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WILLIAM BOYLE 

Friend To Childhood, Childhood Friend 
(For J i m) 

1 skipped a rock off you r  head 
meaning to m iss, 
during a t ime when ' just about' was sweeter 
than a bu l l's eye. 
Hot chocolate over chess, 
1 i mag i ned the g h osts of cows wait ing 
tor the old west to come clattering home, 
back to you r  house wh ich used to be a barn. 
Probably we reached escape velocity 
through the car radio, taking us anywhere 
but a h ick town. But when I d iscovered 
rebe l l ion, you r ight ly kept to the legal magic 
of g u m  cards and kiss ing Cathy in  the 
untended outf ie ld. When the blood stops, just 
before my eyes, I ' l l  stop seeing you, saying, 
"I can't wait to get i nto a fight with you!" 
Al l  I can say is that when the stone 
left my hand, I suddenly wanted it back 
After nearly ki l l i ng  you either by accident 
or by anger, I can sti l l  see us 
shari ng a parsley cigarette and taking our t ime 
walking to catech ism after school. 

1 1  



CHARLES HOOD 

The PalecrEskimos 

Bones, homes, o ld th reads 
to tease our reason. 
These were fossi ls  who knew fossi ls: 
yel low banister mam m oth's tusk is Ko-guk-puk, 
earth-gnawing beetle whale, 
dead i nstantaneously o n  contact with air. 
Other myths run through h istory clearly as a core sampli 
land bridge, war, strange ani mals gobbled and lost, 
years jammed i n  ice floes. 
Tu ndra's g host, 
I come to nuzzle t idbits, turn over 
the lost lance, 
a carved ivory need le. 
clever spins of nephrite 
that are fractions of a life that was art. 
G lancing towards the c loud-shored coast 
I feel my hair f loated by invisible drafts of smoke, 
as if I were stand ing on the exact site 
of our m utual provenance. 

2 /  



JODI JOHN SON 

A Young Boy Thrown 

I am the grass, long-f ingered, 
S l im-f ingered, and i nto my hands 
Fel l  a boy-
A burr shook loose from the sorrel's mane. 
I caught u p  h is  cries i n  my arms. 

H is skin was perfect and petal-th in  
At back of  knee, u nderside of wrist; 
H is wh ite s ickle of nai l  
A pale f irst s l ice of moon. 
But u nder h is head he left dark blood 
Smeared on the back of my hands. 

There, a day, risi ng 
And s inking to its own pu lse; 
And there, a moment, short as a heartbeat, 
Between waking and the open ing of eyes: 
Caught sh iny- new on my palm, 
They lay round and fu l l  in the red d rops, 
Moments and days fal l ing from h is  hair. 

/ 3  



A Blind Hawk 
,
visited By Schoolchildre1 

He f l ies al l  day in  the dark 
He turns his head and l istens to them pass l ike clouds, 
Against h is  breast he feels, f ive-fingered, the tops of treE, 

He is wingless, smal l  -
But i n  the b lue space of h is  h eart 
H e  could carry the sky on his back: 
There, he rises i n  s low ci rcles, c l imbing ladders of win! 

*** 

I fou nd h i m  trying to f ly. 
After two weeks, the thrust of h is wings held my hand alo 
I tossed him up. 
He fel l, s lapping the a i r  around my head, 
The sky the color of feathers. 

When I was ten, 
I went into a g reen f ield and lay down i n  a fu rrow. 
I covered myself with g rass and d i rt 
And left only a wh ite hole for the sun. 
I t  rai ned stars on my forehead, coming through the leavE 

i n  splashes. 

When the hawk fel l, dark as a planet, 
I l ifted my face to catch h im. 

4 I Jodi Johnson 



A Mother's Death 

; 
When mother was sick she sent 

· Morgan and Jason an? me 

Outside to rol l down hil lS, 

catchi ng hay-colored grass and purp le f lowers i n  our hair, 

So that at five years cancer 

seemed something made of sky and hot yel low sp l i n ters 
of su n. 

*** 

1 picked sweet-peas for mother, 
purple/pin k  flowers i n  a g lass by her bed. 
But she d idn't see - eyes c losed, she sang, 
Her voice dropp i ng l i ke petals i n  the room. 

It was a year before I knew she was dead, 
(Knowing was a dark sour taste on the roof of my heart.) 
1 only thought she was gone 
And perhaps walking suddenly i nto her room one morn ing 
1 would catch her there, smel l i ng of sweet- peas, si ngi ng. 

*** 

I think that if I cou ld 
I would reach both arms around the waist of the world 
and squeeze it f lat as a sky, 
To make the dead sprout u p. 

Jodi Johnson I 5 
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AMY REYN OLDS 

Your Recent Divorce 

We toasted " Marriage" 
and cu rled tig ht around the g lass 
of sacrament red wine, 
your hands were hard, 
the nai ls close ly b itten. 
You spoke of h is  fai l ures-
a grocery l ist of i nadeq uacy
the t ime he cou ldn't get it u p  
and you cou ldn't stop laug h i ng. 
Then you l i fted the cal ico kitten 
that had been s leeping beside the gray one 
by the scruff of the neck 
and shook it. 
Baby talked at it through 
clenched teeth. 

I left my wine unf in ished, 
and driving home, ran a red l ig ht 
imag i n ing your cold, b lunt hands 
at the back of my neck 



The Flood 

Tracing the sheer, swir l i ng f lower pattern of the curta in  
with your b lu nt, restless f i ngers 

you stare out at the law� b�yond the �a in  streaked g lass 
and mention that you w1sh 1t wou ld ram forever. 

Across the room in my usual  chair-
the green velvet one that you once tried to g ive away-
1 watched you watching the rai n  and managed my face 
wonderfu l ly 
Hiding the fact of my arms' need the desire 
pulsi ng in  my feet to cross the yard or so of carpet 
to your dark shape agai nst the window's gray luminescence. 

"1 want it to rain  forever," you repeat, 
your chin  your voice raising sl ightly 
chal leng i ng me to answer. 
But I don't. 
I am afraid 
that it  w i l l. 

Amy Reynolds I 7 



The Intersection 

Crossing agai nst the l ight 
b lue jeans fadi ng to wh ite in the wh ite sun 
smi le f lung back ove r left shoulder 
untied tenn is shoes ready to trip you up  

Staring back across the  street 
arm l ifting shading su n-sensitive sky-eyes 
squ i nting i nto the hot gust that blew you there 
si lver-gray-blond hair  catches drops of l ig ht 
f lung l i ke dust i n  my eyes. 

The car pu l led over and sucked you in.  
I cou ld have shouted almost did there was time 
I c losed my poised mouth pressed the accelerato 
and swept b l ind on the u n leash ing green. 

8 I Amy Reynolds 



EDWARD HIN CHMAN 

Hold the moment crue l ly waki ng 
From its g ross p lural ity, 
Pin it with u n passioned eye; 
I n  you r  doubt and dreariness 
(Lost the mask of s leep's  unmaking) 
Sku l ks the stam mer of a guess. 

Dayl ight on the panes is breaking 
Lunar luisance with a shy 
Qu iver of u ncurtained sky; 
Demoisel les demure u nd ress 
Monu ments of dawn's forsaking 
Passion for impolitesse. 

Songb i rds i n  their  cage are quaking;  
Laymen whine a panicked 'why,' 
Whi le the preacher prim ps h is  sty, 
Swol len in  h is  hol iness; 
Shouts go out among the ach ing, 
Tumid  tangents of distress. 

Su l l ied by a fau ltless faki ng, 
Si lent oarsmen scu l l i ng by 
Gape in gesture at a d ry 
Sunset basking merci less; 
Mortal th i rst is never slaking, 
Ravished with a false f inesse. 

/9 



Essence of Pastoral 

Like a lunatic somewhere are b l i nking 
The fam ished lawns. The spr inklers s i lver 
Are churn ing. The earnest grass 
M eanwhi le-but not u ngraciously-guzzles and drop, 
The seasons are turni n g; summer 
P lumps in the suburbs. Look, 0 look to the sky! 

But the oar-d inghies mann ing the sky 
S ink  l i ke sunspots of somebody b l i nki ng. 
The future, the past, the summer, 
This b l i nki ng,-that special someth ing s i lver 
Is heir to b ut precedes,-al l  th is drops 
Down to, nestles i n, transf igures, pol itely, the grass. 

But is it anythi ng, real ly, to the grass? 
Are these saffron devices of sky 
More than mere m instrelsy, than drops 
Of rai n or m u n it ions, h owever wel l  boxed? The b l inkin! 
Stems from the sting ing, which grows to a s i lver 
Suffering at the root of summer. 

0 for society polite as summer! 
The Social Graces themselves shal l  weave these stalks 

grass 
And weed through the weft of a s i lver 
Loom, l unatic fates! And the sky, 
Descending, u pended, ever shal l  be b l i nking 
Del icious d u m b  desuetude as it drops. 

Standing and standing I drop, it  drops 
My attention. It is the same every s u mmer. 
No use to be b l i nki ng and b l i n ki ng: 
I t  is a lways the same. Th is grass, 
The fence, the one tree, the dog-star,-dead; the sky 
M erely m irrors my puddle, its putrid greyish-si lver. 

1 0  I Edward Hinchman 



Where are the songs of s u m mer, the si lver 
Li n ings, the shin ings, the golden d rops 
of cider, l ightsome on the tongue? A sky 
somewhere is peal ing, a s u m mer 
Is kneel ing, root-broken, in  its g rass, 
And here I go b l ind ly b l inking . . .  

I n  a silver of blinking, 
A sky, a sum mer, 
Rustled, wind less, sti l l  d rops i n  the restive g rass. 

Edward Hinchman I 11 
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DEAN N A  ALLEN -KEE 

I need to rem em ber that ch i ld, 
always cold 
who squatted by the red clay road, 
stood against the house 
to soak up sun 
although the Lake Superior wind 
always fou nd her. 

If  she had known 
as her f ingers dug iri hard clay 
what would be unearthed in l ife, 
she might h ave h idden 
forever, 
or eaten the peanut butter sandwich 
she threw away punctually 
every noon, 
and grown bigger. 



