the steps, the handrail comes away in your hands, at the
points where the rusty nails have worked their way out through the rot-
ting wood, and for one long, frightening moment sometimes there’s noth-
ing to hang on to.

My cousins are in the sun on the pier. Other than my brother Michael,
they’re the only family that I know. I go to school with people who have
nephews and uncles and second-cousins and sometimes they don’t know
everyone in town they’re related to, he’s someone, I don’t know, he’s someone
from my mother’s family. On my father’s side. But I have only these three,
and it’s a pity that we don’t like each other more. It would stand us all in
good stead, I think, and it would help us unite our front.

David and Stephen, who are younger than me, are lying on their stom-
achs and looking into the water. Joseph is fifteen, and he’s getting into the
rowboat now and heading toward the low patch of yellow water lilies that
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lie at the very centre of the lake. He’s still angry with me from this morn-
ing when I wanted to go fishing with him, so I sit on one of the rubber
half tires that are tied along the side of the pier to cushion the boat as it
docks. Joe pushes off with the oar, slapping it on the water. The wet smell
of fish comes in on the wind from the lake. When you lie low, the wind
doesn’t rub at you and you can almost be warm.

Squirrels are running across the uneven flagstones in front of the cabin,
making noise in the tree above the doctor and his wife. She wants to feed
one, and she’s holding out a handful of nuts that she’s scooped out of the
saucer beside her drink.

“You want to be careful of those,” my aunt says, talking directly to the
woman for the first time in the afternoon. “Don’t you have those back
home?” Don’t you know any better? is what she means. And the woman
shakes her head and quickly draws in her hand, startling the squirrels as
they run along the roots that come above ground and rise like thick ropes
across the path.

�

My aunt packs jigsaw puzzles and books into the back of the station
wagon and comes out here on the Victoria Day long weekend every year.
She stays the whole summer until Labour Day, only going into town to
pick up the mail at the end of every week or to do more shopping and
buy another bottle of whiskey or two. My uncle arrives on weekends, and
every summer he picks some project to work at in fits and starts. Last year
it was the rabbit hutch that sits swinging open and piled with empty beer
bottles now, and this year it’s repainting the second-hand rowboat that he
bought from the people in the cabin next to us. (You can just see the peak
of their roof through the trees.) There’s silver and brown and gold paint
on his hands and on the flat cap he wears. He’s at it every weekend. All
summer, he stumbles as he carries it down the stairs to the lake and puts
it in the water, carrying it up again the next weekend and painting it over
again. The wooden grill lies across the bottom, and under it there are gills
and bits of guts and pieces of bacon that Joe used for bait this morning.
It all smells like warm, fishy water.

I heard Joe get up at six when it was still cold, and I stood for a while
at the outside screen door to see if he’d ask me to come with him. In a
thermos, he had hot chocolate that my aunt made last night, and he was
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back at the cabin by nine when the rest of them were still just thinking
about getting up. He brought in a pike with a fishing line strung through
its open mouth—a strong, bony lunch for anyone who wanted it, though
it ends up being thrown out with the jackfish he caught last night. You
can see the stinking pile of them on the compost heap that my aunt tried
to start last summer.

The walls of the cabin are made from telephone poles that have been
chopped into pieces and set unevenly into a clumsy mortar of grey
cement. Each piece is six or seven inches long and quartered like kindling.
There’s dust in the cracks and, inside and outside, spiders run across the
uneven ends of the wood that come out of the wall.

Through most of the long afternoon, bluebottle flies hit against the
inside of the window glass without hurting themselves much, and then
they circle around trying to find where the breeze is coming in from. On
the coffee table Stephen and David have put the horsehair that they
found in the lake yesterday. They carried it up to the cabin in a bottle and
poured the water into one of the pans from the kitchen, reaching in and
tying it into knots a dozen times and watching it untie itself. But it seems
to have died overnight—I’m prodding it, but it won’t move and now it
looks like a real horse hair floating on the top. And the minnows that they
caught with the fishing net are darting about in groups, hitting the side
of the empty wine jug that David filled with lake water.