Eric 

You stand before me, 
pajamas on backward 
teeth l i ke a beaver, 
looki ng up  
through dark-ri m med glasses 
questions of the day 
in your eyes 

Your ski nny body ho lds 
the wiring  of a man, 
your bravery is that of 
one thousand l ions 
as you present yourse lf 
with no u m brel las 
no shields 

There is  no question 
you can not answer 
you fr ighten my suitors and 
stomp through my m ind, 
and I g ive you the kleenex 
of my sou l  
every day 

I wonder, as I read the news, 
wi l l  you wear your sold ier 
suit backward, 
wi l l  the l ions fal l 
dead 
on the f ie ld? 

Deanna Al/en-Kee I 13 
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DALE FEDDERSON 

Paramnesia 

1 

Nothing exists in  th is t ime. 
Al l  events are remembered: real and i mag ined, 
Past, present, and future-
Al l  are pre-existent; broug ht from memory, 
Recal led for the f i rst t ime, they f loat up to lig ht, 
S ink down again,  are lost to us. 
We cal l  th is t ime. 

2 

It needs on ly a sh ift of l ight: 
The black wi l l  become wh ite, what is den ied 
Wi l l  become the whole truth. 

One passes from th is  world to the next, 
Its mirror, 
Sees the earth luminous and transparent, 
and the sky black 

3 

Your dreams i ncrim i nate you-
There you walk with the others, your past 
And your future. 
They question, and you must answer. 

4 

The air here is th ick; it f i l l s  your lungs, 
I nvades. 
Breathe it out; it f i l ls the world. 



Black years s ince you lost your voice. 
You choke; it is the necessity once more 
To say it al l. 

5 

Think  of the music, the rhythm; 
It  is what has saved you. 
It counted your breaths, traced the swel ling 
Heart. Now it whispers again, 
And asks you to choose. 

6 

Remember, and choose. 

Dale Fedderson I 15 



Sestina 

1 

A dream within a dream-& soft laughter 
I n  the next room (far away) & many 
Rising up and fal ling down; many smal l  
Faces garrulous on the wal l & the wal l  
Which I face, at four i nches, and inch up. 
And my death wh ich came to me last nig ht. 

2 

No, not yet not yet the death which last night 
Came to me (I pretend) & the laug hter 
In the next room and in this room, climbing up 
Smal l  scales in my head-1, given many, 
Given forty, forty many years to wall 
Myself up in my head; to be small. 

3 

The fever moves upon my face & the small  
Faces move & the fever moves-tonight 
Nothing else moves & the clock on the wall 
Lying still and still the languid laughter 
From this room and the next room & many 
Voices here-& I still waiting up. 

4 

Say that I am endless and will end up 
At the end with al l and everything (no smal l  
End by all  means) -which means nothing man1 
Have not known before: that at the end the n ig� 
Always known is known always. And laughter 
Is no help-but wai ling suits the wal l. 

16 I Dale Fedderson 



5 

Rain fal ls here & fal l i ng rain where the wal l 
stands here (where I fal l here) is cleaning up 
small complaints & faces here. -And laughter 
Fal l i ng quickly here & al l lost here & smal l 
Lost voices (and my voice) are lost at n ight 
When al l  is lost, even the many. 

6 

Yet the many, 0 so many, many 
voices and faces are at every wal l 
Wailing & no use & so I know n ight 
(Every n ight) is i nevitable, & g ive up 
My request, attending now all the smal l  
Ends and objects & the soft laughter. 

Fever & rain!  Many faces! - U p  
O n  the wal l I keep m y  watch and small  
Voices cal l: the n ight, and soft laughter. 

Dale Fedderson 1 17 
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SCOTT MARSHALL 

Crosswalk 

As I t ravel 
The boulevard 
I f ind M iss Success 
Tempting me, 
Legs i n  the a i r, 
With her promise: 
Wet security. 
For that kiss 
I've left 
Pieces of myself 
Beh ind, for want 
Of time. 

Now I stand, 
Blistering, 
In the crosswalk, 
Col lege barefoot, 
On the hot 
Fleshy pavement. 



Convenience 

We walked, hand i n  hand, 
Down the long wh ite hal l .  
ou r minds elsewhere: 
The dam i n  the mighty river. 
Fi ltered through our  tears 
1 could hear the doctor 
Wh ist l ing at h is work, 
The nurse's gentle encou ragement, 
And the mechan ical h u m  
Of a s im ple vacuum. 

Scott Marshall 1 19 
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HART SCHULZ 

Blizzard in August 
for Tony Sept '82 

Remember, Tony, 
how the mou ntains 
froze our faces 
s h ut 
but 
we s lept close 
l i ke lovers, 
traded jackets, 
and poured coffee 

And now we 
sit in my 
l iv ing room 
see 
pictures 
of that b l izzard 
you and me, 
you r  w ife, 
our u n born ch i ldren 



DAVID DEL BOURGO 

The Meeting 

I had not expected her 
to be attractive . those 
d ichotomies are rare-dark 
& laugh i ng, talk ing l ightly 

leani ng s l ig htly agai nst s i lences. 
Facing such femin ine subtlety I 
h u rl myself out i n  general it ies: 
"God is dead." Afraid 

there won't be t ime to say, 
"Whether  god exists or not 
is i rrelevant. The m i racl e's 
that we could conceive of h i m  

i n  t h e  f i rst p lace." O u r  props 
seem i nf in ite, yet for each 
of us they are all too transient. 
Thus we d redge them u p  i n  poems: 

s u n, moon, stars 
earth, a i r, water 
clou ds-a woman's 
face & love 

is also a concrete object ! utterly 
i l logical, its form 
embraced by l i ps without f lesh 
virg i nal to mathematics, kiss ing 

the l i ne, that i nvisible passion 
of verse beyond extension. A 
face f i rst encou ntered & 
later retraced i n  the m i nd. 

I 2 1  



Old Loves 

If  th ings are not repeated 
why does the m i nd 
turn them over l i ke 
smoothed stones made precious 
by possession? She 
spoke of growing old. At 
th irty-five touch ing l i nes, 
new to my eyes, criss-crossed 
contours too fam i l iar worn 
in unknown ways-yet 
the f lush of sex 
st i l l  i nflamed sweet, b lunted 
features, i nwardly twist ing 
curvatures on the muted 
bark of eucalyptus. 

Nervous, after th irteen years, 
fold ing her arms so 
frequently or d iv ing the 
evidence into a pocket 
my eyes were drawn 
by her embarrassment 
to the bright  
token of  demarcation. 

What was th is  mass of seaweed 
that connected us 
still so th ick & vast 
it stretched beyond al l  
known horizons h idden 
beneath the bright  
surface of  a dancing sea? 

Together we had murdered the ch i ldren. 
Now we were both barren 
l ike half a generat ion. 

22 I David Del Bourgo 



I d id  not tel l her 
that I am n ow haunted 
by you ng faces sti l l  
awash with blood & 
the pleasant pl umpne.ss of fat. 

Yet, sti l l  she is thus, a 
lovely stone 
removed from a velvet case 
its story better left u ntold. 

David Del Bourgo I 23 



Folk Dancing 

One recal ls  Matisse's plastic 
figures ta l ler than the 
trees awash with colors of 
spri ng ye l low & green 

(flesh p ink 
& white - al l  l ight 
thrown back upon the eye 
l i nked i n  conception, bright 
fish driven by forces 
beyond thoug ht, brick & blood 
red egg 

The l ights d im 
a wedding dance 
cou ples d i p, t ips touch i ng 
f ingers of one hand 
wh i le the other 
s l ips through the music 
drench ing  the air, bare 
legs bare arms a 
strange absence of seduction 

Arms grasp shoulders eyes 
grasp not qu ite peasant
l ike with hoot & squeal of 
del ight- m ore the joy 
of ind ividual f l ight-together-

Somethi ng symbol ic, procreative 
twist & turn, toes as 
precious as teeth or 
mouth . One's  rem inded 
of Matisse's faceless flesh 
arms l i nked in  perpetual 
swing a l ight  upon the grass 

24 / David Del Bourgo 



MARGARET LAVIN 

Threshold 

How can I te l l  
the  space where the door was 
that there is noth ing to open anymore noth ing 
to close. 
Having said, after al l  
we are defi ned by our losses, pai n rem i nds us 
we are here, and wisteria blooms 
in  al l  wounds, the words 
ran away i nto wherever the door went. 
I get messages: 
sorry we left you open-mouthed, but got bored 
with consolations, or don't come looki ng, or 
we m iss you we m iss you remem ber 
the old days 
so I do 
I do and turn 
to the space where the door was 
and hang memory on its h i nges 

I 25 



Common Ground 

What is it about need les 
that angels love them? 
You ask as if love itself 
is the lean metal 
at wh ich o u r  f ingers tremble. 

Maybe it's the idea of goldfish 
in  phone booths-for fun. 
You are unconvi nced, so I yel l  

Suffering, then! I mag ine 
those pale footed holy hordes 
assembled on the ripeness 
of need les (You'd dance, too) 

Yes, sufferi ng always makes order 
out of th ings, a formal fee l ing 
and al l that, a wanti ng 

to take shape. Wait a m i nute. 
What about esprit de corps? 
From the lonely d regs of grace, 
that vast wh ite expanse. 

what cou ld they be but giddy 
upon such intimate space, 
as you are i n  crowded elevators 
and fresh ly opened l ibraries-

electric 
for a whi le. 
so many of them manic 
with the u ncasuat touch. 

You r  answer l ies 
in  their fall ing off 

26 I Margaret Lavin 



wh ich is  death  which 
makes vis ible you say 

our bel ief you say 
they want to they want to. 
You stare as if you hold 
in  your hand the vowel 

that could complete them 
i nto word, the home 
of the shudder i n  the bow, 
a vertebrae of afternoon l ight 

i n  the arguable darkness 
in the darkness how much 
more can we take can we 
take of th is  
dancing stitched i n  our pockets. 

Margaret La v/n I 2 7 



Water 

What he hears 
Is the sob in the throat of a fish which is nothing 
More than the camouflage of grief, shed finally 
When the fish, grown old and feeble, dies 
Into his sore weight, becoming a sun 
Which is devoured by the listener 
Who grows a voice of water 
And swims inside himself 
Again and again. 

28/ Margaret Lavin 



Someone' s Eyes 

Have d rowned enough 
To praise their  r ising 

And f i l led your hands 
With gaz ing. 

Their cry is al l 
The color i n  al l  the world. 

They are the countries 
You have l ived i n. 

They are the desire 
That has found a home. 

Out of their  ti rade 
Walks a clear voice. 

I n  these eyes you are forever 
Wretched forever blessed. 

They say, This is the way it is; 
Don't be sorry. 

Margaret Lavin I 29 



EDWARD ALFRED GIKA 

A call to arms (Sinking of the Belgrano) 

This is a piece of real fict ion. Fiction because I sit at a 
typewriter i nventing it, real ity for the same reasons. It is a 

story that is no story because it has no end. I am death ly 
afraid of endi ngs, that is why al l  my stories end i n  a death. 
The end of any story is its own death. This is a story of a 

beg i n n i ng. It is a piece of real fiction. Its theme is paradox. 
In the kitchen stands my father. He is pee l ing large 

on ions and tossing them i nto a deep stew pot. He is crying 
tossi ng the sheaths i n  a desperate violence. Tomorrow I 
leave for the islands to l ive out my theme. 

The reports said that four-hundred and thirty-six sailors 
are lost at sea. Four-hundred and thirty-six stories have 
come to an end but these are not true endi ngs. 

***** 

I am that I am. I am everyman and yet no man. I was 
born Argentine, bred to be American, branded a Jew, 
betrothed to an Engl ish g irl. 

I see myself ki l l i ng  Keats, Shel ley and Shakespeare on 
some frozen rock of an is land. The poetry of fut i le b lood 
splattered not on the page, but on the cracks of rock and 
fi lm  of sea. The blood f loats l ike spi lt o i l. Al l  else is sunk. 

***** 

My fathers eyel ids are th ick l ike onion sheaths. He 
knows what I am writing  about. He knows where my story 
ends and he is afraid. The stew is sizzl i ng. It makes a sound 
l ike the whirr of an electric typewriter. I t  crackles and pops. 

"and the guns?" he asks with a voice that crackles and 
pops, "and the guns?" 

***** 
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I go to fight in  a war, where the fi rst pain  is one of 
regret. My notice came yesterday. Wh ite cardboard and 
green ink. The seal was official. A green seal stamped on 
the forehead of fou r- h u n d red and th i rty-six men. A seal 
embedded so deep it has damaged the i r  dead reason. I 
feel  my own forehead hot with the press of g reen ink. It is 
not the stamp of salvation. I t  is the stamp of absu rdity and 
its color is appropriate. G reen boys dying on a g reen 
landscape in green u n iforms. 

***** 

"Can you tel l  me where my cou ntry l ies?" said the 
un iform to h is  true love's eyes. 

***** 

I am the theme. I am the paradox. My blood sti rs for the 
cou ntry of my b i rth. My apathy l ies in the streets of a nation 
that breeds such apathy. My faith demands isolation. My 
cu lture is the kn ife i n  the back. 

G reen men dead and green smi les question. The 
green smi les and questions of apathy. 

***** 

Eng lish eunuchs with stiff u pper l ips. Spicy boys with 
spl i ntered dicks. 

***** 

I am breaking a l l  the rules i n  one last desperate 
attem pt. I am writ ing a story about writ ing a story about 
writi ng a story. I am lost in the repetition. My characters 
never change because they are lost i n  the repetition. An 
unend i ng chaos, repeated slaug hter. L ife is  a h istory book 
whose f i rst page is  also the last. 

Edward Gika /3 1 



There are only two characters i n  th is portrayal of 
absurd nature. We l ive alone. I want to spare al l  others. 

He is cooking stew. I am writ ing it. One fi nal meal 
before I go. I see that the main ingred ient is blood red. The 
only spice: salty tears. For a whi le I l ived the i l lusion that 
the idea of death is easier to face for an old man, easier to 
comprehend, to rational ize, easier to stamp with green ink  
on  one's forehead. I t  is not so. H e  tel ls me to  keep on  
typi ng, not to  stop, not to  end. 

***** 

I leave because my cousins are dying or dead. I fig ht 
and I ki l l  but I do not hate. I lack the main ingredient in the 
stew pot of war that sizzles and pops with the sounds of 
howitzers and torpedoes. I do not hate. I am Borges, 
Faulkner, Si nger and Keats rol led i nto one pi le of l imp  flesh 
clawing for a reason. Tearing at myse lf with the shears of 
phi losophy, ideology, tradit ion. I str ip away old i l lusions 
and apply the tainted mask of conviction. My death is that I 
am not convinced. Sitt ing here writ ing with the green 
stamp of death, I am not convinced by the mask The 
pai nted mask The passionless mask 

***** 

And the green smi les question g lari ng green teeth. 
And the green countries suck their bruised pride with l ips 
that grow flaccid. 

***** 

My father is  try ing to lose h imself in  a stew whose 
sauce is too th in. My father is dyi ng. H e  is scream i ng 
violently for me to keep writ ing. Not to stop. Not to end th is 
story which is no story. H is stew is th in n ing in  the real ity of 
this fiction and now the sounds come l ike lethargic bubbles 
that burst on the i nside of the l id. I burst my first i l lusion 
only to d iscover I must blow up new ones. I need new 
i l lusions, new reasons, if on ly to get through th is absurdity 
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that b inds me to every man. I shed i l l usions l i ke a snake 
only to d iscover they grow back every sum mer. The mask 
wears heavi ly. The g reen paint melts from it in the sum mer 
heat. I t  needs a new coat. 

***** 

H e  cal ls me to d i n ner  now. I leave the typewriter 
run n ing. He wi l l  know I am not f in ished. Again the i l l usion. 

The table is  sparsely set. A basket of mu lticolored 
napki ns, a bottle of seltzer, one of wine, a set of fork and 
spoon at  two places, a baggette of  bread. H e  is spoon ing 
thick potatoes and carrots. They break apart as  they touch 
my plate. H e  is spoon ing the stew i n  a sort of madness, 
p i l ing it on my plate. H e  doesn't look at me. Al l  h is  attention 
is focused on the pot. H is hands tremble as he keeps 
add ing to my plate. A desperate attem pt to keep me. I stare 
down at a g rowing p i le. He lad les another  spoonful. I can 
see his eyes swol len with tears. The spoon misses. I t  fal ls 
dripping on the bread. The spoon is th rown i nto the pot in 
angu ish. H e  rushes out of the kitchen. I can hear h i m  
pou nd ing h is f ists o n  the wal ls ming led with muffled cries. 
The d rowned cries of my brother and cousins a l l  banging 
the i r  fists on the wal ls. 

He retu rns with wet hands. They are rough, thick 
hands. R u n n i ng them through my ha i r, he  sits down with a 
weak s m i le. Tearing at a piece of bread, he is  talk ing about 
noth ing. Babbl ing in  a slow del i r ium. He refuses to look at 
me. 

" I t  d idn't take as long as I thought . . .  you know . . .  
usual ly an hour  .. . but I . . .  " 

H e  breaks off. H is broken Engl ish is beautifu l. I can not 
eat. There is  a l u m p  in my th roat l ike a soft broken potato. 

" I 'm sure it's good . .. " 
H e  nods h is  head with a s l ight smi le. A smi le  f i l led with 

the pain of repetition. 
" N ot so good, but it  w i l l  f i l l  the stomach". 
Words of gold spoken in broken Engl ish. Not good, but 
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it wi l l  f i l l  the stomach. He  dips the bread into the sauc 
Sudden ly he is aware of the buzzing of the typewriter. H 
looks at me. 

"You forgot to t u rn i t  off'. 
I nod. 
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DEBBIE KORBEL 

Venus 

Francine looked at h im with a th in  vei l of disinterest. She 
cou ld always tel l  when someone was i nterested i n  her, and 
she d id not want h im to know she had noticed him-not yet 
anyway. She looked down and concentrated on sti rr ing 
her Daq u i ri. When she glanced u p, some effervescent 
blonde was crowning him with a very famil iar hello. Figures. It 
was always the same sequence of events; she cou ldn't get 
cast as the lead i ng lady even i n  her  own story. The shower, 
the perfume, the painstakingly perfect eye- l iner, for what, 
to sit alone in  the darkness eat ing stale popcorn, hoping 
that romance was j ust around the next kernel? 

Francine wished she hadn't come, that she was home 
wearing he mu-mu, i nstead of a denim g i rdle stamped 
Calvin Klein. The jeans were too t ight when she bought 
them, but she had plan ned on the d iscomfort bei ng the 
incentive for her to lose a few pounds. Fat chance. She 
decided that she was t i red of feign ing relaxation and 
contentment when she was actual ly fee l ing l ike a pariah, 
and started to put on her jacket when . . .  

"Francine, what are you doing here?" 
I t  was red-headed Ronn ie  Schu lman: he  worked at the 

gas station where she got her car serviced. 
" N oth ing. Uh, actual ly I was just leaving, have a n ice 

even ing." And on that cl iche she escaped blood-curd l i ng 
tales .of cracked engine blocks and overextended credit 
cards. 

Ron nie had a l ready halfway seated h imself at the 
table and now had to make a rather u ngracefu l contortion 
to stop himself. Franci ne pretended not to not ice and 
th rew her purse over her shoulder. She knew he wanted to 
talk  to her, but she j ust wasn't in a charitable mood. 

"See you," she said, as she began d igging in the 
bottom of her purse for her keys. "Damn it !  Where the hel l  ... 
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ah, here they are. " It was always a long wal k  to her car 
n ight, and her heartbeat quickened as the sound of t 
music faded. She always walked with her keys projecti 
from her f ist, to ward off any attackers. The way she f 
tonight, she might offer them a lift. 