I’m here for the summer while my parents are away. I’m told not to
answer the phone when it rings—even if it’s for us (one long and one
short on the party line.) But if I do pick it up—I am prepared for all even-
tualities—if I do pick it up and someone asks for my father, I’m not to tell
where he is. Neither he nor my mother. I’m not supposed to let on. Do
you understand? Not. A. Word. (I don’t know, in any case.) Something
with taxes, and my aunt says, “Until this blows over.”

�

By seven in the evening, the sun has come through the trees and my
cousins, who have climbed into the water for a swim (the water is warmer
than it’s been all day), are sitting back on the dock and huddling in the tow-
els, their hair plastered to their scalps, their arms rickety and brown.
Stephen has juvenile arthritis and a woman who does the books for my
uncle’s store says that it’s from swimming in cold water, that’s what’s brought
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it on, that’s what’s done it!, though my aunt tells me that’s only the sort of
thing that ignorant people say to hurt you. Still, she stands at the top of the
bank now and then and shouts down fifty feet to us at the bottom, “Out
of the water!” But Stephen has escaped, long gone, too far out, out past the
loons’ nest and the water grass in the shallow reaches of the lake.

We’re still waiting for dinner. My aunt has finished all the beer that’s
been sitting in the tub of ice, and she laughs and says to the doctor’s wife
that she just doesn’t have the energy to get the food. “Isn’t it awful!” she
says. “Isn’t it god-awful! But you’re not pushed, are you? You’re not on any
timetable?”

She doesn’t say that for most of the morning she was with the Guilder-
mans, who have the cabin beside us. I was floating next to the dock in
inner tubes while Mrs. Guilderman and my aunt drank tumblers of rye
and ginger ale and talked, sitting in deck chairs at the end of their pier,
until she saw how late it was and said that, bloody hell, there isn’t enough
time to make anything now and the doctor and his wife will be on their
way by now and they’ll just have to take potluck. Running back home
through the trees with her arms rigidly at her side, and I watched the back
of her and I pushed off from the dock and floated across the water, lis-
tening to the fish as they come up to the surface around me to catch water
spiders and flies that swam too close.

I’m eating potato chips that my uncle brought out from town in the
cooler, packed with the steaks and the hamburger and the hot dogs and
bottles of beer. Crushed to pieces—he’s put them at the bottom—under-
neath the heavy icepack. I’m running to the field at the bottom of the
road with a bag of cookies in my hands and a bottle of pop that was cold
when I picked it up at the house, but that’s warm and fizzy now.

Looking at the barbecue, my uncle says that it’s going to be a long time
before the coals are ready. He says, “Can I get you another drink, Scotty,”
and the doctor’s wife hits her glass with her foot and the wine runs across
the wooden platform and onto the dirt underneath. She laughs, pulling
the side of her skirt down where it’s ridden up her leg. David and Stephen
are running through the stand of trees that separates the houses. (I’m
afraid to go out there when it’s dark, eleven-thirty or midnight.)

As the evening grows cooler, more insects fly up, leaving the grass in
droves and clouds. There are always droning black flies that come out of
the trees in the late afternoon and dragonflies that hover over the lake and
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hide in patches of bush, but now the mosquitoes are starting, and David
lights the coil that’s going to smoulder all night, and he leaves it beside
the front door of the cabin beside the doctor’s wife. The smell of burning
comes across to us. He lights another ring and puts it beside the tent in
front of the picnic table where he and Stephen sleep sometimes, carrying
out their air mattresses and sleeping bags.

The cabin is cool and damp, with dinner finally over and the dishes
brought in and piled in a tub on the counter beside the water tank.
They’ll still be there in the morning, and tomorrow afternoon, greasy and
cold, until someone runs a cloth over them and squeezes on dish soap and
wipes them with a damp paper towel.

There’s a huge fireplace in the center of the room and my aunt’s stand-
ing staring at it, throwing in coffee bags because they blaze up and burn yel-
low and green and blue for a few minutes. Yesterday morning when I got
up, she was already there ahead of me, raking out the ashes and drinking
coffee and talking through the curtain to where my uncle was still in bed.
She was wearing the same pink elastic hairband and summer dress that she’s
got on now. “Ellen Martin is coming next week,” she told him. I know that
Ellen Martin is a woman who was with her at university in Toronto.