The cold vinyl car seat only added to her misery, a 

she revved the engine l ike Mario Andretti: she'd get th 
heater going. Tomorrow was Saturday, and she prom is 
her mother that she'd go shopping with her, and th 
meant fabricat ing a neat l ittle l ie about what she di 
tonight. I f  her mother knew that she spent the n ight  alan 
in a bar, she' d  start i n  with the "Where did I go wrong . .  
rout ine. Someday she was going to answer her mother, b 
not tomorrow, she was too depressed. 

Francine wal ked quickly up the steps to her apart me� 
and unlocked the door. 

"Afie . . .  Afie, there you are, d id  you miss your ug& 
mother? You d id? Were you good? You were? How abo uti 
cookie, do you have to go outside? O.K., O.K. What a gool 
boy!" 

A fie was unaware of th is even ing's defeat, and havinl 
re l ieved h imself outside, the terrier took h is usual positiol 
at the end of the couch. 

Francine  made herself a cup of tea and sett led i n  fron 
of the T.V. It wasn't on, and she knew she wasn't going tJ 
turn it on. She was In one of those I hate everybody an 
everything except my fox terrier moods. She looked arouna 

the apartment at her belong ings, her proof to the worl · 

that she existed, and was not convinced. 
The ring ing of her head, or the telephone, she wasn'1

1 
sure wh ich, cracked the morn i ng s i lence l i ke a fresh egg., 

" Francine, are you awake?" 
"Yeah M om." 
"Did you sti l l  want to go to Dregmans this morning?" 

"Yeah, sure M om. I' l l  be over to pick you up i n  half a� 
hour." 

"O. K. honey, bye bye." 
Somehow her car, l ike a rented horse, found its w8� 

back to the stable, and she pul l ed into the driveway of he 
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parent's home. Her  mother was waiting on the front porch. 
" H i  dear." 
" H i  Mom." 
"They' re h aving a sale there today, we shou ld be able 

to f ind some n ice th ings i n  your size. Oh, d id  you hear the 
big news? Ethel F ine's daughter is  getting married." 

"That's n ice," said Fra ncine. 
" D id I tel l  you that Eddie Berman's son j ust had twins?" 
"Yes, you told me, that's very n ice." 
"Wel l  I ' l l  tel l  you what I th ink  is n ice, if you'd l i ke to 

know." 
Francine d idn't answer  as she knew her mother wou ld 

tel l  her, regard less of  her response. 
"I th ink it wou ld  be n ice if you and Sam Schu lman's boy 

went out. Ronald is a very n ice boy. Rel igious." 
"Oh, wel l  that makes al l  the d i fference in  the world, I 

didn't know he was rel ig ious. I' l l  cal l  h i m  u p  right now, do 
you have h is number, or even better we can stop by there 
on the way to D regmans, and I' l l  just say, Ronald, my 
mother says you're a n ice boy, rel igious, in which case I'd 
l ike to have your baby. Wou ld that be n ice enough for you 
mother?" 

Francine's mother started to cry. 
" I' m  sorry mother, real ly." 
"You th ink  I do th is  just to bother you? You th ink  I don't 

see all of my friends' ch i ldren gett ing married, having 
chi ldren of their  own? I on ly want you shou ld be happy. 
Does that make me so terrible? O. K., I 'm terrible, I 'm a 
terrible mother. Shoot me." 

Don't tempt me mother, she thought. 
"You' re not a terrib le mother, I' m just not ready to get 

married right now. Can we please d rop the subject?" 
" I  won't say another word, you' re an adu lt, you make 

your own decisions, I certain ly can't l ive your  l ife for you . .  . 
you' re going to have to learn from your own mistakes ... " 

"Mother . . .  thank you." 
After her mother was sure she possessed a l l  the 

bargains at  D regmans, she f ina l ly  a l lowed Francine to 
help her pi le the polyester treasu res on the counter. Her  
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mother started to talk to the saleswoman, Edith Kibi nsky, 
This woman had been in  the " Dregs" for as long as 
Franci ne cou ld remember. 

" Francine, say he l lo to Edith." 
" Hel lo Edith", said Francine. She loved it when her 

mother t reated her l ike she was five. 
"She hasn't seen you i n  years. Step back, l et her  look 

at you." 
Francine tugged at her  blouse, t rying to cover her 

midriff. Edith gave her the once over, twice. 
"You've gained a l itt le weight, haven't you Frannie? The 

boys don't l ike them too heavy these days you know." said 
Ed ith. Francine  was so g lad she came. 

The d rive home was p leasant; her mother fel l  asleep. 
Francine closed the door of her apartment beh i nd her, 

but not before lonel iness wal ked in. She thought abou! 
ki l l ing hersel f. She fed Afie, combed her  ha i r, g rabbed her 
keys and headed to her car. She drove arou nd for awhile 
and then decided to pu l l  i n  at a Seven- Eleven. M i n utes 
later she emerged with what she needed to do the job, 
Hostess cupcakes and a pack of M arlboros. 
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RICHARD SAMUELS 

A House Of Cards 

'' 1 can bring it up to eight levels now." 
My roommate sat on the couch before the coffee table, 

proudly d isplaying h is latest house of cards. He brushed 
his jet black hair off to the side, away from his eyes. 

"That's great, Pau l," I said. 
" I'm gonna try for n ine-you think I should?" 
I mumbled a forced, "Go ahead," and walked into the 

kitchen to make my d inner. Pau l resumed work on h is 
latest generation of card houses. For nearly a month now, 
he'd been spending a l l  of h is free t ime sitting  i n  our small 
apartment and methodical ly stacking h is playing cards 
into frag i le structu res. H is parents were paying h is way 
th rough col lege, so he d idn't have a job to i nterfere with his 
precious obsession. O u r  den doubled as his bedroom, and 
he' d always be there, a lways in i ntense concentration. 

J ust after h is f iancee had broken off their  engage
ment, he cou ld manage an occasional smi le. Once he saw 
that h is world had col lapsed, h is tem perment rapid ly 
changed. Since he'd become my room mate, I 'd never 
known h i m  to be emotional ly expressive. H e  was a soft 
spoken, re laxed person, and a loner. H e' d  been unobtru
sive, wh ich was the very reason I 'd agreed to room with 
him. 

Now he was down right morose. I tr ied for a wh i le to talk 
with him about it ,  but decided the depression wasn't worth 
it. H e  was j ust my roommate, after a l l. It wasn't as if he were 
one of my fr iends. If I had met h i m  on the street, I wou ld 
have looked r ight  through h im. 

I heard Pau I shout and ran back to the den. H e  sat with 
his head in his hands, sobbing. H is house had col lapsed. 

I was too aston ished to say a word. 
H e  looked u p  at me with reddened eyes. "I hate th is 

place!" he  screamed. H is eyes darted frantical ly across the 
room. He looked over to the door and the front window. On 
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seeing that the w i ndow was open, he raced over to it. 
"There's too many d rafts!" he declared, and slammed it 

shut. 
I was furious. " lfs n inety degrees in  here!" 
He walked past me and sat back at h is place on the 

couch, and swept the playing cards to the side so that hE 
cou ld beg i n  again. " I  can't risk it, Thomas," he said. He was 
deadly serious. 

I started for the window. 
"Don't!" 
I ignored h im and reopened the window. 
H e  jumped u p  and charged to the window. I blocked 

his path. 
" I'm not going to suffocate because of you!" 
He was determined. " I' ve got to have it closed!" 
"Why? So you can bui ld your damn houses?" 
H e  paused, fuming with a rage i nfin itely out of proper· 

tion. 
"Yes." He tried to reach for the window. I g rabbed him 

by the wrist. 
" I f  you try to close that th ing, I swear ... " 
He g lared at me. He knew I wpuldn't actually do anY" 

th ing, but nevertheless retreated back to the couch and 
his cards. 

The phone rang. It was just beside h im, but I knew he 
wouldn't take i t  and q uickly answered it myself. I t  was mY 
g i rlfriend, Den ise. I immediately made plans to take her out 
to d inner, and was out of the apartment i n  less than ten 
minutes. I ran to my car, a nxious to escape as q uickly as 
possible. 

We had d i n ner at a pizza place just off campus. I t  was a 

Tuesday n ight, so the crowd wasn't as large and obnoxio�s 
as usual. I told Den ise about my i rritation with Pau l  and hiS 
cards. 

She said I shou ld let i t  go. She said I shou ld ignore him· 
"That's kind of hard to do," I explai ned, "He's alwaYs 

there-all the t ime, morni ng, noon, and night!" 
She took a bite of the pizza, chewing on it as sh.e 

spoke. "Well  . . .  why shoul d  you care . . .  you' re not hiS 
mother."  
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I shook my head. "You don't understand,. Deni . . .  1 
mean, don't you fee l sorry for h im? I mean, the guy was 
going to get married." 

She giggled, and poked at me, making me laugh. "And 
what's wrong with that?" 

" N oth ing. Come on, you know what I mean! She broke 
off with h i m. Ever since, he' s  been getting worse and 
worse." 

She put her  arms arou nd me. "Well, you'll never have to 
bu i ld  card houses." 

I put my arms around h er. " Hope not." And I kissed her. 
I d idn't return home u nt i l  late that n ight. I expected to 

f ind Pau l  at the same place on the couch, with h is cards on 
the coffee table before h im, but he wasn't there. 

I heard a tapping to my left, and turned to face it. 
I cou ld have fal len over. 
I n  one corner of the den stood a square booth, made of 

unf in ished wood, about three feet on each side and 
extending to the cei l i ng. The side that faced me had been 
fastened with an aluminum-frame glass door, behind wh ich, 
i l l u m inated by a smal l  desk lamp secured to the wal l, sat 
my roommate. H e, in tu rn, sat behind a low shelf. There 
stood h is latest card house. 

Paul stared at me, wait i ng for a reaction. He pointed to 
the card house and he ld u p  ten fingers, i ndicating he'd 
reached ten levels. 

I walked up to the booth and ran my hand along a 
corner of it. I wasn't ent i re ly sure it was real. 

It was. 
I shook my head in d isbe l ief. "You can't keep this th ing 

here!" 
H e  gave me a small , insulting smi le, reached above the 

door to a h idden enclave, and pu l led down a shade. 
I' m not sure how m uch t ime he spent i n  the booth that 

fi rst n ight, but Pau l was sti l l  there early the next morning. 
The shade was rol led up and the yel low sun l ight h igh
l ighted the card house. 

I stood by the booth door unti l  Paul realized I was there. 
H e  pointed at h is  newest house and said, " Fifteen levels," 
and then began work on the sixteenth. 
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"Don't you th ink  you' re overdoing it?" 
H e  studied the card h ouse a moment. "No. I th ink  I'm 

ready for s ixteen leve ls." 
"That's not what I meant," I said. 
"Oh? Then I don't know what you' re talki ng about." 
"You know what I'm tal king about." 
He ignored me, and added another card to the house. 
"It's gett ing crazy, Paul." 
He glanced at me an instant. "You' re standing in my 

l ight." 
I d idn't move. "We gotta get this th ing out of here!" 
Pau l rol led h is eyes. "When I'm f in ished." H e  pul led 

down the shade again  and turned on h is l ight. 
"When's that going to be?" I shouted. 
He d idn' t  answer. 
We d idn' t  tal k for the next several days. I tried, some

what unsuccessfu l ly, to go about my l ife with on ly a casual, 
pit iful  look at my pecu l iar fr iend, who by now had stopped 
going to school ent irely so that he cou ld  remain in the 
booth and work on h is houses. For a t ime, Pau l had an 
obsession with in  an obsession as he labored to comp lete 
his eighteenth level. H is attem pts wou ld repeatedly end i n  
ru in .  At these t imes, h e  wou ld pause for a m i nute, a s  i f  i n  
contem plation, then beg i n  again. 

After a week in  the booth, Pau l's  appearance took on a 
haggard, worn look. H is face g rew pale, and dark c ircles 
appeared u nder h is normal ly dark, deep-set eyes. Despite 
what Den ise had asked, I fou nd I cou ldn't ignore what was 
happeni ng. I became more and more fascinated with the 
absol ute ded ication Paul held for h is work. When h is 
parents cal led, he refused to come to the phone. I felt no 
m isgivings about lying for  h im. As the second week of  h is  
"captivity," as it were, began, I started to vigorously defend 
h i m  to  my doubtfu l fr iends. I told them that Pau l wou ld get 
h i mself in  the Book of World Records someday-and 
bel ieved it myself. 

"What are you doing?" Pau l  asked me m idway through 
the second week. I was approaching the booth with 
several cans of paint and a few brushes. 

"I'm gonna paint the booth." 
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"Why?" 
"Wel l, you' re a lmost up to 25 levels, r ight?" 
"Yeah, so?" 
"So, we' re going to have a party!" 
Paul was very annoyed. "Thomas-I don't want people 

here!" 
"But it' s  25 levels!" I argued. "That's really someth ing!" 
Paul's  cu rrent card house col lapsed on the eighth 

level, add ing to h is i rritat ion. "Hel l ,  i t 's on ly a card house; 
who cares? 

"They wi l l! It' l l  real ly be someth ing," I assure·d h im. I 
held u p  the cans of paint. "I' m gonna paint the booth with 
playi ng cards all over. And I bought a plaque with you r  
name that we' re going t o  put o n  t h e  door!" 

"You' re crazy," he said. 
I smi led at h im. "No more than you are!" 
H e  grumbled, "Fi ne, do what you want," and pu l led 

down the shade. 
Th irty people squeezed i nto our apartment that Friday 

night and took posit ions around the booth, now painted 
red, black and white with pictures of kings, queens, jokers, 
hearts and diamonds. I was a busi ness major, not an artist, 
so it was a l l  very crude; st i l l, I tried to do my best. The shade 
in the booth was pu l led down. The show hadn't yet beg un. 

I went i nto the kitchen to get some more food for the 
party. I was nervous and excited. I was looking forward to 
Pau l's main event. After a moment, Den ise joi ned me. We 
were alone. 

"How come you haven't cal led? " she asked. 
I sm i led, "lt's on/ybeen a couple of days. I've been busy 

sett ing u p  the party . . .  " 
She wasn't satisfied. "It can't take up al l  you r  t ime." 
"Wel l, yeah, with that and school-" 
"Tom, that's not it. Look at you-you' re a wreck, l i ke 

Pau l." 
"No, I'm not. Here." I shoved a bowl of popcorn at her. 

"Help me take th is stuff i n  the den." I wal ked i n  that 
d i rect ion. 

"Tom, he's  just your roommate." 
I stopped a moment. "Den ise, he's my friend. I-I just 

Ri chard Samuels I 4 3  



want to help h im." We went back to the den and handed out 
the food. 

I knocked on the booth door. "We' re ready, Pau l." 
Pau l  let the shade ro l l  up. He looked nervously at me. 

H is hands were trembl i ng. So were mine. Pau l  looked out 
at his audience, and began to bu i ld. 

At fi rst, he was shaki ng so badly I was afraid he 
wou ldn't be able to f in ish the f i rst level, but he slowly 
regained control  of h i mself and reached h is usual, con
fident c l ip. 

Applause and cheers accompanied the completion of 
every new level, fo l lowed with near total s i lence as the 
next level was attem pted. My throat was parched by the 
time Paul  completed the 24th level. I was so amazed I was 
only vag uely aware of the reappearance of a smi le on his 
face, for the fi rst t ime i n  weeks. 

Now, even the munching of popcorn ceased. No one 
dared to move. I cou ld hear my heart beating. A l l  eyes were 
fixed unb l i nki ng ly on Paul 's house of cards. 

I looked over to Denise. It was as I suspected. Even 
she was entranced. 

A card s l ipped from Pau l's grasp. He cautiously picked 
it up and retu rned it to what was to be the 25th level. He 
leaned that card agai nst another to create the f i rst two 
wal ls. H e  added a th i rd. H e  reached down and removed a 

card fro m  the deck to become the fourth  wall .  He leaned it 
against the other  cards. Al l  was in  order. He let go of the 
card. 

The fou r walls col lapsed. The weight of the fa l l  was just 
enough to cause the col lapse of the level below it, wh ich in  
turn caused the col lapse of the level be low that level, and 
so on to the bottom level. 

Pau l stared mournful ly at the form less pi le of playing 
cards. There was a stun ned s i lence in  the room. 

He looked up from the cards and searched his audi· 
ence's long faces, as they searched his. 

Paul exami ned h is playing cards again. He looked 
about at the room-at the walls and cei l ing. He tapped his 
f ingers on the shelf for a moment, as if in  deep thought, and 
then seemed to come to a decision. 

44 I Ri chard Sa muels 



" I' m  com ing out!" he shouted, as if it were a royal 
decree. He q u ickly smi led at me, but I was too mort ified to 
sm i le back He bounded out of h is  booth i nto the crowd of 
haPPY party-goers. 

There was a g reat deal of loud, an imated chatter. Pau l  
seemed t o  b e  apologiz ing for not completing t h e  card 
house, as if it were a joke. I was ashamed of h i m. 

1 eyed the booth. I t  stood alone, the door wide open. 
The pi le of playing cards waited s i lently on the shelf, 
beckon ing me. 

I looked back at the others, preoccupied with the ir  
everyday l ives. I pit ied them. There were certa in ly greater 
th ings-more i mportant t h ings. I cou ld see that now. 

I c l imbed i nto the booth and shut  the door behind me. I 
reached up above the door, took hold of the shade, and 
pu l led it down. 

There was work to be done. 

Richard Samuels I 4 5  



RICHARD TAN N EN BAUM 

Rabid Transit 

I ntercel l u lar s lowdown-a work stoppage to rival city 
workers and malpractice mag icians. Plans and plots con
geal l i ke so many d rops of b lood: coagu lation without 
representation. My m i nd picks u p  u nf in ished business and 
unwritten laws l i ke b urrs as I s l ide through the Cal iforn ia 
Swamp. Here we f ind the f ledg ling jeweler of words
string ing monosyl lables i n  chaot ic d isarray. 

A canyon spreads out at my feet-crags and q uag
m ires of self-doubt and delusion-coincidence is my sex
tant, Evi l  Knevi l  rides sidesaddle wh ispering " Don't worry, 
Kid, you can make th is jump deaf, du mb, and b l i nd". On the 
far s ide of the g u lf s its a typewriter with Sanskrit letters 
and a slot for q uarters. On th is s ide a woman stretches out 
her arms and with the face of a M adonna tel ls an encyclo
ped ia of l ies without ever open ing her mouth. I spend 
weeks with her-years. I writhe with compassion- ! g ive 
speeches, pass out leaflets, entreat and i mplore. I plant 
seeds of understanding for her, sprinkle ho ly water at her 
feet with the care of a monk. I pass throug h  d isease and 
famine- I thrive on it-I am almost Sai ntly with gu i lt as they 
strap her down a nd the Doctor goes at her with a vacu um 
tube. She screams out l ike a wounded ch i ld-1 jump: 
soari ng, spi n n ing, looping, arc ing-pausing to wave to the 
crowd-a half gainer, a f l ip, a twist-I fal l  wordlessly, I crash 
g loriously, I d isappear. 