More to herself than to him, my aunt added, “Too long ago.”

�

I’m standing at the entrance to my bedroom—a corner of the cabin has
been partitioned to make two rooms, my cousins’ and the one I’m in, and
a thin cotton sheet has been strung on a rope across the common door-
way. The walls are made of plywood and chipboard, and the floors are
always sandy and gritty. Pulling the drape closed, I sit on the bed to take
off my shoes, because I’m afraid of getting slivers in my feet. I’m shiver-
ing. We’re far enough north that the days are warm but never hot, and the
sun comes up at four in the morning and lasts until nearly midnight—
there are sheets of aluminium foil taped over the window so that it’ll be
dark enough for us to sleep, though part of it has been blown in by the
wind that comes through the ridge of pines behind the cabin, and I hear
the edge of it hitting against the frame all night long.

Outside there’s a moth batting against the screen on the window, trying
to get at the light bulb. I can hear the voices of my aunt and the doctor’s
wife as they pass by my window. This country. So so much. Working. Just the
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briefest of words. For all of. My aunt is walking her to the toilet at the bot-
tom of the hill, and then they’re making their way down to where the doc-
tor left the car on the grass under the trees, just at the end of the property.
I can hear his voice calling good night and the door slamming, the engine
turning over, and the noise of the tires on the gravel. The generator is still
humming in the hut at the end of the path.

I’m lying in bed, on the bottom bunk. I’m the guest for the summer
so I have a room of my own—I have the lower bunk, and I’ve inched the
whole frame out into the center of the floor so that it won’t touch the
spidery wall. I’m afraid I’ll brush against the webs in the middle of the
night.

My sleeping bag is as damp as the curtains, and the heavy pillow that
I’m using is full of feathers that work their way out through the pillow-
case, the sharp curls of them scratch at me, and I come out of a deep sleep
sometimes, thinking something is walking across my face. It could be the
spiders or the little centipedes, and I madly try to brush it off. My cousins
share the other room that’s been made by roping off our corner of the
cabin—and my aunt and uncle have the bedroom on the other side of the
living room. Some mornings when I get up, though, they’re still in the
chairs where they fell asleep the night before, sitting in front of the cold
fireplace. Their room is just large enough for a bureau and a mirror—the
only one in the house—and a cardboard closet that used to be in my
aunt’s basement.

I can hear Stephen breathing asthmatically and laughing, falling asleep.
I fall asleep, too, and when I wake up my aunt and uncle are drunkenly
arguing, and I fall asleep again. When I wake up for a second time, I have
to go to the bathroom, but I’m afraid to walk into the living room where
they still might be—and, more, I’m afraid of having to take the flashlight
down to the outhouse at the end of the driveway where there’s a trail that
the deer walk along. (I don’t realize that I’m always going to remember
the smell of the wood and the coolness there.) When I wake up for a third
time, there’s blackness outside the window and it’s the lights of another
car pulling in that have woken me. Unexpectedly, I hear my brother’s
voice calling out, “Auntie Anne?”

My brother Michael has been away in Edmonton for months—since
Easter—but now here he is. He arrived back in town and there was no
one at home so he drove out here, he says to my aunt. Finding the right
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road in the dark was the hard part, three or four driveways coming off one
trail. That was the trick, eh?, he says to her. Then he remembered to turn
at the place where the gravel road divides, the little grassy patch where
you can kneel and get down on your haunches to pull the tiny, wild straw-
berries off the plants and eat them. Tart and gritty. They’re sandy and sour
like the raspberries and the rhubarb at the bottom of my aunt’s garden,
behind the cabin. (It’s beginning to grow over, except for the narrow lane
by the half-finished rabbit hutch and the dog house.)

I can hear my brother and my aunt talking—my uncle is probably
asleep in the chair and he misses it all. The doctor and his wife have gone
hours ago, and I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep, but I know it’s my
brother coming into the room now even if I can’t see his face.