Com ing up for a i r, sputteri ng in  the m i l ky froth. A d rug 
l ike moss grows up and over my bra in. Thoughts seem out 
of focus-as if v iewed through a heavy rai n. I t  is a lways 
rain i ng here; I use sex as an u mbrel la  and learn to breathe 
without oxygen. Swi mming i n  a river of f lesh-crawl ing 
tongues and schizoph re n ic logic: Vivacou r- Norwegian 
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psychopath-wait ing  for a m id nite bus d reaming of Berg
man movies and camera angles. My swamplife degeneracy 
bubbles up l i ke a tar pit and she is caught. We are so 
closely re lated it's a lmost i ncestuous-an energy ex
change, palpable as any space shot, though it won't l ight 
uP any computer matrix now i n  use, t ies a knot i n  the 
subatmospheric plane of vagrant sou ls. We fal l  together 
l i ke a rocksl ide without sayi ng a word. Whole l ifet imes, 
ent i re personal it ies bow in the face of a h igher form of 
rnagic. The rhythm of Fuck drowns out pasts and futures: 
careers d isappear, skyscrapers i mplode, fr iendsh ips dis
solve, a l l  memory melts i n  the conflagration. My body 
swel ls- nerve endings shoot skyrockets, h istories are 
rewritten i nto myths-truths i nto fantasy. Forget oaths of 
obedience-pledges of al leg iance-vows and promises: I 
surrender in  Bed, with my tongue s lash ing l ike a madman 
inside the cunt of a perfect stranger-preferably one 
whose language is g ibberish and whose delusions are 
overwhel m ing. Th is is the Real even ing news: com m u n ica
tion that the F.C.C. can only guess at. U nder a m icro
scope-reveal i ng protoplasm exchanges, in waves and 
swi rls-Electrons bounce off each other: a few cel ls of 
desperat ion for her, a few protons of sch izoph ren ia for me, 
and I swal low it a l l  in  one eager gu lp. Vivacou r, she said her 
name was, tossed arou nd l i ke d riftwood. I cou ld c l imb 
inside you and run for president or better  yet pitch a tent. 
We soar, pleasure coat ing-prodding-explodi ng. M ind
less Fuck-the cure for cancer and su icide! I come l i ke a 
truck d river-she comes down for more but a lready the 
Saloon Door swi ngs open and I walk back i n: spurs 
clang ing, a sat isfied spring i n  my step-a strut-a smirk-a 
spychic bou nce. She is sti l l  smoldering i n  several archaic 
languages when I fal l  asleep. 

Wake to the sou nds of Vivacour writh i ng and moaning 
in  her d ream l ife of audit ions and I m m ig rat ion Officers. For 
a brief i nstant she is  Someone Else: fee l i ngs well up and 
then crash in the mach ine g u n  real ization that Someone 
Else is  gone and I 'm sti l l  here, next to another abstract cu nt 
without portfol io; without a c lue. 
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I wake her gently and take her back to the bus stop i n  
plenty of t ime for Rush H our. Wonder how she makes i t  in 
Los Angeles, of a l l  p laces, without a car. 
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l i M MA I H t: W� 

Ignorance Training 

. When he spoke, Jeremy Stenci l's big hands were l i ke two 
American f lags com manding i nstant attention. 

Raising h is left hand to about half- mast, he began: 
"Good even ing. Welcome to the Ignorance Tra in ing 

Seminar. It sou nds i ronic to teach ignorance but, I assu re 
you, anyth ing is possib le. Before we beg i n, how many of 
you have never read an ent ire novel? Let's see a show of 
hands." 

" Excuse me s i r," a you ng man spl uttered from the th i rd 
row. " Is th is a joke?" 

Twice Stenci l 's nose twitched, causing h is  th ick- rim
m-ed g lasses to dance above h is eyebrows. I t  was his only 
sig n of perturbation. " I see no hands, so I assume you've a l l  
read a novel." 

"I asked you s i r," the you ng man stood up, " if th is is a 
joke." 

Removing the thick g lasses, Stenci l lowered resentfu l  
eyes to  the i ntruder. " M i l l ions of people have never read a 
novel, and I 'm simply asking if any are here in  th is room. 
Does that sound amusing?" 

"Yes." The you ng man was perspiri ng l i ke sudden bad 
weather. H is neck became s l ick as a seal's. H is pockets 
were fu l l  of nervous f ingers. 

"Would you care to tel l  the group what's so funny?" 
"That's just it. There is  no group. There's no one here 

except you and me." 
The i nstru ctor's sh i rt appeared to stiffin. L ike an aca

demic cowboy i n  a one-sided duel  he moistened h is  l i ps, 
ready to f i re. The vict im cowered, bobbing h is head side to 
side as Stenci l  approached. 

"What's you r  name?" 
"Scott Cooper." 
Stenci l  g lanced around the room, a smal l  room i nside 

the Ho l iday I n n. H e  stretched h is  arms emphatical ly. " M r. 

/ 49 



Cooper, these people have paid to hear me speak, not to 
hear you interrupt. Is that clear?" 

" But there's nobody else here! I' m the only one." 
Back at the pod i u m, the i nstructor said: 
"My sem inars have always been popular. This one is 

no except ion." 
Open ing the black book, he cal led roll . 
"Scott Cooper." 
"Here." 
Stenci l  closed it and put it aside. 
The big hands, Scott saw, trembled with a k ind of 

electric i mbalance. I f  not for the sixty-five dol lars he had 
paid, Scott wou ld have run out the door right then. 

" I'd  l i ke a volu nteer to tel l  me why they enro l led i n  the 
cou rse. Let's see . . .  How about M r. Cooper?" 

"If there are so many others here, why not ask one of 
'em?" 

Stenci l  checked h is  watch. " I  have two hours to wait." 
Sweat d ropped from Scott's arm pits to h is s ides, as he 

s lumped i n  h is chair  defiantly. H e  heard footsteps i n  the 
hal l of the hotel, tapping l i ke seconds on a clock. An 
even i ng breeze caused the Venetian b l inds to shudder 
l i ke madness up a spine. He thought he was going i nsane. 
He talked almost i nvolu ntari ly. 

" I  signed u p  because of my g i rlfr iend and my budd ies. 
They a l l  say I' m com pl icated and depressed. It's true. I 
don't mix well ;  I 'm too deep for people. I 've done too much 
read ing and t h i n ki ng. I 've al ienated myself with my i n
tel lect; otherwise I 'd fit i n. My g i rlfriend is  beautifu l  and I 
hate myself for being bored with her." 

"So you want to become stu pid just l ike her." 
"I prefer the word ' i nnocent.' She isn't corrupted or 

depressed she's-" 
"She's stupid Cooper. And you' l l  be stupid, too.'' 
Scott tu rned away with chag ri n. H e  was so ashamed to 

sou nd so prideless and weak. 
"Te l l  me what books you've read.'' 
" N ovels mostly. Ku rt Von negut's, J.D. Sal inger's . . .  " 
" H ow do you expect to relate to people when you read 

that crap? The i r  ideas are poison. They' l l  get you ques-

50 I Tim Mathews 



tionmg t n lngs, lmeueGtUC::i i iZ i f i!J, <:i l lu u nctult: Lu vv<:nv • • n c: L

work television. I f  you m ust read, read gossip magazines. 
Gossip is the f iction of the people. As Laverne herse lf once 
said, 'C' mon Squ iggy, get with it!" 

" Laverne f rom the T.V. show?" 
Pacing wi ld ly in  front of the empty chairs, Jeremy 

Stenci l  said: 
"That goes for everyone. I want you all to get with it!" 
I f  Stenc i l  was insane, he  was the most organ ized 

lu natic Scott had ever seen. H is gestures were smooth, h is  
tone so persuave-Scott envisioned the roomful  of  stu
dents when he t ried. They were there: colorless, b lu rred, 
but practical ly alive. Scotfs second stage of sweat smeared 
out, as it always d id  when he thought about it, maki ng the 
old sweat stale and offensive. 

" M r. Cooper, are you related to Gary Cooper the 
actor?" 

"Gary Cooper? Of course not." 
"You don't say 'of course not.' You say 'no, but I wish I 

were.' Ignorant people l ike being related to famous actors." 
Scott guessed what S issy, h is  i nnocent, gorgeous 

g i rlfriend was up to. Probably t rying to paraphrase her  
Valentine's  card, he thoug ht. I can't get down to her  level. 
I t's  inconceivable� But hopeful ly, I ' l l  learn to s impl ify . . .  

"Are you paying attention?" 
" N o. I was-" 
"Splend id! Th i n ki n' ' bout that void out there. I t's O. K 

Everyth ing is O. K" Stenci l  c lasped h is  big hands together, 
congratu lat ing h imself for th is  new revelat ion i n  the fie ld of 
ignorance. 

Everyth ing is O.K. 

* 

To Alv in  Bungard, l ife was hardsh i p, and each day was 
an i nterruption of sleep. He felt th is  way because of h is  
excruciat ing shyness. 

For years, he felt too shy to answer h is telephone. 
Writ i ng and receiving letters was the only way Alvin could 
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endure com m u n icating. Even h is  parents, though they 
l ived three b locks away, .had to converse with h im through 
the mai l. 

Alvin cou ld afford to l ive i n  isolat ion because of the 
money he had made on an i nvention. H e  had i nvented an 
electric fly-swatter that vacuu med up the f l ies after crush
ing them. H e  spent many hours using th is machi ne. 

Life became unbearable. Alvin tried a "Shyness Cl in ic," 
which d id  not help. On another spurt of courage, he tried 
"Touch and Ti ngle Therapy." I t  made h im vomit. Su icide 
seemed inevitable u nt i l  he read an ad i n  the newspaper. 

HAVI N G  PERSONAL ADJ USTM ENT PROBLEMS? 
IT COU LD BE THAT YOU' RE TOO SMART 
FOR YOU R  OWN GOOD. 
Cal l  Jeremy Stenci l regard ing 
TH E I G N O RANCE TRAI N I N G  S E M I NARS 
763-4478 
getwithitgetwith itgetwith itgetwithit 
ig noranceisbl issignoranceisbl iss 

Alvin Bu ngard enrol led in t ime for the second session. 
After class, he approached Scott Cooper. 

"What d id  I m iss last week?" he asked i n  a painfu l, t iny 
voice. 

"You d idn't m iss a th ing. Don't you remember what M r. 
Stenci l  said? Noth ing matters." 

" I 'd  st i l l  l i ke to know what went on," Alvin explained, 
looking bashfu l ly at the ground. 

"Wel l, it was pretty jocular- I mean l ightweight-com
pared to tonight." ' 

Alvin pan icked. " L isten, could you write down the 
detai ls and mai l  'em to me? H e re, I ' l l  g ive you a stamp." 

After the fifth and f inal  sem inar, Alvin stared d i rect ly 
into Scott's eyes. " I ' m  cu red," he said. 

* 

Alvin's  mother was the hostess of the party. "The guest 
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of honor wi l l  be here soon," she annou nced. 
Without any sig n of sweat, Scott Cooper looked at Sissy, 

h is  i nnocent, gorgeous g i rlfriend. 
S issy smi led into h is  vacant eyes. 
" H ow are you fee l ing?" Scott asked Alvi n. 
"O. K Everyth ing is O. K" 
The two ignorance graduates helped themselves to 

hors d'oeuvres, and went i nto the den to watch T.V. 
" I  can't wait to meet h i m," S issy said to Alvin's uncle. 