He undresses halfway and gives up. He just stands in the middle of the
floor for a long time in his T-shirt and jeans. The room is so small that I
can hear him breathing as he’s there beside me—and he turns and, from
the light that comes through the curtain from the living room now, he
sees that I’m awake, but he doesn’t say anything. He climbs up to the bed
that’s above me, the frame shaking and squeaking as he goes, and I can
hear him kneeling on the bed to roll out the sleeping bag that my aunt
has given him, his head just below the dusty rafters and beams.“Are you
awake?” he finally calls down to me, though he’s seen that I am.

We talk about the day, and he tells me that he arrived home—and he
waited and waited in town, sitting in the car in the driveway in front of
the house—but no one was there, and no one came back and he didn’t
know what else to do. The grass needs cutting, he says. But where are
Mom and Dad? Where are they? Where have they gone? he asks me. He was
going to break in, crawl in through the window. “It was locked,” he says.

“Don’t you have keys?” I ask. I don’t know if I’m supposed to tell him
about the taxes.

He didn’t know what to do and, finally, he thought about coming out
here. Of course, that’s where we must be. He hasn’t been here for two or
three years—at least three, he thinks, because the last time was when he
was in high school. Or maybe he came out the summer that he began
university—but not since then. Maybe four years. But the cabin’s still
the same. Alder and ash. I say, “At four o’clock, it rained so hard, you
should have seen it. There was thunder for half an hour. Did you see it
in town?”
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He beats his hand on the bed, and I can feel the whole bunk shaking,
and he tells me, “You don’t see thunder.”

I kick up at him from underneath, kicking up my leg and hitting at
him. (My aunt made us macaroni and cheese, and she had a drink as we
sat by the window and looked across the lake and watched the sheets of
lightning lighting up the clouds. We could hear the wind in the top of the
trees but, by five, it was clear again when the doctor and his wife arrived.)

My brother’s quiet, and then he says that we’ll go out places together
now that he’s home again. We’ll go for pizza and maybe to movies, how
would that be? he says. You see he’s going to be at home from now on, he
tells me, he’s not going back to university. Never. Not now. No.

He wants to know how school was for me—it’s been over for a month,
this is July. And do they remember him? The teams he was on. The teach-
ers he had. Do they know that I’m his brother. Do they? And he tells me
about the time he went out with Donnie Perrino and Dwight Taylor after
basketball practice and they pushed Dwight into a snow bank beside the
bridge and he disappeared down into it, and all you could see were just
his feet kicking up. Kicking up through the snow. You should have seen it,
you should have been there. In a darkened room, each of us staring out and
not able to see the other, this is the kind of conversation that we never
have. Are there many girls? he wants to know.

But I’m eleven and afraid to go to the outhouse because there are
moths at the door, and there are ants that come walking across the seat.
He’s left Edmonton behind—in my dust, he’ll say. I don’t know yet that
he’s been named as the correspondent in the divorce case that his thera-
pist’s husband has drawn up. We are safe and protected here, far away
from the city where there are psychiatrists and high rises and transit buses
and restaurants, and where he’s been trying to go to university (though it
never really works out.) And tomorrow morning or the next day—by the
end of the week for sure—he’s going to leave for Europe, to escape all this,
I’ll hear him tell my aunt in the morning as they stand at the stove and
fix breakfast together. I’m sitting pushing at the burnt end of logs that
have fallen into the corners of the fireplace. That’s the plan, he says.

Pulling the bacon apart, they lay it in the frying pan and the whole
cabin fills up with the smell of it. He’s going to put everything behind
him, he says, as quickly and as far as possible. And eventually, years from
now and years after the fact, we’ll shake hands when we meet in Paris for
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a while—while he’s waiting for the train to take him back to London—
and we’ll talk about my work and his and have a drink in a café near
Trinité and talk about the lake and sitting on the pier and wrapping your
arms around yourself to keep warm, and how the wind in the afternoon
can make you feel so tired and lazy that there’s nothing else in the world
that you want to do at all except sit there and wait.

�
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Press of Mississippi. “Her Second Lover” appears in Under the Arch, a col-
lection of St. Louis writers from Antares Press. Another short story,
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