" H e's  done such n ice th ings for Scott. S ince the sem i nars, 
me and Scott have gotten along so n ice." 

"As for Alvin," the u ncle said, "that fel low transformed 
h i m  from a sheep, into a h u man bei ng." 

The guest of honor arrived. Alvin's relatives applauded. 
I n  a formal black su it, Jeremy Stenci l  c i rcled the l iv ing 
room, shaki ng hands and gathering praise. 

"I love sem inars," Alvin's mother said to Stenci l. " I 've 
taken semi nars on self- hypnosis, sex and power, and 
sewi ng. N ext week, I 'm taki ng a semi nar on 'how to g ive 
sem i nars.' I plan to -" 

"That's very interest i ng, M rs. Bungard," Stenci l i nter
ru pted. " I  suggest you remove that newspaper from the 
table. I t  may be detri mental to the relat ives. That f i replace 
looks l i ke a good place for it.'' 

M rs. Bu ngard did not object, as he tossed the news
paper i nto the blazing f i re. 

"What are you watchi ng, boys?" Stenci l  asked, movi ng 
into the den. 

" Three's Company," they repl ied in u n ison. 
"That Jack is some kidder, isn't he?" the g uest of honor 

said, eye ing the heavi ly stocked bookshe lves. "Alvin, get 
me a cardboard box.'' 

M r. Bu ngard came i n  a few m i n utes later. " M r. Stenci l, I 
was - what are you doing to my l i brary?" 

" I  don' t  t h i n k  you' l l  be need ing these," Stenci l  said, 
packing several books i nto a cardboard box. 

The onlookers sat dumbfounded, as the books crackled 
away in f lames. 

"Why are you looking at me that way?" The guest of 
honor was warming h is  hands beside the snarl ing fi re. 
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"You want to help Alvin, don't you?" 
After d in ne r  and many d rinks, M r. Bu ngard took Stencil 

aside. " M y  son has always h ad a fert i le m ind. That fly· 
swatter is an ingen ious device. Don't you th ink, at some 
poi nt, he should continue us ing that m ind?" 

" Don't you th ink  you' re beh i nd the t imes?" 
" Maybe so. I n  my day we took pride in our intel lect." 
" I f  you love you r  son, burn the rest of you r books. The 

fu n th i ngs in l ife occur when one loses h is intel lect. Take, 
for i nstance, sexual i ntercourse, or situation comedies . . .  " 

A few yards away, M rs. Bungard was eavesdroppi ng. 
She began to fear Jeremy Stenci l. Cou ld  it be, she thoug ht, 
that my Alvin's been brai nwashed by a madman? But why? 
she wondered. What does he want from us? The tray of 
dr inks that she he ld t rembled, advert is ing her u n easiness 
to the rest of the party. 

"The hu man race is doomed," Stenci l cont i nued. " I t's 
not even worth learn ing about. That's why I barbequed 
you r  books. Knowledge brings truth, and the truth is that 
we' re a dying species. Why not enjoy the t ime that's left, 
and sign up for my sem i nars? Get with it, M r. Bu ngard." 

"You preach ignorance," M r. Bu ngard said. "Why don't 
you abide by you r  ph i losophy? You don't strike me as 
bei ng ignorant." 

I n  a harsh, crazy wh isper, Jeremy Stenci l said: 
"One wise man shal l  rule the earth." 
The d ri n ks f lew off the tray, topp l ing onto the carpet. 

Jeremy Stenci l  let out a discordant laugh, as people came 
rush ing to the scream. 
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SCOTT MEMMER 

One Evening in Winter 

One th ing for su re, it would be plenty cold  out. It was 
always that way after a storm. Laura gathered herself i nto 
her moth-eaten woolens and wondered why she d idn't just 
cl i m b  i nto her car and d rive the two m i les to the post office. 
But then she remembered how deep the snow was and the 
freezing rai n  the day before and how many cars she and 
Ma had seen stranded on the side of the road on the t.v.
and she thought better  of the walking. So she c l imbed i nto 
her jeans and gray thermals, her faded sweater, woolen 
socks and th ick padded boots, her tattered g loves, red 
scarf and green d rab ski cap, her checkered red h u nt ing 
jacket-the one Pa had g iven her with the r ight sleeve 
torn- and looked out the window to the barren cornfield 
below. 

" Better hu rry, Lau r!" her mother shouted. "Gettin' 
late!" 

Laura s l ipped her hand i nto the jacket pocket and 
checked for t he key. Yes, it was st i l l  there-she could feel it  
through her g loved hand. She released it and let it settle 

· i nto her pocket. Then she looked out the window again. 
A lready she cou ld see the stark shadows lengthen ing 

into n ight, the ch i l l  c reep ing into snowbanks, lampposts 
and stal led cars- into the land Lau ra knew so wel l. The 
fences and the rivers, the pastu res and orchards-every
th ing she saw spoke of her  father's l ife, gone now, and of 
what had gradual ly become her own. It had been two years 
since Pa d ied. For two years she and M a  had l ived alone i n  
this house. Tractors a n d  cornfields defined h is l ife; now 
they made up her own. 

Lau ra saw the even ing com ing on, sift ing out under 
the cei l i ng of the sky l i ke an old cigar-faced man deal ing 
poker. She heard M a i n  the kitchen, s ing ing faintly off- key 
one of those old love songs Pa used to s ing before he d ied. 
She smel led the stew Ma was making. It had been Pa's 
favorite. 
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" Better go!"  her mother shouted. "You know what day 
today is, don't you? Gettin' late, Lau r!" 

Laura f i n ished laci ng her boots and pu l led the laces 
down good and tight. She stood, snatched the cap off her 
head, and gave her hair  a few good swipes with the hair 
brush. She wanted to look in the m i rror, but d id n't. I nstead 
she took several more swipes with the brush and stepped 
out into the hal l. It was cold there. Certain ly you' re beaut iful, 
she told  herself. She set the brush down on the bureau and 
placed the cap on her head. Of cou rse you' re beautifu l. Oh, 
hel l, it don't matter. So what if you haven't been with a man 
since-

"Come now, Lau ra!" her mother shouted. "You ain't 
forgett i n', are you?" 

" N o, Ma." 
"Then get down here and get goin' before I boi l  a l l  this 

stew away." 
She was a large woman. She was heavy-boned and 

over-sized, with dark ol ive ski n  and long black hair. Her 
father used to joke to the fel las that she resembled a 
horse; and yet she had about her that d istictly magnetic 
attract iveness, that aura of wonder and fascination, that 
exalted mystery, common to the C lydesdale and a l l  other 
forms of prodig ious l ife. She was strong as an ox, as the 
saying goes, and cou ld l ift nearly as much as her older 
brother Wayne. She had wide h ips special ly su ited to ch i ld
bearing; had had one chi ld, but it d ied in ch i ldbirth. Laura 
was t., i rty-four and s ing le; she had never been married. 

She trampled down the stairs in  her hard boots, 
crossed the carpeted f loor and presented herself to her 
mother in  the kitchen. The old woman stooped over the 
stove. "Wi l l  you turn that stew down and let it s immer, Ma. 
You' re l iable to burn you rself, for heaven's sake." 

" I ' l l  thank you to m ind you r  own business," the old 
woman said. "Seems I raised some pretty healthy ch i ldren 
without so m uch s im meri n'." Her  voice trai led off. She 
spoke and moved i n  that s low-control led motion s ingu lar 
to old people and very young ch i ldren. The old woman 
b l inked at her daughter and tasted the stew aga in. she 
jerked her head away and wi nced. 
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" I  told you you'd get bu rnt, M a." 
"Okay, okay," the old woman said. She s l id  the l id  on 

the pot, leaned over and turned the f lame down to s immer. 
Her  hand trembled. Then she straig htened herself as 
much as she cou ld, reached up-stra in i ng-and righted 
the cap on Lau ra's head. "You have this th ing about 
weari n' you r  cap crooked, don't you? Used to d rive you r  
father damn near crazy. Now wi l l  you get! it's com i n' on 
dark." 

Laura pushed her mother's hands away and ang led 
the cap back the way it had been. "Tel l  me, Ma-you sure 
today's the day? It's awful  cold out there." 

"Sure, I 'm sure. And if you th ink  it' s  too cold take the car. 
That's what the lady from the lawyer's office said anyway." 

" D id she tel l you how m uch the check was for?" 
"I didn't ask." 
"You shoulda asked, Ma." 
"Wel l, I d idn't!" 
"We need the money," Lau ra protested. 
"They' l l  be plenty," the old woman said. With th is she 

went back to her stew, removed the l id  again,  bent over 
and adjusted the f lame h igher. Laura tugged the g love on 
her one bare hand and shook her head. "They' l l  be plenty," 
the old woman repeated. 

Laura turned the storm door handle and stepped 
outside. H e r  feet cru nched on the weathered ice. She 
eased the door gently i nto i ts frame (the spr ing was 
broken) and tucked the col lar up around her ears. The a i r  
n i pped at her cheeks. 

Laura looked south over the farm to where the land 
sloped away and the gray woods rose u p  to meet the sky. 
The sky winked with its f i rst few i mpressions of starl ight. Al l  
about her the pecu l iar  s i lence of farm land after a storm 
exhaled i nto the val ley l ike an old man snori ng. Above, 
Venus, always the first star out, shone l ike a proud Madonna 
saying grace. The land h ushed itself i nto secrecy and held 
i ts secret close. 

And then she remembered the dream, how she'd left 
the house that day and walked the ent ire length of the 
val ley. It was almost d usk. Across the southern f ield she'd 
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trod, stumbl ing t ime and again on the shadowed furrows of 
the Jen kin's orchard, u nt i l, at noon, she arrived at the 
rusted old bridge that crossed the R iver St imson. The river 
ran along the base of the h i l l s  at the far end of the val ley. 
When Laura found herself there she stood on the bridge 
for the longest time and d idn't know what to do. But then a 
voice called out i nside her, a voice resembl ing her father's, 
shouting h urry, hu rry, Laura, go  home-and without hesi
tation-without any rest at a l l- Laura ran a l l  the way home. 
It was twelve m i les, but i n  dreams such th ings were 
possib le. When Laura made it home she opened the 
kitchen door and found her mother lying u nconscious on 
the kitchen floor. She was frightened- her mother looked 
so pale and l ifeless. Laura felt her mother's wrist; she 
splashed water on her face unt i l, dazed and sh ivering, the 
old woman came around. I t  had on ly been another one of 
her mother's faint ing spel ls, but i t  scared the hel l  out of 
Lau ra. She awoke that n ight with a dry mouth and clammy 
ski n  and could not get back to sleep. She watched the 
snow fal l  outside her window and stayed awake unt i l  fi rst 
l ight. 

Laura gazed across the cornfields and saw the lean ing 
towers of the cornstalks in  the snow. She took one or two 
halt ing footsteps, stopped and l istened to the beat ing of 
her heart. She heard the blood pulsing through her vei ns. 
Then she shoved her hands i nto her jacket pockets and set 
off across the f ield. 

When she made the road she turned left cautiously 
(for the road was s l ippery now and covered with patches of 
ice) and proceeded west down the lane past the Jenki ns' 
place. Walk ing th is stretch, she always closed her eyes. 
There were th ings ahead she d idn't want to see, and she 
wanted to make sure she d idn' t  see them. She didn' t  want 
to see the Jenki ns' love seat, ancient and rusting, beneath 
the old e lm. She d idn't want to see the duck pond, frozen 
and b lanketed with layer u po n  layer of snow. She d idn't 
want to see windows or stars or her own breath against the 
f i rmament of heaven. So she walked in the n ight, eyes 
closed, l isten ing. Joey Jenkins  was dead n ow, wasn't he? It 
d idn't matter that she'd had h is  baby. It d idn't matter that 
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they'd made love beneath the old e lm. I t  d id n't matter that 
the baby had d ied. N oth ing mattered. Lau ra walked u nt i l  
she was wel l  past the love seat. Then she opened her  eyes. 
The road stretched on through the rows of stark, bare, 
unfruited trees. 

The post office would be empty th is t ime of n ight; it  
always was. I t  was an o ld bu i ld ing that creaked when you 
entered it and creaked when you left. Laura stam ped up 
the steps and opened the door. She walked in  and slammed 
the door q u ickly. I t  was cold out there. She creaked across 
the floorboards u nt i l  she stood in front of the box marked 
"Wood ley," removi ng one of her g loves, fi nd ing the key i n  
h e r  pocket a n d  sneaki ng i t  i nto t h e  lock. I t  wou ld have 
been h is ch i ld. She turned the key in the lock. He would 
have come home from the war and they wou ld  have had a 
fam i ly. She reached in  and fou nd the envelope marked 
" M rs. El iza Woodley." It wou ld've been h is fam i ly. 

Lau ra stuffed the envelope into her  pocket, shoved 
the key in her other and s l ipped her bare hand i nto its 
g love. She closed the door of the box, stra ightened the cap 
on her head and creaked off across the f loorboards. She 
opened the door, stepped out, and s lam med it sh ut. She 
c lumped down the steps and into the crusty snow. 

I t  wou ld've been h is fam i ly. 
Several t imes on the way home Laura tugged one of 

the g loves from her hands and felt the crispness of the 
envelope i n  her pocket. She cou ld hear it rust le between 
her f ingers. Above, Venus shone in al l  her g lory-the 
brightest star i n  the sky-whi le eastward the si lver s l iver of 
a moon strained against the horizon. The sky was black. 
The stars fl ickered l ike blue-green candles over the frosted 
terrain. 

H urry, a voice said. 
Laura heard it and stu mbled over the frozen h u l ks of 

the apples in  the road. 
H urry, it said. 
Lau ra made the edge of the f ield and started to ru n. 

Her legs moved sl ugg ish ly over the rutted path and the 
shadows of the trees played on the g round to def ine 
themselves i n  twisted, eerie, ghostly del i neations. H e r  
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father's voice shouted h u rry, Lau ra, hurry. 
The house was a hundred and f ifty yards beyond. 

Lau ra saw it but she could not see her mother i n  the 
kitchen window. She smelled stew i n  the a i r, stew that 
smel led burnt, charred, carbonized. Her heart raced; her 
feet faltered over the path. I can't lose her! I can't- not 
now! The window glared vacantly i nto the snow. Ma! She 
clutched the envelope in her hand and d ug her boots as 
deeply as she cou ld i nto the frozen crust. The stew 
smel led closer now-pungent, acrid, defin i tely burnt. H e r  
legs l ifted; h e r  l ungs burned; h e r  th roat felt hot, scorched 
and d ry. She tore the alu mi n u m  door open and lu nged i nto 
the i nner door with the ful l  force of her shoulder. 

For the longest t ime her  mother just sat there and 
looked at her. I t  hadn't occu rred to Laura that she might be 
perfectly wel l; m ig ht, in  fact, be exactly as she had left her. 
But she was. She was sitt i ng q u ietly on the l iv ing room 
sofa, h u mm i ng to herself and reading a magazine. S he'd 
merely suffered another one of her  lapses of memory,
and forgotten completely about the stew. She was sen i le; 
she hadn' t  even noticed a l l  the black smoke in  the room. 
Laura stood in the doorway, stun n ed, ashamed, a l itt le 
embarrassed. She cou ld t h i n k  of noth ing to say. She 
leaned agains the door with her face f lushed, her red scarf 
wrapped loosely about her neck, her  g reen cap angled off 
to one s ide, and closed the door gently beh ind  her. She 
removed her g loves. 

" M ot h e r," L a u ra sa i d, po i n t i n g  to t h e  stove, "yo u r 
stew . . .  " 

The old woman scurried to her  feet and rushed to the 
stove. "Oh, I done it again!" She clawed at the knob and 
shut off the gas. Laura stared at the back of her neck and 
said noth ing. 

I t  was then that Lau ra came up behind her and 
embraced her softly about the shoulders; She pressed her  
face i nto the back of her mother's sku l l  and held her body 
fi rmly but tenderly between her strong, bare hands. She 
felt the fragi l ity of her mother's frame, the wizened angu lar
ity of her skul l, arms and elbows. "Sometimes I worry about 
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you, Ma," she said. 
The old woman stiffened. She tried to pu l l  away but 

Laura held her fast. 
And then Laura began ,to weep. She wept l ike a ch i ld  

with huge yearni ng sobs that shook her enti re body. The 
tears ra11 down her face and down the back of her mother's 
neck. She wept for the pain of the lost ch i ld and the pain of 
her lost man, for the pai n  of a world she d idn't understand, 
and for a l l  the people i n  It who were gone, gone now, her 
father among them, whom she had never real ly known or 
understood-and for her mother whom she couldn't touch. 

The old woman tu rned to face her. She reached up and 
held Laura's face between her rough hands. Then she 
pried herself away and went to the window. Lau ra tr ied to 
hold onto her hand, but cou ldn't. 

" I  never told you how sorry I was when your baby d ied," 
her mother said. She looked out over the snow and 
cornfields and watched some head l ights pass on the road. 
" I n  my day we d idn't talk about such th i ngs." 

" I t don't matter, M a." 
The car and headlghts passed away and out of sight. 
"You' re a l l  I have left now, Laura," her mother said. 

Lau ra watched her mother's breath frost the i nside of the 
window. "Your brother never even came to the fu nera l." 

" H e  and Pa cou ld never talk Maybe because he was 
more l i ke Pa than anyone else." 

"Sometimes I'd l ike to kick that Wayne." 
" M e  too, Ma" 
Laura put both her hands on her mother's shoulders 

from behi nd. 
"I resented you r  pregnancy, " her  mother said. "From 

the very fi'rst day, I resented it." She placed her hands on 
the window s i l l  and ran her f ingers through the dust. " I  
never told you th is, but I was pregnant t h e  day I married 
you r  father. That's why I acted the way I d id, L�ura- 1 d idn' t  
want you to start out the same way. I know you thought i t  
was Joey. I t  wasn't. I t  had nothi n' to  do with  h i m. He was a 
good kid. I wou lda been proud to have h im as a son- i n- law." 

"You don't have to say n ice th ings about Joey because 
he's  dead." · 
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" I  know." 
Laura l ifted her hands from her mother's shoulders. 

" Pa never l iked J oey. I don' t  know why." 
"Your pa never l i ked anyone." 
Laura reached i nto her  pocket and her hand came 

upon the envelope. She had forgotten completely about it. 
" I  sometimes wonder if you r  father ever loved any of 

us," her mother said. 
" M a, look," Lau ra said. 
Her  mother t u rned from the window and saw the 

envelope in Laura's hand. "Oh, that ol' th ing came today, 
d id  it? Wel l, g ive it here then. I been m akin' enough of a fuss 
over it, ha in't I?" 

The old woman held her  hand out for the envelope. But 
then, a lmost without th inking, a lmost as if by reflex, she 
reached up and righted the cap on Laura's head. She 
smoothed the hair  a l l  a rou nd the sides of Lau ra's face and 
then let her hand l i nger u pon her cheek for what Laura 
considered an u n usual ly long t ime. Some of the dust 
rubbed off her f ingers and onto Lau ra's black hair. 

Laura saw suddenly that it d idn't m atter about the 
check Pa hadn't left them m uch, afterall .  I t  d idn't matter if 
the check was two cents. 

Spring-that was what she thought about-that it 
would be here soon. She cou ld a lmost see the season, 
smel l  it, hear it: the b i rds wing ing their  way home at last, the 
brown molt ing sparrows and the brown earth and the 
cherry blossoms and the too-fu l l  streams and a sense that 
there was someth ing vastly eternal about it, someth ing 
forever bei ng born. . 

Laura tried to th ink  of a name for it, but cou ldn't. 
I nstead, she watched the envelope sett le i nto her 

mother's hand and thought she saw an icicle d rop from the 
eaves outside her window. 
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